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the islamic history of the lighthouse of alexandria 1

DORIS BEHRENS-ABOUSEIF

THE ISLAMIC HISTORY OF THE LIGHTHOUSE OF ALEXANDRIA

The lighthouse of Alexandria, classified among the 
seven architectural wonders of the ancient world, has 
a long and turbulent Islamic history. Erected by Alex-
ander’s successor Ptolemy Philadelphus (286–246 BC) 
and designed by the architect Sosastros of Cnidus, it 
continued to fulfill its function as a lighthouse until the 
second quarter of the fourteenth century. It stood on 
the small island of Pharos opposite the eastern harbor 
of Alexandria, where Qaytbay’s fort stands today. The 
Ptolemaians connected the island to the mainland 
with landfill so that it formed a peninsula.1

Whereas pre-Islamic literary descriptions of the light-
house are scarce, Muslim authors provide, along with 
various legends, valuable accounts of its configuration 
throughout the medieval period. As one of the marvels 
of the ancient world, the lighthouse occupies a prom-
inent place in Arabic geographic and cosmographic 
literature. It has been attributed to various founders: 
a pharaoh, Cleopatra, Alexander the Great (identi-
fied as the Qur}anic Dhu ’l-Qarnayn), and, correctly, 
a Ptolemaic successor of Alexander. The mythology 
of the lighthouse associated it with talismanic powers 
as well as with a treasure concealed in its base and a 
mirror (mir}¸h) at its summit. This mirror was believed 
by some to offer a view as distant as Constantinople, 
and by others to focus the sun’s rays to burn hostile 
ships.2 Geographic and cosmographic literature was 
not concerned, however, with the actual appearance 
of the lighthouse.3 Likewise, medieval Egyptian chron-
icles showed little interest in the contemporary archi-
tecture and topography of Alexandria and continued 
for centuries to repeat earlier texts, occasionally report-
ing damage to and restoration of the lighthouse. The 
most valuable information on the material history of 
the structure proves to be travel literature, mainly by 
authors from al-Andalus or the Maghrib. While per-
petuating the old traditions and legends, their texts 
include fresh eyewitness descriptions. 

Only two modern historians have dealt so far with the 
lighthouse. Herrmann Thiersch’s monumental opus, 

Pharos, Antike, Islam und Occident, published in 1909,4 
is still valuable, although important Arabic accounts 
published since then were unknown to him. It includes 
several reconstruction drawings of the lighthouse at 
various stages of its history with details of its interior 
composition (fig. 1). Thiersch’s documentation of the 
Islamic period is based on notes and a bibliography 
provided by Max van Berchem.5 Two decades later, 
Miguel Asín Palacios compiled Arabic accounts rele-
vant to the lighthouse and, most important, discussed 
Balawi’s description, which is the most detailed ever 
written by an Arab medieval eyewitness.6

While adding some recently published material, 
the following essay reconsiders and reevaluates the 
most important Arabic texts dealing with the light-
house in the period between the Arab conquest and 
its collapse in the fourteenth century. It will focus on 
accounts selected for their eyewitness or contempo-
rary testimony and present new conclusions concern-
ing the history and architectural transformation of the 
lighthouse under Muslim rule, adding a reconstruc-
tion of the lighthouse as it looked in 1165, based on 
an analysis of Balawi’s survey.

ARAB MEDIEVAL ACCOUNTS OF THE 
LIGHTHOUSE

Mas{udi

Mas{udi (d. 956)7 is the earliest substantial source on 
the lighthouse. He wrote two accounts of different char-
acter and origin, which were repeated by subsequent 
authors. His Mur¢j al-dhahab (“Meadows of Gold”) of 
944 includes the earliest version, which is of a rather 
mythological character.8 He describes the lighthouse 
as resting on a foundation of glass in the shape of a 
crab. Crowning its summit were copper statues, one 
of which would roar to warn of approaching enemies, 
and another that represented a man pointing to the 
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doris behrens-abouseif2

sun and following it with his finger. Yet another statue 
functioned as a clock, emitting different sounds at each 
hour. Whereas later authors sometimes omitted the 
reference to the statues, the most characteristic ancient 
feature of the lighthouse, mentioned by Mas{udi and 
all later sources, was the mirror at the summit, used 
as a watching device. Mas{udi also speaks of precious 

stones at the bottom of the sea beneath the light-
house—stones that had been captured by Alexander 
from the legendary king Shaddad b. {Ad 9 and con-
cealed there in a secure treasury. 

In the Mur¢j Mas{udi describes the lighthouse as 
having lost its upper structure due to its demolition by 
the caliph al-Walid (r. 705–15). According to this tra-
dition, the Umayyad caliph was tricked by the Byzan-
tines who, anticipating his reaction, made him believe 
that the lighthouse concealed a treasure. By removing 
the upper half of the structure along with its mirror 
in search of this treasure, al-Walid deprived the Mus-
lims of the strategic advantage of the lighthouse, to 
the great satisfaction and triumph of the Byzantines.10 
The population was angry, and the man responsible 
for misleading the caliph ran away. 

In this account, Mas{udi indicates that the origi-
nal height of the lighthouse was one thousand dhir¸{ 
(cubits) before al-Walid demolished the upper half. 
His statement that the lighthouse had remained in 
this ruined condition until the present (933–34) sug-
gests that he was relying on an old text that did not 
take into account the reconstruction work done in 
the meantime by Muslim patrons, as will be shown 
below.11

In another book, al-Tanbºh wa  ’l ishr¸f, which he 
wrote at a later date (955–56) while residing in Egypt, 
Mas{udi discusses the lighthouse in very different 
terms. This text, which has a realistic character and 
seems to be based on more reliable sources and on 
contemporary eyewitness description, is of greater 
interest to us.12 Here he correctly attributes the foun-
dation of the lighthouse to a Ptolemaic successor of 
Alexander. He also reports that it was traditional for 
Christians at that time to carry their food to the light-
house on Maundy Thursday, to picnic and spend the 
day on its premises.

 In this version, Mas{udi describes the lighthouse in 
its current form as a restored tower, 230 dhir¸{ high, 
composed of three superposed structures. Its lower sec-
tion consisted of a rectangular masonry shaft ca. 110 
dhir¸{ high, above which was an octagonal story about 
60 dhir¸{ in height and made of brick and stucco, and 
a third, circular story.13 There was a Greek inscription 
in lead on the eastern wall. Mas{udi adds that the light-
house had originally measured almost 400 dhir¸{. 

Assuming that one dhir¸{ is equivalent to 50 cm, 
as is generally agreed, Mas{udi’s figures indicate that 
the lighthouse in the mid-tenth century was ca. 115 
m high, with a rectangular shaft of ca. 55 m. Its total 

Fig. 1. The Ptolemaic lighthouse of Alexandria by Thiersch. 
(Reconstruction based on drawings in Hermann Thiersch, 
Pharos, Antike, Islam und Occident [Leipzig, 1909]) 
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the islamic history of the lighthouse of alexandria 3

height would have been slightly more than half that 
of the original, which he estimated at 200 m.14 

His measurements of each section indicate that the 
cylindrical third story must have been as high as the 
second, i.e., 60 dhir¸{, or 30 m. These proportions 
diverge from those provided by later accounts.

According to Mas{udi, the rectangular shaft, which 
presumably had maintained its original height, would 
initially have formed only one-quarter of the entire 
tower, which is very unlikely. His estimate of the origi-
nal height of the lighthouse therefore appears exag-
gerated.

The Tanbºh refers to the mirror but not to the stat-
ues mentioned in the Mur¢j, nor, significantly, to al-
Walid’s demolition story. It rather attributes the deterio-
ration of the lighthouse to natural causes, earthquakes, 
and Alexandria’s severe weather. The demolition story 
reported in the Mur¢j seems therefore to belong, as 
does the rest of the account, to the realm of myth, 
although it may have been created to explain the con-
figuration of the lighthouse in the early Islamic period, 
after it had lost its original stone upper stories.

In the Tanbºh, Mas{udi indicates that the lighthouse 
had been restored a century earlier; he writes that 
Ibn Tulun (r. 868–84) built a wooden cupola15 at the 
summit, which he describes with the words mabs¢«a wa- 
m¢raba (shallow and flaring); its profile must there-
fore have resembled an umbrella or a mushroom. It 
had no staircase. According to the Tanbºh, Ibn Tulun’s 
son Khumarawayh (r. 884–96) had to consolidate the 
western wall of the lighthouse (it is not clear in which 
section), part of which had collapsed. (In contrast, in 
the fifteenth century Ibn Iyas [see below] mentions 
an earthquake during the reign of Khumarawayh’s 
son Harun [r. 896–905] that damaged the top of 
the lighthouse.16 It is not clear whether Mas{udi con-
fused Khumarawayh with his son Harun or there was 
indeed a series of damages and restorations in the 
Tulunid period.)

Finally, Mas{udi reports that in Ramadan 344 (De -
cember 955–January 956), an earthquake led to the col-
lapse of about 30 dhir¸{ of the lighthouse.17 At this time 
he was in Egypt, where he died shortly afterward. 

Muqaddasi

Three decades later, Muqaddasi,18 who visited Alexan-
dria in 985, adds interesting information not included 
in Mas{udi’s texts. He described the interior of the 
rectangular shaft as broad enough to allow a horseman 

to climb it, and he mentions numerous chambers in 
its interior, which many later authors confirm. The 
lighthouse, he reports, was reached by a causeway, 
and its western wall was hit by the sea.

Nasir-i Khusraw

Nasir-i Khusraw,19 who spent three years in Egypt in 
the late 1040s, says little about the lighthouse except 
that he saw it in good condition. He adds that someone 
had suggested to the caliph al-Hakim (r. 996–1021) 
that he reinstall a mirror at its summit, but that the 
caliph discarded the idea as unnecessary given his 
good relations with the Byzantines. 

 We know that the caliph ordered maintenance 
work in Alexandria, re-digging its canal and in 1013 
rebuilding the Mosque of {Amr, having demolished 
it in 1004.20 He may have restored the lighthouse as 
well, which could have prompted the suggestion that 
he crown the reconstruction with a new mirror.

al-Bakri

Although al-Bakri (d. 1094)21 was not an eyewitness, his 
compilation of accounts with concrete details comple-
ments our image of the early medieval lighthouse. 
He refers to a cavity carved out by the waves in the 
lower part of the shaft that had been filled in with 
ancient columns by some emir.22 In general, however, 
the rectangular shaft was in good condition, unaltered 
by time. He reports that the inner ramp, wide enough 
for two mounted men to climb simultaneously, led 
to 366 apartments. There were twenty-two openings 
on the outside to diminish the force of the wind. 
The northern wall had an undeciphered inscription 
in copper, and the shaft had an iron door “of unknown 
date.” The lighthouse was still used for sending fire 
signals to the ships from the first platform, a task 
performed by Christians.23

Al-Bakri’s measurements do not seem trustworthy. 
He reports that the rectangular shaft measured 320 
dhir¸{ in height, the receding octagonal section 80 
dhir¸{, and the upper structure, which consisted of a 
rectangular tower surmounted by a well-constructed 
mosque, 50 dhir¸{. Unless he was using a different mea-
surement for the dhir¸{, the total height he indicates 
for the lighthouse, 450 dhir¸{, exceeds the estimates of 
other authors, even Mas{udi’s exaggerated one. 
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doris behrens-abouseif4

al-Gharnati

In 1117–18, Abu Hamid al-Gharnati24 visited the light-
house several times and depicted it in a simple drawing 
showing a tower surmounted by a receding second 
story carrying a domed pavilion (fig. 2).25 A ramp car-
ried by an arcade led to the elevated entrance of the 
lighthouse, which, he writes, was 20 dhir¸{ above the 
ground. The author repeats the demolition story but 
instead of al-Walid names {Amr Ibn al-{As, the Arab 
conqueror of Egypt, as the treasure seeker.

Gharnati mentions a multitude of chambers (sing. 
bayt) to the left of the viewer climbing the ramp to 
reach platforms (sing. majlis) at different levels. The 
fact that the ramp was on the right and the rooms on 
the left suggests a clockwise ascent. His description 
of the chambers as communicating with one another 
so that they could be accessed from only one initial 
entrance-and-exit door must refer to the platform of 
each story.

al-Idrisi

Al-Idrisi,26 the famous geographer from Ceuta, saw 
the lighthouse in 1154. He admired its height and 
sturdiness and noted its signaling ships by fire, without 
which they would have become lost. He reports that 
lead was used to consolidate the masonry, a detail 
already mentioned by Ibn Hawqal in 977 and reiter-
ated in subsequent sources.27 Idrisi also mentions the 
chambers (buy¢t) and openings in the walls on all sides 
to introduce light. The waves, he writes, hit its north-
ern wall.28 He indicates the height of the lighthouse 
in three different measurements: its total height was 
300 dhir¸{ rash¸shº,29 which he equates with 100 q¸ma.30 

The tower measured 96 q¸ma up to the dome, which 
itself was 4 q¸ma high. The rectangular shaft was 70 
q¸ma and the upper structure 26 q¸ma high.31 Thus 
he describes not a triple composition but rather a 
rectangular shaft carrying a receding upper structure 
crowned with a dome. He reports that the staircase 
of the rectangular shaft included a wide ramp (daraj) 
similar to that used in minarets (ªaw¸mi{). Indeed, the 
Giralda in Seville has such a slightly graded ramp. 
The measure of the dhir¸{ rash¸shº being established 
beyond serious doubt,32 the total height of the light-
house, according to this author, would be equivalent 
to about 162 m, with the rectangular shaft measuring 
about 113 m. 

al-Balawi

For precision, Balawi’s account33 is the pièce de ré -
sistance in the history of Arabic descriptions of the 
lighthouse. Of Malagan origin, Balawi (1132–1207) 
visited Alexandria in 1165 and, using his own mea-
surements, took notes on the structure; the details 
he provides allow the reconstruction of the exterior 
configuration (fig. 3). On his return to Malaga the 
following year, he included these notes in his ency-
clopedic Kit¸b alif b¸}. (The author himself had been 
in the building craft while in Malaga, having contrib-
uted to the construction of a number of mosques and 
wells there.)34

Balawi inspected the lighthouse equipped with pa-
per, pen, and ink as well as a rope to which a stone 
was attached, to measure the building. He found 
it recently restored and in good condition, and he 
described it as a marvel. 

The causeway (raªºf, mamsh¸), which connected the 
island of the lighthouse with the port, would be sub-
merged when the sea was high (idh¸ h¸ja al-ba¥r). The 

Fig. 2. Drawing by al-Gharnati of the lighthouse. (Redrawn 
after the manuscript Kit¸b thamar al-alb¸b wa-zuhar al-a¥b¸b 
(undated), Bibliothèque nationale, Paris, Ar. 2168)
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the islamic history of the lighthouse of alexandria 5

Fig. 3. The lighthouse according to Balawi’s description. (Reconstruction by D. Behrens-Abouseif)

lighthouse stood at the tip of the island, surrounded 
on four sides by a platform. On its northwestern side 
this platform sloped down to the sea like a hill.

The platform was a sturdy construction, lead and iron 
having been used to connect the blocks of limestone 
(kadd¸n). These stone blocks, which were larger than 
those employed in the rest of the building, belonged 
to a recent reconstruction, better in quality than the 
original. The rectangular shaft had a tapering pro-
file; a stone dropped from its top hit the wall before 
reaching the ground.

Balawi mentions a monumental inscription on the 

southern wall of the rectangular shaft, which he says 
was not in ordinary script but consisted of images 
(ashk¸l)—probably hieroglyphs—one dhir¸{ high, made 
of hard stone inlaid in the masonry of the shaft.35 The 
corrosion of the stone around the characters raised 
them in relief.

Having reached the first platform, Balawi dropped 
his rope to measure the height of the rectangular 
shaft. He then repeated this procedure at the top 
of the octagonal and the circular sections and mea-
sured their respective heights—a combined total of 
53 q¸ma. 
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doris behrens-abouseif6

Balawi is the only author to give measurements of 
the width of the lighthouse. His description of the inte-
rior of the rectangular shaft is detailed and also docu-
mented with measurements. The inner ramp (zuq¸q) 
of the rectangular shaft was roofed with a masonry 
vault and was 7 shibr wide, allowing two horsemen to 
pass simultaneously. The ramp was bordered on the 
climber’s left by rooms that communicated with one 
another. This and the fact that Balawi found the inte-
rior of the shaft hollow show that the ascent must 
have been clockwise.

Balawi counted four stories before the top platform. 
He could not enter the rooms of the first story, but 
he counted eighteen, fourteen, and seventeen rooms 
respectively in the second, third, and fourth stories. 
He also counted the steps of the staircase in the upper 
structures and measured the thickness of their walls.

Balawi confirms that the function of the lighthouse 
was to guide the ships with fire signals emitted from 
its summit. It is not clear, however, in which part of 
the shaft the fire was lit.

 I next consider the measurements taken by Balawi 
and the calculation of their metric equivalents. The 
causeway along the peninsula leading to the light-
house was 600 dhir¸{ long, 20 dhir¸{ wide, and 3 dhir¸{ 
above sea level. A platform 12 dhir¸{ wide surrounded 
the lighthouse on four sides. A ramp (mamsh¸) about 
100 b¸{36 long, carried by an arcade of sixteen vaulted 
bays of increasing height, led from the causeway to 
the entrance of the lighthouse.

Each of the sides of the lighthouse measured 45 
b¸{ at the base of the rectangular shaft, which was 31 
q¸ma high from ground level. The octagonal section 
was 15 q¸ma high and the circular upper structure, 
including the domed oratory, 7 q¸ma; the domed ora-
tory itself was 3 q¸ma high. The total height of the 
lighthouse was 53 q¸ma from the ground and 58 q¸ma 
above sea level.

The platform of each story was surrounded by a 
parapet (sit¸ra). The parapet of the rectangular shaft 
was one q¸ma high, and 7 shibr plus 9 ashkil (?) thick, 
which, according to our calculations below, is equiva-
lent to 250 cm and 154 cm, respectively. The parapet 
of the second story was only 2 shibr thick.

Between the octagonal shaft and the parapet Balawi 
measured a distance of 15 shibr. Each side of the octag-
onal section measured 10 b¸{. By mathematical cal-
culation, the width of the octagonal section between 
two parallel sides would therefore have measured 
24.1 b¸{.37 

On the second platform he measured the circum-
ference of the cylindrical section as 40 b¸{, which 
indicates a diameter of 12.73 b¸{. On the third plat-
form stood the oratory, open on four sides and “like 
a dome,” with a circumference of 20 b¸{, which cor-
responds to a diameter of 6.4 b¸{. 

In converting these measures to meters, we face 
the problem that Balawi used five different measures: 
shibr, dhir¸{, q¸ma, b¸{, and ashkil. The dhir¸{ is gener-
ally estimated to be approximately half a meter. The 
length of the q¸ma and the b¸{ are controversial. I am 
unable to find the size of the ashkil, which must be a 
fraction of the shibr.

Balawi’s shibr is beyond doubt equivalent to 22 cm, 
because it is the unit of measurement he used to indi-
cate the circumference of Pompeii’s Pillar in Alexan-
dria, which he recorded as 38 shibr. By modern mea-
surement, the diameter of the still-extant pillar is known 
to be 2.70 m at the base, or, multiplied by pi, 8.48 m 
in circumference. Hence Balawi’s shibr equals 22 cm, 
the conventional conversion of this measure.

We can thus calculate the length of the b¸{ by com-
paring the figures given for the length of the base of 
the lighthouse by {Abdari in shibr and by Balawi in b¸{—
140 shibr and 45 b¸{, respectively . The resulting length 
of the b¸{ is 3.11 shibr, which is equivalent to 68 cm. 
By this estimate the width of the octagonal section of
the lighthouse would be 16.4 m, that of the cylindri-
cal section 8.7 m, and that of the oratory 4.3 m.

The height of the lighthouse is indicated by Balawi 
in q¸mas, the q¸ma generally estimated to be about 2 
m. According to this, the lighthouse would have been 
106 m high. However, a comparison between Gharna-
ti’s and {Abdari’s measurement of the distance between 
the entrance of the lighthouse and the ground sug-
gests a slightly greater length for the q¸ma. The dis-
tance indicated by Gharnati as 20 dhir¸{ is given by 
{Abdari as 4 q¸ma. This results in a q¸ma equivalent 
to 5 dhir¸{, i.e., 2.50 m. As all three authors, Ghar-
nati, Balawi and {Abdari, originate from the western 
Islamic world, their units of measurement are likely 
to have been similar. In this case the height of the 
lighthouse should be 132.5 m. 

In terms of proportions these measurements indi-
cate that the width of each of the three upper sec-
tions, including the oratory, was approximately equiv-
alent to half the width of the section below. A similar 
relationship obtains between the section heights: 31, 
15, and (4 + 3) q¸ma.
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To calculate the sloping angle of the rectangular 
shaft we need to compare the width of its upper and 
lower ends. At the top, the width of the shaft was equal 
to the width of the octagonal shaft plus the distance 
between it and the inner wall of the parapet (7 shibr 
and 9 ashkil) plus the thickness of the parapet of 15 
shibr. The resulting equation is: 24.4122 b¸{ + 2 x (7 
shibr and 9 ashkil + 15 shibr). On the basis of a b¸{ equal 
to 0.68 m and a shibr equal to 0.22 m, and omitting 
the unknown ashkil, the top of the rectangular shaft 
was about 26.3 m wide—i.e., 16.60 m + 2 x (1.54 m 
+ 3.30 m)—whereas the base was 30.6 m wide. The 
deviation from the perpendicular line would be 1.6°, 
which is a slight slope. 

As noted above, Balawi estimated the thickness of 
the parapet atop the rectangular shaft as 7 shibr (1.54 
m); he reported that it was equal to the width of the 
inner ramp. The total length of the inner ramp was 
239 b¸{, or about 162 m, which is plausible in rela-
tion to the height. 

Ibn Jubayr

Ibn Jubayr visited the lighthouse in 1182 and was 
impressed by the quality of its masonry and its dimen-
sions. He himself measured one side of the rectangular 
shaft at the base and found it more than 50 b¸{38 long, 
and he was told that the whole tower was 150 q¸ma 
high. He also refers to the numerous chambers.39

{Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi

{Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi wrote about the lighthouse 
in 1195; although his observations on other ancient 
monuments are among the most interesting ever writ-
ten in Arabic literature, he has little to say about this 
one, justifying his brevity by noting that the lighthouse 
was famous enough to make description superflu-
ous. He writes that several authors had estimated its 
height at 250 dhir¸{40 but adds that he had read the 
notes of an inquisitive and thorough person who had 
measured it himself and found the actual height to 
be 233 dhir¸{, the rectangular shaft being 121 dhir¸{ 
high, the octagonal section 81.5, and the cylinder 31.5 
(together 234 dhir¸{, a discrepancy of one dhir¸{ from 
the reported height).41 The mosque, 10 dhir¸{ tall, is 
not included in his calculation; adding its height to 
the individual measurements produces a total height 
of 244 dhir¸{, or 122 m. 

al-Harawi and Yaqut

The next two eyewitnesses, al-Harawi and Yaqut, convey 
a different picture of the lighthouse. Al-Harawi (d. 
1214), from Aleppo, wrote that it was not a marvel but 
rather had the appearance of a watchtower.42 Yaqut, 
who wrote around 1227, criticized the descriptions 
provided by his predecessors as full of exaggeration 
and lies.43 The lighthouse, according to Yaqut, looked 
like any other ordinary tower (¥iªn, ªawma{a). He 
climbed it accompanied by other scholars, who were 
equally surprised by the difference between what they 
had read and the reality they saw. He even denied the 
existence of multiple chambers and contradicted those 
who pretended that one might get lost in its interior. 
At this time the lighthouse was not accessible by land 
and consisted of a rectangular tower with a parapet, 
which ended in a platform surrounded by crenels and 
supporting a receding structure with a dome, resem-
bling a watchtower (qubbat al-dºdab¸n). Yaqut describes 
the second story as rectangular, not octagonal. One 
of the sides of the lighthouse had collapsed and had 
been restored by the Fatimid vizier al-Salih Tala}i{ b. 
Ruzayq, (d. 1161), a restoration recognizable by the 
superior quality of its masonry. Yaqut made a simple 
drawing corresponding to his description (fig. 4); he 
also mentions the ramp leading to the entrance.

Fig. 4. Drawing of the lighthouse by Yaqut. (After H. F. Wüsten-
feld, ed., Yacut’s Geographisches Wörterbuch [Leipzig, 1866–73], 
vol. 1, 263)
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al-Suyuti

Although he wrote in the late fifteenth century, long 
after the lighthouse had collapsed, Suyuti (d. 1505)44 
provides information not mentioned by the others, 
which he attributes to the unnamed Mamluk author of 
a book called Mab¸hij al-fikr. According to this source, 
the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kamil (r. 1218–38) had 
replaced the mosque at the summit of the lighthouse 
after it was carried away by the wind. This seems to 
confirm that a deterioration of the structure had taken 
place between the last decade of the twelfth century, 
after al-Baghdadi saw it, and the first decade of the 
thirteenth century, when Harawi arrived. The same 
source adds that Sultan al-Zahir Baybars rebuilt the 
causeway and the northern facade, which had almost 
collapsed (wa-k¸d¸ yanhadim¸n).45

Ibn {Abd al-Zahir and al-{Abdari

Ibn {Abd al-Zahir (d. 1292), a contemporary of al-
Zahir Baybars, reports that the sultan restored the 
lighthouse in 1273–74 because it was in a dilapidated 
state (tad¸{¸ [sic] ark¸nuh¸), having been neglected by 
the rulers of the past. Baybars ordered the restoration 
of the shaft from bottom to top (wa-rattaba al-bin¸} 
min {al¸ ’l-mamsh¸ alladhº ¥awlah¸ [sic] min asfal wa- 
hum «¸li{¢n).46 This is confirmed by al-{Abdari, who 
described the lighthouse in 1289, more than a decade 
after Baybars’s restoration. He climbed to the summit 
and found it higher than it appeared.47 The sea hit 
its corroded walls on the east and west sides. It was 
consolidated up to the upper part (fa-du{ima minh¸ bi-
bin¸} wathºq ittaªala il¸ a{l¸hi) and at the socle (dak¸kºn 
muttaªi{a wathºqa), which rose 3 q¸ma above the sea 
and reached down under the water. The entrance 
of the shaft was 4 q¸ma above the ground and could 
be reached only by a bridge made of wooden planks 
connected to another structure erected next to it. 
The vestibule, where a guard was posted, was spacious; 
the inner ramp was 6 shibr wide. The inner chambers 
were closed. Each side of the lighthouse measured 
140 shibr, and the thickness of its parapet at the top 
of the rectangular shaft was 10 shibr. It had a great 
finial (j¸mm¢r) surmounted by a smaller one.48 At the 
summit there was a nice domed mosque, reached by 
an open staircase.

At this stage the access ramp had disappeared, the 
triple composition also seems to have been lost, and 
the rectangular shaft itself was heavily restored. By 
the time of Baybars, therefore, the monument had 

become an unpretentious, merely functional light-
house and watchtower. The next decades witnessed 
its final stage.

Baybars al-Mansuri

Baybars al-Mansuri (d. 1325), a contemporary of the 
event, reports the violent earthquake of 1303, which 
destroyed a substantial part of Alexandria’s walls 
along with its minarets and the lighthouse.49 The 
emir Baybars al-Jashnakir, who was also in charge of 
rebuilding the upper structures of al-Hakim’s mina-
rets after the quake,50 undertook the restoration of 
the lighthouse.

Ibn Battuta

On his first passage through Alexandria in 1326, Ibn 
Battuta saw the lighthouse in a dilapidated condition, 
but it was still recognizable as a rectangular tower with 
an elevated entrance accessible only over a bridge 
of wooden planks connected to another structure. 
According to him, it measured 140 shibr (30.8 m) on 
each side, and its inner passage was 9 shibr wide. On 
his way back in 1349, he found the structure in ruined 
condition, its shaft now inaccessible.51 He reports that 
Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad had set out to build a new 
lighthouse near the old one but died (in 1341) before 
achieving his scheme.52

After the collapse of the lighthouse its stones were 
taken away and the site remained empty until Qayt-
bay founded his fortress on its foundations. This was 
completed in 1479.53 

SYNTHESIS OF THE ARABIC ACCOUNTS

Although Thiersch vehemently argued that the light-
house, except for minor work done at its base, survived 
intact into the Islamic period, a critical analysis of 
the Arabic sources does not confirm his view.54 No 
Arab author gives a realistic description of the light-
house in its late antique configuration. Rather the 
references to the pre-Islamic lighthouse are always 
mingled with the legends of the mirror, the glass crab, 
and the gems hidden underneath it. Moreover, there 
is a discrepancy between the Arab descriptions of the 
lighthouse—as consisting of three articulated sections 
with a cupola at the top—and the lighthouse depicted 
on Roman coins, where a monumental statue at the 
summit appears as the upper section. If Muslims ever 
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saw the lighthouse in its full Hellenistic shape, this 
could have been only for a short period that left no 
recorded memory.

Mas{udi provides the earliest description of the 
lighthouse in contemporary terms, long after the orig-
inal top stories of the structure had disappeared. He 
relies on an earlier source when he refers to its los-
ing its upper part during al-Walid’s reign. Although 
Muslim rulers were often reported to have demolished 
ancient monuments in search of treasure,55 the tale 
of the demolition by the caliph does not seem trust-
worthy. The texts referring to treasure in the light-
house usually relate that it was hidden in the sea 
beneath it; the Arabs would thus have tried to search 
the base, which is reported to have been refilled with 
stone blocks, rather than dismantle the upper part. 
The story should rather be interpreted as an a poste-
riori explanation of the missing original top, and per-
haps also of an Umayyad reconstruction in brick that 
produced a structure of different material designed in 
an Islamic style. Whether the upper stories collapsed 
prior to or shortly after the Arab conquest is a mat-
ter of conjecture. If al-Walid did restore the truncated 
lighthouse, this would be the earliest restoration of 
the Islamic period.

Thiersch considered the earthquake of 796 to have 
inflicted the initial damage to the upper structure of 
the lighthouse. Although this is the first earthquake 
explicitly reported to have affected the summit (ra}s), 
earlier cataclysms might already have decapitated it.56 
A series of earthquakes was recorded to have shaken 
Egypt between the foundation of the lighthouse and 
al-Walid’s reign, and late antique sources vaguely refer 
to restorations. The top being the most fragile part 
of a tower, as we know from minaret architecture, it 
is most unlikely that the upper part of the lighthouse 
would have remained intact for nine centuries while 
consolidation works had become necessary at the base. 
Restoration work was undertaken by the Tulunids, 
and following Ibn Tulun’s addition of a wooden dome 
at its summit, if not even earlier, the lighthouse was 
crowned by an oratory.

After the earthquake of 950 and the collapse of 30 
dhir¸{ of the structure in 956, the Fatimids, who are 
reported to have renewed Alexandria’s fortifications, 
must have thoroughly renovated the lighthouse.57 
This would explain how Nasir-i Khusraw found it in 
good condition, and why the idea came up to restore 
its former glory by replacing the ancient mirror. The 
fact that al-Hakim’s southern minaret58 had a com-

position comparable to that of the lighthouse, with a 
rectangular shaft carrying an octagonal, receding sec-
ond story that must have been surmounted by a cylin-
drical structure,59 suggests that the form of the mina-
ret might have been inspired by a recent restoration 
of the lighthouse.

The Fatimid vizier al-Salih Tala}i{ (d. 1161) is cred-
ited by Yaqut with having undertaken a masterly res-
toration of the lighthouse. This is confirmed by the 
account of al-Balawi, who saw the lighthouse shortly 
after the vizier’s death. Idrisi must have seen an older 
version in 1154, predating the period of al-Salih Tala}i{’s 
power, which began during the reign of the infant 
caliph al-Fa}iz (r. 1154–60) and expanded under al-
{Adid (r. 1160–71).60 This may explain the discrep-
ancy between Idrisi’s description and that of Balawi 
eleven years later.

The decline of the lighthouse began in the early 
thirteenth century. In 1227, at the time of Yaqut’s visit, 
the causeway along the peninsula no longer existed. 
The mosque had to be rebuilt between 1218 and 1238 
by al-Malik al-Kamil,61 and Sultan al-Zahir Baybars had 
to consolidate the rectangular shaft itself, which until 
then seems to have resisted time. Baybars al-Jashnakir’s 
restoration following the earthquake of 1303 was the 
last attempt to rescue a lighthouse that had already 
lost its tripartite configuration. Three decades later 
it no longer stood.

THE PROPORTIONS OF THE LIGHTHOUSE

In spite of its association with myths and legends, the 
lighthouse of Islamic times has been described on the 
whole in a plausible manner, mainly by travelers from 
Spain and North Africa.

Balawi’s measurement of the base of the lighthouse 
as 45 b¸{ (30.6 m) is not far from those of Ibn Jubayr, 
who measured 50 b¸{ (34 m), and Ibn Battuta, who 
mentioned 140 shibr (30.8 m). This length corresponds 
to the side of Qaytbay’s fortress as it was surveyed by 
the scholars of the Description de l’Egypte, prior to mod-
ern restoration work.62

Ibn Iyas’s text leaves no doubt that Qaytbay built 
his fort in 1479 on the foundation of the lighthouse.63 

The Egyptian authors could not have been mistaken 
about the site, which continued to be marked by 
debris, as Qalqashandi and Khalil al-Zahiri indicate 
in the early fifteenth century.64 It is evident that Qayt-
bay would have made use of the valuable asset of the 
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Ptolemaic foundations to save labor and costs on his 
fortress, which took over the watchtower function of 
the lighthouse.

As has been calculated above, Balawi’s measure-
ments of the lighthouse in 1165 indicate a height 
of about 132 m, 10 m more than the height attrib-
uted by Baghdadi to the survey by an anonymous 
“inquisitive and precise person,” who also reports a dif -
ferent relationship between the height of the rectan-
gular shaft and the rest of the structure.

A height of 132 or even 122 m was gigantic in the 
premodern world, if we recall that with its socle the 
minaret of the Great Mosque of Samarra, the Malwiy -
ya, measures 53 m, and that the minaret of Sultan 
Hasan rises 80 m above the ground.

Considering the height of the rectangular shaft in 
relation to the total height of the lighthouse, Mas{udi 
in the Tanbºh shows a proportion of 47.8%. This is the 
only account that shows the height of the rectangular 
shaft as less than half the total height.

According to Idrisi (1154), the height of the rectan-
gular shaft was 70% of the total height; al-Gharnati’s 
drawing (1181) showed it as about 58%; Balawi’s mea-
surement (1165) gave it 58% and Baghdadi’s (1190) 
close to 50%;65 and Yaqut’s drawing (1227) indicated 
that it took up 53.9% of the total height.

Assuming that the height of the rectangular shaft 
corresponded to its original Ptolemaic size, it is unlikely 
that the original tower would have been much higher 
than that of the medieval one. A taller lighthouse 
would imply that the height of the combined upper 
structures would have dwarfed that of the rectangular 
one, giving the lighthouse an awkward profile. Since 
the structure was tapered, with each section narrower 
than the one below it, the second and third stories 
should also have been successively shorter.

This is confirmed by the representations of the 
lighthouse on numerous Roman and Byzantine coins 
published by Thiersch (fig. 5).66 The vast majority of 
these coins present the structure as a massive, slightly 
tapering rectangular tower with an elevated entrance 
connected to a ramp or staircase and surmounted by 
a much smaller upper structure carrying a monumen-
tal statue. Without the statue the profile of this light-
house recalls the Giralda of Seville. The proportion of 
the height of the shaft to the total height—between 
70% and 80% of the total height without the statue—
visibly exceeds that documented in the Islamic period. 
On these grounds, and assuming that the rectangu-
lar shaft maintained its original height until the late 

twelfth century, the Islamic lighthouse must have been 
at least as tall as the one documented on Roman and 
Byzantine coins—not, as Mas{udi writes in the Mur¢j, 
a much shorter structure.

A comparison of the descriptions of Balawi and 
others with the coin iconography strongly suggests 
that the articulation of the triple composition was an 
Islamic contribution. The Muslims might have used 
the rectangular shaft as the base for their tower, as al-
Mu}ayyad’s minarets were built atop the Fatimid gate 
of Bab Zuwayla.

Despite the problem of converting and reconciling 
different measurements and descriptions, Arab testi-
monies coincide in many points. They all agree that 
the lighthouse, between the Umayyad period and the 
thirteenth century, consisted of an Islamic brick con-
struction built on top of the Ptolemaic masonry shaft, 
that its two upper stories had an octagonal-cylindri-
cal configuration and included individual staircases, 
and that a domed oratory was at its summit. They also 
agree that the rectangular shaft had a broad ramp run-
ning clockwise and multiple chambers on each story 
that communicated with each other.

Until the thirteenth century there seems to be con-
sensus that the rectangular shaft had remained unal-
tered since Ptolemaic times. The sources also agree 
that the lighthouse was used to send fire signals to the 
ships and functioned as a watchtower. This explains 
why Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad planned to replace it: 
Nuwayri writes that during the sack of Alexandria a 
tower, which he calls both ¥iªn and man¸r, was built 

Fig. 5. Coin of Trajan (r. AD 98–117) showing the lighthouse 
of Alexandria. (Redrawn from Thiersch, Pharos, pl. I)
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by the governor of Alexandria {Ala} al-Din b. Iram dur-
ing the reign of Sultan Sha{ban (1363–76).67

The lighthouse was—and under Islamic patronage 
continued to be—a colossal and stunning  construction. 
This explains Muslim authors’ fascination with it and 
their obsession with its measurements, despite the fact 
that dimensions or even precise descriptions of con-
temporary architecture are rare in Arabic literature.

THE STYLE OF THE ISLAMIC LIGHTHOUSE

Creswell refuted the idea, presented by Butler and 
Thiersch, that the lighthouse influenced the tripar-
tite composition of Cairene minarets, arguing that 
this composition developed gradually from a separate 
Cairene tradition. Thiersch made a further association 
between lighthouse and minaret architecture that is 
more difficult to refute. In his reconstruction of the 
lighthouse as it may have looked following each restora-
tion in the medieval period, he gave it the appearance 
of a huge minaret. Egypt’s rulers, regularly having 
had to restore the upper structures of the lighthouse, 
would not have tried to rebuild them in their original 
Hellenistic original style, which would have implied 
erecting a huge statue.68

Besides, as mentioned, the Arab authors give no 
precise description of the original appearance of the 
lighthouse. Thiersch had to rely on the visual mate-
rial provided by Roman coins and other images of late 
antiquity. However, Muslim patrons maintained and 
reinterpreted the tripartite composition from the earli-
est reconstruction down to the late thirteenth century. 
The use of brick instead of masonry and the replace-
ment of the gigantic statue documented on the coins 
with a domed mosque implied a new design for the 
upper structures. The architecture of the upper sto-
ries must have been analogous to the contemporary 
style of tower architecture, i.e., of minarets. This is 
not surprising considering the practice of medieval 
Islamic reconstruction, with the exception of the resto-
ration of the Ka{ba. In the late thirteenth century, Sul-
tan Lajin rebuilt the top of the minaret of Ibn Tulun 
in contemporary style, as Baybars al-Jashnakir did al-
Hakim’s minarets after the 1303 earthquake. The style 
of the upper structure of the lighthouse would there-
fore have evolved with every restoration. This was a 
practical rather than a conceptual approach, deter-
mined by the abilities of the builders who erected tow-
ers according to the methods and patterns with which 

they were familiar, and which allowed only a certain 
extent of variation. However, as most Cairene mina-
rets were not freestanding towers, but rather emerged 
from the roof of a mosque, their proportions would 
have to be different. Moreover, the extraordinary mon-
umentality of the lighthouse imposed exceptional struc-
tural precautions. Al-Hakim’s southern minaret, hav-
ing lost its original top, cannot be compared with the 
lighthouse. In the minaret of Qawsun (1337), which 
is today freestanding, the rectangular shaft makes up 
about 60% of the total height, and in that of Tankiz-
bugha (1362) about 58%. Although both structures 
have a rectangular–octagonal–circular configuration, 
they could not have been directly influenced by the 
lighthouse, which was already a ruin at the time of 
their construction.69 The heyday of the lighthouse in 
the Islamic period must have been rather during the 
Fatimid period, when the last ambitious restoration 
took place.

The fact remains, however, that Egyptian minarets, 
like the lighthouse, were characterized by a compos-
ite and tapering configuration. It should perhaps be 
recalled that the Arabic word for lighthouse, man¸r, 
also means “minaret” in Egypt.70 

THE MEMORY OF THE LIGHTHOUSE

The memory of the lighthouse was perpetuated in 
Arabic literature because the same texts continued to 
be copied and transmitted until the eve of modern 
time. In 1510, more than a century and a half after 
the collapse of the lighthouse, Sultan al-Ghawri, who 
had a great interest in history, commissioned a gypsum 
model of the city of Alexandria. Mu{allim Hasan b. 
al-Sayyad represented the city with its fortifications 
and towers in what seems to have been a monumental 
replica, since al-Ghawri rode out of Cairo to view it. It 
included the representation of “the lighthouse, which 
was there”71—obviously a historicizing interpretation 
based on literary descriptions. 

The scenario for a shadow play, copied in a manu-
script dated 1119 (1707) but based on an earlier text, 
is dedicated to the lighthouse of Alexandria.72 It is a 
patriotic, rhymed text that deals with the Alexandrian 
resistance against the Christian raids that continued to 
harass the Egyptian coasts for two centuries following 
the eviction of the Crusaders from the Holy Land. The 
lighthouse, the protagonist of this play, is the venue 
where the action takes place and where the fighters 
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watch for enemy ships and brace themselves for bat-
tle. This play continued to be performed until the 
nineteenth century. A shadow-play figure published 
by Kahle and dated 1289 (1872) (fig. 6) shows that 
five and one-third centuries after the disappearance 
of the monument and only thirty-seven years prior to 
Thiersch’s publication, an Egyptian artist could create 
a fairly good reconstruction of the lighthouse.

Although literary tradition associated the lighthouse 
with Alexander the Great, a venerated figure in Islam, 
the fact that it was the only pre-Islamic monument in 
Egypt to have been continuously restored by Muslim 
rulers was less a matter of religious or political sym-

bolism than of the strategic imperative to watch the 
Mediterranean frontier and guide ships into the har-
bor. As in its classical past, however, the lighthouse 
could not have been devoid of religious associations. 
In the seven centuries of Islamic history that appro-
priated its function and adapted its form, it became 
a beacon of Islam.
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inspired me to write this article.
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STEPHENNIE MULDER

THE MAUSOLEUM OF IMAM AL-SHAFI{I

This blessed cenotaph was made for the Imam (al-Sha-
fi{i)…by {Ubayd the carpenter, known as Ibn Ma{ali, in 
the months of the year five hundred seventy-four. May 
God have mercy on him; may he [also] have mercy on 
those who are merciful toward him, those who call for 
mercy upon him, and upon all who worked with him—the 
woodworkers and carvers—and all the believers. 

—Inscription on the teak cenotaph 
at the grave of Imam al-Shafi{i

 
For at least ten centuries, in a city replete with holy 
sites, the mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i (d. AD 820) 
has been perhaps the most beloved and popular of 
Cairene shrines. Like the humble woodworker Ibn 
Ma{ali, whose entreaty for himself and his fellow car-
penters has sealed the scholar’s grave since the end 
of the twelfth century, pious visitors have continuously 
gathered at this site to pray and petition the saint’s 
intervention. Crowds of supplicants still press against its 
iron grille each Friday to deposit small tokens, requests, 
and letters; to sit and read in the cool darkness of the 
tomb under its high dome; and to visit with friends 
and family, pray, and receive the saint’s baraka (bless-
ing). The mausoleum is a solemn and moving space, 
sobering in its hushed vastness, a beloved center for 
the popular religious life of the city. 

Two buildings have stood at this site, located in 
the Qarafa al-Sughra cemetery south of Cairo (fig. 
1). The first was built by the Ayyubid Sultan Salah al-
Din (known in the West as Saladin) in 1180. The sec-
ond—the extant building—was endowed by his suc-
cessor, al-Malik al-Kamil, in 1211 (figs. 2 and 3). Only 
three physical elements remain from Saladin’s con-
struction: a marble column at the head of the grave,1 

the teak cenotaph mentioned above, and the founda-
tion inscription, now in the Museum of Islamic Art in 
Cairo.2 Although the original construction is gone, the 
mausoleum, expanded by al-Malik al-Kamil, remains 
the largest freestanding mortuary chamber in Egypt, 
its dome only slightly smaller than that of the Dome 
of the Rock in Jerusalem.3 

Despite the limited physical evidence for Saladin’s 
building, medieval travelers’ accounts, topographical 
works, and chronicles provide considerable primary 
evidence about its foundation, constitution, and struc-
ture. We know, for example, that it was the first build-
ing Saladin completed after the fall of the Fatimids 
in Cairo.4 We also know that adjacent to the mauso-
leum Saladin built a massive complex that included a 
magnificent madrasa for the study of Islamic  sciences. 
Based on these facts, it is often assumed that this build-
ing embodied the Ayyubid ambition of i¥y¸} al-sunna, 
the reinvigoration of Sunni orthodoxy, following two 
centuries of Shiite Fatimid rule, and that al-Shafi{i’s 
mausoleum thus played an important symbolic role in 
the revival of Sunnism in Egypt. But the story of how 
and why this pious complex was created and the pos-
sible reasons for its expansion just thirty years later 
under al-Malik al-Kamil are complicated and intrigu-
ing. Although the restoration of Sunnism could have 
been part of what motivated the construction of a 
madrasa at the grave of this important Sunni jurist, a 
statement against Shiism does not seem to have been 
the primary incentive for either Saladin’s building or 
that of al-Malik al-Kamil. Indeed, a close examination 
of the history, inscriptions, and decorative programs 
of these buildings suggests no direct evidence that the 
mausoleum at the grave of Imam al-Shafi{i was part 
of an effort to combat Shiism. Rather, if we can dis-
cern any ideological focus to the construction of the 
mausoleum, it appears instead to have been a bitter 
intra-Sunni conflict, one between Shafi{i Asharites and 
their rivals, the Hanbalis. 

In addition to its ideological significance, there 
are at least two reasons the Shafi{i complex is impor-
tant for our broader understanding of the architec-
ture of medieval popular piety: First, its initial con-
struction by Saladin instigated the creation of a new 
ritual center by sparking a general shift northward in 
cemetery construction. Thus this complex alone trans-
formed the urban landscape of the city of Cairo in a 
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Fig. 2. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, 1211. (Author’s photograph)
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Fig. 3. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, elevation. (After K. A. C. Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, vol. 2, fig. 31)
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profound and lasting way. Second, following al-Malik 
al-Kamil’s intervention in 1211, al-Shafi{i’s mausoleum 
was crowned by one of the largest domes in the Islamic 
world, an issue that is perhaps also connected with 
the movement of the cemetery northward. Why was 
there a need to build such a large dome? What was 
it about the city of Cairo, or the grave of this scholar, 
that required monumentalization to such a degree? 
Was it merely the prestige of al-Shafi{i, or was this 
building meant to make a statement with more com-
plex associations? The evidence suggests that al-Kamil’s 
monumental reconstruction was principally intended 
to provide a dynastic mausoleum for himself and 
his family. If so, it was probably concerned only sec-
ondarily, if at all, with doctrinal matters. Indeed, its 
architecture and decoration seem to express little in 
the way of universal ideology, for as we shall see, al-
Kamil’s building is first and foremost a testimony to 
the strength and tenacity of local style in Ayyubid 
Cairo. Given the reputation of the mausoleum as a 
symbol of Sunni revival in Egypt, however, the pres-
ence or absence of any sectarian semiotic charge is 
significant for our understanding of the building 
itself, its history, and its historiography, and also for 
our knowledge of sectarian and interconfessional con-
flict in this period.

ARGUMENTS FOR A SEMIOTICS OF ISLAMIC 
ORNAMENT

In the past two decades, the field of Islamic art history 
has seen the publication of several studies presenting 
semiotic interpretations of architectural forms. These 
studies argue for political or ideological interpreta-
tions of the meaning of Islamic sacred space and its 
ornament, and are focused primarily on Syria and 
Egypt from the tenth through the twelfth century—a 
pivotal period during which the Islamic world was 
divided politically between two competing caliphates, 
the Fatimid Isma{ili Shiites in Egypt and the Sunni 
Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad. The Abbasid cause was 
subsequently strengthened under the Seljuqs, Zangids, 
and Ayyubids. 

This political division was also an ideological one, 
and the period is often described as one in which 
Sunnism, threatened by the appearance of a powerful 
Shi{i dynasty on its western front, formulated a clearly 
defined, state-sponsored program of doctrinal coun-
terpropaganda, with the aim of strengthening Sunni 

orthodoxy.5 For the arts, the implications of this pro-
gram may have been far-reaching: one recent author 
asserts that it was “the primary motivating force behind 
many of the cultural and artistic changes of the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries.”6 

According to this argument, the main tool of this 
anti-Shiite program, usually termed the “Sunni revival,” 
was the sponsorship of the madrasa for the teaching 
of Sunni legal theory. Building on this claim, recent 
research argues that certain forms, such as cursive writ-
ing, muqarnas (stalactite vaulting), and some types of 
vegetal or geometric decoration may have been con-
sciously exploited by eleventh- and twelfth-century 
Sunni partisans as potent carriers of symbolic—specif-
ically Sunni—meaning.7 Other research suggests that 
the appearance and spread of these forms, which par-
ticularly proliferated in areas ruled by Sunni dynasties 
acknowledging the suzerainty of the Abbasid caliphs, 
may be interpreted as visual expressions of allegiance 
to the Abbasid capital at Baghdad.8 Some have  further 
interpreted this phenomenon as an organized response 
to an even more overtly propagandistic visual agenda 
formulated by the Fatimids, who, it is proposed, had 
exploited symbols of Isma{ili esoteric doctrine and 
the Shi{i practice of the visitation of tombs to pub-
licly proclaim the dynasty’s Shiite allegiance.9 Politi-
cally speaking, the ultimate victors in this struggle were 
the Sunnis, and the sweetest moment of that victory 
is traditionally reserved for Saladin, who defeated the 
Fatimids in 1171. As noted above, following this suc-
cess, the first architectural project that Saladin com-
pleted was the mausoleum and madrasa at the grave 
of al-Shafi{i.

In view of the assumptions that have been made 
about this building and its meaning, it is notable 
that, subsequent to K. A. C. Creswell’s architectural 
survey of some forty years ago, there has never been 
a careful study of the building itself.10 Considering 
the importance of its interpretation in the historio-
graphy of Ayyubid architecture, and its centrality in 
the world of medieval popular piety—for, as noted 
above, it was and remains among the most beloved 
of Cairene shrines—such a study seems overdue.11 As 
we shall see, the Shafi{i complex provides an oppor-
tunity to investigate the evolution of popular practice 
in Egypt and to explore many of the recent semiotic 
arguments about the political and ideological use of 
the sacred.
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THE SALAHIY YA MADRASA AT THE GRAVE OF 
AL-SHAFI{I

In the year 1178, the carpenter {Ubayd b. Ma{ali com-
pleted work on his extraordinary teak cenotaph.12 

Commissioned by Saladin, it is still considered a mas-
terpiece of medieval woodcarving, an exquisite and 
fitting tribute to adorn the mausoleum of the revered 
Sunni jurisprudent.13 In its original form, however, 
al-Shafi{i’s mausoleum was only one part of a larger 
complex focused on a madrasa and attendant struc-
tures. This college, known as the Salahiyya Madrasa, 
became the most prestigious in Egypt during the 
Ayyubid period.14 In addition to its size, two features 
assured that prestige: its location at the grave of al-
Shafi{i, and the extraordinary salary that was endowed 
for its rather singular professor, a pious and ascetic 
sheik named Najm al-Din al-Khabushani.15 

 But al-Shafi{i’s grave was a potent holy site long 
before the arrival of the Ayyubids. Indeed, it had 
even been an object of pilgrimage for some Shiites.16 

Though we know little about the appearance of pre-
vious structures on the site, by the time Saladin con-
structed the Salahiyya complex there, the grave of 
al-Shafi{i was already established within the sacred 
landscape of the cemetery as an important locus of 
blessed emanations, or baraka. Numerous stories are 
told of the people’s love for the grave. In the elev-
enth century, when building the Nizamiyya madrasa in 
Baghdad, the Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk had wanted 
to transfer al-Shafi{i’s bones to Baghdad to be rein-
terred as the centerpiece of his new school. He wrote 
to the Fatimid vizier Badr al-Jamali, who was willing to 
grant his request. When the vizier went to the grave to 
begin the exhumation, however, there was an imme-
diate demonstration of protest from the population 
of Cairo, which got a bit out of hand and culminated 
in the assembled crowd throwing rocks at the vizier. 
The uprising was brought under control, and the vizier 
proceeded to exhume the bones, but as soon as the 
workmen began to remove the bricks (libn) around 
the grave, there arose an intoxicating perfume that 
immediately drove everyone mad. This seems to have 
been quite enough for the workmen, who refused to 
continue, citing the perils of flouting divine interven-
tion. The Imam’s bones stayed put. Nizam al-Mulk, for 
his part, far from being displeased that his wishes had 
not been fulfilled, was so astonished by the miracle 
that he decreed an official account of it be read in all 
the mosques of the Seljuq lands. The event undoubt-

edly increased the prestige of al-Shafi{i’s grave.17 

According to Ibn al-Zayyat, when al-Shafi{i died 
and was buried in 820, the area was the family plot 
of the historian Ibn {Abd al-Hakam. Thus the con-
struction of the Salahiyya complex there at the end 
of the twelfth century involved the relocation of many 
tombs. Their occupants’ bones were reinterred in the 
Maqbarat al-{Ayna} when Saladin built the madrasa.18 

Ibn Taghribirdi provides contrary evidence, and writes 
that the area was an open courtyard before Saladin 
began construction.19 In either case, the building of 
the mausoleum and madrasa was an impressive under-
taking, begun around 1176–77.20 Given the Ayyubids’ 
tendency to favor the Shafi{i school, and considering 
the affection of the people of Cairo for the grave of 
the Imam, Saladin’s decision to build the Madrasa al-
Salahiyya there seems an obvious choice. 

The earliest Arabic source to describe the madrasa 
complex was the Spanish pilgrim Ibn Jubayr, who 
visited it in 1182–83, shortly after its dedication. He 
writes:

The mashhad (shrine) of Imam al-Shafi{i—may God be 
pleased with him—is among the most magnificent, cel-
ebrated, and expansive that there is. Facing it (bi-iz¸}ihi) 
was built a madrasa the like of which has never been 
constructed in this country, there being nothing more 
spacious or more lavishly built. He who walks around it 
will believe that it is a separate town (annuh¸ baladun 
mustaqillun bi-dh¸tihi). Facing it (bi-iz¸}ih¸) are a bath and 
other fine public facilities. Construction continues to this 
very hour, and the expenditure on it is measureless. The 
shaykh, imam, ascetic, and man of learning called Najm 
al-Din al-Khabushani is personally responsible for it. The 
sultan of these lands, Salah al-Din, generously pays for 
all of this, saying: “Increase in splendor and elegance; 
we shall provide for all.” Glory to Him who made him 
“ªal¸¥ dºnihi,” like his name.”21 

From this text, we learn several things about the physi-
cal constitution of the buildings. First, the madrasa 
complex was of extremely large size. Ibn Jubayr’s 
assertion that it resembled a separate town, though 
likely an exaggeration, still leaves little doubt about 
the foundation’s impression on its contemporaries. 
It seems that Saladin spared no expense in ensuring 
that his madrasa would be among the finest Egypt 
had ever seen. Furthermore, the use of prepositions 
such as iz¸}a indicate that the tomb and the madrasa 
were very close or even attached to each other, and 
there could well have been direct communication 
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between them. This supposition is strengthened by 
the fact that the original entrance to the mausoleum 
on the northwestern side (today a window) is on an 
axis that does not correspond to that of the central 
mihrab (fig. 4).22 Rather, the entrance is somewhat 
unusually situated to the left of center, such that it 
corresponds directly with al-Shafi{i’s cenotaph. It is 
a modest entrance for such an imposing structure, a 
small door with a wooden lintel bearing an inscrip-
tion so worn it is now unreadable. Such an entrance 
makes sense if al-Kamil, in the process of expand-
ing the mausoleum, were attaching it to the already 

extant madrasa of Saladin. It thus seems likely that 
the college was originally on the northwestern side, in 
direct communication with the tomb. If so, the Imam’s 
cenotaph would have been visible to one facing the 
qibla wall of the adjoining madrasa. 

Ibn Jubayr’s description is augmented by a later 
one from al-Maqrizi, who adds that in addition to the 
baths, the complex was provided with an oven oppo-
site the madrasa that produced sixty ra«ls of bread a 
day—enough, according to one estimate,23 to feed 
at least a hundred students—and a large number of 
shops attached to the building. Income was provided 

Fig. 4. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, plan. (After K. A. C. Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, vol. 2, fig. 30)
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from the shops and from the cultivation of an island 
in the Nile. Al-Maqrizi also tells us that in addition to 
the professor, the endowment provided for the sup-
port of ten mu{ºds, or teaching assistants.24 It seems a 
reasonable guess that this madrasa was large enough 
to accommodate between 100 and 150 residents. 

Furthermore, the location of Saladin’s project would 
only have accentuated its already considerable size, for 
in the late twelfth century this area of the cemetery 
was relatively empty—not yet the “great medium of 
divine blessing,” in the words of Ibn Battuta,25 a veri-
table city of the dead that to this day plays a rich role 
in the lives of the inhabitants of Cairo. Although the 
Fatimids had built extensively in the Qarafa al-Kubra 
to the south, when the Shafi{i complex was built, 
that cemetery, as well as much of Fustat, still lay in 
ruins after being intentionally burned by the Fati -
mids in 1168.26 Thus, the domes of Saladin’s founda-
tion would have been the most visible markers on Cai-
ro’s southern horizon; indeed they are likely to have 
been the only ones. 

This supposition is bolstered by the fact that the 
construction soon attracted other buildings, instigat-
ing a northern shift in the development of the ceme-
tery, away from the older Qarafa al-Kubra and toward 
what now became known as the Qarafa al-Sughra. 
This movement echoed the migration of the general 
population from Fustat to Cairo proper.27 This shift 
in construction indicates that the focus of building 
activity was, at least for a time, not on the repair and 
restoration of ruined buildings in the old cemetery 
but rather on new construction in the northerly area. 
Indeed, al-Maqrizi confirms that the development of 
the new quarter proceeded in tandem with the decline 
of the older cemetery area.28 

Al-Maqrizi further records that the area between 
the tomb of Imam al-Shafi{i and the Bab al-Qarafa 
below the Citadel was, at the time of the building of 
Saladin’s complex, the location of a spacious mayd¸n, 
or hippodrome. This open area existed well into the 
fourteenth century when, during the third reign of 
al-Nasir Muhammad b. Qalawun (r. 1309–40), it was 
extensively built up, apparently for the first time.29 

Thus, when the Shafi{i complex was built, the view of 
the mausoleum and madrasa from the city of Cairo 
would have been wholly unimpeded by other construc-
tion, and its situation would have remained so for at 
least the first 125 years of its existence.

This careful attention to the siting and location of 
the madrasa, and later to the mausoleum of al-Kamil, 

is significant for our understanding of the visual effect 
intended by the patrons of these buildings. Most par-
ticularly, they may have considered the view from the 
Citadel; perhaps, on a clear day, Saladin could have 
seen the crowds of legal students and pious suppli-
cants from its walls. Furthermore, unlike his predeces-
sor Saladin, al-Kamil actually took up residence in the 
Citadel in 1207. Four years later, in 1211, he decided 
to expand the mausoleum.30 When it was completed, 
with nothing but a wide mayd¸n between the Citadel 
and the madrasa complex, the image of the soaring 
dome on the horizon must indeed have been inspir-
ing (fig. 5).

THE SHEIKH AL-KHABUSHANI AND INTRA-
SUNNI COMPETITION IN MEDIEVAL CAIRO

There is evidence to suggest, however, that Saladin was 
not the primary force behind the remarkable nature 
of the appearance, size, and location of the madrasa. 
Returning to Ibn Jubayr’s account, we find that his 
description of the madrasa is followed by mention of 
the executor of the funds of the foundation, the ascetic 
shaykh Najm al-Din al-Khabushani. It is also here, in 
the biography of this shaykh, that we may first begin 
to discern a possible ideological motivation behind 
the building of the expansive madrasa. 

Al-Khabushani, who according to Ibn al-Zayyat was 
buried “under the feet of Imam al-Shafi{i,”31 was a well-
known scourge of religious innovation, and he par-
ticularly targeted the Hanbalis. Ibn Jubayr certainly 
knew who al-Khabushani was and eagerly called on 
him after visiting the new madrasa, “to be blessed by 
his prayers, for we had heard of him in Andalusia. 
We found him at his mosque in Cairo, in the closet 
in which he lives…and what a narrow closet it is! He 
prayed for us and we departed. Of all the men in 
Egypt, we saw no one else like him.”32 

Indeed, Ibn Jubayr probably hadn’t seen the likes of 
him anywhere, for the shaykh was apparently a singular 
character, with a reputation as an arrogant, stubborn, 
and pugnacious enforcer of piety. It seems likely that 
the instigation for the building of the complex was al-
Khabushani’s own, and that Saladin merely provided 
the funds.33 The strongest evidence for this assertion is 
in the foundation inscription for the madrasa itself.

It reads:

This madrasa was built at the urging (bi-istºd¸{) of the 
shaykh, jurisprudent, imam…[and] ascetic Najm al-Din, 
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the pillar of Islam, exemplar of mankind, the mufti of the 
sects, Abu ’l-Ba[rakat b.] al-Muwaffaq al-Khabushani—may 
God perpetuate his success—for the jurists who are dis-
ciples of al-Sha[fi{i]—may God have favor on them—[who 
are] characterized by their firm, unified, Ash{ari doctrinal 
foundation [against] vain reasoners (al-¥ashwiyya) and 
other innovators.”34

A remarkable aspect of this inscription is that there 
is no mention of Saladin as the true patron of the 
building. This is in vivid contrast to virtually every 
other foundation inscription by Saladin, and indeed 
completely goes against what was by then the well-
established Zangid and Ayyubid practice of embla-
zoning founders’ names, and their seemingly ever 
more elaborate titles, on the exteriors of buildings. 

Here, the only person ostensibly to be credited for 
building the madrasa and mausoleum is the shaykh 
al-Khabushani, and we are specifically informed that it 
was built at his urging (bi-istºd¸{al-shaykh), presumably 
meaning his urging of Saladin. This vague implication 
is the closest one may come to understanding that 
someone besides al-Khabushani himself was behind 
the creation of the complex, and indeed, if not for 
the textual sources, we would likely have no clue as 
to the identity of its actual patron. 

Other sources confirm that it was certainly within 
the power of the shaykh to instigate such a project. 
Not only had he pressed Saladin to build the madrasa 
next to the grave of al-Shafi{i, but he had also issued 
a legal opinion sanctioning the execution of the last 

Fig. 5. View of the cemetery from the citadel, with the mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i visible at center. (Author’s photo)

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   23 10/18/2006   12:01:24 PM



stephennie mulder 24

Fatimid caliph (who passed away before such action 
became necessary) and the pronouncement the khu«ba, 
the Friday sermon, in the name of the Abbasid caliph.35 

Saladin apparently hesitated in enforcing this, and 
according to some sources al-Khabushani of his own 
volition ascended the minbar and, threatening the 
preacher with his cane, ordered him to pronounce 
the sanctioned khu«ba.36 

Al-Khabushani was a bold and colorful figure who 
seems to have had a strong influence over the sultan. 
Many anecdotes told about the shaykh illustrate the 
respect Saladin had for him, and the extraordinary 
license he was allowed. One day, when Saladin was 
preparing for battle, al-Khabushani went out to wish 
him off and used the opportunity to ask the sultan to 
abolish some taxes he felt were unjust. When Saladin 
refused, the shaykh became enraged and, disregard-
ing all propriety, began to beat the illustrious sultan 
violently on the head, shouting, “May God not grant 
you victory!” and causing his headgear (qalansuwa) to 
fall to the ground. Shocked and speechless, Saladin 
left for the battle, in which he was defeated. Upon 
his return, he rushed straightaway to al-Khabushani 
and kissed his hand, begging for forgiveness, for “he 
knew it had been because of [al-Khabushani’s] curse” 
that he had lost.37 

Who was this powerful shaykh, who clearly had both 
the ear and the purse strings of the sultan? We will 
focus here on one aspect of his biography, his strict 
devotion to Shafi{i Asharite theology and his conse-
quent blind hatred of the Hanbalis. The main aspects 
of the debate between the Sunni legal schools revolved 
around a number of key doctrinal questions, includ-
ing the createdness of the Qur}an and the nature 
of divinity. The traditionalist Hanbalis advocated a 
strictly literal reading of the Qur}an; to use the most 
famous example, they held such Qur}anic imagery 
as the “Throne of God” to entail that because God 
could sit on a throne He must therefore have cor-
poreal form. For the Asharites, this literalism was 
the basest of heresy. Asharism—integrated with the 
Shafi{i school by al-Ghazali in the eleventh century—
represented the compromise between the traditional-
ist view on one hand and the radically rationalizing 
tendencies of groups such as the Mu{tazila on the 
other. For the Shafi{i Asharites, the overly literal read-
ings of many traditionalist Hanbalis could only lead 
to bid{a, or innovation, particularly the bid{a of giv-
ing God attributes, which was to their way of thinking 
tantamount to anthropomorphism (tashbºh). Asharism 

proposed a middle ground, adopting some aspects of 
Mu{tazilite rationalism, particularly the use of kal¸m, 
or rational argument, but also introducing the con-
cept that some theological points could not be fully 
understood by humans and must be accepted bi-l¸ 
kayf, without speculation.38 Thus, because of the Han-
bali insistence on only the most literal readings, the 
Asharites branded them the worst sort of innovators: 
“anthropomorphists.” 

These debates were not merely academic, for there 
exists more than one report about bloody riots in the 
streets of Cairo over theological issues.39 These were 
so disruptive that Saladin’s successor, al-{Aziz, went so 
far as to try to have the small but troublesome Hanbali 
community of Cairo expelled.40 The roots and orga-
nization of such factional discord, sometimes called 
{aªabiyya41 or simply fitna in the Arabic sources, are 
not clearly understood. For Baghdad we have a fairly 
complex picture, but for other cities the phenomenon 
is only beginning to be explored.42 We do know that 
such conflict was limited temporally and spatially: it 
appeared sometime toward the end of the tenth cen-
tury in the eastern Islamic lands and never seems to 
have spread beyond Egypt into North Africa. By the 
Ottoman period, it had all but died out.43 

Within these four to five hundred years, however, 
intra-Sunni confessional discord was a profound force 
shaping Islamic society and urban life—a force at least 
as powerful and perhaps even more immediately dis-
ruptive than the schism between Sunnism and Shiism; 
given the weakness of the later Fatimids, the Sunni-Shi{i 
conflict had perhaps ceased to be a true threat even 
before Saladin quietly put the Shiite dynasty to rest 
at the end of the twelfth century. Indeed, most cities 
accommodated at least two warring Sunni factions.44 As 
Richard Bulliet has demonstrated for Nishapur, such 
violent differences had the potential to rend the fabric 
of society, at times devolving into outright intra-urban 
war. In Nishapur, this strife escalated throughout the 
eleventh century, ultimately leading to the destruction 
and abandonment of the city.45 Similarly, when a large 
population fleeing the Crusaders and Mongols entered 
Damascus in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, a 
series of fitnas erupted between these mostly Hanbali 
refugees and resident Shafi{i elites over theological 
issues.46 The schism could also take a more subtle but 
no less pointed form: in thirteenth-century Damas-
cus, for example, a Shafi{i founded a madrasa with a 
waqf that specified that “no Jew, Christian, Magian, 
or Hanbali” could enter, a juxtaposition implying an 
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animosity so great that the Shafi{is hardly considered 
the Hanbalis to be Muslim.47 

Further, this internal Sunni conflict was an essen-
tial feature not only of medieval urban life but also 
of the Sunni revival, which was concerned as much 
with eliminating erroneous Sunni confessional adher-
ences as with responding to the threat posed by the 
Shi{i Fatimids. Thus Makdisi repeatedly insists that 
the Sunni revival was “not merely a Sunni revival, 
but a Traditionalist Sunni Revival…a religious revival 
in which the forces of Traditionalism fought against 
the forces of Rationalism of all shades,” including 
Ash{arism. Indeed, the most famed document of the 
Sunni revival, the ris¸la al-q¸diriyya, or Qadiri Creed, 
was not directed against the Shi{a alone but was “anti-
Shi{i, anti-Mu{tazili, and anti-Ash{ari.”48 Issued in 1018 
by the Abbasid caliph al-Qadir bi’llah (r. 991–1031), 
the creed was a profession of faith that defined official 
Abbasid doctrine. Inspired by Hanbali ideas, it con-
demned all forms of Shiism but also, as noted above, 
took aim at Mu{tazilism and Ash{arism, doctrines that 
had been embraced by certain Sunnis and that were 
now unambiguously placed outside the realm of “offi-
cial” Sunnism. The Qadiri Creed, Makdisi writes, “was 
a Sunni creed, because it opposed Shi{i doctrines; but 
it also opposed rationalist Mu{tazili and Ash{ari doc-
trines; and for this it may rightly be called a Tradi-
tionalist creed, and the religious triumph it symbol-
ized, a Traditionalist triumph.”49 Thus we see that from 
its inception, the revival was concerned with the ref-
ormation of Sunnism as much as the condemnation 
of Shiism.50 This official stance undoubtedly encour-
aged intra-Sunni competition, and as it evolved, the 
revival indeed became a complex and much-contested 
phenomenon. 

The Asharite shaykh al-Khabushani certainly did 
his part in opposing the “anthropomorphist” Hanbali 
traditionalists. One of his exploits took place before 
the building of the Salahiyya complex. A few years 
before al-Khabushani’s arrival in Cairo, a certain Ibn 
al-Kizani, a scholar infamous among the Ash{arites for 
his alleged anthropomorphism, died and was buried 
next to al-Shafi{i. When al-Khabushani arrived and 
heard of this, he was enraged. Unable to contain him-
self, he went to the grave, dug up the unfortunate Ibn 
al-Kizani, and, while flinging his bones in all direc-
tions, shouted, “a ªiddºq [righteous man] and a zindºq 
[heretic] should not be [buried] in the same place!” 
The Hanbalis immediately “attacked [al-Khabushani] 
and rallied against him, and there occurred between 

them warlike attacks and riots,”51 i.e., they promul-
gated a fitna. Clearly, al-Khabushani had a close rela-
tionship to Saladin not only as a legal and doctrinal 
advisor but also as a scholar with a very particular 
anti-Hanbali ideological agenda, which he wasted no 
opportunity to demonstrate. Thus it would seem that 
these preferences put him at the center of the intra-
confessional conflict that plagued Cairo in the late 
twelfth century. 

With this in mind, we return to the building’s foun-
dation inscription, the text of which, as mentioned 
above, credits only al-Khabushani for the construc-
tion. There is another notable aspect of this inscrip-
tion: it makes no mention of the relation between 
Sunnism and Shiism, and in fact its only reference 
to doctrinal orientation is a clear declaration of alle-
giance to Asharite theology. But a closer reading 
reveals its message to have been even more pointed, 
for the word used to describe the group to which the 
Asharites were opposed, al-¥ashwiyya, translated liter-
ally above as “vain reasoners,” actually had a deeper 
meaning. Al-¥ashwiyya was an insult with specific con-
notations; it was commonly used by medieval polemi-
cists as a nasty epithet for the Hanbalis. As stated in the 
Encyclopaedia of Islam entry on the term, it was “used 
by some Sunnis of extremist traditionists…[and] in 
a narrower sense, of the Aª¥¸b al-Ýadºth who, uncrit-
ically and even prompted by prejudice, recognize as 
genuine and interpret literally the crudely anthropo-
morphic traditions.”52 Given that the Isma{ili Fatimids 
were about as removed as a theological school could 
be from the literal interpretation of God’s word, it is 
impossible that the term referred to them. Here, in 
this most important of documents from the original 
building, is strong evidence that if Saladin’s founda-
tion had a doctrinal component, it had little to do with 
any statement against Shiism, and was instead appar-
ently focused on the intra-Sunni conflict between the 
Hanbalis and the Asharites.53 

The specificity of the message in the foundation 
inscription of the madrasa can be appreciated more 
fully when it is compared with Saladin’s inscription 
on the western portal of the Citadel, under construc-
tion at precisely the same time as the Salahiyya com-
plex. This reads: 

The foundation of this brilliant citadel, next to the well-
guarded city of Cairo, was ordained in accordance with 
the resolution that unites utility with beauty and [as] the 
space for protection for [those] who would take refuge 
in the shadow of his kingdom, by our lord al-Malik al-
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Nasir Salah al-Dunya wa-l-Din…Yusuf Ibn Ayyub, the 
reviver of the empire of the Commander of the Faithful 
(mu¥yº dawlat amºr al-m¢}minºn), under the direction of 
his brother and heir apparent al-Malik al-{Adil…54

This is the sort of foundation inscription one might 
expect to find on the exterior of a madrasa designed 
to proclaim Sunni identity in the face of Shiism. It 
names the founder Saladin as the reviver of the sphere 
of Sunni authority by making explicit reference to the 
“Commander of the Faithful,” the Caliph in Baghdad. 
Furthermore, as Nasser Rabbat has argued, its use of 
the title mu¥yº dawlat amºr al-m¢}minºn had no prec-
edents, although it would appear as a feature of many 
of Saladin’s later inscriptions.55 The deliberate use 
of the word mu¥yº is perhaps significant, considering 
Saladin’s reputation as a leader particularly commit-
ted to the i¥y¸}, or revival, of the faith. The Citadel 
inscription is a proclamation of the triumph of Saladin 
as a Sunni ruler, emphasizing reunification and revital-
ization of Sunni political authority after a prolonged 
period of Fatimid rule. Clearly, had it been Saladin’s 
intention to promulgate such a message through the 
foundation of the madrasa at the grave of al-Shafi{i, 
the means and ideological language were available. 
The issue then becomes why he did not do so. 

MADRASAS IN EGYPT DURING THE FATIMID 
PERIOD

So far we have seen that the evidence of the founda-
tion inscription for the Salahiyya Madrasa, against the 
backdrop of conflict between various Sunni groups in 
medieval cities throughout the Islamic lands, compli-
cates the assumption that the complex was conceived 
primarily as an ideological instrument against Shiism. 
But to what degree may we say that the particularities 
of this building are representative of a wider phe-
nomenon? George Makdisi argued almost forty years 
ago that the madrasa in general was not to be seen 
primarily as a tool of Sunni revival.56 In the 1970s one 
of Makdisi’s students, Gary Leiser, surveyed the first 
150 years of madrasa construction in Egypt, finding 
that the first madrasa in Cairo was built in 1096–97, 
long before Saladin arrived there in the late twelfth 
century.57 Leiser concluded that the foundation of 
religious institutions such as the madrasa had more to 
do with the consolidation of Sunnism than the elimina-
tion of Shiism. His conclusions have been reiterated 

recently in the new Cambridge History of Egypt, where 
Michael Chamberlain argues,

The Ayyubids were undoubtedly attached to Sunni Islam 
and exerted themselves to see it flourish. However, the 
relationship between this general commitment and their 
patronage of religious institutions is more intricate than 
the notion of Sunni revival can account for…insofar as we 
can discern an ideological objective in Ayyubid religious 
policy, it seems to have been directed at Sunnis as much 
as Shi{is…There is little evidence that the foundation of 
madrasas was an anti-Fatimid policy, or that Sunnism, 
the religious affiliation of the majority of the Muslim 
population, required new institutions to flourish on the 
levels of belief or communal identity. Madrasas existed 
in Egypt well before Salah al-Din, some sponsored by 
Fatimid wazirs.58

Indeed, it seems that the first madrasa in Egypt was 
founded sometime around 1096 by an Andalusian 
immigrant, a Maliki faqºh (jurisprudent) named Abu 
Bakr Muhammad al-Turtushi.59 This scholar traveled 
extensively after leaving his native country in 1083, 
eventually making his way to Baghdad, where he came 
within the orbit of the great Seljuq vizier Nizam al-
Mulk. He was greatly impressed with the educational 
and religious facilities the vizier had constructed in 
Baghdad, reserving special admiration for the Niza-
miyya. After spending some years studying in the city, 
al-Turtushi traveled to Syria, from which he set sail 
for Alexandria, arriving around 1096. The people of 
the city were greatly taken with him and encouraged 
him to settle in Alexandria permanently. He acqui-
esced, and shortly thereafter met a pious and affluent 
woman whom he married. He converted her large, 
two-story house into the first recorded madrasa in 
Egypt, using the upstairs as the living quarters and 
the lower floor with its large reception hall (q¸{a) to 
teach fiqh and Hadith.60 

At least some students were lodged there, and 
the income from al-Turtushi’s wife provided for the 
maintenance of the building. The number of stu-
dents may have been rather large; one account says 
that when al-Turtushi went for walks, during which 
he often discoursed on legal matters, he was some-
times accompanied by hundreds of students.61 His 
fame and stature grew, and during his nearly thirty 
years there, many luminaries studied with him. Al-Tur-
tushi’s foundation, though not purpose-built, meets 
the basic requirements for a madrasa: an indepen-
dent Sunni residential college supported by private 
funds, with a live-in professor of fiqh. It seems likely 
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that many early madrasas were of this somewhat infor-
mal character. 

Following this precedent, and perhaps in reaction 
to the adherents that this Spaniard—with whom he 
had a longstanding quarrel—had attracted in his city, 
the Maliki qadi of Alexandria, Ahmad b. {Abd al-Majid 
b. Hadid, erected the first purpose-built madrasa, also 
at the end of the eleventh century. It was still in exis-
tence in the thirteenth century, and is therefore likely 
to have been endowed.62 Ibn Hadid’s title, Makºn al-
Dawla, granted to him by the Fatimid caliph, gave the 
madrasa its name, the Makiniyya. At about the same 
time, a third madrasa, cited by al-Safadi in his biog-
raphy of a student who studied there, was founded 
by Abu ’l-Husayn Yahya b. al-Mufarrij al-Maqdisi, the 
Shafi{i qadi in Alexandria. As his name implies, al-Maq-
disi was an immigrant from Jerusalem, and he estab-
lished a college for the Shafi{is that seems to have been 
transitory but probably helped to prepare the way for 
future Shafi{i madrasas in Egypt.63 There is little infor-
mation about the physical form of these two schools, 
but their founders’ stature as judges appointed by the 
Fatimid caliph suggests they may have been reason-
ably significant architecturally. 

The fourth madrasa, however, had inarguable pres-
ence. It was founded in Alexandria in 1137–38 by a 
Sunni Fatimid vizier, Ridwan b. al-Walakhshi, who 
expended considerable energy in strengthening his ties 
to the Sunni community; this may have been his moti-
vation for constructing a madrasa. The first, though 
not the last, Fatimid vizier to establish a madrasa, 
al-Walakhshi was by then the de facto leader of the 
country, given the limitations of the later Fatimid 
rulers.64 The foundation document still exists and, 
in perhaps the strangest turn of events in the history 
of the institution of the madrasa, is written in the 
name of the Fatimid caliph al-Hafiz. Although this is 
likely to have been a mere formality, the document 
goes so far as to state that the caliph, rather than the 
vizier, decided to construct the madrasa65 and even 
gives its name as al-Hafiziyya. It seems likely that Rid-
wan had hoped to gain support from the Sunnis of 
Alexandria, and that al-Hafiz would also have found 
this politically expedient.66 This madrasa became the 
most famous in Egypt until the construction of the 
one at the grave of al-Shafi{i, in no small part due to 
the fame of its mudarris (professor), the imam Sadr al-
Din Abu Tahir Isma{il b. {Awf, a student of the above-
mentioned al-Turtushi. In the end, the madrasa came 
to be named after Ibn {Awf, who, after al-Turtushi’s 

death, became the best-known Maliki in twelfth-cen-
tury Egypt. He taught for fifty years and had hundreds 
of students, the most famous of whom were Saladin 
and his sons al-{Aziz, al-Zahir, and al-Afdal. Although 
a great deal is known about the teachers and students 
at this madrasa, there is again little information about 
its constitution or physical appearance. It was, how-
ever, a fully endowed residential college sponsored in 
part by the Fatimid caliph, and its longevity—it lasted 
for well over a hundred years before being eclipsed 
by grander institutions—indicates that it was a school 
of considerable consequence.67 

A fifth school was founded in 1151 for the Shafi{is, 
by yet another Sunni vizier for the Fatimids, Ibn Sal-
lar. It was called the {Adiliyya after Ibn Sallar’s title 
“al-Malik al-{Adil” but was soon nicknamed “al-Silafi” 
after its mudarris, Abu Tahir al-Silafi. He too was a 
famous and well-respected teacher, who taught in 
Egypt for sixty years. In 1177, Saladin and his sons 
paid him a visit in his madrasa, where they studied 
Hadith.68 Once again, we know little of the physical 
structure of the madrasa, but from its staff we may 
speculate that it was a substantial foundation: it had 
a muezzin and two or three mu{ºds, one of whom was 
in charge of forty young men.69 Al-Silafi also kept his 
large library there. 

All told, at least eight madrasas are known to have 
been established in Egypt in the Fatimid period, and 
there may have been more. Most of these were in 
the Sunni stronghold of Alexandria, but one was also 
established in Fustat.70 Thus Saladin did not introduce 
the institution of the madrasa to Egypt; rather than 
being forcibly implanted by a single ruler, this insti-
tution seems to have followed a natural model of dis-
persion, spread by scholars who had studied or taught 
in the East as they made their way west. Thus we see 
that the Nizamiyya in Baghdad was built in 1067 and 
the first madrasa in Damascus in 1097–98. If the first 
Sunni legal school was indeed the one built in Alex-
andria by al-Turtushi shortly after his arrival in Egypt 
in 1096, then the madrasa arrived in Egypt at about 
the same time it arrived in Syria: nearly eighty years 
before the advent of Saladin. While Saladin’s founda-
tions were undoubtedly more sumptuous and archi-
tecturally significant than preceding ones, the intro-
duction of the institution itself cannot be credited to 
him. Rather, he seems to have been astutely capitaliz-
ing on popular support for an already existing institu-
tion. Still, the paradigm of Sunni revival and its Egyp-
tian genesis in Saladin’s foundation at the grave of 
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al-Shafi{i has a long genealogy and has played an 
important role in scholarship on the Ayyubid period.71 

Given the above discussion, one may well ask how the 
idea of the madrasa in Egypt as an Ayyubid import 
has become so important historiographically? 

Modern authors are not solely responsible for link-
ing this building with the Sunni revival. Given Sala-
din’s subsequent fame and numerous achievements, 
medieval writers tended to credit him retroactively 
with the introduction of the madrasa into Egypt. Lei-
ser, too, was puzzled by this phenomenon and offered 
the following explanation for it:

After all, he became the great Sunni hero of his time 
and the madrasa was a Sunni creation. In this respect, 
some authors even contradicted themselves in an attempt 
to add more glory to the Saladin legend. For instance, 
in his biography of al-Silafi Ibn Khallikan clearly states 
that Ibn al-Sallar built a madrasa…in 1151–52, some 
twenty years before Saladin became vizier…. In spite 
of this, when he comes to the life of Saladin, he feels 
compelled to declare that there were no madrasas in 
Egypt when Saladin took over the country. Al-Maqrizi 
does the same thing…[reporting that Ridwan built a 
madrasa in 1137–38]. But then for the year 1170–71, 
in the same work, he mentions Saladin’s first madrasas 
and states that until they were built, there was not one 
madrasa in all of Egypt….Modern writers also frequently 
attribute the madrasa to Saladin. This is because they 
usually rely, indirectly or directly, on Ibn Khallikan’s life 
of Saladin or the Khi«a« [of al-Maqrizi].72

 Thus, because Saladin was the great reviver of Sun -
nism in Egypt and the idea of building madrasas 
is historiographically associated with Sunni revival, 
seeing Saladin’s foundation of the Salahiyya as the 
first Egyptian example of the type seems to have its 
own internal logic and momentum. This conventional 
misapprehension of course does not rule out the pos-
sibility that a madrasa built by Saladin after his con-
quest of Egypt was part of a Sunni program to combat 
Fatimid influence, or that such concerns were part 
of the implicit mandate for its foundation. We may 
at least be certain, however, that there is no specific 
information in the history of the Shafi{i complex or 
its foundation inscription to support the proposition 
that these concerns were foremost in the minds of 
its founders. 

SEMIOTIC INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORKS AND 
THE MAUSOLEUM OF AL-MALIK AL-KAMIL

The building that now stands on the site of Saladin’s 
original foundation dates to 1211 and, as mentioned 
above, was built by Saladin’s eventual successor al-
Malik al-Kamil, who was buried there along with his 
mother (figs. 2 and 3). It is remarkable to note that 
the foundation of al-Kamil—though constructed at 
what is often regarded as the high point of Sunni 
revival in Egypt—does not bear signs of an overtly Sun-
nite orientation. This fact is significant in light of the 
research by art historians on the semiotic dimensions 
of the architectural programs of both the Fatimids 
and the Ayyubids. We will now look more closely at 
these arguments and their implications for the Shafi{i 
mausoleum, for this subject has by now generated 
considerable literature. 

