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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE ART OF ILLUMINATING
THE QUR’AN
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Abstract

The first written Qur’ans date back to the period immediately following the death of the Prophet
of Islam. These first copies of the Qur’an were mainly written in Kiific script. The illumination
that adorned these Qur’ans came into existence very soon after this, since we can trace its history
back to approximately the same time period. For the illuminator, the main purpose of illumination
has always been to recall or highlight the higher or deeper dimension of the text and to not allow
anything to intrude upon that text. In fact, the art of illuminating the Qur’an cannot be considered
as an independent art form, but rather, as a vehicle for the divine text. As time passed, this art,
which was very simple to begin with, progressed and reached to a high level of artistic expression
that has left a significant amount of Qur’ans adorning museums and libraries. The Arabic term for
illumination is Tadhhib, derived from the Arabic word dhab, meaning gold because the first and
most prevalent element used to work with in this form of art was gold.
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Abstrak

Salinan-salinan bertulis pertama Al-Qur’an wujud sejak zaman sejurus selepas kewafatan
Rasulullah SAW. Salinan-salinan pertama Al-Qur’an ini kebanyakannya ditulis dalam tulisan
Khat Kufi. Hiasan berkilau (illumination) yang mencorakkan salinan-salinan Al-Qur’an ini
wujud tidak lama kemudian, memandangkan kita dapat mengesan sejarah ia yang kembali ke
zaman yang lebih kurang sama. Bagi pembuat corak hiasan berkilau, tujuan utama hiasan adalah
selalunya untuk mengenang atau menyerlahkan dimensi teks yang lebih tinggi atau mendalam
dan untuk mengelak teks daripada gangguan dan kerosakan. Hakikatnya, seni hiasan berkilau
untuk Al-Qur'an tidak boleh dianggap sebagai satu bentuk seni bebas, tetapi sebaliknya, sebagai
satu alat untuk menyampaikan teks suci tersebut. Dengan berlalunya masa, seni ini, yang sangat
ringkas pada mulanya, telah berkembang dan mencapai tahap ungkapan seni yang tinggi sehingga
meninggalkan sejumlah besar Al-Qur’an yang menghiasi muzium dan perpustakaan. Istilah Arab
untuk hiasan berkilau ialah Tadhhib yang berasal daripada perkataan Arab dhab yang bermakna
emas kerana unsur pertama dan yang paling lazim digunakan dalam bentuk seni ini ialah emas.

Kata Kunci: Al-Qur’an, seni Islam, hiasan berkilau, tadhhib.
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THE ART OF ILLUMINATING (TADHHIB)

Illuminating a manuscript is a form of artistic expression employed by an artist
to decorate and beautify a manuscript, making it more precious, and eye-catching. This
technique is used to ornate texts of different fields such as historical, moral, scientific,
and religious. In addition to beautifying and increasing the attraction of the script,
illumination has other advantages for the readers. Martin Lings (Lings, 1976) mentioned
to sitrah headings and the divisions between the verses where the illumination elements
implied there play the role for the proposed purpose helping the reader.

The history of illumination dates back to the pre-Islamic traditions of the Sassanid
illuminated scripts of Persia. We can find traces of this in the religious books of
Manicheans found in Turpan in China. After the advent of Islam in Persia, this technique
was used to decorate the Qur’an and other Islamic books as well as texts from other
subjects. Illumination, however, slowly established itself and flourished as one of the
main techniques used to decorate the Qur’anic scripts using expensive materials such
as gold and azure. Noted by Dust Muhammad, AlT ibn Abi Talib was the first person to
have applied illumination to the Qur’an (Barkeshli, 2000). As it is applied to a sacred
text, the art of illumination has been an attempt to increase the aesthetic value of the text.
As previously mentioned, the term tadhhib primarily refers to the use of gold but it also
encompasses the use of a varied palette of colors (Derman, 1998).

The Persian artists, particularly from the Seljuk era, began developing illumination
techniques and reached a brilliant, high degree of sophistication in Timurid dynasty. The
emigration of some Iranian artist to India during Safavids and the Mughals of India’s
patronage of the arts resulted in some splendid transcriptions of very high quality in the art
of illuminating the Qur’an and other texts produced at the time.

The art of illuminating the Qur’an has not been limited to merely decoration of
the text. It has also been extended to the bindings, Qur’anic sacs, Qur’anic boards, and
the cover page. With regards to the text, illumination occurs as si#rah-divisions, sirah-
headings, unwans, and margins.

