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Abstract:

Mughal painting in India is regarded as one of the most distinguished pictorial traditions of the Islamic world, whose origins are profoundly
connected to the visual traditions of Iran, particularly the Herat School. However, in much of the existing scholarship, this relationship has
been explained as a linear and one-directional influence, and the active role of Timurid artists in the processes of transmission, reproduction,
and transformation of these traditions has received comparatively little attention. The central problem of this study is to elucidate how the
visual traditions of the Herat School were transmitted to Mughal painting and to examine the role of Timurid artists as cultural mediators in
the formation of Mughal art. The objective of this article is to analyze the process through which the visual traditions of the Herat School
were transferred to the Mughal court in India, with particular emphasis on the role of migrant Timurid artists, and to clarify the relationship
between continuity and transformation in the formation of the independent identity of Mughal painting. The present research adopts a
qualitative approach and is based on a descriptive—analytical and comparative methodology. The data were collected through library research
and the examination of authoritative Persian and Western sources, and representative examples of paintings from the Herat School and early
Mughal works—especially from the reigns of Humayun and Akbar—have been comparatively analyzed. The theoretical framework of the
study is grounded in cultural transmission theory, intervisuality, and the concept of continuity and rupture in art history. The findings indicate
that the visual traditions of the Herat School were transferred to Mughal painting through the migration of Timurid artists and the
institutionalization of royal workshop structures. This transmission was not a form of passive imitation but rather a dynamic and creative
process in which fundamental Herat elements—such as balanced composition, line-oriented design, and the logic of color organization—
were preserved, while, in interaction with the cultural and political context of India, they underwent transformations including a tendency
toward realism, the articulation of individuality, and a redefinition of the function of the image. Mughal painting thus emerged from an
intercultural dialogue between the Herat tradition and the indigenous conditions of India, acquiring an identity that is at once independent
and deeply rooted in the Timurid heritage.
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Extended Abstract

The formation of Mughal painting in India represents one of the most significant chapters in the history of Islamic art, and
its deep genealogical connection with the visual traditions of the Herat School constitutes a central axis of scholarly inquiry.
Previous research has often framed this relationship in reductive terms of linear stylistic influence, thereby obscuring the
complex cultural mechanisms through which Herat traditions were transmitted, reinterpreted, and transformed within the
Mughal context. The present study departs from such deterministic models and instead conceptualizes the emergence of Mughal
painting as the outcome of a dynamic intercultural dialogue shaped by migration, institutional structures, and active artistic
agency. The collapse of Timurid political authority in the early sixteenth century triggered large-scale migrations of artists
whose aesthetic knowledge, technical expertise, and visual memory embodied the mature traditions of the Herat School (1).
These artists did not function as passive transmitters of style but as cultural mediators who reconstructed Herat’s visual
grammar within new social, political, and ideological environments (2). The relocation of this artistic capital was facilitated by
Humayun’s close engagement with Iranian cultural institutions and his deliberate policy of importing prominent Timurid artists
into the Mughal court, thereby embedding the Herat tradition within emerging Mughal cultural infrastructures (3). This study
therefore redefines Mughal painting not as an extension of Persian art but as a historically situated synthesis forged through
continuity, negotiation, and transformation across cultural boundaries.

The analytical foundation of the research is constructed through three complementary theoretical perspectives: cultural
transmission theory, intervisuality, and the dialectic of continuity and rupture in art history. Cultural transmission theory
emphasizes that artistic traditions are not static artifacts but evolving systems perpetuated through human agency, institutional
mediation, and selective reinterpretation (4, 5). In the field of art history this approach rejects diffusionist paradigms in favor
of multi-layered, interactive processes of adaptation (7), recognizing artists as active agents of meaning production rather than
passive carriers of form (9, 10). The concept of intervisuality extends this logic into the visual domain, proposing that images
operate within networks of visual references in which each new work simultaneously recalls, reinterprets, and transforms
preceding visual systems (13, 14). Complementing this framework, the concept of continuity and rupture enables a nuanced
understanding of artistic change as a gradual reconfiguration of inherited conventions rather than abrupt stylistic replacement
(11, 12). In the Islamic artistic tradition, where workshop structures, master—apprentice transmission, and patronage networks
shape aesthetic production, continuity and rupture function as interdependent forces governing stylistic evolution (16, 17).
Together these perspectives establish an interpretive model capable of explaining how Herat traditions were preserved,
modified, and repurposed in the Mughal milieu.

