EVA R. HOFFMAN

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE ILLUSTRATED ARABIC BOOK:
AN INTERSECTION BETWEEN ART AND SCHOLARSHIP

In the well-known introduction to the moralistic ani-
mal fable, Kalila wa Dimna, the author Ibn al-Mugqaffa®
(d. 759)- explains the role of illustration:

Firstly, it was put into the mouths of dumb animals so
that lighthearted youths might flock to read it and that
their hearts be captivated by the rare ruses of the ani-
mals. Secondly, it was intended to show images (khayalat)
of the animals in varieties of paints and colours (asbagh
alwan) so as to delight the hearts of princes, increase
their pleasure, and also the degree of care which they
would bestow on the work. Thirdly, it was intended that
the book be such that both kings and common folk
should not cease to acquire it; that it might be repeat-
edly copied and re-created in the course of time thus
giving work to the painter (musawwir) and copyist
(nasikh). The fourth purpose of the work concerns the
philosophers in particular (i.e., the apologues put into
the mouths of animals).!

In an equally celebrated account, the historian al-
Mas‘udi recounts that in 915 in Istakhr, he saw a
chronicle of the Sasanian dynasty which was compiled
in 731 from documents found in the Persian royal
treasury and translated from Persian into Arabic for
the Umayyad Caliph Hisham ibn ‘Abd al-Malik. The
work contained portraits of twenty-five kings and two
queens, each depicting a likeness of the ruler at death,
a custom of the Sasanian dynasty. Mas‘udi describes
two of the portraits as follows:

The first king that is seen of this dynasty was Ardashir.
The distinctive color in his portrait was a brilliant red.
He wore trousers of sky blue and a miter of green on
gold. He carried a lance in his hand, and was standing.
The last [king] was Yazdegird, son of Kavad (Shiruya),
son of Khosrau Parviz. The distinctive color was green
of different shades. He wore trousers of several tones
of sky blue and a miter of ruby red. He carried in one
hand a lance and leaned with the other on his saber.
This painting was made with Persian colors which can-
not be found today, of ground gold, silver and copper.

The leaf was colored purple with a wonderful tone. I
did not know if it was paper or parchment, so beauti-
fully was it prepared.?

Despite the fact that these accounts, as well as records
of thousands and hundreds of thousands of manu-
scripts in the libraries of Cordoba, Cairo, and Bagh-
dad, point to an early production date, the beginnings
of the Arabic illustrated book are marked by uncer-
tainty and cannot be easily identified. Many have been
lost: not a single dated illustrated Arabic book survives
from before the year 1000 and the earliest surviving
visual evidence consists of isolated leaves among the
large but motley body of undated fragmentary works
on paper discovered at Fustat.? The scarcity of early
surviving works and the discrepancy between documen-
tary and material evidence have led scholars to ques-
tion the reliability of the documentary evidence and
even to cast doubt on whether there was any signifi-
cant production of illustrated manuscripts before the
eleventh century.

It would be wrong, however, to dismiss the evidence
of the early fragments or minimize accounts of early
manuscript production. While claims of thousands
upon thousands of volumes in the libraries in Cordoba,
Cairo, and Baghdad may indeed have been exagger-
ated, these fantastic numbers, uniformly reported for
all of these libraries, may signify the sheer enormity
of their holdings.* Numbers held meaning not just in
the literal sense but as a strategy to express abstract
notions of grandness and status, found similarly in
textual descriptions and inventories of royal treasures.®

The discrepancy between the accounts of significant
library holdings and the paltry surviving material evi-
dence may simply speak to the enormity of the deci-
mation that befell the holdings of all of these librar-
ies. Of all the arts, the arts of the book and works on
paper were clearly the most vulnerable because they
were the most fragile; many were lost from the loot-
ing as well as the relocation and purging that com-
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monly accompanied political change. The looting and
destruction of books that occurred during the reign
of al-Mustansir in the year 1056 when the Fatimid treas-
ury was dispersed is well known. The aftershocks and
reverberations of these events are even more chilling.
Al-Magqrizi reports that the twenty-five camel loads of
books taken by the vizier Abu’l-Faraj Muhammad b.
Jafar b. al-Mu‘izz al-Maghribt in lieu of his salary were,
in turn, looted from his house and carried off to Al-
exandria. Those books that survived the journey were
then taken to the Maghrib where they were discarded
or burned after being stripped of any valuable or utili-
tarian binding materials.®

