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Reading the Mi‘rdj Account as a Theatrical Performance:
The Case of Ma‘arij al-Nubuwwa

OZGEN FELEK

The story of the Prophet s 1ii“rdj can be analyzed from multiple perspectives as a tell-
ing of ane of the mosl spectacular miracles of the Prophet. The present sludy aims to
interpret the tale through a specific lens, namely through the torm and mechanisins
provided by theatrical dramas. In this endeavor, I have chosen 10 examine the mi‘rdj
section of Maarijal-nubuwwa fi madarij al-futuwwa ('The Stages of Prophecy on the
Paths to Magnanimity)' composed in Persian by Mu'in al-Din Muhammad Amin b.
[Hajji Muhammad al-Farahi al-Harawi, also known as Mu'in al-Miskin (d. 908/1501 -
1502).? By examining the text through the methodological tools provided by the
fields of narratology and performance, it will become clear that thanks to its highly
presentational style and its sequential structure, the ascension narrative gives con-
crete and vivid substance to the otherwise abstract teachings of Islam. Likewise, it
makes the existence of the otherworld immediate and tangible by catering to the ex-
peclations of its audience. This study aims to demonstrate—as Jerome Bruner effec-
tively notes in his article “The Narrative Construction of Reality"—“how narrative
operates as an mstrument of mind in the construction of reality.”* By presenting the
Prophet’s ni‘rdj as the symbelic and performative enactment of the otherworld, this
cross-disciplinary investigation aims to highlight the complex audience dynamics
evinced by the telling of the mi‘rdj narrative as well.

Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa consists of an introduction, four main chapters, and a
conclusion. After a brief introduction that focuses on the characteristics of the
Prophet, the first chapter discusses the Prophet’s primordiallight (niar Muhammad),
which is believed to have been transmitted through the former prophets to the
Prophet’s mother, Amina.* After recounting the events from the Prophet's birth to
the first revelation in the second chapter, the author writes about the period be-
tween the Prophet’s first revelation and the hijra in the third chapter, more than
half of which also covers the ascension of the Prophet. In the last chapter, he dis-
cusses the period after the hijra to his death, while the conclusion is mainly dedi-
cated to the Prophet’s miracles.
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The mi‘raj section in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, appearing in the third chapter (the
Prophet Muhammad’s prophetic career from its beginning through hijra), consists
of about two hundred pages, and its extensive treatment of the subject allows us to
analyze this section as a quasi-independent Mi‘rajnaima (Book of Ascension). Fur-
thermore, its descriptions of exotic landscapes and {ocales in the heavens, para-
dise, and hell, allow us to read it as a kind of otherworldly siyahatnama, or travel
account. It is also passible to interpret it as an ‘dja’ibnama, or book of marvels,
because of the unusual creatures and places that the Prophet witnesses during his
ascension through the skies.” Although it 1s a literary account that is meant to be
read, it could additionaily be understood as a highly visual experience, splendidly
constructed and embellished with colorful and rich images. The multi-genre ap-
proach taken by Mu‘in al-Miskin to present the heavenly journey of the Prophet
could he compared to today’s multi-media theatrical productions.

Indeed, Mu'in al-Miskin represents the ascension of the Prophet through a quint-
essentially dramatic structure. Although it is impossible to argue that he intended to
present the story as a play, the text contains many elements that can be usefully ana-
lyzed through concepts and theories derived from narratology and dramatology, such
as set design, plot, characters, and dialogues. This particularly dynamic approach may
have been selected purposefully by the author, a devoted preacher, in order to convey
the Prophel's ascent to his audience members, most of whom would not have read his
text but would have had it read to them, in an especially vivid fashion. This kind of
religious storytelling provides a hybrid form that mixes drama and written narrative,
justifying the “lens” suggested in the present study. Taking this hypothesis as a start-
ing point, in the analysis that follows T will look at particular narrative aspects of
Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa and examine the dramatic structure of its story line, with the aim
ta answer the question ol how Mu'in al-Miskin “createls] an illusion, an effect, a sem-
blance of mimesis™ through his work, and how the story of the mi' 7aj helps him estab-
lish himself not only as a solid scholar, but also as a successful narrator.

There are many theoretical approaches to narrative, yet in analyzing the nar-
rative aspects of the text, I will closely follow Micke Bal’s analytical approach used
in her Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative,” a theory well suited o
the study of narrative aspects of Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa. In her study, Bal proposes a
three-level division of narrative: the fabula, the story, and the text. Of these, the
fabula is “a series of logically and chronologically related events caused or experi-
enced by actors,” which contains four main elements: evenls, actors, time, and lo-
cation. 'The story refers to the several aspects that are the ways the text manipulates
the presentation of those elements. The last division of narrative is the fext, by
which language signs are used to convey a story produced by an agent who relates
the story. This last division is devoted to the narrator, non-narrative comments,
description, and levels of narration. Bal’s theoretical concept of narrative is par-
ticularly useful for the analysis of Mu“in al-Miskin’s text, for it brings greater clar-
ity to our understanding of the relationship between the well-known mi‘raj story
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and the way it is presented by this particular narrator, a preacher and scholar who
seems to have been highly aware of the expectations and taste of his audience
members, themselves especially receptive to textual and visual metaphor.

In addition to drawing upon Bal’s narratological theories, 1 will also refer to
studies dealing with drama and performance. Among these, our main guides will
be The Art of Drama, by Fred B. Milletl and Gerald Eades Bentley," along with
Edwin Wilson's The Theatre Experience”’ In the last chapter of The Art of Drama,
afier brietly discussing substance and form, Millett examines dramatic work in
terms of its plot, characterization, dialogue, and setting. Wilson’s work deals with
the roles and responsibilities of the audience, the performance, the director, the
designers, and the playwright. He also clarifies the functions of other technical ele-
ments necessary in dramas. Elements from each of these theoretical works will
help to explain key features in Mu‘in al-Miskin's Ma‘arij al-nibuwwa.

Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is not a work of drama, but rather a prose narrative, and
the story of the ascension can be considered as an embedded narrative in the pri-
mary text, itself a sira or biography of the Prophet Muhammad. Each one of these
two narratives, both the sfra and the mi“rdj, has a unique fabula with its own inde-
pendent and theoretically separate thrust. Yet, in analyzing the mi‘rdjnaina chap-
ter of Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, its fabula can be again divided in two main segments:
the isra, which refers to the night journey of the Prophet from Mecca to Jerusalem,
and the n:i‘raj, his heavenly journey through the skies. 1n this study, T will focus
on the mi‘ruj chapter’s fabula, which is presented as a piece of drama. However,
since the story and the text are just as fundamental a part of a narrative as the
fabula, it is also essential to also look at several aspects of the narrative—such as
sequential ordering, rhythm, frequency, along with the transformation of actor(s)
to character(s) and ot a place to space—to analyze the story. I will introduce the
text, dealing with its narrator(s), non-narrative comments, description, and levels
ot narration after providing some basic background on the auther and the histori-
cal, literary, and artistic context in which he composed his text.

