Tall Tales of an Epic Hero
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“The Adventures of Hamza” at The Brooklyn Museum of Art

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 11/05/02

By RICK PALLEY

Ever since our Stone Age ancestors entertained each other around a flickering campfire with stories of enemies vanquished and beasts bested, humanity has always had a soft spot for a well-told yarn.

From Homer’s Odyssey all the way through Harry Potter, the list goes on and on.

And then there’s the Hamzanama.

Never heard of it? 

Not many have, especially here in the West. But in the Islamic East, the Hamzanama, or Story of Hamza, has been told for many centuries. 

No wonder. It’s hard to resist the colorful tales based loosely on the escapades of Hamza, uncle of the prophet Muhammad, as he battles armies of fearsome foes -- dragons, demons, and giants, amongst others – while spreading the word of Islam.

The 16th century Mughal Indian emperor Akbar was so taken with it that he commissioned a group of nearly 100 artists to create a magnificently illustrated, 1,400-page manuscript of the saga.

Most of the original manuscript has been lost over time. Only 200 pages survive, some of those having turned up in such unlikely places as a Kashmir teahouse and a garage in Maine.  

Fortunately, you don’t have to trek to the far side of the world, or even the northern extremes of New England, to see them; the Brooklyn Museum of Art is hosting a show that brings together 58 of these rare works through January 26, 2003.

Each page features a painting literally bursting with vivid colors and overflowing with detail on one side, and a script text describing the next page of the folio on the reverse.

Storytellers would read and elaborate upon one tale, while an assistant would hold up the accompanying picture, on a separate sheet, for the audience to see.

And what tales they must have told -- the endless cast of characters reads something like a cross between King Arthur and his knights and Indiana Jones. 

Of course there’s the handsome and courageous hero Hamza himself, master of the martial arts, accompanied by his trusty, three-eyed, hot-pink steed Ashqar.

Battling wits with Hamza and his allies are archenemies like the giant Zumurrud Shah, and cohorts Marku’ Boar Tooth and Ra’im Blood-Drinker.

In one fanciful painting, the giant and his infidel army escape from the grip of Hamza and his men by taking to the sky on flying urns sent by sorcerers. The sight of them trying to control their airborne earthenware is played for laughs in this amazing piece.

In another, Zumurudd Shah runs afoul of a group of ordinary gardeners, who are surprised to find him captured in the trap they had set for some marauding bears. No matter that he is innocent of stealing their fruit; in a kind of cosmic comeuppance, they beat him anyway.

Meanwhile, the bears, watching nearby, help themselves to more fruit.

Other panels recall great feats of strength or courage in vivid detail, such as a prince single-handedly swinging an elephant by its neck-chain, or Hamza and his men locked in mortal combat with a menacing, red-eyed sea monster.

In these and other Hamzanama paintings, you can see the Mughal artists, encouraged by the freethinking Akbar, combining the intricate patterns and detail of Persian art with the brilliant colors and energy of the Indian painters.

With the additional ingredient of perspective, which was just beginning to reach India through samples of Western art, the stage was set for the stunning explosion of artistic creativity of the Hamzanama.

By the way, lurking just outside the doors to the “The Adventures of Hamza” show is another dragon – actually the William Blake watercolor “The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with the Sun.”

The work, part of the BMA’s permanent collection, plays a big part in the new Hannibal Lecter flick “Red Dragon.”  That and the rarity of its display are more than reason enough to check out this extraordinary painting. (It is up only through November 10.) 

“The Adventures of Hamzanama” will be at the Brooklyn Museum of Art through January 26, 2003. For more info call (718) 638-5000, or visit www.brooklynart.org.