While certainly not all the Fustat fragments are
- manuscript illustrations, it has been suggested, and I
will confirm here, that a number of these leaves be-
longed to books and thus represent the earliest sur-
viving examples of book illustration. The question is
not whether early illustrated manuscripts existed
among these early remains, but rather how to reclaim
these illustrated manuscript pages from obscurity and
isolation and reconcile them with the later twelfth- and
thirteenth-century development, the period from
which a sizable number of fully preserved illustrated
Arabic manuscripts in a range of literary, scientific,
and encyclopedic texts survives.

This reconciliation is complicated by the uncertain-
ties surrounding the origins and classification of these
impressive later works. For the most part, they have
been explored in terms of contemporary trends in the
portable arts during the late twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, when an “explosion of visual imagery” tied
to middle-class patronage has been identified.” With
a focus on stylistic classification, the identification of
and distinction between a Western “classical” compo-
nent and an Eastern “Oriental” component has pro-
duced a familiar paradigm of the convergence of
Eastern and Western sources to form the Islamic
“melting pot.”® Only rarely have scholars linked these
later works to the early fragments. Even when West-
ern classical sources have been noted, the early frag-
ments have been bypassed in favor of the suggestion
of Byzantine intermediary models.®

A framework for the exploration and definition of
the beginnings of early Arabic illustrated manuscripts
will be proposed here that will enable us to sketch a
coherent development and transmission of Islamic
illustrated manuscripts beginning at least in the tenth
and possibly as early as the mid-eighth century and
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continuing through the thirteenth. While contact and
exchange with Byzantine works is not precluded, the
impulse for the development of illustrated manuscripts
came from within the Islamic sphere and was moti-
vated intrinsically. Beyond stylistic analysis and visual
source hunting, this study will ask how these works
were used and how they were connected to other ac-
tivities and expressions within the wider cultural realm
in which they were created.'” In particular, I will ar-
gue that illustrated manuscripts developed as cultur-
ally contingent formations tied to the Islamic intel-
lectual and cultural arena in which the production
of scientific and learned works played a major role
and where illustrations were intrinsic to and insepa-
rable from that production.!

Regardless of their diverse visual sources and styles,
a unifying thread for early illustrated Arabic manu-
scripts is their affiliation with a body of scientific and
learned works rooted in the classical manuscript tra-
dition. This group of works extended well beyond the
exact sciences to include an encyclopedic collection
of learning and knowledge systematized into a range
of empirical, philosophical, and intellectual disciplines.
Thus, while the group obviously includes illustrated
copies of the celebrated astronomical catalogue of the
stars and their constellations, The Book of the Fixed Stars
(Kitab suwar al-kawakib al-thabita) by ‘Abd al-Rahman
b. “Umar al-Sufi,'? and the diagrams of the anatomy
of the human eye in the treatise on optics, Kitab
al-‘ashar magalat fi ' °ayn, by Hunayn ibn Ishaq,” it also
includes the Arabic translation of the Greek herbal
with descriptions of plants and their medicinal uses,
De Materia Medica by Dioscorides,” and the Kitab fi
ma‘rifat al-hiyal al-handasiya (Book of the Knowledge
of Mechanical Devices) by al-Jazari,' based on Greek
compendia of classical sources on mechanics and
mathematics by such writers as Heron of Alexandria
and Philon of Byzantium. Within this category were
also encyclopedic works, such as the Rasa’il Ikhwan al-
Safa’® (Epistles of the Sincere Brethren), a tenth-cen-
tury work based on classical thought and philosophy
while at the same time expounding a new Muslim
religious truth, and the popular thirteenth-century
cosmology, ‘Aja’ib al-makhliagat wa-ghard’ib al-mawjidat
(The Wonders of Creation and Their Singularities)
by Qazvini,'” an integration of assorted scientific and
non-scientific subjects. This broader definition of the
term “scientific” opens the inquiry up to the consid-
eration of certain historical and literary works as well.
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The animal fable, Kalila wa Dimna, for example, would
qualify in the didactic and philosophical sense as speci-
fied by the author, and its illustrations could have
come from models in ancient zoological works.'® Simi-
larly, the illustrated history with portraits described
by al-Mas‘udi falls into the realm of the learned dis-
cipline of biography.™

