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Abstract

The subject of Mi‘raj, concerning the visionary ascent of a purified individual to the
metaphysical realms, has consistently garnered scholarly attention due to its ethical
and behavioral teachings as well as its impact on the reformation of social structures.
Throughout centuries of historical development from ancient eras to the present day
it has served as a significant impetus for numerous writings and iconographies.
Grounded in this thematic framework, the present study focuses on two texts:
Mi‘rajnameh by Mir Heydar and Dante’s Divine Comedy. Through a case study
approach, it examines and analyzes a single motif shared by both works namely, the
depiction of damned women. This motif is represented from an Islamic perspective
in the former and from a Christian theological viewpoint in the latter. the central
research question is: How are the damned women described and illustrated in these
two versions, and what are their points of convergence and divergence? A
comparative analysis of the findings reveals that, although various punishments
inflicted upon women are elaborated in each text, all revolve around a singular sin
derived from the sacred essence of both religions. The attribution of the severest
punishments to this sin in both texts results in greater commonality than disparity in

the portrayal of damned women.
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Introduction

From antiquity to the present day, numerous illustrated manuscripts have survived,
encompassing a variety of religious narratives and sacred historical texts centered on
the thematic core of Mi‘raj (the ascension). This theme fundamentally depicts the
journey and transcendence of a hero, prophet, mystic, or savior to another realm,
wherein they behold heaven, hell, and other exalted planes of existence.
Subsequently, the ascendant returns to their community to recount the experience
and to admonish them regarding the consequences of truth and righteousness as well
as the repercussions of moral deviation and transgression in their conduct and
speech. Such social reformation, enacted by the ascender as a spiritual and purified
figure endowed with divine attributes, has consistently been accorded profound
significance across all revealed religions. Among the earliest extant religious
sources is the Gathas, which narrate the ascension of the prophet Zoroaster, his
discourse with Ahura Mazda, and his visitation of the divine realms of heaven and
hell. Another seminal ancient text is the Arda Viraf Namah, a literary work detailing
the ascension of a distinguished cleric who, selected from among the pious, embarks
on a visionary journey to behold the strata of heaven and hell, and upon his return,
dispels doubts and uncertainties surrounding Zoroastrianism. Over subsequent
centuries, this text became a foundational precursor for later literary works on the
subject of ascension, whose protagonists undergo profound spiritual transformation
within their societies, traversing the wondrous realms of creation and the afterlife.
Through enduring severe trials, they emerge as reformers tasked with fostering a
better and more enduring future for their communities and fulfilling their divine
mission. A particularly noteworthy aspect is the portrayal and role of celestial and
damned women encountered in these visionary journeys. The present study,
employing a case-study methodology, focuses exclusively on the motif of damned
women in two seminal works: Mi‘rajnameh by Mir Heydar and Dante’s Divine
Comedy, as illustrated by Gustave Doré. Although both texts exhibit thematic
affinities in narrating otherworldly realms, the former is grounded in Islamic
doctrine, while the latter reflects Christian theological perspectives in their textual
and iconographic portrayals of damned women. Accordingly, the prevailing
hypothesis posits significant divergences and distinctions in the description and

Archive of SID.ir



Archive of SID.ir

71 Abstract

representation of damned women between these two works—both in terms of the
nature of sins attributed and the modes of their respective punishments. To
substantiate or refute this hypothesis, a comparative-analytical approach was
undertaken to interpret and critically examine the texts. Undeniably, elucidating the
methodologies employed in depicting and embodying damned women in these
works not only reveals their shared and divergent elements but also sheds light on
religious conceptions of particular sins and their concomitant punishments, thereby

reflecting instructive moral and anthropological teachings.

Materials & Methods

The present study adopts a qualitative content analysis approach with a comparative
framework, aiming to examine a specific motif—namely, the damned women—
based on the textual and visual structures of Mi rajnameh by Mir Heydar and
Gustave Doré’s illustrations of Dante’s Divine Comedy. The study involves a
detailed reading and analysis of these motifs, followed by a comparative
interpretation to identify their points of convergence and divergence. To facilitate
this analysis, data were collected from credible library and electronic sources. The
research population comprised a total of forty-four images. From this corpus,
purposive non-random sampling was employed, focusing exclusively on images that
prominently feature damned women as a distinctive visual element. Eight images
meeting this criterion were selected as the sample for the study’s narrative and

visual analyses.

Discussion and Results

An analytical synthesis of the findings from both Mi rajnameh and the Divine
Comedy reveals that the protagonists intended, through their allegorical ascension
journeys and visionary experiences, to implicitly rather than explicitly address the
reform of life structures, ethics, and prevailing behaviors. Consequently, their
textual and visual descriptions of the damned women present both shared and
distinctive elements. Some of these aspects appear directly in the texts themselves,
while others have been incorporated by the artists into their illustrations based on
their interpretation of the source material.
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Conclusion

The comparative analyses of the two studied texts, alongside the identification of
their numerous commonalities outweighing descriptive and visual differences, not
only refute the initial research hypothesis but also reveal a significant finding. Both
ascendant figures Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) and Dante during their spiritual and
transcendental journeys, witness and perceive a singular root cause and major sin
behind the punishment of the damned women: the misuse of their beautiful bodies
and feminine charms not within the bounds of pure, lawful love and marital life, but
rather to seduce and deceive other men in society. This cause and sin are considered
the origin of all punishments inflicted upon women in both Mi ‘rajnameh and the
Divine Comedy, which has led to numerous textual and visual depictions centered
around it. Although these depictions, emerging from a shared sacred religious spirit,
exhibit some differences, these can be attributed to factors and conditions such as:
the chronological context (the writing and illustration of Mi ‘rajnameh by Mir
Heydar during 1435-1436 AH / the writing and illustration of Dante’s Divine
Comedy by Gustave Doré between 1861-1888 CE); geographical boundaries (Iran /
Italy); and the specific details and nature of the ascension journey undertaken by
each figure (the Prophet Muhammad’s journey versus Dante’s voyage). These
factors can be considered independent and influential variables, whose in-depth

evaluation and analysis remain open for future research endeavors.
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6. https://www.worldofdante.org/gallery dore.html

7. And as the wings of starlings bear them on In the cold season in large band and full, So doth
that blast the spirits maledict; It hither, thither, downward, upward, drives them; No hope
doth comfort them for evermore, Not of repose, but even of lesser pain.” (Alighieri
1867:21).
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8. Then said to me the Guide: "See that thou thrust Thy visage somewhat farther in advance,
That with thine eyes thou well the face attain Of that uncleanly and dishevelled drab, Who
there doth scratch herself with filthy nails, And crouches now, and now on foot is standing.
Thais the harlot is it, who replied Unto her paramour, when he said, 'Have I Great gratitude
from thee?—'Nay, marvellous;' And herewith let our sight be satisfied."( (Alighieri
1867: 77).

9. And he to me: "That is the ancient ghost Of the nefarious Myrrha, who became Beyond all
rightful love her father's lover. She came to sin with him after this manner, By
counterfeiting of another's form; As he who goeth yonder undertook, That he might gain
the lady of the herd, To counterfeit in himself Buoso Donati, Making a will and giving it
due form."( Alighieri 1867:126).
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