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the geometry of the qur}an of amajur 1
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ALAIN FOUAD GEORGE

THE GEOMETRY OF THE QUR}AN OF AMAJUR: A PRELIMINARY
STUDY OF PROPORTION IN EARLY ARABIC CALLIGRAPHY

This short study of a Qur}an from the ninth century
shows that it is based on numbers revered by the
Ancients and reveals a geometric dimension of early
Arabic calligraphy that has so far gone unnoticed.
Modern scholarship on the subject, which stretches
back over two centuries, has until recently focused
primarily on letter forms. But the Greeks, probably
beginning with Pythagoras, saw a spiritual dimension
in certain numbers and the proportions related to
them, which they studied in theory and applied in
the arts. It appears that three of these proportions
are at the basis of the script and layout of the Qur}an
of Amajur, dated 262 (876).

The study of early Arabic calligraphy in Europe
started in 1780, when J. G. C. Adler published some
Qur}anic folios, which he called “coufique” after Arab
sources.1 Since then, a succession of authors has tried
to classify early Qur}ans by script and to study Arab
texts about them; these authors include de Sacy in
the early nineteenth century, Amari in the 1850s,
Ahlwardt three decades later, von Karabacek in the
early twentieth century, and Bergstrasser in the 1930s.
Little by little, they came to terms with such prob-
lems as the scarcity of dated items and the difficulty
of determining places of origin. Minovi, in addition,
investigated forgeries.2 The method of classification
was progressively refined. Bergstrasser imposed a strict
palaeographical study of key letters. The generic name
“Kufic” came under criticism, first by Amari and then
repeatedly, as it became apparent that it encompassed
a vast number of angular scripts. Amari introduced
another important element in 1857: he discovered
the chapter on calligraphy in the Fihrist of Ibn al-
Nadim, an index of all the knowledge of its time,
published in 377 (987–88). In it, Ibn al-Nadim cata-
logues twenty-six different types of early script. The
Meccan and Medinan, he writes, are the two earliest,
and he decribes the shape of their alif :

Muhammad ibn Ishaq said: the first Arabic scripts were
the Meccan (makkº) and after that the Medinan (madanº),

then the Basran (baªrº), then the Kufan (k¢fº). As re-
gards the Meccan and Medinan, there is in its alifs a bend
to the right-hand side, and an elevation of the vertical
strokes (al-aª¸bi {, “the fingers”); and in its form, there
is a slight inclination.3

In the 1940s, Nabia Abbott attempted to identify
manuscripts that corresponded to Ibn al-Nadim’s
description. As she said, she wished to understand
“the entire matter of the evolution and classification
of scripts as the Moslem scribes and calligraphers
themselves saw and understood it.” But she did not
reach conclusive results. More recently, Estelle Whe-
lan published an article to criticize the study of merely
the forms of letters in such scripts.4 “The position of
a given letter,” she wrote, “…must be taken into ac-
count with its body form.”5 She suggested that such
features as format, liturgical divisions, the elongation
of the tail of some letters, the width of line spacing,
and the regularity of strokes should be considered.
This method had the advantage of utilizing more of
the information contained in the Qur}ans she con-
sidered, but it did not yield significant results. Finally,
since the 1980s, François Déroche has been engaged
in an effort to classify early Qur}ans systematically by
the shape of six pivotal letters.6 Déroche has rejected
the recourse to Arab sources because of their laconism
and lack of precise descriptions. He has created six
main categories of styles, labelled A to F, with sub-
categories, e.g., C.III. or F.I. Being something of a
table of elements for early scripts, his work already
constitutes a standard reference in the field.

Neither he nor his predecessors, however, have
considered the proportions of early Qur}anic manu-
scripts in detail. Déroche is well aware of their po-
tential importance, noting, “The dimensions of the
text area indicate that, in some cases at least, the space
was constructed according to the rules of geometry…A
group of manuscripts in the B.II. style show a strong
tendency for the length of the text area to be two-
thirds of the width.” He adds, “The quotient of the
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width divided by the height is 1.5, which is that of
the geometric figure known as the double rectangle
of Pythagoras.”7 He also notes that “a group of folios
in D.III. …have a text area in the form of a double
square…and a predilection for the formula (a) × (a)
× (√3) is apparent in folios in E.”8 He suggests that
there must be in these Qur}ans a geometry that has
never been studied:

Geometric formulae similar to those set out above were
employed in more recent periods, and we can only sup-
pose that they were already in use in the ninth century
A.D., even if the texts do not provide any information
in this regard. The archaeology of early Qur}ans has
revealed two factors that may provide support for this
hypothesis. One is the importance of geometry in the
preparation of the illumination. The other is the pos-
sibility that letter forms were not the only criterion used
in defining a particular style of script, for the dimen-
sions of the script seem to have played a role. It there-
fore seems logical that calligraphers who seem to have
established a link between scripts and their dimensions
would have widened this concept to take in the page
as a whole by defining the written surface in terms of a
set of proportions... [Therefore] the calligraphers of the
Abbasid period must have been using a form of ruling
which has left no visible mark on the parchment.9

Déroche’s hypothesis is right: there was a geometri-
cal basis to these Qur}ans, beyond what we had imag-
ined.

When the Muslims conquered the Near East in the
mid-seventh century, its cities remained largely hel-
lenized; Greek culture also continued to exert a strong
influence on the Sasanian empire. Alexandria, in
particular, had succeeded Athens as a major scholas-
tic center during the Christian era.10 How far the
Umayyads used the Greek sources of knowledge within
their empire is little known, except for some frag-
mentary indications,11 but they were concerned with
issues of learning, as dictated by the needs of their
new faith and state. At an early stage, Abu al-Aswad
al-Du}ali (d. 688) codified Arabic grammar and the
Arabic script. He is credited with, among other things,
the introduction of diacritical marks and their col-
ors, which two of his students made into a uniform
system by order of the governor of Iraq, al-Hajjaj b.
Yusuf al-Thaqafi (r. ca. 694–714). In the same pe-
riod, during the reign of {Abd al-Malik (685–705),
Arabic became the official language of the adminis-
tration and a distinctive Umayyad coinage appeared.
Muslim theology also took shape, to some extent

against Christian doctrines of the Holy Trinity. This
strong Umayyad policy of forging a distinctive iden-
tity, embodied by the language of the Qur}an, might
also have included calligraphy.

Under Harun al-Rashid (r. 786–809), Khalil b.
Ahmad al-Farhudi (718–91), a lexicographer, pho-
nologist, grammarian, and musicologist, reformed
anew the scriptural rules of Arabic. His work super-
seded that of al-Du}ali. During the same reign, Greek
works still available in late antiquity began to be trans-
lated extensively, first from Syriac and then directly
into Arabic.12 The caliph al-Ma}mun (r. 814–33) sys-
tematically obtained further Greek manuscripts from
the Byzantines, and founded the Bayt al-Hikma (House
of Wisdom) in Baghdad. Euclid, Plato, Aristotle,
Ptolemy, Galen, Plotinus, Proclus, and a wide array
of ancient authors and minor commentators were read
and studied.13 Like their Greek predecessors, the
learned men of the ninth century were versed in many
areas of science but made their own contributions in
specific fields. Al-Khwarazmi (ca. 780–850) founded
modern algebra. He was probably the first mathema-
tician to systematize a concept derived from Indian
sources: the use of zero as a place holder in nota-
tion; he also wrote astronomical and geographical
treatises.14 Al-Kindi (801–73), in addition to being
the first Muslim philosopher in the Greek tradition,
also wrote about arithmetic, geometry, optics, and
music.15 Hunayn ibn Ishaq (808–73) set high philo-
logical standards of translation and was also an im-
portant mathematician. The Sabian Thabit ibn Qurra
(821–901), a scientific translator, mathematician, me-
chanical theoretician, and astronomer, wrote, among
other works, a book on the composition of ratios that
applied arithmetical operations to geometrical con-
structions, a procedure unknown to the Greeks; his
conception of numbers followed that of Plato.16 A t
least since the time of Mughira (d. 737), a gnostic
for whom letters were elements of the body of God,
the word had been central to Islamic mysticism.17 Al-
Kindi also used the Qur}anic {ilm al-a¥ruf (“science
of letters” through numbers) together with astrology
to foretell the duration of the Arab empire.18

 One of the most influential works by Plato in the
ninth-century Islamic world was the Timaeus, his cos-
mological dialogue, which seems to have responded
to concerns of the age, and which, as in late antiq-
uity, was read perhaps more widely than the Laws or
the Republic.19 Its summary with numerous quotations
by Galen, which is otherwise lost, survives in Hunayn
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ibn Ishaq’s translation, Jaw¸mi{ kit¸b Tºm¸¢s fº al-{ilm
al-«abº{º. We also possess part of Hunayn’s version of
the commentary on the Timaeus by Proclus, Yahya
ibn {Adi’s translation of Plutarch’s commentary on
the same work, and a commentary on Plutarch’s com-
mentary by al-Razi.20 In the Timaeus itself, Plato com-
pares letters to physical elements, a comparison directly
echoed by passages of the ninth-century alchemical
corpus of Jabir ibn Hayyan, as shown by Paul Kraus.21

Plato’s passage about the genesis of the universe is
worth quoting at length:

Now anything that has come to be must be corporeal,
visible, and tangible: but nothing can be visible without
fire, nor tangible without solidity, and nothing can be
solid without earth. So God, when he began to put to-
gether the body of the universe, made it of fire and earth.
But it is not possible to combine two things properly
without a third to act as a bond to hold them together.
And the best bond is one that effects the closest unity
between itself and the terms it is combining; and this
is best done by a continued geometrical proportion. For
whenever you have three cube or square numbers with
a middle term such that the first term is to it as it is to
the third term, and conversely…22

The Timaeus is the oldest preserved Greek work of
cosmology, and like other Greek writers23 Plato relates
the creation of the universe to numbers and propor-
tions, which are a projection of the eternal realm of
the Creator onto matter. These proportions rule every-
thing from celestial bodies to the human body. Among
other numbers, Plato devotes some attention to 3/2,
4/3, and, in his discussion of triangles, √2 and √3,
values to which the Pythagoreans also attributed deep
spiritual meaning.24 But perhaps most fascinating of
all is the Golden Ratio. Like π for the circle, it is the
geometrical basis of the pentagon and the decagon.
Arithmetically, it is an irrational number, with an
infinite, non-repeating series of numbers after the
decimal point, approximated by 1.618.25 Its modern
mathematical symbol, φ (phi), is the initial of Phidias,
the Greek sculptor who, with the architects Ictinos
and Callicrates, based the proportions of the Par-
thenon in Athens upon it. It may have been studied
by Pythagoras and was an object of fascination for
his followers, whose symbol was a pentagonal star.
Its earliest extant mathematical construction is that
by Euclid (ca. 325–265 b.c.), in the Elements, possibly
under Platonic influence.26 In a brief article, Doron
Chen has shown that the Dome of the Rock (built in

692)27 was based upon φ in plan, facade, and eleva-
tion.28 The Elements is also among the first Greek works
known to have been translated into Arabic, by al-Hajjaj
in the late eighth century. 29

Despite this converging evidence, the sacred num-
bers of the ancients have hardly ever been studied in
modern writings about Islamic art (with the excep-
tion mentioned above).30 We will now show that three
of these numbers are used consistently in one of the
best documented early Qur}ans, the Qur}an of Amajur.

The Qur}an in question is an oblong manuscript
with three lines to the page. At the top of every other
page, we can read awqafah¸ am¸j¢r or waqqafah¸ am¸j¢r
(“Amajur made it a waqf ”). Amajur governed Syria
for the {Abbasids between 870 and 878. His revolt
against his masters some time before 873 was repressed
by Ibn Tulun, the governor of Egypt, who invaded
Damascus in 878 before asserting the autonomy of
his own provinces vis-à-vis the caliphs of Samarra.31

A waqf is the inalienable property of a religious
institution. By an extraordinary chance, the waqfiyya
(deed) of this Qur}an, which gives the details of the
legal procedure, has been partly preserved. It states
that the manuscript was made a waqf in the city of
Sur, in modern Lebanon, in 876, without giving the
name of the recipient religious institution.32

Scattered around the world, at least 251 folios from
this Qur}an have survived. Two hundred and forty-
two in Istanbul have been published in a short article
by Déroche, who also mentions one in Dublin; one
in Cairo; one in Cambridge, England; and one possibly
in Riyad. A further folio, which was originally published
in Tokyo by Kordachi Shirotori, is reproduced in a
book on calligraphy by Naji Zayn al-Din. I have found
four more: one at Oxford and three in Damascus.33

Let us look at the double folio from Oxford in more
detail (figs. 1 and 2).

Although it is austere in appearance, a closer look
reveals a fascinating harmony and rhythm to the script.
It is written in thick, brown, angular strokes, and its
epigraphy places it in the D.I. category of Déroche’s
classification.34 The space between letters within words
is as large as that between words. There are no dia-
critical marks, and vocalization is only partly indi-
cated.35 Thus, the text can hardly be understood by
someone who does not know the Qur}an by heart,
which reminds us that these early manuscripts were
only written as aides-mémoire for the educated reader.
Mashq, the elongation of letters, is used repeatedly,
so that the ductus of each line suggests an invisible
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ruling, a first element of geometry. Furthermore, the
vertical line along which the text begins is so regular
that it can almost be seen.36

Like the Qur}an of Amajur, most early Qur}ans carry
no traces of a grid, although their regularity suggests
invisible ruling. I know of only two exceptions. One
Qur}an from San{a in the very early ¥ij¸zº script has
horizontal rulings, but no traces of vertical ones.37

Another, later, exception is the so-called Blue Qur}an.
Although most of it is unmarked, in at least three of

its folios, both the horizontal rulings and the vertical
ruling that marks the beginning of the text lines are
visible.38 There is no vertical ruling, on the other hand,
to mark the end of the lines (fig. 3). The Blue Qur}an
was made either in North Africa in the tenth century
or in Mesopotamia in the ninth; in either case, it is a
distant cousin of the Qur}an of Amajur, being close
to it in both period and epigraphy (its script is D.IV
in Déroche’s classification).39

Thus, after the ductus of the text of the Qur}an of

Fig. 1. Double folio from the Amajur Qur}an. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, EA1996.53, Gift of Ralph Pinder-Wilson. (Photo:
courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)

Fig 2. Second side of a double folio from the Amajur Qur}an. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, EA1996.53, Gift of Ralph Pinder-
Wilson. (Photo: courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)
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the geometry of the qur}an of amajur 5

Amajur, we can draw a second ruling, at the right of
the text area. Let us take this further.

Step 1

We draw two horizontal rulings, which are clearly
defined by the letters, below the lower and the mid-
dle lines. The space between these two rulings is the
same as that between the middle and upper rulings;
it is therefore our line spacing. We apply it another
time above the upper line. The waqf inscription is
slightly below this top line and might have been in-
tended to fall right on it.

Step 2

This elementary grid provides the horizontal base-
lines of the writing. We note, furthermore, that the
upper horizontal stroke of the k¸f and d¸l / dh¸l is
perfectly parallel to these baselines. We draw the line
thus defined, which also runs through the top of the
n¢n, r¸}, ¥¸}, alif maqª¢ra (short final alif ), the base
of the horn of the b¸}, t¸}, and the like, and the point
at which the curve of the initial {ayn / ghayn turns
right (fig. 4).

If we measure the ratio of the height of this ruling
(k) to the total line height (h), we find that it is exact-
ly equal to 1/4, that is to say: h=4k. Furthermore,

Fig. 3. Page from the “Blue Qur}an” with visible elements of layout. Collection of Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan. (Photo:
after A. Welch and S. C. Welch, Arts of the Islamic Book)
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the height of the body of the k¸f, which is the basis
on which we have defined our second horizontal rul-
ing, is equal to two thicknesses of the pen (p): k = 2p,
and hence h = 8p. The line height is exactly equal to
eight thicknesses of the pen. We therefore divide the
interline spacing into eight equal rulings, each equal
to one thickness of the pen: the grid thus drawn seems
to define all the pivotal points of the calligraphy.

2.1 The first ruling defines not only mashq (elonga-
tion) but also the right tip of the alif, the “eye” of
the w¸w, the mºm and l¸m-alif, and the upper curve
of the final n¢n (figs. 5–7).

  

Fig. 5.     Fig. 6.  Fig. 7.

2.2 We have already noted the points that fall on
the second ruling.

2.3 On the third ruling are the top of the mºm, of
the intial {ayn / ghayn, of the k¸f / d¸l / dh¸l, and of
the w¸w except where it follows a f¸} / q¸f, in which
case the w¸w is on the second ruling. This is likewise
true for the top of the horns of the b¸}, t¸}, and the
like, except where they are followed by a letter of
similar shape, in which case their top is also defined
by the second ruling (figs. 8–12).

Fig. 8. Fig. 9.  Fig. 10.

 

Fig. 11. Fig. 12.

2.4 The fourth ruling defines the top of the final h¸},
and some vocalization marks also fall on it. The top
of the f¸} / q¸f is on the third or fourth ruling, or in
between them (fig. 13).

Fig. 13.

2.5 The base of the horn of the alif, as well as that
of the l¸m, falls on the fifth ruling, and its top is de-
fined by the sixth, except where such letters follow
each other, in which case the second is one ruling
smaller than the first (figs. 14–16).

 

Fig. 14. Fig. 15.

Fig. 16.

2.6 The lower stem of the n¢n from the line above
is also defined by the interval between the fifth and
sixth rulings (figs. 17–18).

Fig. 17. Fig. 18.

Fig. 4. Half of a double folio from the Amajur Qur}an, Oxford.
(Photos for figs. 4–23: courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)
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the geometry of the qur}an of amajur 7

2.7 On the seventh ruling are the bases of the w¸w
and of the r¸} that follows another letter (fig. 19).
This ruling is also the baseline of the two waqf in-
scriptions, to which we will return.

Fig. 19.

2.8 The eighth ruling is the baseline of the line above.

Thus, the height and shape of the letters are precise-
ly defined by the thickness of the pen. A descending
movement is noticeable at the top of consecutive let-
ters of the same height. We have noted, furthermore,
that the base of the horn of the alif is on the fifth
ruling. Therefore, the ratio of the height of the line
to that of the alif is 8/5 = 1.60, which is an extremely
close approximation of φ on this scale.

Step 3

We try to define the rectangle of the text area. We
already know all but one of its elements: its horizon-
tal width. But whereas all letters start along the same
vertical ruling, the line endings do not define a simi-
lar ruling. To determine it, we try to multiply the height
of the text box by φ and apply this measurement hori-
zontally: the rectangle thus defined is too long for the
lines of text. On the other hand, if we multiply it by
√2, the resulting rectangle is too short. This gives us
an approximation of the width of the text area : √2 <
text width < φ. We now try the remaining pivotal value
of 3/2 = 1.50. The vertical line ending thus defined
might well have been used by our scribes: many verti-
cal stems of final letters run along it, and many of the
horizontal finals stop on it (fig. 20).

Step 4

We measure the dimensions of the page. Its edges
are in good condition except for missing the outer
corners at the bottom. The ratio of width to height
is 1.52 on the left side and 1.51 on the right, be-
cause the double folio is not folded exactly in the
middle. This is an extremely close approximation of
1.50; the variation can be attributed either to the
cutting process or to the erosion of the margins over
time. (The page should have been 2 mm higher or 3

mm narrower in order to obtain a value of exactly
3/2.)

We also note that the width of the text area is ex-
actly equal to the height of the page and, further-
more, that the text area is centered vertically on the
page. The middle of the page falls on the ruling above
the middle baseline of text. Likewise, horizontally,
the width of the inner margin is equal to the height
of a line, except on one of the pages, where there is
a variation of about the thickness of the pen. On
another page, the upper line of calligraphy is writ-
ten one interline below its expected position (fig. 21).40

All these slight variations in text box position, page
area, and use of the interlines appear as a natural
result of the process of writing.

To avoid leaving traces of rulings, a calligrapher
might have placed the page on a wooden frame with
thin strings corresponding to the rulings, as was done
in later calligraphy. But this should have left faint
marks, and they are very rare in early Qur}an manu-
scripts. The calligrapher(s) of the Amajur Qur}an
might have made use of the transparency of its thin
parchment. Whatever the method, there must have
been a template grid that was placed under the page
before writing. This implies moving the grid from
page to page very often, given that each page has
fewer than ten words. Hence slight variations in po-
sition would have been inevitable. Furthermore, with

Fig. 20.

Fig. 21.
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Fig. 22.

area one line height away from the central fold (figs.
23 and 24).

Let us now consider as a group the six published
pages from Qur}an of Amajur. We will give them the
following denominations : O for the Oxford folio, T
for the folio originally published in Tokyo; D and D'
for the folios of Qur}anic text from Istanbul; and fi-
nally, W for the waqfiyya and I for the illuminated
page. T is from Qur}an 2 (al-Baqara): 19; O is from 3
(@l {Imr¸n): 55 on one side, and 3: 57 on the other;41

D' is from 6 (al-An{¸m): 104; and D from 58 (al-Muj¸-
dila): 11. W was inserted in the main text, at the end
of the third juz} of @l {Imr¸n (3: 91).42 The position
of folio I is not mentioned by Déroche. He notes, on
the other hand, that of the Istanbul folios, all up to
sura 6 carry the inscription awqafah¸ am¸j¢r, which
thereafter becomes waqqafah¸ am¸j¢r.43 This is sup-
ported by O and T, the texts of which are both prior
to sura 6 and carry the former inscription.

At first glance, the six folios look different in their
balance of black and white and in their slightly dif-
ferent scripts. As it turns out, they also have slightly
different proportions. The waqfiyya (W) has eight lines
of text, and its script is not proportioned. On the
other hand, its text area is laid out with a proportion
of 3/2.44

In the page of illumination (I), the relative posi-
tion of the colophon and waqf inscription is defined
by a Golden Rectangle. The four pages of sacred text
(O, D, D', and T) have the same eightfold interline
spacing, with an alif proportion of φ. In D', the l¸m
in {alaykum is one interline higher than the others,
on the sixth interline. In D and D', the text area has

an underlying grid, the difference between the base-
line of writing and the next interline could easily have
been missed, which might explain why one line of
text is too low and why the waqf inscription is one
interline below the frame of the text box, rather than
on it (fig. 22).

To summarize, let us reconstruct the page geomet-
rically. First, we draw eight horizontal lines one atop
the last and separated from it by the thickness of the
pen. Having thus obtained the line height, we add
two more lines. By multiplying their total height by
1.50 and applying this measurement horizontally, we
get the width of the text area, which is also the height
of the page. By multiplying the height of the page by
1.50, we get its width. Finally, the position of the text
within the page is defined vertically by placing the
middle baseline of calligraphy on the middle of the
page; it is defined horizontally by placing the text

Fig. 23.
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a proportion of √2. In D, the waqf inscription is on
the frame thus defined, but in D' it is one interline
below it and not even straight. The entire D page is
not visible in Déroche’s publication. Although in poor
condition, the edges of D' are. As in O, the page pro-
portion is 3/2, and the text area has a width equal to
the height of the page and is centered vertically on
the page, one ruling above the middle baseline of
text. But horizontally it is only three-quarters of a

line-height from the central fold. In the page from
Zayn al-Din’s publication (T), as in the Oxford folio
(O), the text area has a proportion of 3/2. The waqf
inscription is slightly above it. The whole T page is
not visible (figs. 25–29).

In sum, in five of the folios, the waqf inscription
comes either at the top of the text area (I, T, and D)
or one interline below it (O and D'). The sixth folio
(W), being the waqfiyya itself, does not carry this

Fig. 24. The second side of the Ashmolean double folio is incomplete, and a modern paper frame hides its margins. (Photo:
courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)

Fig. 25. Folio T (Qur}an 2: 19), present whereabouts (possibly Tokyo) unknown. (Photo: after Naji Zayn al-Din, Muªawwar
al-kha«« al-{Arabº)
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Fig. 26. Folio W, the waqfiyya. The cursive calligraphy above the main text is probably a later addition. (Photo: after Déroche,
“The Qur}¸n of Am¸j¢r”)

Fig. 27. Folio I, an illuminated page. (Photo: after Déroche, “The Qur}¸n of Am¸j¢r”)
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Fig. 28. Folio D (Qur}an 58: 11). (Photo: after Déroche, “The Qur}¸n of Am¸j¢r”)

Fig. 29. Folio D' (Qur}an 6: 104). (Photo: after Déroche, “The Qur}¸n of Am¸j¢r”)
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mention. In all the pages of sacred text (O, T, D, and
D'), the calligraphy is proportioned on the same eight-
fold interline spacing, although, surprisingly, there
are notable variations among the text areas. It is clear,
however, that all these folios were proportioned on
key values: the geometrical construction of the alif,
the letters, and the page is exactly the same through-
out. Furthermore, we see our results confirmed by
other early Qur}ans. Almost all the 750 published early
Qur}ans that I am in the process of analyzing have a
geometric grid.45

Like the proportions, the epigraphy varies
among these folios. In D and T, the space between
words is less than in O; and in D mashq is hardly used,
which gives a more condensed overall appearance to
the page.46 In terms of letter shapes, however, these
three folios—O, D, and T—are similar. But in folio
D' the line is thinner than in the others; furthermore,
notably in the sharp angles at the bases of the alifs
and k¸fs, its script sets it apart from the three other
folios. Mashq is used extensively, so that there are
only six, rather than ten, words to the page. D' may
be the work of a copyist other than the scribe of O,
T, and D.

Finally, the waqfiyya (W) is not calligraphy per se.
As Déroche has noted, the ductus of its n¢ns and the
bend to the right of the upper shaft of its alifs are
markedly different from the rest of the text.47 Its
unproportioned script is written with less care and
on a smaller scale. It is probably by another hand
than the rest of the text.48

The table below summarizes these results:

Fragment O T D D' W I

Epigraphy A A, but A, with B C N/A*
(variation within more less
the D.I. category) con- elonga-

densed tion
Alif proportion φ φ φ  φ None N/A*
Text area propor-
tion (or equivalent) 3/2 3/2 √2 √2 3/2  φ
Page proportion 3/2 N/A* N/A* 3/2 N/A* N/A*
Waqf inscription awqa- awqa- waqqa- awqa- N/A* waqqa-

fah¸ fah¸ fah¸ fah¸ fah¸
Sura or position in 3: 55 2: 19 58: 11 6: 104 3: 91 N/A*
the manuscript and

3: 57

* Not available

How do we account for these variations? Could these
leaves be from different manuscripts all dating back

to the governorship of Amajur? This is unlikely. All
the pages that have been measured (O, D, D', W, and
I) are the same size (approximately 125 x 195 mm).
They are almost the only folios among all published
early Qur}ans (about 750) with three lines to the page.
Furthermore, there are no repetitions among them;
all are from different parts of the Qur}an. Folio D is
from the last fifth; D' from the second fifth; O and T
are from separate sections within the first fifth. These
four folios have fewer than ten words to the page.
Given that quires in ninety percent of all manuscripts
from the same period comprise ten folios—fewer than
400 words in our Qur}an50—O, T, D, and  D' must
have each been in a different quire. Although O and
W are close to each other in the Qur}an (3: 55–57
and 3: 91), they cannot have been in the same quire,
since 400 words after the end of 3: 57, we are still
only at 3: 81. In short, the six folios under study are
from the same manuscript, and five of them certain-
ly belonged to separate quires (I do not possess the
relevant information about the sixth folio, I).

Déroche was surprised to find that the two surviv-
ing waqfiyyas, which are respectively dated Sha{ban
and Ramadan 262, i.e., one month apart in 876, were
at different ends of the manuscript, respectively at
suras 3: 91 and 20: 114; did this mean that more than
a third of the Qur}an was copied during this peri-
od?51 From the epigraphical evidence mentioned
above, he concluded that there might have been a
separate copyist for the waqfiyyas and the associated
double pages of illumination.52 Our evidence in ad-
dition suggests that, to gain time, the production of
this Qur}an was divided among several persons, hence
resulting in the variations among its folios. First, even
where they are too low, the waqf inscriptions follow
the grid, so they were certainly written together with
the calligraphy. It is in this case remarkable to find
the waqf inscription written as two forms of the same
verb, with the same meaning. This seems to reflect a
distortion of the order given by the governor: in Ar-
abic, awqafah¸ becomes waqqafah¸ simply by remov-
ing the initial alif—a difference that might suggest
the hand of  more than one copyist. Second, the vari-
ations in proportion bring us to the level of produc-
tion: how to explain that calligraphers preparing a
single manuscript in one place would use notably
different text areas? There was, in all likelihood, more
than one copyist involved in preparing these six foli-
os, and maybe more than one group or even atelier
of copyists. More detailed conclusions will have to
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NOTES
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preparation of this paper.
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await the study of further leaves from the same manu-
script.

Finally, since the waqf inscriptions were written
together with the calligraphy, and since the waqfiyya
has a proportioned text area like that of the rest of
the manuscript, none of these were additions to a
text written earlier. The Qur}an of Amajur can there-
fore be dated to the period immediately before 876.

In the reform of calligraphy, attributed by later
Muslim historians to Ibn Muqla (886–940), the height
of the alif was defined by the thickness of the pen,
and thereupon all other letters followed.53 Thus were
set the geometrical rules of the cursive script that,
within a few centuries, largely replaced Kufic. It has
hitherto been assumed that it was at this moment
that the geometry of Arabic calligraphy was system-
atically codified. But in the Qur}an of Amajur (876),
the thickness of the pen defines the height of all the
letters on the basis of the Golden Ratio. Thereupon,
by successive geometrical steps, the whole page is con-
structed. A comprehensive geometry was therefore
introduced into calligraphy before Ibn Muqla, which
might well have remained the basis of his reformed
script.54 In a forthcoming study, I hope to show that,
with different degrees of elaboration, almost all ear-
ly Kufic Qur}ans were proportioned around seven key
values: √φ, 4/3, √2, 3/2, φ, 5/3, and √3. The archi-
tecture and stonework of the Umayyads, and what
little is left from the Abbasids, may offer other sur-
prises. But most of all, early Arabic calligraphy seems
to pose a fascinating question: why did the Muslims
choose numbers and proportions, the cornerstone
of the universe for the Ancients, to write the word of
God?
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right-hand stem is slightly curved and thinner than the left;
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43. Ibid., p. 64.
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45. Their text area and page are always proportioned upon key
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51. Ibid.
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Muqla, whose dates are mentioned in the main text, was an
Abbasid vizier, but the reform of the script is variously at-
tributed to him or to his lesser-known brother, Abu {Abdallah.
Contemporary sources (Ibn {Abd Rabbuh, d. 940; Suli, d.
946; and Ibn al-Nadim, d. ca. 995) mention only that the
two brothers were fine calligraphers, and it is from the time
of Abu Talib al-Mubarak ibn al-Mubarak (d. 1189) that we
find the reform attributed to either of them. See Nadia
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Script,” American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literature
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53. A few preliminary measurements of Qur}ans in the reformed
script suggest that the geometry of Kufic and cursive scripts
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In 825 the Caliph al-Ma}mun fell gravely ill. His physi-
cians, among them Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, were un-
able to cure him, and he was advised to summon
Jibra}il ibn Bakhtishu{ ibn Jurjis, who “changed the
treatment completely,” after which the illness dimin-
ished so rapidly that in three days the caliph was cured.
Al-Ma}mun rewarded Ibn Bakhtishu{ with “a million
dirhams and a thousand measures (kurr) of grain.”1

Like Yuhanna ibn Masawayh, Jibra}il ibn Bakhtishu{
was a Nestorian, and despite the contrast in their
approaches to this particular case, both had received
their training at the famous School of Medicine at
Jundishapur.2 In fact, Jibra}il ibn Bakhtishu{ belonged
to an illustrious dynasty of doctors several generations
of which were associated with the School, and he was
by no means the only one to serve an Abbasid caliph,
having been preceded by his grandfather Jurjis ibn
Jibra}il (d. ca. 771), who was personal physician to al-
Mansur (r. 754–75).3 Of the later members of the
family, {Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra}il may be singled out
for his intellectual accomplishments as much as his
skill as a physician, and it is with the textual tradition
related to one manuscript of his works, together with
its attendant miniatures, that we are here concerned.

Ibn Abi Usaybi{a (ca. 1203–1269) provides us with
the following biographical notice:4

Abu Sa{id {Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra}il ibn {Ubayd Allah ibn
Bakhtishu{ ibn Jibra}il ibn Bakhtishu{ ibn Jurjis ibn Ji-
bra}il. He was a distinguished physician, renowned for
the practice of medicine, skilled in its principles and
branches, and one of the most prominent figures among
those in this profession. He was also very knowledgeable
in Christian science and its schools. He wrote several
books on the art of medicine. He lived at Mayyafariqin.
He was a contemporary of Ibn Butlan5 and very close
to him: indeed, there was a great friendship between
them. {Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra}il died sometime during
the 450s [1058s].

There follows a list of nine works written by {Ubayd
Allah—who is usually known simply as Ibn Bakh-
tishu{—among which we may note a Kit¸b «ab¸}i{ al-
¥ayaw¸n wa-khaw¸ªªih¸ wa-man¸fi{ a{¤¸}ih¸ (“Book of
the Characteristics of Animals and Their Properties
and the Usefulness of Their Organs”) written for the
Amir Nasir al-Dawla.6

Although other Nestorian medical centers existed,
most were influenced by Jundishapur, particularly in
the organization and administration of hospitals, and
the important hospital (bºm¸rist¸n) founded by Harun
al-Rashid in Baghdad was also designed and staffed
by Jundishapur physicians.7 Medicine itself still re-
mained within the dominant Greek-derived Galenic
tradition, but it is possible to detect at Jundishapur
the beginnings of a shift, first articulated in another
treatise by Ibn Bakhtishu{, the Ris¸la fº al-«ibb wa-al-
a¥d¸th al-nafs¸niyya (“Treatise on Medicine and Psy-
chological Phenomena”),8 towards a more empirically
based approach. The Ris¸la argues against tutelage to
philosophy of medicine and can be considered
the earliest work in which an independent status is
claimed for it, on the grounds that philosophical theory
is incapable of dealing with medical questions.9 But
Galenic orthodoxy was never seriously challenged,
forming as it did the basis for the authoritative works
of Ibn Bakhtishu{’s celebrated contemporaries Ibn Sina
(d. 1037), the influence of whose Q¸n¢n fº al-«ibb can
hardly be overestimated, and Ibn Ridwan (998–
ca.1067–68), the great physician who lived in Cairo.
Considered a follower of the school of Alexandria, Ibn
Ridwan was the author of the famous Kit¸b daf{ ma¤arr
al-abd¸n10 and was in dispute with the Iraqi physician
Ibn Butlan, who as we have seen was a friend of Ibn
Bakhtishu{.

Nevertheless, the likelihood that the medical exper-
tise and the particular approach of the Jundishapur
School as represented by Ibn Bakhtishu{ were to remain
influential, at least in Iraq, is suggested not only by
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the textual tradition to which his name is attached but
also by the continuing importance of Christian physi-
cians at the caliphal court in Baghdad.11 The ca. 1220
Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n (henceforth Na{t),12 the earliest
surviving bestiary containing material derived from Ibn
Bakhtishu{, was produced during the reign of the
Abbasid caliph al-Nasir li-Din Allah (r. 1180–1225),
under whom the most celebrated physician, and the
caliph’s favorite, was the archdeacon Mari Abu al-Khayr
ibn Hibat Allah {Abd al-Baqa} ibn Ibrahim al-
Mu}ammal, of the al-Masihi family.13 After him other
members of the al-Masihi family also served al-Nasir
and ran the famous al-{Adudi hospital in Baghdad.14

The influence of Ibn Bakhtishu{’s medical works could
still be felt at this time, and it may be conjectured that
the Na{t could well have been compiled and illustrated
precisely at the instigation of such learned Christian
families, especially given that the cultural environment
in which it was produced was one that encouraged the
production of such scientific, medical texts in the
scriptoria of Mesopotamian and, in particular, North
Jaziran monasteries.

SCHOLARLY APPROACHES

Despite their importance for the history of Arab and
early Persian painting, the illustrated Ibn Bakhtishu{
manuscripts have hitherto only barely caught the at-
tention of historians of art.15 The reason may be sought
straightforwardly within the fundamentally Eurocen-
tric bias of the methodologies of art history as hith-
erto applied to Islamic art. This is not to say that no
adequate methodological approaches exist; one might
cite, in particular, the research on the Western me-
dieval bestiary tradition fostered by the Warburg In-
stitute, which integrates the study of iconography with-
in a wider examination of textual transmission.16 But
traditional scholarship on early Islamic miniature
painting has been dominated by different approach-
es: either the miniatures have been regarded as sub-
servient to the text they illustrate,17 or they have been
brought to the foreground and studied in isolation
from the surrounding text.

In this latter case, attention has been focused espe-
cially on late miniatures and, in particular, on Persian
and Indian examples. As such paintings often illustrate
literary subjects, scholars have certainly attended to
their narrative content, but the Eurocentric search for
masterpieces has still resulted in a concentration on
content at the expense of context and a disregard of

the function of paintings within an integrated, text-
based series.

As Charyar Adle has pointed out, the interest of
specialists has been mainly in “aesthetic effect” rather
than in the causes of this effect.18 This tendency has
been further reinforced by what might be termed an
evolutionary approach, in which a selected spread of
isolated pictures is arranged chronologically to give
an idea of stylistic development.19 One of the un-
fortunate consequences of this approach is its influence
on dealers and collectors, with the result that many
manuscripts have been mutilated, their miniatures
taken out and sold as separate items. As a result,
miniatures from the same manuscript are now often
dispersed in public and private collections all over the
world, thus confronting the art historian with problems
that are sometimes insurmountable and at best require
painstaking and time-consuming study. This is true not
only for “masterpieces” of Persian painting such as the
so-called Demotte and Houghton Sh¸hn¸mas, but also
for certain earlier scientific Arab manuscripts, such
as the 1224 Dioscorides.

The category of illustrated scientific manuscripts into
which the Ibn Bakhtishu{ bestiaries fall has thus been
triply disadvantaged. Not regarded as “masterpieces,”
their miniatures have been largely neglected, so that
their pictorial conventions are still insufficiently un-
derstood and appreciated; the crucial and intimate
relationship between miniatures and text has not been
taken into consideration, let alone adequately studied;
and in cases where a manuscript has been dismem-
bered and its miniatures dispersed, the possibility of
such essential study has been severely inhibited. It
should be further underscored that a significant aspect
of scientific works is the occurrence of their miniatures
in thematically related groups. Each one has a par-
ticular function within the group, and the failure to
study it not only as an individual entity but also as a
member of a complex series may be seen as a further
form of neglect.

Even if we now have a rather better understanding
of later Persian painting because it has been the ob-
ject of considerable scholarly attention, it remains the
case that painting from the early periods has been
relatively neglected. Topics requiring further inves-
tigation include the nature of its relationship with
earlier Arab painting, concerning which one may query
the commonly implied assumption that early Persian
painting somehow represents an evolutionary step.20

In fact, what survives of early Persian painting exhibits
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a variety of stylistic inputs, not all of which survive in
later material, so that lines of development are difficult
to map. Early Arab painting has been investigated even
less,21 so that caution is all the more necessary. For-
tunately, the study of illustrated Arabic scientific
literature is now gradually being accorded greater
weight, with increasing attention paid to individual
manuscripts.22 Furthermore, recent scholarship has
started to develop an approach that is new in two
important respects: its insistence on the necessity of
an integral study of both text and accompanying
pictures; and its consideration of the manuscript as a
whole, taking into account not only the textual tra-
dition of the manuscript but also the socio-historical
factors governing its production. The present article
seeks to contribute to this development by examining
text and image in relation to a specific narrative com-
plex.

TITLE AND CONTENTS

Although the designation “Ibn Bakhtishu{ bestiary” is
now conventional, it disguises the fact that the text
in question is actually a composite. It may safely
be assumed to contain material derived or directly
quoted from Ibn Bakhtishu{, but this is juxtaposed with
other material of ultimately Aristotelian origin.

The earliest illustrated bestiary, British Library Or.
2784, lacks an incipit, but refers to the title of the work
on folio 94r, where the colophon of the end of the
first part of the manuscript reads tamma al-juz} al-awwal
min Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n (end of the first juz} of Kit¸b
na{t al-¥ayaw¸n). This therefore confirms two nine-
teenth-century annotations at the beginning of the text,
one on folio 1r and the other on folio 2r, which refer
to the manuscript as a Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. The word
na{t (characteristics) is also used throughout the text
to designate the first, Aristotelian, part of the entry
for each animal, while the second part, in contrast, is
defined as man¸fi{ (usefulness). Implied, one might
therefore suggest, is the subtitle Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n
wa-man¸fi{ih¸, a compressed equivalent of Ibn Bakh-
tishu{’s own Kit¸b «ab¸}i{ al-¥ayaw¸n wa-khaw¸ªªih¸ wa-
man¸fi{ a{¤¸}ih¸, but one in which the preference for
na{t over its near-synonym «ab¸}i{ points towards the
Aristotelian origins of this segment of the text, since
Aristotle’s Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n is mentioned by Ibn Abi
Usaybi{a23 under the title Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n (al-ghayr
n¸«iqa wa-m¸ fºh¸ min al-man¸fi{), and by Hajji Khalifa
as Na{t al-¥ayaw¸n and Nu{¢t al ¥ayaw¸n.24 The term

na{t, further, may point to the affiliation of our ma-
nuscript with a pseudo-Aristotelian work entitled Kit¸b
nu{¢t al-¥ayaw¸n.25

It should be noted, however, that none of the later
illustrated Ibn Bakhtishu{ bestiaries use the word na{t,
either in the title or in the text. The title, when pre-
sent, is invariably Kit¸b man¸fi{ al-¥ayaw¸n, thus giving
precedence to the Ibn Bakhtishu{ material, while in
the text the part derived from Aristotelian tradition
is introduced by the anonymous al-qawl min... (con-
cerning...) or dhikr min... (mention of...). The British
Library Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n, on the other hand, makes
explicit both the composite nature of the text and its
dual origin, for it contains several passages specifying
that the text concerning the characteristics (na{t) is
based on Aristotle and that concerning the usefulness
(man¸fi{) is from Ibn Bakhtishu{. Reference is also made
to the inclusion of Ibn Bakhtishu{’s observations about
a certain animal, which supply information not found
in Aristotle.26

The following four conclusions may be drawn: First,
contrary to what has hitherto been believed, neither
the Na{t nor any of the later bestiaries within the same
tradition consists of a text by Ibn Bakhtishu{ preserved
in its original form. Either no such text is extant, or
else it has not yet been identified. Second, the com-
piler of the composite text is unknown. He may have
been named in the missing final colophon or in the
incipit of the Na{t, but there is no mention of him in
the later manuscripts, which refer only to Ibn Bakh-
tishu{. Third, that the compilatory nature of the text
of the Na{t is explicitly recognized when such rec-
ognition is effaced in the later bestiaries suggests that
the Na{t might represent the original version within
this textual tradition (see note 25). Fourth, the two
later illustrated Arabic Ibn Bakhtishu{ bestiaries are
not copies of the Na{t, but separate redactions. All three
exhibit a strong family resemblance, however, and in
certain passages they are identical.

THE TEXTUAL TRADITION AND ITS SOURCES

The various manuscripts always begin with Man and
Woman and then proceed to domestic quadrupeds
and beasts of prey, birds and birds of prey, fish, rep-
tiles, and finally insects. The average number of ani-
mals treated is ninety, and the largest category is that
of quadrupeds, followed by birds. The entries tend
to be longer for the individual quadrupeds and also
for some of the most common birds and fish but are
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quite short for the insects. The range of animals treat-
ed includes species found over a geographic area
ranging from India to Northeast Africa, but some
mythical animals such as the unicorn are also present.

The treatment of each animal is divided into two
sections, of which the first is a discussion of its prin-
cipal characteristics, habits, and reactions in different
situations, and the second deals with the different parts
of the animal and how they may be used to cure various
human illnesses. As we have seen, these sections are
clearly separate, one deriving ultimately from Aristotle,
the other from Ibn Bakhtishu{.

Concerning the Aristotelian element, there is no
direct correspondence of the Na{t with the Arabic
translation of Aristotle’s Zoology,27 let alone with the
original Greek text.28 It is therefore obvious that,
despite the mention of the name of Aristotle in the
Na{t and the inclusion of a miniature representing him
(on folio 96r), transmission must have been through
one or more pseudo-Aristotelian intermediaries. One
likely candidate for this role is the tenth-century Kit¸b
na{t al-¥ayaw¸n (Book on the Characteristics of Ani-
mals), which seems to have a link with Timotheus of
Gaza’s book on animals, the Peri Zoon. This text,29

usually referred to by its Arabic title, Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n
al-qadºm, was written at Gaza in the sixth century, during
the reign of the Emperor Anastasius. It is also possible,
however, to recognize as a source for the Na{t a late
classical text known as the Physiologus, for which an
exact provenance, date, or author cannot be estab-
lished but for which an Aristotelian affiliation is now
accepted.30

The material derived from this pseudo-Aristotelian
tradition not only explains the various characteristics
of animals but also reflects a complex moralizing at-
titude towards them and what might be called their
psychology (real or alleged),31 which the text itself
terms akhl¸q. The wolf is not sociable; the bear is timid;
the cat is very sociable; the jerboa is deceitful and astute;
the partridge is jealous and proud of its voice; the
pheasant is a coward who does not fly so as not to show
itself and hides in trees and spiky bushes; the heron
is naturally cautious and attentive. Other characteristics,
such as intelligence, sagacity, good memory, courage,
or incompatibility with other animals are variously
stressed according to species. On the other hand, there
are animals to which amazing characteristics are
ascribed, such as the argh¢n, which has a large beak
with numerous holes that produce different sounds

and beautiful melodies with the power to charm those
who happen to hear them.32

The direct source for the Ibn Bakhtishu{ material
is, according to the Na{t, Ibn Bakhtishu{ himself, but
the original sources are unknown. It is highly likely,
however, that the material derives from a lengthy
experimental (and textual) tradition going back at least
to the beginning of the Jundishapur School, especially
since one of the sources mentioned in the bestiaries
themselves is the ninth-century zoological work of {Isa
ibn {Ali,33 which can be related to the Nestorian
Christian tradition of Jundishapur. There are no
surviving texts through which the evolution of the
man¸fi{ part of the Na{t can be traced, however, for
despite the existence of numerous references to me-
dical works by Ibn Bakhtishu{’s forbears, none of these
are extant, and it is only distantly related to the Arab
tradition of zoological enquiry as represented, for
example, in the Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n of al-Jahiz.34

The man¸fi{ material consists of a series of recipes
explaining the use of different parts of Man, Woman,
and all the other animals in order to cure illnesses
and diseases. When, for example, the elephant’s meat
is cooked with water and salt and its gravy sipped, it
provides relief from chronic asthma. Drinking the
stewed and dried brain of the jackdaw combined with
vinegar of squill relieves pain of the spleen. There are
also remedies for psychological illnesses, such as
phobias. A man who hangs over himself the eyes of
the bat does not fear scorpions. Dried, pounded, and
imbibed, the testicles of the deer make the penis rise
and prevent it from falling.

But although the majority of the benefits mentioned
are strictly medical, others are magical: when, for
example, the spleen of the ass is dried in the shade,
pounded, and put in the skin of a domestic gazelle,
the person on whose body it is hung acquires glory
and love.

Other animals have cosmetic uses. The deer’s
marrow, boiled with laurel vinegar and mixed with
water of trefoil and honey, is a scented ointment for
the body. The excrement of the donkey, mixed with
cow’s bladder and pulverized, can be used as an
ointment for the hair, which then becomes thicker and
more beautiful.
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THE UNICORN IN THE KIT@B NA{T
AL-ÝAYAW@N

The lore of the unicorn in the Na{t is interesting both
for the questions that it poses about the relationship
between miniatures and text, and for the rich and
complex array of sources called on by that text.35

The many animals treated in the Na{t are grouped
into broad categories: quadrupeds, birds, fish, and
insects. These categories may be subdivided, and in
fact the Unicorn appears within that segment of the
quadrupeds specifically devoted to the Wild Qua-
drupeds (al-qawl fº al-¥ayaw¸n al-wa¥sh, folio 162v).

Each animal is usually represented by one minia-
ture. For the unicorn, however, there are three
miniatures, in two separate chapters. The second
chapter concludes the block treating both domestic
and wild quadrupeds, and its position, as we will see,
is justified by the nature of the narrative it contains.
But it is not immediately preceded by the first unicorn
chapter, which is located within the segment specifically
devoted to wild quadrupeds (al-qawl fº al-¥ayaw¸n al-
wa¥sh); the two are separated by seven intervening
chapters treating other animals. This apparently cur-
ious arrangement may be best accounted for on the
supposition that the compiler of the Na{t was actually
unaware that the animal discussed in the later chapter
was to be associated with the unicorn. In fact, only
the earlier chapter is explicitly related to the unicorn,
and it is solely through external evidence that a
connection between the two can be established. Where-
as the first actually names the unicorn, kardunn,36 the
second, despite containing a narrative identifiable as
unicorn lore, refers only to a generic d¸bba.37 Both
chapters, it may be noted, are structurally atypical; each
one provides us with a fascinating and unusually
extended narrative, and the first is also exceptional
in that it contains two miniatures.

The beginning of the first chapter is deceptive, since
the heading (folio 196r) makes no mention of the
unicorn but instead reads, “Characteristics of the
animal (d¸bba) called [wa]{l38 (mountain goat) in
Syriac. Some people call it rºm¸ (white gazelle).” There
follows immediately the first miniature (fig. 1), which
depicts a hoofed quadruped without horns. The
ensuing text (fig. 2) begins prosaically enough with a
comparative definition of its size. But soon there is
mention of the telltale horn, and after the ensuing
account of the method used to capture this animal, it
is referred to as the kardunn (fig.3). The second

miniature, which is placed after this reference, is
accordingly captioned “Representation of the kardunn”
and depicts a unicorn (fig. 4). The complete text fol-
lowing the first miniature reads as follows (figs. 1–5):

[Folio 196r] This animal is, in bulk, as small as a kid,
which it resembles. It is very quiet, but it has such strength
and speed [folio 196v] that the hunters cannot capture
it. It has a single long horn in the middle of its head,
erect and straight, with which it butts other animals and
fights with them. Nothing can defeat it. The strategy used
to hunt it is that a young pure virgin is put in its path.
When the animal sees her it jumps into her lap as if it
wants to suckle, this being a natural inclination in this

Fig. 1. Fol. 196r: The rºm¸ (white gazelle), part of the lore
of the unicorn, folio 23.5 × 16 cm; miniature 11.1 × 13 cm.
Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n, North Jazira (?), ca 1220.
London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the
British Library)
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beast. And when it is in her lap it suckles her breasts,
even though there is no milk in them, until it becomes
like someone drunk from wine or someone drowsy with
[folio 197r] sleep. The hunters come to it when it is in
that condition and tie it up securely. It is by means of
this stratagem that this animal is hunted. People say that
it is widespread in the regions of Nubia and Abyssinia.
Mu¥ammad ibn M¢s¸ al-Munajjim, in the Kit¸b al-mam¸lik
wa al-mas¸lik said that the kardunn...has one horn a cubit
long and two fists thick. When split it is possible to see
inside it a blackness within its whiteness, [folio 197v, with
the heading “Representation of the kardunn” followed
by a miniature] and shapes like the figure of a man or
an animal or a fish or other things. The Chinese make
belts out of it, and one belt can reach the value of a
hundred [folio 198r, fig. 5] to a thousand and even three

thousand dinars, and even more. It can kill the elephant.
Usefulness of the kardunn: If part of its horn is heated
it exudes smells and it is a protection against magic and
things of that sort. The Chinese kings hang it on
themselves as a protection against all evil things. This
animal is not mentioned in the Book of Characteristics
(Kit¸b al-na{t), but it is found in the Book by Ibn
Bakhtishu{ so I have mentioned it here.

The second section devoted to the unicorn follows after
intervening material on seven other “wild quadrupeds”:
the gazelle, the hedgehog, the mountain sheep, the
steinbock, the skink, the lion, and a beast called
jam¢m¢n. Uncharacteristically, the title of this second
section (folio 211v, fig. 6) defines the animal to be
discussed not by name but by habitat: “Characteristics

Figs. 2 (right) and 3 (left). Fols. 196v and 197r: Text of the chapter on the Unicorn, folios 23.5 × 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{,
Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
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of the animal (d¸bba) that lives in the Shahr¢s39 desert
in the Oriental region.” The ensuing text can be
considered one of the most attractive pieces of narrative
in medieval Arabic scientific literature:

This beast is small, with two horns similar to the horns
of the antelope. It lives in this desert, in which dwell
predatory animals, wild animals, and birds that are
accustomed to it. It [folio 212r, fig. 7] lives off the
herbage, green parts, and trees of the desert. In the
desert there are valleys through which water flows in
winter and spring, only to dry up in summer. Then,
throughout the whole length and breadth of this desert,
there is no watercourse or place with water in it, except

for one pool into which these rivers flow when they
contain water. There the water collects, but when it has
done so it becomes a deadly poison, and any animal that
drinks it dies immediately. So the animals in that desert
avoid it and do not [folio 212v, fig. 8] drink it at all.
They continue in this manner until, thirst-stricken, they
are at the point of death, with no escape from that desert
and nowhere in it where they may seek water. Then they
all gather around this animal and beseech it submissively
and humbly in order to appeal to it. In this appeal are
united all the carnivores and herbivores, which are
naturally hostile to one another. When it sees them acting
thus it responds and proceeds to lead them like their
Prince with them as followers [folio 213r: miniature titled

Fig. 4 (right). Fol. 197v: The kardunn (unicorn), 12 × 13.5 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library,
Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
Fig. 5 (left). Fol. 198r: Text of the chapter on the unicorn, folio 23.5 × 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London,
British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
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“Representation of the animal (d¸bba), with all the wild
animals behind it, and the pool,” fig. 9] behind it, and
when it reaches that pool it bathes in it [folio 213v, fig.
10] and bathes its horns repeatedly in its water. Then it
begins to drink the water, and after that the wild beasts
and predatory animals go down to the water and drink
and bathe in that poisonous pool, the water of which
has become fresh and good. It remains sweet and good
to drink for thirty nights, and then it reverts to its previous
state, so they avoid it. Then, they go back to the d¸bba
to beseech it to do the same again. Things continue in
the way we have described until winter comes and there
is abundant water, when they can dispense with all that.

It is clear that this section, with its single, unified
dramatic story and its absence of any medicinal pre-

scriptions, conforms not at all to the normal bipar-
tite expository pattern of na{t plus man¸fi{. But the
previous section, too, only partially conforms, for its
brief man¸fi{ part is followed by a frank admission
that the preceding narrative does not derive from the
na{t material. In exploring the ramifications of the
textual tradition within which both may be situated,
we should first turn to the ancestor of medieval bes-
tiaries, the Physiologus, where we find the basic out-
line of unicorn’s capture, but with the suckling vir-
gin already identified with the Virgin Mary. Much later,
we encounter, at the opposite extreme from this
Christianized and moralizing version, a fascinating
reworking of the narrative, projected onto real ani-

Figs. 6 (right) and 7 (left). Fol. 211v and 212r: Text of the chapter on the d¸bba that lives in the Shahr¢s desert, folios 23.5
× 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
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mals. This appears in Urreta’s Historia ... de los Grandes
y Remotos Reynos de la Etiopia,40 written in 1610:

The first wild animal we are going to discuss is the most
wild, the rhinoceros: on the top of the nostril there is a
horn, very big, large, sharpening towards the point, hard,
and so sharp that it can penetrate anything...This ani-
mal is so strong, brave, and wild that it is not possible
to hunt it alive, but it is possible to kill it with a stratagem
...They live in the province of Goyame at the bottom of
the Mountains of the Moon, at the sources of the river
Nile. When the hunters hear that a rhinoceros is near
at hand, they prepare their guns and take a female
monkey, trained for this specific purpose, and bring her

to the place where the rhinoceros has been reported
to be. When the monkey sees the rhinoceros she begins
to jump, dance, and play a lot of tricks to attract him.
The rhinoceros likes this entertainment, and the monkey
is able to throw one leg over his back. Then she begins
scratching and rubbing his hide, giving him great
pleasure. Finally, she jumps on the ground again and
starts to rub his belly, and the rhinoceros is so pleased
that he stretches himself out upon the ground, overcome
with pleasure. At this point the hunters, who have been
hidden in some safe place, come up with their weapons
and shoot him in the navel, which is the most delicate
part of the animal, and kill him.

Fig. 8 (right). Fol. 212v: Text of the chapter on the d¸bba that lives in the Shahr¢s desert, folio 23.5 × 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{,
Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy of the British Library)
Fig 9 (left). Fol. 213r: The d¸bba that lives in the Shahr¢s desert, with the wild animals behind it and the pool (part of the
lore of the unicorn), 15.5 × 15.5 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo: courtesy
of the British Library)
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In his study, Lore of the Unicorn, Shepard is clearly cor-
rect in thinking that this tale is closely related to the
virgin-capture story.41 But he fails to relate how Urreta’s
account of the rhinoceros ends: “This animal is not
to be confused with the unicorn (monoceros in Greek)
as some people claim, because they are in fact two
completely different animals.” This statement is fol-
lowed immediately by an account of the unicorn:

The unicorn, in fact, is a symbol of a loving heart, noble
and amiable. This animal, one of the most fierce and
brave beasts bred in the mountains, becomes tame when
it sees a virgin, and falls at her feet. These unicorns are

found in the same province of Goyame, at the bottom
of the Mountains of the Moon...

We thus have a paradox: a pseudo-naturalistic trans-
formation of the legend is juxtaposed with a reduced
version of it, while the author explicitly denies any
relationship between the two and at the same time
emphasizes identity of location. Although the legend
of the virgin-capture was well known in the West and
was repeatedly told over the centuries by authors
dealing with the unicorn, what is particularly puzzling
is that there is no earlier source, as far as I have
ascertained, for Urreta’s “naturalistic” version of it.42

In any case, it can hardly be fortuitous that the East
African—or more precisely Ethiopian/Abyssinian—
locus given by Urreta is the same as that specified for
the unicorn in the Na{t. On the other hand, it may be
no more than a pleasing coincidence (or more likely
the reflection of an Orientalist convention) that Marcel
Devic relocates to Ethiopia another unicorn narrative,43

substituting that setting for the vague “Moorish-land”
where his source, Laurens Catelan, a French author
of the seventeenth century, situated a version of the
legend that forms the second major narrative in the
Na{t.44

This likewise presents us with intriguing problems
of transmission. It too can certainly be traced back to
the Greek Physiologus, in which the animal in question
is again the unicorn, and not, as in the Na{t, an
antelope-like creature with two horns. In the Physio-
logus, when the animals assemble in the evening be-
side the great water, they find that a serpent has left
its venom floating upon the surface. They see or smell
the venom and do not drink, but wait for the unicorn.
At last it comes, steps into the water and, in another
Christianizing gesture, makes the sign of the cross over
it with its horn, thus rendering the water drinkable
again.

The link between this version and that in the Na{t
remains to be investigated, but as yet no intermediary
has come to light. There is evidence, however, that
this legend was known in learned circles in western
Europe long before Catelan, for it appears—alongside
the theme of the virgin-capture—in a well-known Latin
poem written by Natalis Comes around 1550.45 Here,
interestingly, the story of the water is set in India, on
the banks of the Ganges. But there is also an earlier,
if more obscure, reference, which appears in the form
of an eyewitness account. One John of Hesse, a priest
of Utrecht, visited the Holy Land in 1389 and reported:

Fig. 10. Fol. 213v: text of the chapter on the d¸bba that lives
in the Shahr¢s desert, folio 23.5 × 16 cm. Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{, Kit¸b
na{t al-¥ayaw¸n. London, British Library, Or. 2784. (Photo:
courtesy of the British Library)
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Near the field of Helyon, there is a river called Marah,
the water of which is very bitter, into which Moses struck
his staff and made the water sweet so that the people
of Israel might drink. And even in our times, it is said,
venomous animals poison that water after the setting
of the sun, so that the good animals cannot drink of it;
but in the morning, after the sunrise, the unicorn comes
and dips his horn into the stream, driving the poison
from it so that the good animals can drink there dur-
ing the day. This I have seen myself.46

In view of the fact that all these versions follow the
Physiologus in identifying as the unicorn the animal that
purifies poisonous water, it is difficult to avoid the
conclusion that the version in the Na{t also derives from
the lore of the unicorn. But how the identification of
the animal was lost must remain a matter of conjecture,
although it is relevant to note that, unlike “unicorn,”
the Arabic term kardunn contains no etymological
indication of the animal’s appearance. Thus it is hardly
surprising to find al-{Awfº, in the early thirteenth
century, asserting that it has two horns.47 The text of
the Na{t appears to have anticipated this, and to have
taken the further step of discarding the appellation
kardunn in favor of the virtual anonymity of d¸bba. A
similar blurring of identity may be observed in the
related Escorial and Paris bestiaries, despite the reten-
tion in each of them of the heading karkadann (a
variant of kardunn) above the section containing the
virgin-capture legend.48 The karkadann, their text
explains, is an animal called by the Arabs ¥arºsh and
by Syriac speakers (sury¸niyy¢n) rºm¸. In these two later
bestiaries the names karkadann and rºm¸ are associated
with the same animal, whereas in the Na{t they are
clearly distinguished, each being illustrated by a
separate miniature. (Similar problems of identification
occur in the West, where the unicorn may be confused
with the gazelle, the oryx, the ass, the rhinoceros, or
even the hippopotamus.)49

But the other illustrated manuscripts of the Ibn
Bakhtishu{ tradition also differ from the Na{t in more
significant respects, the most striking of which is that
they all omit the narrative of the poisoned water, as
does the later Arabic bestiary tradition represented by
al-Kahhal and al-Damiri; the Na{t is thus unique among
the various Arabic and Persian versions in including
it. On the other hand, all contain the legend of the
capture of the unicorn, but with one significant dif-
ference: in the Na{t it is specified that the unicorn wants
to suckle a virgin’s breasts, but in the Morgan Man¸fi{50

the paradox of the suckling virgin is avoided by sub-

stituting a beautiful girl from a brothel, who tempts
the animal with her breasts. The animal (represented
as a small kid with two horns) suckles for about an
hour and then falls asleep from the milk, upon which
the story ends with the exclamation, “Allah knows best”
(folio 54r and v). In its overt rather than muted
sexuality, this version could be viewed as a transition
to the monkey-and-rhinoceros version, with its amusing
and explicit parody of seduction and male subjugation.

 There is also some distance between the source
version of the legend of the water and the version in
the Na{t. In the Na{t, the elision of the unicorn is
reinforced by the separation of the section in question
from the preceding unicorn narrative by the accounts
of seven other animals. But the position of the water
narrative, it may be argued, is by no means random.
It concludes the treatment of all quadrupeds, domes-
tic and wild (being followed by the opening of the
second section of the manuscript, on birds), and it
seems hardly fortuitous that it should harmoniously
assemble in its text “all the animals—carnivores and
herbivores—that are naturally hostile to one another”
(folio 212v). Just as the unicorn generates layers of
Christological significance, so this concluding d¸bba
stands for the leader of the community of animals; it
“proceeds to lead them like their Prince (amºr) with
them as followers,” and its ability to render the poison-
ous water sweet and drinkable may be readily associated
with the standard collocation of water and princely
munificence. In this madº¥ (panegyric) topos, a general
parallel is established between the bounty of the Prince
and the sea or the rain,51 while in the particular pre-
Islamic instance of the extended simile by which al-
A{sh¸ praises Qays, the association culminates in a
“fluvial” generosity that the people may count on in
times of dearth,52 as do the animals in the Na{t.

Despite the central role of the unicorn in the earliest
extant version, it is difficult not to think that the
narrative in the Na{t was adopted ready-made—in other
words, that the unicorn had been discarded at some
earlier stage in transmission. Accordingly, as a mat-
ter of authorial intention, the composition of the Na{t
cannot be regarded as manifesting a deliberate sep-
aration of related material. Equally, the elision of the
unicorn from the water legend means that the minia-
ture illustrating it cannot be regarded as forming part
of a unicorn cycle, and it therefore needs to be con-
sidered separately.
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THE MINIATURES

Initially, the two miniatures included within the kar-
dunn section (figs. 1–5) also appear quite unrelated,
in the obvious sense that they depict very different
animals. At the same time, however, they may be
viewed as forming a complementary pair, directly
related to the text they enclose, but differing radi-
cally due to their positions with respect to the core
narrative of capture. The first (fig. 1), which precedes
the narrative, echoes the wa{l / rºm¸ of the title above
and the beginning of the text beneath, which defines
the animal in question as resembling a kid in size.
Accordingly, the artist provides a homely depiction
of a hoofed quadruped that is typologically in full
accord with the preceding and following miniatures
of such related animals as the antelope or deer and
is placed in a familiar relationship with vegetation
and the ubiquitous band of grass beneath. Everything
points to a modest herbivore with no extraordinary
attributes, and the animal is, moreover, depicted as
hornless, thereby creating in the reader a sense of
zoological familiarity, which is about to be abruptly
contradicted in the text by the mention of a single
horn and by the onset of the description of the cap-
ture stratagem. Assuming, as we surely must, that the
painter did not produce this miniature in ignorance
of the following text, it is difficult to avoid the con-
clusion that he is consciously contributing to the
dramatic plotting of the narrative by visually thwart-
ing its line of development and thereby creating false
expectations in the reader. By suggesting a continu-
ation with the quotidian rather than introducing the
extraordinary, the first miniature enhances the reac-
tion of surprise and astonishment at what follows.

The second miniature (fig. 4) follows the conclusion
of the capture narrative as soon as the page layout
permits, at the top of folio 197v. Here the painter exults
in the imaginary, providing the legendary animal not
only with a single horn but also with wings.53 Fur-
thermore, the composition of this image is explicitly
contrasted with that of the preceding miniature; its
subject is given special emphasis by being depicted
alone, without any trammels of landscape to impede
flight. The legs and tail of the creature indicate dy-
namic movement, in contrast to the stillness of the
animal in the first miniature, and its mythical aspect
is emphasized by the long, pointed horn angled dra-
matically back from its forward-thrusting body and by
the sweeping curve of its arched wings. The heading

above this image is a bold ª¢rat al-kardunn (image of
the kardunn), with no descriptive or narrative addition
(and an incidental felicitous punning aspect: The
miniature is positioned so that the first word of the
text beneath it is ªur¸, referring to the various images
revealed in a cross-section of the horn).

The two miniatures thus form a considered counter-
point to the text that they enclose; their connection
to it is at once clear and oblique, neither one being
simply an illustrative appendage. Indeed, they are both
singularly devoid of narrative elements; their function
is to frame rather than to paraphrase, unless the stark
contrast in content between them can be said to
comment on the intervening textual transformation
of the mundane into the fabulous. Ultimately, however,
their relationship is one of a dynamic opposition
directed more to each other than to the text they
purport to serve, and to the extent that this is so, their
artist consciously stakes out an autonomous pictorial
domain.

 These two miniatures could even be termed iconic
in relation to the confusion of the sources regarding
the unicorn and its identification. In contrast, the
miniature of the d¸bba in the water legend reflects no
such ambiguity, nor does it stand outside the narrative
(fig. 9). Rather, it represents the particular moment
in the lore of the fantastic beast in the desert of Shahr¢s
when all the different animals wait for it to transform
the poisonous water into good water. From a Western
perspective, illustrating this moment of stasis could
be seen as inappropriate for a highly dramatic text.
One might rather expect that the most obvious pas-
sage for illustration would be that describing the beast
actually dipping its horn into the water. Indeed it is
this moment that is illustrated in an iconographic
tradition in the West, albeit one that is neither wide-
spread nor very well known. A splendid example is
provided by a sixteenth-century tapestry—one of a
series in the Cloisters Museum in New York repre-
senting the hunt of the unicorn. It shows the exact
moment when the unicorn dips its horn into the wa-
ter and all the animals around the pool watch and wait
for their turn to drink.54 But a fundamental difference
between a tapestry and a miniature is precisely that
the tapestry has to internalize the narrative pictorially
and render it explicit, while accompanying text allows
the miniature to omit as well as to include—to select
more freely the moments and motifs to be illustrated.

In the case of the d¸bba, the narrative begins on
folio 211v and the miniature comes on folio 213r,
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exactly at the point where the text says that the d¸bba
is arriving at the pool. Clearly the layout is carefully
planned, and it is difficult to imagine that the painter
was not instrumental in deciding where the scribe
should leave space for the miniature, that is, in selecting
precisely what he wanted to illustrate. But the fact that
he chooses the instant before the lifesaving act of
purification is not totally surprising; it is a moment
of keen anticipation, intrinsically no less dramatic
than that in the tapestry. He stresses, rather, the sus-
pense—the pause before resolution with all its at-
tendant tension. That tension is immediately resolved
as the eye passes over the miniature to the one crucial
line of text below it, which informs us that the d¸bba
does indeed enter the pool.

If, in this case, the miniature is fully integrated within
the text and explicitly represents a climactic moment
of it, it also adds, by means of its visual narrative, a
gloss on the textual equation of the d¸bba with the
princely savior of the community. Larger than the norm
and centrally placed on the page, with just a one-line
title above it and one line of text below it, the miniature
has at its midpoint the dominant figure of the d¸bba,
the animal-prince, flanked on each side by another
animal. These two may be taken as representatives of
the carnivores and herbivores, and they certainly stand
for “all the wild beasts”(al-wu¥¢sh jamº{an) in the title
above them. As portrayed, they may be identified
respectively as a somewhat less-than-ferocious car-
nivore, the fox, and an auspicious herbivore, the hare;
smaller and subordinate in relation to the d¸bba, they
know their place. In addition, it can hardly be for-
tuitous that the d¸bba is centrally positioned on the
vertical axis, even if it is perhaps fanciful to read the
conventional compositional elements of tree, grass
strip, and pool as untamed counterparts of the palace
garden. In any event, the moment is not just anti-
cipatory but expresses of the power, status, and
authority of the prince as he dominates both his
subjects and his environment.

Were the Na{t to have been a gift for a princely
patron, the presence of his metaphorical equivalent
in the miniature could well have been read not just
as homage but also as a prompt to the performance
of comparable acts of succor and generosity. By being
identified with the d¸bba-deliverer, the patron is tacitly
encouraged to act with appropriate munificence. But
this interpretation points beyond the relationship of
text and image to that of image and reader, and hence
to cultural codes as determinants of meaning; bringing

such factors into play allows for further interpretative
possibilities. Consideration of the Ibn Bakhtishu{ cor-
pus as a whole, for example, might suggest that behind
the equation of d¸bba and prince lies a more complex
social world with various centers of production and
consumption, one in which such manuscripts were not
necessarily presented to, or produced at the behest
of, the ruler but represented the incorporation of
facets of court culture within the intellectual world
of scholarship. The location of the Na{t within such a
milieu would give particular meaning to the visual
discourse of the prefatory illustrations that deal with
the transmission of knowledge and accord prominence
to the sage as well as to the prince.

The individual paintings discussed here thus illu-
minate and are illuminated by the texts, to which they
relate in simultaneously bold and subtle ways. But even
if the two narratives in question are exceptionally
extended and vivid, giving ample scope for visual
invention, the discussion above nevertheless relates
methodologically to the need, increasingly recognized
in current scholarship, to pay constant heed to the
dynamics of the relationship between text and minia-
ture. Concerning the Na{t, some of the remainder of
its text is different in nature, so that other forms of
text-miniature interaction need to be considered.
Narrative elements, for example, may be added in a
miniature and verbalized in its heading, as with the
“Representation of the tortoise, which has just caught
a bird that has fallen into the water” (folio 82r); more
generally, we find careful positioning of the miniature
in relation to its text environment. Titles, in particular,
have the effect of inserting the figural reading of the
miniature within the literal reading of the surround-
ing text; at the same time a title itself may be visually
integrated within the miniature. In the case of the tor-
toise, the title runs along the left side of the minia-
ture, thereby framing it, while in other miniatures it
serves to provide a horizontal upper border, a counter-
part to the strip of grass that delimits the bottom. But
in addition to marking it off, the title may be included
within the miniature, threaded between the branches
of the tree to give tangible form to the constant
interweaving of textual and visual readings that the
study of such illustrated manuscripts requires.

School of Oriental and African Studies
London University
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Author’s note: Although I have studied the so-called Ibn Bakhtishu{
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to May 2001, and it has been conceived as a prelude to my forth-
coming book on the bestiaries. My warm thanks to Professor
Gülru Necipo¯lu for her gracious welcome and assistance. My
gratitude also goes to Professor Michael Rogers, who has read
and commented on a draft of this article. I should also like to
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York.
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source.

7. See D. M. Dunlop, “Bºm¸rist¸n,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2d ed.
8. This text is extant in a manuscript in Leiden, no. 1332= Cod.

584, 2 Warn., dated 617 (1221). It has been edited and trans-
lated by F. Klein-Franke, Ab¢ Sa{ºd Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{: Ris¸lah fº
«ibb an-nafsanºyah (Über die Heilung der Krankheiten der Seele
und des Körpers), Recherches, n. s., Orient chrétien, vol. 4 (Beirut,
1977).

9. Ibid., p. 17; see also F. Klein-Franke, Vorlesungen über die
Medizin im Islam, Sudhoffs Archiv, Beiheft 23 (Wiesbaden,
1982), p. 103.

10. See M. W. Dols, Medieval Islamic Medicine: Ibn Ridw¸n’s Trea-
tise “On the Prevention of Bodily Ills in Egypt,” trans. with an
introduction by M. W. Dols; Arabic text ed. A. S. Gamal (Uni-
versity of California Press, 1984), which has the Arabic text
and a translation with a comprehensive introduction and
bibliography on medicine in Islam. For Ibn Ridwan, see Ibn
Abi Usaybi{a, {Uy¢n al-anb¸}, 2, p. 99.

11. We know that Christian physicians were still employed at
the caliphal court in the thirteenth century: J. M. Fiey,
Chrétiens syriaques sous les Abbasides surtout à Baghdad (749–
1258) (Louvain, 1980), pp. 251–55.

12. British Library, Or. 2784.
13. Abu al-Khayr is the author of a medical work called Al-Iqti¤¸b

and of poems in Syriac. Ibn al-Qifti, Tarºkh al-¥ukam¸}
(Leipzig, 1903), pp. 332–33; J. Baumstark, Geschichte der
syrischen Litteratur (Bonn, 1922), p. 306; A. Hartmann, An-
N¸ªir li-Dºn All¸h (1180–1225) (Berlin and New York, 1975),
pp. 298–300.

14. Described by Ibn Jubayr in 1184: “Entre al-Shari et le quartier
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de la Porte de Basra se trouve la Suq de l’Hospice, qui est
une petite cité où est situé l’hospice célèbre de Baghdad,
sur le Tigre. Les médecins le visitent le lundi et le jeudi, y
examinent l’état des malades et prescrivent le traitement
qui leur veillent à la préparation des remèdes et aux régimes.
C’est un grand édifice, avec des salles isolées (maqasir), des
chambres, et toutes les commodités des constructions royales.
L’eau y pénètre, venant du Tigre.” Quoted in Fiey, Chrétiens
syriaques, p. 255.

15. In 1942 the Na{t was discussed in relation to the so-called
Baghdad school in H. Buchthal, “Early Islamic Miniatures
from Baghdad,” The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 5 (1942):
19–39.

16. The literature on the Western bestiary is vast. The problem
of text and image was approached at an early stage, such as
in the 1942 work by S. A. Ives and H. Lehmann-Haupt, An
English Thirteenth-Century Bestiary: A New Discovery in Technique
of Medieval Illumination (New York, 1942). There are many
studies on specific manuscripts, e.g., T. H. White, The Book
of Beasts: Being a Translation from a Latin Bestiary of the Twelfth
Century (London, 1954) and R. Barber, Bestiary: Being an
English Version of the Bodleian Library, Oxford, M.S. Bodley 764
(Woodbridge, 1999; first ed. The Folio Society, 1992), both
of which include reproductions of the miniatures. More
recently, studies have also focused not only on the relation-
ship between text and image, but also on socio-historical
context. See, for example, D. Hassig, Medieval Bestiaries: Text,
Image, Ideology (Cambridge, 1995) and R. Baxter, Bestiaries
and Their Users in the Middle Ages (London, 1998). See also
note 29 for further bibliographical references.

17. As, for example, in K. Weitzmann, Illustrations in Roll and
Codex: A Study of the Origin and Method of Text Illustration
(Princeton, 1947).

18. C. Adle, “Recherche sur le module et le tracé correcteur
dans la miniature orientale,” Le monde iranian et l’Islam, vol.
3 (Geneva and Paris, 1975) pp. 81–105.

19. As an important early work on Islamic painting that exhib-
its this approach, one may cite F. R. Martin, The Miniature
Painting and Painters of Persia, India, and Turkey from the Eighth
to the Eighteenth Century, 2 vols. (London, 1912). Note that
although Martin includes a few examples of early Arab paint-
ing, he does not mention it in the title.

20. On the relationship between the two, especially with regard
to the 1295–99 Kit¸b man¸fi{ al-¥ayaw¸n in Persian (Pierpont
Morgan Library, M 500), see A. Contadini, “The Horse in
Two Manuscripts of Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{’s Kit¸b man¸fi{ al-¥ayaw¸n,
in D. Alexander, ed., Furusiyya: The Horse in the Art of the Near
East, 2 vols.(Riyad, 1996), vol. 1, pp.142–47.

21. The most important previous studies relate to the various
illustrated manuscripts of the Maq¸m¸t. See, for example,
O. Grabar, The Illustrations of the Maq¸m¸t (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1984) and D. James,
“Space-Forms in the Work of Baghdad Maq¸m¸t Illustrators,
1225–58,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
37 (1974): 305–20). But while these may discuss the rela-
tionship between miniatures, they do not consider in any
detail the relationship between miniatures and text. For this
we must turn to the excellent, integrated study of an early
manuscript in Arabic (probably produced in a Persian en-
vironment, however) by P. Soucek, “An Illustrated Manu-

script of al-Bºr¢nº’s Chronology of Ancient Nations,” in P. J.
Chelkowski, The Scholar and the Saint: Studies in Commemora-
tion of Ab¢}l-Rayhan al-Bir¢nº and Jal¸l al-Dºn al-R¢mº (New
York, 1975), pp. 103–168.

22. See, for example, O. Pancaro¯lu, “Socializing Medicine:
Illustrations of the Kit¸b al-Diry¸q,” Muqarnas 18 (2001): 155–
72.

23. Ibn Abi Usaybi{a, {Uy¢n al-anb¸}, vol. 1, p. 69.
24. Hajji Khalifa, Kashf al-zun¢n, Lexicon bibliographicum et enciclo-

pedicum, 7 vols. (Leipzig, 1837), vol. 3, p. 121, and vol. 6, p.
362 respectively.

25. This is mentioned by various sources including al-Damiri;
see Ullmann, Die Natur, vol. 2, p. 23 and note 4.

26. The passages in question are the following (square brack-
ets indicate my reconstruction of a missing or faded word
or passage): Fols. 94r–v: “Here ends the first part of the Kit¸b
Na{t al-¥ayaw¸n by Aristotle and [the Kit¸b] Man¸fi{ [al-
¥ayaw¸n] by {Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra}il ibn Bakhtishu{.” (This
is the end of Man, Woman, and Quadrupeds. Birds follow.)
Fols. 95r–v: “The author of this book says: when I read what
the sage Aristotle said in his book on the characteristics of
animals and found that he had not mentioned their useful-
ness, I wanted to [add what has been mentioned by the sage
{Ubayd Allah ibn Jibra}il] ibn Bakhtishu{ on the usefulness
of animals, to make this book complete. I began it with the
book of Aristotle and I [finished] it with the book by Ibn
Bakhtishu{. (That is, for the treatment of each animal, the
Aristotelian material precedes that derived from Ibn Bakh-
tishu{.) Everything quoted from Aristotle is na{t, and every-
thing quoted from Ibn Bakhtishu{ is manfa{. These two
indications enable us to dispense with repeating their names.
It is Allah who grants success.” Fol. 198r, at the end of the
treatment of the unicorn: “This animal receives no mention
in the Book of Characteristics, but it is found in the Book
by Ibn Bakhtishu{, so I have mentioned it here.”

27. As in British Library, Add. 7511.
28. See I. Bekker’s edition of Aristotle’s Historia Animalium:

Aristoteles Opera, 5 vols., (Berlin, 1831–70). See also Aristotelis
Opera Omnia, Graece et Latine, ed. A. Firmin-Didot, 5 vols.
(Paris, 1874–78), where the Greek version is based on Bekker;
in particular see vol. 3: De Animalibus Historia, pp. 1–217.
For recent editions, see D. M. Balme, Aristotle: Historia anima-
lium, Books 1–10 (Cambridge, 2000), and J. G. Lennox,
Aristotle: De partibus animalium, Books 1–4 (Oxford, 2001).

29. For Timotheus of Gaza, see M. Haupt, “Excerpta ex Timo-
thei Gazaei libris de animalibus,” Hermes 3 (1869): 1–30;
F. S. Bodenheimer and A. Rabinowitz, Timotheus of Gaza’s
Book on Animals: Fragment of a Byzantine Paraphrase of an Ani-
mal-Book of the Fifth Century A.D. (Leiden, 1949). See also
Ullmann, Die Natur, vol. 2, p. 15. For a general view of the
Arabic transmission of pseudo-Aristotelian texts, see C. E.
Dubler, “Über arabische Pseudo-Aristotelica,” Asiatische
Studien 14 (1961): 33–92; see also R. Kruk, Aristoteles semiticus-
latinus: The Arabic Version of Aristotle’s Parts of Animals: Book
XI–XIV of the Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n (Oxford, 1979). For general
studies on the Arabic transmission of Greek science, see M.
Steinschneider, Die arabischen Übersetzungen aus dem Griechi-
schen (Leipzig: Académie des Inscriptions, 1897); F. Gabrieli,
“L’eredità classica nel medioevo musulmano,” Scientia (Jan.–
Feb. 1949): 15–18, and de Lacy O’Leary, Greek Science. For
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science and medicine, in addition to the fundamental and
scholarly work by Ullmann, Die Natur, see C. Elgood, A Medical
History of Persia and the Eastern Caliphate from the Earliest Times
until the Year A.D. 1932 (Cambridge, 1951); M. Plessner, “Storia
delle scienze nell’Islam,” Le Civiltà dell’Oriente 3 (1958): 449–
92; V. F. Wüstenfeld, Geschichte der arabischen Ärzte und
Naturforscher (Hildesheim, 1963); M. Ullmann, Islamic Medi-
cine (Edinburgh, 1978).