Before delving into the text, the brilliant frontispiece presented opposite of the title
page was a magnificent introduction of the sacred text. This grand opening, or what western
scholars refer to as carpet sheet or carpet page (Barakat, 2006) is known as shamsa (derived
from Arabic shams meaning sun) or dibache (rays of sunlight, introduction) in Persian.
Shamsa, as a symbol of light, progressed in importance and magnitude from simple designs
to intricate patterns and can be considered the technique that allows the artist the most
freedom of expression compared to the other kinds of inter-textual illuminations (Barkeshli
2000). However, shamsa’s form is not restricted to the frontispiece. It can be seen as a
symbol of light, that is, Noor - as the Qur’an itself is considered a source of God’s light
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(Barakat, 2006). These small shamsas spread throughout the text remind us that each part
of the text can be considered as a ray of the sun that shines forth and gives brightness to the
soul and the eyes of the reader.

Figure 1: A page of illuminated Qur’an, 7"/13" century, Spain (Istanbul,
museum of Turkish and Islamic Arts)

With regards to the margins, there were a wide range of designs from empty
margins to very complicated and foliaceous patterns used to decorate page margins.
The use of the tree of life can be seen in some margins as well such as those seen in
some Qur’an produced in the Western part of the Islamic Empire. In some cases with
expanded decoration the predominance of decoration over calligraphy is clear and the use
of illumination seems to have been more important than the calligraphy (S. Blair, 2006).

When it comes to ornamenting the cover page, the binding, and the Qur’anic
boards, the artist has more freedom expressing himself as it is a separate part of the text. A
prevalence of local and non-religious patterns and designs can be seen more frequently in
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these distinct parts. For instance the impact of pagan themes can be seen in the Qur’anic
boards produced in the west of Africa with the use of primitive designs such as some
animistic motives and zodiac symbols (Grib, 2009).

EARLY QUR’ANS

The early Qur’ans were written on parchments, tablets of stone, branches of date
trees, other wood, leaves, leather and even bones. The first type of script used to write the
Qur’an with was Kitfah. This script, which has roots in Nabataean script derived its name
from the city of Kifa in Iraq. The early Qur’ans had limited illumination that mostly
embellished Sirah headings, Ayat, hizb (juz’) divisions and sajdas (prostrations). These
embellishments were mostly simple and unchanging, with geometric patterns. Another
but even more simple decoration was that of using margin lines, usually in red color, in
early Qur’ans (Shayesteh Far, 1388: 74), however many of these early copies which were
mostly written on parchments had no margin lines (Figure 2)
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Figure 2: A page of the 9" century Qur’an on parchment with Kiific calligraphy.
Wellcome library
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Figure 3: A page of holy Qur’an, Baghdad 1000 A.C, signed by
Alt ibn Hilal known as Ibn al-Bawwab

Some early Qur’ans contained very simple and primitive margin lines, sometimes
not well drawn and straight like the one in the Figure 4.

PR . TSR ,,‘,__,__ 8
Figure 4: An early page of Qur'an. North Afiica, early 8" century
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The lack of decoration and illumination techniques in early Qur’ans can be seen in
many copies produced in different parts of the Islamic Empire. Even on the very famous
copy, known as *“Blue Qur’an” (Figure 5) written in late 9'- early 10" century in Tunisia
with a remarkable use of expensive materials such as gold, we can see a very basic and
simple use of illuminating art.

Figure 5: Folio from Blue Qur'an

In many cases, the early illuminators used to compensate for the lack of
ornamentation and designs by using brilliant and attractive, colorful patterns fabricated
with the text. The cream parchment with the addition of gold colorful patterns gifts the
reader with a splendid sight to the text written in the edgy Kiific script.

Among the many places where the illuminators produced their works in the
first centuries, Khurasan in Iran had the most magnificent works. There were centers
in Khurasan for training illuminators and calligraphers. In the early centuries, the
calligrapher and the illuminator were one and the same. Once he finished the work of
writing, he proceeded to illuminate it. Later a division of duties ensued with the artists of
the different disciplines and the subsequent large amount of works produced now had a
different calligrapher and illuminator. In some early Qur’ans writing the scripts had been
finished but the illumination was not completed which means that the illuminating had

started after the writing was completed.