FUSTAT FRAGMENTS

It is possible to link a number of the Fustat fragments
to this body of scientific and learned works. Indeed,
a number of early fragments found in Egypt have been
identified as sketches or illustrations for a variety of
scientific and pseudo-scientific subjects from as-
tronomy and astrology to magical apotropaic images.*
It is no coincidence, furthermore, that among those
identified as leaves from early illustrated manuscripts
and ascribed on paleographic and stylistic grounds to
the Fatimid period (969-1171), scholars have also
suggested the preeminence of Hellenistic sources in
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Fig.1l a-b. Lion and hare on bot

ment. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 54.108.3.

both form and subject, rooted in the classical manu-
script traditon.* Two striking examples deserve men-
tion here.

One leaf probably comes from the Speech of Wild
Animals by the early author, Ka'b al-Ahbar.? On one
side of the page is a representation in color of a lion
with verses of text from this work, and on the other
side a hare with the title of the work repeated along
with later glosses (fig. 1 a-b; New York, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, 54.108.3). This leaf may have been
part of a text rooted in the tradition of the classical
zoological handbook which contained similar animal
illustrations and was widely adopted in later Islamic
manuscript illustration.

The second example is a leaf covered entirely with
a richly painted rooster (New York, Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art, 54.108.1); it may similarly have served
as an illustration for a zoological text or possibly as a
scientific or nature drawing.” Such sketches were
made during botanical expeditions. The full and free
brush, suggesting depth and texture, has been asso-
ciated with the tradition of classical painting which
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survived in Egypt well after late antiquity. Other illus-
trations may suggest evidence for the existence of
hippological works or other scientific handbooks fol-
lowing the classical handbook tradition.*

Admittedly, other fragments are more puzzling and -

not all of them can be integrated into this framework.
The scholarship on the Cairo Geniza, however, pre-
sents a model for the tremendous value of the pains-
taking study of a large body of work, one fragment
at a time, in the recovery of social and cultural expe-
rience and interaction.® This enormous potential may
be demonstrated by one of the most enigmatic of these
Fustat fragments.

THE FATIMID NUDE

The fragment is a leaf with a representation of a full-
length nude figure of uncertain gender which covers
nearly the entire paper surface measuring 25.5 cm x
18 cm (fig. 2; Jerusalem, Israel Museum of Art).? The
nude carries a lute in its left hand and holds up a cup
in its right. The robust form is framed by and silhou-
etted against long black curls. Accessories of jewelry,
ornaments on the hands and feet, and a fluttering
head band further accentuate the nudity. The black
outlines of the drawing follow a preliminary red un-
derdrawing. Certain areas, such as the curve of the
face and lower abdominal folds, lack the black out-

line, while the raised right hand, which is outlined in

black, does not follow the red underdrawing.

In view of the figural type, accessories and details—
including the ornament of the hands and feet, jew-
els, stemmed cup with liquid, bottle, ewer, tray and
vase—the nude has been convincingly identified as
Fatimid, dating between the mid-tenth and twelfth
centuries. In particular, the nude can be related to a
number of Fatimid figures painted on lusterware (fig.
3) and carved in ivory (fig. 4).” The figure can also
be related to late-antique figural forms employed for
a range of mythological subjects as, for example, the
ivory Bacchus panels from Egypt, now inserted into
the pulpit of the Cathedral at Aachen (fig. 5) and the
personification of autumn on a season sarcophagus
(fig. 6).%®

The connection of the nude to the late-antique
visual sphere can be located within a more widespread
adaptation of late-antique forms and vocabulary in
Fatimid art, and can be found, in particular, in other

Fig. 2. Nude. Paper fragment. Jerusalem, The Israel Museum.

