Vol No.2, Issue 3, 2026

ACADEMIA International Research Journal (Multidisciplinary)

Visual Splendour and Imperial Ideology: A Literature Review on Mughal
Miniature Painting

| Received: 17-05-2026 | Revised: 08-06-2026 | Accepted: 27-06-2026 | Published: 09-07-2026 |

Amir Maseem?

1Research Scholar, BFA Graphic Designing, Department of Fine Art, Government College University Lahore,
Punjab, Pakistan

Email: amirmaseem86@gmail.com

Corresponding Author: amirmaseem86@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Mughal miniature painting represents one of the most advanced traditions of courtly art in the early modern
Islamic and South Asian world. It developed under the support of Mughal emperors from the sixteenth
century onward, blending Persian manuscript traditions with Indian artistic methods and, over time,
incorporating aspects from European visual culture. Therefore, the study of Mughal painting has looked at
this tradition from various angles, such as how experts assess artworks, how styles evolved, how
manuscripts were made, how the emperor supported the arts, how portraits were created, how workshops
were organized, how cultures influenced each other, and how political ideas were expressed (Beach, 1987;
Beach, 1992; Stronge, 2002; Welch, 1985).Rather than seeing miniature painting only as an artistic
achievement, recent studies see it as a powerful tool for expressing imperial ideas. The paintings
communicated messages about the emperor's power, his family's right to rule, military strength, religious
authority, cultural sophistication, and his connection to both the natural world and political structures (Milo
Beach, 2012; Eaton, 2019; Seyller, 1999).The Mughal atelier was also a place where many different cultures
came together, including Persian, Central Asian, Indian Muslim, Hindu, and European influences. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art notes that Akbar's artists included Persians as well as Indian Muslims and
Hindus, while the Victoria and Albert Museum highlights how Iranian traditions, Indian realism, and
European influences shaped Mughal painting (Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2002; Victoria and Albert
Museum, n.d.).This literature review looks at how scholars have interpreted the visual beauty of Mughal
miniature painting and its link to imperial ideology, with special attention to the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir,
and Shah Jahan. It argues that Mughal painting should not only be seen as court decoration but as a complex
visual language through which the empire presented itself, recorded history, shaped the emperor's image,
and expressed ideas about sovereignty and universal rule (Abu'l Fazl; Beach, 1987; Welch, 1997; Stronge,
2002).

Keywords: Mughal painting, miniature painting, imperial ideology, Akbar, Jahangir, Shah Jahan,
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INTRODUCTION

Mughal miniature painting holds a central role in the history of South Asian art because it combines
exceptional technical skill with deep political and cultural meanings. Although the term "miniature™ is often
used for these works, Mughal paintings were not just small pictures made for private enjoyment. Many
were part of manuscripts, albums, imperial histories, diplomatic gifts, family records, or royal collections.
Their creation was closely tied to the Mughal imperial atelier, where artists, calligraphers, illuminators,
bookbinders, designers, and other specialists worked under the support of aristocrats and the emperor. As
a result, these paintings were part of a broader culture of manuscript production and courtly display (Losty,
1982; Stronge, 2002; Seyller, 1999).The Mughal style developed under Akbar through a steady blending
of Persian artistic traditions and Indian techniques, while the reigns of Jahangir and Shah Jahan saw further
developments in portraiture, natural history, alboums, decorative borders, and images of imperial power
(Beach, 1987; Beach, 1992; Chandra, 1983; Welch, 1997).The Metropolitan Museum also highlights Akbar
as the first major Mughal patron of book arts and notes how this artistic language was refined during the
reigns of Jahangir and Shah Jahan. The political history of Mughal painting starts with the foundation and
strengthening of the Mughal Empire in northern India. Babur started the dynasty in 1526, but it was under
Akbar that the empire gained a stronger institutional and cultural base. Akbar’s rule from 1556 to 1605 was
marked by territorial expansion, administrative improvements, engagement with various religious groups,
and extensive support for architecture, literature, and the visual arts (Eaton, 2019; Mitter, 2001).Painting
became an important part of this imperial cultural effort. The court ordered large illustrated manuscripts
such as the Hamzanama, Akbarnama, Razmnama, Ramayana, and other Persian translations and historical
texts. These projects were not just literary or artistic activities; they played a key role in shaping a historical
and ideological story about the Mughal dynasty and its place in the Indian subcontinent (Abu'l Fazl; Beach,
1987; Stronge, 2002).The scale of Akbar's manuscript projects shows that painting was deeply involved in
the functioning of the imperial court, not just on the periphery (Losty, 1982; Welch, 1985). Traditional
studies of Mughal painting have often focused on classifying styles and assigning artworks to specific
artists.