30. Various places from Egypt to Syria and a date between the
second and the fourth century have been suggested. The
literature on the Physiologus is vast. The text has been stud-
ied in the different editions of the Greek and Latin versions.
The classical works on it, still fundamental, are: F. Lauchert,
Geschichte des Physiologus (Strasburg, 1889), with an edition
of the Greek Physiologus in the appendix (pp. 229–79), based
on a still limited number of manuscripts; E. Peters, Der
griechische Physiologus und seine orientalischen Übersetzungen
(Berlin, 1898); J. Strzygowski, Der Bilderkreis des griechischen
Physiologus (Leipzig, 1899); F. Sbordone, Ricerche sulle fonti
e sulla composizione del Physiologus greco (Napoli, 1936), based
on the collation of some 70 codices. The “physiological”
material is subdivided into three fundamental redactions:
the original, the Byzantine, and the pseudo-Basilian. See F.
Zambon, Il Fisiologo (Milan, 1982; 1st ed. 1979), which con-
tains an exhaustive bibliography concerning the different
editions and studies of this text. For the Greek Physiologus
see also Sbordone, Ricerche; F. J. Carmody, Physiologus: The
Very Ancient Book of Beasts, Plants, and Stones, Translated from
Greek and Other Languages (San Francisco, 1953); D. Offer-
manns, Der Physiologus nach den Handschriften G und M (Mei-
senheim am Glan, 1966), where the very important cod. G,
Pierpont Morgan Library, Ms. 397, not known by Sbordone,
is published together with the already-known cod. M. See
also D. Kaimakis, ed., Der Physiologus nach der ersten Redaktion
(Meisenheim am Glan, 1974). For the Latin Physiologus see
also G. Heider, ed., Physiologus. Nach einer Handschrift des XI
Jahrhunderts (Vienna, 1851); F. J. Carmody, Physiologus Latinus,
versio B (Paris, 1939); F. J. Carmody, Physiologus Latinus, versio
Y (University of California, Publications in Classical Philol-
ogy 12, 1941); F. Maurer, ed., Der altdeutsche Physiologus: Die
Millstatter Reimfassung und die Wiener Prosa (Altdeutsche
Textbibliothek 67, 1966); M. J. Curley, Physiologus (Austin
and London: University of Texas Press, 1979), with an im-
portant introduction. On the history of the Physiologus in
the Middle Ages, see N. Henkel, Studien zum Physiologus im
Mittelalter (Tübingen, 1976); also H. Wirtjes, The Middle
English Physiologus (Oxford, 1991), which is a critical edition
of British Library MS Arundel 292, datable to 1300. For
integrated studies on the Physiologus tradition and the Eu-
ropean bestiaries see, e.g., W. B. Clark and M. T. McMunn,
eds., Beasts and Birds of the Middle Ages: The Bestiary and Its
Legacy (Philadelphia, 1989); D. Hassig, ed., The Mark of the
Beast: The Medieval Bestiary in Art, Life, and Literature (New
York and London, 1999), with an appendix listing bestiary
and Physiologus manuscripts.

31. This tendency has its first bases already in al-Jahiz (d. 868),
who can be considered the Islamic precursor of animal
psychology. For al-Jahiz’s biography see Taha al-Hajiri, Al-
J¸¥i¬, ¥ay¸tuh wa-¸th¸ruh (Cairo: D¸r al-Ma{¸rif, 1962); also
C. Pellat, “al-Dj¸¥i¬,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2d ed.; M. Asin

Palacios, “El ‘Libro de los animales’ de Ŷ¸¥i¬,” Isis 14 (1930):
20–54. For a general study of al-Jahiz’s work, see M. Nefti
bel-Hakh, La psychologie des animaux chez les arabes, notamment
à travers le Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n de J¸¥i¬ (Paris, 1977), focused
on the psychological-intuitive character of the Kit¸b al-
¥ayaw¸n.

32. For this animal and its related tale and miniature, see A.
Contadini, “Musical Beasts: the Swan-Phoenix in the Ibn
Bakhtºsh¢{ Bestiaries,” in B. O’Kane, ed., Festschrift for Ro-
bert Hillenbrand, forthcoming.

33. {Isa ibn {Ali, a Nestorian physician educated at Jundishapur,
pupil of Hunayn ibn Ishaq, and physician to the Caliph al-
Mu{tamid (r. 870–892). He wrote a Kit¸b man¸fi{ a{¤¸} al-
¥ayaw¸n (“Book on the usefulness of the organs of animals”),
of which several manuscripts survive. See a list in Ullmann,
Die Natur, vol. 2, pp. 21–22; Ibn al-Nadim, The Fihrist of al-
Nadºm, ed. Bayard Dodge, 2 vols. (New York and London,
1970), p. 699: “{Isa ibn {Ali. He was one of the pupils of
Hunayn [ibn Ishaq] and an excellent man. Among his books
there was “The Benefits That Made Use of the Organs of
an Animal.” I have examined the manuscript in Berlin,
Staatsbibliothek, Ahlwardt 6240, 18th c. (?), and it is clear
that there is much material in common with the Ibn Bakh-
tishu{ bestiary; but at the same time the text is fundamen-
tally different in its organization.

34. Even further removed is the zoological classification of Ibn
Abi al-Ash{ath (10th c.), as recently discussed in R. Kruk,
“Ibn Abº l-Ash{ath’s Kit¸b al-¥ayaw¸n: a Scientific Approach
to Anthropology, Dietetics, and Zoological Systematics,” in
Zeitschrift für Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften,
(Frankfurt-am-Main, 2001), vol. 14, pp. 119–68. The Aris-
totelian material in the Na{t is again unrelated to that re-
corded by Marwazi; see R. Kruk, “On Animals: Excerpts of
Aristotle and Ibn Sºn¸ in Marwazº’s Þab¸}i{ al-¥ayaw¸n, in
C. Steel, G. Guldentops, and P. Beullens, eds., Aristotle’s
Animals in the Middle Ages and Renaissance (Leuven Univer-
sity Press, 1999), pp. 96–125.

35. The general bibliography on the relationship between text
and image is vast, but that for text and image in Islamic
representational art less so. One may recall, for example,
Weitzmann, Illustrations, and F. Rosenthal, “Poetry and Ar-
chitecture: The Badhanj,” Journal of Arabic Literature 8 (1977):
1–19. More recently, however, there has been a growing
interest in the subject. Among recent studies, see, for ex-
ample, the collection of articles in O. Grabar and C. Robin-
son, eds., Islamic Art and Literature (Princeton, 2001).

36. A variation of karkadann.
37. According to Lane, the meaning of d¸bba is “anything that

walks [or creeps or crawls] upon the earth. Its predominant
signification is ‘a beast that is ridden,’ especially a beast of
the equine kind.” See E. W. Lane, An Arabic-English Lexicon,
8 vols. (London, 1863–93), vol. 3, p. 842.

38. The manuscript has {l, which in this context yields no sen-
sible meaning in either Arabic or Syriac. Presumably (Ara-
bic) wa{l was intended (or possibly a Syriac cognate form
with initial y). But it is not certain that sury¸niyya here de-
notes a language rather than the speech of a presumably
bilingual confessional community. Other bestiaries fail to
attest wa{l or a cognate form but do reflect a similar linguis-
tically confused situation in equating Arabic ¥arºsh (kid) with
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what “Syriac speakers” (sury¸niyy¢n) call rºm¸.
39. It has not been possible to identify the form of this name

in the classical language, nor a specific place called Shahr¢s
in the geographical dictionaries. It is most probably a mythi-
cal place.

40. Fray Luys de Urreta, Historia Ecclesiastica, Politica, Natural, y
Moral, de los Grandes y Remotos Reynos de la Etiopia, Monarchia
del Emperador, llamado Preste Juan de las India (Valencia, 1610),
chap. 25, p. 245.

41. O. Shepard, The Lore of the Unicorn (Boston and New York,
1930), pp. 67–68. This fundamental work on the legend of
the unicorn and its transmission in the West was the source
of inspiration for R. Ettinghausen, The Unicorn, Freer Gal-
lery of Art Occasional Papers 1, 3 (Washington, 1950).

42. Apparently it is not reported among the legends about the
Abyssinian unicorn—legends that could have an Indian
origin: Europeans relocated some of the tales that had been
once told of India to a nearer land, Ethiopia, which in any
case had been confused with India since Virgil’s time. Most
of these tales moved westward with Prester John, a legend-
ary figure who begins to take on definite shape in the mid-
twelfth century, and whose fabulous court had originally been
located somewhat vaguely in India. See L. Thorndike, A
History of Magic and Experimental Science, 4 vols. (New York,
1923), vol. 2, bk. 4, pp. 236–45; also E. Ullendorf and C. F.
Beckingham, The Hebrew Letters of Prester John (Oxford, 1982).

43. M. Devic, Le Pays des Zendjis ou la côte orientale d’Afrique au
moyen-âge (d’après les écrivains arabes) (Paris, 1883), p. 184.

44. L. Catelan, Histoire de la nature, chasse, vertus, propriétés, et usage
de la Lyocorne, par Laurens Catelan, maistre apoticquaire de
Montpellier (Montpellier, 1624), p. 11, where the story of the
water is still more similar to the version in the Na{t, again
with the exception that the animal is specified as a unicorn.
He says that these animals live in the Moorish lands, and
specifically in the areas conquered by Alexander. This is
related to the legend of the “hero” Alexander, who, as the
Sh¸hn¸ma tells us, when in the land of Habasha (Abyssinia
or Ethiopia) was able to kill the unicorn.

45. N. Comes, De Venatione (Venice, 1551), 4, 1, pp. 298 ff. These
lines treat both the water and the virgin-capture themes in
an unusual way, as though with rationalizing intent. In the
first, it is not the “dragons” or the “serpents” that have poi-
soned the waters, but veneniferae gentes. In the second, there
is no suggestion of religious allegory or of anything that
would seem supernatural to the author. The virgin-capture
is explained in terms of sexual attraction—an explanation
carefully avoided by the clerical writers for obvious reasons.
Natalis Comes ignores any prudery, asserting: Virgin amplexum
cupiit fera bellua.

46. Itinerarium Joannis de Hese presbyteri ad Hierusalem, first printed
in 1499. There are several texts of it, with unimportant varia-
tions between them. See F. Zarncke, Der Priester Johannes,
Abhandlungen der philologisch-historischen Classe der
Königlichen Sächsischen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften,
vol. 7, no. 8: 2 (Leipzig, 1879), pp. 162 ff.

47. In a passage by al-{Awfi, as reported by Hamdullah al-Mustawfi

al-Qazwini, The Zoological Section of the Nuzhatu al-Qul¢.b, ed.,
trans., and annot. J. Stephenson (London, 1928), pp. 48–
49 (translation pp. 33–34).

48. Ibn Bakhtishu{, Kit¸b man¸fi{ al-¥ayaw¸n, dated 755 (1354),
probably Damascus, now in the Royal Library of San Lorenzo
del Escorial, Ar. 898: see A. Contadini, “The Kit¸b man¸fi{
al-¥ayaw¸n in the Escorial Library,” Islamic Art 3 (1988–89):
33–57; and another illustrated copy of the same text dated
700 (1300), probably Egypt, now in the Bibliothèque natio-
nale in Paris, Ar. 2782: see A. Contadini, “The Kit¸b na{t al-
¥ayaw¸n (Book on the Characteristics of Animals), British
Library Or. 2784, and the ‘Ibn Bakhtºsh¢{’ Illustrated Bestia-
ries” (Ph.D. thesis, SOAS, University of London, 1992), pp.
166–70; also À l’ombre d’Avicenne: La médicine au temps des
califes, exhibition at the Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, 1996,
no. 32 with col. pls. on pp. 125–26 and 232. For the various
names for the unicorn, see F. Viré, “Karkaddan,” Encyclopaedia
of Islam, 2d ed., and Ettinghausen, The Unicorn, p. 6, note 2.

49. See Ettinghausen, The Unicorn, with a chapter entitled “The
Identification of the Animal” dedicated to this problem, pp.
6–11. For the identification of the animal in the Western
tradition, see Shepard, 1930, pp. 70–89.

50. Kit¸b man¸fi{ al-¥ayaw¸n, in Persian, dated between 1295 and
1299, produced in Maragha, now in New York, Pierpont
Morgan Library, M. 500, fol. 54r. See Contadini, The Kit¸b
na{t al-¥ayaw¸n, pp. 153–61 and B. Schmitz, Islamic and In-
dian Manuscripts and Paintings in the Pierpont Morgan Library
(New York, 1997), cat. no. 1. The relationship of this manu-
script with the tradition of the Ibn Bakhtishu{ bestiaries is
not as evident as hitherto thought. I have always wondered
why this manuscript has a cycle of miniatures that differs
from the others; the answer is that other textual sources have
been used for the text, and I hope soon to publish the re-
sult of my investigation.

51. See, e.g., the anonymous huwa shams wa-asad wa-ba¥r j¢dan
wa-bah¸} wa-shaj¸{ah (He is a sun, a lion, and a sea, in gen-
erosity, beauty, and valor), quoted in J. Wansbrough, “Ara-
bic Rhetoric and Qur}anic Exegesis,” Bulletin of the School of
Oriental and African Studies 31, 3 (1968): 469–85, p. 471. See
in general S. Sperl, “Islamic Kingship and Arabic Panegyric
Poetry in the Early Ninth Century,” Journal of Arabic Litera-
ture 8 (1977): 20–35, which also ends with two lines by al-
Buhturi beginning m¸ zilta ba¥ran li-{¸fºn¸ (You are forever
a sea of sustenance to the needy among us!).

52. wa-m¸ muzbidun min khalºji al-fur¸ti jawnun ghaw¸ribuhu
talta«im… bi-ajwada minhu bim¸ {indahu idh¸ m¸ sam¸}uhumu
lam taghim (The black foaming mouth of the Euphrates with
its wave tops dashing against one other ... does not give more
copiously than he of what he possesses when their skies
withhold rain).

53. The wings relate the Na{t unicorn to Seljuk iconography,
but its iconographical and stylistic analysis is beyond the scope
of this article.

54. The Unicorn Purifies the Water, the second tapestry in the series.
Illustrated in color in B. Young, A Walk Through The Clois-
ters (New York, 1990), p. 69.
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An intriguing double-page painting (fig. 1) appears
near the beginning of a manuscript made in 1339
that contains a collection of Arabic and Persian al-
chemical texts.1 The odd formal features of the paint-
ing, as well as the elusive inscriptions on it, confront
the viewer with visual and textual puzzles. This pa-
per seeks to explain these puzzles in terms of the
intellectual and artistic traditions that were familiar
to the anonymous painter and calligrapher who made
the manuscript, and in terms of the purpose of the
painting. The painter and calligrapher combined
broad cross-cultural traditions with other references
that were specific to the cultural context in which
the painting was made: the Islamic lands under Mon-
gol rule. This combination conveyed the purpose of
the painting, which, I argue below, was to persuade
the viewer of the legitimacy of alchemy.

When viewed in isolation, the painting initially seems
very strange. The formal relationship between the two
pages on which it appears is puzzling. Each side is
framed by a different architectural device: the right
side by a pointed arch and the left side by a post-and-
lintel construction with a dome. A masonry wall with
large blue and peach stones runs directly across the
gutter where the two pages join, but it is interrupted
in front of a large figure holding a tablet, and again
at the doorway at the far right. Just below the wall, a
continuous blue strip unites both pages. On the right
page, nine eagles fly through the wall supporting the
arch and towards the left side of the painting. Above
these eagles, a woman looks towards the left side from
an open window, and below them, four men gesture
towards the left. The eagles, woman, and men all di-
rect the viewer’s attention toward a figure who is jar-
ringly different in scale and style: he looms so much
larger than the men on the right that one of their faces
is barely as big as one of his knees. Whereas the smaller
figures find their closest parallels in fourteenth-cen-
tury Jalayirid Persian manuscripts,2 the larger figure
on the left resembles a medieval author portrait of a

Christian evangelist. He sits on a chair and wears a
heavily draped garment, and his head, slightly  inclined,
is perfectly round, as if his thick hair has been painted
into the outline of a halo. He holds a tablet with an
odd assortment of symbols, which include a pair of
birds interlocked like yin and yang, mysterious gold
and white circles, and a silver crescent moon. (This
moon is now difficult to see against the black ground
of the tablet because its silver pigment, tarnished with
age, has darkened; but it is barely visible, directly be-
tween the pointed beard of the evangelist-like figure
and the white circle beneath his beard. Also somewhat
difficult to see are three faint rays of gold that descend
from the two gold circles at the top of the opposite
side of the tablet.)

The inscriptions surrounding this tablet comment
on its symbols in an elusive manner, adding textual
puzzles to the visual ones. The inscription toward the
gutter above the tablet reads “They are two vapors:
the light and the heavy. They are the steam and the
smoke. They are the dry and the moist. The smoke is
the dry; the steam is the moist. The smoke is the soul
[al-nafs]; the steam is the spirit [al-r¢¥], and it is the
moist.”3 The inscription above the tablet on the up-
per left presents the following confusing numerological
statement: “Water, air, and fire: therefore they have
drawn it as three, to indicate thereby that it is one,
within which is three. They became five in number.
And the five is from two. Thus, they have said that the
earth is of two substances and the water is of two na-
tures. And they drew it as five.” Below the two inter-
locking birds at the lower right of the tablet, another
inscription reads “The female is the spirit [al-r¢¥],
extracted from the male, carrying it, flying away with
it.”4 Damage to the last long inscription, written at a
steep angle near the outer red post, has made the
middle part illegible. The first part reads “The expla-
nation of this black earth deems that it was white…”
After several words, among which only the word for
“crescent moon” is legible, this inscription continues

PERSIS BERLEKAMP

PAINTING AS PERSUASION: A VISUAL DEFENSE OF ALCHEMY IN
AN ISLAMIC MANUSCRIPT OF THE MONGOL PERIOD
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as follows: “… mixed into it. In it are two, and the third.
The districts of the land are in its interior. They be-
came five.” Inside the tablet, both white circles once
had inscriptions that are no longer legible. The smaller
gold circle at the top of the left side of the tablet is
inscribed “three.” The slightly larger gold circle at the
upper far left corner has a longer inscription that is
partly illegible but begins “and it is one.”

The painting’s purpose of legitimizing alchemy is
not obvious at first glance, and its persuasive impact
is not instantaneous. Rather, it depends on extended
consideration in conjunction with the text of the
manuscript. The significance and impact of the paint-
ing unfold gradually as the text leads the reader
through it in a specific temporal sequence. As one
reads, one becomes aware of three different levels at
which the painting relates to the text. First, it illus-
trates the allegorical story, which directly precedes it
in the manuscript, of how ancient alchemical knowl-
edge was preserved on a tablet and then rediscovered
in an ancient Egyptian temple. Second, it serves as a
frontispiece for the manuscript as a whole. It authen-
ticates the entire manuscript by successfully manipu-
lating the connotations of an artistic tradition of
author-portrait frontispieces, which by the fourteenth
century were already well established in Islamic book
culture. Third, in the black tablet of symbols it con-
tains, the painting presents a pictogram of the secrets
of alchemy discussed in the text. Its full persuasive
impact depends on the cumulative layering of these
three levels of relationship between it and the accom-
panying manuscript text, as well as on the viewer’s
ability to recognize the artistic and cultural references
to which the fourteenth-century painter alluded at each
of these three levels.

Whereas the purpose of the painting can be suc-
cinctly defined as the affirmation of the legitimacy of
alchemy, the artistic and intellectual traditions through
which the painter expressed that purpose are more
difficult to label in a single phrase. Some of the
painter’s references belong to extremely broad cross-
cultural traditions, while others belong to the specific
cultural context in which he worked: the Islamic lands
under Mongol rule in the first half of the fourteenth
century. The inscriptions on the painting secure its
date, since they are in the same hand as the colophon
on folio 65a of the manuscript (fig. 2). There, the
unnamed scribe records that he finished that section
of the manuscript on the eleventh of Muharram al-
Haram in the year 740 (July 19, 1339). Although there

is no documentation of where it was produced, stylis-
tic considerations clearly place it in the eastern Islamic
sphere under Mongol rule, and very likely, as both
Ernst J. Grube and Stefano Carboni have suggested,
in Baghdad.5 Examination of the calligraphy shows that
a single scribe wrote out not only the inscriptions on
the painting and the text to which the colophon is
attached, but also all of the other texts in the manu-
script.6 The scribe and the painter (who is henceforth
identified as the “Silvery Water painter”) may or may
not have been the same person; it is not possible to
determine this. What is definite is that as a material
object, the entire manuscript was produced at approxi-
mately the same time, even though the various texts
that follow the painting were originally composed over
a period of centuries.

The text that guides the reader through the paint-
ing, the first of several different texts in the manu-
script, was composed in the tenth century, predating
the painting by four centuries. Its author, Ibn Umayl,
wrote it in three distinct parts: an allegorical intro-
duction, which bears no separate title; a poem entitled
Ris¸lat al-shams il¸ al-hil¸l (The Letter from the Sun
to the Moon); and a commentary, al-M¸} al-waraqº wa-
al-ar¤ al-najmiyya (The Silvery Water and the Starry
Earth).7 Somewhat confusingly, the three parts to-
gether are known by what is properly the title only of
the third part, because the third part depends on and
always includes the previous two. I therefore refer to
the third part as “the commentary,” and follow estab-
lished usage in referring to the whole text by the ab-
breviated title, al-M¸} al-waraqº. As Manfred Ullmann
has noted, the paired terms of the full title echo the
designations of mercury and sulfur in Greek: Mercury
was referred to as “watery silver” [sic], and white sul-
fur as “starry earth.”8 Ibn Umayl’s title therefore al-
ludes to what modern scholars call the mercury-sulfur
theory of alchemy.9

Al-M¸} al-waraqº became a classic of Islamic alchemy,
and manuscripts of Arabic commentaries on it were
still being produced as late as the nineteenth century.
It had been translated into Latin in the twelfth or
thirteenth century, and the translation was widely
disseminated among alchemists in Europe.10 It is im-
possible to understand the painting in the 1339 manu-
script without reference to the tenth-century text and
in turn impossible to understand al-M¸} al-waraqº with-
out reference to the cross-cultural traditions of Her-
metic alchemy to which it belongs.11 Yet it is also crucial
to consider how the interpretation of the painter,
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Fig. 2. Colophon. Compilation of alchemical texts, probably Baghdad, 1339. Topkapæ Palace Library, A. 2075, fol. 65a. (Photo:
courtesy of the Topkapæ Palace Museum, Istanbul)

henceforth identified as the Silvery Water painter, dif-
fers from visual interpretations of the same text cre-
ated at other times and places.

To this end, I use three related images as compara-
tive lenses for viewing the Silvery Water painting. One
of these comes from a fifteenth-century manuscript
of a text entitled Aurora Consurgens, which comments
on the Latin translation of al-M¸} al-waraqº. The manu-
script includes a painting illustrating Ibn Umayl’s al-
legory (fig. 3).12 Another is a frontispiece of a book
printed in 1622, which introduces the Latin transla-
tion of al-M¸} al-waraqº (fig. 4).13 The third is a dia-
gram of the tablet from a sixteenth-century Arabic

manuscript of al-M¸} al-waraqº (fig. 5).14 Comparison
of the Silvery Water painting with these related im-
ages—an allegorical illustration, a frontispiece, and
a diagram of the tablet—highlights what is exceptional
in the Silvery Water painter’s own interpretation of
Ibn Umayl’s text. Some aspects of his interpretation
could conceivably have appeared in another context,
but in other ways his interpretation specifically reflects
the Perso-Mongol cultural climate in the first half of
the fourteenth century. In this period, relations of the
eastern Islamic lands with both Europe and China were
greatly intensified.
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Fig. 3. The rediscovery of alchemical knowledge. Aurora Consurgens, Vienna or Salzburg, early fifteenth century. Zentral-
bibliothek Zürich, ms. Rh. 172, fol. 3r. (Photo: after Obrist, Débuts, fig. 49. Reproduced with permission of the Zentral-
bibliothek Zürich)
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Fig. 4. Frontispiece to volume five of Zetzner’s Theatrum Chemicum, Argentorati, 1622. (Photo: after Stapleton and Husain,
Edition of the Latin Rendering, p. 146)
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Fig. 5. Above: Arabic diagram. Ibn Umayl’s al-M¸} al-waraqº, sixteenth century. Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. arabe
1610, fol. 3a. (Photo: negative courtesy of the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris) Below: Diagram with English translation
by {Ali. (Photo: after {Ali, Three Treatises, pl. 1)
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ALLEGORICAL ILLUSTRATION

Ibn Umayl begins the allegory as follows:

With Abu al-Qasim {Abd al-Rahman, the brother of Abu
al-Fadl Ja{far al-Nahwi, and then another time, with Ibn
al-Husayn {Ali b. Ahmad b. {Umar, known as al-{Adawi,
I entered into Abu Sir, the Prison of Yusuf, known as
Sidr wa-Ab¢ Sºr.15

The Silvery Water painter emphasizes this location
with an inscription over the doorway at the far right,
reading, “The ancient Egyptian temple [birb¸}] Sidr
wa-Ab¢ Sºr.”16 Ab¢ Sºr or, as it appears in other manu-
scripts, Buªºr, refers to several places in Egypt.17 Oth-
er medieval Islamic allegories also often relate that
alchemical knowledge was located in Egyptian soil.18

For example, the Kit¸b sirr al-khalºqa (Book of the
Secrets of Creation) of Balinus (Apollonius of Tya-
na) begins with an account of how the author en-
countered at Tuwana, Egypt, a statue of Hermes with
an inscription saying that the secrets of creation were
below the statue’s foot. Balinus dug under the statue
and opened a subterannean chamber. He entered it
and encountered an old sage grasping an emerald
tablet with those secrets.19

The topos of the rediscovery of alchemical knowl-
edge through archaeological excavation in ancient soil
had clear implications for the legitimacy of that knowl-
edge, suggesting that the secret knowledge the alche-
mists sought must exist, since it had existed before.
Long ago, it had been known by the ancient sages,
and particularly by the father of alchemy, Hirmis al-
Muthallath (Hermes Trismegistus);20 therefore,
it must be possible to know this secret knowledge
again.21 Yet the difficulty of rediscovering it was only
to be expected, given the long passage of time since
it had last been known. Furthermore, it was fitting that
the knowledge of alchemy should be hidden in the
earth, since it was the earth that most effectively pro-
duced gold. A widespread alchemical idea, found not
only in Islamic and European but also in Chinese al-
chemy, was that metals gestated in the earth like the
fetus in the womb.22 All metals had the potential to
be born as gold, but most were born too soon or were
otherwise unable to achieve their healthiest state and
were therefore born as other, baser metals. The at-
tempt of alchemists to transform base metals into gold
was only an attempt to replicate and accelerate what
naturally occurred in the earth, which was therefore

the most suitable place for alchemical knowledge to
be located. The myth that alchemical knowledge was
preserved in the earth expressed the idea that, while
humanity’s grasp of alchemical secrets was fleeting,
the earth’s grasp of the same secrets endured.

The particular geographical localization of alchemi-
cal knowledge in the earth of ancient Egypt had use-
fully ambiguous connotations in the medieval Islamic
context. One aspect of this localization was that it gave
mythical expression to part of the history of Islamic
alchemy, which, like alchemy in the medieval West,
had actual roots in Hellenistic Egypt.23 Yet it is worth
noting that other roots of Islamic alchemy in China
were generally not mentioned in these allegories.24 For
legitimizing purposes, in most periods of Islamic his-
tory it made more sense to emphasize the origins of
alchemy in Egypt. Ancient Egypt was distant, foreign,
and mysterious in time, yet geographic Egypt lay in
the heart of the Islamic world, plausibly accessible in
space. The balance it struck in the imagination between
mystery and plausibility remained a reliable constant.
The accessibility of China, in contrast, vacillated with
historical shifts in political and commercial relations
along the Silk Route.

The Silvery Water painter emphasizes the Egyptian
location in the style of the door at the bottom right.
The geometric panelling of the door contrasts sharply
with the more delicate white budding-leaf shapes that
climb up the doorway, and with the larger-scale, light
green tendrils that spiral loosely on the pediments
above the main arch. The doorway and tiled pediments
most obviously suggest the contemporary architectural
decoration of the Perso-Mongol cultural sphere in
which they were painted. In contrast, the dark, heavy
pattern on the door is also compatible with the archi-
tecture of the Mamluk dynasty that ruled Egypt at the
same time, and may be compared to a surviving four-
teenth-century Mamluk door (fig. 6).25 In the paint-
ing, the inscription over the door invites the viewer
to follow Ibn Umayl on the journey he made into the
temple. By providing a door that looks Mamluk, the
fourteenth-century painter marks this stage of the
imaginative journey as similar to a plausible physical
journey, in which the traveler may traverse space but
not time.

In the allegory, Ibn Umayl specifies that the tem-
ple he entered was the Prison of Yusuf. Yusuf’s place
in Islam was firmly established; the twelfth sura of the
Qur}an relates the story of how he was sold into slavery
in Egypt, imprisoned, and eventually released when
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Fig. 6. Pair of doors. Egypt, fourteenth century. Wood and ivory, 197 cm x 90 cm. Benaki Museum, inv. no. 9281. (Photo:
courtesy of the Benaki Museum, Athens)
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he successfully interpreted the Pharaoh’s dream. In
the Qur}anic telling, the importance of Yusuf’s abil-
ity to interpret is emphasized: God allowed him to be
sold into slavery specifically so that he could learn the
interpretation of stories.26 A study by B. H. Stricker
makes clear that the Prison of Yusuf was a particular
ancient Egyptian temple to which people from medi-
eval Cairo made excursions and pilgrimages.27 The
medieval Islamic name for the temple attests to its status
as an ancient monument whose place in Islamic cul-
ture was secured by the accretion of new myths. Be-
cause it was recognized as ancient and culturally
different, yet associated with a story found in the
Qur}an, the Prison of Yusuf represented the place
within Islamic culture that the defenders of alchemy
claimed for alchemy itself. The medieval Islamic in-
tellectuals who opposed alchemy rejected it as un-Is-
lamic and false. Its defenders claimed it was a form
of the wisdom of the ancients that, along with the rest
of philosophy, had been confirmed by Islam.28 In
depicting the Prison of Yusuf, the painter does not
visually specify the building type but does indicate that
it belongs in an Islamic milieu by providing it with a
dome and an iwan.

The painter of the fifteenth-century Aurora Con-
surgens illustration faced a parallel problem of asserting
the compatibility of alchemy, despite its controversial
status, with Latin Christianity. But he addressed the
problem by depicting the ancient temple unambiguous-
ly as a medieval church with a steeple tower.29 In this
way, he literally located alchemical knowledge within
a church and asserted its place in Latin Christianity.

The allegory of Ibn Umayl continues:

I went towards a temple. The seekers (al-mu«¸libiyy¢n)30

opened it, and on the ceiling of the entry hall, I saw a
picture of nine eagles with open wings, as if they were
flying, and with outstretched and open claws. In the claw
of each of the eagles was something like a fully drawn
bow that soldiers have.31

In the Silvery Water painting, the eagles are not af-
fixed onto the ceiling but seem to be flying through
the wall. Using the colors of brown, pale jade green,
and white, the painter divides the nine birds into
three sets of three. His decision to distinguish these
three sets of birds by color is provocative because,
alchemically, the transformation of colors marked the
transformation of metals and other substances. The
birds outside the temple are brown; after they fly
through the wall and enter the temple precinct their

color lightens to pale jade green, and as they approach
the sage, who literally holds the secret, they turn white.
The painter’s treatment of these birds seems inspired
by the third section of al-M¸} al-waraqº, the commen-
tary. There, Ibn }Umayl frequently refers to the divi-
sion of nine parts of water into three thirds, sometimes
associating this division with color.

His statement, “After the disappearance of the Black-
ness, the Gold will turn again into a Silvery Stone” is
because the Blackness will become manifest on this
“White Pure Earth” at the entering of the first three out
of the nine parts of the “Divine Water,” and it is one-
third of the nine. Then it will be whitened and the
blackness will disappear.32

Thus the progression of the birds from dark brown
to white gives visual form to the idea of alchemy as a
process of purification in successive stages.

The birds in the Silvery Water painting are strikingly
unlike those in the Aurora consurgens painting, where
they appear menacing and aggressive and are all blue—
a color that, according to Barbara Obrist, is reserved
throughout that manuscript for motifs that symbol-
ize quicksilver,33 or mercury. As in other published
Western depictions of the scene (fig. 4), they aim their
arrows either directly at the sage or at the party of
figures gesturing towards him. Their bows signify their
capability and strength.34

In the Silvery Water painting, in contrast, the birds
have an almost lyrical quality. Their bows are only
faintly indicated, trailing delicately from their feet. The
gentle curve of each bow, ending with a loop, is echoed
in the arrangement of the nine birds in formation.
The painter’s decision to depict the birds in such an
unthreatening manner might be linked to the Mongol
understanding of nine as a lucky number.35

In the allegory, Ibn Umayl goes on to describe what
else he saw in the temple:

On the wall of the gallery, to the right and left of any-
one entering the temple, were pictures of people stand-
ing, of most perfect form, wearing a variety of clothes,
and extending their fingers and hands towards the in-
side of the temple, towards the thing that was near the
pillar of the gate of the hall. They were pointing to the
idol who sat in the interior of the temple.36

The figures who gesture towards the sage, here spe-
cifically identified as an idol, are described, as were
the birds, as pictures found inside the temple. Presum-
ably, then, the text alludes to ancient Egyptian wall

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:01 PM44



a visual defense of alchemy in an islamic manuscript of the mongol period 45

paintings. Yet, in a way that parallels his treatment
of the architectural setting, the artist has made no in-
dication of the pre-Islamic, culturally foreign status
of these gesturing figures. Rather, he has dressed
them in turbans and indicated tiraz bands on their
sleeves.

The detail of tiraz bands is frequently seen in man-
uscript paintings from Iraq and Syria before the
Mongol invasion, but then becomes less common. Al-
though it is not clear exactly where these bands orig-
inated,37 they loosely suggest the culture of caliphal
Islam that had been centered at Baghdad. Many that
appear after the fall of Baghdad, and consequently
of the caliphate, in 1258 are in manuscripts made in
areas to the west or south, where Mongol culture had
a comparatively slow or indirect impact.38 In post-
conquest paintings made near the centers of Mon-
gol power, their appearance often suggests cultural
continuity stretching back to the ancient roots of Ira-
nian or Islamic culture. In the paintings of the Great
Mongol Sh¸hn¸ma (Book of Kings) of the 1330s, they
are worn by some of the most ancient kings, such as
Iskandar.39 In the paintings in the J¸mi{ al-taw¸rºkh
(Compendium of Chronicles) manuscript of 1307–
14, the bands tend to appear in scenes depicting sto-
ries of the prophets. There, the prophets who pre-
ceded Muhammad, such as Noah and Moses, are
shown in Islamic dress,40 indicating that they were
Muslims in the literal sense of submitting to God’s
will, even if they were from the pre-Islamic era. In
contrast, the cultural difference of non-Muslims, from
the ancient giant {Uj to the Chinese emperors, is made
visually clear, and their lack of tiraz sleeve bands is
one indication of this difference.

In the Silvery Water painting, therefore, the cos-
tumes with tiraz bands worn by the figures on the
right are significant. The painter had other stylistic
options available to him, as is clear from his depic-
tion of the idol. By representing the smaller men as
Muslims in a contemporary architectural setting, the
artist invites the contemporary Muslim reader to iden-
tify with them. Whatever access they have to the se-
crets of the temple, the reader may also hope to gain.

The idol on the left, by contrast, is clearly foreign,
and it is difficult to place him in time. Bishr Farès
suggests that he resembles a Syrian-Byzantine idol.41

Surprisingly, the drapery folds of his green robe seem
stylistically closer to drapery in the manuscript paint-
ing of England and France around 1200 than to geo-
graphically less remote Byzantine examples.42 The

formal similarities between the Hermes/sage figure
in the Silvery Water painting and the image of God
holding the cosmos in a French moralizing Bible of
the early thirteenth century are striking (fig. 7).43 It
seems extremely unlikely that the Silvery Water painter
could have intended such a heretical allusion. Yet,
although this suggestion must remain purely conjec-
tural, it is possible that the painter came across a sim-
ilar image, in which the depiction of the cosmos
showed celestial bodies.44 The painter may have con-
sidered the depicted “author” of such a cosmos a
suitable model for his purposes because he, too, had
to show an author of an object visualized in terms of
suns and moons. Alternatively, he may have chosen
such a model because he wanted a particularly “for-
eign” style. Perhaps the full hair and beard in such a
painting reminded him of ancient classical statues and
effectively connoted for him the great antiquity of
the sculptural idol he was trying to represent.

What could explain the Silvery Water painter’s
access to such a model? The Ilkhanid court exchanged
embassies with the English and the French, whose
communications, since they saw this relationship large-
ly through the prism of the Crusades, often had a
religious dimension. The English and the French sent
monks and chaplains in their embassies to the Mon-
gol court because they wanted to win the Mongols’
allegiance to the Christian cause; the Mongols on their
part sent Christian monks from the East to Europe,
presumably because they thought that the Europe-
ans were likely to receive them favorably. Further-
more, the Dominican order was well established at
various Mongol capitals, such as Sultaniya, Tabriz, and
Maragha.45 Since these monks presumably traveled
with Bibles and possibly other books, there would have
been ample opportunity for the transport of books
in general, and of Bibles in particular, from North-
ern Europe to the Mongol Islamic lands.

The stylistic elusiveness of the sage/idol figure in
the Silvery Water painting is appropriate, given that
legends surrounding Hirmis Muthallath, or Hermes
Trismegistus, with whom the sage in the allegory would
certainly have been identified,46 made him an elu-
sive figure. According to tradition, Hermes Trismegis-
tus had inscribed the secrets of alchemy on an emer-
ald tablet and preserved it underground so that future
generations might seek it out.47 In different cultural
contexts, he represented different amalgams of indi-
viduals. According to a Hellenistic model, he repre-
sented the identification of Hermes with Mercury and
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Fig. 7. The Creator forming the world with a compass. Bible moralisée. Paris, ca. 1208–18. Wien, Österreichische National-
bibliothek, Cod. 1179, fol. 1v. (Photo: courtesy of the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna)
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with the Egyptian god Thoth. In one widely dissemi-
nated Islamic model, he was three individuals, of whom
the first—identified with both Akhnukh (Enoch) and
Idris—built the ancient Egyptian monuments and
preserved knowledge within them to protect it from
the Great Flood. The other two individuals with whom
Hermes Trismegistus was identified in the same tra-
dition both lived after the flood and spent at least
part of their lives in Egypt.48 These were combined
into the single figure of Hirmis Muthallath, who is
specifically quoted in Ibn Umayl’s text so many times
that an entire article has been devoted to those quo-
tations.49 The Silvery Water painter managed to pow-
erfully suggest the antiquity and foreignness of this
composite figure, without identifying him with any
specific time or place.

The Aurora Consurgens painting shows no such sty-
listic distinction between the observers and the sage.
Obrist suggests that the painter portrays the sage as
alive, implying the vitality of alchemy itself.50 Not only
does the Aurora Consurgens painter seem to avoid pre-
senting the sage/Hermes figure as the idol with which
he is identified in the text, but even more surpris-
ingly, he introduces another unmentioned idol:51 the
flask of gold at the center of the painting, elevated
to idol status by its placement on the column.52 The
figures at the right pay more attention to this flask
than to the sage—that is, more attention to the ulti-
mate goal of alchemy, as represented by gold, than
to the secrets of how to reach it.53

In the allegory, Ibn Umayl describes the idol as
follows:

He was situated to the left hand of whoever desired to
enter the Hall, facing the person who entered from the
gallery. He was in a chair like the chairs of physicians,
which was separate from the idol.54

In the Islamic lands, Europe, and China, the broad
goals of alchemy often extended beyond the perfec-
tion of metals into gold, to the purification of the
human body.55 Thus it is absolutely appropriate that
the father of alchemy should have sat on a physician’s
chair, and the Silvery Water painter has obligingly
provided one, the straight golden lines of which stand
out clearly against the blue and green polygonal tiles
of the floor. In the Aurora Consurgens painting, in con-
trast, the sage/Hermes figure sits on the floor. Since
chairs were common furniture in medieval Europe,
the association of the chair with medicine apparently
lost its resonance there.

The allegory continues with Ibn Umayl’s descrip-
tion of the tablet:

In his lap, resting on his arms, his hands extended on
his knees, was a stone slab (bal¸«a), separate from him.
The length of it was about one cubit, and the breadth
about one span. The fingers of both his hands were bent
behind the slab, as if holding it. The slab was like an
open book (muª¥af) exhibited to all who entered as if
to suggest that they should look at it.56

By explicitly comparing the sage’s tablet to a book,
Ibn Umayl presents him as an authority from whom
it is appropriate to learn. According to Islamic Neo-
platonism, the wisest of the ancients had arrived by
reason at truths that were compatible with Qur}anic
revelation. These wise ancients would have readily
proclaimed their acceptance of Islam had it been avail-
able to them.57 By choosing green, the Prophet Mu-
hammad’s favorite color, for the sage’s robe, the Silvery
Water painter suggests that the sage was such a man.
At the same time the color of the robe also recalls the
green of the emerald tablet on which Hermes inscribed
his secrets.

ALLEGORICAL ILLUSTRATION AND
FRONTISPIECE

It is interesting that what Ibn Umayl says he saw in
the temple was not the sage himself but an idol—al-
most certainly a sculptural representation of the sage—
and not actual observers, but images of observers. To
understand the relevance of Ibn Umayl’s encounter
with the visual images in the allegory, one must first
recognize the culturally established type to which his
description refers. Within the allegory, when Ibn Umayl
enters the ancient temple, what he encounters is a
monumental author portrait, displaced from its usual
physical context of a page in a book and rendered
partly three-dimensional in an architectural space.
Though the images of the birds are superfluous to the
identification of this image type, the other images de-
scribed correspond to it neatly.

Ibn Umayl’s description emphasizes the points of
correspondence between what he sees in the temple
and the author-portrait type; he is clearly determined
to make sure that the reader understands the refer-
ence. Late antique author portraits generally depict
an evangelist sitting in a chair, holding his gospel. In
the medieval and early modern Islamic and Europe-
an frontispieces that developed from this tradition,

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:01 PM47



persis berlekamp48

authors other than evangelists also held their books.58

Ibn Umayl not only explicitly specifies that the sage
sits in a chair but goes on to belabor the point that
the slab is like an open book. Later, he refers to the
figures who gesture towards the sage as al-mu«¸libiyy¢n.
This term has posed a challenge for translators,59 but
by implication it refers to people who seek something,
and it comes from the same root as the word for stu-
dent, «¸lib, a seeker after knowledge. As Eva Hoff-
man explains, in both late antique and Islamic author-
portrait frontispieces, the author’s students sometimes
appear with the author.60 In the Silvery Water paint-
ing, the narrative of the allegory is reconciled with
the description of the frontispiece, so that both are
visible together. The figures referred to as al-mu«¸li-
biyy¢n, who gesture towards the sage, not only are
dressed in a manner appropriate for students but also
occupy the space on the page generally associated
with them.61

Given the conventional implications of author por-
traits, the monumental one that Ibn Umayl encoun-
ters in the allegory implies both that the sage was
the authentic author of the tablet and that the tablet
itself was an authentic presentation of its author’s
knowledge. In addition, the unusual physical context
of the monumental, partly sculptural portrait—which
Ibn Umayl encounters in the architectural space of
the temple described in the allegory, rather than in
the codicological space of the book where the read-
er later encounters a representation of it—empha-
sizes the exceptional way in which the secrets of al-
chemy were supposedly preserved. Rather than having
been written down in a manuscript, the secrets were
engraved on a tablet kept in an ancient temple, high-
lighting the antiquity of the knowledge itself while
simultaneously emphasizing the reliable manner of
its preservation.

Even without any accompanying image, the text
itself would have brought an author portrait to the
mind of a reader in both the Islamic East and the
European West, since the two regions shared the same
late antique artistic heritage. Although the Aurora
Consurgens painter did not exploit this reference,62

the Silvery Water painter and the maker of the 1622
frontispiece did. They responded to the literary allu-
sion to a frontispiece in the allegory with images that
functioned as actual frontispieces. (Another published
example, dated 1605,63 shares the basic compositional
layout of the 1622 frontispiece.)64

The resulting visual layering, the images of the

image containing an image, paralleled the textual
layers of commentaries on commentaries and relat-
ed texts that appeared in alchemical manuscripts. For
example, the 1339 manuscript opened with the Sil-
very Water painting and with Ibn Umayl’s al-M¸} al-
waraqº, which included the introductory allegory; a
poem that elaborated on the tablet described in the
allegory; and a commentary on the tablet, allegory,
and poem. The manuscript then continued with sev-
eral other short texts, all related in various ways to
the first. These represented other writings by Ibn
Umayl, 65 by his sources,66 and by his successors in
the alchemical tradition.67 Similarly, Aurora Consurgens
had two parts: in the first, quotations from the Bible,
framed as alchemical allegories, were supplemented
by passages from Ibn Umayl, while the second was
simultaneously a commentary on the first part and
on Ibn Umayl’s treatise. His treatise was also the main
source of the second part.68

Although this habit of layering texts was not unique
to alchemy, it had a special significance for alchemists
because of what they saw as their path to uncovering
the secrets of material and spiritual purification.69 Like
medieval scholars in general, they revered the knowl-
edge of past authorities; but for alchemists in partic-
ular, the line of past authorities and the cumulative
layers of commentaries by them and about them were
the path to the ancient sages who had once, long
ago, possessed this secret knowledge. The layers of
commentaries and interrelated texts can thus be seen
as the alchemists’ peculiar archaeology of knowledge.

The distinctions between textual layers often col-
lapsed. Ibn Umayl’s al-M¸} al-waraqº was both the main
source of the second half of the Aurora Consurgens
and also the object of its commentary. A similar col-
lapsing of distinctions occurred at a visual level, in
images of the allegorical author portrait. While the
traditional physical context for an author portrait was
the manuscript, the author portrait in the allegory
was not bound within a manuscript but found on and
between walls; yet numerous images of that allegori-
cal author portrait were images in books.

In their conventional physical context within bound
books, the placement of both Western and Islamic
author portraits was significant, indicating that the
image pertained to whatever text followed. As evan-
gelist portraits typically introduced gospels, author
portraits appeared as frontispieces to texts by the
authors they depicted. The clearly deliberate place-
ment of the Silvery Water painting near the front of
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the 1339 manuscript implied an authorial connec-
tion, if an indirect one, between the sage depicted
and the book as a whole, and thereby acknowledged
the importance of Hermes to alchemy in general. The
painting appears on folios 2b and 3a, immediately
after the allegory it illustrates, on 1b and 2a: one
obvious place for it, but not the only one. In several
other Arabic manuscripts of the same text that de-
pict the image held by the sage but not the entire
allegory, diagrams of the image appear later, near
poetic couplets pertaining to them. Ibn Umayl’s text
implies that this later location was the default loca-
tion for any image of the tablet. He says:

I have drawn a picture for you of that tablet and of these
figures and images that were on it, in its proper place
in that poem under the couplets that refer to these im-
ages.70

In the 1339 manuscript, however, there is no image
of the tablet under the poetic couplets that refer to
it. Instead, the painter and calligrapher have deliber-
ately placed a painting that includes the tablet imme-
diately after the prose allegory, and early enough in
the text block so that it appears in the conventional
frontispiece location of an author portrait.

In the 1622 frontispiece, the author portrait is
emphasized and the narrative of the allegory de-em-
phasized. The large body of the sage is at the center
of the image. The tablet he holds is hinged to re-
semble an open book. There are ten birds, as mention-
ed at the end of the Latin version of the commen-
tary,71 rather than the nine of the narrative allegorical
introduction. Birds and observers mentioned in the
allegory flank the sage, and like the perspectival beams
and floor tiles above and below him, they act as for-
mal devices for framing him. The image has no tem-
poral direction that corresponds to the unfolding of
the narrative. Whereas the Aurora Consurgens paint-
ing, like Latin, reads from left to right, and the Sil-
very Water painting, like Arabic and Persian, reads
from right to left, the 1622 frontispiece is meant to
be perceived at once and from the center. The fig-
ure’s monkish costume distinguishes him from the
observers, further drawing the viewer’s attention to
him.

Hoffman has explained that in Islamic book cul-
ture, the frontispiece formula, in which the author
and his work are depicted, was often used to intro-
duce texts by classical or late antique authors.72 The
unconventional style in which the Hermes figure is

depicted not only draws attention to him but also
emphasizes his antiquity. The Silvery Water painter
uses the frontispiece type to emphasize both the am-
biguous position of the classical heritage in Islamic
learning and the ultimate authority of the text in the
manuscript. Both the theme of cultural difference in
the genealogy of knowledge and the conventions for
expressing it visually were already part of the specif-
ically Islamic tradition of author-portrait frontispiece
painting as it had developed by the thirteenth centu-
ry. One precedent for emphasizing this point through
stylistic difference is a frontispiece in a thirteenth-
century Arabic manuscript of De Materia Medica of
Dioscorides, which Hoffman analyzes in detail (fig.
8).73 She shows that in this painting, the image of
Dioscorides on the right seems to have been copied
from a middle-Byzantine painting of the Evangelist
Matthew, and is thereby stylistically marked as pre-
Islamic. Dioscorides extends his arm to beckon two
figures, who approach him carrying books. These fig-
ures, identified as his students presenting their copies
of his text for approval, wear turbans and robes with
tiraz bands that mark them as Muslim. As Hoffman
demonstrates, the image gives visual form to the idea
of Islamic scholars as heirs to the classical tradition.

In the thirteenth-century Dioscorides frontispiece,
the author depicted represents the author of the text
of the manuscript, and the book depicted represents
that manuscript. In the Silvery Water painting, this is
not the case. The sage/Hermes figure is not the di-
rect author of the texts in the manuscript, but rather
the authority behind the direct authors—the Ur-au-
thor, so to speak. He is the one whose knowledge
the authors, and particularly Ibn Umayl, aspire to
reveal. What he holds is not the text that follows but
rather a tablet with images that are supposedly un-
derstandable in conjunction with that text.

ALLEGORICAL ILLUSTRATION, FRONTISPIECE,
AND PICTOGRAM

The substitution of a tablet with images for a book
with text, as dictated by the frontispiece image type,
is partly explained by the ambiguous nature in Her-
metic tradition of the original emerald tablet, which
according to some accounts had images but accord-
ing to others had text. As Obrist explains, this ambi-
guity makes sense, given that the original, having been
written by the builder of the pyramids, would pre-
sumably have been engraved with hieroglyphs; there-
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Fig. 8. Frontispiece showing Dioscorides and his students. Materia Medica. Thirteenth century. Topkapæ Palace Library, A.
2127, fols. 1b–2a. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapæ Palace Museum, Istanbul)

fore, the question of whether it was text or image
was not, and could not be, resolved.74 For Ibn Umayl,
the emerald tablet is much like a pictogram contain-
ing ancient images readable as symbols. In his alle-
gory he surrounds the tablet with pictures and hiero-
glyphs, which of course are simultaneously text and
image.

Next to the seated one, in the hall (riw¸q)75 where the
image was situated, were pictures of different things and
lines in the hieroglyphic script.76

In one sense, since the tablet is the object in which
the secret is supposedly revealed, its discovery is the
climactic conclusion of the excavation. The tablet is
clearly visible in the Silvery Water painting, in the early
fifteenth-century Aurora Consurgens image, in the 1622
printed frontispiece, and in the diagram from the six-

teenth-century Arabic manuscript. The half of the
tablet first described in the text appears, in the cor-
responding image, on the side that would be read first:
in the Arabic and Persian manuscripts, the right side;
and in the Latin books, the left.

In the Silvery Water painting, the masonry wall with
peach and blue stones breaks dramatically away in
front of the tablet, emphasizing that the viewer is grant-
ed direct access. Since each of the numerous layers
of images in the allegory and painting that frame the
tablet leads somewhere, the expectation that the tablet
should likewise lead somewhere is firmly established.
That “somewhere” is clearly identified in Ibn Umayl’s
claim that it contains the secret of alchemy.

Yet in another sense the tablet requires an entire-
ly new excavation into the layers of alchemical mean-
ing. It presents the secret through yet another set of
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allegories, this time astrological and numerological,
according to Ibn Umayl’s description, which begins
as follows:

The tablet in his lap was divided into two halves by a
line down the middle. On one half of it towards the
bottom was a picture of two birds having their breasts
to one another. On one of them both wings were cut
off, and the other had both wings. Each of them held
fast to the tail of the other by its beak, as if the flying
bird wished to fly with the mutilated bird, and the muti-
lated bird wished to keep the flying bird with itself. These
two birds of the same kind, which held each other back,
became a single circle, a symbol of “Two in One.”77

In the Silvery Water painting, the two interlocking birds
clearly belong to the same species as the nine birds
on the right. Although the wings of one are spread
open and the wings of the other clipped, both birds
are depicted in the same scale; the feet of each one
reach for the other in the same way; and each bites
the other’s tail to the same degree. In the Silvery Water
painting, the carefully balanced image of the two birds,
interlocking with Escher-like precision, recalls the
Chinese symbol of yin and yang.

I know of no other representation of the tablet
that presents the two birds as yin and yang. In the
Aurora Consurgens painting, the birds are unevenly
matched: the upper, blue bird clearly overpowers the
smaller white one. In the 1622 printed frontispiece,
the birds are of the same scale, but their pose does
not suggest a circle. In the Arabic diagram, where
the abstracted symbol of the birds appears at the lower
right, they appear like two links of a ring that cir-
cumscribes an empty inner space.

The suggestion that the Silvery Water painter in-
tended the two birds on the tablet to resemble yin
and yang is not so far-fetched as it might at first seem.
In Chinese alchemy, pairs of ingredients were, in the
words of Nathan Sivin, “yin and yang with respect to
each other.”78 Furthermore, yin and yang were at the
basis of Taoist “inner alchemy,” whose adepts aimed
for purification of their own bodies, minds, and spir-
its, and which flourished in this period.79 Because of
the Mongols, cultural exchange between the Islamic
world and China was particularly vibrant,80 and a well-
studied account of a Chinese alchemist’s travels in
Islamic Central Asia dates from this period.81

Ibn Umayl may or may not have understood the
two interlocking birds as yin and yang; a conclusion

on this point must await more studies about Islamic-
Chinese cultural relations in the tenth century. Yet
an early fourteenth-century reader, whose opportu-
nities to see the yin and yang symbol can easily be
imagined, would quite plausibly have recognized that
symbol in Ibn Umayl’s description of the two birds
as a circle that symbolized “Two in One.” The com-
mentary would also have supported this interpreta-
tion, since it describes the birds as male and female.82

The inscription on the sixteenth-century Arabic dia-
gram also labels them as male and female, but the
inscription just below the birds on the Silvery Water
painting goes further, emphasizing their mutual de-
pendence: “The female is the spirit [al-r¢¥] extract-
ed from the male, carrying it, flying away with it.”
The image itself leaves little doubt about the paint-
er’s interpretation of Ibn Umayl’s words.

As yin and yang, the two birds connote several ad-
ditional associated polarities: not just male-female,
but also dark-light, dry-moist, and hot-cold. The same
polarities pertained to the planets, which in medieval
Western, Islamic, and Chinese alchemy were symbols
of different metals, although the symbolic associations
varied across traditions and within each tradition.

In the allegory, the description of the tablet con-
tinues:

At the head of the flying one was a circle and, above
these two birds, at the top of the tablet close to the
fingers of the image, was the representation of the cres-
cent moon. At the side of the moon was a circle, simi-
lar to the circle near the two birds at the bottom.83

In the Aurora Consurgens rendition of the tablet, the
painter has included a crescent and a circle above the
birds and a circle below them. All three of these ob-
jects share a dark color, creating an affinity between
them. The crescent and the adjacent circle are also
similar in scale, suggesting that the artist interpreted
them as two moons, and inscriptions on the Arabic
diagram identify them as such. As for the 1622 print,
it has neither colors nor inscriptions to indicate their
relationship. In the Silvery Water painting, however,
the circle above the birds is gold; the tiny crescent
directly to its left—now tarnished, dark, and difficult
to see—was once bright silver. The painter has inter-
preted these as the golden sun and the silver crescent
moon. The inscription above them emphasizes the
polarities they represent, as metals and as planets.
“They are two vapors—the light and the heavy. They
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are the steam and the smoke. They are the dry and
the moist. The smoke is the dry; the steam is the moist.
The smoke is the soul [al-nafs]; the steam is the spirit
[al-r¢¥], and it is the moist.” Ibn Umayl’s poem, Ris¸lat
al-shams il¸ al-hil¸l, also presents the sun and moon
in terms of polarities. There, the moon proclaims: “I
am the soft cold moon/ And you are the hot rigid
sun.”84

Within alchemy generally, the male-female polari-
ty was linked to the idea that metals were born of
the earth. In accordance with this idea, alchemy was
also understood as a process of conjugal reproduction
involving the union of male and female.85 The female
figure peering from the window in the right half of
the Silvery Water painting is not mentioned in Ibn
Umayl’s allegory. She may, however, have been in-
cluded to emphasize this male-female polarity that
was poetically expressed in the Ris¸lat al-shams il¸ al-
hil¸l.86 Her inclusion with the male figures in the
painting also offers an indirect link to the Persian
text on the gestation and birth of metals from the
earth on folio 76a of the manuscript.

Ibn Umayl’s allegory continues without direct com-
ment on the remaining circle of the first side of the
tablet. In the diagram from the sixteenth-century
Arabic manuscript, an inscription on this circle ex-
plains that it is the source of the two birds, which are
the male and the female. In the Silvery Water paint-
ing, this circle also bears an inscription, but unfortu-
nately the pigments have eroded to illegibility. In the
allegory, Ibn Umayl’s description of the first half of
the tablet concludes as follows:

The total was five—three at the bottom, that is, two birds
and the circle, and, above, the figure of the crescent
moon and the other circle.87

This explanation of how the first half of the tablet adds
up to a total of five is clear.

Ibn Umayl then proceeds to describe the second
half of the tablet—the side to the reader’s left in the
images from Islamic manuscripts, and to the right in
the images from Latin books. As for the first half, he
describes its astrological symbols in numerological
terms that are supposed to add up to five.

On the other half, at the top of the tablet, close to the
fingers of his hands, was a picture of a sun with two rays,
as if they were a symbol of “Two in One.” Next to them
was a picture of another sun, with one descending ray.
These are three things; I mean, three lights. The rays
of the “Two in One”88 descend down towards the bot-

tom of the tablet, to a black circle, of which one-third
is divided off. Thus it became two-thirds and one-third.
One-third of it had the form of the crescent moon
because the interior of it is white, not filled with black.
The black circle surrounds it. This picture of the two
of them is the picture of “Two in One.” That which is
at the bottom is “One of Two.” Those two are the black
circle and the crescent moon, which is a portion [of
it]. And [there are] two suns at the top, I mean the
picture of “Two in One,” and the single sun, which is
the picture of “One in One.” So these are also five
things.89

How the second side of the tablet as described adds
up to five is very confusing until one realizes that
the text poses the same addition problem twice, with
the different terms of the sum presented in two dif-
ferent orders. First, the problem is posed as follows:
The two rays emanating from the first sun, and the
one ray emanating from the other sun, should be added
the two parts of the circle below (these uneven parts
are, first, the one-third, and, second, the two-thirds):
2 + 1 + 2 = 5. Then, starting with the sentence, “That
which is at the bottom is ‘One of Two,’” the problem
is stated again in reverse order. In the Arabic dia-
gram of the tablet, the symbols on the second side
are labeled with numerals. In each case the first nu-
meral indicates the numerical value of the symbol,
confirming this reading of the problem (fig. 5). The
sun with two rays is labeled “2 in 1;” the sun with the
single ray is labeled “1 in 1;” and the circle below is
labeled “2 in 1.” The parts of the second (right) side
of the diagram in the Aurora Consurgens painting can
also be counted as five in this way, by counting the
divisions of the lower circle by color—one silver part
and one gold part—instead of counting the two sil-
ver and one gold faces.90 In the printed 1622 frontis-
piece, the rays are not indicated.

In the Silvery Water painting, it is indeed possible
to count five things on the left side of the tablet by
adding the three faint golden rays extending from
the suns to the two parts of the sphere below them.91

The inscription to the left of the tablet, near the red
pole, includes a reference to “two and the third” that
seems to refer to the division of the lower sphere
into one section of two-thirds and a second section
of the remaining one-third. But the inscription above
the left side of the tablet seems to complicate the
matter. Disconcertingly, it reads, “Water, air, and fire.
Therefore they drew it as three, to indicate thereby
that it is one, within which is three. They became
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five in number. And the five is from two. Thus, they
have said that the earth is of two substances and the
water is of two natures. And they drew it as five.”

The key to this puzzling inscription is to recog-
nize that the calligrapher alludes in quick succession
to three different ways of reckoning the tablet’s nu-
merological significance, without attempting to rec-
oncile them. Each of these apparently contradictory
ways of counting the tablet has its own basis in the
allegory or commentary.

First, the calligrapher interprets the entire left side
of the tablet, which has two suns and one circle be-
low, as an expression of three in one. This reflects
the idea, mentioned repeatedly in the commentary,
that the divine water is of three natures. Then he
goes on to mention that the same three pictorial el-
ements also add up to five. As explained above, this
has a basis in the description of the tablet in the al-
legory, according to which the two rays of the first
sun, the one ray of the second sun, and the two parts
of the circle below make five. Finally, in the expres-
sion “five is from two,” the calligrapher alludes to
the idea that there are two sides of the tablet, each
equaling five. This idea is connected to the saying
“The earth is of two substances and the water is of
two natures,” which Ibn Umayl interprets in the com-
mentary as referring generally to the idea of two parts
of a single whole, and specifically, to the two parts of
one whole alchemical operation, represented by the
single tablet divided into two halves:

“The earth is of two substances and the water is of two
natures.” That is the operation of the “whiteness” and
the “redness,” and it is one operation. They have called
it two operations. Do you not see that the first opera-
tion [“the whiteness”] is from five—two above and three
below; and the second operation, “the redness,” is from
five—three above and two below? So the operation of
“the whiteness” is the first half—it is first. And the
operation of “the redness” is the second half. It is one
operation. They have called it the two operations, in
accordance with what I have portrayed, just as the sage
drew it.92

The connection between the statement “Five is from
two” and the reference to the two natures of water
appears again in a short passage included just after
the introductory allegory in the 1339 manuscript but
omitted from other manuscripts of the text. This
passage also refers to the triple nature of water. It
reads:

This pertains to the explication of the pictures. Water,
air, fire—they named it water of two natures, because
the five is from two, I mean from male and female,93

and their counterparts, which are salting (al-tamlº¥) and
the three… suns. They are all one thing. It is one wa-
ter within which are three natures—water, air, and fire.
So he portrayed it as three; he indicated it by this. And
this is the triple water. That is, that it is one, and it is
two, and it is three.94

The initial objection that the numerological inscrip-
tion above the left side of the tablet is internally self-
contradictory becomes irrelevant, given that the ulti-
mate substance, the divine water, has simultaneous
numerological values of one, two, and three: it is one
water, yet has been called a water of two natures (as
Hermetic secrets are expressed on the two halves of
a single tablet) and also has the three natures of water,
air, and fire. In this context, where symbols have
multiple referents, it is conceivable that the calligra-
pher may have decided to emphasize the parallels
between the divine water and the sun with two rays
on the tablet. In the commentary, Ibn Umayl says
that one word may have two or three meanings, and
that water is fire.95 The sun with two rays has multi-
ple values—as a constituent of three it is one, and as
a constituent of five it is two. All that is left to make
this sun parallel to the comment that the divine wa-
ter “is one, and two, and three” is to give this sun the
value of three, and perhaps this is why it is inscribed
with the word for “three.”

In the sixteenth-century Arabic diagram, the two
sides of the tablet are labeled simply “first operation”
and “second operation.” These labels are clear, but
they obscure the idea of parts constituting a single
whole. The more complex inscription by the Silvery
Water calligrapher at the upper left of the tablet is
based on the idea that the numerological values of
the tablet and its parts are in flux.

The ultimate identity of the singular and the plu-
ral was, after all, the core theme of alchemical thought.
Base metals could become gold because the numer-
ous metals of the world were ultimately of one essen-
tial substance. Hirmis/Hermes, the father of alche-
my, had an identity of three-in-one. Metals, planets,
people, and everything else were connected by a
universal sympathy of matter. Within the Islamic Neo-
platonic framework that formed a broad intellectual
backdrop for Islamic alchemy, everything in the world,
including planets and metals, had emanated from a
single source. Since separate things were ultimately
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unified, they could merge, collapse, divide internal-
ly, and transform; this was the basic idea upon which
the legitimacy of alchemy ultimately depended.

In the allegory, Ibn Umayl concludes the numero-
logical discussion of the tablet by announcing a mo-
mentous coincidence, resounding with unspecified
significance:

The total is ten, according to the number of those [nine]
eagles and the [one] black earth!96

Indeed! The finality and apparent transparency of this
conclusion seem somehow to confirm the deep im-
port of Ibn Umayl’s voyage through the temple, the
authority of the sage whose representation he encoun-
ters, and the validity of the tablet itself. The sentence
reverberates through the cumulative effects of the vari-
ous roles of the Silvery Water painting vis-à-vis the
text—as allegorical illustration, author-portrait fron-
tispiece, and pictogram, all of which work together
to legitimize the claim that the manuscript holds the
secrets of alchemy.

It is no accident that the final answer to the series
of sums is ten. In the system we now call “base ten,”
which was of course the system then in use, ten is
not only ten units of one, but also a single unit of
ten. The initial numerological building blocks of the
tablet are symbols of one and of two in one, which
ultimately resolve into a single unit of ten. The tab-
let’s complex numerology continuously fluctuates
between singularity and plurality. Ten, being both
ten units of one and one unit of ten, represents this
fluctuation between singularity and plurality in a way
that other numbers, such as nine or twelve, do not.

The imagery of the Silvery Water painting, like the
unusual inscriptions upon it, can be seen as a medi-
tation on the whole text that eloquently expresses
this theme. The painting expresses the painter’s lay-
ered interpretations of al-M¸} al-waraqº, just as the
inscriptions on the painting express the calligrapher’s
layered interpretations of the tablet. The Silvery Water
painter had to find a way to give the reader of the
manuscript direct access to the pictogram of the tab-
let without compromising his simultaneous presen-
tation of sage-as-author and of an allegory including
other figures in the temple. The posture of the sage/
Hermes figure, particularly the repainting of his legs,
shows how the painter has wrestled with the formal
conflict posed by the two audiences of the tablet. The
sage’s proper right knee, now bent inwards towards
the gutter, was originally positioned so that the sage

would have more fully faced the viewer of the manu-
script. In the painter’s revised version, the sage’s lower
body is oriented towards the audience mentioned the
allegory, but from the waist up he faces Ibn Umayl’s
audience—the readers of the book—and reveals the
tablet to them. This was an innovative and somewhat
risky solution, given that the subjects in author-por-
traits were conventionally usually shown from either
the front or the side, but not both. The distinctive
style of the figure, the way he presents the tablet like
a book, and the chair on which he sits nevertheless
ensure that he remains clearly identifiable as an au-
thor type. In the end, the painter was able to pro-
duce an image that operates simultaneously as alle-
gorical illustration, frontispiece, and pictogram. All
these layers give the painting a density of meaning
that suggests through its very richness the legitimacy
of alchemy.

Ibn Umayl comments on the purpose of the im-
age of the tablet as follows:

I have expounded all these things to you—may God
continue to preserve your honor—and I have explained
them in the poem that follows [The Letter from the Sun
to the Moon]. This was through the grace of God to-
wards me—may His name be sanctified!—so that you
may pause at this97 and meditate upon it…. I have also
explained and elucidated the matter of those ten forms.
I have expressed them plainly after my poem, after pass-
ing on from such open explication as is possible in po-
etry, so that what was hidden by that learned one should
become apparent to you.98

Since historical sources yield very few explicit discus-
sions of the role of images in Islamic painting, this is
a remarkable passage. Modern scholarship maintains
that the role of images in Islamic scientific manu-
scripts is didactic: that the images are meant to ex-
plain and teach the knowledge most essentially con-
tained in the text. Here an author of a text containing
an image (in many manuscripts just the diagram of
the tablet) tells us that the image contains knowledge
and requires extensive explication in words. If the
role of the image is didactic, it is not didactic in the
usual sense: it does not explain, clarify, or remind.
To learn from this manuscript is to grapple with its
puzzles, and the image of the tablet is the core, the
essence, of those puzzles.

Yet even as a puzzle, the most important function
of any image of the tablet Ibn Umayl describes is to
legitimize alchemy by holding out the promise that
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its secrets exist. The Silvery Water painting as a whole
enhances this underlying purpose; by depicting dis-
covery, it legitimizes the claim that there is indeed a
discoverable secret. This was the foremost argument
that Islamic alchemists used to defend their art in
words.99 The Silvery Water painter gave the argument
its visual expression.

CONCLUSION

When compared to three other closely related images,
the Silvery Water painting stands out in two ways. First,
it operates simultaneously and with exceptional con-
sistency as allegorical illustration, author-portrait fron-
tispiece, and pictogram. Second, it showcases the
different cultural strands within Islamic alchemy as it
existed under Mongol rule in 1339.

The consistency with which the Silvery Water paint-
ing operates sets it apart from the three other close-
ly related images considered above. The combination
of allegorical illustration, author-portrait frontispiece,
and pictogram is clearly suggested in Ibn Umayl’s
text, which stages an encounter with an architectur-
al, painted, and sculpted author-portrait mentioned
in the allegory and also describes an image-within-
an-image. Two of the other representations consid-
ered here, the Aurora Consurgens painting and the 1622
printed frontispiece, visually express aspects of this
combination, but not with the comprehensiveness of
the Silvery Water painting. The Aurora Consurgens
painting presents the image-within-the-image but is
not a frontispiece. The 1622 print depicts the author-
figure with a hinged, book-like tablet, within a frame
suggested by the allegory, but both the illustration
of the allegory and the depiction of the symbols on
the tablet seem secondary. The success with which
the Silvery Water painter combined these three lay-
ers of relationship to the text in a formally appealing
image may offer insight into how and why it remained
an object of interest beyond its original context.100

Another distinctive aspect of the Silvery Water
painting is the degree to which the painter showcas-
es the different cultural strands of Islamic alchemy;
he reveals a clear awareness of its heritage in the tra-
ditions of pre-Islamic Egypt and of its connections
with Chinese alchemy. Even as his painting claims a
legitimate place for non-Islamic traditions within Is-
lamic culture, it clearly differentiates between what
is Islamic and what is not.

In the century following the Mongol conquest,
cultural traditions from East and West merged and
collided on a daily basis. Prior to the conquest, the
population in the eastern Islamic lands already formed
a diverse society that included Persian-speaking Turks
and Arabic-speaking Persians who studied translations
of Indian and Hellenistic books. To this, the Mon-
gols added not only themselves, but also other eth-
nic groups (from as far away as China) that they re-
settled in Islamic cities. Western Europeans also moved
to the new Mongol capitals. For individuals who lived
in this violent era, reconciling these diverse traditions
was often key to survival. The situation in Iraq was
particularly precarious in 1339, when the Ilkhanid
dynasty that had ruled from Iran was dissolving, and
Hasan-i Buzurg, a member of the Jalayirid family
descended from a Mongol tribe, was establishing his
own base at Baghdad. Not only was the power struc-
ture in transition, but Iraq, which had been ruled as
a province since the third quarter of the thirteenth
century, suddenly found itself the political center of
an upstart dynasty hoping to take advantage of the
troubles of its predecessor. Produced in and for an
unstable world that was forced to struggle to recon-
cile colliding cultural, artistic, and intellectual tradi-
tions, the Silvery Water painting legitimized alche-
my, partly by showcasing the various different cultural
strands within Islamic alchemy in a manner that im-
plied their ultimate compatibility while recognizing
their differences. This purpose could easily be applied
retroactively to the words in Ibn Umayl’s commentary,
written at a very different historical moment:

You see their differences of expression, but yet the mean-
ing is one.101

In the year 1339, when the Silvery Water painting
was being produced, the controversy that surround-
ed alchemy was very much alive in Islamic intellectu-
al life. Ibn Taymiyya, whose voluminous and influen-
tial writings included attacks on the occult sciences
in general and on alchemy in particular, had died
only a decade earlier, in 1328. His student, Ibn Qayyim
al-Jawziyya (d. 1349), who also wrote against alche-
my, was still active.102 Meanwhile, {Izz al-Din Aydamir
al-Jildaki (d. 1342 or later) and others were writing
new alchemical texts and commentaries.103 When Is-
lamic alchemists defended their art in words, their
foremost argument was that the secret of alchemy
must exist, because it had once been known. There-
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fore, despite serious challenges, the argument con-
tinued, hope must remain that the secret might be
rediscovered. Through its elaborate interactions with
the text, at the levels of allegorical illustration, au-
thor-portrait frontispieces, and pictogram, the Silvery
Water painting communicates the same idea. It in-
troduces a visual dimension to our understanding of
a debate that has so far been studied only in terms
of its verbal expression. In so doing, it serves as a
particularly compelling example of the close relation-
ship between painting and intellectual life in the
eastern Islamic lands in the first century of Mongol
rule.

Harvard University
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Napoli 38 (1978), pp. 18–19, fig. 4; idem, “The Kalilah wa
Dimna of the Istanbul University Library and the Problem
of Early Jalairid Painting,” in Akten des VII. Internationalen
Kongresses für Iranische Kunst und Archäologie, München, 7.–
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Hidden in the Harat Halawat—a short, blind alley
off the Suq al-Silah, not far from the madrasa of Sul-
tan Hasan on the side opposite the Qal{a (Citadel)—
is an interesting building that has so far escaped proper
attention (fig. 1). Listed as number 245 on Creswell’s
map of the monuments in Cairo,1 it was briefly dis-
cussed and illustrated in the chapter devoted to four
mausoleums of the end of the thirteenth century, in
the second volume of his Muslim Architecture of Egypt.2

The exterior of the building, especially in its present

incomplete and restored state, is unpretentious and
modest, and it is probably for this reason that it has
been mentioned so infrequently in the recent litera-
ture.3 The interior of its mausoleum, however, reveals
itself as one of the most interesting examples of ar-
chitectural decoration of the early Mamluk period,
in particular because of its qibla wall, which displays
the prominent use of painted glass tiles.

Al-Maqrizi mentions the building in his Khi«a« and
describes it as “the rib¸« known as the riw¸q of Ibn

STEFANO CARBONI

THE PAINTED GLASS DECORATION OF THE MAUSOLEUM OF
AHMAD IBN SULAYMAN AL-RIFA{I IN CAIRO

Fig. 1. Complex of Ahmad ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i, exterior. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1989)
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Sulayman, located at Harat al-Hilaliyya outside Bab
Zuwayla.”4 He gives the full genealogy of the pious
man who founded it as Ahmad ibn Sulayman ibn
Ahmad ibn Sulayman ibn Ibrahim ibn Abi al-Ma{ali
ibn al-{Abbas al-Rahabi al-Bata}ihi al-Rifa{i, Shaykh al-
Fuqara}.5 Al-Maqrizi’s use of riw¸q for the building
suggests its initial function as an arcaded shelter (from
the original meaning of the word as “forepart of a
tent” or “curtain extended below the roof”), prob-
ably intended for devotees who visited the building
from outside Cairo.6 When al-Maqrizi described the
building in the fifteenth century, it had likely become
a fairly important destination for the adepts of the
religious order of the Rifa{i and was therefore known
as a rib¸«, that is, a dwelling or hospice for the shaykh’s
resident devotees, with a function very similar to that
of a z¸wiya.7

Restoration work on the small complex was un-
dertaken by the Comité de Conservation des Monu-
ments de l’Art Arabe after its report on the building

of 1910;8 Creswell’s map (fig. 2) shows how it looked
in the 1950s and still looks today. The main struc-
ture is stone and measures approximately 15 by 6.20
meters. The north wall and the qibla wall, with two
mihrabs, have survived intact. The presence of an
isolated brick column (B on the map) and of the
remains of an arch (A) prompted the Comité to com-
plete the enclosure by constructing two more walls
(south and west) and, in the middle of the enclo-
sure, a new arcade, supported by columns and paral-
lel to the qibla wall. Whether or not the Comité’s
reconstruction precisely reflects the dimensions of the
original building is unfortunately a matter of specu-
lation; it is certain, however, that the original arcades
of the riw¸q paralleled the qibla wall. The mausoleum
proper of Ahmad ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i was built at
the northeast corner (fig. 3).

A very small, irregular square, the longest side of
which is 3.31 meters, with a small recess on the north-
ern side, the mausoleum is peculiar in having been

Fig. 2. Plan of the complex. (After K. A. C. Creswell, The Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 1959, vol. 2, fig. 128)
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Fig. 3. Mausoleum, exterior. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)
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constructed of brick instead of the stone used for
the rest of the building. For this reason, we can safely
assume that it was added to the original structure,
probably shortly after Ahmad ibn Sulayman’s death
in 690 (1291).9 The riw¸q itself, that is, the original
stone building, which, unlike the mausoleum, is not
dated by any inscriptions, must have been erected at
the time al-Rifa{i was teaching in Cairo in the last
decades of his life; a construction date in the 1270s
or 1280s is likely.

The central and main mihrab of the riw¸q (fig. 4)
is of the shell type, set in a beveled-arch frame of
which the inner edge is decorated with a naskhº in-
scription. At the time Creswell studied it, the right
half of the mihrab still retained its coating of brick-
red paint; this is now almost undetectable.10 In addi-
tion, the ribs of the hood of the shell were once
painted in alternating black and brick-red (as on the
dome of Sayyida Ruqayya, for example).11 The outer,
rectangular stucco frame of the mihrab is ornamented

with vegetal motifs on the spandrels, and inscriptions
are set in rounded panels that alternate with circular
medallions in typical early Mamluk style.

Unfortunately, little is known about the life
of Ahmad ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i, because he never
achieved the fame gained by other prominent Sufis
and founders of z¸wiyas, taqiyyas, and kh¸nq¸hs, and
because there probably never was a pilgrimage to his
tomb, let alone a proper mawlid (birth celebration).12

It is likely that a number of pupils and followers con-
tinued to live on the premises at least until al-Maqrizi’s
time, after which Shaykh Ahmad ibn Sulayman fell
slowly into oblivion and the building, neglected and
abandoned, eventually partially collapsed. Al-Maqrizi
himself did not know much about the shaykh, apart
from the fact that “he was one of the followers of
Ahmad al-Rifa{i in Egypt. He was a pious man, held
in great respect by the emirs and everybody else, and
much venerated by the followers of the Rifa{i order.
He had learned the tradition from al-Salafi’s grand-

Fig. 4. Central mihrab of the complex. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1989)

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:02 PM64



the painted glass decoration of the mausoleum of ahmad ibn sulayman al-rifa{i 65

son. He died in this riw¸q on the evening of Monday,
6 Dhul-Hijja 691 [November 18, 1292].”13 His nisba
also includes “al-Bata}ihi,” that is, from the marsh-
lands of southern Iraq between Wasit, Kufa, and Basra.
One can assume, therefore, that Ibn Sulayman was
of Iraqi origin, as was the more famous founder of
the Rifa{i order born one hundred and fifty years
earlier, Ahmad al-Rifa{i, whose own nisba also included
“al-Bata}ihi.”14 We do not know if Ibn Sulayman was
a direct descendant of Ahmad al-Rifa{i; likewise, we
do not know whether he was brought up in Egypt or
moved to that country to escape the persecution of
his sect, as did his contemporary Zayn al-Din Yusuf.15

The founder of the Rifa{i order, Ahmad ibn {Ali
Abu al-{Abbas al-Rifa{i, was born at the beginning of
the twelfth century in southern Iraq and died at Umm
{Abida, in the district of Wasit, in 1183. His activities
appear to have been confined to Umm {Abida and
the neighboring villages, and even though some hy-
perbolic traditions state that on one night of Sha{ban
a crowd of 100,000 persons listened to his teachings,
he seems to have kept the humble profile of a Sufi
shaykh. Only two discourses, a divan of odes, and a
number of prayers, devotional exercises, and recita-
tions are attributed to him. Poverty, abstinence, and
refusal to respond to injury or kill any living crea-
ture were among the rules that he imposed.16

About a century later, judging by al-Maqrizi’s com-
ments (see above), Ibn Sulayman was most likely a
good follower of Ahmad al-Rifa{i’s teachings. The
nineteenth-century reports by Trimingham and Lane
of spectacular practices of the Rifa{is—“sitting in
heated ovens, riding lions, etc.”17—were probably
overstated and embellished, if true at all. The activi-
ties around the riw¸q of Ibn Sulayman must in actu-
ality have been those of a small, quiet community of
people devoted to their shaykh and to the Rifa{i or-
der. The building itself, even though close to the
Citadel, was not prominent and, like all z¸wiyas, lacked
a minaret. Judging from the scant attention paid to
him in the best-known Mamluk sources, Ahmad ibn
Sulayman was never interested in the political involve-
ment and fame-seeking that were the daily bread of
other religious leaders both before and after the time
of al-Nasir ibn Qala}un.

But Ahmad was certainly a much-loved religious
leader, and his followers honored him after he died
with a mausoleum meant to reflect the personality
of their master: humble on the outside but very rich
within. Given the Rifa{is’ embrace of poverty, we do

not know whether the riw¸q had an endowment that
allowed the community to build Ahmad’s mausoleum,
or if they sought the help of well-off sympathizers of
the order, such as the emirs mentioned by al-Maqrizi.18

The mausoleum was erected inside the enclosure
of the riw¸q, in a corner corresponding to the space
facing the qibla wall around the left mihrab. Ahmad’s
wooden cenotaph was placed over a platform under
the dome. The structure is open on both south and
west sides, which have wooden screens to let light
glimmer through and to allow the devotees living in
the enclosure to see the cenotaph without having to
enter the mausoleum. The entrance is on the open
west side (fig. 5).

For those who enter the mausoleum today, having
viewed its inconspicuous exterior after strolling

Fig. 5. Entrance side of the mausoleum. (Photo: Stefano
Carboni, 1989)
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through the run-down alleys behind the complex of
Sultan Hasan, the contrast is great and unexpected.
The interior stucco decoration of the dome and the
pendentives is extremely rich and finds a parallel only
in the above-mentioned mausoleum of Zayn al-Din
Yusuf, which, built in 1297, is more or less contem-
porary with this building (figs. 6–7). The stalactite
pendentives start just above a narrow wooden frieze
that still retains part of its original painted Qur}anic
inscription. The pendentives look from the interior
as if they were formed by three tiers of niches, but
an examination of the exterior shows that they con-
sist of two tiers only, each of three niches. The three
windows on each side have been restored with stained
glass, which they had originally. The eight keel-arched
niches that form the apparent third tier are in real-
ity the inner treatment of the drum, interposed be-
tween the zone of transition and the dome itself. This
drum treatment is rather unusual but constitutes an
effective solution, giving considerably greater verti-
cality to the building and allowing a more lavish deco-
ration of its interior. Only one of the four windows
that originally pierced the dome is now open. The
stucco decoration of the dome represents one of the
best and most lavish examples known from the early
Mamluk period. The inscriptions are all Qur}anic:19

the one around the base is in plaited Kufic script
and those above the windows and in the central me-
dallion at the very top of the dome are in thuluth
(fig. 8).