Fatimid works related to the nude.”® The pose, figural
types, and drapery of the Fatimid ivory panels in the
Bargello Museum, Florence (fig. 4), for example, simi-
larly find their late-antique formal counterparts in the
Aachen ivories (fig. 7) and other late-antique ivories.®

A possible model for the nude that lies at the heart
of fourth-century imperial late-antique manuscript pro-
duction is the Calendar of 354, an illustrated secular
chronograph of Roman origin that survives today only
through reliable copies (figs. 8~10).%! The illustrations
of the Calendar of 354 comprise a variety of subjects
including consul portraits, planets, and allegories of
the months. The most compelling comparisons to the
nude, in terms of both theme and style, can be found
in the autumn months of September, October, and
November.* The composition of the Fatimid drawing,
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Fig. 3. Ludst. Luster bowl. Athens, Benaki Museum. (Photo: Philon, Early Islamic Ceramics, pl. XXIIA)

depicting a central single standing nude figure with
background accessories of a tray supporting bottles
and a vase, closely follows the compositional organi-
zation of the September page (fig. 8). The rigid pro-
jectiles protruding from the vase in the September
calendar page, originally representing lotus leaves, are
the counterparts of the flowers in the drawing of the
nude. There is also a parallel coordination of deco-
rative detail on the tray and vase—crosshatching in
the September calendar page and a meander pattern
in the drawing of the nude. These compositional
devices of tray and vase similarly appear in the Octo-
ber calendar page (fig. 9). In the Fatimid drawing,
the red liquid which fills the cup and containers may
refer to and translate the vinous aspects of the Sep-
tember page, while the nude’s lute may translate the
sistrum in the November page (fig. 10).* Once these
connections are made, the nude’s relation to the late-
antique calendar and season iconography found on
a host of late-antique works becomes clear.* The draw-
ing may itself be a calendar page representing autumn
or it may be a page of a work from the broader cal-

endar genre. Calendars existed in Islamic times t00.%
From antiquity on, the seasons and months were in-
cluded alongside the planets and zodiac in illustrated
scientific treatises of a semi-mythological, semi-scien-
tific nature.®

The representation of the nude figure here, un-
usual in Islamic art, finds justification in its scientific
context and meaning.*” Aside from the portrayal of
biblical or pre-Islamic personages, as in the celebrated
Manafi® al-hayawan in the Morgan Library in New York,
nudity was generally reserved for astronomical and
scientific representations and for related imagery of
imaginary beings that ultimately derived from the
scientific and mythological personifications of late an-
tiquity.® In the early surviving illustrated copies of the
astronomical treatise, the Book of the Fixed Stars by ‘Abd
al Rahman b.‘Umar al-Sufi, the Gemini twins are rep-
resented nude (figs. 11-12).% Nudes of a similar type
are also used to represent the queen of the island of
Wagwagq flanked by attendants (fol. 60v) in the earli-
est surviving illustrated copy of Qazvini’s ‘Aj@’ib al-
makhlaqat wa-ghard’ib al-mawjadat (The Wonders of
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Fig. 4. Dancer. Ivory panel. Florence, Bargello Museum.

Creation and Their Singularities), dated 678 (1280),
now in the Staatsbibliothek, Munich, ms. Arab 464.%
While not a purely scientific work, Qazvini’s work is
a treatise on cosmography, combining scientific and
legendary material, employing visual vocabulary from
the established scientific repertory. Nude figures are
also found in the context of magical illustrations and
objects, which have been compared to the Fatimid
nude especially in the context of similar body orna-
mentation identified as tattoos.* The ornament on
the Fatimid nude deserves closer examination, how-
ever, before such an identification can be made here.

The basic unit of ornament is, in fact, an abstracted
palmette, used ubiquitously in Fatimid art. It may be
found quite precisely on a painted luster ceramic in-
scribed with the name of al-Hakim (996-1021) and
on the carved stonework of the mosque of al-Hakim,
dated to the beginning of the eleventh century.® Jt
is worth noting that, as on the Fatimid nude, the use
of the palmette as a restricted ornament appears on
other Fatimid figurative representations where it does

Fig. 5. Bacchus. Ivory panel. Aachen, ambo of cathedral.