Early and influential scholars like Stuart Cary Welch, Milo Cleveland Beach, Martin Chandra, and John
Seyller laid the foundation for understanding the development of Mughal painting, individual artists,
manuscripts, and workshops (Beach, 1987; Chandra, 1976; Seyller, 1999; Welch, 1963). Their studies
remain important because Mughal paintings often existed as separate folios after the original manuscripts
were broken apart. Therefore, identifying artists, reconstructing manuscripts, studying inscriptions, and
analyzing styles became essential scholarly activities. At the same time, more recent scholarship has
focused more on themes such as patronage, political symbolism, cross-cultural influences, and the structure
of artistic production (Milo Beach, 2012; Crill & Jariwala, 2010; Stronge, 2002). A major topic in the
literature is the relationship between visual magnificence and imperial ideology. Mughal emperors used
their support of the arts to show themselves as powerful, cultured, and divinely chosen rulers. Images of
coronations, court gatherings, battles, royal hunts, diplomatic meetings, and dynastic changes formed a
visual language of kingship (Abu'l Fazl; Welch, 1997; Milo Beach, 2012).The emperor was often placed at
the center of the picture, while courtiers, soldiers, foreigners, animals, buildings, and landscapes were
arranged to highlight hierarchical relationships. This imagery did not simply show the political reality; it
constructed an ideal version that portrayed sovereignty as organized, legitimate, and visually impressive
(Milo Beach, 2012; Rogers, 1993).

This ideological aspect is very clear in the imperial histories connected with Akbar. Abu'l Fazl's Akbarnama
merges historical writing with a well-developed theory of kingship. The illustrated manuscript, therefore,
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helped link written history with visual representation. Scenes like military victories, royal audiences,
ceremonies, and diplomatic meetings presented historical events as visual representations of imperial power
(Abu'l Fazl; Stronge, 2002).The Victoria and Albert Museum's interpretation of the Akbarnama shows how
scenes such as Akbar's entrance into Surat combined actual events with refined visual traditions, including
detailed architecture and costume descriptions, as well as images of Europeans who appeared at the Mughal
court. Jahangir's time brought a new focus to Mughal visual ideology: his mindful relationship with art. He
showed great interest in painting and was known for his attention to portraits, natural history, artistic
attribution, and taste in aesthetics (Chandra, 1983; Welch, 1997).His memoirs, the Jahangirnama, offer deep
insight into how he viewed artists and their creations. Paintings made during his reign increasingly focused
on individual portraits, rare animals and birds, allegorical scenes, and carefully constructed representations
of the emperor. This shift has led scholars to describe his period as one in which the Mughal image became
more personal and psychologically complex (Chandra, 1983; Rogers, 1993; Crill & Jariwala, 2010).The
V&A also notes that portraiture reached a new level of realism under Jahangir, and that his court favored
highly personal artistic styles. Shah Jahan's rule marked another step in the relationship between art and
royal authority. While Akbar's art often highlighted storytelling and the mixing of various artistic traditions,
and Jahangir's support pushed for naturalism and individual portraits, Shah Jahan's visual culture
emphasized formal grandeur, luxury, symmetry, and the continuation of the royal lineage (Beach, 1992;
Welch, 1997; Milo Beach, 2012).Imperial albums, court scenes, portraits, architectural images, and
decorative patterns helped create a visual image of monarchy that was orderly and opulent. Painting thus
supported the emperor's architectural efforts, such as the grand courtly environments in Agra and Delhi
(Welch, 1985; Stronge, 2002).

This literature review explores these developments through the central question of how visual splendor
expressed imperial ideology. It looks into how scholars have seen Mughal painting as a result of patronage,
workshop organization, cross-cultural interactions, historical narration, portraiture, naturalism, and political
symbolism. It also examines the challenges scholars face in piecing together a spread-out artistic tradition
from manuscripts, aloum pages, museum collections, inscriptions, archives, and written sources (Falk &
Archer, 1981; Seyller, 1999; Beach, 1992).The main idea is that Mughal miniature painting was an artistic,
intellectual, historical, and political practice. Its visual beauty was not separate from its role in conveying
ideology; indeed, splendor itself helped make imperial authority visible and convincing (Milo Beach, 2012;
Welch, 1997).

LITERATURE REVIEW
Early Scholarship and the Formation of Mughal Painting Studies

The study of Mughal miniature painting has evolved through several academic approaches, including the
collection of artworks in museums, the analysis of artistic skill, the classification of manuscripts,
comparison of artistic styles, and historical research. In the early to mid-20th century, scholars primarily
aimed to arrange paintings in a chronological order and to identify key artists and artistic schools. Stuart
Cary Welch played a significant role in introducing Indian painting to a global audience and in highlighting
the advanced artistic and technical qualities of Mughal and related painting traditions (Welch, 1963, 1978,
1985).His contributions helped elevate Mughal painting to be seen as a major artistic tradition rather than
a secondary branch of Persian or Islamic art. Martin Chandra also contributed significantly, with his studies
focusing on Mughal painting during the reigns of Akbar and Jahangir (Chandra, 1976, 1983).These works
established a groundwork for future understanding of the connection between artistic styles, support from
the court, and the timeline of Mughal art. Milo Cleveland Beach's Early Mughal Painting remains a key

& ACAD 3




Vol No.2, Issue 3, 2026
ACADEMIA International Research Journal (Multidisciplinary)

text for understanding how the Mughal style emerged during Akbar's rule. Beach explored the relationship
between individual manuscripts, artists, and court patronage, arguing that the Mughal style developed
through teamwork rather than through the efforts of individual artists working alone (Beach, 1987).His later
work, Mughal and Rajput Painting, expanded this perspective by placing Mughal painting within the
broader history of Indian court painting and by examining its influence on regional styles (Beach, 1992).The
importance of this approach lies in its challenge to the idea that Mughal painting should be understood
solely within a strict imperial or Persian framework. Rather, Mughal painting engaged dynamically with
Rajput and other local traditions (Beach, 1992; Goswamy & Fischer, 1987). The analysis of individual
manuscripts has also played a central role in the scholarly discussion.