A monumental wooden t¸b¢t, or cenotaph, domi-
nates the small room and fills the floor almost en-
tirely, leaving just enough space for circumambulation
(fig. 9). The t¸b¢t is one of the best of its kind from
the early Mamluk period and is made even more re-
fined by the use of ivory inlay, still a rarity in Egypt
at the end of the thirteenth century, to outline its
single panels. The most obvious parallel for this ceno-
taph is the well-known coffin, partially preserved in
Lyon, that was made for Sultan Baybars I; dated 676
(1277), it is the earliest example from the Mamluk
period utilizing ivory-inlaid wooden panels. 20 Accord-
ing to the report of the Comité, Ibn Sulayman’s t¸b¢t
is made of fir.21 The elements that form the geomet-
ric decoration—six-pointed stars, regular and elon-
gated hexagons, and pentagons—are arranged in three
tiers, the widest of which is also the most intricate
(fig. 10). These geometric elements are combined
with carved vegetal decoration related to the stucco
ornamentation around and above the cenotaph. The

fourth and uppermost tier, by which the tabut achieves
the considerable height of about 1.5 meters (nearly
5 feet), includes the date of Ibn Sulayman’s death in
a naskhº inscription contained in a panel flanked by
sets of small wooden columns. The inscription reads
“This is the coffin of the pious shaykh, the learned
imam, the master of the shaykhs of the Muslims, Muhyi
al-Din Abu al-{Abbas Ahmad ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i,
who died on Monday, 6 Dhul-Hijja of the year 690
[November 30, 1291].”22 Despite its one-year discrep-
ancy with al-Maqrizi’s text, we can safely assume that
the date written on the cenotaph is correct.23

The most impressive piece of architectural deco-
ration in the building is the qibla wall. Around the
mihrab, the stucco decoration measures 3.30 meters
in width and 3.85 meters in height, although the
bottom half of this decoration has long since disap-
peared (fig. 11). The niche, like the central mihrab
of the riw¸q, has a keel arch surrounded by a double
band of stucco, the inner band with a Qur}anic in-
scription in plaited Kufic. The upper part of the
mihrab is flanked by two blind niches with round
arches resting on slender columns. The interior of
these niches is filled with a background of minute
rosettes, and above them are two small calligraphic
panels; the main inscription fills the upper part of
the decoration. The cartouche containing this inscrip-
tion, like that over the central mihrab of the riw¸q, is
rounded and flanked by circular medallions. The large
inscription is also Qur}anic (10: 18): “Only he can
maintain the mosques of Allah who believes in Allah
and the Day of Judgment…” A narrow band surrounds
the whole decorated area (fig. 12).

From the black-and-white photographs of the qibla
wall published by Creswell, it appears that paint was
used to darken areas of the stucco decoration. Closer
inspection, however, reveals that these embellishments
are paint under glass, an unexpected and unusual
variation of verre eglomisé (paint sandwiched between
two layers of glass).24 The technique employed is basic
but effective; one can imagine how dazzling the wall
must have looked in its pristine condition. Glass tiles
of different shapes and sizes, the majority of them
elongated hexagons and roundels, were produced
from sheets of glass cut to size. The edges were de-
liberately left rough and in some cases were bent
slightly while the glass was still malleable in order to
provide a groove that would fit into the soft stucco
and keep the tile in place (figs. 13–14). After the
tiles were cut and before they were set on the stucco,
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Fig. 6.  Mausoleum, interior. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)
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Fig. 7. Interior of the mausoleum of Zayn al-Din Yusuf, 1297. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:02 PM68



the painted glass decoration of the mausoleum of ahmad ibn sulayman al-rifa{i 69

Fig. 8. Mausoleum interior, central medallion of the dome. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1988)

Fig. 9.  West side of the t¸b¢t in the center of the mausoleum. (Photo [detail]: K. A. C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)
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Fig. 10. South side of the t¸b¢t. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1988)

Fig. 11. Qibla wall of the mausoleum. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1988)
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Fig. 12. Qibla wall of the mausoleum. (Photo: K.A.C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)

they were cold-painted on the reverse, that is, the
side that adhered to the plaster. This clever solution
prevented oxidization from affecting the paint, which
was tightly sandwiched between the stucco and the
glass. Notwithstanding the present sorry condition of
the qibla wall and the great deterioration of its stucco,
the few tiles left in situ retain their bright original
paint underneath. Three colors were employed (fig.
15): black for the outlines and green and brown to
fill the background of the designs, so that the pat-
terns appear in reserve—this last perhaps another
clever solution, meant to emphasize the main pat-
tern against the white plaster underneath. The de-
signs of the elongated hexagonal tiles around the outer
frame and on the band above the arch of the mihrab
are invariably vegetal scrolls that form a double loop
like an 8 (fig. 16). The details of the designs show
slight variations, since each one was individually
painted. The round tiles that alternate with the hex-
agonal ones include simpler versions of the vegetal
scrolls; the much smaller round ones surrounding

the arches of the blind niches and set within the two
medallions of the upper panel feature simple trefoils
or fleurs-de-lis (fig. 17). A similar pattern, but on a
larger and more complex scale, is present on the
teardrop-shaped tiles around the main inscription,
in the spandrels of the mihrab, and at the top of the
outer frame of the keel arch. In the semi-dome of
the mihrab there are also traces of glass insets that
were painted with irregular fan-shaped palmettes.
Finally, the letters forming the main inscription on
the upper panel were also covered with glass cut to
shape; no vegetal patterns were added to those tiles,
however, and it is not clear whether their reverse was
left unpainted or coated in brown. Here and there
on the qibla wall remain faint traces of red paint on
the surface of the plaster.

When the mausoleum was completed shortly after
Ibn Sulayman’s death in 1291, the overall effect of
the interior decoration must thus have been sump-
tuous. The light filtering through the wooden screens
from two sides and through the colored glass win-
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Fig. 13. Circular tile with trefoil pattern from the qibla wall. (Photo: Stefano Carboni)

dows between the pendentives and in the dome—
not to mention the light from the enameled and gilded
lamp suspended above the cenotaph25—surely were
impressive when reflected by the glass tiles set in the
plastered wall.

The glass of the tiles is colorless with a faint greenish
tinge and contains ovoid bubbles (fig. 18). Qualita-
tive analysis has showed it to be a soda-lime-silica glass
with relatively high levels of magnesium and potassium
and a small amount of aluminum; the composition
is therefore typical of glass from the Mediterranean
area.26 The presence of bubbles indicates that it was
blown (rather than simply poured into a shallow
mold), allowed to cool, and cut into shape. The tiles

show neither the concentric wavy lines nor the con-
vexity typical of crown glass,27 and I was not able to
spot any traces of bull’s-eyes on those still in situ.
Consequently, from the samples I have been able to
investigate, it is almost certain that the technique used
was that of broad glass.

Broad glass was developed in the early Christian
era and was in common use by the second century;
in the twelfth century it was revived in Lorraine,
France, and around 1500 it became definitively popular
in Venice for the production of mirrors.28 A type of
flat pane glass, it was made by blowing a large glass
bubble, then swinging it on the blowpipe to form an
elongated narrow shape, and finally cutting off both
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Fig. 14. Circular and hexagonal tiles set in the qibla wall. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, ca. 1920–30)

hemispherical ends. The resulting cylinder was then
cut lengthwise with shears and reheated, after which
it was flattened with a wooden plane or allowed to
sink to a flat state. At present the tiles of Ibn Sulay-
man’s mausoleum are the only recognized examples
of broad glass in the Islamic world, but this is prob-
ably because no proper distinction between broad and
crown glass has thus far been attempted for archaeo-
logical window glass, or for flat glass in general.29

The three pigments applied to the tiles without
subsequent firing have been analyzed in the Depart-
ment of Objects Conservation of the Metropolitan
Museum. The black used for the outlines is some form
of carbon; the pale green contains significant amounts
of copper, chlorine, and calcium; the pale brown is
not an iron pigment as expected but contains large
amounts of such non-chromogenic elements as so-

dium, calcium, and potassium as well as a brownish
coloring agent that is almost certainly organic. The
original binding medium of the pigments was prob-
ably gum arabic.30 In short, there is nothing unusual
about these pigments to challenge the notion that
they were produced locally at the end of the thir-
teenth century.

Flat glass, the great majority of which was employed
in windows, is not at all infrequent in the Islamic
world and is commonly found during archaeological
excavations. Glass of various colors, including darker
and more precious hues like blue and red, was left
unpainted, cut to size from sheets, and set into a plaster
grid; the resulting window, or qamariyya, would filter
light in a pleasant manner and throw colors into in-
teriors. Windows of this sort have been produced in
large quantities throughout the centuries and are still
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Fig. 15. Detail of a tile. (Photo: Stefano Carboni)

Fig. 16. Hexagonal tile with vegetal pattern. (Photo: The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 17. Detail of qibla wall with tiles. (Photo: Stefano Carboni, 1988)

Fig. 18. Detail of a tile. (Photo: Stefano Carboni)
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made today (fig. 19).31 The qibla wall of the mauso-
leum of Ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i is, however, the only
known example of decorative glass being given such
bold prominence in architectural decoration.

A comparable decorative concept in secular archi-
tectural ornamentation can be found only in the
twelfth-century eastern Islamic world, in the pavilion
of a ruined palace at Old Tirmidh (present-day Ter-
mez, in southern Uzbekistan near the border with
Afghanistan). During excavations there between 1937
and 1939, a number of impressed glass medallions,
embellished with animal and human figures, rosettes,
and Kufic inscriptions, were discovered.32 Many more
have emerged recently from Afghanistan. The me-
dallions are of different colors—some vivid, some
pale—and the figures are in low relief. Most likely
they decorated the windows or walls of Ghaznavid
and Ghurid palaces, since some of them carry inscrip-
tions dedicated to the Ghaznavid rulers Bahram Shah
(r. 1117–57) and Khusraw Malik (r. 1160–86), or to
the Ghurid emir Shams al-Din Muhammad Pahlavan
(active 1181–82) (fig. 20).33

Otherwise, only a few archeological objects and
fragments suggest the use of decorated glass as ar-
chitectural wall ornament in the Islamic world. Among
them are three small octagonal glass plaques found
at Tel Mevorakh in modern Israel, in a grave dated
between 1162 and 1174 on the basis of a silver Cru-
sader coin. Each of the three plaques is greenish,
colorless, slightly concave glass (probably crown glass)
with remains of cold-painted decoration consisting
of a layer of reddish-brown paint and parallel stripes
in dark paint above it, on the inner, concave side
(fig. 21).34 Dan Barag related these plaques to the
glass inlays of Syro-Palestinian mirrors dating from
the Byzantine period, but he was puzzled that the
grave in which the plaques were found did not con-
tain the remains of any object for which they could
have served as inlays.35 Furthermore, there were no
visible traces of plaster or glue around the edges of
the plaques to suggest that they were once affixed.
He guessed that they might have been part of a leather
or textile object, and he concluded that an explana-
tion for their function should be sought in the realms
of popular superstition or magical practice. Two other
plaques—rectangular with rounded corners and simi-
lar in size to those found in Israel (about 11 cen-
timeters)—have been published, although their
function is also uncertain. The first, apparently found
in Russia, was formerly in the Macaya Collection in

Barcelona; painted on it is the figure of a multicol-
ored bird (fig. 22).36 The second, in the Benaki Mu-
seum, Athens, apparently does not show any traces
of paint, although this may be due to the condition
of its surface.37 Clairmont thought that it could have
been a mirror and indicated Egypt as its origin, but
he could not suggest a date for it. In addition to these
scant published examples, an inconspicuous fragment
of flat greenish glass that I recently noticed in the
Corning Museum of Glass shows traces of brownish
paint on the reverse, thus providing the best match
for the technique and materials used on the tiles of
the mausoleum of Ibn Sulayman al-Rifa{i.38

The most interesting point raised in the discus-
sion of the plaques found at Tel Mevorakh is that
they are associated with a Muslim burial site, as in
the case of the mausoleum in Egypt. Burials and the
use of glass have in fact often been associated, at least
in popular belief. According to legend, for example,
Iskandar (Alexander) was buried in Alexandria in a
glass sarcophagus,39 and a glass coffin with the body
of Sultan Qabus (d. 1006–7) was suspended midway
from the ceiling of his mausoleum, the Gunbad-i
Qabus near Gurgan.40 The latter legend was prob-
ably inspired by a story reported by Benjamin of
Tudela about the crystal coffin of the prophet Daniel,
which was suspended by chains from the midsection
of the bridge at Susa.41 The transparency and purity
of glass is ideal, in popular superstition, for simulta-
neously preserving the body and keeping it visible,
as if it were crystallized in time, or hibernating rather
than dead.

Legends, however, do not provide a satisfactory
explanation for what led the decorator of Ibn Sulay-
man’s mausoleum to plaster its qibla wall, and only
this wall, with many painted glass tiles. An indirect
source of inspiration, partially surviving today, seems
to be the wall paintings of the Fatimid (or earlier)
hammam of Abu Su{ud in Cairo, fragments of which
are preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo
(fig. 23).42 Although these paintings were meant for
a secular building and their significance is therefore
different from that of the mausoleum decoration,
similarities of design, composition, and colors are
noticeable. In the wall paintings, elongated hexagons
with vegetal motifs parallel the shape and decoration
of the glass tiles, and the trefoil and fleur-de-lis pat-
terns are very similar. The hammam was destroyed
in 1168;43 thus its decoration is at least a century and
a half earlier than that of the mausoleum of Ibn
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Fig. 19. Qamariyya window. Egypt or Syria, eighteenth century. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of William R. Ware,
1893 (93.26.15) (Photo: The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Sulayman, but it seems logical to assume that between
the Fatimid and the Mamluk periods many buildings,
now entirely lost, were decorated in similar fashion.

The decorative program of Abu Su{ud is ultimately
an example of the visual language that developed in
Islamic art from the Samarran period in the ninth
century. In the Throne Room of the Jawsaq al-Khaqani
at Samarra, for example, elongated hexagons (depict-
ing birds, as on the plaque in Barcelona, fig. 22) al-
ternate with smaller, regular hexagons as on the outer
border of the qibla wall at Ibn Sulayman’s mauso-
leum.44 In the bath of the Qanat Tepe at Nishapur
(10th–11th c.) appear simple sequences of elongated
hexagons decorated with pseudo-vegetal designs that
vaguely resemble those of the glass tiles.45

All the comparative examples cited thus far, how-
ever, belong to secular buildings. Surprisingly, an
interesting non-secular parallel can be found in an
almost contemporary religious building in Christian
Italy. Originally part of the staircase of a pulpit made
by Guglielmo di Pisa in 1270 for the church of San
Giovanni Fuorcivitas in Pistoia, a marble fragment is
now preserved in the Museo Diocesano of the same
city in central Tuscany (fig. 24).46 The decoration of
the marble slab consists of small glass plaques of vari-
ous geometric shapes, including elongated hexagons
and six-pointed stars, arranged in a clearly Islamic-
inspired pattern that was common in contempora-
neous Mamluk Egypt. The individual plaques are in
true verre eglomisé, their unfired gold and black col-

Fig. 20. Three impressed medallions for window decoration.
Uzbekistan or Afghanistan, second half of the twelfth century.
Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyya, Kuwait National Museum, inv. nos.
LNS 365 G, LNS 323 G, LNS 378 G. (Photo: Bruce White)

Fig. 21. Glass plaques from Tel Mevorakh, Israel. Eastern Mediterranean coast, ca. 1162–74. (Photo: after Barag, “Three
Glass Plaques,” pl. 41, nos. 23–25)
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Fig. 22. Glass plaque with painted bird. Formerly in the Macaya Collection, Barcelona. (Photo: after Gudiol Ricart and De
Artiñano, Vidrio, fig. 101)

ors sandwiched between two layers of glass and sub-
sequently set into prepared beds on the marble sur-
face. The painted designs, which are also inspired by
Islamic models, in their case via southern Italy, in-
clude animals set against a highly decorative vegetal

landscape with flowers, half-palmettes, and, sometimes,
geometrical motifs. Carlo Bertelli has convincingly
suggested that the craftsmen responsible for this deco-
ration were Venetian glassmakers, who must have been
familiar with both the Islamic decorative language

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:02 PM79



stefano carboni80

and the thirteenth-century Gothic repertoire of gold-
sgraffiato glass. Decorated in this way, the original
pulpit and its staircase must have made quite an im-
pression in the dim light of the church, and its pat-
terns must have recalled those of a contemporary,
ivory-inlaid minbar, with the added glitter of the glass
surface.47

Unfortunately, apart from window grills, no other
existing building with similar function and stucco
decoration (such as the 1297 mausoleum in the z¸wiya
of Zayn al-Din Yusuf in Cairo, which is only six years
later than that of Ibn Sulayman) shows traces of glass
inlay. In 1927, Carl Lamm wrote, “Dr. Fredrik Mar-
tin tells me that the same technique has been used
for the decoration of a little mosque or church in
Upper Egypt, which I regret not to have been able to
identify.”48 And, “In Tiflis, Dr. Martin has seen a sev-
enteenth-century house decorated in the same man-
ner.”49 If they ever existed, both the mosque in Upper
Egypt and the house in Tiflis have disappeared, and
it is possible that Martin may have been referring sim-
ply to plain glass inlay rather than to proper archi-
tectural decoration as in our mausoleum.

Unless other examples become known in the fu-

ture, therefore, it can be surmised that the painted
glass decoration of the qibla wall of the mausoleum
of Ibn Sulayman is unique, since a prototype cannot
be found for it and its ornamental idea was not imi-
tated in later extant buildings. There is no doubt that
the painted glass tiles belong to the original stucco
decoration, which is firmly dated by the inscription
on the t¸b¢t; thus they can be seen as an original
concept developed by the artists involved in the cre-
ation of the mausoleum.

Regardless of whether the glass tiles had a now-
lost model in Cairo, or whether Venetian glassmakers’
verre eglomisé influenced their designs, it is the spe-
cial meaning of glass in a burial site for the Rifa{i
order that needs interpretation. Following the lead
of Souren Melikian-Chirvani, for example, one is
tempted to find an esoteric meaning for the use of
painted glass tiles. Referring to a mihrab in Kashan,
he writes, “This mihrab actually provides an illustra-
tion of the Bab al-Ma{rifa, the Door of Knowledge,
leading into the celestial garden; through this door
we can see a second arch crowned by the band of
supreme knowledge, and beyond the second arch
looms the Tree of Life . . ..” 50 Hyalescent glass tiles

Fig. 23. Painted plaster decoration from the Hammam of Abu Su{ud, Cairo. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo. (Photo [detail]:
after Hasan, Kun¢z al-F¸«imiyyºn, fig. 3)
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could have provided the ideal material to enable
Ahmad ibn Sulayman and his followers to see
through—and mystically walk through—the wall of
the mihrab, like Sufi Alices in Wonderland walking
through the mirror. The vegetal decoration of the
painted tiles suggests nothing less than that the Gar-
den of Paradise and the Tree of Life lie just past the
glass screen. Behind the wall are knowledge and the
reward for a life well spent in prayer and poverty,
and every visitor to the shaykh’s tomb can have a
glimpse of this reward and look forward to it.

The preservation of this interesting monument is
a matter of grave concern. By comparing photographs
taken before the Comité restored the complex (see
fig. 12)51 with slides that I took in 1988 (see figs. 11
and 17) and 1989, when I had the chance to study

Fig. 24. Verre eglomisé decoration from the pulpit of the Church of San Giovanni Fuorcivitas, Pistoia. (Photo: after Bertelli,
“Vetri italiani,” fig. 1)

the mausoleum, one can notice that, despite the work
devoted about seventy-five years ago to repairing the
lower part of the plaster decoration, a sizable num-
ber of glass tiles, in particular from the outer band,
have since fallen. During my first visit in 1988, I found
many glass fragments on the floor in front of the
mihrab, and in the space of a few months I noticed
more fragments, newly fallen.52 Clearly, the plaster
is deteriorating at a fast pace, and before long this
unique decoration may no longer exist. This article
is intended to call attention to a jewel of early Mamluk
architectural decoration and to urge a program of
preservation of its glass-tiled wall. Perhaps the reward
will be a feeling of intimacy with Ahmad ibn Sulayman
and his followers of the Rifa{i order, and we shall be
able to observe for a moment the Garden of Para-
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dise that lies behind the glass tiles. In the words of a
familiar Italian expression used when one performs
a good deed, we might come “di guadagnare un pezzo
di paradiso,” “to deserve a small piece of paradise.”

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
New York
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This article analyzes two decorated lead-glazed pot-
tery wares (widely incised sgraffito and relief-molded)
encountered in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century
occupation levels in the south of Bilad al-Sham. In
each case, the archaeological evidence for the dat-
ing and distribution is presented. The case studies
identify potential sources for the vessel forms, deco-
ration, and epigraphic content in other types of con-
temporary ceramics as well as metalwork and glass.
In the conclusion the results of the archaeological
and comparative analysis are located within the con-
text of the material culture of provincial urban and
rural communities in the south of Bilad al-Sham. It
is argued that these decorated lead-glazed wares pro-
vide important information concerning the aesthetic
preferences and values of non-elite groups in the south
of Bilad al-Sham.

The two types of decorated lead-glazed ware dis-
cussed in this article have been recovered in a re-
gion stretching from the Syrian town of Hama to the
Mediterranean coast of Sinai. The greatest concen-
tration of finds is in the areas occupied by modern
Jordan, Israel, and the Palestine Authority. The ar-
chaeological evidence surveyed below suggests that
both wares were produced between the early thirteenth
century and the late fourteenth or perhaps the early
fifteenth century. This period witnessed major politi-
cal, cultural, and economic changes in the south of
Bilad al-Sham that are of relevance to the interpreta-
tion of the production and distribution of ceramics.
Politically, the period of 1200 to 1260 in this region
was marked by territorial disputes between the Cru-
saders and the principalities of the Ayyubid con-
federacy in Syria.1 The borders between the Latin
Kingdom and the neighboring Ayyubid principalities
in the south of Bilad al-Sham were subject to con-
tinual adjustment as towns and regions changed hands.
Despite the fluidity of the situation, some areas re-
mained consistently under Frankish or Muslim con-

trol. The Crusaders maintained the coastal strip with
its ports, including Acre, Haifa, Tyre, Tripoli, and
Tartus, while the areas of inland Syria, Balqa} (re-
captured from the Franks in the late 1160s), and the
regions south of the Wadi al-Mujib (recaptured 1188–
89) remained in the hands of the Ayyubid princes.

The defeat of the Mongol forces at {Ayn Jalut in
1260 was followed by the Mamluk conquest of terri-
tories formerly held by the Ayyubid princes. The
Mamluks were to control Bilad al-Sham until 1516.2

In the latter part of the thirteenth century the new
regime consolidated its control over Syria through
investment in defensive installations and the commu-
nications system. Under Sultan Baybars and his suc-
cessors, a combination of military action and aggressive
diplomacy resulted in the steady diminution of the
Crusader presence on the mainland until the final
expulsion of the Franks from Acre in 1291. Although
Syria remained vulnerable to Mongol military incur-
sions through the last decades of the thirteenth cen-
tury, and there were periodic rebellions against the
authority of the sultan in Cairo, the situation appears
to have been more stable and prosperous than was
the latter part of Ayyubid rule. There was growth in
the urban and rural economy of the south of Bilad
al-Sham that would be sustained until the middle of
the fourteenth century. The fortunes of the region
declined in the later fourteenth and fifteenth centu-
ries as the result of a combination of recurrent plagues
and chronic underinvestment in agriculture, indus-
try, the administrative system, and the transport in-
frastructure. By the end of the fifteenth century, the
south of Jordan had fallen out of central government
control, and previously productive agricultural regions
like the Jordan valley and the lands around Khalil
(Hebron) were left largely uncultivated.3

Some aspects of this picture of conflicting Crusader
and Muslim powers are reflected in the spatial distri-
bution of pottery wares. While there was extensive
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trade between Muslim and Frankish states in the south
of Bilad al-Sham in the late twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, the archaeological record suggests limited
commercial traffic in unglazed and glazed earthen-
wares between the opposing sides. Excavations of
Crusader sites such as {Athlith (Pilgrims’ Castle),4 al-
Mina (Port St. Simeon),5 and Caesarea6 have uncov-
ered large numbers of locally produced glazed wares
and imports from Italy, Cyprus, and the Aegean.
Pottery from al-Mina (“Port St. Simeon ware”), along
with sgraffito wares from Cyprus and the Aegean, were
transported as far as Alexandria and Fustat in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries.7 Despite the wide-
spread distribution of these decorated lead-glazed
wares along maritime trade routes in the eastern
Mediterranean,8 the available evidence indicates that
there was not the same degree of penetration into
Muslim-controlled areas of southern Bilad al-Sham.
Pringle’s study of “proto-Maiolica” found that, away
from the coastal strip, the ware was largely absent
from twelfth- and thirteenth-century contexts in Pal-
estine.9 “Port St. Simeon ware” does appear on exca-
vations of inland sites including Hama, Apamea, and
{Ajlun,10 but it should be emphasized that the num-
ber of recorded finds is very small. The picture con-
cerning the import into Crusader areas of pottery from
Muslim lands is somewhat different. We know from
archaeological and textual evidence that Syrian alka-
line-glazed stonepaste bowls and jars (the latter of-
ten employed for the storage of valuable commodities
such as medicines, spices, and preserved fruit) were
traded all over the Mediterranean, and it is probable
that during the thirteenth century many found their
way to Europe via the Crusader ports. While Syrian
alkaline-glazed stonepaste wares are reported in Frank-
ish occupation levels at places such as al-Mina, Cae-
sarea, and Acre,11 the types of lead-glazed earthenware
common in late twelfth- and thirteenth-century con-
texts in Jordan and southern Syria are rare.

Clearly, the validity of these broad observations may
be subject to revision as more excavated material
comes to light. Nevertheless, what already exists pro-
vides some intriguing indications of the possible fac-
tors conditioning the distribution of different types
of glazed pottery in the south of Bilad al-Sham dur-
ing the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. The pres-
ence of small quantities of decorated Byzantine or
Frankish pottery on major Muslim urban sites such
as Fustat or Hama reflects the fact that these cities
constituted large markets in which “exotic” imports

might easily find a commercial niche for a limited
period. Furthermore, the spread of pottery over very
large distances was certainly feasible where there
existed established maritime trade routes.12 Such
glazed pottery is unlikely to have been the principal
cargo and may even have functioned as ballast that
could be sold at ports for additional profit.13 The much
higher costs involved in land transport probably re-
stricted the commercial distribution of pottery wares
like “Port St. Simeon,” “Zeuxippus,” and “proto-Maio-
lica” away from the coastal strip in southern Bilad al-
Sham.14

Where pottery has a relatively high unit cost
(because of the expenditure involved in the manu-
facturing process and in transporting the finished pro-
duct), there must exist a sufficient demand at the
point of sale to stimulate entrepreneurs to take on
the financial risk of buying it. This demand might be
generated by imported ceramics with technical and
aesthetic characteristics quite distinct from those made
locally, as is seen in the trade of Chinese porcelain
and celadon into the Middle East and Europe dur-
ing the medieval period.15 In the same way, the high
quality underglaze-painted or luster-painted stonepaste
wares of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Syria found
a market in the Crusader states, and all over Europe,
because of their white body, glassy glazes, and vivid
decoration.16 Kubiak suggests that the importation
into Egypt in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries of
glazed earthenware from the Aegean, Cyprus, and
Crusader Syria may be attributed to the fact that these
wares were seen by Egyptian consumers to be novel
in both vessel profile and decoration. Such decorated
glazed earthenwares were easily imitated, however,
and the imports soon became unable to compete in
the Egyptian markets with the much cheaper, locally
made versions.17 This last factor is probably of im-
portance to interpretation of the distribution of lead-
glazed pottery in the south of Bilad al-Sham. The
archaeological record for this region indicates that
decorated and monochrome lead-glazed ceramics were
produced at numerous kilns in towns and villages all
over the region.18 Although the quality of the pot-
tery produced at each kiln varied, the sheer number
of small workshops must have acted as a constraint
on the widespread distribution of many of the lead-
glazed wares in southern Bilad al-Sham. Where it can
be demonstrated that a given lead-glazed ware was
traded into towns or regions possessing their own
glazed ceramic industries, it becomes necessary to
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formulate an explanation of this phenomenon. I will
explore this and other issues in the two case studies
presented in this article.

WIDELY INCISED SGRAFFITO

Islamic potters first used the technique of incising a
pattern through a pale slip soon after the revival of
lead glazing in the eighth century.19 In the tenth and
eleventh centuries, the technique began to be ex-
ploited to greatest effect, and different styles of sgraf-
fito are reported from excavations in Central Asia,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, and Anatolia.20 The technique
also spread to the Byzantine world, and a variety of
sgraffito wares were produced in sites in the Aegean
and Cyprus from the twelfth century.21 Some of the
earlier sgraffito wares in Iran betray a dependence
on contemporary incised metalwork, but potters soon
developed a wider range of ornamental techniques
more suited to the medium of glazed ceramics. Nar-
row incisions could be complemented by wider gouged
lines or by the carving out of larger expanses of the
slip clay (champlevé). The technique of sgraffito
decoration also made its way into Bilad al-Sham. Finds
of crude sgraffito in the vicinity of a tenth-century
kiln in Tiberias indicate that this technique of deco-
ration was known in Palestine at an early date.22 In
the eleventh century, a style that combined gouged
and finely incised lines to create bold, schematic veg-
etal designs appears on sites including Raqqa23 and
Tal Shahin24 in northeast Syria, and Caesarea25 and
Beirut26 on the coast. A group of similarly decorated
bowls was recovered from the Serçe Liman wreck off
the coast of southern Turkey.27 By the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries a wide range of sgraffito wares
was being produced all over Muslim Bilad al-Sham
and the Crusader kingdom. In the following para-
graphs I will deal with one style of sgraffito, found
predominantly in Jordan and Palestine, which will be
termed “widely incised sgraffito ware” (fig. 1).28 As
the name suggests, this style of sgraffito relies on a
wide tool to gouge patterns through the slip, creat-
ing an impression not dissimilar to that of an italic
pen on paper.

Widely incised sgraffito ware is found in small
numbers in excavations of urban and rural sites. The
greatest concentration of reported finds are east and
west of the Jordan valley in the regions of Galilee,
Samaria, and Balqa} (see map 1 and tables 1 and 2
in the appendix). Smaller numbers are reported in

the south of Palestine and along the coastal strip as
far north as Beirut and Tripoli. Sherds are attested
in Damascus, but this appears to be the northern-
most extension of the range away from the coastal
strip. Very few examples are reported south of the
Wadi al-Mujib in Jordan, with the exception of the
administrative center of Karak,29 and possibly the
fortress of Wu{ayra near Petra.30 Excavated contexts
give an indication of the chronological parameters
of this ware. At Tal Abu Qa{dan in the Jordan valley,
widely incised sgraffito appears in strata L, P, and R,
which, according to Sauer’s revision of the stratigra-
phy, provide dates from the thirteenth to the fifteenth
centuries.31 The ware is reported in Phase III at Beirut,
dated by the excavators from the end of the thirteenth
century into the fourteenth century.32 At Dhiban,
sherds were found in a thirteenth-century context.33

Although this sgraffito ware is not commonly associ-
ated with Crusader occupation phases, examples are
reported from the monastery of St. Carmel at Haifa.34

The presence of alkaline-glazed “blue-and-white” wares
in the same context indicates an occupation phase
that extended after the expulsion of the Crusaders
until at least the latter part of the fourteenth cen-
tury.35

The widely incised sgraffito style is found on three
types of vessel: bowls with curved sides terminating
in folded-over rims; bowls with carinations in the upper
sections; and shallow bowls with flange rims. Each
type of bowl is supported on either a low, slightly
flared ring foot or a cushion foot. All the examples
examined by the author were constructed of a granu-
lar, somewhat brittle, brick red fabric containing regu-
lar rounded sand and small white and black grits.36

Each bowl is coated on the interior and the upper
part of the exterior with a thick, slightly gritty, cream-
colored slip. The sgraffito decoration is restricted to
the interior of the bowl and is accomplished by means
of a spatulate tool (5–10mm wide). In many examples,
this decoration is combined with finer lines incised
with a sharp stylus. It is uncommon to find any part
of the exterior glazed (other than with occasional
splashes). The glaze itself tends to be glassy but thin,
with frequent small impurities and a tendency to
crackle and flake.

The area on the interior of the bowl is arranged
according to a number of basic formulae. In some
cases, the interior is subdivided into six or eight seg-
ments. More typically, however, chevrons or interlock-
ing arches are arranged centripetally around the
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Map 1. Distribution of widely incised sgraffito ware in Bilad al-Sham.
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Fig. 1. Widely incised sgraffito excavated at Karak castle, Jordan. Key to drawings: unshaded = yellow glaze; dotted shading
= green glaze; oblique lines = slip without glaze; broken horizontal lines = unglazed and unslipped.
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surface, leaving the central area without decoration.
In other cases a central roundel is subdivided into
alternating filled and unfilled segments, or has chev-
rons radiating centrifugally from it. The decoration
of the flange is composed of sets of concentric straight
or wavy lines or repeated interlocking S or Z devices.
Although the rhythmic, curvilinear appearance of the
incised lines creates a distinctly calligraphic effect, I
am unaware of any example with epigraphic or pseudo-
epigraphic decoration. Also absent are representations
of plants, humans, and animals.37

The evidence from excavated contexts indicates that
widely incised sgraffito ware was being produced
during most of the thirteenth century. It is not clear
how long into the fourteenth century it continued to
be popular. It is reported on both urban and rural
sites, with a concentration of finds in the regions east
and west of the Jordan valley. Importantly, the ma-
jority of the recorded examples are from inland sites.
Of the coastal sites, widely incised sgraffito has been
found in small numbers in Crusader occupation lev-
els at Caesarea and, probably, at Acre. The sherds
from Tripoli come from unstratified deposits, while
those from Haifa and Beirut come from contexts
dating from the thirteenth to the fourteenth century
(i.e., both during and after the Crusader period). At
Belvoir castle, sherds of this ware were located in
excavated contexts postdating the Crusader occupa-
tion of the site.38

No workshop for the production of widely incised
sgraffito has been identified through excavation, and
no kiln wasters have been published. While the pos-
sibility that this ware was imported into the south of
Bilad al-Sham should not be excluded, the distribu-
tion pattern on map 1 is suggestive that the produc-
tion centers were located in northern Palestine or
Jordan. Whereas the distribution of imports such as
“proto-Maiolica” is concentrated along the coastal strip,
it is striking that widely incised sgraffito is found mainly
on inland sites. It has been suggested that it may have
been produced in the vicinity of Umm Qays in north-
ern Jordan, although no conclusive support for this
hypothesis is available.39 The presence of sherds at
Tripoli and Beirut may result from their inclusion in
the cargoes of ships, but these finds run contrary to
the overall concentration east and west of the Jor-
dan valley. Important trade routes are known to have
crossed the valley between the urban centers of Balqa}
and northern Palestine during the Ayyubid and Mam-
luk periods.40 It seems likely that these land routes

were the principal means by which widely incised
sgraffito bowls were transported from their place(s)
of manufacture.

It is not clear what led to the development of the
bold but rather sparse style of decoration found on
widely incised sgraffito. This contrasts with the orna-
mental modes of other glazed and unglazed pottery
in Bilad al-Sham from the eleventh to the thirteenth
centuries. The broadly comparable gouged style of
the earlier “Tal Shahin wares” from northern Syria
also makes use of motifs not seen on widely incised
sgraffito, including stylized palmette and geometric
shapes.41 A brief comparison with the types of repeat
patterns found on thirteenth-century sgraffito bowls
from {Athlith and al-Mina (fig. 2) illustrates the wide
range of non-representational motifs available to pot-
ters at this time. Furthermore, the bowls from these
Crusader sites also make use of a variety of human,
zoomorphic, and vegetal designs. Even in thirteenth-
and fourteenth-century handmade slip-painted wares,
one encounters a more extensive vocabulary of non-
figural ornament.42 There are, however, contempo-
rary sgraffito wares that employ widely incised lines
and exhibit the same tendency towards a radically
simplified abstract decoration. An example of this
trend is a group of early-thirteenth-century bowls from
Paphos in Cyprus, published by Megaw. Important
characteristics of the decorated bowls from this group
include the absence of slip and glaze from the exte-
rior (other than around the lip); the predominant
use of a yellow glaze, sometimes with dashes of green;
and the broad, gouged decoration.43 Some of these
bowls adopt the shallow profile with a horizontal flange
rim and low foot ring seen also in widely incised
sgraffito ware.44 Megaw tends to the opinion that the
bowls at Paphos were imported onto the island.45

Examples comparable to the Paphos bowls, perhaps
from the same source, are known on the Palestine
coast at Caesarea and inland at Qubayba (between
Jaffa and Jerusalem).46 Other types of sgraffito with
simple designs laid out with broad and fine lines were
produced on Cyprus during the thirteenth century,
although these exhibit fewer similarities to widely
incised sgraffito.47

Megaw suggests that the Paphos bowls represent a
late occurrence of a mode of decoration that has its
source in the twelfth-century Aegean. Widely incised
sgraffito ware in the south of Bilad al-Sham may have
picked up on this same vogue for broadly applied
abstract decoration. Some points of comparison can
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Fig. 2. Schematic drawings of border designs on sgraffito wares from {Athlith and al-Mina (not to scale). Sources: Johns,
“Slipware,” and Lane ”Sgraffito.”

be made with Aegean coarse sgraffito, including char-
acteristics of vessel shape, glaze colors, and presence
of slip and glaze only on the interior and the upper
part of the exterior. That said, the gouged decoration
of widely incised sgraffito differs markedly from the
Paphos and Caesarea bowls, particularly the manner
in which the surface of the bowls is subdivided and
the types of infilling that are employed. In addition,
widely incised sgraffito wares were separated by ceramic
tripods during firing, a feature not seen in the pottery
group from Paphos.48

Is there any reason to suppose that widely incised
sgraffito owes a debt to earlier Aegean/Cypriot glazed
wares? Certainly there appear to be occurrences of
imported lead-glazed pottery affecting the manufac-
turing practices and types of decoration employed
by Islamic potters in this period. Kubiak has suggested
that the import of Aegean, Cypriot, and Frankish
Syrian pottery provoked a change of taste among the
consumers of Alexandria and Fustat, thus leading to
the revival of Egyptian sgraffito production. As local
aesthetic preferences asserted themselves, the pottery
made in Egyptian workshops evolved new and differ-
ent forms. A similar process may be at work with widely

incised sgraffito (although it should be stressed that
the archaeological evidence is not available to sup-
port this hypothesis). The trade of small numbers of
Aegean sgraffito wares from the coast into the inte-
rior of Palestine and Balqa} could have provided the
initial stimulus required for the development of the
widely incised style in the early thirteenth century.

RELIEF-MOLDED LEAD-GLAZED WARE

The practice of ornamenting ceramics through the
use of molds or stamps has a long history in the Middle
East and the Mediterranean basin. Examples of re-
lief-molded pottery cups covered with bichrome glaze
are attested from Roman-Byzantine Egypt.49 Relief
decoration, either stamped or in barbotine technique,
appears on alkaline-glazed storage jars from the Sasa-
nian and early Islamic periods.50 Excavations of sites
such as Samarra, Susa, Hira, and Rayy have revealed
lead-glazed bowls with delicate relief-molded patterns
dating to the eighth and ninth centuries.51 Similar
wares have also been located at Fustat in excavated
strata postdating the coin reform of 697 through to
ca. 900.52 Lead glaze was also applied to relief-molded
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slipper lamps.53 Examples of early Egyptian or Meso-
potamian relief-molded lead-glazed ware were ex-
ported to Sinai and Bilad al-Sham.54 In the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries a second wave of relief-
molded and carved pottery—this time alkaline-glazed
stonepaste—appears from Iran to northern Syria.55

In Palestine and Syria, workshops were producing
unglazed relief-molded wares as early as the Umay-
yad period.56 The manufacture of unglazed earthen-
ware objects such as canteens, jugs, and slipper lamps
continued at least until the fifteenth century all over
Bilad al-Sham. Lead-glazed lamps, bowls, and jugs with
molded decoration are reported from sites in Bilad
al-Sham in the early Islamic period, indicating some
degree of contact between the production of glazed
and unglazed relief-molded wares.57 In the Mamluk
period a new style of relief-molded lead-glazed pot-
tery appears in the south of Bilad al-Sham (figs. 3

and 4). At Tal Abu Qa{dan relief-molded lead-glazed
sherds are reported in strata L, M, and T that, ac-
cording to Sauer’s redating of the stratigraphy, give
a range from the thirteenth to the fifteenth centu-
ries.58 A complete relief-molded bowl excavated at
Hama did not come from a sealed context, but can
probably be dated before the destruction of the cita-
del in 1401.59 At Hasban the finds of relief-molded
lead-glazed pottery are associated with the early Mam-
luk period (ca. 1260–1400),60 and at the Armenian
Garden in Jerusalem this ware appears in strata dated
by coin evidence to the rule of sultan Sha{ban (r.
1363–76).61 Other evidence can be used to corrobo-
rate this dating from the late thirteenth to the four-
teenth centuries. For instance, the occasional presence
of roundels carrying a single amiral blazon points to
a date in the first half of the Mamluk period.

Relief-molded lead-glazed pottery is found in small

Fig. 3. Relief-molded lead-glazed bowl found during excavations at Hasban. Citadel Museum, {Amman, Jordan. (Photo: Judith
MacKenzie)
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Fig. 4. Relief-molded lead-glazed ware excavated at Karak. All examples are slipped and glazed on interior and exterior.
1. pale green glaze; 2. pale brown glaze with a splash of green glaze on lip; 3. dark brown glaze; 4. dark green glaze; 5. dark
brown glaze; 6. yellow glaze.

numbers on excavations of both urban and rural sites,
and predominantly in the south of Bilad al-Sham (see
map 2 and tables 3 and 4). The high density of finds
in and around Jerusalem perhaps points to a center
of production in this area, but no kiln wasters have
yet come to light.62 There is little evidence to indi-
cate regular trade in this ware beyond the regions of
central and southern Palestine, the Jordan valley and
Dead Sea Ghawr, and the Karak plateau and al-Balqa},
although a few exceptional finds are reported on the
northern coast of Sinai63 and in Syria at Damascus
and Hama.64 In contrast to the pattern seen for widely
incised sgraffito ware, relief-molded lead-glazed ware
did not spread to the coastal strip of Palestine and
north along the ports of the Syrian littoral; its mar-
ket was largely restricted to inland sites. Importantly,

this ware appears to be absent in excavated contexts
that can be clearly associated with phases of Crusader
occupation.

Constituting a well-defined group with a set of
readily identifiable stylistic features, relief-molded lead-
glazed wares are characterized by high levels of crafts-
manship in all aspects of the manufacturing process.65

Their fabric is usually hard, with a pinkish or pale
buff hue. The clay is more finely levigated than is
common with contemporary lead-glazed wares in the
south of Bilad al-Sham.66 A thick, cream-colored slip
is applied to the interior and exterior and the glaze
is usually thick and glassy with little tendency to flake.
Molded details are confined to the exterior of the
vessels, although finely incised sgraffito ornament
appears on the interiors of some bowls. Spur marks
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Map 2. Distribution of relief-molded lead-glazed ware in Bilad al-Sham.
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and drips of glaze on the rims of some sherds indi-
cate that the bowls were separated in the kiln with
ceramic trivets and fired upside-down. The vast ma-
jority of relief-molded lead-glazed sherds come from
footed bowls; a few closed vessel shapes with stamped
or relief-molded ornament are attested but are quite
distinct in aspects of ceramic fabric, glaze color, and
style of decoration.67 In every case the rim of the bowl
is turned inward, a feature perhaps designed to pro-
vide additional purchase when the potter was remov-
ing the unfired bowl from the decorative mold.68

The area between the rim and the foot ring on
the exterior of a bowl presents a challenging space
for decoration, and the extant corpus of relief-molded
lead-glazed wares exhibits a varied set of solutions to
this design problem. Repeat patterns are used either
as a frieze filling the main decorated area (figs. 5.16–
5.19) or as narrow framing bands at the top and
bottom of a central frieze (figs. 5.1–5.13). Arcade
motifs (figs. 5.14–5.15) are employed to cover either
the entire surface of the bowl (fig. 4.1) or a more
restricted area in the lower section (fig. 4.6). One
group of bowls does not subdivide the surface into
concentric bands but fills the entire space with re-
peated schematic depictions of date palms or other
trees (figs. 4.3, 4.5).69 These bowls also appear to be
distinguished from the remainder of the group by
their pale ceramic fabric and the dark manganese
purple-brown glaze.70 Zoomorphic representations are
known on contemporary relief-molded unglazed ves-
sels, but they do not appear to be part of the decora-
tive vocabulary of these lead-glazed bowls. Saller claims
to have identified relief-molded lead-glazed wares with
zoomorphic designs at al-{Ayzariyya (Bethany), al-
though none are illustrated in the excavation report.71

Epigraphic bands are perhaps the most striking
feature of this group of bowls. The text is executed
in a bold naskh or thuluth script running in a single
line around the bowl, but sometimes with linking words
or single letters pushed into an upper register. There
is some variation in the writing styles on different
bowls, particularly in the presence or absence of ser-
ifs on the terminals of vertical letters. There are also
common peculiarities such as the profusion of mean-
ingless dots above and below the text and the use of
a motif similar to an inverted A attached either to
vertical letters or to the upper frame (fig. 4.2). A sim-
plified palmette design can be seen attached to the
end of an unidentified letter in figure 4.4.72 It is not

uncommon for the text to be subdivided with regu-
larly spaced roundels. Roundels often contain motifs
associated with Mamluk blazonry, such as the fleur-
de-lis and the eight-petalled rosette,73 but in none of
the published examples does the accompanying text
mention the name of an amiral patron.

A few complete or near complete relief-molded
bowls are known from excavations and in private col-
lections. An example from Hama bears the legend
al-{izz wa’l-iqb¸l wa’l-majd wa’l-af¤¸l wa lihi’l-sa{¸dat al-
k¸milat al-d¸}im (“power and prosperity and glory and
excellence and to him perfect and eternal good for-
tune”).74 A virtually identical inscription is reported
on a bowl now in the Keir collection.75 Another bowl
excavated from Hasban in Jordan and now exhibited
in the {Amman Citadel Museum (fig. 3) carries a simi-
lar formula, the extant section reading…al-d¸}im(?)
wa’l-iqb¸l wa’l-majd wa’l-af¤¸l al-sa{¸da…76 The evidence
provided by published sherds suggests that most of
the inscribed bowls bore similar non-specific good-
will messages. The remains of al-{izz al-d¸}im (“eter-
nal power”) can be seen on some examples,77 and a
sherd from Tal Qaymun includes the garbled phrases,
sa{dat [a]l-iqb¸l bi-rasmi (?) followed by other indeci-
pherable words.78 The systematic correlation of par-
tial inscriptions may yield additional benefactions of
this type (although the last example perhaps indi-
cates that words might be combined in a haphazard
fashion). No known inscription from a relief-molded
lead-glazed bowl gives information concerning the date
or place of manufacture, the identity of a patron, or
the name of the potter or mold-maker.79

Relief-molded lead-glazed wares found in Middle
Islamic Bilad al-Sham almost always take the form of
pedestal-footed bowls. Very large numbers of plain
lead-glazed bowls (both slipped and unslipped) of
this basic form were produced in the south of Bilad
al-Sham at this time.80 Although most are relatively
coarsely constructed—the addition of a lead glaze
functioning simply to render the bowl less porous—
a small group have the finely levigated ceramic fab-
ric, thick glassy glazes, and in-turned rims seen in
relief-molded lead-glazed wares.81 Medium-sized footed
bowls are also encountered in metalwork; high pedestal
feet and in-turned rims are features of Saljuq bronze
bowls and are also seen in enamelled glass.82 In the
Mamluk period a common metal shape for bowls
comprises a flared base connected with a carinated
lower section and steep flaring sides. This shape is
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Fig. 5. Schematic drawings of bands of repeat patterns on relief-molded lead-glazed wares (not to scale). (Sources: Bagatti,
Gli Scavi di Nazaret; Milwright, “Trade;” Smith, Pella; Wightman, Damascus Gate)
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reported in both inlaid and engraved metalwork (fig.
8), and is also ubiquitous in Cairene Mamluk
sgraffito.83

The decorative bands found on relief-molded lead-
glazed sherds (fig. 5) offer variations on the themes
of continuous vegetal scrolls, arcades, cable patterns,
zigzags or repetitions of vertical lines, diamonds,
chevrons, and palmettes. The larger motifs (figs. 5.17–
5.19) expand on the basic themes found in the rest
of the group, but with more elaborate arcading and
the addition of the gridded circle or diamond. There
is no attempt to emulate the much finer background
detail found in either contemporary relief-molded
unglazed wares or earlier molded-and-carved stone-
paste wares.84 Comparisons can be drawn, however,
between the repeat patterns on relief-molded lead-
glazed wares and those employed on other types of
pottery, metal, and glass from the Mamluk period
and earlier (fig. 6). Importantly, the basic types rep-
resented in relief-molded lead-glazed wares appear
with differing degrees of complexity on other me-
dia. Only three types (figs. 5.17–5.19) are perhaps
peculiar to this style of pottery.

Many of the repeat patterns have close comparanda
in relief-molded unglazed pottery. The zigzag or chev-
ron patterns (figs. 5.2–5.6) are to be found in vari-
ant forms on canteens (for instance, fig. 6.3). Vegetal
scrolls and cable patterns are also attested on the
molded ornamentation of unglazed canteens, although
there is a tendency towards greater elaboration (figs.
6.1, 6.2, 6.5). The gridded diamond design, often
incorporated into a larger interlace pattern, is found
on both relief-molded unglazed jugs and canteens
(fig. 7.3).85 In general, however, relief-molded un-
glazed pottery exhibits a much wider range of deco-
rative motifs than is found on the glazed bowls. Simple
arcade patterns are a ubiquitous form of decoration
on underglaze-painted stonepaste wares produced in
Syria and Egypt from the thirteenth to the fifteenth
century. Cairene Mamluk sgraffito also makes use of
bands of repeat ornament (figs. 6.6–6.9) which prob-
ably represent simplified versions of the decoration
found in contemporary metalwork.

Some comparisons may be sought in the decora-
tive motifs of enamelled glass of the Ayyubid and early
Mamluk periods, in particular the simple vegetal scrolls
and cable patterns (figs. 6.11–6.12).86 Metalwork pro-
vides numerous comparanda for the types of repeat
patterns found on the relief-molded lead-glazed ware,
although the surviving inlaid metalwork of the Ayyubid

and Mamluk periods includes many decorative mo-
tifs of far greater complexity. The vegetal scroll (fig.
6.13) is reported on a candlestick attributed to Syria
and dated to ca. 1350–70.87 A simple zigzag appears
as a minor decorative element on an inlaid brass in-
cense burner made for Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad
b. Qalawun (fig. 6.15). The repeated diaper pattern
is utilized on an engraved metal drum dating to the
fifteenth century (fig. 6.16). Variations of the cable
pattern (figs. 6.13; 6.17–6.19) are also reported on
numerous metal objects. Many of the closest com-
parisons are found on the metalwork of Syria and
the Jazira in the thirteenth century.88 Patterns on the
metal artefacts excavated at Hama perhaps suggest
that, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, cheap-
er metal objects with engraved decoration continued
to employ simpler cable patterns at a time when the
makers of finer inlaid metalwork in centers such as
Cairo and Damascus were developing more elaborate
forms of decoration.89

The small group of relief-molded lead-glazed bowls
with schematic depictions of date palms (figs. 4.3,
4.5) are also distinguished from the remainder of the
class by the absence of additional framing bands of
repeated ornament. Although the motif of the date
palm is rare in the ceramics of the Islamic Levant,
examples can be found carved into the filters of un-
glazed jugs of the Fatimid period from Fustat,90 and
on Egyptian ceramic bread stamps probably dating
to the thirteenth or fourteenth century.91 That such
objects represent the source for the relief-molded
bowls seems doubtful, however.

Relief-molded lead-glazed ware is certainly not the
only type of pottery to carry amiral blazons; an obvi-
ous example is Cairene Mamluk sgraffito (so-called
barracks ware), which was produced principally for
an urban market, perhaps even for use in military
barracks or Mamluk households.92 Similarly, relief-
molded lead-glazed ware has been excavated from
several major administrative centers of the Mamluk
period, including the citadels of Damascus, Karak,
and Hama, and from a variety of urban contexts in
Jerusalem, Khalil, and Ramla. Other examples have
been recovered from the residence of a local official
at Hasban. In the light of this evidence it is tempting
to link the presence of blazons on relief-molded
lead-glazed bowls to the patronage of members of
the military elite, but there are reasons to doubt this
interpretation. First, although the largest concentra-
tions of relief-molded lead-glazed pottery have been
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Fig. 6. Schematic drawings of bands of repeat patterns on ceramics (1–10), enamelled glass (11–12), and metalwork (13–
21) of the thirteenth to fifteenth century in Egypt, Bilad al-Sham, Mesopotamia, and Iran (not to scale). Sources: Atil, Re-
naissance; Bahgat and Massoul, Céramique; Day, “Pilgrim Flasks”; Fehérvári, Keir Collection; Lamm, Gläser; Sauvaget, Poteries.

excavated in Jerusalem and other Palestinian towns,
the overall distribution takes in large numbers of vil-
lages, as well as sites of Christian pilgrimage such as
the church of St. Joseph in Nazareth. Second, bla-
zons are not a common feature of the decoration of
relief-molded lead-glazed ware, and finally, examples
with blazons are not reported exclusively at adminis-
trative centers or military sites.93

A more plausible explanation can be found by look-

ing at the depiction of blazons on contemporary
unglazed pottery. A late thirteenth- or fourteenth-
century workshop for the manufacture of relief-molded
canteens discovered in Damascus contained numerous
examples of amiral designs.94 What is noticeable about
this group is that motifs such as the cup, fleur-de-lis,
eagle, lion, and rosette are represented in wildly variant
forms, often with additional motifs and a profusion
of surface ornament. This contrasts with the more
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sober and standardized treatment of blazons on items
of glass or metalwork known to have been commis-
sioned by members of the Mamluk hierarchy. It seems
unlikely, therefore, that these canteens were made
principally for a Mamluk clientele; rather, their dis-
torted blazons added social cachet to humble objects
made for sale on the open market. It is probable that

the designs found on the lead-glazed bowls were meant
to function in a similar way; the blazons are nonspe-
cific (lacking secondary colors or subdivision of roun-
del fields) and thus were unlikely to have been amiral
commissions.

At first sight, the information provided by the sur-
viving inscriptions is somewhat disappointing: no

Fig. 7. Designs from unglazed relief-molded canteens excavated from a fourteenth-century pottery workshop in Damascus
(not to scale). After Sauvaget, Poteries.
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known example contains a date or the name of a
manufacturing center, craftsman, or patron. It is nev-
ertheless possible to make interesting observations
concerning style and content. The general placement
of the bands of text on the exterior of the bowl, the
frequent use of regularly-spaced roundels to break
up the inscription, and the visual appearance of the
letters (both the style of the script and the fact that
the letters are made to stand in relief) all bring to
mind inlaid, punched, and engraved metalwork of
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Looking
through contemporary objects in a variety of media,
however, it becomes clear that the structure and vo-
cabulary of the inscriptions on the relief-molded lead-
glazed bowls are unusual. On inlaid metal objects from
the time of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad b. Qalawun,
if not earlier, inscriptions commonly begin with for-

mulae such as {izz li-mawl¸n¸ al-sul«¸n... (glory to our
lord the sultan…) or mimm¸ {umila bi-rasmi... (this was
made by order of…).95 These types of dedicatory in-
scriptions reflect the fact that many of the surviving
pieces of Egyptian and Syrian metalwork were com-
missioned from craftsmen by members of the Mamluk
elite. Such formulae were also directly imitated in
less expensive media such as the sgraffito wares pro-
duced in Cairo and Alexandria in the late thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries.96

Elements of the inscriptions on relief-molded lead-
glazed bowls from Hama and Hasban can, however,
be traced on other pieces of metalwork. A bucket
made in Egypt in the eleventh or twelfth century is
ornamented with a floriated kufic inscription, {izz wa’l-
sa{¸da wa’l-{¸fiya wa’l-kar¸ma wa’l-na{ma wa’l-k¸mila wa’l-
sal¸ma.97 An inlaid brass candlestick in the Khalili

Fig. 8. Copper alloy bowl with incised decoration. Probably fourteenth century. National Museum of Syria, Damascus. (Photo:
James Allan)
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collection, attributed to fourteenth- or fifteenth-cen-
tury Egypt, carries subsidiary and only partially legible
inscriptions on the shoulder and neck that respectively
read al-{izz al-d¸}im al-kh¸lid al-jadd and al-{izz al-d¸}im
al-iqb¸l al-s¸lim.98 Other variants of this basic theme
can be seen on an Egyptian candlestick from the Es-
Said collection dated to ca. 1270: al-{izz al-d¸}im wa’l-
{umr al-s¸[li]m wa’l-iqb¸l al-z¸}id wa’l-dawlat al-b¸qiyat
al-sal¸m[at a]l-k¸mila wa’l-amr al-n¸fidh wa-.99 A basin
in the same collection, attributed to Syria at the end
of the Ayyubid period (ca.1240–60), includes two simi-
lar nonspecific benefactions again starting with the
phrase al-{izz al-d¸}im wa’l-{umr al-s¸lim wa’l-iqb¸l...100

Numerous examples of inscriptions carrying these
elements can be cited from metalwork produced in
Syria or the Jazira during the late twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries.101

Other sources can be found in metalwork from
the eastern Islamic world. In Iran, examples can be
cited dating back to the late tenth century.102 One
bronze inkwell of this period in the Khalili collec-
tion is inscribed al-{izz wa’l-iqb¸l wa’l-dawla wa’l-{¸fiyya
li-ª¸¥ibihi.103 These types of benefactions can be found
on Persian metalwork until the fifteenth century. For
instance, a fourteenth- or fifteenth-century cylindri-
cal brass box from the Keir collection carries the
inscription al-{izz al-d¸}im al-iqb¸l al-s¸lim al-dawlat al-
q¸dir[a].104 Three fourteenth-century cast and incised
bowls from Yemen include many of the terms already
encountered (al-{izz al-d¸}im, al-{umr al-s¸lim, and so
on). The most complete legible inscription reads al-
{izz al-d¸}im al-iqb¸l al-[z]¸}id al-sal¸mat(?) al-{¸liyat al-
dawlat al.105 It is probable that these rather crude
examples are derived from earlier prototypes from
Syria, the Jazira, or Iran.

Comparable inscriptions are also reported on pot-
tery. Relief-molded stonepaste pottery sometimes
bears inscriptions related to those on contemporary
metalwork. A twelfth- or thirteenth-century bowl at-
tributed to Nishapur is inscribed al-sur¢r wa’l-sal¸mat
iqb¸l lihi wa’l-birr lihi wa-.106 A stonepaste box said to
come from Raqqa carries the words al-iqb¸l li’l-ª¸¥i-
bihi.107 A thirteenth-century luster vessel from Gurgan
is inscribed al-{izz wa’l-iqb¸l wa’l-dawla wa’l-sa{¸da wa’l-
sal¸ma wa’l-kibr li-ª¸[¥ibihi].108 Reported from Hama
are two twelfth-century luster dishes, similar in style
to the “Tell Minis” hoard, carrying repeated al-{izz
and al-{izz al-d¸}im respectively.109 The latter phrase
is also reported on relief-molded unglazed vessels from
the site, and one canteen carries the longer inscrip-

tion, al-{izz al-d¸}im wa-lihi [al-i]qb¸l al-s[¸]lim wa’l-{umr
al-«awºl.110 Partial inscriptions were also recovered from
relief-molded unglazed wares from the fourteenth-
century workshop in Damascus, published by Sauvaget
(fig. 7.4). The phrase al-{izz al-d¸}im occurs regularly,
as do fragments of other, longer texts of which only
individual words such as al-iqb¸l and amr can be re-
covered.111 The Khalili collection includes a thirteenth-
century alkaline-glazed stonepaste jar with black
underpainting, probably from Syria, with the inscrip-
tion, al-{izz al-d¸}im wa’l-iqb¸l al-z¸}id wa’l-dahr al-m¸{id.112

In contrast, the few inscriptions known on fourteenth-
and fifteenth-century Syrian and Egyptian underglaze-
painted stonepaste wares bear no obvious points of
comparison with the relief-molded wares, either glazed
or unglazed.113 Inscriptions on Cairene sgraffito wares
tend to follow contemporary trends in metalwork,
although many are only partially legible.114

Seen in the context of late thirteenth- and four-
teenth-century Mamluk courtly art, the Hama and
Hasban inscriptions appear rather archaic in charac-
ter. They follow a basic format that by the middle of
the thirteenth century had ceased to be popular on
high-quality Syrian and Egyptian inlaid metalwork.
This is not to suggest, however, that relief-molded
lead-glazed pottery was made in conscious reference
to earlier Syrian and Jaziran metalwork. A more plau-
sible explanation can be sought by considering the
social and economic status of the consumers of lead-
glazed pottery. The distribution pattern for relief-
molded lead-glazed ware suggests that the market for
this type of pottery was among the more affluent
occupants of the towns and villages of Mamluk Pal-
estine and Jordan. This strata of society would not
have commissioned the type of inscribed inlaid met-
alwork or enamelled glass now exhibited in muse-
ums of Islamic art. Instead they may have purchased
less expensive items in metal, glass, or glazed ceram-
ics manufactured for the open market. It is this class
of commercial objects that is more likely to carry
generic inscriptions of the types discussed above.
I would argue that this sort of environment is likely
to perpetuate forms of decoration and inscription
no longer current in the workshops of the capitals of
Egypt and Syria. It should be admitted, however, that
the evidence for this class of lower-quality Mamluk
metalwork is limited, as such objects were probably
regularly melted down and the metal reused. Few ex-
amples have been recovered archaeologically.115
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CONCLUSION

Previous studies of pottery distribution in the Medi-
terranean basin and the Middle East have shown that
some glazed earthenwares were traded over very wide
areas. Although long-distance transport was most
common along established maritime routes, the ar-
chaeological evidence suggests that there were cir-
cumstances in which pottery might also be traded over
considerable distances by land. Widely incised sgraffito
and relief-molded lead-glazed wares present a rather
different picture, with more limited distribution, prin-
cipally in the south of Bilad al-Sham. The former
appears to have been produced during and, prob-
ably, after the Crusader period. The distribution is
mainly inland, with the greatest concentration of finds
in northern Palestine and Balqa}. The few finds at
Haifa, Beirut, Tripoli, and probably Acre are not suf-
ficient to support the idea that widely incised sgraffito
was common in Crusader port sites or that it was ever
transported in any significant quantity along the coast
by ship. Relief-molded lead-glazed ware seems to have
been most common in the period after the expul-
sion of the Crusaders. Again, its distribution pattern
seems to favor the idea that this ware was transported
by land from its sites of manufacture in Palestine. In
this context, it is perhaps significant that many of
the major Crusader ports on the Palestine coast had
been destroyed as part of the defensive strategy of
Sultan Baybars and his successors.116 It is noticeable,
however, that this attractive style of decorated glazed
ware was found over a relatively wide area stretching
from Hama to the northern Sinai.

The sherds from widely incised sgraffito and re-
lief-molded lead-glazed ware come almost exclusively
from medium-sized footed bowls. No examples of
cooking wares (which in this period were usually globu-
lar pots and shallow frying pans), jugs, bottles, or lamps
are reported. Although we cannot reconstruct the full
range of functions performed by such footed bowls,
it is likely that they were mainly intended for the
serving of food and drink. Meals provide an arena in
which gender, familial, and social relationships are
mediated. The space where meals are consumed is
frequently the point of interaction between the “pub-
lic” and “private” spaces within a dwelling.117 Thus,
meals also provide an opportunity for displays of wealth
to visitors. Such displays might particularly focus on
the utensils used for the consumption of food and
drink (and from the seventeenth century, items asso-

ciated with the smoking of tobacco).118

Written sources of the Ayyubid and Mamluk peri-
ods provide some clues concerning the social roles
performed by serving vessels in glazed ceramic, metal,
glass, and rock crystal. For instance, imported Chi-
nese porcelains and celadons appear in accounts of
state occasions, weddings, and dinners held by sul-
tans, amirs and qadis. Those with sufficient financial
means also assembled collections of Chinese and other
high-quality glazed pottery.119 Such bowls and jugs
were evidently meant for both practical use and dis-
play; houses and palaces of the late Mamluk and
Ottoman periods in Cairo still contain examples of
wooden cabinets designed for exhibiting costly ce-
ramics as well as metal and glass vessels.120 Vessels in
luxury media were also given as part of bridal trous-
seaux, as gifts between members of the Mamluk elite,
and in diplomatic exchanges.121 According to texts
recovered from the Geniza archive, pottery, glass, and
metal vessels were employed in the same sorts of so-
cial exchanges by less wealthy classes in Cairo during
the eleventh and twelfth centuries.122 Doubtless, these
practices remained common in later times as well.

Much less evidence is available concerning the
everyday lives of people of all classes in provincial
areas such as Palestine and Jordan. The inventories
preserved in the archive of legal documents found
on the Haram al-Sharif represent an important source
of information concerning the material culture of late-
fourteenth-century Jerusalem.123 Only a selection of
these documents has been published,124 but they
permit an insight into the consumption patterns of
different socio-economic groups in the city. Invento-
ries of the poor and destitute may list only the cloth-
ing worn by the deceased person, but others give more
detailed information concerning other media.125 The
most extensive published inventory lists the posses-
sions of Nafisa bint {Ali b. Jami{, a wealthy woman
who owned both slaves and considerable property.126

Her possessions included textiles, furnishings, furni-
ture, carpets, jewelry, glass, and a wide variety of copper
and brass items including bowls, plates, pitchers, trays,
a lampstand, a pestle and mortar, a case, and chests
inlaid with brass. That some of the glass was displayed
in her house is indicated by the entry “two painted
wooden shelves with glassware, some of which is of
Ba{lbakki make.” The accounts of later European
observers also provide clues about the display and
use of ceramics, glass, and metalwork in Palestinian
houses.127 The nineteenth-century traveler Mary Ro-
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gers describes the reception room in the house of a
carpenter in Bethlehem:

The room in which we sat was very simply furnished; it
was nearly square; the floor was of stone, and the walls
were whitewashed; on a broad high shelf running around
three sides of it, many articles of native crockery and
earthenware, drinking cups, lamps &c. were ranged. A
mat of reeds, a carpet about as large as a hearth rug,
several pillows or cushions were on the floor; a large
red box, with brass hinges and ornaments, served as the
wardrobe of the family; the red cradle, a large metal
basin and ewer, and a few small coffee cups, on a low
stool or stand, of inlaid mother-of-pearl and dark wood,
garnished the room…128

In a later description of a merchant’s house in Naza-
reth, she notes how the owner had embedded En-
glish “Willow pattern” plates into the stucco above
the doors and windows.129 In this last case, it is clearly
the decorative rather than the functional qualities of
the object that were uppermost in the mind of the
owner. This practice of incorporating glazed bowls
into architectural facades was also widespread in Italy
and the eastern Mediterranean during the medieval
and post-medieval periods.130

That Islamic potters have at different times sought
to imitate the form and surface qualities of fine met-
alwork or imported porcelain and celadon has long
been recognized. My two case studies suggest that the
interpretation of lead-glazed pottery in the south of
Bilad al-Sham must look to the influence of both
locally produced and imported ceramics, as well as a
variety of other media. Widely incised sgraffito is linked
with types of Aegean and Cypriot sgraffito that found
their way to the coastal region of Palestine in the
late twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The profile and
decoration of relief-molded wares betray the influ-
ence of other types of glazed and unglazed ceramics,
enamelled glass, and, above all, metalwork. An analysis
of the epigraphic content of these bowls points to a
relationship with a class of lower-quality inlaid and
engraved metalwork of the late thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries. The occasional presence of simpli-
fied Mamluk blazons on relief-molded lead-glazed
bowls is perhaps a further indication that this ware
was meant to fuel the social aspirations of consum-
ers from outside of the military and bureaucratic elite.

The decorated lead-glazed pottery discussed in this
article catered to a variety of socio-economic groups
in the south of Bilad al-Sham. Although the addition

of glaze and surface ornament would have made these
bowls more expensive than most comparable unglazed
or plain lead-glazed bowls, these decorated wares
appear to have been an affordable commodity for a
considerable section of the urban and rural commu-
nity in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Palestine
and Jordan. It is important to recognize, however,
that the way in which decorated lead-glazed ware
functioned in a domestic context would have de-
pended to a great extent on the financial status and
aspirations of the individual consumer.131 A wealthy
individual like Nafisa bint {Ali b. Jami{ must have
owned many pieces of glazed and unglazed ceramic,
but she was presumably more likely to have favored
her expensive metalwork and imported glass when
receiving guests. Conversely, those who could not
afford such extravagances may have employed sgraffito,
relief-molded, and other types of lead-glazed pottery
for serving food and drink to family members or visi-
tors. These modest bowls seem to have been produced
principally for a stratum of provincial society com-
prising artisans, shopkeepers, farmers, and minor
officials: people whose daily lives, beliefs, and tastes
are all but invisible in the chronicles of the Ayyubid
and Mamluk periods.

APPENDIX

The tables below give the published excavations and
survey sites where widely incised sgraffito and relief-
molded lead-glazed wares have been reported. The
distribution of the sites in tables 1 and 3 is represented
on maps 1 and 2 respectively.

TABLE 1: SITES REPORTING WIDELY INCISED SGRAFFITO
POTTERY

Site Name Publications

2 {Athlith region Ronen and Olami (1978),
site 116, fig. 6.1

7 Beirut Anon. (1994), pl. on p. 16;
El-Masri (2000), fig. 11

8 Belvoir castle Cited in Pringle (1984), p.
106.

9 Burj al-Ahmar region Pringle (1986), sites 17, 28,
32

10 Caesarea Pringle (1985), figs. 11.55,
12.65

11 Damascus, Bab Sarija Toueir (1973), pl. 1, d–g
12 Dhiban Tushingham (1972), fig. 8.19
13 East Jordan region Ibrahim, Sauer and Yassine

(1976), fig. 24
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14 Gazit region Gal (1991), site 57, fig. 1.5
15 Haifa, St. Mary of Carmel Pringle (1984), figs. 8.69,

8.70
17 Hammat Gader Boas (1997), pl. IV: 9, 10
19 Jarash Tholbecq (2000), fig. 80
21 Karak Mason and Milwright (1998),

fig. 3.18; Milwright (1999),
cat. pp. 38.1, 6–9; 39.4–6;
40.1, 3, 4

22 Karak plateau Miller (1991), fig. 451
28 Nasira (Nazareth) Bagatti (1971), fig. 19.5–7;

Bagatti (1984), fig. 65.6, 9,
11–12

30 Ramla Kaplan (1959), fig. 3B.14, 15
32 Southern Ghawr region Whitcomb (1992), pl. 30.c
33 Tabaqat Fahl (Pella) Walmsley (2000), fig. 10.3
34 Tabgha (Capernaum) Loffreda (1982), p. 420, fig.

9.2
35 Tal Abu Qa{dan Franken and Kalsbeek

(1975), fig. 38.23, 27, 28
36 Tal al-Mutasallim Schumacher (1908), figs.

269–71
39 Tripoli Salamé-Sarkis (1980), pl. LII

2.1, 2
40 Umm Qays Brown in Miller (1991), p.

236
41 Wadi {Arab region Hanbury-Tenison (1984), fig.

19.34
43 Zir{in (Tal Jezreel) Grey (1994), fig. 9.4

TABLE 2: SITES REPORTING POSSIBLE EXAMPLES OF
WIDELY INCISED SGRAFFITO WARE

Site Name Publications

a Acre Pringle (1997), no. 52, p. 143
b Belmont castle Knowles (2001), pp. 112–13,

fig. 7.7.104
c Jerusalem “Armenian Tushingham (1985), p. 143

Garden”
d Wu{ayra Vannini and Vanni Desideri

(1995), p. 535

TABLE 3: SITES REPORTING RELIEF-MOLDED LEAD-
GLAZED WARE

Site Name Publications

1 {Afula Dothan (1955), fig. 8.16
3 {Ayn Karim Saller (1946), pl. 35
4 {Ayn Shams Grant and Wright (1938), pl.

L. 26
5 {Ayzariyya Saller (1957), p. 280, nos.

11–17
6 Baysan Zori (1966), pl. 10 E
9 Burj al-Ahmar region Pringle (1986), sites 28, 32
11 Damascus, Citadel Unpublished (personal

observation of material
excavated by the Syrian
Directorate of Antiquities)

16 Hama Riis and Poulsen (1957), p.
130, no. 398

18 Hasban Sauer (1973), fig. 4.138–140;
LaBianca and Walker (2001),
fig on p. 9.

20 Jerusalem Avigad (1984), pl. on p. 258
“Armenian Garden” Tushingham (1985), figs.

39.12; 41.31, 36, 41; 44.13, 15
Church of the Ascension Corbo (1965), fig. 12.17
Damascus Gate Wightman (1989), pls. 64.9–

13; 65.1–2; 220–22
Flowers Gate Cytryn-Silverman (personal

communication)
21 Karak Mason and Milwright (1998),

fig. 3.13–15; Milwright
(1999), cat. pp. 34–36

22 Karak plateau Sites 35, 38, 66, 71, 108, 166,
211, 214, 215, 233, 270, 273,
274, 278, 304, 420, 427
(personal observation of the
Miller survey. See Miller
[1991])

23 al-Khalil (Hebron) Bennett (1972), chap. IV
24 Khirbat Birzayt Abd Rabu (2000), pp. 10–11,

fig. 6
25 Khirbat Faris Johns, McQuitty, and Falkner

(1989), fig. 27.59
26 Ma{anit region Ne{eman (1990), site 55, fig.

1.9
27 Nahal Yattir region Govrin (1991), sites 63, 68
28 Nasira (Nazareth) Bagatti (1984), fig. 68, pl. 78
29 North Sinai region Cytryn-Silverman (1996), p.

125
30 Ramla Cytryn-Silverman

(forthcoming), no.
82.105.6.100

31 Sabastiyya Crowfoot, Crowfoot, and
Kenyon (1957), fig. 84a.10

32 Southern Ghawr region King et al. (1987), sites 7, 17
33 Tabaqat Fahl Smith (1973), pls. 93–94
35 Tal Abu Qa{dan Franken and Kalsbeek

(1975), fig. 38.31–33

TABLE 1. Cont.

Site Name Publications
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36 Tal al-Mutasallim Schumacher (1908), figs.
269–71

37 Tal Nimrin Dornemann (1990), pl.
II.2.12–14; Flanagan et al.
(1994), fig. 17.3

38 Tal Qaymun (Yoqne{am) Ben-Tor, Avissar, and
Portugali (1996), p. 102, fig.
XIII.43

42 Wadi al-Yabis Mabry and Palumbo (1998),
fig. 14.94

43 Zir{in (Tal Jezreel) Grey (1994), p. 59

TABLE 4: SITES REPORTING POSSIBLE EXAMPLES OF
RELIEF-MOLDED LEAD-GLAZED WARE

Site Name Publications

a {Amman, Tal Siran Hadidi in Thompson (1989),
fig. 4

b Belmont castle Knowles (2001), pp. 103–5
b Jerusalem, Ophel MacAlister and Duncan

(1926), pl. XXIII.7; Crowfoot
and Fitzgerald (1929), pl.
XVI.22

c Madaba plains Herr (1991), fig. 12.120.12
d Nahalal region Raban (1982), p. 30, fig. A.10
e Tal Jazar MacAlister (1912), pl.

CLXXXIX.14
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Understand that the church is in the form in which
it was built then, because though some things have
been built inside, they have not removed anything
from the old building, nor from its form and
ordinance.1

Ambrosio de Morales, Las Antigüedades de
las Ciudades de España (1575)

There are few medieval monuments with historical
narratives as familiar as that of the Great Mosque of
Córdoba. Indeed, some five hundred known works
have been written about it since the tenth century.2

This material allows one to chart the changing for-
tunes of the building, the evolution of its religious
and scholarly discourse, and the shifting geographical
locus of its continuing narrative. Paradigms for study-
ing the Great Mosque have also shifted, but perhaps
not enough: there is a certain sedimentation in con-
temporary approaches.

In his monumental 1932 publication, Early Muslim
Architecture, K. A. C. Creswell was the first to present
a historical model for the Great Mosque to an English-
reading public.3 His well-known scheme, derived from
the work of nineteenth-century scholars such as Rodri-
go Amador de los Ríos, comprised seven major stages
of morphological growth: from 711 to 912 under the
patronage of the Umayyad emirs, from 951 to 967
under the Umayyad caliphs, in 987 under the vizier
al-Mansur, and from 987 to 1618, what he called the
“later history of the mosque.” Creswell claimed that
after the tenth century, the mosque remained static
until the conquest of Córdoba by Fernando III (1236),
when it was consecrated as a cathedral. Later develop-
ments included the installation of the chapel of San
Clemente at an “unknown date,” the insertion of a
“beautiful Gothic church” into al-Hakam II’s extension
in 1486–96, the completion of the Capilla del Crucero
in 1607, and the construction of a new campanile in
16184 (fig. 1).5

A number of problems in Creswell’s discourse can

be identified at the outset: there are obvious gaps in
his sequence, especially after the tenth century; the
shifts in local patronage are not analyzed sufficiently;
and finally, the multiple layers of the building—even
as it was in the 1930s—are not adequately acknowl-
edged. Called into question is whether what Julian
Raby has dubbed Creswell’s “monolinear” approach
is an adequate framework for studying any building
with a complex, continuous history, particularly if that
building has lost its morphological and ideological
purity.6

The monolinear approach reduces buildings to a
catalogue of foundational events that gives an illusion
of precision and primary intentions: the Ur-structure.
The illusion here is that that the materiality of the
Great Mosque can be easily uncoupled to reveal its
construction by addition and subtraction. The often-
reproduced plans that subtract its “Christian” elements
miss the point that the “original” building is not
attainable, even by the most careful draftsman.7

The Great Mosque has been subjected to limitless
campaigns of extension, transformation, and resto-
ration since its murky birth. The physical evidence
for many of its structures or modifications has not
survived, is obscured under layers of younger resto-
ration, or is perhaps misunderstood through inade-
quate study of the historical record. A perceived
integrity of the mosque—or mosque-plus-cathedral—
is due in part to modern restoration and effects: a
leveled floor, artificial lighting, restored mosaics, the
removal and paving over of tombs, shifted inscription
panels, a restored ceiling, and a replanted and re-
paved garden. Older campaigns of restoration that
have ensured the survival of the building are less
obvious; they even eluded Philip II’s chronicler, Am-
brosio de Morales, in the sixteenth century.

Creswell’s sequencing of foundational events par-
allels the accounts of the automythopoeic Umayyads
but is uncritical toward its sources. In particular, there
is a lack of discrimination, manifested as prejudice,

HEATHER ECKER

THE GREAT MOSQUE OF CÓRDOBA IN THE TWELFTH
AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:10 PM113



heather ecker114

Fig. 1. Gound plan of the Great Mosque of Córdoba, 1879, by Rodrigo Amador de los Ríos: the earliest rendering of the
sequential, historical narrative of the Great Mosque by means of addition and subtraction. (Plan: from Inscripciones Árabes
de Córdoba [Madrid, 1879], p. 76.)
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in Creswell’s sparse discussion of what he called the
“later history.” He cites the well-known but spurious
response of Charles V in 1526 to the building of the
Capilla del Crucero, “If I had known what you wished
to do, you would not have done it, because what you
are carrying out is to be found everywhere, and what
you had formerly does not exist anywhere else in the
world.”8 This theatrical quote casts Spanish monarchs
as the protectors of the mosque/cathedral and cler-
ics as its destroyers. The drama is illusory, as mon-
archs and clerics, Christians and Muslims alike, were
protective, destructive, and transformative agents in
the “later history” of the mosque.

 Granted, Creswell’s access to documentary and
literary sources was limited to those known in the
early 1930s; more sources have since become avail-
able, although not all periods are equally illuminat-
ed. Surely, then, his model should now be reappraised
through critical analysis of a broader range of source
material and refined through a better understanding
of the intentions of its agents.

This paper will expand part of Creswell’s collapsed
sequence between the tenth and thirteenth centu-
ries on the basis of literary and documentary sourc-
es, some recently discovered. It will examine cycles
of destruction and restoration of the mosque/cathe-
dral in this period, and the shifting perceptions of
its patrons and congregants. Furthermore, it will dem-
onstrate that the local juncture between “Muslim” and
“Christian” in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries was
not necessarily delineated by form, nor by time, but
rather by intention. Muslim craftsmen continued to
play both a constructive and a restorative role in the
mosque/cathedral well into the fourteenth century,
even as their patrons shifted from Muslim to Chris-
tian.

THE GREAT MOSQUE IN THE TWELFTH
CENTURY

The changes that occurred in the Great Mosque from
the 1030s to the early 1140s have not yet been ade-
quately documented. The mosque suffered damage
during the period of the first fitna (ending around
1030), but little is known about the physical state of
the building during a century of Jahwarid, Abbadid,
and Almoravid control. The Almoravids, for exam-
ple, restored the congregational mosques of Grana-
da and Almeria, but interventions in Córdoba itself
have not been noted.

Nevertheless, two significant factors point to Almo-
ravid interest in the Great Mosque; both illuminate
Almoravid perceptions of Córdoba’s symbolic religious
and political authority. First is the sumptuous minbar,
probably comissioned by {Ali b. Yusuf b. Tashufin in
1137 for his mosque at Marrakech, but made in Cór-
doba and most likely modelled on that of the Great
Mosque.9 Jonathan Bloom has estimated that the
minbar took five years to build, based on the prece-
dent of al-Hakam’s minbar in Córdoba, and so perhaps
it was completed in 1142.10 Meanwhile, Stefano Car-
boni, writing about the minbar, muses that “the ad-
vent of the Almoravids brought a new stability to the
Córdoban workshops.”11 In fact, the local context is
difficult to read. Throughout the 1120s and 1130s, the
Córdobans regularly rebelled against their foreign
rulers—particularly against their taxes—and preferred
the authority of local, religious elites. The Córdobans’
anti-Almoravid feelings culminated in the temporary
ouster of Almoravid power in 1145. Thus, instead of
reading the minbar as a sign of stable Almoravid rule
in Córdoba, one can equally surmise that its commis-
sioning was a measure of legitimating propaganda
directed outside the Peninsula at the time when Almo-
ravid rule was most decadent in al-Andalus. Another
external reason for the commission may have been
{Ali b. Yusuf’s designation of his son, Tashufin, as heir,
and thus the minbar may have been intended to
consolidate the perception in Marrakech of Almoravid
power in preparation for the accession of a new sul-
tan.

In any case, the minbar demonstrates that, however
unpopular the Almoravids may have been locally, there
were master craftsmen in Córdoba willing to work for
them on a major project, even one loaded with political
and religious connotations. Likewise, if the minbar at
the Qarawiyyin mosque in Fez, dated Sha{ban 538
(February 1144) was also made in Córdoba, as Henri
Terrasse and others have argued on stylistic grounds,
it would have been made at a time of extreme political
dissolution, of Almoravid rule by proxy, and of internal
rebellion and external military challenges.12 Thus, it
is even more likely to represent, not a religious endorse-
ment or a stable empire, but rather a lucrative com-
mission for Córdoba’s master carpenters.

The second factor is Almoravid reuse of marble
columns and capitals brought from Córdoba—though
not necessarily from its Friday mosque—in the re-
building of the Friday mosque of Granada (1116–17)
and the Qarawiyyin mosque (1134–44). The Córdo-
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ban spolia at the Qarawiyyin mosque, still extant, was
employed at strategic points in the building: in the
funerary mosque and at the mihrab.13 Thus, while the
Almoravids may not have conducted restoration or
rebuilding at the Great Mosque of Córdoba itself, they
made efforts, as with the minbars, to demonstrate
elsewhere their control of the building, its city, and
its message of unity and legitimacy—particularly in the
1130s and 1140s, when their political authority in al-
Andalus was most threatened.

Political rule in Córdoba became very muddled in
the 1140s during a period of dissolution of the central
power into smaller city-states, the so-called post-Almo-
ravid «¸}ifa states. In 1145, the Córdoban qadi, Abu
Ja{far b. Hamdin, led a popular rebellion and expelled
the representatives of the waning Almoravid dynasty,
the Banu Ghaniya.14 In the same year, Yahya b. {Ali
b. Ghaniya (d. 1149) appears to have regained Cór-
doba, only to face a siege attack by Alfonso VII of
Castile, who conquered the city briefly.