not necessarily signify tattoos—as on the haunches of -
animals in portable arts and in the patterns on gar-
ments on the related Bargello ivory figure (fig. 4).%
As on these works, the ornament on the nude may
call attention to certain parts of the body and mark
the work as distinctly Fatimid. In the case of the Fati-
mid nude, it may signal a transformation from the late-
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Fig. 6. Autumn. Detail of Season sarcophogus. Vatican, % rv—, g Pl it
Lateran, 191. (Photo: Nordenfalk, “Kalendar von Jahre 354,” S ; ; ‘ w8 i

fig. 11) Fig. 7. Maenad. Detail of ivory panel with Isis. Aachen, ambo

of cathedral.
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Library, Barb. Lat. 2154. (Photo: Stern, Calendrier, pl XII)

antique figural identification into a distinctly Fatimid
one.* ,

The most convincing Islamic comparative material
from the scientific sphere comes from early illustrated
copies of one of the most notable astronomical works,
the Kitab suwar al-hawakib al-thabita (or the Book of the
Fixed Stars), a catalogue of the stars and their constel-
lations written and originally illustrated by ‘Abd al-
Rahman b. “‘Umar al-Sufi (903-86) for his patron the
Buyid prince ‘Adud al-Dawla (936-83) (figs. 11-13).*
Notwithstanding variations in style and date, the se-
ries of illustrated works, especially those produced
from the eleventh through the thirteenth centuries,
retain a certain homogeneity and fundamental adher-
ence to scientific accuracy and the classical figural
types.*® A particularly striking visual comparison can
be drawn between the Fatimid nude and the repre-
sentation of the nude Gemini twins from a copy of
al-Sufi’s work at the British Library in London, ms.
Or. 5323, probably dating to the thirteenth century
(fig. 11).*” While several centuries separate these im-

ages, reliable evidence points to the availability of al-
Sufi’s Book of the Fixed Stars in Egypt.*®

Further comparisons have been drawn between the
Fatimid nude and the earliest surviving copy of al-Sufi’s
work at the Bodleian Library in Oxford, ms. Marsh
144, dated 1009-10 (figs. 12-13)—a work closer in
date to the Fatimid nude.*® According to its colophon,
this manuscript was copied and illustrated directly
from the original version by al-Husayn b. ‘Abd al-
Rahman b.“Umar b. Muhammad, presumably the son
of al-Sufi, only one generation after al-Sufi composed
the work. In terms of form, similarities in pose and
proportions and in details in the delineation of the
face, hair, hands, feet and fingernails have been noted
between the Fatimid nude and the representation of
the personification of the constellation of Virgo.”® The
leaf of the Fatimid nude and those of the Bodleian
al-Sufi share comparable page dimensions (28.5 x 18
cm for the nude and 26.3 x 18.2 average cm for the
al-Sufi illustrations) and similar compositional formats
where a single figure occupies the entire page.* While
I am not claiming any direct “borrowing” between
these objects, these characteristics suggest a similar-
ity in kind, supporting the suggested function of the
Fatimid nude as a leaf from a manuscript. Along with
the other early and rare identified manuscript illus-
trations among the Fatimid leaves, the Fatimid nude
serves as an anchor for the practice of illustration from
at least the tenth century and as a bridge between the
classical manuscript tradition and later scientific and
learned works from the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. \

TRANSLATION AND SCHOLARSHIP

The appearance of early illustrated works did not
develop as an isolated phenomenon but rather within
what has been described as one of the major intel-
lectual movements in human history: the translation
into Arabic of a full range of Greek scientific and
learned works and the pursuit of related original schol-
arship in Arabic in such fields as science, medicine,
and philosophy.® This movement began under the
Islamic Abbasid dynasty in Baghdad as early as the mid-
eighth century and, as Dimitri Gutas has shown, it was
not restricted to isolated intellectuals but was fully
integrated into the social and political fabric of
Abbasid life.5® Sponsored as a strategy of furthering
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Fig. 11. Gemini Twins. al-Sufi, Book of the Fixed Stars. Oxford,
Bodleian Library, ms. Marsh 144, p. 210.