The India Office collections, for example, provide important evidence regarding the history of Indian
miniature painting, while catalogues associated with Falk and Archer have aided scholars in identifying
manuscripts, pages, artists, and artistic features (Falk & Archer, 1981).John Seyller’s work on the Freer
Ramayana and other illustrated manuscripts greatly broadened the understanding of artistic workshops and
the role of patronage. His research shows that the creation of a Mughal manuscript involved a complex
network of relationships among patrons, designers, artists, scribes, and other specialists (Seyller, 1999).This
evidence complicates the traditional view of the "master painter" as the sole creator of a miniature and
instead shows painting as a collective effort.

Persianate Foundations and Indian Synthesis

A key area of study in Mughal painting involves its Persianate roots and the blending with Indian traditions.
The Mughal dynasty originated in Central Asia and brought with it the cultural traditions of the Timurid
and Persian worlds. Persian was a major language in Mughal administration and among the elite literary
class, particularly under Akbar. Persian-speaking artists and writers were important figures in the court
(Eaton, 2019; Gray, 1978).As a result, the visual elements of early Mughal painting reflected conventions
from Persian manuscript illustration, such as composition, decorative patterns, calligraphy, costume,
architectural depictions, and landscape styles (Beach, 1987; Gray, 1978). However, scholars now recognize
that Mughal painting cannot be entirely attributed to Persian influence.

The imperial atelier brought together artists from various religious and cultural backgrounds. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art notes that Akbar's court had painters from both Persian and Indian origins,
and that their collaboration was essential in forming the unique Mughal style. The Victoria and Albert
Museum similarly describes Mughal art as a blend of Iranian traditions and Indian influences, highlighting
the combination of Persian structural and decorative styles with Indian realism in animal and bird
depictions. This cultural diversity is vital for understanding the visual ideology of the Mughal court, as the
empire ruled over a wide range of linguistic, religious, and cultural groups (Eaton, 2019; Mitter, 2001). The
concept of a "Persianate” Mughal culture is especially relevant in this context. Eaton argues that Persianate
culture functioned as a widespread system across South and Central Asia, involving language, political
customs, literary practices, and elite identity (Eaton, 2019).Mughal painting participated in this broader
cultural environment while also adapting to the Indian setting. The result was a visual language that was
neither purely Persian nor purely Indian, but rather a unique synthesis that allowed the Mughals to see
themselves as successors to the prestigious Timurid tradition while also asserting control over the diverse
peoples and landscapes of Hindustan (Beach, 1987; Eaton, 2019).
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Akbar and the Imperial Atelier

Akbar holds a key position in nearly every account of Mughal painting because his time saw the creation
of large-scale state-sponsored manuscript projects. The Hamzanama is especially significant due to its size,
unique visual style, and blend of Persian narrative traditions with dynamic Indian artistic elements (Beach,
1987; Stronge, 2002).The paintings use bright colors, intricate compositions, intense movement, detailed
clothing, expressive figures, and elaborate backgrounds. Their visual richness can be seen as part of the
cultural and artistic environment of Akbar’s court, where art reflected the power and efficiency of the state
(Beach, 1987; Losty, 1982). The Akbarnama is even more closely linked to the emperor’s ideological goals.
Abu'l Fazl's historical work was meant not only to document events but also to express the concept of
Akbar’s rule. The emperor is portrayed as a leader whose power is backed by wisdom, fairness, military
strength, tolerance, and divine support (Abu'l Fazl).The illustrations turn this written idea into visual form.
Depictions of battles, royal meetings, ceremonies, hunting, and diplomatic events serve to repeatedly assert
the emperor’s authority (Stronge, 2002; Welch, 1997).The visual story thus constructs a history in which
political power becomes a display. The structure of the workshop also had deeper meaning. Creating large
manuscripts needed a lot of money and administration. The presence of many artists and specialists under
the emperor’s support showed the strength and organization of the court (Seyller, 1999; Stronge,
2002).These manuscripts were not just objects with text and images; they also showed the wealth and
culture of the imperial court. The heavy work required to make them turned the manuscript itself into a
form of imperial display (Losty, 1982; Stronge, 2002).

