
on the date of paul kahle’s egyptian shadow puppets 43

MARCUS MILWRIGHT

ON THE DATE OF PAUL KAHLE’S EGYPTIAN SHADOW PUPPETS

The history of shadow theatre has attracted the attention 
of numerous significant figures in Orientalist scholar-
ship, particularly in Germany and Turkey.1 Much of the 
research has focused upon the living tradition of shadow 
puppetry in Turkey (Karagöz) and its offshoots in 
former Ottoman provinces such as Greece (Karaghiozis) 
and Egypt.2 Scholars have been able to interview the 
performers, study the texts of the plays, and examine 
the puppets used in performances. Shadow theatre has 
flourished in Turkey from the sixteenth century onward, 
but it was probably imported from Egypt in the after-
math of the fall of the Mamluk sultanate in 1517. The 
art-historical study of earlier phases of shadow theatre 
in the regions of Egypt, Greater Syria, and Iraq is 
severely constrained by the near absence of surviving 
puppets, with evidence for the existence of this type of 
entertainment—at least as far back as the eleventh cen-
tury—being gathered largely from textual sources 
(including the texts of a few shadow plays). The physical 
appearance of the puppets used in the shadow plays 
remains a matter for speculation, though it is possible 
that thirteenth-century manuscript illustrations (par-
ticularly of the Maqāmāt of al-Hariri) and designs on 
unglazed and glazed ceramics may provide clues on this 
elusive question.3 One intriguing example of the latter 
was excavated in the Salihiyya district of Damascus. 
Dating to the thirteenth or fourteenth century, the 
relief-moulded canteen carries a complex scene that 
presumably derives from a shadow play or a popular 
epic (fig. 1).4 

 Given the exceptional rarity of Middle Eastern 
shadow puppets made before the late nineteenth cen-
tury, the discovery of a cache of ancient leather figures 
in Egypt by the renowned Orientalist Paul Kahle 
(d. 1964)5 was an event of utmost importance. In a series 
of articles published between 1910 and 1954, Kahle 

argued that these puppets could be securely dated to the 
Mamluk period (1250–1517), most probably circa 
1290–1370.6 His dating has been widely accepted, and 
if correct, means that they represent the oldest collec-
tion of shadow puppets in the Middle East.7 This arti-
cle reviews the evidence and suggests reasons for 
assigning a later date than that proposed by Kahle. In 
the appendix, I present a translation of an Arabic 
account of shadow plays in Damascus during the last 
decades of Ottoman rule. 

PAUL KAHLE’S SHADOW PUPPETS

In 1909, Paul Kahle came across an assemblage of 
shadow puppets owned by a family in the village of 
“Menzaleh” (al-Manzala), near Damietta. Kahle was 
able to buy the complete set, comprising approximately 
eighty items, ranging from fragments to almost com-
plete puppets,8 along with some manuscripts containing 
the texts of shadow plays. The collection of shadow pup-
pets is now dispersed, and it is not clear how many sur-
vive to the present. In 1913, twenty-six puppets were 
donated (presumably by Kahle) to the Linden Museum 
in Stuttgart. In 1933, Kahle gave four more to the 
Deutsches Ledermuseum in Offenbach, Hesse, and 
others to the Staatliche Museen in Berlin. Other dona-
tions to German museums may have occurred in the 
years before Kahle and his family emigrated to Britain 
in 1938. It would appear that the rest remained in Kah-
le’s own collection. Derek Hopwood saw these puppets 
in Kahle’s house opposite Christ Church College in 
Oxford in the early 1960s. While Kahle’s books and 
papers were sent after his death to the library of the 
University of Turin, his family retained the puppets. A 
few are still owned by various relatives, though others 
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often obscured by a blackish surface layer, which may 
be due to the application of paint, or perhaps the accu-
mulation of surface dirt and lamp soot. Kahle’s puppets 
from Menzaleh were usually decorated with cutout pan-
els or bands, the larger ones having delicate, pierced 
patterns while the smaller ones were left open. These 
smaller panels were probably originally covered with 
pieces of colored textiles—as can be seen in puppets 
from Kahle’s collection in the Deutsches Ledermuseum 
in Offenbach, the Puppentheatermuseum in Munich 
(fig. 3), and the Linden Museum in Stuttgart (fig. 4).12 
It is unknown whether these sections of colored fabric 
were added later or are contemporaneous with the 
leather puppets. 

Kahle noted that these shadow figures were quite dif-
ferent from those produced in the late nineteenth cen-
tury by Hasan al-Qashshash (d. 1902), who had revived 
traditional Arabic shadow theatre (khayāl al-ẓill) in 
Cairo in the 1870s (fig. 5).13 There was a guild of tradi-
tional shadow puppeteers in the early years of the twen-

were sold in Germany and the U.S.A. and now reside 
in museums, and perhaps also in private collections.9 
Although the principal visual source for the study of the 
puppets is the black and white photographs and colored 
lithographs in Kahle’s articles,10 nine were also repro-
duced in the first and second editions (published in 
1912 and 1914) of Der Blaue Reiter almanac, edited by 
Wassily Kandinsky (d. 1944) and Franz Marc (d. 1916). 
The first edition contained a hand-colored photograph 
of a puppet of a horse and groom.11

The Menzaleh puppets were made from sheets of pre-
pared animal skin (probably sheep, goat, or camel). The 
individual sections of each puppet were pinned or tied 
together in much the same manner that Karagöz/
Karaghiozis puppets are still made today (fig. 2 [a-c]). 
Like the puppets produced in Turkey and Greece in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the skins were, in 
most cases, stretched and beaten to make them thin, 
hard, and semi-transparent. The original pale hue and 
relative translucence of the Menzaleh puppets are now 

Fig. 1. Drawing of a section from a relief-moulded, unglazed canteen excavated in Salihiyya, Damascus, early thirteenth 
century. National Museum, Damascus. (Drawing: Marcus Milwright)
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Kahle adduces other information concerning the termi-
nus ante quem for traditional Egyptian shadow theatre 
(prior to its revival in the late nineteenth century) and, 
thus, for the date of manufacture for the Menzaleh fig-
ures. He reasons that the absence of references to Arab 
shadow theatre in the writings of Carsten Niebuhr 
(d. 1815) suggests that this form of entertainment was 
not known in Cairo in the last quarter of the eighteenth 
century (though it perhaps continued to be performed 
in some rural areas). In his Manners and Customs of the 
Modern Egyptians (1836), Edward Lane (d. 1876) only 
notes the presence of Karagöz plays and makes no men-
tion of khayāl al-ẓill.16 Also significant are the manu-
scripts Kahle purchased from the family in Menzaleh, 
as well as from Darwish al-Qashshash (the son of 
Hasan) in Cairo in 1907. From the latter source Kahle 

tieth century, and in 1905 this organization comprised 
four masters (sing. usṭā), one of whom acted as its head 
(rayyis).14 In the articles he published on the Menzaleh 
puppets, Kahle records the information he gleaned from 
interviews with their owner, Hajj ʿAbdu. The chrono-
logical data are summarized in his last article on the 
subject, in the Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society 
(1954): 

The owners knew that these shadow play figures had 
been in their family for several generations, and that 
they had been brought over from Cairo in the middle 
of the eighteenth century by one of their forefathers. He 
had bought them from a Pasha who was anxious to get 
rid of them, because his son who had played with them 
had died.15 

Fig. 2. a) Karaghiozis, b) Dionysios, and c) Hadjavad (Hadjajaris). Puppets made by Michalis Moros of painted card and 
colored textile. Nafplion, Greece, 2003–5. Author’s collection. (Photo: Iona Hübner) 

a b c
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Fig. 3. Leather puppet of a horse and groom, with sections of colored fabric. Bought by Paul Kahle in Menzaleh, Egypt, 
1909. Puppentheatermuseum, Munich, PS-98/46.1. (Reproduction: courtesy of the Puppentheatermuseum, Munich) 
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Fig. 4. Leather puppet of a horse and rider, with sections of colored fabric. Bought by Paul Kahle in Menzaleh, Egypt, 1909. 
Linden Museum, Stuttgart, no. 84666. (Reproduction: courtesy of the Linden Museum, Stuttgart) 
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quarian interest, traditional shadow plays must still 
have been performed in Cairo in the early eighteenth 
century. Kahle concludes that traditional Arabic shadow 
plays (khayāl al-ẓill) died out in the Egyptian capital 
around the time that the puppets were transferred from 
Cairo to Menzaleh, in the middle of the eighteenth cen-
tury.18 