Mu‘m al-Miskin and his Ma‘arij al-Nubuwwa

Mu'in al-Miskin was a scholar of hadith and a preacher for about thirty-one years,*
serving for some time as the leader (intam) at the major mosque of Herat, presently
located in western Afghanistan.! In addition to his Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, Mu'in al-
Misk:n also wrote a number of other works, including the following: Mu<jizat-i
Musawi, also called Ta'rikh-1 Mitsawi or Qissa-yi Miisawi, a detailed history of the
Prophet Moses; Alisan al-Qisas, the story of Joseph (Yusuf) and Zulaykha, the wife of
‘Aziz, the king known as Potiphar in the Hebrew Bible; and Tafsir-i Hada'ig al-
Huaga'ig, acommentary on Surat Yusuf (Qurian 12)." Mu'in al-Miskin also composed
a collection ot poetry {diwan), which unfortunately does not survive today.
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Although he composed numerous works of both prose and poetry, Mu‘in al-
Miskin, as he unabashedly claimed, seems to have built his reputation as a famous
preacher through his private majlises in addition to his regular sermons at the mosque
in Herat." His reputation was cemented more as a preacher by biographers: for ex-
ample, Mir "Ali Shir Nawa i, in his Majalis al-nafa is, praises Mu'in al-Miskin as a
successful sermonizer. However, he calls our author and his followers “diwane  ec-
static mystics, and asserts that they were always in a state of ecstasy." According to
Nawa'i, “because [Mu'in al-Miskin] was a diwarne, he used to talk in the way that
pleased himself while preaching from the pulpit; but none blamed him for his
speeches, for nobody could hold a diwane and ‘ashik [the ecstatic mystic whois deeply
in Jove with the Divine] responsible [for anything].”* Nawa’ also cites Kadi Mawlana
Nizamuddin, Mu'in al-Miskin's brother, and his appreciation of Mu'in al-Miskin's
talentasa preacher." According to Nizamuddin, Mu‘in al-Miskin was “a good young
person, but he should not be at the pulpit, because his talent is being wasted.™” Since
the content of his message is rarelv noted, we can assume that it was a special cha-
risma that made him a renowned preacher rather than his ability as a scholar.

As Mu'in al-Miskin himself states in the introduction to his Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa,
in addition to delivering sermons at the mosque, he held hfty sequential private
gatherings (majlises) devoted to the life of the Prophet ' These gatherings were re-
portedly attended by both the learned elite and common people (khass u ‘awam),
some of whom had traveled from a distance to attend his preaching sessions. Mu‘in
al-Miskin reports that during these gatherings he read his text aloud, and that
members of his audience would listen to him with great interest.”” He also states
that he included differenl stories (hikayat) and pleasant phrases {latif ibarat), de-
rived from the Qur'an.?® As can be seen from his work, he seems to have invested
his interest and cnergy in the stories of both pre-Islamic and Islamic prophets,
which were among the topics favored by preachers and storvtellers (qussas).”' Fur-
thermore, his use of pragmatic signals such as “Ay darwish” (O Sufi), “raja‘na ila
al-gissa™ {we have returned to the narrative), and “al-rujti“ila al-gissa” (return to
the narrative), as well as his very use of the term “gissa” {narrative) throughout
both his Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa and his Tafsir-i Hada iq al-Haqa iq underlines his
interest in stories and his particular affinity for storytelling.~

In Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa as well as in his other works, Mu'in al-Miskin's stylish
use of language and visual descriptions allow him to create a lluency of expression
that would have appealed to a varied audience attracted in the first instance by his
talent as a preacher. Indeed, although his Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is a scholarly work
containing quotations from the Qurian and hadith, it is primarily an entertaining
narrative enriched with colorful imagery and melodic harmonies. In reading
Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, realism and immediacy in the descriptions and dialogues
immediately strike the reader. I believe that the roots of thiskind of realism could
have derived from the artistic and cultural milicu in which the texl was created.
Ihe sophisticated and lively cultural scene in later Timurid Herat, and especially
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its court-generated visual culture, must have inspired Mu‘in al-Miskin as well; he
seems to have been engaged in a process of image-making much as artists were at
the time. This trend toward evocations of immediacy and tactility can be seen in
particular in the descriptive images of paradise and hell. However, he seems to
have drawn upon his rhetorical talent to make his story more tangible by includ-
ing any detail that might help his audience visualize the events narrated in the
story.

During the time that Mu'in al-Miskin was working on his Ma‘arij al-nubu-
wwa (1461-1486), Herat served as the Timurid capital and thus was an important
center of artand culture. By the time of Sultan Husayn Bayqara's reign (1470-1507),
Herat had been already a cultural mecca in the area for some time.* In 1486, when
Mu'in al-Miskin completed his Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, Sultan Bayqara’s vizier and
milk-brather ‘A1 Shir Nawa'i was the greatest Timurid patron of the arts. As a
statesman and connoisseur, as well as a poet, musician, and author in his own
right, Nawa'i created a vibrant courtly milieu of painters, poets, musicians, and
calligraphers.” During this time, artists not only maintained a meticulous atten-
tion to detail but showed interest in depicting vignettes of everyday life with a new
sense of realism.> This cultural oasis created a vast literary and artislic output, to
which Mu‘in al-Miskin undoubtedly contributed.

One artist from this milieu whose work demonstrates such an approach to
both detail and realism is Kamal al-Din Bihzad (1455-1535/6), who is widely ac-
knowledged to have been the greatest painter of the Persian tradition.” Bihzad and
his contemporaries worked within received pictorial conventions, but they also
explored novel techniques and subjects, alate Timurid pictorial fusion that Thomas
Lentz has called “New Painting.” Bihzad and other painters contributed to illus-
trated (exts that are contemporary to Mu'in al-Miskin's narrative, and therefore a
clear dialectical relationship existed between authors and artists in Timurid Herat
involving a new attention to realism.

For example, in an illustrated folio from a manuscript copy of Nizami's Makh-
zan al-Asrar (Treasury of Secrets), produced in 1494-1495, a painting attributed to
Bihzad shows traces of the New Style (Figurc 13.1 and Plate 23). Here, the Prophet
is depicted ascending above Mecca and the Ka'ba, and the vivid calors and the
liveliness of the bright stars serve to convey a sense of tactility and immediacy not
encountered in earlier Timurid art.”” Even though the size of Ka'ba ard the shapes
and colors of the clouds are not “realistic,” the painter clearly distinguishes be-
tween this world and the otherworld throughout which the Prophet travels by
drawing them by means of different pictorial conventions; the evocation of three-
dimensionality in buildings and spaces in the lower world stands in sharp contrast
to the tlat colors and ornamental shapes of the clouds in the heavenly realm.

Anather key example appears in a different tllustrated folio, dated to the same
era, by Bihzad’s contemporary Shah Muzaffar (Figure 13.2 and Plate 24). Shah
Muzaffar was praised most especially for his ability to paint dainty portraits and to
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FiguRrE 13.1. The Prophet ascends above Mecca and the Ka‘ba, Nizami, Makhzan
al-Asrar (Treasury of Secrets), Herat, 1494-1495. London, British Library, Or. 6810,
folio 5v. See color plate 23.