European Influence and Cross-Cultural Exchange

A major area of study is how European artistic ideas entered Mughal painting. This influence became more
visible after Akbar’s court had contact with Portuguese Jesuits at the end of the sixteenth century. European
paintings, prints, engravings, and religious images entered Mughal courts and became subjects of interest
and study (Leach, 1995; Stronge, 2002).Mughal artists borrowed elements like shading, perspective, halo
shapes, angels, and certain plant designs without abandoning Mughal painting’s main traditions. Leach's
research on European sources is especially important because it shows that European influence should not
be seen as simple copying. Mughal artists selectively used foreign visual elements within their established
artistic system (Leach, 1995).This led to a new visual style where European techniques could serve Mughal
purposes. The V&A records that Jesuit paintings displayed at Akbar's court caught his interest and that
European prints later affected Mughal painting, particularly in how depth was created and in certain
decorative styles. Thus, cross-cultural exchange became another part of Mughal imperial culture. The
adding of European elements also had deeper meaning. Collecting, studying, and adapting foreign images
helped the Mughal court show itself as a center of culture that could take in knowledge from different parts
of the world. This openness could itself be a way to show the court’s superiority. The emperor didn’t have
to reject foreign traditions to show his power; instead, the ability to take and change them proved the court’s
strength in intellect and art (Leach, 1995; Eaton, 2019).

Jahangir: Portraiture, Naturalism and Imperial Selfhood

Jahangir’s rule is often seen as a turning point in Mughal painting because of his personal involvement in
art. Chandra’s study of his time shows how individualized portraits, refined naturalism, and new forms of
album painting developed (Chandra, 1983).Rogers also points out that portraiture and the representation of
the emperor were key features of Mughal painting in the seventeenth century (Rogers, 1993).Jahangir's own
writings show his interest in artists, rare animals, and the making of images that captured rare events
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(Jahangir). Portraiture was especially important because it turned the ruler’s physical form into a symbol
of power. Mughal portraits usually show the emperor standing or seated against a simple background,
highlighting his facial features, clothing, jewelry, weapons, and posture (Crill & Jariwala, 2010; Rogers,
1993).These portraits could be used on their own in albums, allowing the emperor's image to be viewed
many times and included in larger visual traditions. In this way, the portrait became a portable symbol of
imperial identity. Jahangir's fascination with natural history played a key role in broadening the scope of
Mughal painting. Artists like Mansur gained recognition for their detailed depictions of birds, animals, and
plants (Chandra, 1983; Welch, 1997).These images can be seen as both scientific observations and artistic
expressions, but they also carried an imperial significance. The emperor's ability to gather, classify,
commission, and preserve images of rare creatures allowed him to portray himself as both an observer and
a master of the natural world. In this way, natural history became closely linked with imperial collecting
and royal authority (Jahangir; Welch, 1997). A significant innovation was the use of allegorical imagery.
Jahangir's painters created complex images that associated the emperor's body or actions with ideas such
as justice, victory, divine blessing, and the cosmic order (Milo Beach, 2012; Welch, 1997).The allegorical
images of Jahangir show how visual portrayals of the emperor could shift from realistic portraiture to
political symbolism. A description in a Metropolitan Museum publication highlights a painting where
Jahangir is shown defeating Malik "Ambar in a fictional scene. The image is interpreted as a visual way to
express legitimacy, with Jahangir linked to light and political virtue, while his opponent is associated with
darkness.

Shah Jahan and the Aesthetics of Sovereignty

Shah Jahan's era is known for a highly formalized visual language that emphasized imperial grandeur.
Portraits, court scenes, architectural imagery, luxury materials, floral patterns, and elaborate album pages
formed a visual culture that centered on order and magnificence (Beach, 1992; Welch, 1997).Shah Jahan's
architectural commissions provide essential context for understanding these paintings, as both painting and
architecture were part of a larger aesthetic of imperial splendor (Welch, 1985). The imperial album became
a vital medium. Paintings and calligraphic panels were carefully arranged with intricate borders and
decorative elements, creating composite works that combined visual and textual prestige (Stronge, 2002;
Welch, 1997).These albums featured portraits of emperors, courtiers, saints, animals, flowers, calligraphic
examples, and earlier masterpieces. By bringing these elements together, the album created a visual record
of imperial culture and connected the Mughal present with respected artistic traditions of the past (Welch,
1997). The use of earlier images under Shah Jahan also shows how Mughal painting was involved in the
politics of royal memory. EXxisting paintings could be modified to highlight certain lines of succession or
to downplay figures that were not favorable (Welch, 1997).These changes demonstrate that paintings were
not static historical records but could be altered based on evolving political needs. Therefore, visual culture
played an active role in shaping the narrative of dynastic history.