Caroline Williams and Irene Bierman (for the Fati-
mids) and Yasser Tabbaa (for the Ayyubids) have pre-
sented evidence for the symbolic function of certain 
building types, decorative elements, writing styles, and 
architectonic forms. These, they have argued, were 
deployed on the facades and interiors of buildings in 
programs of ideological propaganda for the strength-
ening of their respective doctrinal orientations and 
the consolidation of political hegemony. According to 
Williams, the Fatimids’ patronage of a “cult of {Alid 
saints” was a key “adjunct of state policy.”73 This cult 
was promulgated through a campaign of constructing 
tombs for Shiite martyrs and saints, with the intent of 
generating support and loyalty for the Imam Caliph.74 

Williams was the first to elaborate the idea that the 
Fatimids, following a series of crises in the latter half 
of their rule, had consciously appropriated the Cai-
rene cult of saints in an orchestrated effort to appeal 
to local groups and interact with their largely Sunni 
population. In two studies, one focused on the ico-
nography of the mosque of al-Aqmar and the other 
on a series of tombs constructed in this period, she 
argues that the Fatimids were trying to reach out to 
their subject population through the use of architec-
tural forms and symbols with Isma{ili meanings.75 Fol-
lowing Williams, Doris Behrens-Abouseif has proposed 
that Fatimid ritual was the impetus for the placement 
and iconography of Fatimid buildings. In an article on 
the Aqmar Mosque, she demonstrates that the build-
ings in the Bayn al-Qasrayn, the main street between 
the Fatimid palaces in Cairo, were conceived almost 
as elaborate stage sets for ritual and procession.76 
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Bierman has subsequently argued that the Fati mids 
made use of a variety of artistic media to promulgate 
their message of Shi{i identity, particularly that of “writ-
ing signs”— propagandistic messages on coins, «ir¸z 
fabric, and architecture. The Fatimids’ ability to com-
municate these messages was dependent on a central 
aspect of Isma{ili doctrine: ta}wºl, or interpretation. This 
system was used to manifest the esoteric meaning of 
phenomena hidden within certain external symbolic 
forms. The most common of these symbolic forms con-
sisted of concentric circles, symbolizing Fatimid cos-
mological understanding, that were displayed on coins 
and architecture.77 Writing style is another key element 
of Bierman’s argument: the Fatimids, like almost all 
other architectural patrons before the eleventh cen-
tury, wrote their public inscriptions in Kufic script, 
and particularly in floriated Kufic, a difficult-to-read 
style that would have obscured the overt meaning of 
messages—a kind of deliberate ambiguity particularly 
resonant with Fatimid esoteric doctrine.78 

Tabbaa argues for a similar kind of symbolic mean-
ing for certain types of ornamental, formal, and ste-
reotomic innovations of the late eleventh and early 
twelfth centuries in Syria and Egypt. He builds on 
the work of Gülru Necipoqlu, who, in The Topkapæ 
Scroll, assembles an eloquent case for the semiotic 
content of Timurid and Turkoman architectural orna-
ment, particularly the two-dimensional girih, or “knot” 
mode, subsequently defined by Tabbaa as interlacing 
vegetal forms and interlocking geometric shapes,79 

and its three-dimensional counterpart, the muqarnas. 
Un like Necipoqlu, who argues for the general unify-
ing role of the Abbasid capital for succeeding Sunni 
dynasties, rather than proposing a direct correlation 
between the geometric mode and a specific school 
of Sunni theology, Tabbaa suggests that these forms, 
like their Fatimid counterparts, may have been the 
bearers of specific sectarian meaning—in this case 
Ash{ari Sunnism as expounded by Nur al-Din’s chief 
apologist, al-Baqillani. This theologian generated an 
atomistic theory of the universe and argued for an all-
powerful, all-knowing God who controls everything, 
in opposition to the Mu{tazili theological rationalism 
favored by the Isma{ili Fatimids, which, though accept-
ing God’s absolute sovereignty, nonetheless validated 
the autonomy of independent causes and the free will 
of human beings.80 

This program, Tabbaa argues, also included the 
adoption of naskhº (cursive) script, the elaboration 
and transformation of vegetal arabesque and the girih 

mode, and the use of muqarnas vaulting. These signs 
proclaimed the Sunni orientation of the Zangids and 
Ayyubids in much the same way that Fatimid forms 
had expressed hidden aspects of Isma{ili doctrine.81 

The change in writing style is perhaps the most impor-
tant of these symbolic markers: Bierman is in accord 
with Tabbaa when she maintains that “the style of 
writing, a cursive script, visually signaled the contrast 
with earlier practice.”82 

However, Williams, when describing the mausoleum 
of Shafi{i, writes that the Ayyubids “did not efface the 
cult places of the {Alid dead. Instead, the Ayyubids 
themselves, in a triumphant assertion of their own 
orthodox rule, built in the midst of the {Alid tombs 
the largest single-domed mausoleum in the Qarafa…
which was architecturally, decoratively, and functionally 
a successor to the Fatimid mausolea.”83 This introduces 
a paradox, for if we accept Tabbaa’s argument that 
certain forms had come to be associated with Sunni 
revival in Syria, it seems contradictory that the Ayyu-
bids in Egypt would pronounce orthodoxy using the 
same visual signals that, according to Williams, Beh-
rens-Abouseif, and Bierman, had recently been asso-
ciated with heterodoxy. Nevertheless this borrowing 
of Fatimid forms is among the most pronounced fea-
tures of Egyptian Ayyubid architecture generally. Why, 
if the Ayyubids were invested in asserting ideological 
difference from their Fatimid predecessors by sym-
bolic means, would they choose to build in Egypt in 
a style that was in almost every regard derived from 
Fatimid buildings? 

Indeed, a careful look at the mausoleum built by 
al-Kamil shows that this building has more in com-
mon with the Fatimid mosques and mausolea that pre-
ceded it than with any Sunni Ayyubid architecture in 
Syria. The one way it seems to have diverged from its 
Fatimid predecessors was in sheer size: even today, its 
brooding presence towers over the tombs that surround 
it. It has the largest freestanding dome in Egypt; at 
29 m in height and more than 15 m in diameter, it 
is, as mentioned above, only slightly smaller than that 
of the Dome of the Rock.84 In plan, the building is a 
square with sides measuring over 15 m internally and 
20.5 m externally, its stone walls almost 3 m thick (fig. 
4).85 Just off center, marking the grave of the Imam, 
and on a direct axis with the original entrance to the 
north, is the extraordinary wooden cenotaph com-
missioned by Saladin, made of teak imported from 
India.86 Also buried within the tomb, near the grave 
of al-Shafi{i, are the patron, Sultan al-Kamil, and his 
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mother.87 To the side of the Imam’s grave facing 
the mihrab is the tomb of {Abd al-Hakam, the histo-
rian in whose graveyard al-Shafi{i was interred in the 
ninth century. 

Though the interior has been renovated repeatedly, 
one feature is original to the construction of al-Kamil: 
carved wooden brackets that support a wooden octa-

gon for the hanging of lamps and that bear, on fields 
of scrolling vegetation, inscriptions in an archaizing 
form of floriated Kufic (fig. 6),88 a style that would 
be perfectly at home in a Fatimid building.

The exterior elevation of the mausoleum (fig. 3) 
consists of two stories, the first approximately 10 m 
high and surmounted by a parapet 1 m in height. 

Fig. 6. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, interior. Original carved wooden brackets supporting wooden octagon for suspension 
of lamps. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, neg. no. C. 1037)
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Below the parapet, from the springing of the dec-
orative blind arches downward, the building is con-
structed of large ashlar blocks. This lower story is 
divided in two by a torus molding that runs around 
the building at a height of 6.03 m. The beveled cor-
ners of the lower story taper to a point above the torus 
molding, and the niches formed under these cham-
fered corners are decorated with muqarnas. On each 
side, four blind arches rest on the molding, arranged 
in pairs around a single window at the center. From 
the springing of the blind arches upward, the build-
ing material is brick.

Above them begins the parapet, which is surmounted 

by the second story, 6.16 m in height.89 The parapet 
rests on a band of simple interlaced geometric orna-
ment and consists of four rectangular brick panels 
on each side, also decorated with geometric inter-
lacing executed in stucco. Interspersed irregularly 
between these panels are five brick piers or posts 
(fig. 2). Each of these is decorated with one of two 
types of stucco frieze, the end and center piers bear-
ing Kufic calligraphic ornament on an arabesque 
field (fig. 7), and the intervening two featuring veg-
etal arabesque contained within a frame (fig. 8). On 
the second level, above the parapet, the decoration 
consists of a series of keel-arched blind niches with 

Fig. 7. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, post on the parapet with Kufic calligraphy. (Author’s photo)
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ribbed hoods. Between these niches are rosettes or 
lozenges (fig. 2). 

Virtually every element of the exterior decorative 
scheme is derived from earlier Fatimid constructions; a 
systematic comparison of the most important elements 
demonstrates the imitative nature of this ornamental 
program and its strong perpetuation of local style. 

Proceeding from the bottom of the elevation, the 
tripartite, keel-arch-shaped muqarnas crowning the 
chamfered corner above the torus molding (visible 
in fig. 3), has its closest parallel in the mosque of al-
Aqmar of 1125 (fig. 9), where we find precisely the 
same feature, although with its muqarnas decoration 

in better repair. Similarly, the flat and pointed blind 
arches on the first story of the mausoleum, resting 
directly on the torus molding, are reminiscent of 
those on the al-Aqmar facade (fig. 10), and one of the 
pointed arches, on the far right in Creswell’s draw-
ing (fig. 3), retains its ribbed hood after the manner 
of the arches there. Further, the two flat arches on 
either side of the central window of the mausoleum 
(fig. 3) are each decorated with a miniature arcade of 
trilobed arches. This is another typical Fatimid form, 
to be seen, for example, in a window from the mau-
soleum of Sayyida {Atika of 1120 (fig. 11). 

The interlacing stucco parapet crowning the first 

Fig. 8. Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, post on the parapet with arabesque ornament. (Author’s photo)
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Fig. 9. Mosque of al-Aqmar, 1125, facade. Chamfered corner crowned with keel-arched muqarnas. (Photo: K. A. C. Cres well, 
© Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, neg. no. C. 3890)
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Fig. 10. Mosque of al-Aqmar, facade. Detail of ornament near the entrance. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, 
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, neg. no. C. 3885)
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story of the mausoleum is also a common feature of 
Fatimid buildings. Perhaps the most obvious paral-
lel, though simpler in design, is the star-interlace 
pattern of the parapet of the mosque of al-Hakim 
(990–1018) (fig. 12). Furthermore, the friezes on the 
posts of the al-Shafi{i parapet (figs. 7 and 8), as Cres-
well remarked,90 are most closely related to a num-
ber of late Fatimid mihrabs, including those of the 
mausolea of Sayyida {Atika (fig. 13) and Ikhwat Yusuf 
(1125) (fig. 14), and the mashhad of Sayyida Ruqay -
ya (1133) (fig. 15).91 The strongest correspondence 
here is in the pattern of scrolling palmettes and half 
palmettes contained within a frame, powerfully rem-
iniscent of the stucco decoration from the mihrab of 
Sayyida {Atika.92 Furthermore, in the stucco decora-
tion surrounding a window at the northeast end of 
the sanctuary in the ca. 972 mosque of al-Azhar (fig. 
16), palmettes scroll in compact circles, growing out 

of a central “vases,” themselves fashioned of leaves, 
in composition nearly identical to the friezes on the 
posts of the al-Shafi{i parapet.93 

To the upper story, with its sequence of fluted, keel-
arched niches resting on engaged colonnettes, inter-
spersed with circular saucer and lozenge forms (fig. 2), 
the courtyard of the mosque of al-Azhar also offers a 
direct comparison. The primary features of the deco-
ration along the internal facade of the mosque court-
yard, which belongs to the 1138 renovation by Caliph 
al-Hafiz, are virtually identical to the exterior deco-
ration of the mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi{i, produc-
ing a strong visual parallel between the mausoleum 
and the most prestigious of Fatimid buildings. Fur-
thermore, in the mausoleum, just as in the courtyard 
of the mosque, this sequence of motifs is crowned by 
step crenellation on the cornice. Another instance of 
blind arches combined with fluted saucer forms is to 

Fig. 11. Mausoleum of Sayyida {Atika, 1120, window. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, neg. no. C. 3848)
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Fig. 12. Mosque of al-Hakim, 990–1018, parapet. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford)

Fig. 13. Mausoleum of Sayyida {Atika, mihrab. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 
neg. no. C. 3849)
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Fig. 14. Mausoleum of Ikhwat Yusuf, 1125, detail of mihrab. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, neg. no. C. 3863)
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Fig. 15. Mashhad of Sayyida Ruqayya, 1133, detail of mihrab. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean 
Museum, Oxford, neg. no. C. 3904)
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be found in the courtyard of the mosque of al-Salih 
Tala}i{, built in 1160 (fig. 17). 

More interesting still, in light of the semiotic argu-
ments previously cited, is the fact that the ribs of the 
blind arches in the Shafi{i mausoleum emanate from 
a central motif strongly reminiscent of what Bierman 
has suggested was the essential Isma{ili motif of con-
centric circles, such as are found in the mihrab of 
Sayyida Ruqayya and on the facade of the al-Aqmar 
mosque.94 Although the concentric circles have been 
replaced by vegetal ornament,95 from afar—the only 
way these motifs, located very high on the elevation, 
could have been viewed—this small distinction was 
probably not clearly apparent. The overall visual effect 
is that encircling the facade of this Ayyubid building 
are what appear to be Fatimid mihrabs, bearing what-
ever associations they may have had for twelfth- and 

thirteenth-century Cairene visitors.
Such a program calls into question the degree to 

which this decorative language was associated with 
Fatimid esoteric doctrine, at least by the early thirteenth 
century. Certainly if it were, al-Malik al-Kamil would 
not have used it to adorn the grave of the founder of 
one of the most prominent Sunni law schools. At the 
same time, if there were an Ayyubid architectural lan-
guage fully developed in Syria that was clearly associ-
ated with the Sunni revival, why wouldn’t elements of 
that architectural style have been employed here? In 
the end, two conclusions suggest themselves: either 
that language was not seen as necessary, at least by 
the early thirteenth century, for the expression of 
Sun nism outside Syria, or this building was not the 
monument to Isma{ili defeat it is often argued to 
be. From the comparisons noted above, it is at least 

Fig. 16. Mosque of al-Azhar, ca. 972, stucco decoration surrounding window at the northeast end of the sanctuary. (Photo: 
K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, neg. no. C. 3064) 
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clear that the iconography of this building is a dem-
onstration of the primacy of local style over univer-
sal ideology in Ayyubid Cairo. 

So what, if anything, is original in this building? Is 
there any trace of a political or ideological message 
in its iconography? As mentioned previously, its one 
remarkable innovation was its extraordinary size. Per-
haps for this reason alone it was, in its day, the “most 
famous mashhad built on the cubical domed plan.”96 

With the exception of the Dome of the Rock, at the 
time of the building of the al-Shafi{i mausoleum there 
was simply no other dome of comparable scale any-
where in the region;97 no surviving Fatimid building 
comes close to attaining its span or height.98 It inspired 
imitations: al-Maqrizi relates that in 1269, when the 

Mamluk Sultan Baybars al-Bunduqdari built his congre-
gational mosque north of the city of Cairo, he specified 
that the dome was to be “the same size as the dome 
of al-Shafi{i.”99 Indeed, the al-Shafi{i mausoleum might 
have been the largest freestanding domed structure 
that had ever been seen in Cairo. Is it possible that 
this extraordinary dome was itself the message? 

Although we lack enough evidence regarding al-
Kamil’s specific motivations to draw clear conclu-
sions, two points about the al-Shafi{i dome are sug-
gestive. One is its resemblance to that of the Dome 
of the Rock, whose scale it approaches, and whose 
construction technique—two wooden shells, covered 
on the exterior with lead—it moreover imitates quite 
directly. Although the current al-Shafi{i dome dates to 

Fig. 17. Mosque of al-Salih Tala}i{, 1160, couryard facade. (Photo: K. A. C. Creswell, © Creswell Archive, Ashmolean Museum, 
Oxford, neg. no. C. 228)
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a restoration begun in 1480 by the Mamluk sultan al-
Ashraf Qaytbay, its resemblance to the pointed profile 
of the Ayyubid dome of the mausoleum of al-Salih, of 
1250, suggests that the fifteenth-century restoration 
followed Ayyubid precedent. 

This parallel is notable considering that, along with 
the elimination of the Fatimids, Saladin’s other great 
victory was the eviction of the Crusaders from Jeru-
salem in 1187. Al-Kamil’s father, al-{Adil Abu Bakr b. 
Ayyub (r. 1200–18), repulsed another German incur-
sion in 1198.100 The particulars of the scale and con-
struction of the Shafi{i dome, given the recent capture 
of Jerusalem, suggest a dialogic relationship of this 
building to the third-most holy of Islamic sites, now 
once again restored to Muslim hands. If so, it would 
not be the last time a Cairene building made refer-
ence to Jerusalem: just over sixty years later, the octag-
onal plan of the complex of Sultan Qala}un (1284–
85) would consciously echo that of the Dome of the 
Rock. Is it possible that the Dome of al-Kamil was to 
be seen, not as a victory monument to the eviction of 
the Shiite Fatimids from Cairo, but rather to the evic-
tion of the Christian Crusaders from Jerusalem? The 
evidence at this point is only suggestive. 

The second possibility, however, is easily confirmed 
by the textual sources, as well as by evidence from 
the building itself. It is immediately apparent that al-
Kamil’s building was intended to function not only 
as a mashhad for al-Shafi{i but also as a dynastic mau-
soleum for al-Kamil, his mother, and perhaps others 
of his family. The one unambiguous indication of al-
Kamil’s intentions comes from al-Maqrizi, who tells us 
that “…when al-Malik al-Kamil…buried his son [sic] in 
the year 608 [1211] next to the grave of the Imam…
[he] built the great qubba over the grave of al-Shafi{i 
and brought water to it from the Birkat al-Habash by 
means of an aqueduct leading to it.”101 As both Cre-
swell and Wiet have observed, the word “son” (ibnahu) 
is an obvious copyist’s error for “mother” (ummahu), 
“for it was al-Kamil’s mother (the Princess {Adiliya) 
who died on 25 Safar of this year (8th August 1211), 
and it is her cenotaph which is the second most impor-
tant in the shrine.”102 

The fact that al-Kamil’s mausoleum was built the 
year of his mother’s death suggests that the sultan’s 
motivation for the expansion of the mausoleum was 
a desire to commemorate his mother and provide a 
dynastic mausoleum for his family at the grave of a 
saintly figure. In that sense, it is a building that fits 
directly into the Cairene practice of burial close to a 

holy person’s tomb.103 The steady stream of suppli-
cants to al-Shafi{i’s grave and the proximity of the 
adjoining madrasa would assure perpetuity of mem-
ory for the sultan and his mother. Indeed, al-Kamil’s 
mausoleum foreshadows the intensely competitive late-
Ayyubid practice of private foundations by individu-
als.104 The building is thus among the first examples 
of the architecturally dazzling monumental dynastic 
mausolea favored by members of the ruling house in 
the later Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. 

In this context, its Fatimid-inspired decorative vocab-
ulary was perhaps meaningful simply as an expres-
sion of pious princely opulence, utilizing the already 
extant and highly developed local stylistic idiom. Here, 
however, the Fatimid idiom is reconfigured and rein-
vented to serve new and individual functions. Carved 
stucco adorning the interior of the prayer hall of the 
mosque of al-Azhar is now enclosed in small panels 
high on the exterior of the imposing al-Shafi{i facade, 
as if they were tiny mnemonic devices—decorative 
quotes—eliciting memory of the tradition as whole. 
The keel-arch and saucer decoration of the interior 
courtyards of public, congregational mosques such as 
al-Azhar or al-Salih Tala}i{ becomes the exterior sur-
face treatment of a building devoted to the memory, 
glorification, and sanctification of a few individuals. All 
of these elements were positioned on the surface of a 
building of enormous scale. Though the mausoleum 
of al-Shafi{i may have been among the first to employ 
such a method, this process of borrowing, reconfigur-
ing, and investing with new meaning was to be a hall-
mark of architectural style in Cairo throughout the 
Ayyubid period.105 It is remarkable that al-Kamil built 
this building before he became sultan, while he was 
viceroy under his father, al-Malik al-{Adil. The year of 
his formal investiture as viceroy, 1207, is the year he 
moved into his new residence in the Citadel.106 Four 
years later, the expansion of the mausoleum was com-
pleted. From his residence in the citadel, across the 
wide mayd¸n, al-Kamil’s view of his mother’s lofty rest-
ing place at the grave of al-Shafi{i would have endured 
until he too was laid to rest there. 

The evidence presented here—including the back-
drop of intra-Sunni competition in Cairo; the details 
of the shaykh al-Khabushani’s biography and particu-
larly his doctrinal conflict with the Hanbalis; the close 
reading of the foundation inscription for the madrasa, 
with its unambiguous condemnation of Hanbali the-
ology and lack of anti-Shi{i polemic; the presence of 
the institution of the madrasa before the arrival of 
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Saladin; and finally the Ayyubid borrowing of Fatimid 
style in al-Kamil’s mausoleum—suggests that, rather 
than being a statement against the vanquished Isma{ili 
Fatimids, Saladin’s intent in his foundation of the 
madrasa and mausoleum at al-Shafi{i’s grave had to 
do with gaining the control and allegiance of particu-
lar group of Shafi{i Sunnis in the context of a highly 
competitive medieval polemical environment. 

It is unclear whether he pursued this goal for purely 
ideological reasons, as did the shaykh al-Khabushani, or 
for more earthly ones: the Shafi{is were more numer-
ous, and he must have seen them as more easily con-
trolled than the troublesome Hanbalis, who always 
remained a tiny though vocal minority. Perhaps, as 
Chamberlain has suggested, the “overall pattern of 
relations between ruling households and the warriors 
and shaykhs upon whom they depended was more 
significant than the direct importation of institutions 
[such as the madrasa].”107 

What is clear is that there is little in the remaining 
evidence from Saladin’s complex, or in the architec-
ture or decoration of al-Malik al-Kamil’s mausoleum, 
to argue for the symbolic role of this building in a 
campaign of Sunni revival against the Isma{ili Fati-
mids. These conclusions do not, of course, necessarily 
mean that such forms, in other times or more distant 
lands, were not evocative of the associations attributed 
to them by the semiotic arguments cited above. Nor 
does it mean that the al-Shafi{i mausoleum itself was 
devoid of symbolic associations: as has been shown 
above, it simultaneously communicated a polyvalent 
network of such associations, ranging from the proc-
lamation of intra-Sunni polemic to the visual expres-
sion of pious princely opulence. In fact, the virtue of 
semiotic theory is its very flexibility as an interpretive 
framework, and the borrowing, reconfiguring, and 
investing with new meaning of Fatimid forms in this 
building illustrates nothing less than such a semiotic 
process at work. The al-Shafi{i mausoleum is a prod-
uct of a distinct moment and location in Islamic his-
tory: an early-thirteenth-century building in Cairo. 
As such, it cannot prove or disprove semiotic theo-
ries about buildings more distant in time or space. 
The evidence here suggests, however, that such sym-
bolic associations were limited both temporally and 
spatially—mutable, fluctuating, and subject to change 
and intervention over time. 
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The manuscript of Ibn al-Sufi’s Ris¸lat al-Õ¢fº fi 
’l-kaw¸kib in the Reza Abbasi Museum in Tehran,1 
which has only quite recently come to the attention of 
Western scholars, is of great importance for the study 
of early Arabic manuscript illustration. Specifically, its 
frontispieces and line drawings of the constellations 
present very close similarities with the frontispieces 
and miniatures of the Ibn Bakhtishu{ Kit¸b Na{t al-
¥ayaw¸n in the British Library2 and other well-known 
manuscripts dated or datable to the early thirteenth 
century. They thus provide a welcome addition to a 
small but crucial body of work, and add a further 
significant element to the comparative study of the 
evolution of Arab painting. 

Although the prime concern here is with the art-
historical issues raised by the illustrations of the Reza 
Abbasi Museum (henceforth RAM) manuscript, clarity 
requires that reference be made to textual evidence 
relevant to the identity of its author. 

The text is the poem that sometimes follows the 
major astronomical work of al-Sufi. Although the term 
qaªºda is also used to describe it,3 it properly belongs 
to the urj¢za “genre”—a type of didactic poetry used 
for expository and mnemonic purposes in a wide 
 variety of technical fields, from mathematics and med-
icine to grammar, history, and music.4 Although the 
Ibn al-Sufi urj¢za follows the order of presentation of 
the al-Sufi text, it reflects al-Sufi’s work only in part. 
Not only does it ignore all the technical data, it also 
downplays the “classical” description of the constel-
lation figures, concentrating instead on the Arab ele-
ment. Nevertheless, the illustrations in the RAM urj¢za 
reflect the al-Sufi manuscripts iconographically: for 
example, following the Greek tradition, Cassiopeia is 
portrayed as a woman on a chair, even though, apart 
from an initial reference to dh¸t al-kursº, the urj¢za 
text only deals with the Arab equivalent, a female 
camel.5 

Given the close relationship of the urj¢za minia-
tures to those in other early-thirteenth-century manu-
scripts, we would expect the RAM Ris¸lat al-Õ¢fº fi 
’l-kaw¸kib to be datable to ca. 1220–25.  It is therefore 
suprising that on page 4 we find an inscription giv-
ing a date of 554 (1159); were this the actual date of 
the manuscript, it would require a drastic reappraisal 
of currently accepted views on the chronology of sty-
listic evolution.

There are, however, good reasons for thinking it 
a later interpolation. The first concerns its position. 
Most reliable dates occur as straightforward statements 
in manuscript colophons, written in the same hand as 
the preceding text. In this case the inscription occurs, 
unexpectedly and oddly, at the very beginning of the 
text, immediately following the basmala (fig. 2). (The 
colophon, on page 76, consists only of blessings and 
unfortunately provides no information about scribe, 
date, or provenance [fig. 27].) The inscription also 
appears odd in the context of the partitions of the 
text by red lines. Within the same partition as the 
basmala, it requires two lines of text even though it 
is written in smaller characters. Were one to assume 
that it was written contemporaneously with and in the 
same hand as the rest of the text, one would be enti-
tled to wonder why the scribe did not place it beneath 
the basmala, perhaps in a separate partition, for even 
had he compressed the basmala the space left after 
it would not have been sufficient for the inscription 
to be completed on the same line and remain within 
the frame. 

However, it is clear that here, as elsewhere, the thin 
red partition lines were added later, as is shown by 
the fact that the two internal middle lines terminate 
neatly (without having been rubbed off) to accommo-
date a diagonal inscription, later than the main text, 
which gives the full name of the author (fig. 3). If we 
visualize how the text would look without the parti-
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Fig. 1. Opening page with title. From an Ibn al-Sufi Ris¸lat al-Õ¢fº fi  ’l-kaw¸kib, ca. 1220–25, North Jazira(?). Tehran, Reza 
Abbasi Museum, M. 570, page 1. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 2. Opening text: RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 4. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)

Fig. 3. Detail of the added inscription with the date 554 (1159). RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 4. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy 
of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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tions, the dimensions of the basmala cease to appear 
odd: there are many manuscripts in which it is not 
stretched to fill the line, and we need not assume that 
its length was determined by the need to accommo-
date the inscription that follows it, which seems all 
the more to be a subsequent interpolation.

The second reason for doubting the inscription 
concerns the script in which it is written. Close exam-
ination reveals that it is in a different hand from the 
main text, and furthermore that the ink used to write 
it is also different. 6 This points strongly to its being a 
later addition and further reinforces the conclusion 
that it was not conceived as part of the original dis-
position of the page.

 The third point of contention is the wording: nasakha 
minhu Abu ’l-Ýasan {Alº b. A¥mad fº sanat arba{ wa-khamsºn 
wa-khamsimi}a. This, it is important to note at the out-
set, is not a standard copyist’s formula, and, partly in 
consequence, its precise import is unclear. The par-
ticular difficulty concerns the inclusion of min. With-
out it, the meaning would be “Abu ’l-Hasan {Ali b. 
Ahmad copied it (nasakhahu) in 554”; but with it the 
sense shifts, and two possible interpretations might be 
proposed: either “In 554 Abu ’l-Hasan {Ali b. Ahmad 
copied something from this manuscript,” or “In 554 
Abu ’l-Hasan {Ali b. Ahmad made a copy of all or part 
of the same text.”

Linguistically, considered purely as statements, these 
two alternatives seem equally plausible, the suffix pro-
noun presumably referring in the first case to (h¸dh¸) 
al-makh«¢« or al-naªª, and in the second to (h¸dh¸) al-
naªª or al-maq¸l. Where they crucially differ is in their 
temporal implications: according to the first, if a fur-
ther copy was made in 554, the RAM manuscript itself 
must itself date from 554 or earlier, whereas according 
to the second, 554 refers to an act of copying from 
which one can infer nothing with regard to the date 
of the RAM manuscript. As for the reason behind this 
added comment, one might conjecture in the first 
case that Abu ’l-Hasan {Ali b. Ahmad was sufficiently 
famous as a scholar or copyist for the mention of his 
name, right at the beginning of the text, to lend pres-
tige to this manuscript and, by implication, validate 
it as a faithful copy of the original. Rather more pro-
saic, but at the same time more likely, is the suppo-
sition, relating to the second interpretation, that the 
inscription was added by a librarian or later owner 
who wished to cross-reference a different manuscript 
in the same collection, dated 554, that contained all 
or part of the same text.

THE REZA ABBASI MUSEUM MANUSCRIPT

M. 570 is of small format, measuring ca. 24 cm in 
height x 16 cm in width. It has seventy-six pages (thirty-
eight leaves, or forty including flyleaves), with forty-
one constellation drawings and two full-page frontis-
pieces. Page size is ca. 22.5 x 15.5 cm; the text block 
(framed) is about 18.5 x 12 cm; and the text has a 
maximum of eleven lines to the page, split into two 
columns measuring ca. 18.5–19 x 5.2 cm. The bind-
ing is of blind-tooled brown leather, with a round 
medallion in the middle and small corner decorations 
contained within a geometric border. The margins of 
both binding and pages are damaged, and there are 
some repairs. The script is a neat, dark brown naskh. 
The manuscript is paginated in Arabic numbers on 
each folio side (for example, instead of 1r and 1v we 
have 1 and 2), so that the numbers go up to 76. Titles 
and rubrics are in red ink. 

On page 1 we find the title of the book, Ris¸lat al-
Õ¢fº fi ’l-kaw¸kib, within a bracketed roundel (fig. 1). 
The title and roundel are in gold, and the roundel is 
framed by a blue line. 

On page 4, after the two frontispieces, we find the 
beginning of the text (fig. 2), which opens with the 
basmala and, on the same line, the dated inscription. 
The text that follows is virtually identical with that of 
the 1954 Hyderabad edition,7 mentioning author and 
patron in lines 2–4:

h¸dh¸ maq¸lun li-Abº {Aliyyº najli Abº Ýusaynin al-Õ¢fiyyº
fº ªifati ’l-nuj¢mi wa ’l-afl¸kº ansha}ahu li-maliki ’l-aml¸kº
li-maliki ’l-ummati sh¸hinsh¸hº akhº ’l-ma{¸lº fakhri dºni ’ll¸hº 
(This is a treatise by Abu {Ali, the son of Abu Husayn al-Sufi, 
/ on the attributes of the stars and the heavenly spheres, 
which he composed for the king of kings, / ruler of the 
community, sovereign of sovereigns, endowed with nobil-
ity, Fakhr al-Din.)

The full name of the great astronomer and author of 
the treatise to which the urj¢za relates is Abu ’l-Husayn 
{Abd al-Rahman b. {Umar al-Sufi. Born in Rayy in 
903, he died in Baghdad in 986, and it was during his 
time as tutor to the Buyid Sultan {Adud al-Dawla Fana 
Khusraw (r. 949–83) that he wrote for him the Kit¸b 
Õuwar al-kaw¸kib al-th¸bita, which dates from 965. 8 As 
to the identity of the author of the urj¢za, there has 
been some disagreement among scholars, despite the 
inference that Abu Ali najl (metri causa for “ibn”) Abi 
Husayn al-Sufi was the astronomer’s son. Brockelmann9 
dismissed this identification, suggesting instead an Ibn 
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al-Sufi who was a mathematician active in 1135–36 in 
the service of the Artuqid ruler of Hisn Kaifa, Qara 
Arslan (Fakhr al-Din, fl. 1143–44), with whom he 
equated the Fakhr al-Din mentioned in the poem.10  
However, in the 1125 al-Sufi manuscript now in Qatar 
(see endnote 3), the text of the poem is headed by 
an inscription (folio 162r) stating that it was written 
by a son (walad) of al-Sufi, and later scholarship has 
preferred this identification.11 The colophon of the 
Bodleian library copy, dated 400 (1009), of the main 
astrological text by al-Sufi names al-Husayn b. {Abd 
al-Rahman b. {Umar b. Muhammad as the scribe of 
the manuscript, and this has been interpreted as the 
name of al-Sufi’s son,12 while the present text includes 
a later diagonal inscription added above li-Abº {Alº (fig. 
3) that gives a fuller version of the alleged author’s 
name: Abu {Ali al-Husayn b. Abi al-Husayn {Abd al-
Rahman b. {Umar al-Sufi.13 The 1125 Qatar manuscript 
appears exceptional in having a prose introduction 
that mentions the father-son relationship; in other 
copies, the RAM manuscript included, the only evi-
dence is that provided by the line citing Abu {Ali najl 
al-Husayn al-Sufi. Unless it is considered an interpola-
tion, however, this identification is difficult to ignore, 
especially as meter and rhyme offer a certain defense 
against tampering.14 Thus the son seems the most 
likely authorial candidate.

Regarding the patron, here again more than one 
candidate has been put forward, for in place of Qara 
Arslan, Aziz-zada suggests a double homage to Buyid 
amirs, the title sh¸hinsh¸h being a reference to Fana 
Khusraw Abu Shuja{ {Adud al-Dawla (the pupil and 
patron of the astronomer al-Sufi), and Fakhr Din 
Allah being his younger brother Fakhr al-Dawla Day-
lami.15 This appears ingenious but is unconvincing:  
the presence of ma{¸lº between akh and the following 
name severs the connection. In addition, it would be 
most unusual to combine references to two patrons, 
and it would be a curious poetic license that converts 
Fakhr al-Dawla into Fakhr al-Din. (Furthermore, if 
we are to have a Fakhr al-Dawla, there is yet another 
chronologically possible Buyid candidate, Fakhr al-
Dawla {Ali.)16

Inscriptions and seals testify that the manuscript was 
owned by various private individuals from the four-
teenth through the nineteenth century. The oldest 
inscription, probably datable to the early fourteenth 
century, is found on the title page, page 1 (fig. 1). In 
Arabic, the substantive part reads as follows:

min kutub al-{abd al-¤a{ºf al-na¥ºf al-r¸jº il¸ ra¥mat al-
malik al-majºd /  

Mu¥ammad b. Ya¥y¸ b. Fa¤lall¸h al-kha«ºb al-ma{r¢f bi-
Khwurd(?) al-Mu{arrif 
(One of the books of the feeble and wretched ser-
vant who hopes for the mercy of his glorious Lord, / 
Muhammad b. Yahya b. Fadlallah, the preacher known 
as Khwurd(?) al-Mu{arrif.

Two other inscriptions, in Persian, are found at the 
bottom of the same page, in ta{lºq script. The owners 
belonged to the same family, and their inscriptions 
are possibly to be dated, according to Aziz-zada, to 
the early fifteenth century.17 There are also three 
seal impressions—two at the bottom, not completely 
legible, as the margin of the page is damaged, and 
another higher up on the left-hand side of the page. 
It is possible to establish that they contain ownership 
inscriptions, although unfortunately without dates. Two 
more such inscriptions, one a seal impression and the 
other written in shikasta, are found on the last page 
of the manuscript, page 76, and possibly belong to 
the late Safavid period (fig. 27).

As a stamped inscription on the flyleaf reveals, in the 
nineteenth century the manuscript was in the hands 
of Fakhr al-Din Nasiri Amini, a collector and dealer 
of manuscripts, and was no. 156 in his library. After 
that, it passed to the Mahboubian family, also collec-
tors and dealers of manuscripts, and the urj¢za is in 
fact mentioned in the catalogue produced by Mehdi 
Mahboubian in 1970. Mahboubian sold many items 
to Queen Farah Diba for her royal collection, includ-
ing, we may safely assume, this manuscript, as the 
Queen eventually donated her collection of ancient 
and Islamic Iranian art to be part of the Reza Abbasi 
Museum, established in 1976.

The manuscript has thus passed through many hands 
before arriving at the museum, and the plausibility of 
the inscription with the date having been added as 
part of a library check is reinforced by the fact that 
there was obviously great interest in this classical text 
throughout the centuries, as demonstrated also by the 
existence of a Qajar copy of the RAM manuscript. It 
is also interesting, when considering the inscription, 
to note that the manuscript has been in other ways 
“tampered with” on different occasions. For exam-
ple, some diacritical marks have been added later, in 
blacker ink, and some of the letters have been re-out-
lined: one instance of this is the first h¸} of sh¸hinsh¸h, 
in the shape of an 8, on page 4 (fig. 2). In the mar-
gins there is a Persian commentary, undated but 
certainly added later—sometime in the sixteenth or 
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seventeenth century (or possibly later), judging from 
the nasta{lºq script. In addition, as stated above, the 
thin red lines that frame the text are not original; 
they were most probably added when the Persian 
commentary was written in the margins, as the red 
ink in which they are written is the same as that used 
for the rubrics in the commentary but different from 
that of the rubrics of the main text. Further confir-
mation is provided by the fact that in certain places 
they accommodate the Persian commentary, e.g., on 
pages 6, 16, 23 (fig. 14), and 48 (fig. 16), where 
they are either drawn at an angle or interrupted. In 
addition, as also mentioned, the two internal middle 
lines on page 4 are neatly interrupted to accommo-
date the later, diagonal inscription that gives the full 
name of the author (fig. 3). Furthermore, the letters 
alongside various stars and the numbers that appear 
within the constellation titles are also later additions, 
again in the same red ink as the frames of the text. 
The catchwords at the bottom left corner of the pages 
were also added later, as they are in a darker ink and 
a different hand.

 In one instance the painter has made a mistake 
in the iconography of the constellations. The title of 
Hercules, al-J¸thº {al¸ rukbatayhi, which appears on 
page 19, is followed (on the other side of the folio, 
page 20) by a picture of Orion, while the picture of 
Hercules appears on page 60, preceded, on 59, by 
Orion’s titles, al-Jabb¸r/al-Jawz¸}. Elsewhere, incorrect 
sequences result from the order of the folios having 
been disturbed. For example, a picture and the end 
of the text (two lines) of al-Suly¸q (Lyra) appears on 
page 22, while the preceding text of Lyra, together 
with the title, is to be found on page 61. Finally, at 
some stage after the catchwords were added, a num-
ber of folios were detached from the manuscript. The 
section devoted to Perseus, with one miniature, should 
come between pages 24 and 25 as they are now num-
bered; missing between pages 56 and 57 are the con-
stellations Capricorn and Aquarius and the begin-
ning of Pisces (but not its picture, so just two images 
are lacking from this group); and between pages 63 
and 64 should appear Canis Major and Canis Minor, 
together with their pictures. In all, then, five pictures 
are missing.

THE QAJAR COPY

As reported by Aziz-zada, a Qajar copy, dated 1312 
(1894), of the RAM Ibn al-Sufi is found in the Majlis 

Library in Tehran.18 The manuscript now in the RAM 
may have appealed to a Qajar patron or copyist because 
it included illustrations of all the constellations, which 
is not often the case. The copy follows the text and 
the iconography of these illustrations very closely and 
reflects the state of the original manuscript prior to the 
loss of some of its folios and the disruption of its order. 
For example, the whole section of Lyra appears in cor-
rect sequence (on pages 12 and 13), while of the five 
missing constellation drawings, Perseus (Birsh¸wush) 
is found in the Qajar copy on page 14, where it is 
represented with a rather dramatic picture (fig. 10 
left), and Aquarius occurs on page 27 (fig. 11)—evi-
dence that the folios containing these two miniatures 
were taken out of the manuscript after the copy was 
executed. The other three miniatures, however, are 
missing from the copy, probably indicating that they 
were detached from the manuscript at some earlier 
stage. To judge by the example of Hercules and Orion, 
the illustrations of which are now correctly placed, the 
Qajar copyist had sufficient knowledge of both text 
and iconography to rectify such blunders. 

A more intriguing case is presented by the illus-
tration of Andromeda. Apart from the few cases, like 
Cygnus and Cancer, in which constellations are rep-
resented as if seen from above and therefore do not 
have a “direction,” the copies follow the original draw-
ings in facing left. But in the depiction of Androm-
eda (fig. 19) the Qajar artist has reversed his draw-
ing, so that she now has the fish across her left arm 
and not, as in the RAM manuscript—in which the fish 
is slightly effaced—across her right (fig. 20). In the 
absence of outline marks, this cannot be explained 
simply by the reversal of a model, and although an 
explanation is hard to come by, it may be hypothe-
sized that it has something to do with the fact that in 
the al-Sufi treatises the constellations are usually rep-
resented in mirror-image pairs.19 The Qajar copyist, 
being familiar with this tradition, may in this instance 
have simply preferred the alternative view. In any case, 
the copyist appears to have had knowledge of both 
text and images, and this copy is valuable testimony 
to a continuing interest in classical scientific knowl-
edge in the Qajar period.

The two manuscripts have the same number of 
folios (38) and an almost identical format (RAM ca. 
24 x 16 cm; Majlis 25 x 16.5 cm); the drawings are 
also very similar in size (for example, Ursa Minor mea-
sures 6 x 9.5 cm in the RAM original and 5.5 x 8.5 
cm in the Majlis copy). In the RAM manuscript the 
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constellation drawings have been drawn in a thin red 
line before being outlined in black ink, a feature com-
mon to early-thirteenth-century manuscripts, but such 
preliminary red outlines are not present in the Qajar 
copy. In fact, the Qajar illustrator seems to have made 
his copies freehand rather than by standard means of 
mechanical transfer: in the Reza Abbasi Museum manu -
script there is no trace of pricking or of the inden-
tations left on the page by a sharp tracing tool such 
as are so often found around the drawings of al-Sufi 
manuscripts. The Qajar copy likewise shows no sign 
of the outline of the drawings having being marked 
on the page prior to execution. 

Unfortunately, there are no frontispieces in the 
Qajar copy, and the manuscript is also unfinished to 
the extent that the spaces for certain titles, includ-
ing the one at the top of the first page, have been 
left blank.

THE CONNECTIONS WITH 
EARLY-THIRTEENTH-CENTURY ARAB PAINTING

The frontispieces of the RAM manuscript, on pages 2 
and 3 (fig. 4), each portray a figure sitting on a throne; 
the one on the right holds an astrolabe and the other 
a book. The left-hand figure is white-bearded and 
wears a turban, while the dark-bearded one opposite 
wears what looks like a hairband and seems to sport 
an earring. The rest of his costume is similar to that 
of his companion on the left, however, and both have 
gold haloes around their heads. The two figures face 
each other, the one on the left in profile and the 
other in three-quarter view. 

About these figures, Aziz-zada has advanced two 
hypotheses. According to one, the figure on the right 
could be the ancient authority Ptolemy, whose star 
table in his Almagest is the basis for al-Sufi’s treatise, 
and the white-bearded figure on the left the author 
of the book, reading it to Ptolemy.20 But although 
this conforms to the common representation of pre-
Islamic sages without turbans, it runs counter to the 
usual hierarchy of authority coded by beard color. For 
example, although arabicized and wearing a turban, 
Aristotle is represented in an al-Mubashshir Mukht¸r al-
¥ikam wa-ma¥¸sin al-kalim21 as a white-bearded ancient 
authority holding an astrolabe in front of a crowd 
of students with books (fig. 8). Moreover, unless the 
author of a work derived from al-Sufi’s treatise could 
reasonably be expected to seek the approval of Ptol-

emy rather than al-Sufi himself, the reference would 
have to be not to the author of the present text, but 
to the tenth-century astronomer. Similarly, if it were 
proposed that the figures represented are al-Sufi, 
who would have to be the older figure on the left, 
and his son, the likely author of the urj¢za, we would 
have to accept a flouting of convention whereby the 
reader of the book is not the author but the font of 
wisdom imparting knowledge to the (presumably pro-
spective) author.

Aziz-zada’s other hypothesis proposes that the figure 
on the right is the patron of al-Sufi, {Adud al-Dawla 
(the earring would then prefigure later Persian rep-
resentations of princes), and the figure on the left al-
Sufi himself, reading his text to his prince.22 This inter-
pretation accords partially with Aziz-zada’s proposal 
that the dedicatory inscription in the text could be a 
double homage to Buyid amirs. In both cases the rep-
resentation is anachronistic, but for this there is the 
possible defense that it is a deliberate attempt to give 
prestige to the book by affiliating it with  illustrious 
personalities. But one could equally well propose a 
non-anachronistic alternative, namely, that the figure 
on the left is the author of the urj¢za, and that on 
the right his patron, the Fakhr al-Din referred to in 
the text. Indeed, while the figure on the left is defi-
nitely an old sage absorbed in his reading of a book, 
the one on the right conveys a slightly irreverent atti-
tude: he sprawls and looks curiously at the astrolabe 
he is holding. Princely status is suggested, again, by 
his earring; and he has a golden bowl of fruit at his 
feet, which also seems to be associated with author-
ity, whether intellectual or political. For example, 
the 1244 Dioscorides Khaw¸ªª al-ashj¸r (The Proper-
ties of Plants) in Bologna has a full-page miniature 
of Dioscorides seated on a throne in the center, pick-
ing a fruit from a gold bowl held by Aristotle, on the 
left; and in one of the Na{t frontispieces the figure 
identifiable as the possible patron of the text is again 
seated on a throne and has a fruit-filled golden bowl 
at his feet.23

However, it is also perfectly possible to read the 
frontispieces as embodying a general iconographic 
theme, found in many scientific manuscripts, of the 
“transmission of knowledge.” According to this view 
the figures do not need to be identified with any par-
ticular personage; they serve, rather, as a reminder 
of the general concept of the importance of knowl-
edge, of how it is imparted from teacher to student, 
and, perhaps, of the vital role of the book itself as a 
record of the successful completion of this task.
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Fig. 4. Frontispieces. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, pages 2–3. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)

In iconographical terms, the two frontispieces are 
very similar to two of the four in the Na{t, those on 
folios 3v and 4r (figs. 9a and 9b), which also depict two 
enthroned figures, the one on the left turned slightly 
towards the other, who, in frontal position, represents 
royal authority. There are striking similarities between 
the thrones, which have high, decorated backs with 
slightly flared shoulders, thickly molded legs, and seats 
covered by carpets with inward-folded corners, on top 
of which are cushions. The RAM frontispieces each 
have as background a gold canopy patterned with blue 
vine scrolls, which descends from the ceiling and wid-
ens to cover the back of the throne. Although the two 
aforementioned frontispieces in the Na{t (folios 3v and 
4r) have solid gold backgrounds, the other two (those 
on folios 2v and 3r) have gold backgrounds covered 

by very similar vine scrolls. The arches at the top cor-
ners are also similar architectonic references, while 
the textile designs in the Tehran manuscripts—for 
example, the checkered pattern of the two throne 
carpets, each with a row of gold roundels near the 
border—are practically identical to those in the Na{t 
frontispieces. Furthermore, the clothing type—long 
tunics with white, baggy trousers underneath—is iden-
tical in the two manuscripts, as is the tunic decora-
tion and rendering of folds: in these details one may 
compare the RAM figures not only to two of the Na{t 
frontispieces already mentioned (folios 3v and 4r), but 
also to the figures on folios 101v and 96r in the Na{t 
(figs. 5, 6). In addition, the pseudo-calligraphic tiraz 
bands represented on folio 101v are identical with 
those of various constellation figures in the urj¢za, 
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Fig. 5. Ibn Bakhtishu{ and a pupil. From an Ibn Bakhtishu{ Kit¸b 
Na{t al-¥ayaw¸n, ca. 1220–25, North Jazira (?). London, British 
Library, Or. 2784, folio 101v. (Photo © the British Library)

Fig. 6. Aristotle and a pupil. British Library Na{t, folio 96r. 
(Photo © the British Library)

for example, those on pages 12, 24 (fig. 26, Cassio-
peia), 37 (fig. 20 left, Andromeda), and 72 (fig. 22, 
Centaurus with Lupus). With regard to posture and 
facial traits, the figure on the left in the RAM fron-
tispieces has a marked resemblance to the one also 
on the left in the miniature of Ibn Bakhtishu{ and a 
student on folio 101v (fig. 5). Finally, one may note 
that the position and nature of the bowl of fruit in 
the right-hand frontispiece is identical to that on Na{t 
folio 4r (fig. 9b).

Other striking similarities are apparent in the depic-
tion of animals, for example, the lions and the leopard 
on Na{t folios 208r (fig. 17) and 100v, as compared 

to the constellation Leo on page 49 (fig. 16) and, for 
the face, Delphinus on page 32 (fig. 18) in the urj¢za. 
In general, the animals’ bodies are treated in a very 
similar manner: they are rather large and fleshy, with 
curved lines to mark the folds of the skin, as in the 
constellations of Ursa Minor on page 5 (fig. 12) and 
the bear in the Na{t on folio 174v (fig. 13); Centau-
rus with Lupus on page 72 (fig. 22) and the onager 
on folio 151v (fig. 23); Aries on page 41 and the ram 
on folio 111v; Cygnus on page 23 (fig. 14) and one 
of the domestic pigeons, second from the right in 
the upper row on folio 14r (fig. 15); Pisces on page 
57 (fig. 24 left) and the mullet on folio 74v (fig. 25); 
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Fig. 7. Erasistratos and a pupil. From a Dioscorides Khaw¸ªª al-ashj¸r, dated 621 (1224), North Jazira(?). Washington, Freer 
Gallery of Art, F1947.5. (Photo: courtesy of the Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC)
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Fig. 8. Aristotle, holding an astrolabe, and students. From an al-Mubashshir, Mukht¸r al-¥ikam wa-ma¥¸sin al-kalim, Syria (?), 
early thirteenth century. Istanbul, Topkapæ Sarayæ Library, Ahmet III, 3206, folio 90r. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of 
the Topkapæ Sarayæ Library, Istanbul)
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Figs. 9a (right) and 9b (left). Double-page frontispiece from the British Library Na{t, folios 3v and 4r. (Photo © the British 
Library)
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Fig. 10. Cassiopeia (right) and Perseus (left). From a Qajar copy of the RAM Ibn al-Sufi, dated 1312 (1894). Tehran, Majlis 
Library, no. 5099, page 14. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library, Tehran)

and the wing of Pegasus on page 36 (fig. 20 right) and 
that of the unicorn on folio 197v (fig. 21). 

Another striking feature that relates the urj¢za draw-
ings to thirteenth-century manuscripts is the already-
mentioned red outlines of the constellations, which 
have been drawn over in black ink. This is typical of 
early-thirteenth-century Arab painting, but less so of 
al-Sufi manuscripts (even if they belong to the thir-
teenth century), which more often have incised out-
lines, a feature absent from the RAM manuscript (and, 
incidentally, from the Majlis Library copy).

These close resemblances suggest, if not that the 
same artist worked on both the RAM Ibn al-Sufi and 
the Na{t, then that the two manuscripts were illus-
trated by artists in a master-pupil relationship, or 

working in the same atelier, or both. Also conso-
nant with such a conclusion is the similarity between 
the script of the RAM manuscript and that of the 
Na{t. Unfortunately, the delineation of a historical 
style-map of naskh, especially of the early periods,24 
still lies in the future. We lack adequate criteria for 
si tuating a manuscript in time and place with any 
accuracy on the basis of its script; indeed, we even 
lack a sufficiently objective conventional vocabulary to 
define script features for comparative purposes. But 
despite this situation, we can still reasonably claim 
a broad family resemblance among the scripts of 
the various manuscripts of this group, and especially 
strong similarities between these two manuscripts in 
particular.
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Fig. 11. Aquarius. Majlis Library Qajar copy, page 27. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library, Tehran)

Because of these various parallels the conclusion is 
virtually inescapable that the RAM Ibn al-Sufi forms 
part of a strongly profiled group of early-thirteenth-
century manuscripts, and if, in the light of the dated 
inscription, further argument is needed, one need 
only point to the absence of such parallels with the 
surviving illustrated manuscripts of the twelfth cen-
tury, including al-Sufi manuscripts. Those that were 
made close to 1159, whether from an Artuqid, Zan-
gid, Abbasid, or Fatimid environment, all exhibit a 
different style of depicting human figures, and the 
line drawings in the al-Sufi and urj¢za manuscripts 
from this period also differ in style from those in the 
RAM urj¢za.25 

Accepting the RAM manuscript as a further addi-

tion to the thirteenth-century group, we can logically 
assign it a date close to that of the Na{t. On the basis 
of stylistic similarities with other dated manuscripts, 
in particular the above-mentioned 1224 Dioscorides 
(fig. 7)26 and Christian Syriac manuscripts—espe-
cially the 1220 Gospel book in the Vatican Library, 
produced in the monastery of Mar Mattai,27 and the 
1216–20 Gospel book in the British Library, most prob-
ably also produced in Mar Mattai28—the Na{t can be 
confidently assigned to around 1220–25.29 Given the 
extremely strong iconographical and stylistic similar-
ities between it and the RAM manuscript, it is logi-
cal to suppose that the latter, too, was produced at 
that time. 

The other members of the group consist of two 
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Fig. 12.  Ursa Minor. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 5. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 13. Bear. British Library Na{t, folio 174v. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 14. Cygnus. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 23. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 15. Domestic pigeons. British Library Na{t, folio 14r. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 16. Leo. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, pages 48–49. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)

manuscripts of the Maq¸m¸t, one dated 634 (1237) 
and another, now in St. Petersburg, that closely resem-
bles it (figs. 28, 29).30 The latter is unfortunately 
undated, but it is reasonable to assume that it is the 
earlier of the two, its miniatures showing experimen-
tal features that are then handled more confidently in 
the 1237 manuscript. Accordingly, it has been assigned 
to ca. 1230–35.31 

 As for provenance, the 1237 Maq¸m¸t is usually 
attributed to Baghdad, on the rather dubious grounds 
that its compiler and painter has the nisba al-Wa-
siti, on which basis he is assumed to have worked 
in Baghdad.32 The case is strengthened somewhat, 
however, by the sumptuousness of the miniatures in 
this manuscript and the high quality of its calligra-
phy, which are consonant with a royal commission 
and increase the likelihood of production in a capi-

tal city. Because of the close resemblances between 
it and the St. Petersburg Maq¸m¸t, the latter is also 
usually thought to have been produced in Baghdad. 
But other manuscripts in the early-thirteenth-century 
group have a different provenance: the Mar Mattai 
Gospel book was produced in the monastery of Mar 
Mattai near Mosul; for various reasons the Na{t too 
can be confidently attributed to a North Jaziran envi-
ronment to which the 1224 Dioscorides, because of 
its strong similarities to the Na{t, can reasonably be 
assigned as well. Thus, although the possibility of a 
Baghdad provenance cannot be completely excluded 
for the Reza Abbasi Museum urj¢za, it is clear that the 
particularly close relationship of its visual components 
with those of the Na{t point to the greater likelihood 
of a center of production in the North Jazira, proba-
bly in the Mosul region. 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   66 10/18/2006   12:08:47 PM



the ibn al-sufi manuscript in tehran and its art-historical connections 67

Fig. 17. Lions. British Library Na{t, folio 208r. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 18. Delphinus. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 32. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 19. Andromeda (right) and Bootes (left). Majlis Library Qajar copy, page 10. (Photo: courtesy of the Majlis Library, 
Tehran)
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Fig. 20. Pegasus (right) and Andromeda (left). RAM Ibn al-Sufi, pages 36–37. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza 
Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 21. Unicorn. British Library Na{t, folio 197v. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 22. Centaurus with Lupus. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 72. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, 
Tehran)
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Fig. 23. Onager. British Library Na{t, folio 151v. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 24. Sagittarius (right) and Pisces (left). RAM Ibn al-Sufi, pages 56–57. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza 
Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 25. Mullet. British Library Na{t, folio 74v. (Photo © the British Library)
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Fig. 26. Cassiopeia. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 24. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 27. Colophon. RAM Ibn al-Sufi, page 76. (Photo: Anna Contadini, courtesy of the Reza Abbasi Museum, Tehran)
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Fig. 28. Abu Zayd before the governor of Rahba. Al-Hariri, Maq¸m¸t, dated 634 (1237), probably Baghdad. Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, ms. arabe 5847, folio 26r. (Photo © the Bibliothèque nationale de France)
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Fig. 29. The case of the lost mount. Al-Hariri, Maq¸m¸t, ca. 1225–30, probably Baghdad. St. Petersburg, Academy of Sciences, 
ms. S 23, page 288 (folio 145r). (After Pétrosyan, ed., De Bagdad à Ispahan, 126)
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APPENDIX

CONTENTS AND ILLUSTRATIONS OF THE REZA 
ABBASI MUSEUM IBN AL-SUFI URJ·ZA 

Numbers refer to the pages on which illustrations 
occur. Asterisks indicate missing drawings or texts, 
as specified. 

Frontispiece, 2
Frontispiece, 3 
1. al-Dubb al-aªghar (Ursa Minor), 5
2. al-Dubb al-akbar (Ursa Major), 6
3. al-Tinnºn (Draco), 11
4. Qayq¸wus (Cepheus), 14
5. al-{Aww¸} (Bootes), 16
6. al-Iklºl al-shim¸lº/al-Fakka (Corona Borealis), 19
7. al-J¸thº {al¸ rukbatayhi (Hercules, but with picture 
of Orion instead of Hercules, who is depicted on 60), 
20
8. al-Suly¸q (or al-Shuly¸q or al-Sula¥f¸h) (Lyra or Tor-
toise), picture and end of text (two lines), 22. The 
preceding text and title are to be found on 61. The 
whole section in the right sequence and with the right 
pictures is found in the Qajar copy, 12–13.
9. al-Þ¸}ir/al-Dajj¸ja (Cygnus), 23
10. Dh¸t al-kursº (Cassiopeia), 24
*11. Birsh¸wush (Perseus), missing beginning of sec-
tion and drawing, but end of the text (ten lines) is 
found on 25
12. al-{Ayy¢q/Mumsik al-a{inna (Auriga), 26
13. al-Ýaww¸} wa ’l-Ýayya (Serpentarius and Serpens), 
29
14. al-Sahm (Sagitta), 30
15. al-{Uq¸b (Aquila), 31
16. al-Dulfºn (Delphinus), 32
17. Qa«{at al-faras (Equuleus), 33
18. al-Faras al-a{¬am (Pegasus), 36
19. al-Musalsala (Andromeda), 37
20. al-Muthallath (Triangulum), 38
21. al-Ýamal (Aries), 41
22. al-Thawr (Taurus), 43
23. al-Jawz¸} (Gemini), 45
24. al-Sara«¸n (Cancer), 46
25. al-Asad (Leo), 49
26. al-Sunbula (Virgo), 50
27. al-Mºz¸n (Libra), 52
28. al-{Aqrab (Scorpius), 54
29. al-Qaws (Sagittarius), 56

*30. al-Jady (Capricornus), missing section and draw-
ing
*31. al-Dalw/S¸kib (Aquarius), missing section and 
drawing
32. al-Ý¢t/al-Samakatayn (Pisces), missing part of sec-
tion, but drawing on 57
33. Qº«us (Cetus), 58
34. al-Jabb¸r/al-Jawz¸} (Orion, but with picture of Her-
cules instead of Orion, who is depicted on 20), 60; 
followed by al-Suly¸q (Lyra), title and five lines of text, 
61. The picture and the continuation of the text are 
found on 22.
35. al-Nahr (Eridanus), 62
36. al-Arnab (Lepus), 63
*37. al-Kalb al-akbar (Canis Major), title and one line 
of text, but the rest of the section and drawing are 
missing 
*38. al-Kalb al-aªghar (Canis Minor), missing section 
and drawing
39. al-Safºna (Argo Navis), 64
40. al-Shuj¸{ (Hydra), 66
41. al-B¸«iya (Crater), 70
42. al-Ghur¸b (Corvus), 71
43. Qan«¢ris wa-Sab{ (Centaurus and Lupus), 72
44. al-Mijmara (Ara), 73
45. al-Iklºl al-jan¢bº (Corona Australis), 74
46. al-Ý¢t al-jan¢bº (Piscis Austrinus), 75
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mentioned in the article, both in the main text and the notes, I 
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1. Tehran, Reza Abbasi Museum, M. 570. For this manuscript, 

see M. Mahboubian, Treasures of Persian Art after Islam: The 
Mahboubian Collection (New York, 1970), introduction and no. 
913, where a brief description and a list of the miniatures are 
provided and five images are reproduced in black and white. 
The manuscript has been the subject of a general article by 
G. Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za y¸ Ris¸lat al-Õ¢fº fi ’l-kaw¸kib,” M¢zih-
h¸ 31 [n.p., 10], 1381/2002): 12–14 (Persian text), where a 
more detailed description and a discussion of the date, author, 
and patron of the manuscript are found. A number of color 
images from this manuscript are published with discursive 
captions in N. Pourjavady, ed., The Splendour of Iran, 3 vols. 
(London: Booth-Clibborn Editions, 2001), vol. 3, 267–73. 
(This reference was brought to my attention by Moya Carey 
while she was my research assistant; for her work on al-Sufi 
manuscripts, see notes 3 and 8, below. She has also started 
building up research material on the Ibn al-Sufi tradition.) 
Although the captions of the Pourjavady book carry a gen-
eral attribution of the manuscript to the twelfth century, one 
of them (269), which accompanies a reproduction of one of 
the frontispieces, a portrait said to be of al-Sufi, describes 
the figure’s profile as being “characteristic of the ‘Baghdad 
School’ of the early 13th century.”

2. British Library, Or. 2784. For this manuscript, see A. Con -
tadini, “The Kit¸b Na{t al-Ýayaw¸n (Book on the Charac-
teristics of Animals, British Library, Or. 2784) and the ‘Ibn 
Bakhtºsh¢{’ Illustrated Bestiaries” (PhD thesis, SOAS, Uni-
versity of London, 1992) and, further, K. Holter, “Die isla-
mischen Miniaturhandschriften vor 1350,” Zentralblatt für 
Bibliothekswesen 54, 1–2 (1937): 1–34, 14, no. 33 (where the 
work is mistitled); H. Buchthal, O. Kurz, and R. Ettinghausen, 
“Supplementary Notes to K. Holter’s ‘Check List of Islamic 
Illuminated Manuscripts Before A.D. 1350,’” Ars Islamica 7 
(1940): 147–64, 153, no. 33; H. Buchthal, “Early Islamic Min-
iatures from Baghd¸d,” The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery 
5 (1942): 19–39 and figs. 34–36, 39, 41; R. Ettinghausen, 
Arab Painting (Geneva, 1962), 136–37; A. Contadini, “The 
Ibn BuÒtºsh¢{ Bestiary Tradition: The Text and Its Sources,” 
Medicina nei Secoli: Arte e Scienza 6, 2 (1994): 349–64; A. Conta-
dini, “A Bestiary Tale: Text and Image of the Unicorn in the 
Kit¸b Na{t al-Ýayaw¸n (British Library, Or. 2784),” Muqarnas 
20 (2003): 17–33; A. Contadini, “Musical Beasts: The Swan-
Phoenix in the Ibn Bakhtishu{ Bestiaries,” in The Iconogra-
phy of Islamic Art: Studies in Honour of Robert Hillenbrand, ed. 
B. O’Kane (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004), 
93–101. The discussion on the relationships between the 
RAM Ibn al-Sufi, the Na{t, and other Arabic manuscripts 
will be developed further in A. Contadini, A World of Beasts: 
Arab and Persian Books on Animals, 13th to 14th centuries, forth-
coming. 

3. The term qaªºda is used on the last page of the RAM manu-
script, in the title of the colophon: najazat al-qaªºda al-fala-
kiyya (“The poem of the heavenly spheres is completed”); it 

also appears in the 519 (1125) manuscript now in the col-
lection of the National Museum of Qatar, MI-02-98-80, which 
consists of the Kit¸b Õuwar al-kaw¸kib al-th¸bita with the urj¢za 
following it. See Sotheby’s, Oriental Manuscripts and Minia-
tures (London, sale LN8256, Apr. 29, 1998), lot 34, 32–48 (a 
long and comprehensive entry by D. A King, B. Brend, and 
R. Hillenbrand). The title page of the urj¢za (fol. 162r) reads 
h¸dhihi qaªºda q¸lah¸ walad Abi ’l-Ýusayn / al-Õ¢fº na¬ama fºh¸ 
m¸ natharahu ab¢hu li-yashal / ¥if¬ dh¸lika {al¸ man r¸mahu 
(“this qaªºda has been composed by the son of Abu’ l-Husayn 
al-Sufi, who has put into verse what his father had written in 
prose, so that for those who wish it should be easier to mem-
orize”). Moya Carey has written an entry on this manuscript 
for a forthcoming catalogue of the collection of the Qatar 
museum.

4. For the urj¢za genre, see M. Ullmann, Untersuchungen 
zur Ra¯azpoesie (Wiesbaden, 1966), especially 56–57, and 
G. Endress, “Das Lehrgedicht,” in H. Gätje, ed., Grundriss 
der arabischen Philologie, Band II: Literaturwissenschaft (Wies-
baden, 1987), 471–73, where these authors have indicated 
the range of subject matter on which urj¢zas are written. See 
also W. Heinrichs, s.v. “Radjaz,” Encyclopaedia of Islam, new 
ed. (Leiden: Brill, 1960–2004) (henceforth EI2). For a music 
urj¢za, see al-Kh¸tib al-Irbilº, “Jaw¸hir al-ni¬¸m fº ma{rifat al-
angh¸m, dated 729/1328,” in al-Mashriq 16, 1913: 895–901. 
For didactic poetry in both Arabic and Latin literature, see 
C. Burnett, “Learned Knowledge of Arabic Poetry, Rhymed 
Prose, and Didactic Verse from Petrus Alfonsi to Petrarch,” 
in J. Marenbon, ed., Poetry and Philosophy in the Middle Ages: 
A Festschrift for Peter Dronke (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 29–62, espe-
cially 42–47.

5. There seems to be no tradition of illustrating exclusively the 
Arab forms of the constellations, although in exceptional cases 
the Greek and the Arab forms are conflated in miniatures. 
For example, in the 1171 al-Sufi manuscript in the Bodleian 
Library, Ms. Hunt 212, fol. 40v, we find a picture of Cassio-
peia as a woman seated on a chair and a camel figure drawn 
across her. See E. Savage-Smith, “Celestial Mapping,” in J. 
B. Harley and D. Woodward, eds., The History of Cartography: 
Cartography in the Traditional Islamic and South Asian Societies, 
2 vols. (Chicago, 1987–), vol. 2, bk. 1 (1992), 52, fig. 2.34. I 
am grateful to Dr. Colin Wakefield of the Bodleian Library 
for recently showing me again this fragile manuscript.

6. The ink has a tone of brown different from that of the main 
text and is also of a lesser quality, as it has rubbed off in some 
places.

7. Abu ’l-Ýusayn {Abd al-Ra¥m¸n al-Õ¢fº, Õuwaru’l-Kaw¸kib or 
(Uranometry) (Description of the 48 Constellations): Arabic text, 
with the Urj¢za of Ibnu’ª-Õ¢fº, Edited from the Oldest Extant Man-
uscript and Based on the Ulugh Beg Royal Codex (Bibliothèque 
Nationale, Paris, Arabe 5036) by M. Niz¸mu’d-Dºn (henceforth 
Hyderabad ed.) (Hyderabad 1373/1954), 3. This edition, 
made in Hyde rabad, is mainly based on the Oxford manu-
script Marsh 144, dated 400 (1009), and that of Ulugh Beg, 
Bibliothèque nationale, Arabe 5036, datable to the mid-
fifteenth century.

8. See S. M. Stern, s.v. “al-Õ¢fº,” in EI2, with fundamental bib-
liography. See also E. Wellesz, “An Early al-Õ¢fº Manuscript 
in the Bodleian Library in Oxford: A Study in Islamic Con-
stellation Images,”Ars Orientalis 3 (1959): 1–26; idem, “Islamic 
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Astronomical Imagery: Classical and Bedouin Tradition,” 
Oriental Art 10, 2 (1964): 85–91; P. Kunitzsch, “The Astono-
mer Abu ’l-Ýusayn al-Õ¢fº and His Book on the Constella-
tions,” in F. Sezgin, ed., Zeitschrift für Geschichte der Arabisch-
islamischen Wissenschaften 3 (1986): 56–81; E. Savage-Smith, 
“The Islamic Tradition of Celestial Mapping,” Asian Art 5, 4 
(1992), 5–27; M. Carey, “Painting the Stars in a Century of 
Change: A Thirteenth-Century Copy of al-Sufi’s Treatise on 
the Fixed Stars, British Library Or. 5323” (PhD thesis, SOAS, 
University of London, 2001); M. Carey, “Mapping the Mne-
monic: A Late Thirteenth-Century Copy of al-Sufi’s Book 
on the Constellations,” in A. Contadini, ed., Arab Painting: 
Artistic Treasures from the Islamic World (London, forthcom-
ing 2007). For very useful studies on the terminology of 
constellations and of al-Sufi’s text, see P. Kunitzsch, Unter-
suchungen zur Sternnomenklatur der Araber (Wiesbaden, 1961); 
idem, Typen von Sternverzeichnissen in astronomischen Hand-
schriften des zehnten bis vierzehnten Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden, 
1966). 

9. C. Brockelmann, Geschichte der arabischen Literatur [supple-
ment], 3 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1937–42) (henceforth 
GAL/s), vol. 1, 863, and also 398; also see idem, Geschichte 
der arabischen Li teratur, 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1945–49) (henceforth GAL), vol. 1, 253.

10. Brockelmann, GAL, vol. 1, 253; idem, GAL/s, vol 1, 398; 
Stern, “al-Õ¢fº,” which cites the previous literature as well.

11. Hyderabad ed.; Wellesz, “An Early al-Õ¢fº Manuscript,” 1, n. 2; 
F. Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, Band VI: Astron-
omie (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1978), 232, where it is also stated 
that Ibn al-Sufi wrote his urj¢za in 371/981; Sotheby’s, Orien-
tal Manuscripts and Miniatures, 47; Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 12.

12. Bodleian Library, Marsh 144. For this manuscript, see Wellesz, 
“An Early al-Õ¢fº Manuscript”; E. Wellesz, An Islamic Book of 
Constellations, Bodleian Picture Books, no. 13 (Oxford: The 
Bodleian Library, 1965); Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 52–53 
and color pl. on 51; B. W. Robinson and B. Gray, eds., The 
Persian Art of the Book, catalogue of an exhibition held at the 
Bodleian Library (Oxford, 1972), 9, no. 1. 

13. This is also the reading in Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 13. The duc-
tus suggests al-Ýasan, but what seems at first sight to be a 
tashdºd belonging to al-Ra¥m¸n on the line below is better 
read as the dots of the y¸} in Ýusayn.

14. I am grateful to Charles Burnett, who made this sensible 
point to me during our discussions on the manuscript.

15. Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 13.
16. See C. E. Bosworth, The New Islamic Dynasties (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 1996), 154–55.
17. Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 13.
18. Ibid. The manuscript is no. 5099 of the Majlis Library in 

Tehran, and the date is found in the colophon on page 76 
(or folio 37 left); for this manuscript, see also C. Brockel-
mann, GAL/s, vol. 1, 398, no. 11; Y. I{tiª¸mº et al., Fihrist-i 
Kit¸bkh¸na-i Majlis-i Sh¢r¸-yi Millº (Tehran, 1933–), vol. 1, 
109, no. 198.

19. This is because al-Sufi wanted to represent one figure (that 
on the right) as seen from inside the celestial dome and 
the other (on the left) from the outside, as seen in celestial 
globes. See the explanation and passage from al-Sufi’s text 
in Wellesz, “An Early al-Õ¢fº Manuscript,” 1–26 and pls. 1–
27, on 4–5.

20. Pourjavady, Splendour of Iran, 269, and Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 13. 
For a discussion on frontispieces, see E. R. Hoffman, “The 
Author Portrait in Thirteenth-Century Arabic Manuscripts: 
A New Islamic Context for a Late-Antique Tradition,” Muqar-
nas 10 (1993): 6–20. 

21. al-Mubashshir, Mukht¸r al-¥ikam wa ma¥¸sin al-kalim (The 
Choicest Maxims and Best Sayings), Syria (?), early 13th c., 
in Istanbul, Topkapæ Sarayæ Library, Ahmet III, 3206. For 
the text of this manuscript, see F. Rosenthal, “Arabische 
Nachrichten über Zenon den Eleaten,” Orientalia 6 (1937): 
21–67; and idem, “Al-Mubashshir ibn Fâtik: Prolegomena 
to an Abortive Edition,” Oriens 13–14 (1961): 132–58. For 
this particular copy, see Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 74–79 
and color pls. on 75–77; D. James, Arab Painting: 358 A.H./
969 A.D.–1112 A.H./1700 A.D (entire volume of Marg 29, 3 
[1977]): 15; N. Nassar, “Saljuk or Byzantine: Two Related 
Styles of Jazîran Miniature Painting,” in J. Raby, ed., The Art 
of Syria and the Jazºra 1100–1250, Oxford Studies in Islamic 
Art, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1985), 86, 88, 92, 94; J. M. Rogers, The 
Topkapæ Saray Museum: The Albums and Illustrated Manuscripts, 
Translated, Expanded, and Edited from the Turkish Original by 
Filiz Ça¯man and Zeren Tanændæ (Boston: Little, Brown, and 
Company, 1986), 32, no. 20 and color pl. 20; Hoffman, “The 
Author Portrait,” 12–16 and fig. 2; L. A. Hunt, “The Commis-
sioning of a Late Twelfth Century Gospel Book: The Frontis-
pieces of MS Paris Bibl. Nat. Copte 13,” in idem, Byzantium, 
Eastern Christendom and Islam: Art at the Crossroads of the Medieval 
Mediterranean, 2 vols. (London: Pindar Press, 1998), vol. 1, 149; 
L. A. Hunt, “Manuscript Production by Christians in 13th–
14th Century Greater Syria and Mesopotamia and Related 
Areas,” in idem, Byzantium, Eastern Christendom and Islam, vol. 
2, 158–59 and fig. 4; A. Contadini, “Ayyubid Illustrated Man-
uscripts and Their North Jaziran and Abbasid Neighbours,” 
in R. Hillenbrand and S. Auld, eds., Ayyubid Jerusalem: The 
Holy City in Context, 1187–1250 (forthcoming).

22. Aziz-zada, “Urj¢za,” 13.
23. Possibly Amir Sa{d al-Din (fol. 4r): see color reproduction 

in Contadini, “The Kit¸b Na{t al-Ýaway¸n,” pl. 14. For the 
Dioscorides manuscript, Khaw¸ªª al-ashj¸r, dated 642/1244, 
Egypt(?), in Bologna, Biblioteca Universitaria, Cod. arab. 
2954, see Buchthal, Kurz, and Ettinghausen, “Supplemen-
tary Notes,” 162, no. 1; E. Grube, “Materialien zum Diosku-
rides Arabicus,” in R. Ettinghausen, ed., Aus der Welt der isla-
mischen Kunst: Festschrift für Ernst Kühnel zum 75. Geburtstag 
am 26.10.1957 (Berlin, 1959), 163–94, 179, and figs. 15–17; 
Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 66; F. Ga brieli and U. Scerrato, 
Gli Arabi in Italia (Milan: Garzanti and Scheiwiller, 1979), 
color pls. 715–22; M. M. Sadek, The Arabic Materia Medica of 
Dioscorides (Quebec: Les Éditions du Sphinx, 1983), 18, no. 
VI; A. Touwaide, Farmacopea Araba Medievale: Codice Ayasofia 
3703, 2 vols. (Milan: Antea, 1992, 79–80 and figs. 74–76; Con-
tadini, “Ayyubid Illustrated Manuscripts.” For Dioscorides in 
general, see A. Dietrich, Dioscurides Trium phans: Ein anony-
mer arabischer Kommentar (Ende 12. Jahrh. N. Ch.) zur Materia 
medica, 2 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988); 
J. M. Rogers, “The Arab Con tribution to Botany and Phar-
macology,” Arab Affairs 6 (Spring 1988): 71–86; idem, “Text 
and Illustrations: Dioscorides and the Illustrated Herbal in 
the Arab Tradition,” in Contadini, ed., Arab Painting; Sadek, 
Arabic Materia Medica; M. Collins, Medieval Herbals: The Illus-
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trative Traditions (London and Toronto, 2000), esp. chap. 3, 
“The Illustrated Arabic Herbals.”

24. Quite a lot of work has been done on so-called Kufic script. 
See F. Déroche, Les manuscrits du Coran, aux origines de la 
calligraphie coranique, 2 vols. (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France, 1983–85); idem, The Abbasid Tradition: Qur}ans of 
the 8th to the 10th Centuries AD, The Nasser D Khalili Collec-
tion of Islamic Art, vol. 1 (London: The Nour Foundation, 
1992); F. Déroche and F. Richard, eds., Scribes et manuscrits 
du Moyen-Orient (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
1997); F. Déroche and S. Noja Noseda, Sources de la trans-
mission manuscrite du texte coranique (Lesa: Fondazione Ferni 
Noja Noseda, 1998–); F. Déroche, ed., Manuel de codicologie 
des manuscits en écriture arabe (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale 
de France, 2000); F. Déroche, Le livre manuscrit arabe: Pré-
ludes à une histoire (Paris: Bibliothèque nationale de France, 
2005). However, there has been far less study of the other 
scripts, and scholarly terminology in this regard is conse-
quently rather limited. A good survey of the problems linked 
to this issue (even though more specifically for Persian manu-
scripts) is M. I. Waley, “Problems and Possibilities in Dating 
Persian Manuscripts,” in F. Déroche, ed., Les manuscrits du 
Moyen-Orient: Actes du Colloque d’Istanbul 1986 (Istanbul and 
Paris, 1989), 7–15, especially 12–13. See also A. Contadini, 
“Travelling Pattern: A Qur}¸nic Illumination and Its Secular 
Source” in S. Canby, ed., Safavid Art and Architecture (Lon-
don: British Museum Press, 2002), 58–66, esp. n. 24. Among 
the relatively little written on naskh, see J. Raby, “The Nayrizi 
Tradition: Naskh in Safavid and Qajar Iran,” in N. F. Safwat, 
The Art of the Pen, The Nasser D Khalili Collection of Islamic 
Art, vol. 5 (London: The Nour Foundation, 1996), 212–27; 
D. Roxburgh, “On the Transmission and Reconstruction of 
Calligraphy: Ibn al-Bawwab and History,” Studia Islamica 96 
(2003): 39–53.  

25. As examples, one may cite in this connection the following 
manuscripts: (1) an al-Sufi dated 400 (1009) in the Bodle-
ian Library, Oxford (Marsh 144), for which see n. 12 above; 
(2) another in Qatar dated 519 (1125), for which see n. 3 
above; (3) another in the Bodleian (Hunt 212), dated 566 
(1171) and probably produced in Mosul, for which see J. 
Uri, Bibliothecae Bodleianae codicum manoscriptorum orientalium, 
2 vols. in 1 (Oxford, 1787), pt. 1 (vol. 1), no. DCCCXCIX, 
195, where the manuscript is misdated to 966 (1558) (see 
also n. 5 above); Holter, “Die islamischen Miniaturhand-
schriften,” 4, entry h, where the dating follows Uri’s incorrect 
reading; E. Wellesz, “Islamic Astronomical Imagery: Classi-
cal and Bedouin Tradition,” Oriental Art 10, 2 (1964): 89–91; 
Sezgin, Geschichte des arabischen Schrifttums, 214; Savage-Smith, 
“Celestial Mapping,” 52, fig. 2.34; Savage-Smith, “Islamic Tra-
dition of Celestial Mapping,” 14–15 and fig. 8; (4) another in 
the Topkapæ Sarayæ Library, Istanbul (Ahmet III, 3493), which 
was copied between 10 Muharram and 12 Safar 525 (Decem-
ber 14, 1130–January 15, 1131) by Wathiq b {Ali b. {Umar b. 
al-Husayn, known as Abu ’l-Shawqi, possibly in Mayyafariqin, 
for which see K. Holter, “Die Galen-Handschrift und die Maka-
men des Hariri der Wiener Nationalbibliothek,” Jahrbuch der 
Kunsthistorischen Sammlungen in Wien N.F. 9 (1937): 36, no. 
1; Holter, “Die islamischen Miniaturhandschriften,” 3, no. 2, 
where the ms. no. is mistakenly given as 2493; Wellesz, “An 
Early al-Õ¢fº Manuscript,” 20–21; J. M. Rogers, Topkapæ Saray 

Museum: Albums and Illustrated Manuscripts, 29–30, nos. 1–6 
and color pls. 1–6; (5) another in Istanbul, in this case in 
the Süleymaniye Library (Fatih 3422), dated 529 (1134–35) 
and made in Mardin, its scribe signing himself as {Abdallah 
b. Abd al-Jabbar b. al-Rahim b. Sadaqa b. {Ali b. Yusuf b. Nas-
sam al-Jabali, for which see Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 162; 
Holter, “Die Galen-Handschrift,” 36, no. 2; Holter, “Die isla-
mischen Miniaturhandschriften,” 3, no. 3; Wellesz, “An Early 
al-Õ¢fº Manuscript,” 22–23; R. Ward, “Evidence for a School 
of Painting at the Artuqid Court,” in J. Raby, ed., The Art of 
Syria and the Jazira 1100–1250, Oxford Studies in Islamic Art, 
vol. 1 (Oxford, 1985), 80; (6) another in the Berlin Staatsbib-
liothek (5658), dated 630 (1233) and produced in Mosul, its 
scribe being Farah b. {Abdallah al-Habbashi, for which see W. 
Ahlwardt, Die Handschriften-Verzeichnisse der Königlichen Biblio-
thek zu Berlin: Arabische Handschriften, 10 vols. (Berlin, 1893), 
vol. 5, no. 5658; also, a copy of pseudo-Galen’s Kit¸b al-Diry¸q 
dated to 1199, now in the Bibliothèque nationale, Paris (ms. 
arabe 2964), for which see W. M. le baron de Slane, Cata-
logue des manuscrits arabes (Paris: Imprimeries Nationale, 1883–
95), 530; B. Farès, “Le livre de la Theriaque,” Art Islamique 
2 (1953): 1–56; Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 83–86, 91–92 
and color pl. on 84–85; A. S. Melikian-Chirvani, “Matériaux 
pour servir à l’histoire de la peinture persane: Trois manu-
scrits de l’Iran seldjoukide,” Arts asiatiques 16 (1967), 3–16, 
25–30, and figs. 1–2, 7–12, who attributes the manuscript to 
Seljuq Iran; Hunt, “Commissioning,” 132; James, Arab Paint-
ing, 22; N. Nassar, “Saljuk or Byzantine,” 85, 86, 88–90, 92, 
94, 96, and figs. 1, 2, 4; C. Vaudour and J. Mouliérac, eds., 
À l’ombre d’Avicenne: La médecine au temps des califes, catalogue 
of the exhibition held at the Institut du monde arabe (Paris, 
1996), 156, no. 87 and color pls. on 102–3, 156–57, 230, 
233; O. Pancaro¯lu, “Socializing Medicine: Illustrations of 
the Kit¸b al-Diry¸q,” Muqarnas 18 (2001): 155–72; J. Kerner, 
“Art in the Name of Science: Illustrated Manuscripts of the 
Kit¸b al-diry¸q” (PhD diss., New York University, 2004); idem, 
“Art in the Name of Science: The Kit¸b al-diry¸q in Text and 
Image,” in Contadini, ed., Arab Painting.

26. The bulk of the manuscript is in the Süleymaniye Library 
of Istanbul (Ayasofya 3703), with a number of its folios dis-
persed in other collections. The colophon names the scribe 
as {Abdallah b. al-Fadl, and gives the date Rajab 621 (July–
August 1224). See Holter, “Die islamischen Miniaturhand-
schriften,” 11–12, no. 27; Buchthal, Kurz, and Ettinghau-
sen, “Supplementary Notes,” 151–52, no. 27; 20–34; and 42, 
figs. 4–31; Grube, “Materialien zum Dioskurides Arabicus,” 
172–78 and figs. 1–4; Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 87–90 
and color pls. on 87, 89; and James, Arab Painting, 20. For 
a discussion of certain folios, see B. Gray, “Persian Minia-
tures,” The British Museum Quarterly 9 (1935): 88–90, entry 
no. 58 and pl. XXIV; F. E. Day, “Mesopotamian Manuscripts 
of Dioscorides,” Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 8, 
49–50 (May 1950): 271–280; Arts Council of Great Britain, 
The Arts of Islam, catalogue of an exhibition at the Hayward 
Gallery, London (London, 1976), 324, nos. 520–21; Sadek, 
Arabic Materia Medica, 14, no. 11; and Touwaide, Farmacopea 
Araba Medievale, 254, no. 194, and color pls. on 46, 82, 85, 
87, 92, 98–99, 254. 

27. Vatican Library, Syr. no. 559. See G. de Jerphanion, Les mi nia-
tures du manuscrit syriaque no. 559 de la Bibliothèque vaticane 
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(Vatican: Biblioteca apostolica vaticana, 1940); H. Buchthal 
and O. Kurz, A Hand List of Illuminated Oriental Christian Man-
uscripts (London, 1942), 21–22, no. 63; J. Leroy, Les Manus-
crits syriaques à peintures conservés dans les bibliothèques d’Europe 
et d’Orient, (Paris: Paul Geuthner, 1964), 280–302, pls. 70–
92, 94–99, and color pl. between 4 and 5; Ettinghausen, Arab 
Painting, 98 and color pl. on 94; Hunt, “Manuscript Produc-
tion,” 160. The date of this manuscript has been disputed 
at times, but no convincing argument has yet been put for-
ward for a revision of the 1220 date.

28. British Library, Add. Ms. 7170. See W. Wright, Catalogue of 
the Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum Acquired since the 
Year 1838, 3 vols. (London, 1870–72), vol. 3, 1204; A. Min-
gana, Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts: Now in 
the Possession of the Trustees of Woodbrooke Settlement, Selly Oak, 
Birmingham, 4 vols. (Cambridge, Eng., 1933–63), vol. 1, cols. 
1127–28, no. 590; H. Buchthal, “The Painting of the Syrian 
Jacobites and Its Relation to Byzantine and Islamic Art,” Syria 
20 (1939): 136–50; Buchthal and Kurtz, Hand List, 13–14, 
no. 19; Leroy, Manuscrits syriaques, 302–13 and pls. 70–78, 
80–99; H. C. Evans and W. D. Wixom, eds., The Glory of Byz-
antium: Art and Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era A.D. 843–
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In the study of Persian miniature painting and its 
development through the fifteenth century, it is dif-
ficult to overestimate the importance of the illustra-
tions in the 1487 manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr in 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York.1 Three 
of the illustrations in this manuscript are among the 
earliest specimens of the “new style” of painting ush-
ered in by the artists at the famed atelier of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, the last Timurid prince in Herat.2 
Over the years, aside from the usual debates about 
attribution, these enigmatic paintings have enticed art 
historians’ curiosity and generated a number of largely 
inconclusive interpretations. The general tendency to 
explain their content symbolically is ostensibly due 
to the designation of the Man«iq al-«ayr as “mystical 
poetry.” Translated into English under such titles as 
The Speech of the Birds or The Conference of the Birds, 
the Man«iq al-«ayr was written by Farid al-Din {Attar 
in rhyming couplets some three centuries before this 
manuscript was copied and illustrated.3 {Attar’s twelfth-
century work was indeed an explicit contribution to 
the discourse of Sufism, which like its counterparts 
in Jewish Kabala and medieval Christian mysticism, 
sought a direct, individual experience of God. Advo-
cating the pursuit of the real—as opposed to the phe-
nomenal—truth, {Attar’s work is an allegorical tale 
presenting the various stages that a seeker of truth 
must go through in his or her quest for unity with 
the divine. The paintings in the Metropolitan Museum 
manuscript have for the most part been understood as 
literal depictions of events from a handful of {Attar’s 
numerous parables, which elaborate the importance 
of these stages on the path to Sufism. 