— - colot plate 24 .

represent hair very precisely.®® As clearly seen in this drawing of the Prophet in
mid-air on the back of his hurman-headed, winged steed Buraq, and accompanied
by the angel Gabriel, the closely scrutinized details of hair, beard, and eyebrows of
the principal figures together with the delicate rendering of their clothing all sug-
gest Shah Muzaffar’s care and diligence in providing a believable image that, like
Bihzad’s work and subsequent ascension paintings (Plate 25), provides a sense of
immediacy and realism.?

This tendency toward realism that seems to have been quite effective in the
pictorial arts at the time is reflected in the narrative of Mu‘in al-Miskin as well. His
emphasis on depicting scenes and costumes, as well as on making dialogues as
lively as possible, suggests his familiarity with and interest in the detail and real-
istn that was eftectively exploited by contemporary painters.

Reading the Mi‘raj Account as a Theatrical Pe{formance

FiGunE 13.2. Shah
f ' Muzaffar (attr), ink
N / sketch of the Prophet
I B ! ascending on Burag,
’ Heral, ca. 1475-1500.
l ’ Istanbul, Topkap
Palace Library, H.
2154, folio 40v. See
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The Story

Having looked at the biography of Mu'in al-Miskin and the cultural and artistic
environment in which he lived, preached, and produced his text, we now turn to a
very brief and introductory analysis of the story and the text of his Ma‘arij al-
nubuwwa by following the analytical methods espoused by Mieke Bal, who defines
a narrative level as distinct from text and fabula. According to Bal, “if one regards
the fabula primarily as the product of imagination, the story could be regarded as
the result of an ordering.  In dealing with the story aspects, she differentiates the
features that distinguish the structured story from the fabula. These features,
which she calls the aspects, are sequential ordering. rhythm, transformation of
actor(s) to character(s), transformation of a place to the space, and focalization.

Bal’s theory of narrative level can be examined in three parts: time-related as-
pects, which are sequential ordering and rhythm; space/place/setting-related as-
pects; and characler and focalization. Of the time-related aspects, sequential or-
dering refers to the relationship between the sequence of the events in the story
and their chronological order in the fabula. Following the way Bal describes the
characteristics of story in her argument, one can see that in the narrative of Ma‘arij
al-nubuwwa, events are demonstrated in sequential ordering, all related in the past
tense. Since there is no internal thought or emotion reflected to the audience, the
narrator simply follows a sequential order in the past tense form.

As for rhythm, Bal argues that in narrative there are five distinguishable, dif-
ferent tempi, and “every narrative can be divided up into pieces which each corre-
spond to one of these five tempi™:*
Of them, in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, the summary appears especially during travels
over vast distances. For example, in a single inslant, the Prophet travels vast dis-

ellipsis, summary, scene, slow-down, and pause.

tances from onc level of heaven to another one, which normally would take some-
one five hundred years to travel. Even though a five-hundred-year distance is men-
tioned to only indicate the vastness of the heavenly realm, this still suggests the
existence of such a vast distance between diflerent levels. These distances endow
the ascension narrative with a distinct tempo.

Pause also is often used in establishing rhythm in Mu'in al-Miskin's text. Pauses
occur mostly between the different levels of the Prophet's journcy. When he enters a
new place, first the place is described in detail. This slows down the speed of the event
and vet gives enough time for the actor (and the audience) to become acquainted
with a place. The descriptions provided during these pauses will be discussed to a
grealer extent while analyzing the jabula under the subsection of Setting.

To Bal, another aspect of the story related to time is frequency of events, which
refers to “a real repetition when an event occurs only once and is presented a num-
ber of times.”* The rhythm of the narrative in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is created
through alternative presentations ot events that the Prophet experienced during
his heavenly journey. The same event is narraled repeatedly according to different
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hadith accounts from different hadith transmitters. Yet the repetition is not sys-
tematic, due to the numbers of hadith accounts relating difierent events. Some
events are narrated only once or twice, whereas others are mentioned several times
thanks 1o the existence of numerous accounts of the same event.

Bal also underlines the relations between place and space. Place is a physical
shape of spatial dimensions, whereas the space is what is seen in relation to its per-
ception. Thus, in determining the space, three senses in particular (sight, hearing,
and touching) ailow the actor to experience the place. In terms of its functions,
place is either a place of action, or an obiject of presentation by becoming an acting
place. That is, it is either a steady space in which events take place, or adynamically
functioning space that allows the aclor to move.™

In Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, space appears to be both a dynamically functioning
space and a steady space. It is not only a “place of action” in which events take place,
but it is also thematized by becoming “an object of presentation itsell,” turning into
an “acting place.” Thus, space functions dynamically by allowing the Prophet to
move when he has to travel through a vast array of different places. Between his de-
parture and his return to Mecca, he moves from ane space to another, and these
spaces are sometimes arranged in opposites, such as sky vs. earth or paradise vs. hell.
The relation between space and events is set in accordance with “fixed combina-

tions™

presenting the characteristics of these spaces. For example, there are no
scenes of people happy in hell, just as there are no scenes of grief in heaven. As it will
be demonstrated in detail in analyzing the fabula, under the subsection of Actors, all
the characters are properly situated in the literary space devoted to them.™

Bal also emphasizes that an actor with distinctive characteristics creales the
effect of a character,™ thereby transforming a mere actor into full character. The
term actor refers to the abstract ieaning of “the agent that acts,” whereas the char-
acter is the aclant with his/her own individuality.” In Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, char-
acters are constructed either through direct definitions and/or adjectives that
name their trait(s), or through indirect presentations that display the characters by
using actions, speech, external appearances, and the environment in which they
are situated.® The Prophet, the main actor, is determined on the basis of data pro-
vided in the previous chapters of Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa. His traits are thus not given
explicitly in the mi‘rdj tale, mainly because his characteristics have already been
estabiished in the larger story, embedded within the sira. Therefore, the audience is
already familiar with his identity. Yet, Muhammad’s status as a prophet serves to
continue to build his identity, and the narrator keeps constructing this character-
ization process by displaying, for example, the Prophet’'s meeting with God, his
treatment and respect by angels, and the environment in which he appears.

Not only are the traits of the Prophet known: those of the archangels, previous
prophels, and God are as well, based on the data presented in the sira. In the same
way, for example, God’s being Gad is continuously expanded throughout the pri-
mary narration. The remaining characters, such as the thousands upon thousands

Readin(q the Mi‘raj Account as a Theatrical Performance
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of angels or the individuals encountered in hell or in paradise, could he labeled, in
Bal's terms, as referential characters, who, because of their obvious slots in a frame
of reference, act according to a given pattern."™ The audience thus can easily predict
their traits and behaviors. For example, we do not see any prophets or angels rebel
against God or cause chaos.

