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GROTESQUE IN MEDIEVAL ART OF AZERBAIJAN

The present article deals with the review of medieval Azerbaijani fine art, where grotesque used as 
an artistic method of exaggeration of the image. Canonical art of medieval printing miniature could not 
prevent miniature artists to express their attitude to the image. The most obvious grotesque images are 
seen in miniature of the 15th century, which were created in so-called «Turkomen style». Grotesque im-
ages flourish again in the 19th century in times of Gadjar dynasty. 

In conversation, the word grotesque usually means «strange», «fantastic», «eccentric» or «ugly», and 
thus is often used to describe strange or distorted forms, such as masks at a carnival or gargoyles at ca-
thedrals. In addition, the concept of grotesque can refer to a specific kind of ornament, which combines 
visual and decorative motifs. Such combinations, as a rule, have a fancy or fantastic character.

Key words: grotesque, artistic montage, phantasmagory, cartoon, intricate, medieval, Azerbaijan, 
fine art.
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Азербайжанның ортағасырлық өнеріндегі гротекс 

Мақалада ортағасырлық Әзірбайжан бейнелеу өнері, оның ішінде салауаттың көркемдік әдіс 
ретінде гротескті пайдалану жолында шолу жүргізілген. Ортағасырлық кітап миниатюрасының 
каноникалық өнері суретшілер-миниатюристтердің бейнелеуге деген көзқарастарын білдіруге 
қарсы шараларын жүзеге асыра алмады. «Түркмен стилінде» жасалған гротеск бейнелері 
XV ғасырдағы миниатюрасында анық көрсетілген болатын. Гротеск бейнелері ХІХ ғасырда 
Қаджарлар әулеті кезеңіндегі бейнелеу өнерінде жаңадан дами бастады. Жалпы, гротеск 
термині «оғаш», «фантастикалық», «бір-түрлі» немесе «ұсқынсыз» деген мағыналарды көрсетеді 
және карнавалдығы маскалар сияқты оғаш немесе қисық формаларды бейнелеу мақсатында жиі 
пайдаланылады.

Сонымен қатар, гротеск термині бейнелеу және сәндік себептерін айқындайтын ою-орнектің 
өзара спецификалық түрлеріне жатқызылуы мүмкін. Мұндай үйлесімділігі, әдетте, оғаш не 
фантастикалық сипатты білдіреді.

Түйін сөздер:  гротеск, көркем құрастыру, фантасмагория, шарж, сезімталдық, ортағасырлық, 
Әзірбайжан, бейнелеу өнері.
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Гротеск в средневековом искусстве Азербайджана

В статье проводится обзор средневекового Азербайджанского изобразительного искусства, 
в котором гротеск используется как художественный метод утрирования образа. Каноничное 
искусство средневековой книжной миниатюры не смогло предотвратить выражение отдельными 
художниками-миниатюристами своего отношения к изображенному. Наиболее отчетливо 
гротесковые образы наблюдаются в миниатюрах XV века, выполненных в так называемом 
«тюркменском стиле». 
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Гротескные образы вновь расцветают в изобразительном искусстве XIX века при династии 
Каджаров. 

В разговоре слово «гротеск» обычно означает «странный», «фантастический», «эксцентричный» 
или «уродливый», и, таким образом, часто используется для описания странных или искажённых 
форм, таких, как маски на карнавале или гаргульи на соборах. Также понятие гротеска может 
относиться к специфической разновидности орнамента, в котором сочетаются изобразительные 
и декоративные мотивы. Подобные сочетания, как правило, имеют причудливый либо 
фантастический характер.

Ключевые слова: гротеск, художественный монтаж, фантасмагория, шарж, причудливость, 
средневековье, Азербайджан, изобразительное искусство. 

Introduction

The grotesque vision of the world and its reflec-
tion in bizarre forms that transcend reality existed 
at all times. Ever since man began to reflect events 
and phenomena of the world, life through the cre-
ation of a graphic, a visual image appeared and the 
grotesque, as an artistic embodiment of the internal 
reaction to an event or personal assessment of the 
person. 

«Allegorical» self-expression in the visual arts 
is observed in the middle ages when Islam became 
the leading religion in Azerbaijan. Even the nega-
tive attitude of Islam towards the image of living 
beings could not prevent the emergence of images in 
which humor, sarcasm, and grotesque and whimsi-
cal are the main semantic factors in the perception 
of the image. 

As you know, in medieval Azerbaijan art was 
mainly developed in the context of book illustration, 
which is a miniature image illustrating certain epi-
sodes of the literary text.

Materials and methods

The grotesque form of expression of the 
author’s attitude to the described or depicted object 
(item) has always arisen from the desire to express 
their subjective attitude. Along with the generally 
accepted point of view, artistic canon and religious 
tradition, medieval masters and artists of Azerbaijan 
expressed in their works a subjective opinion or 
position in relation to the depicted.