Abbasid imperial policy, the translations of Greek
works and scholarship were also inspired by an intense
scientific curiosity and a thirst for knowledge in Is-
lamic culture at that time. It was between the ninth
and eleventh centuries that the basic works in Islamic
science, medicine, and philosophy were written, in-
tegrating learning and knowledge from pre-Islamic
traditions, including classical Greek scholarship.®* The
scholars active during this period read like a Who'’s Who
of [slamic science and thought. Among them were the
physician al-Razi (865-925), whose Kitab al-hawr (Com-
prehensive Book) synthesized the Greek, Syriac, and
Arabic medical knowledge of his day; Ibn Sina (980—
1037), whose Qanan fi’l tibb (Canon of Medicine)
marked the culmination of Arabic classification of
knowledge; the geographer, al-Mas‘udi (912-57),
whose Muritj al-dhahab wa ma‘adin al-jawahir (Mead-
ows of Gold and Mines of Jewels), written in 947, is.a
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Fig. 12. Gemini Twins. al-Sufi, Book of the Fixed Stars. London,
British Library, ms. Or. 5323. (Photo: reproduced by permis-
sion of the British Library, London)

historical-geographical work full of scientific curiosi-
ties; al- Tabari (d. 923), the author of the first Ara-
bic universal history of the world; al-Biruni (973-1048),
the historian, natural scientist, and mathematician, and
author of the Chronology of Nations, an astronomical
encyclopedia and various summaries of mathematics
and astronomical and astrological works; and al-Farabi
(d. 950), the philosopher who assimilated Greek phi-
losophy and adapted it to Islamic doctrine.*
Certain practical and social mechanisms facilitated
and supported this extraordinary scholarship and its
dissemination. First was the availability of paper, whose
value cannot be overstated. While certainly more
widely distributed in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies, already in the tenth and eleventh centuries
paper played a major role in disseminating books and
in revolutionizing the book-making enterprise
throughout the major centers of Islam in Iraq, the
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Fig. 13. Virgo. al-Sufi, Book of the Fixed Stars. Oxford, Bodleian
Library, ms. Marsh 144, p. 223.

Levant, Egypt, Yemen, the Maghrib and Spain.*® To
be sure, the price of books made with paper was high.
In the eleventh century, a copy of al-Tabari’s history
cost 100 dinars and Ibn Durayd’s dictionary cost 60.%
By this time in Baghdad, there were nevertheless over
one hundred bookshops, and in Cairo booksellers and
paper makers occupied a section of the bazaar.

The role of libraries in supporting all these schol-
arly activities must also be acknowledged. In addition
to the celebrated royal libraries in Cairo, Baghdad,
and Cordoba, scores of private libraries flourished
between the tenth and eleventh centuries staffed with
copyists and librarians who were often scholars in their
own right, and fully equipped with writing materials,
and catalogues.”® Among the wide range of holdings,

science and philosophy figured prominently and in-
cluded both ancient Greek texts from late antiquity
and original Islamic works. Libraries set the stage or,
more literally, provided the theater for manuscript
production. )

While no autograph ninth- and tenth-century Is-
lamic manuscripts in science, medicine, or philoso-
phy survive, these works were copied time and again.
The culture’s high regard for tradition and the rig-
orous system of transmission ensured not only the con-
tinuous copying of these works but also the preserva-
tion of accuracy in later copies. This is exemplified,
first and foremost, by the Koran, and by the neces-
sity of authenticating the sayings of the Prophet and
their transmission through properly authorized chan-
nels.®® In a similar way, knowledge and the transmis-
sion of scholarship were closely scrutinized with re-
spect to the originality of the sources, the merit and
integrity of the transmitters and contributing schol-
ars, and the unadulterated isnad, the chain of trans-
mission. The revered classical tradition lent author-
ity and authenticity to the scholarly enterprise of the
ninth through twelfth centuries which integrated clas-
sical Greek learning into Islamic thought, advanced
its own teaching, and would, in turn, be approved for
inclusion into and transmission of the authorized body
of knowledge.