One piece of evidence might point toward a later date 
than the mid-eighteenth century for the demise of tra-
ditional shadow plays in Cairo. A document in the 
archives of the Service historique de l’État-major de 
l’Armée (Château de Vincennes, Paris) entitled “Les 
noms des cheikhs et marchands du Caire” (dated 27 
Nivôse IX [January 17, 1801]) provides a list of the 
guilds of Cairo, Bulaq, Old Cairo, and Giza during the 
French occupation (1798–1801). Number 148 on this 
list has been read by André Raymond as “Joueurs d’un 
jeu dit hial alha (?) au Caire.”19 He tentatively identifies 
this as a reference to the performance of shadow plays, 
and notes the occurrence of the term al-khayāl in a 
description of the entertainments offered during the 
festivities for the circumcision of the governor’s sons in 
1108 (1696–97) in ʿAjāʾib al-āthār fi’l-tarājim wa’l-
akhbār (Marvellous Vestiges of Biographies and Histo-
ries) by ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Jabarti (d. 1825 or 1826).20 
More recent research by Shmuel Moreh has demon-
strated, however, that khayāl (or khiyāl) can also refer 
to live dramatic performance, and only the term khayāl 
al-ẓill should be read unambiguously as shadow the-
atre.21 

If a guild (ṭarīqa) of shadow theatre was still operat-
ing at the beginning of the nineteenth century, it is dif-
ficult to find supporting evidence for its existence 
among accounts of popular entertainments penned by 
contemporary Arab and Western writers. For instance, 
in a pageant of the guilds organized as part of the mar-
riage celebrations of Ismaʿil Pasha, the son of Muham-
mad ʿ Ali Pasha (r. 1805–48), al-Jabarti describes all sorts 
of entertainers—including various types of jugglers 
(arbāb al-malāʿīb), acrobats (junbādhiyya), and stroll-
ing players (ḥababziyya)—but makes no mention of 
khayāl or khayāl al-ẓill.22 The British military surgeon 
William Wittman, who spent time in Cairo in 1801, also 
wrote in some detail about the street entertainments. 
He saw coffeehouse reciters, dancing girls, jugglers, 

obtained a manuscript completed on 14 Jumada I 1119 
(August 13, 1707) that contained works by al-Shaykh 
Saʿud, al-Shaykh ʿ Ali al-Nahla, and the specialist (aḥraf) 
and master (rayyis) Dawud al-ʿAttar. The puppeteers of 
Menzaleh sold Kahle a fragmentary manuscript con-
taining similar material.17 

The connections between these men have been estab-
lished by Kahle: Saʿud had been the master of Dawud, 
while ʿAli is known to have been the Shaykh al-Ṭarīqa 
(head of the corporation/guild of shadow players in 
Cairo). Dawud took this troupe of players to Istanbul 
and Edirne in the winter of 1612–13, even performing 
before Sultan Ahmed I (r. 1603–17). Drawing this infor-
mation together, Kahle concluded that Saʿud, ʿAli, and 
Dawud were active in the late sixteenth and early sev-
enteenth centuries. Assuming that the 1119 (1707) 
manuscript was not simply copied out of purely anti-

Fig. 5. Egyptian leather puppet made by Hasan al-Qashshash 
in the late nineteenth century. (After Paul Kahle, “Islamische 
Schattenspielfiguren aus Egypten II,” Der Islam 2 [1911]: 181, 
fig. 84 [present whereabouts unknown])
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entering into too much detail, one can isolate several 
important points arising from his analysis. First, there 
is the issue of what is not encountered in the puppets, 
i.e., handheld firearms, cannon, and the types of head-
gear associated with the administrative and military 
elites of the Ottoman empire. Cannon and primitive 
handheld firearms (arquebuses) were known in the lat-
ter part of the Mamluk sultanate,27 but they would have 
become more prevalent in Egypt after 1517. When the 
Menzaleh puppets carry weapons, they are always 
swords and bows. One might reasonably expect to find 
examples of Ottoman turbans (wound around a central 
cap, or tāj) or the tall Janissary cap (börk) in any arte-
fact manufactured in Egypt after 1517, but neither is 
apparent in the Menzaleh group.28 

This negative evidence does not, of course, preclude 
the possibility that the puppets were produced during 
the centuries of Ottoman rule (perhaps copying earlier 
prototypes). More persuasive is the accumulation of 
distinctively “Mamluk” elements in the Menzaleh pup-
pets. Kahle is able to draw out many parallels from art 
and written sources of the Mamluk period as well as 
earlier Islamic art in Egypt. For instance, among the dis-
tinctive items of headgear is the tall turban (fig. 6[a and 
b]) of a man seated within a boat that equates well with 
the type worn by the Mamluk dawādār (secretary).29 
This same type can be seen in a European “portrait” of 
Sultan Tumanbay II (fig. 7) in the illustrated biograph-
ical encyclopedia Elogia Virorum Bellica Virtute Illus-
trium (1575) by Paolo Giovio (d. 1544), and in an 
anonymous Venetian painting in the Louvre entitled 
The Reception of the Venetian Ambassadors (now dated 
to 1511). Whether the dawādār wore this same style of 
turban in earlier phases of the Mamluk period is unclear, 
however.30 

Most important of all for Kahle’s proposed dating is 
the presence of what are often known as blazons (and 
in Arabic as rank), the schematic roundels that were 
employed by Mamluks as personal emblems and, lat-
terly, probably as brigade emblems.31 Crucially, all of 
the examples among the Menzaleh puppets carry the 
same design—a diaper (diamond shape) located in the 
middle of the central fesse (horizontal band) of a round 
shield (fig. 8[a and b]).32 The diaper itself is a represen-
tation of the napkin (buqja, a small, square piece of 

snake charmers, tumblers, contortionists, and buffoons, 
but no shadow theatre performers.23 Other well 
informed late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 
observers, such as Niebuhr, Lane, and Domingo Badía 
y Leyblich (known as ʿAli Bey ʿAbbasi, d. 1818), do not 
seem to have witnessed shadow plays in Cairo or Alex-
andria.24 Thus, in view of the difficulties in evaluating 
the reference to “hial alha” in the 1801 French list of 
Cairene guilds and the lack of corroborating testimony 
elsewhere, Kahle’s supposition that khayāl al-ẓill ceased 
in Cairo in the mid-eighteenth century remains plausi-
ble. 

If the terminus ante quem of the Menzaleh puppets 
can be established with reasonable certainty, their actual 
date (or dates) of manufacture is more difficult to fix 
with any accuracy. Three points are worth emphasizing 
in this respect. First, the puppets themselves carry no 
inscriptions or dates. Second, no definitive links can be 
established between characters and plot lines of known 
plays—such as those of Ibn Daniyal (d. 1310)—and the 
human figures, animals, architectural scenes, and boats 
depicted in the Menzaleh cache of puppets. Third, there 
is abundant textual evidence for the performance of 
shadow plays in Egypt from the time of the Fatimid 
caliphate (it is first mentioned by the eleventh-century 
polymath Ibn al-Haytham) through the end of the 
Mamluk period in 1517.25 Even the famous capture and 
execution of the last Mamluk sultan, al-Ashraf Tuman-
bay II (r. 1516–17), was memorialized in a shadow play. 
According to the Cairene chronicler Ibn Iyas (d. after 
1522), this dramatic reconstruction so pleased the Otto-
man sultan, Selim I (r. 1512–20), that he took the troupe 
back with him to Istanbul.26 As already noted, shadow 
plays probably continued in Cairo during the Ottoman 
period, terminating sometime in the eighteenth cen-
tury. Thus, the Menzaleh figures could have been made 
at any time during this long phase. 