The most extensive opportunities for expressing 
your subjective attitude to the character or event 
were the medieval masters of book miniatures. 
Classical Eastern literature contained numerous 
images, which were absent from its psychological, 
ethical and aesthetic, or philosophical interpretation. 

The method of artistic grotesque allowed 
medieval artists to fill these gaps literary texts by 
creating images, the form that have not only literary 

content, but also a kind of «subtext» that allows you 
to perceive the image as it «saw» the artist. 

Medieval manuscripts, such as «Jamiat-Tavarih» 
(1314) Rashid ad-Din, al–Biruni, drawings of the 
medieval artist Siyah Kalem and others, indicate the 
widespread use of grotesque artists of the middle 
ages.

Book miniature and exaggeration of the 
image

Mainly illustrated works of the classics of East-
ern literature, such as Nizami Ganjavi, Firdausi, 
Hafiz, and others. However, illustrators-miniatur-
ists have created their illustrations, and historical 
narratives, such as «Jamiat-Tavarikh» («General 
history») of Rashid al-Din, «Al-Attar al-Bagiyyah» 
(«Chronology of Ancient Nations»), al-Biruni, 
«Kitabtabai al-Haywan vahavashshiwa Manafi a 
daicha» (the book features animals and use their 
organs») Ibn Bukhtishu etc. The thumbnail image 
was created and on separate sheets that were in 
albums with sample pictures – Muraka. There are 
also separate drawings of various fantastic images 
of divas, jinns and people with frankly sarcastic, 
grotesque interpretation of an image. A large group 
of similar drawings created in the so-called «Turk-
men style» refers to the XV century and collected 
in the so-called «Saray Album» («Fatiha Album»), 
stored in the Istanbul Museum «Topgapa» (Hasan-
zade, 1999:121-126). 

A large number of grotesque drawings bordering 
on satirical caricature are available in the so-called 
«Dietz Albums» and are kept in the «Berlin Muse-
um of Islamic art». Most of the grotesque images of 
these albums are date back to the XV century and 
are made by Tabriz and Uighur masters (Hasanzade, 
1999:53-62). Individual images were created and 
objects of decorative art such as ceramics, toreutics, 
and even jewelry, which in the era of Qajar (XIX 
century) created a miniature image of the technique 
of painted enamel.
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Browse a huge number of images of the middle 
ages revealed a considerable number of images in 
which the grotesque style and method of images 
used deliberately to exaggeration of the visual im-
age. A characteristic feature of such an image is 
the expression of individual details of the image, 
exaggeration of certain portrait features, focusing 
on individual details of the image, stylization of 
visual forms, conscious distortion of proportions, 
anatomy and exaggeration of individual parts of 
the image in order to enhance their content and se-
mantic accents.

The earliest examples of miniature painting 
that have the grotesque nature of the image, is a 
manuscript of the 13th century («The book features 
animals and use their organs») Ibn Bukhtishu (Li-
brary of Pierpont Morgan. New York.) (Hasanzade, 
1999:105-107). The manuscript and its miniatures 
clearly have a reference character, but at the same 
time, the artist, who depicted animals, sometimes 
could not resist expressing a personal attitude to the 
image of an animal or a bird (figure 1). He some-
times gives those facial expressions and facial fea-
tures, figures – human features, easily recognizable 
and perceived in a certain emotional way.

Picture 2 – The miniature from the manuscript ‘of Jami’ al-Tawarikh’. Rashid ad-Din. 1314. Tabriz. Stored Edinburgh

Among such images can be called miniatures 
«Bear and monkey», «Wild boar», «Hares», «Ea-
gles», «Bears», etc., in which the artist, along with 

Picture 1 – The miniature from the manuscript ‘Manafi al-
Khaiwan’. Ibn Bukhtishu. 1294-99. Maraga. Stored New York

visually recognizable features of the animal, gave 
them definitely human traits. Grotesquely images, 
the artist presented the image of eagles in the form 
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of «fighters and bullies», the image of a bear and 
monkey-like «contrast of the characters» the im-
age of the wild boar as «hot-tempered and ready 
to pounce on all» of the petty tyrant. In miniature, 
«Bears» easily recognized the human nature of the 
relationship, characterizing the relationship «mother 
and child». 

In all these images, the artist shows animals, hu-
man traits, using the method of grotesque distortion 
and expression of individual physiological details.

Groteskovosti, whimsical, sometimes – sarcasm 
is different and some of the other miniatures of the 
manuscript of the 14th century, made in Tabriz 
«Jamiat-Tavarikh» Fazlollah Rashid al-Din (Edin-
burgh. University library.) (Rashid ad-Din, 1990).

Representing historical scenes and characters, 
miniatures of this manuscript were created by sev-
eral artists. The grotesque character of the images is 
available in miniature «Samson destroys the temple 
of the Philistines» (pic. 2). In miniature is depicted 
with deliberately exaggerated proportions and the 
growth of Samson, who by his mighty power de-
stroys the castle «calico-like» of the Philistines. 
Here the artist deliberately exaggerated the dimen-
sions and figures in order to emphasize the heroic 
power of Samson.