Arabic, Latin, and Castilian sources for this event
have survived. The earliest was written by Muhammad
b. Ayyub b. Ghalib, a little-known twelfth-century
Grenadine geographical historian who compiled a
detailed description of the city of Córdoba.15 The final
part of his description contains a report on the Great
Mosque. On the effects of this early Christian conquest
he wrote:

The Christians entered this venerated mosque when they
conquered Córdoba in the year 540 [1145–46], at the
time of the second fitna. Then God permitted their
departure approximately nine days later. And they car-
ried off the golden and silver apples that were on the
minaret, and about half of the minbar, leaving the rest.16

The fittings and silver chandeliers [awª¸luhu wa-thurayy¸t
al-fi¤¤a] were plundered at the time of their invasion.
On the other hand, the golden door from the maqª¢ra
was pilfered along with the treasury of the mosque during
the first fitna [1009–10]. A trustworthy person from
Córdoba told me, “I entered with a group of people into
the mosque the second day after the departure of the
Christians from Córdoba. We gathered around what re-
mained of the minbar in order to lower it from that
place. When we moved it, we found underneath a quan-
tity of white sand in the amount that two beasts of burden
could transport. The sand looked like silver filings. We
wanted to remove it in order to clean the place, but a
knowledgeable shaykh told us that the sand was from
Galicia—may God annihilate it—and that Ibn Abi {Amir
had transported it. So, we let it be.”17

This text provides circumstantial evidence for a po-
tent image of Ibn Abi {Amir al-Mansur (de facto rule
976–1002) as im¸m-manª¢r, preaching from the Umay-
yad minbar over a pile of sand from Santiago de
Compostela.18 It also records that, by the mid-twelfth
century, the Great Mosque had been despoiled twice:
once by Muslims during the first fitna, and again by
Castilians during the second. Everything of value,
including ornaments of precious metals and lamps,
disappeared.

The Latin and Castilian sources, by contrast, avoid
any mention of plunder. Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada,
archbishop of Toledo (d. 1247), wrote that Ibn Ghaniya
(Abengania), surrendered quickly to Alfonso VII’s
attack, offering the keys to the city and swearing loyalty
on the “libro de Mahomat, a que dizen ell Alcoran”
(the book of Muhammad, which they call the al-
Qur}an).19 Lucas, bishop of Tuy (d. 1249), explained
that a deal was struck with Alfonso VII as part of the
surrender pact: “and the Muslims came out to him and
gave him the city with this condition, that the Muslims
would live in it [Córdoba], and the Christians would
be in the tower of that city.”20

The walled city was composed of the two adjacent
walled core sectors known as the City (al-madºna) or
the Old Citadel (al-qaªaba al-{atºqa), and the Eastern
Quarter (al-jiha al-sharqiyya), the Great Mosque being
located on the southern, fluvial side of the Old Cita-
del.21 When he wrote “the tower,” Lucas must have
meant the Old Citadel, indicating that the city, each
group in its own sector, was to be shared, although
not its major place of worship. Lucas wrote that the
archbishop of Toledo, don Raimundo, accompanied
by Alfonso VII, celebrated a mass in the congregational
mosque, an event also recalled in the Primera Crónica
General.22 Thus, the Muslims of Córdoba ceded their
congregational mosque in exchange for the right to
remain in their city. This arrangement echoes the
precedent set by Alfonso VI’s capture of Toledo in
1085, when the Muslim population was not expelled
but lost its Friday mosque;23 how much Lucas, writing
a century later, may have elided the account of the
first Christian conquest of Córdoba with the earlier
case of Toledo is not entirely clear.

That Alfonso VII’s conquest was short-lived is also
emphasized in the Castilian sources: according to
Jiménez de Rada, he left the city in the hands of Ibn
Ghaniya because he did not have enough soldiers to
control it himself.24 In 1149, Ibn Ghaniya, who had
reverted to supporting the Almoravids and consequent-
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ly faced repeated attacks by Alfonso VII, surrendered
Córdoba to the Almohad general Abu Ishaq Barraz
b. Muhammad al-Massufi, signaling the end of Al-
moravid rule. It is striking that the brief conversion
of the mosque to a church seems to have had no
lasting juridical resonance for the Córdobans or for
the Almohads.

Damage to the Great Mosque was met with resto-
ration at the beginning of the Almohad period. It
took some time, however, because Almohad sover-
eignty was seriously challenged by local, post-Almo-
ravid warlords including Ibn Mardanish and his son-
in-law Ibn Hamushk, who sought to carve out an
al-Andalus independent of their Castilian and Mo-
roccan challengers. By 1162, because of the recur-
ring sieges of Ibn Hamushk, the Almohad chroni-
cler Ibn Sahib al-Salah (d. 1198) recalled that the
population of Córdoba had been reduced to eighty-
two men, an abject crowd dressed in tattered garments
who came out to greet the Almohad caliph {Abd al-
Mu}min’s sons, who had been sent to Córdoba from
Marrakech with orders that Córdoba should be pre-
pared as the seat of their father’s caliphate in al-An-
dalus.25 Recalling the potency and legitimacy of the
Umayyads, the new rulers brought in architects and
masons, including Ahmad b. Baso, the architect of
the future congregational mosque in Seville, to whom
the chronicler attributes the single-handed restora-
tion of the city of Córdoba.26 He writes that Ibn Baso
repaired and restored its palaces, houses, and fluvial
port, in addition to “raising its domes” (wa-a{¸dath¸
{al¸ tarfº{i qib¸bih¸).27

Which buildings were restored Ibn Sahib al-Salah
does not clarify, but it is unlikely that the Ummayad
mosque would have been ignored. The rib-vaulted
clerestory dome known as the Capilla de Nuestra
Señora de la Villaviciosa shows signs of restoration
or reconstruction that may have resulted from this
campaign.28 Presumably the minbar was also restored
at this time, as it remained in the mosque well into
the sixteenth century, when Ambrosio de Morales
seems to have seen it.29 There is also an intriguing
passage in Ibn Ghalib’s Far¥at al-anfus that states, “The
number of marble columns [in the Great Mosque] is
one thousand two hundred and seventy-three, and
more are buried under the earth. Some of these were
discovered when Abu [Sa{id] {Uthman b. {Abd al-
Mu}min planted different types of trees in the pa-
tio.”30 While this passage does not speak of restora-
tion, it provides evidence for Almohad interest and

intervention in the building, at least in improving
the ªa¥n. Almohad practices in cities conquered from
the Almoravids generally included purification of their
mosques from the contamination of what they per-
ceived as innovations.31

Córdoba never fulfilled its potential as the Almo-
had capital after {Abd al-Mu}min’s death eight months
later in 1163. His son and successor, Abu Ya{qub Yusuf,
ordered the removal of the court to Seville, the city
that he had governed since 1155. Almohad percep-
tions of the legitimacy of the Umayyad caliphate and
the memory of its capital at Córdoba were extended
to Seville in the form of architectural spolia reused
in new Almohad structures, paralleling the earlier
Almoravid practice.32

The major interventions in the Great Mosque in
the two decades from 1145 to 1163 were made by
outsiders with different intentions but similar percep-
tions. {Ali b. Yusuf b. Tashufin, Alfonso VII, and {Abd
al-Mu}min recognized Córdoba as materially and sym-
bolically the most important city in al-Andalus—“la
mayor que en ell Andaluzia auie.” All sought to seize
it, benefit from it, purify its major mosque from per-
ceived contamination, and preach a different kind
of salvation from its minbar. That the Castilians de-
spoiled it and the Almohads improved it seems to
put Christians and Muslims on opposite sides of an
equation, but as we have seen, it had been already
ransacked by Berber troops, and it would soon be
restored by a Castilian king.

THE GREAT MOSQUE IN THE THIRTEENTH
CENTURY

In June 1236, Fernando III conquered Córdoba, an
event that undeniably marked a watershed in the
history of the building.33 A complicated truce stipu-
lated the evacuation of the city’s Muslim inhabitants,
whose lives and moveable goods were safeguarded.34

According to the anonymous, contemporary Crónica
Latina, they abandoned their houses, “hungry, weep-
ing, ululating, and wailing,” as their leader, the Al-
mohad prince Abu’l-Hasan, handed over the keys of
the gates to Fernando III.35 This expulsion changed
the demography and geography of Córdoba forever;
its former Muslim inhabitants either emigrated to cities
still under Muslim control or bided their time out-
side the city until permitted to inhabit it again, al-
though the mechanism of their return has not been
well studied.36
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The city was held over the summer by only a small
number of combatants, as most of the original forc-
es returned to their own lands after the conquest.
But by September, according to the often-quoted and
often-exaggerating Rodrigo Jiménez de Rada, Chris-
tian settlers came to Córdoba “as if to a royal wed-
ding” (quasi ad regales nuptias).37 Julio González has
argued that these settlers were from Castilla la Vieja,
Castilla la Nueva (Toledo), Extremadura, León, As-
turias, Galicia, Portugal, and Navarra.38 Like their
military predecessors, many of them returned home
soon after, and there is little doubt that without its
former Muslim inhabitants the population of Córdo-
ba was much reduced, and remained so well into the
fourteenth century.39

The Installation of the First Cathedral

According to Jiménez de Rada, the congregational
mosque of Córdoba was converted to the new cathe-
dral almost immediately after the evacuation of the
Muslim population. His second-hand account included
the rather purple description:

Once the filth of Muhammad had been removed, and
it was sprinkled with the holy water of purification, he
[Juan de Osma] converted it into a church, raised an
altar in honor of the Holy Virgin, and celebrated a sol-
emn mass; and with the sermon of divine exhortation
that he gave in accordance with the wisdom he had been
granted, and with grace overflowing from his lips, he
pierced in this way the hearts of all who heard him.
Comforted with the joy of penitence, they offered to the
Lord the sacrifices of their repentant hearts and the
supplications of their lips.40

The other two accounts, one contemporary and one
after Jiménez de Rada, are slightly different. The Pri-
mera Crónica General paraphrases Jiménez de Rada,
while the Crónica Latina, thought to have been writ-
ten by Juan Domínguez, Bishop of Osma, narrates:

…the Bishop of Osma, and with him the master Lope
[de Fitero, first bishop of Córdoba], who placed for the
first time the sign of the cross on the tower, entered
into the mosque, and preparing what was necessary so
that the mosque could be made a church, expelled the
Muhammadan superstition or abomination, sanctifying
the place by the dispersion of holy water with salt;
and what was a diabolical lair before, was made into a
church of Jesus Christ, called by the name of his glori-
ous Mother.41

The ritual of consecration of new churches was de-
scribed in detail in the thirteenth-century Siete Parti-
das, copying the Liber Pontificale dating to the reformist
papacies of Gregory VII and Urban II.42 There were
seven elements, which are partially described in the
above accounts: first, the hanging of three crosses
on each of the four interior walls of the church, higher
than where they could be reached by hand; second,
the removal of all corpses and skeletons of the dead
who were excommunicated or from another faith;
third, the raising up of twelve candles and the plac-
ing of them in holders centered on the crosses; fourth,
the mixing of ashes, salt, water, and wine into a paste
to spread around the church in order to cleanse it,
accompanied by the prayers of the bishop; fifth, the
bishop’s writing in the paste with his crosier the Greek
and Latin alphabets in the form of a cross across the
length and breadth of the church floor; sixth, the
anointing of the crosses with chrism and holy oil; and
finally, the perfuming of the church with incense.43

It is always assumed that the earliest altar and pro-
cessional nave were installed under the clerestory dome
of the Villaviciosa and the fifteen bays preceding it
on its western side. While there is little information
on the reconstruction of this parcel of the mosque
in the thirteenth century, it is known to have been
rebuilt in the fifteenth century, when it was covered
with a buttressed, vaulted roof; the intervening col-
umns may have been removed at this point. Most of
the ritual activity took place, then, in the southwest-
ern quadrant of the building. According to Manuel
Nieto, other sites privileged in 1236 included the
baptistery (now the Capilla de la Concepción), locat-
ed in the westernmost nave of the mosque nearer to
the courtyard, and the mihrab, which was apparently
adopted as the chamber where the host was stored.
The minbar remained in its chamber on the left side
of the mihrab, perhaps as a kind of war trophy, al-
though conceivably it might have been used as an
episcopal pulpit (fig. 2).44

The loci of the three—processional nave and al-
tar, mihrab/sacrarium, and baptistery—show that the
Castilians attempted to concentrate ecclesiastical ac-
tivities in a reduced area of the former mosque; wheth-
er this area was considered adequate for the number
of settlers is not known. If the processional nave was
at the center, the mihrab and baptistery are approx-
imately equidistant from it on either side. Also on
the western side is the portal known as the Puerta
del Palacio, which was linked to a vaulted passage,
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the s¸b¸«, forming a bridge to the episcopal (former-
ly caliphal) palace. In the absence of any contempo-
rary testimony, one can surmise that in this church-
within-a-church it was the s¸b¸«, still intact in the
sixteenth century, that determined the installation of
the altar in the southwestern quadrant of the build-
ing. Morales described it as a tall and magnificent
bridge in the lowest part of the southern corner of
the western wall that served as a covered passageway
to the palace and the house of the bishop.45 One
can also guess that the splendid, domed clerestory
vaults in this quadrant—three in front of the mihrab,
and the Capilla de la Villaviciosa—appealed to these
first Christian planners, not least because of the light
they provided.

Early Castilian appreciation of the magnificence of
the Great Mosque is manifest in the chronicles, where
it is called “the most perfect and most noble mosque
that the Moors have in Spain.” In the description of
the submission of Córdoba in the thirteenth-century
Crónica Latina, there is a curious passage stating that
the Córdobans had decided to commit suicide and
destroy or hide their most valuable assets if their
conditions were not met. These assets are detailed as
“the mosque and the bridge, the gold and the silver,
the textiles from Syria, and the whole city.”46 At least
by the fourteenth century, if not earlier, the Castilians
were also perfectly aware that the magnificent south-
western sector of the Great Mosque was built by the
caliph al-Hakam as a “mosque-within-a-mosque.”47

What made sense to the thirteenth-century bishops
of Córdoba was lost on their sixteenth-century coun-
terparts: Pedro Ponce de León, a Sevillian nobleman
and precentor of the cathedral of Córdoba, complained
that the choir was located “in the corner of the church,”
the main argument supporting the construction of a
new choir in the center of the cathedral at this time.
Ponce de León must have been thinking about the
placement of the choir in Seville, where a different
approach was taken from the start. In Seville, Alfonso
X divided the prayer hall of the Almohad congre-
gational mosque in half along its main axial nave. In
one half, the royal chapel was installed in a square
formed by seven aisles parallel and seven aisles perpen-
dicular to the qibla wall. In the other half, the high
altar and choir occupied a smaller enclosure formed
by three aisles parallel and six aisles perpendicular to
the qibla wall. The enclosures were centered in the
two equal halves of the prayer hall, and thus were never
“in the corner.”

In the decades following the Castilian conquest of
Córdoba, altars and chapels were erected around the
interior perimeter of the cathedral.48 Most appear to
have been funerary structures built by private patrons
beginning in the 1250s; most also occupied the western
side of the former mosque, confirming the importance
of this side of the building in the perception of the
early church. As there is little architectural evidence,
all the chapels have been identified in documents. In
1252, a chapel dedicated to San Salvador and San
Ambrosio was installed in a bay between the western
riwaq of the courtyard and the baptistery, and an altar
dedicated to San Blas was founded in the mihrab nave,
also near to the courtyard.49 In 1255, an altar dedicated
to San Miguel was founded by Lope García, one of
the conquerors of Córdoba, as a burial site for his
family.50 In 1258, the first of the securely dated chapels
built along the western side of the qibla wall was
constructed by Domingo Muñoz the Adalid (military
general) and dedicated to San Felipe and Santiago.51

These chapels, where mass was celebrated on desig-
nated days, were a source of endowment income for
the church. Other structures that have been considered
thirteenth-century additions—such as the Capilla Real
and the vestiges of stucco ornamentation from the
chapel of San Pedro—need to be pushed forward to
the fourteenth century, based on documentary evi-
dence.52

From the physical point of view, then, one cannot
argue as did Creswell that the mosque/cathedral was
morphologically static in the thirteenth century. Rath-
er, the building was subjected to substantive interior
and exterior changes. Some of these changes, such
as the installation of chapels and processional aisles,
can be charted in the surviving physical building; the
demolition of exterior structures is less easily perceived.
Castilian agency, as we shall see, was not limited to
reducing the enormous interior of the mosque/cathe-
dral into small stations for prayer or burial. Mechanisms
for restoration and reconstruction were also instituted,
mainly because the building was on the verge of
collapse. A point of importance is that Muslim work-
men were largely responsible for its maintenance (fig.
3).

Restoration of the Cathedral Fabric: The Role of Mudéjar
Craftsmen

The restoration of the cathedral of Córdoba was
intimately tied to its endowment. Fernando III’s first
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endowment was made in 1238, two years after the
conquest.53 The archives are silent about the interim,
but behind the scenes there must have been a good
deal of administrative activity, as Fernando III gave
the church his “tithe of the almojarifazgo and other royal
tax-income in Córdoba.”54 If these taxes were not taken
over from a pre-existing apparatus, they would have
to have been instituted, organized, and collected. The
endowment deed does not mention the waqf endow-
ments of the former congregational mosque, and thus
the cathedral of Córdoba’s endowment did not follow
the precedent set by Alfonso VI’s endowment of the
cathedral of Toledo, which was based on preexisting
endowment structures.55 It is impossible to determine
if the omission was an oversight, or if the waqf prop-
erties lacked extant documentation or were not
researched, or even if the idea of basing the new en-
dowment on previous ones had been rejected as
impractical because of the depopulation of the city
and rural areas.56

The chronicles are not very useful for dating cam-
paigns of restoration. For example, the Primera Crónica
General recounts, “Fernando, when he had won the city
of Córdoba, thought about how to improve it, and later
he began in the church; [he] remade it and repaired
it, and afterward endowed it.”57 That Fernando III gave
the new church of Santa María of Córdoba an en-
dowment is certain, but it is unlikely that restorations
were carried out during his reign.58 The Primera Crónica
must have conflated the activities in the church during
Fernando III’s reign with later repairs carried out
during the reign of his son, Alfonso X.

The earliest indication of the need for repairs in
the cathedral is a papal concession dated May 3, 1252,
twenty-seven days before Fernando III’s death. In it,
at the request of the bishop of Córdoba, Innocent IV
grants 100 days of indulgences to the faithful of the
archbishopric of Toledo, who would visit the cathedral
of Córdoba, “in other times, temple of the Muslims,”
in order to help the bishop and chapter pay for the
repairs that they wished to carry out.59

Pious donations from these visiting pilgrims were
apparently insufficient for the chapter’s plans. Alfon-
so X and his successors devised other strategies of
endowment for the express purpose of restoring the
fabric of the cathedral. Their endowments granted the
right to collect certain taxes in money, materials, and
labor. Concessions of money and materials were
collected by both the state and the church from
Christians, Jews, and Muslims, but the crown’s con-

cession of labor to the church was specifically the labor
hours of mudéjar craftsmen. This tax was unique to
Córdoba.60

A renewed campaign of restoration in the cathedral
is evident in 1260, when Alfonso X authorized the
bishop to hire a lime burner from Córdoba to pro-
duce lime exclusively for the church: “You (the local
civil authorities) should know that we order the bis-
hop of Córdoba to take on a lime burner (calero) from
those of your town who will produce lime for the works
of the cathedral church of Santa María” (see Doc. A).
One assumes that the lime would have been used to
produce mortar, although perhaps it was also used for
stucco ornaments. A confirmation of this concession
in 1290 by Alfonso’s son, Sancho IV, clarifies that
the lime burner was, in fact, a moro, or Muslim: “You
should know that the chapter of the church of Cór-
doba sent me charters of the king, don Alfonso, my
father, in which he ordered that the church of Santa
María of Córdoba should have a Moorish lime burner
(un moro calero) and another, a roof-tile and brick
maker (e otro teiero), for the works” (Doc. C). The Alfon-
sine charter concerning the tejero has not survived.

In the following year, 1261, Alfonso X was ap-
proached in Seville by a consortium comprising the
bishop and chapter of Córdoba, Dominican and Fran-
ciscan friars (frayres predicadores, frayres menores), the
civil magistrates (alcaldes), and worthy subjects (omnes
bonos) of Córdoba to make some concession toward
funding the preservation of the former mosque. So
that the necessary restoration work might be financed,
he responded with a charter (Docs. E–F) guaranteeing
a temporary restitution of the third of the ecclesiastic
tithes, which was normally designated for the upkeep
of the fabric, but which had been appropriated by his
father.61 This document provides an impression of the
dilapidated state of the building: “…in the above-
mentioned church of Santa María, there was much
damage in the woodwork, and…it needed to be re-
paired in many ways, and…there is a need for us to
impose some remedy there in the case that it should
be lost because, if not, the ruin of such a noble church
would be a loss.”

Throwing money at the problem did not appear
to have brought the desired results. In part, the fail-
ure was due to the difficulties of collecting tithes in
the bishopric (Doc. G), but it also seems that the
church could not afford to pay enough craftsmen to
shore up the collapse. In 1263, Alfonso X imposed a
labor tax on specific types of Muslim craftsmen in
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Córdoba. His charter (Doc. H) states, “It pleases us
greatly that the noble church of Santa María of the
city of Córdoba should be better protected and not
collapse, nor anything belonging to it be destroyed.
I judge it to be appropriate and order that all the
Moorish carpenters, masons, and sawyers that there
are in Córdoba should work, each one of them, two
days of the year in the works of the above-mentioned
church. And any Moor who would like to be excused
from this, we order the magistrates and the chief of
police that they arrest him and that they make him
do it.” To facilitate their labor, the church fed the
artisans during their two days at work.62

A few days later, Alfonso X ordered the restoration
and maintenance of the Umayyad conduit system for
water distribution in Córdoba, which had its central
focus at the former Great Mosque, stating “…because
we understand that it is a great honor of the town of
Córdoba that the water there still flows through the
pipes as it used to flow in the time of the Moors, we
want the waters to flow from now on and henceforth
in all of those places in which it used to flow” (Doc.
N). Each of the social groups in Córdoba—the church,
the city council, the Jews, and the Muslims—were
ordered to pay different amounts each year, proba-
bly in proportion to their corresponding levels of
distribution.63 This project had a clear precedent in
Seville some years earlier in the repair of the well-
known Caños de Carmona, where the work had been
carried out by mudéjar masons dedicated exclusively
to the task.64 Ambrosio de Morales’s description of
some of the surviving features of the conduit system,
which he saw at the mosque in the sixteenth centu-
ry, includes mention of a massive cistern built un-
derneath the courtyard, a central fountain in the court-
yard, and a circular font of blue marble, twelve feet
in diameter, exterior to the eastern wall.65

A complete picture of the tax obligations of mu-
déjars under Castilian authority has not emerged from
the contemporary documentation, and some scholars
have extrapolated from limited regional documenta-
tion (especially the documentation from the kingdom
of Aragón) to describe the situation in the Peninsula
as a whole.66 Thus, according to Manuel González
Jiménez, the range of taxes to which mudéjars were
subject included tithes on agricultural and livestock
production, the poll tax, daily fees for market stalls,
land tax, and ecclesiastical tithes on lands rented from
Christians. In exchange, mudéjars were guaranteed the
conditions stipulated in the surrender pacts dating

from the conquests: the rights to their own law and
legal representatives; the right to communal access to
necessary establishments including baths, shops, public
ovens, mills, and warehouses; and the right to the same
fiscal schedule they had had under Almohad ad-
ministration.67 Guaranteed access to mosques differ-
ed from place to place, and notably only in Toledo in
the eleventh century is it clear that neighborhood
mosques for mudéjars were preserved rather than
converted to other purposes.

Despite the efforts of the Castilian kings to main-
tain their fiscal agreements with their mudéjar subjects,
there were obviously difficulties that account for the
genesis of the charters concerning the restoration of
the cathedral. For example, Alfonso X’s charter of 1260
concerning the taxed lime burner (Doc. A) instructs
the magistrates and city council of Córdoba to protect
the lime burner and his product from seizure or
impediment in order to safeguard the concession to
the church. Twenty-one years later, Sancho IV’s char-
ter on this matter (Doc. B), written while he is still
heir to the throne of an ailing father, reconfirms the
lime burner’s relationship with the bishop, and grants
him the same special tax-free status granted previously
to all the other lime burners in Córdoba, “just as is
each one of the other lime burners there, of the town.”
This phrase must refer to a pact made between Alfonso
X and this particular group of artisans for which no
documentation survives; clearly these artisans and their
product were of special value to the Castilian settlement
in Córdoba.

In each case, the written confirmation of previous
agreements appears to be generated by a breakdown
in the system, most likely the illegal taxation of mudéjar
subjects or non-compliance with an obligation. Thus,
in Sancho IV’s secret charter from 1290 (Doc. C) he
explains that his father had obliged a lime burner and
a maker of bricks and roof tiles to work for the church,
and “now they [the church] send to me saying that
they are going against these charters and that they [the
mudéjars or the civil authorities] do not want to comply
with what the charters say.” In order to protect the
church’s rights “just as they always have had them,”
Sancho IV orders his vassal, Johan Gil, to read his
father’s charters and ensure that they are fulfilled. In
this case, it is not clear whether the mudéjars refused
to comply with the tax obligation, or whether they were
impeded by the local civil authorities. Some clari-
fication is provided by a charter drafted toward the
end of the century (Doc. D, 1296), in which Fernando
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IV dictates, “there are some who do not want to allow
that they [the church] take on this lime burner” and
orders the magistrates, the judge, and fifteen good men
“that they must rectify the situation there in the town”
by reading the previous charters and complying with
them. There may have been competition from Chris-
tian craftsmen for what was an enviable tax-free con-
tract with the major patron in town.

In an article published in 1936, Leopoldo Torres
Balbás concluded that the mudéjar craftsmen who paid
the labor tax in Córdoba worked mainly on the wooden
ceiling of the former mosque; he based his conclusion
on Alfonso X’s statement that “there was much damage
in the woodwork,” and on the labor tax levied on
carpenters and sawyers.68 Certainly the restoration of
the ceiling must have been one of the major tasks facing
the cathedral chapter, but Alfonso’s fear that the
building was on the verge of collapse shows that there
was more at stake. Muslim masons were also taxed, and
lime burners and brick and tile makers were employed
in the restoration project by grants of a tax-free sta-
tus. The presence of these varied artisans points to a
more complete building operation, which would have
included work on the ceiling and roof, work on the
masonry, construction and decoration of interior
chapels and burial vaults, and restoration of the
hydraulic distribution system in the courtyard and
under the streets of Córdoba.

In 1281, an additional exterior project is docu-
mented: the removal of the shops surrounding the
former mosque (Doc. P).69 These shops, which must
have abutted the building on all sides, were granted
as an endowment to the cathedral by both Fernando
III and Alfonso X. Alfonso X ordered their demolition
“in its honor and in honor of the great standing of
the town,” and in exchange granted to the church two
meat markets in the city and part of their income. This
shift in policy illuminates a change in perception of
the Great Mosque in the thirteenth century. Whereas
initially the cathedral shops that embedded the mosque
into the urban fabric were perceived as valuable
income-earning properties, forty-five years after the
conquest they were seen as an ignoble vulgarity. The
demolition of the shops served to reverse the urban
“densification,” as André Raymond has called it, of the
southern quarter of the Madina, which had probably
developed, as in Seville, during the eleventh century.

The labor tax imposed on Muslim artisans in Cór-
doba appears to have been unique in Andalucía in the
thirteenth century.70 According to the Fuero (legal

code) of Toledo granted to Córdoba by Fernando III
in 1241, the obligation to perform communal statute
labor explicitly excluded the clergy, Jews, and Mus-
lims.71 As the Fuero of Toledo was the most widespread
of the legal codes granted to the conquered cities of
Andalucía, and as the labor tax was apparently not
imposed elsewhere, Alfonso X’s decision to contradict
the Fuero was unusual. It calls into question issues such
as why mudéjar artisans might have been preferred
for reconstruction work in the cathedral, and why these
craftsmen were taxed rather than simply hired.

Both the poverty of the cathedral treasury and the
apparent, extensive damage in the structure may ac-
count for the tax on Muslim artisans; in addition, there
may not have been any skilled masons and carpenters
among Córdoba’s Christian settlers. If mudéjars repre-
sented the main pool of skilled workers, they may have
been unwilling to work in their former mosque, or at
least, not willing to work in it for free.72 The earlier
calero and tejero who manufactured materials for the
church were clearly willing to work for Christian
patrons, but with the financial incentive of a tax-free
status. But the anticipated resistance to the labor tax
that is encoded in Alfonso’s charter—“And any Moor
who would like to be excused from this, we order the
magistrates and the chief of police that they arrest him
and make him do it”—shows that mudéjars would
obviously resist forced labor that offered no com-
pensation and no chance to compete for privileges.
Alfonso, on the other hand, protected the resisting
craftsman from harm, stating that he would take action
against the magistrates and chief of police if they did
anything more than enforce the tax with arrests.

The size of the Muslim community of Córdoba in
1263 is not known, nor is the percentage of masons
and carpenters among them, although it is likely that
the estimates put forward thus far are too low.73 The
earliest indication of a significant post-conquest mu-
déjar community in Córdoba is the tax known as the
pecho de los moros, first documented in Córdoba in
1254 (Doc. K).74 What is noteworthy on this occa-
sion is that Alfonso X transfers to the city council
the payment of an annual tribute that he has already
been collecting himself, and that probably represents
a payment of tribute stipulated by the terms of sur-
render compacted by his father in 1236. The value
of the tribute, 500 maravedís, is nonetheless useful
for estimating the size of the mudéjar community in
the 1250s, as it seems to have been levied at one mara-
vedí per head, probably counting only adult males.75

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:11 PM124



the great mosque of córdoba in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 125

If even a quarter of these 500 men were masons or
carpenters, the initial concession to the church might
have been worth 250 days of skilled labor per year—
quite a substantial grant. It is not known how many
artisans fulfilled their tax obligation at any one time,
but staggered, it is possible that they were kept at
their task for 70 percent of the year—perhaps in all
but the hot summer months.

Over the next half-century, the population of the
Muslim community must have increased, as registers
of accounts from the reign of Sancho IV record a
tribute of 2000 maravedís paid in 1294.76 Thus the
taxed labor-hours of artisans may have increased four-
fold or more during these decades. In the 1280s or
perhaps slightly earlier, the labor tax appears to have
been extended to all “free Moors” in Córdoba, re-
gardless of their professions, in addition to the arti-
sans stipulated as carpenters, masons, smiths and “all
of the others who work in the works of the…church
two days a year” (Doc. I). The inclusion of the “free
Moors” —Muslims who were not enslaved captives—
in the tax appears to have confused the mudéjars,
who were apparently not adequately notified of this
obligation. Their numbers are not known, but this
stipulation can be read as an intensification of resto-
ration activities at the cathedral.77

In addition to the artisans and “free Moors” who
fulfilled the labor tax, the church appears to have
maintained for some years an additional small corps
of mudéjar craftsmen for whom a tax-free status was
negotiated in exchange for labor in the cathedral
(Docs. L–M). These artisans—two masons and two
carpenters—first appear in an Alfonsine charter dat-
ed 1280, although this charter refers to an earlier,
undated agreement. Both charters referring to the
corps of four—the first by Alfonso X, and the sec-
ond by Sancho IV—seek to ensure the artisans’ priv-
ileged tax-free status when challenged by local tax
collectors. In these charters, the two kings protect
not only their own agreements but also the interests
of the church—”there are those who go against the
charter …thus very much impairing the works of the
church” —and the well-being of the artisans—“no tax
collector nor any other man might dare to arrest the
four Moors…whom the chapter would choose to la-
bor in the works of the church.” Whether or not the
retention of a permanent corps of craftsmen for the
upkeep of the church was modeled on earlier Islam-
ic practice is not known.

There is one historical hitch that appears to con-
tradict the apparent peaceful relationship between
monarch and Muslim vassals: this was the mudéjar
rebellion of 1264. The cause of the rebellion is not
certain, but it may have flared up because of the
deteriorating fiscal status of the mudéjars, who were
overtaxed at every turn, far beyond what was agreed
in their surrender pacts. The consequences of the
insurrection are generally understood by historians to
be a negative shift in Alfonso X’s attitude toward his
Muslim subjects, the expulsion of mudéjars from the
Campiña of Córdoba and other areas, and the flight
of others to Granada and North Africa. But the increase
in the size of the mudéjar community in Córdoba into
the 1290s, evinced by the increase in tribute paid to
Sancho IV, seems to belie the idea of general flight
or expulsion, as do the documents that attest to
ongoing agreements with mudéjar artisans.

Thus, it appears that at least until the end of the
thirteenth century, Córdoba had resident Muslim
master craftsmen of some renown. Unfortunately, the
documents do not describe their specific projects at
the Great Mosque, but some of their work must remain
unrecognized because its aim was restoration, and its
means was an archaic idiom. In particular, the joinery
technique of the ceiling of the Great Mosque, which
made use of supporting beams carved on three sides
over which carved planks were joined horizontally, is
quite different from the technique used in any thir-
teenth-century ceilings of new construction, particularly
mosque ceilings. The Great Mosque of Córdoba has
(or had) what might be called an archaic Byzantine
or Abbasid-type ceiling, similar to those found in the
Great Mosque of Qayrawan or the mosque of Ibn Tulun
in Cairo.78 The typical thirteenth-century mosque or
palatial ceiling, on the other hand, was built in the
truncated-pyramidal style (termed in Spanish par y
nudillo or artesonado) typified by the ceilings in the
Kutubiyya mosque in Marrakech (built 1160–95); in
the mosque of the Andalusians in Fez (1203–7); at the
Great Mosque of Taza (restored 1291–92), or in the
parish churches of Córdoba dated to the sixteenth
century and later. So one difficulty that remains is the
formal identification, if possible, of mudéjar restoration
at the Great Mosque.

There is a further problem with the dating and
attribution of surviving structures that have been iden-
tified as the work of mudéjars in Córdoba. A text
from 1304 that comments on a recently signed peace
treaty between Fernando IV and the Nasrid sultan,
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Muhammad I, claims that “…because of this peace,
they say that a quantity of Moors who lived in Córdo-
ba are gone to the lands of the Moors, and for this
reason they do not have such good Moorish crafts-
men as they used to have until now.”79 The trouble
is that carpentry in particular was a speciality of Mus-
lim craftsmen—mudéjar carpenters held a monopo-
ly in Castilian cities such as Burgos and Valladolid—
but most of their work, such as the stucco Capilla
Real at Córdoba, is dated to the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries.80 As in the cathedral in Córdoba,
those parish churches with par y nudillo ceilings cov-
ering the naves and ribbed domes in the apses—work
typically identified with mudéjar craftsmen—are dif-
ficult to date, but not one is securely documented as
having been built in the thirteenth century.81 Likewise,
the synagogue built in a mudéjar style in Córdoba is
dated to 1314–15 in its foundational inscription.82

The Capilla Real appears to have been planned
and constructed over a long period of time. In 1312,
Fernando IV’s wife, Constanza, endowed a royal chap-
el, appointing chaplains and servants for its upkeep.
However, it was not until 1371 that Alfonso XI’s re-
mains were entombed there by his illegitimate son,
Enrique II, who is named in its foundational inscrip-
tion. The inscription states that the chapel was com-
missioned by Enrique II, and completed in the “era”
of 1409 (the “era of Caesar” was thirty-eight years more
advanced than the Julian calendar).83 The stucco
Capilla is covered with a poly-lobed, ribbed cleresto-
ry dome that recalls the plan of the Villaviciosa but
adds muqarnas stalactites in the central square and
in the pendentives between the ribs; it is archaizing
in principal but not in execution. The date of its in-
scription shows that mudéjar craftsmen were at work
in the cathedral at least until the last quarter of the
fourteenth century, but what is unclear is whether
their artisanship represented a continuum or a dis-
juncture with that of the thirteenth-century mudé-
jars. These questions may be resolved by further exam-
ining the chapels and ceiling beams, by investigating
fourteenth- and fifteenth-century documentation of
the cathedral, and by refining current understand-
ing of the relationship between mudéjar style and
technique and the identity of the craftsmen who con-
tinued to work in these modes.

Finally, adding to present difficulties in perceiv-
ing the sequence of post-conquest restorations, addi-
tions, and demolitions is the fact that the cathedral
has to a certain extent been “re-islamicized”: twenti-

eth-century restorers have removed medieval sarcoph-
agi and other structures from around the mihrab area
and along the qibla wall, erected a sort of maqª¢ra
structure around the same area, and replaced the
ceiling with one based on that of the Great Mosque
of Qayrawan. The sarcophagi, floor tombs, and struc-
tures along the qibla wall are still evident in the plan
of the cathedral from 1741 (fig. 3). More recently,
hanging lamps resembling the Byzantine-style poly-
candelons excavated in Spanish mosque sites have
been installed. Improbably, perhaps, the sensitivities
of modern restoration can be misleading.

Creswell’s sequential model, which perceives the
Great Mosque of Córdoba as a building that can be
broken down into clean phases of Islamic founda-
tion, has been the prevalent English-language dis-
course on this structure for many years. There is an
obvious naïveté in this approach that assumes, as
Morales did earlier, that apart from a few catalogued
“Christian” additions, the underlying Islamic struc-
ture of the mosque has remained largely untouched
“como estaua en tienpo de los moros”(as it was in
the time of the Moors.) The surviving textual evidence
and, in some cases, the physical evidence make clear
that prior to and following the definitive Christian
conquest of Córdoba in the thirteenth century, there
are few clean breaks. Muslim agency in the mosque
did not cease with the conquest, and Christian agen-
cy preceded it. The differences, of course, were in
the intentions of the agents, to whom the mosque
represented spoils of war, legitimacy of rule, recol-
lection or extirpation of the past, and preservation
and transformation of what was perceived as the most
noble and sacred building that the Muslims had erect-
ed in Spain. It is hoped that, in the future, more
catholic—in the broadest sense of the word—ap-
proaches to the Great Mosque of Córdoba will seek
to deepen the current discourse of what Morales called
“one of the most marvelous buildings in the world.”

Smithsonian Institution
Washington, D.C.

DOCUMENTARY APPENDIX

The documents provided here are listed chrono-
logically according to subject matter. Most are from
MS 125 of the Cathedral Archive in Córdoba. This
register, dated 1318 and entitled Libro de las Tablas en
que esta copiados varios instrumentos antiguos de derechos
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y propiedades del Cabildo, is an anthology of mainly
thirteenth-century royal charters addressed to the civil
authorities concerning ecclesiastical jurisdiction over
certain properties and payments of tribute. These
charters were compiled by an ecclesiastical scribe in
order that the church would have a record of its
entitlements. For the individual documents that have
been published, I provide a reference to the most
recent publication, in most cases the Diplomatario
Andaluz de Alfonso X (Seville, 1991). In the Diplomatario,
all references to earlier publications can be found. All
translations to English, as in the rest of this study, are
my own.

CONCESSION FOR A LIME BURNER (CALERO),
DOCS. A–D (1260, 1281, 1290, 1296)

Doc. A. Friday, February 5, 1260, Toledo [era 1298]
Published: Manuel González Jiménez, ed., Diplomatario
Andaluz de Alfonso X (Seville, 1991), p. 246, doc. 222.
Translation: Don Alfonso, by the grace of God king of
Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba, Mur-
cia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the city council and the
magistrates of Córdoba: greetings and grace. You
should know that we order the bishop of Córdoba to
take on a lime burner from those of your town who
will produce lime for the works of the cathedral church
of Santa María. Therefore, I order you to allow him
to take him on and that you not impede him nor seize
the lime that he will produce, because we would take
action against whoever might do so. And we order the
magistrates that they not consent to allow anyone to
take it nor to seize it. Delivered in Toledo, the king
ordered it, Friday, the fifth day of February. Alfonso
Martínez drew it up in the era of one thousand two
hundred and ninety-eight years.

Doc. B. December 27, 1281, Córdoba [era 1319]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fol.17v.
Registered: Manuel Nieto Cumplido, Corpus Mediaevale
Cordubense 3 (in press), doc. 1018; Antonio García y
García, et al., Catálago de los manuscritos e incunables de
la Catedral de Córdoba (Salamanca, 1976), p. 224, doc.
62.
Text: Infante don Sancho, fijo mayor e heredero del
muy noble don Alfonso, por la graçia de Dios,/ rey
de Castiella, de Toledo, de León, de Gallizia, de Sevilla,
de Córdoua, de Murcia, de Jahen/ et del Algarue. A
los alcalles de Córdoua: salut e graçia. Sepades que

yo ví la carta del rey, mio padre, en que/ dizie de com-
mo mandaua al obispo de y de Cordoua que tomasse
un calero de los de y de la villa que/ fiziesse cal pora
labrar la eglesia mayor de Santa María, que mandaua
a uos que non consintiessedes / que ninguno gele
tomasse nin gele embargasse. Onde uos mando que
ueades la carta del Rey que el / obispo tiene en esta
razon e conplidla e guardatla en todo segund que en
ella dize. Et sin esto a-/ treviendome a la merçed del
Rey, mio padre, tengo por bien e mando que a que
este calero sea quito de to- / do pecho e de toda fazen-
dera assi commo lo son cada uno de los otro caleros
de y de la uilla. Et / non consintades que ninguno le
passe contra la carta del rey nin contra esto merçed
que yo fago al calero / del obispo en ninguna cosa.
Et non fagades ende al si non a uos e a lo que ouiesse-
des me tornaría / por ello. Et desto mando el dar esta
mi carta abierta e seellada con mio seello colgado. Dada
en / Cordova, XXVII dias de dezienbre. Era de mill e
trezientos e dizenueve annos. Yo, Johan Ferran- / dez
la fiz escreuir por mandado del Infante. Roy Diaz.
Translation: Infante don Sancho, elder son and heir
of the very noble don Alfonso, by the grace of God,
king of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba,
Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the magistrates of
Córdoba: greetings and grace. You should know that
I saw the charter of the king, my father, in which it
mentioned how he ordered the bishop there, of Córdo-
ba, to take on a lime burner, [one] of those there in
the town, who would produce lime for the works of
the cathedral church of Santa María, and he ordered
you not to consent that anyone should take it [the lime]
nor seize it. Thereby, I order you to study the charter
of the king that the bishop has in this regard and to
comply with it and safeguard everything according to
what it says. Barring this, venturing to put myself at
the mercy of the king, my father, I judge it to be
appropriate and order that this lime burner be quit
of all tax obligation and of all communal statute labor,
just as is each one of the other lime burners there, of
the town. And do not allow anyone to transgress in
any way against the charter of the king nor against
this concession that I make to the lime burner of the
bishop. And do not do any other thing, for if you do,
I will take action against you and your possessions. And
regarding this, I order him to deliver this, my open
charter, sealed with my pendant seal. Delivered in
Córdoba, the 27th day of December, era one thousand
three hundred and nineteen years. I, Johan Ferrandez,
drew it up in writing by the order of the Infante. Roy
Diaz.
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Doc. C. April 3, 1290, San Sebastián [era 1328]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fols. 30v–31r
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3, doc. 1152;
Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 229, doc. 112.
Text: Don Sancho por la graçia de Dios, rey de Cas-
tiella, de Toledo, de León, de Gallizia, de Sevilla/ de
Córdoua, de Murcia, de Jahen, e del Algarbe. A uos,
Johan Gil, mio omne: salut e graçia. Sepades/ que el
cabildo de la eglesia de Cordoua me enbiaron mostrar
cartas del rey don Alfonso, mio padre,/ en que man-
daua que la eglesia de Santa María de Córdoua ouiesse
un moro calero e otro teiero para la obra./ Et otrossi
que todos los moros forros annaiares e albannes e
serradores labrassen en la eglesia dos dias/ en el anno
e el moro calero que fuessen quito e franquado de
todo pecho e de toda fazendera assi commo lo/ son
qualquier de los otros caleros de y de la uilla. Agora
enbiaronme dezir que les passan contra ellas e/[fol.
XXXI] que gelas non quieren conplir assi commo en
ellas dize. Et que me pidian merçed que mandasse y
lo que touiesse/ por bien, por que uos mando que
ueades las cartas que ellos tiene del rey, mio padre,
sobre esta ra-/zon e que las cumplades en guisa que
la eglesia auia su derecho assi commo siempre lo
ouieron. Et non fa-/gades ende al. La carta leyda
dargela. Dada en Sant Sebastian, tres dias de abril, era
de/ mill e trezientos e veynte e ocho annos. Esta carta
uos enbio seellado con el mi sello de la pori-/ dat.
Yo, Sancho Martinez, la fiz escreuir por mandado del
rey.
Translation: Don Sancho, by the grace of God, king
of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba,
Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To you, Johan Gil, my
man: greetings and grace. You should know that the
chapter of the church of Córdoba sent me charters
of the king, don Alfonso, my father, in which he orde-
red that the church of Santa María of Córdoba should
have a Moorish lime burner and another, a maker of
roof tiles and bricks, for the works. And moreover, that
all the free Moors [and] carpenters and masons and
sawyers84 should work in the church two days of the
year, and the Moorish lime burner should be quit and
free of all tax obligation and of all communal statute
labor, just as are any of the other lime burners there
in the town.

Now they send to me saying that they are going
against these charters, and that they do not want to
comply with what the charters say. And they requested
a concession from me that I would order it and would

consider it to be appropriate; hence, I order you that
you study the charters that they have from the king,
my father, in this regard, and that you comply with
them in such a way that the church would have its
rights, just as it always had them. And do not do
anything else; once the charter is read, surrender it.
Delivered in San Sebastián, the third day of April, era
one thousand three hundred and twenty-eight years.
This charter, I send you sealed with my secret seal. I,
Sancho Martinez, put it into writing by order of the
king.

Doc. D. August 6, 1296, Valladolid
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fols. 28v–29r.
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3, doc. 1311;
Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 228, doc. 104
Translation of Synopsis (from Corpus): Fernando IV, at
the petition of Juan Perez, precentor and employee
of the cathedral of Córdoba, in which he recalled the
charters of Alfonso X and of Sancho IV from when
he was prince, in which was conceded to the cathedral
a lime burner of the town who would make lime for
the works of the cathedral church of Santa María, and
another charter of Fernando IV himself, in which he
confirmed all of the privileges of the same and affirmed
that “and there are some who do not want to allow
that they would take on this lime burner,” ordering
the magistrates, the judge, and the fifteen good men
“that they must rectify the situation there in the town,”
that they see the cited charters and comply with them.
“Delivered in Valladolid, the sixth day of August, era
one thousand three hundred and thirty-four years.”
“Per Alfonso put it into writing. Juan Bernal. Juan
Gonçalez.”

TAXES IMPOSED BY ALFONSO X TO PAY FOR
THE REPAIRS, DOCS. E–F (1261)

Doc. E. Wednesday, July 20, 1261, Seville [era 1299]
Published: Diplomatario, p. 276, doc. 248.
Translation: Let it be known to whoever should see this
charter that we, don Alfonso, by the grace of God [are]
king of Castille, Toledo, Leon, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba,
Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. Don Fernando, bishop
of Córdoba, told us, and the chapter of this same
church sent to us saying [the same], and the Dominican
friars and the Franciscan friars, and the magistrates
and good men of the town, that in the above-men-
tioned church of Santa María, there was much damage
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in the woodwork, and that it needed to be repaired
in many ways, and that there is a need for us to impose
some remedy there in the case that it should be lost,
because if not, the ruin of such a noble church would
be a loss. And because the bishop and chapter request
of us and ask for our concession, we would like that it
should have a tithe from each church from the whole
bishopric for the works of the above-mentioned church
and with this, it would have something to maintain it.
We, in order to do well by and have mercy on them,
defend it as such. Therefore, we order that they should
have from all the churches in the bishopric of Córdoba,
for the works of the above-mentioned church, a tithe
from each, which should not be from the great [tithes],
having taken out the two, [but] which would be the
third, and of these [tithes], they would take possession
of them forever, thus from our part as from the other
parts. And we order all the terceros,85 clerics, and laymen
of the above-mentioned bishopric, and those who must
collect our tercias,86 and those who must see to the
works of the above-mentioned church, that they allow
this above-mentioned tithe to be taken [out of their
accounts]. And we forbid that anybody dare to seize
it or to contradict it, or maltreat it, as whoever does
so will incur our wrath and pay us the established
penalty of a thousand maravedís, and to them [the
bishop and chapter], all damages [must be paid]
double. And so that this might be more firm and se-
cure, we order this charter sealed with our lead seal.
The charter was written in Seville, by our command,
on Wednesday, the twentieth day of the month of July,
in the era of one thousand two hundred and ninety-
nine years. I, Johan Perez de Cibdat, wrote it, by the
order of Millán Pérez de Aellón, in the tenth year in
which the king don Alfonso reigned.

Doc. F. Thursday, July 21, 1261, Seville [era 1299]
Published: Diplomatario pp. 276–77, doc. 249.
Translation: Don Alfonso, by the grace of God, king
of Castile, Toledo, Leon, Galicia, Córdoba, Murcia,
and Jaén. To the town council and to the magistrates
and to the chief of police of Córdoba, and to all the
town councils and to the terceros, clerics, and laymen,
and to all those who must collect our tercias from the
bishopric of Córdoba who see this, our charter: greet-
ings and grace. You should know that, because they
told us that in the church of Córdoba there was much
damage to the woodwork, and that there were many
things to repair, and [because] the bishop and the
chapter of the above-mentioned church requested our

concession that we should want that they have a tithe
of each one of the churches of the bishopric of Cór-
doba to aid in the works of the above-mentioned
church—we, in order to do well by [the church] and
show [it our] favor, would do it, and would give our
charter sealed with lead, that every church of the whole
bishopric of Córdoba would have a tithe, taken apart
from the two great tithes, which would be the third
tithe. And because they told us that the charter sealed
with the lead seal cannot be brought to each one of
the places, we would give them this, our open char-
ter, with which they should collect. Therefore, we order
you that from now henceforth you pay this tithe every
year, just as it is described above, and pay to whoever
has to oversee that work of the above-mentioned
church. And we forbid that anyone may dare to seize
it or to contradict it, as we would take action against
whoever would do it, against his person and pos-
sessions, and moreover [he would have to] pay us the
penalty that is stated in the charter sealed with our
lead seal that we gave them concerning this matter,
and would have to [pay] them [the bishop and chapter]
double the damage. And we order that, [concerning]
this above-mentioned tithe, they would take it from
the part we must have, as from the other parts. Deliv-
ered in Seville, the king ordered it, Thursday the
twenty-first day of June, era of one thousand two
hundred and ninety-nine years. I, Johan Martínez put
it into writing.

REFUSAL TO PAY THE ECCLESIASTICAL TITHE,
SEVEN YEARS LATER, DOC. G (1268)

Doc. G. November 23, 1268, Córdoba [era 1306]
Published: Diplomatario, pp. 385–86, doc. 356.
Translation: Don Alfonso, by the grace of God, king
of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba, Mur-
cia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To all of the town councils
and magistrates and chiefs of police, and all who must
see to justice for me in the bishopric of Córdoba who
see this, my charter: greetings and grace. You should
know well that the bishop and the chapter of Córdoba
have complained to me that there are men in the
bishopric who do not pay the tithes to such as them
[the bishop and chapter]; that they do not want to
pay them, nor can they obtain it from them. And I do
not consider this to be appropriate or legal. Therefore,
I order each one that he pay his tithes well and accord-
ingly, as the law of the holy church demands. And do
not do any other thing, as this thing that one must
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pay by law, no one must hold it back, and moreover
[if you do so], I lose my rights thereby to the tercias,
which I ought to have. And whoever does otherwise,
I order the judges and the chiefs of police and the
justices that, [with regard to] those who said that they
do not want to pay the tithes or hinder them, they
arrest them and make them pay double. And if not, I
will take action against them [the judges, etc.]. Deliv-
ered in Córdoba, the king ordered it, Friday, the twenty-
third day of November, era of one thousand three
hundred and six years. I, Johan Martínez put it into
writing.

THE CONCESSION OF MUSLIM ARTISANS FOR
WORK IN THE CATHEDRAL, DOCS. H–J

(1263, 1282, 1296)

Doc. H. Thursday, December 13, 1263, Sevilla [era
1301]87

Published: Diplomatario, p. 300, doc. 273.
Translation: It should be known to all the men who
see this charter that we, don Alfonso, by the grace of
God, king of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville,
Córdoba, Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve—are greatly
pleased that [in order that] the noble church of Santa
María of the city of Córdoba should be better protected
and not collapse, nor anything belonging to it be
destroyed, we judge it to be appropriate and order that
all the Moorish carpenters, masons, and sawyers that
there are in Córdoba should labor, each one of them,
two days of the year in the works of the above-men-
tioned church. And any Moor who would like to be
excused from this, we order the magistrates and the
chief of police that they arrest him and that they make
him do it. And that they should not do any other thing,
or we will take action against them for it. And we judge
it to be appropriate that in these two days in which
they [the carpenters, etc.] carry out the works of the
church, that they [the church] feed them (que les den
a comer). Delivered in Seville, the king ordered it,
Thursday, the thirteenth day of December, era of one
thousand, 300, and one year. Johan Martínez drew it
up by order of Master Ferrand Garçía, archdeacon of
Niebla.

Doc. I. October 25, 1282, Córdoba [era 1320]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fol. 18r.
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3 (in press),
doc. 1052; Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 224, doc. 65;

and see Miguel Angel Orti Belmonte, “El fuero de
Córdoba,” Boletín de la Real Academia de Córdoba 70
(1954): 5–94 (esp. 41) and 87 (1965): 5–25.
Text: Infante don Sancho, fijo mayor e heredero del
muy noble don Alfonso, por la graçia de Di-/ os rey
de Castiella, de Toledo, de León, de Gallizia, de Sevilla,
de Córdoua, de Murcia, de Jahen/ e del Algarbe. A
los alcalles e al alguazil de Córdoua: salut e graçia. El
cabildo de la eglesia de Santa María/ me mostraron
una carta del rey en que mandaua que todos los moros
forros e annaiares e aluannes/ e ferradores e todos
los otros que labrassen en la lauor de la eglesia sobre
dicha dos dias en el anno e ago-/ ra el cabildo de la
eglesia de Santa María querellosseme que los moros
que no son maestros que non quiere y/ labrar porque
dizen que lo non dizia en la otra carta que les el rey
dio permamientre. Et despues que gelo/ mostraron
e que les mando dar su carta con su sello colgado e
mando que tanbien los moros maestros/ commo todos
los otros de la Villa fuesen labrar dos dias en el ano
en la lauor de la eglesia e que ay al-/gunos que lo non
quiere fazer e por ello que se menoscaba muncho el
lauor de la eglesia e que me pidien/ merçed que
mandasse y lo que touiesse por bien. Onde uos mando
uista esta mi carta que ueades la/ carta que el cabildo
tiene del rey con su seello colgado en esta razon, e
conplid gela en todo segund/ que en ello dize.Et non
fagades ende al ca non es mi uoluntad que se meno-
scabe ninguna cosa de la la-/ uor de la eglesia. Dada
en Córdoua XXV de octubre, era de mille e CCC e
veynte annos. Yo, Roy Diaz,/ la fiz escreuir por man-
dado del Infante. Johan Martinez.
Translation: Infante don Sancho, elder son and heir
of the very noble don Alfonso, by the grace of God,
king of Castile, of Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville,
Córdoba, Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the magi-
strates and the chief of police of Córdoba: greetings
and grace. The chapter of the church of Santa María
showed me a charter of the king in which he ordered
that all the free Moors, and Moorish carpenters,
masons, and smiths, and all of the others labor in the
works of the above-mentioned church two days a year.
And now the chapter of the church of Santa María
complains to me that the Moors who are not master
craftsmen do not want to work there, because they say
that it is not stipulated in the other charter that the
king gave them permanently. And after they showed
it to me, I order them to hand over their charter with
its pendant seal, and I order additionally that the
Moorish master craftsmen, just like all of the others
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of the town, must work two days of the year in the works
of the church, and that there are some who do not
wish to do it, and by [refusing] they very much impair
the works of the church, and they [the chapter]
requested my concession that I should order [them
to do it] there, and I judged it to be appropriate.
Hence, I order you [the judges and chief of police]
that, once you have seen my charter, you study the
charter with its pendant seal that the chapter has from
the king regarding this matter, and comply with it in
every aspect according to what it says. And do not do
any other thing, because it is not my wish that any-
thing should impair the works of the church. Deliv-
ered in Córdoba, the 25th of October, era of one
thousand and 300 and twenty years. I, Roy Díaz, put
it into writing by the order of the Infante. Johan
Martínez.

Doc. J. August 6, 1296, Valladolid [era 1324]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fol.28v.
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3 (in press), doc.
1310; Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 228, doc. 103.
Translation of Synopsis (from Corpus): Fernando IV, at
the petition of Juan Pérez, precentor of the cathedral
of Córdoba and employee of the same, in which
Fernando recalled the charters of Alfonso X and of
Sancho IV when he was prince, in which they conceded
to the cathedral that all the free Muslims, carpenters,
masons, and smiths were obliged to labor two days a
year in the works of the same, and another charter of
Fernando IV in which he confirmed all of the privile-
ges of the cathedral and manifested that “there are
some Moors who do not wish to do it,” ordering the
magistrates (alcaldes), the judge (juez), and the “fifteen
good men,” that they “should straighten out the matters
of the said city” (por que se endereça fecho de la dicha
cibdat), that they should see the relevant charters and
comply with them. “Delivered in Valladolid, sixth day
of August, era of one thousand, three hundred and
thirty four years.” “Per Alfonso put it into writing. Juan
Bernal. Juan González.”

THE CITY WALL AND THE “PECHO DE LOS
MOROS” OF CÓRDOBA, DOC. K (1254)

Doc K. March 18, 1254, Toledo [era 1292]
Published: Diplomatario, p. 118, doc. 119.
Translation: Let it be well known to all the men who
see this charter that I, don Alfonso, by the grace of

God, king of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville,
Córdoba, Murcia, and Jaén, give and grant to the town
council (concejo) of Córdoba—to those who are now
[members] and to those will be [members], forever-
more—five hundred maravedís every year to work on
the walls (pora labrar los muros) of the town of Córdoba,
and I put those [maravedís] that they should have every
year in my tribute (pecho), which the community of
Moors of Córdoba have to pay me. And I order the
Moors of the above-mentioned community to pay them
[the town council] each year on the feast of San Miguel,
just as they paid them to me. And I order and firmly
forbid that anyone may dare to go against this char-
ter of my donation, or to annul it or diminish it in
any way, as whoever does [go against it] will incur my
wrath and pay me a thousand maravedís in penalty, and
to them [the town council] double the damage. And
so that this, my donation, would be more secure and
more stable, I ordered this charter to be sealed with
my lead seal. The charter was drawn up in Toledo by
the order of the king, the 18th day of the month of
March, in the year of one thousand two hundred and
ninety-two years. Aluar García of Frómesta wrote it in
the second year that the king don Alfonso reigned.

FOUR MUSLIM ARTISANS RELIEVED OF THE
OBLIGATION TO PAY TAXES, DOCS. L–M

(1280–1282)

Doc. L. June 25, 1280, Cordoba
Published: Diplomatario, p. 493, doc. 465.
Translation: Don Alfonso, by the grace of God, king
of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba,
Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the town council
(concejo), and to the magistrates (alcaldes), and to the
chief of police (alguazil) of Córdoba, and to all of the
aportellados88 of this same place: greetings and grace.
You should know that the chapter of the church of
Santa María of Córdoba sent to me, explaining how
I had deemed it appropriate to acquit four Moors, who
would labor in the works of this above-mentioned
church, of all tax obligation, and that they had lost
the charter that I had given them concerning this mat-
ter. And they showed me another of my charters, which
made mention of the first one that ordered that, in
place of two Moors who were not able to work, they
substitute another two in the works, and that they would
be quit of all tax obligation, just as the other two were.
And as they could not show me the other, my first
charter, these four Moors were obliged to pay all the
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taxes the other Moors were obliged to pay. And they
requested a concession from me that would order it
[what they wanted in the first place] and that would
judge it appropriate.89 And so I judge it appropriate
and order that four Moors—two masons and two
carpenters—whom they will take on for the work of
this above-mentioned church, would be quit of all tax
obligation. Therefore, I order and firmly defend that
no parish tax collector (cogedor)90 nor any other man
may dare to demand taxes from them, nor impound
any of their possessions in their stead. And if anyone
wishes to demand it from them, I order you not to
consent to it. And do not do any other thing, for if
you do, I will take action against you for it. Delivered
in Córdoba, the twenty-fifth day of June, era of one
thousand, 300, and eighteen years. I, Martin Royz, put
it into writing by order of the king.

Doc. M. October 24, 1282, Córdoba [era 1320]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fol. 18r.
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3, doc. 1051;
Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 224, doc. 64.
Text: Infante don Sancho fijo mayor e heredero del
muy noble don Alfonso por la gracia de di- / os rey
de Castiella, de Toledo, de León, de Gallizia, de Seuilla,
de Cordoua, de Murcia, de Ja- / hen e del Algarbe.
Al conceio, los alcalles e al alguazil de Cordoua e a
todos los otros aporte- / llados desse mismo logar: salut
e graçia. Sepades que el cabildo de la eglesia de Santa
María de Cordo- / ua me mostraron una carta del rey,
mio padre, en que dizie que quitauan de todo pecho
a quatro mo- / ros que labrassen en la lauor desta
eglesia sobredicha. Et por razon que auian perdido
la carta que les el / rey diera permamientre que auie
y algunos de los que cogien los pechos que peyndrauan
a aquellos quatro / moros que labrauan en al lauor
de la eglesia. Et sobre esto que los mostraron al rey e
que les mando dar su / carta con su seello colgado
en que defendia que ningun cogedor nin otro omne
non fuesse osado de pendrar / quatro moros, los dos
annaiares e los dos aluannes que les el cabildo escogies-
sen que labrassen en la la- / uor de la eglesia e que
ay algunos que les passan contra la carta que dio el
rey al cabildo en este razon / e que se menoscabaua
muncho en la lauor de la eglesia e que me pidien
merçed que mandasse y lo que touie- / esse por bien.
Onde uos mando vista esta mi carta que ueades la carta
del rey que el cabildo tiene en / esta razon. E non

consintades a cogedor nin a otro ninguno que passe
contra ella en ninguna manera / ca non es mi uoluntad
que se menoscaba ninguna cosa de la lauor de la
eglesia. Dada en Córdoua ueynte / e quatro dias de
octubre. Era de mille e trezientos e ueynte annos. Yo,
Roy Dias, la fiz / escreuir por mandado del Infante.
Johan Martinez.
Translation: The infante don Sancho, elder son and
heir of the very noble don Alfonso, by the grace of
God, king of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville,
Córdoba, Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the town
council, and the magistrates and the chief of police
of Córdoba, and to all the other aportellados of this same
place: greetings and grace. You should know well that
the chapter of the church of Santa María of Córdoba
showed me a charter of the king, my father, in which
it says that four Moors who labor in the works of this
above-mentioned church were quit of all tax obligation.
And [this is] because they [the chapter] had lost the
charter they had that the king had given permanently,
and because some of those who collect the taxes had
arrested these four Moors, who labor in the works of
the church, and regarding this they had shown it to
the king, who ordered them to deliver their charter
with his pendant seal, which forbade that any tax-col-
lector or any other man might dare to arrest four
Moors—two of them carpenters and two of them
masons—whom the chapter would choose to labor in
the works of the church, and that there are those who
go against the charter that the king gave to the chapter
concerning this matter, thus very much impairing the
works of the church. And they have requested a con-
cession from me that I order it [to be as it should be],
and that I would judge it to be appropriate. Therefore,
I order you to see this, my charter, and that you should
see the charter of the king that the chapter has con-
cerning this matter, and that you not consent that any
tax-collector or any other person may go against the
charter in any manner, as it is not my will that anything
of the works of the church should be impaired. Deliv-
ered in Córdoba, the 24th day of October, era of one
thousand three-hundred and twenty years. I, Roy Díaz,
put it into writing by order of the infante. Johan
Martínez.
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TAXES FOR THE RESTORATION AND
MAINTENANCE OF THE UMAYYAD WATER
CONDUITS IN CÓRDOBA, DOC. N (1263)

Doc. N. Monday, December 17, 1263, Seville [era 1301]
Published: Diplomatario, p. 301, doc. 274.
Translation: All who see and hear this charter should
know that we [are] don Alfonso, by the grace of God
king of Castile, Toledo, Leon, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba,
Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve. Because we understand
that it is a great honor of the town of Córdoba that
the water there still flows through the pipes as it used
to flow in the time of the Moors, we want the waters
to flow from now on and henceforth in all those places
in which it used to flow. And because this will not be
able to be maintained if not for a rent recognized each
year from which the pipes are repaired, we well defend
therefore, that this is in favor of all of those of the
town communally, that they might there pay this rent
each year in this manner:

The bishop and chapter: thirty maravedís.
The town council: a hundred maravedís.
The community of the Jews: a hundred maravedís.
The Moors: thirty Alfonsine maravedís.

And we order that they pay the above-mentioned from
here henceforth each year on the day of Saint Michael
just as it is. And those of them who do not want to
pay, we order the chief of police of Córdoba, that he
arrest them and make them pay. The charter was
written in Seville, by order of the king, on Monday,
the 17th of December, era of one thousand three
hundred and one years. I, Gonzalo Díaz, put it into
writing.

THE REMOVAL OF THE SHOPS SURROUNDING
THE GREAT MOSQUE, DOCS. O–Q (1278, 1281,

1287)

Doc. O. May 24, 1278, Peñafiel [era 1316]
Published: Diplomatario, pp. 462–63, doc. 440.
Translation: Don Alfonso, by the grace of God king of
Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia, Seville, Córdoba, Mur-
cia, Jaén, and the Algarve. To the magistrates (alcaldes)
and the chief of police of Córdoba: greetings and grace.
The dean and the chapter there of Córdoba sent to
me complaining, and they say that the king don
Ferrando, my father, my God forgive him, gave them
the shops that surround Sancta María, which had
pertained to his almoxerifadgo.91 Furthermore, I gave
them the other shops that are at one end of them for

the anniversaries of my father and mother. And now
they say that there are men in the town who had shops
and who rented them out [more readily?] than the
[church’s] shops, and thus they do not observe the
tax status (franqueza) that they ought to have by reason
of my almoxerifadgo, and because of this they
consequently lose their rights, and I do not judge this
to be appropriate. Therefore, I order you that you make
them observe the tax-status that the shops of my
almoxerifadgo have, as they [originally] belonged to the
same [group]. And do not do any other thing, for if
you do, I will take action against you for it. Delivered
in Peñafiel, the 24th day of May, era of one thousand,
300, and 16 years. I, Roy Martínez, put it into writing
by order of the king.

Doc. P. July 25, 1281, Córdoba [era 1319]
Published: Diplomatario, pp. 511–13, doc. 482.
Translation: Let it be known to all who see and hear
this charter of privilegio, that we [are] don Alfonso,
by the grace of God, king of Castile, Toledo, León,
Galicia, Seville, Córdoba, Murcia, Jaén, and the Algarve,
at once with the queen, doña Yolant, my wife, and with
my sons, the infante don Sancho—elder son and heir—
and don Pedro and don Johan and don Jaymes: In
order to do well by and make a concession to don
Pascual, bishop of Córdoba, and to the chapter of this
same place, we give them and grant them in exchange
for the shops that surround Santa María of this same
place, which we order to be torn down in its honor
and in honor of the great standing of the town, all
the posts (tablas)92 of the two meat markets (carnecerías)
of the Christians with their shops, except for the right
to the alcabala, which we reserve for ourselves. And
one of the meat markets in the parish of Santa María
is bordered on the one side by the wine cellar (bodega)
of the archdeacon, don Sebastian, and on the other
by the houses of the church, which are in front of the
wine cellar (bodega) that belonged to the queen, doña
Johanna, and that now belongs to the monastery [con-
vent] of Santa Catalina, and on the other two sides
by the plaza, which is called the Malcocinado (“the
tripe shop”)93 and by our street. And the other meat-
market with its shops is in the parish of San Andrés
and has bordering it on the one side the wall between
the town (villa)94 and the Xarquía; and on the other
side our corral where they take the cows, which is on
the street that goes away from the Puerta del Rencón95

and from Sancta María; and on the other side, our
street, which comes from the town (villa) by the Puerta

muq-20-1.pmd 9/29/2003, 12:31 PM133



heather ecker134

del Moro,96 near to San Salvador, which goes away from
Sant Andrés… And all these [properties] mentioned
above, we give you freely and quit [of any previous
claim] forever, in order to do what you would like with
them as a bishop and a chapter ought to do with
properties of their church. And we forbid that anyone
might dare to go against this privilege in order to annul
it or diminish it in any way, as anyone who does so
will incur our wrath and will have to pay us five
thousand maravedís of the new coinage in penalty and,
to the bishop and chapter, the damage doubled. And
so that this would be more firm and stable, we order
you to deliver this our privilege, sealed with our lead
seal. The privilege made in Córdoba, Friday, the 25th
day of the month of July, in the year of one thousand
three hundred and nineteen years…[Names of all the
witnesses]. Johán Pérez, son of Millan Pérez, put it into
writing by order of the king in the thirtieth year that
the above-mentioned king reigned.

Doc. Q. April 13, 1287, Almazán [era 1325]
Source: Archivo de la Catedral de Córdoba, MS 125,
fol. 20r and v.
Registered: Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense 3, doc. 1121 (in
press); Catálago de los manuscritos, p. 226, doc. 75;
Mercedes Gaibrois, Historia del Reinado de Sancho IV
(Madrid, 1928), vol. 1, p. 143, n. 5 (cited with mis-
taken date); J. Padilla González, “El conflicto de las
carnicerías de cristianos de Córdoba o el fracaso de
una lucha antimonopolística (1281–1311),” Axerquía
1 (1980): 131.
Translation of Synopsis (from Corpus): Sancho IV, at the
petition of the dean and chapter of the cathedral of
Córdoba, when they recalled that Alfonso X “took from
them the shops near [the church of] Santa María in
order to make the street wider” in exchange for the
meat-markets of the town, annulled a charter granted
to the butchers of the city in the chancellery that “had
silenced the truth and did not describe the case as it
was” (callada la verdat e non diziendo el pleyto en commo
era), which ordered that the butchers should have the
meat-markets “just as they used to have them, and did
not give any rights to them [the shops] to the dean
and chapter.” Sancho orders the magistrates and the
chief of police of Córdoba to study the [original]
charter of Alfonso X and comply with it. “Delivered
in Almazán, the 13th day of April, era of one thous-
and, 300, and 25 years.” “Sancho Martínez put it into
writing. Alfonso Pérez. Iohan Esidrez.”

ALFONSO X DONATES SHOPS AROUND THE
GREAT MOSQUE OF SEVILLE, DOC. R (1254)

Doc. R. December 30, 1254, Burgos97

Published: Diplomatario, p. 154, doc. 143
Translation: Let it be a known thing to all the men
who see this charter that I [am] don Alfonso, by the
grace of God, king of Castile, Toledo, León, Galicia,
Seville, Córdoba, Murcia, and Jaén. It pleases us greatly
to do well by the church of Seville and to carry her
forward, and because she would be better served, and
for the honor of the very noble king don Ferrando,
my father, who lies buried there, and for his soul and
for the remission of my sins and so that they would
make a feast for the day of San Clemente:98 I give and
grant to the chapter of the church of Santa María of
Seville all my shops adjacent to the church, that they
possess them freely and quit [of any previous claim]
forevermore. And I order and forbid that anyone may
dare to seize them or to contradict them, as whoever
does so will incur my wrath, and pay me a thousand
maravedís in penalty, and to [those of the church], the
damage doubled. And so that this charter might be
more secure, I ordered it to be sealed with my lead
seal. The charter was drawn up in Burgos, by order
of the king, the 30th day of the month of December,
in the era of one thousand two hundred and ninety-
two years. Johán Pérez of Cuenca wrote it.

NOTES

Author’s note: A very early version of this paper was presented at
the International Medieval Congress, University of Leeds, in July
1997. I am grateful to a number of individuals, including Padre
Manuel Nieto for his hospitality and help with viewing material
from the archive of the cathedral of Córdoba, my teacher and
friend Julian Raby for his insightful and inspiring observations,
my readers at Muqarnas, David Hogge, and many other colleagues
who helped to pave the way.
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que está agora la Iglesia en la misma forma que fué edificada
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caliphal arcades around the mihrab. The question of the
Villaviciosa cannot be settled here, however, and will be
addressed in a separate study. One recent study deals with
the exterior structure of the dome, not necessarily in terms
of the points above; the author agrees with Terrasse’s opin-
ion that the dome was “built by decorators and not by ar-
chitects,” for whatever that is worth. Pedro Marfil Ruiz,
“Nuevos datos para el conocimiento del lucernario de al-
Hakam II en la capilla de la Villaviciosa de la mezquita de
Córdoba,” Qur«uba 3 (1998): 252–53.

29. Antigüedades (1575), fol. 124a (1792), p. 65. Morales wrote,
“Inside the first chapel already mentioned [the capilla de
San Pedro, in al-Hakam’s extension], there was in a cham-
ber that they called ‘the seat of the king Almanzor’: and it
was a ‘cart’ with four wooden wheels of the most rich con-
struction, and one ascended it on seven steps. A few years
ago they disassembled it for I do not know what purpose,
and thus perished that antique thing.”

30. Ibn Ghalib, Far¥at al-anfus, p. 298; Joaquín Vallvé, La descrip-
ción de Córdoba, p. 672. Why the ªa¥n had become a grave-
yard of unused columns is not explained, although it is
tempting to guess that they were the columns from the old
qibla walls replaced by each extension, or from the eastern
wall of the mosque replaced by al-Mansur.

31. In some cases they also corrected deviant qiblas; the best-
known example of this is the destruction of {Ali b. Yusuf’s
mosque in Marrakech on the pretext that the qibla was off,
and the founding of the first Kutubiyya mosque there. Mari-
bel Fierro, “Las practicas religiosas,” in El Retroceso Territo-
rial de al-Andalus: Almorávides y Almohades, Siglos XI al XIII,
vol. 8 of Historia de España, ed. R. Menéndez Pidal (Madrid,
1997), p. 515.

32. Some caliphal capitals and columns from Córdoba or Madi-
nat al-Zahra} are still extant in the upper story of the Almo-
had minaret, for example.

33. Fernando III’s conquest of Córdoba was the result of a se-
ries of accidents rather than the outcome of a planned cam-
paign. The main sources that narrate the conquest are the
Crónica de España; the Crónica Latína de los Reyes de Castilla;
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De Rebus Hispaniae; and the Primera Crónica General. According
to these chronicles, some towers in the Ajarquía (al-jiha al-
sharqiyya) were taken at night by a group of rogue Chris-
tian mercenaries, the almogávares, in early 1236. They held
the towers by shooting down at the population below. Word
was sent to Fernando III in León; he arrived in February
with his nobles and the armies of the bishops of Cuenca and
Baeza and of the local concejos. These combined forces laid
siege to the madºna until the end of June, when a compli-
cated truce was declared as a result of a six-year peace treaty
between Fernando III and Ibn Hud, amºr al-muslimºn in
Murcia from 1228 to 1238. See Lucas de Túy, Crónica de
España, cap. 94, pp. 428–31; Jiménez de Rada, De Rebus
Hispaniae, lib. 9, cap. 16, pp. 297–99; Jiménez de Rada,
Historia de los Hechos, lib. 9, cap. 16, pp. 349–50; Luis Charlo
Brea, ed. and trans., Crónica Latina de los Reyes de Castilla
(Cádiz, 1984), pp. 93–102; Primera Crónica General, vol. 2,
cap. 1046, pp. 729–33; Ana Rodríguez López, La Consolidación
Territorial de la Monarquía Feudal Castellana: Expansión y Fron-
teras durante el Reinado de Fernando III (Madrid, 1994), p. 124;
María Jesús Viguera Molíns, “Taifas post-almohades,” El
Retroceso Territorial de al-Andalus: Almorávides y Almohades, Siglos
XI al XIII, vol. 8 of Historia de España, ed. R. Menéndez
(1997), cap. 4, pp. 115–19. It is interesting to note that the
bishop of Cuenca, Gonzalvo Juanes, was a mozarab and the
maternal uncle of Gonzalvo Pérez, the mozarab archbishop
of Toledo until 1299 (personal communication, Peter Line-
han).

34. Jiménez de Rada, De Rebus Hispaniae, lib. 9, cap. 16, p. 298:
“Et vite tantummodo conseruati inclusi Arabes exierunt.”
Primera Crónica General, vol. 2, cap. 1046, p. 733: “Et los
alaraues, que yazien ençerrados en la çibdat, salieron los
cuerpos saluos, et no mas, a uida.”

35. Julio González, Repartimiento de Sevilla, vol. 1 (Madrid, 1951),
pp. 42–43.

36. Mudéjar communities continued to live in the countryside
around Córdoba, known as the Campiña, where they prob-
ably formed the majority of farmers.

37. Jiménez de Rada, De Rebus Hispaniae, lib. 9, cap. 17, pp. 299–
300; Manuel González Jiménez, “Un testimonio cordobés
sobre la crisis castellana de la segunda mitad del siglo XIII,”
Anuario de Historia Económica y Social 3 (1970): 320.

38. Julio González, Reinado y Diplomas de Fernando III, vol. 1
(Córdoba, 1980–86), pp. 437–38.

39. González Jiménez, “Un testimonio cordobes,” pp. 319–324.
40. Jiménez de Rada, De Rebus Hispaniae, pp. 299–300, and His-

toria de los Hechos, pp. 350–52.
41. Crónica Latina, p. 100; Primera Crónica General, vol. 2, cap.

1047, p. 734: “…Johan, bishop of Osma, with the aforemen-
tioned other bishops, the filth of Muhammad already thrown
out, circled around the whole of the mosque, sprinkling holy
water on it just as it should be done; and other additional
things that the law of the holy church orders, they restored
it in this manner, and “restoring it” means something like
“converting it to the service of God.” That bishop, don Johan,
in the voice of the archbishop of Toledo, carried out that
cleaning before the other bishops, turning that mosque of
Córdoba into a church, and praised and honored the Blessed
Virgin Mary, mother of God; and sang the mass there loudly
as if on a high holiday and with much honor, and gave a

sermon, according to the knowledge that he had and the
grace that God put in his lips; and in this manner he gave
affection to all the faithful and solace to their hearts, and
all felt as if they had been given refuge and made their
prayers there and offered their offerings great and good,
each one according to what he reciprocated and desired.”
Jiménez de Rada explicitly states in his text that, as he was
at the Holy See in Rome, he could not perform this ritual
and that Juan, bishop of Osma, substituted for him. As arch-
bishop of Toledo, he should have performed the ritual, as
he was responsible for the incorporation of newly conquered
cities into the province of Toledo. This responsibility origi-
nated in a papal bull—Cunctis sanctorum (All the Holy Places)
—issued in 1088 by Urban II, which confirmed Bernard of
Sédirac as archbishop of the new cathedral of Toledo and
granted him the right to take charge of the “restoration”
of the Mozarabic/Visigothic bishoprics in the whole of the
Peninsula captured from the Muslims until the metropoli-
tan see was restored in the Muslim territories. See Juan
Francisco Rivera Recio, La Iglesia de Toledo en el siglo XII
(1086–1208), vol. 1 (Rome, 1966), pp. 295–313. The curi-
ous gloss on the term “restore” by the author of the account
in the Primera Crónica may indicate an awareness of the
earlier conquest or may reflect the fact that the Castilians
knew the mosque had never been a church.

42. The Siete Partidas, commissioned by Alfonso X and written
between 1251 and 1265, represent an erudite attempt to
replace the inadequate and inconsistent local legal codes
in the kingdoms of Castile and León. As a text, they con-
stitute one of the most important documentary sources for
thirteenth-century Spanish society; see Nieto, Historia de la
Iglesia, pp. 61–64, 80; Manuel Nieto Cumplido, La Catedral
de Córdoba (Córdoba, 1998), pp. 333–38; Teresa Laguna Paúl,
“La aljama cristianizada: Memoria de la catedral de Santa
María de Sevilla,” in Metropolis Totius Hispaniae: 750 Aniver-
sario Incorporación de Sevilla a la Corona Castellana. (exhib.
cat.), ed. Alfredo J. Morales (Seville, 1998), p. 42.

43. Los Códigos Españoles, 2–3 (Código de las Siete Partidas, 1–2),
vol. 2 (Madrid, 1848), Primera Partida, título 10, leyes 13–
14, pp. 206–7.

44. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, vol. 2, p. 143, n. 8; Mo-
rales, Antigüedades, fol. 124a. According to Nieto, the mihrab
remained until 1586 as the area for the “cure of souls of
the parish of Santa María,” later known as the Sacrarium.
In the sixteenth century, the mihrab was called the “capilla
del Zancorrón ó del Alcorán,” and the “chapel of St. Peter”
and appears to have been maintained largely intact, although
it was damaged enough to have been restored in 1772 and
again from 1815 to 1818. Nieto, La Catedral de Córdoba, 366;
Leopoldo Torres Balbás, “Nuevos datos sobre la mezquita
de Córdoba cristianizada,” Al-Andalus 16 (1949): 455–57.

45. There is an obvious naïveté in Morales’s understanding of
the functions of Islamic religious architecture. He wrote,
“The whole building is a square, which is six hundred and
twenty feet long, and four hundred and forty feet wide. The
length runs from north to south, and the width from east
to west. And although this is the case, the principal altar
of the mosque was to the east, as we shall see in due course.
This square, for the sake of majesty and better enjoyment
of the building, is completely isolated on all sides and sur-
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rounded by four streets of more than eighty feet in width,
so that [the mosque] does not impede or touch any other
building, except for a bridge that traverses one of the streets
as a passageway and entrance for the king from the palace,
so that he could arrive dry and better covered.” Morales,
Antigüedades (Alcalá de Henares, 1575), fol. 120v (Madrid,
1792), pp. 52–53. Morales mentions the s¸b¸« once more in
his description of the western wall of the mosque: “The other,
final wall, which is opposite this one [the eastern wall], which
is to the west, is composed of the same ashlar masonry and
even has towers that act as buttresses like the ones already
described, and a small interconnecting path or walkway like
the one mentioned earlier. Moreover, almost the whole wall
is smooth and does not have more than three doors, simi-
lar in every way to those we have just described. And in the
lowest part of this wall on the southern corner, there is the
bridge that traverses the street and serves as a passageway
for the palace and the house of the bishop. It is of the same
ashlar masonry and very tall and magnificent,” Antigüedades
(Alcalá de Henares, 1575), fols. 121v–122r (Madrid, 1792),
p. 57.