 In the absence of conclusive textual evidence, the 
most persuasive data establishing the chronological 
parameters for their manufacture come from the pup-
pets themselves. In the two articles published in Der 
Islam in 1910 and 1911, Kahle marshals an impressive 
array of comparanda for specific features and decora-
tive motifs found in the Menzaleh puppets, and also 
notes parallels suggested by other scholars. Without 
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Fig. 6. a) Leather puppet of a boat with sailors and an elite occupant. Bought by Paul Kahle in Menzaleh, Egypt, 1909. (After 
Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” 154, fig. 45 [present whereabouts unknown]); b) The same puppet illustrated in color. (After 
Paul Kahle, “Das islamische Schattentheater in Ägypten,” Orientalisches Archiv 3, 3 [1912]: pl. 2 [n.p.]) 
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More recent research by Michael Meinecke (d. 1995) 
suggests a more compressed chronology of circa 1330–
82 for the tripartite arrangement carrying a single motif 
in the middle of the central fesse.35 In either case, these 
parameters refer to the date when a blazon was assigned 
to a manumitted Mamluk amir. Amirs bearing designs 
akin to those on the Menzaleh puppets could conceiv-
ably have lived past Meinecke’s later date (though all of 
those whose biographies were reconstructed by Mayer 
died before 1382).36 

 In the absence of specific colors on the surviving bla-
zons found on the Menzaleh figures, no specific amir 
can be definitively identified. Kahle advanced the plau-
sible hypothesis that the puppets had been made by a 
puppet troupe working for a Mamluk amir who had 
served, prior to his manumission, as a jamdār. In sup-
port of this argument, one can cite the accuracy with 
which the blazon was represented by those who made 

cloth) of the jamdār, the keeper of the royal wardrobe 
within the khāṣṣakiyya (retinue of boys who attended 
the ruler). The association of the buqja with the post of 
the jamdār can be traced in written accounts to the 
court of the Khwarazmshah Muhammad ibn Takash 
(r. 1200–1220). Its first appearance as a motif in Mam-
luk art occurs on a basin made for ʿIzz al-Din Aydamur 
al-Jamdar al-Qaymari in the second half of the thir-
teenth century, although this example lacks the tripar-
tite division of the field seen on the puppets.33 

In an article on the plays of Ibn Daniyal in the 1940 
issue of the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, Kahle 
was able to draw on the expertise of L. A. Mayer 
(d. 1959), author of Saracenic Heraldry (1933). This 
information is repeated in his last treatment of the 
shadow play figures in 1954. Mayer judged that the par-
ticular form of the blazon on the Menzaleh puppets was 
unlikely to date to earlier than 1290 or later than 1370.34 

Fig. 7. Portrait of Sultan Tumanbay II, in Paolo Giovio, Elogia Virorum Bellica Virtute Illustrium (Basel: Peter Perna, 1575), 
225. (Reproduction: courtesy of the Syndics of the University Library, Cambridge) 
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style is the treatment of the preternaturally large eyes 
on the human figures (e.g., figs. 3, 4, and 6). An exam-
ination of the vocabulary of repeat patterns employed 
in the interior spaces, rosettes, and borders of figures, 
buildings, and ships (fig. 9) also reveals an extensive 
correlation between the puppets with the jamdār bla-
zon and those without. Although it cannot be proven, 
one can justifiably infer from this stylistic consistency 
that the Menzaleh cache represents the production of a 
single workshop of craftsmen (probably the puppeteers 
themselves) over a relatively short period of time, 
amounting to no more than a few decades.

TOBACCO, HASHISH, AND OPIUM SMOKING

The puppet shown in figure 6(a and b)38 throws into 
doubt the dating suggested by Kahle. It depicts an ele-
gant boat (markab),39 which Kahle suggests conforms 
to a type described by al-Jabarti. Called an ʿaqaba, this 
vessel was used in al-Jabarti’s time exclusively by one 
holding the rank of pasha.40 That the boat was indeed 
meant for a high official is confirmed by the headgear 

the puppets. By contrast, the blazons on relatively inex-
pensive media, such as glazed and unglazed earthen-
ware, are a good deal more variable, sometimes 
incorporating blundered motifs and/or a profusion of 
unnecessary background ornament.37 Equally impor-
tant is the fact that only one symbol of the khāṣṣakiyya—
that of the jamdār—appears on the puppets. Had they 
been made for a general audience, one might have 
expected to see others from the wide range of potential 
Mamluk amiral motifs—cups, swords, maces, bows, 
cups, polo sticks, pen-boxes, and so on. 

 One last characteristic of the Menzaleh puppets that 
should be mentioned is the high degree of continuity in 
terms of drawing and decorative infill (at least, as far as 
can be ascertained from the examination of photo-
graphs). While one could argue that the dating evidence 
advanced in the previous two paragraphs is relevant 
only to the puppets bearing the motif of the jamdār, the 
strong stylistic affinities between this smaller group and 
the remainder of the Menzaleh cache (as well as the 
clear disparities with the mode of representation in the 
late nineteenth-century puppets illustrated by Kahle) 
are significant. A good example of the shared drawing 

Fig. 8. a) Leather puppet of an elephant and musicians. Bought by Paul Kahle in Menzaleh, Egypt, 1909. (After Paul Kahle, 
“The Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society [April 1954]: between pp. 96 and 
97 [present whereabouts unknown]); b) Diagram of the blazon represented on the Menzaleh puppets. (Drawing: Marcus 
Milwright)

a b
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Fig. 9. Schematic drawings of repeat patterns found on the Menzaleh puppets now in the Linden Museum, Stuttgart, and 
the Puppentheatermuseum, Munich (not to scale). (Drawings: Marcus Milwright)



marcus milwright54

shank through which the smoke is drawn into the 
wooden or reed stem), which Kahle believes would have 
been suitable for the smoking of opium. In order to 
illustrate their use, Kahle also provides a Turkish wood-
cut from a work he calls simply a Theriakname (Book 
of Antidotes).44 Opium cultivation and consumption 
can be demonstrated in Egypt from Greek, Arabic, and 
Latin medical/botanical sources ranging from Alexan-
der of Tralles (d. ca. 605) to Ibn al-Baytar (d. 1248) and 
Prosper Alpinus (d. 1615) at the end of the sixteenth 
century. Opium (afiyūn in Arabic) was commonly 
employed and references to the practice of taking/swal-
lowing (taʿāṭiya) the commodity appear in the 250th 
tale in the Bulaq edition of The Thousand and One 
Nights.45 On somewhat unclear linguistic grounds, 
Kahle infers that opium was also smoked, claiming that 
it was not mentioned in travellers’ accounts because of 
the secretive nature of the practice. On this basis, Kahle 
suggests that the elite occupant of the boat in his shadow 
puppet was withdrawing to a secluded place in order to 
smoke his opium pipe. Curiously, given his later pref-
erence for the overall chronology of circa 1290–1370 
for the Menzaleh puppets, Kahle concludes his analy-
sis of the boat and its smoking occupant by placing it 
in the fifteenth century. 

Kahle did not have the benefit of recent archaeolog-
ical and historical scholarship on the consumption of 
tobacco, and it is now possible to offer a different anal-
ysis of his evidence. Tobacco first arrived from the New 
World with the return of Columbus in 1493, but early 
interest in the plant in Europe was largely botanical 
rather than recreational in nature. Tobacco was known 
in India by the end of the first decade of the sixteenth 
century, and the earliest reference to the smoking of 
tobacco in Iran is found in the work of an anonymous 
Shirazi poet who died in 1535 (942). It would appear, 
however, that the habit was not popular anywhere in 
the Islamic world prior to the last decade of the six-
teenth century. It has been suggested that the spread of 
tobacco smoking can be attributed to Portuguese sail-
ors or English merchants visiting ports in the Middle 
East and Morocco. The initial presence of pipe smok-
ing (using ceramic or wooden pipes) in areas such as 
Egypt and Syria can be traced to the last years of the six-
teenth century and the first decade of the seventeenth 

of the largest figure seated in the interior chamber 
(maqʿad). Aside from being nearly double the size of 
the sailors who occupy other parts of the ship, the seated 
figure sports the high turban probably meant to be that 
of the Mamluk dawādār (see above). Of greater signifi-
cance in the present context is the pastime he is pursu-
ing: he seems to be sucking on the end of a tube 
connected to what is apparently a two-part vessel by  
his feet. Also visible in the photograph is the projec - 
tion marking the junction of the mouthpiece and the 
tube. This arrangement of elements can only be one 
thing: a water pipe. Kahle was, of course, well aware of  
the chronological difficulty this presented: as he con-
ceded, if this represents the smoking of tobacco, then 
the puppet cannot date before the seventeenth cen-
tury.41 

The following two and a half pages (156–58) of his 
1911 article are devoted to his counterarguments, which 
revolve around the possible evidence—visual, histori-
cal, and linguistic—for smoking in the centuries before 
the arrival of tobacco from the Americas. His first asser-
tion was that prior to the introduction of tobacco hash-
ish was smoked in Iran using a water pipe. According 
to Kahle, Morocco was the only part of the Islamic 
world where the clay pipe (known in Turkish as çibuk 
or çubuk, and usually given in academic publications as 
chibouk) was traditionally preferred for hashish smok-
ing. Kahle was, however, inclined to dismiss the possi-
bility that the figure in the shadow puppet is consuming 
hashish, as this was a pastime of the lower classes in 
society.42 As a result, he switched his attention to the 
other commodity known to have been smoked in the 
Middle East: opium.43 