'The last aspect of the story is facalization, which is described by Bal as “the rela-
tionship betwecn the vision, the agent that sees, and that which is seen.™ She argues
that the narratian is determined by both the narrator and focalization, which she
understands as “the relations between the elements presented and the vision through
which they are presented.™' In Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, both Mu'in al-Miskin and the
Prophel serve as focalizars. Yet, Mu'in 2l-Miskin functions, borrowing Bal's term, as
an “external focalizor” who is not a character but rather a conveyor of the events that
happen to this “internal focalizor,” the Prophet, who narrates his own visual experi-
ences through numerous hadith accounts. This situation is best expressed through
the author's statement: “1 [Mu'in al-Miskin, the preacher] say that the Prophet says, ‘I
saw.” This also gives the narrator the freedom to switch from an external focalizor to
an internal one. Facalization thus alternates between these two predominant narra-
tors: Mu'in al-Miskin and the Prophet. On the one hand, the Prophet, as the internal
focalizor, seems to have the advantage over Mu'in al-Miskin, who watches the events
through the eyes of the Prophet and consequently needs to refer to him for details.
On the other, by locating himself at a point above the abject(s) of his perception,
Mu’in al-Miskin yields a panoramic view of all the events that happen during the
journey of 1he Prophet, and he makes the Prophet his “focalized object.” Thus, in the
end, it is not the focalizor who changes, but the focalized.*

The Text

In addition to what one can learn about Mu'in al-Miskin's ascension narrative by
examining its elements on the level of story, one can also learn a great deal by analyz-
ing the narrative on the level of fext. Since 2 narrative text is a text in which a narra-
tive agent tells a story, then the narrative agent or narrator is, according to Bal, “the
linguistic subject, a function, and not a person, which expresses itselfin the language
that constitutes the text.™* One way that the narrator creates the fext is through non-
narrative comments, which are the commentary of the external narrator that “may
far exceed the function of narrating™" In addition, Bal sces different types of descrip-
tions as part of the text, since only motivation can make the contents of the narrative
helievable, and this motivation can be provided via speaking ahout {or describing) ot
looking at what the actor sees.”® This motivates the actor(s) to act and move on. She
also argues that levels of narration, which deal with the relationships between speak-
ers in a narrative, cannot he separated Irom the text. In particular, relations between
primary and embedded texts shapc the fext to a great extent.*
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‘The complexity of the ascension lext in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa resls on its being
narrated in a story with many narratives, most with more than one narrator. By
allowing the Prophet to narrate his story in the first person, along with Gabriel,
Mu'in al-Miskin turns his narrative into a narrative within narrative(s).*” More-
over, he enables the Prophet 1o repeat the episode by providing different hadith
accounts on the same event. At times, he also allows God to intervene in the narra-
tive by bringing in verses from the Quran. Mu'in al-Miskin needs these other nar-
rators’ voices in order to establish himself as a reliable narrator'™ in the eyes of his
audience;® in turn, this authorial blending also changes his text into a polyphonic
narrative when it expands to include many other voices: of hadith transmitters, the
choruses of angels and prophets who recite verses from the Quran and sing prayer
invocations to God, and great poets such as Rumior "Attar who participate through
their poetical verses. In the narration, the voice belongs to Mu‘in al-Miskin, the
preacher. As the speaking agent, although he does not mention himself, it is he
who narrates what the Prophet describes as the first-person narrator,

The narrator of the mirdj story not only relates what his actor, the Prophet,
has experienced, but also offers information and explanations, such as verses from
the Quran and their explanations, outside of the fabula— these are what Bal would
call “non-narrative comments.” These statements function in different ways. Even
though they cause a pause in the narrative and slow it down, they are necessary for
the narrator to clarify what is happening in cerlain scenes, or to support his own
reliability in the eyes of his audience. Besides, as discussed above, these pauses and
slow-downs provide a rhythm to the narrative.

In examining Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, one of the most striking aspects of the text
rests on its levels of narration, due lo the textual interference that shapes the text to a
greatdegree. The primary text of the narrator, Mu'in al-Miskin the preacher, and the
embedded text of the main actor, the Prophet (embedded through hadith accounts
transmitted through several hadith transmitters, each of whom also adds his own
voice at certain points), are so closely related that these two texts at some points can
hardly be distinguished from each other. Adding to the mix and complexity of au-
thorial voices, embedded text creates a hierarchical structure amang the narrators,

The Fabula

As mentioned above, the fabula is a series of logically and chronologically related
events caused or experienced by actars. It contains four main elements—events,
actors, time, and location—and, in turn, the story is determined by the way in
which the fabula is presented.™ Therefore, the presentation style of the mi‘rdj sto-
ry’s fabula is important. The wider story told in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa, as the pri-
mary narrative, has its own fabula based on the accounts of the Prophet
Muhammad. a real-life person, and on his relations with real-life characters, such
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as his companions and opponents. Yet, the story of the mi‘rdj is another narrative,
embedded in the primary narrative, which has its own distinctive fabula that em-
ploys unusual characters, such as Buraq and angels as well as previous prophets
who are not even alive any more, occurring in an unknown and unearthly sphere.
However, the mi‘rdj narrative itself is divided into two parts: the isra and the
mi‘rdj. In the subsection “Dramatic Style in the Mi‘raj,” I will analyze the fabula, fol-
lowing this division by mainly looking at how this fabula is presented by the
narrator(s) as a dramatic performance. In this analysis, I will treat the frame fabula of
this entire chapter as a series of events that occur “backstage” and the second fabuin
as a series of events that occur “on stage.” In examining the second fabula, 1 will
mainly examine the plot (events), actors (and dialogues), and setting (location).

Dramatic Style in the Mi‘rdj: Setting as Backstage

In almost all stras and i rdj-namas, the Prophet’s ascension is narrated in a two-
part fashion: first from Mecca to Jerusalem, and then from Jerusalem through the
heavens toward God. My reading ot the story follows this split structure by divid-
ing the story into two parts: first the Earth, and second the Sky. 'lhe Earth provides
the foundation before the play is enacted, whereas the Sky serves as a stage on
which the main action of the play is performed.

‘Lhe first five chapters of the mi*rdj section of Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa serve as in-
troductory chapters to the story. In a scnse, the narrator informs his audience that
he will tell them a true, but bizarre, story and attempts to clear doubts that his au-
dience may have about both the authenticity of the story and the reliability of its
narrator. After addressing the issues on the meaning behind and the reasons for
the 1ni‘rdj in the first chapler, Mu'in al-Miskin explains to his audience why this
heavenly journey happened during the night, instead of daytime, in the following
chapter. ‘lhe third chapter offers ten proofs, discussed in detail, for the possibility
of such travel. In the fourth chapter, the audience is given information about where
and when this play on the mi‘rdj is performed, and the Prophet is described as
being prepared for the play by the archangel Gabriel. In the fifth chapter, both the
audience and the protagonist, the Prophet, are introduced to the previous prophets
and archangels Gabriel, Michael, and Israfil, who will perform later on stage as
well. In what follows, the preliminary preparations of the “play” depicted in the
tourth and the fifth chapters of the 1ext will be analyzed as the play's backstage.