The International Journal of Arts. Culture & Heritage
(iJACH) : Ji- 101

Figure 7: A page of illuminated Qur'an, Khurasan, Iran 5" century A.H
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TADHHIB FROM 12TH CENTURY ONWARD

The simple and primitive methods in illuminating the Qur’an continued into the
12th century. In the 12th century a new approach in Tadhhib was offered by Muslim
artists that had clear differences from the previous approach. Compared to the past, new
and more detailed patterns came to exist and in addition to geometric patterns we saw the
advent of floral and plant patterns. Besides Persian based designs of illumination, there
were features imported from other cultures, such as China, with cloud motifs applied
in some Qur’ans as well as native characteristics used in illuminating the text. Some
characteristics of Malay Qur’ans, in terms of the art of illumination could be traced to
Patani origins (Barkeshli, 2000). Many of these Qur’ans from places such as the Aceh
School of the northern tip of Sumatera and Terengganu, Kelantan and Patani on the
East Coast of the Malay Peninsula were actually produced by the artists of 19* century
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Figure 8: Qur'an manuscript, 6" (A.H), museum of Astan-e- Ghods-e- Radavi, Iran
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settlements of Southeast Asia in Mecca (Gallop, 2008). Among the typically Malay
features, which can be considered as a unique attitude in the art of illuminating the
Qur’an, are those such as pinnacled arches on the three outer sides of decorated frames
and the use of red and yellow colors whereas in the other parts of the Islamic world the
tendency was to use rectangular outlines of illuminated and the use of blue and gold
colors (Gallop, 2008).

Tabriz, a city in the north west of Iran, has been an important center for artistic
products. In fact, its role in the world of Islamic art has been significant and impressive.
In the 13th century, Rab’e Rashidri, an academic leadership complex near the city with
considerable works and artists, established a striking style of art, specifically in miniature
painting, calligraphy, and illuminating. The Persian vizier of Mughal, Khajeh Rashid- al
din Fadl allah built the center near to the city (Rab-e-Rashidr) where there was a place
with different ateliers for artistic activities. In this period the art of illuminating reached
a high level of glory and maturity (Noorbakhsh, 2012). In these copies we can see a
mixture use of both geometric and vegetable patterns in the art of Tadhhib. Among the
other incomes, in terms of technique, we can mention the use of octagonal patterns,
twelve point stars, blue stars, and scattered flowers. In these Qur’ans, the edges of the
pages were mostly decorated with geometric patterns.

Timurids were a Persianate dynasty of Turco-Mughal lineage and ruled in Iran from
1370-1526. During this period, there was well organized support and patronage of art
and artists.One of the main centers of the Timurids was Herat in today’s Afghanistan. In
the works produced there we can see a considerable use of gold and azure in preparing
manuscripts of the Qur’an (Noorbakhsh, 2012). Among the many works produced in
Herat, a copy of the Qur’an known as Baysunghur Qur’an, produced during the reign
of Baysunghur, between 1400-1405 in Herat, is a brilliant and unique piece with an
extraordinary size of 177x101 cm and displaying brilliant illumination. Shahrokh Mirza
himself was an experienced calligrapher and illuminator and the Qur’ans produced at his
time were among the very well decorated and richest copies ones. Blue cobalt and gold
were the predominant colors used for these copies (Noorbakhsh, 2012). After this period
the expansion of this art continued in the Safavid era with the use of natural patterns such
as human and animal designs in the margins. The Safavid era in Iran can be considered as
the highest point in the field of illuminating. The works produced after that were mostly
copies of previous works without any significant innovations and this was mostly due to
artists’ attempts at producing more works to feed the market. Other than Iran there are
other places in the Islamic Empire that uphold the magnificent tradition of illuminating
Qur’ans. In Egypt there are copies from the Mamliik era mostly worked in gold. In these
copies we can see the use of the circle forms mixed with geometric and floral patterns. The
Mamlik Qur’ans were usyally large in size with muhagqaq and rayhan scripts.
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Figure 9: A Mamlitk Qur’an with the use of circles

Different parts of India, like Kashmir, have had a fine tradition of illuminated
Qur’ans. Many of these magnificent manuscripts were produced in the Mughal era in
India, however, there were copies produced before that in the Bahmanid period which
began in about 1350. In fact, the only surviving manuscript of the Bahmanid era belongs
to the late fifteenth century (Welch, 1985) with Bihari script and a mixture of large curve
and edgy margins with carpet-like ones as the illumination (Figure 10).

A significant feature of the art of illuminating the Qur’ans in India is the use of
a carpet layout which is very similar to the rich ornamented carpets and rugs of India
(Figure 11). Art of the book in Mughal India reached to its peak and established a
profound tradition in different disciplines related to the manuscript production such as
illustration and illumination. In some cases, in 2 manuscript containing different artistic
trends, the illumination moves forward from other attempts. For instance, in an imperial
copy of Panj Ganj (Five treasures) of Jami which bears a flyleaf note by Jahangir, its rich
illumination is known to be the most eminent of its characteristics (Seyller, 1999: 56).