Although Kahle considered China the “classical” land 
for opium consumption, he observed that conclusive 
evidence for smoking it only exists from the time of the 
last emperor of the Ming dynasty, Zhu Youjian (r. 1627–
44). The complex arrangement of the smoking device 
in the puppet corresponds, in Kahle’s view, to the type 
used in Iran, though it differs from the way that opium 
was usually smoked in Turkey and Bulgaria. From Tur-
key there are examples of red-bodied pipes, which take 
the form of contemporary tobacco pipes but have a 
much smaller “opening” (Öffnung, presumably refer-
ring to the bowl of the pipe rather than the hole in the 
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and an innovation (bidʿa)—and the secular authorities 
of the major Islamic polities, and official restrictions on 
its consumption were relaxed or rescinded.46

While hashish residues have been found in some sur-
viving clay pipe bowls, this does not prove that pipes 
were employed for this purpose prior to the arrival of 
tobacco in the Middle East in the last decade of the six-
teenth century (as, for instance, some archaeologists 
have claimed in excavation reports).47 Indeed, the three-
part arrangement of the chibouk is derived from the 
type of pipe used by the native peoples of the Missis-
sippi delta and Florida, and was introduced to the 
Islamic world along with tobacco.48 Tobacco pipes are 
often encountered in excavations in the Middle East, 
North Africa, and elsewhere in the Islamic world, but 
all of those found in securely-dated contexts (admit-
tedly, not a large number) can be placed after circa 1600. 

(fig. 10). Although tobacco was initially imported from 
the Americas to the Islamic world, cultivation of the 
plant was already occurring in Iran by the 1620s or 
1630s, spreading to regions such as Yemen, Anatolia, 
and Greece later in the century. 

That the consumption of tobacco quickly gained 
widespread popularity during the seventeenth century 
can be inferred from the edicts banning its use that were 
issued by the Ottoman sultans Ahmed I and Murad IV 
(r. 1623–40), as well as by Shah ʿ Abbas I (r. 1587–1629) 
in Iran and the Mughal sultan Jahangir (r. 1605–27) in 
India. Harsh punishments were occasionally meted out 
to the vendors and consumers of tobacco, and similarly 
draconian legislation was employed in Russia in the first 
half of the seventeenth century. By the mid-1600s, the 
demand for tobacco outweighed the opposition of the 
ulama—many of whom regarded it as both a narcotic 

Fig. 10. Ceramic tobacco pipes, eighteenth century. Discovered in Jerusalem during the excavations by Kathleen Kenyon, 
1961–67. (Photos: courtesy of Kay Prag) 
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upper strata of sites that can reasonably be dated to the 
seventeenth century or later.52 This dating is also con-
firmed by representations of water pipes in paintings, 
drawings, and illustrations in printed books. Kahle’s 
textual sources support the consumption of opium in 
Egypt, but only in the form of beverages. His assertion 
that the practice of smoking opium eluded mention in 
medieval travel writing because of its secretive charac-
ter looks weak, however. One may compare this with 
the initial, and somewhat illicit, phase of coffee con-
sumption by Yemeni students and Sufis in fifteenth- 
and sixteenth-century Syria and Egypt. This practice 
was documented in contemporary Arabic sources (if 
not the writings of European travellers).53 That opium 
smoking cannot be traced earlier than the seventeenth 
century in China is also evidence in favor of the theory 

Very few of these archaeological finds are, in fact, likely 
to be earlier than the last decades of the seventeenth 
century.49 The fundamental work on establishing a 
typology for tobacco pipes was undertaken by John 
Hayes at the Saraçhane excavations in Istanbul.50 This 
site produced a sequence from the beginning of the sev-
enteenth century to the nineteenth century. Of greatest 
relevance in the present context are the pipes from the 
earliest phases. Hayes reasons that the high cost of 
imported tobacco in the early seventeenth century (cul-
tivation of the plant in the eastern Mediterranean was 
relatively widespread by the middle of the century) 
necessitated the manufacture of pipes with bowls of 
small capacity. It is possible, therefore, that the small 
red pipe mentioned by Kahle in his 1911 article was an 
early tobacco pipe (from the seventeenth century) and 
not, as he assumed, a receptacle for the smoking of 
opium. 

That the figure in the Menzaleh puppet is not using 
a chibouk is indicated by the flexible tube connecting 
the mouthpiece to the smoking apparatus (the chibouk 
employs a rigid tube made of wood or reed). The his-
tory of the water pipe—also known as a narghile 
(narjīla), qalyān, or hookah (ḥuqqa)—is less well doc-
umented, but again, there is no evidence to support the 
contention that these items were in use prior to the 
introduction of tobacco, either in Iran or elsewhere in 
the Islamic world. An Iraqi physician at the Mughal 
court, Hakim Shams al-Din Gilani (d. 1581), is some-
times credited with the invention; apparently, his idea 
was that drawing the smoke through water would 
reduce its harmful qualities. The first known represen-
tation of a Middle Eastern water pipe can be found in 
the Tabacologia Medico-cheirurgico Pharmaceutica (On 
the Medical, Surgical, and Pharmaceutical Aspects of 
Tobacco) of Johannes Neander (Neandrus, d. ca. 1630), 
first published in Leiden in 1622 (fig. 11). The water pipe 
remained the ubiquitous mode of smoking in Iran, with 
the chibouk only gaining enduring popularity among 
the Lur people in the southwest of the country. From 
India and Iran the water pipe spread west, being 
recorded in Yemen as early as 1618–19.51 

The handful of archaeological reports on the ceramic 
components of water pipes (such as the head, which 
holds the tobacco and burning coals) comes from the 

Fig. 11. Engraving of a Middle Eastern water pipe, in 
Johannes Neander, Tabacologia Medico-cheirurgico Phar-
maceutica (Leiden, 1622). (Reproduction: courtesy of the 
University Library, Leiden)
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would have based their interpretation. In this context, 
it is worthwhile to review briefly the available textual 
data—Arabic and European—on this subject from the 
time of the Mamluk sultanate itself. 

It is curious that the vocabulary and meaning of this 
visual system seems to have attracted very little atten-
tion among the authors of the Mamluk period; modern 
scholars have trawled through the chronicles, chancery 
manuals, and other documents and come up with only 
a smattering of references detailing how and why bla-
zons were assigned to specific amirs and sultans.55 One 
can only speculate about how many people outside of 
the military and administrative elite understood what 
the individual symbols actually connoted (besides indi-
cating the identity of the patron of a given object or 
building). European travellers between the late four-
teenth and early seventeenth centuries usually give rel-
atively accurate information on the topography of Cairo 
and the customs of its people. This may be contrasted 
with their largely fanciful treatment of blazons, partic-
ularly the composite designs of the Circassian or Burji 
Mamluk period (1389–1517).56 While these accounts 
may be dismissed as simply the products of ignorance, 
it is worth noting that some travellers credit their infor-
mation to native informants (who by implication were 
either as ill-informed as their European employers or 
guilty of mendacity). 

If much of the information about the interpretation 
of the symbols employed in blazonry was passed word-
of-mouth among the Mamluks themselves, one would 
not expect detailed knowledge about blazons to survive 
more than a generation or two after the Ottoman con-
quests of Syria and Egypt in 1516 and 1517. Indeed, the 
vocabulary of Mamluk blazons appears to have elicited 
little or no interest among the literate classes of Egypt 
in the Ottoman period.57 It was only in the late nine-
teenth century that scholars began to offer interpreta-
tions (sometimes rather outlandish) for these striking 
designs. Given this, I assume that the blazons appear on 
the Menzaleh puppets because they were copied from 
fourteenth-century prototypes. These prototypes may 
well have been made, as Kahle speculated, for the enter-
tainment of a Mamluk amir who had formerly served 
as a jamdār. This process of copying might account for 
a curious feature of the blazons on the puppets: those 

that this mode of consumption evolved after tobacco 
was exported from the Americas and not before. Lastly, 
it is interesting that Kahle’s (undated) Turkish illustra-
tion should be a woodcut rather than a painting. While 
block prints are known from the medieval Islamic 
period,54 a date in the Ottoman period seems more 
plausible. In summary, Kahle’s arguments find very lit-
tle support in the recent scholarship on smoking in the 
Islamic world, and the date for the puppet containing 
the depiction of smoking (whether it is, in fact, tobacco, 
opium, or hashish) should be revised to sometime in 
the seventeenth century (not before ca. 1620) or, con-
ceivably, the early eighteenth century. 