XV century in the history of Azerbaijani min-
iatures is characterized by a wide spread of the so-
called «Turkic style» in book miniatures and indi-
vidual drawings. Towards the end of the century, 
this style will change, acquiring new artistic espe-
cially and will morph into a «Timurid style». 

Miniatures made in the «Turkic style» are freer 
in the interpretation of the characters and scenes. 
There is a version that the basis of this style was 
laid by artists-Uighurs. Miniatures of this style con-
tain folk images, characterized by the careful study 
of movements, plastics, facial expressions of the 
characters depicted. Images are unlike grotesque, 
sometimes-cartoon character, with which the artist 
expressed his attitude to what is happening.

The greatest artist who worked in this style, 
dubbed «siyah kalem» («black kalem») is Muham-
mad Siyah Kalem, who created a gallery of bizarre 
images, bordering on phantasmagoria (pic. – 3, 4, 5). 
Various images of Jinn, demons, divas, amaze with 
their hypertrophied imagery. In these images, the 
viewer can easily recognize the inherent character 
traits of a person, hidden intentions. The grotesque 
form is adjacent to the incredible realism in the dis-
closure of the character of the image. Among these 
miniatures can be called «the Fight of the Demon 
dragon», «Conversation», «Werewolves», «Bound 
Demons,» «Dance of Demons», etc.

Picture 3 – Miniature. ‘Demon-dragon fight’.  
XV century Siyah Kalem. Topkapi Saray,  

Istanbul

Picture 4 – Miniature. ‘The conversation’.  
Siyah Kalem.XV century, Topkapi Saray,  

Istanbul

Picture 5 – Miniature. ‘Werewolves’. Siyah Kalem.  
XV century. ‘Album Fateh’. Topkapi Saray,  

Istanbul
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It is obvious that the creation of folk images, 
various demons – an attempt by the artist «to com-
municate something more» than depicted. The im-
ages of the so-called «demonology» Siyah Kalem is 
a weird combination of human, animal and fantastic 
traits to create the grotesque nature of the image.

Miniatures created in the «Turkic style» are dis-
tinguished by greater freedom of artistic expression. 
Artists who worked in this style, unlike Tabriz, Herat, 
Shiraz artists, were less constrained by the rigid frame-
work of the visual сanon. This freedom allowed them 
to express irony, sarcasm, humor, display the sympa-
thy and antipathy of the artist to the depicted character.

One of these miniatures is the famous «wed-
ding procession» from Istanbul’s «Fateha Album», 
stored in the Topgapi Museum (pic. 6). In miniature, 
the artist depicted the bride moving into the house 
of her future husband. The seemingly trivial scene 
is filled with characters with cartoon faces and am-
biguous facial expressions. The presence of some of 
the characters, accompanying the bride, the charac-
teristic of dervish axe tabarzin says about what is 
depicted accompanied by the dervishes of the bride 
to Sheikh. The image of the Sheikh dervish with the 
same ax-tabarzin, waiting for his bride, placed in the 
background, just around the corner.

Picture 6 – Miniature. ‘Wedding procession’. XV century. ‘Album Dietz’. Berlin

Picture 7 – Illustration of the book ‘Kalila and Dimna’.  
Artist Najafqulu from Shemakha. 1809. Shemakha

The grotesque exaggeration of the satirical hell 
of the dervishes said about the negative attitude of 
the artist to the community of dervishes. The en-
tire procession resembles a masquerade with fake 
bodyguards accompanying the bride and her maid 
of honor to the groom.

Grotesque, as a method of exaggerating the im-
age, giving it a hidden meaning and strengthening 
the figurative features of the characters by hyper-
bolization, found in the art of the XIX century. The 
age of Qajar and the art of Qajar loved ambiguity 
and allegory. Symbolic transformations of images, 
deformations and free use of the «mounting meth-
od» allowed artists to create images with an inter-
nal subtext. However, most of all, the artists of this 
period consciously chose those subjects and those 
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characters that allowed to use the method of gro-
tesque and cartoon to enhance the figurative charac-
teristics of the character or event. Similar images, in 
large numbers, are among illustrations to the newly 
fashionable, the book «Kalila and Dimna» (1809), 
in which in the form of fables, various stories and 
fantastic stories, ridiculed various characters and 
their actions. Edifying nature of the book allowed 
artists to operate freely figurative characteristics 
of the depicted characters. The famous artist Najaf 
Kuli provides the book published in Shamakhi with 
illustrations from Shamakhi (Pic. 7).

Conclusion

A review of the works of medieval fine arts of 
Azerbaijan allows expressing the idea of using the 
grotesque method even in the canonical medieval 
art. Artists of this period were using grotesque as a 
method of creating an image, managed to give their 
characters characteristic, recognizable features that 
had a particular moral or social assessment of their 
time.
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