The Herat School reached its zenith under Timurid patronage in the fifteenth century, supported by stable political
governance and the institutionalization of artistic production within royal workshops. These workshops cultivated a highly
coherent visual language characterized by balanced multi-layered composition, precise line-based drawing, controlled
chromatic harmonies, and text-centered narrative structures (18, 19). Color functioned not merely as ornament but as a
structural device regulating spatial coherence and narrative emphasis (20). Human figures were rendered through idealized
typologies that privileged symbolic clarity over individualized physiognomy, reflecting the fundamentally literary and
metaphysical orientation of Persian miniature painting (24). This aesthetic system was inseparable from the broader cultural
ecology of Herat, where Persian literary culture, Sufi metaphysics, and dynastic ideology intersected to produce a unified visual

worldview (21, 22). The institutional character of Herat’s artistic training ensured the internal coherence and transmissibility
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of its visual grammar, enabling the tradition to survive political upheavals and migrate intact with its practitioners when the
Timurid state disintegrated (25).

The collapse of Timurid authority in Khorasan destabilized Herat’s artistic infrastructure and compelled its artists to seek
new patronage systems. The Mughal court, under Humayun, emerged as the principal recipient of this displaced artistic elite.
Humayun’s prolonged engagement with Safavid Iran and exposure to Persianate court culture fundamentally shaped his
understanding of art as an instrument of political legitimacy and dynastic continuity (26). By importing leading Timurid masters
such as Mir Sayyid ‘Ali and ‘Abd al-Samad, Humayun transplanted not merely individual talent but an entire institutional
model of artistic production (27). The establishment of royal Mughal ateliers replicated the organizational structures of Timurid
workshops, including hierarchical labor division, systematic training, and collective authorship (6, 28). Through these ateliers,
Herat’s principles of composition, drawing, chromatic discipline, and narrative logic were methodically disseminated among
emerging Mughal artists (30). This process transformed Mughal painting into an institutionalized tradition from its inception,
rather than a spontaneous stylistic movement.

While Herat’s visual grammar remained foundational in early Mughal production, the new cultural, political, and
environmental context of India generated substantive transformations. Mughal painting gradually departed from the typological
abstraction of Herat toward individualized portraiture, heightened realism, and historical documentation, reflecting the
ideological needs of imperial governance (32). Nature, previously stylized and symbolic, was rendered with empirical
attentiveness to Indian flora, fauna, and landscapes (18, 36). Subject matter shifted from Persian literary epics toward court
chronicles, dynastic rituals, and imperial campaigns, thereby redefining the social function of the image from literary
accompaniment to political instrument (34). Multicultural participation within Mughal ateliers—including Iranian, Indian, and
later European artists—further expanded visual experimentation and accelerated stylistic diversification (32). These
developments illustrate how continuity with Herat coexisted with creative rupture, yielding a new aesthetic equilibrium rather
than a derivative copy (31, 33).

This study demonstrates that Mughal painting emerged through a historically complex process of cultural transmission in
which Timurid artists functioned as primary agents of transformation rather than passive conduits of style. The Herat School
supplied the foundational visual system—its compositional logic, chromatic structure, narrative principles, and workshop
pedagogy—while the Mughal court provided a new ideological and cultural framework that reshaped these elements into an
independent artistic identity. The interaction of continuity and rupture generated a hybrid visual language that remained deeply
rooted in Timurid heritage while responding dynamically to Indian political realities, environmental experience, and imperial
self-representation. Consequently, Mughal painting should be understood not as a peripheral extension of Persian miniature

but as a major, autonomous chapter in Islamic art history produced through sustained intercultural negotiation and creative

reinvention.
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