THREE UNPUBLISHED PICTURES OF
RIZA-I ‘ABBASI, THE COURT PAINTER
OF SHAH 'ABBAS THE GREAT, AND THE
CONTROVERSY ABOUT HIS
PERSONALITY

Lieutenant-Colonel K. A. Rashid, A.M.C. Introduction

THERE are three contemporary painters-cum-calligraphists of the
period of Shah ‘Abbas the Great about whom certain confusion in
identification has arisen due to the similarity of their names and profession.
They are (1) Aqa Riza, (2) Riza-i ‘Abbasi and (3) “Ali Riza. Of these three, the
first, Aqa Riza, was a painter and calligraphist, the second, Riza-i ‘Abbasi, was
purely a painter, and the third, ‘Ali Riza, was a calligraphist. Out of the three
again, it was Aqa Riza who went over to India and served in the courts of
Akbar the Great and Emperor Jahangir.

According to " Alam Arai ' Abbasi”™ they belonged to Kashan, while
Jahangir in his Tuzk”” mentions them as hailing from Herat. 'Ali Riza was
from Tabriz, and is commonly known as ‘Ali Riza ‘Abbasi Tabrizi. Riza-i
‘Abbasi, the artist under discussion, came from Meshed, according to my
presumption. He is known through several of his signed paintings which are
scattered over many museums of the world, such as the Boston, Louvre,
Bibliotheque Nationale, Tehran and the Metropolitan. His paintings are
signed in two different ways, viz. Riza and Riza-i ‘Abbasi. Paintings found
signed as Aqa Riza do not belong to him, but to Aqa Riza, the son of ‘Ali
Asghar who went over to India and was also a calligraphist. We shall here
discuss all these points in some detail. The pictures signed as Riza by Riza-i
‘Abbasi are his earlier pictures, before he became associated with the court of
Shah ‘Abbas the Great, after whom he adopted the title of ‘Abbasi.

36 Iskander Beg Turkoman, Aam Arai Abbasz, Tehran, 1314 A.H.
37 Tuzfk-i Jahangiri, translation by Rogers and Beverage, London, 1909.



My revered friend, Dr. Muhammad ‘Abdullah Chaghtai, was the first to
publish a learned article in the Islmic Culture’” and made an excellent
attempt to remove the misunderstanding and confusion about the
personalities of these three artists. I shall often be referring to his scholarly:
dissertation while discussing my thesis. Since the publication of his article,
however, some hitherto unpublished facts have recently come to light, which
both clarify and add to the confusion. My real purpose in writing this article
is to introduce to my readers three pictures of Riza-i ‘Abbasi reproduced
here. In an attempt to do this I found myself entangled in this "eternal
triangle”" and, in an effort to disentangle myself, I covered a new field on the
subject, which I thought may help to further clarify the subject. The
following is the result of my research.

The Life and Art of Riza-i Abbasi

In a book recently published in Iran, entitled Kamameh Buzurgan-i

Imﬂw,olﬁl (_,Lf)j.g .U, 51t is stated:
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Rendered into English it means: "In contrast to his contemporaties
whose life is available in the books of history, there is nothing to be found

about the life of Riza-i ‘Abbasi. The word i jules(his contemporaries) here

probably means the other artists mentioned above, whose names are very
similar. The period in which Riza-i ‘Abbasi lived has also been given
variously by different writers. But one thing is certain that he lived during the
lifetime of Shah ‘Abbas the Great. M.S. Dimand™” fixes this date between
1587 and 1628 A.D. This corresponds to 996-1038 A.H. This gives him a
life-span of 42 years. According to Karnameh Bugurgan-i Iran his period is
given as lying between the years 995 and 1038 A.H. This gives him an age of
43 years. I am inclined to doubt this statement and feel that our artist lived

38 Dr. M. A. Chaghtai, "Aqa Riza-‘Ali Riza-Riza-i-‘Abbasi," Isiamic Culture, Hyderabad
Deccan, Vol. XII, October 1958.

399 Karnamelh Buzurgan-i Iran, Department of Publications, Tehran, 1340 Shamsi.
400 M. S. Dimand, A Handbook of Mubammadan Art, Heartsdale House, New York, 1947.



for a longer period of life. This is evident from the date of his signature under
his writing on Picture No. 1, which says:
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["On last Friday, the 10th of Muharram, this picture was drawn in the
State House, in the company of friends. Ragam Riza 1007. Specially (?)
Haji Mirza Gharajasghi(?)."]

