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Persian idioms in Sultanate painting of 15th century India
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The term Sultanate Painting is widely accepted as referring to the 
illustrations of manuscripts written in Persian, Avadhi and Arabic, 
commissioned by Muslim patrons in pre-Mughal India. Within these broad 
parameters, however, the disparate styles and traditions of the paintings make it difficult to delineate how they relate to each other.
The few surviving manuscripts all date to the 15th and early 16th centuries 
after the collapse of the Delhi Sultanate, when independent states sprang up 
and a new burst of cultural activity ensued. Due to the lack of colophons, 
we cannot assign the majority of the manuscripts and loose leaves to any particular Sultanate State.
There is no prevailing Sultanate style and thus no Sultanate School. Even 
Mandu, the only court to have four extant manuscripts, shows no evidence of 
a centrally controlled school. Similarly, the corpus of Sultanate paintings 
as a whole displays no unifying style. Some of the paintings are by Indian 
artists in the mould of Jain illustrated books. Others are virtually 
indistinguishable from Persian paintings. Nevertheless, a consistent theme is the prevalence of Persian idioms.
To explore what constitutes a Sultanate painting, this paper will analyse 
three understudied manuscripts from contrasting traditions. It will examine 
these diverse paintings in the wider context of Islamic culture in India, 
and suggest how the exigencies of that culture required the manuscripts to 
be produced.