46. Crónica Latina, p. 98.
47. In the 1330s, Don Juan Manuel included in his mirror for

princes, El Conde Lucanor, a parable (example 41) called “On
What Happened to a King of Córdoba Called Alhaqem.” In
the moralizing tale, Patronio informs the Count that a king
is obliged to do great things so that he will be praised dur-
ing his life and remembered after his death. To illustrate
the story he quotes a refrain that he claims is commonly
used among Muslims to praise a great deed, or to describe
a minor deed with irony: wa-h¸dh¸ ziy¸dat al-Ýakam (and this
is the extension of al-Hakam). The Count is advised to do
something as great as the construction of the extension to
the Great Mosque if he wants to receive sincere praise. Don
Juan Manuel, El Conde Lucanor, ed. Alfonso Sotelo (Madrid,
1980), pp. 241–45; A. R. Nykl, “Arabic Phrases in El Conde
Lucanor,” Hispanic Review 10 (1942): 12–17; Diego Marín,
“El elemento oriental en don Juan Manuel: síntesis y revalua-
ción,” Comparative Literature 7 (1955): 1–14; P. Gayangos, ed.,
Libro de Patronio, in Escritores en prosa anteriores al siglo 15
(Madrid, 1860), pp. 367–439; Angel González Palencia, ed.
(study and notes), El Conde Lucanor, vol. 51 of Biblioteca de
Autores Españoles (Saragossa, 1940), rpt. 1965; Khoury, “Mean-
ing of the Great Mosque”: 83.

48. A catalogue of these structures is included in Nieto, La
Catedral de Córdoba. They have also been studied by María
Ángeles Jordano Barbudo, Arquitectura Medieval Cristiana en
Córdoba (desde la reconquista al inicio del Renacimiento) (Córdo-
ba, 1996) pp. 155–67, based on documents published by
Nieto, Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense, vols. 1–3.

49. Nieto, La Catedral de Córdoba, pp. 111, 115, 345–46, 479, 508.
The altar dedicated to San Blas is also documented by a
charter of Pope Innocent IV, dated March 5, 1252, which
granted forty days of indulgences to those who visited it on
the feast day of the saint.

50. Nieto, La Catedral de Córdoba, pp. 112, 154, 359.
51. Nieto, La Catedral de Córdoba, pp. 311, 365–66. Domingo

Muñoz seems to have participated in the conquest of Seville
in 1248 and figured prominently in the Libro de Repartimiento
of Seville, which is dated to 1253—five years earlier than
the foundation of this chapel.

52. The Capilla Real is a funerary chapel that, according to
documentary evidence, was endowed by Constanza, the wife
of Fernando IV, but completed in 1371 by Enrique II when
he buried the remains of his father, Alfonso XI, there. It is
located to the West of the Capilla de la Villaviciosa, and its
ribbed, clerestory dome is a scaled replica of the latter. The
documents belie the myth that the chapel was built by Alfon-
so X in the thirteenth century. See Barbudo, Arquitectura
Medieval Cristiana, pp. 157–60; Rafael López Guzmán, Arqui-
tectura Mudéjar: Del sincretismo medieval á las alternativas Hispa-
noamericanas (Madrid, 2000), pp. 289–90.

53. J. González, Reinado y Diplomas, doc. 640, pp. 173–75.
54. The almojarifazgo was a royal import-export tax collected on

certain types of (mainly agricultural) goods such as oil, wine,
and figs; the Castilians took it over from the Almohads. The
Castilian office of the almojarife was derived from an Islamic
administrative post, al-mushrif (official or inspector in charge
of local tax collection), and the title came to signify a royal
appointee who was responsible for collecting royal rents,
tribute payment from the Kingdom of Granada, entrance
and exit taxes at ports and harbors, taxes for importing and
exporting goods, and a multitude of fines, and who in ad-
dition served as treasurer of the funds collected. These funds
represented the almojarifazgo. See Jacinto Bosch Vilá, “The
Administrative History of al-Andalus: an Approach,” in Regie-
rung und Verwaltung des Vorderen Orients in Islamischer Zeit,
vol. 2 (Leiden, 1988), pp. 71–152.

55. In 1086, Alfonso VI reendowed, among other properties,
the new cathedral with “all the estates or houses and shops
that it had in the time when it was a mosque of Muslims.”

56. For a discussion of the repartimiento of Córdoba—the sur-
veying, division, and concession of land and urban prop-
erty to settlers—see Ecker, “From Masjid to Casa-Mezquita,”
pp. 79–89.

57. Primera Crónica General, vol. 2, cap. 1047, p. 733.
58. The endowment is attested in surviving charters of privilege

and papal bulls, which confirm Fernando III’s requests for
concessions, and is also cited by Alfonso X in a charter of
1278 (see documentary appendix, doc. O, above). Manuel
Nieto, “La restauración de la diócesis de Córdoba en el
reinado de Fernando III el Santo,” Córdoba: Apuntes para
su Historia, ed. Antonio Domínguez Ortíz et al. (Córdoba,
1981), pp. 135–48; Demetrio Mansilla Reoyo, Iglesia castellano-
leonesa y Curia Romana en los Tiempos del Rey San Fernando
(Madrid, 1945), pp. 309–10, doc. 43. One of Fernando III’s
most dramatic acts in the mosque/cathedral was to return
the church bells taken from Santiago de Compostela in the
tenth century by al-Mansur; they had been made into lamps
for the Great Mosque. Jiménez de Rada, De Rebus Hispaniae,
lib. 9, cap. 17, pp. 299–300; Jiménez de Rada, Historia de los
hechos, p. 351.

59. Nieto, Historia de la Eglesia, p. 143; Manuel Nieto Cumplido,
ed., Corpus Mediaevale Cordubense, vol. 1 (1106–1255) (Cor-
dóba, 1979), p. 402. This was not the first time that Inno-
cent IV helped the Bishop of Córdoba monetarily. In 1246,
Innocent authorized him, because of his many expenses, to
borrow the same amount of money for four years as the
Bishop of Burgos. The cause of these expenses was not
named. See Mansilla Reoyo, Iglesia castellano-leonesa, p. 333,
doc. 61.
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60. It is a mistake to extrapolate from the case of Cordóba, as
some historians have done, that statute labor was always
demanded of the mudéjars in Andalucía. Muslims, Jews, and
clerics were generally excluded from the taxes imposed on
the Christian laity, except when their interests or proper-
ties converged. Conversely, Muslims and Jews were subject
to exceptional taxes not paid by the rest of the population.
Likewise, the Carta de Fuero, granted to the mudéjars of Palma
de Río in 1371 by Ambrosio Bocanegra, vassal of Enrique
II, should not be used to generalize about the tribute-pay-
ing relationship between mudéjars and monarchs in the
thirteenth century.

61. Doc. G (1268), in the documentary appendix above, is con-
cerned with those churches in the bishopric that, seven years
after the original charter, refused to pay this tithe. Their
refusal may have been due to depopulation of—and hence
a diminished revenue from—the countryside, particularly
after the mudéjar rebellion four years earlier.

62. This tax should not be confused with enslavement. While
it represented a burden beyond those taxes already paid by
mudéjars in tribute or tithe, and perhaps a deterioration
in their fiscal status, it was imposed on free men. Perhaps
one can compare the Umayyad and {Amirid policy of funding
foundations in the mosque from war booty—which might
be considered as an involuntary tax on subjected peoples—
with Alfonso X’s taxation of mudéjar craftsmen.

63. See José Castaño Hinojo, “Estudio sobre las aguas del cabildo
de Córdoba,” in Actas del I Congreso de Historia de Andalucía,
Siglo XVIII, vol. 1 (Córdoba, 1978–79), pp. 115–25.

64. Docs. of March 22 and March 27, 1254, Toledo. See Manuel
González Jiménez, Diplomatario Andaluz de Alfonso X (Seville,
1991), p. 124, doc. 121: “…para adobar e para labrar los
cannos de Seuilla…” See also Isabel Montes Romero-Cama-
cho, “El trabajo de los mudéjares en el abstecimiento de
agua á la Sevilla bajomedieval: los moros cañeros y el aceducto
de los Caños de Carmona,” in Actas del VI Simposio Internacional
de Mudejarismo (Teruel, 1995), pp. 240–45.

65. Ambrosio de Morales, Antigüedades (Alcalá de Henares,
1575), fols. 121v–122v, or (Madrid, 1792), pp. 56, 58–59;
the exterior fountain is also mentioned in a document dated
in 1241. See José M. Escobar Camacho, “Notas sobre el
repartimiento urbano de Córdoba,” Boletín de la Real Academia
de Córdoba 55 (1984): 166, note 31. See also Alberto J. Monte-
jo, “El pabellón de abluciones oriental de la mezquita aljama
de Córdoba edificada por Almanzor,” Qur«uba 3 (1998): 253–
55.

66. See for example, González Jiménez, Diplomatario, lii–liv.
67. In the documentation from Córdoba included in the docu-

mentary appendix to this study, a number of mudéjar tax
obligations come to light: the pecho (Latin: pactum), an an-
nual poll tax that could also be a tax on goods and proper-
ties; the hacendera, a community-wide obligation to perform
corvée labor, probably repairing city walls, bridges, and
roads; dezmeros, or tithes; a labor tax on Muslim craftsmen
(carpenters, masons, and sawyers or smiths), including mas-
ter craftsmen, to work two days a year in the former mosque;
an annual tribute for the restoration and maintenance of
the Umayyad water conduits in Córdoba; and an excise tax,
the alcabala, of obvious Islamic origin (Arabic: al-qab¸la, a
tax owed to the state treasury), which represented a certain

percentage of the price of a sale. Other taxes are mentioned
but not specified in the documents.

68. Leopoldo Torres Balbás, “Reparación de la techumbre de
la mezquita de Córdoba, en el siglo XIII,” Al-Andalus IV
(1936): 171–73. On early modern restorations, see Leopoldo
Torres Balbás, “Restoración en el siglo XVIII de la cúpula
que precede al mihrab de la mezquita de Córdoba,” Al-
Andalus 4 (1936): 198–200; Rafael Aguilar Priego, “Datos
inéditos sobre la restauración del mihrab de la mezquita de
Córdoba,” Boletín de la Real Academia de Córdoba 55 (1945):
139–66; Enrique Romero de Torres, “Aportaciones para la
historia de Córdoba: la famosa capilla del mihrab, que ame-
nazaba hundirse en la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII, fue
restaurada por el arquitecto francés D. Baltasar Dreveton,”
Boletín de la Real Academia de Córdoba 48 (1944): 83–86.

69. On May 24, 1278, Alfonso X responded to the complaints
of the cathedral of Córdoba regarding their rights over the
shops surrounding the cathedral, confirmed Fernando III’s
donation of the shops, and donated several more [see docu-
mentary appendix, doc. O, above]. On July 5, 1281, Alfonso
X ordered the demolition of the same shops and gave the
bishop and chapter other properties—two meat markets in
the Madina and the Eastern Quarter—in exchange for them,
thus setting off a century-long conflict between the church
and the butchers (see documentary appendix, docs. P and
Q, above). The Almohad mosque in Seville was also sur-
rounded by shops, which Alfonso X donated to the cathe-
dral in 1254 (documentary appendix, doc. R). A year ear-
lier, on December 16, 1253, he had already conceded one
of these shops to Pedro Fernández, judeo-converso. See J.
González, Repartimiento de Sevilla, vol. 2, p. 320.

70. Rafael Cómez Ramos’s statement (in La Iglesia de Santa Ma-
rina de Sevilla [Seville, 1993], p.19) that “after the mudéjar
rebellion of 1264, Alfonso X’s attitude toward the subjected
Muslims experienced a radical change and it seems possible
that he used them as slaves in the construction of religious
and secular buildings” cannot be sustained. The documen-
tation from Córdoba is the only surviving evidence of a
mudéjar labor tax dedicated to the restoration of a church,
and it predates the rebellion. There are other, different cases
in which mudéjar craftsmen worked under the patronage
of Alfonso X; don {Ali, for example, built a basilica on a
mosque site in Puerto de Santa María. It has no bearing on
the labor-tax in Córdoba.

71. Damián González Arce, “Ordenanzas y fuero concedido a
la cuidad de Córdoba por Fernando III,” Cuadernos de Estudios
Medievales y Ciencias y Técnicas Historiográficas 17 (1992): 406:
“And when it happens that the city council of Córdoba has
to pay for something because of the things that happened
to them, they should fix the communal collection at 10,000
maravedís, and up to this amount, each should pay corre-
spondingly, and from this no one is excused and all must
pay, apart from clergy and Jews and [Muslims], and the same
applies with regard to communal statute labor.” (Et quando
acaeçe que el conçeio de Cordoua an de pechar alguna cosa
para las cosas que les acaeçen, fazen la cabeça de diez mill
mrs., e fasta en esta contia pecha cada vno por lo que a
conplimiento de la cabeça que an de pechar, et en esto non
se escusa ninguno mas todos las pechan saluo clerigos e
judios e [moros…] e esto mismo en las fazenderas.) A prob-
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lem here is that the word “moros” is an interpolation of
González Arce, but it seems to be a logical one.

72. Before their forced conversion at the end of the fifteenth
century, mudéjars appear to have visited their former great
mosques openly. Nieto offers an elegy, source unknown, of
the cathedral of Córdoba by Enrique IV in 1469: “the great
and sumptuous buildings are famous in the said church,
which belonged at first to the infidel Moors, enemies of the
holy catholic faith, [and] who today still respect with great
reverence this said church as the most important house of
worship that they constructed.” Nieto, La Catedral de Córdoba,
p. 321. Jerónimo Münzer (Hieronymus Monetarius), writ-
ing in 1495, saw Muslims in the Seo of Saragossa: “The
church is spacious, beautiful, and immaculately built by
Benedict XIII. It was in the past a mosque of the Saracens,
and still today, in the cloister, there is an ancient and solid
mosque, very venerated by the Saracens with their visits,
although now it is a chapel dedicated to the Blessed Vir-
gin.” Jerónimo Münzer, Viaje por España y Portugal, 1494–
1495 (Madrid, 1991), p. 291. Also see J. Peña Gonzálvo, “La
Seo del Salvador de Zaragoza (análisis e hipótesis de su
evolución constructiva desde su origen como mezquita-
aljama hasta el siglo XVI),” Turiaso 7 (1987): 87.

73. At least fifteen mudéjar communities are documented in
Córdoba and its province in the thirteenth century: Córdoba,
Hornachuelos, Moratalla, Benamejí, Vierbén, Cabra, Baena,
Luque, Palma del Río, Castro del Río, Almodóvar, Santaella,
Lucena, Zuheros, Rute, and Aguilar. Manuel González Jimé-
nez, En Torno á los Origenes de Andalucía: La Repoblacíon del
Siglo XIII (Seville, 1988), p. 70.

74. The poll tax was transferred to the city council toward the
payment of repairs to the city walls: see documentary ap-
pendix, doc. K, above. (…Do et otorgo al conceio de Cor-
doua…quinientos morauedís cada anno pora labrar los mu-
ros de la villa de Córdoua, et pongolos que los ayan cada
anno en el mío pecho que me an a dar los moros del alhama
de Córdoua…). Irrespective of the size of the mudéjar com-
munity, the poll tax remained on the books for quite a while.
Fernando III confirmed the Fuero of Toledo in 1222 and
granted it to Córdoba in 1241. Its terms were reiterated in
a 1316 copy of this Córdoban Fuero made for the city of Lorca
when the representatives of the city council there asked who
built and repaired the towers and walls of the city of Córdo-
ba. The answer was that the city council of Córdoba had
received a privilege of certain royal taxes for the main-
tenance of the city wall and towers, including the tribute
of the Muslims. See González Arce, “Ordenanzas y fuero,”
p. 407: “…Et otrosi a lo que demandan que las torres e los
adarues de la villa quien los faze o quien los adoba, Cordoua
ha por priuilleio que el muro que se adobe de sus rentas
del rey, e da a Cordoua para esto el montadgo de los ganados
e el pecho de los moros, e desto labran el muro e las torres
de la villa.”

75. Joseph E. O’Callaghan, “The Mudejars of Castile and Por-
tugal in the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries,” Muslims
under Latin Rule, ed. James M. Powell (Princeton, 1990), p.
40.

76. By contrast, the Jewish community of Córdoba paid a poll
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lucía (Córdoba, 1988), p. 548. If indeed it ever existed, the
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rounding villages of the Aljarafe and in fortified towns such
as Alcalá de Guadiara, was not used for repairing the city
wall. Rather, the ordinances of Seville specify collection of
a special tax on the residents of each parish of the city for
repairs to civic works.

77. The proportions and numbers of free and enslaved Mus-
lims in Córdoba are not known. There must have been a
slave market, however: a charter of Alfonso X, dated in 1279,
states, “[Regarding] all the captive moros and moras of the
Jews who go into the churches [in order to] become Chris-
tians: they should be freed (forros), without other obligation
(libres e quitos), having been in the church for the amount
of time that they used to be [there] in the time of the king,
don Ferrando, my father.” González Jiménez, En torno á los
origenes, p. 76. These Muslims must have been captured on
the frontier and sold into slavery; it is unlikely that they were
mudéjars from Córdoba itself.

78. For a discussion of the origins of this type of coffered ceil-
ing, see James W. Allan, “The Transmission of Decorated
Wooden Ceilings in the Early Islamic World,” in Learning,
Language and Invention: Essays Presented to Francis Maddison,
ed. W. D. Hackman and A. J. Turner (Aldershot, 1994), pp.
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López Guzmán, Arquitectura Mudéjar, pp. 241–45. One ex-
ception may be the convent of San Pablo, where a coin dating
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charter and in some of the other documents are written in
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copy of the earliest Alfonsine document that includes this
phrase has serredores.
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more, see David Nirenberg, Communities of Violence: Persecu-
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side of the Alcacería, on the left-hand side…” González Jimé-
nez, Diplomatario, pp. 100–101, doc. 98.

98. Seville was conquered in 1248, on the feast day of San Cle-
mente.

muq-20-1.pmd 9/29/2003, 12:33 PM141



heather ecker142

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:11 PM142



death in damascus: venetians in syria in the mid-fifteenth century 143

Served by the regular galley convoys that sailed un-
der official state protection from Venice to Beirut,
Damascus was a major center for Venetian trading
activity in the Levant (fig. 1).1 That the city was nev-
er conquered by the Crusaders seems, ironically, to
have given stability to the Venetian trading presence
there. Always opportunistic, the Venetians were am-
bivalent about the aims of the Crusades, unless some
evident commercial benefit could be assured. They
preferred to protect and reinforce their mercantile
contacts with the great markets of the Muslim East.

Trading privileges in both Syria and Egypt were
regularly renegotiated with the Mamluk Sultans, to
protect the rights of the Venetian overseas “colonies.”
In 1421 the Venetian Senate asked to have these priv-
ileges inscribed on a stone tablet at the main cross-
roads in the heart of Damascus.2 Although the re-
lative importance of Aleppo increased during the
fifteenth century, Damascus was still the hub of Ve-
netian trade in Syria, thanks to its important links to
Central Asia and Arabia via the caravan routes and
to India via the Red Sea.

Damascus offered particularly congenial conditions
to Venetian residents.3 This was one of the few East-
ern emporia where they were allowed to rent a house
or apartment in, the city or elsewhere, outside the
Venetian fondaco (trading post).4 In the 1480s there
were around forty Venetian residents in Damascus,
as well as numerous visiting merchants from Venice,
who did not necessarily choose to live in the Chris-
tian quarter.5 Sources suggest that their contacts with
local Syrian Christians were minimal, whereas they
had frequent interaction with Muslim trading part-
ners.6 Venetian merchant letters from the later fif-
teenth century often refer to their Syrian merchant
contacts in friendly and even affectionate terms.7

This article offers an introduction to the invento-
ries of the property of four Venetians who died in
Damascus between 1455 and 1457. These inventories
are a chance survival in the Venetian State Archives.8

Obviously such a limited sample cannot be analyzed
as a corpus, as were the 628 Damascus inventories
from around 1700 studied in a series of publications
by Jean-Paul Pascual.9 More inventories from the ol-
tremare (places overseas) may be lurking on the ar-
chive shelves in Venice, but even as a small sample,
these four provide an illuminating window into the
expatriate life of individuals in Syria in the mid-fif-
teenth century. In addition, they offer valuable evi-
dence of a flourishing local manufacturing and craft
tradition in Damascus.10 In the discussion that fol-
lows, the function and character of the documents
will be assessed, in order to establish the usefulness
of the evidence. The material culture revealed in the
inventories will then be analyzed, first to elucidate
the Islamic items listed, and afterwards to set them
against the Christian background of the four deceased
Venetians.

THE INVENTORIES

The belongings of the four were inventoried by the
chaplain to the Venetian community, Cristoforo del
Fiore, who also served as their notary.11 After a Latin
introduction, each inventory is compiled in Venetian
dialect. Interpreting the language is no easy task,
however, for the documents are infused with Arabic.
A phrase such as tachia de ixaro cannot be unraveled
using any Italian or dialect dictionary, but only from
sources on Arab clothing and textiles. It refers to a
t¸qiyya (skullcap) made from iz¸r, the cotton cloth
used for wrapping turbans 12

Cristoforo del Fiore was already experienced in such
duties. Having served as priest-notary on the Alexan-
dria galley in 1454, he officiated in the Venetian col-
onies in both Beirut and Aleppo, as well as in Dam-
ascus.13 According to Mamluk trading protocol, the
Venetian notary had to be present at every trading
transaction between Venetians and Arabs and keep a
written record. Thus Cristoforo del Fiore would al-
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ready have become familiar with East-West mercan-
tile activity;14 indeed there is evidence that while in
Damascus in the 1480s the Venetian chaplain was
himself actively involved in trade.15

It is important to remember the purpose of the
inventories: they were not probate valuations, but sim-
ply descriptions of the decedents’ possessions, made
before these articles were packed up and dispatched
back to Venice. In the case of merchandise and coin-
age, quantities are given; otherwise, the sizes of ob-
jects are indicated by loose terms such as “large” or
“small.” The condition of objects that are already old
or damaged is clearly specified by expressions such
as “torn,” “shabby,” or even “sad.”

Cristoforo del Fiore was evidently familiar with
Islamic material culture, for numerous items are de-
scribed as “Moorish” (moresco), “Arab-style” (arabesco),
or “in the style of Damascus” (alla damaschina). Occa-
sional items are described as “Western” (alla franca),
or “German.” One of the deceased owned a German
roasting spit operated by counterweights. An inkwell
is “Florentine-styled” (alla fiorentina), while a box con-
taining twelve knives is described as “Milanese” (mi-
lanexe). Little is specified as “Venetian,” apart from
some of the coinage and a consignment of glass beads
from Venice. Otherwise, one can only guess at the
origin of the objects.

The items are sorted only according to where they
were found. Among the contents of any one room
or chest, objects are listed in random order, with
household objects mixed up with commercial commo-
dities; indeed, it is not always easy to distinguish
merchandise from personal effects. The documents
convey a vivid impression of the lifestyle and surround-
ings of the owners, even if none of the objects de-
scribed can be precisely identified today. The profu-
sion of miscellaneous articles, ranging from the exotic
—“medium-sized piece of dragon’s blood” (a resin
used as a red pigment)—to the prosaic—“old dirty
shirt” and “torn handkerchief with blue embroidery”—
adds to the intimacy of the documents.16

Before analyzing the evidence of the inventories,
it is necessary to introduce the four owners of the
objects.

Stefano Ravagnino

Stefano Ravagnino died in 1455 at his Damascus res-
idence, located in the house of the Venetian noble-
man Luca Loredano, son of Jacomo, a merchant then

based in the city. Ravagnino’s will, made on August
15, 1455, tells us that he was the son of Apollonio
and lived in the parish of San Giovanni Nuovo in
Venice.17 His property was inventoried on August 17,
1455.18 Most of the items were found in his home,
but some goods were stored in a warehouse in the
qayª¸riyya.19

Ravagnino seems to have been a jeweler by profes-
sion. (Fig. 2, although presumably depicting a Flem-
ish sitter as St. Eligius, provides useful evidence of
the tools and possessions of a mid-fifteenth-century
jeweler.) Not only did Ravagnino leave copious quan-
tities of precious stones and jewelry; he also owned
jeweler’s equipment, such as touchstones, scales for
weighing jewels, files, a goldsmith’s polishing stone,
and a jeweler’s pear-wood block.20

In addition, he seems to have served as an agent
for stay-at-home merchants in Venice. The goods in
the qayª¸riyya, stored in a warehouse belonging to a
certain Ebene Lara (presumably an Arab name such
as Ibn al-Ara), consisted of consignments of textiles
and ceramics belonging to two Venetians, Marco San-
ton and Mathio Zusto.21 Found among Ravagnino’s
papers were several debit notes in Arabic from Arab
traders owing another Venetian, Tommaso Zorzi. In
his house were Northern items—namely, gold leaf
from Cologne and a bundle of white wool belonging
to the Venetian noble Tommaso Zane.

Stefano di Bossina

The second Venetian who met his end in Damascus
was Stefano di Bossina, son of Andrea, who was liv-
ing in the house of two Venetian noblemen, Zuanne
Lando and Polo Erizzo.22 Both of these landlords
witnessed the inventory, drawn up just over a week
after Ravagnino’s, on August 29, 1455.23 One of them,
Polo Erizzo, clearly had special interest in the majol-
ica objects in the inventory, since an annotation states
that he intended to buy them for himself.

Di Bossina’s possessions were numerous, varied, and
often lavish. He too owned jewelry and implements
such as a punching tool and a chisel, but his posses-
sions also included substantial quantities of spices,
cloth, leather, thread, rope, candles, porcelain, and
ceramics. It is not obvious from the inventory wheth-
er he was himself dealing actively in commodities, or
whether he simply used his own profits to accumu-
late a wide range of valuable goods to take home to
Venice. Unlike Ravagnino, he does not seem to have
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Fig. 2. Petrus Christus, St. Eligius (Bridal Pair in the Goldsmith’s Shop), 1449 (detail of right side). New York, Metropolitan
Museum of Art. (Photo: © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)

muq-20-1.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:11 PM146



death in damascus: venetians in syria in the mid-fifteenth century 147

acted as an agent on behalf of stay-at-home merchants
in Venice.

Marino da Molin

The third inventory, drawn up on May 4, 1457, listed
the possessions of Marino da Molin, son of Filippo,
the consul to the Venetian colony in Damascus.24 Two
years earlier, he had issued a codicil to his will, re-
questing that in the event of his death his slave Joanne
be freed and his possessions sent back to Venice.25

We know from another document of 1456 that the
consul’s home was in seraia, that is, located within
the Venetian fondaco.26

A striking aspect of da Molin’s inventory is the huge
quantity of clothing, particularly formal robes, many
of them fur-lined, with various kinds of sleeves.27

Furnishings such as rugs, carpets, cushions, tapestry
bed-hangings, and chests suggest that a gracious dip-
lomatic lifestyle was expected of the consul; also no-
table is the large quantity of kitchen equipment and
tableware, implying that the provision of lavish enter-
tainment was part of his role. Since consuls were not
allowed to engage in trade, we assume that all the
goods were for his own use, whether official or private.
According to the Venetian-Mamluk treaties, the con-
sul’s stipend was to be paid by the host country, that
is, by the local admiral (diwan).28

Nicolò de Ruzino

The fourth inventory belongs to Nicolò de Ruzino,
who, having died aboard the Beirut galley, never even
reached Damascus. His goods were itemized on No-
vember 12, 1457;29 because his untimely death de-
prived him of the opportunity to buy local artifacts
and merchandise, this inventory is much shorter.30

It is no less interesting than the others, however, since
it tells us what he put in his hand luggage and what
was stowed in the hold. On deck, he had money, warm
clothes, and two books: St. Jerome’s The Lives of the
Saints and Boccaccio’s Elegy of the Madonna Fiammet-
ta. De Ruzino’s chest in the hold was mainly filled
with clothing, but it also contained a sugar loaf, gar-
lic, candles, books, documents, and rosaries.

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

Having introduced the four Venetians, we may now
consider what the inventories reveal about items of

local manufacture found among their possessions. The
mid-fifteenth century is normally regarded as a fairly
low point in Mamluk craft activity. In present-day
museum collections of Islamic art, Egyptian art is much
better represented than Syrian, and objects made
during the period of the Bahri Mamluks—that is,
before 1382—far outnumber those of the fifteenth
century.31 Under the Circassian Burji sultans who
succeeded the Bahris, elite patronage declined, and,
presumably because the clientele was less exalted,
fewer items have been preserved. Artistic production
in Damascus itself, badly affected by Tamerlane’s
incursion in 1400–1, is assumed to have declined
sharply in the first half of the fifteenth century and
to have enjoyed a brief revival only in the reign of
Sultan Qaytbay (1468–96).

These inventories seem to confirm that Ravagni-
no and di Bossina had both adopted many aspects of
the local lifestyle. Moorish-style items found in a pri-
vate bedroom, for instance, are unlikely to have been
intended for sale. Di Bossina had a pair of Moorish
underdrawers, while Ravagnino had ten new pairs,
presumably bought locally (fig. 3). Most of the hand-
kerchiefs, belts, buckles, and skullcaps were of local
Syrian workmanship, although a few kerchiefs are
specified as “from Friuli.” Listed in their wardrobes
were a large number of zuponi, a term that in Venice
designated a short, tight-waisted jacket, but may in
these cases have referred to Moorish-style, knee-length
coats equivalent to the Arabic jubba.32

The offices of Ravagnino and di Bossina were equip-
ped with numerous local artifacts: inkwells, scales, pen
boxes, writing tablets, document wallets, candlesticks,
a tinder box, purses, and money boxes.33 Even Ravag-
nino’s prayer book containing the shorter office of
our Lady (offizieto), had a damascene cover (con cho-
verta damaschina), and he owned some small books
from the bazaar, presumably bought in the book
market that still survives today near the Umayyad Great
Mosque. Items such as account books, books of tariffs,
scales, and rulers were obviously essential to a mer-
cantile career, but the range of objects strongly sug-
gests a degree of conscious self-fashioning. Pomanders,
rose-water sprinklers, bells, gilded scissors, musk, seals,
and rosaries were articles that could be found in the
most sophisticated Venetian studiolo.34 (Fig. 4, although
a somewhat later image, may help give substance to
Cristoforo del Fiore, the priest-notary who made the
inventories.)

The fact that two pillows were the only furnish-
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Fig. 3. Mamluk underdrawers. Brussels, Musée du Cinquantenaire. (Photo: courtesy Musées royaux d’Art et d’Histoire)

ings in de Ruzino’s luggage on board the Beirut gal-
ley would suggest that travelers acquired their house-
hold objects locally. Since most furniture in Eastern
homes was built-in, the only large pieces mentioned
in these inventories are chests, cushions, and beds
with straw or feather mattresses. Carpets and rugs of
various sizes are specifically described by terms such
as “for mastabas,” or “woven with patterns alla mores-

ca,” “made of jute,” or “thick” (fig. 5). Since fifteenth-
century Mamluk carpets of Syrian workmanship are
almost unknown today, the inventories offer fascinating
evidence of a local carpet-weaving industry.35 One,
described as a “tapedo chaierim woven with a Moorish
pattern,” may have been a carpet procured from the
Karimi guild of merchants who monopolized the In-
dia trade in the Mamluk period.36 Consul da Molin’s
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house was particularly well equipped, with two “large
carpets for mastabas, used but quite good”; two “mid-
dle-sized, thick-piled carpets, used”; and three “small,
thick-piled carpets, old.”37 Di Bossina had nineteen
gondola mats of double thickness and one of single
thickness. His two “new small carpets” were presum-
ably bought locally. Ravagnino owned a red jute car-
pet described as “good”, and a small jute mat dis-
missed as ”sad” (tristo).38

An abundance of textiles appears in these inven-
tories—not only clothing, but also raw fiber, thread,
and manufactured cloth: linen, cotton, canvas, waxed

canvas, sailcloth, fustian (a type of cotton twill), muslin,
sackcloth, silk, and velvet.39 Woolen fabrics, coarse
canvas, and linen were brought from Venice to be
traded on the Syrian market, whereas silk, muslin,
and cotton were purchased locally for export to the
Rialto.40 Damascus was well located for the purchase
of furs from Central Asia and Russia;41 Consul da Molin
had the largest quantities of furs, even though his
office—in theory at least—did not allow him to en-
gage in trade.42

All three Damascus households owned tableware
acquired locally. Di Bossina’s inventory mentions sev-

Fig. 4. Lorenzo Lotto, An Ecclesiastic in His Study, ca. 1530. London, British Museum, 81–07877. (Photo: courtesy British
Museum)
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Fig. 5. Mamluk rug, Cairo (?), ca. 1500. Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, 82,704. (Photo: courtesy Bildarchiv Preussischer
Kulturbesitz)
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eral pieces of porcelain (porzelana): one blue-and-white
bowl described as “cracked”; four small green bowls;
and a large bowl containing ground ginger. Consul
da Molin owned no fewer than five large porcelain
bowls. If we can assume that the chaplain-notary was
experienced enough to distinguish between porce-
lain and other ceramics, these bowls were presum-
ably of Chinese origin, imported via the Silk Route.
(The period of the Xuan-de emperor (1426–35) had
yielded especially fine blue-and-white porcelain, man-
ufactured at Jingdezhen; the best specimens, howev-
er were not exported.)43 Although local Mamluk
workshops produced both blue-and-white and cela-
don-green Chinese-style ceramics that might have been
confused with genuine porcelain (fig. 6),44 di Bossi-
na’s inventory specifically describes his underglaze-
painted bowls of Syrian manufacture as “majolica” and
lists them separately. Di Bossina also owned an al-
barello containing sugar syrup.45 Among the ceram-
ic entries, the most remarkable notes a stack of 280
large spice jars, described as “black with some red
and white, glazed (luster),” stored by Ravagnino in
the qayª¸riyya on behalf of another Venetian, Marco
Santin. Interestingly, except for an inkwell and a rel-
iquary phial referred to below, glass vessels are not
mentioned.

In such a renowned center of metalwork produc-
tion as Damascus, it is not surprising to find a wide
range of evidently ornate metal objects.46 Both di
Bossina and Ravagnino had several Moorish knives
in sheaths, and Ravagnino owned a scimitar in a scab-
bard as well as a sharpening stone in a moresca sheath.
The frequent identification of watered steel with
Damascus suggests that the city was an important
source of its manufacture, although this is a controver-
sial issue among scholars.47 In the inventories, can-
dlesticks of copper and silver were often described
as “gilded” (fig. 7). Smaller articles included Arab-
style jewelry (rings and earrings), jewel boxes of gilded
silver, and the already mentioned desk articles, such
as pomanders, writing sets, and bells. Although most
of Consul da Molin’s tableware was pewter—likely to
have been of English origin—he also owned a Moor-
ish cooking pot and an Arab-style copper tazza (deep
bowl) described as “inlaid and tin-plated.”

THE CHRISTIAN CONTEXT

We have seen the extent to which these Venetians
liked to live alla moresca in their Damascus homes.

Nevertheless, it is striking that all four owned devo-
tional objects that clearly identified their Christian
religious faith. The jeweler Ravagnino had two coral
rosaries in his stock; his will reveals that these were
to be sent back to his “beloved sister” in Venice.48 In
his study was a rosary of twenty-five beads of coral
and chalcedony. He also owned a cross from Jerusa-
lem with relics inside. Among his books were the al-
ready mentioned offizieto, or shorter office of our Lady,
and a small book with the seven psalms “on good
paper.”49

Di Bossina owned eleven sheets of paper painted
with scenes of the Passion, presumably the stations
of the cross (with some missing). He appears to have
made a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, a short journey that
offered solace to Venetian merchants in Damascus,
and he may even have acquired pilgrim souvenirs for
sale.50 Among his possessions were eight wooden ro-
saries from the Holy Land, four “[images] of Jesus,
inlaid with gold, from Jerusalem,” and even six “ropes
. . . for measuring the Holy Sepulcher.” In a separate
wooden chest he had several pieces of pilgrim’s lug-
gage with two “crosses from Jerusalem with relics in-
side”; one “German purse of black leather, tooled”;
one “Agnus Dei with a glass with some relics from Jerus-
alem inside”; one “crimson belt inlaid with silver and
worked in niello”; three “gilded candlesticks and big
benedeti (candles) of three ounces each”; and five “small
one-ounce candles.”

Consul da Molin owned an old pilgrim’s habit and
a small altarpiece depicting Christ on the cross, our
Lady, and St. John. Among the contents of his third
chest was a ”small pouch with relics from Jerusalem
inside, with one cross and one ‘Peace.’”51 In the small
room occupied by his son Piero hung a small altar-
piece depicting the dead Christ.

As we have seen, a copy of St. Jerome’s The Lives of
the Saints was found in Nicolò de Ruzino’s deck lug-
gage, together with Boccaccio’s Elegy of the Madonna
Fiammetta. The Lives of the Saints was a standard text-
book prescribed in Venetian vernacular schools for
the teaching of reading; the version used was the Ital-
ian translation by the fourteenth-century Dominican
friar Domenico Cavalca, who had transformed the
stories into exciting chivalric romances.52 With their
racy accounts of Eastern travel and adventure enliv-
ened by mishaps and temptations, both books offered
ideal reading on board ship. In his hold baggage, de
Ruzino had packed away some pilgrim girdles and
rosaries from Jerusalem, perhaps suggesting that this
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Fig. 6. Blue-and-white underglaze vase with Italian provenance, Damascus, fifteenth century. London, Victoria and Albert
Museum, C19–1920. (Photo: courtesy Victoria and Albert Museum)
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Fig. 7. Brass candlestick inlaid with silver and gold, Damascus, fifteenth century. The European coat of arms may be that
of the Boldù family of Venice. London, British Museum, OA1878.12–30.721. (Photo: © Trustees of the British Museum)
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was not his first voyage to the East. Two more books
in his sea chest, namely, “one book of stories of Grisel-
da and Walter” (from Boccaccio’s Decameron) and “one
offizieto of our Lady and other things” (i.e., prayers),
offered the same combination of fourteenth-century
secular reading and devotional literature.

CONCLUSION

These inventories provide four intimate vignettes of
Venetian life in fifteenth-century Syria, where Mam-
luk objects were everyday articles as well as treasured
possessions. The purpose of the inventories was to
ensure that the estates of the deceased were correct-
ly repatriated; thus they document a highly effective
means of channeling Mamluk material culture back
to Venice. The absence of women’s articles in the
inventories is worth noting: a pair of lady’s scissors is
the only specifically female implement mentioned.53

Every Venetian consul, for instance, was obliged to
leave his wife at home in Venice. The fact that this
expatriate existence was emphatically male meant that
the rest of the family would not only hear travelers’
anecdotes but would also inherit a wide range of ev-
eryday objects from the East. As we have seen, these
articles could be precious, exotic, costly, rare, and
exquisitely crafted; or they could be banal and worn
out. The important point is that such a profusion of
miscellaneous Eastern commodities was inventoried
for return to the heirs in Venice. Whether utilitarian
or intended for display, this array of oriental visual
culture found its way directly into the heart of Vene-
tian family life.

Not only do the inventories illuminate the materi-
al acquisitiveness of Venetians in the oltremare, they
also offer valuable evidence of a lively craft produc-
tion in fifteenth-century Damascus, in a wide range
of media including ceramics, textiles, carpets, and
metalwork. Despite the relative scarcity of fifteenth-
century Syrian art, comparable surviving items in
museum collections help to give material substance
to the colorful range of items left by the four unfor-
tunate Venetians who never returned from their Syr-
ian exploits.

Faculty of Architecture and History of Art
University of Cambridge

NOTES
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Francesco Bianchi of the University of Parma, the documentary
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wills will be published in full as an appendix, together with a
glossary and a data base of all the Venetians recorded in Dam-
ascus in the years 1455–57.
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I am grateful to both the Leverhulme Trust and the Aga Khan
Program for their generous support.
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Sokollu Mehmed Pasha, one of the most influential
and propertied men in Ottoman history, who from
1565 until 1579 served three subsequent sultans as
grand vizier, justified his successful career in public
service by his patronage of numerous public build-
ings throughout the Empire, located in places as var-
ied as Hungary and Syria. The public building complex
he commissioned in Kadærga (^adærÚa Lim¸næ), at the
southern edge of the Hippodrome in Istanbul,1 stands
out among Sokollu’s public building complexes be-
cause of its physical proximity to his private realm.
He built the mosque there in 1571–72, on the site of
an old church; his wife, Ismihan, legally endowed it.
What remains of the group of Sokollu’s buildings
around this mosque are a madrasa completed by 15702

and a dervish convent added around 1574 (fig. 1).
The site of these buildings, however, was part of the
large piece of land the grand vizier and his royal wife
owned in Kadærga, where their palace compound was
also located (fig. 2).3 At the time the public build-
ings were completed, the couple had abandoned the
palace (referred to as the “old palace,” d¸rüssa{¸de-i
{atº_a, in Sokollu’s endowment deed)4 in favor of a
“new palace” (d¸rüssa{¸de-i cedºde) on a site nearby
where the Sultan Ahmed mosque now stands.5 Pre-
sumably, the old palace then came to house the ex-
tended household of Sokollu and Ismihan, given that
the grand vizier’s endowment deed suggests no new
public function for the compound.6

The Kadærga complex was supervised by Sinan, the
renowned chief court architect, who codified what we
now know as “classical Ottoman” architecture. Like
several earlier public building complexes in Istanbul,
the main element of the Kadærga complex is a lofty
mosque with a symmetrically-arranged madrasa sur-
rounding its courtyard. Its architectural program dif-
fers from Sinan’s earlier mosque-madrasa complexes
only by the incorporation of a Sufi convent located
behind the mosque (fig. 3). An exhaustive study of

the architectural features of the convent was accom-
plished by Baha Tanman;7 in an effort to make known
a hitherto neglected building, Tanman presented it
in isolation. I will now try to build on that study by
situating this building in space and time, investigat-
ing the historical context that defined the relation of
the convent to, and its difference from, the rest of the
building complex.

Primarily, this article investigates the historical
constellation that accounts for the peculiar architec-
tural program that brought together a madrasa and
a Sufi convent. This combination was rare in sixteenth-
century Istanbul, although it had been common in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries throughout the
Islamic world. Around the beginning of the sixteenth
century, the ties between Sufi groups and the Otto-
man ulema were severed by the transformation of a
Sufi network into an openly anti-Ottoman state with
claims to world rule—namely that of the Safavids. The
coupling of madrasa and Sufi convent in the archi-
tectural program of major building complexes in
Istanbul became problematic thereafter; the few known
sixteenth-century examples should therefore be treated
as a problem, which the present article seeks to ad-
dress. Given the issue in question, this study is as much
about the relation of a group of Sufis to “the madrasa”
in the conceptual sense—or the religio-legal cadre
termed {ilmiyye—as it is about the architectural and
social relation of that particular Sufi convent to the
adjacent madrasa.

I also question herein why the convent building
in Kadærga deviates from the architectural paradigm
that was pursued by Sinan in the design of earlier
grandee buildings in Istanbul and in the rest of the
Kadærga complex. Possibly the convent was in fact
designed, not by Sinan, who is recorded to have su-
pervised a conspicuously small number of Sufi con-
vents throughout his career,8 but by one of the
younger architects who worked for him. Still, there
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Fig. 1. Aerial view of the Sokollu Mehmed Pasha complex in Kadærga, Istanbul. From left: the madrasa, the mosque, and the
convent. (Photo: R. Günay, from Sinan’æn Istanbul’u [Istanbul, 1987])

Fig. 2. Map of Kadærga, Istanbul.
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Fig. 3. Site plan of the Kadærga complex and section through the central axis of the mosque. 1. convent  2. mosque  3.
madrasa  4. cemetery. (After drawings in Kuban, “An Ottoman Building Complex”)

is room for an argument that goes beyond the iden-
tity of the architect, and evaluates this building with
its marginal position between the public-religious and
private-residential idioms in Ottoman architecture.

THE SHAYKH OF THE PATRON

Sokollu Mehmed Pasha’s patronage of Sufism extends
across most of the Ottoman territory. His long and

detailed endowment deed of 1574 lists three dervish
convents to be included in his public building com-
plexes.9 In addition to the convent in Istanbul, there
was one in Szigetvár (Hungary),10 and another one
equidistant from Istanbul to the southeast, in Payas,
near Iskenderun.11 This patronage also appears to have
been carefully selective. The endowment deed stipu-
lates for each convent that the shaykh should be “a
mystic with a heart alive” ({¸rif-i zinde-dil), without
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mentioning any specific shaykh or Sufi lineage. Con-
temporaneous and later sources recount, however, that
Sokollu endowed the convent in Kadærga specifically
for his own spiritual advisor, Nureddinzade Mustafa
Muslihuddin (d. 1574), a Halveti shaykh from Filibe/
Plovdiv (Bulgaria).12

The shaykh Nureddinzade appears in contempo-
raneous sources as a pious man of modest attire,

knowledgeable in Islamic sciences and profoundly
committed to orthodox Islam. His commitment was
such that he waged war against unorthodox Sufi groups
with “the sword of shari{a” (×erº{at _ælæcæn çalardæ).13

He and his shaykh, Sofyalæ Bali, are known for the
support they lent to the Ottoman Sunni ideology
against certain dervish groups in the Balkans consid-
ered heretical by the state, and also against the Safa-

Fig. 4. Floor plans of the dervish convent in Kadærga. 1. tev¥ºdÒ¸ne/ritual space  2. lower courtyard  3. upper courtyard  4.
shaykh’s quarters  5. ÒalvetÒ¸ne/retirement cell (?)  6. kitchen and eating room (?)  7. bathroom-latrine  8. cemetery  9.
shops. (Based on drawings in B. Tanman, “Tekkeler”)
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vids.14 Sofyalæ Bali was called by a biographer “the
spy of the shaykhs” (c¸s¢sül-me×¸yiÒ),15 by virtue of
having warned the state against improper activities
of shaykhs of some sub-orders of the Ùalvetiyye in the
provinces.16

When Nureddinzade came to Istanbul in the 1550s
the current ×eyÒülisl¸m, Ebussu{ud, was investigating
his activities and those of Sofyalæ Bali based on accu-
sations of heresy.17 According to the biographer {Ata}i,
Nureddinzade survived the investigation thanks to an
intentional encounter with Ebussu{ud at which he
impressed the ×eyÒülisl¸m immensely with an acute
comment on the interpretation of a passage from the
Qur}an, thereby convincing him that the accusations
were false.18 Upon Ebussu{ud’s recommendation, the
current grand vizier, probably Rüstem Pasha, offered
Nureddinzade the convent of Küçük Ayasofya (sur-
rounding the courtyard of the former Byzantine church
of Hagios Sergios, which had been converted to a
mosque),19 already known for its orthodoxy (see fig.
2).20

Throughout the rest of his life at the Küçük Aya-
sofya convent, Nureddinzade was recognized as a trust-
worthy shaykh by the upper class of soldier-statesmen
and court officers in Istanbul, who wanted to base their
support of Sufism on the views of an insider with ad-
equate knowledge of religious sciences. They sought
Nureddinzade’s opinion of other shaykhs with regard
to their orthodoxy,21 and patrons of new Halveti con-
vents concerned with the uprightness of their convents
consulted him for the appointment of shaykhs. We read
of a palace officer, for example, who endowed a new
convent for “upright Halvetis” (ªule¥¸}-i Ùalvetiyye) in
Tærhala/Trikkala (Greece) and asked Nureddinzade
for the appointment of one of his disciples there.22

Nureddinzade also negotiated for the appointment of
his disciples to other positions. Such is the case of a
former madrasa professor, who was appointed with the
shaykh’s mediation as the private teacher of the son
of a vizier and the assistant functionary of that vizier’s
palace.23

Nureddinzade eventually became so influential in
Istanbul and the Balkans that “the [Halveti?] order
became public in the land of Rum as the Nureddinzade
order (N¢reddºnz¸de «arº_ati).”24 His influence emanated
from his extraordinary skill in preaching, a skill he
also seems to have taught to his numerous disciples.25

He himself preached in several prestigious locations
in Istanbul, and his sermons were attended by promi-
nent ulema. In the meantime, Sokollu Mehmed Pa-

sha became attached to him, and Sultan Süleyman
befriended the shaykh, inviting him to the palace often
for private spiritual conversation. In 1566, Nured-
dinzade paid an unexpected night visit to the sultan,
in order to tell him of his dream of the Prophet de-
manding that the sultan resume ghaz¸h (religious war-
fare);26 the Szigetvár campaign is supposed to have
been the consequence. Nureddinzade joined Süley-
man’s campaign to Szigetvár as the “army shaykh” (ordu
×eyÒi), while Sokollu Mehmed Pasha, as chief com-
mander, was in charge of the campaign.27 When Sü-
leyman died during the campaign, Nureddinzade was
one of the select three men who took the deceased
sultan’s coffin to Istanbul for burial.28

Sokollu’s building complex in Szigetvár is described
in the endowment deed as “outside the castle of Szi-
getvár, on the location where the honorable body of
the deceased sultan Süleyman was temporarily put.”29

Since Süleyman died during the campaign in 1566,
his body was temporarily entombed within the current
campsite of the Ottoman army, at a certain distance
from the castle of Szigetvár. Given that Nureddinzade
joined in the campaign as the “army shaykh,” the in-
clusion of a Halveti convent there may have been the
result of his proposition to Sokollu. A disciple of
Nureddinzade, probably suggested to Sokollu by him,
was appointed as the shaykh of that convent.30

Little is known about Sokollu’s third convent in
Payas. Fifty years after its construction Evliya Çelebi
described the building as a madrasa,31 although Sokollu
planned it as a Sufi convent and prohibited its con-
version into a madrasa in the endowment deed.32

Nureddinzade died in 1574, before the dervish
convent in Kadærga could be completed for him to take
charge of, and only a month or two before Sokollu’s
endowment deed was legally activated.33 Before dying,
Nureddinzade sent Sokollu his will concerning the
choice of a shaykh to replace him in Kadærga, namely
his fellow-in-lineage (pºrd¸×) Mehmed b. {Ömer (d.
1587–88), more popularly known as Kurd Efendi.34

Both shaykhs belonged to the part of the Ùalvetiyye
that was closest to the Ottoman bureaucracy, namely
the branch known as Cemali-Halveti. The name is
derived from the so-called Cemali family, of which the
first Halveti shaykh in Istanbul, Çelebi Halife (d. 1497–
98), was a member. Sixteenth-century members of the
Cemali family included prominent shaykhs, {ilmiyye
officers, and high-ranking bureaucrats. Early in the
sixteenth century, two Cemalis rose to the highest ranks
of the Ottoman religio-legal bureaucracy and admin-
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istration: Zenbilli {Ali (d. 1525) became ×eyÒülisl¸m in
1503, and his cousin Piri Mehmed Pasha (d. 1532–
33) was appointed grand vizier in 1517.35 With such
familial relations to the bureaucracy, Halveti shaykhs
whose spiritual lineage (silsila) went back to Çelebi
Halife were privileged for patronage in Istanbul.
Among them, a certain line of shaykhs coming from
Çelebi Halife’s relative and disciple Kasæm Çelebi are
described in contemporaneous Ottoman sources as
being particularly committed to adherence to the
shari{a and to occupation with external (¬¸hirº) Islamic
sciences as much as with esoteric (b¸«inº) sciences.
Nureddinzade and Kurd Efendi came from that line,
generally termed Cemali-Halveti after Kasæm Çelebi’s
family name.

THE CONVENT OF THE SHAYKH

The convent is centered on a domed ritual space
(tev¥ºdÒ¸ne) and two interconnected courtyards, one
higher than the other by one story and the two ac-
cessible to each other by a staircase running behind
the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne (fig. 4). Surrounding the courtyards is
a series of residential spaces, consisting of thirty single
rooms for dervishes (twenty-one on the entrance level
and nine on the lower level to the southwest),36 and
a larger room on the south corner of the entrance
level that probably was meant to serve as the quar-
ters of Nureddinzade. The service areas consist of a
space directly under the shaykh’s quarters (possibly
the kitchen and eating room, given that the end-
owment deed does not list a separate {im¸ret in the
complex), and a bath-latrine under the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne,
accessible from the lower courtyard. Finally, there is
a windowless space on the east corner of the entrance
level that is very likely to have been the retirement
cell (ÒalvetÒ¸ne).

With that functional scheme, the convent in itself
appears as a self-sufficient microcosm, incorporating
all the elements that communal dervish life required.
It is also separated from the mosque-madrasa com-
plex by a wall that provides access to the mosque
compound from the lower courtyard of the convent
through a single door. The convent might as well be
an afterthought, as it was still in construction when
Nureddinzade died in 1574 (about three years after
the completion of the mosque). Nevertheless, we have
two pieces of evidence suggesting that it could not
have been planned as a compound functionally iso-
lated from the rest of the complex: First, the endow-

ment deed of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha states that the
sermon after each Friday prayer service in the mosque
is to be given by the shaykh of the adjacent dervish
convent—a very important statement to which I will
return below.37 Second, as Tanman has also pointed
out, the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne is not suitable for the regular prayer
services that Halveti dervishes were expected to per-
form, since what should have been the qibla wall is
where the entrance to the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne is located. Along
with the madrasa students and outsiders, the dervishes
must have used the main mosque for regular prayer
services, followed by additional prayers, five times a
day, as requisitioned by the patron,38 and including
the Friday service followed by a sermon delivered by
their own shaykh. For the education in external Is-
lamic sciences that Nureddinzade and Kurd Efendi
were reported to offer in their convents,39 the books
endowed by Sokollu Mehmed Pasha to the madrasa
might have been used.40

With its lavish interior decoration and protruding
dome, the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne is the centerpiece of the convent
(figs. 5–7). With the exception of the misplaced
“mihrab,” the interior decoration is typical of a mosque
(figs. 8 and 9).41 The painted medallions bearing the
names of the Four Caliphs and Hasan and Husayn were
placed in the order that was customary in mosque
decoration, although they conflicted with the false
mihrab. This “mihrab” was placed where the shaykh
would stand to oversee the rituals (fig. 10); it thus
became a literal architectural embodiment of the
widely used metaphor of the Sufi shaykh as a mihrab
that his dervishes should turn to for their spiritual
development. The inscription above the gate into the
tev¥ºdÒ¸ne bears a hadith suggesting that this space was
meant for specific Sufi ritual: “The prophet of God...
said that the highest-grade people according to Allah
are those who perform dhikr (al-dh¸kir¢n)” (figs. 11
and 12).

Communal sessions of dhikr (liturgically regulated
practice of litany, with prescribed rules regarding word
sequence, respiratory rhythm, physical posture, and
order of those who join the session), as in many other
Sufi brotherhoods, appear to have been taken very
seriously in the convent of Nureddinzade. {Ata}i re-
lates that a disciple of Nureddinzade, called Nured-
din-i Zakiri, so excelled in the science of dhikr that
his melodic creations “have been accepted as incon-
testable by all knowledgeable masters [of dhikr] for
over sixty years.” The discovery of this great dhikr
master occurred by chance one day, when the dervishes,
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Fig. 5. Aerial view of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne from the southeast, with the mosque in the background. (Photo: K. Görkay)

Fig. 6. View showing the domes of the entrance hall and the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne, with the mosque in the background. (Photo: Archive
of the Mülga Eski Eserler Encümeni, Istanbul Archaeological Museum)
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Fig. 7. View of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne from the upper courtyard. (Photo: Z. Yürekli)

Fig. 8. Southwest arch of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne, with medallions bearing the names of Abu Bakr and {Ali on the pendentives. The
wooden women’s gallery is probably a nineteenth-century addition. (Photo: Archive of the Mülga Eski Eserler Encümeni,
Istanbul Archaeological Museum)
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←
Fig. 9. Interior of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne, looking towards the
misplaced “mihrab” from the west corner, showing the
medallions bearing the names {Uthman (on the pen-
dentive) and Hasan and Husayn (above the “mihrab”).
The Kufic insciption below the medallions, probably
a nineteenth-century addition, bears a fragment of a
Qur}anic verse (39: 53). (Photo: Archive of the Mülga
Eski Eserler Encümeni, Istanbul Archaeological Mu-
seum)

Fig. 10. Halveti dhikr in the eighteenth century. (From
I. M. d’Ohsson, Tableau général de l’Empire othoman
[Paris, 1787])
↓
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←
Fig. 11. View from the entrance hall towards the gate into
the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne. (Photo: Archive of the Mülga Eski Eserler
Encümeni, Istanbul Archaeological Museum)

Fig. 12. Inscription above the gate into the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne with
the hadith, “The highest-grade people according to Allah are
those who perform dhikr (al-dh¸kir¢n).” The painted inscrip-
tion above bears the basmala. (Photo: Archive of the Mülga
Eski Eserler Encümeni, Istanbul Archaeological Museum)
↓
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having formed the usual circle of unity (¥al_abeste-i
tev¥ºd) in the presence of Nureddinzade, were unable
to start the session because the current dhikr-leader
(z¸kirba×æ) was absent, and Nureddinzade told Nu-
reddin-i Zakiri to start the dhikr. That the ritual could
not start without a dhikr-leader implies that dhikr in
Nureddinzade’s convent was not only a prescribed way
of achieving ecstasy (as is also common in many other
Sufi orders) but also a matter of expertise within the
brotherhood. The inscription mentioning “those who
perform dhikr” above the gate into the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne is
in direct reference to this specific practice.

With the rise of the Safavid state in Ardabil early
in the sixteenth century, religious scholars in the
Ottoman Empire became increasingly suspicious of
dervish groups. The orthodoxy and permissibility of
such Sufi ritual practices as communal dhikr sessions
thus became a matter of dispute among religious schol-
ars. Zenbilli {Ali, the above-mentioned Cemali ×eyÒülis-
l¸m of the early sixteenth century, issued a fatwa in
favor of communal dhikr, stating that “if a person
attempts to break up a gathering of dhikr-performers
(z¸kirler), the order of the shari{a is that he should be
killed.”42 Zenbilli {Ali supported his fatwa with a trea-
tise that deals with the accusations against dhikr by
previous religious scholars, and counters them with a
number of hadith similar to the one above the gate
in Kadærga.43 A similar treatise by the Halveti shaykh
Sünbül Sinan (d. 1529–30), a disciple of Çelebi Halife,
also makes use of such hadith to prove his point.44 A
considerable part of Sünbül Sinan’s treatise discusses
the permissibility of communal dhikr, as opposed to
silent individual dhikr, and concludes that the former
is not only permissible but also better, because it
multiplies the spiritual effect.

The fact that both treatises were written in Arabic
indicates that their primary intended audiences were
madrasa students and graduates, that is, prospective
or actual ulema. The Halveti shaykh Hulvi (d. 1654),
a spiritual descendant of Sünbül Sinan, recounts that
the latter wrote his treatise as a result of a debate with
the ulema and sent copies of it to prominent religious
scholars.45 Another Cemali shaykh, Ishak Karamani (d.
1526–27) wrote a similar treatise in response to a let-
ter sent by a religious scholar, the preacher Molla {Arab,
to all Halveti convents in Istanbul. Ta×köprizade re-
ports that not only did Ishak Karamani convincingly
prove the permissibility of Halveti dhikr, but he also
pinpointed Arabic-language mistakes in Molla {Arab’s
letter.46

The hadith at the entrance to the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne in
Kadærga and the architectural separation of that space
from the mosque both appear as implicit responses
to a party of religious scholars who contested the per-
missibility of communal dhikr on the one hand, and
the permissibility of such Sufi rituals within mosques
on the other. Zenbilli {Ali’s above-mentioned fatwa was
issued in answer to a question about the permissibil-
ity of breaking up the dhikr gatherings that the Sufis
held “in the mosques, after performing their Sunni
religious duties (ed¸-i fer¸}i¾ ü sünen).” There should
be no doubt, then, that in the early sixteenth century
there were indeed people who wished to have the
mosques free of such Sufi ritual. According to Hulvi,
the above-mentioned debate between Sünbül Sinan
and the ulema arose because of the shaykh’s custom
of holding dhikr rituals in the mosques of Mehmed
II and Ayasofya after Friday sermons.47 Sokollu Meh-
med Pasha’s complex provided the shaykh and his der-
vishes with a separate and protected space where they
could perform dhikr sessions away from the sight of
the students at the madrasa.

That this protected space for dhikr (apparently not
serving the function of regular prayer services at all)
should imitate a domed mosque is a curious phenom-
enon. The later Halveti convent in the Atik Valide
complex (examined below), for example, similarly has
a ritual room within the convent compound, but while
nothing is known of its original interior decoration,
both its size and its position in the compound are
comparable to a madrasa lecture room (dersÒ¸ne)
rather than a mosque. The tev¥ºdÒ¸ne of Sokollu’s
convent is unique in that it is architecturally a mosque
without serving the function of a mosque. This phe-
nomenon should be evaluated against the background
of the development of Halveti ritual in Istanbul.

The first Halveti convent in Istanbul, the Koca
Mustafa Pasha convent of the late fifteenth century
(also examined below), was centered on a Byzantine
monastic church that was converted into a mosque to
be used for regular prayer services as well as Sufi ritu-
als. The particulars of sixteenth-century Halveti ritual
developed in that architectural setting, while an el-
evated dome like that of the Koca Mustafa Pasha
mosque came to be recognized as the suitable super-
structure for a space to house the ecstatic and circu-
lar Sufi ritual (sem¸{) held in great esteem by Halvetis.
The following anecdote told by a disciple of Sünbül
Sinan, the second shaykh of the Koca Mustafa Pasha
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convent, implies a curious connection between the
dome of the Koca Mustafa Pasha mosque and the
experience of ecstasy during the ritual:

My shaykh Sünbül Sinan Efendi was a man of sem¸{. He
also got up [to perform it]. Whenever the shaykh came
to the sem¸{, the dome of the mosque was elevated and
we saw the angels whirling in the air.48

The convent of Küçük Ayasofya, where Nureddinzade
was shaykh, did not have a separate ritual space ei-
ther. Dhikr and sem¸{ sessions were held in the mosque,
as was common practice at a number of Halveti con-
vents in Istanbul.49 In endowing a new convent with
a relatively protected ritual space for Nureddinzade
only a few minutes’ walk from his old convent, Sokollu’s
primary concern might have been protecting his shaykh
from exposure to criticism regarding the permissibil-
ity of dhikr, without depriving him of the kind of ritual
space he and his dervishes were accustomed to. The
tev¥ºdÒ¸ne of Sokollu’s convent, with its mosque-like
decoration and domed structure, accords with the
ritual habits that developed through three generations
of Halvetis in the mosques of Istanbul. The separa-
tion of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne from the mosque looks reluc-
tant here: in its structure and decoration, the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne
still wants to be a small mosque.

{ILMIYYE-ÙALVETIYYE RELATIONS AND THE
ARCHITECTURAL PROGRAM OF GRANDEE

COMPLEXES IN ISTANBUL

The arrival of the first Halveti shaykh in Istanbul
coincided with the rise of the Ottoman {ilmiyye as an
empire-wide religio-legal cadre in the aftermath of
the conquest of the city in 1453. Mehmed II (r. 1444–
46 and 1451–81) systematically transformed Istanbul
into the capital of an Ottoman empire as he under-
stood it—an empire with, among other things, a cen-
tralized religio-legal system.50 As part of his imperial
project, he systematized the madrasas under an im-
perial classification in 1471. Highest-ranking in the
new classification were the Sahn-æ Seman madrasas,
built as part of his complex in Istanbul (1463–70).51

All other madrasas in the empire were now subordi-
nated to that center in order to form an empire-wide
educational network for the {ilmiyye.

Following Mehmed’s death in 1481, as his two sons
Bayezid and Cem were fighting over the right to the
throne, the shaykh Çelebi Halife stepped into the
political scene in Amasya, a provincial capital near

the Black Sea, and actively supported the eventual
winner, Bayezid, whose princely residence had been
in Amasya.52 After defeating his brother with the help
of Çelebi Halife’s party, Bayezid gratefully invited the
shaykh to Istanbul.53 Seventeenth-century Halveti tra-
dition held that Çelebi Halife then saw in a dream
that a torch of divine radiance coming out of Amasya
soon traveled to the utmost limits of the Islamic lands,
filling them with a light that covered the entire world,
particularly the land of Rum.54

The dream narrative reflects the conviction of its
seventeenth-century author that the institutionaliza-
tion of the Ottoman Ùalvetiyye had started with Çelebi
Halife in Istanbul. Bayezid’s former boon compan-
ion Kapucæba×æ Hacæ Mustafa, later known as Koca
Mustafa Pasha (d. 1512), endowed a new convent for
Çelebi Halife between 1486 and 1491.55 The site cho-
sen was the Byzantine monastery Hagios Andreas en
te Krisei.56 The monastic church was converted into
a mosque to form the center of the building com-
plex now known as Koca Mustafa Pasha. The ar-
chitectural program incorporated a Sufi convent, a
madrasa, a hospice ({im¸ret), and a bathhouse.57 In
an arrangement similar to that of the complex in
Kadærga, at one side of the church/mosque is the
madrasa, and at the other side the convent for Çelebi
Halife (fig. 13).

The story of the transformation of the Ottoman
Ùalvetiyye into a network begins here. The crucial step
in the process of the institutionalization of a Sufi or-
der was the propagation of a shaykh’s teaching to a
larger community of his disciples.58 Convents were thus
connected to each other by spiritual kinship and shared
ritual; they were considered akin to each other in the
sense that, at some point in their spiritual lineage, their
current or previous shaykhs were pºrd¸×, or disciples
of the same shaykh. In sixteenth-century Istanbul
and the Balkans, the network of Halveti convents, at-
tached to each other by their shaykhs’ spiritual lin-
eage reaching back to Çelebi Halife, was particularly
influential.

The convent of Koca Mustafa Pasha was recognized
as the center of the Ottoman Ùalvetiyye, whence sprang
a number of suborders (of which the Cemali-Halvetis
were only one). Religious groups in the sixteenth-
century Ottoman lands had to live with the increas-
ing legal and administrative authority of the {ilmiyye.59

As becomes apparent from the fatwas of Ebussu{ud,
the activities of Sufi convents were under the constant
surveillance of the ×eyÒülisl¸m to make sure their prac-

muq-20-2.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:23 PM170



the sufi convent of sokollu mehmed pasha in istanbul 171

tices did not deviate from Sunni Islam. The Halvetis
in particular, in order to keep their distinguished
position in urban social life, were to engage in debates
regarding the permissibility of their ritual practices.

The aforementioned letter sent by Molla {Arab di-
rectly to the Halveti convents in Istanbul forced them
to take a defensive position. As the shaykh of the al-
leged center of the Ottoman Ùalvetiyye, Sünbül Sinan
had the mission of convincing the ulema that Halveti
rituals were in accordance with the shari{a. A spiritual
descendant of Sünbül Sinan describes the situation
then as follows: “The ulema were divided into two
parties. Most of them were on the side of the shaykh
Sünbül, for no one could defeat the shaykh in a schol-
arly discussion.” Sünbül Sinan was invited to such a
scholarly discussion in the mosque of Mehmed II by

his opponents, a group of eminent religious scholars
led by Saræ Kürz (or Saræ Görez, d. 1521–23), the judge
of Istanbul, and Kürz Seydi, a professor at the Sahn-æ
Seman madrasas in the building complex of Mehmed
II. As the scholars investigated Sünbül Sinan, he suc-
ceeded in rendering their accusations unconvincing
by sarcastically reminding the judge of their student
days together in a madrasa, and by recalling for the
Sahn-æ Seman professor the ritual sessions he used to
join when he was the professor of the madrasa in the
Koca Mustafa Pasha complex:

He said: “When [Koca] Mustafa Pasha was the grand
vizier, you used to be the professor at our madrasa. On
Friday nights, the pasha used to come to join the com-
pany of the dervishes. You also used to come, take off
your turban, take off your robe, and whirl along with

Fig. 13. Koca Mustafa Pasha complex, Istanbul. Site plan. 1. mosque  2. dervish cells  3. madrasa  4. tomb of the patron
5. tombs (later additions) (W. Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon zur Topographie Istanbuls [Tübingen, 1977])
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the dervishes (sem¸{ iderdin). Did you not know of this
problem then? Or did you know of it but do so in or-
der to please the pasha…?” Then he ascended the
minbar and expended so much truth and subtlety that
most of the scholars pledged allegiance. Eighteen madra-
sa students became dervishes and entered the order.
Abandoning their student robes and turbans, they put
on dervish cloaks and caps.60

The continuation of the debate between orthodox
religious scholars and Halveti shaykhs can be observed
through the fatwas issued by the ×eyÒülisl¸m Ebussu{ud
on questions concerning Sufi practices.61 Ebussu{ud
was not against Sufi rituals altogether, but he advised
strict control over their conditions, permitting com-
munal dhikr as long as there was no dancing (ra_ª),
whirling (devr¸n or sem¸{), or instrumental music in-
volved.62 One of the questions he was asked was if it
was appropriate to display hostility against the Halvetis
because they performed dhikr with devr¸n. Ebussu{ud’s
response was that “there are decent people among the
Halvetis,” whose rituals were religiously acceptable, and
that whoever displayed hostility against them should
be reprimanded.63

Among several Sufi groups that partook of the cul-
tural milieu of the Ottoman sixteenth century, the
Cemali-Halvetis are notable for their close relation to
the {ilmiyye. Cemali-Halveti shaykhs like Nureddinzade
and his shaykh, Bali, “served” the religio-legal cadre,
so to speak, appropriating an outspokenly Sunni
stance.64 That branch of the Ùalvetiyye posited itself
not only as a spiritual path, but also as a path that
committed ulema could choose if they were discon-
tent with a career in the {ilmiyye. Çelebi Halife was a
madrasa professor until, according to Hulvi, he no-
ticed the materialist orientation of the {ilmiyye career
and turned to Sufism.65 Such a retreat to Sufism from
the {ilmiyye is quite typical in the biographies of Cemali-
Halveti shaykhs, including Nureddinzade. Nured-
dinzade’s disciples were also usually madrasa graduates,
capable of fortifying their sermons with their knowl-
edge of external religious sciences.66 The primary
activities in Nureddinzade’s convent were “scientific
discussions” (müz¸kere-i {ilmiye) attended by “a select
group of righteous people,” and “education in reli-
gious sciences” (ta{lºm-i {ul¢m-i dºniyye).67

The coupling of a madrasa with a convent in the
architectural program should be evaluated against the
background of the close and relatively unproblematic
relation of the Cemali-Halvetis to the {ilmiyye. We know
with certainty of only one other dervish convent built

in a mosque-madrasa complex in Istanbul after the
Koca Mustafa Pasha convent and before that of Kadær-
ga: the convent in the Atik {Ali Pasha complex, en-
dowed in 1509 by the grand vizier Hadæm {Ali Pasha
(d. 1511).68 {Ali Pasha’s convent, now demolished, was
built for Kasæm Çelebi (d. ca. 1520), who as previously
noted was a relative and disciple of Çelebi Halife and
the source of the Cemali-Halveti branch.69 Kasæm
Çelebi sent several disciples to the Balkans; one of them
was Sofyalæ Bali, the shaykh of both Nureddinzade and
Kurd Efendi.

The above-mentioned debate regarding the permis-
sibility of Sufi rituals seems to have complicated the
inclusion of Sufi convents in mosque-madrasa com-
plexes during the reigns of Selim I (1512–20), Süley-
man (1520–66), and Selim II (1566–74). Selim I and
the ×eyÒülisl¸m Kemalpa×azade (d. 1534) appear in later
Halveti tradition as enemies of the Halvetis.70 We know
through piecemeal evidence that even then some
Halveti convents were supported by the ruling elite,
although they were hardly included in mosque-madrasa
complexes in Istanbul. The Cemali grand vizier Piri
Mehmed Pasha endowed two convents in Istanbul. One
of them was built for his uncle, the above-mentioned
shaykh Ishak Karamani.71 Süleyman’s mother Hafsa
Sultan (d. 1533) endowed a convent in 1522 as part
of her building complex in Manisa (which also in-
cluded a madrasa), and left the choice of a shaykh to
Sünbül Sinan, who installed his disciple Merkez Efendi
there.72 Selim I’s daughter Øah Sultan, who was at-
tached (and, according to some, married) to Merkez
Efendi, endowed two convents in Istanbul (in Eyüp
and Yenikapæ), with the condition in the endowment
deed that both shaykhs should be disciples of Merkez
Efendi.73 Hafsa Sultan’s building complex in Manisa
and Øah Sultan’s in Eyüp were both attached to the
palaces of their patrons,74 like Sokollu and Ismihan’s
in Kadærga. The patronage of Sufism thus seems to have
been largely a private matter at that time.

Under Murad III (1574–95), himself a Halveti sym-
pathizer, courtly patronage of Sufism spread to other
Sufi orders as well. Among a number of Halveti con-
vents endowed then, the convent in the Atik Valide
complex in Istanbul (1582–83), designed by Sinan, is
noteworthy for its relative monumentality. The com-
plex was endowed by Nurbanu, who was Murad III’s
mother and Sokollu’s mother-in-law. The extant build-
ings form a program similar to that of the Kadærga
complex, consisting of a mosque, a madrasa, and a
Halveti convent (figs. 14 and 15), although the Atik
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Fig. 14. Atik Valide complex, Istanbul. Site plan. 1. mosque  2. madrasa  3. dervish convent. (Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon)

Valide complex also included additional buildings
according to Nurbanu’s endowment deed.75 The first
shaykh of the convent was Vi×ne Mehmed, a shaykh
from a different branch of the Ùalvetiyye than was
Nureddinzade. Also in the 1580s, the court officers
Øemsi Ahmed Pasha and Mehmed A¯a endowed a
convent each for a disciple of Vi×ne Mehmed, namely
Yayaba×æzade Hæzær.76 Both shaykhs appear to have been
quite influential in palace circles of Murad III’s time.

In the seventeenth century, however, the relations
between a part of the ulema and the Halvetis became
uneasy because of the so-called Kadæzadeli movement.77

The theological stance underlying that assault was a
Selefi one, which denounced any innovation (bid{a)

introduced into religious practice after the time of
the Prophet and thus had an anti-Sufi direction. The
historical fact of the Kadæzadeli movement prevents
us from readily assuming that dervishes and madrasa
students could peacefully live in a complex without
tension based on professional ambition or theologi-
cal dispute, the two of which more often than not
went in tandem.

THE CONVENT VERSUS THE MADRASA IN
KADIRGA

A telling instance of the full-fledged bureaucratization
of the Halveti order in the seventeenth century is found
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Fig.15. Atik Valide complex, Istanbul. Aerial view from the west: the mosque, the madrasa in the foreground, and the der-
vish convent to the left. (Photo: A. Güler and M. Niksarlæ, from A. Kuran, Sinan the Grand Old Master of Ottoman Architecture
[Washington, D.C., 1987])

in the diary of a Halveti dervish in Istanbul, who re-
lates therein that his appointment as the shaykh of a
convent in 1665 had to be approved by the ×eyÒülisl¸m,
probably because being the shaykh was almost auto-
matically coupled with serving as Friday preacher in
a mosque.78 As mentioned before, the endowment
deed of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha stipulates such a
combined post of shaykh and Friday preacher. Simi-
larly, the endowment deed of Nurbanu states that the

shaykh of the convent in the Atik Valide complex is
charged with preaching in the mosque on all sacred
days.79 The shaykh chosen for the convent was there-
fore expected to be “a preacher and adviser to the
worshippers.”80

In the second half of the sixteenth century, the
employment of Halveti preachers was not restricted
to the mosques beside their convents. Numerous
Halveti shaykhs were appointed to the most prestigious
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Friday preacher positions in major mosques of Istanbul,
including the mosques of Süleymaniye and Mehmed
II, the two highest-ranking mosque-madrasa complexes
in the Ottoman {ilmiyye. {Ata}i mentions in passing that
it was common knowledge that the position in Mehmed
II’s mosque was held by “saints who have completed
their spiritual development” («arº_den f¸rig. olan e{izze),
that is, shaykhs.81 In the relative freedom enjoyed
by Sufis under Murad III, some Halveti preachers
also combined Friday sermons with dhikr rituals in
mosques. Müniri-i Belgradi, for example, tells of a
friend who went to listen to the Friday sermon by
Yayaba×æzade in the mosque of Sütlüce, which, as the
burial place of the aforementioned proponent of dhikr,
Ishak Karamani, must have been a popular Halveti
site.82 But when Yayaba×æzade started a dhikr session
with his dervishes before the sermon, Müniri’s friend
said to himself in disappointment: “I came to listen
to this holy man. He could have had the dhikr ses-
sion in his convent.”83

The Friday posts in the major mosques of Istanbul
were highly prestigious, enabling their holders to
communicate their ideas to the masses and to adver-
tise the principles of the theological stance they ad-
vocated. In the 1630s, the pulpits of these mosques
became the loci for a theological dispute generated
by Kadæzade Mehmed, the initiator of the Kadæzadeli
movement, and his major adversary, the Halveti shaykh
Abdülmecid Sivasi. According to Madeline Zilfi’s
study (see note 77), of all the appointments to Friday
preacher posts in the five major mosques in Istanbul
between 1621 and 1685, a great majority was of Halveti
shaykhs. It is no surprise, then, that Halveti convents
were the major targets for Kadæzadeli attacks during
that time. Much as this was based on a theological
dispute, it also incorporated professional competition,
as a group of the ulema who considered themselves
“true preachers of the preacher path («arº_-i v¸{i¬¸n)
were forced to share their mosques with Sufis turned
part-time preachers—and this at a time when the
number of mosques in the city was not substantially
increasing.”84

From the late sixteenth century on, not only the
Friday preacher posts but also the entire {ilmiyye no
longer provided a substantially flourishing career pool.
Under Murad III (r. 1574–95), when the expansion
of imperial territories came to a relative halt, the
number of madrasa graduates seems to have exceeded
the number of available {ilmiyye positions. In the sec-
ond half of the sixteenth century, madrasa students

repeatedly engaged in uprisings as well as relatively
peaceful demonstrations complaining of their situa-
tion.85

If there was such frustration on the part of the
madrasa students in the Kadærga complex as well, one
wonders how they perceived their neighbors, the der-
vishes with whom they shared the mosque and the
shaykh who regularly preached to them. The modest
architecture of the Sufi convent in comparison to the
madrasa belies the fact that dervishes were probably
the majority among the inhabitants of the entire com-
plex. On the assumption that one room was meant to
accommodate one person, the madrasa could house
seventeen people, including the müderris and his as-
sistant, whereas the convent accommodated up to thirty
dervishes in addition to the shaykh.86

Madrasa professors rotated frequently, whereas
being the shaykh of a convent was usually a lifelong
position. Within the first six years of existence of the
madrasa in Kadærga, four different people were ap-
pointed as its müderris, with a maximum duration of
two years,87 while Kurd Mehmed Efendi stayed there
as shaykh for thirteen.88 As opposed to the insecurity
that haunted professors’ thoughts about their future
careers, the shaykh, with his stable position and his
regular sermons in the mosque, enjoyed the status of
a host. The students at the madrasa were also likely
to stay there for a much shorter time than did the
dervishes. The {ilmiyye system encouraged madrasa
students, like their professors, to rotate to madrasas
of increasing rank,89 whereas submission to a Sufi
shaykh was oftentimes a lifelong commitment.

Compared to dervishes, the students and their pro-
fessor at the madrasa did not have much to complain
about in terms of stipend. The endowment deed allo-
cates fifty aspers per diem for the müderris, twenty-five
for the shaykh, five per diem for each madrasa student,
and only three for a dervish.90 Shaykhs were occasion-
ally granted large amounts of money by grandees who
sought their spiritual guidance, however, and the
employment of a shaykh by multiple endowments
was also not uncommon. Kurd Efendi, for example,
also preached in the mosque of Mehmed II, receiving
an additional salary from that endowment.91 Fur-
thermore, the totals of salaries allocated in the endow-
ment deed of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha for convent
members (the shaykh and the dervishes) and for
madrasa members (the professor, his assistant, and the
students)—again assuming one person per room—
were more or less the same. To the endower, the Sufi
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convent thus seems to have been at least as important
as the madrasa.

THE RELATION OF THE CONVENT TO
IMPERIAL ARCHITECTURAL IDIOMS

The Sufi convent in Kadærga was designed in a man-
ner more modest in scale and architectural refinement
than the rest of the complex. The main architectural
guidelines that contribute to the monumental appear-
ance of the mosque-madrasa in Kadærga—namely sym-
metry, leveling of the ground, and elevation from the
natural topography—were not adopted in the adja-
cent convent. On the contrary, the convent seems
almost hidden behind the mosque and within the
existing topography (fig. 16).

In that respect, the Kadærga convent is also quite
different from that in the Atik Valide complex. The
latter consists of dervish rooms and a ritual space
behind a continuous portico surrounding a leveled
courtyard (fig. 17).92 The madrasa-like character of
the Atik Valide convent, with its courtyard and ashlar
masonry and a ritual room that is hard to distinguish
from a madrasa lecture room, becomes yet more evi-
dent when the structure is compared to the madrasa
in the same complex (see fig. 15). Abandoned and
stripped of its decoration today, the convent would
hardly have been identifiable without the eighteenth-
century inscription placed above the gate into the ritual
room.93

Since the architect apparently knew from the be-
ginning who the user of the Kadærga convent would
be, Nureddinzade himself may have guided the de-
sign process to some extent. He is recorded to have
been “free of ostentation in his food and clothing”
(ta{¸m ve lib¸sda tekellüfden {¸rº).94 His fellow, Kurd
Efendi, also favored avoiding unnecessary preoccupa-
tion with outer appearance. In a treatise delineating
the etiquette of dervishes, he stated that he consid-
ered it unacceptable for a convent (his own, we might
assume) to house a dervish who washes his clothes
unless they are canonically unclean, or who brushes
his beard.95 In accord with these ideas, the outer walls
of the convent lack even the simplest decoration.

Yet the fact that the inside of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne was
lavishly decorated makes it doubtful that the convent
was designed solely on the basis of the shaykhs’ exal-
tation of modesty. Possibly Sokollu did not want to
reveal the amount of money he had spent on a der-
vish convent, and by keeping its outer appearance

modest in scale, embellishment, and monumentality,
he would also have helped his shaykh preserve a repu-
tation of modesty.

The contrast between modest outside and lavish
interior could also be read in terms of the inward-
oriented nature of the Halveti “course of conduct” (seyr-
i sül¢k). The entrance wall is a plain surface interrupted
solely by the single door into the convent and four
irregular windows, two of which seem to be later ad-
ditions (fig. 18). The west wall is enlivened only by
four small shops on the lower level and a series of seven
windows on the upper (fig. 19). Six of the dervish cells
and the shaykh’s quarters excepted, the rooms of the
convent have windows that look only towards the court-
yard. In contrast to the madrasa, where all rooms but
one have windows with views to the outside (and all
but the two corner rooms also have windows facing

Fig. 16. Sokollu Mehmed Pasha complex in Kadærga, Istanbul.
Aerial view from the north: the mosque, the madrasa in the
foreground, and the dervish convent behind the mosque.
(Photo: A. Güler and M. Niksarlæ, from Kuran, Sinan)
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Fig. 17. Aerial view of the convent in the Atik Valide complex from the north. (Photo: VGMA; from Tanman, “Tekkeler”)

Fig. 18. The entrance wall and the south corner of the convent in Kadærga. (Photo: K. Görkay)
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the courtyard), the convent compound is a secluded
place. In addition, the madrasa shares its courtyard
with the mosque, while the convent courtyard is re-
served for the brotherhood. The inward-oriented ar-
chitecture and embellishment of the convent—its
sparseness of windows and lack of exterior decoration,
which we also see in the Atik Valide convent—is in
keeping with the idea of seclusion from the outer world
(Òalvet), so crucial an element in the Halveti course
of conduct that the order derives its name from that
concept.

Nevertheless, the difference between the convent
and the rest of the complex is not only in its modest
and secluded appearance. As opposed to the preset
design paradigm reflected by canonical mosque-ma-
drasa, the architectural arrangement of the convent

relies on the topography of the site. For the construc-
tion of the mosque-madrasa, natural topography was
overpowered by leveling the construction ground,
which is not the case with the convent. Neither do
the surrounding streets seem to have been dictated
by the boundaries of the convent building. On the
contrary, the design of the convent appears to have
been entirely determined by natural topography and
its outline defined by existing boundaries.