Qur story begins at the house of Umm Hani’, which one might interpret as the
backstage where the angel Gabriel helps the protagonist to prepare for the upcom-
ing play (Plate 17). First the Prophet performs his ablutions or bathes (ghusl) in
pure water (kawthar).”! Next, Gabriel clothes and adorns him. His vestments con-
sist of vibrant colors—a cloak of light, a belt of ruby, a whip of emerald, and a pair
of emerald clogs:
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He was dressed in a cloak of light (1) and a turban of light was put on his blessed
head [ ... [, then Gabriel, peace be upon him, put a cloak on his blessed back and
put green emerald clogs on his blessed feet and wrapped a belt of ruby around his
blessed waist and gave him an emerald whip that was decorated with four hun-
dred pearls. Each pearl shone like the star Venus.*

Buraq is also described in polychromic terms:

Its chest shines like ruby, its back is white like silver, its feet are of emerald, its tail
is of red coral, and its neck is of ruby.¥

While the main actor is being prepared for his celestial journey and is described as
awash in color, the supporling characters and the technicians involved in the pro-
duction prepare themselves in a different dimension (the Sky) as well. By putting
Gabriel in charge, God, in a role similar to that of a stage director, manages the
backstage and the technicians. First, silence and calm are obtained both backstage
and on stage by this Director’s divine command:

Bejewel [your] wings again with the gems of paradise and put on the belt of ser-
vice and put the crown and mandate {firman) on and tell Michael to stop the
distribution of daily sustenance, and tell Israfil to stop blowing his trumpet (sur)
for an hour, tell ‘Azra’il to abstain from catching the souls, | ... | admonish Malik
to close the doors of hell with the key of calm and quietness, [ ...~ and the ocean
and winds to be still and not to move, | ... | let even the spheres delay turning
and rest, tell the demons of hell not ta move, | ... | go to earth, and stop the tor-
ment of all the graves in the cast and west.™

After these preliminary preparations, the lights on stage are turned on by God's proc-
lamation, “Command the angels of light {(niir; divine illumination) to fll the skies
with lights.”® The supporting actors are ordered to get ready lor the play by taking
their places on stage and by holding the props they will need in their respective roles:

Have the huris in paradise dress up and take plates in their hands to distribute
gens, let them stand in rows in the palaces of paradise. [ .. .] Call Adam, Noah,
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, blessing be upon all of them, and perfume their glo
rious souls.®

Finally, the heavenly stage itself is decorated:

Tell Ridwai to decorate the eight heavens, | . . . ] tell the servants of the throne to put
the blessed clothes on the sky of satin and put the blessed crown on the throne.”

When all the preparations are complete, time is suspended and all movements are

braught to a halt.>® Once the whole universe is silently ready ta watch the drama of the
ascension unfald, the archangel Gabriel is sent to invite the Prophet to appear on stage.
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On his way from Mecca to Jerusalem (Plate 10), an unidentified woman aitempts to
stop Muhammad, but he does nol pay attention to her, for he was already admonished
by Gabriel to carry on.” in Jerusalem, he meets a number of secondary actors, the
earlier prophets, Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. There, he serves as prayer
leader, at which time all other prophets arrange themselves behind him (Plate 11).
Then, he climbs the stairs, or in the author’s words “mi‘rdj ya‘ni narduban,” and he
arrives in the heavenly realm (see Plate 22).% In essence, the curiain has been raised,
allowing the play proper to move tull speed ahead in the domain of the Sky.

Before describing the play itself, a few words on its conclusion must be offered
here. At the very end of this play, the Prophet returns to the dressing room, i.e., the
Earth. When he returns to the backstage location, everything reverts back 1o nor-
mal: it is nightiime and dark, of course, as it shouild be. The colorful, lavishly tex-
tured, and imposing scenes disappear, and a great silence reigns over the night.
Compared to the dazzling show presented in the skies, the Prophet’s return is fairly
plain—one might even say earthy:

Then, parting from them, I went ta Jerusalem. T saw Buraq lied at the ring of the
mosque. | entered the masjid and performed a two-rak‘at prayer of shiukr [being
gratefu! for the blessings of Gadj. | thanked God for the miracles and blessings
{that He gave me]. Then Gabriel showed me a vision of the prophets, peace be
upon Lthem. I saw my own face among them, and Abu Bakr was on my right and
“Umar, may God be pleased with them, was on my left. Then1 went out, and Ga-
briel, peace be upon him, told me to ride on Buraq, and 1 did. I found myself back
in Mecca in the blink of an eye. My bed was still warm."

The next day, when the Prophet relates his night journey, not surprisingly, his
greatest companion Abu Bakr believes him without hesitation or doubt, whereas
Abu Jahl, his lifetime opponent, ridicules him for his claim {Plate 9). He is even
tested by the disbelievers of Mecca.** Lite carries on in its own natural way, devoid
of extraordinary visual and rhetorical flourishes.

It seems that whatever happens on the surface of the Earth should remain sim-
ple and different from the world of the heavens. The author’s use of sensory details
and descriptive language full of images and colors for the Sky contrasts with his
rather unadorned language for the Earth. Thus, Mu'in al-Miskin clearly distin-
guishes this world from the ather world in the skies, in a manner similar to the
piclorial techniques used by artists, who adorn the heavenly realms in their paint-
ings with swirling clouds of gold (Figure 13.1 and Plates 23 and 25).

Dramatic Style in the Mi‘rdj: On Stage

Having discussed the pre-play (chapters 1-5) and post-play settings (chapters 23-
24) that coilectively serve as a backdrop for the play’s main action, let us move on
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to the essential aspects of the drama (chapters 6-22) that forms the heart of the
mi‘radj story. After briefly reviewing key concepts of drama theory and re-structur-
ing the outlines of the plot, T will look at the set design, the characteristics of the
protagonist and other actors, and the dialogues among these characters, in order
to see how Mu'in al-Miskin dramatizes the story of mirdj, combining his knowi-
edge and skills to produce especially appealing images in his narrative. In doing
so. I will draw upon Fred MilletUs analysis in The Art of Drama and Edwin Wil-
son’s approach in The Theatre Experience, along with various theories drawn from
other works in the field of dramatology.