THE MAMLUK PAST IN THE CULTURAL LIFE 
OF OTTOMAN EGYPT

This later date has implications for the dating of the 
remainder of the cache of Menzaleh puppets, including 
those bearing the blazon of the jamdār. One possibility 
is that they range from the fourteenth to the seventeenth 
or early eighteenth centuries. The second possibility is 
that the entire group was manufactured in a more 
restricted phase in the Ottoman period. In the absence 
of carbon-14 dating of the puppets, no conclusive 
answer can be offered to this problem. The stylistic con-
sistency identified in the cutting out of features such as 
the eyes and the decorative bands and panels argues in 
favor of the latter hypothesis, but this leaves some seri-
ous questions unanswered. Why would a seventeenth-
century puppet maker include Mamluk blazons and 
other distinctly archaic features in his designs? Why 
choose only the tripartite blazon carrying the emblem 
of the jamdār? And lastly, did this specific amiral 
emblem have a meaning or significance for the audience 
of the shadow plays in the Ottoman period? 

There can be little doubt that Mamluk blazons were 
still a ubiquitous feature of urban life in Ottoman Egypt 
and Greater Syria. These devices adorned many public 
and private buildings, and presumably some wealthy 
households also possessed portable Mamluk artefacts 
bearing blazons—inlaid metalwork, enamelled glass, 
carpets, and so on. What is more problematic, however, 
is to establish what literate Ottoman-period observers 
would have made of them and on what evidence they 
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sultan al-Zahir Rukn al-Din Baybars al-Bunduqdari 
(Baybars I, r. 1260–77) was not appreciated through the 
writings of a contemporary historian such as Ibn ʿAbd 
al-Zahir (d. 1290) but through the popular folk epic 
Sīrat al-Ẓāhir Baybars (Life of al-Zahir Baybars).59 

Likewise, Ibn Iyas, the last Mamluk historian, did not 
provide the narrative for the final years of the Mamluk 
sultanate and the Turkish conquest. Instead, the “gran-
dees” of Ottoman Egypt sought out the dramatic epic 
of Ahmad b. ʿAli ibn Zunbul (d. after 1574), Kitāb 
al-Infiṣāl al-āwān wa ittiṣāl dawlat Banī ʿUthmān (The 
Departure of the Temporal Dynasty and the Coming of 
the Ottomans), also known by other titles including 
Wāqiʿat al-sulṭān al-Ghawrī maʿ Salīm al-ʿUthmānī 
(The Encounter of Sultan al-Ghawri with Selim the 
Ottoman).60 To judge by the many surviving manu-
scripts (both in Arabic and Turkish), the Infiṣāl 
remained popular in Egypt and elsewhere in the Otto-
man empire long after its initial composition. Although 
this work contains elements of conventional history, it 
has been dubbed by Robert Irwin as the first example 
in Arabic of the genre of “historical romance.” Internal 

represented on the fragment of a camel are incorrectly 
oriented, with the central fesse running vertically down 
the shield, while on the section depicting the stern of a 
boat one properly oriented blazon is placed next to 
another with a vertical central fesse (fig. 12[a and b]). I 
have been unable to locate a single example of an incor-
rectly oriented blazon on a building or object known to 
have been made for an amir or sultan of the Mamluk 
sultanate; it seems improbable that a craftsman work-
ing for a member of the Mamluk elite in fourteenth-
century Egypt working would have made such an error.

While the iconography of the blazons of the thir-
teenth to early sixteenth centuries had probably become 
obscure for the elites of Egypt under Ottoman rule, 
there nevertheless remained a fascination with the 
Mamluk dynasty itself. This interest in the lives and 
deeds of Mamluk sultans and amirs was not fuelled by 
the sober chronicles of scholars like al-Maqrizi (d. 1442) 
and Ibn Taghribirdi (d. 1470), however; as Jane Hath-
away has demonstrated, the Ottoman period witnessed 
a vivid reimagining of the Mamluk past to suit contem-
porary needs.58 The life of the great thirteenth-century 

Fig. 12. Simplified drawings of two leather shadow puppets decorated with blazons: a) camel and b) boat. Bought by Paul 
Kahle in Menzaleh, Egypt, 1909. (After Kahle, “Islamische Schattenspielfiguren aus Egypten I,” Der Islam 1 [1910]: 292, 
fig. 33; 272, fig. 6 [present whereabouts unknown]; drawings: Marcus Milwright)

a b
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ence in the mid-seventeenth or early eighteenth cen-
tury. Whether this was to be found in the taverns and 
coffeehouses of the streets of Cairo, among the brigades 
of Mamluk households, or in more elevated gatherings 
can only be speculated upon. Although plays often dealt 
with low-life themes and incorporated coarse language, 
this form of entertainment attracted viewers from all 
levels of society. Reviewing the evidence from the Ayyu-
bid and Mamluk sultanates, it is apparent that shadow 
puppet troupes might be called upon to perform for 
elite audiences. Salah al-Din (r. 1171–93) had khayāl 
al-ẓill performed within his palace and Sultan al-Ashraf 
Shaʿban (r. 1363–77) evidently did not find it inappro-
priate to include a troupe of mukhāyilūn (shadow pup-
peteers) among his retinue when he journeyed to the 
Hijaz in 1366.65 As already noted, Sultan Selim I enjoyed 
performances of Egyptian shadow plays following the 
conquest of Cairo in 1517, and Dawud al-ʿAttar per-
formed in front of Sultan Ahmed I nearly a century 
later. Indeed, given his proximity to the sultan, one may 
assume that Dawud al-ʿAttar already enjoyed a high 
reputation among the political classes of the Ottoman 
province of Egypt. One possible location for shadow 
performances was the literary “salon” (majlis). During 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, salons were 
cultivated by members of the Mamluk elite in Cairo, the 
principal activities being the recitation of poetry, verse 
improvisation, and singing. These evening gatherings 
appear to have ranged from rather serious academic 
forums for discussion to more bawdy venues for enter-
tainments (the latter conceivably a place where shadow 
plays could have been performed).66 

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century audiences 
would not have been unduly troubled by the inclusion 
of what are, from a modern perspective, anachronistic 
elements in the design of the puppets: e.g., the smoking 
of a water pipe (and perhaps also the specific type of 
boat in which this scene is contained). In Ottoman ver-
sions of the Sīrat al-Ẓāhir Baybars, the hero drinks cof-
fee and smokes tobacco.67 The same process of 
“updating” medieval stories with references to firearms, 
coffee, and tobacco can be seen in the later manuscripts 
of The Thousand and One Nights.68 

Perhaps what is odd then about the Menzaleh pup-
pets is that there are not more visual clues of the Otto-
man period in the form of guns, cannon, headgear, 

features in the text indicate that it was designed to be 
recited aloud.61 As mentioned above, the capture and 
execution of Sultan Tumanbay II made its way into the 
repertoire of khayāl al-ẓill. Performances of this drama 
presumably continued in Istanbul and Cairo through-
out the course of the sixteenth century, and perhaps 
later.

Links with the Mamluk past were created in other 
ways in Egypt during the Ottoman period. P. M. Holt 
draws attention to the genealogy created by an 
 anonymous author for the powerful Mamluk known  
in the text as “Ridwan Bey,” most probably Ridwan b. 
ʿAbdallah al-Ghaffari (d. 1656). Among his most impor-
tant achievements was his twenty-year tenure as amīr 
al-ḥajj (the official in charge of protecting the annual 
pilgrimage caravan). The genealogy itself first attempts 
to establish Ridwan Bey’s ancestry back to the Circas-
sian Mamluk sultans, particularly al-Malik al-Ashraf 
Barsbay (r. 1422–38), and then claims that the Circas-
sians were themselves descended from the Quraysh of 
Mecca. Holt notes that the importance of this document 
lies not in the tenuous and, in most cases, entirely spu-
rious genealogical arguments, but in its role as a piece 
of political propaganda: Ridwan Bey was exploiting his 
supposed connections to the Circassian sultans and the 
noble families of Mecca to strengthen his claim on the 
post of amīr al-ḥajj. Constituting an implicit challenge 
to the Ottoman sultans, the protectors of the Holy Cit-
ies of Mecca and Medina since the fall of the Mamluk 
sultanate in 1517, Ridwan Bey’s genealogy was com-
posed at a time when Egypt was becoming increasingly 
independent from the central authority of Istanbul.62 
The resurgence of Mamluk power in Egypt can be traced 
from the 1630s and 1640s, and continued to be a major 
feature of political life through the remainder of the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries.63 Hathaway argues 
that texts such as Ibn Zunbul’s Infiṣāl, as well as the 
genealogies constructed for prominent Egyptian beys, 
aided in the process of forming group identities, per-
petuating factional rivalries and indoctrinating raw 
recruits (often drawn from many regions and ethnici-
ties) into the political structures of this Ottoman prov-
ince.64 

In this context, one can imagine how shadow pup-
pets replete with recognizably “Mamluk” features like 
those of the Menzaleh group would find a ready audi-
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intricate workmanship involved in the cutting out of 
the finished leather puppets. The depictions of humans 
and animals, though hardly naturalistic, have an ani-
mated quality that is seldom matched in the book illus-
tration and portable arts of the Mamluk period. I have 
argued that there are compelling reasons for placing 
one of the group after circa 1620, and that the stylistic 
consistencies apparent in all of the Menzaleh puppets 
would argue in favor of a relatively restricted phase of 
manufacture in the seventeenth or possibly early eigh-
teenth century. If correct, this would mean that we 
should appreciate these important artefacts as evidence 
of the high quality of craftsmanship still available in 
Egypt during Ottoman rule. It is intriguing that the sev-
enteenth century (particularly from the 1630s) marked 
a resurgence of interest in the indigenous culture and 
history of Egypt as the elites of the country gained some 
degree of political and economic autonomy from the 
Sublime Porte; this was a fitting time perhaps for skilled 
craftsmen to produce a group of elaborate puppets in a 
“Mamluk” style, even down to the inclusion of blazons 
(albeit, sometimes incorrectly oriented) on several 
examples. 