The distorted symmetry one notices in the con-
vent plan is even more pronounced in the three-
dimensional reality of the building; to the mind of
a sixteenth-century Ottoman court architect, whose
knowledge of geometry was by professional defini-
tion very elaborate, it wouldn’t have constituted sym-
metry at all.96 The southwest part of the building rests
on lower ground, as dictated by natural topography,
and is therefore designed as a two-story building sur-
rounding a lower courtyard accessible by a stairway
running behind the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne (figs. 20 and 21). It is
not the asymmetry per se but the preference for to-
pographical determination over symmetry that reflects
a different approach to architectural design from the
one utilized in the mosque-madrasa.

While the mosque-madrasa courtyard imposed an
idiom that reflected the empire-wide institution of
“madrasa” in its conceptual sense, the convent court-
yard was reserved for the brotherhood; it was defined
by the topography of its site and is closer to residen-
tial architecture in scale and outlook. The architec-
tural difference is due to the different ends that the
two institutions served: the madrasa was designed for
an unknown series of professors in rotation, and for
students educated under an imperial managerial sys-
tem for the main purpose of becoming members of
the religio-legal cadre of that system, while the con-
vent was created for a particular user, in this case
Nureddinzade.

As much as the architectural program of the Kadærga
complex suggests a convergence of the Ùalvetiyye
with the {ilmiyye, it also echoes their segregation, in
that the convent is assigned an autonomous space in
the mosque-madrasa complex. Likewise, seen against
the architecture of the adjacent madrasa, that of the
convent building also suggests both convergence
and segregation. Although the convent building
deviates from the classical Ottoman idiom for reli-
gious architecture in terms of the basic design crite-
ria employed, its architecture does incorporate some
aspects of that idiom, especially in the mosque-like

Fig. 19. The west wall of the convent in Kadærga. (Photo: K.
Görkay)
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Fig. 20. The southwest portico of the lower courtyard. (Photo: Archive of the Mülga Eski Eserler Encümeni, Istanbul Ar-
chaeological Museum)

Fig. 21. View from the lower courtyard towards the staircase leading to the upper courtyard. The protruding wooden con-
struction on the left is probably a later addition. (Photo: Archive of the Mülga Eski Eserler Encümeni, Istanbul Archaeologi-
cal Museum)
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interior decoration of the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne.
The convent building thus refers to the imperial

idiom in religious architecture, but the reference is
imprecise. The aforementioned architectural differ-
ences between the convent and the madrasa, as well
as the differences between the Kadærga convent and
the Atik Valide convent, might indicate that we should
consider the convent in Kadærga as much an exten-
sion of the palace of Sokollu Mehmed Pasha as a part
of the mosque-madrasa complex. Sokollu Mehmed
Pasha’s relation to the madrasa as an architectural
patron was primarily in his administrative persona as
the grand vizier: he endowed a madrasa for the em-
pire. His patronage of the Halveti convent, however,
was of a personal nature: he endowed this convent
specifically for his shaykh, with the continuation and
enhancement of a personal relationship in mind.

The give-and-take between Sufi ideal and imperial
image that one can observe in the architecture of the
dervish convent is striking. Ideally, a Sufi would seek
knowledge by experiencing his own mental state (¥¸l),
and not what scholarship told him (_¸l). Thus, again

ideally, every Sufi pursued his own singular path and
sought his own truth. The Kadærga convent is architec-
turally singular as a result of its configuration in accord
with the topography of the site, much like many other
Sufi convents. Yet on the other hand, it was built at a
time when the Halveti order was highly institutional-
ized and bureaucratized, when the singularity of the
spiritual paths of Halveti dervishes was mixed with their
role in imperial politics or their positions in the {ilmiyye
as Friday preachers. Particularly the disciples of Sofyalæ
Bali, who was praised by Ta×köprizade for being “a man
of _¸l and a man of ¥¸l at the same time” (hem ehl-i _¸l
hem ehl-i ¥¸l),97 were trained to partake of Ottoman
religious scholarship, which they did.98 Accordingly,
the architecture of the convent combines imperial
features with the topography of the site. It incor-
porates classical architectural elements—a domed
ritual space decorated as a mosque, a spacious colum-
nar anteroom covered by cross-vaults (fig. 22), regu-
lar bands of stone and brick masonry on all visible
outer surfaces, stone as the prevailing surface mate-
rial on the inside, and lead-covered roofs (fig. 23)—

Fig. 22. The northwestern bay of the columnar anteroom with the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne on the left. (Photo: Z. Yürekli)
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Fig. 23. Aerial view of the convent from the southeast, show-
ing the dome over the entrance hall, the cross vaults over
the columnar anteroom, and the dome over the tev¥ºdÒ¸ne,
all covered with lead. (Photo: K. Görkay)

in what would otherwise have been a vernacular ar-
chitectural rendering of local topography.

Given its proximity to the palace of Sokollu and
Ismihan (see fig. 2), perhaps the convent building was
architecturally conceived as part of their extended
household, which would explain its apparent adher-
ence to a palatial idiom. The interconnected asym-
metrical courtyards, seclusion from the outer world,
limited use of domes to highlight only the entrance
axis and the ritual space (unlike the madrasa, where
domes are used in each unit), and lack of the basic
elements that contribute to monumentality in Otto-
man religious architecture all recall the harem sec-
tion of the Topkapæ Palace. In Ottoman and Persian

literature, it was common practice to refer to the con-
vents of esteemed shaykhs and to palaces with the same
words (such as derg¸h and ¸sit¸ne). Here, this meta-
phoric association finds architectural expression in the
convent’s allusions to a palatial idiom.

CONCLUSION: THE EMPIRE AND THE SELF

The Kadærga complex is one of the very few building
complexes in sixteenth-century Istanbul that combine
a Sufi convent with a madrasa. In the sixteenth-cen-
tury Ottoman context, madrasas were places where a
crucial sector of imperial policy operators, namely
the {ilmiyye class, was educated. Sunni Islamic thought
traditionally did not separate {ilm (literally, “knowl-
edge”: a word that had religious connotations until
secularist thinking weakened them) from politics any-
way. The Sunni Sufi convents that established close
relations with the {ilmiyye, on the other hand, served
in part as an alternative for those who sought a form
of {ilm other than that taught in the madrasa, or who
lacked access to the institution. Thus some Sufi or-
ders particularly served the spiritual, intellectual, and
political interests of those who were denied such ac-
cess; the case of women is perhaps most easily no-
ticed. Interestingly, other Ottomans denied madrasa
education included the greater part of the courtly
elite who occupied the highest-ranking offices: slave
soldiers including grand viziers like Sokollu Mehmed
Pasha, as well as members of the inner court, includ-
ing the sultans and their first-degree relatives.

Sunni Sufism was not necessarily isolated, either
theologically or politically, from the {ilmiyye, as there
had never been a clear-cut distinction between them.
The fact that part of the sixteenth-century ulema criti-
cized Sufi rituals and part of the seventeenth-century
ulema did not want to see Sufis in the pulpits does
not mean that we should conceive of Sufism and the
{ilmiyye as two different universes, since this would
ignore the many members of the {ilmiyye who attended
Sufi convents. Some convents also provided alterna-
tive {ilmº communities for many “insiders” of the
madrasa. But the debate between a part of the {ilmiyye
and the Sufis in the sixteenth century did complicate
the inclusion of Sufi convents in mosque-madrasa
complexes in Istanbul. Until Murad III’s time, excep-
tions were made only for Sufi shaykhs recognized and
trusted for their commitment to the shari{a.

The architectural program of the Kadærga complex
is one such exception, bearing witness to the conver-

muq-20-2.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:24 PM181



zeynep yürekli.182

gence of the Cemali-Halveti community with the Ot-
toman {ilmiyye: a convergence we have observed in the
ideological support that some Cemali-Halveti shaykhs,
such as Nureddinzade, lent to Ebussu{ud, or in the
very high number of Cemali-Halveti shaykhs, again such
as Nureddinzade, who had madrasa educations, com-
posed scholarly treatises, and held Friday preacher
posts. The architecture of Sokollu’s dervish convent
in and of itself reflects the convergence of Sufism with
imperial politics by combining elements of both.

Certainly, we are not dealing only with imperial
politics. After decades of scholarship assuming that
the idea of “the self” is an idiosyncrasy of Western
thought, Cemal Kafadar relatively recently made us
aware that “the self” is actually not missing from the
intellectual life of the Ottomans.99 Among other things,
he drew attention to the capacity of dervish circles to
offer an environment where individuals could cope
with their anxieties. Accordingly, the Sufi method of
aspiring to personal development seems to have of-
fered many soldiers, officers, and courtiers a retreat
from the administrative and economic afflictions of
the second half of the sixteenth century. The hybrid
nature of the Kadærga convent, with its simultaneous
architectural references to public-religious and private-
residential idioms in Ottoman architecture, reflects
the capacity of a particular Sufi circle to infiltrate si-
multaneously the public realm of the empire and the
private realm of the ruling elite.

Harvard University
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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Starting in the 1860s, the museum and the exhibition
space gained prominence in the Ottoman cultural
realm as new and effective channels for the public
display of imperial power and rootedness. As early as
1863, a sizeable national exposition (the Sergi-i {Um¢mº-
i {Osm¸nº) modeled on contemporary European ex-
positions was held in Istanbul in the hope of
encouraging the consumption of local Ottoman prod-
ucts (fig. 1).1 The most spectacular efforts to pro-
mote the modern imperial image, however, were
occasioned by the world expositions held in the ma-

jor cities of Western Europe and the United States.
The ultimate loci of “pilgrimage to the commodity
fetish,” as Walter Benjamin described them,2 the world
expositions were the most prestigious arenas of glo-
bal commercial exchange and fierce international ri-
valry in the nineteenth century. Prescribing absolute
and universal criteria of achievement for all partici-
pants, the fabricated atmosphere of the international
expositions had a formative impact on the changing
modes and perceptions of representation through-
out the century.

AHMET ERSOY

A SARTORIAL TRIBUTE TO LATE TANZIMAT OTTOMANISM: THE
ELB~SE-~ {OSM@N~YYE ALBUM

Fig. 1. Exterior of main hall, 1863 Ottoman Exposition. (After Le monde illustrée 312 [April 4, 1863])
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Attentive to the use and effectiveness of exposi-
tions in promoting imperial prestige, the Ottoman
state participated in almost every major world expo-
sition following the trend-setting Great Exhibition of
London in 1851.3 Even in the less inflated shows of
the earlier years, the financially burdened Ottoman
state went to considerable pains to fabricate an ideal
vision of its imperial domains for the eyes of a wide
international audience. In their great stride towards
reform and modernization, the Tanzimat bureaucrats
were well aware that the state’s participation in an
exposition was, in all its stages, a profoundly political
act. 4 In the first place, mobilizing all the provinces
to take part in a grand project of self-representation
was an effective strategy for demonstrating the con-
trol and authority of the centralized state, as well as
for creating a sense of cohesion among the diverse
inhabitants of the loose-jointed empire. Furthermore,
the organized displays of the collected material within
the international arena of the exposition helped pro-
mote an image for outside viewers of the Ottoman
Empire as a stable, orderly, and unified political en-
tity. Since ambiguous feats such as “cultural and so-
cial advancement” were rendered fully measurable
within the materialistic, comparative setting of the
nineteenth-century exposition, the Ottoman exhib-
its were constructed with meticulous care to picture
the empire as a strong and progressive monarchy on
an equal footing with its European counterparts.

This study focuses on a photographic album of
traditional Ottoman dress entitled the Elbise-i {Osm¸-
niyye: Les Costumes populaires de la Turquie (Istanbul,
1873) (hereafter abbreviated as Elbise), which was
commissioned by the Ottoman government on the
occasion of the 1873 World Exposition in Vienna.
The 1873 Exposition, designed as a showcase of the
thriving Vienna bourgeoisie, was the largest, costli-
est, and most ambitious event of its kind for the time.5

Although it failed to provide the desired “eastward
pull” to the competitive orbit of world expositions
(since the industrialized superpowers displayed a rela-
tively low profile in the event), the Vienna Exposi-
tion was a major ground of encounter for the feverishly
reshaping “ramshackle empires” of Eastern Europe.
Owing to the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s idealized
vision of itself at the center of the new world order,
acting as a stable mediator between the East and the
West,6 countries with lesser competitive status in the
previous expositions, such as Russia, the Ottoman
Empire, and Japan, received an exceptionally larger

share of the total exhibition area. The Russian sec-
tion, for instance, comprised some of the most ap-
plauded exhibits in the exposition, with a variety of
ethnographic shows,7 fine arts exhibits, and a vast
collection of handcrafted objects. As the Danube
monarchy’s closest ally and most important trade
partner in the East, the Ottoman Empire enjoyed
considerable presence and visibility in an exposition
that was, as its organizers claimed, designed to dim
all previous events of its kind in “bringing together
the whole Orient in full originality.”8 With the stra-
tegic location and unprecedented scale of its alloted
exhibition area in the exposition hall and the sur-
rounding park, the Ottoman section was expected to
constitute the centerpiece of the vast array of “Ori-
ental exhibits” in the Vienna Exposition.

The Ottoman state would have turned this propi-
tious event into a crowning show of force had it not
been facing one of its most debilitating financial cri-
ses. The inevitable budgetary drawback required a
drastic reduction in the number and scale of pavil-
ions that had initially been proposed for the Otto-
man section in the exposition grounds (fig. 2). This
was, however, a sacrifice that ran the risk of lending
Egypt (nominally a part of the Ottoman Empire but

Fig. 2. Replica of Ahmed III fountain, 1873 Vienna Exposi-
tion. (After L’Esposizione universale de Viena del 1873 illustrata
3 [Milan, 1873])
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represented autonomously in the expositions) the
upper hand in dominating the oriental quarters in
the exposition park with larger, more imposing pa-
vilions (fig. 3). The Ottoman commission to the ex-
position tried to avert the impending “prestige crisis”
by adopting what they called a more rigorous “me-
thodical display strategy” that was geared to impress
through order, technical competence, and scholarly
weight rather than through scale and grandeur. The
preparatory reports of the Ottoman commission clearly
reveal a strong determination to avoid the reflexive
urge to create a “picturesque bazaar effect” endemic
to most “oriental” exhibits and to organize a show
that would provoke:

… a serious interest on the part of the industrialists,
traders, artists, and scholars of other nations… [and
hence make a positive impact on diagnosing] the real
causes of the decline of craft guilds as well as on dis-
covering the remedies that would bring back the pros-
perity of past ages, the splendor of ancient crafts and
industries.9

THE ELB~SE AND THE OTTOMAN SCHOLARLY
MISSION

The heightened sense of academic ambition domi-
nating the Ottoman exhibits was further reinforced
by the display and worldwide distribution of some
notable scholarly publications produced specifically

Fig. 3. Egyptian Pavilion by F. Schmoranz, 1873 Vienna Exposition. (After Carl von Lützow, ed., Kunst und Kunstgewerbe aus
der Wiener Weltausstellung [Leipzig, 1875])
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on the occasion of the Vienna Exposition. The Elbise,
which supplemented the extensive costume exhibits
in the Ottoman section, was published simultaneously
with two other volumes. The three works were de-
signed to constitute a solid academic supplement to
the ethnographic, architectural, and archaeological
exhibits in the Ottoman section and were meant to
testify to the professed “humanitarian and progres-
sive” ideals of the Ottoman exposition agenda. The
heftiest of the three publications, entitled the Uª¢l-i
Mi{m¸rº-i {Osm¸nº: L’Architecture ottomane (Istanbul,
1873), was the earliest scholarly work concentrating
on the history and theory of Ottoman architecture.10

A generously sized and comprehensive monograph
on the Ottoman building tradition, the Uª¢l-i Mi{m¸rº
was adorned with meticulously crafted architectural
drawings and chromolithographic plates of the high-
est quality (fig. 4). The other publication occasioned
by the Vienna Exposition, Der Bosphor und Constan-
tinopel (Vienna, 1873),11 was a guidebook on Istanbul
written by the director of the Imperial Museum of
Antiquities in Istanbul, Philipp Anton Dethier.12 The
book provided brief historical information on many
Byzantine and Ottoman monuments in the city, in-
cluding some of the modern edifices built recently
by the state. Supplemented with a map illustrating
the urban layout of the city at the time of Justinian I,
Der Bosphor und Constantinopel was a basic reference
tool for the European traveler. While reflecting De-
thier’s academic disposition, the guide’s clear emphasis
on Istanbul’s Byzantine heritage also confirmed, on
a broader ideological level, the desire of the Tanzimat
elite to portray the Ottoman Empire as a modern
state that valued and preserved its non-Islamic cul-
tural inheritance. Neither Der Bosphor und Constan-
tinopel nor the Ottoman archaeological exhibits in
the world expositions were intended merely as re-
sponses to the glamorous shows of ancient Egypt,
Greece, or Carthage organized by the empire’s con-
tested vassals or former provinces.13 Coinciding with
the Ottoman state’s novel program to expand its
museum of antiquities14 and to restore the Byzantine
monuments of Istanbul and reintegrate them into the
remodeled urban fabric of the city,15 these exhibits
spoke of a will to subscribe to a universal history of
civilization as it was defined by the West. While the
Ottoman reformers refabricated their dynastic history
along nationalist lines, they felt the need, like the
Western nation-states, to situate and secure it within
a wider, yet still exclusive and privileged, “history of

humanity”: a history that found clear expression in
European archaeological museums as a linear pro-
gression that extended back to ancient Mesopotamia
and Egypt.16 The Ottoman archaeological exhibits in
the world expositions reflected an emerging concern
in the empire not only to view and present the antiq-
uities through a historical depth of field that was
shared with the West, but also to possess and protect
them as an integral part of imperial property.17

The Elbise comprises seventy-four photographic
plates, each featuring a group of live models dressed
in regional outfits. The plates are organized under
three main sections (the European Territories, the
Aegean/Mediterranean Islands, and the Asian/Afri-
can Territories) that are subdivided into twenty-two
units according to the provincial divisions of the
empire.18 Each plate (carrying explanatory headings
in Ottoman Turkish) is supplemented by texts in
French, which provide detailed comments about the
sartorial traditions of the particular groups depicted
as well as basic information on the history, geogra-
phy, and customs of the area under scrutiny. The
whole project was undertaken jointly by Osman Hamdi
Bey, the eminent painter who acted as the commis-
sary of the Ottoman exhibits in 1873,19 and Victor
Marie de Launay, 20 a French artist and amateur his-
torian who resided in Istanbul and worked in the
Ministry of Trade and Public Works under ~brahim
Edhem Pa×a (Osman Hamdi Bey’s father and the
official director of the Ottoman commission to the
1873 Exposition).21 By virtue of his scholarly interest
in architecture, art, and traditional crafts, Marie de
Launay played key roles in the representation of the
Ottoman Empire in the world expositions through-
out his long official career.22 Also the editor and a
co-author of the Uª¢l-i Mi{m¸rº-i {Osm¸nº, he was prob-
ably among the most influential minds behind the
Ottoman scholarly mission to the Vienna Exposition.

In the Vienna Exposition the Elbise was displayed
with a large collection of Ottoman costumes that were
exhibited in the main gallery of the Ottoman sec-
tion. A part of the collection, possibly borrowed from
the Janissary Museum in Istanbul,23 pertained to an
idealized period of power and grandeur in Ottoman
history. A panoply of Janissaries and palace officials
in their historic garb guarded the west end of the
Ottoman galleries (fig. 5).24 The ceremonious dis-
play of historical figures evoked a timeless and ro-
mantic conception of the dynastic past that was
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Fig. 4. “Theory of Ottoman Architecture.” (After Uª¢l-i
Mi{m¸rº)

reworked along Ottomanist and nationalist lines as
the common heritage of the Ottoman public.25 But
the majority of the collection, consisting of manne-
quins wearing the popular costumes documented in
the Elbise, related to the immediate past of the em-
pire and its contemporary realities. As the French title
of the volume suggests, Hamdi Bey and Marie de
Launay aimed the Elbise collection to portray the or-
dinary Ottoman subject from a detached ethnographic
viewpoint. Categorically dismissing images of the west-
ernized urban elite, they chose to focus exclusively
on the Ottoman commoner who largely maintained
the traditional tastes and lifestyle of the pre-Tanzimat
era (fig. 6). Their vision was that an exhaustive and
analytical documentation of popular dress would not

only present a realistic and consummate picture of
the diverse Ottoman polity to the local and interna-
tional viewers, but that it would also surpass and cor-
rect the orientalist generalizations and inaccuracies
ingrained within common European perceptions of
the Ottoman Empire. Without doubt, the Ottoman
types that stood solemnly in the carefully planned
settings of the Ottoman section were a far cry from
the sullen and idle figures that European audiences
were accustomed to find in the standard orientalist
paintings and photographs of the period.

OTTOMAN COUNTER-EXOTICA

The tradition of displaying historic or exotic costumes
and accessories extends back to the sixteenth-century
“gallery of nations” idea in Europe, which led in the
following centuries to a widening popular interest in
albums and collections related to the customs and
habits of other cultures. By the nineteenth century,
the promiscuous desire to acquire curios for private
collections and popular shows was replaced by a sci-
entific ambition to classify and historicize local or
exotic objects according to the new scholarly con-
ventions of representation and explanation dictated
by the emerging discipline of ethnography. In adopt-
ing and transforming age-old traditions of collecting,
ethnography served as a useful agent for the nation-
building (as well as the colonizing) policies of the
modern European states. Studies on costume were
now aimed to create detailed and “realistic” repre-
sentations of preferred periods in the nation’s history
or to define and salvage regional or ethnic variations
in traditional customs and dress.26

By the second half of the century, national and
universal expositions had become major outlets for
the display of national or imperial might through the
agency of comprehensive ethnographic exhibits. The
Ottoman state followed suit without delay, exhibit-
ing a modest medley of local costumes in the 1863
Istanbul Exposition, followed by a more elaborate show
in the 1867 Paris Exposition that was organized within
the framework of a special exposition category, “popu-
lar costumes.” While the collection displayed in the
1867 exposition was hardly comparable to those of
rival empires like Russia,27 in the Vienna Exposition,
the Ottoman Empire held in its galleries one of the
most ambitious and impressive, and possibly the most
competent, ethnographic exhibits of costumes. It was
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Fig. 5. Interior view of the Ottoman section, 1873 Vienna Exposition. (After Allgemeine Internationale Weltausstellungs-Zeitung
3, 9 [June 15, 1873])
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not only the wealth and quality of the material dis-
played on some 250 mannequins (with detailed de-
scriptive texts attached to the base of each figure)
that distinguished the Ottoman costume exhibit as a
product of serious ethnographic research. The pres-
ence of the Elbise, which equaled the renowned Eu-
ropean publications of its kind in scholarly format
and technique of presentation,28 provided a legible
and authoritative structure through which the Otto-
man exhibits could be perceived. It turned what might
have been viewed merely as an exotic spectacle into
an organized and encyclopedic whole—a museum that
offered “object lessons” in the very nineteenth-cen-
tury sense of the term. The “scientific” authority of
the text, in other words, imposed a more somber and
conscientious mode of looking on the fair-going
flaneur.

The Elbise was aimed to present a detailed typo-
logical documentation of Ottoman dress, bringing
together subjects representing the myriad regional,

ethnic, social, and religious constituents of the im-
perial conglomerate. Local costumes and accessories
commissioned from artisans of different parts of the
empire were collected by the organizers and grouped
according to the administrative divisions recently re-
organized by the centralizing Ottoman state. The
renowned photographer Pascal Sébah provided the
documentation.29 For each plate, models clad in meti-
culously assembled traditional outfits were photo-
graphed, without exception, in groups of two or three
against a blank wall in Edhem Pa×a’s residence at
Kantarcælar. Although these models had been gath-
ered from the streets of Istanbul, the authors devoted
great care to select appropriate types who matched
the salient physiognomic characteristics of the ethnic
groups depicted (fig. 7). Interestingly, this composi-
tional scheme closely follows the established Euro-
pean convention of representing “Eastern types.”
Sharing the colloquial undersurface of all nineteenth-

Fig. 6. Ottoman bourgeoisie, Sarajevo and Mostar. (From the
Elbise, section 1, pl. 23) Fig. 7. Dwellers of Mecca and environs. (From the Elbise,

section 3, pl. 39)
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Fig. 8. Shepherd from Diyarbakær and Kurds from Mardin and
Cizre. The authors draw attention to the headgear of the Kurd
from Mardin (center), which they claim is clearly traceable
to headgear depicted in the ancient monuments of the
Nemrud tumulus. (From the Elbise, section 3, pl. 23)

century ethnographic studies, the Elbise translated into
photographic medium the tradition of exotic costume
albums popular in Europe between the sixteenth and
nineteenth centuries.30 But the techniques of order
and analysis borrowed from the field of ethnography
and the sheer power of encyclopedic classification,
further reinforced by the objective distance created
by the camera, rendered the album a scholarly study
that claimed to portray a facet of Ottoman life in
accurate and “objective” form for a world audience.
Glancing through the plates of the Elbise, one cannot
help but notice the prevalent sense of ethnographic
reserve, as well as the academic comprehensiveness
and rigor, that disengages these figures from the raw
and carnivalesque allure of the exotic, making them
available, rather, to the controlled and discriminat-
ing gaze of the enlightened observer. There exists
no underlying narrative in these compositions
save that disclosed by the administrative classificatory
scheme imposed by the authors. The usual religio-
ethnic homogeneity of group compositions in the
“exotic types” repertoire is displaced by extreme var-
iegation in the Elbise. Subjects with diverse backgrounds
and social roles are drawn together under the unify-
ing theme of the administrative unit; here, the mi-
nutely delineated contrasts, specificities, and abundant
variety of the Ottoman tradition render obsolete the
fixed and generic “types” of the exotic genre. Fur-
thermore, the figures in the Elbise plates do not in-
teract with each other and are never engaged in any
kind of daily activity. Adopting the formal stiffness
of museum exhibits, they avoid the prescribed “ex-
otic” gestures as well as the animated scenes of con-
versation or ceremonial characteristic of traditional
costume albums. In each plate, the same camera angle
and distance is maintained in order to convey a sense
of objective reportage. The sole purpose of these
models, frozen in the sterile void, is to provide an
accurate and realistic representation of the exquisite
samples of Ottoman sartorial crafts.

The scientific acuity of the album is further en-
hanced by the accompanying texts. Each section deal-
ing with a specific province in the Elbise is forwarded
by an introductory text (often one to two pages in
length) that provides basic historical data about the
region in question and its inhabitants. Here, as the
authors display their command over historical and
archaeological sources, the realities of the Ottoman
world are linked to the Greco-Roman or ancient
Mesopotamian past. Almost all localities in Ottoman

Asia and the Balkans that appear in the Elbise are
provided with a brief but precise background on their
pre-Ottoman past, as the authors remark cogently
upon their place and significance in ancient history
and mythology. While the various ethnic and religious
groups of the imperial domain (such as the Kurds,
Armenians, Albanians, or Druze) are situated within
this broad historical context with reference to their
racial origins and salient cultural traits, the authors
also make an effort to trace the considerable social
and cultural transformations brought on by centu-
ries of Seljuk and Ottoman rule. Although these sweep-
ing historical associations at times tend to be overly
generalizing and even crude,31 they nevertheless re-
veal a growing desire to establish a solid continuity
with the ancient past, while at the same time evoking
a deeply rooted and inclusive sense of regional iden-
tity for the diverse Ottoman public (fig. 8).
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For each provincial unit, the introductory remarks
are followed by detailed comments on the individual
figures portrayed in the plates. Here the authors of-
fer a rich and vivid survey of tastes, practices of daily
life, local customs, rituals, and professional habits
particular to various regions of the empire. Occasion-
ally, as the authors choose to confront openly the
habitual misconceptions of the European audience,
their style approaches the highly propagandistic tone
of tourism brochures. Several passages in the Elbise,
for instance, testify to the considerable level of free-
dom enjoyed by Muslim women, by Jews, or by other
minorities in Ottoman society. Throughout the text,
however, the main emphasis is on the material reali-
ties of the empire, and particularly on what Ottoman
commoners wear. Traditional costumes are described
in studious detail (with reference to the materials,
style, usage, and technology involved) and praised
for their well-designed functionality, comfort, “pic-
turesque charm,” and highly reasonable production
costs.

COSTUME AND IMPERIAL SOLIDARITY

In the introduction of the Elbise, Hamdi Bey and de
Launay make a clear distinction between two types
of clothing: “garment” (vêtement) and “costume.” The
former stands for the modern (European) manner
of dressing, which, the authors claim, is perpetually
inflicted by the “caprices of fashion,” while the latter
represents unwavering local traditions in dress, which
are “perfectly adapted” to the peculiar conditions and
proprieties of their use (the particular climate and
geography involved, the social rank and profession
of the user, and so on). It was the insight of the Ot-
toman authors that while the modern garment ef-
faced all signs of social and cultural difference in
society, homogenizing the world with its “strict and
cold uniformity,” local costume “[imposed] lively sen-
timents of confraternity and solidarity…and thus re-
alized, on a national scale…the rational definition
of the good and the beautiful,” which the authors
summarized under the rubric “variety in unity.”32

The way Ottoman subjects are represented in the
Elbise corroborates the role attributed to costume as
a crucial agent of social order and harmony. In a
number of photographs, the inhabitants of one loca-
tion are grouped together according to their social,
professional, or household affiliations, as in the case,
for instance, of the artisan couple from the city of

Çanakkale (fig. 9). But in most cases, people from
various walks of life are brought together totally irre-
spective of their social standing or occupation, in order
to provide a comprehensive and amalgamated pic-
ture of the diverse imperial conglomerate. The Elbise
photographs reveal an unmistakable effort to portray
subjects of dissimilar ethnic and religious backgrounds
alongside each other.33 It is quite striking to note,
for instance, that out of a total of seventy-four plates
in the Elbise, thirty-five display groups with explicitly
mixed ethnic or religious origins (fig. 10).

The very image of multi-ethnic unity conveyed by
these syncretic tableaux was diametrically opposed to
that defined and imposed by the early Tanzimat re-
formers, which entailed rigorous dress codes on the
official level, promoting uniform Europeanized attire

Fig. 9. Potter couple from Çanakkale (Dardanelles). (From
the Elbise, section 2, pl. 3)
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and the fez as the ubiquitous markers of the new and
more homogenous Ottoman identity.34 The Elbise,
then, with its celebration of local diversity in dress, is
a very accurate indicator of how the terms of partici-
pation within the reformulated Ottoman identity were
altered during the Late Tanzimat. With a few decades
of reforms behind them, the Ottoman intellectuals
were now keen to utilize the visual power of clothing
in order to emphasize the expressed cultural differ-
ences (the abundant “variety”) of Ottoman society,
which were happily and harmoniously subordinated
to a supra-ethnic, supra-religious sense of imperial
and national unity. Appropriately, Europeanized at-
tire is displayed in only one case in the Elbise. The
first plate of the album features a young “bourgeois”
gentleman from Istanbul wearing the “black official
dress” adopted by government employees and the west-
ernized upper classes. The authors openly acknowl-
edge the civic virtues of this outfit, which makes an

“efendi, bey, or pasha” out of anyone, whether Greek,
Armenian, or Levantine, and they recognize it as an
agent that helps dispel age-old hatreds nurtured by
some intolerant Muslims. Yet they still find it regret-
table that the “noble, comfortable, and healthy” al-
ternatives offered by traditional costume are stamped
out by the constricting and ungainly standards of west-
ernizing fashion (fig. 11).35

Starting in 1862, the state embarked on a new set
of administrative reforms propagated by Fuad Pa×a
and the architect of the 1876 constitution, Midhat
Pa×a, which were aimed to bind the potentially cen-
trifugal ethnic and religious groups in the empire
under the central authority of the state by affording
them certain rights of represenation, albeit in a very
limited, proto-constitutional framework. Between 1863
and 1865, the three major millets, the Greek, Arme-
nian, and Jewish religious communities, were allowed
to form their own constitutions—a reorganization

Fig. 10. A Greek woman from Burdur, a bourgeois from Konya,
and a Muslim woman from Burdur. (From the Elbise, section
3, pl. 9)

Fig. 11. Istanbul types: a modern bourgeois, a domestic ser-
vant, and a traditional bourgeois. (From the Elbise, section
1, pl. 1)
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through which the state hoped to curb the power of
the clergy and integrate the communities further into
its secularized administrative superstructure. Reforms
in provincial administration followed between 1864
and 1876. Starting with the Balkans, where the pan-
Slavic threat demanded immediate action, a more
hierarchical administrative structure was introduced
to the newly delineated provinces. The new system
allowed popular participation to the lowest layer of
its hierarchy through the agency of local councils that
comprised elected Muslim and non-Muslim represen-
tatives.36 Considered alongside the corporate reorga-
nization of the craft guilds (esnaf), these developments
fostered a more complex vision of a collective, multi-
ethnic Ottoman community, with renegotiated terms
of cohesion and loyalty. While constitutional democ-
racy was still beyond the pale in Ottoman politics,
and the implementation of reforms was severely im-
paired by inconsistencies in rule, the Tanzimat elite’s
novel vision of egalitarian citizenship was nonethe-
less given content through official rhetoric, art, and
ceremonial; these were the means by which the state
gave tangible form to its utopian image of popular
participation without actually redistributing power.37

By classifying the multifarious Ottoman “types”
(representing ethnicity, religion, class, profession, and
gender) according to the new administrative divisions
of the empire and collating them under the uniting
theme of “Ottoman costume,” the Elbise clearly pro-
jected the state’s desire for complete physical and
psychological control over the imperial domains. At
the same time, it also presented an ideal portrayal of
Ottoman subjects and citizens as defining a collec-
tive, supranational body while actively imprinting their
differences in its various layers. In one plate from
the section on Konya, for instance, two priests (one
Armenian and one Greek) and a Muslim preacher
were brought together not solely because they shared
membership in parallel branches of a centrally moni-
tored institutional framework—that is, the clergy—
but also because they represented, collectively and
on equal terms, the province of Konya itself (fig. 12).

THE AUTHORS AND THE PROMOTION OF
“NATIONAL” TASTE

In the Ottoman catalogue of the 1867 Paris Exposi-
tion, Marie de Launay made the bold assertion that
“the profound and naive sentiment in art that the
Ottomans possessed” was not revealed in paintings

or statues, but in “the myriad objects of daily use,
where the fantasy of the artisan came into play through
strictly established rules.”38 That the Orient was an
abundant source for original models in decoration
and applied arts was a conviction held by many Eu-
ropean art historians and orientalist scholars in the
nineteenth century. This view, it seems, was readily
appropriated by Marie de Launay for the promotion
of Ottoman art and architecture, not only because
the issue of applied arts and their integration with
architecture was one of intense interest and debate
in Europe, but also because it conveniently overlapped
the pending cultural concerns of a new period of
economic protectionism in the Ottoman Empire.
During the late 1860s and 1870s, the improvement
of small industries, revival of crafts, and reorganiza-
tion of the esnaf organizations had emerged as im-
mediate concerns in the new economic program
of the Ottoman state. At this period, not only pio-
neering reformers like Midhat Pa×a, but also some

Fig. 12. Greek, Muslim, and Armenian men of religion from
Konya. (From the Elbise, section 3, pl. 8)
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firm figures of the Tanzimat status quo, such as Edhem
and Ahmed Vefik Pa×as, ardently supported projects
related to the revival of domestic crafts and indus-
tries in the empire (such as the revival of the Kütahya
tile industry, the founding of the Ottoman School of
Industry, and so on). Marie de Launay was respond-
ing to a rising demand in the empire, a demand propa-
gated by a certain section of the Ottoman ruling elite
and intelligentsia, for the promotion on a public scale
of traditional crafts and local industries. Most of his
work, therefore, was directed towards the cultivation
and dissemination of a new sense of artistic appre-
ciation for traditional objects of daily use, local cos-
tumes, and vanishing decorative or architectural crafts.
Marie de Launay’s commitment to this mission is best
revealed in the following sentences from the Uª¢l-i
Mi{m¸rº-i {Osm¸nº:

It is to be observed that scarcely more than a hundred
years ago, Ottoman art was still alive in Istanbul in all
its grand vigor. In our opinion, the state of debility into
which it currently seems to have fallen…may be attrib-
uted to no other cause than the passion of the Otto-
man rich for the things they call à la Franka. As soon
as they forgo all those ridiculous specimens of art and
industry (that are alleged to be a good buy but are in
fact merely cheap)…with which they encumber their
homes both inside and outside, and have the good taste
and patriotism to prefer the products of the art and
industry of their own country, one will see a prompt
revival and a renewed progress as great, if not even
greater, than what obtained of yore.39

On the one hand, then, the “aesthetic mission” that
Marie de Launay undertook was aimed to curb the
overwhelming penchant of the urban upper classes
for European goods, and was thus commensurate with
the official program of supporting and promoting the
domestic economy.40 On the other hand, one should
remember that this mission was also part of a cul-
tural propaganda effort, conducted through interna-
tional exhibits and related publications, to create a
market for Ottoman goods abroad and to improve
(and rectify) European perceptions of Ottoman cul-
ture and civilization. The scale of this “representa-
tive” dimension, I believe, must not be underestimated
for any Ottoman cultural endeavor of the nineteenth-
century, given that the obsessive concern with Euro-
pean perception of the empire was, on the whole, a
fundamental building block in shaping the Tanzimat’s
reformative agenda.

Marie de Launay was not the only figure on the
Ottoman intellectual stage striving to assess, salvage,
and promote the traditional arts, although without
question he was one of the most vocal and produc-
tive. His closest collaborator in these efforts was the
co-author of the Elbise, Osman Hamdi Bey, the French-
educated artist and bureaucrat who was described by
archaeologist Salomon T. Reinach as “le plus parisien
des Ottomans, le plus Ottoman des parisiens.” 41

Hamdi Bey’s paintings, more than his writings, tes-
tify to the rise of a connoisseurial interest in tradi-
tional arts and crafts in the Ottoman Empire (fig.
13). During his long stay in Paris, he frequented the
ateliers of Gustave Boulanger and Jean-Léon Gérôme
as an élève libre (independent student), and in the
footsteps of his masters he produced paintings in the
orientalist (or “ethnographic,” as it was alternatively
labeled in Europe at the time) manner throughout
his artistic career. But in contrast to the majority of

Fig. 13. Osman Hamdi Bey, Water of Life, 1904. (After Cezar,
Sanatta Batæya Açælæ× ve Osman Hamdi)
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European artists, for whom the ideological constructs
about the East existed as an uncritically accepted
discursive substructure, Osman Hamdi Bey manipu-
lated the orientalist genre as an instrument to de-
liver a clear alternative message informed by a larger
cultural and ideological agenda. The Ottoman artist
employed and appropriated European techniques of
looking in order to construct what he held to be “ob-
jective” scenes of a putatively native and pristine Ot-
toman-Islamic past. What he delineated in these
paintings was an image of the past that both rein-
forced and nourished the Late Tanzimat’s proto-na-
tionalist constructs of Ottoman history and at the
same time ardently challenged the current Western
misrepresentations of the Orient. But rather than deal-
ing with the ideological underpinnings of Osman
Hamdi’s artistic work, I would like here to focus spe-
cifically on the material world that was manifested in
his paintings. Osman Hamdi Bey’s historical genre
paintings usually featured a carefully selected archi-
tectural décor in which figures clad in glistening local
costumes posed in frozen gestures, without emotion,
seemingly bearing the weight of fulfilling a profound
historical duty. The architectural settings in these
paintings offer such a rich display of crafts, and the
space represented is so saturated with myriad tradi-
tional artifacts, fine costumes, and rarities (belong-
ing, characteristically, to various time periods and
geographies), that one cannot but attribute this at-
mosphere of abundance, so endemic to the nineteenth
century, to a bourgeois zeal for profuse material dis-
play. The paintings of Osman Hamdi may thus be
considered among the early indicators of a nascent
commodity culture (in the modern European sense,
of course) among the Ottoman upper classes, as well
as of the initial critical efforts to reroute this culture
to local resources through the legitimizing power of
history. The Ottoman painter used what his critics
called “la science du décor,”42 the technical preci-
sion and photographic realism of the orientalist genre,
as a modern agent to display the splendor of tradi-
tional Ottoman arts and commodities in their recon-
structed context of use.43 Maybe the most appropriate
analogy in defining the material dimension in Osman
Hamdi’s paintings, then, is that of the world exposi-
tion: a fictive atmosphere and an ideal stage set where
art, architecture, crafts, and the picture of a produc-
tive and harmonious society are framed in unison for
the eyes of an avidly materialistic nineteenth-century
audience.44

But what Osman Hamdi and Marie de Launay
sought to rediscover in history was not merely aes-
thetic and technical guidelines for the resuscitation
of arts and crafts in the empire. Like many nineteenth-
century romantics, they also envisaged the past (of
course, the Ottoman-Islamic past in particular) as a
paragon of moral order and social harmony that, they
believed, their contemporary environment severely
lacked. Marie de Launay’s opening sentences for the
“Notice sur le vieux Galata,” his collection of articles
on the Genoese suburb of Byzantine and Ottoman
Constantinople, epitomize his plea to return to that
unsullied status quo ante:

Today, everyone knows how much the history of the
Middle Ages and Early Modern times (the studies of
which were long neglected and even scorned) is fertile
with lessons. There, one indubitably finds all elements
of progress, much advocated by certain doctrines in our
day, with regard to issues such as the physical and moral
condition, i.e., the well-being, of the so-called inferior
classes and particularly the workers, as well as the per-
fection of the products of art and industry. For many nations,
among which Turkey needs to be counted, true progress
involves a clear and resolute return to the past. The cost
of having renounced the immortal principles [of the past]
will be largely compensated for by the vigor regained
by these anemic nations as they immerse themselves in
the sources of their glorious past.45

There is no information on whether Osman Hamdi
Bey and Marie de Launay were aware of the theories
of John Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc on the role of arti-
sans in medieval society. However, it is hard to miss
in these statements the forceful impact of Midhat Pa×a
(a close friend of the Edhem Pa×a family and the
person whom Osman Hamdi held to be the model
of statesmanship), whose modernizing agenda cen-
tered on the consolidation and mobilization of the
Ottoman middle class through the agency of voca-
tional schools and trade organizations.46 Both Osman
Hamdi Bey and Marie de Launay seem to have shared
the belief that the middle classes, and particularly
the traditional esnaf organizations, were the essential
agents that had sustained the “general moral and
material well-being” of Ottoman society in its ideally
delineated historical state. They maintained that in
the nineteenth century, whatever remained of these
organizations, which they deemed the living vestiges
of a medieval paradigm, comprised the seedbed for
the revised, more culture-specific social reforms of
the Late Tanzimat. Both authors believed in the cru-
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cial role played by the Ottoman artisans, not only in
preserving “national taste” against “corrupting influ-
ences,” but also in safeguarding the traditional so-
cial structures that engendered public order and
harmony. In fact, the majority of figures depicted in
the Elbise belong to the category of urban middle
classes (see appendix, below).

In a special section devoted to the esnaf organiza-
tions in the Ottoman catalogue of the 1867 Paris
Exposition, for instance, Marie de Launay locates the
roots of ideal social harmony in the traditional work
and family environment of the artisan:

…[the artisan] works in his own house: his family is
raised before his eyes; his wife and his daughter, also
workers, take care of the home, increase the affluence
of the community through their work, and offer their
children the examples of a proper activity circumscribed
by the sense of duty.47

From a political viewpoint, the esnaf organizations were
also recognized to be useful agents in implementing
the multi-national Ottomanist policies of the Tanzimat.
As religiously and ethnically diverse organizations, they
offered a traditionally grounded cosmopolitan model
for the Tanzimat reformers, who sought to reinsti-
tute secular social bonds that would initiate a new
era of intercommunal solidarity in the empire. The
Elbise, in its collated representation of the Ottoman
middle class and the esnaf, was devised, above all, as
a powerful visual tool to deliver this message of popular
harmony (fig. 14). Marie de Launay and Osman Ham-
di contended that traditional costume, in delineat-
ing regional and professional affiliations, was a crucial
determinant in maintaining “sentiments of solidar-
ity” within the society:

The workers’ guilds (esnafs) of Turkey are worth not-
ing as testimony of the moralizing power of costume.
[Costume] imposes a sense of shared responsibility,
which engenders feelings of solid confraternity and pro-
fessional integrity…to all members of the guild.48

The Ottoman authors’ plea for restoring the puta-
tively untarnished middle-class moral codes was in-
dissolubly linked to a broader concern among the
Ottoman intellectuals regarding the long-term cul-
tural and social effects of the project of wholesale
modernization. The rising critical tenor of the Late
Tanzimat (propagated by novelists, journalists, and
members of the elusive Young Ottoman circle) cen-
tered mostly on the violent changes observed in the

production and consumption patterns of Ottoman
society and the disruptive social effects thereof—such
as the superficial modes of “self-fashioning” that af-
flicted the Europeanized elite. Within the vibrant and
charged cultural atmosphere of the later Tanzimat
years, dress, as the most visible and accessible indica-
tor of personal taste and consumption, stood out as
an intensely heated field of public debate and con-
frontation.49 In the case of the Elbise, the Ottoman
authors’ reconfirmation of age-old notions of dress
(as a defining marker of stable social identity) and
fashion (as a distinctive symptom of moral decay) was
therefore a powerful and pertinent cultural statement
that resonated well with the increasingly visible reac-
tionary conservatism of the Late Tanzimat.

CONCLUSION

Seeing the East as the West’s fossilized medieval past
was among the stock orientalist constructs of the nine-
teenth century. And while this comparative frame-

Fig. 14. A Kurd from Yozgat alongside a Christian and a Muslim
artisan from Ankara. (From the Elbise, section 3, pl. 11)
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work was oftentimes used to point directly and con-
temptuously to the naiveté and unenlightened inert-
ness of the Orient, in many cases it also contained a
sense of distant admiration, coupled with a yearning
for the West’s lost innocence. There was an element
of romantic appreciation in this view of the Orient,
for, alongside its vices, this unchanging world was also
deemed to preserve what was pure and noble about
the past. For Marie de Launay and Osman Hamdi,
the esnaf, with their picturesque costumes and social
and professional practices rooted in medieval times,
represented these positive and virtuous qualities that
were believed to be preserved in the Orient. They
considered the traditions and lifestyle of the esnaf
valuable assets, not only for their stride towards an
“Ottoman artistic renaissance,” but also for the larger
social reforms to be undertaken by the Tanzimat. A
unique and alternative course for Ottoman modern-
ization, they believed, could only be defined by reach-
ing back to tradition, and the traditions associated
with the esnaf were crucial in evading the imminent
danger of “moral corruption” that they directly asso-
ciated with Western modernization.

Marie de Launay and Osman Hamdi selectively
manipulated certain Western views of the Orient in
their bid for salvaging, reviving, and promoting local
traditions. But one must also realize that in some cases
these strategies of adoption and manipulation bor-
dered on outright imitation. In the Elbise, the two
authors’ account of the social and cultural defini-
tions of dress, along with the terminology they em-
ploy, draws heavily on the reports of the 1867 Paris
Exposition jury concerning the category entitled “The
Popular Costumes of Diverse Countries.” In fact, the
central premise of the Ottoman authors’ argument,
the dichotomy of “costume” and “garment,” had al-
ready been discussed in exactly the same terms by a
member of the French jury, Edouard Armand-Duma-
resq, in his special report on the category of popular
costumes. 50 To ascertain where the Ottoman authors’
discursive strategy stood with respect to the line be-
tween appropriation and plagiarism is beyond the
intentions and scope of this discussion. The fact re-
mains, however, that for Tanzimat intellectuals, the
“paradox of rediscovering tradition” inevitably involved
representing it with conceptual tools borrowed from
the West.51 What is worth noting about the adoptive
strategy employed by the Ottoman authors is that in
criticizing Western modernization, or rather in try-
ing to discover an alternative path for Ottoman mod-

ernization, they conveniently turned to the sources
of the West’s own anti-modern, anti-industrial critique.
Armand-Dumaresq’s unfavorable delineation of Euro-
pean urban dress (what he distinguished as vêtement)
was made the basis of the Elbise’s counter-discourse
whereby the authors denounced westernizing trends
in Ottoman taste and, at the same time, extolled the
“unblemished” traditions of the East as a panacea for
the social ills of modern society. In the case of the
Elbise, the replication of Armand-Dumaresq’s eulogy
on popular costume was timely and effective, for it
was perfectly in tune with the internal dynamics of
Late Tanzimat modernization and its move to root
itself in local tradition. The very counter-discourse
appropriated by the authors is a clear indication of
the novel critical tenor with which the second gen-
eration of Tanzimat reformers viewed the enterprise
of modernization.

The Elbise, then, testifies to the ambiguities, con-
tradictions, and incurable optimism of official Otto-
man discourse as it sought to define the terms by
which a modern and overarching Tanzimat identity
could be reconciled with tradition and cultural di-
versity. But one also needs to remember that in its
romantic and traditionalist view of Ottoman culture
and society, the Elbise renders the products of “indig-
enous tradition” very favorable and attractive to the
eyes of a modern European audience, who displayed
an immense aesthetic curiosity for anything “untar-
nished” by the ills of modern industrialism. This com-
pliance should not come as a surprise, however, since
the westernized Ottoman elite were equally obsessed
with the sensual allure of “pure” and “authentic” tra-
dition, and since the aesthetic arsenal of Late Tanzimat
traditionalism drew heavily from the sensibilities of
European orientalism. In the Elbise, the sense of ro-
mantic enthrallment that the authors derived from
exploring the rich and unspoiled repository of local
traditions can best be observed in the portrayal of
the “least civilized” denizens of the vast Ottoman
domain—the nomads and tribesmen. The rowdy Be-
douins, Zeybek brigands, Kurdish horsemen, and all
other “wild things” are depicted, like colonial sub-
jects, in their colorful and picturesque peculiarity,
with a clear accent on their primitiveness and sav-
agery. They appealed to the modernizing Ottoman
elite not only as disparate relics enriching the vast
and diverse Ottoman heritage but also as domestic
marginals subjected to the power and control of the
centralized state (figs. 15 and 16).
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APPENDIX

The Distribution of the Number of Individuals in the Elbise According to their Social/Professional Status

PROVINCES Number of Individuals

Urban* Rural** Marginal*** Clergy Total

Part I – “The European Provinces”(including
Istanbul, Edirne, the Danube, Prizren and
Shkodra, Ioannina, Salonica, and Bosnia)   43   12    2   7 64

Part II – “The Ottoman Islands”(including Crete,
the Aegean Islands, and Cyprus)   11   10    3   1 25

Part III – “The Asian Provinces”(including Bursa,
Aydæn, Konya, Ankara, Kastamonu, Sivas, Trabzon,
Erzurum, Diyarbakær, Aleppo, Adana, Syria, Baghdad,
Hijaz, Yemen, and Tripoli)   59   20    35   7 121

*The urban population comprises what the authors refer to as members of the Ottoman “bourgeoisie” (mostly craftsmen and some
merchants) as well as the workers.
**The rural population comprises peasants and farmers.
***The “marginal” group includes various kinds of nomads (Bedouins and members of Turkoman and Kurdish tribes) and irregu-
lar armed bands (such as the Zeybeks).

Fig. 15. The “wild things”: a Druze and two Christian “moun-
tain dwellers” from the environs of Lebanon. (From the Elbise,
section 3, pl. 29)

Fig. 16. Two Zeybeks and an artisan from Aydæn. (From the
Elbise, section 3, pl. 4)
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NOTES

Author’s note: A shorter version of this paper was presented in
the Fifth Workshop on Ottoman Material Culture (Bo¯aziçi Uni-
versity, Istanbul), organized by Suraiya Faroqhi and Christoph
Neumann in October 2000.

1. The Ottoman Exposition, consisting of a main exhibition
hall and a separate machine pavilion, opened in February
1863 in Sultanahmet Square. Various products (handicrafts,
industrial and agricultural products, paintings and architec-
tural projects, etc.) from Istanbul and the provinces, includ-
ing Egypt, were displayed to the public for almost five months.
On the Ottoman Exposition, see Rifat Önsoy, “Osmanlæ
~mparatorlu¯u’nun Katældæ¯æ ~lk Uluslararasæ Sergiler ve Sergi-
i Umumi-i Osmani,” in Belleten 47, 185 (Jan. 1985): 195–236;
and Coup d’oeil général sur l’exposition nationale à Constantinople:
Extraits du «Journal de Constantinople» (Istanbul, 1863); also
several articles on the exposition appeared in Mi{rat and
Mecm¢{a-i Fün¢n during January and February 1863 (Ramazan
and Øa{ban, 1279).

2. Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Age
of High Capitalism (New York, 1977), pp. 164–166.

3. The only exception was the 1853 New York World Exhibi-
tion, in which the Ottoman Empire could not afford to
participate due to the considerable transportation expenses.
The history of Ottoman imperial display in the expositions
has been studied within the general framework of the Is-
lamic world by Zeynep Çelik, in Displaying the Orient (Ber-
keley, 1992).

4. The word “Tanzimat” (literally, “reordering”) in the title
pertains to the period of intense modernization in the Ot-
toman Empire that was officially inaugurated by the decla-
ration of the Imperial Rescript of the Rose-Chamber in 1839.
The end of the Tanzimat period is generally considered to
be the enthronement of Abdülhamid II and the declaration
of the short-lived Ottoman constitution of 1876.

5. To this day, the loud fanfare of the Vienna Exposition re-
mains largely unnoticed, as contemporary studies tend to
focus predominantly on the rigorous Anglo-French rivalry
that set the tone for the competitive format of the world
expositions. On the Vienna Exposition, see Jutta Pemsel, Die
Wiener Weltausstellung von 1873: Das gründerzeitliche Wien am
Wendepunkt (Vienna, 1989); and Karlheinz Roschitz, Wiener
Weltausstellung 1873 (Vienna, 1989).

6. Especially after Julius Andrássy’s appointment as the minis-
ter of foreign affairs in 1871, the liberal government in
Vienna pursued a more active foreign policy concerning,
above all, the Balkans and the Middle East. Informed by the
broader liberal agenda of integration into the world econ-
omy, Andrássy’s foreign policy entailed a greater commit-
ment on the part of the Habsburg state to sustain political
stability and peace in its turbulent regional setting in order
to enable the free eastward expansion of Austrian goods and
capital.

7. The ethnographic exhibits, grouped under the title “Expo-
sition collectif du Turkestan, du Caucase, et de l’extrême
nord,” presented a scientific assessment of Russia’s own
“oriental” cultures, such as the Kalmuks and Turcomans,
located along the borders of its empire. Similar exhibits were

organized by the Society of the Friends of Natural Sciences,
Anthropology, and Ethnography of the Imperial University
of Moscow, both in the 1867 Exposition and, on a larger
scale, in the 1872 Moscow Polytechnic Exposition. For the
Russian section in the Vienna Exposition, see Commission
Impériale Russe, Catalogue special de la section Russe à l’Expo-
sition universelle de Vienne en 1873, publié par la Commission
impériale de Russie (St. Petersburg, 1873).

8. Jacob von Falke, “Die Länder und ihre Kunstarbeiten,” in
Zeitschrift für Bildende Kunst 9 (1874): 248.

9. From the report presented to the head of the Ottoman
commission, Edhem Pa×a, on March 5, 1872. Haus-, Hof- und
Staatsarchiv, Wien, AR, F34 S.R. (Handelspolitische Akten,
1873–74), Karton 145, R. 25, 61/1.

10. The Uª¢l-i Mi{m¸rº-i {Osm¸nº was prepared by a group of
Ottoman and Levantine architects and artists. It included
Ottoman Turkish, French, and German versions of the same
text. Immediately following the publication, copies of the
book were sent to the major libraries around the Western
world. On this publication and its cultural and ideological
context of production, see Ahmet Ersoy, “On the Sources
of the ‘Ottoman Renaissance’: Architectural Revival and its
Discourse During the Abdülaziz Era (1861–76)” (Ph.D. diss.,
Harvard University, 2000).

11. Simultaneously a French version of the book, entitled Le
Bosphore et Constantinople: Description topographique et historique,
was published by the same publisher, Alfred Hölder (Vienna,
1873).

12. On P. A. Dethier (1803–81) see Semavi Eyice, “~stanbul
Arkeoloji Müzelerinin ~lk Direktörlerinden Dr. P. A. Dethier
Hakkænda Notlar,” ~stanbul Arkeoloji Müzeleri Yællæ¯æ 9 (1960):
45–52; Olu× Aræk, L’histoire et l’organisation des musées turcs
(Istanbul, 1953); and Bernhard Höhner and Bernd Päffgen,
“Philipp Anton Dethier als Archäologe und Historiker,” in
the 1981 Kerpen edition of Der Bosphor und Constantinopel,
pp. vi–ix.

13. In the 1867 Paris Exposition, the Ottoman Empire displayed
some Assyrian antiquities from the Nimrod area along with
reconstruction drawings by P. A. Dethier of various Byzan-
tine monuments. See Salaheddin Bey, La Turquie à l’exposition
universelle de 1867 (Paris, 1867), pp. 151–152; and M. Fr.
Ducuing, ed., L’Exposition universelle de 1867 illustrée: Publi-
cation internationale autorisée par la Commission impériale, vol.
2 (Paris, 1868), p. 2

14. The first archaeological collection of the palace was formed
in 1846–47 and displayed in the Hagia Irene, a former
Byzantine church within the confines of the Topkapæ Pal-
ace, along with a collection of historic Ottoman arms and
accoutrements. The building served as the “Imperial Mu-
seum” until 1875, when the enlarged archaeological collec-
tion was moved to the Çinili Kö×k, a fifteenth-century pavilion
in the palace that was renovated and adapted to its new
purpose. In 1883, under the directorship of Osman Hamdi
Bey, the museum was moved to its new buildings adjacent
to the Çinili Kö×k. On the history of the museum and its
collections, see Wendy M. K. Shaw, “Possessors and the
Possessed: Objects, Museums, and the Visualization of His-
tory in the Late Ottoman Empire, 1846–1923” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of California, 1999); Mustafa Cezar, Sanatta Batæya
Açælæ× ve Osman Hamdi, 2 vols. (Istanbul, 1995); Remzi O. Aræk,
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Türk Müzecili¯ine Bir Bakæ× (Istanbul, 1953); Tahsin Öz, Ahmet
Fethi Pa×a ve Müzeler (Istanbul, 1948); Müze-i Hüm¸y¢n-
Rehnüm¸ (Istanbul, 1911–12); Catalogue explicatif, historique,
et scientifique d’un certain nombre d’objets contenus dans le Musée
Imperial de Constantinople (Istanbul, ca. 1871); and Albert
Dumont, Le Musée Sainte-Irène à Constantinople (Paris, 1868).

15. From the 1860s on, the Ministry of Public Works and the
Commission for Road Development (Iªl¸¥¸t-i Þur¢_ ^omi-
syonu) made efforts to restore the Byzantine monuments
in Istanbul and to incorporate them into urban renewal
projects. The area around Hagia Sophia and the Hippodrome
was cleared in 1865; in the same year the oldest ceremonial
artery in the city, the Divanyolu—the Byzantine “mese”—
was enlarged and regularized, and certain monuments
around it, like Constantine’s column, were repaired and
surrounded by plazas. On the nineteenth-century urban
transformation of Istanbul see Zeynep Çelik, The Remaking
of Istanbul (Berkeley, 1986).

16. In discussing the emergence of a “historicized framework
for display” in early-nineteenth-century European museums,
Tony Bennet demarcates two interrelated constructs of his-
torical progression, the “universal” and the “national,” that
have been influential in the establishment of separate types
of collections. Related to the expansion of the European
time horizon beyond the medieval and classical periods with
the help of advances in archaeology, the former construct
found tangible form in the institution of the archaeologi-
cal museum, the collections of which testified to an evolu-
tionary history of civilization rooted in ancient Mesopotamia
and Egypt. The latter construct, as an indispensable instru-
ment of the nation-state ideology, imposed the monumen-
talization of a recent or immediate past through the national
museum collection. Both collections worked together in
forming the image of an evolutionary history of humanity
that culminated in the supremacy of Western civilization and
of the nation-states that it embodied. See Bennet, “The
Exhibitionary Complex,” in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W.
Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking About Exhibi-
tions (London and New York, 1996), pp. 81–112. For the
Ottoman reformers, it was crucial to locate the Ottoman past
in both levels of historic progression, since its exclusion from
the evolutionary framework fixed it within the timeless con-
tinuum of the ethnographical collection. On the develop-
ment of the European museums and their interrelation with
the nineteenth-century practices of history writing, see the
incisive works of Stephen Bann, The Clothing of Clio: A Study
of the Representation of History in Nineteenth-Century Britain and
France (Cambridge, 1984); and Germain Bazin, The Museum
Age (New York, 1967).

17. The official Ottoman correspondences related to the ex-
pansion of museum collections and the surveillance of ar-
chaeological excavations in the empire reveal an acute
consciousness of the fundamental role of the museum for
the definition of a modern state; the museum is described
as “an essential institution of a civilized nation,” “a school,”
and “the initial site of visit for foreign dignitaries and trav-
elers.” Furthermore, it is suggested in these documents that
it was the presence of the Imperial Museum that rendered
the archaeological remains in the empire a part of the Ot-

toman state’s cultural property, or, in the Ottoman bureau-
cratic vernacular, “the valuable produce of the [Ottoman]
land of plenty” (bu memleket-i kesºrü’l-bereketiñ ma¥ª¢l-i _æymet-
d¸ræ). Related documents in the Ottoman archives (hereafter
BOA) are: BOA (Meclis-i Mahsus) 2348; (Dahiliye) 41355; (Øura-
yæ Devlet) 547; (Meclis-i Vala) 24685.
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ology at the École des Beaux-Arts until his return home in
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ateliers of Jean-Léon Gérôme and Gustave Boulanger (in
fact, in several Salon catalogues he is listed as “a student of
Boulanger”). On Osman Hamdi’s connections to the École,
see Gerald M. Ackerman, The Life and Work of Jean-Léon Gérôme
(London, 1986), p. 168; Vasæf Kortun, “Osman Hamdi Bey
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with Salomon T. Reinach of Une nécropole royale à Sidon: Fouilles
de Hamdi Bey (Paris, 1892). The major works on Osman
Hamdi are: Cezar, Sanatta Batæya Açælæ× ve Osman Hamdi;
Zeynep Rona (ed.), Osman Hamdi Bey ve Dönemi (Istanbul,
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Refik Epikman, Osman Hamdi (Istanbul, 1967); and ~pek
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retired in December 1890. See BOA, Sicill-i Ahval Collection,
6/593. His publications include: Coup d’oeil général sur
l’exposition nationale à Constantinople: Extraits du «Journal de
Constantinople» (Istanbul, 1863); “Notice sur le vieux Galata
(Péra des Génois),” L’Univers: Revue orientale, politique,
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scientifique, November 1874–March 1875; and, with the chem-
ist Bonkowsky Bey, Brusa ve Civ¸ræ (Bursa and Environs)
(Istanbul, 1880).
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çar×ælæ, “~brahim Edhem Pa×a Ailesi ve Halil Edhem Eldem,”
in Halil Edhem Hatæra Kitabæ, vol. 2 (Ankara, 1948), pp. 67–
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Nezih Galitekin), (Istanbul, 1996; first pub. 1927–28), pp.
230–41; and Mahmud Celaleddin Pa×a, Mir}¸t-i Ýa_º_at, vol.
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23. The Imperial Museum in Hagia Irene, which combined the
functions of an archaeological and a military museum, also
housed a permanent collection of historic costumes (“Yeni-
çeri Kæyafethanesi”) belonging to members of the royal
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25. It was not long after their cleansing by Mahmud II (1826)
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Early examples of the historicized Janissary image are found
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i ~ns¸nº” (European Curiosities: the Human Exhibition), in
Lütfi Efendi, Vak{a-nüvis Ahmed Lütfi Efendi Tarihi (abridged
by Münir Aktepe) vol. 12 (Ankara, 1988), pp. 45–46.
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(Istanbul, 1994).
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the ethnic particularism of the Ottoman elite. In one case,
for instance, they contrast “one of the most ancient nations
of the world,” the urban and “law-abiding” Armenians, to
the “harsh and rowdy” Kurds, perpetually inflicted by the
base urges of looting and pillaging. See the section on
Erzurum, part 2, section 8 in the Elbise.

32. Elbise, p. 6.
33. In the imperial decree issued in 1872 for the publication
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34. The 1829 dress code issued by Mahmud II aimed to rees-
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(Ankara, 1986), no. 21, pp. 9–10; and Journal de Constantinople
(November 3, 1864): 2. The reinvention of ceremonial dress
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in Victorian England and their orientalized counterparts in
colonial India: “Cloth, Clothes, and Colonialism: India in
the Nineteenth Century,” in Cloth and Human Experience, ed.

Annette B. Weiner and Jane Schneider (Washington, 1989),
pp. 303–54.

38. La Turquie à l’exposition, p. 141.
39. L’architecture ottomane, p. 58. English translation from the

reprint, Osmanlæ ~mparatorlu¯u Mimarisi: Ottoman Architecture
(Istanbul, 1998), p. 36.

40. By the 1860s the Early Tanzimat policy of free trade liber-
alism, which had opened the doors of the empire to a heavy
influx of Western goods, was accused of incapacitating lo-
cal production and turning the country into a mere sup-
plier of raw materials within a world system dominated by
the industrialized West. Starting in 1861, as the beginning
of an ultimately futile reaction against Western economic
hegemony, import duties were raised, and certain measures
were taken by the state to protect and support local pro-
duction.

41. Salomon Theodore Reinach, “Hamdi Bey,” in Revue archéo-
logique 15 (May–June, 1910): 407.

42. Adolphe Thalasso, L’Art ottoman: Les peintres de Turquie (Paris,
1911), p. 21.

43. Like many orientalists, Osman Hamdi took advantage of
photography in depicting architectural settings. Most of the
historical artifacts and costumes appearing in his paintings
were modeled after originals from his private collection
or that of the Ottoman Museum. On the uses of photogra-
phy and props in Osman Hamdi’s paintings, see Belgin
Demirsar, Osman Hamdi Tablolarænda Gerçekle ~li×kiler (Ankara,
1989).

44. A similar observation is made by Wendy Shaw in her recent
article on Osman Hamdi Bey, “The Paintings of Osman
Hamdi and the Subversion of the Orientalist Vision,” in
Aptullah Kuran ~çin Yazælar=Essays in Honour of Aptullah Kuran,
ed. Çi¯dem Kafescio¯lu and Lucienne Thys-Øenocak (Istan-
bul, 1999), pp. 423–34. Here, the author analyzes the paint-
ings of Osman Hamdi as expressions of his personal mission
as a museum director and collector.

45. Marie de Launay, “Notice sur le vieux Galata,” in L’Univers:
Revue orientale, politique, scientifique 1 (November, 1874): 25–
26. Italics are his.

46. Although Osman Hamdi Bey, a focused and hard-working
bureaucrat under the reign of two sultans, was not an overtly
political person, sources confirm that his close contacts with
Midhat Pa×a were crucial in the formation of his ideas
on social reform. (In fact, his friend Salomon Reinach goes
as far as calling Osman Hamdi a “midhatiste.”) It is quite
likely that Midhat Pa×a’s vision of a regenerating Ottoman
middle class had a lasting impact on the young official, and
possibly on Marie de Launay as well. A similar faith in the
middle classes is revealed in the letters Osman Hamdi wrote
to his father from Baghdad, where he worked as the secre-
tary of foreign affairs under the direction of Midhat Pa×a.
In a letter dated April 27, 1870, for instance, he contrasts,
with youthful idealism, the morally “irreproachable” artisan
families, both within the empire and in Europe, and the ter-
minally “corrupted, infested, and depraved” households of
the upper classes. See Edhem Eldem’s “Quelques lettres
d’Osman Hamdi Bey à son père lors de son séjour en Irak
(1869–1870),” in Anatolia Moderna: Yeni Anadolu 1 (1991):
136. Also see: Selim Deringil, “Son Dönem Osmanlæ Aydæn
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Hamdi Bey ve Dönemi: Sempozyum 17–18 Aralæk 1992, ed. Zeynep
Rona (Istanbul, 1993), pp. 3–11.

47. La Turquie à l’exposition, p. 164.
48. Elbise, p. 6.
49. The most striking expressions of the debate on dress and

fashion are found in the burgeoning media of popular car-
toons in the period when changing tastes and their gendered
manifestations were satirized in the most abrasive fashion.
For an incisive outlook on the articulation of the same theme
by the satirists of the Young Turk era, see “Fashion Satire
and the Honor of the Nation,” in Palmira Brummett, Image
and Imperialism in the Ottoman Revolutionary Press (1908–1911)
(New York, 2000), pp. 221–57.

50. Edouard Armand-Dumaresq, “Classe 92: Spécimens des
costumes populaires des diverses contrées,“ in Exposition
universelle de 1867 à Paris: Rapports du jury international, ed.
Michel Chevalier, vol. 13 (Paris, 1868), pp. 857–69. Armand-
Dumaresq (1826–95) was a painter and engraver who spe-
cialized in drawings of historical military uniforms. See
Emmanuel-Charles Bénézit, Dictionnaire critique et documentaire
des peintres, sculpteurs, dessinateurs, et graveurs, vol. 1 (Paris,
1976; first pub. 1911–23), p. 263.

51. The phrase is, of course, borrowed from Frantz Fanon. See
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York, 1963; first pub. 1961), pp. 207–48.
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The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is a commemora-
tive monument built to honor both the man buried
in it and the revolution he inspired. In particular, it
symbolizes the tensions between the disparate inter-
pretations of the past and the future in the Islamic
Republic of Iran. As a place of pilgrimage, its form
recalls earlier Shi{i shrines, as do many of the rituals
that take place in it. As a state symbol, it necessarily
participates in the propagandistic agenda of the re-
public. The traditionalism thus is not at the cost of
its primary role as a civic monument.1 Just as the idea
of the nation is a recondite one, its representations
are varied and complex. The tomb of Ayatollah
Khomeini is unique in the manner in which its de-
sign combines references to religion and to the mod-
ern nation-state, thereby securing its place within the
wider discourse of architectural theory.

The duality of the tomb echoes that of posters and
billboards sponsored by the Iranian Republic, which
combine Shi{i iconography with the avant-garde vi-
sual language of other modern revolutions. For that
reason, one of the most important sources for the
analysis of the tomb is the government-sponsored art
and literature of the revolution and its aftermath. The
tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini exemplifies the polyvalent
nature of modern architecture—in Iran and else-
where—that facilitates reference to historic and
contemporary events. It is thus a reminder of the mul-
tiplicity of narratives embedded in public institutions,
whose architectural manifestations are often a hybrid
incorporating the lived and imagined histories of their
patrons.

The first part of this essay situates the tomb in its
political and cultural context within post-revolution-
ary Iran. By studying the visual propaganda—that is,
posters and billboards—that preceded the construc-
tion of the tomb, I argue for a very significant link
between them. In a sense, the tomb was conjured up
in the workshops of the Office for the Propagation of
Islam (daftar-i tablºgh¸t-i Isl¸mº) years before Khomeini’s

death. A complex iconography created by the propa-
gandists, which separately invoked the shrines of Fatima
al-Ma{suma in Iran and Imam Husayn in Iraq, draw-
ing upon their historical and contemporary significance
for Iranian citizens, was once again used in Khomeini’s
tomb. Interestingly, the holiest Shi{i shrine in Iran,
that of Imam Reza in Mashhad, is not featured as
prominently in the posters, indicating that religion is
not the sole factor determining their imagery. Like
the shrines illustrated in the posters, that of Aya-
tollah Khomeini functions as a sign indicating both
religious and national identity. This manner of re-
presentation is akin to contemporary postmodern
trends in architectural design, which place great em-
phasis on the overall image, often relying on histori-
cal models.2 In the tomb as in such works, modernity
and traditionalism merge to produce a singular, if by
some standards outlandish, architectural solution.

The second part of the essay attempts to show how
the building, in use and articulation, diverges from
its image. The expectations associated with the tomb-
sanctuary are complicated by the manner in which the
architecture embraces both historical precedent and
modern technology. The resulting collage points not
only to the particularities of Iranian society at the end
of the twentieth century but also to the nature of
contemporary architecture itself. The tectonics of the
tomb of Khomeini generate an image of shrine /
national monument that is both familiar and diverse
in its meaning and customary and propagandist in its
use. Interpreted as a pastiche, the tomb raises an is-
sue of parody in architecture that subverts its mean-
ings and reception. It thus reveals the levity with which
one must approach such a public building—a revela-
tion that, I believe, contributes greatly to its effective-
ness.3

The legitimacy of Ayatollah Khomeini as a politi-
cal icon is constantly debated. Scholarly attempts at
understanding the charismatic power of this leader
point to the complex political and rhetorical devices
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that were used in formulating his ideology and fur-
thering the Iranian revolution. Khomeini mobilized
his followers in a creative if at times contradictory
manner that merged Third World ideology with his
interpretation of Shi{i Islam.4 All these characteristics
are also evident in the tomb. Like the person in whose
memory it was built, it has a varied audience: it is vis-
ited by diplomats, heads of state, and schoolchildren
brought there on national holidays; and it is frequented
by pilgrims on their way to the holy city of Qum, as
well as by women whose sons and husbands died dur-
ing the Iran-Iraq war and are buried in the nearby
cemetery. It is both a civic monument and a popular
pilgrimage site, both a symbol of the state and a reli-
gious edifice imbued with a highly charged mystical
ethos emanating from the Shi{i belief in the Imam-
ate.5 For many Iranian intellectuals (in and outside
Iran), it symbolizes the violent changes wrought upon
their country and serves as a reminder of the Islamic
regime’s dogmatic approach to nationhood; to many
architects it represents a reactionary spirit manifested
in a retrograde architecture. For these and other rea-
sons, it has not yet been given any scholarly attention.
It is time to initiate a discussion of this monument,
not only in terms of its significance to modern Iran,
but also for its place in modern Islamic architecture.

IMAGE AND IDEA

Construction on the tomb was begun soon after Aya-
tollah Khomeini’s death in 1989. The building was
commissioned by the government of Iran and placed
under the supervision of a committee headed by Kho-
meini’s son, Ahmad Khomeini (d. 1995).6 An archi-
tect, Muhammad Tehrani, was selected as its design-
er. Not much more information, such as the criteria
for selecting the architect or the programmatic deci-
sions that informed its design, is publicly available.
Details of cost and land purchases are shrouded in
mystery, and many rumors abound. Perhaps in an
attempt to preserve the sanctity of the man buried
there, the government closely guards the informa-
tion. While greater documentation would certainly
deepen knowledge about the tomb, the lacunae need
not deter a semantic reading of this important archi-
tectural site.

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is located midway
along the north-south highway connecting the capi-
tal, Tehran, and the city of Qum, which is home to
the shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma. The finished struc-

ture of the tomb, with its four minarets and its golden
dome raised on a drum, shimmers miragelike on the
horizon, as a holy shrine should (fig. 1). Up close, a
rather different reality is revealed: a vast, square struc-
ture with two U-shaped appendages extending from
either side to create semi-enclosed courtyards (fig. 2).
The primary entrance to the mausoleum is simple,
utilitarian, and modern. In stark contrast is the en-
trance to the sanctuary through tall iwan portals that,
with their tiled facades, appear to mimic older Iranian
buildings. In the rear of the complex are extensive
gardens, designed in the form of quartered chah¸r-
b¸ghs, through which run vehicular pathways.7

The proximity of the tomb to Qum is significant,
for it was at the famous shrine and madrasa of Fatima
al-Ma{suma that Khomeini began his career and much
of the popular revolt against the Pahlavi government
was instigated.8 In many ways, the tomb mirrors the
old sanctuary: it gains prestige through association with
this ancient Shi{i site, and it provides a contemporary
pendant to it. The shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma is one
of only two major Shi{i shrines in Iran (the other is
that of Imam Reza in Mashhad) and has great reli-
gious appeal, since other shrines are less accessibly
located in Iraq—at Karbala, Najaf, Kufa, Baghdad, and
Samarra—and in Saudi Arabia. The buildings that con-
stitute the Fatima shrine complex—a heterogeneous
collection of courtyards, portal iwans, domes, and mina-
rets—have their roots in the ninth century and con-
tinue to be amended in the present day. For the artists
of post-revolutionary Iran, however, the architectural
essence of the shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma was the
golden dome fronted by a high t¸l¸r-ºw¸n flanked by
two minarets.9

In the posters and billboards propagating the revo-
lutionary message, the city of Qum and its shrine are
used to represent both the secular and the religious
aspirations of the Iranian people.10 The importance
of the shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma is illustrated in a
poster reproduced in The Graphic Art of the Islamic Repub-
lic, a publication commemorating the sixth anniver-
sary of the republic (fig. 3).11 The image shows the
silhouette of a man against a mostly green background.
Above him is a similarly silhouetted flying dove with
bleeding wings, on a background of red, orange, and
yellow bands. In the foreground, the man’s large
cupped hands are raised in a gesture of prayer. From
his bloodied wrist rises a tall red tulip, the flower of
which conceals his face. Inscribed in the flower is
“Allah” written in green, the emblem of the Islamic
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Republic. The tulip and “Allah” represent the holy
struggle of the faceless soldier; the bleeding dove is
his martyrdom.12

The story of the struggle is narrated visually within
the body of the soldier-martyr. On his right side is
shown the tomb of Fatima, with its distinct t¸l¸r-ºw¸n
and golden dome, above which waves one large red
banner inscribed with the shah¸da (the attestation of
faith, “There is no God but God”), another with the
phrase “God is great,” and a third with “Allah.” On
his left side are thousands of protesters carrying ban-
ners, one of which reads “Khomeini is the guide”
(Khumaynº r¸hbar). The images of protesting masses
and the shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma both recall the
popular uprisings in Qum that led up to the revolu-
tion. A portrait of Ayatollah Khomeini is situated where
the soldier-martyr’s heart would be, showing the aya-
tollah to be the inspiration for his sacrifice.

The caption below the image is a quotation from
Khomeini: “Dear Nation, you gave all you had sincerely

for God, and you obtained this heavenly manna.”13

Although Khomeini’s image has a central position in
the painting, it is the faceless man who, as the true
hero, occupies most of the composition.14 This paint-
ing, visually and textually, addresses the heroic masses
who are the strength of the Islamic revolution as well
as its consumers. The message, rendered in bold and
simple language, is easily understood. Though using
traditional Qur}anic terms, the poster is clearly a con-
temporary document.

The melding of historical and mythic events was an
important theme in the rhetoric of the Iranian revo-
lution. Thus the shrine of Fatima depicted in the poster
represented not only a sacred sanctuary but also a site
of contemporary insurrection. The propagandists
appropriated Shi{i martyrology to give legitimacy to
the struggles of the people to free themselves of West-
ern subjugation, a stance taken by many intellectuals
and the clergy. 15 A year after the 1979 revolution that
deposed the Pahlavi regime, this same strategy was

Fig. 1. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini, distant view.
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Fig. 2. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini, aerial view. (Photo af-
ter Tihr¸n dar yak nig¸h [Tehran, 1995])

Fig. 3. Poster. (From The Graphic Art of the Islamic Republic)

deployed in propaganda for the ensuing Iran-Iraq war.
The sacrifices of the Iranian people were now equated
to those of Imam Husayn, the grandson of the Prophet
Muhammad, and of Husayn’s followers who died on
the battlefields of Karbala, in modern Iraq.16 The Shi{i
story of Imam Husayn was illustrated in the revolu-
tionary posters that commemorated his martyrdom,
an event reenacted every year with great fervor by Shi{is
worldwide.17

The idea of Karbala as both a political and a reli-
gious battlefield is illustrated on a roadside billboard
in Khuzestan (fig. 4).18 In the foreground of the com-
position, a man stares into the distance. He is carry-
ing a rolled Iranian flag and has tied a handkerchief
around his forehead, suggesting that he may be a
wounded Iranian soldier. Over the horizon appear a
golden dome and two minarets, the destination of the
soldier. On his back is written, “Either pilgrimage or
martyrdom” (y¸ ziy¸rat y¸ shah¸dat), referring to the
sacred journey on which he has embarked, to the holy
site or to his death. Below the painting, a horizontal
caption reads, “The promised site of the Party of God
(¥izb All¸h) is the courtyard of Husayn’s shrine (ªa¥n-
i ab¸ {abd All¸h).” The man is at once a pious pilgrim
and a soldier willing to die for the Islamic nation in
order to (re)gain the metaphoric and the real Karbala.

The importance of this site is asserted by its location
in the center of the composition and is reinforced by
the attention given to it by the soldier, as well as by
the winding path that leads to it from the base of the
composition. By this diminishing path the observer is
drawn into the painting, one step behind the soldier,
and shares his point of view. The photographer of the
billboard has attempted to give it added immediacy
by aligning its painted horizon with the horizon of the
surrounding landscape.19

The shrine of Imam Husayn is a recurrent topic on
billboards painted during the Iran-Iraq war. Often
references are also made to Ayatollah Khomeini who,
like Husayn, stood against a powerful enemy.20 The
pictorial conflation of these two personalities occurs
on a billboard (fig. 5), whose center is occupied by a
faceless horseman wearing a black turban and a green
cape. A yellow glow emanates from behind him and
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Fig. 4. Billboard. (From Profiles of the Revolutionary Art)

Fig. 5. Billboard. (From Profiles of the Revolutionary Art)
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dynamically propels him almost out of the picture
plane. Directly below his horse stand three soldiers,
forming the base of a triangular black composition
with the horseman at its apex. On one side, in the
direction in which the soldiers move, is a shrine with
a golden dome and minarets rising from a portal iwan;
this is meant to be the shrine of Husayn in Karbala.
On the other side of the horseman is the face of Aya-
tollah Khomeini, whose gaze seems to be concentrated
on the shrine. The faceless horseman is meant to rep-
resent Imam Husayn, moving toward his final resting
place. He is garbed as an Iranian cleric to connect him
to Khomeini, who in turn is turbaned in black to in-
dicate his direct descent from the family of Muhammad
(and Husayn). The shrine, although placed asymmetri-
cally on the billboard, is the central goal of all the
human subjects: the soldiers, Khomeini, and Imam
Husayn.

Although the shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma had
meaning as the birthplace of the Iranian revolution,
it was this other, more distant, shrine of Imam Husayn
that sustained its radical zeal. In the revolutionary
rhetoric of the time, the latter was an emblem of the
righteous war against Iraq, being fought to regain the
Shi{i holy cities from the villainous Saddam Hussein.
With its image plastered on billboards and banners
all over the country, this building signified martyrdom
and sacrifice. Because Qum and Karbala came to rep-
resent the true aspirations of the revolution, it is not
surprising that the design for the tomb of Ayatollah
Khomeini likewise assumed the form of a Shi{i shrine,
drawing for inspiration on myriad associations, includ-
ing at least two architectural sites. The tomb of Aya-
tollah Khomeini thereby recalls simultaneously the
legendary battlefield of Karbala, the 1978 uprisings
at the Qum madrasa, and the Iran-Iraq war. Through
association and articulation, it captures the national-
ist ethos and procures for itself the role of a monu-
ment of state.