Workshop, Patron, and Artist

The connection between artists and patrons has been widely studied by scholars. Seyller's work shows that
Mughal manuscripts often show signs of teamwork, with different artists working on various parts like
composition, drawing, coloring, and finishing (Seyller, 1999).The V&A also mentions that some Mughal
manuscripts contain writings that explain the roles of different people, such as the artist who made the
design and another who completed the painting. This evidence goes against modern ideas about who is
considered the main creator and shows that Mughal workshops operated with specialized tasks. At the same
time, some artists became well-known. Artists like Basawan, Daswanth, Abu'l Hasan, Bishndas, Manohar,
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and Mansur are remembered in history for their unique contributions (Beach, 1987; Chandra, 1983; Welch,
1997).Jahangir's interest in recognizing individual painters helped increase the importance of being an
artist. However, even though these artists were respected, their success still depended on the support they
received from the court (Seyller, 1999; Stronge, 2002). The relationship between the patron and artist was
mutual but not equal. The emperor provided money, projects, and opportunities, while the artists made
visual representations of the emperor's ideas. Because of this, painting became a way for rulers to express
their views on history, identity, and power (Milo Beach, 2012; Seyller, 1999).

Mughal Painting and the Indian Courtly World

Mughal painting was not limited to the imperial court. As artists moved between courts and the Mughal
Empire grew, its visual style was adopted and changed by regional rulers. Rajput courts, in particular,
developed their own unique painting traditions that were influenced by Mughal styles (Beach, 1992;
Goswamy & Fischer, 1987).When Mughal support for the arts declined, many artists moved to regional
courts, where they helped form new painting traditions in Rajasthan and other parts of India. This shows
that Mughal painting was not just a royal activity, but part of a broader network of courts and artistic
communities. Comparisons to Deccani painting are also important. Deccan courts developed their own
distinctive styles, known for rich colors, long figures, fantasy landscapes, and intricate designs (Haidar &
Sardar, 2015; Welch, 1985).Mughal and Deccani styles influenced each other through conflicts, trade,
movement of people, and artistic sharing. These comparisons show that "Mughal style™ was not fixed, but
part of a dynamic and connected artistic world.

METHODOLOGY

This literature review uses a qualitative, historical, and interpretive approach. It looks at major scholarly
works on Mughal miniature painting and primary texts along with research from museums. The sources
include books, exhibition catalogs, manuscript studies, art history surveys, and studies of royal portraits
and workshop practices (Beach, 1987; Beach, 1992; Chandra, 1976; Chandra, 1983; Stronge,
2002).Primary sources like Abu'l Fazl's Akbarnama and Jahangir's memoirs are important for understanding
the background and ideas that shaped the creation of paintings (Abu'l Fazl; Jahangir). The methodology is
focused on themes rather than just a timeline. Five main themes are examined: imperial support, how power
and rule were shown in art, how workshops were organized, cultural exchanges, and how dynastic history
was remembered. This approach allows comparisons across different periods and scholarly perspectives.
Instead of looking at individual paintings as standalone artistic works, the review treats them as results of
the systems and politics that created them (Milo Beach, 2012; Seyller, 1999). The study also uses
comparative art history.

It looks at how Persian, Mughal, Rajput, Deccani and European art styles influence each other to understand
how artists adopted and changed visual traditions (Gray, 1978; Leach, 1995; Goswamy & Fischer,
1987).The intention is not to set a simple order of influence but to see how Mughal artists used different
visual styles to create an imperial artistic style. Both primary and secondary sources are evaluated based on
how they relate to the patronage system. Court records are especially useful for understanding the intentions
behind imperial art, while paintings and manuscripts show how those ideas were visually expressed (Abu'l
Fazl; Jahangir; Stronge, 2002). Museum collections and catalogues offer extra details about the origin,
attribution, materials, and historical background of artworks (Falk & Archer, 1981; Rogers, 1993).
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Another important issue is the way Mughal manuscripts have survived in fragments. Many of these
manuscripts were broken apart, and their painted pages were sent to different collections worldwide.
Because of this, studying Mughal paintings now requires putting together information from inscriptions,
similar styles, size, text order, origin, and historical records (Seyller, 1999; Falk & Archer, 1981).This
breaking apart also makes it harder to understand the full meaning of the paintings because a single page
might miss some of its original message when it is separated from its text and images. The review uses a
combination of different fields, including art history, political history, cultural history, manuscript studies
and visual culture theory. This approach is needed because looking only at the visual elements of Mughal
paintings is not enough to fully grasp their meaning. Elements like color, composition, lines, clothing,
architecture and symbols gain more importance when they are considered in connection with the imperial
system and political beliefs (Mitter, 2001; Eaton, 2019; Milo Beach, 2012).

ANALYSIS, RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Visual Splendour as a Political Resource

The review of literature reveals that visual splendor was a key method through which Mughal painting
conveyed political authority. The use of bright colors, gold, intricate textiles, ornate objects, architectural
backdrops, decorative borders and carefully detailed figures created an appearance of great wealth. Such
displays could be seen as proof of the emperor's command over resources both material and human (Beach,
1987; Welch, 1985).The beauty of a manuscript was not just for show. It symbolized the wealth and
efficiency of the court. The connection between splendor and sovereignty is clear in court scenes. The
emperor is often placed in the middle or above other figures while courtiers are arranged according to their
rank. This arrangement makes the political order visually clear (Milo Beach, 2012; Rogers, 1993).Even
when figures are small their positioning within the picture reveals the relationship between the ruler and
the people. Architecture also played a role in this visual politics. Mughal painters often illustrated palaces,
pavilions, gardens, city walls, terraces and ceremonial buildings. These settings turned political events into
pictures of order and control (Stronge, 2002; Welch, 1985).The imperial landscape was portrayed as a space
where nature, buildings, people, and authority worked together in harmony.