The perception of these translation and intellectual
activities as a cumulative enterprise is conveyed suc-
cinctly in the ninth-century translation of Dioscorides’
De Materia Medica by Stephanos, son of Basilios. Later
accounts report that in his translation, Stephanos
stated that he retained some of the original Greek no-
menclature in “the hope that God should later send
someone who would know them and be able to trans-
late.”®

There is no reason to doubt that illustrated works
were included in this continuous tradition of schol-
arship and book-making activity. The inclusion of il-
lustrations from the start follows the precedence of
the classical tradition and is further supported by the
fact that images were not simply embellishments to
the text but developed side by side with the text, serv-
ing an abiding practical function of clarifying the
subject. As in the case of the unillustrated works, no
autograph illustrated manuscripts from the ninth and
tenth centuries survive; surviving illustrated manu-
scripts—from the earliest eleventh-century works to
the later celebrated illustrated manuscripts of the
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thirteenth century—were either copies of earlier Ara-
bic translations of Greek scientific and learned works
or copies of early original Arabic works rooted in the
classical manuscript tradition.

For a number of these later thirteenth<century il-
lustrated works, it is possible to establish visual links
to the classical tradition;® in some cases, the connec-
tion is obvious. For example, an author portrait in a
thirteenth-century copy of Dioscorides’ De Materia
Medica (ms. A. III, 2127, fols. 1v-2r, Topkapi Palace
Library) bears a remarkable similarity to the author
portrait in the late-antique sixth-century Dioscorides
copy made for the Princess Juliana Anicia (Cod. Med.
Graec. 1, Nationalbibliothek, Vienna). Furthermore,
the botanical representation of the grapevine (fol. 252)
in the thirteenth-century Topkapi Dioscorides manu-
script possesses a remarkable naturalism, including the
roots, vines, and leaves, in every detail of form and
gradation in color.® Regarding this representation,
Richard Ettinghausen observed, “It is a faithful copy
of a classical type of illustration, so faithful indeed that
if it were not painted on paper one would be inclined
to regard it as a Greek ‘original’ inserted into the
Arabic volume.”® Arabic glosses found in the sixth-
century Juliana Anicia codex confirm direct access to
this late-antique manuscript by Islamic scholars,
though when the glosses were added is not known.*
The delineation of the grapevine in the Topkapi
Dioscorides is a testament not only to classical mod-
els but also to the explanatory scientific role it played;
hence, the incorporation of illustrations, not simply
as embellishments to the text but for their abiding
practical function of clarifying the subject.

Just as for the unillustrated manuscripts, an inter-
nal Islamic continuum can be shown for the illustrated
scientific works from the tenth through the thirteenth
century. Franz Rosenthal demonstrated, for example,
that the eleventh-century work, Mukhtar al-hikam wa
mahasin al-kalam, by al-Mubashshir was originally de-
signed with illustrations. Preserving all original aspects
of the work, later thirteenth-century copies included
illustrations. Even in those unillustrated copies, how-
ever, the blank spaces for illustrations were preserved.®

The most convincing evidence for the continuous
tradition and for the integral function of illustration
in these works comes from the two earliest surviving
illustrated manuscripts which date from the eleventh
century, al-Sufi’s Book of the Fixed Stars (figs. 12—13)
dated 400 (1009-10) (Oxford, Bodleian Library, ms.

Marsh 144)% and Dioscorides’ De Materia Medica dated
1083 (Leiden, University Library, cod. Or. 289
Warn.).%” Both manuscripts contain inscriptions that
specify they were copied from earlier tenth-century
manuscripts: the Bodleian al-Sufi was copied from the
autograph manuscript designed with accompanying
illustrations by the author in the tenth century and
the Leiden Dioscorides was copied from an earlier
illustrated manuscript made by al-Natili in 990. How-
ever far apart these works may be visually, they exem-
plify and share many of the hallmarks of this body of
scientific and learned illustrated manuscripts. Each is
a seminal work in the repertory of illustrated scien-
tific and learned works, probably illustrated from the
start and followed by a long succession of illustrated
copies; each emphasizes the overriding explanatory
function of the illustrations with an interrelationship
between image and text; and each preserves a close
affinity to the classical tradition. Al-Sufi’s work, an
original scholarly endeavor, represented a synthesis
of the body of known classical scholarship, as well as
contemporary Arabic treatises. It was designed with
illustrations in the mid-tenth century by its author who
states in his introduction that both image and text were
subordinate to the scientific accuracy of the work. The
representation of the constellations—one image as it
would appear in the sky and one as transposed on a
globe—clarifies the subject with precision in a way that
only a visual description can. De Materia Medica, first
translated from Greek to Arabic in the ninth century,
formed the basis of all Islamic pharmacology. Illus-
trations in this work were vital to its comprehension.
The earliest illustrated copies coincided with further
refinements in the translation and a major Arabic
commentary and were produced for a number of dif-
ferent translated versions.*®