Does this proposed re-dating mean, therefore, that 
we should consider the Menzaleh puppets to be mani-
festations of “Ottoman,” rather than “Mamluk” visual 
culture? The complex interplay between the (imagined 
or desired) Mamluk past and the intellectual culture of 
seventeenth-century Egypt perhaps justifies a reformu-
lation of this question. That the puppets were mainly 
copied from fourteenth-century prototypes is certainly 
plausible, but like the Ottoman-period manuscripts of 
the Sīrat al-Ẓāhir Baybars or the Arabian Nights the 
Menzaleh figures do not represent an unimpeded route 
back to the cultural life of the Mamluk sultanate. Kah-
le’s puppets may, however, offer a glimpse into the ways 
in which viewers of shadow plays in seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century Egypt thought about the achieve-
ments of an earlier “golden age.” 

chibouk pipes, or coffee drinking. Some explanation for 
this rather conservative characteristic can be found in 
a consideration of other traditions of shadow theatre in 
the eastern Mediterranean region. The profoundly ahis-
torical nature of popular epics—such as Sīrat ʿAntar 
(Life of ʿAntar) and Sīrat al-Ẓāhir Baybars in Arabic or 
Digenēs Akritas in Greek—is also seen in much shadow 
puppet theatre. For instance, Karagöz, both in its Turk-
ish and Greek forms, makes use of a cast of characters 
with which audiences were already familiar, as well as 
of storylines largely lacking in specific temporal refer-
ences.69 With few exceptions (for instance, Alexander 
the Great in the Greek plays), each character embodies 
a set of personal qualities or flaws, a social rank (such 
as a pasha or chief eunuch), or an ethnic/confessional 
group (Albanian, Arab, Jew, and so on), rather than rep-
resenting an identifiable historical personality. Sources 
tracing the origins of the figure of Karagöz himself back 
to a blacksmith in Bursa during the reign of Sultan 
Orhan (r. 1326–59) or to a messenger of the last Byz-
antine emperor must be regarded as folk tales, while the 
suggestion that the name comes ultimately from Kara-
kush, a disgraced vizier of Saladin has also been discred-
ited.70 That said, shadow plays are not immune to 
change and up-to-date references might well have been 
introduced as a form of social commentary or oblique 
political critique.71 This may be seen in the medieval 
shadow plays of Ibn Daniyal,72 and continues to the 
present in Greek shadow theatre: following the voyage 
of Apollo 11 in 1969, Athenian puppeteers even wrote 
plays in which Karaghiozis also undertook trips to the 
moon.73 

CONCLUSION

Paul Kahle expressed the opinion that the Menzaleh 
puppets should be ranked with the finest examples of 
Mamluk art. Indeed, it would be hard not to admire the 
vivid draughtsmanship of the initial designs and the 
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No. 310: Karakūzātī

It is the playing with images with human character-
istics made from leather, and is known as khayālāt. 
And it is [also] called khayāl al-ẓill, and is varied, 
with each one of them [having] a special name for it. 
And the master of it is made busy by the owners of 
coffeehouses. The show is set up with a fabric screen 
(sinnāra min qumāsh) in the corner of the coffee-
house. Attached to the lower part of the screen is a 
piece of wood on a wide curtain (sitāra), and behind80 
it he places a lamp lit with oil, and he stands behind 
the screen. He plays with the shadows, and performs 
all of it from the first in a special type of language and 
colloquial speech (bi-lugha wa kalām khāṣṣ). Then 
sometimes he is mocking, and sometimes lamenting, 
and sometimes singing, according to the movement 
of the shadows. The coffeehouses have created differ-
ent types of audiences. Most of those who take plea-
sure at the sight of the karakūzātī are small children. 
There may be found some who perform the craft with 
speedy movements and using a beautiful voice, but if 
it is intended for young men and old men, they show 
[them] plays of it, and they recite it with a beautiful 
voice. The demand for this activity increases greatly 
in wintertime. They gather in the coffeehouses at that 
time, dividing into halves between the coffee brewer 
and the karakūzātī.
 And from one of the khayāl al-ẓill comes [the follow-
ing verses]: 

I beheld in the khayāl al-ẓill a great lesson.
For within it was knowledge of a surpassing truth:
Characters and likenesses pass in front of you and 
then disappear,
And you see the weariness of passing and [of] the 
remaining path. 

Already a Sufi shaykh pointed to a lesson in it. The 
thinker Ibn ʿArabi, in the 317th chapter of his Revela-
tions (Futūḥāt), speaks of it [shadow plays] with com-
passion and goodwill: “He who desires to know the 
reality of that to which we have been alluding in this 
problem should consider the images and forms on the 
screen [of the shadow play]. In the eyes of small chil-
dren, far from the veil of the screen set up between 
them and the person who manipulates the figures and 
speaks through them, who speaks within these forms? 
The situation is similar to the forms of the cosmos. 
The majority of people are these small children whom 
we have supposed, and you know from whence things 
come to them. The children in these gatherings are 

APPENDIX 

Shadow Plays in Late Ottoman Damascus

The translation given below comes from a text called 
the Qāmūs al-ṣināʿat al-Shāmiyya (Dictionary of the 
Damascene Crafts), first published in two volumes in 
1960.74 Comprising descriptions of 437 crafts (sing. 
ṣināʿa) in the city of Damascus (each one allocated a 
numbered chapter), the book was composed by 
Muhammad Saʿid al-Qasimi (d. 1900) and his son, 
Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi (d. 1914), with the collaboration 
of Khalil al-ʿAzm. The individual entries do not provide 
information concerning the date or dates when observa-
tions of the activities were made, but some broad chron-
ological parameters can be established. In the 
introduction to the first volume, Zafir al-Qasimi (son 
of Jamal al-Din) notes that Muhammad Saʿid began the 
project in 1890 or 1891. Following his death in 1900, 
work was continued by Jamal al-Din al-Qasimi and 
Khalil al-ʿAzm. Two manuscripts of the Qāmūs (neither 
of which were autograph copies) were examined by 
Louis Massignon (d. 1962) in the Qasimi family library 
in Damascus in 1919.75 While 1919 can, therefore, be 
taken as the last conceivable date at which observations 
may have been made, it is clear that work on the text 
was concluded some years before. In an interview con-
ducted in the 1980s, Zafir al-Qasimi asserted that the 
Qāmūs was completed by 1905.76 However, based on a 
reference to the Futūḥāt al-Makkiyya (Meccan Revela-
tions) of Muhyi al-Din Muhammad ibn ʿAli al-ʿArabi 
(Ibn ʿArabi, d. 1240) in the chapter discussed below,77 
there remains the possibility that the text of the Qāmūs 
was not finalized until 1906 or later. (In a letter dated 
1906, Jamal al-Din discusses having consulted a copy 
of Ibn ʿArabi’s text in a library outside Damascus.) 

The chapter describing the activities of the karakūzātī 
(shadow puppeteer) is one of a number of entries 
devoted to popular entertainments. This list includes 
traditional Middle Eastern pastimes such as snake 
charming, geomancy, and story recitation, as well as 
recent innovations such as Arabic stage plays performed 
in a “European” style.78 On the karakūzātī, the authors 
of the Qāmūs write:79 
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in the Qāmūs seems to indicate that the Syrian 
karakūzātī plays were voiced in Arabic, and were pop-
ular with Damascene audiences. 