Among the different types of dramatic structures, Wilson introduces three
different forms of plot: the climactic plot, the episodic plol, and the combination of
the two. The climactic and the episodic plots differ from each other in terms of
their approaches to the fundamental elements of a play. The climactic plot begins
quite late, almost toward the climax, itself the crisis of maximum emotion and ten-
ston,** whereas the episodic plot begins relatively early and moves through time
frames. As opposed to the extended span of time, the numerous locations, and a
large cast of characters in the episodic plot, the climactic plot usually occurs in a
limited time period (a few days), with a limited cast. Yet, these two plots, as often
seen in modern dramas, can be combined, sometimes by alowing one of them to
dominate the other.®'

Actors and characters are key elemenlts of dramatic structure. Wilson ollers
four types of dramatic characters: extraordinary characters with historical impor-
tance such as kings and queens; prototypical characters who are exceptional in the
way they embody the characteristics of an entire group;** stereotypical or stock
characters, always the same and one-sided insofar as they symbolize some partic-
ular type of person or characteristic; and finally non-human elements, which are
richiy employed in the mi‘rdj tale—for example Buraq, angels, scorpions, serpents,
worms, and snakes of fire.*

Plot

The text consists of twenty-four main chapters {fasls) numbered by the author, and
each chapter includes several subdivisions ({atifa or hikmat). Although itis possi-
ble to examine all chapters, they best fit into three major acts, through which nar-
rative tension escalates until the story’s climax. Examining this play in three acts
will help to show how tension is built up in the story and how it moves from begin-
ning to end.

The Prophel’s ascent through the skies forms Act 1 {chapters 6-12); his journey
from the seventh sky up to his meeting with God and the archangels forms Act 11
(chapters 13-18); and his journey back through paradise and hell en route to earth
forins Act [1I (chapters 19-22).
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The tension that captures the audience’s curiosity begins in Act 1. Here, the
Prophet encounters several unusual beings and witnesses strange phenomena.
These many otherworldly elements create suspense for the reader-listener as he
ponders where the hero will go and just what he will encounter next. At the end of
Act ], the Prophet stands at the Lote Tree of the Limit (sidrat al-muntalia), a cosmic
tree mentioned in the Qur'an (53:14). This cosmic tree js depicted as standing on
the boundary of the existing universe and the divine reaim that begins afier the
seventh heaven, where the Prophet is about to meet with God. After a significant
amount of tension builds through the expectation of this upcoming divine en-
counter, the curtain drops on Act I.

Act 11 opens at the sidrat al-muntaha. Here, Lhe Prophet waits to be presented to
God, once again heightening the tale’s dramatic suspense. First, the Prophet passes
through thousands of curtains to reach God's throne. When hereaches it, he is placed
on the throne; and once a drop (gatra) falls into his mouth, he is able to start speaking
to God. The author’s tale reaches a climax not only due to the auspicious nature of
this encounter but also because the audience wonders whether the Prophel can actu-
ally see God face to face {Plate 14). This dramatic climax functions 10 present the
narrative’s central scene: the Prophet’s meeting and conversation with God.

Act 111, the last part of the narrative, prolongs the vector of the narrative with the
Prophet’s visits to paradise and hell. Coming after the play’s climax, it functions as
the denouement by presenting both the literal and symbolic action of falling. Act 111
keeps the tension high to some degree, though it is not as crisp as it was in the scene
at the sidrat al-muntaha. At the very end of this act, however, the tension rises once
again when the Prophet meets Moses, who declares that the number of daily prayers
that God demands of the Prophet’s community is excessive (Plate 18). Moses advises
him 10 beseech God for a reduction in the number of prayers required each day. The
Prophet begs God for leniency several times unti} the number of prayers is decreased
from fifty to five. Watching the drama unfold, the audience waits to see how this pro-
cess of negotiation between God and the Prophet will be resolved. By rejecting Mo-
ses’s last recommendation to return to God, the Prophet ends this ongoing series of
negotiations. This episade serves as an instructive story that functions as a2 moraliz-
ing anecdote with practical consequences: the five daily prayers that Muslims tradi-
tionally observe are explained and taught to the audience by the narrator, a devoted
preacher, through the ascension tale.

Actors
Certainly, Muhammad, as the tale’s chief protagonist, is an extraordinary charac-
ter due to his position as Prophet. Yet the story is populated by a variety of actors,

such as God, who is in the play but never shown nor physically described to the
audience: the previous prophets; the four archangels (Gabriel, Michael, Israfil, and
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‘Azra’ll); the huris of paradise; and thousands upon thousands of angels who can
be labeled as stereotypical or stock characters.

God, who serves as the director and stage manager before the play, appears in
the climax, but only through His voice, intensifying His mysteriousness. The audi-
ence is not given any description of Him, due to the common practice of avoiding
endowing God with anthropomorphic features.

During his travel through the heavens the Prophct encounters the previous
prophets, who are introduced to the audience right before the play, when the
Prophet is about to enter on stage. These prophets are briefly introduced to the
audience with their prophetic merits, rather than their physical descriptions, in a
sense reminding the members of the audience what they already know about these
characters. For example, Moses is remembered by the story of his parting of the
sea, and Abraham is mentioned in connection with Nimrod and the fire.®

As opposed to other secondary characters, the angels are clearer to the audi-
ence because of the narrator’s descriptions, although these descriptions are mostly
limited to the numbers of their wings. As the chorus characters they serve as dra-
matic devices, originally a convention in drama, which are not invelved directly
but rather comment on angels or events.** By chanting in unison, they either salute
the Prophet or recall God, adding the dimension of music as well as of dialogue.
Additionally, we encounter different groups of individuals who appear to be pan-
tomimic actors with no voices or identities. Not only the Prophet kut also other
characiers to whom we are introduced during his journey are constructed by their
physical surroundings, though they are not meticulously described: the denizens
of hell are not good, whereas those in heaven are good. In fact, their external de-
scriptions speak for them, despite the fact that in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa their traits
are never explicated by the narrator. They function in the plot as protolypical char-
acters. 1 would contend that these characters in paradise and hell areleft underde-
veloped in this fashion because this vagueness allows the audience members to
project themselves (consciously or not) into these roles as the drama unfolds.

As one might expect of this famous preacher, Mu'in al-Miskin’s target audi-
ence was largely his fellow Muslims. [Towever. the inclusion of non-Muslims in the
narrative suggests strongly that Mu‘in al-Miskin's target demographic was not
comprised exclusively of Muslims. Except for a few named individuals such as
Nimrod, Pharaoh, and Qarun, the other non-Muslim inhabitants of hell are briefly
referred 1o only as polytheists, Christians, Jews, and pagans.®® Along with this very
brief statement about non-Muslims, the author adds that all sinners remain tor-
tured in hell ad eternum, thus responding to questions about hell and its duration,
which may have been posed by his audience members.” 'This avoids any possible
allegation that hell is reserved for non-Muslims alone. Most of these prototypical
characters in paradise and hell are not given actual names; rather, they are sub-
sumed under a general title, such as “group of people” (jama<“ati) with no mention
of their religious background. For example, the characters we encounter in hell are
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liars, adulterers, murdcrers, wine drinkers, flatterers of tyrants, gossipers, perjur-
ers, rebellious wives, rebellious children, and hypocrites (Plates 4 and 5). It seems
that it is more important for the reader-listener to recognize the classes of sins™
rather than to know whao precisely engaged in such wayward behaviors. All mem-
bers of the audience, regardless of religious background, car see themselves poten-
tially engaged in or drawn to such sins and make connections between the dra-
matic situations they observe and their own deeds. Consequently, the audience is
given a part to play as the unnamed denizens of hell, thereby becoming actors in
the m1i' rdj tale. By bringing several lessons worthy of telling and hearing, the sto-
ries of sinners heighten the sense of drama and the “tellability” of the story. Fur-
thermare, the technique of audience-mirroring provides the audience’s interaction
with and projection inta the narrative through emotionaily identifying with, and
empathetically experiencing, the emotions of those situated in these particular
scenes. As Pavis cogently notes: “No creator of theater would ever really risk writ-
ing a text or constructing a performance without taking the conditions of the pub-
lic's receptivity into account.” Therefore, it is clear that Mu'in al-Miskin con-
structs his dramatic performance with his audience in mind, particularly when it
comes to his depiction of the Prophet’s visit to heaven and hell.