The Emperor at the Center of Historical Narrative

One of the strongest findings from this literature review is the consistent placement of the emperor at the
center of Mughal imperial painting. In illustrated historical texts, important political events are arranged
around the emperor. Even scenes of war or diplomacy focus attention on the ruler's presence (Abu'l Fazl;
Stronge, 2002).This visual approach turns historical stories into personal records of the emperor. The
Akbarnama is a strong example. Its illustrations turn military campaigns, court events, and political
meetings into images that show Akbar's authority. The emperor's presence becomes a visual sign of
historical importance (Abu'l Fazl; Welch, 1997).Events are meaningful partly because they occur within
the emperor's historical context. This method also influences how enemies are portrayed. Opponents can
be shown as defeated, less important, distant, or morally weak, while the emperor stands as the source of
order and approval (Milo Beach, 2012).The painting therefore creates a clear visual contrast between
imperial power and political chaos.
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Portraiture and the Construction of Imperial Identity

Portraiture is another major finding from the literature. Under Jahangir and Shah Jahan, portraits became
more refined and played a central role in the court's visual culture (Chandra, 1983; Crill & Jariwala,
2010).Accurately showing facial features was important because the emperor's recognizable image served
as a symbol of identity and power. A portrait was more than a simple likeness. The clothing, weapons,
jewelry, body language, halo, background, and surrounding details all conveyed rank and ideas (Rogers,
1993; Welch, 1997).The emperor’s body became a carefully managed image of political power. The
frequent use of imperial portraits in albums spread this image further among the elite. Jahangir's use of
portraiture shows how artistic realism connected with political power. The more lifelike the emperor was
portrayed, the more the painting could stand in for his actual presence (Chandra, 1983; Crill & Jariwala,
2010).Portraiture therefore helped extend imperial influence beyond the court itself.

Natural History and the Imperial Gaze

The literature also shows that Mughal painting shifted from focusing on history to detailed study of the
natural world. Jahangir's support for paintings of birds, animals, and plants encouraged artists like Mansur
to develop advanced observational skills (Chandra, 1983; Welch, 1997).These paintings are valuable not
just for their scientific look but also for their link to imperial collecting. The emperor's interest in rare
animals made natural history part of courtly power. Animals from faraway places could be brought to the
court, observed, recorded, and shown in pictures (Jahangir; Welch, 1997).Painting thus transformed the
emperor’s curiosity into a lasting visual record. This trend can be understood as an expression of the
imperial gaze. The emperor’s control extended to lands, peoples, objects, and natural items in the mind. To
view, identify, categorize, and safeguard an image constituted another way of owning it (Milo Beach, 2012;
Welch, 1997). Realistic painting thus took part in the wider intellectual culture of Mughal rule.

Allegory and the Ideal Emperor

Allegorical painting likely offers the clearest link between visual art and imperial beliefs. Unlike scenes
that show actual events, allegorical paintings create symbolic situations where the emperor's authority is
shown through metaphor (Milo Beach, 2012; Welch, 1997). Jahangir’s allegorical images are especially
important because they link the emperor with abstract ideas such as justice, success, spiritual power, and
universal order. For example, in the painting showing Jahangir’s imagined defeat of Malik 'Ambar, political
conflict is shown as a symbolic fight between authority and resistance. This kind of imagery shows that
Mughal painting could act as a form of political thought expressed visually.

Cultural Synthesis and Imperial Cosmopolitanism

The literature strongly supports the idea that Mughal painting was shaped by cultural mixing. Elements
from Persian, Indian, Central Asian, and European traditions were combined in the imperial atelier (Beach,
1987; Gray, 1978; Leach, 1995).The resulting style was not a random mix or a mere adoption of foreign
ideas. It was a purposeful process of choosing and adapting. This fusion reflected the nature of Mughal
imperial society itself. The empire ruled over many different groups and had contact with various political
and cultural traditions. The artistic culture of the court could therefore act as a visual symbol of imperial
cosmopolitanism (Eaton, 2019; Mitter, 2001).By incorporating different traditions, Mughal painting
showed the imperial center as a place where diverse types of knowledge and artistic skills could come
together.
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Manuscripts as Objects of Imperial Power

The physical manuscript itself was a form of imperial display. The combination of calligraphy, painting,
illumination, binding, and valuable materials made an object that could show the wealth and intellectual
level of the court (Losty, 1982; Stronge, 2002).The visual grandeur of the manuscript thus strengthened the
importance of the text it held. lllustrated histories were especially powerful because they combined political
stories with visual representation. Readers encountered the emperor not only through written words but also
through repeated visual images. Text and image worked together to create imperial memory (Abu'l Fazl,
Seyller, 1999).