It will be noticed that he has signed his name as Riza only. If he was
born in the year 995/996 A.H., then it would mean that our artist at the time
of drawing this picture was hardly 11/12 | This does not seem probable for
the following reasons:

(1) Itis rather too young an age to produce such a mature work of art.

2y The writing on the side reproduced above also appears mature for
that age.

This picture was made in the company of a few intimate friends, andwas
necessarily drawn in a short time. Also it is not a posed picture obviously,
and, therefore, could not have taken a long time. There is humour about the
picture, which is very subtle; the mood has been caught spontaneously. This
shows a great mastery of the art which is inconceivable at the age of 11/12
years.

(3) This picture was made in the company of a few intimate friends,
and was necessarily drawn in a short time. Also it is not a posed picture
obviously, and therefore, could not have taken a long time. There is humour
about the picture, which is very subtle,; the mood has been caught
spontaneously. This shows a great mastery of the art which is inconceivable
at the age of 11/12 years.

(4)  The picture depicts one Haji Mirza Gharajasghi (?) whom I have
been unable to identify. He is shown as a bald-headed middle-aged bearded
man, Obviously he was an intimate friend of the artist, for he says so in the
marginal writing. And if it be true that he painted this picture at the small age
of 11/12 years, it is very unlikely that he had friends much older than
himself. The bald head gives the figure an elderly appearance. The age of this



gentleman is likely to be between 25 and 35 years. The



Picture No. |.—Man scratching his head, dated 1007 AH. Signed as Riza.
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phrase 4% wile 4L cwai js[drawn in the company of friends| is very

significant and shows that the company in which this picture was drawn was
of intimate friends and not just casual aquaintances. They must have been at
least of the same age group.

It will be further seen from this picture that the signature is dated 1007.
Now, these were tumultuous days, as we learn from the "Life of Shah 'Abbas
the Great. ™' It says:
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["In 1006 ‘Abdul Momin Uzbek captured Meshed for the second time,
and killed a lot of inhabitants of that place, thus occupying Khurasan. In
this very year he went and sat in the place of his father ‘Abdullah Khan
Uzbek in Transoxania. On account of his misdeeds he was murdered
and till 1008 the evil cast by the Uzbeks did not clear off from
Khurasan.|

Riza-i ‘Abbasi till then was known only as Rizal These were the earliest
pictures of Riza-i ‘Abbasi and much before the time he was actually
introduced into the court of Shah ‘Abbas. Before I proceed any further I
must make one point clear and draw attention of my learned readers to an
article by Dr. Mehdi Behrami on Riza-i ‘Abbasi which was published in the

well-known journal, now defunct,*” s (Ayendeh), Vol. 111, No. 13. Besides

other things which he has confused, I will point out one glaring slip, and that
is, Aqa Riza the painter-cum-calligraphist who went over to India never
called himself nor has he ever been known as Aqa Riza ‘Abbasi. He was
known just as Aqa Riza. From the following passage in his writing, Dr.

401 Abu al-Kassim Sahab, Tarikh-o Zindgi Shah ‘Abbas Kabir, Tehran, 1925 Shamsi.
402 _Ayendeh (' ”ML:.;;"), Vol. II1, No. 13, article on Riza-i ‘Abbasi by Dr. Mehdi Behrami.



Behrami seems to have retained Aga Riza in Iran till '020, whereas actually he
was in India from the time of Akbar the Great | Now read the following
passage:
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["The period of his life-work as found from the chronograms seems to
stretch from 1007 to 1044 A.H. One of his masterpieces is in the Tehran
Museum. Probably he first of all settled down in Meshed, as before the

year 1020 he did not have access to the court of Shah ‘Abbas, and,
therefore, in the beginning he was content with just Riza as his name."]