Setting

Most playwrights have in mind the setting form of their works before they set out
lo write them down.™ Even though our author, Mu'in al-Miskin, does not call
himselfa “playwright,” the aesthetic understanding of his time reveals itself in the
setting of his mi‘rij tale as well. Much as Timurid painting makes use of lavish
pigment to paint a scene, the author Mu’in al-Miskin uses his pen to illustrate
every item on his meticulously managed stage. He turns his written text into an
artwork, painting it with words with the fastidiousness of an artist, not overlook-
ing any detail that might contribute to the visual impact of his narrative. He care-
fully depicts colors, textures, and materials. For example, buildings in paradise are
multihued and are described by the author with the cutting precision of a
gemologist:

‘The door of paradise was of red gold. [ . .. | its nails were of pearls, ruby, and em-
erald. It had four hundred nails and in the middle of them was a big ring of ruby.
{...] ! saw the walls. One brick was of gold, one af silver, one of ruby, one of
green chrysolite, and one of pearl. {Paradise’s] soil was of musk and amber, and
its plants were of saffron and redbud. [ . .. ] Emerald. ruby, and pearl were used
instead of pebbles. | ... ] I saw kiosks, some of which had ruby eaves, some had
pearl eaves, some had gems, some had emerald eaves, some had goiden eaves, and
some had silver eaves, and 1he sides of the rivers and springs were gold, silver,
pearl, and ruby, while the stones in the rivers were gems. pearls, and rubies.”
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QOnce the Prophet enters each scene, the stage is appropriately illuminated by props,
precious stones, and rays of light. The spheres of the heavens themselves are decked
out in valuable materials. For example. in one case the author describes the whole
stage itself as a shiny and luminous pearl:® “When | entered [the third heaven] 1
saw that it was created of a bright and shining white pearl, and its door was of
white light and it had a lock of light on it.”” Consequently, the text becomes so re-
splendent from beginning to end that it dazzles the audience. This very sentiment
is even articulated by the Prophet himself, when he steps on stage in Act I, Scene 1,
in the second heaven: “It was extremely bright (nirant). It was so bright that it
could not be looked at because the eyes would be dazzled.”™ This celestial resplen-
dence comes together in the description of the sites in the vicinity of the sidrat al-
muntaha. For example the Bayt al-Ma“mur, the celestial protatype of the Ka'ba, is
described as being made of ruby and provided with two emerald doors. Inside this
sacred temple hang ten thousand red gold lamps filled with rubies and pearls, each
one brighter than the sun. Next to the door, there is a pulpit of gold and a minaret
of silver. Near the Bayt al-Ma“mur, there is also an ocean of light (i), in which
angels wearing robes of light (»iir) are bathing or performing their ablutions.™ The
light emanates not only from the lamps in the Bayt al-Ma“mir, but also from its
doors, the ocean, and the angelic actors, and altogether these bright locations and
actors function as a kind of “spotlight™ to illuminate the episode.™

Just as divine light functions to illuminate the scenes of heaven, so fire functions
in the scenes of hell. Yet in contrast to the description of the heavens, the description
of hell in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is brief. The dominant color in hell is a flaming red.
Indeed, much as light and gems illuminate the heavens, hell is lit up by the fire ema-
nating from fiery houses, valleys, mountains, rivers, oceans, and trees:

[On the first level]) 1 saw seventy thousand mountains of fire; on each mauntain
were seventy thousand rivers; in each valley were seventy thousand branches; in
cach branch were seventy thousand cities; in each cily were seventy thousand
palaces of fire; in each palace were seventy thousand houses; in each house was a
chestand all chests were of fire; in each chesl were many different torments. | . .. ]
1 saw valleys where there were trees of fire with countless fruits of fire.®!

"These sharp and detailed descriptions of hell scenes appear in earlier ascension
narratives and hadith reports as well.* Yet, compared to these earlier reports,
Mu’in al-Miskin describes hell in an especially detailed way so that the audience
can immediately visualize it. These notations help the audience envisage much
more precise images. Furthermore, the next most frequently used props in these
scenes are the scorpions, serpents, worms, and snakes of fire. Yet these innumera-
ble scorpions and snakes are covered beneath a cloth of fire. By covering them, the
dread that might emerge from the scene is, to some extent, mitigated: “I saw a val-
ley there which was covered with a cloth of fire. Gabriel, peace be upen him, told
me to remove the cloth. When 1 removed it, | saw so many serpents ard scorpions
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that only God most High knows their numbers.” In developing the setting, the
generous use of gold {and silver) in painting palaces, doors, characters, and cos-
tumes with freshness and brightness reminds the audience of the illumination and
palette of Timurid paintings. Furthermore, the meticulously described details,
colors, and shapes, together with the inclusion of praps, costumes, and lush sets
atlow the audience to envision the story as it is richly and vividly illustrated with
words, thus activating the audience’s imagination. This visual emphasis in the text
bridges the gap between the mirdj account in the narrative of Mu‘arij al-nubuwwa
and its visual manifestation in mi‘rdj paintings, thereby revealing how such meth-
ads of storytelling can effectively link text to image.

Dialogues

The ascension narrative in Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is a didactic piece full of “utilitarian”
dialogues that present the mi‘rdj as a workshop for the Prophet’s instruction as well
as for the believer’'s own edification. It is structured in such a manner as to inform the
reader-listencr about the otherworld. In addition to dialogues, Mu‘in al-Miskin em-
ploys other narrative types: poetry, which Millett would call “non-utilitarian” but
which attracts the audience’s interest; verses from the Qur'an; and prayer invocations
to God, ofien meaningfully uttered or sung by a chorus of angels or by the prophets,
thereby providing musicality that is sustained throughout the narrative.™

‘The conversational structure of the text also maximizes audience participa-
tion. Although Mu'in al-Miskin occasionally addresses his audience members di-
rectly, he does not preach to them. instead, he prefers to let the characters convey
key messages through dialogue. For example, conversations typically occur be-
tween the following combinations of actors: a) Gabriel and the Prophet, b) Gabriel
and an angel who is in charge of a particular location {the heavens, paradise, or
hell), ¢) the Prophet and the other archangels (Michael, ‘Azra'il, and Israfil), ) the
Prophet and previous prophets, ¢) God and the Prophet, and f) God and angels.