Of the eight illustrations in the Metropolitan Museum 
manuscript, the first four are early seventeenth-cen-
tury additions. Of the four original illustrations, one 
does not display the characteristics that distinguish 
the other three paintings as early examples of the 
new style. Rather, this fourth painting, “The Beggar 
before the King,” has been characterized as depict-

ing a “court scene, which has been an integral part 
of the art of Iran from the Sasanid dynasty onward 
and appears in all schools of all periods of Persian 
miniature painting.”4 My concern here is with “The 
Bearded Man Drowning,”5 one of the other three fif-
teenth-century illustrations, which are stylistically sim-
ilar enough to one another to be attributed to the 
same artist or group of artists. According to Priscilla 
Soucek, the advice given to students of calligraphy 
by Qazi Ahmad in the sixteenth century reveals the 
conservatism of artistic education in Iran, which jus-
tified two basic mechanisms of continuity in manu-
script illustration: literal reproduction and selective 
adaptation.6 Taking into account this tradition-bound 
artistic practice, I have assumed the content of the 
“Bearded Man Drowning,” and, except for the court 
scene, of all the paintings original to the manuscript, 
to have been provided by {Attar’s text. Nevertheless, 
although all three adhere to the convention of depict-
ing the events of the accompanying text, half of each 
of these three paintings contains images that do not 
appear to bear any direct link to that text—at least 
not on the literal level. 

I will use the images in the foreground of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning” (fig. 1) to specify the nexus 
between {Attar’s verbal imagery and the painter’s pic-
torial play on Sufi discourse, which connects the poet-
ical allusions to the visual signifiers particular to spe-
cific Sufi practices popular in contemporary Herat. I 
believe that the content of the enigmatic foreground 
of “The Bearded Man Drowning” is best understood 
in terms of the practices of the vastly influential con-
temporary Sufi order, the Naqshbandiyya. I will also 
briefly discuss the two other stylistically similar paint-
ings from 1487, but only in order to corroborate the 
nexus between text and image in the “Bearded Man 
Drowning.”

The upper half of “The Bearded Man Drowning” 
literally illustrates the events described in the first four 
verses of {Attar’s text:7
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Fig. 1. The bearded man drowning. Folio 44r from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, 1487. Ink, opaque 
watercolor, silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.44. (Photo © 1998 by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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 (166, 2974–75)

A fool who had a very large beard,   
Suddenly found himself drowning in the waters of the
 sea.    
From the dry land only a sincere man saw him.                         
He said, “Throw off that feed-bag from round your 
 head.”                        

Accordingly, we see a man standing on the edge of the 
river, gesturing toward another figure, who is strug-
gling in the water.

��� "� ��� ���%! � "�� �&�
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(166, 2976–77)

He replied, “This is not a feed-bag, it is my beard.  
It is not this ‘beard’ that causes my trepidation.”9   
The other said: “Bravo! This is your injury, and this is 
 what it does for you!         
Having succumbed to the body in this way will kill you 
 wretchedly.”

In the lower half of the painting accompanying this 
anecdote, the artist or artists have depicted the fol-
lowing, much to the confusion of many who have 
attempted to understand it: a man is sawing a branch 
off a small, leafless tree. To the right of this another 
man, white-bearded and dressed in blue, sits on a rock; 
his knees are pulled together and he is positioned so 
as to have a direct view of the sawing action taking 
place before him. Three figures—a donkey and two 
men—crowd the lower right corner of the painting. 
One of the men strains to pull a load of firewood 
onto the back of the beast. The other, standing to 
the right, behind the donkey, is dark-faced and has a 
white beard and a ring in his ear. He seems motion-
less but attentive.

There is no mention of any of this in {Attar’s text. 
The narrative says nothing about cutting a tree, gath-
ering firewood, or loading a donkey. Indeed, the near-
est explicit reference anywhere in {Attar’s text to any-
thing depicted in the lower half of this painting is the 

mention of a donkey five anecdotes earlier, more than 
forty couplets previous to the one about the bearded 
man. But even in that episode, the events and figures 
have little to do with the actions depicted here. 

Paintings from Persian manuscripts have often been 
studied as works of art independent of the manuscripts 
for which they were commissioned. This has largely to 
do with the status of such paintings, many of which 
exist as single pages that have been removed from var-
ious manuscripts and auctioned off around the world 
as individual, often anonymous, illustrations.10 Stud-
ies that do consider Persian manuscript illustrations in 
the context of the literary works they accompany may 
undertake sophisticated analyses of the images from a 
variety of perspectives but almost never engage the texts 
beyond summarizing plot, general theme, or genre. In 
the case of Persian book paintings from late-fifteenth-
century Herat, a cursory engagement with the literary 
text might appear of little use; it is in this period that 
manuscript illustrations begin to contain scenes with 
figures and objects that do not seem to correspond to 
the accompanying text. The debate as to the subject 
matter of these three paintings, their objective, and 
the extent to which their iconography corresponds 
with the literal or figurative language of the accompa-
nying textual passage they ostensibly depict has been 
varied and sometimes contradictory.11  

Rachel Milstein’s analysis of one of them, commonly 
referred to as “The Funeral Procession” (fig. 2), sheds 
light on the esoteric meaning of what is depicted, 
mostly by relying on verses from Sufi poetry.12 Mil-
stein’s overarching claim that iconographic and sty-
listic elements in Persian miniatures are not mere 
decorative embellishments is well established today. 
Although the physical elements in “The Funeral Pro-
cession” may lack outward iconographic significance, 
Milstein states, these elements nevertheless have sym-
bolic meaning that stems from literary similitude. Her 
observations have contributed to a better understand-
ing of the link between the explicit theme of this par-
ticular episode in {Attar’s text—death—and certain 
elements depicted in the upper half of the painting. 
In the foreground, the image of a coffin borne in a 
procession, the wailing relatives, the bystander, and 
the admonishing Sufi standing in front of an open 
gate are more than adequate representations of the 
events as related in {Attar’s text:

The son was walking before his father’s coffin
Shedding tears, saying “O, father!

8
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Fig. 2. Funeral procession. Folio 35r from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, 1487. Ink, opaque watercolor, 
silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.35. (Photo © 1988 by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art)
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Such a day as this, which has shredded my life,
Has never occurred before in all my days.”
A Sufi said, “The one that was your father
Never had such a day either.” (131, 2354–56)

 
As in the lower half of “The Bearded Man Drowning,” 
which I will consider in more detail below, what is 
depicted in the upper half of “The Funeral Proces-
sion” also refers to {Attar’s text, but to its thesis of 
death, not its literal meaning:

 
The misery that has befallen the son is nothing.
The matter is much more grave for the father.
O you who have come to the world not knowing your 
 head from your toes,
Miserably traversing the wind, 
Even if you rule the nations 
You will gain nothing but the wind in the end.  
(131, 2357–59)

 
There is an unmistakable note of pessimism in {Attar’s 
proclamations about our transient life and its inevi-
table end.13 The theme of death in this passage, in 
contrast to many other Sufi verses, is not entirely 
about the death of carnal desire or one’s extinction 
in the union with the Divine Beloved. For {Attar, 
death here is primarily natural death—an inexplicable, 
inescapable phenomenon facing all the living.14 The 
absolute universality of this event makes obvious, as 
the Hoopoe points out, the futility of any long-term 
measures against it.15 This is how the Herati artists of 
“The Funeral Procession” seem to have grasped {Attar’s 
presentation of death in this passage. His notion of 
mortality is acknowledged in the scene of a cemetery 
in the upper half of the painting, where laborers are 
depicted as busily engaged preparing burial places, 
which are in various stages of completion. The centrally 
placed image of two men, one pouring water from a 
clay jug and the other mixing mortar with a shovel, is 
an innovative insertion by the artist, a clear reference 
to God’s crea tion of man out of clay in the Qur}an 
(e.g., 6:2: “It is He Who created you from clay then 
determined a term [of life] for you…”) and to the 
old and widely utilized trope in Persian poetry, known 
best to readers of English from Edward Fitzgerald’s 
rendition of Khayyam’s Rub¸{ºy¸t:

 
And strange to tell, among that Earthen Lot
Some could articulate, while others not:
And suddenly one more impatient cried—
“Who is the Potter, pray, and who the Pot?”16

 

or, as Rumi writes, praising the Almighty, 

)�� *(�� �� +��  �� ��
)�� *�� "! ��, -� ��

You mixed water with dirt             
You gave the shape of man to water and dirt.17  
        

Before Rumi, {Attar too had maintained that there is 
no part of earth that has not been previously a human 
being, and that every speck of the earth’s dust is a 
deceased person’s body.18

 

+�� ��� )� �,#, � ���
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Your hope will not come to pass—you, handful of
 dust!
Until the handful of dust that you are becomes a pure 
 life.19         

{Attar refers to Qur}an 32:7, “Who made all things He 
created excellent; and first fashioned man from clay,” 
in the introduction to the section of the Man«iq al-«ayr 
that deals with the subject of death, a few anecdotes 
after which we read about the funeral scene. In the 
introductory passage on death {Attar has the Hoopoe 
chastise a hesitant bird who, afraid of dying, is content 
to forego the journey to the ideal king:

)��� +�/ �� �� �� ���  !
)��� +�� �� �# �� 1��2�

(129, 2318)

Whether you came here impure or pure,   
You are a drop of water that came mixed with dirt. 
 

Although it is demonstrably true that the text of the 
anecdote accompanying “The Funeral Procession” 
makes no literal mention of a clay pot or jug of water, 
we can see that the artist’s depiction of the clay pot 
and the image of water being mixed with dirt is nev-
ertheless a deliberate but oblique means of connect-
ing the painting to what {Attar’s text alludes to—our 
lives and death in “the wind”—rather than what it 
literally says. 

The artist reinforces {Attar’s understanding of nat-
ural death and its fearsomeness by inscribing two 
Qur}anic passages, “God is sufficient for us, and the 
best of protectors,” and “How excellent a helper, and 
how excellent a protector is He!” at the center of the 
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white flag held by the weeping man on the lower left 
side of “The Funeral Procession.” The context of both 
proclamations (from Qur}an 3:173 and 8:40) has to do 
with increased faith in God when one is faced with the 
fear of annihilation, as if in answer to {Attar’s warning 
words at the beginning of the section on death:20  

��� ��� �# �( �# ,���,  !
��� ��� �� � 3�( +��� ��

(129, 2314)

Don’t you know that whoever was born died,    
Was buried in the dust, and wind took away whatever 
 was his?                 

 
Sufism or no, the notion that death is not the final 
end of man is perhaps the most fundamental doc-
trine for the faithful. This notion of death as merely 
a passage into the next world is announced by the 
artists through the inscription over the door that opens 
into the cemetery: “The tomb is a door though which 
everyone passes.”21 As Rumi repeatedly emphasizes in 
his Masnavº, death is the beginning of the life that 
really matters:

"�� � #4� � � ��( �5�# -�6
"��� )� �,�� 	�� �� ��,�

Your intellect lies; look upon yourself in reverse.
It is this life that is death, O fool!       

and

	�� � ���' �/ ���, ���� 7�(
	�� � � *# �# ��,� �!��'

There is no dead man who regrets his death; 
He only regrets his lack of provisions.22 

Attitudes towards “spiritual devotion and death,” the 
predominance of Sufi trends at the court of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, the influence of the Naqshbandi Sufi 
order, and the particularity of Naqshbandi practices 
are also reflected in certain details in the upper half 
of “The Funeral Procession.”23 The oil lamp and the 
“guardian” cat lying in front of a tomb monument at 
the top left are related to Sufi literary tropes as well as 
to contemporary popular Sufi beliefs.24 The turbaned 
man sitting next to a grave on the right side, for 
example, is clearly not another one of the laborers in 
the cemetery, nor is he is facing the grave, as would 

a relative of the deceased. Rather, as the direction of 
the grave itself indicates, both he and the deceased 
are facing the direction of the qibla. The visiting man 
is gesturing as though addressing the buried person, 
a practice that in the context of the contemporary 
Herat and the immediacy of Naqshbandi influence 
at the time is reminiscent of the teachings of {Alaud-
din al-{Attar, who as the Naqshbandi spiritual leader 
(d. 1400), is supposed to have said, “To be near the 
graves of pious people has a good influence, but it is 
better to direct yourself to their souls.”25        

As Annemarie Schimmel and Milstein have pointed 
out, the equation of soul with birds is an old trope 
(used by, among others, Avicenna and {Attar), and 
the Herati artists’ depiction of the birds among the 
branches of the ancient tree at the top center of the 
painting alludes to the same metaphor.26 The partic-
ularity in the painters’ depiction of details, such as 
the inclusion of crows (evoking the material world) 
among the generic birds, or of a snake (representing 
carnal appetites) sliding up toward an unprotected nest, 
reflects {Attar’s equivocal understanding of death, in 
the face of which one’s fear ought to be predicated 
on how one has lived.27 Although death is a difficult 
road through which all must pass, {Attar’s Man«iq al-
«ayr clearly indicates that it is also a road where the 
grave is only the first stop:

��� -#�� (�� �8 �! ��,� 	��
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(132, 2368)

Look at death to see what a difficult road it is 
In this path, the grave is only the first stage. 

      
The notion that illustrations of the manuscript should 
be understood via the text they illustrate should hardly 
need justification. Art historians in the field have by 
no means shunned textual analysis as a means of 
understanding the illustrations from Persian literary 
texts. Cynthia Robinson and Oleg Grabar have recently 
undertaken comparative text-and-image studies and 
called for others.28 Lisa Golombek, writing in the 
early 1970s, demonstrated the significance of a tree 
stump in a painting from the Great Mongol Sh¸hn¸ma 
simply by examining the accompanying text.29 As M. 
Glünz observes, it is more likely that Sufi poetry aims 
to instruct rather than to “obscure things by making 
ambiguous statements.”30 If anything, the fact that 
these Herati illustrations are for a Sufi text should 
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make reliance on the text for their analysis even more 
crucial. A more detailed look at “The Bearded Man 
Drowning,” will better demonstrate the links between 
them and {Attar’s text. But before discussing the nexus 
between painting and text, it is important to consider 
the particular passage that was chosen for illustration 
in the context of the literary work as a whole.

The Man«iq al-«ayr is an allegory describing the dif-
ficulties faced by a group of birds in their journey to 
the Qaf Mountain in search of their rightful king, the 
mythical bird Simurgh.31 This allegory is mostly a dia-
logue about the “trip,” its various stages, and whether 
it should be undertaken at all. The actual journey itself 
is relayed only briefly, near the climactic end of the 
story.32 The birds’ journey as a framing story allows 
{Attar to accommodate numerous possible questions 
or concerns that a Sufi seeker might have about an 
analogous journey toward truth and unity with God. 
The birds’ discussion unfolds in various didactic tales 
(¥ik¸y¸t) and parables addressing thinly veiled ques-
tions about the path to becoming a Sufi. 

The Hoopoe, who in the Qur}an (27:20) is King Sol-
omon’s messenger, here serves as the closest thing to 
a protagonist, the most assiduous seeker, who rallies 
and leads the other birds. Metaphorically, the Hoo-
poe may be seen as the Sufi master who guides the 
other seekers.33 The cycle of questions and answers, 
followed in each case by a few didactic anecdotes 
meant to reinforce the point already made in the 
answer, is the structural trope {Attar uses to present 
his thesis on the necessary process through which one 
can achieve perfection and an intuitive knowledge of 
the divine truth. Simply put, different sections of the 
narrative refer to the stages involved in becoming a 
Sufi.34 The successive repetitions of “another one said 
to him” or “he asked” (digarº guftash or pursºd) to intro-
duce a question and of “he said” (guft) or variations 
of this to mark the beginning of the Hoopoe’s reply 
divide the text into separate units, each addressing a 
separate concern, as recognizable to a listener as to a 
reader.35 The process of achieving a state where the 
carnal self (nafs) is eliminated—a key goal if one is to 
achieve perfection (kam¸l)—and the difficulties and 
sacrifices involved in the process constitute a recur-
rent theme. “The Bearded Man Drowning” belongs 
to a unit entirely devoted to expounding the neces-
sity for eradication of one’s carnal self.36  

Like all the other separate units of the narrative, 
the segment begins with a question asked of the Hoo-
poe and ends with the posing of another question on 

a different issue.37 To present his thesis on the folly 
inherent in the presumption of “perfection,” {Attar 
relates seven parables, which are introduced accord-
ing to the formal structure of the Man«iq al-«ayr: a bird 
asks a question and a response containing the para-
bles follows. The reply acquaints the reader with the 
proper (Sufi) perspective on the essence of the raised 
concern and can serve as the key to deciphering the 
moral of the parables that follow. In this case, the 
reply unequivocally condemns and warns the “arrogant 
one” about any presumption of kam¸l before offering 
words of advice about the need to curb one’s “carnal 
self” by abandoning all worldly concerns and posses-
sions.38 The intended addressee could as well be an 
adherent of orthodoxy as a follower of any number 
of Sufi orders; he could, in fact, be anyone conceited 
enough to presume sufficiency in his devotion to the 
Divine Beloved.

The first of the parables that follows Hoopoe’s chas-
tising reply is about Shaykh Abu Bakr of Nishapur, who 
is affronted by a donkey breaking wind. The next par-
able is an exchange between Satan and Moses; in reply 
to the prophet’s inquiry, Satan warns him against put-
ting too much stock in his ego.39 Then a man of pure 
faith (p¸k dºnº) opines that it is better for a neophyte 
to be completely in the dark at the beginning of his 
journey lest he be beguiled by any (har chºzº) false ray 
of light and become an unbeliever. The fourth story is 
about a shaykh who does not shun a dog that “defiles” 
him,40 for reasons that have to do with the appear-
ance of purity as opposed to the condition of one’s 
soul: the dog is “unclean” on the outside no more 
than one’s carnal self is so on the inside, so there is 
no need to pretend that the dog is going to cause 
any more harm than what one possesses within one’s 
heart. The next two parables both involve men with 
beards—a supposed sign of piety. It may plausibly be 
argued that they are the same man in both anecdotes, 
which certainly convey the same idea. Significantly, 
the first bearded man is no “fool” (ablah), but rather 
a devout person ({¸bid) who lives during the time of 
Moses. He inquires from the prophet about his own 
lack of inspiration and inability to achieve the ecstasy 
that comes only through unity (va¥dat). The archan-
gel Gabriel also makes an appearance, and reports 
back on the reason for the bearded man’s lackluster 
achievements in spirituality: he is too vain—too pre-
occupied with his beard, which is an insidious con-
tradiction of his presumption about being detached 
from worldly cares. The last couplet of this parable 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   91 10/18/2006   12:16:11 PM



chad kia92

warns that with such a beard “you will be at sea” (dar 
dary¸ shavº). After this comes the story of the “fool” 
with a “very large beard,” who is presumably already 
in the water when he is introduced to the reader. The 
precise nature of the difficulty he is having there is 
not clear. His exchange with the man on the shore 
implies that the beard is hampering his ability to swim 
or perhaps has wrapped around his neck and might 
choke him. Regardless, the implications are that the 
beard may well cost him his life, for which reason he 
is admonished by the other fellow. The point of the 
last anecdote, about a Sufi’s futile attempts at wash-
ing his robe, is that appearances do not matter, and 
that he should “wash his hands clean” of such earthly 
concerns.41

Among these seven parables, it was the text of the 
sixth tale, about the bearded fool, that was selected 
for illustration. It reads as follows:
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A fool who had a very large beard
Suddenly found himself drowning in the waters of the 

sea.
[2975] From the dry land only a sincere man saw him.
He said, “Throw off that feed-bag from round your 

head.”
He replied, “This is not a feed-bag, it is my beard.
It is not this ‘beard’ that causes my trepidation.”42

The other said: “Bravo! This is your beard, and this is 
what it does for you!

Having succumbed to the body in this way will kill you 
wretchedly!”

You, who like a goat, have no shame about your 
beard, 

Who are captivated by it without ignominy:
So long as you have the carnal soul and Satan within 

you,
There will be a Pharaoh and a Haman in you.
[2980] Distance yourself from the raucous world as 

Moses did,
Then take this Pharaoh by the beard.
Seize the beard of this Pharaoh and hold tight.
Wage war like a man, fight one-on-one.
Step forward, abandon that beard of yours.
How long will you keep this beard? Be on your way!
Though your beard brings nothing but anxiety,
You have not, even for a moment, concerned yourself 

with your “injury.”43

On the road to faith, the one who will be sagacious
Is the one who has no comb for his beard—
[2985] Making himself aware of his own “beard,”
Spreading his beard for the feast upon the Path.
He will find no water but tears of blood,
He will find nothing but a charred heart.
If a washer, one who never sees the sunshine;
If a farmer, one who never catches sight of water.  

The upper half of “The Bearded Man Drowning” 
depicts the events from lines 2974 to 2976 of {Attar’s 
poem. Most studies of this manuscript cannot avoid 
approaching its paintings by way of {Attar’s text, but 
no analysis I am aware of has considered the remain-
ing verses of the parable. Even a formalist approach 
to the text, however, would demand a reading of the 
entire segment. If a parable is a short narrative about 
humans that stresses a tacit analogy, which, according 
to M. H. Abrams, has a “general thesis or lesson that 
the narrator is trying to bring home to a potential audi-
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ence,” then not only is this passage a good example of 
a parable, but it is also clear that the short narrative 
about the bearded fool is, literally, only the half of it.44 
The “general thesis,” or tacit analogy—in fact, the very 
raison d’être for the short narrative about the drown-
ing man with a beard—is in the verses that follow. 
That some verses in this manuscript run onto the 
following page does not make them any less relevant 
to the parable or, for that matter, to the illustration 
of it. It is on line 2979 that the thesis or explication 
of the short narrative commences. The two previous 
verses—the couplet immediately following the main 
anecdote (i.e., line 2978)—serve as a salutation of 
sorts, where the narrator turns from the tale to directly 
address the reader (the original questioning bird, as 
it were), who expects the anecdote to have a moral 
point but may be uncertain whether he is going to find 
out more about the fate of the bearded man. The first 
word—Ay (O, you!)—used in the “salutation” couplet 
(2978) ostensibly addresses the reader/listener, who 
is having a similar problem: 

�� ����� �%� ��� �� �� %8 )�
�� ������ % ��� �!&�� ��

You who, like a goat, have no shame about your 
 beard,  
Who are captivated by it without ignominy: 

This couplet leads to the actual thesis of this segment; 
the “moral” of the story about the drowning man with 
a long beard who, as will be revealed in the verses that 
follow, has only his own pride and vanity to blame. 
The moral of the story has, of course, everything to do 
with this stage on the path of Sufism and serves as a 
warning to all those arrogant enough to presume that 
they have truly overcome their egos and succeeded 
in abandoning all worldly concerns.45

Written in the second person, the couplet estab-
lishes, through pejorative epithets, that the moral 
of the tale just recounted applies not merely to the 
drowning fool but to anyone who is shamelessly neg-
ligent in restricting his wants. The conditions and 
symptoms presented in the anecdote are here summa-
rized, just as an apothecary ({a««¸r) who, after hearing 
the account of a malady from a patient, might chas-
tise the sufferer for his carelessness—So you’ve been 
acting like a goat…?—and goes on to summarize the 
causes and the effects of the malady, the “thesis” of 
the parable:

�%� ��9�� % �&� ��! �!
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So long as you have the carnal soul and Satan within 
 you,  
There will be a Pharaoh and a Haman in you. (2979) 

This is a summary statement of the problem that is 
under discussion in this passage; indeed, this is the 
theme of this entire unit of the Man«iq al-«ayr: so long 
as you concern yourself with your carnal self, you will 
not be free from the qualities of the damned (e.g., 
Pharaoh and his servant Haman) and will likewise 
deviate from the true path. Until evidence to the 
contrary is presented, we can do no better than to 
assume that any pictorial depiction of this passage must 
on some level contain at least its main thesis, which 
these lines encapsulate. It is exactly at this point, in 
the very verse that explicates the thesis or the moral 
of the anecdote, that we may begin to follow what 
is pictorially represented in the lower half of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning.”

The three focal points in the foreground of the 
painting are, clockwise, a man sawing the last branch 
off a tree; a bearded man in blue sitting on a rock, 
apparently watching the sawing action of the man to 
the left; and two men, one of them loading firewood 
onto the back of a donkey standing between them. I 
will have more to say about the seated man in blue 
later on. Of the others, two figures gain prominence 
due to their animated state: the one sawing and the 
other loading the beast. Their prominence seems fur-
ther reinforced by their direct involvement with the 
element that is emphasized pictorially more than any 
other: firewood. To rephrase Lisa Golombek’s ques-
tion, which was prompted by the prominence of a tree 
stump in a painting from the Great Mongol Sh¸hn¸ma, 
why should firewood be given such prominence in 
“The Bearded Man Drowning”?46

Whether firewood (hºzum) is representative of some 
word or concept in {Attar’s text or not, the artists of 
“The Bearded Man Drowning” have clearly chosen to 
emphasize it pictorially. It is presented on the ground 
in two separate clusters, one of which is further distin-
guished by its placement in the horizontal center of 
the illustration, in front of the man in blue. A larger 
mass of it is also being loaded onto the back of the 
donkey at the lower right. Although there is nothing 
in the text that directly refers to firewood, branches, 
or kindling, the depiction of firewood pictorially is 
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related, indeed pivotal to, the theme of this section 
of the Man«iq al-«ayr, and in fact central to the entire 
discourse on Sufism in general. Firewood, as fuel, is a 
substitute for temptations or stimuli in the discourse 
on the carnal self (nafs) and is one of the numerous 
ways in which the appetites and passions of the body 
have been figuratively conceptualized in Persian verse 
throughout the centuries.

The use of the Arabic word nafs in Persian might be 
rendered into English simply as “ego,” but depending 
on the context it can also mean self, soul, essence, life, 
carnal desire, passion, or—literally—penis.47  Writing 
in the fourteenth century, {Abd al-Razzaq Kashani 
described nafs as “a phrase defining the pure, vapor-
like essence that carries the power of life, senses, 
and motor-skills...called animal spirit.”48 Ultimately a 
Neoplatonic concept, nafs could be understood as an 
essence contained in all things—from rocks to angels—
with an intrinsic worth that increases with closer prox-
imity to God, so that the human soul is inherently 
worthier than that of a cat, and a cat’s soul worthier 
than that of a beetle, which is in turn of a higher rank 
than that of a plant, and so forth. As already men-
tioned, at this stage of the journey the seeker must 
be wary of the “carnal soul,” the part of man that is 
shared by lower life forms. In the context of {Attar’s 
text, the complete subjugation of nafs, as a proto-id, 
is essential if one is to have any hope of proximity or 
union with the Divine.49 The explicit use of the word 
nafs in the poem (2979) makes it clear that {Attar’s 
emphasis is on clarity, not mystification. Constrained 
as he is by the conventions of rhyme and meter, he 
plays with the language and emphasizes this explicit 
reference by stringing the word together with those 
for Satan, Pharaoh, and Haman, all standard allusions 
to nafs in its baser sense. 

The notion of nafs as Satan (Shay«¸n) is itself an allu-
sion to a hadith of the Prophet, which relates, “There 
is not one of you who does not have the Shay«¸n in 
him. They said, ‘And You, o Prophet of God?’ He said, 
‘Even I, except that my Lord has helped me so that my 
Shay«¸n has turned to Isl¸m.’”50 Due to the repeated 
Qur}anic references to Moses’ ordeals with the evils of 
the ancient Egyptian “false god” (e.g., 7:103–141 and 
28:2–10), the Pharaoh and, less often, Haman are reg-
ularly used in Sufi literature as metaphors for the dis-
obeying and baser manifestations of nafs and the mis-
chief caused by them.51 “Pharaoh” has been explicitly 
defined as an “allusion to vainglory and pride, to out-
of-control nafs.”52 Haman, who is mentioned in the 

Qur}an (e.g., 40:24) as one of Pharaoh’s men, like his 
master refused to accept Moses’ God-given authority 
and accused him of being a lying magician.53 In light 
of all this, {Attar’s use of Moses as a metaphor (2980) 
is a fitting antonym that neutralizes what’s tolerated, 
as it were, by the Pharaoh and Haman of one’s nafs.54 

In short, the text of the Man«iq al-«ayr is as explicit as 
can be in stating the thesis for this whole section: gar 
t¢ r¸ nafsº…buvad  (if you have [any] nafs…remaining 
[in you]), then it follows that dar t¢ fir{awnº…buvad 
(you [still] have some [qualities of the infidel] Pha-
raoh in you). After this diagnostic statement encap-
sulates the “problem,” the text continues its explica-
tion by offering the “prescription” for the sufferer. 
The prescriptive, as will become clearer presently, is 
exactly what animates the images in the foreground 
of “The Bearded Man Drowning.” 

It is clear, then, that the nexus between the text 
and the image is the carnal soul: the word itself—
nafs—and the metaphors alluding to it—Satan, Pha-
raoh, and Haman—all appear in {Attar’s text to help 
him state the thesis of this particular parable. The 
image of the firewood, an extension of the Pharaoh 
metaphor, strewn about the lower half of the minia-
ture in bunches and piles, is the pictorial representa-
tions of nafs in the painting. The conventions of Sufi 
poetry corroborate this link. The use of the phrase 
“firewood of Pharaoh” is common enough in Sufi lit-
erature to warrant its own entry in literary lexicons, 
where it is defined as “carnal cravings.”55

Having already dealt with several attributes of carnal 
desire earlier in his narrative, {Attar is now address-
ing worldly desires of a more complicated sort. Aside 
from ignorance, lust, and envy, our carnal souls will 
also be lured by a phenomenal world that can co-opt 
and subvert the disciplinary mechanisms we adopt to 
restrict it. In this case, the supposedly religious man’s 
conceit is exposed when his beard, while evincing the 
extent of his devotion, itself becomes a problem, unbe-
knownst to him, until it is perhaps too late. A seeker 
(s¸lik) must be ever so vigilant, making sure that all 
concerns with the phenomenal world and worldly pos-
sessions are eliminated from his or her soul. Seen in 
this light, the image of the dead trunks and branches 
about to be hauled away on the back of a donkey 
begins to take on a new meaning. Rumi’s Masnavº 
abounds in similar metaphors, even with verses that 
pair “Pharaoh” with “firewood”:            
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How ruined a cursed ego would make you, 
Would throw you off course fast and far.   
Your fire lacks the firewood of the Pharaoh;   
Otherwise it would blaze like the Pharaoh’s.56

Despite the nuances in reception of such verses by vari-
ous readers over time—as is obvious from numerous 
works of commentary on Rumi’s Masnavº—the refer-
ent for Pharaoh and firewood almost always remains 
intact.57 The same tropes with the same connotations 
vis-à-vis the carnal self had been used by {Attar in the 
Muªºbatn¸ma:
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Then I also have a pharaoh in my soul,
Which has nothing left but to profess the faith.58

In the Man«iq al-«ayr {Attar uses imagery that is sug-
gestive of a variation on what is depicted in the fore-
ground of “The Bearded Man Drowning.” It comes 
after the prologue, when the birds have begun to 
gather. As Francolin is being welcomed, we read the 
following lines:
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(36, 644-45)

Burn the carnal self, like the donkey of Jesus that it is,
Then, like Jesus, ignite your spirit for the Beloved.59  
    

Referring to the beast that carried Jesus to Jerusalem, 
“the donkey of Jesus” has allowed Sufi poets to oppose 
the negative attributes of the donkey to the positive 
attributes of its rider, who exemplifies a perfect soul.60 
Rumi is fond of contrasting the two:61
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Behold, o heart! Do not get false hopes with every intoxi-
 cation: 

Jesus is drunk with Truth, his donkey drunk with bar-
 ley.62

But even without reference to Jesus, the donkey 
remains a stand-in for carnal desires, as in {Attar’s 
Asr¸rn¸ma: “The kind of nature a donkey has is due 
to abundant dry wood,”63 or, in the Muªºbatn¸ma:64  
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You have the nature of an ass; I will not call you human. 
Eat barley, you donkey! Wheat is too good for you.65

Or, as Rumi later writes, 
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Our carnal soul is given the visage of a donkey by 
 Him
So that it might appear in conformity to our nature.66

Conventionally in Sufi poetry, if the seeker is not 
vigilant the carnal self will attempt to fulfill its pas-
sions. Moses, the Pharaoh, Jesus and his donkey, or 
the “fire of Pharaoh,” with their respective positive or 
negative connotations, all can be traced back to the 
teachings and stories of the Qur}an. Grasping and 
enjoying such literary allusions, of course, depends 
very much on the reader or listener’s knowledge of 
Sufi tropes (talmº¥¸t). As Glünz points out, “To an 
outside observer who does not share the doctrinal 
background and basic beliefs of the Sufi authors, this 
kind of interpretation of poetry might seem forced 
and arbitrary,” but it is clear from {Attar’s text that 
tropes like Pharaoh, Moses, and Haman—unlike, for 
instance “a big beard”—need no further explication 
to the initiated, so none is provided.67  Not just the 
poetry but Sufi discourse as a whole is predicated on 
figurative use of language;68 allusive language (ish¸ra) 
has been essential to Sufi discourse since at least the 
tenth century, and its collateral importance in Persian 
Sufi verse, as evidenced by ubiquitous symbolism and 
allegorical constructs in works of poetry, has been the 
subject of many studies.69 Since the familiarity of the 
artists at the Herat atelier of Sultan Husayn Bayqara 
with Sufi literature has also been acknowledged,70 it is 
safe to presume that the late-fifteenth-century artists 
responsible for illustrating {Attar’s Man«iq al-«ayr read-

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   95 10/18/2006   12:16:16 PM



chad kia96

ily took advantage of the imagery available in these 
literary sources. 

So the abundant appearance of firewood in the 
painting is directly related to the overarching issue 
being addressed in the textual passage, namely that 
of the carnal soul. But what are we to make of the 
tree, or what seems to remain of one, whose branch 
is being sawed off in the lower half of “The Bearded 
Man Drowning”?  Although visually it is linked to the 
firewood—it is the source of at least one pile on the 
ground, if not both—there is no mention of any tree 
in the text, at least not literally. 

Unlike the Pharaoh or Moses, “the tree” is not an 
allusion or metaphor developed within Persian poetry 
as it evolved throughout the centuries; rather it is 
a direct reference to verse 35 of the sura al-N¢r in 
the Qur}an. Kashani understands the “blessed olive 
tree”(shajarat al-zayt¢na) mentioned in this Qur}anic 
passage, which is the most pivotal template of Sufi 
ideology, as a specific reference to the kind of nafs 
possessed by humans: an intermediary between mind 
and body.71 Sometimes this “blessed olive tree” is also 
understood as the “tree of humanity.”72

As mentioned above, other than the carnal soul, 
which signifies passions such as lust, the concept of 
nafs also includes the idea of the soul in the medieval 
Christian sense—that is, the undying spirit of man, 
which other animals lack, and which in us is worth 
saving (or damning). {Attar’s counsel on the need 
for curbing one’s carnal desires in this passage does 
not concern an absolute beginner, who first and fore-
most must bring his or her unregenerate (amm¸ra) 
soul under control. Several attributes of this state are 
addressed in the earlier question-and-answer episodes 
of the Man«iq al-«ayr, where an anecdote about copu-
lating foxes, for example, rebukes one of man’s baser 
drives (112, 2023–26). Didactic poetry often advocates 
“killing” this particular carnal desire altogether, a trope 
that {Attar himself uses on occasion.73 At a later sta-
tion (maq¸m), the seeker must contend with his or 
her reproachful (lavv¸ma) soul, one that is desirous 
of a whole array of worldly needs that remain even 
when the baser desires are eliminated. At a later stage 
still, the soul is in a state where all becomes tranquil 
(mu«ma}ina).74

What we encounter in the episode about the drown-
ing fool and his beard is an explication and rebuke 
aimed at a Sufi devotee who has become complacent 
and presumptuous. At this stage, it is the censuring 
soul (nafs-i lavv¸ma) that is of concern. In the text, 

the beard is a stand-in for frivolous worldly preoccu-
pations. {Attar, playing with the double meaning of 
rºsh as “beard” and “lesion,” advocates warring against 
it (2981), abandoning it (2982), or making it one’s 
concern (2983), but never, either directly or implicitly 
by the use of common tropes such as rºshkan (uproot-
ing), does he suggest eliminating it. It is by overcom-
ing this stage that the soul will achieve, in turn, tran-
quility, content, subtlety, and finally perfection.75 The 
end goal of drowning in the “sea of unity,” often con-
veyed through the image of the drop of water merg-
ing with the ocean, is, of course, the ideal ultimate 
desire, but such a drowning is metaphorical.76 The 
“fool” in {Attar’s anecdote may not be drowning lit-
erally, but he is certainly not going to achieve annihi-
lation in the “ocean of oneness” unless he abandons 
his worldly concerns.77 The fool’s problematic drown-
ing is a variation on the prototypical Qur}anic story 
in which Pharaoh, who did not listen to Moses’ call 
to faith, drowned in the Red Sea.78

For Sufism the human soul is perfectible, and it is 
in this sense that the tree mentioned in the Qur}an 
often symbolizes that soul. The allusion to the Almighty 
as “gardener,” though not very common, does occur 
in Sufi poetry.79 Such an analogy is predicated on the 
idea of the human soul as a tree in need of care.80 
Rumi’s figurative language, as we have already seen in 
another example above, at times seems to describe more 
of what the Herati painters may have had in mind:81
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The gardener cuts off the harmful branch 
So that the tree can gain height and fruit.82      

Elsewhere Rumi even combines the metaphor of fire-
wood with our carnal bodies and the need for remov-
ing from ourselves this fuel, which serves no purpose 
except to feed the fires of hell:
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Firewood of hell is the body: trim it,  
And should more firewood sprout, remove it.83

The verse of the poet {Abd al-Rahman Jami, who was 
a contemporary of the artists at the court of Sultan 
Husayn Bayqara, and whose works had a great influence 
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on their artistic imagination, also utilizes the concept 
of carnal needs as branches or firewood:84
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O you, who like the branch of a plant are attached to 
 yourself,
You who are moved by the wind of carnal desires85

and
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He has gone to hell, don’t follow him. 
Don’t become the firewood of hell like him.86

and again, as if describing what the painters had in 
mind,
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What is a branch without leaves on a fruit-bearing 
 tree? 
If it does not bear fruit, it is nothing but firewood.87

Related to all this is the dark-skinned man standing 
behind the donkey on the lower right, whose earring 
suggests that he is a slave (ghul¸m or hind¢). Anecdot-
ally, such a stereotypical character in Persian literature 
(e.g., the story in Rumi’s Masnavº of the hind¢ slave 
who secretly lusted after his master’s daughter)88 is 
often used to signify a person with base morals or 
an outright infidel in need of conversion.89 By his 
depiction next to the firewood and the donkey, the 
slave is clearly implicated and no doubt expected to 
exit the picture leading the mule and its load (see 
line 2982, above).

The depictions of the donkey, the slave, the tree 
being trimmed, and the firewood in the lower half of 
“The Bearded Man Drowning” can indeed be described 
as a gloss, as earlier studies of this painting have sug-
gested, but it is a gloss not of the image from the 
upper half of the painting but rather of {Attar’s own 
complex system of imagery.90 Intertextually, Moses and 
the Pharaoh as well as firewood and the donkey are 
all part of the discourse of Sufism. Just as in {Attar’s 
figurative language, the lower half of the painting is 
meant to advocate resolve, in order that the seeker 
eliminate all traces of earthly desire associated with 

the carnal soul.91

Perhaps due to the striking blue color of his robe, 
the final figure in the lower half of “The Bearded Man 
Drowning” draws greater attention than the rest. This 
man, with a gray-white beard and a skullcap, is shown 
sitting on a rock just to the right of the vertical cen-
ter of the painting. In the context of contemporary 
Herat, he represents not just any man but rather a 
dervish, or Sufi master.92 

A common ritual performed by virtually all Sufi 
orders during the late fifteenth century was zikr, or 
remembrance and recollection of God.93 As a form 
of meditation, zikr typically requires that the pupil or 
spiritual disciple (murºd) repeat at least part of the 
profession of faith (l¸ il¸ha ill¸ All¸h) a specific num-
ber of times throughout the day, and in a particu-
lar manner.94 The Naqshbandi order, to which many 
members of the court and the leading artists of Herat 
belonged, is almost unique in having the silent zikr 
at the center of its pupils’ training;95 members of 
almost all other Sufi orders engaged in the loud zikr, 
sometimes accompanied with music.96 ~senbike Togan 
points out that Naqshbandi insistence upon the silent 
form of zikr for its murºds can be traced back no fur-
ther than the second half of the fifteenth century, and 
was mainly due to growing emphasis on the authority 
of the Sufi shaykhs (sing. murshid) over their pupils.97 
In fact, however, the gradual shift towards sanctioning 
the silent zikr appears not to have taken firm root until 
nearly a century after the execution of “The Bearded 
Man Drowning.”98

The point of all this, relative to “The Bearded Man 
Drowning,” is that the seated shaykh in the blue robe 
and the younger man to the left engaged in sawing 
off the tree branch are manifestations that signify the 
kind of meditation practiced by Naqshbandi initiates 
called “the sawing meditation” (zikr-i arra). This rit-
ual, named after the heavy sounds made by its prac-
titioners, is a type of loud zikr that later became asso-
ciated with the Rifa{i dervishes.99 The sawing zikr was 
allegedly begun by Ahmad Yasavi (d. 1166), who stud-
ied under Yusuf al-Hamadani, a shaykh in the chain of 
leadership of what later came to be called the Naqsh-
bandi Sufi order.100 Yasavi became one of Hamada-
ni’s leading disciples (khalºfa), and his vocal sawing 
seems to have had a lasting influence over the Naqsh-
bandis, the order to which he originally belonged, 
even though he formed his own Central Asian Yasa -
viyya order. Togan, citing Joseph Fletcher and the six-
teenth-century Naqshbandi Sufi Khoja Ahmad Kasani, 
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suggests that although the Naqshbandi leaders pre-
ferred the silent zikr, the sawing zikr was still both 
acceptable and practiced more than fifty years after 
the Herati images were painted.101 Apparently, the 
use of vocal zikr-i arra was deemed especially helpful 
for new initiates.102

It is important to emphasize that the dervish in blue 
is not engaged in zikr. His particular pose is unlike 
those associated with the rituals of meditation. Both 
he and the younger man who is sawing are depicted 
open-eyed and directly in each other’s line of vision, 
as though gazing at each other. The eyes of the der-
vish suggest that he is occupied solely with watching 
the young man who is sawing a branch off the tree in 
front of him. Baha} al-Din Naqshband himself is sup-
posed to have taught that the pupil “must not turn 
his face to anything in this world except to the master 
who will take him to the Presence of God.” According 
to him, there are three ways that “those who know” 
(i.e., Sufi masters) attain their knowledge: contempla-
tion, vision, and reckoning. The permission for the 
zikr must be given by the master, and the seeker must 
direct his heart toward the spiritual master.103

Perhaps the most authoritative source on this point 
is the leading figure of the Naqshbandi order in Herat, 
the poet Jami.104 The influence of Jami’s literary imag-
ination on the court painters of Herat, as exemplified 
by the depiction of Zulaykha’s palace in an illustration 
of the B¢st¸n of Sa{di, may also help explain the depic-
tion in the foreground of “The Bearded Man Drown-
ing.”105 In the first book of his Silsilat al-dhahab, Jami 
explicates his opinions on orthodox rituals as well as 
types of conduct associated with Sufism, such as ascet-
icism, solitude (khalwat) and meditation (zikr)—both 
the “manifest” zikr (jalº), and the silent zikr (khafº).106 
Writing on the virtues of these two methods of med-
itation, Jami seems to be an advocate of silent medi-
tation (zikr-i khafº):

�� "��,/ P,�  ��� P,��#5
�� "��,/ �#5 ��� "# ��0

� ��� ����  � 	,� "��� ��
� � ����4� "��� *�'� ���,

Zikr is a treasure, and treasure is better kept hidden.
Make an effort, do justice to the hidden zikr. 
Be dumb in your tongue, silent in your lips;   
One’s ear is not a confidant in this transaction.107

After expounding on the benefits of zikr, includ-
ing the orthographic significance of l¸ il¸ha ill¸ 
All¸h,108 which the initiate is required to recite repeat-
edly during zikr, Jami condemns noisy public medita-
tions, characterized by singing (¸v¸z) and dancing 
(raqª). He does this by devoting a whole section to 
“reproaching” those who organize and partake in such 
exhibitionism in what he entitles:

K$�,� �Q0!��  *� 6 R��!0� ��0 �� �# "�,� ��5� ��

   

On the reproach of those who, in order to gather com-
mon people and gain another means of livelihood, 
populate their assemblies with them and openly and 
publicly engage with zikr of the Almighty, Glory be to 
His Highness109

This is followed by an illustrative anecdote in which 
the term “saw” (arra) is itself implicated in Jami’s 
condemnation: 

��� ���� �/ � M �� ���'
��� ��� �� �� J 5 "���

His throat gets torn by the harsh sound; 
He cuts the neck of joy with a saw.        

       
However, a bit further on (line 514), Jami also cen-
sures those who place their heads on their knees in 
a sitting position and do not make sounds or noises 
with their breath:111

…those who claim to conduct their zikr in their hearts 
and assume the outward appearances of such practice 
and consider it to be silent [khafº] zikr but don’t know 
that it also has the same command as the public zikr, 
and in fact even public zikr would be better than this, 
because at least in public zikr the essence of meditation 
is investigative...unlike the silent zikr.112

Finally (lines 575–617), Jami explains that his real 
intention is to condemn neither the silent nor the 
loud zikr but only to reproach those who abuse such 
practices for carnal pleasures, and that to be delivered 
from self-involvement and selfishness is impossible 
except in the service of a pºr (a spiritual guide, shaykh, 
or murshid, but literally an old man).

���0� "���� �� ��4��� "Q6�  ��0 -��� ��  �,����
?,���, -�L!�� ��4!  �,�'�� J' �#5

110

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   98 10/18/2006   12:16:23 PM



picturing the figurative in a late-fifteenth-century painting from herat 99

-���  ��!$�� " 8 ��/
-���  0 ��0� *�#� �,� 

If you find a pºr do not detach from him;      
If not, do not cease your search for him.113

 
What we see in the lower half of “The Bearded Man 
Drowning” alludes to a seeker who is engaged in the 
“saw” meditation: he is “rejecting evil whisperings and 
the ego’s insinuations” under the supervision of his 
Sufi shaykh, his pºr.114 In other words, what we see is 
the young (beardless) pupil or seeker (murºd), who 
is in effect performing the “saw meditation”—literally 
and figuratively, that is, manifestly and metaphori-
cally—under the gaze of his Sufi shaykh; all the while, 
he does not turn his face to anything in this world 
except his master. As mentioned earlier, this is exactly 
what {Attar’s text prescribes. The image of the young 
man sawing the last branch off the tree is a pictorial 
allusion both to the concerns raised by {Attar’s text 
and to a contemporary practice that addresses such 
concerns—the sawing zikr.

Seen in the historical context of late-fifteenth-century 
Herat, where the practice of composing elaborate rid-
dles such as acrostics, chronograms, and enigmas was 
an obsession, it seems only appropriate that the art-
ists of this and the other two miniatures in the Man«iq 
al-«ayr would also indulge in a bit of pictorial riddle-
making.115 In fact, contemporary accounts reveal that 
Mir {Ali Shir Nava{i—the friend, confidant, and “foster 
brother” of Husayn Bayqara, who may well have been 
the patron of this manuscript—coveted riddles, espe-
cially enigmas (mu{amm¸t).116 Whoever the patron and 
whatever the particulars of the commission, the gen-
eral disposition favoring riddles at this “center of lit-
erary and artistic life” would be perfectly in line with 
the composing of enigmatic illustrations.117

The notion of pictorial riddle also comes to mind 
given certain depictions in the last original painting 
in the manuscript, the nexus between whose enig-
matic elements and {Attar’s accompanying text cor-
roborates the analogous relationship in “The Bearded 
Man Drowning.” This miniature, “Shaykh Mahna and 
the Old Peasant”118 (fig. 3), illustrates {Attar’s anecdote 
about the two named characters but again contains 
unexplained figures and details that begin to make 
more sense in relation to the content of {Attar’s text. 
Here too we have a divided picture, half of which—in 
this case, the lower half—depicts literally the events 
described in the anecdote about Shaykh Mahna:

Shaykh Mahna, in great sadness,
Went to the wilderness, with anguished heart and 
 eyes bloodshot with tears.
He saw from a distance an old peasant 
Driving a cow: he shone with light.
The Shaykh went toward him and said hello and
Explained to him the condition of his great sadness.
 (184, 3303–5)

This story about Shaykh Mahna is one among several 
anecdotes used by the protagonist (the Hoopoe is no 
longer mentioned by name) to describe the first of 
the seven valleys on the way to Mount Qaf.119

The Herati painters of “Shaykh Mahna and the Old 
Peasant,” have depicted melons clustered in the upper 
half of the painting, not unlike the firewood in “The 
Bearded Man Drowning.” To the left, behind the seated 
man in green, we can see one mass of them; they are 
of the variety identifiable as kharbuza. More of the 
same variety can be seen piled into a pan of the scale 
held by the standing man in the upper center. The 
seated man in green is also holding one such melon 
in his hand. This image of country people weighing 
and apparently selling melons bears no apparent rela-
tion to {Attar’s anecdote about Shaykh Mahna. 

Again, any comprehensive approach to deciphering 
this painting must consider the theme of {Attar’s anec-
dote. At this point in the narrative, the cycle of ques-
tions and answers deals with the details of the actual 
journey to Mount Qaf. The story of Shaykh Mahna 
belongs to a section in which {Attar, having enumer-
ated the seven valleys through which the birds must 
travel, uses parables and anecdotes to explain the first 
of them, the Valley of the Quest («alab). The problem 
under discussion here is the need for volition on the 
part of the seeker to seek, to know, and to become 
one with the Beloved. In this first stage on the path 
to Sufism, through the Valley of the Quest, the seeker 
must be eager in his pursuit; as {Attar writes: 

�� � ��!�� � ���� ��2��
(181, 3244)

Your head will turn to the quest from your own eager-
 ness. 

and

��S!,� �� ��2�# ���� ���
��T, �� �� �,# "�0 , ����(

(183, 3285)
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Fig. 3. Shaykh Mahna and the old peasant. Folio 49v from an illustrated manuscript of the Man«iq al-«ayr of {Attar, ca. 1487. 
Ink, opaque watercolor, silver, and gold on paper. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fletcher Fund, 1963.210.49. (Photo © 
1986 by the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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In anticipation of the quest, a man must          
Bequeath his life on the path at any time.  
  

However, the anecdote about the old peasant giving 
advice to Shaykh Mahna is specifically about a concern 
that is collateral to the quest, namely, patience (ªabr). 
The «¸lib¸n, or seekers, must possess limitless patience 
if they want their quest to come to fruition. As the 
enlightened old peasant tells Shaykh Mahna: 

�� ���� � ��M �� "����2
�# �( �!$� �, ���M ���2

(185, 3311)

Much is the patience that seekers need;  
Not every one can be a patient seeker 

The necessity of patience, repeated by mystics and 
poets in thousands of homilies such as “Only through 
patience does the fruit become sweet,” is well known 
to the students of Persian and Sufi poetry.120 The 
word for patience, ªabr, also designates aloe, a plant 
known for its bitter taste.121 The compound name for 
the kind of sweet, white-fleshed melon depicted here 
(kharbuza) is formed of the words khar and buza, the 
first meaning “big,” and the second meaning “tasty,” 
i.e., great- or sweet-tasting melon.122

As a motif in Persian literature, kharbuza has been 
used as an antonym for both sourness and bitter-
ness. Sa{di in his Gulist¸n satirizes corrupt judges who 
reward a bribe of cucumbers with sweetness worth a 
whole field of kharbuza melons.123 Rumi exalts the 
sweetness of this melon, especially when it is offered 
by the bounty of the Beloved:

*� � "� ��"�� �$� 8�� �,��
*��,� "�� ��� ����� "���� �8�!

A melon slice remained; he said, I will eat this,
To see how sweet a melon it is.124

In his supplication for patience as a stage on the path 
to the Truth in Sub¥at al-abr¸r, Jami, addressing God, 
writes, 

"# "��� ��,$ ��$����M
"# "����  ��� ��M ��!

Grant patience to be the creed of his poverty and anni-
 hilation; 
Sweeten the bitterness of patience for him.125

and
��� "����(� �# �,8 ��� ��M
��� "���� �#�  8�( ����6

Patience, even though it is like poison, 
In the end is sweet like sugar.126

      
The image at the upper right of a third man, who holds 
a large, empty bag, may help us understand the paint-
ers’ own sort of wordplay with bitter “patience”(ªabr) 
and the sweet taste of kharbuza melons. It is easy to 
accept that this man is depicted as either waiting or 
seeking («alab): leaning slightly forward, he holds the 
bag open, as though ready for it to be filled. Without 
taking into account the significance of other details 
in the painting and their relations to the text—such 
as {Attar’s specific reference to idols (185, 3318) and 
its relation to the Buddha-like figure seated under the 
tree next to the leashed dog—we may construct the 
following narrative involving the image of the three 
men in the upper half of “Shaykh Mahna and the 
Old Peasant”: a man is waiting patiently for his fill 
of  “sweet taste” (as kharbuza could be translated lit-
erally), or until the bitter (ªabr) taste of waiting with 
patience (ªabr) is recompensed with a bag of sweet 
melons (kharbuza). One can imagine that the depic-
tion of melons and what they allude to would have 
been much more pleasant to decipher for residents 
of Herat, a city closer in proximity to Bukhara and 
Khwarazm, regions supposedly known for cultivation 
of this particular melon.127

Alternatively, we can see the waiting man as a seeker 
(«¸libº), seeking («alab) cantaloupes («¸libº) in the Val-
ley of the Quest («alab), for the Herati painters have, 
in fact, depicted at least two varieties of melon in 
this painting. Among the cluster of melons on the 
left, behind the seated man in green, the uppermost 
melon visible is decidedly different from the rest. This 
round, beige, corrugated melon resembles a variety 
of cantaloupe, the Persian word for which—«¸libº—is 
a homonym of that for “a seeker.” Three anecdotes 
earlier in this same section of the Man«iq al-«ayr, when 
{Attar describes the Valley of the Quest, we read,
�رط���� ط�ب ���د �ن�  ,that is, “You must seek thus ,ا�ن
if [you are] a seeker [«¸libº]” (182, 3271). In Persian 
this pun sounds indistinguishable from, “you must seek 
thus, if [it is] a cantaloupe.” The addition of this kind 
of melon to the pile may have been a pictorial pun: the 
fact that «alab, «¸lib, or «¸lib¸n (quest, seeker, or seekers) 
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occurs eight times in the story about Shaykh Mahna 
may well have caused the artists to make an associa-
tion with “cantaloupe” («¸libº), leading to yet another 
pictorial play in the depiction of the text. An account 
of a banquet attended by dignitaries and artists in 
contemporary Herat at which the local literati engaged 
in flights of ribaldry and bawdy rhetorical exchanges 
is replete with verbal examples of such sophisticated 
repartees and puns.128 It is clear, at any rate, that word 
association lurks behind the iconographic program 
for “Shaykh Mahna and the Old Peasant,” just as it 
does for “The Bearded Man Drowning.”   

Maria Eva Subtelny has traced the evolution of lit-
erary genres and tastes that culminated in verbal puz-
zles of various types becoming “something of the rage” 
in Herat during the last decades of the fifteenth cen-
tury.129 If “riddle-like verse forms,” such as the enigmas 
presented at court banquets or other forums for rhe-
torical exchange, were so complicated “that the solu-
tion was often provided beforehand,” then the allu-
sions made by the images in the lower half of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning,” and the upper half of “The 
Funeral Procession” and “Shaykh Mahna and the Old 
Peasant,” must have seemed delightful and compara-
tively easy to decipher.130 Certainly these images were 
an acceptable form of “pictorial acrobatics.”

The selective adaptation of the received Timurid 
painting conventions that led to the appearance of the 
“new style” in Persian miniatures without disturbing 
the basic mechanisms of continuity in Persian manu-
script illustration seems ultimately linked to Sufi lit-
erary discourse in late-fifteenth-century Herat. The 
poetic genealogy of Sufi verse is a rich tradition of 
metaphorical and figurative language from which, as 
I have argued, Herati artists, consciously or otherwise, 
seem to have appropriated certain tropes for picto-
rial depiction. I have also suggested that the practices 
of the vastly influential contemporary Sufi order, the 
Naqshbandiyya, inspired the painters’ imaginations, 
notably in their proclivity for details. In particular, my 
close study of the images in the foreground of “The 
Bearded Man Drowning” confirms what the cursory 
analysis of the other two contemporary paintings also 
indicates: that the three paintings in the Metropoli-
tan Museum Man«iq al-«ayr contain pictorial wordplays 
analogous, but not identical, to the verbal allusions 
of the text they accompany. That a similar approach 
to images in other manuscripts will affect the ways we 
understand the iconography of Persian manuscript 

painting during subsequent decades is an exciting 
prospect awaiting future studies.

Columbia University

NOTES

1. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Fletcher Fund, 63.210. 
The date specified by a formula in the colophon of the manu-
script has been variously interpreted as 888 (1483) and 892 
(1487); see Ebadullah Bahari, Bihzad: Master of Persian Paint-
ing (London: I. B. Tauris, 1996), 48–49.

2. Thomas W. Lentz, “Changing Worlds: Bihzad and the New 
Painting,” in Persian Masters: Five Centuries of Painting, ed. 
Sheila Canby (Bombay: Marg Publications, 1990), 45. 

3. Farºd al–Dºn Mu¥ammad {A««¸r-i Nºsh¸burº (hereafter {A««¸r), 
The Conference of the Birds, trans. Afkham Darbandi and Dick 
Davis (London:  Penguin, 1984); idem, The Speech of the Birds: 
Concerning Migration to the Real, The Man«iqu ’«-Þair, trans. 
P. W. Avery (Cambridge, England: The Islamic Texts So ciety, 
1998).

4. Accession no. 63.210.35, fol. 28r. See Marie Lukens Swieto-
chowski, “The Historical Background and Illustrative Charac-
ter of the Metropolitan Museum’s Mantiq al-Tayr of 1483,” in 
Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, ed. R. Ettinghau-
sen (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1972), 54.

5. Accession no. 63.210.44, fol. 44r.
6. Cited by Priscilla Soucek, “Comments on Persian Painting,” 

Iranian Studies 7, 1–2 (1974): 73.
7. Unless otherwise stated, all verses from the Man«iq al-«ayr are 

quoted from {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. Sayyid Õ¸diq G¢harºn 
(Tehran: Intish¸r¸t-i {Ilmº va Farhangº, 1381/2003), followed 
by the page and line numbers. English translations are mine 
unless otherwise noted. For an excellent English translation, 
see that of Darbandi and Davis (cited in n. 3, above), 152–
53.

8. This verse is worded exactly as it appears on the upper left 
side of the painting.  

9. Rºsh can mean either “beard” or “wound, injury.”  
10. See, for example, the study of two sixteenth-century Persian 

paintings by Oleg Grabar and Mika Natif, “Two Safavid Paint-
ings: An Essay in Interpretation,” Muqarnas 18 (2001): 173–
202. 

11. Marie Lukens Swietochowski, “The School of Herat from 
1450 to 1506,” in The Art of the Book in Central Asia, ed. Basil 
Gray (UNESCO, 1979), 204, where Swietochowski holds that 
the “scene of the woodcutters” in the foreground of this 
illustration is “extraneous” to the text; cf. A. S. Melikian-
Chirvani, “Khw¸je Mºrak Naqq¸sh,” Journal Asiatique 276 
(1988): 97–146; and Bahari, Bihzad. 

12. Accession no. 63.210.35, fol. 35r. Milstein states that the art-
ists of such illustrations have abandoned “the narrative event” 
and painted “scenes irrelevant to the progression of the actual 
story but reflecting a spiritual condition or stage on the Sufi 
path.” However, as I argue here, {Attar’s narrative, including 
all the various anecdotes, is about spiritual conditions and 
stages on the Sufi path. See Rachel Milstein, “Sufi Elements 
in the Late Fifteenth-Century Painting of Herat,” in Studies 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   102 10/18/2006   12:17:32 PM



picturing the figurative in a late-fifteenth-century painting from herat 103

in Memory of Gaston Wiet, ed. Myriam Rosen-Ayalon (Jerusa-
lem: Institute of Asian and African Studies, Hebrew Univer-
sity, 1977), 357, 361–62.

13. {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, 128.
14. As Badi{ al-Zaman Furuzanfar points out, the Hoopoe’s answers 

to the questions about the Path are sometimes “defective and 
unacceptable.” Here, for example, it is unclear whether the 
questioner, who uses the excuse of death to forgo the journey, 
is afraid of natural death or of a metaphorical death related to 
the required abandonment of the mundane ways of life. It is 
unclear why the risk of natural death is any greater for a Sufi 
initiate than a layperson, yet both Furuzanfar and Hellmut 
Ritter treat {Attar’s reference to death in this passage literally, 
not metaphorically. See Badº{ al-Zam¸n Fur¢z¸nfar, Shar¥-i 
a¥v¸l va naqd va ta¥lºl-i ¸s¸r-i Shaykh Farºd al-Dºn Mu¥ammad 
{A««¸r-i Nºsh¸b¢rº (Tehran: Dihkhud¸ Publishers, 1353/1974), 
317 and 374; Hellmut Ritter, The Ocean of the Soul: Men, the 
World, and God in the Stories of Farºd al-Dºn {A««¸r, trans. John 
O’Kane (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2003), 42.   

15. Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 34–45. 
16. Omar Khayy¸m, Edward Fitzgerald, Rub¸iy¸t of Omar Khayy¸m 

(New York: Avenel Books, n.d.), rub¸{º no. 60. The English 
translations of Qur}an 6:2 and all subsequent Qur}anic pas-
sages cited are from Al-Qur}an: A Contemporary Translation, 
trans. Ahmed Ali (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1984).

17. Mawl¸n¸ Jal¸l al-Dºn Mu¥ammad-i Balkhº (hereafter R¢mº), 
Masnavº-i Ma{navº, ed. R. A. Nicholson (Tehran: Majºd Pub-
lishers, 1382/2004), bk. 2, l. 696.

18. Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 35–36.  
19. {A««¸r, Muªºbatn¸ma, ed. N¢r¸nº Vaª¸l (Tehran: Zav¸r, 

1364/1986), 58.
20. Melikian-Chirvani, “Khw¸je Mºrak Naqq¸sh,” 122.  
21. Ibid. 
22. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 5, ll. 1764 and 1766.
23. Annemarie Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions of Islam (Chapel 

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1975), 365.
24. {Attar in his Muªºbatn¸ma associates oil lamps with life: 

��� � � U��8 "��# ��!, �
��� � � ,� ! �� ���� � �
���, ����8 "�� �������
�8�� !$� �����, ��� ��

��� � )� ����  ! U��8 " 8
�T� �,   �� �,�� "��, �,

 
 See {A««¸r, Muªºbatn¸ma, 89. Schimmel observes that cats were 

associated with miracles, and that convents kept cats as guard-
ians. See Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 209. Togan relates the 
stories of Bah¸} al-Dºn Naqshband, who at night visited the 
tombs of saints, where light was visible: see ~senbike Togan, 
“The Khafº–Jahrº Controversy in Central Asia Revisited,” in 
Naqshbandis in Western and Central Asia: Change and Continu-
ity, ed. Elisabeth Özdalga (Istanbul: Swedish Research Insti-
tute, 1994), 27.

25. Muhammad Hisham Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Sufi Way: His-
tory and Guidebook of the Saints of the Golden Chain (Chicago: 

Kazi Publications, 1995), 189. See also Schimmel, Mystical 
Dimensions, 175, 238–39.

26. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 306–8; Milstein,“Sufi Elements,” 
363. In the tenth essay of his Asr¸rn¸ma, {Attar writes:

�����6��� "�0 ������ �,!
�����8�8 � � �! "�0 �, ,�� "!�,

                    
 See {A««¸r, Asr¸rn¸ma, Pandn¸ma, ghazaliyy¸t-i {irf¸nº, ed. 

Mu¥ammad {Abb¸sº (Tehran: Fakhr-i R¸zº, 1363/1985), 
104.

27. Schimmel cites crows as symbols of the material world: see 
Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 307–8. Regarding snakes, Rumi 
writes وت را �آش درا��دا�ر��  “Begin by killing the serpent of 
desire” (lest it turn into a dragon): R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, 
bk. 2, l. 3472.

28. Oleg Grabar and Cynthia Robinson, eds., Islamic Art and Lit-
erature (Princeton: Markus Wiener Publishers, 2001). 

29. Lisa Golombek, “Toward a Classification of Islamic Painting,” 
in Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, ed. R. Etting-
hausen (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1972), 23–
34.

30. M. Glünz, “Sufism, Shi{ism, and Poetry in Fifteenth-Century 
Iran: The Ghazals of Asiri-i Lahiji,” in Timurid Art and Culture: 
Iran and Central Asia in the Fifteenth Century, ed. Lisa Golombek 
and Maria Subtelny (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1992), 198.

31. {A««¸r, Speech of the Birds, trans. Avery; also see Dick Davis’s 
introduction in {A««¸r, Conference of the Birds, trans. Darbandi, 
9–25.

32. See Taqº P¢rn¸md¸rºy¸n, Dºd¸r b¸ Sºmurgh: Haft maq¸la dar 
{irf¸n, va shi{r va andºsha-i {A««¸r (Tehran: Institute for Human-
ities and Cultural Studies, 1996), 107–22. 

33. Fur¢z¸nfar, Shar¥-i a¥v¸l, 317.
34. Sa{ºd Nafºsº, Sar chashma-i taªavvuf dar µr¸n (Tehran: Fur¢ghº, 

1343/1965), 32–42.  Regarding ma{rifa, or gnosis, see Schim-
mel, Mystical Dimensions, 130. 

35. Most twentieth-century publications of the Man«iq al-«ayr have 
divided the text into numbered chapters, which vary from 
edition to edition: cf. {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, and 
idem, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. M. J. Mashk¢r (Tehran: Kit¸bfur¢-
shº-i  Þihr¸n, 1347/1968).

36. Nafºsº, Sar chashma-i taªavvuf, 169.
37. {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, 161–67, ll. 2897–2994. 
38. Fur¢z¸nfar, Shar¥-i a¥hv¸l, 387.
39. {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, 163, l. 2939.
40. Ibid., 164, ll. 2953ff.
41. Ibid., 167, l. 2993. 
42. Rºsh can mean “beard” or “wound,” a verbal pun (ºh¸m) by 

{Attar.
43. Parv¸ means “care,” “fear,” or “concern.”
44. M. H. A. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms, 6th ed. (Orlando: 

Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1993), 6. For a discussion 
qualifying such concepts and terminology for Persian poetry, 
specifically Hafiz, see Julie Scott Meisami, “Allegorical Tech-
niques in the Ghazals of Hafez,” Edebiyât 4, 1 (1979): 1–40.

45. See Ritter’s rendition of this anecdote in Ritter, Ocean of the 
Soul, 355. 

46. Golombek, “Classification of Islamic Painting,” 27.
47. Sºr¢s Shamºs¸, Farhang-i ish¸r¸t-i adabiyy¸t-i F¸rsº: As¸«ºr, sunan, 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   103 10/18/2006   12:17:33 PM



chad kia104

¸d¸b, i{tiq¸d¸t, {ul¢m, 2 vols. (Tehran: Firdaws, 1377/1998), 
s.v. nafs.

48. My translation. See {Abd al-Razz¸q K¸sh¸nº, Iª«il¸¥¸t al-ª¢fiyya, 
y¸, Farhang-i iª«il¸¥¸t-i {irf¸n va taªavvuf, trans. Mu¥ammad 
Khv¸j¸vº (Tehran: Mawl¸, 1372/1993), 144.

49. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 112–14. 
50. Shamºs¸, Farhang-i ish¸r¸t-i adabiyy¸t-i F¸rsº, 781.  
51. {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, 332 (explanatory note for 

l. 2979). 
52. Ja{far Sajj¸dº, Farhang-i iª«il¸¥¸t va ta{bºr¸t-i {irf¸nº (Tehran: 

ðuh¢ri, 1375/1996), 621.
53. {Att¸r, Speech of the Birds, trans. Avery, 496, n. 194. 
54. {Abd al-Karºm Jurbazad¸r, Ta{bºr¸t-i {irf¸nº az zab¸n-i {A««¸r-i 

Nºsh¸buri (Tehran: As¸«ºr, 1374/1995), 141 and 185–86. For 
examples in Rumi, see Ra¥ºm {Afºfº, Farhangn¸ma-i shi{rº, bar 
as¸s-i ¸s¸r-i sh¸{ir¸n-i qarn-i sivvum t¸ y¸zdahum-i Hijrº, 3 vols. 
(Tehran: Sur¢sh, 1372/1993), vol. 2, 1903–4.  

55. {Afºfº, Farhangn¸ma, vol. 3, 2676.
56. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 3, ll. 974–75.
57. For example, see R¢mº, Masnavº, 6 vols., ed. Mu¥ammad 

Isti{l¸mº (Tehran: Zavv¸r, 1369/1990), vol. 3, 262.
58.  {A««¸r, Muªºbatn¸ma, 16.  Also, Ri¾a Ashr¸fz¸da, Farhang-

i nav¸dir-i lugh¸t va tarkºb¸t va ta{bºr¸t-i ¸s¸r-i {A««¸r-i 
Nºsh¸burº (Mashhad: @st¸n-i Quds-i Ra¾avº, 1367/1988), 
639, cites: 

) ( " 6�$ �� �� � ����� �!
��(�" 6�$ ��� �� "� , 6�$

 Until this pharaoh of lust drowns in the water 
 Give my “Pharaohness” to the Pharaoh.  
59. See also Sajj¸dº, Farhang-i iª«il¸¥¸t, 284. 
60. Annemarie Schimmel, A Two-Colored Brocade: The Imagery of Per-

sian Poetry (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press), 78 
and 348, n. 125. See also {Afºfº, Farhangn¸ma, vol. 1, 774.

61. Schimmel, Two-Colored Brocade, 78.
62. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 4, l. 2692. 
63. See the last couplet of the penultimate “tale” in essay 19 of 

{A««¸r, Asr¸rn¸ma, 169.
64. See also Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 215.  
65. {A««¸r, Muªºbatn¸ma, 85.
66. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 5, l. 1394.
67. Glünz, “Sufism, Shi{ism, and Poetry,” 196.
68. Schimmel, Two-Colored Brocade, introduction.
69. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 59. On analogical composition, 

see Julie Scott Meisami, Medieval Persian Court Poetry (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1987), 36–39.  

70. Thomas W. Lentz, and Glenn D. Lowry, Timur and the Princely 
Vision: Persian Art and Culture in the Fifteenth Century (Los 
Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1989), 251–
53 and 285, where the authors state that poets and artists of 
this period “were expected to know the work of earlier mas-
ters and to be able to incorporate minor details and entire 
compositions from the past.” Also see Basil Gray, “Timurid 
Pictorial Arts,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, 7 vols. (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1968–91), vol. 6, The Timu-
rid and Safavid Periods, 869; Melikian-Chirvani, “Khw¸je Mºrak 
Naqq¸sh,” 134.

71. K¸sh¸nº, Iª«il¸¥¸t al-ª¢fiyya, 144.
72. Sajj¸dº, Farhang-i iª«il¸h¸t, 381.  W. C. Chittick points out that 

in the theophany of Ibn {Arabi, and thence of Jami, the [per-
fect] individual as an example of a manifestation of God is 
symbolized by the tree: see William C. Chittick, “The Perfect 
Man As the Prototype of the Self in the Sufism of J¸mº,” Stu-
dia Islamica 49 (1979): 155.

73. See Q¸dir F¸¾ilº, Farhang-i maw¾¢{º-i adab-i P¸rsº: Maw¾¢{bandº 
va naqd va barrasº-i Man«iq al-«ayr va Pandn¸ma-i Shaykh Farºd 
al-Dºn {A««¸r-i Nºsh¸b¢rº (Tehran: Tal¸ya, 1374/1995), 406.

74. See J. Spencer Trimingham, The Sufi Orders in Islam (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 154–57.

75. For the many nuances of nafs, see Badº{ al-Zam¸n Fur¢z¸nfar, 
Farhang-e Fur¢z¸nfar, ed. Maryam al-S¸d¸t Ranjbar (Isfahan: 
Nashr-i Pursish, 1374/1995), 639–46; also see Sajj¸dº, Far-
hang-i iª«il¸¥¸t, 763–68, and K¸sh¸nº, Iª«il¸¥¸t al-ª¢fiyya, 144–
46.  

76. Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 613–14. 
77. On the “Primordial Ocean,” see Ritter, Ocean of the Soul, 

631. 
78. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 113.  
79. Qasim Ghani cites the example of Bayazid Bistami thanking 

the Almighty for “removing the stalk and petiole of nafs from 
before me”: Q¸sim Ghanº, Ba¥s dar ¸s¸r va afk¸r va a¥v¸l-i 
Ý¸fi¬, 2 vols. (Tehran: Zavv¸r, 1375/1996), vol. 2, 229. Also 
see Julie Scott Meisami, “The World’s Pleasance: Hafiz’s Alle-
gorical Gardens,” Comparative Criticism 5 (1983): 168. 

80. The gardener is also used as a metaphor for the sorrowful 
Sufi in need of seeing his “garden,” as in this couplet by 
Jami, “O God, please do not hold so much back from the 
gardener, so that I can have one look at the newly bloom-
ing garden of mine”; see Sajj¸dº, Farhang-i iª«il¸¥¸t, 692. Jami, 
especially in his Sub¥at al-abr¸r, makes repeated references to 
trees and uses the expression shajara-i dil (tree of the heart), 
apparently with the idea that the Beloved should, as the gar-
dener or otherwise, tend to his heart: see N¢r al-Dºn {Abd al-
Ra¥m¸n J¸mº-i Khur¸s¸nº, Masnavº-i haft awrang, ed. Murta¾¸ 
Mudarris Gºl¸nº (Tehran: Kit¸bfur¢shº-i Sa{dº, 1361/1982), 
462, 467. 

81. Parenthetically, the poet Jami, who was an influential Naqsh-
bandi leader and a friend of Mir {Ali Shir Nava}i as well as 
of the Timurid sultan, is recorded on one occasion to have 
been mistaken specifically for a hºzum-kash (firewood car-
rier) due to his clothes and personal appearance. See {Alº 
Shºr Nav¸}º, Dºv¸n-i Amºr Ni¬¸m al-Dºn {Alº Shºr Nav¸}º-i f¸nº, 
ed. Rukn al-Dºn Hum¸y¢n Farrukh (Tehran: Kit¸bkh¸na Ibn 
Sºn¸, 1342/1964), 31–33.

82. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 1, l. 3869. 
83. Ibid., bk. 5, l. 1098. 
84. Marianna Shreve Simpson, Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang: 

A Princely Manuscript from Sixteenth-Century Iran (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1998), 18–25. 

85. J¸mº, Sub¥at al-abr¸r, vol. 1; idem, Haft awrang, ed. J¸bilq¸ D¸d 
Alºsh¸h, et al. (Tehran: Daftar-i Mºr¸s-i Makt¢b, 1378/2000), 
655, l. 1966. 

86. J¸mº, Haft awrang: see Sal¸m¸n va abs¸l, 444, l. 1045. 
87. A qi«{a by Jami in Dºv¸n-i J¸mº, ed. H. Pazhman (Tehran: 

Ýusayn Ma¥m¢dº, n.d.), 300. Quoted also by A{l¸kh¸n 
Afªa¥z¸d, Naqd wa barrasº-i ¸s¸r va shar¥-i a¥v¸l-i J¸mº (Tehran: 
Mºr¸s-i Makt¢b, 1378/1999), 76.

88. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 6, ll. 249–352. 

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   104 10/18/2006   12:17:35 PM



picturing the figurative in a late-fifteenth-century painting from herat 105

89. See also “The Tale of an Indian King,” {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, 
ed. G¢harºn, 149–50, ll. 2667–85. 

90. It is possible to see in almost any image what Melikian-Chirvani, 
“Khw¸je Mºrak Naqq¸sh,” calls “the perishable character of life 
in the transient world.” This observation has been repeated 
by others, such as, most recently, Eleanor Sims, Peerless Images: 
Persian Painting and Its Sources (New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2002), 168. Regarding the artist of these illustra-
tions, Melikan-Chirvani writes, “Il témoigne de la connais-
sance approfondie qu’a l’artiste de l’oeuvre d’Attâr et de sa 
démarche dans la voie soufie. Comme les choix précédents, 
celui-ci confirme son indifférence foncière à l’égard du con-
tenu narratif”: “Khw¸je Mºrak Naqq¸sh,” 126–28, 132. 

91. As Meisami writes, “Analogical symbolism...goes beyond sim-
ple allegorical tropes that link abstract and concrete...[and 
constructs], through the use of recurrent images, larger and 
more inclusive figures, creating a complex system of imagery.” 
See Julie Scott Meisami, “Allegorical Gardens in the Persian 
Poetic Tradition: Nezami, Rumi, Hafez,” International Journal 
of Middle East Studies 17 (1985): 248.

92. For other depictions of Sufis in a similar pose, see “A Seated 
Sufi Hugging His Knees,” Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York, 57.51.30, reproduced in Sims, Peerless Images, 259, fig. 
174. Also see reproductions in Mu¥ammad Khaz¸}º, Elixir of 
Painting: A Collection of Works by Masters of Iranian Painting and 
a Review of the Schools of Painting, from “Mongol” to “Safavid” 
(Tehran: The Art Bureau of the Islamic Propagation Orga-
nization, 1989), 424, fig. 286; 323, figs. 284, 285.

93. Hamid Algar, “Silent and Vocal Dhikr in the Naqshbandi 
Order,” in Akten des VII. Kongresses für Arabistik und Islamwis-
senschaft (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and Ruprecht, 1976), 39–
46.  

94. Trimingham, Sufi Orders in Islam, 194. 
95. Ian Richard Netton, Sufi Ritual: The Parallel Universe (Rich-

mond, Eng.: Curzon Press, 2000), especially 79–90. Also see 
Kabbani, The Naqshbandi Sufi Way, 189; and Schimmel, Mys-
tical Dimensions, 175, 238–39.

96. Netton, Sufi Ritual, 266; Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 
366.

97. Togan, “Controversy in Central Asia,” 24. 
98. By 1550, but even then “also giving a place to the vocal one”: 

ibid., 32.
99. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 176; Trimingham, Sufi Orders 

in Islam, 197. 
100. Trimingham, Sufi Orders in Islam, 54, 58–60. 
101. Togan, “Controversy in Central Asia,” 32–33.  
102. Ibid., 97, n. 33. 
103. Kabbani, Naqshbandi Sufi Way, 207. 
104. Hamid Algar, “The Naqshbani Order: A Preliminary Survey 

of Its History and Significance,” Studia Islamica 49 (1976b): 
137; see also Jo-Ann Gross and Asom Urunbaev, The Letters 
of Khw¸ja {Ubayd All¸h A¥r¸r and His Associates (Leiden: Brill, 
2002), 10; Simpson, Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang, 19–
20.   

105. Golombek, “Classification of Islamic Painting,” 28; also see 

Sheila S. Blair and Jonathan M. Bloom, The Art and Architec-
ture of Islam, 1250–1800 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1994), 63–64.

106. Susan @l-i Ras¢l, {Irf¸n-i J¸mº dar majm¢{a ¸s¸rash = The Gnos-
ticism of Jami in His Corpus (Tehran: Ministry of Culture and 
Islamic Guidance, 1383/2005), 32–33. 

107. J¸mº, Haft awrang: see Silsilat al-dhahab, 80, ll. 405–6.
108. Jami refers to the l¸} in the Profession of Faith as “two sap-

lings,” conjuring the image of what is being sawed in the 
painting. See J¸mº, Haft awrang: Silsilat al-dhahab, 78, l. 369. 

109. Ibid., section heading on 82.
110. Ibid., 83, 464.
 �� دا�نآ��د� �ردر��ب .111� ,  and  ������ س از �رفو �وت�� 

(J¸mº, Haft awrang: Silsilat al-dhahab, 86, ll. 515–16).
112. Ibid., 86.
113. Ibid., 90, l. 611.
114. Kabbani, Naqshbandi Sufi Way, 172. 
115. Lentz and Lowry, Princely Vision, 284, render m¢vashsha¥ 

as “acrostic,” t¸rºkh as “chronogram,” and mu{amm¸ as 
“enigma.” 

116. Zayn al-Dºn Ma¥m¢d V¸ªifº, in his Bid¸yi{ al-waq¸yi{, 2 vols., 
ed. A.N. Boldyreva (Moscow: Institute of Asian Nations, East-
ern Literature Publications, 1961), 532–37, writes that for 
gaining access to Mir {Ali Shir “no means were better than 
mu{amm¸.” See Nav¸}º, Dºv¸n-i {Alº Shºr, ed. Hum¸y¢n Far-
rukh, introduction, 23.

117. Basil Gray, Persian Painting (New York: Rizzoli International, 
1977), 118.   

118. Accession no. 63.210.49, fol. 49v. 
119. In earlier centuries it was held that there were seven sta-

tions (maq¸m¸t) on the path of Sufism, in addition to ten 
states (a¥v¸l). The names and numbers of these varied and 
changed over time. See {A««¸r, Man«iq al-«ayr, ed. G¢harºn, 
333, n. 3225.

120. Schimmel, Mystical Dimensions, 124. 
121. See Shamºs¸, Farhang-i ish¸r¸t-i adabºyy¸t, 788. See also 

Mu¥ammad Mu{ºn, An Intermediate Persian Dictionary (Teh-
ran: Amºr Kabºr, 1984), s.v. ªabr.

122. Muhammad Khaza}ili, in his edition of Sa{dº’s Gulist¸n, 
writes that baza is Mongolian for “cucumber.”  See, Sa{dº, 
Shar¥-i Gulist¸n, ed. Mu¥ammad Khaz¸}ilº (Tehran: J¸vid¸n, 
1348/1969), 748.

123. Ibid., 669.
124. R¢mº, Masnavº-i Ma{navº, bk. 2, l. 1517.
125. J¸mº, Sub¥at al-abr¸r, ed. {Alºsh¸h, 610, l. 1100.  
126. Ibid., 613, l. 1161. 
127. Shamºs¸, Farhang-i ish¸r¸t-i adabºyy¸t, 412.
128. V¸ªifº, Bad¸yi{ al-waq¸yi{, 532–37.
129. Maria Eva Subtelny, “A Taste for the Intricate: The Persian 

Poetry of the Late Timurid Period,” Zeitschrift der Deutschen 
Morgenländischen Gesellschaft 136, 1 (1986): 71.

130. The dºv¸n of the power-wielding Mir {Ali Shir Nava}i “con-
tained close to five hundred mu{amm¸s”: Subtelny, “Taste for 
the Intricate,” 72–77.

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   105 10/20/2006   10:31:18 AM



chad kia106

muqarnas23-1_CS2.indd   106 10/18/2006   12:17:38 PM



practice makes perfect: the art of calligraphy exercises 107

MARYAM EKHTIAR

PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT: THE ART OF CALLIGRAPHY 
EXERCISES (SIY@H MASHQ) IN IRAN

Calligraphy is concealed in the teaching method of the 
master; its essence is in its frequent repetition, and it 
exists to serve Islam.1

These words by {Ali b. Abi Talib, traditionally regarded 
as the first master calligrapher of Islam, lie at the heart 
of siy¸h mashq, or calligraphic exercise pages. Siy¸h 
mashq pages have yielded some of the most visually 
stunning examples of later Persian calligraphy. Their 
bold forms and harmonious compositions are truly 
captivating. Yet this art form and its historical develop-
ment have received little attention from scholars and 
art historians. Thus, in this study, I focus exclusively on 
the development of siy¸h mashq in Iran: its visual and 
aesthetic characteristics, its role in the transmission of 
skills from master calligraphers to their pupils, and 
its spiritual dimensions as presented in the primary 
sources of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
I also examine the evolution of siy¸h mashq into an 
independent art form and its subsequent flowering 
in the nineteenth century, as well as its relevance in 
modern and contemporary Iranian art.

Siy¸h mashq, literally “black writing,” refers to the 
calligraphic preparatory practice sheets executed by 
traditional calligraphers and scribes (fig. 1).2 An inte-
gral part of the system through which calligraphers 
moved from apprenticeship to master status, the copy-
ing and repeating of individual letters or combinations 
of letters were intended to strengthen the hand and 
instill the concentration and discipline necessary to 
become a master calligrapher (fig. 2).

The late-fifteenth-century calligrapher Sultan {Ali 
Mashhadi aptly describes the objectives of and pro-
cesses involved in calligraphic practice:

Whatever writing you wish to copy (naql), try not to 
hammer the iron when it is cold. Be very patient over 
each letter and not just cast a glance and proceed care-
lessly. Look at the “strength and weakness” of the letters, 
and put before your eyes the shape (tarkºb). Watch their 
“ascent” and “descent” rather than being distracted by 
this or that. Be aware of the flourish [?] (shamr) of the 

letters, so that it be clear, clean, and attractive. When 
your writing has made progress, seat yourself in a corner 
and do not idle about; find some small manuscript of 
good style and hold it before your eyes. In the same 
format, ruling, and kind of writing, prepare yourself to 
copy it. After that, write several letters; do not indulge in 
egotism. Try not to be careless with regard to your copy, 
not even a little bit. One must give full attention to the 
copy, completing one line [of it] after another.3

Practice allowed the calligrapher to determine the size 
of the script to be used, to try out the pen, to judge 
whether or not the ink was of the correct consistency, 
and to map out the overall visual impact of the com-
position. It also enabled him to refine the shapes of 
the letters and overcome any unsteadiness or stiffness 
in the hand. This was achieved by the repetition of 
individual letters or groups of letters on different areas 
of the page. In order to use all available space on the 
sheet when practicing, the calligrapher often rotated 
the page several times (figs. 3 and 4). The typical 
result was a heavily worked, dark sheet with little white 
ground showing through. The process is analogous to 
a painter executing sketches before starting on the 
final version of a painting. Thus, according to master 
calligrapher Mohamed Zakariya, “Close observation 
of mashq can, at times, tell us more about the art of 
calligraphy than a formal, highly finished piece.”4

These practice sheets were not confined to the 
Persianate realm, but are also found in the Western 
Islamic world and Ottoman Turkey. In Arabic they are 
called musawwada (blackened), while in Turkish they 
are referred to as karalama, a verbal noun from the 
Turkish kara (black). Furthermore, siy¸h mashq were 
not limited to one particular script but are found in 
a wide array of them. In Iran, those in the nasta{lºq 
(“hanging”) and shikasta (“broken”) scripts are found 
in greater numbers, due in part to the popularity of 
these two scripts at the time siy¸h mashq emerged as 
an art form, as well as to their distinct visual attributes, 
which perfectly suited the compositional requirements 
of siy¸h mashq. Such attributes included the unique 
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Fig. 1. The calligrapher’s implements: reed pen, ink, inkwell, and a page of mashq. (After M. Uqur Derman, Letters in Gold: 
Ottoman Calligraphy from the Sakæp Sabancæ Collection, Istanbul [New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998], fig. 7)

Fig. 2. Page of mashq by Muhammad Riza Kalhur. 11.4 x 19.1 cm. Private collection, Tehran.