INTERSECTION BETWEEN ART AND
SCHOLARSHIP

Viewed within a continuum of scholarship, linking the
revered traditions of the past to the Islamic present,
image and text were adapted as an ensemble and
continued to play complementary roles in the formu-
lation of Islamic visual and scholarly schemes that
would ultimately define a new Islamic identity. Al-Sufi’s
Book of the Fixed Stars, for example, was based primar-
ily on parts 7.5 and 8.1 of Prolemy’s Mathematike Syn-
taxis, known as the Abnagest, which was translated from
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Greek into Arabic as part of the translation movement
in the ninth century. The Book of the Fixed Stars rep-
resented a synthesis of the body of known classical
astronomical scholarship, contemporary Arabic trea-
tises based on classical works and the bedouin con-
stellation system of the Anwa’.%® In his introduction,
al-Sufi says that he has evaluated all the material anew
and has included his own observations.™

Similarly, the illustrations were not simply copies
of late-antique scientific themes, but rather, they were
thoughtful adaptations into the new Islamic sphere,
both in terms of scientific accuracy and visual con-
cerns. In the Bodleian al-Sufi, the astronomical
personifications are transformed from the late-antique
Greek mythological beings into Islamic royal figures,
some of whom are crowned and enthroned, dressed
in courtly garb and accompanied by their coterie of
attendants and entertainers. As a whole, they comprise
what has often been referred to as the “princely
cycle.”” Confirming the transformation and new Is-
lamic identity is the textual labeling that went along
with the visual transformations. The constellation tra-
ditionally named after the Greek hero-deity Herakles,
for example, is renamed “the dancer,” an identity that
accurately describes the configuration of the constel-
lation and, at the same time, is consistent with the
entertainer member of the princely cycle.” Similarly,
the Fatimid nude, with its dance-like pose and lute,
once an astral calendar image, originating in the
Greco-Roman mythological vocabulary of late antig-
uity, is transformed into a musician in the Islamic
princely cycle. Later, motifs from the princely cycle
will become part of the iconography for the represen-
tation of astrological imagery, appearing ubiquitously
on the portable arts during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. Much the same transformation is chosen
by the philosopher and historian Miskawayh (d. 1030),
a contemporary of al-Sufi, who enjoyed the patron-
age of the same Buyid prince, ‘Adud al-Dawla. Al-
though like al-Sufi, passages from his ethical treatise
were based on classical sources, Takdhib al-akhlag (The
Refinement of Character), Miskawayh substituted
Koranic verses exalting Muslim heroes for the origi-
nal Homeric verses describing Greek heroes.” Simi-
larly, the eleventh-century Fatimid prince al-Mubash-
shir, in his Mukhtar al-hikam, imparted a Muslim iden-
tity to the Greek philosopher Socrates, going so far
as to include Arabic epithets in the description.™

The impetus for illustrated Arabic manuscripts ema-

nated from the scholarly sphere and the main role
of the illustrations, like the text, was primarily to clarify
and accurately convey the scientific content of the
work. Once these illustrated manuscripts were dissemi-
nated, however, they provided expanded possibilities
for interchange. Through these works, the preserved
vocabulary of the classical tradition, now naturalized
in the Islamic milieu, circulated within the broader
Islamic visual vocabulary and was adapted for illustra-
tions in manuscripts from other genres as well. Con-
versely, contact with the broader Islamic visual vocabu-
lary introduced a variety of sources and styles into the
realm of scientific manuscripts. Poised at the inter-
section of art and scholarship, these early illustrated
Arabic manuscripts had thus expanded the modes of
representation in both the visual and intellectual
spheres.

Tufts University
Medford, Massachusetts
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