The Workshop as an Imperial Institution

The workshop should be seen as more than just a place where paintings were made. It was an institution
through which the Mughal state organized artistic work. The recruitment of artists, the division of tasks,
the supervision, attribution, and storage of finished works required strong administrative support (Seyller,
1999; Stronge, 2002). This institutional aspect helps explain why Mughal painting was so consistent and
refined. The atelier brought together specialized skills and allowed artists to work on large projects over a
long period. The workshop therefore represented the imperial state's ability to organize human resources
for cultural production.

Gender, Courtly Space, and Representation

Although much of the literature focuses on male rulers and male artists, Mughal painting also offers
valuable information about women and gendered courtly spaces. Women appear in domestic scenes, palace
environments, celebrations, processions, and images of imperial families, though their presence is shaped
by the conventions of elite court painting (Crill & Jariwala, 2010; Welch, 1985).The portrayal of gender
thus forms part of the broader structure of social hierarchy. The imperial household was also a key part of
Mughal power. Images of royal women, princes, servants, musicians, and attendants could show the scale
and complexity of court life. These portrayals transformed the private area of the palace into a part of
imperial spectacle (Welch, 1997).

Decline, Transformation, and Regional Continuity

The literature does not see Mughal painting as a tradition that simply ended after its peak in the seventeenth
century. Instead, scholars highlight transformation and spread. As support from the emperor decreased,
artists moved to regional courts, contributing to Rajput, Pahari, provincial Muslim, and other painting
traditions (Beach, 1992; Goswamy & Fischer, 1987).The decline of the central atelier therefore led to new
artistic developments in other areas. The Metropolitan Museum notes that the reduction in Mughal
workshop activity encouraged artists to find jobs at regional courts, and these movements had a significant
impact on painting traditions beyond the imperial capital. Thus, the historical significance of Mughal
painting cannot be judged solely based on how long the imperial workshop existed. Its impact continued
through the movement and adaptation of artistic styles.

DISCUSSION

The study of Mughal miniature painting shows that it exists in a complex relationship between art and
politics. Earlier research often focused on the style, attribution, and beauty of the paintings, while more
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recent studies have paid more attention to the social, political, and ideological background of how these
paintings were created (Beach, 1987; Beach, 1992; Milo Beach, 2012).Both kinds of study are still
important. One kind helps us understand how painters created beautiful images, while the other helps us
understand why those images were significant.

The first main idea is that Mughal painting was a way of expressing royal power. The emperor was often
shown in court scenes, portraits, historical stories, symbolic images, and depictions of nature, creating a
visual system that constantly reminded people of the emperor’s authority (Welch, 1997; Milo Beach,
2012).The image of the emperor was not limited to a single portrait; it appeared in many different forms,
each highlighting a different aspect of royal rule.

The second main point is about the connection between beauty and power. It would be wrong to think that
the decorative elements were just for show. The use of gold, bright colors, jewels, detailed clothing,
buildings, and fancy borders helped create an environment that was suitable for a ruler (Welch, 1985;
Stronge, 2002).Beauty itself became a form of communication, showing the ruler's ability to control
resources and support excellence.

The third main point is about cultural mixing. Mughal painting was not purely Persian or purely Indian. Its
unique style came from the blending of Persian traditions, Indian artistic methods, Central Asian influences,
and even some European ideas (Beach, 1987; Gray, 1978; Leach, 1995).The ability of the royal artists to
include different traditions was itself a sign of the Mughal political culture. A global outlook became a way
for the emperor to present himself.

The fourth main point is about how images and text worked together. Mughal painting was often used in
manuscripts, where the images and written stories supported each other (Losty, 1982; Seyller, 1999).The
Akbarnama shows how the emperor's history was presented visually, while the Jahangirnama tells us about
the emperor's own views on art and artists (Abu'l Fazl; Jahangir).The manuscript thus became a single,
unified idea rather than just pictures in a book.

The fifth main point is about the work of artists. The writings show that Mughal painting was a team effort.
The division of tasks among designers, painters, colorists, portrait artists, calligraphers, and illuminators
shows how complex the royal workshop was (Seyller, 1999).This makes it hard to see individual artists as
the main creators and shows the importance of the workshop as a part of the imperial system.

The sixth main point is about how the idea of imperial rule changed over the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir, and
Shah Jahan. Akbar's paintings focused on stories, battles, historical events, and cultural blending; Jahangir's
focused on personal portraits, nature, and symbolic images that showed his own identity; Shah Jahan's
focused on beautiful designs, family tradition, and the order of the court (Beach, 1987; Chandra, 1983;
Welch, 1997).These differences should not be seen as complete changes. Instead, each emperor used a
known visual system in new ways to match their own political and personal goals.

Akbar's visual culture was especially good for a growing empire. The lively designs and large illustrated
books were useful for showing victories, diversity, historical credibility, and control (Beach, 1987; Stronge,
2002).The mix of different cultures in the artists' workshop reflected the empire's ability to bring many
groups together. Jahangir's visual culture was more about the emperor himself. His interest in artists,
portraits, animals, and symbolic images created a court where his artistic taste became part of his identity
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as a ruler (Chandra, 1983; Jahangir).The emperor was shown not just as a conqueror or manager but also
as a judge of art, a keen observer, a collector, and a person who understood the world.