Then again he says:
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[“One of the topmost artists of that time in Ispahan was Aqa Riza who

had adopted the title of ‘Abbasi after the name of Shah ‘Abbas the
Great."]

Now, from the above two quotations it will have become evident that:
(1) Adqa Riza also used the title ‘Abbasi.

(2) 'The title 'Abbasi was adopted after 1020 A.H

(3) The title was after the Emperot's name.

This is not correct, because: (2) Aqa Riza did not call himself by the title
‘Abbasi. He had no reason to do so. He was not in the good books of Shah
‘Abbas the Great, and had fled to India, as will be presently shown. (4) Aqa
Riza was not in Iran in 1020. He was in India during the time of Akbar the
Great. It is, therefore, Riza-i ‘Abbasi who signed his name as Riza-i ‘“Abbasi
on his pictures, but never as Aqa Riza. Picture No. 1 reproduced here was



drawn in 1007 and the place of its drawing was Meshed. These two things are
established from this picture in favour of Riza-1 ‘Abbasi.

The period of Shah Abbas's reign is also 985-1038 A.H., which
approximates with the period of Riza-1 ‘Abbasi which we have estimated.
Shah 'Abbas the Great, like Emperor Jahangir, was also an artist himself.
Painting was his pastime. The art of Riza-i Abbasi at this time had developed
to a great height and he was attracting the attention of connoisseurs. His
drawings were truly representative of the following attribute: "In human
drawing of calligraphist nature lines are suggestive of a joyous play of the
moulding outlines of the human body. Without taking the help of the shades,
a line gradually growing to a suitable breadth towards the centre, in the form
of a muscle fibre, suggests the roundness of a limb and seems to be full with
the property of life."*” Just ponder over these words and look at Picture No.
I again, and the other two reproduced here. You will find the truth in this
statement depicted in his pictures.

Riza-i Abbasi had attained such a fame that many an artist who came
afterwards adopted the title ‘Abbasi after him. As an instance may be cited
the name of Shafi' 'Abbasi. Dr. M. A. Chaghtai suspects him to be the son of
Riza-i ‘Abbasi, but I have not come across any evidence in support of it. Dr.
Chaghtai, however, thinks correctly that his style cleatly bears a Western
influence." I feel that Riza-i ‘Abbasi was the only person after Maulana
Shaikh Muhammad Sabzwari to have popularised in Iran the style of painting
after the Western manner. From the dates given above of the period of Riza-i
‘Abbasi's life, I am inclined to stretch it back by another ten years and make
it 985-1038, and not 995-1038 A.H.! This would make him twenty-two years
of age in the year 1007 when he painted Picture No. 1.

A few words more about the art of Riza-i ‘“Abbasi. Look at Picture No. 1
again. The posture of the scratching left hand and the expression on the face
are superb and meaningful. The main peculiarity of this drawing is that it is
rendered in a calligraphic manner consisting of sure undulating curves
combined with short curves.

Look now at Picture No. 2. You will find four horses with two faces!
They are drawn in such a manner so as to look four. The lines and the

403 M. Zia-ud-Din, Mostem Calligraphy, Santiniketan Press, India, 1936.



strokes are so exquisite that they give a postural excellence to each pose.
Except for the long back lines the rest of them are short. The two heads have
been joined together in such a way that it gives the appearance of two
stretched horses and two bending ones. The two fully stretched horses are in
a galloping mood, while the two bending horses are in a drinking posture.
The figure in each is perfect, and there is no break in the anatomy of the
animals. Except for the two long strokes the rest of them are small and short.
The calligraphic strokes are alternatively thick and thin in places, thus giving
an appropriate shape to the muscles in action. It must not be construed from
my statement that because his strokes are calligraphic, therefore, he was the
calligraphist Aqa Riza or 'Ali Rizal Not the least. But this is the peculiarity
and beauty of Riza-i ‘Abbasi's art of drawing.