In the preface to their catalogue of Iranian revolu-
tionary posters, Profiles of the Revolutionary Art, the
editors celebrate the “revolutionary artists, most of
whom do not even possess the official title of artist
[and] can never be separated from the masses who
are their real spectators.”21 This is reminiscent of the
rhetoric of Western revolutionary movements of the
early twentieth century, in which the artist was sub-
sumed by his cause.22 The editors add, “The language
of art is the most powerful and effective form of ex-
pression. [It] is a popular language understood by all

classes of people. This...art is...applied effectively by
our people to promote and further the pious objec-
tives of our revolution. We can, therefore, view this
kind of art as a comprehensive history of our revolu-
tion and its true values as well as its relation to the
people.”23 The goal of this propagandist art was to
document the historic moments of the Islamic Republic
and augment its legitimacy. Its audience was the people
of Iran, as well as those outside to whom the Iranian
revolution was to be exported. The paintings and bill-
boards used different representational styles, ranging
from the twentieth-century political documentary style
typical of revolutionary posters to narrative murals
reminiscent of Iranian coffeehouse painting.24 We
see a similar merging of modern and historical refer-
ences in the design of Ayatollah Khomeini’s tomb.
Nationalist image-making is by necessity controlled
and homogenous. Nonetheless, the reality, as seen
through the diversity of the tomb’s audience and the
complexity of its architecture, is much more compli-
cated.

HYBRIDITY OF THE NEW ARCHITECTURE

The entrance to the building complex, with the mau-
soleum at its center, is through a vast parking lot
reserved for the many buses that bring visitors to the
site (fig. 6). Between the lot and the mausoleum is a
string of single-story sheds built of brick and metal
sheeting, which serve commercial functions from sell-
ing kebabs and cold drinks to disseminating tapes of
Khomeini’s speeches. Loudspeakers blare music and
sermons from these kiosks, where pictures of Khomeini
and his tomb, as well as of the Shi{i imams, are sold.
The icons and slogans are part of the consumerist
ethos surrounding the tomb of Khomeini and point
to the fact that the edifice appeals to a variety of
people, and for a variety of reasons.

Adjacent to the tomb complex, connected to it by
both vehicular and pedestrian thoroughfares, is a vast
cemetery, the Bihisht-i Zahra (“Zahra’s paradise”),
where revolutionaries and soldiers from the Iran-Iraq
war are buried. The cemetery accounts for a large
proportion of the tomb’s clientele, many of whom
come to pray at the gravesites of relatives.25 It is named
after the mother of Imam Husayn, Fatima al-Zahra,
in whose paradisical garden her martyred offspring
was laid to rest. On the side opposite the tomb, at the
eastern end of the cemetery, is a large memorial to
the cleric Ayatollah Dr. Muhammad Behesti and to
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seventy-two others who were killed with him in a
bomb blast on June 28, 1981.26 Known collectively
as the “Martyrs of June 28” (shuhad¸-yi haftum tºr), their
number mimics the seventy-two dead on the bat-
tlefield of Karbala. The memorial is composed of
reinforced concrete columns and a ceiling of prefab-
ricated concrete half-domes. Those buried in the
Bihisht-i Zahra, famous and anonymous alike, are
regarded in the Iranian media as martyrs who died in
the name of Islam, and whose spirits are blessed in
paradise.

Building Ayatollah Khomeini’s tomb adjacent to the
Bihisht-i Zahra furthers its association with Husayn and
the battlefield of Karbala. It had been Khomeini’s wish
to be buried in the Bihisht-i Zahra alongside his com-
patriots, but in order to preserve the privacy of the
cemetery, the committee decided instead to build the
mausoleum on a separate site nearby. The tomb of
Ayatollah Khomeini is nevertheless an integral part
of the cemetery, especially in its reference to prece-
dent, although this reference is inverted. Commonly,
the sacred aura surrounding a shrine encouraged
others to bury their dead near it, resulting in the
development of a cemetery. Here the sequence is

reversed: the cemetery preceded the tomb and is the
reason why the tomb was built there.

Khomeini’s burial place is at the center of a large
development that, in addition to shops, will eventu-
ally house a madrasa, a library, rest houses, and a
bazaar. This overall scheme again has precedents,
although the development of older shrine complexes
took centuries, whereas this one will be completed in
a few years. The goal of the authorities is to replicate
not just the image of the shrine complex but also many
of its functions.27

The mausoleum itself is a long, single-story, shed-
like structure, with a tightly controlled entrance foyer
(where shoes are checked and security personnel keep
surveillance over the visitors) tacked onto the front.
The main façade is pierced by twenty-four doors, each
leading into the tomb chamber, suggesting a freely
accessible space. The simplicity of the walls, which are
clad in light brown brick, contrasts with the elaborate
gold sheathing that covers the four minarets and the
dome. The tall drum (also clad in gold) on which the
dome is raised sits directly on the roof, without any
transitional massing between horizontal and vertical
volumes.

Fig. 6. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Schematic site plan (not to scale).
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All the minarets are detached from the building;
one is in the primary courtyard. Circumscribing each
minaret is a Qur}anic verse from sura al-Baqara (The
Cow), which refers to “true guidance” and tolerance
of those who are not Muslim and is frequently inscribed
on Islamic monuments, particularly funerary ones:
“There shall be no compulsion in religion. True guid-
ance is now distinct from error. He that renounces
idol worship and puts his faith in Allah shall grasp a
firm handle that will never break. Allah hears all and
knows all.”28

Ayatollah Khomeini’s relationship to the govern-
ment was ambiguous: he seldom used the word “Iran”
but instead stressed Islam and the universal state. In
so doing, he emphasized the mission of his revolution
as the spreading of Islam beyond national boundaries.
Reference to a common Islam was part of the revolu-
tionary agenda that sought to create links with other
non-Western countries. By utilizing common Qur}anic
verses and traditional components like dome and
minarets, the tomb itself balances architectural sym-
bols of the Iranian and the Islamic past and present.

The choice of a traditional shrine mausoleum to
mark Ayatollah Khomeini’s grave connects him to
earlier religious leaders and claims immortality for his
message. The timelessness of his image is also repre-
sented in portraits, where he is always shown wearing
his traditional clerical garb. The impression is one of
stability and constancy, a moral statement about the
uprightness of Khomeini’s character and guidance.
With its golden dome and minarets, the tomb analo-
gously gives the impression of being a traditional in-
stitution, although its simple title, ¸r¸mg¸h (resting
place), distinguishes it from previous religious sanc-
tuaries and underscores the more secular dimensions
of Ayatollah Khomeini’s authority.29 This distinction
is important, since Khomeini—although popularly
referred to as an imam—was not a religious figure but
rather a scholar and the ideologue of the Islamic revo-
lution; his power ultimately lay in the profane arena
of politics.30

The radical aspects of the design of the tomb are
best understood through comparison with an impor-
tant predecessor, the memorial to Reza Shah Pahlavi
in Rayy (fig. 7). (Although the present leaders of Iran
may disagree with this comparison on the grounds that
Khomeini was not a king but a cleric, the fact that he
is seen as the father of the Islamic Republic and the
leader of the revolution bestows on him a status simi-
lar to that of the Pahlavi shah who ushered Iran into

the twentieth century.) A collaboration by three young
Iranian architects—Ali Sadeq, Mohsen Forughi, and
Keykobad Zafar—Reza Shah’s memorial was completed
in 1950. It was in the shape of a tall, tapering cube,
capped by a flat domical roof. Its façade was austerely
but expensively clad in white marble slabs, with the
entrance through a so-called Pahlavi arch (fig. 8) into
the simple square space of its interior, within which
lay the catafalque of Reza Shah. The severity and ab-
straction of its design related the mausoleum to the
memorials of other twentieth-century political lead-
ers, such as Reza Shah’s contemporaries Kemal Atatürk

Fig. 7. Memorial to Reza Shah, plan and elevation. (After C.
Adle, ed., Téhéran: Capitale Bicentenaire [Paris, 1992])
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in Turkey and Muhammad Ali Jinnah in Pakistan.
Atatürk’s mausoleum refers to Hittite architecture;
Jinnah’s incorporates Sultanate architecture of the
Indian subcontinent in its design. The tomb of Reza
Shah, with its oblique references to Sasanian arches
and square plan of Seljuk tomb towers, falls somewhere
in between the other two. It was demolished in 1979
and, as the locale for state ceremonial and public
gatherings on official holidays, has been replaced in
function by the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini.31

The tomb of Khomeni stands in opposition to the
mausoleum of Reza Shah—one a newborn institution,
the other a fading memory. Khomeini’s memorial does
not refer to an ancient historical entity such as Sasa-
nian Persia or Hittite Turkey.32 Its inspiration is in
Shi{ite martyrology, but also in the more recent past—
in the lived experience of modern Iranians.33 Most of
the people who come to it frequent holy sites and
recognize the building as a shrine type. This familiar-
ity of type is exploited by the architecture of the tomb,
which is a space simultaneously for religious perfor-
mance and for the dissemination of nationalist ideol-
ogy.

In photographs of the Reza Shah memorial, the
public is invisible, overshadowed by the grandiose
pageantry accompanying the royal family. In contrast,
photographs of the tomb of Khomeini in government
publications show it thronged by people (fig. 9). Al-
though supreme authority is bestowed on the clergy,
in the political ideology of the Islamic Republic of Iran,
political and social agency is given to the masses, who
are seen as the soul of the revolution. In posters, groups
of revolutionary men and women fill entire composi-
tions with dynamic and potent images of protest, and
in photographs the tomb of Khomeini is shown as a
magnet around which the people crowd. Although its
grandiose scale and ambitious programmatic require-
ments are appropriate for a building honoring the
leader of the Islamic republic, its apparent openness
and easy accessibility mark it as a public space belong-
ing to the Iranian people.

In its form, the design of the tomb employs a cre-
ative, if parodic, counterpoint in which the architec-
ture displays a critical relationship to its ancestry that
goes beyond imitation. Symbols literally appropriated
from other contexts include the golden minaret
modeled after that of Imam Husayn’s shrine, and the
dome from Fatima al-Ma{suma’s shrine in Qum. In con-
trast, the concrete and steel infrastructure of the dome
and minarets, with prefabricated metal sheets bolted

Fig. 8. Memorial to Reza Shah. (After R. Beny, Iran, Elements
of Destiny [London, 1978])
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Fig. 9. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Interior view looking toward burial chamber. (Photo after Tihr¸n dar yak nig¸h)

onto them, are curious reminders of contemporary
technology (fig. 10). The abruptness with which the
dome joins the roof and the minarets meet the ground
highlights their role as fragmentary architectural signs,
conveying meaning in and through their historical
allusions and their modern sensibility.34 Their embed-
ded messages situate the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini
very much in the present and mark its context both
spatially and ideologically.

COMPLEXITY AND CONTRADICTION

The mausoleum is a large hypostyle hall, approximately
two hundred feet square. The plan of the building is
uncomplicated, and the resulting space is as overpow-
ering as the voices emanating from the loudspeakers

outside. Entering the tomb precincts, one experiences
no notable spatial transition other than the small foyer
and shoe-check. One immediately encounters the main
sanctuary, and one’s movement through the space is
interrupted only by three steps. This open plan of
the hall has its functional explanation: security can
be closely maintained and large crowds accommodated
(fig. 11). Unlike other state monuments, the tomb
of Khomeini has a festive air; children play in the
great hall, and people even sit and sip tea on the
carpeted floors. In tone, the tomb is closer to popu-
lar shrines, which function as informal gathering spac-
es. Its air of sanctity has been altered by its program,
however: nowhere is the religious ethos enforced by
the rituals of removing the shoes or donning an ex-
tra veil. One seeks a place of meditation and reflec-
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Fig 10. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Exterior showing minarets under construction.

Fig. 11. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Schematic plan (not to scale).
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tion expected in a funerary structure, but the archi-
tectural design does not allow it. The individual is
consumed in the rhetorical space of ideology.

On the roof are three clerestory zones that bring
in natural light. The structural grid of twelve columns
to a side is spanned by a metal space frame in the form
of trusses, which allow for an expansive space that
provides open vistas throughout the interior. In con-
trast to most shrines, which consist of distinct rooms
arranged in hierarchical and compartmentalized order,
the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is a vast, open arena—
completely open when it was first constructed, but by
1996 separated by a wall into male and female sections.
The roof and columns are built of prefabricated metal
members, the most expensive elements in the mauso-
leum (fig. 12). Light fixtures are placed at the joints
of the trusses to highlight the abstract grid of the
superstructure, and the imported technology of the
roof is left exposed to display its tectonic virtuosity.
The plain metal columns and the vast area they pro-
vide are most suitable for state-sponsored ceremonies.
During the Islamic month of Muharram, for example,
the columns are draped in black and green textiles
on which are emblazoned religious epithets and images
of Khomeini and the current leader of the republic.
Hordes of people come to hear the sermons and to
perform the flagellation that is part of the {¸sh¢r¸ cere-
monies.35

 The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini draws upon tra-
ditional architectural elements to which interesting
twists have been added, primarily in their material
articulation. Visitors’ attention converges at the cen-
ter of the building where Khomeini’s cenotaph lies,
surrounded by a metal grill (¬arº¥) (fig. 13). Unlike
the elaborate silver- and gold-plated grills that enclose
many cenotaphs of Shi{i imams and Sufi saints, this
structure is made of plain metal strips soldered together
to form a lattice grid. The four corners of the burial
enclosure, which is covered by a green canopy, are
embellished with bouquets of plastic flowers, cheap
decoration suggesting an attitude of “anti-elitist avail-
ability” and meant to convey an image of Khomeini
as simple and unpretentious.36 This message is rein-
forced by the inscription from sura al-A{r¸f (The El-
evated Places) encircling the cornices of the burial
chamber:

He [Allah] replied: “I will visit my scourge upon whom
I please: yet my mercy encompasses all things. I will show
mercy to those that keep from evil, give alms, and be-

lieve in Our signs; and to those that shall follow the
Apostle, the unlettered Prophet, whom they shall find
described in the Torah and the Gospel. He will enjoin
righteousness upon them and forbid them to do evil.
He will make good things lawful to them and prohibit
all that is foul. He will relieve them of their burdens and
of the shackles that weigh upon them. Those that be-
lieve in him, those that aid him and follow the light to
be sent forth with him, shall surely triumph.” 37

The reference to the Prophet Muhammad as {ummº,
“the unlettered prophet,” reinforces the official per-
sona of Imam Khomeini—a humble yet upright leader
who will help his followers achieve success and salva-
tion in this world and the next. The references in
the verse to the Torah and the Gospel underscore
the tolerance and inclusiveness of Islam, echoing the

Fig. 12. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Interior detail.
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message of the verses inscribed on the minarets out-
side.

The simple ¬arº¥ is the focal point of the tomb com-
plex. It is the site for state ceremonials, during which
international visitors lay wreaths to honor the memory
of Ayatollah Khomeini. It is also where pilgrims to the
edifice enact rituals of piety, such as reading the pil-
grimage prayers (ziy¸rat-n¸ma) that are framed above
it and throwing money in supplication through its open
lattice. Because so many husbands, brothers, and sons
are buried in the nearby Bihisht-i Zahra, many visi-
tors to the tomb are women.38 Their presence high-
lights another important aspect of its design: its familiar
shrine typology, which links an institution patronized
mostly by women, in Iran and elsewhere in the Islamic
world, with the state monument. By creating a space
where female presence is welcome—indeed, expect-
ed—the builders also acknowledge the revolution’s
debt to Iranian women, whose powerful role in the

Islamic revolution is documented in textual and visual
media disseminated by the government.

Above the burial chamber is a brightly illuminated
and mirrored hemisphere. Eight massive columns in
the green color of Islam hold up the intricate muqarnas
dome, made of mirrored glass. Within the drum are
two rows of large stained-glass windows depicting red
tulips. Instead of the Qur’anic inscriptions that encircle
the drums of traditional Islamic funerary and religious
structures, these windows feature huge, highly stylized
tulips. Thus they not only illuminate the cenotaph
below;39 they also commemorate the martyrs who lie
buried in the adjacent Bihisht-i Zahra cemetery. Their
placement is an appropriate coda to a tomb meant to
represent the nationalist and populist ethos of the
Islamic Republic of Iran.

Fig. 13. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Interior view of burial chamber.
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CONCLUSIONS

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is an edifice intended
for a diverse audience, be it diplomats, pilgrims, or
tourists; its standard religious iconography has been
given contemporary significance to cater to this pub-
lic. Just as the art of the Islamic Republic of Iran was
brought out onto the streets in the form of posters
and billboards, the architecture of its most represen-
tative monument unself-consciously incorporates a
variety of popular references.

The tomb and the posters both challenge assump-
tions about taste and who determines it; they also call
into question concepts of modernity and to whom it
belongs. Superficially at least, the revolutionary dis-
course in Iran embraces modernity with a pragmatism
whose goal is to create symbols in a bold and direct
manner. In posters, the socialist clenched fist is trans-
formed into a Shi{i panja, the open hand represent-
ing the family of the Prophet (Muhammad, {Ali, Fatima,
Hasan, and Husayn). Analogously, the architecture
incorporates modern materials that transform a tra-
ditional commemorative type into a contemporary
monument. As Ayatollah Khomeini wrote:

For if by manifestations of civilization is meant techni-
cal innovations, new products, new inventions, and ad-
vanced industrial techniques which aid in the progress
of mankind, then never has Islam, or any other mono-
theist religion, opposed their adoption. On the contra-
ry, Islam and the Qur}an emphasize science and in-
dustry. 40

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini and the revolutionary
posters have many commonalities, not the least of
which is their patron, the government of Iran. Both
advance the political and social agenda of this gov-
ernment at one of its most crucial moments. Both
promote the revolution and its ideology, to Iranians
as well as to the world, in a way that is familiar yet
polyglot. The posters and billboards are primarily
didactic in function, although they certainly attempt
to present their message in a visually appropriate and
appealing manner; this sacrifice of aesthetic values
to message also pertains to the tomb, which makes
use of inexpensive materials and a simple architec-
tural parti to convey its function as a national and
religious memorial. The building itself performs as a
poster, in that its image precedes, and often super-
sedes, its function. In this manner of representation,
the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini belongs to a class of

postmodern architecture; its significance is not lim-
ited to Islamic art history alone.

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini goes beyond the
role of propaganda to assume an architectural iden-
tity whose meaning is not immutable but changes
according to the particularity of the user. Through it
the mythical and historical past of Iran is evoked and
made relevant. This “translation” in both time and type
is remarkable for its ease, self-confidence, and con-
viction of design. As a monument to the leader of the
revolution and the Islamic regime, the tomb has a
secure place in the architectural history of Iran. It
surpasses its national significance to incorporate post-
modern architectural trends of the late twentieth cen-
tury, which recast history in creative and complex
ways.41 Its articulation nevertheless suggests a sense
of uncertainty: The draped fabric covering the columns
can announce more than one message; the slogans
may reveal some other belief; nothing is fixed or ab-
solute. The lightweight construction of its frame gives
the impression of impermanence. The joining of col-
umns to roof trusses, although beautifully wrought,
looks precarious. A transitory and ephemeral archi-
tecture, the tomb refers to timeless precedents. Pre-
cisely these aspects of the religious past and the political
present are also illuminated in the visual art of the
Islamic Republic. Both capture an important moment
in Iranian history.

New Haven, Connecticut

NOTES

Author’s note: This essay is dedicated to the memory of Margie
³evõenko.

1. The seminal text on nationalism is Bernard Anderson, Imag-
ined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Na-
tionalism (London, 1983). Many writers, most notably Homi
Bhabha, have pointed to the “ideological ambivalence” of
the modern nation; see H. Bhaba, ed., Nation and Narration
(London, 1990).

Before the Iranian revolution, the Shi{i clergy represented
by Ayatollah Khomeini and reformist intellectuals like Ali
Shari{ati utilized the rhetoric of the Third World regard-
ing cultural, political, and economic self-sufficiency and in-
creased political awareness by following Franz Fanon’s ideal
of what he called the “native intellectual” (see his The Wretched
of the Earth [1963]). For the Iranian intellectuals, Islam pro-
vided an alternative scheme for progress and a source for
renewal within their own tradition; their hope was to rein-
vigorate their society in order to resist “a fixed, stagnant,
and immobile fate” (A. Shari{ati, Art, Awaiting the Savior, trans.
H. Farjadi [Texas, 1974], p. 4).
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2. The most notable proponent of this architectural design
methodology is the architect-theorist Robert Venturi. Rob-
ert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour’s po-
lemical text, Learning from Las Vegas, rev. ed. (Cambridge,
Mass., 1998) sheds light on the effect of the tomb: “We shall
emphasize image—image over process or form—in assert-
ing that architecture depends in its perception and creation
on past experience and emotional association, and that these
symbolic and representational elements may often be con-
tradictory to the form, structure, and program with which
they combine in the same building” (p. 87).

3. ”Parody is a perfect post-modern form in some senses, for
it paradoxically both incorporates and challenges that which
it parodies.”(L. Hutcheon, A Theory of Parody: The Teachings
of Twentieth-Century Art Forms [New York, 1985] p. 11). For
a discussion of the differences between “pastiche” and
“parody,” see Frederic Jameson, “Postmodernism and Con-
sumer Society,” The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Cul-
ture, ed. H. Foster (Washington, D.C., 1983), pp. 112–13.

4. Such as Ayatollah Khomeini’s institutionalization of the
vil¸yat-i faqºh, the rule of the jurisconsult. A range of ap-
proaches is represented by Ervand Abrahamian, Khomeinism:
Essays on the Islamic Revolution (Berkeley, 1993) and Mehrdad
Bourojerdi, Iranian Intellectuals and the West: The Tormented
Triumph of Nativism (New York, 1996).

5. On Shi{i Islam, see S. Amir Arjomand, The Shadow of God
and the Hidden Imam: Religion, Political Order, and Societal
Change in Shi{ite Iran from the Beginning to 1890 (Chicago,
1984).

6. The architect Muhammad Tehrani was selected to design
the building, according to a Mr. Allahvardi, a former direc-
tor of the Bihisht-i Zahra. My attempts to locate this archi-
tect were unsuccessful.

7. The purpose of these could not be determined, as access
to the land is restricted.

8. For a good discussion of the early years of the revolution,
see Nikkie Keddie, Roots of Revolution: An Interpretive History
of Modern Iran (New Haven and London, 1981).

9. The dome was erected in the sixteenth century and the portal
in front in the eighteenth century. For an art historical
analysis of the Qum shrine, see Kishwar Rizvi, “Gendered
Patronage: Women and Benevolence during the Safavid
Dynasty,” in Women, Patronage, and Self-Representation in Is-
lamic Societies, ed. D. F. Ruggles (New York, 2000). For a more
comprehensive documentation of the shrine, see Hossein
Modarressi, Turbat-i P¸k¸n: @ª¸r va bin¸h¸-yi qadºm mahd¢da}º
kun¢nº-i D¸r al-Mu}minºn-i Qum (Qum, 1976).

10. In Iran, shrines and other religious institutions are rallying
places for religious factions. During the Iranian revolution,
more than 80,000 of them acted as organizational bases for
mobilizing the people. The shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma in
Qum, in particular, became a revolutionary symbol. See Val-
entine Moghadem, “The Revolution and the Regime: Popu-
lism, Islam, and the State in Iran” in Social Compass 36 (1989):
415–50, p. 421. The shrine of Fatima al-Ma{suma and the
Fayziyya madrasa in Qum have been dealt with at length by
Roy Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the Prophet: Religion and Poli-
tics in Iran (New York, 1985).

11. A. Abulfazl, ed., The Graphic Art of the Islamic Revolution (Hunar-
i gir¸fºk dar Inqil¸b-i Isl¸mº: r¢zh¸-yi inqil¸b, jang, shuhad¸,
shakhªºyath¸) (Tehran, 1985).

12. An exhaustive analysis of the tulip in Iranian imagery is given
in Michael Fischer and M. Abedi, Debating Muslims: Cultural
Dialogues in Post-modernity and Tradition (Madison, Wisc., 1990)
and William L. Hanaway, “The Symbolism of Persian Revo-
lutionary Posters,” in Iran Since the Revolution, ed. B. Rosen
(New York, 1985). Hanaway comments on the reuse of revo-
lutionary imagery in Iranian posters and draws parallels with
Soviet and Cuban ones. Chosroe Chaqueri has pointed out
that this symbol was also incorporated by the Tudeh party
(personal communication, 1996).

13. Fischer examines this poster in his essay on the “minor
media” of the Iranian revolution; the translation is his
(Fischer and Abedi, Debating Muslims, p. 370).

14. A useful comparison would be the Tomb of the Unknown
Soldier, which Anderson refers to as the most striking im-
age of the modern nation (Anderson, Imagined Communities,
p. 9).

15. This type of martyrology is an important feature of the revo-
lutionary rhetoric of the Islamic Republic. See Peter Chel-
kowski and Hamid Dabashi, Staging a Revolution: The Art of
Persuasion in the Islamic Republic of Iran (New York, 1999), p.
22.

16. On the significance of Karbala in contemporary Iran, see
Micheal J. Fischer, Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution
(Cambridge, Mass., 1980).

17. In Iran the ta{ziya (mourning) processions evoke abstract
virtues like sacrifice and salvation and are vital to the Shi{i
experience. See William L. Hanaway, Jr., “Stereotyped Im-
agery in the Ta{ziyeh,” in Ta{ziyeh: Ritual and Drama in Iran,
ed. Peter J. Chelkowski (New York, 1979).

18. A photograph of it is reproduced in Profiles of the Revolutionary
Art: a Collection of Posters from Kurdistan, Bakhtaran, Ilam, and
Khuzestan (Jilvah¸}i az hunar-i inqil¸b: majm¢{a-yi yakum-i
man¸«iq-i jangº: Kurdist¸n, B¸khtar¸n, µl¸m, Kh¢zist¸n), pub-
lished by the Office for the Propagation of Islam (Daftar-i
Tablºgh¸t-i Isl¸mº) (Qum, 1985). The captions are in English,
Arabic, and Persian, suggesting that an international audi-
ence was intended. None of the artists are identified.

19. The realism used to depict this is in keeping with other
revolutionary art, as pointed out by Hanaway, “The Symbol-
ism of Persian Revolutionary Posters,” p. 34.

20. In his speeches, Khomeini publicly identified himself with
Imam Husayn as a revolutionary who stood firm in his be-
lief and was ready to die for it (Chelkowski and Dabashi,
Staging a Revolution, p. 220).

21. According to Shari{ati, art no longer exists “...in the aristo-
cratic palaces and the comfortable lifestyles of the rich,” but
must “[extend] itself into the crowd and [spread] among
the masses.” (Shari{ati, Art, Awaiting the Savior, p. 6).

22. As Luncharsky, the Soviet Commissioner of Education, wrote
in 1920: “If revolution can give art a sword then art must
give revolution its service.” Quoted in O. A. Shvidkovsky, “Art
and Revolution in Soviet Russia,” Art in Revolution (London,
1979), p. 13.

23. Profiles of the Revolutionary Art (unpaginated), English intro-
duction.

24. See Dabashi and Chelkowski, Staging a Revolution, and
Hanaway, “The Symbolism of Persian Revolutionary Posters.”

25. In Islam, praying at someone’s grave is seen as a pious obli-
gation. Thus those who visit the graveyard almost automa-
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tically must perform “pilgrimage” to Ayatollah Khomeini’s
tomb. The cemetery covers a vast area, which is neatly di-
vided into burial plots and, with over 30,000 graves, is sup-
posedly one of the largest cemeteries in the world.

26. The construction of the memorial was overseen by a civil
engineer, Muhammad Hasan Akhavan, who was educated
in Pakistan. Another memorial, to the “martyrs at Mecca,”
is planned, but construction had not begun when I visited.

27. Supposedly a 400-acre lot has been set aside to develop the
tomb precincts. Nearby, the new Khomeini International
Airport is planned. If precedents are any indication, we may
expect the city of Tehran to extend southwards towards this
new satellite, which, owing to its commercial feasibility, will
provide incentives for settlement.

28. Qur}an 2: 256.
29. That are generally referred to as ast¸na (sanctuary) or buq{a

(shrine).
30. Ayatollah Khomeini was not an imam in the Twelver Shi{i

sense, i.e., a divinely sanctioned descendant of the Proph-
et, but rather a representative (n¸}ib-i im¸m); his widespread
designation as imam was a cause for anxiety among the
ulema. Arjomand dates his assumption of this title to 1970;
see S. Amir Arjomand, “Traditionalism in Twentieth-Cen-
tury Iran,” From Nationalism to Revolutionary Islam, ed. S. A.
Arjomand (London, 1984), p. 217. It was used in both the
international press and Iranian propagandist literature;
Ayatollah Khomeini neither acknowledged nor negated it.

31. Both these memorials served a rather different purpose than
Tehran’s Shahyad Aryamehr monument, which was con-
structed in 1971 by the architect Hossein Amanat as part of
Muhammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi’s celebrations for the 2500th
anniversary of the founding of the Persian empire. The tower
has been renamed “Azadi” and co-opted by the Islamic Re-
public of Iran as a public rallying ground. I am grateful for
Talin Der-Grigorian for allowing me to cite from her un-
published manuscript, “The ‘Rectification’ of Collective
Memory: Iran’s Shahyad Aryamehr Monument, National
Identity, and Meaning in Architectural Forms.”

32. The pre-Islamic Iranian identity cultivated by the Pahlavi

regime is discussed in M. Vaziri, Iran as Imagined Nation: The
Construction of National Identity (New York, 1993).

33. In Khomeini’s writings, the ideal Islamic age is the present,
such that the Islamic Republic of Iran has surpassed Mu-
hammad’s Mecca and {Ali’s caliphate; see Abrahamian,
Khomeinism: Essays on the Islamic Revolution, p. 32.

34. Venturi, Scott-Brown, and Izenour once again are the ex-
ponents of this attitude. The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini
in their parlance is a “decorated shed,” on which symbolic
elements have been applied. See Learning from Las Vegas (p.
91).

35. On mourning rituals, see Chelkowski, ed., Ta{ziyeh.
36. Such works often make use of ordinary materials and refer

to commonly recognized and easily reproducible symbols.
See “Kitsch” in Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Modernity:
Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism
(Durham, N.C., 1987).

37. Qur}an 7: 157.
38. On the relationship between women and shrines, see “Wo-

men, Saints, and Sanctuaries” in Fatima Mernissi, Women’s
Rebellion and Islamic Memory (Atlantic Highlands, N.J.,
1996).The author points to the gendered space of the shrine
as a site for women’s emancipation and emotional cathar-
sis.

39. According to some, Khomeini had requested that he be
buried in a field of tulips, which may also augment the signifi-
cance of these flowers above his cenotaph. See, for example,
the rather partisan accounts of M. A. Asghar Montazam, The
Life and Times of Ayatollah Khomeini (London, 1994), p. 460.

40. Ayatollah Sayyed Ruhollah Mousavi Khomeini, Imam Kho-
meini’s Last Will and Testament, distributed by the Embassy
of Algeria, n.d. Earlier, Ali Shari{ati had written (in Art Await-
ing the Savior, p. 6), “While our goal and our struggle may
be to find our lost and changed character, at the same time
knowing the West and the new waves of the contemporary
world and civilization become necessary as well.”

41. On postmodern architecture, see the introductory essay in
K. Nesbitt, ed., Theorizing a New Agenda for Architecture: An
Anthology of Architectural Theory 1965–1995 (New York, 1996).
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Before the 1987 publication of Richard Ettinghausen
and Oleg Grabar’s The Art and Architecture of Islam:
650–1250,1 students seeking to forge overarching
perspectives of Islamic art relied on the few cursory
surveys available, on a mosaic of specialized publica-
tions, and on museum installations. These three re-
sources are inextricably entwined: scholars can readily
gain access to, study, and publish objects that are
already in public collections; their publications in-
fluence the collecting market; and private collections
are avidly sought by museum curators in repeating
and mutually reinforcing cycles. That scholars and
curators in Islamic art have sometimes been collec-
tors—even dealers—has further complicated the re-
lationship of scholarship and collecting. The purpose
of this paper is to explore the impact of art histori-
cal surveys of Islamic art on the museum world by
examining one private collection as a case study.

Vividly and conveniently presenting the breadth
and variety of the field, surveys of Islamic art inspire
the installation and acquisition efforts of every cura-
tor charged with presenting a collection of Islamic
art to the public.2 Nevertheless, in the museum world
of politics and priorities, where curators must compete
for budgets, gallery and storage space, and staffing,
inspiration is often at several removes from practice.
Additionally, curators rarely have freedom in build-
ing the collections they must work with but often
inherit assemblages that may be more or less special-
ized or idiosyncratic, depending on the conditions,
motives, and criteria for their creation. For new ac-
quisitions, curators are dependent on access to funds,
connections within the art market, and donors.

It is largely due to this last category—donors—that
the collection of Islamic art at the Harvard Univer-
sity Art Museums has been assembled. For more than
a century, Harvard’s many friends have shown extraor-
dinary generosity. Gifts usually arrive a few at a time,
but on occasion a substantial or sustained gift utterly
transforms the Museums’ holdings in a particular area.

Such is the case with Harvard’s most recent gift of
Islamic art, the Norma Jean Calderwood Collection.3

Norma Jean Calderwood assembled her collection
of more than 150 works of art over a period of three
decades, ending in 1997. From the scattered docu-
mentation that accompanied the collection, it appears
to have been almost entirely purchased from the in-
ternational art market, occasionally at auction but for
the most part from established dealers based in Lon-
don, Tehran, and Frankfurt. Except for a handful of
Iraqi, Indian, and Turkish objects, the collection is
entirely Persian. More than half the collection con-
sists of works of art on paper, primarily paintings and
text folios detached from manuscripts. There is a
sprinkling of lacquer objects and metalwork, but the
remaining sixty-three works of art are ceramics.

A work of art in and of itself, a private collection
is sometimes the patient accomplishment of a life-
time of study, searching, and negotiation, and some-
times the result of an obsessive focus. It is often created
for myriad personal reasons. A curator fortunate
enough to acquire a private collection tries to un-
derstand how, when, and according to what criteria
it was assembled. Because it has come to a university
museum, the Calderwood collection will presumably
have a formative effect on the training of future his-
torians of Islamic art. Thus it is additionally worth-
while to understand the degree to which this collection
was influenced by earlier scholarship, and perhaps
even to pinpoint those sources. This paper will ask
what publications—specifically what art historical
surveys—influenced Norma Jean Calderwood in build-
ing her collection, the great achievement of her life.

 A number of caveats are necessary. First, Mrs. Cal-
derwood was not able to contribute to this study.4

The analysis that follows is constructed from a paper
trail, and an incomplete one at that. The principal
sources for determining the influences on Mrs. Cal-
derwood’s collecting are her personal library of art
history books, the texts of her lectures on Islamic art,5
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and her curriculum vitae. Her thought process re-
mains elusive, as perhaps it should be.

Second, this paper will not be concerned with the
authenticity, or even the degree of authenticity, of the
works of art in the Calderwood collection. The great
majority of objects appear to be authentic, but at least
one (fig. 14) failed a recent thermoluminescence test.
To quote a fellow curator of Islamic art, “A curator
who never makes a mistake is a curator with no imagi-
nation,” and the same latitude must be granted to a
collector.

Third, emphasizing the survey nature of the Cal-
derwood collection unavoidably distorts its character.
While she does appear to have tried to obtain examples
representing most of the major developments in Per-
sian ceramics from the ninth through the seventeenth
century, Mrs. Calderwood collected in her own par-
ticular areas of interest as well, but these areas will
not be explored in this paper.

There is no question that Mrs. Calderwood was well
acquainted with surveys of Islamic art. The Calderwood
collection was assembled by a woman who owned and
read surveys, taught from them, and assigned them
to her students. Fluent in several languages, she was
a voracious and meticulous reader with an unquench-
able thirst for knowledge.

Mrs. Calderwood’s career of collecting Islamic art
falls into two broad phases,6 divided somewhat arbi-
trarily by the first appraisal of her collection in Sep-
tember 1978, but also defined by her concentration
on two different media. In the first stage she focused
on ceramics, and in the second stage on the arts of
the book. This division into two unequal periods of
ten and twenty years also roughly coincides with Mrs.
Calderwood’s training in Islamic art.

The initial stage of approximately ten years opens
with what appears to have been Mrs. Calderwood’s first
purchase of Islamic art: in 1968, from a dealer in
Tehran, she bought two twelfth-century Persian pot-
tery bowls. By the end of this period, she had acquired
at least fifty-seven examples of Islamic ceramics and
five works on paper.

These first ten years represent a learning phase for
Mrs. Calderwood. In 1967 she began her volunteer
efforts at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, studying
the collection and soon presenting gallery talks on
Islamic and Asian art. In the fall of 1974, she began
graduate studies in Islamic art at Harvard University,
studying primarily with Oleg Grabar and Stuart Cary
Welch, Jr. The energy, devotion, and resources with

which Mrs. Calderwood pursued her interest in Islamic
art is also reflected in her travels: in these ten years,
she traveled four times to Iran and also to Syria, Leba-
non, Iraq, Yemen, Turkey, Egypt, Afghanistan, and
Central Asia.

The second phase of Mrs. Calderwood’s collecting
covers nearly twenty years, from the end of 1978 until
her last purchase in 1997. By this period, her school-
ing in Islamic art was almost finished, and her course
work shifted to independent study for her disserta-
tion. With three seminars on Islamic painting and
two years of Persian language study behind her, Mrs.
Calderwood was pursuing a dissertation topic on il-
luminated frontispieces in Persian manuscripts. Per-
haps inspired by her academic work, or vice-versa,
her collecting focus changed dramatically from ce-
ramics to works on paper. During these years, she
added more than eighty paintings, drawings, illumi-
nated frontispieces, and text folios, but only five or
six pieces of pottery.

Mrs. Calderwood’s accumulated knowledge and
experience in the field were also reflected in activi-
ties other than collecting. In this second phase, she
embarked on a career as a college instructor, teach-
ing Islamic survey courses at Boston College and Sim-
mons College. At the Museum of Fine Arts, she con-
tinued giving lecture series in Islamic art, wrote labels
for the reinstallation of the Islamic galleries, and as-
sisted with a handbook of the collections. She contin-
ued her travels in the Islamic world but increasingly
concentrated on her dissertation research, examin-
ing Islamic collections in Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Lis-
bon, and Uppsala. The culmination of many factors,
Mrs. Calderwood’s collecting in the second phase
reflected her confident and mature understanding
of the field.

For the theme of this paper, however, the phase
of her collecting that is of most interest is the first,
from 1968 to 1978, when Mrs. Calderwood was ini-
tially self-taught, and presumably more reliant on or
influenced by survey-type publications to formulate
her conception of the field. An insatiable and disci-
plined reader, Mrs. Calderwood avidly acquired art
history books. In 2001, her private library of more
than two thousand volumes was donated to Boston
College; it contains most of the major publications
on Islamic art and more specifically on Persian art.7

A second issue to consider in the formation of
private collections, and of particular significance to
the Calderwood collection, is the influence of museum
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collections. Within their own limitations, museum
installations often strive for a survey presentation of
the arts of the Islamic world, usually arranging the
objects regionally or by medium. Over a period of
thirty years, Mrs. Calderwood became familiar with
the most important public collections of Islamic art,
but for the earlier phase of her collecting, the Museum
of Fine Arts in Boston was probably the formative
influence.

None of the major surveys of Islamic art available
to students and collectors today had been published
by 1978, the end of the first phase of Mrs. Calder-
wood’s collecting. A few earlier publications appear
to have had a profound influence on her early ac-
quisitions, although the proof may not appear self-
evident. Mrs. Calderwood frequently underlined, anno-
tated, and scribbled in the margins of her books. For
the most part, her comments simply outline the text
or relate to her research on the Islamic ceramics at
the Museum of Fine Arts. My days of searching only
uncovered two notations in her hand that refer to
her own collection; in both cases these appear in
publications by Charles K. Wilkinson.

In her copy of Wilkinson’s 1963 exhibition cata-
logue, Iranian Ceramics,8 Mrs. Calderwood wrote the
word “mine” next to the plate reference for a Nishapur
bowl of the yellow-staining black variety (fig. 1).9 Mrs.
Calderwood’s note was probably referring to a small
bowl she purchased in Tehran in 1973, the only ex-
ample of this type in the Calderwood collection (fig.
2). Although these two vessels do not closely resem-
ble one other stylistically, both feature stylized birds
set amid contour clouds filled with dots and peacock
eyes.

In the second notation referring to her own collec-
tion, Mrs. Calderwood wrote “NJ” in Wilkinson’s 1973
summary of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s exca-
vations, Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period.10 The
initials appear in Wilkinson’s section on black-on-white
wares, where he noted that, in the epigraphic wares,
the bifurcation of bent tips of the vertical elements is
a “feature that appears only in vessels of good qual-
ity.”11 Only one vessel in the Calderwood Collection
bears bifurcated bent tips—a small jug with black let-
ters on a white ground, purchased in 1972.12

Curiously, Mrs. Calderwood wrote no comments
about two bowls illustrated in Wilkinson’s 1963 cata-
logue that bear a marked resemblance to objects in
her own collection. A bowl with a boldly stylized bird
in the technique of “superimposed slip-painting” (fig.

3)13 may have been a favorite of Wilkinson’s, for the
bird serves as a decorative leitmotif throughout the
catalogue. In 1971—quite early in her collecting ca-
reer—Mrs. Calderwood purchased a close cousin to
this vessel (fig. 4). Two very closely related bowls in
the collection of the Museum of Fine Arts may also
have strengthened her resolve to purchase.14

An object on the market presumably increases in
desirability when it has a virtual twin in a major mu-
seum collection. Thus Mrs. Calderwood’s decision in
1973 to acquire a beautiful “Sultanabad” bowl with a
duck surrounded by petals (fig. 5) may have been
influenced by Wilkinson’s illustration of a very simi-
lar vessel in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (fig. 6).15

Wilkinson’s Nishapur is the most heavily annotated of
Mrs. Calderwood’s books on ceramics. Harboring a
great appreciation for Samanid-period pottery, Mrs.
Calderwood acquired no fewer than fifteen vessels by
the time of the 1978 appraisal. It is surely no coinci-
dence that the Calderwood collection contains ex-
amples from each of Wilkinson’s major categories: buff
ware with figural designs, color-splashed ware, black-
on-white ware, polychrome-on-white ware, and ware
with yellow-staining black.

Of the fifteen, seven bear epigraphic decoration,
and three represent Wilkinson’s buff wares with ani-
mate designs. The three examples of animate buff
wares in the Calderwood collection are strikingly similar
to illustrations in Wilkinson’s 1963 and 1973 publica-
tions. For example, the motif of a square-headed
woman raising her right hand and flanked by long-
necked birds appears in a bowl in Wilkinson’s Nisha-
pur (fig. 7)16 and in a Calderwood bowl purchased
before February 1974 (fig. 8). In both bowls the back-
ground is painted in yellow slip; costume details and
interstitial motifs are closely related.

For Mrs. Calderwood, Wilkinson’s publications
served primarily to establish typologies of Persian
ceramics and to illustrate objects she could emulate
in her own collecting. The 1973 summary of the
Nishapur expeditions, saturated with the kind of tech-
nical descriptions that delighted Mrs. Calderwood,17

undoubtedly inspired her enthusiasm for the Samanid
period. But Wilkinson’s publications proved an inad-
equate guide to the full range of Persian ceramics.
His 1963 catalogue covering Iranian ceramics from
the eighth millennium B.C. through the Qajar period
is copiously illustrated with ninety-nine plates,18 but
for text offers only an eleven-page essay written in
tight, dry prose.
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Fig. 1. Bowl. (Photo: after Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, pl. 29)

Fig. 2. Bowl. Earthenware with underglaze slip-painted decoration. Nishapur, tenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.92. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)
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Fig. 3. Bowl. (Photo: after Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, pl. 30)

Fig. 4. Bowl. Earthenware with underglaze slip-painted decoration. Sari or Amol, eleventh century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.64. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)
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Fig. 5. Bowl with flat rim. Fritware with underglaze relief and slip-painted decoration. “Sultanabad,” fourteenth century.
The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.58. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard
University Art Museums, ©President and Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 6. Bowl with flat rim. (Photo: after Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, pl. 74)
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Fig. 7. Bowl. (Photo: after Wilkinson, Nishapur, color pl. 2)

Fig. 8. Bowl. Earthenware with underglaze painted decoration. Nishapur, ninth or tenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.50. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)
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The most influential author for the first phase of
Mrs. Calderwood’s collecting was not Charles Wilkin-
son but his polar opposite in writing style: Arthur
Upham Pope, co-author with Phyllis Ackerman of the
1938–39 Survey of Persian Art.19 Pope’s 218-page chapter
on ceramics in the Survey appears to have had a sem-
inal influence on Mrs. Calderwood. To judge from
her many marginal notes, she was in no way an un-
critical student of Pope and Ackerman’s magnum
opus, recognizing the emotional basis of many of their
arguments. Her knowledge of ceramics, especially of
their technical aspects, was ultimately more sophisti-
cated than that presented in the Survey. Neverthe-
less, to judge from her collection and from copies of
her lectures on Islamic ceramics, she seems to have
internalized Pope’s approach and values.

If one were to summarize Pope’s chapter on cera-
mics and then subtract all categories except those
wares on which he lavishes his most extravagant praise,
the result would closely correspond to the outlines
of Mrs. Calderwood’s ceramics lectures and would also
neatly align itself with the backbone of her collec-
tion. Although she rarely did so, she could in fact
have illustrated her ceramics lectures with objects from
her own collection.20

In her lectures on Islamic ceramics, Mrs. Calder-
wood focused almost exclusively on wares produced
in Iran, which she defined as encompassing Meso-
potamia and southern Russia.21 This broad definition
allowed her to include ceramic developments tradi-
tionally attributed to ninth-century Samarra and to
avoid Pope’s tortured attempt to credit Iranian rath-
er than Iraqi potters with the invention of luster paint-
ing on ceramics.

Pope’s influence on Mrs. Calderwood did not ex-
tend to her paraphrasing his florid language. In the
surviving texts of her lectures, she largely eschewed
description or formal analysis in favor of historical
and technical information. In this, she followed the
lead set by Arthur Lane in his classic surveys, Early
Islamic Pottery and Later Islamic Pottery.22 On occasion,
she referred to both Lane and Pope by name in her
lectures.

Of the two, Pope’s influence on Mrs. Calderwood
is more foundational, albeit more subtle. Mrs. Calder-
wood’s lectures on Islamic ceramics coincided close-
ly with the Survey, not only in their nearly exclusive
focus on Iran, but also in the classes of ceramic types
illustrated and the importance assigned to them.

Reinforcing the influence of the Survey on Mrs.

Calderwood was Pope’s role in the development of the
Islamic collection—particularly its ceramics—at the
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Relentlessly advancing
the cause of Persian art, Pope developed a close rela-
tionship with Edward J. Holmes, director of the MFA
from 1925 to 1934, and on several occasions lectured
at the museum, notably in January 1932 on the topic
“Islamic Ceramics”.23

In Iran in 1931, Pope purchased more than fifty
ceramics for the Museum of Fine Arts, hoping that
these objects would be the first installment of a “rep-
resentative” or “systematic” collection.24 In his opin-
ion, a comprehensive collection that represented the
varied types of Persian pottery as defined by style and
technique was more valid and valuable than an assem-
blage of masterpieces.

Curatorial records at the Museum do not preserve
the name of the dealer or dealers from whom Pope
acquired individual objects, but an idea of the pur-
chase can be gained from two photographs (figs. 9 and
10), in which many of the vessels are displayed on a
table. The accession numbers are handwritten on the
photographs. Of the fourteen objects in the Museum
of Fine Arts subsequently illustrated in the chapter on
ceramics in the Survey, ten had been purchased from
Pope himself. After years of pressure, Pope finally con-
vinced the Museum of Fine Arts to join the Univer-
sity Museum of the University of Pennsylvania in an
archeological expedition in Rayy, which netted more
than 300 pieces of pottery, metalwork, glass, stucco,
and coins for the collection.

Comparing Mrs. Calderwood’s collection to the 1939
Survey must not be interpreted as a negative judgment
of her collection or lectures, for in both areas she
ultimately demonstrated a broader and more current
knowledge of the field. The comparison is intended
to reveal the influence of surveys, the Survey of Persian
Art in particular, on collectors. It is a commonly held
opinion in the academic world that no one bothers
to read the Survey any more, but that it is still a great
source for photographs. To a novice collector, how-
ever, Pope and Ackerman’s text may be very seduc-
tive, because it presents specific guidelines on the
characteristics of a period style and the criteria by which
to determine quality. With its comprehensive scope,
distinguished contributors, and innumerable scholarly
references, the Survey conveys an authority commen-
surate with its multi-volume, large-folio format. Writ-
ten in mesmerizing language with moralistic overtones,
it continually proclaims the artistic genius of the Per-
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Fig. 9. Documentary photograph of Persian ceramics purchased by A. U. Pope for the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 1931.
(Photo: ©2002 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)

Fig. 10. Documentary photograph of Persian ceramics purchased by A. U. Pope for the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 1931.
(Photo: ©2002 Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
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sian peoples, offering assurance to those investing in
the field.

The photographs in the Survey are indeed superb
and have appeared in many subsequent publications
and countless slide lectures.25 By canonizing certain
styles, techniques, aesthetic qualities, and levels of resto-
ration,26 they have had an enduring influence on the
field. Given that Pope was an enterprising and ener-
getic dealer, a question that may be worth exploring
in the future is the degree to which the Survey—and
more recent surveys as well—drive the art market.

Issues of condition and restoration warrant further
attention, in that the photographs in the Survey and
Pope’s own activities as a dealer probably influenced
Mrs. Calderwood’s attitudes towards the completeness
and cosmetic appearance of Persian ceramics. Reflect-
ing what she would have seen in the Survey and in the
Museum of Fine Arts, many of the Calderwood Per-
sian ceramics are pieced together from fragments, with
areas of plaster fill and over-painting added. Lost parts
of the painted design are thus restored or even in-
vented.

The first batch of ceramic vessels that Pope pur-
chased in Iran for the Museum of Fine Arts under-
went some degree of restoration at Pope’s behest
before they were received at the museum. In a letter
to museum director Edward J. Holmes, Pope cheerily
noted, “The faience for Boston from Persia has arrived
here in Paris, an exceptionally quick delivery from
Persia, and is being put in the hands of the repairers
tomorrow.”27 No response from Boston has been pre-
served.

 For two of these ceramic vessels, the Paris repairs
were later deemed insufficient, at least for reproduc-
tion in the Survey. Pope wrote to the museum asking
that in-painting be added to the vessels before pho-
tography. Arguing that the retouching would render
them more rather than less authentic,28 Pope asked
that cracks be filled in and missing sections of the
design restored. Finding the museum unwilling to alter
the vessels, Pope negotiated a compromise that al-
lowed him to retouch the photographs. He noted in
disappointment, “I am still puzzled why museums the
world over do not hesitate to make the most perma-
nent and often somewhat hypothetical restorations
and reparations on oil paintings, and at the same time
hesitate to put a piece of charcoal or soluble wash
on a piece of decorative pottery. There must be some
reason, for they all do it.”29

Rather than leading a lengthy “Pope’s tour” of the
entire Calderwood collection, this paper will focus on
only a few of the categories in which the Calderwood
vessels relate particularly closely to those favored in
the Survey of Persian Art. Nevertheless it is worth tak-
ing note of the transcendent qualities Pope attributed
to Persian pottery, for they may have inspired Mrs.
Calderwood’s initial concentration on this medium.

Pope opened his chapter on ceramics with breath-
taking claims for the merits of Persian pottery. Pot-
tery, he asserted, offers “ the oldest, most ubiquitous”
and “perhaps the most characteristic manifestation
of Islamic Persian aesthetic genius.” It is not only “the
most comprehensive record of the artistic life of Is-
lamic Persia” but is influential to the development
of many other art forms, including carpets, textiles,
paintings, and even the beginnings of sculpture.30 “The
character of each epoch as well as the deeper cultur-
al trends that were fashioning Persian life both find
expression and record in pottery.”31 Written in an
age that sought to define national characteristics in
art, the Survey blends cultural attributes and aesthet-
ic principles in what may have seemed a reliable in-
troduction to the art of an unfamiliar world.

The Persian potters took every advantage of [the natu-
ral qualities of clay] without violating the limitations.
Their natural, happy, sensitive touch was as apt to the
shaping of the body as to the rendering of the gay, free
decorations, congruous with its light fragility…The Per-
sians were certainly by temperament particularly disposed
to such an art. Their quick wit, active imagination, and
lively mental tempo were essentially congenial to the task.
In pottery they were expressing themselves as natur-
ally and adequately as a minstrel in song. The supreme
achievement in art is always the result of these fortu-
nate coincidences.32

In his subheading, “The Qualities of Beauty in Per-
sian Faience,” Pope articulated at length the charac-
teristics that distinguish Persian pottery from other
ceramic traditions and the criteria by which to judge
quality. Shapes, colors, types of decoration, design,
and themes are considered individually and in the
aggregate as “The Ensemble of Qualities.”33 In de-
scribing what he considered the finest examples of
Persian pottery, Pope frequently evaluated them ac-
cording to these categories. A light, deft touch and a
design that harmonizes with the shape of the vessel
are qualities he praised repeatedly.34 To judge from
the objects in her collection, Mrs. Calderwood grasped
and applied his principles.
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In Pope’s classification, the history of Persian ce-
ramics is divided into three periods. First is the “Ear-
ly Islamic Period,” “up to roughly, the beginning of
the eleventh century.” Second is the “Middle Peri-
od,” “comprising the time of the Seljuq and Mongol
dynasties.” And the third period is defined as “since
the fifteenth century.”35

In the section on the Early Period, “a time of im-
itation and creation,” Pope singled out luster paint-
ing as the most important invention. In this and sub-
sequent sections, he lavished upon it some of his most
high-flown praise: “Painting in lustre expands the
ceramic art into a new dimension and adds what the
Persians especially love, a hidden resource unexpect-
edly revealed. The sudden flashing of golden fire from
the sober pattern savoured of the miraculous and was
one form of that intensity with which the Persians
infused their lightest art.”36 The Calderwood collec-
tion contains fifteen examples of luster-painted wares.

Pope argued tenaciously for the Persian invention
of luster painting on ceramics, and he thus attribut-
ed to Iran fourteen vessels of the ninth through elev-
enth century most of which would now conventionally
be ascribed to Iraq. In her own lectures on ceramics,
Mrs. Calderwood always included examples of these
early luster wares and attributed them to Mesopota-
mia or Iraq, which, as noted above, she included in
the Iranian cultural orbit. The four examples of this
type that she acquired for her own collection are, to
my knowledge, the only non-Persian ceramics she
purchased.37

Her tightly composed bowl with a fat-tailed deer
(fig. 11) illustrates several of the qualities Pope val-
ued in this ware. The animal is rendered in an or-
namental rather than a naturalistic manner, and the
composition exudes a decorative momentum. With a
subtle regard for symmetry, the figure of the deer
largely fills the bowl, and in “an even more signifi-
cant mark of maturity, the contours of the figure are
adapted to the contours of the vessel, the rotund
outlines fitting well into the curves of the bowl.”38

In an uncanny way, this Calderwood bowl combines
features of two bowls that appear one above the oth-
er as Plate 578 A and B in the Survey (figs. 12 and
13). The deer in the upper bowl (A) features simi-
larly elongated antlers, a prominent tail, and round-
ed haunches. The lower bowl (B) incorporates Kufic
inscriptions nearly identical to those in the Calder-
wood bowl. In each of the three bowls, the stylized
animal motif is surrounded with contour clouds filled

with rows of dots, and the entire composition is ringed
with a scalloped rim.39

The “Wares of Samarqand (Afrasiyab) and Tash-
kent (Shash)” command equal attention in the Sur-
vey and are touted as “one of the most important
classes of Persian pottery.”40 Lauding the cultural
achievements of the Samanid dynasty, Pope noted,
“Aside from the literary remains, it is the pottery that
gives the most adequate and impressive record of the
character and taste of the time; and, so judged, it
was admirable, for the pottery is marked by a sobri-
ety and richness, an originality and robustness of
pattern, as well as a depth and warmth of colour that
make an ensemble which was hardly surpassed by the
great ceramic achievements of Kashan and Rayy.”41

Pope singled out the epigraphic wares as the fin-
est expression of Samanid ceramics: “But perhaps the
most distinguished ornamental feature of the entire
series is the splendid Kufic inscriptions which consti-
tute the sole decoration on many pieces…and which…
attain a noble and elevated beauty that is relatively
rare in any medium…”42 Mrs. Calderwood acquired
seven examples of the powerful epigraphic ceramics,
praising them as “…probably the most sophisticated,
restrained, and distinguished of all Islamic wares.”43

Nearly half of the chapter on ceramics in the Sur-
vey is devoted to the Middle Period, “a time of fulfill-
ment and perfection,” covering the late eleventh
through the fourteenth century. Pope categorized the
wares from this “golden age” by technique44 and at-
tributed them to production centers according to
style.45

In Pope’s opinion, the “Carved Polychrome Wares”
rated as one of the most important developments of
the Middle Period, and constituted “one of the most
splendid and imposing of all Persian ceramic styles.”46

Of the many types of carved polychrome techniques
that have survived, Pope considered the “so-called
Aghkand” wares “more intellectual, more Persian, and
ultimately more interesting”47 than any others, and
ranked them “among the finest wares Persia has pro-
duced.” Of the various sgraffiato wares, Mrs. Calder-
wood mentioned only the Aghkand type in her lec-
tures, showing a slide of a bowl illustrated in the Survey
and referring her audience to the MFA’s large bowl
with a rooster, then on display.48 In two lectures, she
referred to this type of ware by the term “Aghkand.”49

In 1975, Mrs. Calderwood purchased an Aghkand-
style plate bearing a crowned horseman (fig. 14), but
she acquired examples of no other types of carved
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Fig. 12. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 578 A)

Fig. 11. Small Bowl. Earthenware with luster decoration. Iraq, ninth or tenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collec-
tion of Islamic Art, 2002.50.71. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)
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Fig. 13. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 578 B)

polychrome ware. Her plate is closely related to a
bowl illustrated in the Survey that Pope singled out
as “the finest piece of the group,” noting its “poetic
and elusive quality” (fig. 15). This “poetic quality”
seems to reside largely in a “duality of pattern”:

The foreground figure is placed against a background
of scrolling vines that are independent in scale and
movement. Both the foreground and the background
patterns have a character and individuality of their own,
and superficially may seem opposed. In the better pieces
there is no merging of contours. At nearly every point
of contact the scrolling vines cross the outlines of the
major figure at right angles, thus completely dissociat-
ing the movements of the two.50

In addition to featuring vines that intersect the main
figures at the recommended angle, both vessels also
show coiling scribbles, stripes of alternating colors,
and colors that bleed beyond the engraved contours.
Both vessels are also enveloped in “the mellow gold-
en glow of the lustrous glaze,”51 but, as stated above,
the Calderwood plate is of modern manufacture.

The “Monochrome Wares of the Middle Period”
found special favor in Pope’s eyes: “These quiet and

often subtle monochromes serve to remind us that
Persian art had its contemplative and tranquil mo-
ments and that brilliance and excitement were only
one of its moods.”52 Mrs. Calderwood’s lotus-mouthed
ewer with relief decoration on the shoulder (fig. 16)
markedly resembles a turquoise ewer illustrated in
the Survey (fig. 17) that Pope had sold to the Muse-
um of Fine Arts in 1931. Pope acknowledged both
the ubiquity and wide variation in quality of this type
of relief ware and singled out the MFA ewer as one
of the “few pieces that are outstanding for brilliance
or liquid quality of glaze.”53 In comparison, the Calder-
wood ewer shows finer articulation of shape, better
preservation of glaze, and a more elegantly resolved
design of confronted animals set against a background
scroll.

Pope divided the “Black-Painted Wares,” which
constitute “one of the largest, handsomest, and most
characteristic types of the time,”54 into painted and
carved designs. Mrs. Calderwood pointed out this
distinction in a lecture and obtained examples of both
types for her collection.55 A small, flat-topped bowl
in which the design is carved and scratched through
the black slip (fig. 18) bears a close relation to a bowl
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Fig. 15. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 610 B)

Fig. 14. Plate. Earthenware with underglaze carved and painted decoration, twentieth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.62. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)
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Fig. 16.  Ewer. Fritware with underglaze molded design. Iran,
twelfth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of
Islamic Art, 2002.50.87. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler
Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President and
Fellows of Harvard College)

illustrated in the Survey (fig. 19), as well as another
that Pope sold to the Museum of Fine Arts in 1931
(fig. 20). All three are examples of the carved tech-
nique that Pope labeled “champlevé,” and in their
lower halves all exhibit the “very smart striped effect”56

he considered characteristic of Rayy.
Noting that in Iran a vessel of this shape was col-

loquially known as “dakhl, meaning ‘saving,’” Pope
described these examples as alms bowls and believed
the form originated in Persia.57 In his view, the util-
itarian nature of Persian pottery was key to its endur-
ing quality as an art form and its ability to reflect the
culture in which it was produced: “To be in intimate

daily contact with the life of the people and in con-
stant practical use is an advantage to any art. Such a
dependence gives art sanity and soundness, and brings
to bear upon all its inventions the inherent charac-
ter of the race, its ideals and special genius.”58

Mrs. Calderwood, too, celebrated the utilitarian basis
of Persian pottery, titling one of her public lectures
“Setting the Table” and stating, “The title of today’s
lecture…was not at all meant to be facetious. It is
very important to remember when examining these
wares that they represent something far more than
just an exercise in creation. These ceramic objects
were all used, many of them on a daily basis, and
some few of them were probably used by rulers or

Fig. 17. Ewer. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl.
768 A)
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Fig. 18. Alms Bowl. Fritware with underglaze decoration carved in black slip. Iran, twelfth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.86. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 19. Alms Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 747 B)
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governors because their technique would have been
so expensive. But they were all to be eaten from nev-
ertheless.”59

 Thus, she may have delighted in finding a vessel
(fig. 21) quite similar to the “sweet meat dish” illus-
trated in the Survey (fig. 22), especially since, according
to Pope, very few have survived.60 Both compartmen-
talized dishes represent Pope’s “transitional style,”
which he placed between the “monumental” and
“miniature” styles of luster painting that he attribut-
ed to Rayy. In this phase, “far more of the white back-
ground is exposed, the lustre ornaments being treat-
ed almost like jewels.”61

As noted earlier, Pope waxed most lyrical about
luster painting: “For sheer opulence it is rivaled by
no other ware and in the best examples constitutes
one of the most brilliant and characteristic expres-
sions of the Persian genius for decoration.”62 Pope
largely followed the earlier work of Richard Etting-
hausen, who had defined distinctive styles and phas-
es of luster painting and attributed them to the cit-
ies of Rayy and Kashan.63 Pope further extended the
Rayy and Kashan stylistic classification into what he

termed “Polychrome Overglaze Painted Ware (So-
called Mºn¸}º Ware).”

In the exhibition labels that Mrs. Calderwood wrote
for the reinstallation of the Islamic collection in the
Museum of Fine Arts sometime prior to 1982,64 she
employed the Rayy/Kashan distinction for the luster
and mºn¸}º objects. In what may be one of her earli-
est lectures, she showed at least eight slides of Per-
sian luster ware to illustrate differing styles and qual-
ities, concluding that because of the variety, “there
must have been a number of centers.”65 Describing
the Kashan and Rayy styles, 66 she wryly noted that
“the finest of these is designated as [being] from
Kashan, based on signed and dated tiles and pottery
and the honesty of your dealer.” At some later date,
undoubtedly due to Oliver Watson’s 1985 publica-
tion, Persian Lustre Ware,67 she revised this lecture,
crossing out the paragraphs describing the Kashan
and Rayy luster styles. In his influential study, Wat-
son reviewed the evidence for the production of lus-
ter ware in multiple sites in Iran and persuasively dis-
missed all but Kashan. According to him, the varied
styles should be viewed not as “separate schools but

Fig. 20. Alms Bowl. Fritware with underglaze decoration carved in black slip. Iran, twelfth century. Museum of Fine Arts
Boston, 31.718. (Photo: courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
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Fig. 21. Sweetmeat dish. Fritware with luster decoration. Iran, twelfth or thirteenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.59. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 22. Sweetmeat dish. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 644 C)
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as differing traditions that achieve a synthesis.” By
1985, however, Mrs. Calderwood had already acquired
twelve of her fifteen luster objects, including all those
from the late twelfth to early thirteenth century. Thus
the Rayy/Kashan classifications prove useful in eval-
uating her purchases.

Mrs. Calderwood surely felt the absence in her own
collection of an object painted in the “Rayy Monu-
mental Lustre Style,” which, according to Pope, was
“one of the noblest in Persian ceramic art.”68 Hap-
pily, however, she was able to acquire several exam-
ples of the “Rayy Miniature Lustre Style.” Among these
is a beautifully preserved bowl with a radial composi-
tion (fig. 23). With its arabesque spokes and cross-
hatched pendants emanating from a central daub of
luster, and its pseudo-inscriptional rim decoration
based on paired ascenders, this bowl closely resem-
bles another one illustrated in the Survey (fig. 24),
which in Pope’s estimation was “ingenious” and “bril-
liant” because of its “radial and concentric systems”
that imparted a “structural character” to the design.69

For Pope, compositions that feature “architectonic
divisions of the field”70 expressed one of the finer
characteristics of this style.

The Survey devotes more than thirty pages and fif-
ty photographs to the “Kashan Lustre Style,” which
he exalted as “one of the most individual and impor-
tant creations in Persian ceramics.”71 The Calderwood
collection contains four examples of objects painted
in this style, the most impressive being a large scal-
lop-rimmed dish with a courtly couple at the center
(fig. 25) that can be fitted into the category of “great
plates,” of which Pope offered lengthy examination.

Underlying much of this discussion is the famous
plate in the Freer Gallery of Art signed by Sayyid Shams
al-Din al-Hasani and dated 607 (1210) (fig. 26). Pope
sought to identify the hands of individual painters
on the great plates and on the more impressive tiles.
He attributed four objects to the painter of the Fre-
er plate, which Mrs. Calderwood used frequently in
her lectures to illustrate the Kashan luster style. One
may wonder where in the lineup of courtly figures
from these great plates she might have placed the
figures painted in her own dish, with their plump
cheeks, tiny dimpled mouths, and cup-shaped chins.

In Pope’s discussion of mºn¸}º ware, he again at-
tempted to discern the hands of individual painters.
Among the “masters” whose work he identified was
one {Ali ibn Yusuf, to whom he attributed four more
mºn¸}º vessels.72 One of the mºn¸}º bowls in the Calder-

wood collection (fig. 27) bears more than a general
resemblance to the works assigned to {Ali ibn Yusuf.
With its “sketchy” and “hurried” style, “carelessly placed
eyes,” and “crisp and dainty touches of black,” it aligns
well with all the examples that Pope attributes to this
artist; in format it is closest to the bowl illustrated in
plate 657 B in the Survey (fig. 28).73

Pope believed that the Rayy mºn¸}º works were su-
perior to those from Kashan.74 This may explain why
Mrs. Calderwood acquired two bowls in the Rayy mºn¸}º
style but none in the Kashan style. In addition to her
two mºn¸}º bowls with figural decoration, she also
acquired a bowl with an arabesque design (fig. 29).
With its prominent knot motifs, it falls neatly into a
group of mºn¸}º bowls with arabesque patterns that
Pope attributed to Sava (fig. 30). In 1931, Pope pur-
chased a number of quite similar mºn¸}º vessels for
the Museum of Fine Arts, including a turquoise bowl
(fig. 31).

While it is not possible to know Mrs. Calderwood’s
thinking when she purchased the arabesque mºn¸}º
bowl in 1972, we may speculate that she was attempt-
ing to represent in her collection Pope’s four princi-
pal ceramic-producing centers of the Middle Period:
Rayy, Kashan, Sava, and Sultanabad.75 With the pur-
chase of the “Sultanabad” bowl (fig. 5) the following
year, she had at least one vessel from each of Pope’s
production centers.

Beyond simply filling in the gaps, the Calderwood
“Sultanabad” bowl with the duck is a superb exam-
ple of the gray, white, and blue vessels that Pope
termed “the most distinctive product of the Sultana-
bad region.”76 Her bowl illustrates what he consid-
ered to be this ware’s finest qualities: it is made with
low-relief modeling; it exhibits rare grace and natu-
ralism in the depiction of an animal; and it bears a
pattern beautifully fitted to the shape of the vessel.77

For Pope, this last feature—the fitting of surface pat-
tern to ceramic form—was the sine qua non of the
best Persian pottery, transcending all periods and types
of wares. In choosing the pottery in her collection,
Mrs. Calderwood also favored decoration harmoniz-
ing with the shape of the vessel.

Following the representation of wares in both the
Survey of Persian Art and Wilkinson’s catalogue, Irani-
an Ceramics, the Calderwood collection is rich in ce-
ramics from the ninth through the fourteenth century,
but rather spare in “wares from the fifteenth century
onward.” For both authors, the later period was largely
uncharted.
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Fig. 24. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 639 A)

Fig. 23. Bowl. Fritware with luster painting. Iran, twelfth or thirteenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of
Islamic Art, 2002.50.103. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President and
Fellows of Harvard College)
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Fig. 25. Dish with scalloped rim. Fritware with luster decoration, Kashan, ca. 1210. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection
of Islamic Art, 2002.50.56 (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President and
Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 26. Plate. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 708)

muq-20-2.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:26 PM245



mary mcwilliams246

Fig. 27. Bowl. Fritware with overglaze painted and gilt decoration. Iran, twelfth or thirteenth century. The Norma Jean
Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.53. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums,
©President and Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 28. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 657 B)
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Fig. 29. Bowl. Fritware with overglaze painted decoration. Iran, twelfth or thirteenth century. The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art, 2002.50.114. (Photo: courtesy Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard University Art Museums, ©President
and Fellows of Harvard College)

Fig. 30. Bowl. (Photo: after Pope and Ackerman, Survey, pl. 697 B)
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Arthur Upham Pope’s death in 1969 came only a
year after Mrs. Calderwood purchased her first piece
of Persian pottery. He nevertheless had a profound
influence on the formation of the Calderwood col-
lection through the massive Survey and his energetic
efforts to steer the collecting of Persian pottery at
the Museum of Fine Arts. In his lifetime, Pope had
only negligible influence on the other side of the
Charles River. With the arrival of the Calderwood
collection at Harvard University, however, his over-
view of Persian ceramics takes concrete form, for
during the decade she concentrated on acquiring
pottery, Mrs. Calderwood successfully built a “survey”
of Persian ceramics largely in keeping with Pope’s
delineation of the field.

With more than sixty years of hindsight, it is easy
to criticize the work of Pope and Ackerman. There is
surely much dead wood in the Survey—including its
racially-tinged, moralistic, and metaphysical overtones,
as well as its assertion of many ceramic production
sites that more recent scholarship has dismissed. The
authors nevertheless deserve our gratitude for gath-
ering scores of high-quality photographs and con-

structing the basic scaffold of a chronological pre-
sentation organized according to technical groups.
Indisputably, the Survey and the many works that have
reproduced its images and classifications have can-
onized certain types and qualities of Persian ceram-
ics, privileging some varieties over others. The Per-
sian ceramics in the Calderwood collection allow us
to examine at first hand the tangible results of Pope’s
influence on the field. Insofar as the Calderwood
ceramics embody his approach, they illustrate the value
and limitations of a “representative” collection.

Examining the influence of surveys of Islamic art—
in the form of both publications and museum collec-
tions—offers only a narrow window onto the Norma
Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art. With its
many superb objects, its broad range, and even its
idiosyncratic areas of specialization, the Calderwood
collection transcends the influences that helped shape
it.

Department of Islamic and Later Indian Art
Harvard University Art Museums
Cambridge, Massachusetts

Fig. 31. Bowl. Fritware with overglaze painted decoration. Iran, twelfth or thirteenth century. Museum of Fine Arts Boston,
31.737. (Photo: courtesy Museum of Fine Arts, Boston)
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NOTES

1. Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg Grabar, The Art and Archi-
tecture of Islam: 650–1250 (New York: Penguin Books, 1987).

2. This article is an expanded version of a talk presented at
“Surveys on Islamic Art and Architecture,” a symposium
organized by the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architec-
ture at Harvard University, May 17–18, 2002. Participants
explored the production and impact on universities and
museums of comprehensive surveys of Islamic art from the
viewpoints of survey authors, publishers, professors, and
curators. This article attempts to contribute to the ongoing
discussion of Islamic art historiography so ably explored in
Stephen Vernoit, ed., Discovering Islamic Art: Scholars, Collec-
tors, and Collections 1850–1950 (London: I. B. Taurus, 2000)
and in the seven papers brought together in Linda Komaroff,
ed., “Exhibiting the Middle East,” Ars Orientalis 30 (2000).

3. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art was
donated to the Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Harvard Uni-
versity Art Museums, by Stanford Calderwood—Norma Jean
Calderwood’s husband—in April 2002, just weeks before his
death. A tribute to the Calderwoods and a preliminary dis-
cussion of the collection can be found in Mary McWilliams,
“With Quite Different Eyes: The Norma Jean Calderwood
Collection of Islamic Art,” Apollo 155, no. 489 (Nov. 2002):
12–16.

4. Mrs. Calderwood suffers from Alzheimer’s disease. Her late
husband, while more than willing to answer questions, was
only minimally involved in her collecting.

5. The lawyers from Choate, Hall, and Stewart charged with
the Calderwood estate kindly allowed me access to files that
pertained to Mrs. Calderwood’s collection or teaching ca-
reer. Many typed drafts of her lectures have been preserved,
although they are frequently incomplete, undated, and
heavily edited. Ten of the surviving lectures treat Islamic
ceramics. Only three bear dates: 1976, 1983, and 1994. Most
appear to have been prepared for audiences at the Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston. It is of course impossible to know how
Mrs. Calderwood might have departed from her prepared
texts.

6. Information on when Mrs. Calderwood purchased individual
objects in her collection is uneven and sometimes open to
interpretation. Appraisals of the collection conducted in
1978, 1992, and 1995 help to chart its growth. Dealer in-
voices survive for many objects, although it is not always
possible to identify the object described. An invoice dated
August 1973 from the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston lists ten
objects in her collection for which thermoluminescence tests
were conducted. There is also a set of snapshots, dated
February 1974, of forty-one objects. From this mosaic of
sources I have attempted to sketch the evolution of her
collecting.

7. I am grateful to Adean Bregman, Babst Art Librarian, Bos-
ton College, for allowing me to examine Mrs. Calderwood’s
art history library. Until the cataloguing of Mrs. Calderwood’s
books is completed, a more accurate count will not be avail-
able.

8. Charles K. Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics (New York: Asia House,
1963).

9. Ibid., pl. 29. Captioned, “Bowl/ Underglaze-painted brown-
black and black staining the yellow glaze/ Nishapur, late
10th Century/ Diameter 9 1/4 in.” The bowl is in the Se-
attle Art Museum.

10. Charles K. Wilkinson, Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1973).

11. Ibid., p. 93.
12. The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art,

2002.50.91.
13. Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, pl. 30. Captioned, “Bowl/ Un-

derglaze painted in white engobe in olive green, red, and
purplish black/ Mazanderan (Sari?)/ 10th Century/ Diam-
eter: 7 3/4 in.” The bowl is in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art.

14. Museum of Fine Art, Boston, 1961.186 and 1969.950.
15. Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, pl. 74. Captioned, “Bowl/ Beige-

gray ground, white-slip painting, brown-black outlines,
touches of cobalt blue/ 14th Century/ Diameter 8 5/8 in.”

16. Wilkinson, Nishapur, color pl. 2. Captioned: “Bowl; Animate
buff ware/ Group 1, 59; pages 17–19.”

17. In her lectures, Mrs. Calderwood often explained in some
depth the technical aspects of the different types of pottery.

18. Plate numbers are frequently incorrect, however.
19. Arthur Upham Pope and Phyllis Ackerman, eds., A Survey

of Persian Art, from Prehistoric Times to the Present, 6 vols. (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1938–39). The page references
in this paper are from the fifteen-volume reissue (Tehran:
The Soroush Press, 1977). Pope’s chapter “The Ceramic Art
in Islamic Times, A. The History” is in vol. 4, pp. 1446–1664.
The accompanying plates are in vol. 9.

20. The exceptions appear to be a splash-glazed bowl of the type
usually described as imitation T’ang ware (2002.50.104), a
large bowl from the Samanid period with red and black
inscriptions (2002.50.88), a white bowl with pierced deco-
ration (2002.50.48), and a bowl with mºn¸}º decoration (prob-
ably 2002.50.53). Because she simply wrote the words “mine”
or “NJ’s bowl” in the margins of her lectures, it is not al-
ways certain to which object she was referring.

21. N. J. Calderwood, in an undated lecture on Islamic ceram-
ics, presumably to an audience at the MFA: “It would be
almost impossible to show you all the ceramic wares and all
the techniques and all the decoration that appeared in the
Islamic world from the ninth century on. I have chosen those
that I personally like for the most part. They have been
primarily from Iran, but an Iran that stretched over a vast
territory and included Mesopotamia and S. Russia, and in-
cluded many ceramic centers and many outside influences.”
In another undated but seemingly later lecture for the MFA,
she included a Fatimid luster bowl and a blue-and-white bowl
from Hama but noted, “the ceramics of Iran are considered
the high point of Islamic ceramics.” In her survey course
for Boston College Mrs. Calderwood added a separate lec-
ture on Iznik ceramics.

22. Arthur Lane, Early Islamic Pottery (London: Faber and Faber,
1947) and Later Islamic Pottery (London: Faber and Faber,
1957). Mrs. Calderwood’s explanations of pottery techniques
borrow from Lane and other authors. Lane’s surveys were
assigned reading in her classes on Islamic art at Boston
College. Copies of Mrs. Calderwood’s class schedules and
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bibliographies are preserved in her files but are unfortunately
undated.

23. Files of Directors’ Correspondence, Archives of the Museum
of Fine Arts, Boston, contain six folders filled with letters
from Pope to various museum employees covering the pe-
riod 1921–36. Following Holmes’ retirement from the direc-
torship at the end of 1934, Pope’s influence at the museum
waned rapidly.

24. In a letter of October 30, 1931 to Ananda K. Coomaraswamy,
then Fellow of Indian, Persian, and Muhammadan Art at
the Museum of Fine Arts, Pope defended his recent selec-
tion of ceramics as “representative” and “systematic,” using
the latter term four times. Directors’ Correspondence, MFA
Archives.

25. Publications include Lane, Early Islamic Pottery, and David
Talbot Rice, Islamic Art (London: Thames and Hudson, 1965).

26. Directors’ Correspondence, MFA Archives, preserves a tell-
ing exchange of six letters between Pope, Holmes, and the
registrar D. J. Story (whose initials vary in the correspon-
dence).

27. Letter from A. U. Pope to E. J. Holmes, Nov. 2, 1930. Direc-
tors’ Correspondence, MFA Archives, folder 3. Discussing
the fragmentary nature of Islamic pottery, Arthur Lane (in
Early Islamic Pottery, p. 3.) noted: “The art of ‘restoration’
reaches its height on early Islamic pottery; at workshops
mainly in Paris missing fragments are replaced by pieces from
other vessels or made up in plaster, and the whole so skill-
fully over-painted as to baffle the most expert eye. Genuine
pots are often re-decorated or given fraudulent inscriptions,
and in this largely unknown field impossible forgeries have
for a time gained credence.”

28. Directors’ Correspondence, MFA Archives, preserves an
interesting correspondence between Pope and various mem-
bers of the Museum staff on the matter of improving the
appearance of objects for their publication in the Survey.
For example, “If [the requested restorations] could be done,
the bowl will be far more beautiful and just as authentic, in
a sense, really more so.” (A. U. Pope to H. L. Story, Oct. 22,
1933). Or, “Would it not be possible to touch out the black
cracks on the negatives of the white cup and the bird? These
cracks are no part of the design, and they spoil the space in
which the bird is fluttering. In every way they are a detri-
ment to the piece.” (A. U. Pope to Charles H. Hawes, Dec.
31, 1931).

29. A. U. Pope to H. Story, Nov. 23, 1933.
30. Mrs. Calderwood echoed these claims, albeit with greater

restraint: “We have looked at two major elements in Islamic
art this afternoon, paintings and ceramics. Both of these
techniques were used in architecture. Many of their designs
and themes were used in rugs.” From “Introduction to Is-
lamic Art” (undated lecture, ca. 1976).

31. Pope, Survey, p. 1447.
32. Ibid., p. 1451.
33. Ibid., p. 1459: “It is not, then, the supremacy of any one

quality that gives to Persian ceramic arts its pre-eminence,
but rather the serene harmony that unites them all into a
single expression. This just balance of contour, surface,
pattern, and colour is, in the finest pottery, never trans-
gressed, and in the outstanding examples is carried to a
perfection that is the goal of art everywhere and a major
source of its intensity and conviction.”

34. In less florid language, Mrs. Calderwood noted, “Technical
skill in building and later in throwing and turning clay had
long been present in Iran, and this technical skill was some-
times matched by the successful arrangement of simple
designs to the shapes of vessels.” From “Ceramics” (lecture,
1994).

35. Pope, Survey, p. 1465.
36. Ibid., pp. 1487–88. Pope’s poetic imagery contrasts dramati-

cally with Wilkinson’s matter-of-fact discussion of Iranian
luster painting: “To turn from the monumental to the ex-
quisite, the twelfth century also saw a great flowering of the
art of luster painting, which was practiced in both Rayy and
Kashan. Although the Iranians cannot be credited with its
invention, they developed it to a very high point of artistry,
combining it with transparent color to obtain the richest
effects…” Wilkinson, Iranian Ceramics, p. 9.

37. According to Stanford Calderwood, an Iznik tile (2002.50.
108), the one example of Turkish ceramics in the Calderwood
collection, was a gift from a dealer.

38. Pope, Survey, p. 1498.
39. So uncanny is the resemblance of the three bowls that it

may have raised suspicion. Mrs. Calderwood had this bowl
and nine others tested for authenticity by thermoluminence
at the MFA, Boston, in Aug. 1973. The test confirmed its
ancient manufacture.

40. Pope, Survey, p. 1473.
41. Ibid., p. 1474.
42. Ibid., p. 1476.
43. N. J. Calderwood (undated lecture on Islamic ceramics,

missing title page).
44. The wares as labeled by Pope include: “carved,” “poly-

chromed grafitto,” “provincial,” “lustre-painted,” “poly-
chrome overglaze painted,” “polychrome and gilded relief
ornament,” “cobalt with overglaze painting,” “black-paint-
ed,” “black champlevé,” “black silhouette figural,” “mono-
chrome,” and “grey and blue underglaze-painted.”

45. Pope recognized the following production sites: Rayy, Kashan,
Nishapur, Sava, Sultanabad, Sultaniya, and Tabriz.

46. Pope, Survey, p. 1521.
47. Ibid., p. 1526.
48. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, 58.93.
49. N. J. Calderwood, “Ceramics” (lecture, Feb. 17, 1983; and

also in an undated lecture on ceramics, missing its title page):
“The variety during the Seljuk period seems endless. Here
a magnificent rooster fills the entire bowl. We have a bowl
like this on display right now. The background is filled with
the arabesque, which we mentioned last week. The decora-
tion is done in the sgraffiato technique, which simply means
that it has been cut into the surface, which was covered with
a white slip. Then paint was added between the lines. The
incising would also help keep the paint between the lines.
The most obvious prototype is again metalwork. These ob-
jects are usually credited to Aghkand, near Tabriz, and are
called Aghkand ware.” At some later point, Mrs. Calderwood
crossed out the last sentence.