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   108 10/18/2006   12:58:29 PM



practice makes perfect: the art of calligraphy exercises 109

balance between the thickness and thinness of the 
individual letters and the flexibility of these scripts to 
move freely above and beyond the base line.

Mashq is, of course, integral to teaching calligraphy. 
Teaching was usually done one-on-one, teacher to stu-
dent, or in very small groups. The teacher or master 
would write the sar mashq (model) while the student 
watched. The student would practice the mashq, and 
then take it to the teacher for correction and advice. 
He would cover page after page, or wooden slate 
(law¥a) after wooden slate, with mashq, which either 
had to be discarded once both sides of the paper were 
entirely covered or washed off again and again from 
the slate.5 The student would then move on to learn-
ing how to form words and lines by studying and writ-
ing compound exercises. After these were successfully 

completed, the master issued the student a license 
(ij¸za) authorizing him to work as a professional scribe 
or master.6 This process took anywhere from three to 
ten years. In Iran, in contrast to the Ottoman Empire, 
there was no tradition of producing ij¸zas as finished 
works of art with elaborate illumination and fine cal-
ligraphy. Thus hardly any Persian ij¸zas survive, cre-
ating an obstacle to their study.7 

It is widely held that the thirteenth-century calligra-
pher, Yaqut al-Musta{simi (d. 1298)) was instrumental 
in codifying the six major scripts of Arabic calligraphy. 
A number of mufrad¸t albums said to be in his hand 
remain. Mufrad¸t (elements), which were a beginning 
calligrapher’s first group of lessons, consisting of sin-
gle letters and then letters in pairs, were intended to 
teach control, proportion, and shape and are char-
acterized by their simple horizontal and linear for-
mats. In a page from a mufrad¸t album in mu¥aqqaq 
script by Yaqut (fig. 5), the top panel consists of a sin-
gle line showing the Arabic letter sºn in combination 
with seven other letters in alphabetical sequence. The 
panel below shows the letter jºm in combination with 
other letters, also in alphabetical sequence. The script 
is surrounded by gold cloud-forms on a red-hatched 
ground and is framed by a decorative border, which 
was probably added at a later date. Mufrad¸t albums 
such as this one give physical form to a chain of trans-
mission from master to student, which stretches from 
earliest times to the present.8 Such pages were occa-
sionally illuminated and included in albums (fig. 6). 
These were compiled by masters who were at the height 
of their careers, implying that calligraphers, no mat-
ter how advanced or well known, considered them-
selves to be in a continual process of learning. Thus 
accomplished masters would sign their album pages 
using expressions like sawwada (made a rough copy), 
mashaqahu (copied or practiced it), raqamahu (wrote 
it with correct vocalization), ¥arrarahu (composed it), 
naqala (copied, implying interpretation), or nammaqa 
(copied out or wrote elegantly), rather than simply 
kataba (wrote); most calligraphers were only allowed 
to use these terms after they had received their license 
to practice (ij¸za) from a master. These albums thus 
testify to both the skill of the master and his contin-
ual search for perfection.9

The symbiotic relationship between mysticism and 
calligraphy has been examined extensively by schol-
ars, most notably Annemarie Schimmel. Many callig-
raphers were also devout Sufis for whom the very act 
of performing mashq was equivalent to contemplat-

Fig. 3. Page of siy¸h mashq in nasta{lºq script by Mir {Imad. 16 
x 25.5 cm. Collection of Haj Atiqi, Tehran.
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ing divine beauty. According to the late-sixteenth-cen-
tury master calligrapher and poet Baba Shah Isfahani, 
mashq is a contemplative practice and a vehicle through 
which the luminous sparks of the real beloved’s beauty 
appear in the scribe’s vision.10 True mystical concen-
tration is at the heart of performing mashq. This undi-
vided focus is akin to the mesmerizing meditation of 
the Sufi mystics as they repeat the name of God in 
the zikr, or remembrance ceremony, and the rhyth-
mic repetition of the letters on the page is a visual 
analogue to the mystics’ metrical reiteration of the 
name of God. 

SIY@H MASHQ IN PRIMARY SOURCES OF THE 
SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURIES

We find a wealth of information about siy¸h mashq in 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century treatises on cal-
ligraphy and painting and in album prefaces. These 

sources enable us to understand such works more 
fully and place them within their cultural and histori-
cal contexts.

In his treatise Adab al-Mashq, Baba Shah Isfahani11 
discusses at length the spiritual commitment, disci-
pline, and rigor required in performing mashq. He 
states that there are three levels of competence in cal-
ligraphic practice.12 All stages are equally important, 
and each must be mastered in sequence. The first is 
“visual mashq” (mashq-i na¬arº), in which the appren-
tice studies the master’s writing and observes its spiri-
tual characteristics. The second is pen practice (mashq-i 
qalamº), which entails copying from a master’s writ-
ing. The student begins by copying isolated letters 
(mufrad¸t) or words in the master’s hand, so that he 
understands the form of every letter in the style in 
which it was written. After that, he may be assigned 
short compositions. In mashq-i qalamº it is of utmost 
importance that the student pay no attention to writ-
ing that is in conflict with the model to be copied. 

Fig. 4. Page of siy¸h mashq by Mir {Imad, Qazvin, before 1599–1600. 20.7 x 28.3 cm. Nasser D Khalili Collection, London, cal. 
266. (Courtesy of the Nasser D Khalili Collection)
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The apprentice must contemplate the elements of the 
master’s model seeking help in concentration (him-
mat) from the departed spirits of the masters of callig-
raphy. This takes at least one year. Finally, it is possi-
ble to attempt the third stage, “imaginative practice” 
(mashq-i khay¸lº), for a day or two at a time. “Imagina-
tive practice” goes beyond mere copying and requires 
that the calligrapher use his imagination as the back-
drop against which the forms of beauty appear. In 
“imaginative practice” the scribe uses the power of 
his own nature exclusively to write every composition 
that appears to him. The advantage of this type of 
practice is that it makes the scribe a master of spon-
taneity (taªarruf). 

Sultan {Ali Mashhadi, Baba Shah’s master, gives the 
following instructions about the appropriate manner 
of copying the work of a master:

Collect the writings of masters;
Throw a glance at this and at that.
For whomever you feel a natural attraction,
Besides his writing, you must not look at others
So that your eye should become saturated with his writ-
 ing
And because of his writing each of your letters should 
 become like a pearl.13

He adds that single-minded devotion, sacrifice, and the 
suppression of all other (worldly) desires are essential 
to achieve the inner discipline necessary for a scribe, 
and he advises young calligraphers to abandon peace 
and sleep, even from their tender years.14 His younger 
compatriot Mir {Ali Haravi also stresses the importance 
of hard work and complete dedication: 

…The tip of calligraphy’s tresses did not easily come 
in my hand. If one sits leisurely for a moment without 
practicing, calligraphy goes from his hand like the color 
of henna.15

Practice is thus a selfless, painstaking, and highly 
structured process that requires extraordinary disci-
pline and lies at the very core of the master-pupil 
relationship.

Fine penmanship was considered a prerequisite to 
and a symbol of refinement for princes and cultured 
courtiers associated with the Timurid court, and exe-
cuting mashq became an occasional princely social 
pastime. One example of mashq (fig. 7) by the early-
fifteenth-century Timurid prince Baysunghur and his 
companions reflects the central role calligraphy played 
in Timurid cultural and social life. Here, the Arabic 
proverb “Through gratitude, favors continue” was cop-

Fig. 5. Page from a mufrad¸t album by Yaqut Musta{simi, Bagh-
dad, thirteenth century. Upper part 16.8 x 24.9 cm., lower part 
27.8 x 36.7 cm. Nasser D Khalili Collection, London, cal. 126, 
cal. 53. (Courtesy of the Nasser D Khalili Collection)

Fig. 6. Page of mufrad¸t in mu¥aqqaq script, sixteenth century. 
Ink, opaque watercolor, and gold on paper. 35.4 x 23.3 cm. 
Hossein Afshar Collection, London.
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ied by Ahmad al-Rumi in riq¸{ script, then repeated 
by Baysunghur and thirteen others, including mem-
bers of the royal workshop and the prince’s personal 
companions. Each writer signed and circled his name 
at the end of the proverb. Although we are not sure 
of the purpose of the page, scholars have suggested 
that it may have been no more than a simple contest 
in manual dexterity or possibly a souvenir of a con-
vivial social gathering, or majlis.16 According to David 
Roxburgh, the work demonstrates how calligraphers 
gathered to meditate on a model and how their imi-
tation of it produced differing degrees of relation to 
it. Manipulations of balance between successive letter 
shapes, the situation of the letters on the line, and the 

positioning of diacriticals offered avenues for individ-
ual expression. Subtle modifications and deviations 
show how calligraphers were able to move beyond 
a model. The mashq also illustrates the collaborative 
nature of artistic patronage at the time. The range of 
ethnic and professional backgrounds of the calligra-
phers represented here—painter, poet, paper cutter—
demonstrates the artistic prowess, inclusiveness, and 
versatility of the Timurid princely workshop.17

THE BEGINNINGS OF SIY@H MASHQ AS AN ART 
FORM

In the sixteenth century, examples of siy¸h mashq 
acquired an added dimension as they began to attract 
the attention of patrons and lovers of art and culture, 
who perceived them as collectible items.18 Produced as 
individual pages, or qit{as, intended for inclusion—
along with paintings, drawings, and finely penned 
verses of poetry—in royal or non-royal albums, siy¸h 
mashq pages, which were now often signed and some-
times dated, were regarded for the first time as works 
of art rather than mere exercises. The gradual evolu-
tion of the siy¸h mashq from a practical tool into an 
independent art form in its own right also required 
that the sheets have a finished look. Thus many were 
lavishly illuminated and set into elaborate borders for 
inclusion in albums, the compilers of which made 
every effort to embellish them in accordance with 
each album’s distinct aesthetic (fig. 8).

The first extant “artistic” siy¸h mashq pages were pro-
duced by the late-sixteenth-century master of nasta{lºq 
script, Mir {Imad Hasani (d. 1615). Siy¸h mashq as an 
art form was introduced in Iran only after Mir {Imad 
made a trip to the Ottoman Empire in 1594–95 and 
encountered the Ottoman art of karalama (literally 
“black scribblings,” the Turkish equivalent of mashq) 
in the provincial cities of Damascus, Aleppo, and Bagh-
dad (figs. 9 and 10). Before this, siy¸h mashq in Iran 
had served only a practical purpose.19 

Turkish karalama have a distinct musical quality. 
The letters can be interpreted as the visual manifes-
tations of musical notes flowing into infinity, with 
intermeshing and superimposed lines.20 Ottoman cal-
ligraphers signed, illuminated, and saved their kara-
lama, recognizing them as independent art works long 
before their Persian counterparts accorded the same 
status to siy¸h mashq.

In addition to Mir {Imad’s trip to the Ottoman 

Fig. 7. Practice page by Baysunghur b. Shahrukh and com-
panions, Herat, 1430. 67.9 x 49.8 cm. Topkapæ Saray Library, 
H. 2152, fol. 31b. (Courtesy of the Topkapæ Saray Library, 
Istanbul)
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Fig. 9. Page of karalama, Turkey. (Courtesy of the collection 
of P Art and Culture Magazine)

Empire, what appears to have served as a catalyst for 
the transformation of the meaning and function of 
siy¸h mashq in late-sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Iran was a more general shift in taste among patrons 
of art and a broadening of the patronage base.21 Art-
ists grew increasingly independent from royal patron-
age, and changing economic conditions along with 
the immigration of artists to India and the Ottoman 
Empire led to the decline of manuscript painting 
and the ascendancy of single-page paintings, draw-
ings, and calligraphy.22 Furthermore, when {Abbas I 
succeeded to the throne in 1587, the Qizilbash nobil-
ity, who had set up their own libraries in the prov-
inces, came to dominate the patronage of the arts of 
the book that had traditionally been centered at the 

Fig. 8. Siy¸h mashq page by Mir {Imad, possibly Isfahan, 1555–56, 
with border by Muhammad Hadi. 21.1 x 37.1 cm. From the St. 
Petersburg muraqqa{. (Courtesy of the Academy of Sciences, 
St. Petersburg) 

royal court. Although some artists remained in Qaz-
vin, many gravitated towards the provinces, where they 
found ready support among the Qizilbash. For exam-
ple, Farhad Khan Qaramanlu, the governor of Azarbai-
jan and later of Fars, was a leading Qizilbash patron 
whose workshop and library included the celebrated 
calligraphers Mir {Imad and {Ali Reza {Abbasi.23 The 
role of the ghul¸ms, or converted Christian slaves, in 
the patronage of single-page paintings, drawings, and 
calligraphy also deserves attention.24 The emergence 
of a new class of patron who could afford to buy indi-
vidual pages prompted artists and calligraphers to 
adjust to the needs and requirements of this clien-
tele. It is likely that the rise and proliferation of sin-
gle-page art works gave impetus to the introduction 
of siy¸h mashq into the sphere of commodity. Arbiters 
of taste now viewed these pages as aesthetic equals of, 
and welcome additions to, the repertoire of individ-
ual paintings, drawings, and calligraphic specimens 
already present in albums, or as objects worthy of 
being owned and exchanged.
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In the eighteenth century, a group of siy¸h mashq 
pages by Mir {Imad was incorporated into a famous 
album, now in the Academy of Sciences in St. Peters-
burg (figs. 11 and 12), that consists of Persian and 
Indian paintings, drawings, and calligraphic pages dat-
ing from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century. In 
color and style, the illuminated borders of the siy¸h 
mashq pages visually complement those of the other 
folios in the album. The beauty of the mashq pages 
in this album lies in the purity of the letters and the 
balance and clarity of the compositions, even in cases 
when they are heavily worked. The arrangement and 
repetition of letters create a sense of rhythm as they 
appear on the page. Letters overlap or appear upside-
down; in fact, many of these pages can be viewed from 
any direction and do not follow a linear sequence with 
a beginning and end. Thus they can be appreciated as 
much by a small gathering of people grouped around 
them as by a single person. 

As seen in these pages, the technique and form 

of siy¸h mashq triumph over content, the text having 
either negligible meaning or none whatsoever. These 
works have a strikingly abstract quality; the bold forms 
of the individual letters and their arrangement on the 
page are what provide the medium of communica-
tion between calligrapher and viewer. In many cases, 
the dots over or under letters are omitted, so as not 
to distract from the letters’ shapes. These examples 
of siy¸h mashq are the calligrapher’s most candid and 
personal artistic expression and represent his direct 
presence or imprint on the page as he wrestles with 
perfecting the forms and shapes of the letters and 
experiments with new compositional elements. They 
represent a union between the calligrapher and his 
work and can be viewed as the embodiment of his very 

Fig. 10. Page of karalama, Turkey, eighteenth century. Ink and 
gold on paper with marbleized border. 20.32 x 15.24 cm. Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, bequest of Edwin Binney, 3rd, 
Turkish Collection, AC1995.124.8. (Courtesy of Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art)

Fig. 11. Siy¸h mashq page by Mir {Imad, possibly Isfahan. 23.4 x 
36.3 cm. From the St. Petersburg muraqqa{, fol. 74v. (Courtesy 
of the Academy of Sciences, St. Petersburg)
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Fig. 12. Siy¸h mashq page by Mir {Imad, late sixteenth or early seventeenth century. 23.4 x 36.3 cm. From the St. Petersburg 
muraqqa{, fol. 97v. (Courtesy of the Academy of Sciences, St. Petersburg)
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moral essence. These finished works of art are clos-
est to what Baba Shah Isfahani called mashq-i khay¸lº 
or imaginative mashq, whereby the calligrapher uses 
his imagination as his primary tool. Spontaneity and 
intuition are the distinguishing attributes of mashq-i 
khay¸lº. Here, the calligrapher pushes the bound -
aries of the canon while still working within it, cre-
ating a tour de force of calligraphy. These pages do 
not follow any particular set of compositional rules 
but reflect the whim and spiritual needs of the cal-
ligrapher at a given time. As masterpieces of impro-
visation, they require the viewer to penetrate beyond 
letters or words to essence, which distinguishes them 
as works of art of a high aesthetic caliber. 

THE REEMERGENCE AND PROLIFERATION OF 
SIY@H MASHQ IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

After a hiatus of about a century, the art of siy¸h mashq 
reemerged in Iran in the early 1800s.25 One of its 
most avid practitioners was Fath {Ali Shah, the second 
ruler of the Qajar dynasty (1785–1925). Like many 
rulers and princes, Fath {Ali Shah (r. 1789–1834) was 
trained in calligraphy as a youth and later became a 
practitioner of notable ability, choosing as his model 
the calligraphy of the sixteenth-century master of 
nasta{lºq Mir {Imad. 

In one example of his work (fig. 13), the shah has 
repeatedly penned a single line (the text of which he 
himself may have composed), “My reed pen shames 
Jupiter and Mercury,” and then signed his name. The 
shah obviously considers himself a scribe of note, since 
Jupiter (Birjºs) is the lord of the planets and Mercury 
(Tºr) the scribe of the heavens.26 

There are several other extant pages of mashq by 
Fath {Ali Shah, all of which follow a similar format of 
a single line in nasta{lºq script repeated several times, 
surrounded and set off by an almost identical style 
of fine illumination. (While the calligraphy is in the 
shah’s hand, it is highly unlikely that the illumination 
is his.) In a second example (fig. 14), the repeated 
line reads, “This is the product of the pen of the 
King of the Times.”27 Members of the shah’s sprawl-
ing court, such as {Abbas Nuri (d. 1839), the secre-
tary of the army, also produced mashq pages of high 
quality in the style of Mir {Imad (fig. 15). 

The mid- and late nineteenth century witnessed a 
further surge in the popularity of this art form. Fin-
ished siy¸h mashq pages were produced in unprec-

edented numbers and were circulated not only in 
courtly circles but also in lower echelons of society. 
These works were prized to such an extent that Nasir 
al-Din Shah Qajar (the fourth Qajar ruler, r. 1848–96) 
produced mashq pages for his court officials and min-
isters as gifts of gratitude, or pºshkash, for services ren-
dered.28 Such pages, often referred to as “dast-kha««-i 
hum¸y¢n” or “specimens in His Majesty’s hand,” offered 
his most esteemed court officials tangible imprints 
of the shah: by giving them mashq pages, he was giv-
ing them “pieces of himself” to keep and cherish, a 
practice akin to bestowing robes he had already worn 
(tanp¢sh) or autographed pictures of himself. 

These gifts of royal calligraphy were reportedly dis-
tributed with great pomp and ceremony. In his travel 
journal, Jakob Polak, Nasir al-Din Shah’s Austrian court 
physician, reported that, conversely, when an official 
fell from grace the shah asked him to return his calli-

Fig. 13. Page of artistic mashq by Fath {Ali Shah Qajar, first half 
of the nineteenth century. 25.4 x 19 cm. Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture, 2005. 01 [CAL012-290], formerly in the collection 
of Prince and Princess Sadruddin Aga Khan. (© Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture)
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graphic specimens.29 The shah is also said to have kept 
a close record of such “exchanges.” He penned two 
mashq pages based on the theme of love and friend-
ship, one in shikasta and the other in nasta{lºq, spe-
cifically as Nawruz (New Year) gifts for his court trea-
surer and master of the mint, Dust {Ali Khan Mu{ayyir 
al-Mamalik (figs. 16, 17). In each one, the repetition 
of strokes makes for a pleasing and melodious com-
position. Both pages have richly illuminated borders 
crowned with painted images of Nasir al-Din Shah’s 
imperial seal. In the mashq in nasta{lºq script, the shah 
expresses the hope that the piece will be kept and 
cherished by his court treasurer. 

The shah is also known to have sent illuminated 
pages of calligraphy as diplomatic gifts to foreign rul-
ers. This practice is exemplified in a fine and elabo-
rate page containing a poem in nasta{lºq signed by the 

eminent late-Qajar calligrapher, Muhammad Husayn 
Katib al-Sultan, which the shah sent to the Ottoman 
ambassador on the occasion of the birth of his son, 
{Ali (fig 18).30 

During this period, however, the calligrapher most 
responsible for reinvigorating artistic mashq, or mashq-i 
tafannunº, and popularizing it beyond court circles 
was Mirza Ghulam Riza Isfahani (1829–86), known 
as Khushnivis (figs. 19 and 20). A master of nasta{lºq 
in the style of Mir {Imad, he dedicated much of his 
life to training young calligraphers and members 
of the royal household, in particular the son and 
grandsons of Nasir al-Din Shah’s court treasurer, Dust 
{Ali Khan. A first-hand account by the grandson of 
Dust {Ali Khan (the above-mentioned recipient of 
Nasir al-Din Shah’s Nawruz greetings) provides a close 
glimpse of Mirza Ghulam Riza’s practices and working 
habits.31 

The following story from this account vividly illus-
trates the multifaceted role of fine calligraphy in Qajar 
elite circles. Shortly after entering the household of 
Dust {Ali Khan, Mirza Ghulam Riza was imprisoned 
for his alleged involvement in Babi activities.32 While 
in prison, he spent his time tirelessly practicing cal-
ligraphy and managed to produce a number of fine 
pages, which he sent to Dust {Ali Khan. In an effort 
to secure Ghulam Riza’s pardon, Dust {Ali Khan took 
one of these pages to the shah. Himself a lover of cal-
ligraphy and a calligrapher of note, the shah was so 
impressed with the page that he ordered that the pris-
oner be released immediately. After that, Ghulam Riza 
lived in the household of Dust {Ali Khan until almost 
the end of his life, training his sons and grandsons. 
According to this account, when performing mashq 
Ghulam Riza would go into a trance, covering every 
piece of paper in sight with exercises. The trance was 
apparently so deep and intense that it took him a while 
to return to a normal state. He is also known to have 
frequently gone without sleep for nights so that he 
could perform mashq. Mirza Ghulam Riza is said to 
have produced more mashq pages in his lifetime than 
finished pages of calligraphy.

During the late Qajar period, many prominent cal-
ligraphers produced mashq pages and single-page cal-
ligraphies as demand for them increased. The sheer 
number of extant examples serves as evidence for this 
proliferation. Like other single-page calligraphies, mashq 
pages were often created for commemorative purposes 
and given as gifts at births, major holidays, and official 
occasions and following military victories and diplo-

Fig. 14. Page of artistic mashq by Fath {Ali Shah Qajar, first 
half of the nineteenth century. Private collection.
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Fig. 15. Siy¸h mashq page by {Abbas Nuri, Fath {Ali Shah’s secretary to the army, Tehran, dated 1246 (1830). 24 x 37 cm. Haj 
Atiqi Collection, Tehran. 
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Fig. 16. Page of siy¸h mashq in shikasta script by Nasir al-Din 
Shah Qajar, Tehran, dated Jumada II 1271 (February–March 
1855). 35.8 x 23.3 cm. Nasser D Khalili Collection, London, 
cal. 421. (Courtesy of the Nasser D. Khalili Collection)

onstrate a lineage back to such great masters of callig-
raphy as Mir {Ali Haravi, Mir {Imad al-Hasani, Ahmad 
Nayrizi, and Darvish {Abd al-Majid Taleqani. In fact, 
mashq pages by Mir {Imad were so valued in the second 
half of the nineteenth century that they were profes-
sionally photographed and used as models (sar mashq) 
for training aspiring calligraphers.33 The mechani-
cal duplication of the originals through photography 
made them available to a greater number of aspiring 
calligraphers. 

A page of calligraphy in nasta{lºq by Mir {Imad was 
photographed at the request of Nasir al-Din Shah by 
the court photographer, {Abdallah Qajar, at the Dar 
al-Funun (Polytechnic College) in Tehran in the 1860s 
(fig. 25). The approximately 252 calligraphy pages 

matic meetings. Numerous extant signed or unsigned 
pages of siy¸h mashq by renowned calligraphers such as 
the aforementioned Mirza Ghulam Riza, members of 
the Vesal family of Shiraz (fig. 21), Asadollah Shirazi 
(d. 1889) (fig. 22), Muhammad Riza Kalhur (1829–
92) (fig. 23), Muhammad Kazim (d. 1916), Darvish 
{Abd al-Majid Taleqani (1737–72), Mirza Kuchak Khan  
(d. 1813), Muhammad Husayn, known as {Imad al-
Kuttab (d. 1886), and {Ali Akbar Gulistaneh (1857–
1901) (fig. 24) attest to the popularity of the art form 
at this time. It is not certain, however, whether these 
pages were directly commissioned or made as luxury 
objects for future sale to interested individuals; prob-
ably both forms of production were prevalent. 

When studied closely, most artistic siy¸h mashq dem-

Fig. 17. Page of siy¸h mashq in nasta{lºq script by Nasir al-Din 
Shah Qajar, Tehran, dated to March 21, 1855. 35.7 x 25 cm. 
Nasser D Khalili Collection, London, mss. 819. (Courtesy of 
the Nasser D Khalili Collection)
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Fig. 18. Page of calligraphy by Muhammad Husayn, 1297 (1880), 
sent by Nasir al-Din Shah to the Ottoman ambassador on the 
occasion of the birth of the ambassador’s son {Ali. 32 x 19.5 
cm. Arthur M. Sackler Gallery, lent by the Art and History 
Trust Collection, LTS1995.2.125. (Courtesy of the Arthur M. 
Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC)

Fig. 19. Page of siy¸h mashq in nasta{lºq script by Ghulam Riza 
Isfahani, Tehran, 1870–71. 38 x 24.6 cm. Nasser D Khalili 
Collection, London. (Courtesy of the Nasser D Khalili Col-
lection)

ceived as treasured gifts and collectibles of the most 
personal and intimate nature. Inscriptions on them 
suggest that their exchange was considered a gesture 
of deepest friendship and loyalty.

The demand for these pages was not limited to the 
ruling elite of the late nineteenth century but also 
extended to those more casually connected to the 
sprawling Qajar court. No longer just a courtly pre-
rogative, these works were now available on the mar-
ket and sought after by interested individuals. Nasir al-
Din Shah’s court physician, Jakob Polak, commented 
that pages by celebrated calligraphers were in great 
demand, and that cultured collectors who were able 
to distinguish the hand of a noted master were will-
ing to pay handsomely to purchase such works, fram-

by Mir {Imad in the St. Petersburg album were also 
reportedly photographed at the request of Nasir al-
Din Shah. These photographs were collected by lovers 
of calligraphy; often given illuminated borders, they 
were included in photograph albums (muraqqa{ kha««º), 
enjoyed individually, or exchanged as gifts.34 

The rise in popularity of siy¸h mashq in the nine-
teenth century was in part due to the Qajar kings 
themselves and to the active role of the court as the 
arbiter of taste. Kings, princes, and statesmen not only 
collected siy¸h mashq pages but also executed and dis-
tributed them as official gifts; others followed suit. 
By virtue of their spontaneity, these pages were per-
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ing and hanging them on the walls of their homes.35 
Polak adds that foreigners also admired and collected 
these works. Although he does not mention artistic 
siy¸h mashq specifically, his observation serves as evi-
dence of the popularity of single-page calligraphies 
in general. 

Studying the history of siy¸h mashq reveals its tran-
sition from a practical tool for aspiring and master 
calligraphers to an artistic means of representing the 
sure hand and spiritual commitment of a recognized 
calligrapher like Mir ‘Imad, and, finally, to a commod-
ity valued as a collectible object or potential gift. Such 
a study raises questions regarding the reasons for the 
various permutations in the meaning and function of 
this art form through time. Theories set forth by con-
temporary social anthropologists such as Arjun Appa-

durai and Igor Kopytoff aid the understanding of the 
specific trajectory of siy¸h mashq and its development. 
In his book, The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 
Cultural Perspective, Appadurai argues that the meaning 
that people attribute to objects derives from human 
transactions and motivations, particularly from how 
those objects are used and circulated.36 Focusing on 
the culturally defined dimensions of exchange and 
circulation, his theory illuminates the way in which 
people find value in objects and objects give value to 
social relations. Objects are made somewhere; they 
often do something; some move from place to place; 
their meaning and function change in different con-
texts. Value is never inherent in an object and is 
determined in a process of exchange and desirability. 
Objects have “ages” or periods in their lives; their uses 
change with time. “Fashion” and “taste” are among 
the dominant forces responsible for endowing some-
thing with value and making it desirable and worthy 
of exchange.37

Other explanations for the increase in production 
and proliferation of siy¸h mashq pages during this 
period may be related to the process of moderniza-
tion. In the nineteenth century, Iran became a pawn 
in the hands of the two superpowers, Western Europe 
and Russia. Threatened by constant foreign interven-
tion and encroachment on its borders, the country 
was forced to experiment with notions of modernity 
in order to protect itself. The wide array of Western 
innovations introduced into Iran at this time included 
photography and lithography, both technologies of 
duplication that had a lasting impact on the arts. One 
may ask whether the presence of methods of mechan-
ical reproduction created new expectations among 
patrons, and whether the general desire for quan-
tity and quick reproduction created greater demand. 
Were siy¸h mashq pages considered less labor-intensive 
economic commodities that could be produced fairly 
rapidly in quantity for a large clientele? If so, had the 
original objectives of siy¸h mashq been compromised? 
These are questions whose answers can only be par-
tial and lie within the realm of speculation.

THE LEGACY OF THE ART OF SIY@H MASHQ

Aside from issues of commodification, further ques-
tions arise regarding the extent to which siy¸h mashq 
influenced the development of later Persian callig-

Fig. 20. Portrait of Mirza Ghulam Riza Isfahani seated next to 
one of his siy¸h mashq pages, painted by Kaykhusraw Khoroush, 
1989. Watercolor on paper, 30.5 x 22.9 cm. Private Collection, 
Tehran. (Courtesy of Sina Goudarzi, Minneapolis, MN)
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Fig. 21. Page of mashq by Muhammad Shafi{ Vesal, Shiraz, dated 1258 (1842). Private collection, Tehran.
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raphy. Did any new scripts emerge as a result of the 
prevalence of this art form? Did it give rise to spe-
cific innovations in Persian calligraphy or contribute 
to the standardization of existing conventions? My 
research has led me to believe that the art of siy¸h 
mashq did in fact make a lasting mark on later Persian 
calligraphy by reinforcing the idea of irregularity as a 
prized feature. Traditionally, regularity was one of the 
calligrapher’s prime objectives. Calligraphic specimens 
generally followed linear formats, whether horizontal, 
vertical, or diagonal; compositions were highly struc-
tured, systematic, and sometimes compartmentalized; 
and letters rarely overlapped or appeared upside-down 
or at different angles. 

I propose that siy¸h mashq influenced the compo-

sitional quality of later calligraphy, particularly that 
of shikasta script, which was developed in Iran in the 
seventeenth century and reached its peak in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth. This script had little currency 
beyond the borders of Iran and was created to fill a 
need for quick and efficient yet beautiful writing that 
would be used primarily for private correspondence 
and administrative documents. Although the art of 
siy¸h mashq may not have affected the shapes of the 
letters in shikasta, it certainly influenced the compo-
sitional characteristics of the script, in which horizon-
tal regularity is not the norm; instead, words fluidly 
rise and fall, emphasizing delicate grace, movement, 
and artistic whim. Three examples reproduced here 
(figs. 24, 26, and 27) illustrate this: the first is a siy¸h 
mashq composition by the master of shikasta {Ali Akbar 
Gulistaneh, while the second and third are documents 
written by Mirza Kuchak Khan and {Abd al-Majid Tali-
qani (d. 1771), both clearly exhibiting a taste for the 
irregular and erratic.

 Siy¸h mashq may also have given impetus to the pop-
ularization of other conventions of irregularity, such 
as reverse writing, or v¸r¢na-nivºsi (fig. 28); bilateral 
writing (fig. 29), in which one has to rotate the page 
completely in order to read the text; the use of an 
unprecedented range of unusual colored inks and 
papers; and the calligraphic representations of humans 
and animals—all of which reflect the fact that forward-
looking Iranian calligraphers were taking extraordi-
nary liberties and constantly going beyond the bound-
aries of traditional canons.

 Siy¸h mashq is a living art. Today, traditional callig-
raphers, most of whom reside in Iran, regularly pro-
duce artistic mashq pages along with other kinds of 
finished calligraphy. Mashq pages are regarded with 
esteem equal to if not greater than that in which they 
were held in the nineteenth century and earlier. Con-
temporary calligraphers working in the traditional 
mode, such as Ghulam Husayn Amirkhani (b. 1939), 
{Ali Akbar Kaveh (b. 1894), Kaykhusraw Khoroush (b. 
1942), Jalil Rasuli (b. 1941), and Muhammad Ehsa}i 
(b. 1939), all graduates of the Anjuman-i Khushnivisan 
(Center for Calligraphic Arts) in Tehran, have worked 
for decades to keep the art of calligraphy alive in Iran, 
training numerous students in the traditional canon. 
The enrollment in the Anjuman, currently more than 
400 students per year, serves as evidence of the vital 
spirit of calligraphy and its popularity among the 
younger generations in Iran. According to students 

Fig. 22. Page of mashq by Assadollah Shirazi, Tehran, dated 
1268 (1851). 28.6 x 19.7 cm. Private collection, New York.
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of the Anjuman, young calligraphers so cherished the 
sar mashq of their masters that during the eight-year 
Iran-Iraq war they buried many of these specimens in 
the ground for fear that they might be damaged in 
the bombings.38

 Parallels to this art form also exist in modern and 
contemporary Iranian art. Iranian artists have contin-
uously drawn inspiration from their rich artistic heri-
tage, particularly calligraphy (fig. 30). As pioneers of 
modernism in the 1960s and 1970s, such artists as Hos-
sein Zenderoudi (b. 1937) (figs. 31 and 32), Parviz 
Tanavoli (b. 1937), and the above-mentioned Moham-
mad Ehsa}i (fig. 33) celebrate the versatile shapes and 
forms of the letters of the Arabic alphabet. In their 
works, often referred to as naqqashº kha««, the letters 
are transformed beyond recognition and are reduced 
to pure forms. As in the siy¸h mashq pages, the callig-
raphy in these works is abstract and largely devoid of 
literal meaning. The compositions are rhythmic and 
appear in kaleidoscopic colors in a variety of tech-
niques including oil on canvas, a medium not tradi-
tionally used for calligraphy. The letters float weight-
lessly or appear superimposed in layers of rich texture 
on the surface of the canvas. In “{Ayn + {Ayn” by Hos-
sein Zenderoudi (fig. 32), the painter repeats ad infi-
nitum, in horizontal rows, the wide loop of the body 
of the letter {ayn. The work captures the way callig-
raphers manipulate the reed pen as they struggle to 
produce the desired shape and thickness of the let-
ter. The result is a rhythmic composition with sharp 
contrast between the black and brown “ink” and the 
exposed canvas.

The work of Mohammad Ehsa}i, active since the 
1970s, also explores the pure forms of the letters of 
the alphabet. Ehsa}i is a calligrapher trained in the 
traditional mode; his paintings “create compositions 
that look to the future, as well as to past tradition.”39 
In his “Mijmar-i Gulv¸zhah¸” (“Sunburst of Flowering 
Words”) (fig. 33), the bodies of the letters are closely 
intertwined like the warp and weft of a carpet, form-
ing a circle that culminates at the center and has an 
undefined outer border. 

Likewise, Pouran Jinchi, a New York-based Iranian 
artist, alludes to siy¸h mashq in her use of letters in 
nasta{lºq script as her preferred means of expression. 
With the precision and sure-handed discipline of the 
traditional calligrapher, she renders these letters on 
a background of heavily incised markings and scrib-
bles, creating richly textured compositions (fig. 34). 
She transforms the letters until they are beyond rec-

Fig. 23. Page of mashq by Muhammad Riza Kalhur, undated. 
13.5 x 21 cm. {Ali Jamasb Collection, Tehran

Fig. 24. Page of siy¸h mashq in shikasta script by {Ali Akbar 
Gulistaneh, late nineteenth century. Approx. 12 x 7.6 cm. 
Gulistan Library Collection, Tehran.
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Fig. 25. Photograph by {Abdullah Qajar of a mashq by Mir {Imad, Tehran, 1860s. Private collection, London.
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Fig. 26. Document in shikasta script by Mirza Kuchak Khan, 
dated 1210 (1795–96). 16.8 x 9.9 cm. Harvard University Art 
Museums, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Gift of John Goelet, 
1958.212. (Courtesy of Harvard University Art Museums)

Fig. 27. Document in shikasta script by {Abd al-Majid Taliqani 
(d. 1771), Mir {Imad Museum, Tehran.

ognition by an ingenious method of layering and 
juxtaposing forms and colors. Her complete immer-
sion in the artistic process is revealed in the way she 
writes, rewrites, layers, inscribes, etches, and engraves 
the letters and markings on the surface of the canvas, 
deconstructing the verses and words she uses: break-
ing them down, reducing them, and subsequently 
(re)presenting them in a remarkably innovative way. 
In addition, Jinchi has the ability to create her cal-
ligraphic compositions in sizes ranging from minia-
ture to monumental.

Looking at the trajectory of siy¸h mashq and its var-
ious permutations throughout history, we see a new 
art form emerge and develop, an art form increas-

ingly prized for its aesthetic and compositional attri-
butes. Artistic siy¸h mashq demonstrates the calligra-
pher’s need and desire to supersede the canon by 
improvising (gurºz) and allowing his or her spirit to 
roam more freely on the page. These works of art, 
both traditional and contemporary, stand as testi-
mony to the ingenuity of Iranian calligraphers and 
artists, and to the versatility and visual appeal of the 
letters of the Arabic alphabet and the endless possi-
bilities they offer.

NOTES

1. From Nabil F. Safwat, with a contribution by Mohamed 
Zakariya, The Art of the Pen: Calligraphy of the 14th to the 20th 
Century, The Nasser D Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, vol. 
5. (London: Nour Foundation in assoc. with Azimuth Edi-
tions and Oxford University Press, 1996), 12. 
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2. Some calligraphers make the distinction between siy¸h mashq 
and mashq-i siy¸h, using siy¸h mashq to designate artistic mashq, 
and mashq-i siy¸h to refer to mashq executed solely for prac-
tice.

3. This translation is a revision of A¥mad b. Mºr Munshº al-
Ýusaynº, Calligraphers and Painters: A Treatise of Q¸¤º A¥mad, 
Son of Mºr-Munshº, circa A.H. 1015/A.D. 1606, trans. Vladi-
mir Minorsky, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Gallery of Art 
Occasional Papers, vol. 3, no. 2 (Washington, DC, 1959), 
118.

4. Mohamed Zakariya, Zakariya Calligraphy: A Note about Con-
tent, www.zakariya.net/

5. Calligraphers commonly practiced on paper or on wooden 
slates. When entirely covered, the slates were washed and 
reused, since the ink employed was soluble in water: see 
Schimmel, Calligraphy and Islamic Culture, 42.

6. An ij¸za is a license to practice, which would allow a pupil to 
teach. A pupil often had to complete a presentation piece 
of several lines in order to earn the ij¸za.

7. For examples of ij¸zas, see M. Uqur Derman, Letters in Gold: 
Ottoman Calligraphy from the Sakæp Sabancæ Collection, Istanbul 

(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998); Mu¥ammad 
{Alº Karºmz¸da Tabrºzº, Ij¸zat n¸meh = Icâzet name: The Most 
Unique and Precious Document in Ottoman Calligraphy (Lon-
don, 1999); see also Safwat, Art of the Pen, 40–44.

8. Safwat, Art of the Pen, 13.
9. Ibid., 40. 
10. Carl Ernst, “The Spirit of Islamic Calligraphy: Baba Shah 

Isfahani’s Adab al-Mashq,” Journal of the American Oriental Soci-
ety 112 (1992): 279–86.

11. This treatise has been attributed by some scholars to Mºr 
{Im¸d Ýasanº.

12. This discussion has been drawn from Ernst’s translation of 
Adab al-Mashq in “The Spirit of Islamic Calligraphy.” The 
manuscript used by Ernst, written in Baba Shah Isfahani’s 
hand, is in the library of Punjab University in Lahore.

13. Q¸¤º A¥mad, Calligraphers and Painters, 117; see also Anthony 
Welch, Calligraphy in the Arts of the Muslim World (New York: 
Asia Society and Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979), 
34.

Fig. 28. Composition in naskh by Abu ’l Qasim Shirazi, dated 
1229 (1813–14). 30.3 x 20.7 cm. Nasser D Khalili Collection, 
cal. 218.1. (Courtesy of the Nasser D Khalili Collection)

Fig. 29. Excerpts from the Qur}an by Muhammad Shafi{, known 
as Vesal-i Shirazi, ca. 1840. 23 x 14 cm. The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 1979.518.6 (Courtesy of the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art)
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14. Q¸¤º A¥mad, Calligraphers and Painters, 121–22; Welch, Cal-
ligraphy, 34.

15. Schimmel, Calligraphy in Islamic Culture, 38.
16. Thomas Lentz and Glenn Lowry, Timur and the Princely Vision 

(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1989), 113–
15.

17. David Roxburgh, The Persian Album, 1400–1600: From Dis-
persal to Collection (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 
85–87.

Fig. 30. Page of siy¸h mashq by Sina Goudarzi, Minneapolis, MN. Gouache on paper, 40.6 x 18.4 cm. (Courtesy of the artist)

Fig. 31. Hossein Zenderoudi, “Thorns and Roses,” 1986. Dimen-
sions unavailable. (After Hafiz: Dance of Life [Washington, DC: 
Mage Publishers, 1988, 21])

Fig. 32. Hossein Zenderoudi, “{Ayn + {Ayn,” 1970. Gouache on 
paper, 195 x 130 cm. Collection of Fereydoun Ave, Tehran.
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18. Siy¸h mashq always remained the primary method of practice 
for experienced calligraphers as well as young and aspiring 
ones, even when it acquired different meanings.

19. The custom of adding practice sheets to albums existed in 
earlier historical periods, though these sheets were com-
posed in a manner different from siy¸h mashq and were not 
prized for their artistic and compositional attributes but 
rather intended to document part of a process. Examples 
date to as early as the time of Ja‘far Tabrizi and continue to 
the sixteenth century, when calligraphers like Muhammad 
Mu}min copied out all the cursive scripts on a single page 
to show his dexterity in the canon. See Roxburgh, Persian 
Album, 200, 260. 

20. Ferit Edgü, “The Music of Karalama,” P: Art, Culture, Antiques 
2 (Autumn–Winter 1999): 26–36

21. See Sussan Babaie, Kathryn Babayan, Ina Baghdiantz-McCabe, 
and Massumeh Farhad, Slaves of the Shah: New Elites of Safa-
vid Iran (London, I. B. Tauris, 2004), chap. 5.

22. Anthony Welch, Artists for the Shah: Late Sixteenth-Century 
Painting at the Imperial Court of Iran (New Haven and Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 1976) 1–16, 196–200.

23. Ibid., 174; Babaie et al., Slaves of the Shah, 114–16. 
24. After Shah ‘Abbas I replaced Qizilbash governors with slaves, 

or ghul¸ms, appointing them as governors of economically 
and strategically important provinces of Khurasan, these 
ghul¸ms began to play an important role in the patronage 
of the arts: see Babaie et al., Slaves of the Shah, 114.

25. Although the reasons for this hiatus are unclear, the wan-
ing production of siy¸h mashq may have been a result of a 
decline in patronage and interest on the part of royal and 
non-royal patrons.

26. Welch, Calligraphy, 160–61.

Fig. 33. Mohammad Ehsa}i, “Mijmar-i Gulv¸zhah¸.” Oil on 
canvas, 80 x 80 cm. (Courtesy of the artist)

Fig. 34. Calligraphic composition by Pouran Jinchi, 1999. 
Ink and acrylic on canvas, 27.9 x 35.6 cm. (Courtesy of the 
artist)

27. For an example, see Christie’s, London, Islamic Art and Manu-
scripts (Tues., 10 Oct., 2000), 81, lot 94: an album of callig-
raphy by Habibullah b. {Abdullah Qajar, dated 7 Rabi{ II, 
1311/18 October, 1893, which opens with a calligraphic 
page in the hand of Nasir al-Din Shah endorsing the callig-
rapher’s skill. 

28. For more information on pºshkash, see Ann Lambton, 
“Pºshkash: Present or Tribute?,” Bulletin of the School of Orien-
tal and African Studies 57, 1 (1994): 145–58. Pºshkash was usu-
ally a gift from a subordinate to a king, governor, or member 
of the ruling elite. In the late Qajar period, the word came 
to be used more generically to refer to any official gift.

29. Jakob Eduard Polak, Persien: Das Land und seine Bewohner 
(orig. pub. Leipzig, 1865; Hildesheim and New York: George 
Olms Verlag, 1976), 284.

30. Aboulala Soudavar, Art of the Persian Courts (New York: Riz-
zoli, 1992), fig. 163.

31. Mu¥ammad {Ali Mu{ayyirº, “Mºrz¸ Ghul¸m Ri¬¸ Iªfah¸nº, 
Qalamsalar-i Qalamraw-i Kha««,” Kilk 80–83 (Nov. 1996–Feb. 
1997): 241–59.

32. Ibid. Babism started in Shiraz in 1844, when Mirza {Ali 
Muhammad, influenced by Shaykhi Shiite theology, which 
viewed the Twelve Imams as incarnations of the Divine, pro-
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claimed himself the Bab (b¸b), or gate to divine truth—a 
concept that clashed with the Islamic belief that Muham-
mad was the “Seal of the Prophets” (khatam al-anbiy¸}). {Ali 
Muhammad sent missionaries throughout Iran, and in 1848 
the movement declared its complete secession from Islam 
and all its rites. Upon the accession that year of Nasir al-
Din Shah (r. 1848–96), the Bab’s followers rose in insurrec-
tion and were defeated. Many of the leaders were killed, and 
the Bab was executed at Tabriz in 1850. Persecutions con-
tinued throughout the 1860s, and after 1868 there occurred 
a schism, one group following the leader Mirza Husayn {Ali 
Nuri (known as Bahaullah), the originator of Bahaism, who 

declared himself the Bab.
33. Karºmz¸da Tabrºzº, Ij¸zat n¸meh, 306.
34. Ibid., 138.
35. Polak, Persien, 266.
36. Arjun Appadurai, The Social Life of Things (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1988), 33–35.
37. Ibid.
38. Story recounted by a calligraphy pupil training at the Anju-

man-i Khushnivisan in Tehran during the Iran-Iraq war.
39. Rose Issa, Iranian Contemporary Art (London: Booth-Clibborn 

Editions, 2001).
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This article concerns both the major discourses on art 
and artistic production in Iran after the 1979 Islamic 
Revolution; its aim is to define the emergence of neo-
traditionalism in the art of the 1990s.1 To do this, I 
will examine the major artistic trends and discourses 
within the socio-cultural context of postrevolutionary 
Iran, including art exhibitions held in the country. I 
will consider the impact of the Islamic Revolution on 
the formation of the discourse of muta{¸hhid (“com-
mitted,” i.e., revolutionary) art and will analyze the 
intellectual and governmental discourses and their role 
in the development of new postrevolutionary artistic 
trends, among which I will emphasize neotradition-
alism. Throughout this discussion, I will explore the 
revival of the intellectual and artistic preoccupations 
of the prerevolutionary generation, mainly from the 
1960s, and will examine the relationship between their 
works and those of particular neotraditionalist artists 
active in the 1990s. 

As Peter Chelkowski remarks, “The Revolution in 
Iran was an event of universal significance in the mod-
ern history of the Middle East”;2 it was not just a back-
ward-looking fundamentalist phenomenon but also a 
modern one, yet one “whose message was steeped in 
localized imagery demanding an idealized return to 
the past.”3 Therefore, it is not surprising that a syn-
thesis of the traditional and the modern inherent in 
the Revolution gradually emerged in Iranian culture 
and in the art that we call neotraditionalism. 

In accord with revolutionary aspirations, certain pro-
found transformations occurred in various domains 
of Iranian life, politics, and culture, and these had a 
marked effect on the formation of Iranian postrevolu-
tionary art. “Modernism,” transferred to a sort of art 
based on Islamic cultural traditions, was initially pop-
ular among the masses who were the main supporters 
of the Revolution. The 1979 event, however, brought 
to a sudden end the official artistic policies of the pre-
vious regime,4 which had been based on the promo-
tion of modernism on the one hand and of national-
ism on the other. Both of these were challenged by 

HAMID KESHMIRSHEKAN

DISCOURSES ON POSTREVOLUTIONARY IRANIAN ART:
NEOTRADITIONALISM DURING THE 1990S

the Revolution as elements of Pahlavi (1925–79) pol-
icy. As a result, as noted by Ruyin Pakbaz, a promi-
nent Iranian art critic and historian, 

…with the denial of the existence and function of the 
official art pursued under Mohammad Reza Shah, many 
artistic administrators and a number of artists left the 
scene. A young, inexperienced force came to the fore 
and, in a hasty and radical reaction, rejected all that had 
been done by the previous generation of artists.5 

The most problematic issue for artists in the first years 
after the Revolution was their suddenly being pre-
vented from interacting with the world outside Iran: 
they were unable to show their works to an interna-
tional audience or participate in the global discourse 
that was modern art. Nevertheless, a few of the most 
established artists, as well as a significant number of 
dynamic young ones, chose to stay in Iran. The activity 
of the prerevolutionary artists of this group, however, 
was not legitimized in the official coteries until the 
early nineties. In that milieu, anything that could be 
associated with a monarchical system was condemned. 
Haggai Ram argues that: “…revolutions are […]—
perhaps principally—struggles over memory,”6 that 
is, they wage war upon memories of the old order. 
In the Iranian Revolution, as Ram maintains, “the 
commitment to break with the past [the monarchical 
system] provided a foundation upon which to build 
a new society.”7 Accordingly, the revolutionaries “set 
out to eradicate the hegemonic historical narrative of 
the Pahlavi monarchy by creating a counter-historical 
narrative that was ideally structured to fit the new 
teleology of the Revolution.”8 

Initially, the anti-Western nature of the Revolution 
and the slogan of political and cultural independence 
also fostered a clash with and halt to the growth and 
promotion of modern art in Iran. In the years fol-
lowing the Revolution, a new definition of “modern-
ism” was suggested, one that mainly implied a kind 
of Western product consisting of different artistic 
forms, styles, and movements, from Impressionism to 

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   131 10/18/2006   1:04:38 PM



hamid keshmirshekan132

Abstraction. Common to all of these, it was believed, 
was their contrast with a kind of realistic and repre-
sentational demotic art that could convey meaning to 
the public. “Modern” art was not approved in official 
circles; rather it was regarded negatively because it 
lacked any political, religious, social, or ethical mes-
sage to “direct” the viewer. In those early years after 
the Revolution, not only was modern art not supported 
by the government and other sectors including min-
istries, banks, corporations, and the press (who had 
favored it during the prerevolutionary period), it was 
met with indifference or even active opposition. In its 
place, art officials eagerly proposed the creation of a 
kind of Irano-Islamic art that would possess its own 
characteristics distinct from those of Western art and 
that would convey traditional cultural values. Basically 
however, Islamic and revolutionary values remained 
largely uncodified during the transition period and 
were subject to local or expedient interpretations, and 
they did not specify any theoretical or practical prin-
ciples or patterns for visual art. This resulted in a sit-
uation that was, at best, uncertain for Iranian paint-
ing during the late 1970s, throughout the 1980s, and 
into the early 1990s. When one looks at the formal 
exhibitions held in the period after the Revolution, 
even the First Iranian Painting Biennial in 1991, one 
can readily observe this uncertainty. 

The most significant artistic shift just after the Rev-
olution focused attention on traditional Islamic arts 
and on the production of a particular kind of popu-
lar painting: the term hunar-i mardumº (demotic/col-
lective art) in revolutionary terminology referred to 
realist (and sometimes expressionistic) art that dealt 
mainly with political and revolutionary subjects in 
which lower-class and ordinary people played the main 
role (figs. 2–4). The principle of hunar-i mardumº lay 
in the belief that art was a tool for propaganda, about 
which Chelkowski writes:

A particular delivery of the rhetorical images of convic-
tions—the art of persuasion, the ability to move the indi-
viduals in a mass—is designed to make legitimate claims 
on political obedience, on measures of mass mobilization. 
To the degree that such rhetoricals [sic] of images are 
rooted in deep and surviving cultural paradigms, they 
expose a wide angle of vision on the dominant moral 
matters of a political culture. The purpose, whether or 
not self-conscious, of aesthetics in any art of persuasion is 
to transform the experience of rhyme and reason, shape 
and beauty, into elements of mobilizing conviction.9 

This kind of art was approved, encouraged, and sup-
ported by the artistic section of the new revolutionary 
government, especially in the first decade after the 
Revolution.10 In 1983, the Minister of Islamic Guid-
ance,11 Sayyid Mohammad Khatami, announced: 

We ought to introduce art as one of the important 
branches of human culture and history, and as a way to 
conceive of and enhance the pious and grand human 
spiritual character for people, who are the symbols and 
embodiments of those values, and whose characters are 
mixed with the Islamic Revolution’s values and aspirations. 
[Exposing art] in any other way would be a disloyalty to 
both art and human beings …12 

The idea that modern art could not connect with 
ordinary people’s beliefs seemed to be the other main 

Fig. 1. Habibollah Sadeghi, Kullu yawmin {@sh¢r¸ wa-kullu 
ar¤in Karbal¸ (Every Day is {Ashura and the Whole Earth is 
Karbala), early 1980s. Poster color on paper. Hawza-i hunarº-i 
S¸zm¸n-i Tablºgh¸t-i Isl¸mº (Artistic Center of Islamic Propaganda 
Organization). (Photo: courtesy of the Center)
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Fig. 2. Hossein Khosrowjerdi, Hayyi {ala }l-fal¸¥ (Come to salvation [part of the call to prayer]), 1977. Oil on canvas, 200 x 
500 cm. Artistic Center of Islamic Propaganda Organization. (Photo: courtesy of the Center)

Fig. 3. Kazem Chalipa, Guards of the Anemone Field, 1980. Oil on 
canvas. Artistic Center of Islamic Propaganda Organization. 
(Photo: courtesy of the Center)

Fig. 4. Kazem Chalipa, R¢z-i buzurg (The Great Day), 1984. Oil 
on canvas, 160 x 115 cm. Artistic Center of Islamic Propaganda 
Organization. (Photo: courtesy of the Center)
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Fig. 6. Habibollah Sadeghi, Tashyº{-i qul¢b (Funeral of Hearts), 1983. Oil on canvas, 112 x 170 cm. Artistic Center of Islamic 
Propaganda Organization. (Photo: courtesy of the Center)

Fig. 5. Nasser Palangi, K¢ch (Migration), 1980–82. Oil on canvas. Artistic Center of Islamic Propaganda Organization. (Photo: 
courtesy of the Center)
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reason for ignoring any form of it. It was argued that 
modern Iranian painting, despite its expanding growth 
in the 1960s and 1970s, had lost the public.13 The 
postrevolutionaries also criticized the situation of 
Iranian artists and intellectuals working simply for 
themselves,14 and they found fault with prerevolution-
ary artists because of their preference for formalism 
over content and meaning in their works. One of the 
theoreticians of the postrevolutionary group of “com-
mitted” artists, Abdolmajid Hosseini-Rad, claims:

During the years before the Revolution, formalism was the 
dominant aspect of Iranian painting, attracting almost all 
the attention of modernist painters. In those days formal-
ism was so dominant that even the search for a new visual 
language complying with national and local demands was 
entirely affected by a formalistic outlook.15

Although revolutionary art first condemned or repu-
diated all kinds of prerevolutionary art, the works of 
artists after the Revolution, when carefully considered, 
show some resemblance to the 1960s works by artists of 
the Saqq¸-kh¸na movement,16 at least in so far as they 
used popular religious pictorial elements and motifs 
even in formalist constructions. These had already 
appeared in the early Saqq¸-kh¸na-period (1962–64) 
works by the movement’s main founders. In the various 
forms of revolutionary art, especially posters, stamps, 
and murals, calligraphic forms and Shiite iconography 
were dominant features, mixed with figuration and 
a promotive quality (figs. 1 and 2) inspired by other 
twentieth-century revolutionary art, especially that 
from the Soviet Union, Mexico, and Cuba. Despite 
the clear and fundamental difference between the 
Islamic Revolution of Iran and other major revolutions 
of the twentieth century—the others future-oriented 
and based mainly on socialist beliefs and aspirations, 
and the Islamic Revolution focused on the Islamic past 
in order to redefine the future17 —the form of artistic 
production, based on revolutionary and propagandist 
ideas, was similar. In their use of symbolic elements, 
the Iranian artists tried to reflect such concepts as 
the Revolution, the Iran-Iraq war, martyrdom, and 
gnosticism by a form of realist expression that was a 
familiar language in other revolutionary art. Social 
commitment and storytelling that conveyed a religious 
or political message were among the most important 
features of these works and further increased their 
popularity and acceptance among the masses, since 
they were simple and understandable in both form 
and execution (figs. 1–6).

In terms of theory, however, the frequent use of 
such pompous expressions as “spiritual identity” and 
“elevation of forms” for Iran’s postrevolutionary art, 
along with the absence of principles and accurate 
methods for its analysis, only intensified problems 
of its definition. For example, a message that Ayatol-
lah Khomeini addressed to artists in September 1988 
urged that revolutionary art be conceived as “the gno-
sis of challenge,” “the rejection of uncommitted art 
and art for art’s sake,” “the revolt against violence,” 
“the illustration of martyrdom,” and the “dedication 
to Islamic values.” 

In what proved to be one of the major official post-
revolutionary exhibitions, held in 1983 at the Teh-
ran Museum of Contemporary Art on the occasion 
of the fifth anniversary of the victory of the Islamic 
Revolution, the aim of the exhibition was explained 
as follows: 

We should esteem the impulse to organize these exhibi-
tions as an earnest and meaningful attempt, because the 
main reason for holding them is clearly to enshrine the 
spiritual as well as the committed content, the sincere 
and eloquent language of artists. […] The dominant 
atmosphere of the works shows a united message of art-
ists who have created their art with sincerity, faith, and 
seriousness in accordance with principles of the Islamic 
Revolution, posing the messages of the Revolution and, 
more important, creating a committed, eloquent art. 
We should believe that after an interval of doldrums in 
the formation of postrevolutionary art, especially visual 
art, caused by the initial conflicts of the Revolution, 
we can now see in these exhibitions the flowering and 
growth of talent; [these are] artists whose art does not 
originate in dilettantism but is full of message, faith, 
and sincerity.18 

This situation continued and was even exaggerated 
during the Iran-Iraq war (1980–88): wall painting, 
panel drawing, and poster design on epic, religious, 
and political themes flourished. Furthermore, “pop-
ular beliefs and rituals were converted into stamps, 
banknotes, and chewing gum wrappers, and directed 
towards mass mobilization for the Revolution and 
war.”19 The eight-year war with Iraq was to create 
cru cial problems in Iran for years, but it led to an 
increasing sense of nationalism throughout the coun-
try.20 Chelkowski writes of “‘the Museum of Furious 
Art’ that is the Iran of the 1980s, a nation engaged 
in revolution and war, relentlessly remaking itself in 
images and forms, shapes and colors, frames of angers 
and anxieties.”21 This situation lasted throughout the 
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1980s, although things began to change after the end 
of the war: in 1988 the production of art as propaganda 
significantly diminished.22 From the end of the 1980s 
and increasingly during the 1990s, a neotraditionalism 
started to develop among artists. The neotraditionalist 
artists were committed to creating a synthesis, both 
conceptual and stylistic, of indigenous and historical 
art forms and contemporary art.23 One can find in 
their works a quest for a mode of modern artistic 
expression that might achieve an equilibrium between 
the historical past and modernism. 

By the end of the 1980s and the beginning of the 
1990s, the Iranian artistic scene seemingly required 
a comprehensive exhibition in which various postrev-
olutionary artistic activities and tendencies would be 
aired. After the destruction of the war, Iranian soci-
ety had begun reconstruction in different domains, 
including sociocultural and economic life. During the 
period after the Revolution, the population had greatly 
increased,24 and now consisted mostly of young peo-
ple, a large number of whom gravitated towards the 
different arts, especially visual art. At the same time, a 
new middle-class and technically educated stratum of 
the Iranian population was being formed, and a large 
number of the younger members of this class became 
enthusiastically involved in art. Hence, the number of 
artists, art lovers, and applicants to study or practice 
art, according to a reliable estimate,25 increased ten-
fold over what it had been in the 1970s. By the end 
of the 1980s, private galleries that had hitherto been 

Fig. 7. Jahangir Shahdadi, Sit¸r, 1993. Oil on canvas, 60 x 80 
cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n = Iran Contemporary Painting, 
catalogue of the Second Iranian Painting Biennial [Tehran, 
1373/1994], published with permission of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 8. Hamid Nikan, Dar Pan¸h-i Ýaqq (Under Protection 
of God), 1993. Oil on canvas, 120 x 80 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i 
mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, published with permission of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art)

inactive or closed were reactivated, while many new 
ones were opened, and they again began to exhibit 
non-political and non-propagandizing art.

Nevertheless, the constant presence of government 
in directing art in modern Iran should not be ignored. 
Both before and after the Revolution the governmental 
cultural sections played a significant role in creating a 
kind of official art led and supported by state cultural 
policies. Despite the fact that, in the initial postrevo-
lutionary years, different exhibitions—held in partic-
ular on anniversaries of the Islamic Revolution—had 
been mounted in various public spaces, especially the 
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art,26 these were 
affected by the politicized and propagandizing atmo-
sphere dominant at the time. The central core of these 

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   136 10/18/2006   1:05:10 PM



discourses on postrevolutionary iranian art 137

Fig. 9. Mostafa Darreh-Baghi, Pan¸h (Refuge), 1993. Watercolor 
on paper, 55 x 50 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, published 
with permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary 
Art)

Fig. 10. Khosrow Khosravi, Gul{uz¸rº zi gulist¸n-i jah¸n m¸ r¸ 
bas (A Beauty from the Rosegardens of This World is Enough 
for Us), 1993. Oil on canvas, 210 x 150 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i 
mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, published with permission of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art) 

exhibitions comprised the works—both paintings and 
posters—of revolutionary or “committed” artists, and 
a range of traditional arts including calligraphy and 
miniature painting (nig¸rgarº).27

Following several years of haphazard activity, the 
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art began organiz-
ing regular biennials and triennials, among which the 
painting biennials were the largest and seemingly the 
most controversial.28 The First Iranian Painting Bien-
nial opened in the autumn of 1991, twelve years after 
the victory of the Revolution. (Before that exhibition, 
as mentioned above, both the Museum of Contempo-
rary Art and other public artistic centers29 had held 
many exhibitions on various occasions; these did not 
affect contemporary Iranian art, however—largely 
because of their lack of organization and comprehen-
siveness.)30 The catalogue of the First Iranian Paint-
ing Biennial announced a clear and very ambitious 
goal: the exhibition, organized by the Artistic Dep-
uty of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 
was intended to “improve the art of painting in both 
quantity and quality, establish a true atmosphere of 

competition among artists, and explore and support 
young talent.”31 

Although the 1991 biennial was in actuality the 
sixth, since there had been five others held in Teh-
ran before the Revolution,32 the organizers justified 
its title with the logic that

…due to deep transformations in different aspects of 
Iranian life, including politics, society, and culture, this 
Biennial, which also was a product of the postrevolu-
tionary period, could not have many affiliations with 
those of prerevolutionary ones! And since it was the first 
official comprehensive exhibition in the period after 
the Revolution, it had to be called “The First Iranian 
Painting Biennial.”33 

In the words of the manifesto presented at the First 
Biennial: 
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Fig. 11. Hamid Reza Noori Seresht, @v¸z-i par-i Jibr¸{ºl (Song 
of Gabriel’s Wing), 1995. Mixed media on canvas, 110 x 90 
cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, barguzºda}º az ¸s¸r-i sivvumºn 
nim¸yishg¸h-i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸shº-i µr¸n = Iran Contemporary 
Painting, A Selection of Works from the Third Iranian Painting 
Biennial [Tehran, 1376/1997], published with permission of 
the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 12. Abdolhamid Ghadirian, Gul-i ¸gh¸z (Creation Flower), 
1999. Oil on canvas, 150 x 100 cm. (After Ru}y¸-yi firishtag¸n: 
Bay¸n-i tamsºlº dar naqq¸shº-i naw-gir¸-yi µr¸n = The Dream of 
Angels: Symbolic Expression in Iranian Modernist Painting [Tehran 
1379/2000], published with permission of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 13. Sharareh Mahdood, Untitled, 1995. Acrylic and 
gouache on canvas, 80 x 60 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, 
barguzºda}º az ¸s¸r-i sivvumºn nim¸yishg¸h-i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸shº-
i µr¸n, published with permission of the Tehran Museum of 
Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 14. Vali Fattahzadeh, Attack, 1993. Oil on canvas, 74 x 102 
cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, published with permission 
of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)
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Fig. 15. Alireza Mahram-Nia, R¸bi«a-i Rabb¸nº (Divine Con-
nection), 1995. Mixed media on canvas, 50 x 60 cm. (After 
Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, barguzºda}º az ¸s¸r-i sivvumºn nim¸yishg¸h-
i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸shº-i µr¸n, published with permission of the 
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 16. Mehrnaz Abdolhossein-Zadeh, Untitled, 1995. Mixed 
media, 50 x 70 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, barguzºda}º az 
¸s¸r-i sivvumºn nim¸yishg¸h-i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸shº-i µr¸n, published 
with permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary 
Art) 

Fig. 17. Hayedeh Sharifi, Untitled, 1995. Mixed media, 55 x 62 cm. (After Tajallº-i i¥s¸s: Muntakhabº az ¸s¸r-i naqq¸shº-i zan¸n 
= Manifestation of Feeling: A Selection of Paintings by Iranian Female Artists, published with permission of the Tehran Museum of 
Contemporary Art) 
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Following the establishment of the Islamic Republic, 
there has been a development in the art of painting as 
well. Influenced by the social and political developments 
of their society today, the vanguard of “committed” and 
independent artists are determined to regain the religious 
and national identity that the walls of imitation have 
destroyed, letting the unpolluted, pure, independent, 
and dynamic atmosphere dynamize the talents of the 
young.34 

A survey of the paintings shown in this biennial reveals 
that a small section of the exhibition was devoted 
the works of the muta{¸hhid artists. The major part 
of the exhibition, however, consisted of works show-
ing a tendency to use pre-Islamic Persian forms, tra-
ditional Islamic motifs, and elements of folkloristic 
art as references (figs. 9–11 and 15–18). Some works 
sought to achieve an artistic identity by the inclusion 
of musical instruments, scenes of Sufi dancing, details 
of traditional architecture, and so on (figs. 7, 8, 10, 
11),35 features now apparent in the works of many 
young artists. Apparent from prize-winning works in 
the biennial is that a major criterion of their selection 
was their resemblance—formal as well as aesthetic—to 
so-called Irano-Islamic art, including their use of deco-

rative motifs and calligraphy, their representation of 
religious traditions and rituals,36 and so on.37  The 
First Biennial also featured the works of different tra-
ditional genres, including Qahva-kh¸na (coffeehouse) 
and miniature painting. Among others, works of some 
prominent Naqq¸shº-kha«« (calligraphy-based) artists 
were also exhibited.38

Put forward as one of the key issues of the First 
Biennial was the question of cultural identity.39 As the 
introduction to the Biennial catalogue put it: 

Revision of values and authenticities is neither an artistic 
and mental reaction nor a weakness regarding modern-
ism. Rather it is a strong attempt to achieve an artistic 
identity that is appropriate and understood based on 
visual and subjective frameworks originating from our […] 
cultural authenticity. […] With reliance on the specificity 
of Iranian revolutionary society, and with the purpose of 
supporting a dynamic and valuable pattern, the Center 
of Plastic Arts of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic 
Guidance employs all its ability to amplify the growing 
and comprehensive “Art of the Islamic Revolution.”40

(“Valuable pattern” referred to the part of the biennial 
entitled “Palestine,” as if the organizers still needed 
a political ingredient to justify the component of 

Fig. 18. Hamid Reza Jadid, Huviyyat (Identity), 1999–2000. Mixed media, 70 x 100 cm. (After Þa{m-i ru}y¸: @s¸r-i panjumºn 
nim¸yishg¸h-i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸sh-i µr¸n = The Taste of a Dream: A Selection of Works Presented at the Fifth Biennial of Contemporary 
Iranian Painting [Tehran, 1379/2000], published with permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 
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the exhibition that was independent and non-politi-
cal.)41 

During the 1991 biennial, the Tehran Museum of 
Contemporary Art hosted a conference entitled “The 
First Conference of Iranian Plastic Arts,” in which there 
were colloquia, debates, and lectures by Iranian art-
ists and art scholars. As is suggested by the title of the 
conference proceedings, Huviyyat-i farhangº va hunarº 
(Cultural and Artistic Identity), the main issue con-
sidered was national identity in art and how it could 
be preserved.42 The introduction to the publication 
frames the issues thus: 

What response have we contrived against the mighty 
storm of recent centuries that has blown from the West 
and has assumed different shape and emphasis in every 
period? Is there any way to preserve our culture and 
art [from that storm]? What is the responsibility of the 
young generation of revolutionary artists? These ques-
tions and tens of similar questions were the motivations 
for holding this Conference.43

Considered carefully, the contents of the debates and 
arguments of the conference bear a close resemblance 
to the major artistic and intellectual preoccupations 
in the period before the Revolution, in particular the 
1960s. Cultural and artistic identity were topics that had 
already been propounded then, but that now showed 
new emphasis on the revolutionary aspect of Iranian 
culture and on Islam as an integral part of that culture. 
Generally speaking, however, the new discourse did 
not essentially differ from what had been advocated 
before the Revolution, although the main emphasis 
now was on the content of traditional values. 

In the 1960s the issue of cultural and artistic iden-
tity had been addressed not only by officials of the 
cultural establishment but also by innovative artists. 
In 1991, about thirteen years after the Islamic Revo-
lution, the subject of the identity crisis in Iranian art 
had again emerged, this time primarily emphasized 
by the officials,44 who seem to have hoped that the 
First Biennial could represent in both form and con-
tent a kind of new national or Islamic art, or a so-
called independent art (which no one really believed 
could be achieved). 

The Second Iranian Painting Biennial, in 1993, had 
some of the same atmosphere, but with more flexibil-
ity: this time there was no particular restriction in sub-
ject matter or content of the exhibition. Although the 
selection criteria as stated bore similarities to those 
of the previous biennial and earlier exhibitions,45 it 

was clear that the nature of Iranian painting was now 
tending towards modernism, the dominant approach 
towards which was the attempted synthesis of tradi-
tional and modern known as neotraditionalism. In 
this Second Biennial, most of the trends in contem-
porary Iranian painting were represented, with the 
exception of miniature painting, which as of 1993 was 
given separate biennials.

Organizers of the Second Biennial again suggested 
as a solution to the artistic identity crisis that more 
attention be directed to national and Islamic arts, 
although no one now proposed a “national school of 
art.”46 As one member of the selection panel suggested, 
“The essence of new thought exists in our national 
and Islamic art, but it has covered itself over. We must 
find it and expand it into other artistic and cultural 
domains.”47 Since it was difficult to find any compre-
hensive tendency in the works exhibited in the first 
two biennials, the crisis of artistic identity was still the 
main topic for debate in the Second Conference of 
Plastic Arts, held during the 1993 biennial. One of 
the proposed solutions was that art works refer to the 
“principal structures” of past Iranian art—a reference 
that was not to be formal, however, but that should 
instead concern the content and meaning of the tra-
ditional arts. At this second conference, Mohammad 
Ali Rajabi, an artist and art critic, suggested, 

We face various discourses in our country, such as iden-
tity, cultural aggression, and so on, which are [in fact] 
unprecedented and different from what we have previously 
encountered. The point we must be aware of is that we 
should not deal with [those discourses] superficially. In 
this year’s biennial, different groups [of artists] have tried 
to display [a sense of] identity in their works. Certainly, 
their attempt should be appreciated. We also saw a group 
whose motto was: “If we use colors such as lapis lazuli 
and gold, or make our work flat [omitting perspective], 
we will achieve an identity in our work.” [We see] how 
that issue is becoming commonplace. Another group 
pronounces that “a work of an Iranian is Iranian in any 
case [and there is no need to be sensitive and anxious 
about lack of identity in it].” […] The fact is that we have 
become fixed in the same place and are turning around 
ourselves. […] I call this a bogus identity.48 

Another important ambition (or temptation) stated 
at both biennial conferences was participation in the 
international art scene,49 which would later become 
a preoccuption of both artists and art officials; as an 
anonymous author in a leading official art quarterly 
wrote, “We must be active in the contemporary (inter-
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national) art [scene]. This presence, of course, should 
be based on planned principles.”50 Many suggestions 
and arguments were put forward with regard to invit-
ing foreign judges51 or turning the Iranian biennial 
into an international biennial52 and exhibiting Ira-
nian art in other international exhibitions, perhaps on 
the model of the Fifth Tehran Biennial in 1966 and 
other prerevolutionary exhibitions of the 1960s and 
1970s.53 This sponsoring of international exhibitions 
was considered even by the art officials as one of the 
programs on the agenda of the Artistic Deputy of the 
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance.54 

Discernable in the introduction to the catalogue of 
the Second Biennial is a theme similar to that of the 
prerevolutionary biennials, particularly of the 1960s: 
the necessity of paying more attention to contemporary 
art movements.55 Following the statement of purpose 
of the Second Biennial, it is also suggested that, 

Exploring the innovative outlooks of the Iranian art elites, 
bringing about interaction between artists and introduc-
ing the contemporary language of art and various move-
ments to the public, encouraging creative and authentic 
artists, assessing their [artistic] activities, and selecting 
works based on cultural identity [are other reasons for 
holding the Biennial].56 

At the same time, the deliberate and careful survey of 
traditional Iranian art with a view to its resuscitation 
and reconstruction was recommended to artists who 
wanted to use the “contemporary language of art.” 
The preservation of artistic identity as one of the main 
conditions for a successful presence on the interna-
tional scene was also suggested. For example, at the 
Second Conference of Plastic Arts, Zahra Rahnavard, 
an art scholar and researcher, commented: 

How can we encounter the global [realities] in our works 
without losing our own identity? There is the continual 
sense of concern for an ancient culture such as ours, 
which possesses a rich heritage. We are always afraid 
of being static and laggardly, or else of running so fast 
and brashly, without any principle and framework, that 
we lose our identity completely. If our art wants to have 
an identity and to establish a dialogue with the inter-
national art scene, it should maintain its own aesthetic 
quality.57 

Another lecturer at the conference, Ruyin Pakbaz, 
emphasized the language that contemporary Iranian 
art should employ to convey its characteristics:

It seems that we do not have any choice against cultural 
aggression but to shelter in tradition. But it is as if “tra-

dition” meant a few clichés and patterns. We observe 
how our young talent is being employed [in producing] 
miniature and naturalistic painting. These kinds of work 
at their best are repetitious. […] We expect the message 
that our artist conveys [in his art] to be spiritual, meaning 
that it defends values, and also to be political, meaning 
that it protests against the lack of values. Therefore, 
there is no doubt that this message should be presented 
in a modern form.58 

Discernable among the intellectuals of the time were 
similar signs of sensitivity to the issue of identity, both 
artistic and cultural, and to the situation of Iranian 
society in a fast-changing world. This sensibility was 
usually accompanied by criticism of the structure of 
Iranian society and reflections on the conjunction 
of modernity and tradition. In an essay titled “On 
the Mental Distortions Afflicting Those Civilizations 
That Have Remained on the Sidelines of History and 
Played No Part in the Festival of Changes,”59 Daryoush 
Shayegan underlines how enriching the situation can 
be if one accepts the ambivalent challenge consciously, 
lucidly, and without resentment. But Faraj Sarkouhi, 
a famous Iranian author, maintains that,

Since the period of the Constitutional Revolution [1905/6–
11], and especially since September 1941,60 our ancestors 
and we have lived in a society in which all the economic, 
political, social, and cultural events of all various periods of 
history, simultaneously and with a complicated and united 
texture, but not alongside each other or in a parallel way, 
have had an active, effective, and animated presence. In 
our society, one can find anything from the ideologies of 
primitive man to ultramodern interpretations, from the 
oldest social relationships to the most advanced way of 
life. From the other side of the globe, the phenomena 
and changes that are happening in different economic, 
technological, social, and cultural domains of the world 
have affected us. Our situation, here, is that of a “man 
of the border zones.” A man who carries all the relations 
and cultural baggage of his ancient past with him has not 
solved the inconsistencies and problems of societal life 
either in scope of thought or in range of aesthetics and 
form; he is carrying with him his entire past and present, 
with all their contradictions and contrasts.61 

Sarkouhi’s conclusion, nevertheless, traces a kind of 
neotraditional synthesis that, as he remarks, is to be 
seen in Iranian vanguard art and literature: 

In a society in which one can see primitive tribalism 
engaged with modern industrialization, and primitive 
culture based on superstition and magic with modernity, 
in a society that has not yet solved its traditional problems, 
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while involved with advanced modern forms of technology 
and telecommunications, a variety of styles and artistic and 
literary structures is natural. That is because the various 
layers of our society have neither grown simultaneously 
nor been shaped in a single layer. […] Accordingly, our 
vanguard art and literature, taking into consideration this 
historical situation, have tried and are trying to break 
the fences of this situation, to transcend this “border-
zone” in which they have been sentenced to stay, and 
to connect the past and the present.62 

Intellectuals now discussed more ardently the use of 
modernity both in art and culture, maintaining that 
through an organic approach to contemporary life, 
artists could creatively combine the modern language 
of art with any traditional materials that were still 
functional. Nevertheless, from their point of view, 
contemporary culture, life, and interests had to play 
the main role in this kind of art. At the same time, 
these intellectuals criticized the insufficiently informed 
imitation and acceptance of modernism, which might 
result in a superficial modishness. They also opposed 
a meaningless return to the past by the mere repro-
duction of the traditional image.63 

At this time, the phrase “creating a modern Iranian 
plastic language” was used to explain the approach of 
the modernist or neotraditionalist artist, whose goal 
was described as an effort to establish an indepen-
dent identity for Iranian art that took into account 
the efforts of the previous generation. Because in art 
the final answer is always present during the process 
of creation, any kind of question—including the con-
nection between past and present, or between picto-
rial tradition and the modern language of art—had 
to be answered in the “form” and “structure” of the 
work of art itself. In neotraditional art, then, the ques-
tion of “form” or “visual language” could be consid-
ered the most important issue. In art as in other areas 
of human culture, however, there are other concepts 
underlying the question of form that may originate 
in social and cultural conditions. 

The regeneration of modern Iranian art occurred 
at the beginning of the 1990s, about a decade into the 
postrevolutionary period, and coinciding with the paint-
ing biennials in which various modernistic approaches 
were exhibited and rapidly developed. During the late 
1970s and 1980s, as Sarkouhi maintains, 

It was proved that traditionalism and strict attention to 
tradition in art, as in other cultural and social realms, 
would not convey any positive result. The two tendencies 

of traditionalism—the reproduction of traditional images 
and revolutionary social realism—affected by the politi-
cized atmosphere of the initial years of the Revolution, 
increased the crisis of contemporary Iranian painting. 
They in fact revealed their limitations and paved the 
way for self-denial.64 

Thus it was not strange that in the following years 
considerable attention was directed to the problem of 
artistic identity, as mentioned above. As the issue of 
identity had been much emphasized in the sphere of 
politics and culture, nobody could claim that Iranian 
art had achieved the ideal. Furthermore, the Revolu-
tion and its precepts had created a gap between the 
new and the prerevolutionary generations of neotra-
ditionalist artists, in particular the Saqq¸-kh¸na artists, 
and their achievements; the older generation and their 
works were ignored because they were construed as 
part of prerevolutionary culture and art and hence 
depicted as «ag ¢tº and gharb-zada (“Westoxicated”), 
reminiscent of the same discourse argued mainly by 
Iranian intellectuals of the 1960s and 1970s. It seemed, 
however, that the young artists of the new genera-
tion might repeat the pattern; the biennials and other 
major exhibitions after the Revolution witnessed the 
revived use of symbolic motifs; of both black-and-white 
elements and colored ones including tilework motifs 
marked by tints of gold, lapis lazuli, and azure; of seals 
and gold sheets pasted to the canvas (as in the works 
of some Saqq¸-kh¸na artists); and of arabesque designs 
and patterns taken from calico tablecloths. Illumina-
tion, miniature paintings (now executed in oil color), 
and portraits of women with joined eyebrows reminis-
cent of the Qajar manner all made a reappearance, in 
combination with modern styles (figs. 10–17).

That these characteristics reflected a discontinuity 
in the development of modern Iranian art was fre-
quently discussed in the mid-1990s, when the works 
of prerevolutionary neotraditionalist artists were again 
exhibited. This observation does not apply to all art-
ists of the 1990s, however, since there were also inno-
vators whose works reveal systematic preoccupation 
with artistic identity, their own past and present, and 
neotraditionalism, and who clearly understood what 
the Saqq¸-kh¸na artists and their followers had been 
attempting, the ideas they had propounded, and their 
successes and problems. It was believed that, for the 
first time in twentieth-century Iranian art, a gener-
ation had the chance to experience two important 
periods of Iranian history, pre- and post-Revolution, 
and to assimilate practically and intellectually both 
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the positive and the negative aspects of those experi-
ences. This generation could play a key role in lead-
ing the next one, which, because of the sudden surge 
of the Revolution and its aspirations, was not aware 
of what had been achieved by the prerevolutionary 
generation in various realms of Iranian culture and 
life, especially art.

Iranian painting during the late 1980s and 1990s 
can be generally classified in three main groups: tra-
ditionalists, modernists, and neotraditionalists. Among 
these the neotraditionalists were dominant. The situa-
tion is similar for Iranian poetry and fiction, which, in 
1990, Sarkouhi believed to be flourishing more than 
at any time in the recent past.65

Among other factors in the mid-1990s that caused 
the development of art in general and of neotradition-
alism in particular, we may again note the important 
role of the art officials of the country; now, however, 
these officials had greater flexibility and discernment 
and a more systematic organization. In particular, 
after the presidential election of 1997,66 the Plastic 
Arts Center of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic 
Guidance67 was extraordinarily active, as was the most 
important organ of the Center, the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art. Highly effective, the museum 
tried to play a distinguished role in supporting, pre-
senting, and encouraging various kinds of contempo-
rary Iranian art with systematic programs that included 
the continuation of more comprehensive biennials, 
the mounting of thematic exhibitions of contempo-
rary art both Iranian and European-American, and 
the hosting of seminars, conferences, and academic 
discussions on different aspects of contemporary art 
and culture. Although the museum had already started 
these programs as early as 1990–91 by organizing dif-
ferent national and even international biennials (such 
as the Cartoon and Illustration Biennials), its activi-
ties took fuller form after 1997. After this, the works 
of numerous Iranian artists active before the Revolu-
tion, including the best Saqq¸-kh¸na paintings, and 
also of Western contemporary artists, were systemati-
cally exhibited. Although many of these works, drawn 
from the museum’s rich collection, had previously 
been shown, the organization and quality of the post-
1997 exhibitions were unprecedented, and the Saqq¸-
kh¸na artists and their works began to be reintroduced 
and analyzed in artistic circles. Eminent Iranian artists 
such as Charles Hossein Zenderoudi (b. 1937), who 
had left the country and cut their ties with the Ira-
nian art scene after the Revolution, perhaps because 

of lack of attention to their works, were now invited 
to participate in solo or group exhibitions accompa-
nied by serious discussions: “Pioneers of Modern Ira-
nian Art,” a series of exhibitions that included the 
works of such Iranian neotraditionalists as Zender-
oudi, Massoud Arabshahi (b. 1935), Mohsen Vaziri 
Moghaddam (b. 1924), Mansureh Hosseini (b. 1926), 
and Parviz Tanavoli (b. 1937) is an example. Mean-
while, the museum increased its activities outside the 
country through exhibitions in Europe, America, and 
Asia. As a result, the number of Iranian art publica-
tions and public venues for exhibiting the visual arts 
grew dynamically. The Plastic Arts Center also began 
to support private galleries in Tehran and other cities  
with funding and collaboration. The result was a period 
of artistic flourishing in which the presence of neo-
traditionalism was central. 

Although due to their variety it is difficult to char-
acterize the neotraditional genres in the 1990s, their 
main characteristics can be distinguished. Neotra-
ditional artists of this period assimilated trends in 
Western art, synthesizing them with the psychological 
characteristics and underlying principles of the iconog-
raphy of tradition and heritage. Some concentrated 
on exploring their local traditions of Iranian folk art, 
while others used concepts of ancient Iranian mythol-

Fig. 19. Nosratollah Moslemian, Siyavush’s Trial by Fire, 1990. 
Acrylic on canvas. Private Collection, Tehran. (Photo: courtesy 
of the artist)

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   144 10/18/2006   1:06:08 PM



discourses on postrevolutionary iranian art 145

Fig. 20. Nosratollah Moslemian, Untitled, 1992. Acrylic on 
canvas, 120 x 120 cm. Artist’s collection. (Photo: courtesy of 
the artist)

Fig. 21. Ahmad Amin-Nazar, Untitled, 1995(?). Mixed media. 
(After the brochure of the exhibition “Exposition collective 
des peintres iraniens” [Paris, 2000], published with permission 
of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 22. Mostafa Goudarzi, Untitled, 1998–99. Oil on canvas, 100 x 100 cm. (After Þa{m-i ru}y¸: @s¸r-i panjumºn nim¸yishg¸h-i 
du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸sh-i µr¸n, published with permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)
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include the use of forms taken from traditional archi-
tecture (both pre-Islamic and Islamic) and calligraphy, 
as well as the borrowing of visual aspects of classical 
Persian painting such as the interpretation of natu-
ral phenomena, attention to color balance and distri-
bution, the creation of simultaneous dynamism and 
unity of different areas throughout the two-dimen-
sional space of the painting, and the inclusion of sym-
bolism in both figurative and abstract forms (figs. 8–
21). Ancient Persian myths, legends, and literary works 
frequently appear as subject matter, whose forms show 
a tendency towards symbolic and allegorical expres-
sion (figs. 19–23). Also characteristic are surface tex-
tures influenced by traditional Iranian building mate-
rials, such as mud, straw, and colored tiles. 