The account given in the Qāmūs indicates that the 
karakūzātī enjoyed his most active periods in winter-
time and that the coffeehouse was the principal loca-
tion for performances.85 Although the passage perhaps 
implies that the coffeehouse owners sought out the pup-
peteers, Lucien Trotignon, who witnessed shadow play 
performances in Damascus in the 1890s, remarks, “le 
montreur de Karakgheuz a démonté prestement sa 
baraque et empaqueté ses marionettes qu’il va exhiber 
de café en café.”86 Puppeteers evidently had to be adept 
at giving different performances suitable for children 
and adults. Indeed, a combination of skills was neces-
sary: in addition to memorizing the complex language 
of the plays, performers had to be able to maneuver the 
puppets while also modulating their voices as they 
recited their characters’ lines. The description of the 
fabric screen and lighting accords well with informa-
tion provided by European travellers to Turkey. Jean 
Thévenot (d. 1667) wrote of his experience of a shadow 
play: 

They … place themselves in a corner of a room, with a 
cloth hung before them; and in the upper part of that 
piece of hangings there is a hole or square window, about 
two foot every way, with a piece of white stuffe over it; 
behind this they have several candles, and having with 
the shadow of their hands represented many animals on 
this cloth. They make use of little flat figures, which they 
move so dexterously behind the cloth, that in my opin-
ion it makes a prettier show, than our ways do; and in the 
mean time they sing several pretty songs in the Turkish 
and Persian languages, but on most nasty subjects, being 
full of obscenities; and nevertheless the Turks take great 
delight in seeing them.87

The Turkish scholar of shadow theatre, Metin And 
(d. 2008), noted that oil lamps (as described in the 
Qāmūs) were particularly favored by Turkish puppe-
teers because of the quality of light they emit. Their 
flickering quality added further animation to the shad-
ows cast on the screen.88 

 The latter section of the chapter in the Qāmūs on the 
karakūzātī is taken up with a quotation from the last 
section of chapter 317 of Ibn ʿArabi’s Futūḥāt al-Mak-
kiyya. While this text obviously has no direct bearing 

happy and delighted. The heedless take it as sport and 
diversion. The men of knowledge take heed and know 
that God has set this up only as a likeness. That is why, 
at the beginning, a figure comes out known as the nar-
rator. He delivers an address in which he magnifies and 
praises God. Then he talks about each kind of form 
that will come out after him from behind the screen. 
The gathering comes to know that God has set this up 
as a likeness for His servants, in order that they might 
take heed and come to know that the cosmos is related 
to God just as these forms are related to their mover, 
and that the screen is the veil of the mystery of destiny. 
In spite of all this, the heedless take it as sport and a 
diversion.”81 This concludes his discussion of it. 
 And the karakūzātī is named after the shadow plays. 
And from it [one of the plays?], the elegant old man 
Muriyan says: 

Khayālī, I was frightened to come close to him,
But he did not want to go away from my side,
Courageously I put myself near to him, 
For my whole being cried out terrified by the 
khayālī.82

Although the authors of the Qāmūs are aware of the 
classical Arabic name for shadow plays, khayāl al-ẓill, 
they employ what must have been the common name 
for a performer in Syria at the end of the Ottoman 
period, karakūzātī. This name is, of course, a loan word 
from Turkish. Karagöz, a poor scoundrel constantly 
pitting his wits against figures of authority, is the central 
character of the Turkish and Greek plays. Where the 
stock characters of Greek theatre are clearly drawn 
originally from Turkish prototypes, the situation with 
Syria is perhaps less clear-cut. It, too, had formed part 
of the Ottoman empire, but in common with regions 
such as Egypt and Iraq, Syria probably possessed an 
indigenous tradition of shadow theatre—as noted 
above, khayāl al-ẓill was revived in Egypt in the late 
nineteenth century. Some of the more localized aspects 
of the shadow play can perhaps be discerned in refer-
ences to the “special type of language and colloquial 
speech” employed in performances and to the quota-
tions the authors of the Qāmūs give from a “khayāl 
al-ẓill” (in other words, not from Turkish Karagöz 
plays).83 In Manners and Customs, Edward Lane 
claimed that in Cairo Karagöz was performed in Turk-
ish (presumably limiting its appeal to native Egyp-
tians).84 Although it is not stated explicitly, the account 
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April 1999): 14–21, available online at: 
 http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/199902/
 shadows.of.fancy.htm
3. For the suggested link between the illustrations of the 

Maqāmāt and shadow theatre, see Richard Ettinghausen, 
Arab Painting (Geneva and New York: Albert Skira, 1962), 
82–83. Arthur Lane notes the visual similarity between the 
human figure represented on a twelfth-century Persian 
silhouette-ware bowl and Middle Eastern puppets, though 
he is not persuaded that shadow plays were a likely source 
for the painters of pottery vessels. See Arthur Lane, Early 
Islamic Pottery: Mesopotamia, Egypt and Persia (London: 
Faber and Faber, 1947), 36. Intriguingly, a fragmentary 
graffito bowl dating to the twelfth century and excavated 
in the Agora at Athens carries a design of a man firing 
five arrows into the neck of a dragon. This scene has been 
identified as an episode from the popular medieval Greek 
epic Digenēs Akritas. Another bowl from the same site bears 
what seems to be a representation of the hero of this story: 
see The Middle Ages in the Athenian Agora, prepared by 
Alison Frantz, Excavations in the Athenian Agora: Picture 
Book 7 (Princeton, N.J.: American School of Classical Stud-
ies at Athens, 1961), pls. 31 and 32, and accompanying text 
(booklet is unpaginated).

4. Jean Sauvaget, Poteries syro-mésopotamiennes du XIVe 
siècle, Documents d’études orientales de l’Institut français 
de Damas (Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1932), cat. no. 163, pl. 49 
(described by Sauvaget as a “scène légendaire”).

5. Paul Ernst Kahle (born Hohenstein 1875, died Düsseldorf 
1964) was a Lutheran pastor and scholar of Semitic lan-
guages. He obtained his first doctorate in Marburg in 1898 
(a study of the Samaritan Pentateuch), and went on to hold 
teaching positions in Giessen University and Bonn Univer-
sity (from 1923). Kahle and his family emigrated to Britain 
in 1938, and he gave lectures at Oxford University during 
the war years. He returned to Germany after 1945, holding 
the positions of Professor Emeritus at Bonn University and 
Honorary Professor of Old Testament Textual History at 
Münster University. His remarkably broad academic inter-
ests encompassed the textual history of the Hebrew Bible 
(he co-edited the Biblia Hebraica with Rudolf Kittel and 
others [Leipzig, 1913]), the documents of the Cairo Geniza, 
and aspects of Arabic literary culture, including shadow 
plays and folk poetry. He also published important articles 
on the appearance of Chinese porcelain in Islamic lands. 
Many of his significant articles are reprinted in Paul Kahle, 
Opera Minora (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1956). On his biography 
and publications, see also Frank Reiniger, “Paul Kahle,” 
Biographisch-Bibliographisches Kirchenlexikon: 

 http://www.bautz.de/bbkl/k/Kahle_p_e.shtml
6. Paul Kahle, “Islamische Schattenspielfiguren aus Egypten 

I,” Der Islam 1 (1910): 264–99; Paul Kahle, “Islamische 
Schattenspielfiguren aus Egypten II,” Der Islam 2 (1911): 
143–95; Paul Kahle, “Das islamische Schattentheater in 
Ägypten,” Orientalisches Archiv 3, 3 (1912): 103–9; Paul 
Kahle, “The Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 
Journal of the Pakistan Historical Society (April 1954): 
85–115. Other articles and books by the same author pre-

on shadow plays in late nineteenth-century Syria, there 
is a Damascene connection—the book was completed 
during the 1230s in the Syrian capital—that may have 
suggested its inclusion to the authors of the Qāmūs. It 
may well have appealed to the scholarly tastes of Jamal 
al-Din al-Qasimi, suggesting a serious dimension to an 
activity that would otherwise be regarded as frivolous. 
Bringing to mind the Platonic metaphor of the shad-
ows on the wall of the cave, Ibn ʿArabi constructs an 
extended analogy between the shadow play—its audi-
ence, screen, narrator (waṣṣāf), and puppeteer—and the 
relationship of God to the cosmos.89
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1. The best introductions to the shadow puppetry of the 
eastern Mediterranean region are: Metin And, A History 
of Theatre and Popular Entertainment in Turkey (Istan-
bul: Forum Yayınları, 1963–64), 34–52, and Metin And, 
Karagöz: Turkish Shadow Theatre, rev. new ed. (Istanbul: 
Dost, 1979). Both works provide extensive bibliographies  
of earlier scholarship in this field. For a comprehensive  
bibliography on the study of traditional shadow puppet  
 theatre around the world, see Kapila Vatsyayan, Global Biblio  - 
graphy on Shadow Puppets: http://www.ignca.nic.in/bibsp007 
.htm