50. Pope, Survey, pp. 1528–29.
51. Ibid., p. 1528.
52. Ibid., pp. 1618–19.
53. Ibid., p. 1619.
54. Ibid., p. 1608.
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55. N. J. Calderwood, “Islamic Pottery or Ceramics” (undated
lecture): “This jug is an example of a group of wares in which
black pigment was mixed with the slip. The mixture was
sometimes applied with a brush or else the entire vessel was
covered with the black slip and later the design was carved
out leaving a light colored background. Then a turquoise
glaze was applied…Here is another bowl of the same tur-
quoise color, but your eye should tell you that the technique
is different. Here the black design has been painted on a
light-colored background…Then the glaze covered the
painted surface.”

56. Pope, Survey, p. 1614.
57. Ibid., p. 1448.
58. Ibid., p. 1448, and also p. 1447: “One reason why the pot-

tery of Persia is such a comprehensive record of Persian art
is that it was so intimately associated with the life of the
people, for it functioned in life at every turn in useful ways
and as adornment, too, so that it became as indispensable
and natural to the Persian people as their garments.”

59. N. J. Calderwood, “Introduction to Islamic Ceramics: Set-
ting the Table” (lecture, 1994).

60. Pope, Survey, p. 1553.
61. Ibid.
62. Ibid., p. 1545.
63. Richard Ettinghausen, “Evidence for the Identification of

Kashan Pottery,” Ars Islamica 3 (1936): 44–75. This thesis
was followed by Arthur Lane, Early Islamic Pottery, and other
writers.

64. Mrs. Calderwood listed the reinstallation on a curriculum
vitae dated 1982.

65. N. J. Calderwood, “Ceramics” (undated lecture).
66. For example, “The plump birds who encircle the shoulder

have been identified with Kashan and thus help us deter-
mine where this style probably originated…The little white
spirals in the background are typical of Kashan wares…But
if you compare the looser design of this lustre bowl, you find

an equally fine lustre but a looser, different technique. The
horse and rider fill the interior, and the arabesque lacks the
nervous quality of the little hooks and spirals in the Kashan
ware. These characteristic features usually indicate that these
lustres come from Rayy…” From “Ceramics” (undated lec-
ture).

67. Oliver Watson, Persian Lustre Ware (London: Faber and Faber,
1985).

68. Pope, Survey, p. 1550.
69. Ibid., p. 1555.
70. Ibid., p. 1590.
71. Ibid., p. 1595.
72. Ibid., pp. 1563–65, and pls. 656 B, 657 A, 657 B, and 659 B.
73. Another incentive for Mrs. Calderwood in acquiring the bowl

in figure 27 might have been the presence in the Museum
of Fine Arts of a beautiful “Rayy mºn¸}º” bowl with a similar
enthronement scene (63.1391).

74. Pope, Survey, p. 1596: “The overwhelming prestige of Rayy
has for a long time obscured the fact that Kashan also pro-
duced polychrome overglaze painted pottery, which, if it did
not equal in quantity the products of Rayy, at least competed
with it in quality. But if Rayy gradually surrendered to
Kashan’s supremacy in the lustre-painted ware, which by the
end of the thirteenth century was almost a Kashan monopoly,
the charm of the Rayy polychrome painted type, combined
perhaps with the pressure for concentration on the lustre
painting, resulted finally in the eclipse of the Kashan poly-
chrome style.”

75. Ibid., p. 1641. He also listed Nishapur, Sultaniya, and Tabriz
as ceramic-producing sites in the Middle Period but noted
that understanding of their output was still preliminary.

76. Ibid., p. 1635.
77. The Calderwood “Sultanabad” bowl compares very favorably

with, for example, the bowl illustrated in Pl. 779 B, which
Pope praised as “the outstanding example of this style as
practised in the fourteenth century.” Survey, p. 1636.
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And He is the Mighty, the Forgiving
Who hath created seven Heavens one above another:
No defect canst thou see in the creation of the God of
Mercy:
Repeat the gaze: seest thou a single flaw?
Then twice more repeat the gaze: thy gaze shall return
to thee dulled and weary.

Qur}an 67: 3–51

Irrelevant or fanciful though it may at first seem,
comparing an example of medieval Islamic architec-
ture with a twentieth-century Western work of art il-
lustrates the contemporary trend of transcultural
investigation in the field of artistic studies.2 This article
compares two buildings containing a single main room:
the reception hall inside the Comares Tower, built
in 1310 within the Alhambra at Granada by Yusuf I;
and a cubical construction, Space That Sees, erected in
1992 in the sculpture garden of the Israel Museum
in Jerusalem by the contemporary American artist
James Turrell (born in California in 1943).3 This type
of study must be placed within the epistemological
context of what Oleg Grabar calls “the mythology
about globalization.” He defines this concept as a
“technology of awareness and recognition which would
make all cultures and all knowledge accessible with
the same intensity to all institutions and individuals.”
He then appropriately suggests, “It is possible that
the information provided by procedures in the Is-
lamic world would not exhibit significant differences
from procedures used elsewhere.”4

Far from being pure speculation, such a compari-
son can reveal the very meaning of the two works in
question in the light of what they share as aesthetic
phenomenologies, beyond any cultural specificity. If
one considers the work of art an “effective reality”5

and examines the nature of the thing itself (die Sache
selbst)6 and not only its history, one situates it in the
very sphere of its absolute existence that transcends

time and space.7 Therefore this work of art necessar-
ily matches, in aesthetic terms, kindred objects from
other periods and contexts of civilization: “the ob-
ject in connection with objects.”8 Did not Edmund
Husserl use “the great word Stiftung—foundation or
establishment—to designate in the first place the lim-
itless fecundity of each present…but above all that
of the products of culture that continue to have value
after they appear, and that open a field of research
in which they live perpetually”9?

A significant example of this new transcultural
approach was provided by “Ornament and Abstrac-
tion,” an exhibition held at the Beyeler Foundation,
Basel, in September 2001. In the exhibition, West-
ern art from the twentieth century was displayed along-
side so-called decorative works from other civilizations
and times;10 exhibits included a pre-Colombian tex-
tile juxtaposed with a painting by Jasper Johns and,
more relevantly, a Moroccan wooden door carved in
1690 combined with a canvas by Mark Rothko, and
an Islamic tile mosaic shown with an abstract work
by Piet Mondrian. In his seminal book, The Mediation
of Ornament, Oleg Grabar made a similar comparison
of a fifteenth-century Iranian painting with the fa-
mous Broadway Boogie-Woogie of Mondrian.11 In con-
tinuity with these attempts, the present article aims
to approach artistic creation through its fundamen-
tal character of universality, as opposed to its ethnic,
national, or religious differentiation.

To begin, a cluster of formal similarities creates a
parallel between the Comares Hall and Space That
Sees. Each work consists of a fortress-shaped structure
atop an elevated site that dominates the landscape
in such a fashion that it imposes its presence on the
surroundings (figs.1–2). Each shelters a cubical room
decorated with geometric patterns and displaying an
aesthetic emphasis on a ceiling that transforms the
architecture into a cosmic fiction. The Comares Hall
(also called the Hall of the Ambassadors) consists of
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Fig. 1. Exterior of the Comares Tower at the Alhambra, fourteenth century. (Photo: J. Laurent. Courtesy of the Fine Arts
Library, Harvard College Library)

Fig. 2. Rear facade of Space that Sees by James Turrell, 1992. Sculpture garden of the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. (Photo:
V. Gonzalez)
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a vast, lavishly decorated, monumental chamber
crowned by a wooden cupola and located inside the
massive brick structure known as the Comares Tow-
er (fig. 3). An ornamental configuration of large su-
perimposed geometric panels of ceramic and stucco,
focusing on a star-patterned vault, is combined with
poetic and Qur}anic inscriptions with cosmological
themes.12 Sura 67, “The Kingdom,” which describes
the seven Islamic heavens, extends along the base of
the cupola, directly beneath the muqarnas cornice
at the top of the walls. Around the arches and inside
the alcoves are inscribed various poems in which plen-
tiful astral themes compare, for example, the figure

of the sultan to the sun that enlightens the starry
canopy of the skies.

Analogously, Turrell’s construction is a place of
stargazing and of meditation on the physics and meta-
physics of the universe (fig. 4). As the artist himself
declares, “I am making spaces that will engage celes-
tial events.”13 Not well known to historians of Islamic
art, and perhaps too recent to belong to the histori-
cal category of universal masterpieces, Space That Sees14

requires fuller description.15

The work consists of a monumental half-cube made
of stone and concrete masonry, standing in the mid-
dle of a gravel-covered ground and surrounded by

Fig. 3. Interior of the Comares Hall. (Photo: Garzón. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library, Harvard College Library)
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bushes and small trees planted sufficiently far from
it to stress its hieratic and minimalist volume. Blind,
bare façades lead the visitor, on arriving at the site,
to walk around the cube to find its entrance. At the
rear, a short wall of immense rough-faced stones even-
tually conducts the visitor to a doorway giving access
to the room (fig. 5). There, on the right side of the
entrance, appears a sign that reveals the title of the
work, Space That Sees.

The space within forms a huge, hollow, geometric
figure determined by the inclined, unadorned walls,
covered at half-height with tiles of ocher marble and
marked along the bottom by the strict linearity of a
bench. The smooth, paved floor completes the fig-

ure. This geometry of the void-—the skillful effect of
pure profiles, impeccable directive lines, and uniform
surfaces—reaches its aesthetic peak at the level of
the open ceiling, where a sharply defined square forms
an aperture through which the spectator contemplates
the heavens. Natural “pictures” of the firmament
shaped by atmospheric phenomena—cloudy or sun-
ny sky, starry night, etc.—succeed one another with-
in the limits of this empty square.

Hence the puzzling title of Turrell’s work actually
plays a crucial role in the semantic of the building.
Here, as in the Comares Hall, a linguistic element
significantly partakes in the aesthetic language and
uses the rhetorical strategy of personifying the archi-

Fig. 4. Interior of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)
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Fig. 5. Entrance to Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)

tecture. The decorative poems of the Moorish edi-
fice provide some of its features, such as the “talk-
ing” cupolas above the niches, with the aesthetic ability
to speak;16 likewise its title provides Turrell’s work
with the aesthetic ability to see; we might say that
while the former is a “space that talks,” enjoying the
power of the word, the latter is a “space that sees,”
with the power of sight. Moreover, despite its brevi-
ty, Turrell’s title purposely attributes a fictional char-
acter to the architecture: thanks to three puzzling
words, the ultra-minimal, concrete cube becomes an
object poised between dream and reality. In this sense,
its title seems to share with the poetic inscriptions in
the Alhambra the rhetorical function of addressing
the imaginative and the marvelous.

Actually, the phrase “space that sees” leads to two
possible and equally valid interpretations of the work.

The first and most obvious is that the construction,
transformed into a living entity endowed with sight,
looks at the heavens through its upper aperture, as
does the visitor while sitting on the bench. The di-
rection of vision, therefore, is from inside to outside.

In the second, more complex, interpretation, it is
not the building itself that sees, but the void in the
ceiling. Accordingly, the “space that sees” to which
the title refers no longer corresponds to the monu-
ment or the hollow form of its interior but to the
piece of sky observable from within. By penetrating
the cube through the open roof, the heavens become
a sort of celestial being that looks inward and may
gaze at the visitor. Thus not only does the visitor enjoy
a direct outward view, but conversely and interactive-
ly he is seen by this celestial space/being. Consequent-
ly, the act of seeing by the personified object occurs
in the opposite direction, from the outside in. This
second interpretation of Turrell’s edifice does not
rely solely on its linguistic identification; it is also
supported by visual effects that constitute a major
element of the structural composition of the work.

In the daytime and especially in sunny weather,17

natural light entering through the square breach casts
over the inner walls luminous geometric figures and
shadows that change place and form according to
the hour (fig. 6).18 These figures and shadows seem
to embody the virtual presence of a celestial entity
within the room and express in visible terms its im-
material gaze from outside in. Movement and meta-
morphosis enliven this embodiment; it is as if a huge
eye is roaming across the inner surfaces of the cube—
a presence or gaze that not only sees but also, inas-
much as the projected moving and metamorphic
shapes render visually perceptible its action of see-
ing, is itself seen. Whether we consider Space That
Sees as seer or thing seen, the cubic construction,
despite its minimalist reference to the order of rea-
son and its involvement of the concrete elements of
nature, forms a place of wonders and surprises that
aesthetically surpasses the rules of rationality. As such,
it parallels the Comares Hall, which resounds with
the voices of epigraphic poems and utters verses to
the visitor, while at the same time raising fundamen-
tal ontological issues: sura 67, inscribed beneath its
dome, deals with the major topics of Islamic cosmol-
ogy and the great questions of life, death, and crea-
tion.19

Another conspicuous feature common to the two
architectural works is a pool that partakes of the gen-

muq-20-2.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:29 PM257



valérie gonzalez258

eral disposition of each site. Adjacent to Space That
Sees, one can contemplate a monumental sculpture,
Sky Pool, made in 1987 by the Israeli artist Israel Hadany
(b. 1941). This work consists of a body of mirrorlike
water in a basin of steel tiles resting on a low plat-
form partly enclosed by piled rocks (fig. 7). This pool
recalls the one in the Court of the Myrtles preceding
the Comares Tower, which likewise seemingly mir-
rors the image of the firmament on its reflecting
surface (fig. 8). As a result, the combination of the
cubic building and the pool in the garden of the Is-
rael Museum strikingly echoes the configuration of
Yusuf’s palace in the Alhambra.

Of course the juxtaposition of these two contem-
porary works was not conceived in order to evoke
the Nasrid site. Lacking any intended correlation, this
analogy of structure indubitably shows that the same
logic of meaning is intrinsic to each artistic set as a

fictive or imaginative projection of the cosmos. In
particular, the theme of the mirroring water per se
universally raises cosmic connotations and images “in
which the pond is the very eye of the landscape, the
reflection in water the first view that the universe has
of itself, and the heightened beauty of a reflected
landscape presented as the very root of cosmic nar-
cissism.”20

At the Israel Museum, the association of the two
contemporary works in the same area obviously de-
pends upon purely aesthetic features that together
form a semantically coherent set.21 These features
include the use of celestial vocabulary and the spa-
tial procedure of making virtual images by combin-
ing elements of reality and natural phenomena with
the illusion and artifices of art. It is due to analo-
gous content and artistic modes that the palace of
Yusuf I displays similar forms and visual cognitions,
although the original intention to unite the Court of
the Myrtles pool with the Comares Tower was not to
promote the celestial rhetoric of the whole complex,
but rather to apply a well-known medieval architec-
tural scheme comprising a reception unit that is pre-
ceded by a courtyard embellished with water.22 But
at a second level of aesthetic conception, the heav-
enly imagery produced by the Court of the Myrtles
reflecting pool, allied to the cosmographic composi-
tion of the reception hall, indeed reinforces the cos-
mological resonance of the Comares complex and
confers upon it the character of a high place of an-
thropocosmic imagination.23

Whatever the original motivation may have been,
the similarity of morphology and typology between
these arrangements is formal evidence that they are
correlated creations, analogous scenic frames for the
occurrence of parallel aesthetic events. As this de-
scriptive presentation shows, the configuration of both
monuments is conceived to put the spectator into an
intimate relationship with the universe in all its mys-
tery and fascinating beauty. To quote a particularly
apt expression of Gaston Bachelard, each monument
constitutes “an instrument with which to confront the
cosmos,” 24 but not in the manner of an observatory
whose purpose is the objective and logical compre-
hension of the physical world. Although mathemati-
cally structured, each creates an absolute fiction that
generates a sublimating and projective perception of
the universe by means of the amazement of the sens-
es. This amazement of the senses puts perception,
and not the mobilization of the intellectual forces,

Fig. 6. Interior of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)
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Fig. 7. Sky Pool by Israel Hadany, 1987. Sculpture garden of the Israel Museum (Photo: V. Gonzalez)

Fig 8. Court of the Myrtles, 1370. (Photo: J. Laurent. Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library, Harvard College Library)
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at the very heart of the cognitive relationship between
seer and architecture, thereby even forming the build-
ings’ aesthetic language. In axiomatic terms, this aes-
thetic system may be summarized as “Perception is
the medium.”25

PERCEPTION IS THE MEDIUM

In critical theory, this phrase means that the phenom-
enology of perception, naturally involved in all aes-
thetic experiences of visual objects of art, constitutes
the driving force of artistic language. The designated
recipient of this language is the viewer’s body, which
forms the place of inscription of the aesthetic inten-
tion of the work. Sensory perception is therefore the
genuine producer of meaning in the aesthetic expe-
rience, by broaching the more elementary, corporeal
consciousness of the living being in the physical world.
Lying at this primary level of the purely sensible, the
cognitive relation to the work brings the spectator back
to the original state of being in space that is, as Merleau-
Ponty explains, “taken in the fabric of the world” (pris
dans le tissu du monde), in which felt things are “an
annex or an extension” of the body, “inlaid in its flesh”
(incrustées dans sa chair).26 Here “the body” must be
understood in the phenomenological sense, as the
ground of perceptive knowledge. This preobjective or
prelogical knowledge results not solely from the sen-
sory grasp of things, forms, colors, textures, or sounds
but also from the resonance and repercussions of this
process in the field of subjectivity, which is that of
emotions and imagination.27 It is within this field of
subjectivity—inhabited by the dreaming, symbolic, and
imaginative consciousness associated with the soul,28

“the wild region” (“la région sauvage”) where “fantasy
is possible,”29 the place of projection, interpretation,
and transformation of the real—that all the cognitions
of the work of art gather and operate.

In this way, the work’s significance arises exclu-
sively from what Jacques Derrida terms “a subjection
of sense to seeing, of sense to the sense of sight,”30

or what Turrell himself, regarding his own works, calls
a process of “Sensing the Sensual/Sensing Sensual.”31

Accordingly, “intellectual seeing” or “intellectual
sight”32 operates in full interactivity with all the oth-
er phenomena of perception that necessarily inflect
the purely mental activity in the aesthetic experience.
It is a question of a genuinely visual aesthetics that
puts to the test both sight and the way of seeing. More
than that, the interweaving of the two kinds of ap-

prehension enables pure thought to reach and ex-
plore spheres that otherwise would not be accessible
to it through the direct and indebted path of the
rational reading of the artistic object. For obviously,
the order of the sensible leads elsewhere and is in-
stilled with what is no longer of the sensible order.

Applied to the Comares Hall and Space That Sees,
this theorem, “Perception is the medium,” results in
a sum of physical properties that confers on the two
constructions the aesthetic status of “perceptual ar-
chitecture.”33 Indeed, in each site, the architecture
offers one’s eye a highly qualitative topological space,
shaped by means of eminently material forms, col-
ors, textures, surfaces, masses, planes, light and shad-
ow, etc.,34 that addresses one’s being in direct con-
tact with matter. It presents not objective images or
visual narratives35 but a physically lucid, measured,
finite space with center and edges, volumes and voids:
an object whose “mode of appearing,” as Husserl would
say,36 rests upon its pure “objectness” and its consti-
tutive geometric order. As a result, no form of dis-
course remains at the heart of the architectural work’s
meaning, which instead rests on the signifying po-
tential of its constitutive patterns and their aesthetic
qualities.37 As the Greek word for sensation aisthesis
(the root of “aesthetic”) suggests, aesthetic qualities
are those that we appreciate in perception: the sen-
sory, structural, and spatial ones, including the ar-
rangement or apparent articulation of the features
of the work.38

The absence of either representation or any di-
dactic visual device, which concedes to pure forms
all the signifying power of the architecture, imposes
the cognitive process of sensory perception as an
absolute precondition to any type of intellection. For
in art, only geometry—the regulating force of the
realm of matter—convokes pure perception and makes
sense through it. As a whole, this cognitive system
makes no separation between body and spirit or be-
tween perception and comprehension, insofar as it
does not address only the mind as independent or
primordial receiver of the signification of the archi-
tecture. On the whole, if perception is the medium
and the signifying principle, geometric abstraction
supplies the mode of realizing this principle in the
materiality of the two buildings; its mode of action is
in their forms. In the Alhambra, however, the lavish
presence of Arabic inscriptions renders this aesthet-
ic system more complex than that of Turrell’s work
and so requires further analysis.
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THE INSCRIPTIONS IN THE PERCEPTUAL
DYNAMIC OF THE COMARES HALL

In the decoration of the Comares Hall, the epigra-
phy (see fig. 3) introduces didactic elements that, in
correlation with the purely perceptual ones, fully
participate in the architectural language.39 But in this
geometric configuration, based on abstraction as dis-
tance and discrepancy with respect to the real-world
object, the inscriptions, despite their imaging semantic,
do not play an opposite representational role of fill-
ing the architectural patterns with a determined fig-
urative or symbolic content; they definitely do not
transform the geometric design into a kind of ico-
nography.40 Such a process would literally bind the
scriptural cognitions to the visual ones, in a contra-
dictory and conflicting attitude of reconciliation with
the contingent world aiming to reduce the ontologi-
cal opposition between geometry and life that is a
purposeful part of the aesthetic conception of the
room.41 What then is the nature of the relationship
between inscriptions and geometry in the building?
And how do the inscriptions match the perceptual
dynamic of its aesthetics?

This relationship is manifold, given the multiple
ontological properties of the inscriptions as both “sub-
ject bodies” (les corps propres),42 or objects of visibility
made out of matter, and statements belonging to the
abstract sphere of language. First, they form an au-
tonomous territory dedicated to words, plainly per-
forming their original literary role like all types of
writing. Therefore their content is significant in it-
self, independent of the significations of the archi-
tectonic features on which they appear.43 This is es-
pecially true of the religious-political slogan occurring
throughout the construction, “Only God is victori-
ous,” and of the Qur}anic quotations, whose religious
semantics and value are by definition intrinsic and
transcendent. From this point of view, we may call
the relationship between the textual and visual cog-
nitions of the room, which emanate from the pat-
terning formed by calligraphy and geometric design,
“a conjunction of two types of propositions.”

Second, the inscriptions perceptually enrich and
embellish the network of geometry without modify-
ing its abstract aesthetic character. This aspect of their
contribution proceeds completely from formal par-
ticipation in the beautiful visual patterning.

Finally, in semantic association with the architec-
tural configuration, the wall texts create another kind

of syntactic interrelation. Viewed in their visual con-
text, their function clearly depends on the aesthetics
of the building and must be understood in the light
of its formal phenomenology, with which they neces-
sarily cooperate. This aesthetics being of physico-
mathematical nature and acting on the purely sensi-
ble ground of an ordered space of mathematical
morphologies, the formal phenomenology falls un-
der the laws of suggestion rather than of representa-
tion. So it is in logical accord—not in contradiction
or conflict—with this overall visual language of sug-
gestion that the semantic of the calligraphy operates.
Its alliance with this abstract aesthetics rests not on
descriptive power,44 since the inscriptions describe
nothing precisely identifiable in the edifice, but rather
on a rhetorical faculty equivalent in the language of
words to visual suggestion in architectural forms. This
faculty is evocation through textual, poetic, or Qur}anic
imagery that acts on the imagination. Visual sugges-
tion acts likewise on perception, by resorting not to
the objectivity of reason and rational consciousness
but to the subjectivity of feeling and intuitive con-
sciousness.

Imagination is indeed the key to understanding
this enigmatic syntax of epigraphy and architectural
forms in the Comares Hall. The wall inscriptions—
whether their content is known by reading, listening,
or memorizing—precisely intervene and function at
the second perceptual level, that of the resounding
and resonating of things felt in the soul and mind,
inasmuch as perceptual acts lead to acts of the imag-
ination and bodily realities to realities of the soul,
ultimately ending in imaginative intellections.45 The
poetic evocations (celestial scenes) or Qur}anic “pic-
tures” (cosmography of the heavens) stimulate the
associative faculties and thus thoroughly exploit the
cognitive power of imagination to make corporeal
things, particularly mathematical morphologies, con-
ceivable through figures and images, mainly by way
of analogies.46 Thus channeling its flow along these
trails mapped out of words, the wall texts guide and
inflect the imagination that is called forth by the
geometric design. In other words, it is the imagina-
tion that the inscriptions manipulate, fashion, or ori-
ent towards an enlivened and corporeal world of
images. The purely abstract and perceptual essence
of the forms themselves, “this theoretical-concrete
spectacle of geometry,”47 remains absolutely intact.

The task now is to define the link of meaning be-
tween the epigraphic content and the physico-math-
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ematical aesthetics of the building—that is, to define
how, in the experience of the building, imaginative
activity guided by the inscriptions shapes or colors
perception, and, by extension, how imaginative con-
sciousness intersected by these textual images trans-
forms corporeal consciousness.

This link of meaning puts into religious and his-
torical perspective—namely, into a particular Islam-
ic-Nasrid perspective—the strategic, ontological deter-
mination of the building by geometry, so that a purely
aesthetic order of consciousness activates, in addition,
both political and religious consciousness. For geo-
metry per se is a transcending universal that, as Ed-
mund Husserl explains, “with all its truths, is valid
with unconditioned generality for all men, all times,
all people, and not merely for all historically factual
ones but for all conceivable ones.” 48 Geometry in-
deed possesses a character of absolute objectivity and
intrinsically constitutes absolute truth, both physical
and metaphysical; it is at once corporeal and ideal
truth that consequently is radically auto-signifying.
Thus independent from history and contingency,
geometry is also cut off from the sacred. But it is cut
off in such a way, we would assert, that in its capaci-
ties to make physical realities interplay with metaphys-
ical idealities and to connect concreteness dialecti-
cally with the infinite, it somehow conceals sacredness
of its own. This is certainly what Michel Serres sug-
gests in his definition of geometry, “mystique + phy-
sique = géometrie” (mysticism plus physics equals
geometry).49 In Serres’ equation, the word “mystique”
indicates this tendency towards a would-be profane
sacredness that geometry creates without reference
to any particular religious faith or conception of the
divine. It is a matter of secular mysticism, without
idols or icons, without god or gods. To be religiously
determined in monotheistic terms, this tendency to-
ward the sacred must become a path leading to God,
and its goal must be the quest for divine truth.

Precisely at this indeterminate level of the sacred
that does not yet have religious content lies the sig-
nifying function of the inscriptions of the Comares
Hall in syntactical relationship with the geometric
ornamentation: this function is to fill the universal
metaphysical meanings and connotations of the ge-
ometry with specifically Islamic content.

In fact, by attributing the creation of the world to
the One God and by postulating his word as abso-
lute explanation of it, the inscriptions invest the ra-
tional demonstration of geometric transcendence with

divine origin. They superimpose a theological vision
of the universe on a logical metaphysics,50 thus mak-
ing two kinds of truth—universal mathematical truth
and religious truth of the Islamic divine—intersect,
the one powerfully standing for the other. More ac-
curately, the Arabic inscriptions endow the profane
mystical nature of the geometry with the rhetorical
power to express Islamic spirituality and faith. In this
way, the physico-mathematical aesthetics of the ar-
chitecture no longer possesses an indifferent charac-
ter of mathematical objectivity, but rather offers the
unconditional validity and excellence of a rational
framework for displaying the particular existential
order of Islam.

Another important contributor to this phenome-
non of Islamizing the geometric design is the treat-
ment of textures, colors, and arabesque patterning:
these function as “stylistic labels” that, at a purely
visual level, anchor in the context of Islamic culture
the “transaesthetics” of geometry.

In other respects, the historical order lyrically sug-
gested by the wall poems, with their central figure of
the sovereign, partakes of an Islamic worldly concep-
tion that comprises a hierarchical organization of
human existence. The poetic glorification of the
Nasrid sultan recalls that he is the temporal repre-
sentative, guardian, and guarantor of eternal, divine
authority. Again, through the contextualization of
geometric forms by epigraphy, the sacred becomes
religious, that is, specifically Islamic.

Naturally this Islamic dimension of cosmographic
expression in the Nasrid building does not enter into
the constitution of the secular Space That Sees, which
confers exclusivity of meaning on geometric abstrac-
tion, so that the sacredness of the place remains open
to all kinds of mystical interpretations and can give
rise to all kinds of beliefs, including Islamic ones,
depending on the viewer’s cultural background (fig
9). About Turrell’s installations, Meuris writes, “The
possibly mythic (mystical) character of his works con-
stitutes one result, among others, of their concep-
tion, of which the spectator is the only judge accord-
ing to the particular dispositions in which he expresses
his personal affect.”51 From this one can deduce that
a Muslim believer’s viewing of Turrell’s construction
through the filter of an Islamic conception of the
universe will virtually transform it into a framing place
for an Islamic experience of the sacred. The mystical
connotation of its design will resound as the reflec-
tion of an ineffable truth, the corporeal objectivity
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of its geometry echoing the spiritual truth of the di-
vine.

Therefore it is neither incongruous nor irrelevant
to imagine the Sura of the Kingdom inscribed around
the edges of the open ceiling of Space That Sees; this
would not modify the work’s content but would rath-
er reduce the plurality of its metaphysical significa-
tions to a single religious meaning, as in the Alham-
bra, by assigning the construction a determined Islamic
identity, thereby excluding all other sacred specifica-
tions that the work potentially embodies. As a result,
the presence of the holy text would offer a definite
answer to the question of the mystery of the worlds
that Turrell’s edifice, like the Comares Hall, poses
through its forms. Free of any predicative pattern,
however, Turell’s construction allows for a multiplicity
or even an infinity of answers to this question. In
summary, what distinguishes Space That Sees from the

Alhambra is that it constitutes a scene for the projec-
tion, not of a unique metaphysics, but of all possible
metaphysics.

Conversely, just by focusing on the visual configu-
ration, one can consider the Comares Hall without
taking into account its inscriptions, as a pure geo-
metric object analogous to Space That Sees. (This per-
ceptual approach, one must not forget, is actually that
of the ordinary visitor, who is ignorant of the con-
tent of the inscriptions and therefore incapable of
understanding the building in its full complexity.)
One nevertheless may have a genuine and meaning-
ful experience of the hall, insofar as one deals more
broadly with an authentically perceptual architecture
possessing “an architectonic typology with reminis-
cences willingly mythic, fabulous, and imaginary… that
inevitably make one think about remote mytholo-
gies.”52 Based on the pure perception of suggestive
or allusive shapes and arrangements, this experience
consists of interpretative vision realizing the signifi-
cation of the work as possibility, not as fact or evi-
dence. It is the viewer’s coordinated perceptual pro-
cesses of projection and selection (perception being
by definition projective and selective) that invest the
free field of the geometric construction, open to
multiple meanings, with a content defined by the view-
er’s own mystical vision.

For apart from its directive or inflecting epigraph-
ic element, the Nasrid monument, like Space That Sees,
offers a subjectivist aesthetic that considers the expe-
rience of the work an individual state or attitude and
so creates between the work and the viewer a rela-
tionship of reciprocal determination. Turrell’s com-
ment on his installations also holds true for a strictly
perceptual approach to the Alhambra: “The work has
the reality given to it by the person looking at it.”53

So for certain spectators, the Comares dome, like the
ceiling of Space That Sees, will evoke the celestial dwell-
ing of God or the heavenly place of eternal life, while
for others it will suggest the absoluteness of the infi-
nite or the immensity of the firmament. In brief,
viewed in this way, it embodies equally all conceiv-
able metaphysics and theologies.

It is clear that the predicative power of the Arabic
inscriptions does not impair the deep complementa-
rity of the two constructions, whose aesthetic foun-
dation remains “Perception is the medium.” This foun-
dation, entirely implemented by geometric abstraction,
serves a determinate goal, which is, as the amazing
device of the ceiling suggests, to ascend to spiritual

Fig. 9. Interior of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)
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heights from the firm basis of corporeal truths.54 As
Descartes notes in Cogitationes privatae, “Sensible things
are apt for conceiving Olympian things.”55 The Sura
of the Kingdom inscribed in the Comares Hall both
confirms this goal of spiritual ascent and indicates
its fulfillment in a single direction, through Islam.

In both buildings the instrument of ascent from
low to high is perception and the elevating faculty of
imagination that it stimulates, and the ground of action
is geometry. A material space defined for perceptual
experience, whose ultimate objective is to promote
the quest for spirituality by putting the human being
into contemplation of the immensity of the world and
beyond, and perhaps into touch with the divine that
is coextensive with this immensity—we call this a
phenomenology of the sacred. Logically, to this phe-
nomenology belongs an aesthetic evocative of all
myths, imprecise but suggestive, that is entirely served
by geometric abstraction and its power of ontologi-
cal determination.

GEOMETRIC ABSTRACTION FOR A
PHENOMENOLOGY OF THE SACRED

In dealing with the architecture of the two sites in
question, we must consider the double aspect of their
exterior and interior geometry, which plays a partic-
ularly important role in the phenomenology of the
sacred. This character of sacredness relies on a the-
atrical, dreamlike shift of place and time produced
by an unexpected transformation of simple exterior
into extraordinary interior: a dialectic of outside and
inside that enacts the ontological duality of the real
and the imaginary.

The exterior of the two constructions presents an
aspect of elementary materiality, conceived to pose
each edifice as an earthly place according with the
landscape and forming an integral part of the sur-
roundings. The plain monochromatic quadrangular
volume of each structure is exempt from all decora-
tion and displays the tangible reality of a sturdy geo-
metric object firmly anchored to the ground. By thus
emanating the rational solidity of a physical body in
perfect adhesion to the earth, each building immers-
es the visitor in a world of pure concreteness easily
grasped through primal and essential material quali-
ties of volume, color, line, and texture. This almost
neutral appearance fulfills the precise cognitive ob-
jective of reserving for the interior of each building
the aesthetic task of surprising and enchanting the

imagination through pure fiction. As Bachelard ex-
plains, “A complete metaphysics, englobing both the
conscious and the unconscious, would leave the priv-
ilege of its values within.”56 This enchantment will
occur with all the more intensity by dynamic con-
trast with an exterior that marshals the contrary forces
of a steady, earthly order.

In architecture the aesthetic of the sacred conceives
the visitor’s experience in the initiatory logic of a
true journey of determined steps, corresponding to
determined states and significations. At each site, an
intimate relationship with tangible materiality con-
stitutes the starting point of the journey that, through
a channeled conditioning of body, soul, and spirit,
ends in a sacred moment of contemplation and a su-
preme act of sublimation inside the building. To ac-
quire its dimension of inner adventure and its full
value of sacredness, this ultimate, contemplative stage
of indoor experience must be realized in radical op-
position to the primal one outdoors. More accurate-
ly, the initial step of the aesthetic journey must be
lived like the final one, in a state of exception, “in
the region of the superlative,”57 but in a situation
strictly opposite to that of achieving an ultimate end
beyond the world: that is to say, a situation of origin,
of a pure beginning on the earth as an absolute “here.”

 The immediate outer area of neither the Comar-
es Hall nor Space That Sees is designed as an irratio-
nal world of wonders or a total fiction echoing or
auguring the inner marvels of the edifice, as at the
Palace of Versailles (to cite a particularly conspicu-
ous example). Each edifice rather constitutes an ex-
tension of the landscape, bound to it by the organic
link of geometry that organizes things in connection
with other things behind the veil of their chaotic
appearance. The landscape and architectural whole
is composed of a quasi-mathematical set of masses,
lines, cubes, spheres, and cones that one might de-
scribe with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s words about
Cezanne’s paintings: “pure forms having the solidity
of what could be defined by an internal law of con-
struction; forms that taken together, as traces or cross-
sections of the thing, let it appear between them like
a face in the reeds.”58 The significant reference to
elements of nature—vegetation, stones, water, etc.—
at the Andalusian and Israeli complexes reinforces
the character of earthly space that makes each build-
ing not merely architecture but a true “work-place”
(oeuvre-lieu) in the physical and geographical sense,
a fixed and stable locus in the geometric harmony of
worldly things.
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The exterior conditions of both “earth-works”59

convoke the primal experience of living in the con-
creteness of the world, perfectly antithetical to the
experience of the inside. In both the Moorish palace
and Turrell’s installation, the exteriors are neither
complements to the interiors nor resolutely fictive
fragments of nature entirely subordinate to an archi-
tectural logic proceeding from artifice, as at Versailles.
Instead, with its sensuous garden that domesticates
natural elements but does not deny its link with na-
ture,60 the environment of each edifice appears in
continuity or connection with the great outdoors
around it, adjusting itself to a horizon of hills and
city—Granada or Jerusalem.

Even within the intimate, reserved, and sophisti-
cated arrangement of the Court of the Myrtles, this
aesthetic force of extroversion remains at work: the
delightful spectacle of the garden, with its rare plants
and flowers, cool water, and pool mirroring the fir-
mament, induces a keen consciousness of corporeal
realities that for Muslims are truths bearing witness
to the greatness of God’s creation. Such sensitive
beauty optimally stimulates all the perceptual states
of the body encountering this “concrete flow”61 re-
sulting from the contact with things: the seeing, hear-
ing, smelling, touching, and moving body in union
with both the natural elements and the architectural
features. In this sense, although the Court of the
Myrtles embodies a kind of utopia, it also forms a
supersensible world, isolated by walls from the im-
mediate surroundings but ontologically constituting
an outside space, defined by its connection and claim-
ed aesthetic link with the earth.

In the sculpture garden of the Israel Museum, where
no protective walls exert the contrary forces of intro-
version and extroversion, the earthly and rational
character of the external space necessarily increases
manifold. This absence of enclosing features maxi-
mizes, as if to demonstrate their transcendental na-
ture, the phenomena of both the feeling and the felt
(du sentant et du senti)62 that determine the powerful
outdoor experience of the architecture as an earthly
place. Thanks to the sophisticated configuration of
Turrell’s cube, the visitor walking around it not only
comes into contact with a strongly defined material
space but also encounters the very being of space, as
a place of coexisting things (lieu des coexistants).

Indeed, coming first upon an anonymous, flat, blind
facade that is the rear of Space That Sees, the visitor
feels oddly perplexed63 by an unidentifiable thing

characterized by absolute neutrality (fig. 10).64 What
appears is an ultra-object without any identity other
than that defined by its perceptual qualities and
material structure: what Donald Judd would call a
“Specific Object.”65 The bareness and impeccability
of its geometric volume makes it a pure presence,
completely merged with the immediate environment
as if growing from the soil, whose color it borrows.
Due to this very neutrality, however, this pure pres-
ence turns out to be dominating and polarizing; it
releases a hypnotic energy that induces even the more
reluctant visitor to continue the exploratory adven-
ture.

Actually, the visitor’s state, clearly planned by the
artist, is that of “non-awareness,” which is necessary
to restore the dynamism of a pure perceptual rela-
tionship to things and space in order to establish the
relevance and newness of their emergence. Follow-
ing Bachelard, it is a matter of “living what has not
been lived and being receptive to an overture of lan-
guage.”66 Free of all symbolic weight and any refer-
ence to worldly factuality, this solid, in its original,
crude nudity, reveals to the visitor the power of the
reciprocal, vital attraction that things as “associated
bodies”67 exert in their ontological relationship of
connection. With an invisible and silent force, the
solid initiates a voiceless dialogue of perception in
which the spectator engages without being aware of
it, becoming a purely sensitive body, a genuinely vir-
gin being ready to experience without hindrance “the
earthly conditioning of the soul”68 that the exterior
of Turrell’s construction, like the Court of the Myr-
tles, brings about by means of its aesthetic configu-
ration.

The absence of visual clues or signals that could
indicate the raison d’être of the cube impels the viewer
to endeavor by a sensory investigation of the site to
understand what he is seeing. All the senses are wide-
awake and engaged in the extreme experience, “the
perception of perception.”69 The visitor scrutinizes
opaque walls, soil, and surrounding landscape in order
to discover some tokens that will reveal the secret of
the mysterious object, till he eventually realizes that
it shelters a room. At this point a new experience,
the second step of the aesthetic journey, begins.

There, at the sill of the doorway that lets the visi-
tor catch a view inward, the extroverted forces of the
exterior of the cube come into interplay with the
opposed, introverted forces of the interior, opening
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Fig. 10. Rear facade of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)

into a perspective of exploration (fig. 11). The ex-
ternal aspect of a fortress, due to the heavy, thick
mass of the construction, reinforces this double phys-
ical nature of inner-and-outer and open-and-closed.
Such a physical nature belongs to any architecture
but always appears emphasized in edifices invested
with sacramental or religious meaning. The highly
rhetorical effect of the spatial dialectic between the
two antithetical topologies transforms the interior of
Space That Sees into pure fiction; even though its visu-
al features, unlike those of the Comares Hall, present
no radical modifications, a change of world decided-
ly occurs.

Reinforced by a similar external disposition, the
same aesthetic phenomenon obtains in the Comares
Hall.70 Like the explorer of the Turrell site, the view-
er in the Court of the Myrtles is bought to a highly
perceptive state by the bucolic walk. While enjoying
the earthly spectacle of the garden and preparing to
enter the hall, he faces an imposing, enclosed, opaque

volume that conceals in its protected midst some se-
cret or surprising marvel. In Turrell’s installation, the
austere, almost blind tower continues to enact the
mystery of the unknown until the very end of the
visit—the astonishing view of its bosom—through what
we may call “the aesthetic of the hidden,” a corollary
of the aesthetic of the sacred. This aesthetic contrib-
utes to puzzling the visitor in order to endow the last
station of the architectural journey with the dramat-
ic dimension of a denouement and the revealing dy-
namic of an epiphany: the point of completion of
the phenomenology of the sacred.

But this completion could not be realized without
the visitor’s crucial act of gaining access to the build-
ing by means of a carefully conceptualized entrance,
the gate that reveals the ontological dialectic of the
outer and inner spaces. At each site, the doorway is
not merely a practical and beautiful device but also
a strategic place in an architecture active in setting
up different stages in the duration of an aesthetic
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journey. The point of access to the interior is con-
ceived to confer on the act of entry the dynamic of
exchanging the purely corporeal phenomenology of
the outside for the much more complex phenome-
nology of the inside, implying a qualitative exchange
of functions among body, soul, and mind. In this sense,
we may say that there is “ritualization” of the act of
entering.

In the Nasrid palace as well as in the Turrell in-
stallation, access is attained through intermediary
stages that transform the crossing of a threshold into
a prepared break between outdoors and in, thereby
conferring on the room the character, generally prop-
er to sacred or religious places, of a disconnected
world—a space of isolation and introversion like a
secret chamber or a sanctuary. In the Alhambra, a
portico and an antechamber called La Sala de la Bar-

ca (Room of the Blessing) separate the Court of the
Myrtles from the Comares Hall (fig. 12). The pre-
cious decoration of this antechamber and its axial
portal underscores both the functional and the rhe-
torical importance of the entrance, effecting sceno-
graphically the sequential unveiling of a succession
of spaces.71 Under an enfilade of arches that achieve
in stucco the effect of fine, hanging draperies, the
progression inward takes on the solemnity of a sacra-
mental gesture, that of passing from a graspable world
to an unimaginable one.

In Space That Sees, the process of ritualization nat-
urally rests not on dazzling decoration, since the con-
cern of the work is minimalist aesthetics, but rather
on the sharply profiled perspective of a tiny, door-
less corridor that discloses a room as bare, blind, and
neutral as the facade. Somewhat like the disquieting
architecture imagined by Lewis Carroll in Alice’s Ad-
ventures in Wonderland, this puzzling corridor appears
as a tunnel that paradoxically hides and reveals its
destination in a truncated view at once near and far
(see fig. 11). This partial and distant view into the
bosom of the construction fills it with oddity and
presages some sort of surprise but does not yet pro-
vide any clue of its sense. It offers a strong visual
incentive to proceed towards the unknown—a mute,
irresistible, and almost threatening invitation to quit
the clear, rational order of the outdoors for an un-
canny adventure within. In the silence of this geom-
etry, which balances quasi-oppressive solidness and
quasi-disturbing emptiness, the mystery of the cube
remains well kept. To be revealed, it requires of the
visitor a daring move inward, through the whimsical
corridor.

In the end, whether geometry as aesthetic mode
utilizes dazzling, prolific, and ostentatious ornamen-
tation or the impressive impact of minimalist reduc-
tion, in both works of architecture it has the same
specific function—that of dramatically opposing the
earthly logic of the real, belonging to the outside,
with the unreal essence of the imaginary, proper to
the interior. The pivot-point of this aesthetic and
ontological topography is the entranceway, shaped
as a graduated trail that renders the action of enter-
ing, essential for perceiving the building’s core, as a
sacralizing and sacralized (but not a sacred) gesture.
In this initiatory progression, the entranceway sup-
plies the necessary preconditioning for the overwhelm-
ing discovery of the interior space, a world beyond
geometric definition that is the very place of sacred-

Fig. 11. Corridor of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)
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Fig. 12. Portico of the Court of the Myrtles and entrance to the Sala de la Barca, 1370. (Photo: Garzón. Courtesy of the Fine
Arts Library, Harvard College Library)
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ness. This interior, psychologically transcendent, con-
stitutes a microcosmic fiction whose physical nature
is entirely dominated by the dynamics of ascension.

A MICROCOSMIC FICTION DOMINATED BY
THE DYNAMICS OF ASCENSION

In the Comares Tower as well as Space That Sees, once
the threshold is crossed, the topography of the room
forms quite another physical entity—another geom-
etry of strictly utopian order that, disconnected from
the site exterior as a particular geographical locus,
constitutes a place of universal implications. The vis-
itor passes from an elementary geometry in accor-
dance with the constructive laws of the real world to
a utopian one born from geometric imagination and
conceptualized by geometric reason. Whether, as at
the Alhambra, the room utilizes the principle of cu-
mulative, intricate decoration and rich textures and
colors, or, as in Turrell’s construction, the contrary
principle of reductive hollowing out and sober tones,
the result is one of geometric creation at the highest
degree of knowledge, excellence, and rigor.72 Square
solidity, sharp edges, straight lines, and strict divisions
limpidly delimit an impeccable finiteness without the
least defect of balance or proportion.73

Thus embodying mathematical idealities, each of
the two buildings shapes an absolute space and of-
fers a perfect example of sensible morphological ide-
ality—what A. Chevrillon, regarding geometric forms
in general, called “the ethics of crystal.”74 Therefore,
each is at once a spectacle and a receptacle of tran-
scendence, as described by the words of Michel Serres:
“This virginal space, already homogeneous and iso-
tropic, and therefore measurable, becomes abstract
because all has been subtracted or removed from it,
all has been snatched or eradicated from it, yes, ex-
tracted. No more obstacle, all goes through it.”75 We
are no longer in Granada or Jerusalem, but within a
space that is our world, microcosmic,76 whose psy-
chic weight inclines towards metaphysical meditations
and imaginative reveries. Correlatively, we quit the
horizontal order of the concrete world and enter a
central, abstract space enlivened by the elevating forces
of verticality.

This double change of dimension, from the par-
ticular to the universal and from the real to the imag-
inary, rests upon a physical aspect of centrality whose
spatial properties “cosmicize,” or render visible in the
clearest architectural terms, the metaphysical postu-

late of the microcosm correlative to the macrocosm.
Enfolding its nucleus in the concentrated figure of a
square, each of the two rooms fundamentally pre-
sents itself as a center. By thus enacting the ontolog-
ical determination of a world by its center, each room
duplicates in the realm of artistic forms the universal
topology of the omphalos. As Bachelard emphasizes,
“Every universe is concentrated in a nucleus, a spore;
in a dynamized center.”77 This peculiar central con-
figuration generates a dynamic of spatial and direc-
tional tension that gives the building a cosmic mor-
phology—a true aesthetic cosmogony in which the
constitutive dualities of the architecture embody those
of the physical universe.

Necessarily, the centrality of each space provokes
upward movement, thereby creating a polarity from
bottom to top that stretches toward the infinite skies.
The aerial axis of verticality, counterbalancing the
solid horizontal foundation of the square form, finds
a visual echo in the geometric patterning of the walls,
which are divided into two distinct zones, one above
the other. In the Comares Hall, the ornamentation
is sharply divided between the lower zone of poly-
chrome tiles and the upper revetment of sculpted
stucco that extends to the wooden dome. In Space
That Sees, vertical polarity is created by the subtle
division of the walls into two zones of similar color,
the lower one marble-covered and the upper one
painted concrete (see figs. 4, 6, and 9). In this fash-
ion, both works replicate in architecture the natural
dichotomy of the earthly and the celestial spheres.
Accordingly, the two double poles—floor and ceil-
ing and lower and upper wall sections—become meta-
phors of the earth and the heavens, articulated by
the geometric combination of centrality and upward
tension.

There are slight differences, however, in the way
the two edifices make use of this aesthetic phenome-
non. The Nasrid construction, with its high, straight
walls, stresses upward movement toward the cupola,
emphasizing the psychic power of its elevation. In
contrast, in Space That Sees, the physical dynamic of
horizontality remains strongly dominant: although
subtly nuanced by the incline of its interior walls, which
diminish in thickness in order to broaden the space
at the top, the earthly force of the cube’s base is re-
flected at the level of the ceiling, which is sharply
defined by its square profile. Nonetheless, the ceil-
ing, by incorporating the very reality of the sky and
its natural aerial dynamic, offsets the almost crush-
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ing horizontal weight of the structure and so, like
the Comares Tower, imposes a significant upward
verticality.

Their dissimilarity thus does not spoil the funda-
mental symmetry of the two constructions in their
cosmographical disposition. Both are firmly rooted,
earthly entities that respond to an aerial world, the
ineffable world of the heavens. These responses are
perceptible through two essential components of the
spatial disposition of each edifice: movement and light.

Concerning movement, a skillful kinetic concep-
tion of each ceiling activates another fundamental
spatial dialectic, that of the fixed earthly ground and
the moving heavens. In the Alhambra, the concen-
tric arrangement of the starry patterns of the wood-
en vault provokes an optical illusion of motion and
dilation that radically opposes the static character of
the square chamber (fig. 13). Turrell’s cube, in con-
trast, obviously owes its spatial aspect of movement
to the outward-directed aperture of the roof, which
displays a live view of the slowly changing reality of
the firmament, strikingly manifest on sunny days in
the diurnally scrolling projections of sunlight upon
the walls (see fig. 6). By virtually or actually adding
the vitality of movement to the great binary morphol-
ogies of the structures, the antithetical energies of
the weight of the soil and the lightness of the air
fully enjoy their metaphoric power in the elabora-
tion of the aesthetic cosmogony of the two buildings.

Finally, light, a visible and sensibly graspable ex-
pression of time, is the sublime and crucial element
for the completion of this cosmogony. It is also the
most primal element of all, insofar as the perception
of these architectural works and, consequently, the
very sense of them depend entirely on luminosity.
Referring to his overall artistic objective, Turrell says,
“Light is the material that I use and manipulate to
work on the medium of perception.”78 In the Comares
Hall, too, light is so used and manipulated. Whether
filtered through polychromatic stained glass and arti-
ficially modulated by the contrasting colors of paint-
ed wood in the Alhambra,79 or whether descending
straight from the skies in all the purity of its natural
brightness in Space That Sees, the supraspiritual and
ultrapositive presence of light inscribes the micro-
cosmic fiction both in the rational moment of real
time and in the irrational expanse of eternity.

These are the visible and invisible features of the
two constructions that, like Jacob’s ladder, virtually
put the earth in communication with the sky—com-

munication that the viewer himself experiences aes-
thetically in the upward course of his vision, for the
experience of this cosmic architecture is essentially
an experience of seeing, not in the ordinary sense,
but as a quasi-sacred act of revelation.

HANGING VISION, WONDERING GAZE

The geometry of the Comares Hall and of Space That
Sees awakes a double consciousness of centrality and
verticality that induces particular modes of aesthetic
perception and bodily behavior. Enclosing the visi-
tor, the central and vertically polar space of the room
first produces an insulating psychic effect that allows
him to experience the architecture in a rush of sur-
prise. Next, the energy of this physical centrality tends
to immobilize the visitor’s body in a fashion such that
the process of taking possession of the place occurs
essentially through sight, in a highly ocular concen-
tration on specifically targeted objects. The eye moves
in defined directions, as opposed to wandering in-
differently from one point to another, building its
own visual itinerary.

In the two sites, this perceptual behavior has iden-
tical modes. First, a fluid succession of visual gestures
enlivened by gradually increasing sensory intensity
culminates in an extreme state of focused upward
gazing. The elevating dynamic of the centrality,
strengthened by the design of the walls in superim-
posed, concentric sections, induces the viewing of each
room in a peripheral spiral that involves an upward
movement of the head towards the top part of the
building—the strategic and vital point of the construc-
tion, where all the directional tensions converge.
Second, the power of sight dominates all the percep-
tual forces to the extent that the rest of the body no
longer participates in the aesthetic experience. The
being-body is reduced to a being-gaze that releases
the very essence of the act of seeing.

To be fully experienced, the architecture in fact
requires the visitor to sit, and its conceptualization
purposely includes a device to optimize bodily com-
fort, since an unpleasant or painful sensation would
disrupt optical activity and diminish its intensity. In
the Nasrid period, the guest-visitor in the Comares
Hall was invited to sit or recline on precious cush-
ions in order to best enjoy the spectacle of the dome
as the peak of the architectural experience. In Tur-
rell’s installation, the artist has carefully planned the
design of the bench that runs around the periphery

muq-20-2.pmd 9/2/2003, 4:29 PM270



the comares hall in the alhambra and james turrell’s SPACE THAT SEES 271

of the room and allows the visitor to assume a pos-
ture of full rest (fig. 14). Despite its minimalist and
unimposing aspect, this slightly inclined bench re-
moves the potential discomfort of looking upward and
even provides the spectator with a gratifying sensa-
tion of relaxation.80

From this point, everything occurs in and through
sight, a quasi-ecstatic state of vision that hangs on
the splendid vault, whether the starry cupola of the
Comares Hall or the “skyroof”81 of Space That Sees. As
Bachelard puts it, “Here, as elsewhere, life is ener-
getic at its summit.”82 All the rest of the construction
seems but a pedestal for this absolute place, the fo-
cal point of an absorbed, captive gaze. Seeing becomes
aerial contemplation, forgetful of both body and time.
Correlatively, the vision of the eye becomes the vi-
sion of the soul, in the sense that Descartes in his
late writings gave to the genuinely profound gaze
involving inner sight. About Descartes’s thought, Den-
nis Sepper observes, “The paradigmatic metaphor for

the soul’s activity is seeing.”83 In both the Comares
Hall and Space That Sees, such an extreme state of
seeing achieves the earthly conditioning of the soul
through perceptual forms that precondition the aes-
thetic activity of the mind—namely, the imaginative
perception called forth so intensely by the irrational
zone of the ceiling. In this perception of the ceiling,
not only does one become visionary, but one feels to
the highest degree the immensity of the world, its
infinity.

THE CEILING AS A “FRAGMENT OF THE
INFINITE”

The cosmic ceiling generates an endless stream of
mystical-celestial views—images of immensity—while
it arouses multiple metaphysical emotions—feelings
of the vastness of the world and of the ineffable depth
of the firmament. But the upper reaches of neither
Space That Sees nor the Comares Tower represent the

Fig. 13. Ceiling of the Comares Hall. (Photo: from V. Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam)
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Fig. 14. Interior of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)

celestial vault. Although the wooden dome of the latter
has been analyzed as representing the seven Islamic
heavens of the Qur}an by means of geometric sym-
bols, images, or pictures,84 that view applied to ei-
ther work misinterprets it as a world of incarnation,
whereas each ceiling displays an aesthetic configura-
tion built on the absence of objects and the non-
reality of subjects—built, that is, on abstraction. Tur-
rell himself has released a statement that applies
equally well to the Alhambra: “There is no object per
se in my work.”85 One might also cite Ludwig Wit-
tgenstein’s explanation of the generic concept of
“picture” in the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus:

2.12 The picture is a model of reality.
2.13 To the objects in the picture correspond the ele-
ments of the picture.
2.131 The elements of the picture stand, in the picture,
for the objects.
2.14 The picture consists in the fact that its elements
are combined with one another in a definite way.
2.141 The picture is a fact.86

If one follows this logic, one clearly understands that
in these monuments there is precisely no “fact” of this
sort, in the material sense. Instead, the conception of

the Comares dome and the “skyroof” of Space That Sees
comprises a complex set of aesthetic paradoxes and
depends on a rational, abstract construction of forms
without abandoning absolutely the notion of picture.
It completely redefines pictorial discourse87 by mak-
ing the reality and objectivity of physical things col-
laborative with the unreality and subjectivity of the
products of the imagination.

Thus, if one confines oneself to the different “fact”
—to paraphrase Wittgenstein—of the aesthetic con-
stitution of the two ceilings, one observes that they
are not finite objects but open spaces that in their
finitude contain infinity—spaces where the sensible
world dissolves into metaphysical abstraction. The
endless concentric spatial structure geometrically fash-
ioned in the Comares dome88 corresponds in Space
That Sees to the most radical of all spatial entities:
the void, a real aperture through matter that dives
directly into the unfathomable emptiness of the sky
(fig. 15). As the former contains a virtual infinity of
mathematical order concealed in its geometric struc-
ture, the latter displays “live” the corporeal truth of
the infinity of the firmament. Ideal or real, this aes-
thetic space neither represents nor symbolizes but
truly demonstrates the fundamental cosmological
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feature of the endlessness of the universe, that foun-
dation of all mystical or metaphysical imagination.

Thus the infinite exists, but only against or through
the reality of the finite, marked by the earthly hori-
zon. In the two works, the finite is defined by the
square rim of the ceiling: in the Comares Hall a pow-
erful muqarnas cornice crowning the walls, and in
Turrell’s cube the sharp edges of the aperture. As a
frame for viewing, this square delimits the visual field
through which the spectator contemplates an end-
lessly spreading space and virtually grasps a “fragment
of the infinite.” Hence the roof design of each con-
struction positively resounds with cosmic amplitudes—
of the immensity of the celestial vault, of the divine
infinite, of eternity—and finitudes—of the seven Is-
lamic heavens, of the planets, of a moment of grace.
In other words, the design is an aesthetic device that
enables consciousness to move into space and time,
in wordless thought and imageless vision.

This “fragment of the infinite” is not, however, a
completely disembodied space, nor is it a radically
positive entity that proves some physical law of infin-
ity by the objectivity of its forms. Far more than a
pure mathematical abstraction in the Nasrid palace,
or a crude reality of the void in Turrell’s construc-
tion, the ceiling offers an authentically poetic spec-
tacle, in which the concreteness of things seen, merg-
ing with the imagination of things felt, forms a vibrant
and fluctuating complex. Paradoxical, equivocal, and
ambiguous, this cosmic abstraction conceals in the
indeterminacy of its endlessness or emptiness a pos-
sibility of determinacy. It suggests images, or rather
it creates a tension toward figuration that somehow
introduces in the pictorial plane of each ceiling not
a picture itself but the idea of a picture.

In the Comares Hall, it is through the path of anal-
ogy that the geometric space of the dome opens into
the field of images. Schematically resembling univer-
sally known representations, the starry design does
evoke pictures of constellations and galactic forma-
tions. Associative constructions of the mind or icon-
ic metaphors created by analogy, these pictures never-
theless cannot be identified with the didactic, material
images that characterize representation. Instead, they
constitute a kind of presence-in-absence—present in
the mind, absent or latent in the reality of the math-
ematical design. They have to do with an abstract
aesthetics at the margins of figuration, a free and open
field propitious for elaborating all sorts of conceptu-
al or imaging metaphors. The truly literary, textual

metaphors of the inscriptions then work upon the
realm of the visible to complete an aesthetics in op-
position to discursive artistic forms, entirely founded
on imaginative interpretation.

For its part, Space That Sees produces images from
the void not by means of analogy but by what Meuris
calls “realistic illusion,”89 an ephemeral celestial pic-
ture formed by natural elements themselves—banks
of clouds or bird flights—contained momentarily
within the square of sky. But beyond the view of na-
ture framed by an open architectural device that is
traditionally likened to a painting (as, for example,
in several of Magritte’s works), it is the very entity of
a picture in its generic sense that seems to appear
before the viewer’s eyes. The hollowness of the square
slowly gives birth to the ghostly vision of a standard,
monochromatic canvas, filled with blue or white col-
or—the perfect illusion of an image created from
nothingness, above all not by means of a representa-
tional technique. This optical phenomenon, which
owes nothing to classical trompe l’oeil, is due to the
highly sophisticated fashioning of the rim of the square
and the edges of the aperture to appear as purely
two-dimensional. The extremely flat rim and sharp
edges veritably transfigure the reality of a three-di-
mensional, void-and-volume composition into a pic-
torial fiction in two dimensions. As the virtual and
the real compete in the Alhambra, here matter and
non-matter enter into concurrence to break down the
boundaries between reality and fiction, absence and
presence, and abstraction and figuration. Here imag-
ination is free to embroider and shape its own con-
structions, its own mysticism, and its own sacredness.

EPILOGUE

Undoubtedly a video would improve this discussion
by demonstrating, live and in simultaneity, the phe-
nomenology of the two works with all their parallel-
ism, both aesthetic and conceptual. Only an investi-
gation in real movement, by the viewer’s “traveling,”
makes possible a complete and carefully thought-out
visual account of this phenomenology, above all of
its essential part: the aesthetic experience for which
these buildings were made. But let us leave aside this
daring idea—perhaps a future project—for some con-
cluding remarks.

 In spite of the Islamic determinism of the Alham-
bra, due in great part to the presence of Arabic in-
scriptions, the Comares Hall and Space That Sees as-
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Fig. 15. Aperture in the ceiling of Space that Sees. (Photo: V. Gonzalez)

sert themselves as symmetrical constructions. They
are two versions of a perceptual architectural scheme
dedicated to metaphysical meditation through a sin-
gle path, that of a high corporeal intimacy of the
viewer with matter and space—the limpid, firm, and
transcendent path mapped out in the evidence of
geometry. More than that, Turrell’s cube presents a
contemporary and secular version, a minimalist epit-
ome, of the Comares Tower. Constituting a perfect
duality, both works are objects characterized by a rad-
ical geometry—one maximizing and cumulative, the
other minimalist and reductive. This distinction en-
hances, by complementary contrast, their deep con-
ceptual similitude. Islamic or contemporary, they
reconcile material and spiritual consciousness for the
sake of existential knowledge. They are both works
of existential art that adopt sacramental connotations
for a genuine phenomenology of the sacred: all cults,
forms of mysticism, and metaphysics intermingled.90

In this sense, although they both belong to the cate-
gory of non-religious architecture, the Comares Hall
and Space That Sees assuredly become sanctuaries.

School of Architecture
Marseille-Luminy, France

APPENDIX: EXCERPTS FROM THE
INSCRIPTIONS IN THE COMARES HALL91

On the portico preceding the Sala de la Barca:

Blessed be He who has entrusted you with the command
of His servants and who through you exalted [the
world of] Islam in benefits and favors;

and how many infidel lands did you reach in the morning
only to become the arbiter of their lives in the evening!

You put on them the yoke of captives so that they ap-
pear at your doorstep to build palaces in servitude;
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you conquered Algeciras by the sword and opened a gate
which had [until then been] denied to our victory...

O son of eminence, prudence, courage, and generos-
ity, who has risen above the most brilliant stars,

you have risen on the horizon of your kingdom with
mercy to dissipate the shadows of tyranny,

you have secured the branches from the blowing wind,
and you have frightened the stars in the vault of
heaven;

if the flickering stars tremble, it is from fear of you, and
if the branches of the willow bend, it is to give you
thanks.

In the small niches at the entrance of the Sala de
la Barca:

I am [like] a bride in her nuptial attire, endowed with
beauty and perfection.

Contemplate [this] ewer to understand the full truth
of my statement;

look as well at my crown and you will find it similar to
the crown of the new moon;

Ibn Nasr [Muhammad V] is the sun of this heaven in
splendor and in beauty; May he remain forever in
[this] high position without fearing the time of sun-
set...

In the Comares Hall, at eye level inside the cen-
tral alcove where the sultan sat enthroned during
audiences:

You received from me morning and evening salutations
of blessing, prosperity, happiness, and friendship;

this is the high dome and we are its daughters; yet I have
distinction and glory in my family.

I am the heart amidst [other] parts of the body, for it
is in the heart that resides the strength of soul and
spirit;

my companions may be the signs of the zodiac in its
heaven, but to me only, and not among them, is the
Sun of nobility;

for my lord, the favorite [of God], Yusuf, has decorated
me with the clothes of splendor and of glory without
vestments,

and he has chosen me as the throne of his rule; may
his eminence be helped by the Lord of light and of
the divine throne and see.

Under the cupola: see the beginning of this arti-
cle and note 1.

Around the arch over the central alcove, Qur}an
113, “The Dawn,” in its entirety:

Bismillah. Say: I take refuge with the Lord of Daybreak,
from the evil of what He has created,
from the evil of darkness when it gathers,
from the evil of the women who blow on knots,
from the evil of an envier when he envies.

NOTES

1. J.M. Rodwell, trans., The Koran (1909; reprint, London and
Rutland, Vt.: Everyman, 1999). The entirety of sura 67, “The
Kingdom,” is inscribed in the Comares Hall beneath the
wooden dome.

2. For example, Oleg Grabar has long utilized the compara-
tive study of Islamic and Western art. See especially his semi-
nal book, The Mediation of Ornament (Princeton, N.J.: Prince-
ton University Press, 1992). See also F. S. C. Northtrop, The
Meeting of East and West (New York: Macmillan, 1946) and
John Renard, “A Method for Comparative Studies in Reli-
gious Visual Arts: Approaching Architecture,” Religion and
the Arts: A Journal from Boston College 1 (fall 1996): 100–123.

3. The motivation for my choosing these two particular build-
ings was experimental. The Alhambra has been the main
subject of my research, and anything that can help me un-
derstand this masterpiece immediately becomes a subject
for me to work on. While practicing systematic phenomeno-
logical analysis and using contemporary art and criticism
as major tools to study Islamic objects, I often compare Is-
lamic and Western works of art or consider their common
aesthetic concepts. My experience of Turrell’s construction
during a visit to the Israel Museum was interestingly simi-
lar to my experience of the Comares Hall—hence this phe-
nomenological inquiry.

4. From “What Should One Know About Islamic Art,” an un-
published lecture given at “Exploring the Frontiers of Is-
lamic Art and Architecture,” a symposium organized by the
Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture (Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, Mass., May 19–
20, 2001).

5. Edmund Husserl, Husserliana, vol. 23, no. 15, pp. 386–392
(Dordrecht and Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1976),
translated into French by Marc Richir, “Phénoménologie de
la conscience esthétique,” Esthétique et phénoménologie (1999)
Revue d’esthétique 36, pp. 9–13; see especially p. 10. In En-
glish, see Galen A. Johnson, “Husserl and Merleau-Ponty:
History, Language, and Truth,” in Henry Piertersma, ed.,
Merleau-Ponty: Critical Essays (Washington, D.C.: University
Press of America, 1990), pp. 197–217; and Frederick A.
Elliston and Peter McCormick, eds., Husserl: Expositions and
Appraisals (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1977).

6. The phrase specifically refers to a methodological concept
of phenomenologists, including Edmund Husserl and Martin
Heidegger. Concerning the phenomenological method in
the study of art, see Esthétique et phénoménologie and Galen
A. Johnson and Michael B. Smith, eds., The Merleau-Ponty
Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and Painting (Evanston, Ill.: North-
western University Press, 1993). See also the following Ameri-
can studies on French phenomenology, deconstruction, and
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structuralism: Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of
Vision in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley, Los
Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1993);
Jacques Ehrmann, ed., Structuralism (New York: Anchor
Books, 1970); James Schmidt, Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Between
Phenomenology and Structuralism (New York: Palgrave-Mac-
millan, 1985); Rodolphe Gashe, “Deconstruction as Criti-
cism,” Glyph 6 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1979); and Gary Brent Madison, The Hermeneutics of Post-
modernity: Figures and Themes (Bloomington: Indiana Univer-
sity Press, 1988). About American aesthetic philosophy and
criticism, see Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in the
Philosophy of Criticism, 2d ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981).

7. The phenomenologist Roman Ingarden practiced “histori-
cal reduction,” which he considered one of the conditions
necessary for reaching “things themselves.” Cited by Leszek
Brogowski, “La détermination, l’indéterminé, une surdéter-
mination: Réflexions sur une ontologie de l’œuvre d’art à
partir de Roman Ingarden,” Esthétique et phénoménologie,
p. 59.

8. Edmund Husserl, Esthétique et phénoménologie, p. 11. See also
Roman Ingarden’s concept of “things themselves,” cited
above.

9. “Husserl a employé le beau mot de Stiftung—fondation ou
établissement—pour désigner d’abord la fécondité illimitée
de chaque présent…mais surtout celle des produits de la
culture qui continuent de valoir après leur apparition et
ouvrent un champ de recherches où ils vivent perpétuel-
lement.” From Maurice Merleau-Ponty, La prose du monde
(Paris: Gallimard, 1969), pp. 73–74.

10. See the exhibition catalogue: Markus Br¢derlin, ed., Orna-
ment and Abstraction: The Dialogue between Non-Western, Mod-
ern, and Contemporary Art (Cologne: Dumont; Riehen/Basel:
Fondation Beyeler; and New Haven: Yale University Press,
2001). See also the exhibition review: Harry Bellet, “Les
noces crapuleuses entre l’abstraction et l’ornement,” Le
Monde (Paris), Sept. 2–3, 2001.

11. Grabar, The Mediation of Ornament, pls. 3–4. Grabar also
contributed to the catalogue of the exhibition in Basel.

12. See Appendix. See also Antonio Fernandez Puertas, The
Alhambra: From the Ninth Century to Yusuf I (London: Saqi
Books, 1997); Oleg Grabar, The Alhambra (Sebastopol, Ca.:
Solipsist Press, 1992), pp. 112–15; and my own recent analy-
sis, “Understanding the Comares Hall in the Light of Phe-
nomenology,” chap. 3 in Beauty and Islam: Aesthetics in Is-
lamic Art and Architecture (New York and London: I. B. Tauris,
2001).

13. Label copy from the exhibition, “James Turrell à Paris,”
organized by Electricité de France, Paris, April–July 2000.

14. In the terminology of contemporary art, “installation” des-
ignates a work that may include any type of two- or three-
dimensional object but that is not sculpture, painting, or
architecture in its traditional sense of having utilitarian
function. Although we will continue to use the shorthand
term “architecture” for Turell’s work, “architectural instal-
lation” would be more accurate.

15. Further sources on the artist and his work include: Craig
Adcock, James Turrell: The Art of Light and Space (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1990); Oliver

Wick, Jost Kippendorf, and James Turrell, James Turrell: Long
Green (Zurich: Turske & Turske, 1990); Peter Blum, Map-
ping Spaces: A Topological Survey of the Work by James Turrell
(New York: Peter Blum Edition, 1987); Jacques Meuris, James
Turrell: La perception est le médium (Brussels: Éditions La Lettre
Volée, 1995); and Guy Tortosa et. al., James Turrell, ed. Beaux
Arts SA: Les hors-série de Beaux Arts Magazine (Paris: 2000).

16. Together the inscriptions, including quotations from the
Qur}an, poems, and pious expressions, create a highly ani-
mated “textual world” that coexists with the “visual world”
of the architectural forms; metaphorically, the whole build-
ing “speaks” through these inscriptions. See Appendix and
Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, p. 42.

17. In this construction, as in his other “earthworks”—includ-
ing Irish Sky Garden in Ireland and Roden Crater in Arizona
(where the artist now lives)—Turrell has taken specific advan-
tage of regional climate—in this case, the bright sun and
densely blue sky of the Middle East.

18. Thus relating it to Turrell’s series, Projection Pieces, begun
in 1967 when he was seeking to endow light with volume
by projecting it into corners or onto surfaces of walls.

19. See Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, chap. 3.
20. Gaston Bachelard, La poétique de l’espace (Paris: Presses Univer-

sitaires de France, 1958) p. 190, and The Poetics of Space, trans.
Maria Jolas (New York: Orion Press, 1964), p. 209. Bache-
lard also quotes Thoreau’s Walden: “A lake is the landscape’s
most beautiful and expressive feature. It is earth’s eye, look-
ing into which the beholder measures the depth of his own
nature.” (The Poetics of Space, p. 210).

21. In particular, this work by Hadany may be related to other
Turrell installations entitled Skyspace and Skylight.

22. One may find instances of this scheme in the earlier pal-
aces of Samarra or Madinat al-Zahra}. About Islamic palace
and garden typology, see D. Fairchild-Ruggles, Gardens, Land-
scape, and Vision in the Palaces of Islamic Spain (University Park,
Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001).

23. The term “anthropocosmic” (see, e.g., Bachelard, The Poet-
ics of Space, p. 4) refers to a cosmology positioning human
thought as the central point of reference within the universe.

24. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 46. See also Gaston Bache-
lard, The Poetics of Reverie: Childhood, Language, and the Cos-
mos, trans. Daniel Russel (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), p.
171.

25. Borrowed from Meuris’s subtitle; see note 15 above.
26. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, L’oeil et l’esprit (Paris: Gallimard,

1964), pp. 19 and 26. See also James J. Gibson, The Ecologi-
cal Approach to Visual Perception (Hillsdale: L. Erlbaum As-
sociates, 1986).

27. Pre-logical or pre-objective knowledge is a Husserlian con-
cept applied to art by Maurice Merleau-Ponty, first in Phé-
noménologie de la perception (Paris: Gallimard, 1945), then in
Le visible et l’invisible, suivi de notes de travail (Paris: Gallimard,
1964), and finally in his last book, on Cézanne’s painting,
L’œil et l’esprit (Paris: Gallimard, Édition Claude Lefort, 1964).
Merleau-Ponty analyzes le flux concret, “the concrete flow”—
the phenomenon of primal knowledge through corporeal
contact with the world. On this subject, see Daniel Payot,
“Un fond de nature inhumaine: De l’origine des images,”
in Esthétique et phénoménologie, pp. 95–106. In English, see
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James J. Gibson, The Perception of the Visual World (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1950); Roger Fry, Vision and Design (Lon-
don: Chatto and Windus, 1920); Rudolf Arnheim, Art and
Visual Perception (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1954); Forrest Williams, “Cézanne, Phenomenology, and
Merleau-Ponty,” and Michael B. Smith, “Merleau-Ponty’s
Aesthetics,” in Johnson and Smith, The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics
Reader; and Bernard Charles Flynn, “Textuality and the Flesh:
Derrida and Merleau-Ponty,” in Journal of the British Society
for Phenomenology 15 (May 1984).

28. The consciousness associated with the soul differs from that
associated with the spirit or mind, the former being active
in, e.g., dreaming or what Husserl calls “phantasia,” the latter
in pure thinking: see Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. xvi;
Marc Richir, “Commentaire de Phénoménologie de la conscience
esthétique,” in Esthétique et phénoménologie, pp. 15–23; Gary
Brent Madison, The Phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty: A Search
for the Limits of Consciousness (Athens, Ohio: Ohio Univer-
sity Press, 1981); J. H. van den Berg, The Phenomenological
Approach to Psychiatry: An Introduction to Recent Phenomenological
Psychopathology (Springfield, Ill.: Charles C. Thomas Editions,
1955); and Glen A. Mazis, “La chair et l’imaginaire: The De-
veloping Role of Imagination in Merleau-Ponty’s Philoso-
phy,” in Philosophy Today 32 (spring 1988).

29. See Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Le visible et l’invisible, and as cited
by Sebastien Pluot, commenting on Turrell’s Hi-Test, in
Tortosa, James Turrell, p. 40. See also Rémy Kwant, From
Phenomenology to Metaphysics (Pittsburgh: Duquesne Univer-
sity Press, 1966).

30. Jacques Derrida, Edmund Husserl’s “Origin of Geometry”: An
Introduction, trans. John P. Leavey Jr. (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1989), p. 9.

31. Quoted by Meuris, La perception est le médium, p. 19.
32. See Husserl’s explanation of this concept in Donn Welton,

ed., The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in Transcendental
Phenomenology (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1999), pp. 115–16.

33. Used by critics to define James Turrell’s monumental in-
stallations, this expression is equally applicable to the Nasrid
building. See Guy Tortosa, “Une architecture de la percep-
tion,” in Tortosa, James Turrell, pp. 7–19.

34. See the description of each building at the beginning of this
article.

35. See Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, chap. 3.
36. See Edmund Husserl, “Phénoménologie de la conscience

esthétique,” Esthétique et phénoménology, pp. 9–11. See also
Welton, The Essential Husserl, pp. 113–17.

37. See Matila Ghyka, The Geometry of Art and Life (New York:
Sheed and Ward, 1946) and Wilhem Worringer, Abstraction
and Empathy (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1953).

38. See Nick Zangwill, “Aesthetic/Sensory Dependence,” in
British Journal of Aesthetics 38 (January 1998): 65–82.

39. About the inscriptions in the Alhambra, see Jose Miguel
Puerta Vilchez, Los codigos de utopia de la Alhambra (Granada:
Biblioteca de Ensayo, 1990); Grabar, The Alhambra, and
Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, chaps. 3–4.

40. See Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, p. 48.
41. This refers to Henri Bergson’s theme of the opposition

between geometry and life.
42. The word as subject body (le corps propre) is a fundamental

phenomenological notion set forth by Husserl, who uses the
terms Leib or Geistige Leiblichkeit (spiritual corporeality). See
Edmund Husserl: Formal and Transcendental Logic, trans. Dorion
Cairns (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), p. 21; and
Valérie Gonzalez, “The Double Ontology of Islamic Callig-
raphy: A Word-Image on a Folio from the Museum of Raq-
qada (Tunisia),” in ~rvin Cemil Schick, ed., M. U¯ur Derman
arma¯anæ: altmæ×be×inci ya×æ münasebetiyle sunulmu× tebli¯ler =
M. U¯ur Derman Festschrift: Papers Presented on the Occasion of
His Sixty-Fifth Birthday (Istanbul: Sabancæ Üniversitesi, 2000),
p. 313.

43. Furthermore, a historical source reports that a poem that
particularly pleased the Nasrid sultan was then integrated
into the epigraphic decoration of the Alhambra. See Maria
Jesus Rubiera, La arquitectura en la literatura arabe: Datos para
una estetica del placer (Madrid: Hiperión, 1988).

44. As opposed, for example, to François René de Chateau-
briant’s claim of “le pouvoir descriptif des psaumes” (the
descriptive power of the psalms) in Le genie du Christianisme
(Paris: Gallimard, 1978; orig. pub. 1802).

45. In terms of content and process, this type of intellection must
of course be distinguished from the logical or rational kind,
although these too may lead to activities of the imagination.

46. About the philosophy of imagination, see “The Ontology,
Physiomathematics, and Psychology of Imagining in the Early
Writings of Descartes,” a chapter in Dennis Sepper, Descartes’s
Imagination: Proportions, Images, and the Activity of Thinking
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1996).

47. Expression borrowed from Michel Serres, Les origines de la
géométrie (Paris: Flammarion, Champs, 1993).

48. In Derrida, Edmund Husserl’s “Origin of Geometry,” p. 179.
49. Serres, Les origines de la géométrie, p. 212, where he adds, “La

géométrie, coupée de la sacralisation, pose un espace indif-
ferencié.”

50. That is, the rational metaphysics established by the classi-
cal Greeks, which is based on logical observation of the
cosmos as the overall system of knowledge.

51. Meuris, La perception est le médium, p. 34.
52. Ibid., p. 24.
53. Turrell, in a 1983 interview by Suzanne Pagé: see Tortosa,

James Turrell, p. 44.
54. Developed in scientific terms by Serres, Les origines de la

géométrie, this concept also applies to theology.
55. Cited by Sepper, Descartes’s Imagination, p. 48.
56. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 7. See also Siegfried Gie-

dion, Space, Time, and Architecture, 5th ed. (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1967).

57. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 89.
58. Passage from M. Merleau-Ponty, L’œil et l’esprit, translated

by Smith in Johnson and Smith, The Merleau-Ponty Aesthet-
ics Reader, p. 140.

59. A contemporary term for works of art constructed in pre-
existing natural or urban settings. Also known as “land art”
or “earth art;” other practitioners include Robert Smithson,
Gordon Matta-Clark, and Richard Long.

60. Aesthetically and conceptually, a garden need not empha-
size its relationship with nature; it may instead present it-
self as a pure fiction, rerouted from any original goal of
sensory enjoyment and acting mainly on a viewer’s mental
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level. Gardens à la française and Zen gardens exemplify this.
61. See note 27 above.
62. Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception.
63. This feeling of perplexity even affects those who know Tur-

rell’s work in general; it is the artist’s intent to provoke such
feeling.

64. This description is based both on my own aesthetic experi-
ence of Turrell’s construction and on the behavior of other
spectators I observed—behavior that was not different from
my own.

65. Donald Judd, another American, is perhaps the most famous
of radical minimalist artists. He titled his geometric sculp-
tures and installations “Specific Objects” to emphasize that
their significance lies in their object-ness.

66. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. xxvi.
67. Merleau-Ponty, L’oeil et l’esprit, p. 13.
68. See Carl G. Jung, Contributions to Analytical Psychology, trans.

H.G. and Cary F. Baynes (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1928),
pp. 118–19. Quoted in Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. xxxii.

69. Meuris, La perception est le médium, p. 18, describing other
Turrell works; the phrase applies equally to Space That Sees.

70. One must nonetheless take into account that the use of the
room as a place of reception was-—and presumably still is—
known beforehand, so that its overwhelming beauty was and
is anticipated. While the visual effect is less pronounced after
repetition, the aesthetic system still functions as initially
conceived.

71. The Comares Tower and the Sala de la Barca were built
separately, each by a different Nasrid sultan—the former
by Yusuf I in 1310, and the latter later in the century by
Muhammad V, who also completed the reception room—
so that the existing configuration was not originally con-
ceived as a whole. Nevertheless, the portal plays a funda-
mental rhetorical role in the use of the architectural unit
as a throne hall. A second important feature of the entrance,
of a human rather than an architectural order, was the sta-
tioning of the sultan’s guards, in requisite official dress, at
each side of the entrance; the presence of these guards
rhetorically magnified the grandeur of the complex as much
as did its ornamentation and architectural arrangement.

72. The major scholarly works on the geometric systems of the
Alhambra are cited in Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, chaps. 3–
4. Turrell, prior to attending art school (1965–73), received

his undergraduate degree in mathematics and psychology.
Thereafter he used his scientific interests in the service of
his art; in 1968, for example, he was associated with the Art
and Technology Program, organized by the Los Angeles
County Museum of Art to encourage cooperation between
artists and scientists.

73. Although it has been claimed that the Comares Hall, on close
observation, has defects in its ornamentation, the high quality
of the overall composition remains indisputable.

74. A. Chevrillon, La pensée de Ruskin (Paris, 1922), p.130.
75. Serres, Les origines de la géométrie, p. 52.
76. This effect is religiously conceived in the Alhambra and

secularly conceived in Space That Sees, but what matters in
both is the cosmological principle of correlation between
macrocosm and microcosm.

77. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 157.
78. Tortosa, James Turrell, p. 34.
79. Originally the cupola was painted so that the star patterns

appeared in bright hues within the multicolored geomet-
ric setting.

80. One notices a mixture of surprise and satisfaction on visi-
tors’ faces when they sit on the bench; their gestures also
show gratification. These psychic and physical effects are
intentional components of Turrell’s project.

81. This coined word is inspired by titles of Turrell works; see
note 21 above.

82. Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, p. 109.
83. Sepper, Descartes’s Imagination, p. 54.
84. Gonzalez, Beauty and Islam, chap. 3.
85. Quoted in Meuris, La perception est le médium, p. 19.
86. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans.

C. K. Ogden (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover, 1998), p. 33.
87. The plan of patterned ceilings must be analyzed in picto-

rial terms.
88. Referred to as a “deductive structure” in Gonzalez, Beauty

and Islam, p. 58.
89. Meuris, La perception est le médium, p. 44.
90. See the phenomenological analysis of existential art in gen-

eral in Esthétique et phénoménologie, pp. 142–44.
91. Translations of the poetic inscriptions are from Grabar, The

Alhambra, pp. 141–43. Qur}anic translation from Rodwell,
The Koran.
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