Work of the 1990s neotraditionalists may be classi-
fied in three groups: figurative, abstract, and a third, 
more conservative and diverse, category. The figura-
tive artists have mainly been interested in contempo-
rary social and philosophical concepts and have tried 
to represent these concepts in the particular context 
in which they find themselves as artists. Modernist in 
attitude, they draw from the conceptual and picto-
rial aspects of their past; although their language is 
taken from the vocabulary of contemporary art, they 
have benefited greatly from their pictorial tradition. 
Their use of the pictorial characteristics of classical 
Persian painting is exemplified by such aspects of 
their work as color scheme, spatial composition, two-
dimensional image structure, and the inclusion of 
symbolic elements and concepts. Experimenting with 
different modern styles, such as Symbolism and, espe-
cially, Expressionism—perhaps because of its affinity 
with the dominant atmosphere of Iranian society and 
the experience of such events as the Revolution and 
the war—has made it possible for them to express 
their feelings. More recently, they have also addressed 
ancient Iranian myths or Islamic mysticism; the repre-
sentation of mythological and epic subjects from tra-
ditional sources such as the Sh¸hn¸ma of Firdawsi has 
emerged as one of their tendencies (fig. 19).68 The 
use of modernist language is deliberately emphasized 
by these artists; in their view, the past can be revis-
ited and resurveyed by contemporary artists and dur-
ing this process can be restored via a contemporary 
and innovative interpretation. 

Among the most active and distinguished figures 
of the group are Nosratollah Moslemian (b. 1951), 
Ahmad Amin-Nazar (b. 1950), Mostafa Goudarzi (b. 
1960), and Jamshid Haghighat-Shenas (b. 1963) (figs. 

ogy and mysticism. They did not represent these in a 
predominantly decorative fashion (as had Saqq¸-kh¸na 
artists in the prerevolutionary period), but transformed 
them in modern style into highly emotive metaphors 
for contemporary realities. 

Despite the similarities in artistic goals between 
the Saqq¸-kh¸na neotraditionalists prior to the Revo-
lution and the 1990s neotraditionalists after it, there 
are differences between the two groups. In contrast 
to the prerevolutionary neotraditionalists’ concentra-
tion on formal use of the pictorial past, the postrev-
olutionary neotraditionalists show greater interest in 
the content and message of traditional forms and pic-
torial traditions—exploring meanings and concepts 
beyond their mere shapes.

Major characteristics of the majority of their works 

Fig. 23. Jamshid Haghighat-Shenas, Untitled, 1998. Mixed media, 
75 x 55 cm. (After Ru}y¸-yi firishtag¸n, published with permission 
of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 
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19–23). Particularly exemplary are the works of Nos-
ratollah Moslemian. While continually reexamining 
and reinterpreting traditional artistic genres, Mosle-
mian’s art concerns contemporary socio-cultural real-
ities, especially those of his own society. It at once 
takes modern aesthetics into account and breathes in 
the environment of Persian classical art. Although his 
forms do not directly imitate those of Persian classi-
cal painting, they contain some of its pictorial meta-
phors, synthesizing the dichotomous characteristics of 
past pictorial tradition and contemporary artistic lan-
guage and social concerns. For Moslemian, the pro-
cess of painting encompasses all aspects of his life and 
work; he believes, for instance, that elements of sus-
pense in his painting are influenced by the paradox 
and suspense in his society and life: 

…my personality consists of three paradoxical parts, 
including modern, traditional, and also the mixture of 
these two. These factors that are there in my “self” have 
resulted in the formation of my works.69 

About the work of the preceding vanguard neotradi-
tionalist artists and their achievements and failures in 
dealing with the problem of artistic identity during 
the past decades, Moslemian declares: 

I am aware that previous generations of Iranian artists 
sacrificed their talents and innovativeness in order to 
deeply understand and then internalize the achievements 
of contemporary art while considering their own cultural 
situation. It seems that they carried out, more or less, 
their artistic responsibility within their own context. What 
has been the outcome of their attempts and experience 
for us? Is it possible to have an artistic identity and to 
play a role in the formation of contemporary Iranian art 
without consideration of our roots, pictorial traditions, 
or other experiences of previous generations?70 

He does not consider identity as fixed and constant, 
but rather as “viable”—capable of growing or develop-
ing—a quality that changes according to socio-cultural 
changes. He continues: “We—in our life and artistic 
creation at the same time—are continually forming our 
identity. I am thinking deliberately about this “viable” 
identity in my painting.”71 He believes such delibera-
tion is necessary for societies such as Iran’s where the 
tension still exists between tradition and modernity, 
requiring the artist to critically rethink both.

Moslemian also elaborates his reference to the cul-
tural past:

…There is no doubt that we possess an ancient cultural 

Fig. 24. Nosratollah Moslemian, Untitled, 1997. Acrylic on 
canvas, 65 x 55 cm. Private collection, Tehran. (Photo: courtesy 
of the artist)

Fig. 25. Nosratollah Moslemian, Untitled, 1996. Acrylic on 
canvas. Private collection, Tehran. (Photo: courtesy of the 
artist)
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Fig. 26. Jafar Rouhbakhsh, Untitled, 1988. Oil on canvas, 180 
x 150 cm. Collection of Mr. and Mrs. Seif Nasseri. (Photo: 
courtesy of the owners)

Fig. 27. Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Untitled, ca. 1962. 
Natural pigment on paper, 145 x 98 cm. Tehran Museum of 
Contemporary Art. (Photo: published with permission of the 
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)

background, and any Iranian artist should eventually refer 
to this background in accordance with his own point of 
view and knowledge. My reference to [it] includes the 
use of symbols, motifs, color, and myth.72 

Having selected his visual vocabulary from Persian 
poetry, painting, and mythology, Moslemian then trans-
forms these images through a modernistic approach 
in which the identity of their origin is nevertheless 
retained, and reuses them in a lyrical mode in the 
composition of his paintings. In one of his paintings, 
for example, the elements of moon and mirror are 
juxtaposed in abstract fashion, removed from their 
ancient relationship in which the moon is always seen 
reflected in the mirror. In other paintings, gazelles and 

cypress trees—familiar metaphors in Persian painting 
and poetry—are lyrically evoked (fig. 24). 

The importance of pluralism and the parallel reflec-
tion of different viewpoints—ancient and new, con-
crete and abstract—can be considered a manifest spe-
ciality of contemporary art in general, and permeates 
even philosophy, science, and social life. Such plural-
ism, albeit differently perceived, continues to play a 
role in Moslemian’s recent paintings, which remain 
within the context of his own tradition. From its ori-
gin, neofigurative painting in general can be said to 
have been based on multiplicity of meaning and com-
mon human experience; it has more recently prof-
ited by drawing not only on mythology but also on 
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Fig. 28. Zia al-Din Emami, Mi{r¸j, 1986. Gouache and watercolor 
on paper, 60 x 40 cm. (After Ru}y¸-yi firishtag¸n, published with 
permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)

Fig. 29. Homayoun Salimi, Untitled, 1990. Mixed media on 
paper, 21 x 16 cm. Artist’s collection. (Photo: courtesy of 
the artist)

Fig. 30. Mohammad Ebrahim Jafari, Untitled, 2000–2001. 
Monoprint and ink on paper. Tehran Museum of Contemporary 
Art. (Photo: published with permission of the Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art) 

sciences such as the new psychology, an approach vis-
ible in the artist’s work (fig. 25).

Declaring, “My ideology is my style,” Moslemian 
adds,

So my tragic mind views my surrounding realities in dis-
joined condition. I have attempted to achieve my indi-
vidual aesthetic structure in accordance with my own 
perception of the world. This structure should have some 
similarities with the pictorial tradition of my past, and 
should express contemporary existence.73 

In contrast to the neotraditionalists practicing figura-
tive art, a second group has dealt in abstraction. In 
many of their works the decorative quality manifest in 
Saqq¸-kh¸na art appears to have been eliminated; they 
rely instead on the abstract characteristics of Irano-
Islamic art, favoring mystical and spiritual concepts—
Eastern and Iranian mysticism and gnosticism—over 
social issues. Another genre, what might be termed 
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a neocalligraphic approach—involves the use of cal-
ligraphy as the sole compositional element. 

Distinguished members of this group are Jafar Rouh-
bakhsh (1941–96),74 Homayoun Salimi (b. 1948), Zia 
al-Din Emami (b. 1922), Mohammad Ebrahim Jafari 
(b. 1940), and Mohammad Ehsai (b. 1939) (figs. 26, 
28–31). Salimi, who gained his artistic reputation in 
the postrevolutionary period, can be considered rep-
resentative of this group. Even though he is Western-
educated75 and his art was cultivated in the West, it is 
also rooted in the Irano-Islamic past. In his case, this 
is the result of his interest in the artistic and cultural 
heritage of Iran, which—once he was at a distance from 
it—stimulated his unconscious towards it and resulted 
in its nostalgic representation in his works. 

Salimi does not merely repeat traditional motifs and 

patterns but innovatively utilizes the geometric struc-
ture of Irano-Islamic art and architecture. Forms in his 
painting are not thematic; rather, they are indepen-
dent entities, free of any narrative or symbolic mean-
ing. The implication and structure of the picture are 
both created through abstraction, which results in pic-
torial metaphor and poetic feeling without reference 
to a literary text (figs. 32, 33). 

Salimi has expressed his admiration for such pio-
neer neotraditionalist artists as Charles Hossein Zende-
roudi (fig. 27), whose paintings, which he saw when 
he was very young, impressed him even then.76 In 
Salimi’s own work, however, there is an obvious dif-
ference from Saqq¸-kh¸na abstract works, particularly 
Zenderoudi’s, in the omission of decorative charac-
teristics. Nevertheless, there are obvious similarities in 

Fig. 31. Mohammad Ehsai, Alifb¸-yi azalº (Eternal Alphabet), 
2000. Gouache and car paint on cardboard. Tehran Museum 
of Contemporary Art. (Photo: published with permission of 
the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)
 

Fig. 32. Homayoun Salimi, Untitled, 1984. Mixed media and 
acrylic on paper, 10 x 14.7 cm. Artist’s collection. (Photo: 
courtesy of the artist)
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the two artists’ geometric compositional structure and 
employment of the stylized elements of Irano-Islamic 
art, as well as in their mutual benefit from abstract 
art.77 Even though there are no elements of calligra-
phy or religious folk art in Salimi’s painting as there 
were, for instance, in the work of Zenderoudi and Pila-
ram between 1962 and 1964, one cannot ignore Sali-
mi’s constant use of Irano-Islamic motifs, including 
hexagonal and tetragonal forms that originally had a 
decorative function. Salimi, however, has employed 
those sources with more flexible, freer application of 
the brush (figs. 29, 32, 33). 

At first interested in purely abstract art, Salimi 
started to utilize the geometric forms of motifs found 
in the details of Persian classical paintings and then 
began to structure his works on the basis of their for-
mal organization, such as the differing sizes of their 
various spatial divisions (fig. 32). Stylized motifs and 

forms are simplified and enlarged to become a main 
element of the picture, rather than the ornamental 
or decorative detail of the original image (see fig. 
29). As Salimi himself mentions, his use of the visual 
elements of Persian paintings—initially illumination 
and motifs within these paintings—was a bridge that 
later led him to exploit other elements of Persian art, 
including architectural form, structure, and decora-
tion (figs. 33, 34), as well as the designs and colors of 
carpets, rugs, and kilims.78 At one stage in his career, 
mainly between 1985 and 1990, he based the struc-
tural frameworks of his works on squares and rectan-
gles with, of course, some modifications to their strict 
geometrical shapes (fig. 33). 

More conservative and committed to conventional 
styles such as Realism and Surrealism, or even to Persian 
classical painting, is the third group of artists: Aydin 
Aghdashloo (b. 1940), Ali Akbar Sadeghi (b. 1937), 

Fig. 33. Homayoun Salimi, Untitled, 1986. Acrylic and mixed 
media on paper. Artist’s collection. (Photo: courtesy of the 
artist)

Fig. 34. Interior view of the bath at the Bagh-i Fin, Kashan, 
seventeenth century. Photograph by Homayoun Salimi, 1987. 
(Reproduced courtesy of the artist)
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Fig. 35. Ali Akbar Sadeghi, Untitled, 1992–93. Oil on canvas, 120 x 90 cm. Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. (Photo: 
published with permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art )
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Fig. 36. Shahla Habibi, Nºy¸yish (Praying), 1995. Mixed media, 
60 x 100 cm. (After Naqq¸shº-i mu{¸ªir-i µr¸n, barguzºda}º az ¸s¸r-i 
sivvumºn nim¸yishg¸h-i du-s¸l¸na-i naqq¸shº-i µr¸n, published with 
permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art)

Fig. 37. Mohammad Ali Taraghijah, Harmonious, 1993. 
Watercolor and gouache on paper, 30 x 22 cm. Present location 
unknown. (Photo: courtesy of the artist)

→
Fig. 38. Parvaneh Etemadi, P¢shish-i asb (Horse Blanket), 1997. 
Collage and colored pencil on paper, 120 x 80 cm. Private 
collection, Tehran. (Photo: courtesy of the artist)
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Fig. 40. Morteza Darehbaghi, {Al¸mat (Sign), 2001. Iron, 
feathers, and wood, 250 x 250 x 1250 cm. Installed in the 
Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art. (Photo: published with 
permission of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 

Fig. 39. Farah Ossouli, Good and Evil [I–III], 1999. Gouache 
on paper, each of three parts 71 x 49.7 cm. (After Iranian 
Contemporary Art: An Exhibition in Association with the Tehran 
Museum of Contemporary Art [London: Christie’s and the Tehran 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 2003], published with permission 
of the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art) 

Shahla Habibi (b. 1945), Mohammad Ali Taraghijah (b. 
1943), Parvaneh Etemadi (b. 1947), and Farah Osouli 
(b. 1953) (figs 35–39). As has become clear, the neo-
traditionalists’ main intention has been to achieve, in 
both formal construction and content, a new frame-
work for art that, although modern and familiar in its 
use of visual language, does not adhere to a specific 
style or school of modern European-American art, but 
instead creates unique forms by stylizing and reconcep-
tualizing various contemporary artistic achievements. 
Furthermore, if a major preoccupation of neotradi-
tionalists is the issue of artistic identity and the ben-
efit to be gained from their traditional pictorial heri-

tage, they have avoided direct and literal copying of 
this heritage. The approaches of the artists in this third 
group therefore seem not to fit comfortably with the 
definition of neotraditionalism we proffer. Neverthe-
less, because their work in various ways suggests the 
intentional mixture of traditional material and mod-
ern Western art, we feel justified in including their 
names in the neotraditionalist category. 

Emphasis on the Iranian artistic heritage, even in 
its interaction with the contemporary art scene, con-
tinues into the new millennium. For instance, with 
regard to the Fifth Iranian Painting Biennial, held in 
2000, we read:
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It would seem that attending to the national, artistic, 
and social heritage is the only way to develop Iranian 
art. Even if we wished to proceed in global contempo-
rary art movements, keeping a distinctive character that 
originates in the specific values and traits of Iranian art 
would be the only successful method; otherwise, in overall 
contemporary art, which is still governed by modernism, 
contemporary Iranian art would appear inferior.79 

Neotraditionalism has recently appeared even in new 
media, including the works of Iranian conceptual artists 
who have recently been actively exhibiting. The use 
of Iranian mysticism and the Islamic/Shiite pictorial 
tradition was manifest in the first exhibition of concep-
tual art, held in the Tehran Museum of Contemporary 
Art in 2001 (fig. 40). Not only in these new guises but 
also in its principal forms, neotraditionalism lives on 
vigorously in present-day Iranian art. 
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WILLEM FLOOR

THE WOODWORKING CRAFT AND ITS PRODUCTS IN IRAN

Although most of Iran is denuded of forests, this was 
not always the case. Many parts of the country that now 
are deserts or treeless plains were forested during the 
first millennium BCE.1 Even now, some areas are still 
reasonably well endowed with forests that traditionally 
have given rise to local woodworking crafts. The use 
and working of wood required craftsmanship that over 
time developed into a variety of specialized arts. The 
artisans, the tools they used, and the motifs and forms 
that they developed and applied were not peculiar 
to Iran alone. In fact, the motifs were not restricted 
solely to woodworking but were also used in other 
ornamental building crafts such as plasterwork (gach-
k¸rº), tilemaking (k¸shº-k¸rº), mirrorwork (¸}ina-s¸zº), 
and stone masonry (¥ajj¸rº). Much of the woodcarving 
and carpentry of Iran therefore is very much like such 
work in India, Central Asia, Turkey, and the countries 
of the Arab Middle East, and consequently the tools 
used were in most cases also similar if not identical.2 
This is what one would expect in areas that have a 
shared history and culture dating from pre-Islamic 
times, in which woodcarvings, murals, and wooden 
ceilings were normal architectural decoration.3 The 
similarity in design and motifs of woodcarvings and car-
pentry objects during the Islamic period was fostered 
by the common cultural and religious context of Islam, 
which begat a large range of geometric ornamental 
patterns, a development facilitated by the progress 
made in mathematics in the Abbasid Empire. Finally, 
the working methods and forms of organization of the 
various woodcrafts were also very much more alike 
than not.4 It is against this background that, in the 
first part of this study, I discuss what is known about 
the woodworking craftsmen of Iran, and in the second 
part I review some of their major products. Before 
doing so I shall briefly consider the kinds of trees 
that were used as the raw material for construction 
and woodworking.

TIMBER

Trees that supplied timber were generally large, 
although in many places they were cut at increas-
ingly younger ages due to a timber deficit. Hans Wulff 
has collected a list of species preferred for various 
uses by carpenters around 1950.5 Most of these are 
indigenous, but certain kinds of expensive hardwoods 
have always been imported, because they never grew 
in Iran. Under the Achaemenids, for example, rose-
wood (Pterocarpus and Dalbergia) was imported and 
made into chairs and bedsteads; other imported woods 
included ebony and sandalwood.6 In the tenth century, 
the Ýud¢d al-{@lam recorded the importation of teak 
(ª¸j), sandalwood, ebony (¸ban¢s) and a variety of other 
woods, some of which, such as camphor and Brazil wood, 
were aromatic.7 In the same period, al-Istakhri noted 
the sale of cypress timber from Afghanistan through-
out Khorasan. Timber also came from Pushang, where 
juniper ({ar{ar) trees grew, as well as from Samarqand, 
while Khwarizm mainly imported East European timber. 
Teakwood, used in the construction and decoration of 
the homes of the wealthy in Baghdad, was imported 
from India. This expensive wood was also used to build 
residences for rich merchants in Siraf; one such multi-
storied house allegedly cost 30,000 dinars, a fortune in 
those days. Erica wood (khalanj)and boxwood (shamsh¸d) 
trees from Mazandaran supplied the raw material for 
furniture and utensils.8 Samarqand supplied other 
towns not only with timber but also woodworking: the 
maqª¢ra (screened area), minbar, and mihrab of the 
Great Mosque in Bukhara, for example, were ordered 
around 1000 from Samarqand, where they had been 
carved and decorated.9 

Timber was so expensive that old houses were often 
taken apart in order to reuse their beams and planks. 
Ahmad b. Nuh b. Ahmad b. Isma{il Sam{ani (tenth cen-
tury) brought to Bukhara the timber from a palace his 
grandfather had built at Varakhsha “and used it to build 
a mansion which he made at the gate of the fortress of 
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Bukhara.”10 Around 1100, the governor Tughrul Beg 
bought the mosque of the village of Sharq, destroyed 
it, and “brought its wood to Bukhara and built a reli-
gious school….”11 The doors of the Friday mosque of 
Bukhara had been taken from villas of rich people liv-
ing outside the city who had refused to become Mus-
lims.12 In eleventh-century Fars, Abu Ghanim, son of 
{Amid al-Dawla, similarly reused timber from the house 
that the late {Azud al-Dawla had built in Shiraz to con-
struct the fortress of Pahan-Diz.13 This kind of recycling 
activity continued until modern times, for even when 
peasants moved they took the doors, rafters, and win-
dows of their old homes with them.14 During the medi-
eval period various kinds of wood were supplied from 
Georgia and Tabaristan, in particular the hard khalanj 
wood. Timber from Taraq (?) and Jurjaniyya near Isfahan 
also was used.15 In the early fourteenth century, wal-
nut boards (takhta-i girdig¸nº) were ordered for one of 
the royal buildings in Azerbaijan,16 while timber from 
Tabaristan was sold in the bazaar of Isfahan.17 In the 
fifteenth century and earlier, timber for the construc-
tion of houses of the rich in Herat came from Badqeys 
(Badgish). The wood used was from the juniper tree 
(avirs), which yielded a light but hard wood, and which 
the peasants of that region found it to their advan-
tage to plant.18 The shoots of the arghav¸nº, or Judas 
tree (Cercis soliquastrum), were sold at the head of the 
Bazar-i Malik in Herat and were used for basketry and 
the making of ladles and the like.19

Although in some regions there were important 
local stands of wood, the main forested region of 
Iran was (and remains) the Caspian provinces. How-
ever, due to the inaccessibility of those provinces, 
with their lack of roads and swampy terrain, their tim-
ber resources were hardly used, apart from providing 
the materials to construct housing for area inhabit-
ants and to make woodcarving and carpentry prod-
ucts. It is not clear whether Shah Safi I (r. 1629–42) 
had timber transported from these parts to Shamakhi 
to build ships;20 more likely, given the proximity, he 
procured it from Georgia, northwestern Azerbaijan, 
or the Talish region. A century later, in 1736, Nadir 
Shah indeed had timber transported all the way from 
Mazandaran to Bushire to build his Persian Gulf fleet—
a huge and very expensive undertaking and also an 
exception to the rule.21

In the nineteenth century, Shushtar cornel wood 
(kun¸r) was used to make doors, sashes ({urusº)  windows, 
middle parts (miy¸na) of water pipes, and the like.22 
The plane tree (chin¸r) more than any other was used 

for doors, lintels, struts, and sometimes roofing.23 The 
wood of the t¸ghun or tukhm (Celtis caucasia) was con-
sidered valuable for household furniture, but mainly 
for spoons and bowls.24 The wood of the walnut tree 
(jawz) was highly valued for the manufacture of the 
commonly used large wooden dishes and platters.25 
According to Ernst Höltzer, writing around 1890,

These kinds of wood [walnut and plane] are most suitable 
for that purpose [i.e., the making of furniture]. Plane 
wood is very solid and long lasting. They [carpenters] 
therefore prefer to use it for pieces that are exposed to 
the elements, such as doors, windows, and pillars. Old 
plane trees generally display beautiful grain. Because of 
its low cost, poplar is commonly used. Plane and walnut 
wood is becoming rarer and more expensive, because 
every year these have to be taken from more remote 
places, and because the newly planted trees are cut when 
very young.26

Other types of popular wood, such as oak, walnut, and 
boxwood, were exported in relatively large quantities 
from the Caspian provinces after 1870.27

WOODWORKING CRAFTSMEN

Who crafted the wood just discussed? The category of 
woodworkers has always extended beyond carpenters: 
the texts mention woodcutters, sawyers, carpenters, 
turners, box makers, several kinds of woodcarvers, 
makers of a variety of specialized items, and inlay-
ers.

Woodcutters

Woodcutters—those who cut the trees that provided 
the raw material for all woodworking needs—were not 
the same as firewood cutters (hayzum-kash), who gener-
ally were interested only in brushwood. Woodcutters 
transported the timber to rural or urban sales points 
in various ways.28 Those who engaged in this activity in 
the forested Caspian regions were not professionals but 
rather peasants or carpenters from nearby towns, who 
did this as a sideline to make additional money. 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Afzal 
al-Mulk, a government official, observed the situa-
tion in Sari:

Everything is expensive here. For example, they buy forest 
timber from these parts, and in addition they pay the cost 
of transportation of a ten-day journey (manzil) to have it 
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reach Tehran, where carpenters make doorsills, tables, 
and other items from it. The carpenters here cut the 
timber free of charge in the forest and take it to Sari and 
make planks from it that they turn into very bad doors 
and tables, [because] they make them from uncut (ghayr 
majz¢m), warped, and crooked planks. In this condition 
they sell them for more than in Tehran, although the 
Tehrani carpenters transport the boards and planks over 
a ten-day journey. They [also] pay a large amount for 
the wood and boards and make really good, elegant, 
and solid doors and sell them cheap.29

Elsewhere in Iran, too, carpenters themselves usu-
ally felled and sawed the trees in addition to work-
ing the resulting planks and boards (fig. 1).30 This 
held true in particular for urban locales: not only was 
timber brought in from the rural areas, but trees in 
the immediate vicinity were cut by local carpenters. 
Until recently Persian towns did not look like heaps of 
brick and concrete; as late as the 1930s, a visitor’s first 
impression of a Persian town was of a large conglom-

eration of trees interspersed with houses.31 Trees in 
and near towns and villages were privately owned; for 
example, when carpenters in Shamiran wanted to cut 
more trees than they had bought, the owner called the 
police.32 Because tree felling was not a true profession, 
the manner in which timber was obtained was rather 
wasteful. According to Höltzer, writing about 1890 in 
Isfahan, “Sawmills do not exist, nor do woodcutters 
who know how to fell trees. The carpenters do the 
sawing and felling themselves, but they do not cleave 
[the wood]. For that job there are wood splitters, who 
rather than cut the wood with their heavy axes, tear 
it forcibly and split it apart using an inserted wedge, 
in a way that is a shame to see.”33 The large Caspian 
forests were mainly government property, but they were 
difficult to penetrate, so that their timber resources 
were hardly exploited until recent times. It was only 
after 1870 that foreign concessionaires started to mine 
them for their oak, walnut, and boxwood. As has 
occurred elsewhere in the world, bad management 

Fig. 1. Arab woman and sawyers near Dizful. (After Jane Dieulafoy, La Suse [Paris: Hachette, 1888], 270)
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and easier access to these forests have led to their 
degradation and reduction in size.34

Sawyers

As mentioned above, the sawyers (arrih-kash, ch¢b-bur) 
were also woodcutters and carpenters. In teams of 
two, they came with their equipment—sawyer’s jack, 
two-handed saw, adze, and marking tools—to wher-
ever their services were needed and cut the client’s 
timber on the spot into beams, planks, or boards. 
If required, they then proceeded to make whatever 
the client wanted. The French mission at Shush, for 
example, had a group of sawyers come to cut planks; 
the sawyers then transformed themselves into carpen-
ters and wheelwrights and made the oxcarts to trans-
port archaeological finds from Shush to the coast for 
shipment to the Louvre in Paris.35

Nowadays, of course, planks, beams, and boards are 

produced in sawmills that deliver their products via 
wholesale and retail dealers to the woodworkers (fig. 
2). The first sawmills were introduced into Iran at the 
beginning of the twentieth century;36 their number 
grew in the 1930s and thereafter. By 1920 there were 
already three specialized timber supply shops in Teh-
ran that sold planks, boards, and similar items. These 
shops, known as ch¢b-s¸zº, each employed a master, an 
apprentice, and a boy.37 Special types of wood were 
and are still imported.38

Carpenters

The term “carpenter” (najj¸r, dur¢dgar) denotes a range 
of woodworking activities. As mentioned above, the 
carpenter also oftentimes was woodcutter and sawyer 
as well, in which case he usually made rather mediocre 
and coarse products. This certainly held true for vil-
lage carpenters, who at harvest  time received a fixed 

Fig. 2. Lumberyard at Tabriz. (After Thomas Gaskell Allen, Jr. and William Lewis Sachtleben, “Across Asia on a Bicycle,” The 
Century: A Popular Quarterly 48, 3 [July 1894]: 393)

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   162 10/18/2006   1:08:38 PM



the woodworking craft and its products in iran 163

fee, known as najj¸rº, for any needed repairs performed 
throughout the year.39 In addition, there were also vil-
lage woodcarvers or nomadic gypsies who made bowls, 
pitchers, combs, canes, pipes, ladles, and spoons. 

In urban areas in particular, carpenters could be 
called upon to make builders’ joinery, furniture, 
wooden locks, frames for weavers’ looms, agricul-
tural implements,40 and, in modern times, carriages for 
motorized or animal-drawn vehicles. The more adept 
were at once carpenters, joiners, and cabinetmakers. 
Different craftsmen sometimes performed these func-
tions, however, since making joinery and furniture, 
for example, required more skills than being a con-
struction carpenter. Höltzer observed that the craft 
of carpenter and joiner 

is a many-sided and flexible one, for these people here 
are very skilled and make both the coarsest and the finest 
[items]. Today they make a broom, tomorrow the scaffold 
of a very large porch. The next day you see them work-
ing at windows and doors or at the difficult and delicate 
[task of] inserting glass pieces and arabesques.41 

If a Persian householder needed a table or bench, 
the carpenter took his workbench and tools with him 
and crafted the item at the client’s house, right under 
his eyes, rather than in a shop.42 The carpenter’s 
job included making planks, boards, and beams. To 
measure where to cut, he used a string and chalk 
or red oxide. His main tools were saw (arrih), plane 
(randa), chisel (muqar), heavy wooden chisel (iskana), 
hammer (chak¢sh), and adze (tºsha),43 which is why 
those involved in the construction business also were 
referred to in the sixteenth century as ahl-i tºsha.44

 Wulff‘s detailed description of carpenters’ practice 
in the mid-twentieth century also reflects how they 
worked in earlier times. However, there is older doc-
umentation that sheds new and interesting light on 
the carpenter’s working methods. Raphaël du Mans, 
who lived in Iran from 1647 until his death in 1696, 
recorded that the work of the carpenters of Safavid 
Iran was

…not that bad, in particular their large windows in com-
partments, such as windowpanes, window panels, and 
window frames. The most beautiful wood that they use 
is plane wood or tchenar [sic: chin¸r], which is hard and 
marbled; walnut, oak, service-tree [Sorbus domestica] and 
pear wood are hardly used. They all work seated, without 
a workbench, without a clamp to hold the plank that they 
want to plane, and without a peg to hold it when they 
plane it. They hold it with their legs and hands. […] 

With the right hand they push the plane, which is not 
open in the middle like ours, but on the side, like the 
rabbet-plane in France. Their handsaw is better than ours; 
it is made like our pilot handsaw. They do not have the 
adze here, [nor] the sawhorse, etc., but they use a tool 
called tiché [sic: tºsha], which is made almost like a small 
adze, the head of which they use as a hammer.45

When engaged in joinery (ittiª¸l), the Persian crafts-
man performed this task differently from his European 
counterpart. According to Justin Perkins, “Joiners, 
in Persia, always sit when they work, like tailors in 
America, holding their work in the lap; and in place 
of a workbench and vise, they support their boards 
and mouldings, while planing and jointing them, with 
their feet.”46 S. G. W. Benjamin, the first US ambas-
sador to Iran, noted that the Persian carpenter “draws 
the saw towards him in cutting wood.”47

 Of particular interest is the 1842 report of the Scot-
tish engineer James Robertson, who had been involved 
in various mining and factory schemes in Iran in the 
1830s:

The art of carpentry, as understood in this country [Great 
Britain], can scarcely be said to exist in Persia, the great-
est efforts in this department being therefore confined 
to the construction of flat roofs of inconsiderable span; 
and this might be expected, from the circumstance of 
timber being there exceedingly scarce.
 For forming roofs a species of poplar is generally 
employed, but for other purposes, oak, chestnut, plane, 
and the other kinds of hardwood are used. The hard 
timber, as sold in the bazaars, is all of small scantling, 
as it has been brought from the forest on the backs of 
mules or camels.
 In accordance with the invariable custom of all East-
ern artisans, the carpenter sits upon the ground while 
at work. Instead of a bench, a strong stake is driven 
down before him, leaving about 10 inches above the 
ground, and upon this he rests his work, and keeps it 
steady with his feet. The facility with which the work is 
executed, in such a disadvantageous position, has always 
been a subject of surprise to European workmen. In 
the royal arsenals, however, English tools are used, and 
a better system of working has been introduced, under 
the superintendence of British officers; but in the native 
workshops, the workmen are still to be seen squatted on 
the ground; and, when it is considered that they have 
been accustomed to this position from their infancy, and 
that their tools are of such a nature as to act with effi-
ciency when used in this way, it is scarcely to be expected 
that any alteration in their mode of working could be 
effected by mere example.
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 One of the principal tools is the frame-saw. This is 
somewhat like the English pit-saw, but less in size, and 
it is used by drawing backward and forward; the timber 
being supported at one end. In using the hand-saw, the 
board to be cut up is placed against the stake already 
noticed, and kept steady with the foot; and as the teeth 
point backward towards the handle, the weight of the 
body assists in giving effect to the instrument. These saws 
are thin and light, as they have not to resist a thrust like 
ours. The adze is a most useful tool, and I have noticed 
English workmen in Persia using it in preference to the 
axe or paring-chisel for light work.
 The planes used, are depicted in the annexed figures. 
As the plane-irons have no covers, the planes are used 
across the grain of the wood.
 The hammer is represented on the margin. The nail, 
instead of a head, has part of the thick end beat out thin, 
and this is turned over with the hammer as the nail is 
driven down. The bow and drill is a good instrument, 
and is used as a brad-awl, gimblet, and brace-and-bit.
To this list many smaller tools might be added. Those 
represented, are drawn on a scale of one inch to the foot.48

Robertson, who was a careful observer and a man 
knowledgeable about woodworking, clearly recognized 
the advantage of some of the Persian carpenters’ tools 
(fig. 3) over those of the Europeans, and the effective-
ness, given their circumstances, of Persian carpenters’ 
different working methods.

Nevertheless, in general, Europeans did not think 
much of the expertise of Persian cabinetmakers, view-
ing their work as shoddy and coarse. In the 1670s, 
Chardin opined, “The Persians have but indifferent 
Carpenters; the Reason of it is, because, of the little 
Wood there is in Persia, and of the little Timber they 
commonly use in Building.”49 Della Valle related that 
when, in June 1618, he wanted to obtain a litter for 
his wife Maani, so that she might travel more comfort-
ably than on the stretchers women customarily used for 
travel by camel, he was unable to find any carpenter 
who knew how to make one. He therefore was obliged 
“to make a paper model of a litter, and to attend dil-
igently to the work itself [being done], as much the 
making of the wooden frame with its iron fittings, as 
later of the furnishings. It was eventually made, and 
it turned out to be very commodious and pretty.”50 In 
the mid-seventeenth century, and undoubtedly also in 
earlier times, the royal court boasted among its many 
workshops a carpentry studio (najj¸r-kh¸na), which  was 
under the najj¸r-b¸shº , the chief carpenter. During the 
reign of {Abbas II (r. 1642–66) this function was occu-
pied, exceptionally, by a European-trained Armenian , 

Jacob Jan , who had also introduced an Armenian print-
ing press to Persia . The position of najj¸r-b¸shº contin-
ued to exist under {Abbas II’s successors.51 However, in 
contrast to the wood-related guilds of Ottoman Istan-
bul, which were prominent participants in the annual 
parade, showing off their products and tools to the 
royal court and the public alike, the guilds of Safavid 
Iran did not play such a public role.52

At the end of the eighteenth century, G. A. Olivier 
observed that Persian furniture “is neither so  beautiful 
nor so complex as in Europe; nevertheless you see quite 
nice pieces of joinery, cabinet-work, and marquetry.”53 
Although Persians too were aware of the qualitative 
difference between European and Persian carpentry, 
they were not yet interested in acquiring European 

Fig. 3. Persian saws and planes. (After James Robertson, “On 
the Mechanical Arts of Persia,” The Practical Mechanic and 
Engineer’s Magazine 2 [Nov. 1842]: 52)
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skills. For example, Robert Mignan noted the presence 
in Tabriz of an Italian carpenter whose main occupa-
tion, despite his craft, was producing excellent wine.54 
The reason may have been that there was as yet no 
great demand for chairs, tables, and other pieces of 
European furniture. It was nevertheless the realization 
of qualitative difference and need for modernization 
that made Mirza Taqi Amir Kabir (prime minister of 
Nasir al-Din Shah [r. 1848–96]) decide to send Hay-
dar {Ali to Paris in 1852 to be trained as a carpen-
ter and turner (najj¸r va kharr¸«).55 On his return to 
Iran about a decade later, Haydar {Ali was appointed 
chief carpenter of the royal court (najj¸r-b¸shº). Like 
other students who had returned from their studies 
abroad, he founded a workshop (k¸rkh¸na-i najj¸rº), 
which was built next to the newly opened Tehran Mil-
itary High School, or D¸r al-Fun¢n.56

The results of this transfer of technology were judged 
in various ways. Persians and some Europeans lauded 
Haydar {Ali’s work and that of his trainees. An Aus-
trian observer opined, 

The Persians undeniably possess great manual dexterity 
and a notably pronounced talent for imitation. A cer-
tain Haidar Ali learned the art of cabinetmaking some 
years ago in Paris and became court carpenter after his 
return. Many of his apprentices, since he taught them his 
craft, have set up their [own] shops. After the example 
of European pieces, or even drawings, they now make 
sofas, chairs, desks, sideboards, etc., that, notwithstand-
ing the defects that these pieces of furniture display, 
arouse admiration.57

These were carpenters who had received training in 
new techniques and tools, however; carpenters who 
had not continued to work in the traditional way. With 
the latter group, Benjamin was not at all impressed: 

To-day the average Persian artisan has neither rule, com-
pass, nor spirit-level. He is commonly ignorant of the 
fact that the diameter is the third of the circumference; 
his gimlets and augurs are prods turned by a bow-string; 
he has no hatchet, but only an adze, and no carpenter’s 
bench. If he desires to plane a board he puts it on the 
ground; and if he would saw a block of wood he squats 
on the ground and holds it between his toes, drawing 
the saw towards him. Wood is scarce, and with such tools 
hard to work. If pillars are to be constructed, the trunks 
of poplars are raised, simply stripped of their branches 
and bark. They may be crooked, but that matters not; 
the master workman tells his subordinate to shape the 
post into an elegant pillar with gatch [plaster]. Depend-
ing only on his eye and the skill of his hand, this simple 

artisan moulds the plaster round the trunk into a fluted 
shaft and crowns it with a graceful capital and cornice, 
showing a lively inventive fancy.58

This may be the reason that some European craftsmen 
settled in Tehran to cater to the needs of the Persian 
elite and the European community. For example, a 
certain Kriyanov, a Russian, had a cabinetmaker’s 
shop near the Park-i Dawlati in Tehran in the mid-
1880s.59

 Contrariwise, Höltzer and C. J. Wills, both living 
in Isfahan, had a rather favorable opinion of Per-
sian carpentry. Höltzer wrote, “When I came to Iran 
seventeen years ago, they could not make a chair, a 
table, or a similar item; now these same people turn 
out already quite well-made inlaid furniture of wal-
nut or plane wood.”60 This did not mean, however, 
that Höltzer was uncritical of the carpenters’ working 
methods. He noted, 

A serious enemy of the carpenter is the heat. Everything 
splits that has not been lying in an aerated and shady 
place to dry slowly. Woe to the furniture that is imported 
here from Europe. You all of a sudden hear a loud noise 
and find, when assessing the damage, that the piece of 
furniture that has been used with much care has a large 
crack. My own various trials show that poplar wood needs 
about four to five years [of drying]. An American method 
is said to use an artificial technique.61

It may also be surmised that distance from Tehran 
affected quality: the farther away a locale from Tehran, 
the less likely it was to have craftsmen who had been 
exposed to, let alone trained in the use of, European 
methods and tools. In one of his consular reports, 
Percy Sykes commented, 

A capable Indian carpenter would make a good living and 
would probably find openings for other Indian artisans. 
It is extremely difficult to get even the roughest table 
or box constructed, while chairs are quite beyond the 
Kerman carpenter. To take another trade, every khan 
and merchant possesses a watch, but there is not a single 
competent or even fairly competent individual to mend 
watches or clocks.”62

The same seems to have been the case in Yazd, the 
largest town near Kerman. The British missionary 
Napier Malcolm observed, 

Tables in Yezd are made in the roughest fashion, but the 
legs are nicely turned, the Yezd carpenters being greatly 
inferior to the turners, who are entirely distinct from them, 
and who produce very good work with the simplest class 
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of hand-lathe worked with a bow. The carpenter, on the 
other hand, is incapable of putting up a shelf straight. 
He never dovetails, and he disguises the inaccuracy of 
his joints with plentiful deposits of clay.63

That there were no good carpenters in Sari, accord-
ing to Rukn al-Dawla, writing around 1906, seems to 
contradict the idea that distance from Tehran was the 
determining factor for shoddy work. Sari had much 
exposure to Russians and regular commercial contact 
with Tehran, apparently without positive impact on 
the working methods of the carpenters there.64

Data on the number of carpenters and other wood-
workers are scarce. In Isfahan around 1890, there 
were 122 carpenters and joiners and eighty turners. 
In nearby Julfa there were ten carpenters and join-
ers, who had fifty assistants.65 Twenty years earlier the 
number of carpenters in Isfahan had been at least 
twice as high; according to Mirza Husayn Khan Tah-
vildar, writing in 1877,

The guild of carpenters (najj¸r): in comparison with 
former times they have declined to half [their number]. 
Because it is of simple construction [sarham-bandº] and 
easy to make [sah¢lat-i amr], non-European (n¸-firangº) 
work is now commonly used. Some of the fine work 
(n¸zuk-k¸rº) does not exist any more. The old mosaic work 
(muraªªa{-s¸z) is still very solid and in good condition and 
can be found in sashed ({urusº) and normal windows. The 
framework (ustukhv¸n-bandº) that they make today does 
not differ much from the old work. They have adopted 
the modern European style for color and lacquer and 
grace of geometrical form. Nowadays [the importance 
of] their craft has increased.66

There were probably carpenters in every town, forming 
one of the larger groups of craftsmen. In the 1820s 
Erevan (in eastern Armenia) had five Muslim and 
seventy-three Armenian carpenters, of whom sixty-
four were immigrants. In the ma¥alls (districts) of 
Erevan there were one Muslim and 234 Armenian 
carpenters, of whom 181 were immigrants.67 In nearby 
Tabriz, some 252 carpenters were recorded in 1867.68 
Around 1870 there were nineteen carpenters in Qum.69 
In 1883, there were thirty-six carpenters in Maydan-i 
Gusfand, one of the seven quarters of Qazvin, where 
the total number of carpenters was clearly higher.70 In 
Tehran in 1886, eighty-six master carpenters employed 
415 apprentices (sh¸gird), and the total number of 
workers was 498.71 However, not every carpenter was 
a cabinetmaker (mubl-s¸z). {Ayn al-Saltana recorded 
in his diary in 1898, “Previously the making of pieced 

curtains (parda-d¢zº) and cabinetmaking (mubl-s¸zº) 
was limited to one young Armenian; now more than 
twenty shops have opened.”72 By 1920, Tehran had 
413 master carpenters, who employed 424 apprentices 
and 275 errand boys (p¸d¢), the increase in numbers 
due to the growth of the capital.73 At that time there 
were 110 master carpenters in Isfahan as well as thir-
teen so-called European-style carpenters or cabinet-
makers (najj¸r-i firangº-s¸z).74 Like other trades and 
crafts, the carpentry business was usually a family affair, 
where sons followed in the footsteps of their fathers. 
In Ardakan, for example, H. G. Migeod, quoting the 
unpublished notebooks of F. Stolze, observed that a 
number of carpenters had been engaged in this craft 
for at least three generations (fig. 4).75 

Turners

For specialized components of the items he made, 
the carpenter turned to other craftsmen, such as the 
woodcarver and the turner (kharr¸«), whose craft had 
existed from before the reign of Darius (522–486 BCE). 
The first written appreciation of the turner’s craft, 
however, is from Chardin in the 1670s: 

The Turner’s Trade is one which the Persians under-
stand very well. They have no Frame for Turning, as 
we have; their way consists only in a Trendle, to which 
they fasten whatever they intend to Turn, and a Thong 
that goes twice round the Trendle, and which a Boy 
holds with both Hands, pulling now one end of it, then 
another end, turning the Piece about. But when they 
have but small Pieces to Turn, the Workman needs no 
help, for with one Hand he stirs the Axis with a Bow, 
and with the other Hand he holds the piece of Wood. 
They use no Wimbles as we do, but they use Gimblets 
of several Sizes, which are instead of them, and which 
they turn with the same Instrument as they do Wood; 
‘tis a piece of Iron flat and sharp at the End, shaped 
like a Rib, that it may cut the better, hafted in a round 
Handle filled with lead to make it weighty, about which 
they put a Strop that goes quite round it. They hold fast 
the Gimblet with the left Hand, on the piece of Wood 
they intend to bore, and turn it with the Right Hand. 
That is their mechanick way of Turning and Boring. 
[…] They make Children’s Cradles extraordinarily well. 
The Persian Turners, are unskill’d in the turning of an 
Oval; ‘tis a Figure, the working whereof they are utterly 
unacquainted with.76

The turners, according to Du Mans, used the bow as 
in Spain (fig. 5), but not the lathe (marche à pied) as 

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   166 10/18/2006   1:08:45 PM



the woodworking craft and its products in iran 167

in France; he also confirmed that they did not know 
how to turn ovals, nor did they have the screw, nor 
could they achieve equilateral, rose-shaped, or wicker-
worked figures. Du Mans further noted,

They cover columns very well with lacquer that resembles 
Chinese varnish by moving their wooden piece rapidly 
and without interruption over the poppets by means of 
the bow, while holding lacquer or Spanish wax above 
it; it becomes hot, and while turning it gets covered 
unequally; then, with a piece of porous palm tree they 
spread it out all hot as it is, and then, to give it the 
shine that it displays, they polish it with a bit of oil on 
a piece of skin.77

There also was a chief turner (kharr¸«-b¸shº) at the court 
of the Safavids.78 According to Höltzer,

Everything in woodwork that needs to be round goes 
to the turner. The carpenters have no clue how to do 
that, or they feel awkward doing so, because the turning 
is done with hand and feet. The turning contraption is 
the same everywhere; it consists of a small rectangular 
frame as horizontal foundation and a spindle. On this 
frame two movable chocks have been fixed with iron 
pins, so that everything has to be turned between these 
pins. The turner, who sits in front of his contraption, 
centers the designated piece of work using his eye, drills 
it deeply, and clamps it between the pins. Then he takes 
his fiddle bow, usually too long, which consists of a 1 or 

2 cm wide piece of leather and a crooked piece of ash; 
he turns the leather, which can be held fast and loos-
ened from the bow, one time around the work piece. In 
this way he makes it turn round as he likes, to and fro; 
only he must not forget to keep the belt tight, which is 
not too difficult, because he has both hands available 
for that. With the toes of his right foot, the other leg 
crooked as support, or also with both feet, the master 
holds the chisel. This is either hollow or pointed and 
must have a short point. In this manner are achieved 
beautiful coarse pieces, and fine ones whereby the work 
is not fast and swift, nor very precisely performed. Once 
I had one of the most expert turners take on the task of 
making some skittle balls, and both of us had a difficult 
time making them in this way both round and of equal 
size.79

Tahvildar, when describing the turners’ guild (kharr¸«), 
wrote: “Apart from the middle part of the water pipe, 
which is better made in particular in Rasht, turners’ 
wares are better made in Isfahan than in the rest of 
the country. Most of the Isfahani turners are now 
working in Tehran.”80 There were fewer turners than 
carpenters in the towns. Erevan had only four Muslim 
turners and no sawyers and filers.81 In 1883, there 
were eight turners in Maydan-i Gusfand, one of the 
seven quarters of Qazvin.82 In Qum there were seven 
turners around 1870 and fifteen by 1886.83 In 1920 
or thereabouts, there were fifteen master turners in 

Fig. 4. Carpenty without a bench. (After Hermann Norden, Under Persian Skies [Philadelphia, n.d. (1928)], 232)
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Isfahan, and twenty-four in Tehran; the Tehran masters 
employed nine apprentices and eleven boys.84

The turner, in addition to making the legs of tables 
and chairs, made anything that had to be round or 
curved, including “such articles as penholders and potato 
mashers.”85 A turner would also make wooden utensils 
(ladles, bowls, pitchers, cradles, spinning wheels, etc.) 
both for the population of the town where he resided 
and for the villages in its hinterland.86 In Kirmanshah, 
many of these products were made by a group of wan-
dering gypsies who were locally referred to as kharr¸« 
(turner), although their products were allegedly not 
as good as those made in Kurdistan.87

Carvers

The branch of woodworkers engaged in carving in -
cluded a variety of craftsmen, of whom the embossers 
(munabbat-k¸r)88 were probably the most important. 
The products they made ranged from dervish bowls 
(kashkul), chests (ªand¢q), and frames for chess or 
draught boards (takhta-i shatranj and takhta-i nard) 
to wooden spoons (q¸shuq), printing-blocks (q¸lib), 
Qur}an stands, and lattice panels (girih) on doors and 
windows (fig. 6). Most of these crafts were both rural 
and urban, the major exception being the spoon carv-
ers, who were probably all rural. Woodcarving likely 
grew out of the making of wooden bowls and figurines: 
wooden implements have been found in the Pazyryk 
tombs as well as in the so-called Timber Grave cul-
ture of the Bronze Age, on the shore of the Caspian 
Sea.89 In the tenth century, Amul produced wooden 
implements such as ladles, combs, plow handles, 
scales, bowls, platters, deep plates, and the like.90 In 
the same period, the forests of Tabaristan supplied 
wood from which vessels and platters were made in 
towns such as Qum and Rayy.91 During the Ilkhanid 
period, Rayy remained the main center for furniture 
production, for which wood from Tabaristan (includ-
ing highly prized khalanj wood) and from the Isfahan 
region was used.92 

The craft of the q¸shuq-tar¸sh, or wooden spoon carver, 
also existed in Safavid times.93 In the nineteenth cen-
tury and earlier, ornamental sharb¸t spoons were one 
of the specialties of village woodcarvers. Carved with a 
common knife, these spoons were thin and fragile with 
long, broad handles ornamented in a variety of fine 
network patterns by means of small files. According to 
R. B. Binning, “the only woods used for these spoons 
are the goolabee (pear) and shimshad (box[wood]).”94 

Fig. 5. Persian hammer, bow, and drill. (After Robertson, 
“Mechanical Arts of Persia,” 52)
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Fig. 6. (a) Much-used carpentry pattern; (b) typical carpentry pattern, Golestan Palace, Tehran; (c) common carpentry pat-
tern. (After Jav¸d Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº dar mi{m¸rº va dur¢dgarº [Tehran, 1356/1977], 32, 39, 43)

(a) (b)

(c)
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The same village woodcarvers also made carved wooden 
boxes (ja{ba), which were as beautifully executed as 
the spoons. Wills mentions only the use of pear wood 
for both spoons and boxes.95 

The best-known production center, probably already 
recognized in medieval times for its woodwork, was 
that of Abadeh, situated north of Shiraz on the road 
to Isfahan.96 In the mid-nineteenth century, an anon-
ymous source recorded that “Abadeyee Sournieree, 
n. of Shiraz… is celebrated for the manufacture of 
wooden spoons.”97 In 1878, Migeod, citing Stolze, 
reported that in Abadeh several families of spoon 
carvers (q¸shuq-tar¸sh) had been engaged in this craft 
for at least three generations.98 Wills, referring to the 
same time period, wrote that “The Abadeh carvings…
are still to be had; but the work is deteriorating, and 
the attempt to copy European drawings is destroying 
its originality.”99 I{timad al-Saltana mentions Jaz, one 
of the villages of Abadeh, as a producer of spoons and 
boxes and also notes that people in the Bavanat dis-
trict made spoons and boxes (ja{ba).100 According to 
Binning, spoons “cut of wood, nearly as thin as paper, 
the long handles of which are carved in a variety of 
patterns […] are made in numbers at Sabunat, a vil-
lage some leagues distant from Sheerauz,” as well as 
in Qumisheh.101 E. Orsolle reported that the children 
of Kawsar, on the road to Gulpaygan (northwest of 
Isfahan), made exquisite wooden spoons that were 
much used in Iran.102 Abadeh, Gulpaygan, and Riza-
yeh are still known for their thinly carved pear wood 
sherbet spoons. Another center was Rasht, which still 
produces all kinds of wooden implements. Wooden 
pitchers (julla) and measuring ladles with side handles 
are ubiquitous in the Caspian seaboard and the Elburz 
communities, in particular the village of Alasht.

Another group of woodcarvers specialized in making 
blocks for the printing of cotton or chintz (qalamk¸rº). 
The three most ancient molds in the block-printed 
cotton industry of Iran are engraved on stone and, 
together with pottery of the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies, were among archaeological findings in the city 
of Nishapur.103 These three molds are different in size 
and form from the wooden ones that later came to 
be used exclusively. In 1877, Tahvildar mentioned “…
the guild of the woodcarvers (q¸lib tar¸sh): they are 
embossers (munabbat-k¸r) who engrave flowers and 
butas (shrub designs) on wooden molds for the cal-
ico workers (qalamk¸r-s¸z).”104 Among its many work-
shops, the Safavid court had one headed by the chief 
embosser (munabbat-k¸r b¸shº), which is an indication 

of the artistic importance of this craft.105 In 1886, 
there were eighteen master block carvers in Tehran, 
who employed seventy-two apprentices, thus totaling 
ninety workers.106

Trunk makers

Another specialized form of carpentry was that of the 
trunk makers, of whom there were different kinds. 
Trunks were already being made in the seventeenth 
century and doubtless much earlier. According to 
Chardin, 

The Trunk-makers Work is likewise perform’d very Slov-
enly; their Trunks, which stand on four Feet of white 
Wood, are very light, and are overlaid with black Skins, 
both within and without, the Fore-Part of them is adorn’d 
with Figures, cut out in Leather of several Colours; they 
put them in Sacks of Goats hair, the bottom whereof is 
lin’d with Leather, and so load their Horses easily with 
them. All their trunks are Padlock Trunks, for they have 
no other Locks.107

According to Du Mans, the wooden frames of these 
trunks were so flimsy that if kicked they would fall 
apart. Therefore the frames were covered with leather 
that was fixed to them with glue made from a pulver-
ized plant. Apart from trunks, or ªand¢qs, the Iranians 
also made travel cases, or yakhd¸ns.108

Although leather trunks, some of them with fig-
ural representations, were still being produced in the 
Qajar period, newer materials such as tin had made 
inroads by that time. This is reflected in the vari-
ety of trunk-making craftsmen. Tahvildar, writing in 
1877, described the various groups making trunks or 
boxes in Isfahan:

The guild of trunk-makers (ªand¢q-s¸z): they are a group 
in Isfahan that makes big and small chests in the Euro-
pean style. For coating they use many-colored figured 
tin. It is elegant, neat, and solid and much better than 
the latest European work. 
 The guild of the makers of small boxes (mijrº-s¸z): the 
same description as above. 
 The guild of tin-box makers (q¢tº-s¸z): the same descrip-
tion [as above]. Sugar boxes, tea caddies, workboxes with 
many compartments (haz¸r bºsha), and others are made 
of real plane-tree wood here. They gild with a paintbrush 
around the defects (jawharh¸) in the wood; the surface 
is painted with fish-glue color (ª¸rºsh¢m), saffron color, 
and varnish (rawghan-i kam¸n), which give [the boxes] 
solidity and splendor, and their price is [accordingly] 
high.109
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In 1890 or thereabouts, there were ten makers of 
small boxes (mijrº-s¸z) in Isfahan but only eight around 
1920.110 In Isfahan around 1920 there were sixteen 
master trunk makers (ªand¢q-s¸z), while in Tehran at 
that time there were thirty-seven, who employed thirty 
apprentices and thirty-two errand boys.111 Because of 
the lack of timber, not only were trunks and boxes 
made of leather and other materials, but wooden boxes 
were also imported.112 Nowadays, of course, large and 
small metal boxes abound. 

Other woodworking crafts

There existed quite a few niche woodworking crafts—
for example, cane making— that were not practiced 
everywhere. Cane makers ({aª¸-s¸z)113 also made canes 
to order from wood brought by prospective clients. 
{Ayn al-Saltanah, for example, mentions that when 
he bought three sticks from Sayyed {Asa-saz, he also 
took him some that he had picked up in the Alamut 
region to be turned into proper canes.114 In some 
parts of the country there was a preference for canes 
made of certain types of wood. According to Aitcheson, 
“Throughout Afghanistan, not so noticeable in Persia, 
the priests carry a rod or staff of the almond [Prunus 
amygdalus] as a sort of emblem; these rods, with those 
of the tamarisk, are made into handles or hafts for 
whips, as a protection against snakes.”115 Around 1920, 
some six masters (chatr-s¸zº and {aª¸-s¸zº) in Tehran 
employed four apprentices and three errand boys 
(p¸d¢).116

Rayy was known for its production of fine combs 
during the Ilkhanid period.117 Comb makers, or sh¸na-
tar¸sh, also were noted in the Safavid period.118 Around 
1890 there were as many as twelve comb makers (sh¸na-
s¸z) in Isfahan.119 Because Islamic law considers horn 
impure and thus not to be used, combs were made 
from wood, in a primitive manner. With an iron adze, 
the body of the comb was cut from pear or boxwood; 
then it was placed in a jack, sharpened, and rounded 
at the edges. The teeth were made with saw and file, 
after which the comb was polished somewhat with a 
scraper or shell; it was then ready for sale.120 

Other wood craftsmen included the makers of musi-
cal instruments (t¸r-s¸zº).121 Around 1920 no fewer 
than twenty-eight masters (t¸r-s¸z) employed nineteen 
apprentices and eight errand boys in Tehran.122

In the nineteenth century, the craft of carriage 
 making was relatively new (fig. 7). The carriage maker 
made the frames, coachwork, and wheels of simple 
farm carts as well as wagons and carriages for the 
elite. The wheel had been known since ancient times, 
shown not only by statuettes of animal-drawn carts but 
also by the finds at Pazyryk of actual carts—“primi-
tive affairs mounted on solid wheels hewn out of tree 
trunks”—and others made of birch wood that “could 
be dismantled and slung on pack animals for trans-
porting across unsuitable ground.”123 Carts were rare 
in Islamic Iran prior to the 1880s, however, and were 
mainly concentrated in Northwest Azerbaijan, although 
they were also used near Isfahan.124 The army had 
used wheeled conveyances known as {arr¸ba for trans-

Fig. 7. Transporting treasures from Shush to the Persian Gulf. (After Dieulafoye, “Excavations at Susa,” 18)
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porting cannons since the early Safavid period.125 In 
1884 I{timad al-Saltanah writes that during Nasir al-Din 
Shah’s first thirty years of reign the craft of carriage 
making (k¸liska-s¸zº) was introduced into most of Iran, 
and the use of droshkies and carriages became gen-
eral.126 Consequently, wagon making also became part 
of the urban economic scene. By 1920 or thereabouts, 
there were six master wagon makers (k¸liska-s¸z) in 
Isfahan and sixteen in Tehran, the latter employing 
twenty-four apprentices and six errand boys.127

Inlay work

Inlay work (khatam-bandº or khatam-s¸zº), a veneering 
process in which small pieces are set on a base and 
glued or nailed into place,128 was applied to a large 
variety of wooden implements, such as doors, ceil-
ings, windows, boxes, and mirrors. Dawlatshah first 
mentions inlay work in reference to Sultan Ahmad 
b. Avi (ca. 1382), whom he describes as “a master in 
several branches of art [including] khatam-bandº.” At 
about that time, Timur had Dilgusha, his palace in 
Samarqand, equipped with inlaid doors. Other early 
examples include a carved wooden box of Ulugh Beg 
with inlaid polychrome marquetry (ca. 1420–49); wal-
nut doors overlaid with bone and various woods by 
Habib Allah in 999 (1591), now in the Staatliche 
Mu seum in Berlin; a panel from Bukhara with poly-
gonal panels and floral ornaments in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum; and a cedar pulpit with polygons and 
silver detail, dated 1114 (1702), in the Lamban Mosque 
in Isfahan.129 Inlay work also prospered in Safavid 
and Zand times.130 Around 1811, Sir William Ouseley 
wrote, “mosaick-work … ensured considerable profit 
to many artists of Shiraz and Ispahan.”131 Some forty 
years later Binning opined that inlay work “is much 
used in ornamenting boxes, mirrors and other knick-
knacks; and its manufacture is, I believe, peculiar to 
Sheerauz.”132 Polak also mentioned that sometimes 
inlay work was applied to chairs and tables of the 
nobles.133

As an art form, however, inlay slowly but surely fell 
into disuse due to the changing taste of its main con-
sumers, the elite, who came to prefer fashionable Euro-
pean implements to traditional Persian ones. This had 
serious consequences for the craftsmen. In 1877, Tah-
vildar, referring to the situation in Isfahan, which with 
Shiraz was the only producer of inlay work, wrote,

The guild of the makers of inlay work (khatam-s¸z): [the 
members of] this guild used to be very numerous. What 

has remained of the khatam work of the old masters 
on jewelry boxes, lecterns, chairs, mirrors, frames, and 
doors of rooms and buildings attests to their art. Most 
of the old items have been collected and taken away. 
The Europeans still buy some. This guild has become 
less important compared with former times. Their work 
is of inferior quality, because it is not much in demand. 
As the situation is now, khatam is only marketable in 
villages in Iran and in small quantity in Turkey (R¢m 
va Isl¸mb¢l).134

Wills, who stated that khatam-s¸zº was practiced in Shiraz 
and Isfahan, further remarked that “love and handker-
chief boxes are made for the European market, and 
tables, chairs, chess, backgammon boards, and mirror 
frames for the wealthy Persians. The Shiraz work is 
the best.”135 Benjamin waxed enthusiastic about what 
he considered a Persian art par excellence: 

No object seems too singular and difficult in shape to be 
attempted by these clever artificers; and the amount of 
surface covered with minute designs in mosaic is equally 
remarkable. Chairs, tables, sofas, boxes, violins and guitars, 
canes, and picture-frames may be found overlaid with an 
exquisite casing of inlaid work, so minute sometimes that 
thirty-five to forty pieces may be counted in the space of 
an eighth of a square inch. Sometimes, especially in the 
old inlaid work of Persia, the mosaic is even more delicate. 
I have counted four hundred and twenty-eight distinct 
pieces in a square inch on a violin which is completely 
overlaid in this exquisite detail of intricate geometric 
designs in mosaic.136

Inlay workers also settled in Tehran. They were prob-
ably from Isfahan, whence many other craftsmen 
had come. In 1886, there were in Tehran thirteen 
master “Makers of inlaid Ivory and other Boxes,” who 
employed twenty-seven apprentices, for a total of forty 
workers.137 Radimsky, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, observes that the main center of production 
of inlay work was Shiraz, while some work was also 
done at Isfahan and Tehran. He further notes that 
Persian inlay work was not only done on flat surfaces, 
but also on curved ones such as candelabras, chairs, 
and tables. Like Tahvildar, Radimsky opines that the 
quality of the work left much to be desired.138 The 
downturn of the Persian economy and the unsettled 
state of politics after 1906 were not propitious for 
the inlay workers, who saw their market shrink even 
further. By the 1920s, only six master inlay workers 
remained in Isfahan, in addition to three in Tehran, 
who employed ten apprentices (sh¸gird). Unfortunately, 
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there are no statistical data available for Shiraz to 
gauge decline there.139

 Riza Shah (r. 1925–41) brought the craft back 
from the brink of extinction when in the 1930s he 
employed seventy of the remaining craftsmen to dec-
orate his newly built Marble Palace as well as much of 
the furniture therein. Members of the elite predict-
ably followed his lead, and the tradition of inlay dec-
oration continued under his son, Muhammad Riza 
Shah (r. 1941–79). The inlay-ornamented rooms in 
the Sa{adabad and Marble palaces in Tehran are mas-
terpieces of this art. As a result, the craft of khatam-
s¸zº has rebounded, and with renewed demand from 
a middle class that has experienced rising incomes, 
its future seems assured.140 

WOODWORKING PRODUCTS

In the foregoing I have surveyed the crafts of the car-
penter and his specialized colleagues. In this section I 
review a selected number of these to shed more light 
on the relevance and role of the woodworkers in Per-
sian society. I feature the following three groups based 
on Tahvildar’s description of the carpenter’s range 
of techniques: n¸zuk-k¸rº (fine ornamental work) as 
applied to chairs, tables, and bedsteads; ustukhv¸n-bandº 
(framework) as demonstrated in ceilings, and muraªªa{-
s¸zº (mosaic work) as realized in windows, doors, pul-
pits, and tombs.141 The reason for this choice, apart 
from the availability of remaining material,142 is also 
the fact that all three groups required similar skills. 

Chairs and tables

Chairs predate the Achaemenids. The best-known Per-
sian example is depicted in the reliefs in the throne 
hall, council hall, and treasury of Persepolis: the legs 
of the wooden throne shown there are very well turned 
and have leaf-wreath [embellishment] and torus-
and-scotia molding.143 Assyrian and Urartian models 
inspired the style of Achaemenid thrones and stools.144 
Elsewhere in the Persian Empire chairs were also used; 
on many Kushan and Guptan coins, for example, the 
goddess of plenty sits on a high-backed chair.145

Although the texts tell us little about chairs and 
stools for some 800 years from the early Islamic era 
until the Safavid period, they were present during 
this time. In the tenth century, stools (kursº) made 
in Qum were well known and were copied in Ker-

man.146 The caliph at Baghdad and local rulers sat on 
chairs (kursº).147 Chairs and stools have been depicted 
in a variety of Persian miniatures, the oldest appear-
ing to date from 1386 and 1396; both are found in 
manuscripts made in Baghdad under the Jalayirids.148 
Another chair is pictured in a manuscript made in 
Mazandaran in 1446.149 Stools are more frequently 
represented than chairs, and quite a few appear in 
Persian manuscripts of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries.150 The English merchant Jenkinson was 
offered a stool to sit on when received by Shah Tah-
masp I in 1562.151 The type of chair prevalent at the 
time probably was “a wooden X chair, a Savanarola 
chair such as were common in contemporary Renais-
sance Europe, particularly in Italy.”152 Both stools and 
chairs are also depicted in seventeenth-century Safa-
vid manuscript paintings,153 one of which, by Muham-
mad Zaman, shows a European lady seated in a deli-
cate chair with low arms and a low back. In another 
miniature by the same painter, the chairs have high 
backs and arms154 and are similar to the ones pre-
sented to Russian czars. Shah {Abbas I sent a wooden 
throne-chair, gilded and jewel-studded, to Czar Boris 
Godunov in 1604. According to Vladimir Loukonine 
and Anatoli Ivanov, “The form of the low back pass-
ing into the downward-sloping armrests and […] the 
openwork side-walls that blend into the decoratively 
shaped legs” were characteristic of Iranian furniture 
of that period.155 Zakhary Sadarov presented another 
painted, gem-studded, and gold-and-silver-chased 
wooden throne-chair to Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich on 
behalf of a group of Armenian merchants from Julfa 
in 1660. Different from the 1604 model, it had a high 
back and arms and a footrest. Like the earlier chair, 
however, it was partly covered with velvet. Both chairs 
were used for enthronements of the czars until the 
end of the nineteenth century and are now in the 
Kremlin Armory.156

Chairs and stools were also present in seventeenth-
century Iran at the royal court, where European envoys 
were customarily given them to sit on during official 
audiences. In 1651, for example, the Dutch ambassa-
dor Cuneaus was offered a stool or small chair,157 and 
in 1701, the Dutch ambassador Hoogcamer was seated 
during his royal audience on a small chair inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl,158 probably of the type described by 
Englebert Kaempfer, on which the Swedish ambassa-
dor and his suite were seated: “A wooden stool, artfully 
inlaid with pearls…which was hardly one span high, 
proved to be even more uncomfortable than sitting 
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on the floor, had we been able.”159 Chairs were used 
in Armenian monasteries and churches, for example 
at Ejmiatsin in Armenia, New Julfa (Isfahan),160 and 
the Church of Saint Stephanos in the now-abandoned 
village of Dar-i Sham, in the Poldasht section of Maku 
(West Azerbaijan), which has two inlaid Safavid chairs, 
as well as a wooden door with wrought iron details.161 
Stools or chairs were also used by preachers and pan-
egyrists in Safavid times,162 and in the 1740s Jonas 
Hanway was offered a chair when he was received by 
the governor of Astarabad.163 A painting of the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century shows a princess 
sitting on a tall chair with a curved back.164

The use of chairs persisted during the Qajar period. 
In Isfahan, reported James Justin Morier, “Chairs of 
an old fashion, like those in the sculptures at Perse-
polis, were prepared for us…,” and Ouseley described 
such chairs as “much (resembling) those…fashion-
able some centuries ago in France and England.”165 
In 1817, prior to the arrival of the Russian embassy, 
Moritz von Kotzebue recorded that “Chairs covered with 
red velvet had been expressly made for the Embassy. 
[…] His Majesty requested the Ambassador to seat 
himself on a chair, which was placed opposite the 
throne, an honour which, as well as the permission 
to wear boots, has never yet been shown to any other 
person.” (The British translator of Von Kotzebue’s nar-
rative pointedly notes that “Sir Hardford and Sir Gore 
both sat in chairs opposite the shah’s throne.”)166 Fur-
thermore, when the Russians were invited to dinner 
by one Mirza Ja{far, probably a minister, he did not 
allow them, all wearing boots, to tread on the carpet 
on which he was sitting, “and, consequently, they did 
not enter within the inner walls of the tent, but sat 
outside on chairs, while the British, in cloth boots, 
were seated close to the prime minister, on the car-
pet.”167 After the protocol treaty with Russia, a great 
diplomatic victory, all ambassadors henceforth were 
accorded the honor of being allowed to sit on a chair 
in the shah’s presence.168

The introduction of the chair did not change the 
rules of etiquette. According to Benjamin, “When the 
host and guest are of equal rank, chairs or cushions 
are arranged in corresponding position opposite the 
refreshment table.”169 Nevertheless, chairs were not 
yet important in Persian life, because ordinary peo-
ple sat on the floor. It was only among the elite who 
had come into contact with the West that chairs were 
used, mainly for the comfort of visiting Europeans.170 
In Urmiyyeh, for example, the use of chairs remained 

restricted to American missionaries, who had come 
there in 1835. According to Mary Jewett, one of these 
missionaries since 1873, “One day some American ladies 
were entertaining a company of Muslim ladies. Politely 
the rocking chair was offered. They did not know how 
to sit on it, one sitting too much on the edge so the 
chair tipped forward, another sitting too far back so 
the chair tipped backward. They were frightened and 
went away to tell that we had a machine for making 
christians [sic].”171 Persian men as well as women had 
trouble sitting on chairs; C. J. Wills wrote that chairs 
were “only used by the rich, great, or Europeanised, 
and it is a common thing for a visitor, if on familiar 
terms, to ask to be allowed to sit on his heels, as the 
unaccustomed chair tires him.”172

It became fashionable, however, for Iranians to be 
depicted with chairs and, later on in the nineteenth 
century, to be shown actually sitting on them,173 which 
demonstrates that chairs and other European furniture 
had slowly made inroads into Persian high society. This 
also meant that Persian carpenters had to change their 
ways. According to Jewett, “Formerly chairs were 
imported; now native carpenters have learned to make 
chairs, tables, cupboards, desks, bedsteads, many nec-
essary things and things ornamental.”174 These newly 
developed skills were doubtless also due to the pres-
ence in Urmiyyeh of the missionaries among whom 
Jewett counted herself, and the fact that they had 
established a vocational school there.

Tables also became popular among the modernizing 
elite of Iran towards the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Tables had existed in the early Islamic period;175 
in Iran, tabourets, sideboards, and refreshment tables 
were used to hold drinks and the like that were to 
be handed out to the lord of the household and his 
guests. However, tables still were felt to be an intruder 
in households whose occupants lived in traditional 
fashion, sitting on the floor. Malcolm, a British mis-
sionary, nicely described this dilemma for the upper 
crust of Yazd society around 1900:

Many of the Yezdis use little tables about three feet by 
two, and standing about twelve inches high. These are 
used only for tea-things. But tea is generally made by 
an inferior, standing at a tall table in the corner of the 
room. These tables are rather larger, not less than four 
feet by two. They stand as high as an English sideboard, 
and have a rough border of curved or dog-tooth pattern 
falling down from the slab, so that they very much suggest 
a rough dressing-table. They are often brought in and 
out of the rooms as they are wanted. People who wish 

muqarnas23-2_CS2.indd   174 10/18/2006   1:09:04 PM



the woodworking craft and its products in iran 175

to be thoroughly European in their manners sometimes 
have a larger table of the same kind permanently in the 
room, surrounded by a few bentwood chairs, which are 
brought from Bombay, or folding-chairs with cane seats, 
which I think they bring from Isfahan, and about which 
the less said the better. Such a table is always covered by 
a white cloth, the most fashionable variety being a Turk-
ish bath-towel. These chairs and larger tables are no real 
part of Persian plenishing, while the tea-tables are being 
constantly carried backwards and forwards, and are not 
necessary to the equipment of the room.176

Although many tables and chairs fell short of what 
Europeans considered good craftsmanship, there 
were nevertheless Persian carpenters who produced 
excellent tables, which knowledgeable Europeans were 
honest enough to draw attention to. Some of the best 
specimens, preserved in the Hermitage, are indeed a 
testimony to the skill of those who made them.177

The increased interest in European carpentry tech-
nique and furniture brought into being not only Euro-
pean-style carpenters but also cabinetmakers (mubl-s¸z). 
Around 1920, there were eight master cabinetmakers 
in Isfahan and fourteen in Tehran, who employed 
twenty-three apprentices and ten boys.178 In Safavid-
period Isfahan the cabinetmakers and carpenters had a 
section in the bazaar that still bears their name. Now-
adays, among many kinds of woodworkers, makers 
of modern furniture predominate, but there are still 
carpenters who cater to less affluent rural and urban 
markets, making doors, window frames, ladders, tradi-
tional bedsteads, etc. Their clientele has maintained 
a mostly traditional lifestyle, using kilims, cushions, 
carpets, and mats as their main furnishings. Consum-
ers of modern furniture—tables, chairs, upholstered 
furniture, and other European-style items—mostly 
belong to modernizing urban groups. Those who buy 
chairs usually first purchase folding metal ones. Cab-
inetmakers often contract out such work as carving 
and turnery.179

Ceilings

Although wooden beams have been used in Persian 
architecture since at least 6000 BCE, the use of carved 
and ornamented wood began at a much later date. In 
the more wooded Persianate regions, timber was more 
freely used in construction. In Panjikent (Tajikistan), 
for example, entire houses were built of wood, while 
in Azerbaijan, in eleventh-century Oren-Kalla, only 
the ceilings of houses were of timber.180 In general, 
however, because of the scarcity of wood, ceilings of 

public buildings were not made of wooden beams 
but rather of brick. Wood usually was used only “in 
a structural or semi-structural fashion…to knit the 
fabric closely together…[and] to support portions of 
the structures.”181 One of the buildings constructed by 
Ulugh Beg in Samarqand was known as the Masjid-i 
Muqatta{ (Carved Mosque) because its ceiling and 
walls were covered with islºmº (traditional vegetal scroll 
patterns) and chinoiserie pictures formed of segments 
of wood.”182

Some surviving ceilings, such as the ceiling over the 
porch in the Chihil Sutun, have elaborate mosaic com-
positions of stars and polygons, often highlighted with 
paint and gilding (fig. 8).183 The making of paneled 
ceilings was the province of the joiner and was usually 
referred to as q¸b-s¸zº or q¸b-k¢bº.184 Chardin described 
the joiners’ manner of working as follows:

The Joyners: they are very skilful, and very ingenious in 
composing all sort of Inlaid-work and Mosaick-work, and 
they make noble Ceilings in that Kind; they fit them all 
on the Ground, and when they are done, they raise them 
up over the top of the Building, on the Columns, that 
are to bear them up: I have seen a whole one of four-
score Diameter, rear’d up, with the help of a Machine, 
like the draught I present you with on the other side, 
not knowing whether our European Workmen have any 
such; the Persians use no other, and they raise every 
thing with a Pully; they make also Lattices and Rails very 
well. The Joyners sit on the Ground at their Work, their 
Planes are not like ours, for they thrust the Shavings 
out of the Sides; and not out of the Top, which seems 
to be a more expeditious way; their ordinary Wood is a 
white Wood, very soft, and without Knots; and therefore 
very easy to be wrought; they have excellent Wood, that 
comes out of Hercania, in long Boards, like the Norway 
Deal Boards.185

But this was not the normal way to construct ceilings; 
ordinarily, it sufficed to span the walls with beams or 
poles, which were then covered with mud.186 Only 
palaces and mansions of the rich boasted ceilings cov-
ered with painted or plaster ornamentation. Even fine 
residences were not all finished thus. According to 
Benjamin, for example, a villa named Arajib, occupied 
by the first American Legation in Persia in 1884, was 
“a very fair example of the average country villa of 
a Persian gentleman.” As its first resident, Benjamin 
commented:

Strange to say, the ceilings of all these apartments were 
of the rudest character, the undressed timbers of the flat 
roofs being covered by neither lathing nor plastering; 
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and both for looks and in order to prevent insects from 
dropping on our heads we were obliged to cover them 
with chintz nailed from one end of the room to the 
other. The custom of leaving ceilings in this unfinished 
state is very common in the rural districts of northern 
Persia. It is alleged that the rains and snows of winter 
and spring in the neighborhood of the mountains are 
so liable to cause the flat roofs to fall in, that it would 
only be a useless expense to add a finished ceiling to 
them.187

Ceilings that were finished were covered with plaster-
work, painted and lacquered beams (juvak-k¸rº) (fig. 
9), or mosaic panels composed of hexagons, stars, 
and other geometric shapes made with wood of dif-
ferent colors, generally known as girih-s¸zº. This last 
technique is known from the fourteenth century but 
undoubtedly existed prior to that date.188 

Windows 

The technique used for ceilings was also employed in 
making windows ({urusº) and pulpits and hence in-

volved the same craftsman (q¸b-s¸z). To facilitate his 
work, the carpenter relied on a cardboard model of the 
window with paper replicas of the glass pieces glued to 
it.189 Such models were based on pattern books in the 
form of scrolls («¢m¸r) widely used by architects and 
builders in Iran and the Ottoman Empire; these con-
tained ground plans, patterns, muqarnas vault plans, 
and the like, as is clear from a few surviving samples.190 
The window carpenter filled the wooden lattices with 
clear or colored glass. Rectangular window frames were 
usually fitted with pointed arches, and large ones were 
made up of three or more moveable panels. Over 
time lattices became more intricate and pieces of glass 
thinner, yielding denser and more complex composi-
tions of stars and polygons. During the Qajar period, 
curvilinear and floral patterns became popular, and 
mirror-mosaic (¸}ina-k¸rº) was added to heighten the 
decorative effect (fig. 10).191 W. R. Holmes described 
how the window was then put into place:

Windows in Persia are generally made of stained glass 
put together in very small pieces, of different size and 

Fig. 8. (a) Pattern of the Ala Qapi ceiling (Isfahan); (b) much-used pattern for ceilings in houses of the rich. (After Shaf¸}º, 
Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 96, 187)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 9. Juvak-k¸rº ceiling in the pavilion of the Bagh-i Naranjistan, Shiraz. (Photo by Gholam Reza Vatandoust)
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colours, and forming what we should call a kaleidoscope 
pattern. The manner of putting them up is curious. The 
wood-work, having been already made of several hundred 
small pieces, corresponding with each other in the desired 
pattern, is fixed in its place before the glass is put in. 
This is not done with putty; but the glazier, beginning 
from the bottom of the frame, takes it to pieces, and 
then joins it together again, inserting, as he goes on, 
each bit of glass into the particular groove formed in 
the wood-work for its reception. When finished, these 
windows are sometimes very beautiful; but as the glass 
does not fit tightly in every place, if there be any wind, 
it makes a continual jingling noise, and the air passes 
through the crevices.192

Europeans generally admired the visual artistry of 
these windows. Edward Eastwick, for example, remarks: 
“These painted windows are exceedingly tasteful, but, 
as there is no such thing as putty in Persia, the glass 
soon falls out, and is continually rattling with every 

wind.”193 Benjamin, who also much admired such 
windows, remarks on the windowmakers’ working 
methods:

Everything is open to the public. The carpenter, finding 
his shop too contracted for the window-sash he is framing, 
lays it on the pavement on the shady side of the street, 
heedless of the passers-by. These carpenters of Tehran 
are a curiously independent guild, requiring so little for 
a livelihood that much of their time is spent in smoking 
and sleeping; and these habits are encouraged by the 
custom that allows them to claim an advance for a job, 
ostensibly to pay the cost of the materials. If lazy, which 
is doubtless the case, they spend this money in smoking; 
and after that they are forced to make shifts to purchase 
the needed wood and nails, which adds to the already 
long delay in completing the work in hand.194

Because a large window often took up the whole 
side of a room, it was necessary to support the wall 

Fig. 10. Seven-sash stained glass window, Qajar period. Sanandaj Museum. (Image from: http://www.kurdonline.com/photo/
stock-pictures.php?image=ata-khan_habibi400.jpg)
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Fig. 11. (a) {urusº window of the Amini house, Isfahan; (b) {urusº of the tomb of Aqa, Tehran. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-
s¸zº, 286, 193, 128, 102)

(a)

(b)
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Fig. 11. (c) {urusº in the Qanbar {Ali Khan Mosque, Tehran; (d) common type of {urusº. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 286, 
193, 128, 102)

(c)

(d)

above it with a substantial beam immediately over the 
window. Usually the center of the window consisted 
of larger panes, either plain or colored, framed by 
the latticework areas. The patterns used were similar 
to those used in woodcarving, stucco, and tile work 
(fig. 11). Towards the end of the nineteenth century 
the making of this kind of windows waned: “The Per-

sians are giving them up for what they imagine are 
French windows, which, being made of wet wood, never 
shut properly. The only way to buy the old windows is 
to pick them up second hand, when some khan (or 
great man) is Europeanizing his house, or at least de-
orientalizing it.”195
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Woodcarving: columns, doors, pulpits, tombs

Woodworking may have found its pinnacle in minbars, 
and joinery in window grillwork and tomb shrines 
(nakhl). The d¸r-s¸z or ¸l¸t-s¸z was a carpenter expert 
in making door and window joinery and other similar 
woodwork.196 However, it was not he who gave these 
objects their lasting appeal, but rather the woodcarver, 
fretter, and marquetry maker (fig. 12).

The combination of plasterwork with woodwork 
is an artistic tradition that predates Islam, as is evi-
dent in the carved wood found in the Zarafshan Val-
ley (Tajikistan). The columns of Kurut, Obburdon, 
Fatmev, and Urmitan, the mihrab of Iskudar and the 
wooden frieze from Obburdon, all in Tajikistan, are 
representative of this tradition during the early Islamic 
period. Most of these columns date from the Samanid 
period (ninth and tenth centuries), although those 
from Urmitan, and the mihrab from Iskudar, are of 
later date. These wooden decorations present images 
of living beings interlaced with floral, geometric, and 
epigraphic motifs. The capitals of the columns include 
representations of animals, fish, and birds as well as 
floral ornamentation. Geometric and epigraphic motifs 
dominate the Iskudar mihrab.197 Excavations of the 
palace of the afshºns (rulers) of Usturushana, which 
dates from the seventh to the ninth century, produced, 
among other things, about 200 fragments of charred 
carved wood. Among them were several sculptures 
in the round of people and birds, as well as numer-
ous friezes and panels depicting humans, sirens, ani-
mals, and birds. Other friezes represented the heads 
of humans belonging to various ethnic groups, and a 
unique tympanum represented the struggle between 
the forces of good and evil embodied in the images 
of the prince Faridun, the blacksmith Kava, and the 
evil shah Zahhak with two serpents on his shoulders. 
One of the better-preserved ninth-to-eleventh-cen-
tury palaces is located in Khulbk (now Kurban-Sha-
hid), the capital of the Southern Tajikistan province 
of Khuttal. Its main halls were decorated with plaster 
and wood fretwork and murals. In the wooden Haz-
rat-i Baba Mausoleum (eleventh to twelfth century), 
archaeologists found oddly shaped columns displaying 
fantastic birds and images of snakes harking back to 
pre-Islamic art traditions. The Hazrat-i Baba fretwork 
bears a clear resemblance to the decorations of the 
tenth-to-twelfth-century columns in the Upper Zaraf-
shan, the wooden mihrab from Iskudar, and the clay 
mihrab in Asht.198 

 It would seem that none of these forms of wood-
work were as yet utilizing the panel technique of 
girih-s¸zº, the basis of which is a lattice frame either 
left plain or filled with wooden insets, colored glass, 
or other materials. Although this technique, as men-
tioned above, undoubtedly was used prior to the four-
teenth century, there are no wood examples surviving 
from before that time. Among the earliest examples 
are the balustrade of the pulpit in Na}in, dated Rajab 
711 (October–November 1311), and the side panels 
on a pulpit from Fars dated 771 (1369), now in the 
Iran Bastan Museum. Girih-s¸zº remained a popular 
decorative technique for palaces, mosques, and pri-
vate homes in the centuries thereafter.199 Other carved 
decoration occurs in particular on the wooden doors, 
cenotaphs, and grilles (zuv¸rh¸) of shrines, usually 
combining strapwork (qa{b-bandº) and painting and 
displaying either geometric or floral designs. The 
same types of designs also can be found on cenotaphs 
inscribed with Qur}anic texts, the name and genealogy 
of the deceased, and the names of the founder and 
the carpenter. Shrines in the Gilan and Mazandaran 
regions, some dating back to the fourteenth century 
but most to the first half of the sixteenth, are partic-
ularly rich in such decorative woodwork (fig. 13). The 
oldest carved wooden door, dated 706 (1306–7) is in 
the Imamzada Qasim (in Do Hazar, Gilan); it features 
strapwork and knots (qa{b va girih).200 

 Carpenters are mentioned several times in connec-
tion with construction or renovation of buildings in 
the early fourteenth century.201 Timur captured many 
craftsmen, among them carpenters whom he put to 
work decorating his palaces and other buildings and 
the furnishings therein. In particular the many carved 
wooden doors, panels, and wooden Qur}an stands 
made during that period stand out for their excel-
lent artistry.202 Olearius marveled at the woodwork 
of the Talar-i Tavila, a typical example of a Safavid 
public palace.203 The tradition of adorning houses 
with all kinds of woodwork, sometimes displaying the 
full array of woodworking techniques, was continued 
under the Qajars. Many of the surviving palaces and 
villas in Tehran, Shiraz, Kashan, and other cities are 
a testimony to the skill of Persia’s woodworkers (fig. 
14).204
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Fig. 12. (a) Entrance door of the Amini house, Isfahan; (b) common motif; (c) pattern much seen in places of pilgrimage; 
(d) common pattern. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 254, 199, 225, 233)

(a)

(b)

(c) (d)
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Fig. 13. (a) Pattern of the tomb of Imamzada-i Hashim; (b) 
pattern on the tomb of Aqa, Tehran. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i 
girih-s¸zº, 28, 54)

CONCLUSION

Despite the fact that Iran was and continues to be 
relatively poor in forest cover, the craft of woodworking 
achieved a high level of artistry throughout the centu-
ries. Although due to the perishability of the material 
relatively few wooden objects have survived, those that 
remain demonstrate that wood played an important 
role in decorating buildings and providing people 
with necessary household utensils. Much attention was 
paid to enhancing the innate attractiveness of wood 
through woodcarving, inlay, fretwork, turning, and 
marquetry. Woodworkers were either general crafts-
men or specialists in a particular aspect of the craft. 
While not all were outstanding, some left their names 
on masterpieces. Given their limited range of tools, 
it is amazing that they were able to turn out so much 
that still evokes our admiration. Contemporary masters 
of the craft continue to make wonderful products. In 
Sanandaj, Kurdistan, for example, woodworkers make 
outstanding backgammon boards using fine-grained 
walnut. In Rizayeh, in northwestern Azarbaijan, they 
produce excellent carved and inlaid works. Craftsmen 
in Gulpaygan excel at carving and fretwork, while in 
Abadeh they still make fine low-relief carving. In Rasht, 
on the shore of the Caspian Sea, as well as in Dizful, 
Khuzestan, woodworkers make beautiful lathe-turned 
items. Traditional inlay work (khatam) is still being 
produced in Shiraz, Isfahan, and Tehran. All these 
centers of excellence attest to the lasting heritage of 
the Persian woodworking tradition.
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Fig. 14. (a) Pattern of the entrance door, teahouse of the Haram of Imam Riza, Mashhad; (b) pattern in the Madrasa-i Chahar 
Bagh, Isfahan; (c) pattern of a window in the Naraqi house, Kashan. (After Shaf¸}º, Hunar-i girih-s¸zº, 293, 49, 50)
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ELIZABETH LAMBOURN

BRICK, TIMBER, AND STONE: BUILDING MATERIALS AND 
THE CONSTRUCTION OF ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURAL 

HISTORY IN GUJARAT

…because there is no stone in the Country [of Gujarat]; 
seeing they are forc’d to make use of Brick and Lime, a 
great deal of Timber is employ’d, which must be brought 
from Daman by sea.1

—Jean de Thevenot

The central place of materials in architecture and the 
subsequent construction of architectural history is so 
obvious that it is easily taken for granted. The idea 
that architectural traditions are conditioned by the 
materials available for construction is axiomatic, as 
is the notion of hierarchies of materials, determined 
both by the economics of supply and demand and by 
cultural factors. We all recognize too that architec-
tural history’s documentation and interpretation of 
architecture is largely dependent on what survives, 
with materials playing an essential role in patterns 
of survival. Differing rates of material decay, and sus-
ceptibility to different threats, determine the longev-
ity of structures. Different forms of human interven-
tion—decisions to repair, rebuild, abandon, or even 
destroy structures—have an equally fundamental effect 
on patterns of architectural survival, but here again 
materials, or more specifically culturally determined 
hierarchies of material value, also play a part in the 
making of these decisions. Structures employing expen-
sive or rare materials may be better preserved and 
maintained than those built in materials perceived 
as having low value, though they may also be more 
liable to appropriation. Obviously a structure that is 
no longer standing, or even an entire building type 
with no above-ground examples, is not necessarily 
completely lost to architectural history; nevertheless, 
written and visual records are not always available, 
and archaeological excavation is only rarely possible, 
meaning that architectural history is still dominated by 
the “standing,” the “above ground.” Since the birth of 
architectural conservation as a professional sphere in 

the nineteenth century, this area of human interven-
tion has had an increasing role in determining what 
is listed for protection, documented, and conserved, 
and can thus be written into architectural history. Here 
again, hierarchies of material value, even if mingled 
with other agendas, are always operative.