The characters ofien speak directly to each other in one-to-one dialogues, not
in dynamic conversations, even when they convene as a group. Most of the charac-
ters the Prophet encounters are silent and nameless, and Gabriel tends to speak on
their behalf. A prominent exception is found in the character of Moses, who has
more than one opportunity to speak and voices a strong opinion. During the play.
we first encounter him in Act 1, Scene IV, when the Prophet ascends through the
heavens, and again later in Act 111, Scene IV, when the Prophet returns to earth. In
their first meeting, Moses appears as a mentor, oflering honar to the Prophet; dur-
ing their second encounter, he acts as a persuasive facilitator in reducing the daily
prayers from fifly to five. Moses's character is more developed than other second-
ary characters in the narrative, and he speaks for himself rather than needing Ga-
briel as his go-between.
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The Prophet’s unfamiliarity with the heavenly realms is made obvious through
his questions to Gabriel about the places they visit and people they encounter dur-
ing the journey. However, in Act I, when he meets with the four archangels Ga-
briel, Michael, ‘Azra’il, and Israfil, he becomes the knowledgeable one. The arch-
angels ask him generally about salvation, and, after the Prophet responds to each
question acting as a purveyor of eschatological knowledge, his answer is approved
by God with the words “sadagta ya Muhammad (O Muhammad, you said the
truth)!"™ Muhammad’s superiority to Gabriel is thereby established, even though
he continues to need his angelic guide to proceed upward.

The most crucial dialogue that the audience has been promised is held between
(rod and the Prophetin Act 1. After having passed the sidrat al-muntaha, the Prophet
comes before a curtain/veil with Israfil, and aiter Israfil’s departure heis left all alone.
The curtain/veil moves and an angel whose identity is not given takes him past sev-
enty thousand curtains. In front of each curtain this unidentihed angel is asked about
his and his guest’s identities. Eventually they pass through the Jast curtain and the
angel places the Prophet on the throne. Although the text is full of images, colors,
and props from the beginning, the scene in which God and the Prophet meet is a
magnificent show using only one prop, the throne, which is made of white pearl with
legs of red coral. All of a sudden, from behind the curtains, the Prophethears a voice
that calls out his name: “ya Muhammad (O Muhammad)!” He is so petrified by this
voice that he almost falls oft the throne. At this moment, a drop falls into his mouth;
he opens his mouth and swallows it. He describes the drop saying that no one has
ever tasted anything more delicious than it. Then, he becomes calm, relaxed, and able
to speak, and his conversation with God commences.

The intense power of the conversation catries the entire scene and delivers its
powerful message. Through hadith accounts, the audience is informed about the
contents of the divine colloquy that comprises Muhammad’s being informed of his
prophetic status, so that his assertions on the Farth are confirmed by God himselfin
the Sky. The dialogue is rather extensive: it includes the attahiyydt, a praver recited in
the last sitting of every prayer,*® as well as the last two verses of the Sitrat al-Bagara (Q
2: 285-286). Mu’in al-Miskin interrupts narrating this dialogue to pravide exegesis
of these two verses, even dedicating an entire chapter to them (chapter 17). In chapter
18, the dialogue between God and the Prophet, which is mainly based on what the
members of audience would apparently need to know about their relationship with
and responsibility to God, continues as based on the reports of several hadith trans-
mitters. This Jong conversation consists of topics such as intercession and forgiveness
of sins and offers answers to questions about what distinguishes the followers of the
Prophet Muhammad as superior to other communities of faith.

Even though Ma‘arij al-nubuwwa is not just a purely educational exercise with
little plot or tension, it nevertheless remains a didactic piece, intended to motivate
the audience to action. For example, the angels who remain in Lhe physical atti-
tudes of prayer, salat, not only serve the author’s aim of teaching the required parts
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of one rak‘at, but also indirectly provide an opportunity for lhe audience to get
involved in the play by indicating to them that their daily prayers are part of the
angelic action they are warching unfold. The famous Islamic teaching that “salat is
the mi’raj of every Muslim™ supports and legitimizes the spectator’s involvement
in the play. The teaching purpose of Mu'in al-Miskin is achieved through the con-
versational structure buill into the text in order to make it more energetic and ani-
mated. Instead of preaching directly to his audience, he prefers to let his characters
carry the message forward. ‘The dialogues are written in a relatively simple lan-
guage compared to the descriptions of the decorative elements. The common point
of all the dialogues is that they serve a specifically didactic function. We could say
that there is almost no word said without an educational purpose. Finally, the dia-
logues are primarily constructed in a question and answer format, a structure that
is suggestive of the author’s educational aims.

In Mu'in al-Miskin's Ma‘arij al-nubtwwa, the Prophet’s ascension is presented as
a marvelous and dramatic show full of light, colors, poetry, and music provided
through cantillated invocations. These many descriptive and decorative strategies
coalesce to form a rich narrative that is designed to appeal to a varied audience.
The fact that Mu'in al-Miskin was active in his position as a preacher in Herat for
over thirty years certainly provides a strong indication that he was successful in
his calling. In fact, he himself was, in his own way, always on stage in front of a
large group of listeners.

Mu‘in al-Miskin transforms the story of the Prophet’s miraculous journey into
a multi-media text that combines different stylistic ingredients, offering every-
thing that an carly-modern attendee would enjoy reading, listening to, and view-
ing.™ For those wha took pleasure hearing unusual and adventurous stories, the
book offers a siyaltatnama or an ‘aja ibnaina. For those with an interest in the vi-
sual arts, it serves as a carefully constructed tale filled with colorful details, re-
flected in contemporary Timurid paintings produced in Heral by master artists
such as Bihzad and Shah Muzaffar. For those drawn to poctry, the text is appealing
thanks to its recurring melodies and choral refrains as well as the poetical verses
composed by Mu'in al-Miskin himself or quoted from great pocts such as Rumi or
“Attar. For scholars, who would be more interested in the ascension miracle per se
and its pedagogical applications, the text closely chronicles the story in the light of
the hadith. Mu'in al-Miskin was a hadith scholar, and his analysis of the verses
along with the ascension story turn his text into a practice of narrative exegesis not
only for scholars but also in a form comprehensible for a more general audience.

The text also can be seen to include all the essentials of adrama, such as actors,
a producer, a director, a stage, decorative elements that set the stage, and an audi-
ence interested in watching such a play, if only in their mind’s eye. This dramatic
dimension to Mu’'in al-Miskin’s text allows us to examine his opus as if it were a
play that could conceivably be enacted an stage, thanks to its highly presentational
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style and its sequential structure, as well as its use of actors performing directly in
front of an audience. The narrative gives concrete and vivid substance 1o the ab-
stract teachings of religion, especially with regards o the descriptions of the heav-
ens, paradise, and hell. At the same time, just as all drama experiences are figura-
tive representations of life, the Prophel’s mi‘rdj serves as the symbolic and
pertormative enactment of the otherworld, Lhereby making its existence immedi-
ate and tangible to an audience receptive to lextual and visual metaphor.
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