2. For the history of shadow puppetry in Greece, see the 
website of the Spathario Museum of Shadow Theatre in 
the Maroussi district of Athens: http://www.karagiozis-
museum.gr/en/spatharides/eugenios_spatharis.htm

 On the contemporary shadow theatre of Egypt, see John 
Feeney, “Shadows of Fancy,” Saudi Aramco World (March–

http://www.ignca.nic.in/bibsp007.htm
http://www.ignca.nic.in/bibsp007.htm
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Lankheit (London: Thames and Hudson, 1974; repr. New 
York: Da Capo, 1989). In this edition of the text, the shadow 
puppets appear on pp. 75, 95, 170, 178 (the colored illustra-
tion in “Das islamische Schattentheater in Ägypten”), 194, 
201, 214, and 225. However, none of the authors of the 
Almanac refer directly to the puppets in the texts of their 
chapters. Kandinsky did write to Paul Kahle requesting that 
he submit an essay for the second edition of the Almanac, 
which appeared in 1914. Nothing seems to have come of 
this request, however. Kandinsky also entertained plans 
to use the illustrations of the Egyptian puppets in what 
Lankheit describes as a “projected theory of composition.” 
See the introductory chapter by Lankheit, “A History of the 
Almanac,” in Kandinsky and Marc, Almanac, 30, 39. For a 
more detailed consideration of the role of Kahle’s puppets 
in the editions of the Almanac, see Horsley, Der Almanach, 
161–77.

12. One of the puppets in Offenbach can be seen at: http://www.
ledermuseum.de/DLM/vollbild/seiten/14.htm

13. Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” 188–89; Kahle, “Arabic 
Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 95–96.

14. Gabriel Baer, Egyptian Guilds in Modern Times, Oriental 
Notes and Studies 8 (Jerusalem: The Israel Oriental Society, 
1964), 25 n. 58 (citing C. Prüfer, Ein ägyptisches Schatten-
spiel [Erlangen, 1906], vi–vii). 

15. Kahle, “Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 94. In 
his 1911 article (“Schattenspielfiguren II”), Kahle gives a  
fuller account. According to Hajj ʿAbdu, his grandfa-
ther, Hassan (ca. 1790–1870), inherited the puppets from 
his own father, who had bought them for 40 lira from a 
Maghribi named Ibrahim, who in turn had apparently paid 
the pasha a sum equivalent to 400 francs for the puppets. 
See Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” 183. On the conver-
sion rates between currencies in the eighteenth century, 
see Daniel Panzac, “International and Domestic Maritime 
Trade in the Ottoman Empire during the Eighteenth Cen-
tury,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 24, 2 
(1992): 191. 

16. Quoted in Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” 187; Kahle, 
“Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 95.

17. Kahle, “Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 94–95.
18. The most detailed elaboration of the chronological evidence 

appears in Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” 182–88. See also 
Kahle, “Arabic Shadow Play in Medieval Egypt,” 95.

19. André Raymond, “Une liste des corporations de métiers au 
Caire en 1801,” Arabica 4, 2 (1957): 158. 

20. The actual phrase used in the Arabic edition is al-khayāl bi’l-
ḥayashān (?). Raymond reads the first word as al-khayyāl, 
though there is no doubling of the yāʾ marked in the 
original. The meaning of ḥayashān is unclear and perhaps 
could be read as jayashān (excitement or agitation)? See 
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī, al-Taʾrīkh al-musammā ʿAjāʾib 
al-āthār fi’l-tarājim wa’l-akhbār, ed. Muḥammad Aḥmad 
Qāsim, 4 vols. in 2 (Bulaq 1296 [1879–80]), 1:100 (line 9). 
See ʿ Abd al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī, ʿ Abd al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī’s 
History of Egypt: Text, Volumes I & II, ed. Thomas Philipp 

senting studies of shadow play texts include: Paul Kahle, 
Zur Geschichte des arabischen Schattentheaters in Ägyp-
ten (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1909); Paul Kahle, “The Arabic 
Shadow Play in Egypt,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 
(1940): 21–34; Paul Kahle, “A Gypsy Woman in Egypt in 
the Thirteenth Century A.D.,” Journal of the Gypsy Lore 
Society 29 (1950): 11–15; Georg Jacob and Paul Kahle, eds., 
Der Leuchtturm von Alexandria: Ein arabisches Schatten-
spiel aus dem Mittelalterichen Ägypten (Stuttgart: W. Kohl-
hammer, 1930). Kahle’s edition of the plays of Ibn Daniyal 
was published posthumously as Three Arabic Shadow Plays 
by Muḥammad Ibn Dāniyāl, ed. Paul Kahle, with a critical 
apparatus by Derek Hopwood, E. J. W. Gibb Memorial 
Trust, n.s., 32 (Cambridge: E. J. W. Gibb Memorial Trust, 
1992). Additional works by Kahle on aspects of Egyptian 
shadow theatre are listed in: Jessica Horsley, Der Alman-
ach des Blauen Reiters als Gesamtkunstwerk: Eine inter-
disziplinäre Untersuchung (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 
2006), 477–78.

7. Examples of publications giving a Mamluk-period date to 
Kahle’s puppets include: And, Karagöz, 23–29 (see captions 
to the illustrations on these pages); Robert Irwin, “Islam 
and the Crusades, 1096–1699,” in The Oxford Illustrated 
History of the Crusades, ed. Jonathan Riley-Smith (Oxford 
and New York: Oxford University Press, 1995): see caption 
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Islamic Perspectives (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 1999), fig. 8.46.
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the same composition. Kahle’s proposed reconstructions of 
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9. Professor Corrado Martone of the University of Turin has 
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script,” in Kahle, Three Arabic Shadow Plays, 4–5. While the 
Linden Museum’s catalogue entries for the 1913 donation 
survive, it is not known how many of the actual puppets still 
exist (eighteen have been identified so far in the storerooms 
of the museum). 

10. The colored lithographs appear in Kahle, “Das islamische 
Schattentheater in Ägypten,” pls. 1–3. One of these is illus-
trated as fig. 6(b) in the present article. Comparing them 
with modern color photographs of extant puppets (such 
as those illustrated in figs. 3 and 4 of the present article), it 
would not appear that the added colors (yellow and green) 
on the plates in “Das islamische Schattentheater in Ägyp-
ten” accurately reflect the colors of the textiles used on the 
Menzaleh puppets. 

11. Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, eds., The Blaue Reiter 
Almanac, new documentary ed., ed. with introd. by Klaus 
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31. The detailed terminology of European heraldry has often 
been employed in the discussion of Mamluk emblems, even 
though the two systems differ considerably, in both form 
and function (not least that Mamluk emblems were not 
inherited by the sons of Mamluk amirs). Strictly speaking, 
a blazon is a written description of a coat of arms or flag, 
from which it is possible to reproduce the visual design. 
On Mamluk blazons, see L. A. Mayer, Saracenic Heraldry, 
A Survey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1933); James 
Allan, “Mamluk Sultanic Heraldry and the Numismatic 
Evidence: A Reinterpretation,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic 
Society 2 (1970): 99–112; Michael Meinecke, “Die Bedeu-
tung der mamlukischen Heraldik für die Kunstgeschichte,” 
in XVIII. Deutscher Orientalistentag vom 1. bis 5. Okto-
ber 1972 in Lübeck, ed. Wolfgang Voigt, Zeitschrift der 
Deutschen Morgenländischen Gesellschaft, Supplement 2 
(Weisbaden: Franz Steiner, 1974), 213–40; Estelle Whelan, 
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a camel); Kahle, “Schattenspielfiguren II,” fig. 46 (boat). The 
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33. Mayer, Saracenic Heraldry, 84–85; Whelan, “Representa-
tions of the Khāṣṣakīyah,” 226.
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argues convincingly that these should not be read as re -
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aldry, 67–68, 73–74, 76, 208–10, 227.
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des Ibn Ijās, ed. Muḥammad Muṣṭafa, Moritz Sobern-
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47. Residues of both hashish and opium have been found in 
some tobacco pipes. See Robinson, “Tobacco Pipes,” 150–
51 n. 4; St. John Simpson, “Near Eastern Pipe News,” Soci-
ety for Clay Pipe Research Newsletter 44 (Autumn 1994): 14. 
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