 Awareness and understanding of materials do not 
simply make for a more “holistic” architectural his-
tory, one that includes and can be limited to a history 
of building materials and technologies. The linked 
notions of hierarchies of material value and patterns 
of survival foster an understanding of why what is there 
remains there and, just as important, an awareness 
of what is no longer there, and why. These notions 
enrich a variety of agendas within and beyond archi-
tectural history: at their most primary level they con-
tribute to the decoding of meaning within architec-
ture through the very fabric of construction and to a 
more critical reading of extant literature in the field; 
beyond this, they help integrate architectural history 
with facets of economic and social history as well as 
geography. 

 Historians of Western architecture have already 
engaged with these debates to varying degrees: there 
is a massive literature on building materials and their 
sources, circulation, and meaning in the Roman and 
Byzantine worlds, based in large part upon archaeo-
logical research, while various European archives have 
allowed for explorations, sometimes detailed, of build-
ing materials and processes during the medieval and 
Renaissance periods. The architectural history of the 
Islamic world, in contrast, seems still to be on the cusp 
of this area of investigation, particularly for regions 
beyond the so-called Central Islamic lands.

 This article reexamines the Islamic religious archi-
tecture of Gujarat in western India from the perspec-
tive of building materials: their availability and circu-
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Fig. 1. View of the mosque of Rani Rupavati, Mirzapur, Ahmed-
abad, ca. 1500, showing the facade of the prayer hall with the 
bases of the characteristic centrally placed paired minarets. 
(Author’s photograph) 

Fig. 2. View of the mosque and tomb of Rani Sabrai, Ahmed-
abad, early sixteenth century. (Author’s photograph)

Fig. 3. View of the collapsed facade of the Alif Khan Mosque, Dholka, mid-fifteenth century. Constructed of brick, with a 
total height of over 115 feet. (Author’s photograph) 
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lation, the impact of this availability and circulation 
on local hierarchies of material value and patterns 
of survival, and the consequences of these patterns 
of survival for writing the architectural history of the 
area.2 More specifically, this article suggests that brick 
and/or timber construction actually constituted the 
norm in most of the region, aided by the availability 
of hardwoods imported from South India by sea. The 
article reviews the Islamic religious architecture of 
the region against this background and supports this 
review by presenting two previously unpublished sev-
enteenth-century brick-and-timber mosques. The focus 
on Islamic religious architecture is largely a result of 
the author’s research specialization and interests but 
poses a model that applies across the architecture 
of the region, irrespective of faith or function. As 
is increasingly recognized, the Islamic architectures 
of South Asia cannot be artificially cut off from the 
indigenous architectural traditions within which they 
grew up; for the sake of focus and with the particu-
lar audience of Muqarnas in mind, however, discus-
sion will focus primarily on construction for Muslim 
patrons.

 The Islamic architecture of Gujarat is probably one 
of the most famous regional traditions of Muslim archi-
tecture in South Asia. Numerous mosques, mausolea, 
step-wells, and even palaces have survived throughout 
Gujarat State, and no Gujarati city has a greater con-
centration of Islamic architecture than Ahmedabad, 
the capital of the region under the Ahmad Shahi Sul-
tans and later the Mughals. The vast majority of these 
surviving structures are built in stone, with profuse 
external decoration and finely carved mihrabs, jalis, 
and inscriptions (figs. 1 and 2). Visiting the numer-
ous stone mosques and mausolea of Ahmedabad and 
reading the extant literature on this regional build-
ing tradition, one may all too easily assume that stone 
was readily available, the natural and principal build-
ing material of Gujarat. The few brick structures that 
do enter the current architectural history are there, 
I would argue, because they are simply so massive 
that they cannot be ignored. The Alif Khan Mosque 
at Dholka, dating to the second half of the fifteenth 
century, is a brick structure with an original facade 
height of over 115 feet (fig. 3); its height dominates 
the surrounding town even today (fig. 4). Yet as de 
Thevenot’s quote cited at the opening of this article 
shows, a far more complex array of materials was used 
in the region.

THE AVAILABILITY AND CIRCULATION OF 
BUILDING MATERIALS IN GUJARAT

Geology and geography obviously exert a primary influ-
ence on the building materials available in any one 
region. The modern-day state of Gujarat is geologically 
and geographically diverse and is consequently home 
to several distinct building traditions. This first section 
explores the parameters that influenced architecture 
in the region. 

 The heart of Gujarat is a large, flat alluvial plain, tra-
versed by the Sabarmati and Mahi rivers, that stretches 
from the southern reaches of the Aravalli hills in the 
north down to the Gulf of Khambhat (Cambay) in the 
south and is bounded on the east by the early risings 
of the western Ghats (fig. 5). In this central plain, 
sand and alluvial silts make brick the only building 
material available in abundance, though the plain is 
ringed to the north and east by ranges of mountains 
or hills that provide outcrops of stone. The alluvial 
character of the central plain of Gujarat in many ways 
makes it a miniaturized version of the large delta of 
the Indus that lies to its west, and for many centu-
ries Khambhat was indeed believed to lie on one of 
the mouths of the Indus. In spite of the untruth of 
this belief and the differences in scale, the parallels 
between the two areas in terms of naturally occurring 
building materials deserve to be remembered. 

By contrast, Saurashtra, the central region of mod-
ern Gujarat State, is rich in building stone including 
granites, sandstones, limestones, and marbles, which 
are even found at coastal sites (figs. 5 and 6).3 Stone 
is so abundant that it is even used for domestic archi-
tecture. District gazetteers as a whole pass over the 
presence or exploitation of stone, and the first general 
survey of sources of stone in the region was made by 
Burgess and Cousens in 1903, as part of their survey 
of the architecture of northern Gujarat. They observed 
that at the time of writing grey sandstone was quarried 
in north Saurashtra, around Dhrangadra, and often 
used in the northern plain of Gujarat. Other sources 
of sandstone were around Ahmadnagar in Idar, in the 
east of Gujarat, while white marble came exclusively 
from the Aravalli range that extends between the north 
of the state and southern Rajasthan. The authors spe-
cifically mention that marble was still being quarried 
at Chandravati in northern Gujarat.4 The situation in 
Rajasthan is particularly complex, since the Aravalli 
hills provide outcrops, ridges, and plateaus of marble 
that are often not large enough to feature on most 
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geological maps but that may have been exploited at 
different periods. Finally, Kutch, the westernmost part 
of the state, actually belongs geologically to the Indus 
Delta, and there also brick is the main building mate-
rial. Nevertheless, certain hilly ridges may have cre-
ated micro-traditions, and it is believed that the stone 
structures at the site of Bhadresvar were built of stone 
from just such a local outcrop.5 

Stone

The absence of stone in the central plain is espe-
cially significant because it is this area that was home 
to most of the important towns of the preconquest 
and Muslim periods. Anhilawad Patan, the capital of 
Gujarat under the Solankis, Khaljis, and Tughluqs, is 
situated in the north of this plain; Asawal, the later 
site of Ahmedabad, lies at its very center; while Dholka 
and the ports of Khambhat, Bharuch, Rander, and 
Surat lie on its furthest southern edge (fig. 5). We 
are therefore not looking at building traditions of a 

remote and peripheral region but at the factors that 
dictated building traditions in Gujarat’s capital cities, 
major towns, and ports. 

 Though stone clearly was brought to the central 
plain of Gujarat, as the many stone temples, mosques, 
and tombs there testify, the distances over which it had 
to be carried made it an expensive building material. 
When the British official James Forbes saw the large 
volume of marble and carved stone that had sur-
vived at Khambhat, he immediately “read” it as evi-
dence for the port’s former wealth. Forbes remarked 
that “from the quantity of wrought stones and scat-
tered relicks of marble at Khambhat, we may judge 
of its former wealth and magnificence, the charge of 
transporting them thither must have been immense, 
the mountains from whence they are hewn being very 
distant.”6 Indeed, the finest white marbles found at 
Khambhat must have been brought there during the 
Solanki period from quarries in the southern Aravalli 
range, some two hundred kilometers away (see fig. 5). 

Fig. 4. View of the Alif Khan Mosque from the outskirts of Dholka. (Author’s photograph) 
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Although documentation of the stone trade across 
Gujarat in the medieval period is practically non-
existent, we do find occasional statements that testify 
to the difficulties in obtaining stone. The author {Ali 
Muhammad Khan, an official in Gujarat under the later 
Mughal emperors, appears to have been acutely aware 
of these obstacles, since his description of Ahmed-
abad includes information about how the kings and 
nobles “procured stones from distant places and built 
mosques.”7 This is corroborated by an inscription on 
a temple pillar which was reused in the construction 
of a mosque in the citadel at Ahmedabad in 1414, 
under the patronage of Ahmad Shah. The inscrip-
tion records how an individual named Pethada con-

tributed a jali screen to the temple of Uttaresvara at 
Mahisaka in the year 1308 Vikrama Samavat (hence-
forth abbreviated as VS)8 which is equivalent to 1251–
52 CE. Mahisaka is to be identified with the present 
village of Mahisa in the Kaira district, which is some 
fifty kilometers from Ahmedabad.9 In this example, 
by making use of spolia the patron economized con-
siderably on the costs of quarrying and transporting 
fresh stone, even though the task of dismantling the 
structure and transporting the stone more than fifty 
kilometers overland by bullock cart would itself have 
been costly.10 Earlier patrons, however, would have 
had to bear the full costs of quarrying and transport 
to the building site.

Fig. 5. Modern map of western India. (After South Asian Hand book: Indian Sub-Continent [Bath: Trade and Travel Publi cations, 
1992])

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   195 10/18/2006   11:45:59 AM



elizabeth lambourn196

No Gujarati sources so far give information about 
the infrastructure needed to obtain stone, but later 
documents provide insight into such issues. Quite 
exceptionally, three firm¸ns have survived that detail 
arrangements for the quarrying and transport of white 
marble for the construction of the Taj Mahal in Agra 
between 1632 and 1637. The marble quarries were 
situated at Makrana in Rajasthan, in the territory of 
Raja Jai Singh of Amber, and the quarrying therefore 
necessitated his permission and cooperation. The cor-
respondence makes clear that the whole production 
of the quarries was made over to supply the Taj, and 
that every stonecutter in the region was employed in 
the quarrying, while over 230 carts were arranged on 
hire to transport the marble to Agra.11 While the Taj 
was undoubtedly one of the largest-scale projects of all 
time, these firm¸ns are useful reminders of the infra-

structural and political factors involved in any acqui-
sition of stone.

There is in fact a growing body of evidence to 
suggest that stone architecture may have come to 
the central plain of Gujarat comparatively late. The 
Prabandhacint¸ma¨i, a Jain text of the early fourteenth 
century, states that the Chalukyan rulers of Gujarat in 
the twelfth century were the first to build stone tem-
ples in Gujarat, earlier temples and buildings being 
of wood and brick.12 This statement also fits with the 
political history of the Gujarat area.13 Until the ninth 
century, what we now see as the “natural” area of 
Gujarat was in fact split between a number of compet-
ing kingdoms. Between the seventh and ninth centu-
ries the Chalukyas of the Deccan gradually extended 
their control of the southern coast up from Bharuch 
towards the central plain, pushing against the Gur-

Fig. 6. Map of Saurashtra and Kutch, 1876. (After James Burgess, Report on the Antiquities of Kathiawad and Kachh [London, 
1876], pl. I) 
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jara-Pratihara clans of north Gujarat, north Saurash-
tra, and Rajasthan, and against other stake holders 
such as the Valabhi dynasty in southern Saurashtra, 
the Kalachuri dynasty of central India, and finally the 
rulers of Thaneswar in the Gangetic valley. In the mid-
tenth century the Gujarat branch of the Chalukyas—
generally known as the Solankis—was founded, and 
under Mularaja Solanki (r. 998–1053 VS/942–97 CE) 
extended its rule as far as Anhilawad Patan in northern 
Gujarat and asserted control over south Gujarat at the 
expense of former kinsmen, the Chalukyas of the Dec-
can. The main point is that for an extended period the 
southern coast and central plain of Gujarat were sepa-
rated territorially from Saurashtra and from northern 
and eastern Gujarat with their sources of stone (figs. 
5 and 6). There seems little doubt that these political 
divisions affected the circulation of building materials 
in the region and perhaps delayed the extensive use 
of stone in architecture. By contrast, natural geology 
and a long coastline offered alternative materials and 
contributed to a distinctive local architecture. 

Brick and timber

As one would expect of an alluvial region, there is 
plentiful evidence for a long tradition of brick archi-
tecture in the central plain of Gujarat. The earliest 
brick structure is a tank at Lothal, the site of a large 
city of the Harappan period, about forty kilometers 
west of Khambhat.14 Brick structures spanning the first 
to ninth centuries have also been excavated at the 
early port site of Nagara, now located three kilometers 
inland from Khambhat.15 The massive brick mausolea 
of Darya Khan and A{zam and Mu{azzam Khan in 
Ahmedabad and the Alif Khan Mosque at Dholka pro-
vide examples of a tradition of monumental, domed 
brick construction during the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries that has to date barely been explored (figs. 
3 and 4).16 Brick manufacture continues to be a major 
industry in central Gujarat to this day. 

The massive mausolea and mosque do not appear 
to be typical of brick architecture in Gujarat, how-
ever. Instead, the majority of brick architecture in 
western India seems to have been intimately tied to 
the use of timber. While brick could be used alone 
for the construction of tanks or foundations, Gujarat 
does not appear to have employed the technology of 
dome or vault construction until comparatively late, 
possibly as late as the fifteenth century, and the major-
ity of brick structures in the region appear to have 

depended upon wood for their roofing and internal 
supports. For larger structures, a supporting timber 
frame maximized the capabilities of non-vaulted brick. 
A late but particularly complete description of this 
building method is provided by the mid-eighteenth-
century author of the Mir}¸t-i A¥madº, who states that 
“walls of houses are built of baked bricks. The roof is 
covered with teakwood and clay tiles” and that “teak-
wood is used for roofs and pillars of buildings.”17 The 
same technique is described a century earlier by de 
Thevenot in his description of the use of brick, lime, 
and timber for house construction at Surat (see the 
opening citation). 

Brick-and-timber construction appears to be far 
more ephemeral than construction in stone—more 
easily burned down and far more simply stolen—and 
very few structures older than the seventeenth century 
have survived. Thus the history of this type of construc-
tion has mainly been traced through later domestic 
architecture,18 physical evidence such as the imitation 
of wooden construction in stone structures, textual ref-
erences, and rare visual evidence. This important task 
was begun by V. S. Pramar, who gathered descriptions 
of the different building materials used in Gujarat going 
back to the first century. These references are often 
oblique, however, and even descriptions of structures 
are not always as complete as one would hope. Thus 
the sixteenth-century @}ºn-i Akbarº relates that “the 
roofs of houses [in Gujarat] are usually of tiles and the 
walls of burnt brick and lime.”19 Though the author 
describes only the outward appearance of structures, 
it seems likely, on the model of the Mir}¸t-i A¥madº, 
that their roofing and internal supports would have 
been of timber, but this is not explicitly stated. In a 
similar fashion the twelfth-century Arab geographer 
al-Idrisi limits himself to describing the exterior of 
houses, remarking that Bharuch was “a large hand-
some town, well built of brick and plaster.”20 

Timber

There is also considerable literary evidence for the 
existence of pure wooden construction in certain parts 
of Gujarat. Both Jain and Muslim sources record that 
the early-eleventh-century temple at Somnath Patan 
was built of timber. Details of the temple destroyed by 
Mahmud of Ghazna in 1026 are supplied by Muslim 
authors in the context of their accounts of his cam-
paign in Gujarat. Ibn al-Athir in his K¸mil fº al-t¸rºkh 
records that “this temple of Somnath was built upon 
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fifty-six pillars of teak wood covered with lead,”21 

while Ibn Zafir adds that the floor was also made 
of planks of teak, the interstices filled with lead.22 

No further details are available about the Somnath 
temple before Mahmud’s raid, but it appears to have 
been reconstructed in wood afterwards. A passage in 
the Prabandhacint¸ma¨i of Merutunga records a dis-
cussion between the Solanki ruler Kumarapala (r. 
1200–29 VS/1144–73 CE) and the Jain scholar Hem-
achandra, in which the latter exhorts his sovereign to 
“restore the wooden temple of Somesvara, which is 
almost destroyed by the neighbouring sea, owing to 
the showers of ocean spray that fall over it.”23 This pas-
sage suggests that, for the temple to be so vulnerable 
to seaspray, the roof and large parts of it must have 
been of timber. Again, these passages fail to clarify 
whether the temple was built entirely of teakwood 
or whether it employed the mixture of timber and 
brick found in contemporary domestic architecture, 
although presumably an important temple would be 
a pure timber construction.

Other passages in the Prabandhacint¸ma¨i refer to 
yet other wooden temples in Saurashtra. Again, one 
may question whether these temples were constructed 
entirely of wood or also employed brick for walls and 
foundations. One passage set during the reign of Jaya-
simha (r. 1150–1200 VS/1094–1144 CE), recounts how 
in 1128 CE a governor of Saurashtra named Sajjana 
“devoted the proceedings of the taxes for three years 
to building on the holy mountain Ujjayanta [Girnar] 
a new stone temple to Neminatha in place of the 
wooden one which he took away.”24 Yet another anec-
dote, set during the reign of Kumarapala (r. 1144–
73 CE), describes the restoration of a wooden temple 
at the site of Vimala Mata, or Satrunjaya, in Saurash-
tra. Merutunga relates how an official named Uday-
ana, on campaign in the region, “was afraid that the 
god’s wooden temple would be destroyed [by fire]…
[and] conceived a desire to restore the dilapidated 
temple.” This was finally achieved in 1211 VS/1154–
55 CE, although the text does not make clear what 
material was employed for the reconstruction.25 

 The use of timber in Gujarat is not without its para -
doxes, however, since timber, like stone, was not always 
a naturally occurring building material. Pramar has 
argued that Gujarat did not have large viable forests 
for the provision of structural timber such as sal (Sho-
rea robusta) or teak (Tectona grandis), the two Indian 
trees that yield the best structural timber. Although 
several areas—such as the Gir forest in Saurashtra, 

the Dangs in southern Gujarat, and the hilly eastern 
fringes of the state—are potential sources of timber, 
Pramar’s research has established that these areas 
yielded wood poor in either quality or quantity, insuf-
ficient for a regular and reliable production.26 To 
make matters worse, in many periods these areas were 
under the control of tribal chiefs and therefore inac-
cessible to large-scale exploitation. By contrast, reli-
able supplies of structural timber were available from 
further down the western coast, from Konkan and 
Malabar.

Transport costs: sea versus land

As de Thevenot’s analysis of building materials in 
 seventeenth-century Surat makes clear, the final choice 
of materials was conditioned not simply by availability 
but also by the transport costs involved in acquiring 
them. He writes: 

…because there is no stone in the Country [of Gujarat]; 
seeing they are forc’d to make use of Brick and Lime, a 
great deal of Timber is employ’d, which must be brought 
from Daman by sea, the wood of the Country [i.e., Gujarat] 
which is brought [from] a great way off, being much 
dearer because of the Land-Carriage.27

Daman is a port on the extreme southern border of the 
modern state of Gujarat, on the border with Konkan. 
De Thevenot’s statement explains that local timber 
sources (in the Gir forest in Saurashtra and in the 
hilly eastern fringes of Gujarat) were too expensive 
to exploit because of the high cost of land transport. 
It was cheaper to import the required timber by sea 
than to exploit Gujarati timber sources inland. Though 
de Thevenot cites Daman as the source of this timber, 
it was probably only a transshipment port for wood 
originating even further south in Konkan or Malabar. 
De Thevenot’s data are confirmed by his contempo-
rary, Stavorinus, who remarked that at Surat, “most 
of the wood for fuel, and all that is wanted for house 
and ship building, is brought thither from Daman, 
by water-carriage.”28 This situation even continued 
into the nineteenth century, when numerous sources 
describe the shipment of timber from the Malabar 
and Konkan coasts to carpenters at Ahmedabad and 
Bhavnagar in Saurashtra.29 

 Both de Thevenot’s and Stavorinus’s observations 
also point to the determining factor in all these equa-
tions, namely that sea transport was considerably 
cheaper than transport by land. Though we have no 
precise figures available for preindustrial South Asia, 
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some idea of the relative cost of these means can be 
gauged from data evolved for Europe before the inven-
tion of steam or combustion engines. 

Table 1. Ratio of transport costs by sea, river, and land30 

  sea : river : land
 

Eighteenth-century UK  1 : 4.7 : 22.6
Roman Empire31   1 : 4.9 : 28
Roman Empire32  1 : 5.9 : 62.5

Since Gujarat has an extensive seacoast but only one 
navigable river, the Narmada, water transport in Gujarat 
equaled sea transport. With land transport at least 
twenty times more expensive than sea transport—and 
up to sixty times more expensive in the worst sce-
nario—it is easy to see why timber was imported to 
Gujarat from the Konkan and Malabar coasts rather 
than from local inland sources, and equally why stone 
was such a prestigious building material. 

Though brick-and-timber construction was less 
expensive than stone, it was still far from being a 
cheap and popular building medium. “Brick and lime,” 
states de Thevenot, “are very dear also; and one can-
not build an ordinary house at less than five or six 
hundred livres for brick and twice as much for lime. 
[….] Such houses as these are for the rich.”33 Taver-
nier confirms this hierarchy, adding that “in the whole 
of Surat there are only nine or ten well-built houses, 
and the Shahbandar, or chief of merchants, owns 
two or three of them.”34 The majority of the popula-
tion at Surat lived in houses “like barns, being con-
structed of nothing but reeds, covered with cow-dung 
mixed with clay”35 and “covered with branches of palm 
trees.”36 In Gujarat the status quo between stone and 
timber appears to have been broken by the fact that 
timber could be imported cheaply by sea and could 
be combined with the brick available locally to max-
imize its capabilities. 

 One aspect of the circulation of building materi-
als that de Thevenot and Tavernier do not mention 
is that of the transport of stone by sea. Although evi-
dence for this is at present extremely scant, the avail-
ability of stone at coastal sites in Saurashtra makes 
movement of this type at least theoretically possi-
ble. In this connection, one passage from Merutun-
ga’s Prabandhacint¸ma¨i is highly relevant. Merutunga 
relates an incident that occurred during building work 
at the Nandisvara Temple on Mount Satrunjaya in Sau-

rashtra in the year 1277 VS/1220–21 CE, reporting 
that:

Sixteen excellent pillars of Kantheliya stone were being 
brought by water from the mountain, and when they were 
being landed near Samudra-kantha one pillar sank into 
the mud in such a way that, though diligently searched 
for, it was not recovered. A pillar of a different kind of 
stone was substituted in its place, and the temple was 
fully completed according to the size designed. During 
the next year, owing to the change produced by the 
tide of the sea, that very pillar, that was lost in the mud, 
became visible.”37

The location of the mountain where the pillars were 
carved before transport to Satrunjaya is not certain 
but may correspond to the site of Kanthkota or the 
region called Mahi Kantha, hence Kantheliya, on the 
border between north Saurashtra and the Rann of 
Kutch (see fig. 6). Similarly, the site of Samudra-kantha 
where the pillars were unloaded corresponds to no 
known site, though the term samudra suggests a coastal 
site, and since they were destined for the temple at 
Satrunjaya it seems likely that they were landed some-
where close by. Whatever the current confusion, this 
passage clearly describes an incident during the early 
thirteenth century in which pillars were precarved 
and then transported by sea to the vicinity of their 
final destination. 

The identification of the mountain and the Kanthe-
liya stone with Kanthkot or Mahi Kantha is corrobo-
rated by what we know of Saurashtra’s geography at 
this period. The Imperial Gazetteer of the Bombay Presi-
dency of 1909 makes clear that until the nineteenth 
century Saurashtra was separated from the mainland 
of Gujarat by a belt of salt lands and a long lagoon 
called the Nal (see also fig. 6). During the monsoon 
the Nal formed a connecting link between the Gulf 
of Khambhat and the Little Rann of Kutch and for six 
months of the year turned Saurashtra into an island.38 

This phenomenon ceased only as a consequence of a 
violent earthquake that shook western India in 1819 
and raised the Saurashtran peninsula, thus terminat-
ing the annual flooding. It is mentioned by several 
reliable authors, namely de Varthema, Baldaeus, and 
Alexander Hamilton,39 and is also confirmed by con-
temporary maps of India, such as that illustrated in 
Herbert’s 1665 volume, Some Yeares Travels into Divers 
Parts of Asia and Afrique (fig. 7).40 Even more than now, 
therefore, this part of western India was intimately 
linked to the sea, and pillars quarried at Kanthkot 
or in Mahi Kantha would have been shipped around 
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Fig. 7. Map of Gujarat in 1665, showing Saurashtra as an island off the coast of Gujarat. (From T. Herbert, Some Yeares Travels 
into Divers Parts of Asia and Afrique, reprinted in Susan Gole, A Series of Early Printed Maps of India in Facsimile, map 11b)
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either the western or the eastern half of Saurashtra 
and unloaded at a port site close to Satrunjaya.

Although this is only an isolated notice, it seems 
likely that more details of this type might be found 
in other texts of the period. With its massive reserves 
of stone and its status of a near-island, Saurashtra 
may have been in an ideal position to supply stone to 
other parts of western India. A sea trade in Saurash-
tran stone certainly existed in the early twentieth cen-
tury, since the Imperial Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency 
mentions that “near Porbandar a valuable description 
of building stone is extracted from the hills and sent 
to Bombay in large quantities.” Since Porbandar and 
Bombay are both ports, it seems logical to infer that 
this trade took place by sea.41 The building stone of 
the region would also have been especially accessible 
to towns in the central plain of Gujarat such as Kham-
bhat and perhaps even Ahmedabad. The quarries at 
Dhrangadra are situated on the very “coast” of the 
Rann of Kutch, offering direct contact by water with 
Khambhat and easy access to other major towns such 
as Dholka and Ahmedabad. In this new geographical 
context, Briggs’s rather dismissive comment that cer-
tain persons believed the stone employed in the con-
struction of the Friday mosque at Ahmedabad (fig. 
1) to be a “grey-wacke procured from the contiguity 
of the Rann of Katch” may in fact have some basis in 
fact.42 This said, it seems unlikely that these seaborne 
sources of stone radically altered the balance of mate-
rials in Gujarat. The most prized stone of the day, 
white marble, was available only from inland sites in 
southern Rajasthan, and, as our many sources show, 
stone was generally brought to the central plain of 
Gujarat by land.

Overall, our understanding of the circulation of 
building materials in coastal Gujarat in the seventeenth 
century provides a useful overview of the parameters 
that conditioned building traditions in Gujarat from 
the earliest times until the advent of rail transport and 
the combustion engine revolutionized the economics 
of transporting materials. If we are to trust the Periplus 
Maris Erythraei, which states that “teakwood, and beams, 
saplings, and logs of sissoo and ebony” were exported 
from Barugaza [Bharuch] to the Iranian coasts of the 
Persian Gulf, Gujarat appears to have been a trans-
shipment area for South Indian timber from as early 
as the first century.43 It is then possible that imported 
timber was used to expand the possibilities of local 
brick in the central plain of Gujarat, and especially at 
coastal sites, at least from this early period. While the 

political unification of Gujarat under the Solankis in 
the tenth century would have facilitated the circula-
tion of stone from Saurashtra and northern Gujarat 
down to the central plain and the coast, the patterns 
of survival in these regions suggest that stone remained 
rare and costly. Brick and timber then, rather than 
stone, would have constituted the principal high-sta-
tus building materials in the central plain of Gujarat 
and along the coastal plain in the east. 

RECONSTRUCTING THE ISLAMIC 
ARCHITECTURE OF GUJARAT

Materials and patterns of survival in Gujarat

The fact that so many stone structures survive today 
in Ahmedabad and other cities in Gujarat is due in 
part to the natural durability of stone as opposed to 
wood and brick, as well as to the technical complexi-
ties of making off with heavy stone blocks. However, 
it must also go back, to a large degree, to a more or 
less unspoken hierarchy of building materials in which 
stone was considered a more “worthy” material than 
either wood or brick. If it is difficult to document for 
the precolonial period, this bias towards stone is very 
evident in the work of the Archaeological Survey of 
India in its colonial and postcolonial forms. There 
is no doubt that religious architecture in stone was 
listed, conserved, and restored more than buildings of 
“lesser” materials. In case of Khambhat, for example, 
the stone Tughluq Friday mosque of 1325 and the 
port’s many marble inscription slabs were listed and 
published relatively thoroughly from 1885 onwards. By 
contrast, at least two early and important brick-and-
timber mosques—the mid-seventeenth-century Masjid-i 
Fath and the fourteenth-to-eighteenth-century Sad-i 
Awwal Mosque and its minaret—were extant in the late 
nineteenth century but were almost completely ignored 
and certainly never protected. The 1961 Census of India, 
which assembled a great deal of data on construc-
tion in brick and timber in Gujarat, equally neglected 
to include mosques and certainly omitted these two 
examples, which cannot have been the only extant 
brick-and-timber structures at Khambhat in the late 
nineteenth century; countless loose foundation inscrip-
tions in the port testify to the many other mosques 
and mausolea, very probably of brick-and-timber con-
struction, that also existed. They are simply the two 
buildings that survived long enough for me to be able 
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to document them during fieldwork at Khambhat in 
the 1990s. This bias towards stone construction has 
led to a very skewed perception of the character of 
Islamic architecture, not only at Khambhat but across 
Gujarat. 

Brick-and-timber mosques of Gujarat

Though most of the descriptions of brick and timber 
structures cited so far concern domestic architecture, 
we could perhaps just as easily replace “house” by 
“mosque.” A few later sources do indeed refer to 
mosques of this type. A footnote in the Bombay Gazet-
teer of 1899 includes a description of a typical Gujarati 
mosque as a structure with brick walls and floors and 
a stone gateway.44 As the Gazetteer suggests, more ambi-
tious projects or wealthier patrons probably included 
some stone for focal areas such as the foundation 
inscription, the mihrab, the minbar or, as mentioned 
above, the entrance gate. Although the author of the 
Gazetteer does not specify the manner in which such 
mosques were roofed, the text of the Mir}¸t-i A¥madº 
and de Thevenot’s description, both cited earlier, 
suggest that these would have been of timber, even 

if the precise form and finish of the roof—whether 
flat, pitched, or marked by domes—is unclear, since 
to date no original roofs have been identified. 

Perhaps more surprisingly, a few structures have 
survived. A late though not particularly fine exam-
ple is the nineteenth-century wooden extension to 
the fourteenth-century Tanka Mosque at Dholka. The 
amount of covered prayer space was increased by build-
ing across the courtyard; in this area, construction is 
entirely in wood, with stone used only for the pillar 
bases and paving (fig. 8).45 The roof here is flat with 
plain, undecorated ceilings. 

More interesting are two seventeenth-century brick-
and-timber mosques that have recently come to light 
at coastal sites in Gujarat. The Masjid-i Fath at Khamb-
hat46 is almost invisible from the street, and a quick 
glance through the bars of the entrance gate on the 
north side suggests nothing more than an empty space 
enclosed by four brick walls. From the inside, however, 
traces of a fine mosque are still visible. Although no 
roof or pillars have survived, the qibla wall is still sub-
stantially intact (fig. 9). Built of brick with a plaster fin-
ish, it has three white marble mihrabs and a minbar, 
all finely carved and some still bearing traces of inlay 

Fig. 8. Interior of the Tanka Mosque, Dholka, showing the nineteenth-century wooden extension to the fourteenth-century 
mosque. (Photograph courtesy of Sara Searight)
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decoration in carnelian and jasper (figs. 10 and 11). 
Most important, the qibla wall carries three inscrip-
tions relating to the construction of the mosque (fig. 
11), which together establish that the Masjid-i Fath, or 
Mosque of Victory, was built in 1056 (1646–47) by a 
certain {Ali Akbar, an Iranian horse and jewel trader 
who in 1646 was appointed by Shah Jahan to admin-
ister the ports of Khambhat and Surat.47 {Ali Akbar’s 
career and patronage provide a late but fascinating 

example of the merchant patronage that had driven 
architectural activity at Khambhat for centuries and, 
most significantly, produced one of the earliest brick-
and-timber mosques known to survive in Gujarat. 
While the building currently lacks any internal sup-
ports or roof, a short description in James Burgess’s 
Revised Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the Bombay 
Presidency records that in the late nineteenth century 
the mosque still “[had] a marble arch and [was] sup-

Fig. 9. Qibla wall of the Masjid-i Fath, Khambhat, 1646–47. (Author’s photograph)

Fig. 10. Detail of the central mihrab and minbar, Masjid-i Fath, Khambhat. White marble, inlaid with carnelian, dated 1056 
(1646–47). (Author’s photograph)
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Fig. 11. Detail of inscriptions recording the foundation of the Masjid-i Fath, Khambat, by {Ali Akbar Isfahani in 1646–47. 
(Author’s photograph) 

Fig. 12. Reconstructed ground plan of the prayer hall, Masjid-i Fath, Khambhat. (Author’s plan)
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ported on 32 wooden pillars.”48 The Masjid-i Fath there-
fore had brick walls, wooden pillars on stone bases, 
and marble furnishings—the mihrabs, minbar, and 
foundation inscriptions. In all probability, the pillars 
and roof of the Masjid-i Fath were constructed with 
teak imported from Malabar or Konkan. Indeed, the 
letters of the English factory at Surat specifically men-
tion that {Ali Akbar was issued twelve passes for ships 
from Malabar to trade at Khambhat, indicating that he 
traded directly with this area.49 From Burgess’s account 
and the surviving stone pillar bases, the ground plan 
of the mosque can be reconstructed with some cer-
tainty (fig. 12). 

Given the use of wooden supports it also seems likely 
that the mosque would have had a trabeated wooden 
roof, though, as mentioned earlier, the exact form of 
the roof remains open to debate. If mosque architec-
ture of this type followed domestic models, then we 
might reconstruct a pitched roof covered by tiles as 
described in the earlier @}ºn-i Akbarº and the slightly 
later Mir}¸t-i A¥madº. If this is the case, brick-and-tim-
ber mosques would have had a very different exterior 
profile from stone-built mosques, where domes are the 

norm (see the small open mosque to the left of the 
mausoleum in fig. 2). However, it may be that these 
brick-and-timber mosques had some form of flat roof 
or a system of plaster-covered wooden domes. For the 
moment we can only speculate.

 More recently, substantial traces of a second brick-
and-timber mosque, possibly some fifty years earlier 
than the Masjid-i Fath, have been identified at Bha-
ruch. The mosque is the object of a separate article in 
course of preparation, but given the rarity and fragil-
ity of brick-and-timber structures, its presence seems 
worth signaling even at this early stage. The foundation 
inscriptions of the Qazi Mosque at Bharuch were first 
published in 1933–34 with the specification that they 
were inscribed on the wooden beams of the mosque 
(fig. 13).50 Together they record, in Persian verse, the 
construction of a mosque by one Murtazz Khan Muz-
zafar Ghazi in 1018 (1609).51 Remarkably enough, the 
mosque has never been published but still stands today 
within the precincts of a private home inside the old 
city walls (fig. 14). The inscriptions are no longer in 
situ on the beams, and it is clear that the mosque has 
undergone substantial alterations, notably including a 

Fig. 13. Foundation inscriptions from the wooden beams of the Qazi Mosque, Bharuch. (Inked rubbings taken by the ASI 
Epigraphic Division and published in M. Nazim, “Inscriptions of the Bombay Presidency,” pl. 19, b and c)
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reroofing, since the 1930s. However, substantial parts 
of the original structure do survive. Here, a pattern of 
survival opposite that of the Masjid-i Fath appears to 
have operated, with the original exterior walls being 
lost but fine wooden pillars, numerous stone bases, 
and a superb pair of carved wooden doors surviving 
instead (figs. 15 and 16). 

Unfortunately, in Gujarat these survivals are the 
exception rather than the rule. The leitmotif of my 
fieldwork in Khambhat was to be shown a brand new 
mosque with, at best, only a few remains of the wooden 
original in the courtyard, awaiting disposal. The one 
area that preserved a few wooden mosques, at least as 
late as the mid-1990s, was Patan, in northern Gujarat, 
though these were rapidly being replaced by concrete 
structures funded from the revenues of migrant work-
ers in the Gulf States and Saudi Arabia. The Sad-i 
Awwal Mosque at Khambhat illustrates this pattern of 
failed listing and documentation inevitably followed 
by enthusiastic modernization. 

 The Sad-i Awwal Mosque is one of a number of 
ma¥alla, or small neighborhood mosques, at Khamb-
hat. As its name suggests—ªad-i awwal means “first hun-
dred” or the first century of the Hijra—it is believed 

to be one of the first mosques founded at Khambhat. 
Though a date in the first century AH seems highly 
unlikely, the mosque does preserve a number of impor-
tant old inscriptions and marble carvings going back 
at least to the fourteenth century. 

 I in fact first visited the mosque in 1998 as part 
of a survey of inscription slabs at the port; unfortu-
nately, I arrived after the most recent of many reno-
vations, this one quite drastic. The prayer hall of the 
mosque had been completely rebuilt and was now a 
simple concrete box without internal supports (figs. 
17 and 18). However, the fine marble pillar bases built 
into the floor (fig. 18) and the piles of old timber 
stacked in the courtyard for disposal suggested that 
it had formerly had a timber roof supported on tim-
ber columns placed on marble bases. The timber was 
too damaged to establish any firm date, but the pillar 
bases and inscriptions still preserved in the mosque 
provide enough information to reconstruct a possible 
history of the structure before its renovation.

 The earliest foundation inscription (fig. 19) records 
the reconstruction of a fallen mosque in 827 (1423) by 
Sultan Ahmad Shah of Gujarat.52 Generally at Kham-
bhat it is extremely difficult to prove that an inscrip-

Fig. 14. View of the exterior of the Qazi Mosque, Bharuch, with recent twentieth-century roof. (Author’s photograph)
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tion slab is in situ, since loose slabs were often moved 
between structures for safekeeping, and the inscrip-
tions are rarely detailed enough to identify a mosque 
in a particular locality, let alone location. However, in 
this case, the date of the inscription and the name of 
the patron can be inferred from the elaborate stellate 
pillar bases that have been preserved in the floor of the 
mosque (fig. 20, a and b). These finely carved white 
marble bases recall similar stellate bases and pillars 
placed at the openings of the prayer hall screen in the 

1414 Bhadra Mosque and the 1424 Friday mosque at 
Ahmedabad (fig. 21), both erected under the patron-
age of Ahmad Shah, and in the mosque of his succes-
sor, Qutb al-Din Shah, built at Ahmedabad in 1449.53 

While it is impossible to prove absolutely, the cluster 
of stellate pillar bases in mosques built under royal 
patronage at Ahmedabad and the presence of simi-
lar bases alongside a foundation inscription of Ahmad 
Shah at Khambhat suggest that the two groups of 
material may be associated, and that the foundation 
inscription and pillar bases in the Sad-i Awwal are sur-
vivals of an early stage of the mosque. Although the 
Sad-i Awwal Mosque does not go back to the first cen-
tury of the Hijra, it was at least rebuilt in the early fif-
teenth century under royal patronage and had a fine 
marble inscription along with elaborate pillar bases. 
The absence of any other stone remains in the vicin-
ity of the mosque and the fact that the mosque was 
never listed or protected suggest that these bases sup-
ported a wooden superstructure. A second foundation 
inscription in the mosque specifically names the Sad-i 
Awwal Mosque and states that it was rebuilt again in 
1186 (1772–73).54 The timber stacked in the court-
yard may well have come from this later, eighteenth-
century reconstruction. 

 The evidence from the Sad-i Awwal Mosque is not 
as solid as that provided by the Masjid-i Fath but nev-
ertheless suggests the existence of brick-and-timber 
mosques at Khambhat at least as far back as the fif-
teenth century. More important perhaps, its inscrip-
tions seem to confirm that such mosques generally 
deteriorated more rapidly than their stone counter-
parts and tended to be almost entirely rebuilt, rather 
than restored, when this happened. Since the nine-
teenth century, unlike stone structures, they have also 
tended to be ignored in listings of monuments and so 
were never recorded, let alone protected or sensitively 
preserved. The story of the Sad-i Awwal Mosque has 
unfortunately grown even sadder: on my last visit, in 
early 2004, the pillar bases had been removed from 
the prayer hall, where they obviously impeded prayer, 
and were stacked in the courtyard for disposal. 

The enthusiastic renovation of the mosque had also 
extended to its earliest part, the brick staircase min-
aret on its southeastern corner. In this discussion of 
brick-and-timber mosque architecture, I have paid lit-
tle attention to ancillary structures such as minarets. 
The east wall of the mosque courtyard carries an open 
flight of stairs that leads up to a small domed chattrº, 
or small, open kiosk, at the southeast corner of the 

Fig. 15. Wooden pillar from the Qazi Mosque at Bharuch, 
probably early seventeenth century. (Author’s photograph)
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building, above a former entrance to the mosque. 
As seen in 1998 and documented in previous photo-
graphs by the American Institute of Indian Studies, the 
chattrº is built of brick covered with plaster and carries 
a band of turquoise tiles around the base of its dome 
(fig. 22). The four walls of the chattrº are chamfered at 
the corners to lead into the octagonal zone of transi-
tion and then up to the circular dome. The whole has 
a prismatic or faceted effect quite different from the 
angular stone chattrºs seen atop other mosques in the 
region. The southern side of the chattrº, that directly 

above the gateway, has a small balcony supported on 
brackets. Many surfaces preserve traces of decoration: 
the dome is lobed and sits on a band of blind arches 
each decorated with a turquoise-glazed ceramic inset 
in the shape of a lamp; its octagonal base carries a 
row of bud-shaped merlons; and, finally, the exterior 
face of the balcony is decorated with the traditional 
Gujarati frieze of mango leaves. 

The chattrº has no inscriptions and there are no 
structures with which to compare it directly; never-
theless, various details suggest a date in the four-

Fig. 16. Wooden doors at the Qazi Mosque, Bharuch, possibly early seventeenth century or earlier. (Author’s photograph)
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Fig. 17. Exterior of the recently rebuilt Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khambhat, showing remaining pillar bases, possibly remnants 
of an earlier wooden or brick-and-timber mosque. (Author’s photograph, taken in 1999) 

Fig. 18. Interior view of the recently rebuilt Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khambhat, showing remaining pillar bases built into the 
new floor, possibly remnants of an earlier wooden or brick-and-timber mosque. (Author’s photograph, taken in 1999)
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Fig. 19. Foundation inscription in the Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khambhat, recording the reconstruction of a fallen mosque by 
Sultan Ahmad Shah in 1423. (Author’s photograph) 

Fig. 20, a and b. Marble pillar bases of different shapes, possibly early fifteenth century, Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khambhat. 
(Author’s photograph, taken in 1999) 

(a) (b)
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teenth or fifteenth century. The crown of merlons 
is too generic for comparison, but similar turquoise-
glazed tiles, square this time, are built into the exte-
rior wall of the Begumpur, or Jahanpanah, Mosque 
built around 1343 in Delhi. The closest local paral-

lels are with the decoration of turquoise tiles on two 
fifteenth-century mosques, the Shams Khan and the 
Ek Minar ki Masjid, at Nagaur in Rajasthan.55 Since 
both mosques display heavy Gujarati influence in their 
ground plans and minarets, their decoration may also 

Fig. 21. Detail of one of the stellate pillars within the prayer hall of the 1427 Friday mosque at Ahmedabad. (Author’s pho-
tograph) 
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reflect contemporary Gujarati fashions largely lost in 
the region. 

Unfortunately, during the latest phase of renova-
tion of the Sad-i Awwal Mosque, which saw the pillar 
bases dug up from the prayer hall, the entire chattrº 
has been covered with what can only be described as 
bathroom tiles (fig. 23), completely obliterating any 
trace of the original turquoise tiling (though I con-
tinue to hope that these may simply lie under the 
modern surface).

There seems little doubt that the chattrº was intended 

to function as a place for the call to prayer. Contem-
porary parallels in stone are known in Gujarat, but 
the Sad-i Awwal is the only brick example so far doc-
umented. The Friday mosque at Bharuch (1321) is an 
open hypostyle mosque of relatively modest propor-
tions: it seems clear that the call to prayer was given 
from the roof, reached by means of an open flight of 
stairs in the north boundary wall. The Ravali Mosque, 
at Mangrol in Saurashtra (1386–87), is also a simple, 
open hypostyle mosque, and here again the staircase 
is built into the south wall. In contrast to Bharuch, 

Fig. 22. The brick staircase minaret, or mi}dhana, of the Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khumbat, fourteenth or fifteenth century, before 
renovation work in 2002 or 2003. (Photograph courtesy of the American Institute of Indian Studies, Gurgaon).
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the stairway of the Sad-i Awwal leads up directly to 
a small, square chattrº, or pavilion for the shelter of 
the muezzin. In terms of architectural genealogy, the 
chattrº follows clearly in the line of so-called staircase 
minarets or mi}dhanas (literally “place for the calling 
of the adh¸n,” rather than that of tower minarets. The 

roofs of mosques were frequently used for the call to 
prayer, and in certain cases this use was formalized 
by the construction of a staircase leading up to the 
roof, sometimes with a small pavilion or structure at 
roof level to protect the muezzin from the elements. 
The earliest surviving physical example of the type is 

Fig. 23. The mi}dhana of the Sad-i Awwal Mosque, Khambhat, photographed in January 2004 following recent renovation 
work. (Author’s photograph)
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the exterior flight of steps leading to roof level at the 
Mosque of {Umar in Bosra, Syria, dated 102 (720–21) 
by inscription.56 However, the form appears to have 
been widely diffused across the Islamic world, and such 
shelters were added to Islam’s holiest mosque, the Mas-
jid al-Haram at Mecca, during the reign of Harun al-
Rashid (r. 786–809).57 The Sad-i Awwal mi}dhana prob-
ably exemplifies the type of structure most commonly 
used for the call to prayer in ma¥alla mosques in the 
central plain of Gujarat and may well go back to the 
area’s earliest Islamic architecture. Repeated restora-
tions and a recent mania for the complete rebuild-
ing of old mosques mean that no other examples 
have survived. 

 In spite of their poor survival rate, brick-and-timber 
mosques seem to provide a useful model for the mate-
rials used in Islamic religious architecture at coastal 
sites in Gujarat and within the central plain since the 
arrival of Islam. Al-Mas{udi and a number of other 
tenth-century geographers describe flourishing Mus-
lim mercantile communities along India’s western sea-
board. Short but specific references to mosques clearly 
indicate that an Islamic religious architecture already 
existed in these areas; thus al-Mas{udi (d. 956) writes 
that in the kingdom of the Balhara (the Arabic ren-
dering of Chalukya) “Islam is honored and protected 
and the Muslims dispose [themselves] of monumental 
mosques and Friday mosques, frequented for the five 
prayers.”58 A slightly later source, Ibn Hawqal’s Kit¸b 
ª¢rat al-ar¤ (finished in 976) also mentions the pres-
ence of “Friday mosques at Famhal, Sindan, Saimur, 
and Kambaya,” all large port sites along the Gujarati 
and Konkani coasts.59 As we have seen, at this period 
even the local Chalukya rulers may have built more 
frequently in brick and timber than in stone. Thus, 
although we have no descriptions or traces of these 
early mosques, it seems highly probable that they 
would have followed the dominant local building tra-
ditions of brick-and-timber or timber construction, 
with brick staircase minarets. The only real chance 
of definitive proof lies in the archaeological excava-
tion of early Islamic quarters, and specifically mosque 
sites, something that the religious tensions and poli-
tics of Gujarat render almost impossible any time in 
the near future. 

 Nevertheless, the above discussion clarifies important 
aspects of the Islamic architecture and epigraphy of 
Gujarat. Contrary to generally held assumptions that the 
Islamic architecture of Gujarat is a stone architecture, it 
appears that of the three building materials available in 

Gujarat—brick, timber, and stone—stone was the most 
costly and least easy to obtain, and consequently that 
brick and timber, used singly or in combination, were 
the primary means of construction. Although timber 
was also an expensive raw material and was not avail-
able locally, it could be imported cheaply by sea and 
could be combined with the brick available locally to 
maximize its capabilities. Particularly at a site such as 
Khambhat, situated on the furthest southern edge of 
the central alluvial plain, using a mixture of timber 
and brick was the most natural method of construc-
tion and never appears to have been seriously rivaled 
by the use of stone. The large numbers of inscriptions 
on stone and architectural carvings in marble from 
Khambhat demonstrate that small quantities of stone 
were used for especially important areas of buildings, 
such as foundation inscriptions and mihrabs, and for 
other inscriptions that were required to survive as 
enduring records, such as grave memorials. 

 Significantly, this pattern of material use and circu-
lation brings the architecture of coastal Gujarat firmly 
into the ambit of Islamic architecture around the Per-
sian Gulf and along the coasts of the Arabian Penin-
sula. Though common materials by no means dictate 
common stylistic or technical traditions, this shared 
basis suggests a closer examination of architectural tra-
ditions around the western Indian Ocean. The pres-
ence of staircase minarets in western India at least as 
early as the fourteenth century illustrates the close 
ties between the Islamic architecture of Gujarat and 
the building traditions of the Islamic heartlands. 

The relative fragility of brick and timber compared 
to stone construction explains why so few Islamic build-
ings of this type have survived, since it is considerably 
more difficult to destroy a stone structure than one 
built in brick and timber. Burn or take away the tim-
bers, make off with the bricks, and the only durable 
remains of a structure such as the Masjid-i Fath or 
the Sad-i Awwal Mosque will be the areas of carved 
stone—that is, its architectural carvings and foundation 
inscriptions. This is exactly the pattern of Islamic sur-
vivals at Khambhat, where we have a mass of detached 
foundation inscriptions and mihrabs, the earliest foun-
dation inscription dating as far back as 1218, but few 
standing structures of any age. The only two complete 
Islamic structures at Khambhat are both stone con-
structions: the Friday mosque of 1325 and the adja-
cent tomb complex of {Umar al-Kazaruni (d. 1333). 
Otherwise the port has preserved a few solitary stone 
gateways and a brick staircase minaret, all of the four-
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teenth century, which now are attached to modern 
concrete mosques or simply stand alone. 

Excluding Ahmedabad, the exception to the rule, 
other towns in Gujarat present a pattern similar to 
that of Khambhat, with only a handful of monumental 
stone structures. Stone-built mosques survive at Bha-
ruch (1321), at Dholka (the Mosque of Hilal Malik 
[1333], the Tanka Mosque [1361], and the current 
Jami{ Mosque dating to the fifteenth century), and at 
Kapadwanj (1370–71). A further two mosques, one at 
Mandal and the other at Baroda, are undated but can 
probably be dated on stylistic grounds to the fourteenth 
or early fifteenth century. Survivals are slightly better 
in Saurashtra, in the western part of Gujarat State, and 
even to some extent in Kutch, where adequate supplies 
of local stone appear to have made stone construction 
far more common. The site of Bhadresvar in Kutch 
has preserved three stone-built mosques in addition 
to the so-called Shrine of Ibrahim, all dating to the 
mid-to-late twelfth century. In Saurashtra, a late-thir-
teenth century mosque, the Mosque of al-Iraji, has sur-
vived at Junagadh, also the site of a fifteenth-century 
mosque; another early mosque, so far unpublished, 
survives at Vanthali. The ports of Saurashtra also pre-
serve a significant number of mosques and mausolea 
built in stone from the fourteenth century onwards. 
Somnath Patan has a Jami{ Mosque dated 732 (1331) 
and the Maipuri Mosque of possibly fourteenth-cen-
tury date; only recently, Mehrdad Shokoohy has men-
tioned the existence of two more unpublished early 
mosques there.60 Three stone mosques survive in Man-
grol alone: the Rahmat Mosque of 1382–83, the Jami{ 
Mosque probably dated 785 (1383–84), and the Ra -
vali Mosque of 1386–87. Mehrdad Shokoohy has also 
recently identified a medieval-period stone mosque on 
the island of Diu.61 All locations also preserve masses 
of stone foundation inscriptions detached from the 
buildings to which they once belonged. Although 
Saurashtra and Kutch preserve Islamic structures in 
greater quantity and from a far earlier period than 
do the eastern coast and central plain of Gujarat, the 
numbers still do not compare to Ahmedabad’s wealth 
of stone architecture.

 Awareness of the geological and physical parame-
ters that conditioned building traditions in the plain 
of Gujarat corrects our often skewed view of Islamic 
architecture in the region. It is too easy to visit Ahmed-
abad and take its many stone mausolea and mosques 
for granted. But they do not constitute the “norm” 
of Islamic architecture in Gujarat; quite the oppo-

site, their material testifies to the amazing wealth of 
the Ahmad Shahis and their passion for architecture. 

When the author of the @}ºn-i Akbarº praised Ahmed-
abad for its thousand stone mosques, he was prob-
ably marveling as much at their material as at their 
number.62 Similarly, we should take with us some of 
this awe when we visit and judge the stone architec-
ture outside Ahmedabad. Just as the ready availabil-
ity of images has now robbed us of the ability to feel 
their power, so too the internationalization of the 
stone industry has deprived us of an understanding of 
the power of stone in architecture. The other archi-
tectural traditions touched on here need to find their 
place in the broader picture of Islamic architecture in 
Gujarat, but for this research to take place they also 
need immediate documentation and conservation. 

De Montfort University
Leicester, UK

NOTES

1. Trans. Surendra Nath, ed., Indian Travels of Thevenot and 
Careri: Being the Third Part of the Travels of M. de Thevenot 
into the Levant and the Third Part of a Voyage Round the World 
by Dr. John Francis Gemelli Careri (New Delhi, 1949), 22. See 
Jean de Thevenot, Relation d’un voyage fait au Levant, 3 vols. 
(Paris, 1665–84), vol. 3.

2. The literature on Islamic architecture in Gujarat is still sur-
prisingly small given its importance within South Asia. Bur-
gess’s two volumes on Ahmedabad remain standard texts: 
see James Burgess, The Muhammadan Architecture of Ahmada-
bad, 2 vols., Archaeological Survey of Western India (Lon-
don, 1900–1905). Another classic is George Michell and Sne-
hal Shah, eds., Ahmadabad (Bombay, 1988). The most recent 
publication, focusing on the twelfth to fourteenth centuries, 
is Alka Patel, Building Communities in Gujar¸t: Architecture and 
Society during the Twelfth through Fourteenth Centuries (Leiden 
and Boston, 2004). Chapters on Gujarati Islamic architecture 
appear in most surveys, notably Percy Brown, Indian Archi-
tecture (Bombay, 1942), but are often extremely general if 
not outdated. Architecture outside Ahmedabad is covered 
in various Archaeological Survey of India volumes of the 
colonial period: see James Burgess, Report on the Antiquities of 
Kathiawad and Kachh (London, 1876); idem, On the Muham-
madan Architecture of Bharoch, Cambay, Dholka, Champanir, and 
Mahmudabad in Gujarat (London, 1896); and James Burgess 
and Henry Cousens, The Architectural Antiquities of Northern 
Gujarat: More Especially of the Districts Included in the Baroda 
State (London, Calcutta, and Bombay, 1903). More recent 
volumes and articles cover single sites or structures: Mehr-
dad Shokoohy, Bhadresvar: The Oldest Islamic Monuments in 
India, Supplements to Muqarnas 2 (Leiden, 1988); Mehrdad 
and Natalie Shokoohy, “The Karao Jami{ Mosque of Diu in 
the Light of the History of the Island,” South Asian Studies 16 

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   215 10/18/2006   11:48:43 AM



elizabeth lambourn216

(2000): 55–72; Elizabeth Lambourn, “Of Jewels and Horses: 
The Career and Patronage of an Iranian Merchant under 
Shah Jahan,” Iranian Studies 36, 2 (2003): 213–58; idem, “The 
English Factory or “Kothi” Gateway at Cambay: An Unpub-
lished Tughluq Structure from Gujarat,” Bulletin of the School 
of Oriental and African Studies 65, 3 (2002): 495–517; idem, 
“‘A Collection of Merits…’: Architectural Influences in the 
Friday Mosque and Kazaruni Tomb Complex at Cambay in 
Gujarat,” South Asian Studies 17 (2001): 117–49; Alka Patel, 
“Architectural Histories Entwined: The Rudra-Mahalaya/
Congregational Mosque of Siddhpur, Gujarat,” Journal of the 
Society of Architectural Historians 63, 2 (June 2004): 144–63.

3. Unfortunately, there have been no studies of quarries and 
sources of stone in western India. The following discussion 
has been based on modern geological handbooks, tangential 
references in other publications, and the study of surviving 
buildings. One of the best sources is Burgess and Cousens, 
Architectural Antiquities of Northern Gujarat, 28–29. The appen-
dix on building material in H. D. Sankalia, The Archaeology 
of Gujarat (Including Kathiawar) (Bombay, 1941) still relies 
on these basic data for its short paragraph: see 81. See also 
Imperial Gazetteer of India, Provincial Series: Bombay Presidency, 
2 vols. (Calcutta, 1909, repr. New Delhi, 1985), vol. 2, 356.

4. Burgess and Cousens, Architectural Antiquities of Northern 
Gujarat, 28–29. 

5. Mehrdad Shokoohy suggests that the stone used for the 
mosques and other structures, as well as for the Jain tem-
ples there, was taken from a nearby outcrop: Shokoohy, 
Bhadresvar. 

6. James Forbes, Oriental Memoirs: Selected and Abridged from a 
Series of Familiar Letters Written during Seventeen Years Residence 
in India, Including Observations on Parts of Africa and South 
America and a Narrative of Occurrences in Four India Voyages, 4 
vols. (London, 1813), vol. 2, 18. 

7. {Alº Mu¥ammad Kh¸n, Mir¸t-i A¥madº: A Persian History of 
Gujarat, trans. M. F. Lokhandwala, Gaekwad’s Oriental Series 
146 (Baroda, 1965), 10.

8. The Vikrama Samvat, or Vikrama Era, came into common 
use in Gujarat during the Solanki period, i.e., from the mid-
tenth century onwards, and has been the regional system ever 
since; it starts in roughly 56–58 BCE. For this and other sys-
tems, see B. K. Shelat, Chronological Systems of Gujarat: From 
Early Times up to 1304 AD (Ahmedabad, 1987), 5–10.

9. For a general mention of this inscription and its implica-
tions, see H. G. Shastri, A Historical and Cultural Study of the 
Inscriptions of Gujarat from Earliest Times to the End of the Cau-
lukya Period (circa 1300 A.D.) (Ahmedabad, 1989), 240 and 
appendix 1–2, no. 339.

10. On the costs and technical complexities of spoliation, see 
the relevant chapter in Peter Rockwell, The Art of Stonework-
ing: A Reference Guide (Cambridge, Eng., 1993). 

11. W. Begley and Z. A. Desai, Taj Mahal: The Illumined Tomb: 
An Anthology of Seventeenth-Century Mughal and European Doc-
umentary Sources (Seattle, 1989), docs. 25, 26, and 28, 163–
65; see also 13.

12. V. S. Pramar, Haveli: Wooden Houses and Mansions of Gujarat 
(Ahmedabad, 1989), 37, citing the Prabandhacint¸ma¨i.

13. For a detailed history of the Chalukyas of Gujarat, see 
A. K. Majumdar, Chaulukyas of Gujarat: A Survey of the History 
and Culture of Gujarat from the Middle of the Tenth to the End 

of the Thirteenth Century, Bharatiya Vidya Studies 4 (Bombay, 
1956), still the most comprehensive history of this dynasty. 
For the rise of Muslim power in the region, see S. C. Mis-
ra’s aptly named The Rise of Muslim Power in Gujarat: A His-
tory of Gujarat from 1298 to 1442 (Bombay, 1963, 2nd ed. 
New Delhi, 1982). 

14. S. Roa, Lothal and the Indus Civilization (Bombay, 1973); there 
are various references to brick throughout Roa’s text, but 
no specific discussion of construction materials.

15. See references throughout R. N. Mehta and D. R. Shah, 
Excavation at Nagara (Baroda, 1968).

16. Their presence in the canonical accounts of Gujarati Islamic 
architecture seems to be explained by the fact that they are 
simply too big to be ignored. For the mausolea in Ahmeda-
bad, see Burgess, Muhammadan Architecture of Ahmadabad, 
vol. 1, 58–59 and vol. 2, 78. For the Alif Khan Mosque at 
Dholka, see Burgess, Muhammadan Architecture of Bharoch, 
Cambay, 34–36 and plates.

17. Kh¸n, Mir}¸t-i A¥madº, 12.
18. Pramar’s study, Haveli, is essentially concerned with the sur-

viving half-timbered houses of the seventeenth to the twen-
tieth century and is a sociological study of the organization 
and structure of the house. But the author also provides valu-
able documentation of the history of such half-timbered con-
struction in the region, working back from the present day. 

19. Ab¢ ’l-Fa¬l b. Mub¸rak, @}ºn-i Akbarº, English trans. in 3 vols.; 
vol. 1. trans. H. Blochman, 2nd ed. rev. and ed. D. C. Phillot 
(Calcutta, 1927); vols. 2 and 3 trans. H. S. Jarrett, 2nd ed. 
rev. J. Sarkar (Calcutta, 1948–49). Repr. of all 3 vols. (New 
Delhi, 1977–1998), vol. 2, 246.

20. Ab¢ {Abdall¸h Mu¥ammad b. Mu¥ammad al-Idrºsº, Kit¸b 
nuzhat al-musht¸q fº ikhtir¸q al-¸f¸k, ed. E. Cerulli et al., Opus 
Geographicum, 9 vols. (Naples and Rome, 1970–84), vol. 1, 
187. Translated into French by Pierre-Amédée Jaubert, Géo-
graphie d’Edrisi (Paris, 1836–40, repr. Amsterdam, 1975), 
175. 

21. {Izz al-Dºn Ab¢ ’l-Ýasan {Alº al-Shayb¸nº, known as Ibn al-
Athºr, K¸mil fº al-t¸rºkh, English trans. of selected extracts 
in H. M. Elliot and John Dowson, History of India as Told by 
Its Own Historians, 8 vols. (London, 1867–77, repr. Delhi, 
1990), vol. 2, 248. 

22. Pramar, Haveli, 41, citing a passage from M. N¸¬im, The Life 
and Times of Sul«¸n Ma¥m¢d of Ghazna (Cambridge, Eng., 
1931, repr. New Delhi, 1971), 212. 

23. Acharya Merutunga, The Prabandhacint¸ma¨i, or, Wishing-
stone of Narratives, trans. C. H. Tawney (Calcutta, 1901), 126. 
For a second reference to the Somnath temple being con-
structed of wood, see ibid., 134.

24. For the translated English passage, see Merutunga, Pra ban-
dhacint¸ma¨i, 95–96; for the original Sanskrit, see idem, 
Prabandhacint¸ma¨i, ed. Jinavijaya Muni (Santiniketan, 1933), 
64–65. An inscription from Girnar dated 1119 CE confirms 
Sajjana’s appointment to the region: see Imperial Gazetteer 
of the Bombay Presidency, 26 vols. (Bombay, 1882–96), vol. 1, 
127. This anecdote is repeated in other Jain sources of the 
period.

25. Merutunga, Prabandhacint¸ma¨i, 134–35. Udayana’s career is 
well documented in contemporary Jain sources; for a sum-
mary, see V. K. Jain, Trade and Traders in Western India: AD 
1000–1300 (New Delhi, 1990), 236–37. 

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   216 10/18/2006   11:48:43 AM



brick, timber, and stone 217

26. Pramar, Haveli, 32.
27. de Thevenot, Indian Travels, 22.
28. J. S. Stavorinus, Voyages to the East-Indies, trans. S. H. Wil-

cocke, 3 vols. (London, 1798, repr., 1969), vol. 2, 458.
29. Pramar, Haveli, 33.
30. R. Duncan-Jones, The Economy of the Roman Empire: Quantita-

tive Studies, rev. ed. (Cambridge, Eng., 1982) and J. Kunow, 
Negotiator et Vectura: Händler und Transport im freien Germa-
nien (Marburg, 1980) both translate the relative prices of 
sea, river, and land transport into ratios, taking extensive 
data from the eighteenth-century United Kingdom as the 
initial guide and converting this to a Roman equivalent on 
the basis of anecdotal evidence.

31. Duncan-Jones, The Economy of the Roman Empire, 366–69.
32. Kunow, Negotiator et Vectura, 21–23.
33. de Thevenot, Voyages, 22.
34. Jean-Baptiste Tavernier, Travels in India: Translated from the 

Original French Edition of 1676 with a Biographical Sketch of 
the Author, Notes, Appendices &c., 2 vols., ed. V. Ball and W. 
Crooke (New Delhi, 1995), vol. 1, 6. 

35. Ibid.
36. de Thevenot, Indian Travels, 22.
37. Merutunga, Prabandhacint¸ma¨i, 159.
38. Imperial Gazetteer of India: Provincial Series, Bombay Presidency, 

vol. 2, 340–46.
39. Ibid., 346.
40. For example, a map of Cambaia by Petrus Bertius from the 

Caert Thresoor of 1612 shows Khambhat situated on one of 
the branches of the Indus; another map of India from T. 
Herbert’s Some Yeares Travels into Divers Parts of Asia and Afri-
que of 1665 shows Saurashtra as an island off the coast of 
Gujarat. These maps are reprinted in Susan Gole, A Series 
of Early Printed Maps of India in Facsimile, Collected by Susan 
Gole, 2nd rev. ed. (New Delhi, 1984), title page and map 
11b, respectively.

41. Imperial Gazetteer of India, Provincial Series, Bombay Presidency, vol. 
2, 349 and n. 1; 356. While visiting Chorwad, further down 
the coast of Saurashtra, in 1996, I was also able to observe 
clear signs of stone quarrying along the shore, although we 
have no documentation at present to confirm that this was 
not simply for local use.

42. H. G. Briggs, The Cities of Gujaráshtra: Their Topography and 
History Illustrated in a Journal of a Recent Tour; with Accompa-
nying Documents (Bombay, 1849), 202.

43. An anonymous first-century work written in Greek, detail-
ing travel and trade in the Indian Ocean: see Lionel Cas-
son, ed. and trans., The Periplus Maris Erythraei (Princeton, 
1989), 73.

44. J. M. Campbell, ed., Gujarat Population: Musalmans and Par-
sis, vol. 9, pt. 2 of Gazetteer of the Bombay Presidency (Bombay, 
1899), 131, n. 1.

45. Burgess, Muhammadan Architecture of Bharoch, Cambay, 32–34 
and pl. 36. This wooden section does not appear to be much 
more than a hundred years old, since Burgess referred to it 
in 1896 as “a modern wooden erection.” The main body of 

the Tanka Mosque is stone built and dated by inscription 
to 762 (1361).

46. Recently published by Lambourn, “Of Jewels and Horses.”
47. Presented and discussed in Lambourn, “Of Jewels and Horses,” 

214–16. 
48. James Burgess, Revised Lists of the Antiquarian Remains in the 

Bombay Presidency, Archaeological Survey of India New Impe-
rial Series 16 (Bombay, 1897), 96, entry 3.

49. Lambourn, “Of Jewels and Horses,” 221, citing W. Foster, 
The English Factories in India 1646–1650: A Calendar of Docu-
ments in the India Office, Westminster (Oxford, 1914), 63, 68.

50. M. N¸¬im, “Inscriptions of the Bombay Presidency,” Epi-
graphia Indo Moslemica (1933–34): 1–61.

51. Ibid., inscription no. 3422, 32–33 and pl. 19(b); inscription 
no. 3421, 33 and pl. 19(c). The language and epigraphic 
style of these inscriptions correspond perfectly to the date 
given in the chronogram.

52. Z. A. Desai, “Inscriptions of the Gujarat Sultans,” Epigraphia 
Indo-Moslemica (1963), inscription 10, 18–19. 

53. Burgess, Muhammadan Architecture of Ahmadabad, vol. 1, pls. 
32–33, 52, and 54.

54. Annual Report on Indian Epigraphy (1956–57): inscription D 
55.

55. Mehrdad and Natalie Shokoohy, Nagaur: Sultanate and Early 
Mughal History and Architecture of the District of Nagaur, India, 
Royal Asiatic Society Monographs (London, 1993), 36–41 
and 50–52.

56. Jonathan Bloom, Minaret, Symbol of Islam (Oxford, 1989), 
31.

57. Ibid., 32. 
58. Translated from the Arabic edition, {Alº b. Ýusayn al-Mas{¢dº, 

Mur¢j al-dhahab wa-ma{¸din al-jawhar, ed. Mu¥ammad M¢¥º 
al-Dºn {abd al-Ýamºd, 4 vols., 3rd ed. (Cairo, 1377/1958), 
vol. 1, 180. The Arabic text presents some fascinating trans-
lation problems, since the author speaks of masjid mabniy -
ya, literally a “built” or “constructed” mosque, and j¸mi{ 
ma{m¢ra, again a “built” or “constructed” congregational 
mosque. The French translation chooses to translate this 
as “oratoires en maçonnerie,” or “stone oratories”; however, 
this translation is by no means certain, and the words mab-
niyya and ma{m¢ra seem to signify monumental architecture 
of any material, rather than specifically stone structures. For 
the French translation, see Les prairies d’or, trans. B. de Mey-
nard and P. de Courteille, revised with index by C. Pellat, 
10 vols. (Beirut and Paris, 1962–79), vol. 1, 154. 

59. Mu¥ammad Ab¢ ’l-Q¸sim Ibn Ýawqal, Kit¸b Õ¢rat al-ar¤ 
(Opus Geographicum), 2 vols., ed. J. H. Kramers, 2nd ed. (Lei-
den, 1938), vol. 2, 324. For a French translation, see Ibn 
Hawqal, Configuration de la Terre = Kit¸b Õ¢rat al-ar¤, trans. 
J. H. Kramers and G. Wiet, 2 vols. (Beirut and Paris, 1964), 
vol. 2, 317.

60. M. and N. Shokoohy, “The Karao Jami{ Mosque of Diu,” 
70.

61. Ibid.
62. Ab¢ ’l-Fa¬l, @}ºn-i Akbarº, vol. 2, 247.

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   217 10/18/2006   11:48:44 AM



elizabeth lambourn218

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   218 10/18/2006   11:48:45 AM



the great imambara complex of lucknow 219

vary, but together they form a genre of practice-cen-
tered architecture that dates as far back as the late 
sixteenth century, if not earlier. Surprisingly, these 
types of buildings are generally not mentioned in the 
survey literature on Islamic architecture.

Amidst these Muharram ritual centers, the Great 
Imambara (fig. 1) stands out due to its grand scale, 
and it should form an important part of any future 
study of the genre. The center is located in the city 
of Lucknow, which is the capital of the present-day 
northeastern state of Uttar Pradesh in India and is just 
over 400 kilometers southeast of New Delhi. Prior to 
the emergence of modern India, Lucknow was part of 
the Mughal imperial province of Awadh.2 Set within 
an elegant urban composition, the Great Imambara 
was not conceived in isolation, but rather as a build-
ing inseparable from the architectural complex and 
social context to which it belongs. Indeed, the Great 
Imambara complex marks a vital transitional moment 
in the rule of its patron, Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla 
(d. 1799; r. 1775–99), the religious practice of the 
Twelver Shi{a of the region, and the urban history of 
the city of Lucknow.

The Great Imambara is nestled within a series of 
three impressively vast, arcaded enclosures linked 
by monumental gateways and culminating in several 
significant works of architecture (fig. 2). The first 
forecourt (jilaw kh¸na), no longer enclosed, is dis-
tinguished by its highly unusual gate, known in his-
torical texts and common conversation as the r¢mº 
darw¸za (fig. 3).3 With its arched profile, large leafy 
ornament, and radiating stone-rose flourishes, the 
elaborate r¢mº darw¸za cuts a unique profile. Midway 
through the court stand two tall, triple-arched gates, 
closely mirroring each other. One of them is known 
as the Drum House (naqqar or nawbat kh¸na), while 
the other is unnamed. The unnamed gate leads to a 
second court, rectangular and arcaded, that encom-
passes a circular lawn (fig. 4). On the same axis as 
the two preceding gates, a third gate, even more elab-

Once a year, the North Indian city of Lucknow is over-
come with grief as thousands of Twelver Shi{i Muslims 
ritually mourn the martyrdom in 680 of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s grandson Husayn. Along with people 
of other faiths, they gather in processions that wind 
through the city during Muharram, the first month 
of the Islamic lunar calendar and the month in which 
Husayn died, and attend concomitant religious assem-
blies (maj¸lis, sing. majlis). Every year, the processions 
stop by one of Lucknow’s largest complexes of historic 
monuments; at its heart stands the Great Imambara, 
an extraordinary monument completed in 1791 to 
accommodate the mourning rituals and assemblies of 
Muharram. The Great Imambara is a striking instance of 
how Twelver Shi{i religious practice, political intrigue, 
monumental vision, and local craftsmanship converged 
to produce one of the most ambitious engineering 
endeavors in Islamic architecture. 

The Twelver Shi{a are the next-largest group of Mus-
lims in the Islamic world (second only to the Sunnis) 
and are currently concentrated in Iran, Iraq, Bahrain, 
and Lebanon, with significant numbers in the Gulf 
states, Central Asia, Pakistan, and India. Collective, 
ritualized grieving is a defining feature of Twelver 
Shi{i Islamic practice, and for centuries, this has taken 
place in the open, under tents, in homes, and in com-
munal buildings. In Iran and Central Asia, buildings 
dedicated to the purpose of hosting mourning rituals 
are known as takya kh¸na, ta{ziya kh¸na, and Ýusayniy -
ya. In Andhra Pradesh in South India (the Deccan), 
they may be called {¸sh¢r¸ kh¸na, but in the North 
Indian states of West Bengal, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, 
and Haryana (the Mughal provinces of Bengal, Awadh 
and Shahjahanabad) they are termed majlis kh¸na, 
{az¸ kh¸na, im¸mb¸r¸, and im¸mb¸rh¸. In modern-day 
Pakistan they are called im¸mb¸rg¸, and contempo-
rary Twelver Shi{i immigrant communities in Africa, 
the United Kingdom, Europe, North America, Aus-
tralia, and the Caribbean continue to build facilities 
in this tradition.1 The designs of these facilities may 
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orate, leads to an irregular third court, arcaded and 
bounded on the right by a Friday mosque (fig. 5) and 
straight ahead by the Great Imambara (fig. 1), which 
are joined by a dramatic, continuous staircase. On the 
left, the court also incorporates a modest entrance to 
a charming arcaded stepwell once known as the Step-
well Palace (havelº or {im¸r¸t b¸olº) or Assembly Hall 
(dºw¸n kh¸na) (fig. 6).

The masjid, with it its eleven-arched facade, three 
turnip-shaped domes, and towering, engaged mina-
rets, has six interconnected chambers, all whitewashed 
on the interior, and an unusual sunken mihrab. The 
facade of the Great Imambara comprises an unassum-
ing, rhythmic series of thirteen arches, and its inte-
rior consists of nine eclectically painted chambers. 
The central one incorporates an awe-inspiring, pillar-
less vault with resounding acoustics; spanning 50 m
in length, 17 in width, and 15 in height, it is one of 
the largest preindustrial masonry vaults ever built 
(fig. 7).4 At the center lies the oddly skewed, cano-
pied grave of the patron of the Great Imambara and 

its complex, Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla, who was 
officially the vizier of the troubled Mughal Empire 
and the Twelver Shi{i governor of the wealthy North 
Indian Mughal province of Awadh. The Stepwell Pal-
ace of the final court is centered on a broad, descend-
ing, tiered staircase that collects the monsoon rains 
and is surrounded by multiple levels of arcaded cham-
bers that were once inhabitable (fig. 6). An octagonal 
well completes the building. 

Altogether, the Great Imambara complex forms a 
pleasing architectural composition built mostly from 
broad, thin baked bricks, resilient mortar, and pli-
ant, formerly white stucco. Constructed between 1786 
and 1791, it was even more impressive then than now, 
since it adjoined a palace compound named the Five 
Palaces (panj ma¥¸l) that was part of an elaborately 
fortified area known as the House of the Fish (machº 
bhawan) (fig. 8). Most of this was destroyed after the 
historic rebellion of the city’s British Indian troops in 
1857, divorcing the Great Imambara complex of the 
present from its original urban context. Lucknow was 

Fig. 1. The Great Imambara. (Photo: M. R. A. Khan, ca. 1998) 
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Fig. 2. Plan of the Great Imambara complex. (Drawing: Hussein Keshani, 2002) 
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Fig. 3. Northwest exterior of the first forecourt of the Great Imambara complex. Right to left: r¢mº darw¸za, unnamed gate, 
and naqqar kh¸na. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002) 

Fig. 4. Second forecourt, with circular lawn. Top to bottom: Awrangzib’s mosque, naqqar kh¸na, unnamed gate. (Photo: 
M. R. A. Khan, ca. 1998)
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one of the most vibrant centers of architectural activ-
ity in the Islamic world of the late eighteenth century, 
and the Great Imambara complex was the city’s most 
spectacular undertaking. 

Despite the tattered condition of the stucco finishes, 
which today appear yellow and blackened, heavily 
whitewashed in places, and patched with red cement, 
the complex lends the city a striking profile. Over the 
past centuries, more than one visitor to Lucknow has 
remarked on its impressive cityscape. Perhaps the most 
complimentary are the words written by the English 
war correspondent William H. Russell, who visited 
Lucknow in 1858 to cover the Rebellion. He wistfully 
described the embattled city as 

A vision of palaces, minars, domes azure and golden, 
cupolas, colonnades, long facades of fair perspective in 
pillar and column, terraced roofs—all rising up amid 
a calm, still ocean of the brightest verdure. Look for 
miles and miles away, and still the ocean spreads, and 
the towers of the fairy-city gleam in its midst. Spires of 
gold glitter in the sun. Turrets and guilded spheres shine 
like constellations.5

SCHOLARLY TREATMENTS

Though individual buildings of the Great Imambara 
complex have been included in several surveys, the 
complex as a whole has never been the subject of 
study.6 Art-historical discourse, steeped in the Anglo-
European tradition and encompassed by colonial and 
postcolonial political frameworks, has restricted itself 
to debating the aesthetic merits and stylistic features 
of the Great Imambara complex in comparison with 
Mughal and Anglo-European architecture. It has 
avoided the political and religious dimensions of 
the site, generally portraying the complex as a col-
lection of unrelated objects and not as an integrated 
whole. The Great Imambara itself has often attracted 
the most notice, mainly because of its monumental 
vault—an accomplishment once celebrated but now 
largely overlooked.

The British historian Henry Keene (1825–1915), an 
ardent imperialist and sceptic of Indian self-rule, dis-
cussed the complex in his guidebook to Lucknow pub-
lished in 1875, one of the earliest works to consider 
the site. He included an often-cited but questionable 
version of the Great Imambara’s history, namely, that 
during the drought of 1784 the Great Imambara was 

conceived as a famine-relief project by Nawwab-Wazir 
Asaf al-Dawla; that it was built, in part, by an impover-
ished nobility for a million pounds sterling (roughly 
ten million rupees); and that its design was determined 
through an architectural competition, won by Kifayat 
Allah. Overall, Keene saw the complex as substandard 
when compared to the monuments of Agra, Delhi, 
and the Deccan and reflective of a period of decline. 
In his view, the buildings’ “vast size,” “striking style,” 
and “origin” were their “claims to notice.”7

At roughly the same time, James Fergusson, a suc-
cessful British-Indian plantation farmer and erudite 
enthusiast of world architecture, included the Great 
Imambara in his survey A History of Architecture of All 
Countries, which published the first plan of the build-
ing. He thought its scale compared favorably with Sul-
tanate and Mughal precedents, and that it was one of 
the last examples of “Muhammadan” architecture in 
India untainted by European influence. He wrote, 

There are some buildings into which the European leaven 
has not penetrated, and which are worthy of being men-
tioned in the same volume as the works of their ancestors. 
Among these is the Great Imambara, which, though its 
details will not bear too close an examination, is still 
conceived on so grand a scale as to enable it to rank 
with buildings of an earlier age.8 

Fergusson valued the technology behind the Imam-
bara’s roof construction and noted its superiority to 
European techniques. In his view, the Great Imambara 
had a “more durable form of roof than our most sci-
entific Gothic vaulting; certainly far cheaper and far 
more easily made, since it is literally cast on a mud 
form, which may be moulded into any shape the fancy 
of the architect may dictate.”9

The British Archaeological Survey of India paid lit-
tle attention to the Great Imambara complex, briefly 
noting it in an 1891 survey of monuments and inscrip-
tions for the Northwest Provinces and Awadh. The 
author, Alois Führer, admired Lucknow’s architec-
tural profiles, if not its “detestable” details, calling it 
“one of the most beautiful and picturesque large cit-
ies of India.”10 The mosque was, in his view, “noble” 
and imperial in dimensions and he considered the 
Great Imambara “the architectural glory of Awadh,” 
that could not, however, “compare with pure exam-
ples of Mughal architecture.”11 In the same vein, Percy 
Brown, an art-school administrator and instructor in 
British India who in 1942 published a widely read sur-
vey of ancient and Islamic Indian architecture, still 
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saw the Great Imambara as an important example of 
a late Mughal architectural style verging on stagna-
tion, notable more for its scale than its “mediocre” 
decoration.12

Following Indian Independence, scholarly attitudes 
deemphasized notions of cultural purity and shifted 
away from aesthetic criticism to appreciation. Hermann 
Goetz for one, in keeping with the reassessment by 
Anglo-European art-historical scholarship of previously 
scorned, heavily ornate Baroque European art, urged a 
reconsideration of Indian art and architecture. Goetz 
only briefly considered the Great Imambara complex, 
but he unlike Fergusson saw it as indicative of the 
spread and intermingling of European architectural 
ideas in India. He wrote, “In the Great [Imambara] of 
[Asaf al-Dawla], Western Baroque models and South 
Indian forms evolved from the [Awrangzib] style are 
mixed with late North Indian traditions.”13

The Archaeological Survey of India under an inde-
pendent Indian government made detailed surveys 
of the site in the 1970s, which were later included in 
Banmali Tandan’s 1979 thesis, a valuable catalogue 
of Awadh architecture. In Tandan’s eyes, the east-
ern and western facades of the r¢mº darw¸za are sty-
listically distinct, and he hypothesizes that the gate 
was either intentionally built in two phases by one 
patron or by Shuja{ al-Dawla and then Asaf al-Dawla. 
He views the Great Imambara as a “structural tour de 
force” and central to defining later im¸mb¸r¸ design, 
spawning imitations throughout Lucknow; he writes, 
“The Great Imambara is of central importance in 
the evolution of Naww¸bº architecture, as it led to 
the widespread adoption of an im¸mb¸r¸ type.” This 
has been made evident in Neeta Das’s 1991 archi-
tectural study of Lucknow’s im¸mb¸r¸s, which iden-
tifies a number of smaller im¸mb¸r¸s patterned after 
the Great Imambara. With respect to the congrega-
tional mosque adjacent to the Great Imambara, Tan-
dan suggests that it likewise served as a template for 
later mosques in the city.14

Also appreciative of Awadh architecture, partic-
ularly its later nineteenth-century Anglo-European-
Indian hybrids, the historian Rosie Llewellyn-Jones 
sees these buildings as an expression of Indian occi-
dental exoticism mirroring British oriental exoticism.15 
She comments little on the Great Imambara but clar-
ifies Lucknow’s urban evolution and the layout of 
the Five Palaces complex prior to the building of the 
Great Imambara complex. More recently, the histo-
rian of Mughal architecture Catherine Asher, taking 

a more neutral approach to architectural aesthetics, 
has included late Mughal architecture in her survey of 
the tradition. She sees the unusual design of the r¢mº 
darw¸za as a highly creative experiment with Mughal 
architectural vocabulary and the Great Imambara as 
a unique technological achievement whose plan and 
ornamental program were rooted in the Mughal archi-
tectural tradition, in particular in its domestic archi-
tecture.16

Outside the art-historical discourse, scholars in the 
fields of anthropology, history, and Islamic studies, 
including Keith Hjortshoj, Richard Barnett, S. A. A. 
Rizvi, Michael Fisher, and Juan Cole, have successfully 
investigated religious and political developments in 
Awadh.17 Rizvi and Cole in particular have unearthed 
significant evidence pertaining to the Great Imambara 
complex. In the eyes of these writers, the commission-
ing of the complex was an extraneous, indulgent activ-
ity and evidence of Asaf al-Dawla’s withdrawal from 
active rule into pleasurable pursuits.18 Alternatively, 
it has been seen as a means to express the Twelver 
Shi{i communal identity of the Awadh elites and as 
a superficial display of authority and power.19 The 
Great Imambara has also been portrayed as a typical 
im¸mb¸r¸ facilitating Twelver Shi{i ritual mourning 
practice and social statements of piety and wealth.20 
Overall, the site has generally been deemed notewor-
thy but not of major significance for representing and 
interpreting the political or religious currents of the 
time. In actuality, however, the development of Luck-
now’s Great Imambara complex was a highly signifi-
cant event in late-eighteenth-century Awadh. 