Riza-i ‘Abbasi's influence has been found in many works of art in Iran.
The Chihil Sutun or the "Hall of Forty Pillars" in Ispahan, and the garden
pavilion Ala Kapi or the "Sublime Portel" have been decorated in his style.
Figures of Europeans have been introduced into these decorations | Many of
the miniatures found in the Shah Nameh manuscripts reveal the influence of
Riza-i ‘Abbasi. Some authors have confused the two, Riza-i ‘Abbasi and 'Ali
Riza Tabrizi, while commenting on the art of these manuscripts. M.S.
Dimand falls into this category. However, he is quite convinced about the
artistic excellence of Riza-i ‘Abbasi, and admits that his drawings are life-like:
"His genre scenes and portraits are characterised by close observation of
life." Look now at Picture No. 3. Pictures No. 1 and 3 are amply illustrative
of this description. The third picture shows @ humorous but relaxing attitude
of a sheep-owner, who has let loose his sheep in order to relax himself near
by. A further humorous touch has been given to the picture by placing a
turban on the head of the sheep. The sheep itself is @ peculiar combination of
a cow and a sheep, as would appear from the hoofs and the legs, the neck
and the fat tail of the animal. Even the face is a2 mixed one I would not be
surprised if this picture is a sort of a cartoon drawn in lighter vein! Pictures
No. 2 and 3 are drawn on the peritoneum of a deer and hence look
shrivelled.
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Picture No, 2.—Four horses with two heads, Signed Raqam Kar Riza-

i ‘Abbasi, undated,
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Picture No. 3.—The Sheep and the Shepherd. Signed Ragam Kar Riza-i ‘Abbasi, undated.



Controversy of Signatures

All the three pictures are signed. Pictures with signatures are also
reproduced in other books of Persian art, and in reproductions in learned
dissertations. Three types of signatures are found, e.g. (a) Riza, () Riza-i
‘Abbasi, and (¢) Aqa Riza. Let me first discuss the signatures on the pictures
reproduced here, as they have so far remained unpublished. The peculiarity
of the signature of Riza-i ‘Abbasi is that he is in the habit of joining the R

with Z (Ls,). This is clearly discernible in Picture No. 1. In Pictures No. 2

and 3, although they are not exactly joined, one can see they are in the
process of joining. In figure 29 on page 54 of his book, M.S. Dimand has
reproduced two pictures of the artist which are both signed. On both the

pictures, the artist has signed as follows: s sl S o which means
"drawn by the humble Riza-i ‘Abbasi." In Pictures No. 2 and 3 reproduced
here, he has signed as C,uL?;. slay LU o ;) which again means "drawn by

Riza-i ‘Abbasi" or the "work of Riza-i ‘Abbasi." Now, on page 523 of the
Karnameb Buzurgan-i Iran a miniature of Riza-i ‘Abbasi has also been

reproduced. Here also he signed as_wls ¢Ls, ;U5 o3,) . The name Riza, in

Picture No. 1, in the pictures reproduced by Dimand and in the one just
mentioned from Karnameh Buzurgan-i Iran is written in exactly the same
manner and is absolutely identical. Dr. M. A. Chaghtai in his article

mentioned above has also reproduced two miniatures: one signed asls, Gl

and the other as :L,c sl )U’PEJ) . The picture of Aqa Riza is that of a

mystic. In this the word "Riza" is signed in an entirely different manner, the
R and Z being distinctly separate. The second picture of a "Youth Reading"
bears a signature which is identical with the signature of Riza-i ‘Abbasi which
I have demonstrated above.

The influence of Riza-i ‘Abbasi on the Iranian paintings, as I have
mentioned above, has been considerable, especially during the two centuries
which followed him. We find that he was being imitated by eminent painters



like Yusuf, Kassim and Mu'in. D. Barnett of the British Museum™* says, "His
dominating influence, especially in living drawings, which is often most
charming and expressive, lasted right through the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries."