Shah Jahan's visual culture made imperial power even more impressive. The focus on balance, luxury,
order, and family tradition matched a view of power based on grandeur and stability (Welch, 1997; Milo
Beach, 2012).Paintings and buildings thus used the same language to express political authority. An
important takeaway from this discussion is that Mughal miniature painting should not be studied only as a
series of different styles. This way of looking at it might hide the political and institutional reasons for
changes in art. A better approach is to look at how support from rulers, how art was made, the material
things used, and the political values all connected.

This method enables researchers to explore the reasons behind the popularity of certain art forms during
specific rulers' reigns (Seyller, 1999; Stronge, 2002). Another significant point is the concept of “realism."
Mughal paintings are often admired for their lifelike portraits and detailed depictions of animals, but realism
should not always be seen as a direct form of factual recording. Even images that appear realistic were
chosen, placed, and arranged based on the needs of the court (Chandra, 1983; Rogers, 1993).Therefore,
realism could reinforce political messages instead of contradicting them. The body of research also shows
the value of looking beyond the main imperial center. Mughal painting influenced Rajput, Pahari, and other
regional styles, with artists moving between courts as patronage patterns changed (Beach, 1992; Goswamy
& Fischer, 1987).As a result, the story of Mughal painting is also the story of how artists moved and adapted
across regions.

Finally, the study highlights how museum collections and scattered manuscripts have impacted the way
modern scholars view Mughal painting. Many manuscripts were split apart, so today’s scholars often study
individual pages without their original settings (Falk & Archer, 1981; Seyller, 1999).Putting these pages
back into their original context is vital for understanding how individual paintings supported the ruling
ideology. A picture of an emperor, a battle, or a court event gains new meaning when placed in the order
of a complete manuscript.

CONCLUSION

Mughal miniature painting represents a unique combination of artistic talent, imperial goals, cultural
blending, and political thought. The available work shows that the beauty of Mughal paintings was not just
about appearance but played a key role in how the empire was visually represented. Through elaborate
manuscripts, portraits, court scenes, symbolic images, natural history, and family histories, Mughal painters
created a visual form of political power (Beach, 1987; Welch, 1997; Milo Beach, 2012). Akbar’s rule was
a turning point, as it set up the imperial atelier as a major center for artistic and cultural production. His big
manuscript projects brought together Persian literature, Indian art, and new European influences, creating
a strong visual story of historical rule (Abu'l Fazl; Stronge, 2002).The diverse mix of artists in the atelier
shows that Mughal art developed from cultural exchange rather than a single tradition.

Jahangir changed this system by focusing on portraiture, natural history, artistic creativity, and symbolic
meaning. His deep interest in painting made the emperor a key part of how art was made meaningful
(Chandra, 1983; Jahangir).Paintings from his time reveal a more complex artistic language, allowing the
emperor to be shown as ruler, art lover, collector, observer, and rightful leader.
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Shah Jahan built upon this tradition, with a focus on grandeur, order, luxury, and the continuation of
dynastic rule. Imperial albums and formal portraits helped shape a culture where political power was linked
to grandeur and stability (Welch, 1997; Stronge, 2002).Painting worked alongside architecture and other
courtly arts, creating a unified style of imperial rule.

The literature backs the idea that Mughal miniature painting should be seen as a form of visual politics. Its
beauty was closely tied to its context and the goals it supported. The imperial atelier turned resources,
artistic skill, stories, and cultural connections into pictures that showed power clearly. These paintings
didn’t just reflect Mughal authority; they also helped create and confirm it (Milo Beach, 2012; Seyller,
1999). At the same time, Mughal painting should not be seen only as propaganda. The works show real
artistic effort, careful observation, interest in different cultures, individual creativity, and refined artistic
taste (Chandra, 1983; Leach, 1995; Rogers, 1993).The political message of an image and its artistic value
are not separate. In fact, the strength of Mughal painting often came from how political ideas were
communicated through extraordinary beauty. The lasting impact of Mughal painting also shows its
historical importance.

As imperial workshops changed and declined, artists took Mughal techniques and styles to regional courts,
helping develop Rajput, Pahari, and other traditions (Beach, 1992; Goswamy & Fischer, 1987).The Mughal
influence thus went beyond the dynasty itself. The movement of artists enriched the broader artistic scene
of South Asia.

In summary, the history of Mughal miniature painting is best understood as the history of a developing
visual language of empire. From Akbar's extensive historical writings to Jahangir's detailed portraits and
Shah Jahan's impressive imperial collections, painting served as a versatile tool for the Mughal court to
express power, cultural refinement, historical credibility, and the idea of universal kingship. Thus, visual
grandeur was not merely an added decoration to imperial ideas; it was a key way through which these ideas
were shown, remembered, and convinced people (Beach, 1987; Welch, 1997; Milo Beach, 2012).
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