NORTH INDIA IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

The eighteenth century in North India was a tumul-
tuous period: the fortunes of the British East India 
Company, based in Calcutta (present-day Kolkata), 
were rising, as was the Company’s control over the 
economy and military forces of the region. Its mili-
tary strength was now gauged by its decisive victory 
over the Nawwab of Bengal at the Battle of Plassey in 
1757 and the more ambiguous victory over Nawwab 
Shuja{ al-Dawla of neighboring Awadh at the Battle of 
Baksar in 1764. In contrast, the French presence was 
waning, but officers remained to advise local rulers on 
Anglo-European warfare and to impede British prog-
ress. Shahjahanabad, the epicenter of Sunni-leaning 
Mughal imperial power, was increasingly vulnerable, 
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being attacked by surrounding Jat tribes, Iranian and 
Central Asian forces—led first by Nadir Shah and later 
by Ahmad Shah Durrani—and the Hindu Marathas 
of the south, from Maharashtra. The Sikh religious 
movement flourished in the Panjab, paving the way 
for Sikh rule in the region, and nearby, the Sunni 
Afghan Ruhilas also carved out an independent region 
and mobilized a dangerous army.

While the prestige of the Mughal emperors contin-
ued high, state revenues declined. No longer could 
the Mughals independently determine South Asia’s 
future, and even the affairs of their own court were 
often beyond their control. Court rivalries festered, 
as Twelver Shi{i Iranian and Sunni Turanian soldier-
aristocrats vied with one another for power, and the 
Twelver Shi{i governors of Awadh and the Deccan 
competed to be principal protector and vizier of the 
empire. Yet the swelling numbers of immigrants from 
Iran, the heartland of the Twelver Shi{i tradition, in 
religiously diverse North India showed where stabil-
ity and opportunity lay. Iran was still reeling from 
the collapse of the Safavid empire in 1722 and from 
being overrun by the likes of Nadir Shah and Ahmad 
Shah Durrani, though it eventually witnessed the rise 
of the Zand and Qajar tribal dynasties, the latter gain-
ing dominance in the late eighteenth century.

In the midst of this tumult, the province of Awadh 
emerged as a pluralistic oasis of stability and pros-
perity. While the imperial Mughal treasury veered 
towards bankruptcy, Awadh’s coffers overflowed; its 
revenues, primarily from agriculture and trade, dou-
bled in the first half of the eighteenth century.21 It 
was arguably the most affluent region in South Asia 
at the time, eventually attracting many nobles, poets, 
and craftsmen from Shahjahanabad. In the Awadh 
court the cultural splendor and sophistication of the 
Great Mughals was given a new lease on life. 

Awadh was formally a province (s¢ba) of the Mughal 
imperium; its borders were bounded by the Himalayas 
to the north, the province of Bihar to the east, Man-
ikpur district (sark¸r) of the Allahabad province to 
the south, and the Kanauj district to the west. It was 
divided into five districts named after their principal 
cities: Haveli Awadh (later Ayodhya/Faizabad), Gorakh-
pur, Bahraich, Lucknow, and Khairabad. The city of 
Lucknow bore some reminders of the Mughal impe-
rium with a few modest buildings dating to the time 
of Akbar and a compact Awrangzib-era Friday mosque 
that adorned the city’s highest point. Nearby was the 
Five Palaces complex of the shaykhz¸das, descendants 

of an early shaykh who had led Muslim settlement 
in the city. Along with the landowners of the prov-
ince of Awadh, the shaykhz¸das boldly challenged the 
Mughal emperor’s authority by withholding their rev-
enues, which prompted the deputation of the Iranian 
soldier-aristocrat Mir Muhammad Amin (d. 1739) to 
subdue the region. His arrival would sow the seeds 
for the emergence of the semi-independent dynasty 
known as the Nawwabs of Awadh. 

Mir Muhammad Amin of Nishapur—later Sa{adat 
Khan Burhan al-Mulk—had followed his father 
and older brother to Hindustan in 1708–9 seek-
ing employment at the Mughal imperial court. He 
progressed steadily, and his most important success 
was the subduing of Awadh’s rebellious landowners 
and the shaykhz¸das of Lucknow. As a result, Sa{adat 
Khan assumed ownership of the Five Palaces of the 
shaykhz¸das but chose to make his principal base in 
an undeveloped area named Bangla near the city of 
Haveli Awadh (Ayodhya), which later evolved into the 
Awadh capital of Faizabad. Sa{adat Khan’s nephew 
from Persia, Safdar Jang, succeeded him and was 
officially designated the Mughal emperor’s deputy 
in Awadh. Following the emperor’s death, he unsuc-
cessfully attempted to seize control of Shahjahanabad 
and the Mughal throne but was forced to withdraw 
to Awadh. He returned to the capital only to be bur-
ied in the city’s last monumental Mughal garden 
tomb. His son, Shuja{ al-Dawla, reversed the family’s 
fortunes: with the advice of a French colonel named 
Jean-Baptiste Gentil he mounted a modern army that 
emerged as a major North Indian force, although it 
was not strong enough to overcome the British at the 
Battle of Baksar in 1764. Without the resources to 
administer Awadh, the British negotiated Shuja{ al-
Dawla’s return to power in exchange for concessions 
and reparations that were financed by his astute wife 
Bahu Begam. Shuja{ al-Dawla retreated to Faizabad to 
covertly rebuild his army, thereby reinvigorating the 
city and attracting people from Kashmir, the Deccan, 
Shahjahanabad, Persia, and elsewhere. But in 1775 
he died, leaving his unpopular son Mir Amani, later 
known as Asaf al-Dawla, as his successor.

The Nawwabs of Awadh all professed the Twelver 
Shi{i faith, which was integral to Safavid rule in their 
native Persia, where it had been installed as the nor-
mative Islamic tradition. Twelver Shi{i beliefs were 
centered on three key points: the historical truth of 
the claim that the Prophet Muhammad endorsed {Ali, 
his cousin and son-in-law, as his rightful successor to 
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the role of religious and political leader of all Mus-
lims; the concept of twelve divinely illumined hered-
itary leaders (sing. im¸m) descended from {Ali, with 
the last one entering a period of concealment; and 
ritual mourning during the month of Muharram for 
{Ali’s son, Imam Husayn, martyred at the hands of 
those who rejected the rights to succession of {Ali and 
his appointed descendants.

Under the Safavids, Sufis and Akhbari scholars of the 
Twelver Shi{i tradition were superseded by the Usuli 
tradition, in which trained individuals could depart 
from traditional scholarly judgments and set new reli-
gious policy even in the absence of the Imams.22 One 
effect of this intellectual shift was a change in attitudes 
regarding Friday congregational prayer. In early Safa-
vid Persia, Twelver Shi{i men did not widely observe 
Friday congregational prayers, since the authority to 
lead congregational prayers was perceived, in keep-
ing with the Akhbari tradition, to rest with the con-
cealed Imam.23 In the mid-sixteenth century, however, 
religious scholars influenced by Usuli thought, which 
argued that there were living representatives of the 
Imams with the authority to lead communal prayers, 
successfully led efforts to institutionalize congrega-
tional Friday prayers. Similarly, the Twelver Shi{i men 
of Awadh, who, like those in early Safavid Iran, were 
under the influence of the Akhbari tradition, also 
did not observe Friday congregational prayers until 
efforts to institutionalize them began in the late eigh-
teenth century.24

 In Safavid Iran, public mourning during Muharram 
was observed by processions, and similar ones occurred 
in the cities of North India and the Deccan that had 
significant Twelver Shi{i communities.25 Common to 
most processions was the parade of miniature tomb 
models made with materials ranging from imperma-
nent to durable. In Iran, the procession and mourn-
ing rituals were known as ta{ziya (mourning for the 
dead), but in South Asia, the term referred specifically 
to the tomb models used in the processions to symbol-
ize both the actual tomb and the spiritual presence of 
Imam Husayn and often of his older brother, Imam 
Hasan.26 Models made of impermanent materials were 
usually buried or immersed in water, while those con-
structed from durable materials were carefully stored 
and reused. In eighteenth-century South Asia, groups 
of various faiths often observed and participated in 
one another’s religious processions, and Sunni Mus-
lims and Hindus routinely took part in Twelver Shi{i 
mourning processions. The public practice of Twelver 

Shi{i ritual in the cultural milieu of eighteenth-cen-
tury North India was a departure from its longstand-
ing private presence in the Mughal empire, fueling a 
surge in Sunni-Shi{i polemical discourse among reli-
gious scholars and sporadic communal conflict. Even 
in Awadh, no ruler before Asaf al-Dawla had commis-
sioned architecture to support it; the Great Imam-
bara complex thus signaled the sharper definition of 
a public yet distinct community.

The Twelver Shi{a in Awadh never seem to have 
exceeded five percent of the population in the most 
populous cities such as Faizabad and Lucknow, and 
there were even fewer to be found elsewhere through-
out the province. Muslims as a whole, including the 
more established Sunnis, likely never surpassed four-
teen percent of Awadh’s total population, and most 
were concentrated in villages and cities. Awadh’s nobil-
ity was essentially a set of interconnected Twelver 
Shi{i families centered on the Nawwabs of Awadh, 
although select Hindus rose to the ranks of nobility, 
particularly under Asaf al-Dawla’s rule. In the area 
of Islamic religious scholarship, Sunni Muslim schol-
ars from Lucknow’s widely respected Farangi Mahal 
(Palace of the Foreigners [Europeans]: see below, 
note 50) were relied upon, prompting the Twelver 
Shi{i community to develop its own religious scholars 
versed in Twelver Shi{i scholarly discourse. Awadh’s 
Twelver Shi{i elite also relied heavily on Sunni Mus-
lims to man their armies and run their governmen-
tal institutions.27

CHAMBERS OF MOURNING

Certain key examples preceding the construction 
of the Great Imambara indicate the breadth of the 
phenomenon of Twelver Shi{i Muharram mourning 
ritual centers, which surfaced in the cities of Iran, the 
Deccan, and the provinces of Bengal, Shahjahanabad, 
and Awadh and date as far back as the late sixteenth 
century.28 The Badshahi {Ashura Khana, in the pres-
ent-day Deccani city of Hyderabad, was completed in 
1596 under the patronage of the Twelver Shi{i ruler 
Sultan Muhammad Quli Qutb Shahi V.29 Around 1642, 
during the rule of Prince Shuja{ over the Mughal 
province of Bengal in northeastern India, an individual 
named Sayyid Murad commissioned in the city of Dacca 
(Dhaka) the Husayni Dalan, a building that was used 
for Twelver Shi{i mourning assemblies.30 As part of 
his palace complex in Murshidabad the Twelver Shi{i 
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Nawwab of Bengal Siraj al-Dawla (d. 1757) erected 
a masonry and wood building called a madºna (the 
Arabic word for “city”) to accommodate mourning 
assemblies, but in 1842 and 1846 it caught fire and 
burned down. It was replaced with a vast masonry 
structure, which still stands. Im¸mb¸r¸s were operating 
in smaller Bengali centers as well: in 1774, for instance, 
one is recorded in the town of Naryanpur in the dis-
trict of Monghyr.31 Between 1737 and 1741, mourning 
rituals were conducted in the major market squares 
of Shahjahanabad, such as the Chowk of Sa{ad Allah 
Khan, the area between the Shahjahanabad Friday 
mosque and the Delhi Gate of the Royal Fort. Numer-
ous private mourning halls, termed {¸sh¢r¸ kh¸nas 
by a Deccani observer, were erected in the city.32 In 
the southern suburbs, a shrine center known as the 
Dargah-i Shahi Mardan, which housed an impression 
of the foot of Imam {Ali, was built in 1750–51 and 
incorporated a small hall to accommodate mourning 
assemblies.33 A ta{ziya (grieving) hall of a takya kh¸na 
(Sufi lodge) dated 1201 (1786) was also built in the 
Qajar-controlled Iranian city of Astarabad.34

Twelver Shi{i mourning facilities proliferated in the 
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Studies by 
Tandan, Das, Siddiqi, and Abbas document several 
extant im¸mb¸r¸s in Awadh built in this period, par-
ticularly in Lucknow, which was thought to have had 
up to 2,000 im¸mb¸r¸s and 600 smaller ta{ziya kh¸nas.35 
The small Awadhi towns of Zaydpur and Tanda had 
seventeen and thirty-four im¸mb¸r¸s respectively, and 
Jaunpur and Salon too each had an im¸mb¸r¸.36 In 
the Bengal commercial port of Hughli, Hajee Muham-
mad Mohsin commissioned a structure completed in 
1806 called an im¸mb¸rhi, and its endowments were 
specified in an endowment document, or waqfn¸ma.37 
Some time after 1873, the Qajar ruler Nasir al-Din 
Shah (r. 1848–96), who was impressed by London’s 
Albert Hall, commissioned the monumental Takya 
Dawlat, a state mourning theater designed as a cylin-
drical brick amphitheater with a stage and a domi-
cal canvas roof.38 The facility marked the evolution 
of mourning rituals from the storytelling of Imam 
Husayn’s tragedy into a form of Anglo-European the-
ater performed by male actors, a practice introduced 
in Awadh but never accepted.39 Michael Bonine’s 
study of the Iranian region of Yazd, which may sug-
gest the early evolution of mourning facilities, shows 
that in various towns the term Ýusayniyya applied to 
public central town spaces that accommodated annual 

Muharram processions (not unlike those de scribed 
in mid-eighteenth-century Shahjahanabad); to rudi-
mentary storage shelters for Muharram procession 
ritual objects in the town spaces; and to more elabo-
rate Muharram facilities set off from the central town 
spaces.40 As provocative as these examples are, the 
genre of Twelver Shi{i Muharram ritual centers still 
awaits further study.

ISSUES OF PATRONAGE

Nawwab-Wazir Asaf al-Dawla was the patron of the 
Great Imambara, according to the historical text that 
is foundational for the study of his reign, the Taf¾º¥ 
al-Gh¸filºn. The author of the text, Abu Talib Isfahani, 
a disgruntled Awadh courtier employed by the British, 
discussed the entire Great Imambara complex as Asaf 
al-Dawla’s enterprise.41 After criticizing Asaf al-Dawla’s 
building mania, Isfahani described the complete com-
plex, leaving no doubt about the patron’s identity but 
providing little explanation for why the commission 
was undertaken. Set in historical context, it could 
be argued that the commission was Asaf al-Dawla’s 
primary response to two major developments: his 
resurgent political autonomy after a decade of crisis, 
and the formation of an agenda by two prominent 
Awadh men, Hasan Riza Khan and Sayyid Dildar {Ali, 
to institute Friday congregational prayers for Twelver 
Shi{i males in Awadh.

Asaf al-Dawla’s ascension to power in the Awadh cap-
ital of Faizabad in the year 1775, following the death 
of his father, was initially marked by dissent. He had a 
reputation as an incapable prince, and along with the 
British some of Shuja{ al-Dawla’s courtiers schemed to 
place his half-brother Sa{adat {Ali Khan on the throne 
instead.42 Asaf al-Dawla’s abrupt seizure of power prior 
to the conclusion of his father’s funeral proceedings 
further diminished his reputation. In addition, his 
own mother, Bahu Begam, undermined his inherited 
authority by refusing to turn the Awadh treasury over 
to him.43 He subsequently relocated Awadh’s capital to 
Lucknow and, in collusion with the British, extorted 
funds from her in retaliation.44 The fractured relations 
meant that Faizabad became semiautonomous under 
Bahu Begam, who controlled a vast personal fortune, 
had extensive revenue-generating landholdings, and 
employed her own military forces. The acrimony took 
a decade to subside, but in 1786 Bahu Begam was in 
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Lucknow to attend the marriage of Asaf al-Dawla’s 
daughter, signaling not only a reconciliation between 
mother and son but also a consolidation of Asaf al-
Dawla’s authority in Awadh.45

During Asaf al-Dawla’s uncertain first decade of 
rule, Awadh’s debts to the British East India Com-
pany, largely for military services and weapons, esca-
lated to the point that John Bristow, the British Resi-
dent in Lucknow, boldly proposed that the Company 
seize control of Asaf al-Dawla’s household expenditures 
in the same way they controlled the expenses of the 
Nawwab of Bengal.46 But Asaf al-Dawla and his advis-
ers managed to circumvent Bristow by dealing directly 
with his Calcutta-based superior, Governor-General 
Warren Hastings (appointed 1773–84), accelerating 
their payments, and refinancing Awadh’s debt with 
the aid of Hindu bankers, all during a period of sus-
tained famine in Awadh and diminishing revenues.47 
Despite popular beliefs to the contrary, Asaf al-Dawla 
showed little concern for the impact of the famine on 
the people of Awadh and Lucknow and resented Brit-
ish admonitions.48 Fortunately, Bristow was recalled 
and the office of the British Resident of Lucknow was 
suspended, freeing Asaf al-Dawla from the intense scru-

tiny of the British East India Company.49

While Asaf al-Dawla was strengthening his position 
in Awadh, Hasan Riza Khan, a senior deputy who had 
also served under Asaf al-Dawla’s father, nourished a 
desire to develop a Twelver Shi{i ulema in Awadh in 
place of Lucknow’s entrenched Sunni ulema commu-
nity, known as the Farangi Mahal (Palace of the For-
eigners/Europeans), and to introduce Friday congre-
gational prayers for Twelver Shi{i men.50 Inspired by a 
1785 treatise extolling the virtues of Friday congrega-
tional prayer that was composed for and dedicated to 
him by Mulla Muhammad {Ali “Padshah” Kashmiri of 
Faizabad, Hasan Riza Khan invited the religious scholar 
Sayyid Dildar {Ali Nasirabadi to lead congregational 
prayers at his palace compound, which took place for 
the first time on 13 Rajab 1200 (May 12, 1786).51 Dil-
dar {Ali proclaimed himself a mujtahid (high-ranking 
Shi{i cleric) in the Usuli scholarly tradition, assum-
ing the right to make reasoned doctrinal judgments, 
and became an effective advocate for Friday prayers 
as well as an aggressive critic of Sufi and Sunni beliefs 
and practices. Both Hasan Riza Khan and Dildar {Ali 
generated momentum for transforming Twelver Shi{i 
religious practice, manufacturing a need for a monu-

Fig. 5. Eastern exterior facade of the Friday mosque. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002)
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mental Friday congregational mosque for the Twelver 
Shi{i male community. Their agenda was a curious one 
that encouraged conformity with Sunni ritual practice 
while advocating a more distinct separation between 
Shi{i and Sunni communities. Ultimately, they were so 
successful that Asaf al-Dawla commissioned a Twelver 
Shi{i Friday mosque as part of the Great Imambara 
complex (fig. 5). Sayyid Dildar {Ali was appointed its 
first prayer leader (pºshnam¸z).52

If preceding events help explain those that follow, 
then Asaf al-Dawla’s newfound political autonomy 
after a decade of rule, combined with the newly manu-
factured need for a Friday congregational mosque, 
explains to a large extent why the Imambara complex 
was commissioned and evolved the way it did. The 
development of the complex, with its immense scale 
and its Friday mosque, was simultaneously a monu-
mental visual affirmation of Lucknow as the capital of 
Awadh under Asaf al-Dawla’s unencumbered rule and 
an endorsement of the practice of Friday congregatio-
nal prayer. The two were somewhat consistent, since 
an integral part of Friday congregational prayers was 
the reading of the khu«ba (sermon), which generally 
incorporated a declaration of the ruler’s name. In a 

city filled with émigrés from chaotic Shahjahanabad 
(Delhi), the mosque evoked the majesty of imperial 
Mughal rule, a useful association for Asaf al-Dawla. In 
form rather than material, the Lucknow mosque most 
closely resembled the prayer hall of Shah Jahan’s Fri-
day mosque in Shahjahanabad, since both incorpo-
rated three widely spaced domes, tall engaged mina-
rets, and a facade of eleven cusped arches. Given the 
close proximity of the two cities and the ongoing com-
mercial, diplomatic, and cultural exchanges between 
them, the resemblance is not surprising. However, 
these explanations for Asaf al-Dawla’s patronage of 
the Great Imambara complex do little to account for 
the commission of the Great Imambara itself.

Given the absence of the Great Imambara from 
Hasan Riza Khan and Sayyid Dildar {Ali’s agenda, and 
Asaf al-Dawla’s subsequent intensive use of the faci-
lity, the building was arguably Asaf al-Dawla’s own ini-
tiative, stemming from his personal religious practice 
as well as one that augmented the Friday congrega-
tional prayer agenda. The annual Muharram proces-
sions, in which the veneration of ta{ziya predomina-
ted, were the preeminent form of Twelver Shi{i male 
congregational religious practice and had been part 

Fig. 6. The Stepwell Palace. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 2002)
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Fig. 7. Central hall of the Great Imambara, with the grave of Asaf al-Dawla in the center. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, 
March 2002)
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of Asaf al-Dawla’s early religious experience in Faiza-
bad, where his father actively participated in them.53 
After the Great Imambara complex was completed, 
Asaf al-Dawla’s court accounts portrayed him visiting 
the Great Imambara during the Muharram maj¸lis, lis-
tening to the day’s popular lamentation poetry (mar-
siya) there, and tending to the administration of the 
building.54 Furthermore, he enthusiastically collected 
ta{ziya to be stored there and ultimately chose to be 
buried there himself (fig. 7), reinforcing the notion 
that the Great Imambara was integral to his religious 
beliefs and practice in a way that the Friday mosque 
could never be.

LUCKNOW BEFORE THE GREAT IMAMBARA 
COMPLEX: THE FIVE PALACES

In the early eighteenth century, Lucknow’s cityscape 
was dominated by a compact stone mosque, white-plas-
tered and three-domed, built on the highest ground of 
the city as part of a regional program by the Mughal 
emperor Awrangzib (fig. 4). Prior to the development 
of the adjoining Great Imambara complex, the Five 

Palaces complex was the largest building in the city. It 
was owned by the Sunni shaykhz¸das of Lucknow, who 
claimed to be descended from a shaykh named Abd 
al-Rahim.55 He had settled in the area during the reign 
of Akbar, after being granted Lucknow as a landhold-
ing (j¸gºr), and apparently built the first version of 
the Five Palaces, which consisted of five interlocking 
enclosed courts. Under the Nawwabs of Awadh, Shuja{ 
al-Dawla modified the complex, as did Asaf al-Dawla, 
who added the Stepwell Palace before construction 
on the Great Imambara complex began.56 At some 
point, probably during Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, the area 
including the mosque of Awrangzib, the Five Palaces, 
and the location of the Great Imambara complex was 
encompassed by contiguous fortifications (fig. 8).

The Five Palaces complex was described and drawn 
in the most detail by Anglo-European travelers visiting 
Lucknow in official and unofficial capacities. Joseph 
Tieffenthaler, a Jesuit missionary in the city in 1765, 
wrote about the Five Palaces resting upon a high ele-
vation with walls and high towers overlooking the 
Gomti River, which ran through the city, and noticed 
a large forecourt with a Drum House gateway.57 He 
also made diagrammatic drawings of Lucknow and 

Fig. 8. Detail of compilation map of Lucknow completed in 1896, based on 1862–63 and 1865–66 surveys by the British army. 
(After G. W. Forrest, A History of the Indian Mutiny: Reviewed and Illustrated from Original Documents, 2 vols. (Edinburgh and 
London: W. Blackwood, 1904–12) vol. 2, insert)
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the Five Palaces (fig. 9).58 The French traveler Louis 
Laurent de Féderbe (Comte de Modave) was unim-
pressed with the city in 1775 but described the Five 
Palaces as “a great building composed of many dif-
ferent parts without any order, which do not corre-
spond to each other.”59 In 1782, the British artist Wil-
liam Hodges visited and described the Five Palaces as 
incorporating large courts and an arcaded royal recep-
tion (darb¸r) hall with a gilt ceiling, in a flower gar-
den made up of square plots. He drew the complex 
from a high bank overlooking the Gomti River.60 The 
 Daniell brothers, also British artists, rendered the Five 
Palaces from across the Gomti River, as well as a gate-
way into the first forecourt.61 As informative as they 
are, these accounts at best provide only an impres-
sion of the Five Palaces when compared to a highly 
detailed textual description made in 1785 by a  British 
Orientalist scholar, Francis Gladwin.62

Gladwin noticed that the Five Palaces had five 
courts: The first had a Drum House (nawbat kh¸na), 
as Tieffenthaler had already mentioned, and was used 
by attendants for equipage. The second, the Stepwell 
(b¸olº) Court, was an arcaded enclosure surrounding 
a square garden and incorporating the Stepwell Pal-
ace on one end and an arcaded hall with fountains on 
the other. An adjacent third court included a flower 
garden and fountains, a small mosque, ladies’ swings, 
and, at the center on an expansive terrace, a large 
arcaded building called the Stone Hall (sangºd¸l¸n) 

surmounted by five copper-covered domes. The fourth 
court, the House of the Fish (machº bhawan), incor-
porated a garden and public offices.63 The fifth and 
final court—the Women’s or Palace Court (zan¸na 
or ma¥¸l sar¸y)—incorporated three buildings with 
high walls and latticed screens known as the Palace of 
Glass (shºsh ma¥¸l), the Palace of Color (rang ma¥¸l) 
and the Palace of the Lesser Wives (khurd ma¥¸l). A 
street separated these five interlocking courts from an 
enclosed flower garden named the Garden of Husayn 
(Ýusayn b¸gh) located on the banks of the Gomti 
River. It had bastions surmounted by pavilions with 
copper-covered domes; inside, there were fountains, 
baths, and dressing rooms.

The clearest documentation of the Five Palaces com-
plex—provided, ironically, by those who destroyed 
most of it—was made after the Great Imambara com-
plex was built. During the failed 1857 rebellion of Brit-
ish-employed Indian troops stationed at Lucknow (a 
historic precursor of the struggle for Indian indepen-
dence), the fortress of the House of the Fish, which 
included within it the Great Imambara and Five Pal-
aces complexes, had become a battle zone. In the 
aftermath, the British leveled most of the Five Pal-
aces and the surrounding fortifications with explo-
sives, but before doing so they surveyed and photo-
graphed the war-torn site in 1860 (figs. 8, 10–12). 
In the photographs, the Five Palaces gate, which the 
Daniell brothers had depicted, and the small mosque 

Fig. 9. Plan of Lucknow (“Laknao”) with the Five Palaces and the Awrangzib mosque at the center. Woodcut print, Joseph 
Tieffenthaler, ca. 1178/1765. (After Joseph Tieffenthaler, Description historique et géographique de l’Inde, vol. 1, pl. XV–1. By 
permission of the British Library, Oriental and India Office Collection, T 30613)
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of the Stone Hall court and the Stepwell Palace, noted 
by Gladwin, were all clearly visible, as were the for-
tifications that demarcated the fortress of the House 
of the Fish. A full reconciliation between texts and 
images awaits further study, but at present, they pro-
vide a clearer idea of the urban context in which the 
Great Imambara complex was erected. 

DATES OF CONSTRUCTION

Though 1784 is often cited as the year the Great 
Imambara was built as a famine relief project, and 
is tacitly assumed to be the date of other structures 
in the complex as well, this is highly questionable. 
There was indeed a famine in 1784, which Governor-
General Warren Hastings witnessed and wrote about, 
but Hastings, who also visited Lucknow in 1784 and 
resided in the Stepwell Palace, just meters away from 
where the Great Imambara complex was built, made 
no mention of any major construction activity.64 Fol-
lowing Hastings’s stay, Asaf al-Dawla’s mother, Bahu 
Begam, and grandmother, Sadr al-Nissa Begam, resided 
at the Five Palaces complex until 1786; Sadr al-Nissa 
Begam, who stayed at the Stepwell Palace, left on 27 
Rajab (May 26) of that year.65 The Friday mosque was 
not completed by 1784, since its impetus—Kashmiri’s 
trea tise advocating Friday prayers—was not completed 
until 1785; Gladwin, who visited the city in the same 
year, made no mention of it. Moreover, as mentioned 
above, on 13 Rajab 1200 (May 12, 1786), Sayyid Dildar 
{Ali, the future prayer leader of the Friday mosque, 
led prayers at Hasan Riza Khan’s palace compound, 
not at the new mosque, a clear indication that it was 
not yet complete.66

The only secure date for the complex is given by 
Abu Talib Isfahani in his history of Asaf al-Dawla’s 
reign; under the heading for the year 1205 (1790–91) 
he records, “In this year the Imambara was completed 
and ta{zias began to be deposited here.”67 Isfahani 
proceeds to describe the rest of the Great Imambara 
complex, including the r¢mº darw¸za and the Friday 
mosque, suggesting that the entire complex was com-
pleted at the same time. The complex, then, was most 
likely started in 1786 and completed in 1790–91, a 
short five years. The speed was probably facilitated by 
Asaf al-Dawla’s appropriation of construction materi-
als from demolished buildings. The rapid pace of con-
struction was consistent with that of other building 
projects in Awadh, since, according to a contempo-

rary witness, the Faizabad historian Muhammad Fayz-
bakhsh, a new tomb for Asaf al-Dawla’s father at Faiz-
abad’s Rose Fort (gul¸b b¸rº) was built between 1789 
and 1792–93, a mere three years. The tomb in Fai zabad 
was also commissioned by Asaf al-Dawla, but only at 
the urging of Hasan Riza Khan, who had been a loyal 
servant of Shuja{ al-Dawla.68 Assuming, as appears to 
be the case, that a larger work force was employed in 
Lucknow than in Faizabad, the pace of construction 
for the smaller Faizabad tomb was indicative of how 
fast building could proceed in Awadh. 

DESIGNERS, BUILDERS, AND SUPPLIERS

Lucknow’s historical lore often repeats the story that 
the architect of the Great Imambara and, by extension, 
of the entire complex, was one Kifayat Allah from 
Shahjahanabad, who proposed a winning design for 
the Imambara in a competitive process initiated by 
Asaf al-Dawla. Although this version has been circu-
lated widely by Keene’s guidebook to Lucknow, the 
existence of Kifayat Allah or a competitive process 
for architectural design finds no corroboration in 
the earliest and most reliable texts dealing with the 
Great Imambara complex, casting considerable doubt 
over the designer’s identity and the process of selec-
tion. Isfahani, for instance, makes no mention of the 
architect of the Great Imambara. Fayzbakhsh, in con-
trast, gives the names of the officials responsible for 
the Rose Fort tomb redevelopment. A more fruitful 
avenue of inquiry would be to examine the general, 
slow-changing building industry practices in Lucknow 
and North India.

In eighteenth-century North India, architectural 
design, project management, and financial accoun-
ting were all part of the roles of those responsible 
for large building projects, and the tasks of financial 
administration and master builder were highly inte-
grated. Shah Hidayat Allah, a former mºr {im¸rat (chief 
of building construction) whose clients defaulted on 
their payments, completed a treatise in Patna shortly 
before 1716–17, listing the ideal qualities of a mºr 
{im¸rat: familiarity with accounting practices, ability to 
estimate the amounts and costs of building materials 
for a project (quantity surveying), and knowledge of 
the market wages of builders and artisans.69 Financial 
skills were valued in Faizabad as well; a Hindu accoun-
tant and his son, Lala Hemraj Brahman and Bhawani 
Parshad, were asked by Hasan Riza Khan to oversee 
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the redevelopment of Shuja{ al-Dawla’s tomb com-
plex at the Rose Fort, which was reluctantly financed 
by Asaf al-Dawla.70

As for the technical planning of buildings, «ar¥, 
or grid-like plan drawings, initially sketched on era-
sable tracing boards and then transferred to paper, 
were employed by the Mughal, Rajput, and Persian 
Qajar courts, but their use in building practice in 
Awadh still needs to be demonstrated.71 Watercolor 
drawings were completed for personal enjoyment, as 
is demonstrated by the Gentil album, a collection that 
includes paintings apparently completed by an indi-
genous architect.72 Jean-Baptiste Gentil was a French 
military advisor and friend to Shuja{ al-Dawla who 
assembled the album to help convey his experiences 
back in France. He included elevation drawings of 
Shuja{ al-Dawla’s palace in Faizabad and other pala-
ces in Shahjahanabad, one of which is annotated in 
French as being drawn by an architect of Shuja{ al-
Dawla, a clear indication that Awadh architects were 
proficient in architectural drawing.

Under Shuja{ al-Dawla, Faizabad attracted people 
from diverse regions, causing Fayzbakhsh to comment, 

“Artisans and scholars flocked hither from Dhaka, 
Bengal, Gujrat, Malwah, Haidarabad, Shahjahanabad, 
Lahaur, Peshawar, Kabul, Kashmir, and Multan.”73 
As Lucknow prospered during Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, 
it not only inherited the talent concentrated in Faiz-
abad but saw a sophisticated building and supplies 
industry flourish. 

Large-scale construction in Awadh used broad, 
thin, fired bricks, layered with mortar and faced with 
directly applied stucco. Building project coordinators 
in Awadh relied upon a network of small-enterprise 
producers, specialized suppliers, skilled craftsmen, 
and laborers; all are separately described in an 1880 
survey of North India’s trades by William Hoey, who 
was also the translator of Isfahani’s history.74 Land 
up the Gomti River was rented to entrepreneurs who 
used laborers to excavate clay, which was transported 
by mule owners to brickfields and kilns where bricks 
were molded and fired. Other entrepreneurs speciali-
zed in lime excavation and refinement and the produc-
tion of quicklime wafers in kilns. Closer to Lucknow, 
suppliers created made-to-order batches of stucco of 
various grades by hydrating the quicklime wafers and 

Figs. 10–12. Section from a panorama of the fortress of the House of the Fish showing the Five Palaces. British Army, ca. 1860. 
(Photo: National Army Museum, London. Courtesy of the National Army Museum, Picture Library, 25249)
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mixing in various additives, such as crushed shells for 
smooth finishes or crushed brick for coarse ones. In 
addition to being newly manufactured, bricks were 
attained by demolishing existing buildings, according 
to Isfahani, who criticized Asaf al-Dawla for destroy-
ing people’s homes to sustain his building mania. It 
is worth noting that on many points regarding brick 
and lime manufacture, Hoey’s survey corresponds clo-
sely with Abu ’l-Fazl’s famous sixteenth-century sur-
vey of the Mughal emperor Akbar’s court, the @}ºn-i 
Akbarº, and with Hans Wulff’s detailed World War II-
era study of Iranian trades, demonstrating the geo-
graphical and chronological breadth of the techni-
ques being employed.75

THE CHANGING COMPLEX

The Great Imambara complex has been significantly 
altered since its original construction. While the most 
dramatic change was the British destruction of the 
adjoining Five Palaces complex following the Great 
Rebellion or Mutiny of 1857, which resulted in the 

fragmentation of the once-enclosed first forecourt of 
the Great Imambara complex, more significant altera-
tions would follow.

In the court of the Great Imambara and Friday 
mosque, the striking monumental staircase that cur-
rently joins the two was not part of the original design. 
Several paintings, drawings, and black-and-white pho-
tographs show that the two structures originally rested 
on separate platform foundations.76 For example, a 
ca. 1848 panorama of Lucknow’s major monuments 
by an anonymous painter shows that the masjid had 
an arcaded platform foundation with internal stairs, 
and that the Great Imambara had a broad staircase 
with an integrated ablutions tank (figs. 13–14). The 
accuracy of this representation of the Great Imam-
bara is corroborated by Isfahani, who noted, “In front 
of it [the Great Imambara] is a very broad terrace, 
and in the middle of it a reservoir.”77 The current 
con joining staircase minus the tank (see fig. 1) was 
apparently part of the restoration financed by the 
Husaynabad Trust in 1884, when the British ended 
the occupation of the site that had begun during the 
1857 Rebellion.78
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Like other paintings of the site, the panorama 
shows that the exterior finishes of the Great Imam-
bara complex and the Great Imambara interior were 
originally gleaming white, and that the small dome 
at the summit of the r¢mº darw¸za, the domes of the 
Friday mosque’s minarets, and the small domes of 
the Great Imambara were covered with copper. The 
interior of the Great Imambara, currently painted in 
blue-and-gold and green-and-white color schemes, was 
rendered as white around 1816 by an artist named 
Sita Ram, suggesting that the current color scheme 
was a later addition (fig. 15). Ram accompanied the 
newly appointed Governor-General, the Marquess of 
Hastings Francis Rawdon (appointed 1813–23) and 
documented his tour of the regions central to Bri-
tish interests, which included a visit to Lucknow in 

1816. No original inscrip tions have been found at the 
site of the complex, but according to Viscount Valen-
tia George Annesley, who visited the building shortly 
after Asaf al-Dawla’s death as part of a British mis-
sion in 1802, Qur}anic inscriptions then surrounded 
the ruler’s grave. Annesley also noted that the grave, 
which is now covered with stone fragments, was over-
grown with vegetation, as is illustrated by Sita Ram’s 
painting of the Great Imambara interior.79

There were significant changes to the original 
landscaping of the complex as well. One drawing by 
Henry Salt, made around 1803 and published by Cole, 
indicated that the court of the Great Imambara and 
Friday mosque was subdivided into square flowerbeds 
in the Persian and Mughal chah¸r b¸gh (four-part gar-
den) tradition, not unlike those that appear in vari-

Fig. 13. Section of a painted panorama of Lucknow, showing the Great Imambara with its original staircase. Anonymous, ca. 
1848. Watercolor and pencil on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the British Library, Prints and Drawings, 
India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 739)
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Fig. 14. Section of a painted panorama of Lucknow, showing the Friday mosque with its original foundation facade. Anony-
mous, ca. 1848. Watercolor and pencil on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of The British Library, Prints 
and Drawings, India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 739)

ous near-contemporary Lucknow paintings.80 Given the 
prevalence of this style of landscaping, the striking cir-
cular lawn of the second forecourt was highly incon-
sistent and is more likely to have been implemented 
after the Mutiny than as part of the original design. 
The post-Mutiny introduction of a metaled (i.e., paved 
with broken stones) road through the first forecourt 
raised the ground level and transformed the site sig-
nificantly as well. 

ARCHITECTURAL VOCABULARY

The architectural vocabulary of the Great Imambara 
complex, like that of much architecture of the Islamic 
world, featured arcaded functional enclosures inter-

connected with arcaded gateways, creating hierarchies 
of access. The r¢mº darw¸za, with its arched exterior 
profile, marked a curious departure from the conven-
tional rectangular profiles used in the other gateways 
(fig. 3). Asaf al-Dawla’s Friday mosque bore greater 
resemblance to the older Shahjahanabad mosque than 
to Lucknow’s more recent Awrangzib-era mosque. With 
its elaborate open arched facade (d¸l¸n), long lateral 
rectangular chambers, and flanking rooms, the Great 
Imambara likely expanded upon domestic (havelº) 
architecture.

A well-planned and consistent ornamental program 
of recurring geometric and vegetal motifs molded 
and cut out of stucco was employed throughout the 
Great Imambara complex, and areas were empha-
sized with progressively denser ornament. Intricately 
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nested, smooth, pointed-and-lobed elliptical arches 
and features such as cypress-bodied baluster columns 
patterned after late Shah Jahan-era architecture were 
widely used. The complex differed from Mughal ante-
cedents, however in the extent to which smooth and 
lobed arches were nested and miniature ornamen-
tal domes used, and in the larger scale of the vegetal 
motifs employed, for instance, on the exterior of the 
r¢mº darw¸za, the exterior of the mosque domes, and 
the interior of the Great Imambara (fig. 16). In addi-
tion to the large acanthus leaf, which surmounted the 
apogee of most arches in the complex, the signature 
ornament of the complex was the fish (fig. 17), which 
was used in the spandrels of the principal arches in 
all gateways except the r¢mº darw¸za. Along with its 
astrological allusions to the sign of Pisces, the fish 
was symbolic of the rank of m¸hºmar¸tib (Honor of 
the Fish), or command over 7,000 troops (haft haz¸rº) 
within the Mughal imperial power structure, and in 
Awadh it was used to distinguish members of the rul-
ing class and their families.81 Princes and nobles typ-
ically distinguished their elephants with ensigns fea-

turing fish and balls.82 The extensive use of the fish 
undoubtedly played a part in the emergence of the 
term machº bhawan, which literally means “House of 
the Fish,” to refer to Great Imambara complex and 
the surrounding fortress.

The masonry structural systems used in the com-
plex consisted of well-integrated pillars, walls, pointed 
arches, and vaults. Double shell domes with turnip-
shaped exteriors and hemispherical interiors were used 
for the Friday mosque, single shell domes with non-
visible exteriors in the central flanking chambers of 
the Great Imambara, and sail vaults throughout the 
complex, including large-scale vaults in the forecham-
bers of the Friday mosque and, most dramatically, in 
the central chamber of the Great Imambara.

 THE SAIL VAULT OF THE GREAT IMAMBARA

The Great Imambara was planned as three parallel, 
interconnected, rectangular halls, each with flanking 
side chambers, totalling nine chambers in all (fig. 18). 

Fig. 15. Interior of the Great Imambara, from one of the Hastings albums. Identified as “The simple grave of Asaf al-Dawla under 
a canopy inside the Imambara.” Sita Ram, 1814–15. Watercolor on paper. (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the 
British Library, Prints and Drawings, India Office Select Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Add. Or. 4758)
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Fig. 16. Interior of the eastern side chamber of the central hall of the Great Imambara. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 
2002)
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Fig. 17. Detail of fish spandrel ornaments on the north facade of the gate leading to the court of the Great Imambara. (Photo: 
Hussein Keshani, March 2002)

Fig. 18. Plan of the Great Imambara. (Drawing: Hussein Keshani, March 2002, based on Fergusson, History of Indian and 
Eastern Architecture; Tandan, “Architecture of the Nawabs of Avadh between 1722 and 1865”; and Neeta Das, Architecture of 
Imambaras) 

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   240 10/18/2006   11:50:09 AM



the great imambara complex of lucknow 241

From the outside, three entrances led to the first hall, 
which gave way onto the central hall through seven 
archways. The third hall, termed the sh¸h nashºn (seat 
of honor: literally “the shah’s place”), was elevated 
and accessible through two arched stairways at the 
ends of the hall. The side chambers of the sh¸h nashºn 
hall were also elevated and, like those of the first 
hall, were rectangular, but the chambers at the ends 
of the central hall were square (figs. 16, 19). Large 
hemispherical domes visible only from the interior 
surmounted these chambers, but the rest were covered 
with sail vaults. A broad staircase was built on one 
end of the Great Imambara, leading to the roof and 
providing access along the way to a network of pas-
sageways and balconies integrated with the vaults. The 
central hall was designed with a low post-and-lattice 
balcony of red sandstone just below the large muqar-
nas cornice; together these surrounded the perimeter 
of the sail vault. 

The architectural historian Fergusson justifiably 

assessed the massive pillarless sail vault covering the 
central hall of the Great Imambara as an unparalleled 
work of preindustrial engineering, and it was truly 
one of the most significant achievements in Islamic 
architecture as well as the architecture of South Asia. 
Despite the apparent flatness of the roof’s interior, 
the geometry of the vault can better be described as 
three-dimensional translations of two perpendicular 
elliptical sections, resulting in a shape similar to a bil-
lowing sail; hence the applicability of the term “sail 
vault.” The double curvature of the Great Imambara 
vault made it possible for it to bear significant com-
pression loads, and its low rise meant that minimal 
building materials were needed. For the form of the 
sail vault, indigenous building vocabulary employed 
the term bangl¸, after the northeast region where the 
roofs of vernacular buildings were similarly shaped, 
although commonly made from reed and straw. The 
form was rendered in stone or brick in Shah Jahan-
era and late Mughal architecture, but never on the 

Fig. 19. Interior of the western side chamber of the central hall of the Great Imambara. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, March 
2002)
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monumental scale of the Great Imambara. 
The tomb of Asaf al-Dawla’s grandfather Safdar 

Jang, in the southern suburbs of Shahjahanabad, pro-
vides good examples of small-scale, shallow sail vaults, 
since they were used in the perimeter chambers of 
the platform foundation. The deteriorating stucco 
has now exposed the underlying brickwork, in which 
bricks bound by mortar were oriented perpendicular 
to the ground on their thin edges and laid in an ellip-
tical-spiral helical pattern. Exposed patches of brick-
work on the interior and exterior of the Great Imam-
bara central vault, and especially on the interior of 
the sh¸h nashºn side chamber (fig. 20), confirm that 
similar methods were used, but precisely how the sail 
vault was built remains unclear.

Alois Führer, the Orientalist philologist who worked 
for the Archaeological Survey of India in the late nine-
teenth century, was in a position to observe residual 
building practices. He held the opinion that a cen-
tering mold of mud and bricks in the negative shape 

of the roof was first made, and that over this several 
feet of rubble or coarse concrete were poured and 
allowed to set for one to two years.83 The idea that 
interlocking bricks were used in the vault has also 
gained popular currency, but there is no evidence to 
support this, and the structure was achievable with-
out this technique.

Encompassing the exterior of the sail vault and 
the two flanking domes is a network of groin-vaulted 
and arched passageways that give access to the inte-
rior balconies of the vaults and create curious acous-
tic effects. Though these passageways are now pop-
ularly regarded as a maze and are part of the Great 
Imambara’s appeal to tourists, there is a clear order 
to them, and they probably allowed servants to access 
the vault balconies in order to place lighted torches 
for illuminating the spaces below. The passageways 
also help to form a structurally sound surface over the 
curved vaults, creating large, flat, usable open spaces 
on the roof of the Great Imambara.84

Fig. 20. Brickwork detail on the interior of the sail vault of the western side chamber of the shah nashºn hall. (Photo: Hussein Keshani, 
March 2002) 
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COSTS OF CONSTRUCTION

Documents detailing the cost of the entire Great Imam-
bara complex may not have survived, but given that 
the project accountant of the Great Imambara and 
congregational mosque, if not of the whole complex, 
reportedly put its cost at twenty million rupees, the 
annual costs over five years would have been rou-
ghly four million rupees a year.85 In 1784–85 Awadh’s 
annual revenue was 20,098,263 rupees and in 1801 it 
was 13,523,474 rupees. Accordingly, the construction 
costs of the complex were roughly thirty percent of the 
annual gross revenue the Nawwab-Wazir received from 
Awadh, a considerable but still plausible amount.86

Along with the large expenditures on buildings, 
considerable sums were spent on public celebrations 
and processions on occasions like the Hindu festi-
val of Holi, the Nawwab-Wazir’s carnival, marriages, 
and Muharram. Isfahani thought that over one mil-
lion rupees were spent on such events each year and 
even more on the maintenance of the Awadh court, 
which employed thousands.86 The annual expenses 
for the decorations for the Great Imambara alone, 
which included the costly lamp oil for illuminating 
the building, were estimated to be at least 400,000 
rupees. Asaf al-Dawla went as far as to order two glass 
chandeliers from England, at a total cost of 100,000 
rupees, to enhance the building’s splendor.87

ENDOWMENT PROVISIONS AND GIFTS

The historian Henry Keene was under the impression 
that no provisions for the operations of the Great 
Imambara had been made, which would have been 
highly unusual. In various Islamic societies, patrons 
typically ensured the maintenance and operations of 
the public religious institutions they built by endow-
ing cash or revenue-generating properties, which 
were specified in legal documents. In Arabic, these 
religious endowments are termed waqf. 88 It would 
be surprising if no provisions had been made for the 
vast Great Imambara complex, and this was clearly 
not the case. 

Annesley, who stayed in Lucknow from March 21 
to July 25, 1802, noticed that Asaf al-Dawla’s half-
brother and successor, Sa{adat {Ali Khan, had redu-
ced the number of appointed Qur}an readers tending 
to Asaf al-Dawla’s grave from forty to ten.89 More con-
crete evidence surfaces in the form of a petition sub-

mitted in 1860 to the British government in Lucknow 
by a group who had once held hereditary, salaried 
posi tions at the Great Imambara complex, funded by 
the rents of the shops in the first forecourt. When the 
shops and forecourt were ravaged by battle during the 
Rebellion of 1857, they became destitute.90 The shops 
were appropriated by the British following the rebel-
lion and given over to Sehat al-Dawla, a wealthy land-
owner and opportunist, who soon failed to continue 
paying the salaries, thus prompting the petition.

The petition lists the names of at least thirty for-
mer employees, their duties, and their salaries. Among 
them were a kit¸b khw¸n (30 rupees per month), a 
marsiya singer (30.12 rupees per month), a marsiya 
khw¸n (10.12 rupees per month), a f¸ti¥a khw¸n (20 
rupees per month), ten Qur}an expositors (9–9.12 
rupees per month)—a number that agrees with Annes-
ley’s account—a muezzin (5.12 rupees per month), 
a perfume bearer (15.12 rupees per month), four 
oil bearers (7.12 rupees per month), and a chande-
lier lighter (4.12 rupees per month). The functions 
of the other employees are not clearly ascribed but 
probably included administration, cleaning, and more 
lamplighting. Given that only ten Qur}an readers were 
mentioned in the petition, in contrast to the original 
forty employed by Asaf al-Dawla, the list of employees 
most likely represents a scaled-down number of the 
original employees affiliated with the site.

Some of the most highly paid staff were employed 
primarily to implement the Twelver Shi{i mourning 
majlis ritual in the Great Imambara during the first ten 
days of Muharram. The kit¸b khw¸n’s principal duty 
was to read the fifteenth-century Raw¤at al-Shuhad¸} 
(Paradise of the Martyrs), by Husayn Wa{iz al-Kashifi 
(d. 1505), which had become the canonical text used 
in Twelver Shi{i Muharram maj¸lis. Each of the first 
ten days of Muharram was marked by episodes lead-
ing up to the tragic execution of Imam Husayn on 
the tenth day, known as {¸sh¢r¸. Muharram maj¸lis 
also featured marsiya singers and reciters, experts in 
the new genre of Urdu poetic elegies on the martyr-
dom of Husayn known as marsiyas.91 Since principal 
maj¸lis were held at night, there was a great need 
for interior lighting, which had to be tended by oil 
bearers and lamplighters. Lighting was undoubtedly 
the most significant operating expense of the Imam-
bara, if not of the whole complex.

The largest contingent of employees listed in the 
petition was associated with the grave of Asaf al-Dawla, 
which was located in the center of the Great Imam-
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bara hall. The f¸ti¥a khw¸n was responsible for reci-
ting the opening chapter of the Qur}an for visitors 
paying homage to Asaf al-Dawla’s grave. The exposi-
tors were responsible for sustained whispered readings 
of the Qur}an to ensure Asaf al-Dawla’s peace in the 
afterlife. Few employees were specifically attached to 
the mosque, since only the muezzin, who was respon-
sible for issuing the call to prayer, was listed on the 
petition. But the oil bearers and lamplighters would 
have serviced any lighting needs of the mosque, the 
gateways, and other places in the complex.

A glimpse of the employees at the Great Imambara 
was provided by Sita Ram around 1816 (fig. 15). In 
this earliest known image of the interior of the central 
hall of the Great Imambara, a kit¸b khw¸n sits atop an 
ornamented minbar and eight Qur}an readers sit on 
a sheet near Asaf al-Dawla’s grave performing their 
duties. Men seated and standing on the right and left 
look on. Rather than depicting an actual scene, the 
image seems to be an assemblage of various activities 
occurring at the site at different times.

Ram’s painting documents the extensive use of illu-
mination in the Great Imambara and the need for 
oil bearers and lamplighters. The central chamber is 
shown ablaze in light, with red and green niche-lamps 
around the ceiling perimeter accessed by the red sand-
stone balcony, as well as suspended glass chandeliers 
and freestanding candelabras on the floor. The mul-
tiple iron rings still embedded in the Great Imamba-
ra’s interior ceiling testify to the numerous chande-
liers that were once suspended there (fig. 7). Several 
of the chandeliers are preserved in Lucknow’s Hus-
seinabad and Shah Najaf im¸mb¸r¸s, which were built 
after the Great Imambara complex.

Annesley, just over a decade before Ram made his 
painting, commented on the illumination: 

The [Imambara] itself is built on an elevated terrace, 
which on this occasion gave still more splendour to the 
innumerable lights placed upon it; yet even these could 
not diminish the effect of the thousands of girandoles, 
filled with wax-candles, which were suspended from the 
roof at different heights, and were reflected by the dif-
ferent coloured cut glass, which composed them. The 
floor was covered with candles likewise in glass branches, 
leaving only sufficient space for the crowd to pass.92

What amazed Annesley annoyed Abu Talib Isfahani, 
who complained about the lavish expenditure on light-
ing fixtures, which among other things crowded the 
floor and inconvenienced the public: 

The number of glass chandeliers, with and without glass 
shades, plain and coloured, and candelabra of gold and 
silver and glass, with drum-shaped and bell-shaped shades, 
which are purchased defies computation. The halls, large 
as they are, have their floors and ceilings filled with them, 
so that the care-takers can with difficulty perform their 
duty [...] So the public look on from a distance sitting 
on the roofless terrace.93

In addition to endowing the site with shop revenue 
and perhaps other revenue streams that are not in 
the historical record, Asaf al-Dawla bestowed on the 
Great Imambara expensive gifts called ta{ziyas, which 
generally referred to the miniature models of tombs 
imagined to be replicas of the tombs of Imams Hasan 
and Husayn.

As with the illuminations, Isfahani complained that 
Asaf al-Dawla used the building to collect “hundreds 
of [ta{ziyas], big and small, … made of gold and sil-
ver …” and that the main floor was cluttered with 
them.94 Asaf al-Dawla’s court records showed that on 
the evening of the first of Muharram 1210 (July 18, 
1795), gold and silver ta{ziyas were installed in the 
Great Imambara.95 Annesley described the sh¸h nashºn 
area filled with ta{ziyas. He wrote, 

The third apartment was filled from one end to the other 
with a range of silver temples or cenotaphs, raised on 
platforms about three feet from the ground, in which were 
placed the supposed tombs of the two brothers [Hasan 
and Husayn]. These were brilliantly illuminated from 
the ceiling, and by candles placed around in branches. I 
think they were at least twenty in number and were worth 
from 50,000 to a [lakh (100,000)] of rupees each.96

However, Sita Ram’s painting of the interior of the 
Great Imambara shows no ta{ziyas in the archways of 
the sh¸h nashºn. Instead, one large gold and seem-
ingly immovable ta{ziya is shown in the main hall. 
Tall and narrow, it consists of a series of successively 
smaller square segments stacked upon each other and 
surmounted with a lotus-bud dome common in late 
Mughal architecture. At some point, fourteen tombs 
of silver, representing each of the twelve Imams, the 
Prophet, and Fatima, were installed in the Great Imam-
bara, and it appears that Sa{adat {Ali Khan melted 
down some of Asaf al-Dawla’s ta{ziyas made of preci-
ous metal.97 The earliest interior photograph of the 
Great Imambara, taken in the early 1900s, shows two 
smaller, canopy-covered ta{ziyas in the main hall, as 
well as suspended glass chandeliers (fig. 21).

The ta{ziyas transformed Asaf al-Dawla’s chamber 
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of light into a chamber of tombs and a center of per-
petual grief and giving. It was custom to visit a ta{ziya 
as though one were visiting the actual tomb of Imam 
Husayn and to make cash donations as expressions of 
piety and charity. When encountering the ta{ziyas of 
his noblemen, his wives, or the poor in their respec-
tive homes or in the streets, Asaf al-Dawla would make 
donations ranging from one hundred to five hundred 
rupees, and presumably visitors to the ta{ziya of the 
Great Imambara did so as well.98 

THE GREAT IMAMBARA COMPLEX IN 
OPERATION

During Asaf al-Dawla’s lifetime, the complex as a 
whole evolved from being a nexus of administrative 
power centered on the residence of the ruler to one 
centered on Twelver Shi{i religious institutions and 
monuments, and the site was transformed into a semi-

private campus for governance and communal reli-
gious practice.

Asaf al-Dawla’s father, Shuja{ al-Dawla, had enlarged 
the Five Palaces complex to include an administra-
tive center referred to as the machº bhawan (House 
of the Fish), a name that later came to be used to 
refer to the entire fortress in which the Five Pala-
ces and Great Imambara complexes were located.99 
During Asaf al-Dawla’s reign, the Awadh court’s admi-
nistrative functions were also located in the Five Pala-
ces complex. Courts of law were newly established in 
1782–83.100 Petitioners would enter the complex to 
have their complaints heard at the hall of justice, and 
among other facilities the police office was located 
there. When the British Resident Bristow requested 
facilities in which to base his office, Asaf al-Dawla 
decided to place him in this portion of the palace 
complex, show ing that he regarded the office of the 
British Resident as a department within his adminis-
tration.101 Asaf al-Dawla constructed the Great Imam-

Fig. 21. Oldest interior photograph of the central hall of the Great Imambara. Joseph Sheffield, early 1900s. Stereoscopic negative on a 
4½" x 6½" glass plate (shown as a positive image). (Photo: The British Library. By permission of the British Library, India Office Select 
Materials, Oriental and India Office Collection, Photo 262/2 [20]) 
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bara complex mainly over this administrative section 
of the Five Palaces complex, and, according to Isfa-
hani, the large forecourts accommodated offices, a 
hospital, and rest houses.102

Asaf al-Dawla used the Great Imambara for diplo-
matic, court, and religious purposes. He twice received 
the British Resident of the East India Company, Mr. 
Cherry, there to satisfy his curiosity and impress him. 
Asaf al-Dawla’s visits to the Great Imambara, usually 
during Muharram, were prefaced with elaborate pro-
cessions and attended by his most valued courtiers, 
creating altogether conspicuous displays of religiosity. 
At the Great Imambara, gifts of ta{ziya ornaments as 
well as robes signifying rank, turbans, and jewels were 
exchanged, and people of lower rank remained out-
side on the broad platform in front of the Great Imam-
bara. Inside, Asaf al-Dawla would inspect the ta{ziya, 
conducting himself as though he were visiting a grave, 
circumambulating the ta{ziya and reciting the open-
ing chapter of the Qur}an and, on some occasions, 
ritual greetings (dur¢d).103 He also listened to martyr-
dom narratives and marsiya recitals, and performed 
ritual self-flogging (m¸tam). On the tenth of Muhar-
ram, when it was time to take impermanent ta{ziyas 
from Lucknow’s im¸mb¸r¸s in large, mournful proces-
sions to burial grounds known as karbal¸s and to per-
form burial rites on them, Asaf al-Dawla would join in, 
accompanying the ta{ziyas held in the Great Imambara 
to a nearby karbal¸. Following Asaf al-Dawla’s death 
in 1797 he was buried, apparently without much fore-
thought, in the Great Imambara, extending the fune-
rary character of the building. While Asaf al-Dawla 
used the complex to buttress his authority and for 
personal religious practice, Sayyid Dildar {Ali, the Fri-
day prayer advocate, became the site’s custodian of 
religious practice, ensuring the candles of the Great 
Imambara were lit every night at dusk and conducting 
the congregational prayers every Friday.

CONCLUSION

Until now, the Great Imambara complex has been 
viewed in a number of ways: as a fragmented series of 
buildings; as a reflection of the moral, aesthetic, and 
political decline of Asaf al-Dawla’s reign; as a famine-
relief measure completed in 1784; as a competition-
winning design of Kifayat Allah; as an exorbitantly 
costly endeavor without the provision of financial 
endowments; or as a project peripheral to the central 

events of the day. All these views are questionable if 
not provably false. 

Contemporary sources indicate that Asaf al-Daw-
la’s ambitious vision was built from 1786 to 1790–
91 at a cost of 20,000,000 rupees, but the identity of 
the architect still remains unknown. Clearly the Great 
Imambara’s purpose and operations were interwo-
ven with the adjacent Friday mosque, the forecourts 
(especially the outermost court with shops generating 
rental revenue for the Imambara), and the Five Pal-
aces, Awadh’s formal royal residence and administra-
tive center. Far from being an indication of political 
decline, the complex marked the highest point of Asaf 
al-Dawla’s autonomy. Not simply a charitable or pious 
endeavour, it was a part of Asaf al-Dawla’s successful 
bid to assert his authority while under the shadow 
of his mother and British Indian imperialism and in 
reply to the agenda of introducing Friday prayers to 
Awadh’s Twelver Shi{i male community. 

The Great Imambara complex was both a response 
to a political crisis and an effective instrument in 
transforming public perception to make Asaf al-Dawla 
appear more autonomous. It was also an independent 
response to a religious agenda and a means of ampli-
fying forms of religious practice like congregational 
prayer and the Muharram maj¸lis. The complex was 
part of an attempt to establish the Usuli Twelver Shi{i 
tradition as normative Islamic practice in place of the 
Akhbari, Sunni, and Sufi traditions.

In form, the site was steeped in imperial Mughal 
architectural metaphor, complementing Asaf al-Daw-
la’s ambitions while exhibiting indigenous tastes for 
profuse vegetal motifs and the ability to erect bold 
structures. Local aesthetics were discounted by ear-
lier, influential Anglo-European writers, with their 
enigmatic cultural perspectives and politicized views 
on the merits of South Asian culture. As a result, they 
underestimated the system and rigor of the complex’s 
ornamental program and the sophistication of archi-
tectural thought required to build it. This explains in 
part the absence of the complex from the canon of 
Islamic architecture, even though, as Fergusson noted 
years ago, the sail vault of the Great Imambara was 
no ordinary accomplishment, and by any measure it 
was a major technological achievement.

The complex and the Great Imambara in particu-
lar also mark a high point in the still-unstudied genre 
of Muharram ritual centers. As the Great Imambara 
shows, such a center could innovatively combine mul-
tiple architectural traditions—domestic, funerary, pala-
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tial, and religious—and function as a royal monument, 
a sacred storehouse, a religious assembly hall, a con-
cert hall, a private ritual center, or a tomb, but never 
simply one of these. Purpose-built buildings mark an 
important step in the evolution of Muharram ritual 
practices, a crystallization of religious practice with 
strong symbolic resonance. The Great Imambara was 
more than a center of ritual practice. It was, in some 
respects, a monumental throne hall for innumera-
ble ta{ziya—a hall that helped transform Lucknow’s 
cityscape and that served as a continuous reminder of 
the spirit and authority of Imam Husayn, the deeply felt 
tragedy of his martyrdom, and the vitality of Twelver 
Shi{i tradition in Awadh.
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grade.7 No other mosque is adorned with so many 
precious columns that once stood in Roman temples 
and Byzantine churches. In this respect, the Süley-
maniye constitutes a symbolically significant collec-
tion of stone, in which ancient civilizations such as 
Roman and Byzantine and their sacred memories sur-
vive.8 The chief architect Sinan notes that each stone 
was famous worldwide and reminiscent of a land,9 and 
that some came from Solomon’s palace.10 Not only 
did the Süleymaniye represent the common heritage 
of humanity, but it also translated the past into the 
future through Ottoman architectonic knowledge,11 
synthesizing the legacies of Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Syria, 
Egypt, the Balkans, and Eastern Europe.12 

Preceded by the pioneer Fatih complex of Sultan 
Mehmed II (r. 1451–81), the Süleymaniye assumed 
a substantial role in enhancing the Ottoman educa-
tional system. It was commissioned by the imperial 
council, and its construction was presided over by Sul-
tan Süleyman. Not counting the unrecorded cost of 
its platform, 26,251,938 akçe (asper, an Ottoman sil-
ver coin), of which 25,802,000 akçe were provided by 
the Sultan, were spent on its construction between 
1553 and1559 (the period for which expense records 
have been preserved).13 The total cost, according to 
the autobiographical essays that Sinan dictated to 
his poet-and-painter friend Mustafa Sa{i Çelebi, was 
53,760,000 akçe.14 On September 18, 1547, the sultan 
had gained victory over the Austrian empire. With his 
new annual budget increasing from four million duc-
ats15 to about seven or eight million,16 he conceived 
the idea of constructing a new complex, to be built 
after the completion of the complex (1543–48) of his 
late son, Øehzade Mehmed. 

Land acquisition was not an issue for the Süley-
maniye, which was to be sited on a plot removed 
from the burned-out Old Palace (the Saray-æ Atik or 
Eski Saray) at Bayezid, damaged by a devastating fire 
on February 7, 1540.17 One of the most prominent 
spots on the peninsula’s skyline, this site was also 

~LKNUR AKTUÅ KOLAY AND SERP~L ÇEL~K

OTTOMAN STONE ACQUISITION IN THE MID-SIXTEENTH 
CENTURY: THE SÜLEYMAN~YE COMPLEX IN ISTANBUL

In the light of both the vast archival documentation 
(construction dates, texts on ceremonies, account 
books, construction correspondence, price-setting reg-
isters) and the intact structural evidence, the stone 
used to build the Süleymaniye in Istanbul holds a 
unique place in the history of Ottoman architectonic 
science and technology. In this essay, this stone and its 
acquisition in the mid-sixteenth century are considered 
in micro-scale by making use of archival materials, 
recent research, and extant structural clues. A major 
problem has been interpreting the terminology in the 
archival materials, which are mainly building accounts 
and correspondence written by accountants and scribes 
rather than by architects. Analogies between the Sül-
eymaniye and other large imperial complexes with 
account books shedding light on their structures have 
been used here to solve this problem.  

Dominating the skyline of the historic Istanbul pen-
insula, with its minarets and hundreds of domes cas-
cading down to the Golden Horn like “bubbles on the 
surface of the sea,”1 the Süleymaniye complex ({im¸ret-i 
{¸mire, modern külliye), situated on the third hill of 
the city, is the most ambitious Ottoman building ever 
built. Besides its spiritual and charitable functions, its 
basic purpose was education. Comprising a congrega-
tional mosque, an elementary school, a Qur}an school, 
a Hadith college, four law colleges, a school of medi-
cine, a university hospital, a pharmacy, a hostel, a hos-
pice, a caravanserai, a soup kitchen, a single hammam, 
rows of one-man shops and rooms, and the tombs of 
both Sultan Süleyman I (known in Ottoman histori-
ography as “the Lawgiver”), r. 1520–66,2 and his wife 
Haseki Hürrem Sultan or Roxelana (Kadæn Efendi in 
the endowment deed of the Süleymaniye), the com-
plex is almost entirely a university city.3 

As one of the preeminent enterprises of the Otto-
man architecture that sprawls from Budapest to Cairo, 
the Süleymaniye was considered to be as sacred as the 
Ka{ba4 and the al-Aqsa Mosque,5 as beautiful as the 
Seven Wonders of the World,6 and as large as Bel-
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selected to reduce costs and avoid expropriation else-
where.18 Expropriation was the most crucial issue in 
this crowded and expensive commercial area of the 
city, as would be documented in the later cases of the 
Nuruosmaniye and Sultan Ahmed mosques. That the 
Süleymaniye, with its relatively larger program, could 
be erected on such narrow, sloped terrain demon-
stated the genius of Sinan, architect-in-chief to the sul-
tans for half a century (1538–88).19 Sinan knew how 
to use the site adeptly and how to employ its build-
ing materials left in situ from the burned-out palace, 
which had itself been built on the ruins of a Francis-
can monastery.20

According to the foundation inscription of the 
mosque,21 Sinan’s autobiographical treatises,22 and 
the chronicle of the contemporary historian Mustafa 
b. Celâl,23 the cornerstone of the Süleymaniye was 
consecrated and laid in the foundation of the mihrab 
by Shaykh al-Islam Ebussuud Efendi on Friday, June 
13, 1550. The architectural project24 and its model25 
must have been designed between September 18, 
1547 and March 29, 1548, before the sultan went on 
his second Persian campaign from March 29, 1548 to 
December 21, 1549.26 

Sinan first erected a great platform on vaults to level 
the mosque, add to its height, and establish its qibla 
orientation.27 In addition, the vaults could accommo-
date an array of one-man shops. Furthermore, to avoid 
loss of space at the construction site and maximize 
the ease of stone use, Sinan had the stone finished to 
ready-to-use blocks in the mason yards of the quarries. 
Almost all the building supplies of the empire were 
commandeered for this project by order of the imperial 
council; during construction, even the prefect of the 
capital, who was charged with meeting the needs for 
imperial buildings such as palaces, hammams, kitch-
ens, bakeries, and military edifices, had to get per-
mission from the council to obtain any stone.28 The 
foundation was completed around December 1553,29 
and the last work was finished by January 15, 1560.30 
According to the copy of Tezkiretü’l-büny¸n from the 
Revan Library, the mosque had already welcomed the 
first Friday procession31 on Friday, July 30, 1557.32 
At its inauguration, the sultan honored Sinan with a 
golden key, paid for, according to an account book, 
between August 28 and September 2, 1557.33

The available archival documents34 related to the 
Süleymaniye are account books (defter) and their sum-
maries (icm¸l), which record wages and salaries (ic¸r¸t) 

and wholesale purchases (müb¸ya{¸t) and were evidently 
presented to the sultan, and imperial correspondence 
such as edicts, decrees, and court orders (_av¸nºn, 
a¥k¸m ve ev¸mir-i hüm¸yün).35 These documents were 
published by Ömer Lütfi Barkan36 in 1972 and uti-
lized by J. M. Rogers37 in 1982 and more recently by 
Stephanos Yerasimos.38 Besides recording wages, sala-
ries, and wholesale purchases, the account books also 
reflect the assignments of construction team members, 
their concentration in one or more different sections 
of the building during the work, and ceremonies such 
as the slaughtering of animals and the giving of alms, 
gifts, and tips to teams in celebration of the comple-
tion of certain structures; this information allows us 
to deduce unknown dates and construction processes. 
One can also extract from the account books substan-
tial information on the organizing, managing, moni-
toring, obtaining, and transporting of teams, and on 
sixteenth-century building supplies: stone, iron, steel, 
lead, brass, copper, logs, timber, brick, tile, terracotta 
pipes, powdered and crushed horasan (mortar of lime 
and powdered bricks), fine sand, lime, flax, and gyp-
sum, along with mosque furnishings and ornaments 
(pendant globes, tile revetments, oil lamps, flat and 
curved mirrors, pigments, gold leaf, ostrich eggs, car-
pets, and straw mats).39 

In addition to the the Süleymaniye records, archival 
documents related to other large imperial complexes, 
such as the Sultan Ahmed,40 the Nuruosmaniye,41 and 
the Ayazma,42 combined with recent research, consti-
tute a fairly concrete database for further analyses. 

PROVISION OF STONE

There exist a considerable number of documents 
on stone provision for the construction of the Süley-
maniye, giving information on the search for appro-
priate spolia, work at the quarries, transport of stone, 
stone ateliers, and costs. For the superstructure of the 
complex, 7,905,910 akçe (30.1% of the total cost) were 
spent on building supplies (müb¸ya{¸t).43 The building 
stone used in the Süleymaniye included spolia from 
private properties, which were purchased if owners 
permitted; otherwise, the harm caused by collection 
was determined and the owners compensated.44 

According to the registers, the collection of spo-
lia in the provinces was mainly commissioned by the 
imperial council through the provincial courts and 
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councils and their high-ranking officials such as gov-
ernors-general (beqlerbeqi), sub-governors (sancak beqi), 
magistrates (suba×æ), and fief holders (sip¸hº). In the 
cases of Ivgadi, in ~ç-~l (present-day Mersin) prov-
ince, and Bozcaada (Tenedos), the task involved for-
tress commanders (¥iª¸r dizd¸ræ, _ale dizd¸ræ) as well,45 
because hinterland fortresses contained stocks of pre-
cious building stone and architectural elements that 
elsewhere had been ruined or removed by attacking 
crusaders.46 The beqlerbeqis of Anatolia and Egypt, 
Ahmed Pasha, and {Ali Pasha,47 as well as their sancak 
beqis and kadis, were routinely and personally ordered 
to collect and store stone in their domains.48 Whether 
executive or judicial, those who ignored these duties 
would be permanently discharged from office ({azl ve 
redd-i ebedº).49 In gathering or quarrying, they worked 
with the assistance of a nucleus staff comprising the 
imperial architects (either masters or journeymen in 
charge of technical matters), fiduciaries in charge 
of financial affairs, and the suba×æs and yayaba×æs in 
charge of commanding the conscripts of local Janis-
sary corps.50 The provincial kadis were the guarantors 
of harmonious cooperation between the high-ranking 
soldiers and the nucleus staff.51 

According to the registers, in 1551–52 the beqler-
beqi, sancak beqis, and kadis of Anatolia, and in 1552 
the beqlerbeqi of Egypt, were ordered to search for 
stone and sternly warned to do their best.52 In Ana-
tolia, emphasis was put on such Cilician cities as 
{Alaiye (present-day Alanya), ~ç-~l, Adana, Sis (pres-
ent-day Kozan), and Tarsus.53 The chief architect pre-
pared detailed request orders, which specified stone 
types in terms of formal appearance, dimensions, and 
place of use.54 The comptroller (bin¸ emºni) submit-
ted the orders to the imperial council together with 
a decree.55 Issued in two days, the orders were deliv-
ered with funds through imperial messengers (çavu×), 
fiduciaries, or architects to the pertinent provincial 
officials.56 The kadis were mainly responsible for the 
tasks of searching for, gathering, and dispatching the 
stone.57 If they made the same mistake twice, they 
would be not merely discharged but put to death.58 
They were to let the dispatched royal architects know 
about stone finds in their territories, submit a report 
on the distance to the nearest port and its condition, 
enclose samples of the stone along with their specifi-
cations, and finally, if the council found these appro-
priate, send the stone itself.59 Stone to be delivered to 
Istanbul was recorded at its original location by scribes 
or bookkeepers, and the lists of stone were registered 

by the accountants of the local kadis in order to be 
considered legally valid.60 To avoid wasting money 
the court did not transport gigantic, costly blocks 
and columns without first considering their specifi-
cations and the details of their highly expensive and 
difficult transportation: for example, 100 akçe were 
paid for a one-ton column to be transported a single 
kilometer.61 Shipping from a place such as Ereqli or 
Kavak required the construction of a jetty.62 Later, 
for the construction of the Nuruosmaniye Mosque 
(1748–55), the dragging of twelve columns from Per-
gamon to Dikili required the construction of roads 
and bridges, the hiring of about six hundred oxcart 
drivers and workers, and the procurement of thirty-five 
yokes of oxen.63 With its architects and supplies, the 
naval corps significantly contributed to stone removal, 
transportation, and placement. These made the Süley-
maniye a success.

Treadwheels and tripod hoists, mechanical marvels 
of the time, lowered and raised the blocks by means 
of systems of pulleys consisting mainly of iron or wood 
spools and organic or metal tackles. A capstan driven 
by slaves or animals helped turn the treadwheel, which 
was a gigantic spool  powered by numerous slaves who, 
hamster-like, tramped inside it. According to the regis-
ters, for the removal of the Virgin’s Column (Kæzta×æ) 
in Istanbul the chief architect Sinan65 called for a tri-
pod hoist (ªaban or ªapan), a treadwheel crane (dolab), 
2¼ tons of hawser (tel, resen-i yoma, or, in Sinan’s naval 
terminology, palamar), rope (urÚan, resen-i isparçina,66 
isparçina urganæ, resen-i ªaban67), towrope (resen-i yedek), 
a ring (¥al_a) and hook (çengel) to attach the ends of 
the ropes to the column, numerous iron and ninety-
seven wooden spools (bekre), and ship timbers with 
which to construct a frame to hang the spools and 
scaffolding around the column. These materials were 
procured from the Galata shipyard through the grand 
admiral (_aptan pa×a). The column, weighing more 
than 30 tons, was removed on April 1, 1551. At Thessa-
loniki, for the removal of a column weighing 5½ tons 
and lying in a pit 3 m deep, six ropes and ten spools 
were requested.68 At the height of stone collection 
between January 28, 1552 and June 21, 1553, 30.000 
akçe were spent on hawsers in coils weighing 4 _an«¸r 
(225.798 kg) each;69 these included ropes from Sam-
sun, which was the hemp production center of the 
empire.70 Çubu_-æ ^aradeniz or çubu_-æ Ba¥r-i Siy¸h (tim-
ber of the Black Sea), a type of all-purpose timber 12 
zir¸{ (9.08 m) in length; süt¢n, or timber 6 zir¸{ (4.54 
m) in length from the Thracian coasts of the Black 
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Sea;71 and 9 m timber from Üsküdar72 were used for 
the wooden frame of the capstan. The wooden spool 
of hornbeam (gürgen) cost 7 akçe.73 

A wrapping of rags (paçavra) helped to protect the 
stone from getting damaged during removal, transpor-
tation, and placement. Saddle blankets (teqeltü), felt 
(keçe), nomadic felt (keçe-i yörük), cotton cloth (kirpas), 
and sailcloth (tente-i _adærÚa, b¸d-b¸n, yelken) are the 
rag materials mentioned in the registers.

In the sophisticated and expensive task of procure-
ment, the kadi was expected to submit detailed pre-
liminary feasibility reports74 with affordable solutions, 
and to offer financial assistance supported by the tax 
farm (mu_¸ta{a) and sheep tax ({¸det-i aÚn¸m) incomes 
of the territory in his domain.75 For example, in the 
case of Aydæncæk (modern Edincik), the total quarry 
expenses for four and a half months in 1555 were 
45,391 akçe.76 If cavalrymen could not find the money 
locally, the comptroller, through his fiduciaries, would 
have it sent in.77 In the case of Gemlik, the gypsum 
quarry had not been registered in the vil¸yet defteri 
(provincial account book) by the local cavalryman and 
for two years had illegally been run by local non-Mus-
lim quarrymen. It was appropriated by the state, and 
the violators’ fine (the two-year income) was spent on 
quarrying the gypsum and dispatching it to Istanbul.78 
The kadi summoned either the local military guild of 
oxcart drivers or private drivers. Provided with a lim-
ited budget, he was ordered by the council to prac-
tice the established custom of paying government-
set prices to have the blocks dragged and carted to a 
nearby port.79 Such supplies as timber, nails, ropes, 
capstans, and drop hammers to construct a jetty and 
a sledge track were procured either from imperial sea-
port stores or directly from local sources.80 The kadi 
was also in charge of hiring private ships;81 whether 
private or official,82 ships weighed anchor under his 
authorization, following inspection by customs officers 
who were present to prevent smuggling.83 By means 
of sealed books handed in by the fiduciary, the kadi 
informed the central accounting office about every 
detail of the task.84 

On their round trips through the Marmara (Pro-
pontis) and Aegean seas, the ships and boats picked 
up the stone blocks destined for Istanbul from the 
quarries of ~zmit (Nicomedia), Kavak, Aydæncæk (Cyzi-
cus), Eski ~stanbulluk (Alexandria Troas), Bozcaada 
(Tenedos), and Sakæz (Chios) and delivered them to 
the main port districts of Istanbul, such as Eminönü 
(~skele-i Emin, the ancient port of Neorion) and Unka-

panæ (~skele-i Kapan-æ Dakæyk, ancient Porta Platea) on 
the south bank of the Golden Horn at the edge of the 
historic Istanbul peninsula, whose third hill was being 
crowned by the Süleymaniye. Stone was first stored 
at the seaports and then, when needed, dragged or 
carted from the seaports to the construction site.85 
The Unkapanæ seaport, which was closer to the con-
struction site, was more popular than that of Eminönü; 
10,518 oxcarts of stone blocks were unloaded there, 
as opposed to 7,314 at Eminönü.86   

For sea transport, specially designed ships and 
boats were used,87 classified as galleys for stone 
(_adærÚa-i seng), vessels for stone (sefºne-i seng), wheel-
powered heavy vessels for stone (sefºne-i seng-i büzürg 
b¸-dolab), and wheel-powered light vessels for stone 
(sefºne-i seng-i küçek b¸-dolab).88 In addition, some flat-
bottomed barges belonging to the Ottoman navy, such 
as cannon vessels (sefºne-i «op) and horse vessels (sefºne-
i esb-i Ò¸ªªa), were used.89 Correspondence from Alex-
andria,90 for instance, provides information that a cus-
tom-made vessel was built at the Galata navy base—then 
the center of the shipping industry, with 123 docks—
in a remarkably short time following two in situ inspec-
tions of the columns to be shipped. Ships with capac-
ities of 250 çeki (62.5 tons), 700 çeki (175 tons), and 
1,100 çeki (275 tons)91 carried 191 shiploads of stone 
from the quarries of ~zmit and Kavak and 115 ship-
loads of stone from Aydæncæk and the Aegean Islands.92 
(A çeki is a unit of weight that equals four _an«¸r, or 
225.798 kg.) All three ships were well equipped with 
weapons in case of a sea battle.93 

Apart from these imperial ships and boats (mºrº 
gemiler), private barges (navlun gemileri, rençber gemileri) 
were occasionally hired, at a cost of 41,774 akçe (0.16% 
of the recorded construction costs).94 Transportation 
costs were high: in the case of Eski ~stanbulluk, for 
instance, 157 blocks of pink granite gathered from 
the ancient quarries of Ezine were shipped for 1600 
akçe (4 akçe per _an«¸r), whereas the cost of collec-
tion was only 666 akçe.95 As a comparison, 151 blocks 
of marble from Chios were shipped by private boat 
for 2820 akçe.96 

The stone blocks brought to the construction site 
from various corners of the empire were kept in the 
imperial storehouse (Ò¸ªªa anb¸ræ97 or Òæz¸ne-i {¸mire,98 
literally, imperial treasury), which was also intended 
to hold such precious and rare spolia as columns, 
bases, capitals, entablatures, casings, steps, pavements, 
slabs, veneers, and roundels originating from vari-
ous Aegean, Anatolian, and Egyptian sites. It was in 
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the Topkapæ Palace and had a temporary branch at 
the construction site on the plot of the Old Palace 
at Bayezid.99 Other branches of the storehouse were 
at the quarries, ancient sites, and ports—mainly the 
Eminönü and Unkapanæ seaports of Istanbul.100 On 
August 8, 1552, a remarkable amount of timber, nails, 
and roofing material was dispatched to the construc-
tion site of the Süleymaniye to build the sheds where 
the quarried blocks would be stored and dressed, the 
barracks where the laborers would be housed, and 
the ateliers.101 The ateliers, which accommodated 
groups of workers from various professions and cor-
ners of the empire brought together for the project, 
were located near or adjacent to the corresponding 
storehouses in which the relevant building materials 
were kept.102 

TYPES OF STONE

The three main types of building stone used in the 
complex were küfeki (limestone), od ta×æ (firestone),103 
and mermer (Proconnesian marble),104 which was pro-
cured primarily from the Marmara region.105 Lime-
stone and firestone were quarried, while the marble 
was simply gathered, in the manner practiced since 
the Byzantine era,106 using the same equipment and 
teams in an enormous effort to acquire appropriate 
stone components. From 1549 to 1557, an abundant 
supply of rare and precious colored architectural 
elements—columns, entablatures, voussoirs, facings, 
veneers, pavements, and jambs—were collected both 
from ancient cities and from contemporary buildings 
in which ancient materials had been reused. Sources 
included a mosque in Nicaea (~znik)107 and houses 
in Istanbul,108 even ones belonging to statesmen. In 
Neandria (Ezine), columns abandoned in the ancient 
quarry were collected.      

The present archival registers of the Süleymaniye 
note the following ancient cities as sources of stone 
(see fig. 1): Constantinople (Kostantaniyye, ~stan-
bul), Chrysopolis (Üsküdar), Chalcedon (Karye-i Kadæ, 
Kadæköy), Perinthos/Heraclea (Ereqli, modern Mar-
mara Ereqlisi), Viza (Vize), Adrianople (Edirne), Nico-
media (~znikmid, the capital of Bithynia, modern 
Kocaeli), Nicea (~znik), Cius (Gemlik), Cape Tri-
ton (Bozburun), Myrlea (Mudanya), Miletopolis and 
Lopadion (Mihaliç), Cyzicus (Aydæncæk, modern Edin-
cik), Alexandria Troas (Eski ~stanbulluk), Neandria 
(Ezine), Pitane (Candarlu), Miletos (Balat), Mytilene 

(Midilli), Chios (Sakæz), Tenedos (Bozcaada), Thessa-
loniki (Selanik), Coracesion ({Alâiye, modern Alanya), 
Cilicia (~ç-~l, modern Mersin), Seleucia (Silifke), Dan-
isanclus (Mud), Celendis (Selendi), Tarsus, Adana, 
Misis (Sis, modern Kozan), Alexandria (~skenderiye), 
Ascalon (Ashkelon), and Heliopolis (“city of the Sun 
God,” Baalbek).

In Istanbul and its hinterland, a widespread and 
arduous stone-gathering project was pursued in the 
ruins of Constantinople, Chrysopolis, and Chalcedon. 
Thus, various sorts of stone from the Old Palace, the 
Kæzta×æ (Virgin’s Column), the seventeen white col-
umns of the Peripatos of the Sphendone in the Hip-
podrome, the sixteen columns and the pavements of 
the former church of St. Irene, then the armory (cebe-
hane), the marble plates recording Manuel I’s conciliar 
edict of 1166 in the Hagia Sophia Mosque, 154 cart-
loads of stone of the Church of St. Peribleptos (the 
Sulu Manastær) in Samatya, two or more columns of 
the Church of St. Euphemia, the pavements of the 
Mosque of Mahmud Pasha, a red antique Egyptian 
porphyry column (serçe gözi) in the courtyard of the 
Kæssa Khan, opposite the fortress of Yoroz (ancient 
Hieron) at the Black Sea entrance of the Bospho-
rus, and a red Aswan granite column from Çengelköy 
(Çengar) on the Bosphorus were removed. 