I would like here to devote a few more words to the other two artists,
viz. Aqga Riza and 'Ali Riza. '"Ali Riza, I have stated above, was a calligraphist
and remained in Iran all his life, while Aqa Riza, besides being a painter, also
dabbled in calligraphy. 'Ali Riza came from Tabriz. He was a master of
Nasta'liq style of writing, and was also quite at home with Naskh. It was he
who decorated the "Ala Kapi" with his magnificent calligraphy. He also
decorated the interior of the dome of Lutfullah Mosque in Ispahan. His
decoration of the Masjid-i Shah in Ispahan bears the date 1025 A.H. His life
is traceable only up to the year 1038 A.H. The date of his death is not
known.

Aqa Riza is the figure upon whom ‘Alam Arai ‘Abbasi has dwelt at some
length. According to him he hailed from Kashan. But Jahangir in his Tuzk
states that he came from Herat. It is probable that when he came to India he
may have been at the time of his departure staying at Herat. It is worthwhile
quoting fully from ‘Alam Arai ‘Abbasi, and then analyse for a while the
implications of his statement. He says:
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404 D. Barnett, "Islamic Art in Persia," The Legacy of Persia, Oxford, 1953.
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["Maulana ‘Ali Asghar of Kashan was an incomparable master and an
accomplished painter; as an artist and colourist he was unique and
unsurpassed by his contemporaries in drawings of streets and trees. He
also took service with Sultan Ibrahim Mirza, and in the time of Isma’il
Mirza was on the staff of the Library. His son, Aqa Riza, became the
marvel of the age in the art of painting and unequalled in these days. In
spite of the delicacy of his touch, he was so uncultured that he
constantly engaged in athletic practices anad wrestling and became
infatuated with such habits. He avoided thf society of men of talents,
and gave himself up to the association o such low persons. At the
present time he has repented for such idle



Picture No. 4.—Portrait of the Painter Riza-i ‘Abtasi by Mutin,
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frivolity a little, but he pays very little attention to his art, and like Sadiq
Beg he has become ill-tempered, peevish and unsocial. In the service of
His Majesty, the Shadow of God, he has been the recipient of favours
and considerations, but on account of his evil ways he has not taken
warning and consequently he is always poor and in distress."]

To me it appears that his poverty and degradation in the eyes of Shah
'Abbas was the cause of his leaving the court of Iran and seeking his fortunes
elsewhere in India. This had happened before 1014 A.H., which is the date of
Akbar the Great, for he arrived with his son during the lifetime of Akbar. It
is stated in the Karnameh Buzurgan-i Iran:
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["At last he proceeded on a travel to India and got himself attached to
the court of Jalal-ud-Din Akbar. And after some years when Akbar had
died, Jahangir Padshah (1014-1037) turned a benevolent eye on him.
And he and his son Abul Hasan who was a well-trained artist were well
rewarded in the service of this king ... And the father and the son died in
India and were buried there."]

From the above two accounts it will have become clear that it was Aqa
Riza who came to India and not Riza-i ‘Abbasi. Further, Riza-i ‘Abbasi
became associated with the court of Shah 'Abbas after which he called
himself by the name of ‘Abbasi. Aqa Riza did not do so.

Portrait of Riza-i ‘Abbasi

Dr. M.A. Chaghtai, in his learned article referred to above, says: "There
exist three portraits of Riza-i ‘Abbasi the painter by his pupil Mu'in
Musawwar, made on different occasions, and at the request of different



persons, as we learn from the inscriptions which they bear; they are all dated
between 1084 and 1087 A.H."

I reproduce here one of those portraits. See Picture No. 4. It has been
taken from the article of Dr. Behrami referred to above. My reading of the
inscription slightly varies from that of Dr. Chaghtai's. This is how I read it:
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The version of Dr. Chaghtai runs follows:
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Variations have been marked by lines. It is apparent that Mu'in started
this picture in the lifetime of Riza-i ‘Abbasi, but completed it at a much later
date. Mu'in himself lived long after Riza, and in a picture of his preserved in
the Tehran Museum, we find that he completed it in the year 1097 A.H. His
works are also available which are dated 1110 A.H.
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