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Depicting the Threshold of the Oriental Realm: A Comparative Study of Mahan Kashyar in Nizamr
Ganjavr’s Haft Paykar from the Perspective of Ibn Sina’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan

Abstract

The painting of Mahan Kushyar is a folio from the Haft Paykar sectionef an illustrated
manuscript of the Timurid Khamsah (846 AH / 1442 AD, British Library, MS 25900).This painting
is considered a visual allegory of Ibn Sina’s ‘alam-i mithali (the imaginal\world). In the tale of
Hayy ibn Yaqzan, Ton Sina describes the Oriental Realm as a transcenderit réakm and a liminal
space between the material and intellective realms—a realm, where spititbal realities manifest in
sensible forms. Furthermore, by choosing the merchant’s name (Mahan Kaishyar), Nizami Ganjavi
makes a deliberate and double-edged reference to Kiishyar-i Mundajjim (Kushyar the Astronomer)
in order to establish the afdqi dimension of the concept of the OQ'ental Realm as a setting for the
protagonist’s anfusi journey. Hence, the objective of this study is to decode the symbolic and
metaphorical structure of the Mahan Kiishyar painting from Nizam1’s Haft Paykar (846 AH / 1442
AD, British Library, MS 25900) by drawing upon the céncepts of Stnavi philosophy (the Oriental
Realm and the Imaginal World).

The problem of this research is the lack ofia déep and structural analysis of the Mahan Kushyar
painting that could reveal its hidden philesophical-mystical layers. This research gap persists
despite the fact that only, a single,descriptive-historical study of this painting has been conducted
by Barbara Brend (2022), leavinghitssmystical dimensions completely unexamined. The question
is: how does the symboli¢ strueture of the Mahan Kiushyar painting encode the concepts of Sinavi
philosophy (the Oriental Realm), and how can its systematic analysis explain the link between the
afaqr and anfust systems as welbas the key ambiguities of the painting (such as the seven-headed
horse)?

Using, a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach, this study analyzes the
symbolie,elements of the painting within the dfagi and anfusi systems. The statistical population
consists of ‘@l paintings depicting the story of Mahan Kiishyar. Only two paintings have been
found: the first is housed in the British Library with the shelfmark MS 25900, f. 188, dating to
846 AH / 1442 AD from the Timurid period; the second is in the Harvard University Library with
the accession number 9.2015.224, dating to 894 AH / 1489 AD from the Aq Qoyiunli period. The
sample studied is the work preserved in the British Library. The reason for selecting this work is
the abundance of details and a manner of expression that closely resembles Ibn Sina's description
in Hayy ibn Yaqzan and the visualization of the liminality of the Oriental Realm. The tale of Hayy
ibn Yaqzan was chosen because it describes the stages of the anfusi journey, the faculties of the
soul (quwa-yi nafs), and the position of the Acti&q Intellect ( ‘agl-i fa “‘al) in such a precise manner


https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1163/22142371-00802016

that ultimately allows for a direct correspondence with the visual elements and the spiritual path
of Mahan Kiishyar in the painting.

The allusion Ibn Stna makes to the Orient represents the very first step toward the awakening of
the seeker, and it can be understood as the primordial Oriental Realm. Therefore, the seeker (nafs-
i natiqah) is initially in the world of the West (maghrib), matter, and multiplicity, and through Hayy
ibn Yagzan, journeys toward light and the Oriental Realm. Although Mahan is moving toward the
East, the current site of battle (the barren wilderness), which is still under the domination of the
divs (the force of evil), represents the initial section of the realm of the West (maghrib) that he
must leave behind to reach the threshold of the East.

The Timurid painting is a visualization of the liminality of the Oriental Realm, in which Mahan
(nafs-i natigah), by passing through the darkness of the clime of the West'and'freging himself from
the captivity of material faculties, finally reaches the illumination ofsthe light of the ‘aql-i fa “‘al.
In this context, the wilderness represents the clime of theyWest, the Wag-Wagq tree indicates the
internal struggles of man, and the seven-headed horse is assymbolof the totality of the faculties of
the animal soul and afagi (or cosmic) influences. TheyWaq-Wagq'tree in the painting, with its two
branches of anger and desire and a human“head in the.middle, demonstrates that the initial
development of the nafs-i natigah in the material world is\inevitably dependent upon these
necessary faculties. Therefore, the ultimate task of thessoul'(Mahan) is to return to the ‘aql-i fa “‘al,
transcend the evil influences of these faculties, and attain final perfection by bringing them into
moderation. Consequently, in the aforeméfitiened work, a profound link is established between Ibn
Stna’s philosophical wisdom and creative expression; an approach demonstrating that the ultimate
liberation of the soul is possible only through navigating the struggles of the practical intellect
(‘aql-i ‘amali) and receivinggthe grace"ofithe theoretical intellect ( ‘aql-i nazar?) from the ‘aql-i
fa“al.

Keywords: Ibn Sina, ‘Alam-i mith@li, imaginal world, Hayy ibn Yagzan, Nizami, Haft Paykar, Mahan
Kiishyar.
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