The earliest work was carried out in Ezine and Eski-
~stanbulluk, where pink Neandrian or Kestanbol gran-
ite was procured between November 24, 1549 and July 
5, 1550,109 while the work of longest duration was in 
Aydæncæk, where Proconnesian marble was procured 
from April 4, 1550 to July 7, 1554 (see fig. 3).110  

The stone specifications in the registers indicate 
size, form, dimension, and color qualities. Terms 
used include yek p¸re (monolithic), p¸re (piece, frag-
ment), ¸{l¸ (first-rate), alaca (Turkish: colored), reng-
amiz (Persian: colored), and abla_ (Arabic: black and 
white). Abla_ evidently refers here to both pink Nean-
drian granite111 and Tenedos marble.112

Siy¸hla a_ benek benek (black and white spotted) 
refers to gray Armutlu granite, notable for its black 
specks.113 SürÒ (red) is the name given to all red stone 
including Aswan granite.114 SürÒ-i abla_ (red, black, 
and white) designates the multicolored, veined Chios 
limestone called Portasanta.115 SürÒ-i alaca (with red 
specks) evidently designates Kestanbol granite.116 ^æzæl 
kemer ta×æ (red voussoir) is evidently Hereke conglom-
erate.117 Serçe gözi118 or _æzæl serçe gözi119 (literally, red 
sparrow-eye) designates red antique Egyptian porphyry, 
or rosso antico, with reference to its solid red color.120 
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(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

A

0 50 700cm

Stone Types Ancient Ruins
Kestanbol granite Neandria and Alexandria Troas

Firestone Chalcedon

Firestone Nicomedia

Firestone, marble Perinthos C D

Limestone Haznedar O E

Marble Cyzicus R D

Marble Viza N I

Firestone, marble Adrianople E C

Various Coracesion R A

Aswan granite Alexandria T

Various Seleucia, Celendis and Danisanclus I

Aswan granite Virgin's Column S O

Various Tenedos T N

Various Nicea O

Various Cius N

Various Myrlea E

Hereke conglomerate Lopadion and Miletopolis

Aswan granite Baalbek

Serpentine, Aswan granite Thessaloniki

Various Pitane

Red antique Ashkelon

Various Cape Triton

Various Lesbos

Various Miletus

1551 1552 155815551549 1556 15571553 15541550

Fig. 2.  Relative sizes of the limestone blocks quarried at the Haznedar state quarry and sent to the construction site of the Süleymaniye 
complex: (a) seng-i büzürg; (b) seng-i _alæb; (c) seng-i zir¸{; (d) seng-i pehlü.

Fig. 3.  Timetable of the stone acquisition for the Süleymaniye complex. 
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Somaki121 or a_lu siy¸hlu serçe gözi122 (literally, sparrow-
eye with white and black in it) is red Aswan granite. 
Sebz123 or ye×il124 (green) is the name given to all green-
colored stone, including Greek porphyry and breccia. 
L¸civerd ablaÚæ (literally, navy blue, black, and white 
multicolored) evidently refers to green Greek serpen-
tine breccia containing large, dark bluish-green frag-
ments.125 In 1551, the imperial architect Bali classified 
the Alexandrian stones he dispatched as bey¸¾ (white, 
probably white Halayeb granite), siy¸h (black, proba-
bly black Aswan granite), sebz (green, probably green 
Greek breccia or porphyry), fæstækº (pistachio-colored, 
probably green Egyptian marble), zerd-çilli (yellow-
spotted, presumably the Egyptian marble of Galala, 
or giallo antico of Algeria), mersºnº (myrtle-colored), 
y¸semºnº (jasmine-colored, presumably the beige-col-
ored Egyptian marble of Samah), zürzurº (gray, pre-
sumably the magnificent gray Egyptian granite, granito 
del foro), Úaz¸lº (Egyptian Ghazal granite), kohlº (navy 
blue), muhazza (probably the world-famous Egyptian 
alabaster), and nevv¸rü’l-fu}¸d (literally, heart-rejoic-
ing; designation uncertain).126 Red or green stone was 
the most respected, since, in terms of ancient mean-
ing, red demonstrated the power of both the earth 
and the emperor, and green represented both the 
Garden of Eden and celestial power.

Individual stone blocks were defined by numeric 
(_æ«{a), linear (zir¸{ and _or), and cubic (araba or acele, 
and ¥amil or yük) units of measurement. The zir¸{, 
or mason’s cubit, is a unit of length, 0.757 m, divis-
ible into twenty-four thumbs (parmak) of 31.54 mm 
each.127 The _or (masonry course)128 is another unit 
of length, 7.5 zir¸{ (5.68 m),129 used by the builders 
to measure the length of stone courses. The araba, or 
oxcart, is a unit of cubic measure that refers to an 
oxcart load, while the ¥amil (burden) refers to a two-
pannier load on a packhorse.  

1. Black stone (karata×, seng-i siy¸h)

Karata× or seng-i siy¸h, a type of black, calcareous stone, 
was used for the foundation blocks, which were placed 
atop compacted soil. It was acquired both from the 
ruins of the Old Palace and from the foundation exca-
vation of a mosque situated on the rock of the third 
hill of Istanbul, thereby avoiding costly transporta-
tion expenses. In addition, on September 27, 1550, 
during the foundation excavation of the hammam of 
the Edirne Palace, an ancient edifice was unearthed, 
and an immense amount of karata× from its founda-

tion and upper structure was sent to Istanbul.130 In 
two of the registers, the word giru is used for stone. In 
one document, giru ta×131 (gray stone) is mentioned 
together with firestone as a foundation material; in 
another, there is mention of a giru k¸rheng132 (gray 
quarry) at ~zmit. However, there is no giru ta× listed 
among the stone dispatched from ~zmit between May 
8 and July 2, 1550.133 

2. Firestone (od ta×æ, seng-i ¸te×)

Firestone, a coarse, heat-resistant sandstone, is the 
earliest stone type to have been quarried for the Süley-
maniye, and the second main building stone used 
there. It is called od ta×æ or seng-i ¸te× (literally, fire 
stone) in the registers. Since it is not durable against 
atmospheric effects, it was used mainly in the founda-
tions, directly above the horasan concrete layer, which 
was a 20 cm-thick mixture of lime, crushed brick, and 
brick powder, reinforced by a ¥at«æl (crosstimber). 

Firestone was both quarried and collected in Chal-
cedon from January 30, 1550 to May 23, 1553; in 
Perinthos/He  raclia from March 5, 1550 to February 
21, 1552; and in Nicomedia from March 29, 1550 to 
May 17, 1554. In Nicomedia, the ruins of the ancient 
city and the quarry of Kavak ~skelesi (modern Kara-
mürsel) were used; the extraction there lasted from 
March 29 to July 2, 1550.134 Moreover, firestone was 
collected from the ruins of the Old Palace and the 
Edirne Palace. The blocks gathered from the Edirne 
Palace were 55 x 100 x 160 cm and 58 x 100 x 169 
cm.135 

The foundation of the Süleymaniye Mosque, 5.9 m 
high, rises atop three firestone courses, 2 m high in 
total;136 on average, each course is 66 cm high. Kavak 
firestone was cut from parent rock in two sizes: either 
as _alæb-æ küçek (small blocks) 1 x 1.5  zir¸{ (75 x 113 
cm), tooled for 20 akçe; or as _alæb-æ kebºr (large blocks) 
1.5 x 2.5 zir¸{ (113 x 189 cm), tooled for 60 akçe.137 
The third dimension was left open. Tooling was to be 
perfect so as to be approved by the chief architect. 

Kadæköy firestone, notable for its red, yellow, and 
gray mineral deposits, was quarried from the ancient 
Kadæköy firestone quarry, whose location is unknown 
today. The quarries that met the demand for fire-
stone in the furnaces and foundations of imperial 
and military buildings in Istanbul—foundries, palaces, 
kitchens, and hammams138—also provided the Süley-
maniye with its early blocks of firestone. Stone called 
seng-i ^arye-i ^¸¤æ (Kadæköy stone) and seng-i temel der 
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^arye-i K¸¤æ (foundation stone from Kadæköy) in the 
registers was first dispatched on January 30, 1550, and 
again, after the quarry had been enlarged, on Octo-
ber 6, 1550. About 2,700 blocks were ready for dis-
patch on January 19, 1551.139 The shipments contin-
ued until May 23, 1553.140

The location of the Ereqli firestone quarry is 
unknown today. According to the available registers, 
its operations started on March 5, 1550; on May 8, 
1550 the wooden structure at the foot of the quarry 
was constructed with four pile drivers sent from Istan-
bul, and labor and supplies were sent from June 6 to 
July 16, 1550.141 Thus, after June 6, 1550, quarrying 
and collection in the ruins of Perinthos were under-
way. In June 1550, 1000 akçe were given by the kadi 
of Çorlu through the paymaster Hayrüddin to cart 
quarried blocks to the foot.142 By February 21, 1552, 
eighty-three blocks of marble 1 to 3 zir¸{ x 1 to 3.5 
zir¸{ x 4 thumbs to 1 zir¸{ (75–265 x 75–265 x 12–75 
cm), a shipload of firestone, three shiploads of col-
umns, and course stones (ar×un ta×laræ) had been sent 
to Istanbul.143 

The Kavak firestone quarry, called Kavak ~skelesinde 
od ta×æ k¸rhengi (firestone quarry in the Kavak quay) in 
the registers, was in Karamürsel.144 Its underground 
galleries being operational until 1975, it is the only 
one among the thirty ancient quarries in the Marmara 
region to have remained in continuous use since the 
Roman era.145 Kavak firestone is called seng-i Kavak 
(Kavak stone), seng-i ¸te× {an Kavak (firestone from 
Kavak), and seng-i ¸te× {an iskele-i Kavak (firestone from 
the Kavak quay) and can measure from 2 zir¸{ and 12 
thumbs x 1 zir¸{ and 16 thumbs x 20 thumbs (190 x 
126 x 63 cm) to 3 zir¸{ x 1 zir¸{ and 11 thumbs x 18 
thumbs (227 x 110 x 57 cm).146 Extraction was ini-
tiated in March 1550, continuing from March 29 to 
December 15, 1550; on February 8, 1551, and June 
7, 1553, laborers summoned from all over the empire 
were dispatched to Kavak.147 In order to cart the 
blocks to the foot of the quarry, the quarry was pro-
vided with 100 oxcarts on June 15, 1550 and with 2000 
akçe to rent oxen on January 28, 1551.148 According 
to the registers, the Kavak firestone was shipped to 
Istanbul between May 17, 1553 and March 29, 1554 
and carted to the construction site from January 27 
to May 17, 1554.149 

Among the documents there is a category of fire-
stone called seng-i ¸te× {an yed-i Körez Nikola (firestone 
bought by Körez Nikola). Körez Nikola (also known as 

Kiriz Nikola),150 who is identified in one of the doc-
uments as ist¸de (probably üstad, master),151 was an 
architect who, as an assistant of Sinan, was assigned 
to choose the appropriate stone for construction in 
the vicinity of Nicomedia, Mihaliç, ~znikmid, and 
Aydæncæk. The firestone he had gathered was in gigan-
tic blocks of two sizes:152 5 zir¸{ and 20 thumbs x 4 
zir¸{ and 4 thumbs x 3 zir¸{ and 4 thumbs (438 x 315 
x 240 cm), or 13 zir¸{ and 10 thumbs x 7 zir¸{ x 6 
zir¸{ and 20 thumbs (1015 x 529 x 517 cm), the lat-
ter being the largest block used in the construction 
(fig. 2, A).153 Nikola’s blocks were shipped to Istan-
bul and carted to the construction site between Jan-
uary 20 and March 22, 1554.154 

3. Limestone (küfeki)

Küfeki, or Bakærköy mactra (mollusk-shell) limestone, 
the main building material of the Süleymaniye, varies 
in color from cream to gray and is used in various 
parts of the building—walls, piers, buttresses, columns, 
arches, pendentives, domes, finials, roof tiles, facings, 
veneers, pavements, steps, balustrades, window frames, 
jambs, and sills—as well as in the foundation.155 The 
limestone used in the foundation was a kind of rubble 
and therefore called p¸reh¸-yi seng-i bey¸z ber¸y-i temel 
(white stone pieces for the foundation).156 According 
to the registers, limestone was mainly quarried from 
the state limestone quarry at Haznedar (seng-i küfeki 
k¸rheng-i mºrº, karheng-i mºrº der _urb-æ _arye-i Ýazºned¸r) 
that stretched from the farm of Mehmed Pasha in 
Davudpa×a to the farm of Lütfi Pasha in Haznedar.157 
However, a small amount of limestone was also gath-
ered from Perinthos, the Old Palace, and Edirne 
Palace. Extant since the Roman era, the Haznedar 
quarries are now covered by residential areas and are 
no longer in use. Judging by both the soil profile of 
Haznedar and the mounds formed by pit excavations, 
visible until 1955,158 the limestone was quarried from 
a depth of 6.5 m in order to obtain large, high-quality 
building stone without cracks. After quarrying (_a« 
kerden), initiated on March 12, 1550, and preliminary 
dressing (Ò¸mtæra¸s kerden), the blocks were carted to 
the construction site between December 30, 1553 and 
April 12, 1554, for the subsequent phases of finer 
dressing (tær¸sºden), laying (bin¸ kerden), and smoothing 
and polishing (perdaÒt kerden), which took place from 
March 17 to May 17, 1554.159 Some unfinished mold-
ings on the facades give clues about the final tooling. 
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Specified by the chief architect’s wooden templates,160 
the blocks (see fig. 2) were hewn into nearly finished, 
pre-shaped form (_alæb) at the quarry’s mason yards to 
avoid both unnecessary weight in transportation and 
wasted space on the construction site, as had been 
customary since Roman times. The quarry was used 
for the second time on January 29, 1558, to provide 
stone for the construction of the third and fourth 
madrasas; the only stone dispatched between August 
14 and 19, 1558 was seng-i helik, rubble stone.161

Throughout the registers, limestone blocks are clas-
sified as seng-i büzürg or derg¸h (free stone), seng-i _alæb 
(stone of large dimension), seng-i ç¸p, seng-i zir¸{ (ashlar 
course stone), seng-i helik (rubble stone), kemer tabanæ 
(impost),162 seng-i pehl¢ (jamb stone), seng-i Òarpü×te 
(capstone), seng-i min¸re (minaret stone), seng-i _aldæræm 
(pavement stone), dö×eme-i yufka (thin pavement), and 
seng-i _apa_ (sewer-cover stone). While seng-i zir¸{, 
seng-i helik, and seng-i _aldæræm were for the most part 
provided by the state quarry at Haznedar from July 28 
to August 3, 1554, blocks for sewer covers, minarets, 
and capstones were purchased in accordance with the 
chief architect’s templates and valorizations, and extra-
dimension stone, jambs, ashlar course blocks, and pav-
ing stones were purchased by the contractors.163 In 
terms of its shape and size, limestone was defined by 
piece (_æ«{a), length (zir¸{ and _or), and cubic mea-
sure (araba or {acele and ¥amil or yük).164 

Seng-i büzürg or derg¸h, approximately 5 zir¸{ (3.78 
m) long, is freestone that was easily worked in each 
direction to extract an appropriate block of seng-i 
_alæb.165 Voussoirs and blocks for the dome and pen-
dentives were extracted from the seng-i büzürg in the 
mason yards of the construction site. However, two 
large limestone voussoirs (kemer-i büzürg) were pro-
cured from Cyzicus on August 26, 1550, along with 
fourteen derg¸hs measuring 2 zir¸{ and 13 thumbs x 3 
zir¸{ (192 x 227 cm) or 1 zir¸{ and 13 thumbs x 3 zir¸{ 
(116 x 227 cm); thirteen seng-i büzürgs measuring 6 
zir¸{ x 2 zir¸{ x 15 thumbs (454 x 150 x 47 cm); and 
four large, square bases (kürsº-i büzürg çæh¸r kö×e).166  

 Like Kavak firestone, seng-i _alæb (large-dimension 
stone), was 1 zir¸{ wide and 18 thumbs thick (75 x 56 
cm), with a length of 2 to 7.5 zir¸{ (151–568 cm).167 
According to a comprehensive survey of the present 
intact structures of the complex, seng-i _alæp measur-
ing 63 x 100 x 150 cm and 61 x 75 x 260 cm are the 
largest limestone blocks of the Süleymaniye; they were 
used for the main piers of the mosque. Thirty-three 
blocks plus six oxcarts of seng-i _alæb were quarried 
between March 17 and May 17, 1554, while ninety-one 

blocks were purchased between July 28 and August 
3, 1554.168 

Blocks of seng-i ç¸p (possibly stone dressed to a spe-
cific dimension) totalling 417 zir¸{ (315.6 m) in length 
were purchased from eighteen private stone ateliers 
between July 28 and August 3, 1554.169 

Seng-i zir¸{ designates a block of ashlar course stone 
defined by the zir¸{ unit. (During collecting and setting, 
however, builders used _or instead of zir¸{.) Accord-
ing to the survey, these ashlar blocks are 42 to 190 
cm long, 19 to 43 cm wide, and 29 to 63 cm high. 
The longest block, with a length of 244 cm, is in the 
south courtyard wall. After the blocks were removed 
from the quarry between March 17 and May 17, 1554, 
additional blocks with a combined length of 2538 
zir¸{ (1.9 km) were purchased between July 28 and 
August 3, 1554.170 

Seng-i helik (wet mortar stone)171 is rubble lime-
stone, a by-product obtained during quarrying. It was 
used together with horasan mortar mix in the cores 
of walls, confined between the two facings formed by 
course stone, seng-i zir¸{.172 In rubble walls, stone used 
for facing was cut to larger dimensions. For instance, 
the only stone dispatched from the state quarry to 
the third and fourth madrasas was seng-i helik, used 
with gallets (stone flakes used for filling the spaces 
in the rubble core) in their body walls.173 According 
to the survey, the facing stones are a maximum 50 
cm long, 20 to 23 cm wide, and 17 cm high. The dis-
patch lasted from March 17 to April 26, 1554, and 
from August 14 to 19, 1557, and was accompanied 
by fine sand (riyg), lime (kireç, gec), brick (tuqla), tile 
(kiremid), and coal (engi×t) needed to construct lay-
ered brick-and-rubble walls.174 Because of its mass, 
seng-i helik was specified in units of cubic measure-
ment such as araba and ¥amil.

The seng-i Òarpü×te is the capstone block. According 
to the survey, in both the forecourt and the courtyard 
of the mosque the capstone blocks are 28 to 120 cm 
long, 89 cm or 98 cm wide, and 43 cm high. In one 
register, the width given for a certain block is 1 zir¸{ 
and 4 thumbs (88 cm, according to the standard cal-
culation).175 This measurement must correspond to 
the width (98 cm) of the wider blocks, which would 
have been cut down to make the narrower ones. Thus 
(dividing 98 by 14/24), the length of the zir¸{ in August 
1554 must have been approximately 84 cm. However, 
no other register allows a precise cross-check of this 
measurement. Dressed according to the specifications 
of a template produced in the quarry and dispatched 
to the construction site between March 17 and 22, 
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1554, 144 capstones were paid for by piece (_æ«{a) 
between July 28 and August 3, 1554.176  

Judging by the accounts of the Aynalækavak Kiosk, 
the Ayazma Mosque, the Sultan Ahmed complex, 
and Sinan’s templates and valorizations in the regis-
ters of the Süleymaniye, the seng-i pehl¢ (side stone) 
is a flat, linear block used for window frames, door 
jambs, and pavements.177 The dimensions given in the 
Sü leymaniye registers indicate that these stones were 1 
to 3 zir¸{ (75–227 cm) in length, 1 to 2 zir¸{ (75–151 
cm) in width, and 4 to 8 thumbs (12.6–25.2 cm) in 
thickness—dimensions compatible with those of the 
frames and jambs of the complex (fig. 2). In the case 
of Cyzicus, a marble jamb is called söve (jamb) rather 
than pehl¢, which is used for limestone jambs. Twenty-
one blocks of pehl¢ were carted from the quarry to 
the construction site from March 17 to May 17, 1554, 
while 139 blocks were purchased between July 28 and 
August 3, 1554, in accordance with the chief archi-
tect’s templates and valorizations.178

The seng-i min¸re, 2 zir¸{ long and 16 thumbs high 
(150 x 50 cm), is the step-block of the spiral stairs in 
the minarets.179 Like the superimposed drums of a col-
umn, the newels of the minaret stairs were formed by 
the projections of these steps.180 Like the seng-i zir¸{, 
the seng-i min¸re was specified in zir¸{. According to 
two templates designed by the chief architect for the 
two types of minarets in the complex, the blocks were 
carted from the quarry between March 24 and May 17, 
1554 and dressed on the construction site.181 

The seng-i _aldæræm, a limestone pavement block, 
was procured mainly from the state quarry in Istan-
bul from May 12 to 17, 1554, and paid for between 
March 4 and 9, 1559;182 like seng-i helik, it was defined 
by araba due to its shape. In addition, some thin lime-
stone slabs, dö×eme-i yufka, had already been collected 
from Cyzicus on August 26, 1550.183 

Multiple seng-i _apa_, or sewer-cover blocks, with a 
combined length of 383.5 zir¸{ (290.3 m) were pur-
chased between July 28 and August 3, 1554.184 It 
should be noted, however, that seng-i _apa_, in ref-
erence to Proconnesian marble, designates latrine 
blocks, which sit directly over the sewers as do the 
limestone sewer covers.

4. Proconnesian Marble

Proconnesian marble, the third main building stone 
of the Süleymaniye, was gathered from April 4, 1550 
to July 25, 1555. Due to the abundant marble supply 

of the ancient city of Cyzicus, on the southern shore 
of the Propontis (Marmara Sea), it was not quarried. 
Within easy reach of the sea, Cyzicus was covered with 
monumental Roman edifices built of marble quarried 
from the island of Proconnesus (modern Marmara 
Adasæ). No register refers to the use of any quarries 
on Proconnesus for providing marble to the Süley-
maniye.185 Instead of quarrying, the Ottomans followed 
the Byzantine practice outstandingly demonstrated in 
the Hagia Sophia, simply collecting the Proconnesian 
marble of Cyzicus.186 This practice was abandoned by 
the time the Sultan Ahmed complex was being built; 
its marble was quarried from Proconnesus.187

Cyzicus, a Mysian colony flourishing at the turn of 
the seventh century BC, is south of Artakion (Erdek). 
In the registers, it is called Aydæncæk (modern Edincik). 
Its Tema×alæk district houses the ruins of the Hadrian 
temple recorded in the late Roman period as one 
of the Seven Wonders of the World.188 In 1431, the 
Italian antiquarian and traveler Cyriacus of Ancona 
depicted the temple as having thirty-three mono-
lithic columns; by 1444, there remained only twenty-
nine, measuring 2.66 m in diameter and 21.35 m in 
height.189 Today, only the foundation and a column 
drum remain in situ.

In the registers, Proconnesian marble gathered from 
Cyzicus is called mermer-i Aydæncæk (Aydæncæk marble) 
and seng-i mermer-i Aydæncæk (Aydæncæk marble stone). 
According to the documents, from April 4, 1550 to 
February 11, 1554, in order to obtain columns, jambs, 
and pavements, 30,000 akçe plus labor and supplies 
were dispatched to Tema×alæk.190 The first order, dated 
July 15, 1550, requested the collection of thirty jambs, 
250 large voussoirs, and 600 small voussoirs. The sec-
ond order, dated three years later—July 13, 1553—
requested columns, pavements, and jambs.191 These 
are recorded as having been shipped to Istanbul from 
June 28 to November 24, 1550 and from January 20 
to July 7, 1554 and carted to the construction site 
between January 27 and May 17, 1554.192 They were 
used mainly for the interior elements of the mosque 
and included capitals, bases, voussoirs, balustrades, 
jambs, window frames, steps, facings, veneers, and 
pavements. Astonishingly, no column was dispatched 
from Cyzicus.

Cyzicus Proconnesian marble blocks and architec-
tural elements are classified in the registers as süt¢n 
or direk (column, shaft), ser-süt¢n or direk ba×æ (capital), 
kürsº (base), kemer or mermer-i kemer (marble voussoir), 
kemer-i küçek (small voussoir), kemer-i vasa« (medium 
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voussoir), kemer-i büzürg (large voussoir), kemer-i Òurde 
(damaged or unfinished voussoir), dö×eme (pavement), 
dö×eme-i büzürg (large pavement), dö×eme-i cedºd (new 
pavement), _ademe (step block), _or (course block), 
e×ik (sill), söve or mermer-i Aydæncæk söve (Aydæncæk mar-
ble jamb), söve-i küçek (small jamb), söve-i büzürg (large 
jamb), söveh¸-yi küçek ma{a e×ik (small jambs with sill), 
söveh¸-yi büzürk ma{a e×ik (large jambs with sill), söveh¸-
yi Òurde ber¸y-i pencereh¸-yi fevk¸ni (damaged jambs for 
upper story windows), derg¸h (freestone), p¸re mermer 
(marble fragment), and küçek p¸re mermer (small mar-
ble fragment). In addition, some are classified as 
kürsº-i t¸bÒ¸ne (hospice base), kemer-i t¸bÒ¸ne (hospice 
voussoir), söve-i c¸mi{-i ×erºf (mosque jamb), söveh¸-
yi pencereh¸-yi c¸mi{-i ×erºf (mosque window frames), 
e×ik-i c¸mi{-i ×erºf (mosque sill), and söveh¸-yi e×ik-i pen-
cere-i c¸mi{-i ×erºf (mosque window frame sill).

Süt¢n or direk is literally “column” or “shaft.” How-
ever, although there was a request order, no register 
mentions a column transported from Cyzicus. There-
fore, a widespread gathering task was pursued else-
where. In 1540, the seventeen columns of the Peripatos 
of the Sphendone in the Hippodrome were collected;193 
between March 5, 1550 and February 21, 1552 three 
shiploads of columns were gathered from Perinthos 
and Viza.194 Columns from Thessaloniki, sent between 
November 24, 1552 and March 12, 1553, included two 
columns 3 zir¸{ (2.2 m) in height and five columns 
6 zir¸{ (4.5 m) in height.195 Before May 7, 1552 six-
teen columns from St. Irene in Istanbul, including at 
least two large columns that were most likely reused 
in the north portico of the mosque, were gathered.196 
In 1553, the columns of the St. Euphemia in Chalce-
don,197 the second-largest church in the empire after 
the Hagia Sophia, were removed.

The ser-süt¢n or direk ba×æ (capital block), usually 
1 zir¸{ x 16 thumbs x 16 thumbs (75 x 50 x 50 cm), 
was generally extracted from derg¸hs (see below) in 
the mason yards of the construction site, except for 
two taken from Cyzicus on January 29, 1554.198

The kürsº is the column base block. Fourteen such 
blocks, of which eleven were used for the hospice, 
arrived at the construction site between May 12 and 
17, 1554.199

The kemer or mermer-i kemer—literally voussoir—was 
cut to sizes specified by the templates of the chief 
architect as 4 zir¸{ x 11 thumbs x 8 thumbs (300 x 
35 x 25 cm) in Aydæncæk.200 According to the sur-
vey, these dimensions refer to the kemer-i vasa«, or 
medium voussoir, 23 x 35 x 100 cm, used in the mosque 

forecourt and in the courtyard of the hospice. The 
kemer-i küçek, or small voussoir, 23 x 23 x 37 or 45 cm, 
was used in the mosque galleries. The kemer-i büzürg, or 
large voussoir, 40 x 75 x 150 cm, was used for the lat-
eral arches inside the mosque. On December 9, 1551, 
thirty-eight medium voussoirs were shipped to Istan-
bul. On January 29, 1554, forty large, forty small, and 
twenty-one medium voussoirs were shipped; twenty-
three large and 381 medium ones followed between 
March 17 and 24, 1554. Between June 23 and July 7, 
1554, nineteen large, three small (for the mosque), 
and twenty-six hospice voussoirs were shipped. Seventy-
four large and thirty-one small voussoirs were shipped 
on November 23 and 24, 1554.201  These were then 
carted to the construction site.202 

The word söve designates collectively such window 
components as e×ik (sill) and söve (jamb).203 Söve-i Òurde 
(unfinished or damaged jamb), was used to make the 
smaller upper-story window frames of the mosque.204 
On June 28, 1550, two sills were shipped to Istanbul. 
From January 20 to 25, 1554 some thirty-six jambs were 
shipped; from March 3 to 17, 1554, eighteen large, 
ten medium, and fourteen small jambs with sills, plus 
thirty upper-story window frames with eight sills, were 
shipped. Between March 17 and 24, 1554, 246 medium 
jambs were shipped; between June 23 and July 7, 1554, 
two jambs with sixteen sills and three mosque window 
frames with twenty-three sills were shipped and then 
carted to the construction site.205 

Dö×eme, or pavement, is classified in the registers 
as dö×eme-i büzürg (large pavement) and dö×eme-i cedºd 
(new pavement). Nine paving stones on June 28, 1550, 
some twenty-two from May 12 to 17, 1554, and fifty-
four from June 23 to July 7, 1554 were shipped to 
Istanbul and then carted to the construction site.206 
In addition, from July 27, 1551 to February 21, 1552, 
eighty-three pavements were collected from Viza and 
Perinthos;207 from June to September 27, 1550, twenty-
seven were obtained from Adrianople;208 on January 
3, 1553, thirty were collected from Mytilene;209 and 
on May 15, 1552, some were gathered from the St. 
Irene.210 

Fifty-four _ademe, or step blocks, arrived at the con-
struction site between March 24 and May 17, 1554.211 
In addition, the steps of the Hippodrome must have 
been removed when its columns were collected.

^or in the registers refers to blocks of ashlar course 
stone. Between March 24 and May 17, 1554, approxi-
mately thirty-six blocks were brought to the construc-
tion site.212 In addition, on March 5, 1550 four ship-
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loads of these blocks were removed from Perinthos;213 
in June 1550, 200 blocks were taken from Adriano-
ple;214 and between May 8 and July 2, 1550, twenty-
eight blocks were collected from Nicomedia.215 

The derg¸h, like the seng-i büzürg in Haznedar lime-
stone, is a gigantic, multipurpose stone. From May 12 
to 18, 1554, some twenty-two derg¸hs in four sizes—3 
zir¸{ x 2 zir¸{ and 13 thumbs (227 x 192 cm); 3 zir¸{ x 
1 zir¸{ and 13 thumbs (227 x 116 cm); 6 zir¸{ and 15 
thumbs x zir¸{ nºm (half a zir¸{) (501 x 37 cm); and 
6 zir¸{ x 2 zir¸{ x 15 thumbs (454 x 150 x 47 cm)—
were brought to the construction site. On December 
9, 1551, two blocks were dispatched from Cyzicus, 
and on January 29, 1554, twenty-five more blocks fol-
lowed; they were shipped to the stonecutting plant 
in ~zmit, which is described in detail by the German 
traveler Hans Dernschwam, who was there on March 
13, 1555. Along with the blocks collected from the 
ruins of Nicomedia, these derg¸hs were either sliced 
into slabs for use as veneers, facings, pavements, and 
balustrades, or cut into blocks to make sills, steps, 
and capitals.216

In addition, the marble plates inscribed with Emperor 
Manuel I’s conciliar edict of 1166 were removed from 
the Hagia Sophia Mosque and used in the ceiling pan-
els of the entrance to Sultan Süleyman’s tomb.217 

5. Hereke conglomerate

In the registers, red Hereke conglomerate is called 
seng-i Mihaliç (Mihaliç stone), mermer-i Mihaliç (Mihaliç 
marble), or seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç (Mihaliç marble 
stone), simply because it came from Mihaliç (modern 
Karacabey, west of Bursa), where the ancient cities of 
Miletopolis and Lopadion had once stood. No quarry 
in Mihaliç provides appropriate building stone, how-
ever;218 the conglomerate quarries are located in 
nearby Hereke.219 Collected between April 12, 1552 
and May 12, 1554, this stone was the only material 
used for the voussoirs of the mosque and the courtyard 
of the hospice; it was also used for the pavement of 
the mosque forecourt and the window frames of the 
qibla wall. The only columns of Hereke conglomerate, 
a pair 36 cm in diameter and 2.56 m tall, stand in 
front of the entrance of the sultan’s tomb, although 
according to the registers no columns were removed 
from Mihaliç.

The Hereke conglomerate procured from Mihaliç 
is also called _æzæl kemer ta×æ,220 or red voussoir stone, 
since it was mainly used for voussoirs. Sengha-i mermer-i 

Mihaliç kemer (voussoirs of Mihaliç marble) are further 
classified by size: seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç kemer-i küçek, 
seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç kemer-i vasa«, or seng-i mermer-i
Mihaliç kemer-i büzürg (respectively, small, medium, or 
large voussoir of Mihaliç marble). 

Seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç kemer-i büzürg measuring 2 zir¸{ 
and 2 thumbs (156 cm) in length was used, according 
to the survey, for the lateral mosque arches measuring 
35 to 40 x 75 x 150 cm. On April 12, 1552, 468 large 
voussoirs were dispatched to Istanbul; from March 17 
to 22, 1554, thirty-three more followed, and from May 
7 to 12, 1554, twenty-four more were sent.221 

Seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç kemer-i küçek measuring 18 
thumbs (56 cm) in length was used in the mosque 
galleries in 23 x 23 x 45 cm pieces. On April 12, 1552, 
387 small voussoirs were dispatched to Istanbul, fol-
lowed by seventy-three between January 27 and Feb-
ruary 2, 1554.222 

Seng-i mermer-i Mihaliç kemer-i vasa« measuring 1 zir¸{ 
and 8 thumbs (100 cm) in length was used in 23 x 30 
x 100 cm pieces in the mosque forecourt and the hos-
pice courtyard. On April 12, 1552, 580 medium vous-
soirs were dispatched to Istanbul; between January 27 
and February 2, 1554, twenty-six more followed.223 

Söve (window frame and jamb) were used in the 
twelve windows on the qibla wall. The window speci-
fications called for forty söves (vertical elements) and 
forty e×iks (horizontal elements) to be taken from 
Mihaliç.224 According to the survey, the vertical ele-
ments on the qibla window are 33 cm long, 24 cm 
wide, and 2.80 m high, and the horizontal elements 
are 2.15 m long, 24 cm wide, and 33 cm high. The 
remainders of the collected elements were cut and 
used for the borders of the forecourt floor. Some 
chips, rectangular and hexagonal in shape, were used 
to fill the hoisting holes of the Proconnesian marble 
floor slabs of the forecourt. 

The dö×eme, or pavement, consists of decorative floor 
slabs. On April 12, 1552, eight slabs measuring 1 zir¸{ 
to 2 zir¸{ and nineteen thumbs (75–210 cm) by 1 zir¸{ 
and 1 to 15 thumbs (78–122 cm) were shipped from 
Mihaliç.225 They were used in the mosque forecourt, 
as twenty floor plates of 50 to 102 x 146 to 202 cm, 
and as floor borders 25, 34, and 38 cm in width. Left-
over pieces of dö×eme were also used to fill the rectan-
gular or hexagonal hoisting holes on the pavement 
slabs. The southwestern corner of the forecourt lacks 
the slabs, voussoirs, and large Proconnesian marble 
blocks.226 

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   263 10/20/2006   11:43:59 AM



i
.
lknur aktuÅ  kolay and serpi

.
l çeli

.
k 264

6. Aswan granite and rosso antico porphyry

Red Aswan granite (a_lu siy¸hlu serçe gözi, ªoma_º)—an 
eruptive rock consisting mainly of quartz and feldspar 
and usually containing hornblende or mica with large 
orthoclase crystals 7.5 or 10 cm in diameter—and rosso 
antico porphyry (serçe gözi or kæzæl serçe gözi)—porphyritic 
diorite—come from the quarries of Mons Claudianus 
and Mons Porphyreticus (the Dokhan Mountains in 
Upper Egypt, near ancient Syene).227 According to 
Mustafa b. Celâl, the four main Aswan granite columns 
of the Süleymaniye, 1.20 to 1.26 m in diameter and 
9.10 m tall, were gathered from various ancient sites in 
Constantinople and Alexandria. Evliya Çelebi reports 
that each one cost ten times the Egyptian Treasure 
(i.e., the sultan’s annual income from Egypt).228 

Erected by Emperor Justin II (r. 565–78) and topped 
with a sculpture of Aphrodite,229 the Kæzta×æ, or Vir-
gin’s Column, situated on the fifth hill of Istanbul 
about 800 m to the northwest of the Holy Apos-
tles church230 and, by the mid-sixteenth century, in 
the yard of a house, was moved to the Süleymaniye 
between April 1, 1551 and December 30, 1551.231 In 
addition to the Virgin’s Column, some of the por-
phyry columns232 buried in the yard of the Fatih com-
plex, where the Holy Apostles Church had once stood, 
may also have been gathered. (Since the removal of 
the original Virgin’s Column, the Column of Marcia-
nus located in the same area has been called Kæzta×æ.) 
According to Tezkiretü’l-büny¸n, with the sultan’s per-
mission the Virgin’s Column was shortened to match 
the other three main columns of the mosque.233 Due 
to its larger diameter, 1.269 m at the bottom, it is easy 
to tell that it is the southwestern column; furthermore 
its greater top diameter makes the column incompat-
ible with its capital, which matches the dimensions of 
the other three. 

 According to the registers and Mustafa b. Celâl, 
two of the four main columns, each 2 ar×un (1.5 m) 
in diameter and 17 ar×un (12.87 m) tall, were brought 
from Alexandria between September 14, 1550 and 
August 30, 1552.234  Four columns, of which two later 
sank, were requested on September 14, 1550. Their 
removal called for piercing a hole in the Alexandrian 
city wall so that they might be dragged to the quay.235 
On February 30, 1552, after acknowledging that there 
were just two columns remaining in Alexandria, the 
imperial council ordered that a custom-made barge 
be constructed in the Galata shipyard, the most tech-
nically developed naval base, under a captain named 

Said or Satæ, who double-checked the columns in Alex-
andria before constructing the barge.236 Constructed 
in a very short time, the barge set sail for Alexandria 
on June 9, 1552.237 The records related to the load-
ing equipment that was stored in Alexandria after the 
columns had been transferred onto the barge show 
that the shipment was already on its way by August 
30, 1552.238 The columns arrived at the seaport of 
Unkapanæ in Istanbul on November 19, 1552 and, 
according to Evliya Çelebi, were dragged to the con-
struction site via Vefa Square, up a steep slope.239 In 
terms of their almost identical size, the southeastern 
column, with a diameter of 1.229 m, and the north-
western column, measuring 1.238 m, are most likely 
the pair removed from Alexandria. 

The fourth, northeastern, column is the thinnest of 
all, with a diameter of 1.203 m. Sinan records that it 
was already on hand at the Saray-æ {Amire, the store-
house of the Topkapæ Palace.240 It was probably used 
in place of a column ordered from Baalbek, the last 
column for the mosque to be delivered, which had 
been intended as one of the four main columns.

Distinguished by their huge diameters, the two 
columns at opposite ends of the  north portico must 
be the “two”241 red granite columns recorded as hav-
ing been taken from the temple of Jupiter at Baal-
bek, one of the most stone-giving temples in history. 
Costing tremendous labor between July 18, 1552 and 
May 17, 1553, as well as the loss of an architect’s life, 
these were shipped between November 7 and Decem-
ber 9, 1553.242 Considering that six three-drum col-
umns approximately 2 m in diameter and 20 m tall 
remain in situ at the temple,243 it can be surmised 
that just two drums of one column were removed. 
Four yokes of oxen dragged the column, or rather 
two of its drums, on about 160 wooden rollers from 
the Eminönü seaport to the construction site between 
January 27 and February 1, 1554.244 The column, or 
drum pair, was very late in arriving, however; the lat-
eral arches resting on the four main columns had 
already been erected when it was delivered.245 The 
drums were presumably transformed into the north 
portico end columns, which are thick (1.12 and 1.14 
m in diameter) but short (4.25 m tall).

Also in the north portico, flanking the main entrance 
to the mosque, sits a pair of Aswan granite columns 
(87.8 cm and 88.4 cm in diameter and 6.2 m tall), 
each cut to eliminate damaged ends and topped with 
a drum 70 cm in height. Even though not monolithic, 
these two columns were, in terms of their prominent 
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position, most likely gathered from Ashkelon246 in the 
aftermath of the imperial council’s correspondence of 
February 15, 1553. A second pair of columns in the 
north portico is monolithic and constitutes the sec-
ond-largest red Aswan granite pair of the Süleymaniye 
(85.9 and 89.7 cm in diameter and 6.2 m tall). These 
two columns, recorded as 8 and 9 zir¸{ (6.05 and 6.81 
m) tall, correspond to the ones taken from a church 
ruin at Bozburun after July 19, 1553.247

The medium-sized Aswan granite columns of the 
mosque forecourt (64 and 68 cm in diameter and 4.25 
m tall) were either brought after January 11, 1551 
from Silifke, from which columns of 1 zir¸{ (75.7 cm) 
diameter and 7 zir¸{ (5.29 m) height are recorded to 
have been taken, or between November 24, 1552 and 
March 12, 1553 from Sidrekapsi, 40 km east of Thes-
saloniki, from which were taken columns recorded 
as 21 thumbs (66 cm) in diameter and 7.5 zir¸{ (5.67 
m) in height.248  

Of the small Aswan granite columns (29 to 38 
cm in diameter and 2.34 to 2.64 m tall) used in the 
mosque, six are in the side galleries, one under the 
royal tribune, and two in the outer minaret cano-
pies. There are also four more (37 cm in diameter 
and 1.87 m tall) in the courtyards of the third and 
fourth madrasas. 

The Egyptian rosso antico porphyry columns of the 
Süleymaniye stand at the main entrances of both the 
mosque forecourt (a pair, 80 cm in diameter and 5.90 
m tall) and the courtyard of the hospice (another pair, 
53 cm in diameter and 3.62 m tall) as well as under 
the royal tribune (a third pair, 38 cm in diameter 
and 2.34 m tall). According to the survey, porphyry 
column fragments were sliced into roundels approx-
imately 1.5 cm thick and inlaid in the Proconnesian 
marble facades and floors.    

The registers investigated heretofore show that small 
granite and porphyry columns 8 and 9 zir¸{ (6.05 m 
and 6.81 m) tall were gathered from Bozburun after 
January 11, 1551; others about 1 zir¸{ (75.7 cm) in 
diameter and 5.5 to 7 zir¸{ (4.16–5.29 m) tall came 
from Silifke; and still others about 1 zir¸{ (75.7 cm) 
in diameter and 6 zir¸{ (4.54 m) tall were collected 
from Selendi.249 Before May 7, 1552, still more col-
umns came from Istanbul, having been removed from 
the churches of St. Irene,250 St. Euphemia,251 and St. 
Peribleptos,252 and also from the Kæssa Khan (1 ar×un 
and 3 thumbs [85 cm] in diameter and 7.5 zir¸{ [5.67 
m] tall)253 and from Çengelköy (20 thumbs [63 cm] 
in diameter and 7 zir¸{ [5.29 m] tall).254 

The Egyptian slabs were collected in Alexandria and 
procured from the imperial building-material store-
house there, part of a lot of precious stone that had 
been collected throughout the Egyptian dominions 
before 1547, during the tenure of the beqlerbeqi (gov-
ernor-general) of Egypt, Davud Pasha.255 One hun-
dred ten chests and seventy-one bundles of precious 
Egyptian stone, including four discs, twenty slabs, and 
eleven small and fifteen large blocks of red Aswan gran-
ite and Egyptian porphyry, were dispatched to Istan-
bul. In addition to the Egyptian shipments, between 
1550 and 1551 a sarcophagus from Mudanya serving 
as a fountain reservoir (1.26 x 2.46 m, with a lid 1.50 
x 2.77 m) was dispatched;256 on April 6, 1552, a pair 
of discs from Mihaliç (1.766 m in diameter and 12.6 
cm thick) was sent;257 on May 15, 1552, the pavements 
of the St. Irene were taken;258 on December 14, 1553, 
one floor disc was removed from the Hayrüddin Pasha 
mosque at Nicea;259 and finally, on January 11, 1556, 
the 41 zir¸{ (31 sq. m) pavements from the Mahmud 
Pasha complex in Istanbul260 were taken.

The only pair of large floor discs (×emse) in the 
Sü leymaniye (3.12 m and 2.65 m in diameter) is of 
Egyptian rosso antico porphyry and is used in the geo-
metric floor pattern of the main entrances of the 
mosque and its forecourt. These discs were most likely 
procured from any of the places mentioned above 
excepting Mihaliç and Mudanya. 

The sole pair of large floor slabs (1.24 x 2.08 m, 
and 1.41 x 2.38 m) is again in Egyptian red porphyry 
and is used at the side entrances of the forecourt.261 
Their sizes suggest that the two slabs were parts of 
the sarcophagus taken from Mudanya.

7. Kestanbol Granite 

Ezine, 13 km east of Eski ~stanbulluk, is on a pink 
granite mountain, Ezine Daqæ  (modern Çæqræ Daqæ).262 
According to the registers, the pink Ezine granite col-
umns used in the Süleymaniye were gathered from the 
ancient quarry on the mountain, Ezine Daqæ k¸rÒ¸nesi 
(the quarry of Ezine Mountain, modern Yedita×lar 
quarry), taking advantage of the countless abandoned 
columns there.263 

Abundantly used in Istanbul and in Eski Istanbul, 
this pink Kestanbol granite is called mermer-i sürÒ-i alaca 
(red marble) and sürÒ-i abla_ in the registers.264 The 
columns, 827 in total, were collected from November 
24, 1549 to July 5, 1550, and their dispatch continued 
until May 26, 1557.265 Six (62 to 79 cm in diameter 
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and 4.25 m tall) were used in the forecourt; a pair (26 
cm in diameter and 1.50 m tall) was employed in the 
upper side galleries and another pair (53 cm in diam-
eter and 3.62 m tall) in the iwans of the hospice. A 
few were left at the eastern corner of the outer pre-
cinct for future restorations. 

8. Armutlu Granite

Notable for its large specks of dark green and black 
hornblende, pink Armutlu granite was substituted for 
Kapædaq granite (see 10. Other Stone, below) because 
of its proximity.266 On January 3, 1553, a black-and-
white speckled, polished column (siy¸hla a_ benek benek 
mücell¸ direk) was found in Candarlu (modern Çandarlæ, 
ancient Pitane).267 The only Armutlu granite column 
in the Süleymaniye, it stands at the western entrance 
to the forecourt; it measures 64 cm in diameter and 
4.25 m in height.

9. Serpentine breccia and verd antique porphyry

Serpentine breccia (verd antique marble), an altered 
rock consisting of a hydrous silicate of magnesia, and 
verd antique porphyry (marmor Lacedæmonium viride), 
a porphyritic diabase, are from Laconia in southern 
Greece.268 In the Süleymaniye, serpentine breccia was 
employed mainly as columns, but, sliced vertically 
or horizontally, it was also used in voussoirs, floor 
discs, floor and facade borders, and the mosaics at 
the bottom of window cases. Green porphyry columns, 
probably all fragmentary, were gathered and used to 
make roundels approximately 45 cm in diameter that 
were inlaid into the Proconnesian marble facing of the 
mosque facades. In the registers, although serpentine 
breccia and green porphyry columns are generally 
called süt¢n-æ sebz or ye×il direk (green column), serpen-
tine breccia alone is called l¸civerd ablaqæ because of its 
large, dark bluish-green crushed gravel component. 

Twenty-nine serpentine breccia columns were used 
in the complex, including a pair (44 cm in diame-
ter and 2.16 m tall) placed before the main gateway 
of the outer precinct; four (51 cm in diameter and 
2.64 m tall) before the public side entrances of the 
mosque; fourteen (29 and 38 cm in diameter and 
2.34 and 2.64 m tall) in the outer lower galleries and 
under the royal tribune, and five (26 cm in diame-
ter and 1.50 m tall) in the outer upper galleries. In 
addition, a pair (36.9 cm in diameter and 2.56 m tall) 
stands before the Sultan’s tomb and another pair (53 

cm in diameter and 3.62 m tall) in the courtyard of 
the hospice. 

Serpentine breccia was also used in the voussoirs 
of the forecourt gateway and the Qur}an recitation 
school at the far end of the qibla axis as well as in 
the forecourt floor and façade borders (25 cm wide) 
and the floor discs (25 cm in diameter) at the main 
entrance to the mosque. 

According to the registers, serpentine breccia and 
green porphyry were found in the ruins in Alexan-
dria, Cilicia, and Thessaloniki. Between September 
14, 1550 and March 4, 1551, a pair of slabs and some 
columns were sent from Alexandria; between January 
11, 1551 and October 19, 1552, ten columns from 
Silifke and five from Mud almost 1 zir¸{ (75.7 cm) 
in diameter and 6 zir¸{ (4.54 m) tall were sent. Two 
columns, from the village of Isbid and the Meyhane 
Gate in Mud, were gathered between November 24, 
1552 and March 12, 1553; collected from Sidrekapsi 
was a pair of columns 14 thumbs (44 cm) in diameter 
and 4 zir¸{ (3.02 m) tall, along with ten column frag-
ments of which five were 5 thumbs (19 cm) in diam-
eter and 2 zir¸{ (1.5 m) tall, and the rest 3 zir¸{ (2.27 
m) in diameter and 1.5 zir¸{ (1.13 m) tall.269 Accord-
ing to the registers and the survey, those column frag-
ments were cut up for the voussoirs,270 borders, and 
discs. In the case of columns themselves, however, it 
has proved difficult to identify their provenance by 
matching register with survey dimensions. 

10. Other Stone

Some types of stone used in the Süleymaniye are not 
mentioned in the registers. Kapædaq granite is found 
in a pair of columns (38 cm in diameter and 1.90 m 
tall) in front of the classrooms of the third and fourth 
madrasas. A column of Vezirhan breccia (42.3 cm in 
diameter and 2.34 m tall) is situated under the royal 
tribune. Bandærma breccia is used in the forecourt; 
in five arch voussoirs on the western side, and in the 
floor borders (38 and 51 cm wide), it is substituted 
for the Hereke conglomerate of Mihaliç. Red argil-
laceous limestone from Gebze is also found in the 
floor borders of the forecourt and in the mosaics at 
the bottom of mosque window cases. Gebze calcare-
ous stone with rudist (bivalve mollusk) fossils, used 
since the Roman era, is found in a column (29 cm 
in diameter and 2.34 m tall) in the western inner 
gallery, in a pair of columns (43.6 cm in diameter 
and 3.42 m tall) at the entrance to the inner colon-
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nade of the Sultan’s tomb, and in the mosaics at the 
bottom of mosque window cases. A column (29.6 cm 
in diameter and 2.34 m tall) of calcareous stone from 
Gülünbe is in the eastern inner gallery. And finally, 
Ergani calcareous stone constitutes the six columns 
(11.4 cm in diameter and 1.50 m tall) of the gallery 
at the eastern pier.

CONCLUSION

In its sophistication and grandeur, the Süleymaniye 
complex in Istanbul, a 450-year-old structure, is a vivid 
testimony to Ottoman endeavors in architectural sci-
ence and technology. It has proved its technology 
through the centuries, meeting the challenge of count-
less disasters, including earthquakes. To guarantee its 
durable structure, architectural engineers and building 
craftsmen knew how to choose and use stone as its 
most significant building material. As imperial archi-
tect-in-chief, Sinan made considerable use of existing 
building supplies in the Süleymaniye. Not only eternal-
izing Süleyman’s brilliant conquests but also adding 
Roman and Byzantine reminiscences, the Süleymaniye 
is a tribute to Ottoman architectural practice.   

In the light of available account books, which pro-
vide a scattered but cumulatively considerable body of 
information, the complex allows scholars to explore 
the unknowns of architectural science and technol-
ogy in the Ottoman period.

In this study, available archival data together with 
a comprehensive survey of the Süleymaniye complex 
have revealed aspects of Ottoman stonebuilding prac-
tice of the mid-sixteenth century. Emphasis has been 
put on the mosque, since the majority of documents 
concern that part of the complex, where most of the 
precious stone was utilized. 

We hope that the tantalizing results of this study, 
reached by synthesizing scattered bits of information 
in the sources, may encourage further research in 
the field of Ottoman building history. Sinan’s Süley-
maniye remains a marvel of stunning wisdom, contain-
ing invaluable information in its every telltale stone. 

Istanbul Technical University
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Ottoman poetry, that is, poetry written in the Ottoman 
territories between the fourteenth and the nineteenth 
century, is primarily structured around three main fig-
ures: the lover (most often either the poet himself or 
a poet-persona),1 the beloved (the sultan, a person in 
a higher position, or an actual beloved), and the rival 
(a person or a thing attempting to obstruct the rela-
tionship between the lover and the beloved). Almost 
every genre of Ottoman poetry is replete with subtle 
descriptions of the emotions of the lover (the poet) 
aroused by interactions with these other characters. 
In the course of describing their emotions, Ottoman 
poets utilized a variety of metaphors, originating not 
only from their imaginary world but also from the 
material world that surrounded them. These meta-
phors were also the criteria by which poets’ artistic 
creativity and success were measured. To devise them, 
poets drew on such themes as religious beliefs and 
practices, local customs, eating habits, sartorial fash-
ion, entertainment, and architectural monuments. In 
this article, I will demonstrate how sixteenth-century 
Ottoman poets utilize architectural imagery to create 
metaphors describing the physical properties of the 
beloved, and, with particular emphasis on the poeti-
cal genres of ghazal and qasida, I will analyze how 
architectural elements are represented.

My main literary sources are the divans (poetry col-
lections) of Tacizade Cafer Çelebi (d. 1515),2 Zati,3 
Fevri,4 and Baki;5 Tezkiretü’l-ebniye (Memoir of Build-
ings) of Sa{i (d. 1595),6 Evª¸f-æ ~stanbul (Characteris-
tics of Istanbul) of Latifi (d. 1582); 7 and Ýadº_atü’l-
cev¸mi{ (Garden of Mosques) of Ayvansarayi (d. 1787).8 
Among these, two versions of Zati’s qasidas in manu-
script form are in the Süleymaniye Library.9 The rest 
have been published.

In this article, I will argue that the beloved and the 
lover in the sixteenth-century poet’s imaginary world 
were often depicted by means of metaphors derived 

from architectural monuments, with reference both 
to physical resemblances and to abstract qualities—
beauty, attractiveness, or the inspiration of awe. The 
reason for this, as Ahmet Hamdi Tanpænar observes,10 
is that the architectural sphere was where the zenith 
of artistic creativity and production was achieved in 
the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, in Istan-
bul in particular and the Ottoman Empire in general. 
The power of classical Ottoman architecture (ca. 1450–
1680) also affected the common people and, as Victor 
Hugo noted,11 played an important role in the devel-
opment of architecture elsewhere in the world. 

The intention to create a strong impact on the pop-
ulation, one that would highlight the power and mag-
nificence of the state, greatly influenced the forms of 
classical Ottoman architecture. Sultans, sultans’ wives 
and daughters, and viziers and pashas built vast num-
bers of mosques, palaces, schools, dervish convents, 
fountains, and imarets (charity soup kitchens) through-
out the empire. The many poems, stories, and legends 
about those architectural works confirm how inspiring 
and thought-provoking the buildings were for those 
who viewed them. Not only Ottoman but also Byzan-
tine buildings affected the imaginary world of contem-
porary writers.12 In sum, the sixteenth century was a 
century of architecture for the Ottomans. In poetry, 
metaphoric usage, in which qualities of one concept 
are “borrowed” to represent another,13 were influenced 
by the architectural grandiosity of the time. For exam-
ple, the beloved was metaphorically associated with 
sacred and well-proportioned monuments. Physical 
properties of the beloved, which are often the start-
ing point in Ottoman poetry, resemble elements of 
the mosque complex in shape and meaning. His or 
her face resembles a mihrab with golden inscriptions 
on it. His or her body is tall and grand like a minaret. 
Likewise he or she is a hospital that provides healing 
for those who are sick with love, etc. The lover, too, is 
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likened to architectural objects: his eyes, like a foun-
tain, never cease flowing; his heart is a palace in which 
the sultan (the beloved) lives. By bringing together 
the beloved, the lover, and architectural objects in a 
meta phoric context, the Ottoman poet provides us 
with rich information about Ottoman architecture 
and its meaning for Ottoman society.

To date, Ottoman literature and poetry have been 
studied primarily from two perspectives. First, the Otto-
man literary corpus became the subject of ahistorical 
textual and linguistic analysis. The primary examples 
of this acontextual approach assume that the mean-
ings of the poetic ma¾m¢ns (conceits) remained static 
over time. Second, the corpus became the target of 
certain historians of Ottoman literature who utilized 
collections of poetry as repositories of information, 
detaching the information from the literary and artis-
tic components of the poetry and avoiding any refer-
ence to the larger cultural and historical significance. 
There are also works limited to the analysis of one 
divan only. For example, within the studies known as 
divan tahlilleri (divan analyses)14 divans are examined 
and their contents classified according to subject mat-
ter extracted from individual couplets, without analy-
sis of the couplets themselves. Instead, a few couplets 
are used as examples of both the subjects selected for 
classification and the literary arts they demonstrate. 
In this study, I intend to adopt a different approach, 
which I will apply broadly to several divans. I think of 
Ottoman poetry as resembling painting—the work of 
Salvador Dali, for example—in which one may see sev-
eral different layers of meaning each time one looks. 
My method will be to examine both the external refer-
ents and the internal, artistic elements of the poetry at 
the same time, without privileging one over the other. 
For example, when the poet speaks of the beloved’s 
tall body, he (or she) will use one or another figure 
of comparison (simile, metaphor, metonymy). Where 
the body is compared to an architectural object—say, 
a tall, slender minaret—I will attend not only to what 
this comparison says about the physical characteristics 
of the minaret (and the beloved) but also to how the 
artistry of the comparison itself makes the object and 
the person meaningful in a new way in order to rep-
resent a more general societal view. I will do this in 
the context of the work of several poets.

In my previous work I implemented this methodology 
in a detailed analysis of the ghazals of Zati and argued 
that Ottoman poetry reflected both the artistic and 
the material life of society.15 In other words, every 

metaphor derives not only from the poet’s literary 
or artistic imagination but also from that imagination 
applied to the materials of the concrete, physical world 
in which the poet lived. In one part of my work on 
Zati, I approached the relationship between poetry, 
art, and architecture by examining poetic imagery, 
manuscript painting, and other artistic materials 
in combination. I showed that Zati used his poetic 
imagination in describing different characteristics of 
public architectural units, such as palaces, mosques, 
schools, hospitals, fountains, libraries, and the like. In 
some couplets architectural elements are mentioned 
together with references to their social functions, 
whereas in others purely architectural values or features 
are cited. The following couplet can be given as an 
example of the way I examine the poetry:

Bahâr-º ¥üsnüñ itmi× ey perî _andîli dîvâne
Aña ×erbet virüb Òüddâm-æ câmi{ çekdi zencîre

O fairy! The spring of your beauty made the oil lamp 
crazy! The servants of the mosque gave it a draft (of sher-
bet) and chained it up! (See appendix [11], below. Sub-
seqent bracketed numbers following translated couplets 
also refer to Turkish transcriptions in the appendix.) 

As is well known, in the Ottoman period mosques 
were lit by oil lamps hanging from long chains. In 
this couplet, the oil lamp in the mosque is likened to 
a lover driven mad by love. Traditionally, people with 
violent mental disease were wrapped in heavy chains, 
which were thought to both calm and restrain them. 
The oil is likened to a medicinal draft used to treat the 
excessive secretion of black bile, one of the humors 
of premodern physiology and the source of melan-
cholia (sevda), which was thought to cause madness, 
especially in the spring.16 The poet in effect is saying, 
“The beloved is as beautiful as springtime, and that 
beauty has made the mosque’s oil lamp burn madly, 
just as a lover burns, crazed by springtime melancholy. 
So the mosque attendants bind the lamp with chains 
the way one treats crazy people.” Thus, the poet uses 
both simile (te×bih) and metaphor (istiare) to describe 
details of the decoration of a mosque interior.

Conversely, one could argue that Ottoman archi-
tects, belonging to the same cultural and material 
world, would read poets’ descriptions of various build-
ings and derive inspiration from these descriptions. 
For example, Baki, who is one of the eminent poets 
of the sixteenth century, may have inspired the great 
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Ottoman chief architect Sinan during the construc-
tion of the Süleymaniye Mosque complex, in which 
Baqi lived for a time, serving as bina emini (project 
superintendent). 

As Jale Nejdet Erzen has written, for the Ottomans, 
discourse on art was an art in itself, and it was usually 
produced in a poetical form.17 In social gatherings held 
in public places such as taverns, artisans’ shops, or 
the palaces and pavilions of the Ottoman elite, artists 
developed their skills and displayed their talents.18 As 
the bureaucrat and intellectual Mustafa Âli (d. 1600) 
relates, the poet and royal companion Øemsi Pasha (d. 
1581), who was one of Sinan’s patrons, regularly held 
literary conversations at his house.19 The grand vizier 
Sokollu Mehmet Pasha, after giving his guests a tour 
of his new pavilion in Istanbul, asked them to recite 
from memory the poems decorating its walls.20 These 
examples show how people from different circles gath-
ered to carry on cultured conversations in which they 
shared ideas about art and literature.

Literary texts intensify and immortalize architec-
tural works by adding literary and spiritual dimen-
sions to material ones. The aim of an architect, whose 
role is indisputably central in creating monuments, 
is not only to create a functional building that serves 
the immediate purposes of the patron and the peo-
ple who will use it, but also to create an aesthetically 
pleasing object that affects both the bodily senses 
and the spirituality of its spectators. Literary texts are 
among the ways to express patrons’ and architects’ 
desire to attain immortality. For example, the auto-
biography of Sinan describes how and why the Süley-
maniye Mosque was decorated with verses and other 
texts after its completion:

Hasan Karahisari,21 the qibla of scribes, inscribed in 
müsenn¸ [i.e., monumental thuluth] script the blessed verse 
“God keepeth the heavens and earth”22 from beginning to 
end on the skylike dome, and he composed appropriate 
inscriptions for each paradise-like door, designing many 
a heart-attracting written line, which stonecutters and 
painters drew on the pages of Time, thereby attaining 
fame and repute.23

Before I delve into concrete examples of architectural 
images in divan poetry, I will dwell briefly on the shared 
mentality and worldview of poets and architects, in 
order to elucidate the idea behind their works.

GOD AS THE POET-IN-CHIEF AND 
ARCHITECT-IN-CHIEF

In the sixteenth-century Ottoman poetic imagination, 
God is the architect and author of the universe. The 
creation of the universe is the ultimate architectural 
production, and the tablet of God’s decrees (law¥ 
ma¥f¢¬) is the ultimate literary work. The sultan, as 
the shadow of God on earth, aims to attain a God-like 
excellence and hence imitates Him in all endeavors.

In his Evª¸f-æ ~stanbul (Characteristics of Istanbul), 
Latifi describes God as the chief architect of the “eigh-
teen thousand” worlds ({¸lem ):24

See the One Who created the eighteen thousand worlds
 at a breath,
The Almighty Avenger Who, as quickly, destroys as many
 created things. 
See the Architect Who, from the letters k¸f and n¢n,
Built these nine muqarnas vaults, this palace of six direc-
 tions. [1] 

In Islamic thought, it is believed that God created 
everything from nothing by His one order, kun (“be!”). 
Since the Arabic word kun is formed by the letters 
k¸f and n¢n, the author states that God created the 
universe from these two letters. This belief is based 
on a Qur}anic verse that reads, “When He intends a 
thing, His Command is, ‘be,’ and it is!”25 According 
to the poet’s description, this universe resembles a 
palace with nine muqarnas vaults («¸_-º mu_arnes) and 
six directions: north, west, east, south, up, and down. 
God is thus envisioned as the ultimate architect of 
all worlds. 

God’s image as an architect appears in another 
couplet: 

That the angels might perform the holy-day prayer in 
 heaven
The Architect of Glorious Works constructed a mihrab 
 of gold. [2]

In the eyes of the poet and the architect the true 
object of art was a single one: praising the ultimate 
power of God.26 It was understood that God created 
the world as a sacred realm in order to provide people 
a place to worship Him.27 The poet and the architect 
were to imitate God’s work in this world.28

An architect could decorate his monuments by 
inscribing on them various literary texts such as quo-
tations from the Qur}an and the Hadith, proverbs, or 
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poetic couplets in order to enrich their beauty, immor-
talize them, and enhance their spiritual character. A 
poet, on the other hand, could liken his poems to 
well-structured buildings. Both architects and poets, 
in a sense, tried to combine body and spirit in their 
works in order to use them as reflections of their 
worldviews:

O my eye, the Almighty so built the mosque of his 
 beauty
That ever so many Sufi masters beg to be its overseer. 
[3]

God operates in this world through his vicegerent, 
the caliph (Òalºfe) or the sultan.

As the representative of God, the sultan is expected 
to build or rebuild the country. In addition to provid-
ing security, justice, peace, and welfare, he is expected 
to erect buildings:

You are its Sultan, grief for you razed and ruined the 
 land of the heart.
Good health befits the sultan, that he might rebuild 
 the ruins. [4] 

Here the heart is a country and the beloved is its sultan. 
While the sultan is away from the country (i.e., from 
the heart), the country is destroyed and needs to be 
reconstructed, since he is supposed to keep his land 
well maintained and prosperous. As Suraiya Faroqhi 
notes, buildings help legitimize the ruler, above all in 
the eyes of the upper class of his empire, but also in 
the eyes of foreign Muslims.29 By the same token, the 
following couplets portray the sultan as the protector 
of architecture:

The image of the beloved friend built up the dominion 
 of my heart.
Whichever land had a sultan in it was not [left] in ruins. 
[5]

Any heart is in ruins that does not have love as its halt-
 ing place.
In the end, a land without a sultan is a land in ruins. 
[6]

Having discussed the role of the architect and the 
poet, I will now  examine elements of the architectural 
monuments that are represented in poetry through 
comparisons to images of the beloved. Although refer-
ences to almost all sorts of architecture occur in poetry 

and other literary works, here my main focus will be 
on mosques, churches, palaces, pavilions, bathhouses, 
schools, dungeons, bridges, and fountains. 

THE BELOVED AND THE LOVER IN 
ARCHITECTURAL BUILDINGS

1. Mosques and churches

Mosques

There are two words used for “mosque” in Ottoman 
poetry: mescid and c¸mi{.30 Mescid derives from the 
Arabic word that literally means a place of prostration 
(suj¢d). C¸mi{, from the Arabic root j-m-{ (to gather), 
means “gathering place.” Al-J¸mi{ (the Gatherer) is also 
one of the ninety-nine Most Beautiful Names (Asm¸ 
al-Ýusn¸) of God. Mosques are not only places of 
worship but also public spaces where different social 
activities such as meetings and weddings may be held. 
Since mosques are so central in the formation of the 
Islamic city, they are often named after their found-
ers, and neighborhoods are often named after the 
mosques located in them.31 

Rich members of the Ottoman ruling elite, includ-
ing the sultan and his family, built mosques in differ-
ent parts of the empire, often sited in the most visi-
ble places of a city. The magnificence of the Ottoman 
Empire is reflected on the hills of Istanbul, where the 
many minarets become part of the city’s skyline. For 
example, in his Ýadº_atü’l-cev¸mi{ (Garden of Mosques), 
Ayvansarayi mentions the existence of 821 mosques 
in Istanbul in the eighteenth century.

Building a mosque is perceived as one of the most 
important good deeds (ªada_a-yi c¸rºye) in Ottoman 
culture, since it was believed to be a service both to 
God and to the people. Latifi, an early-sixteenth-cen-
tury literary man and biographer of poets, dedicated 
a chapter in his description of Istanbul to the features 
of some of the mosques there, starting with a poem 
about the importance of building a mosque in order 
to be remembered until the Day of Judgment:32

Fortune is his who leaves one good work in this world. 
You see, the wind blows in place of him who has no 
 works.
He is clever who, when he takes carnal pleasure in this 
 world,
Intends to please his soul by (doing) good.
He whose work is lasting amid this transitoriness
Is immortal like Hæzær and lives ‘til the resurrection. 
[7] 
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In addition to their religious and social uses, mosques 
also have political functions. As is seen in the follow-
ing couplet, the sultan is honored as the shadow of 
God when his name is recited in the mosque during 
the Friday sermon (Arabic: khu«ba):

What the sweet-voiced nightingale recites in the rose-
 bed mosque 
Is praise and gratitude to the sultan of the rose[s]. [8]

Mosques also have symbolic values; there is a clear 
relationship between Ottoman mosque architecture 
and the garden. As Walter Andrews puts it, 

The great mosque is often flanked by an actual garden 
or gardens and the interior has many recognizable links 
to garden symbolism. There is a definite microcosmic 
character to…the dome decorated in star-shaped patterns, 
which underscores [its] resemblance to the dome of the 
heavens, and beneath the dome the trees and flowers 
of the earthly and paradisiacal gardens reflected in a 
field of floral carpets surrounded by garden-motif tiles 
and stained glass.33 

In addition, both mosque and garden are gathering 
places for believers.

In the Ottoman poetic tradition, the mihrab and 
dome of the mosque are often likened to the sky in 
terms of decoration. In Zati’s words,

O Zati, in the mosque of his power, the domes of 
 heaven 
Are nine brilliant decorated balls, one inside the other. 
[9]

As explained in the Ma{rifet-n¸me (Book of Knowledge) 
of ~brahim Hakkæ (d. 1780), it was believed that nine 
concentric celestial spheres roofed the entire world.34  
In the couplet above, the mosque, in which small 
mirror-balls are hung, is likened to a nine-domed sky. 
As the stars decorate the sky, those balls decorate the 
superstructure of the mosque. As we saw in previous 
poems, Latifi refers to the nine domes as «okuz «¸_-æ 
mu_arnes (nine muqarnas vaults).

Mosques were illuminated with oil lamps, and in 
order to enhance the amount of light and create a 
beautiful setting, decorations such as mirror-balls, 
ostrich eggs, tasseled porcelain balls, and glass balls 
with horseshoes were added.35 In poetry, the heart is 
said to resemble a small ball in its shape and an egg 
or a porcelain or glass ball in its fragility. The follow-
ing distich refers to the pendant globes in mosques:

When the zealot of the city saw my heart in the decorated 
 mosque of his beauty,
He hung mirrored balls in his neighborhood mosque. 
[10]

Oil lamps are also comparable to the heart in their 
shape and burning interiors:

They saw I bound my heart to the arch of the beloved’s 
 brow
They were envious and hung a lamp from the vault of 
 the mihrab. [12]

This clearly refers to the common practice of hanging 
oil lamps from the arches of mihrabs. The poet also 
uses one of the literary arts, ¥üsn-ü ta{lºl (assigning 
a beautiful reason for ordinary and natural things), 
by presenting the jealousy of others as a reason for 
hanging lamps in mihrabs. 

Among the main elements of mosque decoration, 
oil lamps were made from ceramic, glass, or metal; the 
large chandeliers in mosques were called _andºl.36 To 
provide nighttime lighting, glass oil lamps, suspended 
from the dome by chains, were used;  to maximize 
illumination they were hung not high up but rather 
slightly above head height. Each lamp contained a 
wick and oil, sometimes colored; when light reflected 
from the colored oil at the bottom of the lamp, it 
increased the brightness of the flame and created a 
pleasant environment. Latifi’s Evª¸f-æ ~stanbul (Char-
acteristics of Istanbul), describes the illumination of 
the mosque of Mehmed II:

Oil lamps burn, as many as the stars,
Heaven-like, its interior is all candles and torches:
A building, the image of a mosque like Mount Qaf the 
 great,
Or itself a mighty mountain without peer. [13]

Another example from Zati makes the heart an oil 
lamp:

It is understood that I should enter the mosque of love 
 and hang
The oil lamp of my heart on [its] sublime arch once
 again. [14]

Minarets and domes

Different parts of the mosque are also subjects of the 
poetic imagination: mihrabs, minbars (pulpits), mina-
rets, and domes are often compared to the physical 
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features of the beloved. The Arabic word man¸r lit-
erally means “place of light,” and according to some 
art historians, the architectural features of the mina-
ret are derived from the lighthouse. The appellation 
“minaret” therefore identifies the word of God with 
His light.37 The minaret is also called mi}zana, which 
means a place in which the call for prayers (ezan) is 
held. In towns, mosques are monumental buildings 
that dominate the neighborhoods with their domes and 
minarets. Minarets also function as a sign of the holy 
month of Ramadan, during which they are adorned 
with ornaments and lights.

In the Ottoman poetic tradition, minarets are often 
compared to the beloved, especially to his or her body. 
In the following couplet, for example, the body of the 
beloved resembles a minaret in slenderness; the bright-
ness of his or her face resembles the divine light of the 
Prophet Muhammad on the top of the minaret:

O Zati, light flashes always above the minaret of his 
 body
The lantern of Osman’s cheek is lit from the divine light 
 of Muhammad. [15]

Another couplet talks about the fire in the heart of 
the lover. In this case, its smoke rises straight up, 
resembling the minaret:

The smoke of my burning breast is the mosque of afflic-
 tion’s minaret
O Zati, the oil lamps in it are sparks from the fire of 
 my sigh. [16]

While minarets are known to have been illuminated 
during the month of Ramadan, it is unclear whether 
this practice was implemented during the rest of the 
year. These couplets suggest that torches, lanterns, or 
oil lamps illuminated minarets at other times as well; 
perhaps these structures functioned in the manner of 
lighthouses, giving direction to visitors or passerbys.

Like minarets, domes are also a distinguishing fea-
ture of mosques. In the following couplets, the poet 
refers to the universe as a mosque with nine domes:

The heavens are a nine-domed mosque in the city of 
 love for you.
The smoke of the fire of my sigh rose high and became 
 its minaret. [17]

According to the poet’s imagination, the entire uni-
verse, consisting of nine dome-like layers, is a city of 

love, with all kinds of buildings. Within this vast city, 
there are heavens that are conceived of as a nine-
domed mosque. 

Mihrabs and minbars

The mihrab  and minbar  are inner liturgical elements 
of mosques. Whether an actual recessed niche or the 
two-dimensional image of one, the mihrab indicates 
the direction of the qibla (the direction of Mecca) 
and gives the impression of a door or a doorway with 
a curved arch.38 Mihrabs and minbars are held to 
resemble the elements of the beloved’s beauty both 
in shape and in sacredness.

After capturing new lands, the Ottomans converted 
most large churches into mosques; such mosques are 
also called “church mosques.” K¸fir (infidel) mihrabs 
were added to these converted churches, and they are 
often positioned at an oblique angle to the axis of the 
structure, in order to correspond to the direction of 
the qibla.39 The following couplet shows that there 
are “infidel” mihrabs in some mosques:

Let your perfumed locks hang down disheveled over 
 your eyebrows,
For infidel mihrabs are the right place for crosses. 
[18]

Here, the poet asks the beloved to let his or her [black] 
hair hang between his or her [black] eyebrows. (In 
Ottoman poetry, the beloved’s hair and brows are pre-
sumed to be black.) The color black, worn by monks 
and priests, symbolizes blasphemy (kufr) in poetry; 
hair hanging down between two brows resembles a 
cross. One could even say that the beloved here is a 
seductive non-Muslim who is, in the way of infidels, 
very cruel. 

In another couplet, the poet likens the beloved’s 
face with its curved eyebrows to a two-mihrab mosque, 
focusing on the beloved’s eyebrows rather than on 
mosque architecture:

Those who see the curve of his eyebrows in the sanc-
 tuary of his beauty
Say, o Lord, what mosque is this that has two mihrabs? 
[19] 

Mosques usually have only one mihrab, but there are 
exceptions. When a small mosque has insufficient 
room to hold a growing congregation, it is enlarged; 
during the renovation, a new mihrab may be added to 
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the right or left side of the old one. These mosques 
are called “double-mihrab” (iki mihrablæ) mosques.40 
According to Ayvansarayi, there was also a three-mihrab 
mosque near Unkapanæ in Istanbul.41 

In the following couplet from his qasidas, Cafer Çelebi 
talks about the ornamentation of the mihrab:

Your door is the qibla of people in need.
The reason I prostrate myself there is the gilding on 
 the mihrab. [20]

According to the couplet, the door of the sultan (the 
beloved) is the qibla towards which needy people 
turn for grants of gold (the gilding). The lover is 
among those who come to express their needs, show 
their respect, and prostrate themselves in front of the 
mihrab. Moreover, in the Ottoman poetic tradition, 
lovers are recognized by their pale (“yellow”) faces, 
which resemble the gilding on the mihrab. The couplet 
also hints at the poet’s plea for monetary reward. 

Other examples liken the beloved’s eyebrows to the 
mihrab in shape and holiness:

The mihrab saw your eyebrows in the mosque and 
 bowed
That it might do a prostration of thanks to God. [21]

and

That one who does not bow his head to the vault of your 
 brow as to the mihrab
Should turn from the qibla; my qibla is the one whose 
 face resembles the mihrab. [22]

Minbars—the raised structures from which Friday ser-
mons are preached and important announcements 
made42—are mentioned in Ottoman poetry in terms 
of their resemblance (because of their right-triangle 
shape) to the nose of the beloved. Poems often refer 
to minbars of marble, wood, or tile; a minbar made 
of wood may be likened to a rosebush. Minbars in 
poetry can even be gilded with silver:

His nose is a silver minbar, his chin an oil lamp, his 
 eyebrow a mihrab
Today Hatiboqlu is like a mosque in the dominion of ele-
 gance. [23]

Here the poet is referring to a specific beloved and 
making a word play on the beloved’s name. He employs 

a form of the popular rhetorical device, tenasüb 
(congruence), using vocabulary related to features of a 
mosque in the context of a proper name, Hatiboqlu43 
(son of the kha«ºb, or preacher), which contains a 
reference to the sermon (khu«ba) without actually 
mentioning that word. The specific rhetorical device 
used here is therefore iham-æ tenasüb (insinuation of 
congruence). The couplet that follows this says that the 
beloved’s nose is like a minbar made of ivory, without 
referring to any actual minbar. This device is hyperbole 
(mübalaqa), meant to indicate how unusually precious 
the beloved’s nose is: in its luminescent white color, it 
resembles the the ivory of the imagined minbar.  

That the Friday sermon is always preached in the 
name of the ruler is seen in the following couplet:

So what if the sermon is read in your name in the domin-
 ion of elegance?
In the mosque of your beauty, that nose is a silver min-
 bar. [24]

In another example, a victory announcement is deliv-
ered from a minbar:

On the pulpit of the rose branch, the preacher night-
 ingale
Recites a sermon of praise for the victorious Shah. 
[25]

Here the nightingale is the preacher on a rose branch, 
or wooden minbar, reading a sermon in the name of 
the victorious sultan. When his army captures a city, 
the sultan announces his victory through a sermon 
in the mosque. The following couplet also refers to 
royal announcements made from minbars:

Your vicinity is the most gracious of mosques, your door 
 the mihrab of power.
All minbars are honored by your glorious name. [26] 

Poetry has many layers of interpretation. These cou-
plets remind us that mosques, as part of the worldly 
public sphere, were where important announcements 
were made, including proclamations of victory and 
change in rule.

Churches

Istanbul, or Constantinople, had been the most impor-
tant religious center for the Eastern Church since the 
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fourth century, when Emperor Constantine accepted 
Christianity as the state religion. The city remained the 
center of Eastern Orthodox Christianity until it was 
captured by the Ottomans in 1453, and its religious 
importance continued even after it was converted to 
an Islamic capital. In the sixteenth century almost half 
the population of Istanbul was Christian, and churches 
were everywhere evident; hence the Muslims in the 
city were well acquainted with Christian customs and 
rituals. Churches and monasteries, and especially their 
decoration, were a source of inspiration for poetic 
imagery. In the following couplets, we learn that they 
were full of beautiful statues and wall paintings:

If you wish to find an image in the monastery of this 
 world
Look always into the mirror of that moon’s beauty. 
[27]

The beloved here is cast as an aloof and cruel person. 
Although aware of the lover’s feelings and expecta-
tions, he does not change his behavior and attitude 
towards him: he acts, in other words, like a statue or 
wall painting. According to the poetic tradition, only 
an infidel could be so cruel, and in this the infidel 
is like a statue. Being a statue or a wall painting also 
means being unreachable:

O sun, you do not resemble the idols of China and 
 Cathay
In truth you are a lovely painting in the monastery of 
 the sky. [28]

What did you find in the monastery of this world but 
 loving a faithless beloved?
What meaning results from loving a painting on a wall? 
[29]

In saying that there is no use in loving inanimate 
wall paintings that, like the disloyal beloved, bring 
no benefit, the second couplet contains an implicit 
critique of Christian rituals. In the following couplet, 
the poet puts the Sufi and the monk in the same 
category, both of them easily distracted from prayer 
by the beauty of the beloved:

If you show your face in your neighborhood, o idol,
The Sufi will turn from the mosque, the monk from 
 church. [30] 

2. Palaces and pavilions

The palace (sar¸y) is where a ruling sultan lives; rather 
than a single structure, it is a splendid complex of 
buildings large and small, as exemplified by the Topkapæ 
Palace.44 The dwelling places of the Ottoman elite are 
also called palaces and are mentioned in poetry.45 
Poetically, the heart of the lover is known as a palace, 
since the sultan of love (the beloved) lives there. In 
the following couplet the poet praises God, saying that 
even a few pieces from His heavenly palace are enough 
to decorate this world:

One of them became the moon, another the world-
 adorning sun.
Two windows from the palace of Your power fell onto 
 the sky. [31]

The poet of these lines praises God by mentioning 
His loftiness. According to his poetical imagination, 
God has a heavenly palace above the universe, and 
the shiny glass windows fallen from it are the sun and 
the moon. If even these small pieces of God’s palace 
are enough to light up the world, one can imagine 
the magnificence of the whole edifice.

Mirrors were very important decorative objects in 
Ottoman palatial buildings; especially in the seven-
teenth century, palaces and houses throughout the 
Ottoman Empire were decorated with them.46 The 
Ottomans did not hesitate to import them from Ven-
ice, where the most beautiful ones were produced. 
In divan poetry, the mirror has rich symbolic as well 
as material value. It is mentioned in connection with 
the reflection of truth, the heart, brightness, polish-
ing, and beauty, as in the following couplet: 

Take care, don’t look at yourself and become damned 
 like Satan. 
Beware, don’t hang distorting mirrors in the palace of 
 your heart. [32] 

Kö×k (kiosk or pavilion) and  ^aªr (mansion) refer to 
single, richly designed buildings.47 Although smaller 
than palaces, they were luxurious structures built for 
the sultans or the wealthy Ottoman elite.48

People of nobility all live in sublime mansions;
Today this one is incapable of paying the rent of a room. 
[33]

Apparently the poet thinks that he is a virtuous person 
who deserves to reside in a _aªr but is unable to afford 
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even a room therein: this is clearly a plea for patron-
age.

At times the _aªrs and kiosks of grand viziers and 
pashas could compete with the sultan’s palace in their 
ostentatious display of wealth, allowing the architects 
and artists of the time to display their talents.49 Accord-
ing to Latifi, these buildings were surrounded by high 
walls like the garden of paradise and had colorful, 
ornamented walls and ceilings like a bridal pavilion; 
they were often perfumed with incense.

The following couplets refer to the interior design 
of _aªrs and kiosks whose inner walls were decorated 
with inscriptions, tiles, and paintings. Needless to say, 
such _aªrs provided open windows into the private life 
of the Ottoman elite:

If it dies, my heart won’t beg for a mansion in para-
 dise
Unless the image of my heart-holder is painted in it. 
[34] 

My heart was a leaf in the rosette (×emse) of the man-
 sion of affection
O Zati, the Eternal Designer has written it in the broken 
 style. [35]

The element of decoration called a ×emse (sun disk) 
is a roundel with radiating straight lines.50 ^aªrs also 
had fountains (×¸dærv¸n) and pools:

The heavens are a lofty mansion in the city of love
The moon and its halo are its pool and fountain. [36]

The moon and its halo are its pool and fountain
O Shah, the sky is a humble mansion in the garden of 
 your power. [37]

The best feature of the _aªrs, however, was their fine 
views, since they were built either by the water or in a 
choice part of the town that commanded spectacular 
vistas:

My two eyes, placed in the window of the mansion of 
 affliction,
Are, to me, two moist carnations in the flower pot of 
 my skull. [38] 

In order to watch the assembly of all the angels at 
 dawn,
The sky, impassioned, opens a window in the azure man-
 sion. [39]

The _aªrs had complementary outbuildings (tetümm¸t) 
such as barns, stables, or gardeners’ houses: 

Love placed a spacious mansion in the heart,
For which the nine-story heavens could not be an out-
 building. [40] 

Called {ºdg¸h, the outdoor site allocated for great reli-
gious festivals resembles the _aªr of paradise. Beauty in 
this world is a copy of the ideal beauty of paradise:

O Zati, I have never seen its like in the palace of this 
 world:
What if I call the festival ground the garden of para-
 dise? [41]

 
The following couplets refer to a bin¸-yi {ºd (festival 
building), which could be either a tent or a more 
substantial structure:

It would not be destroyed by the earthquake of time’s 
 vicissitudes
If the festival building were constructed of the clay of 
 his concern. [42]
O Prince, it would not be razed and gone in three 
 days
If the festival building were founded on his wisdom. 
[43]

 
Metin And, citing the S¢rn¸me-i Hüm¸y¢n of 1582, 
notes that temporary buildings such as kiosks and 
mansions were built for the festival celebrating the 
circumcision of the sons of Murad III.51 Likewise the 
couplets above indicate that there were temporary 
buildings—perhaps tents—built especially for festival 
days and destroyed after the festivities were over. In 
praising the patron, the couplets seem to be saying that 
even the flimsiest temporary building, if constructed 
by the sultan, would be as lasting as the most solid, 
permanent structure. The poet, on the other hand, 
resembles the weak and temporary festival buildings 
destroyed within three days.

The commoners of Istanbul had ordinary houses. 
The poet says that it is better to have a house (Ò¸ne) 
in Constantinople than a palace in Egypt. In the com-
parison is concealed another plea for reward: 

Better for this miserable pauper than being ruler of 
 Egypt
It would be if you grant him a house in Istanbul. [44] 
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3. Bathhouses 

Bathhouses or hammams are either independent struc-
tures or dependencies in mosque complexes; they are 
public places used not only for cleansing but also 
for socializing. These buildings were quite common 
and were often endowed with an annual income to 
pro vide for their maintenance. An Italian traveler of 
the early sixteenth century, Luigi Bassano da Zara, 
estimates that the number of mosques, baths, and 
Greek churches in Istanbul and Galata numbered in 
the thousands.52 

In the Ottoman poetic imagination, hammams are 
representations of lovers who burn inside and cry all 
day (that is to say, drip with moisture). Poets’ descrip-
tions of hammams mostly concern the feelings aroused 
by seeing their beloveds there. The following couplet 
mentions the existence of a hammam with nine pri-
vate hot rooms (ÒalvetÒ¸ne), another reference to the 
idea that the sky is built of nine domes:

The heavens built a bath with nine private rooms in the 
 city of your excellence,
O prince, and there the sun and moon set its bubbles 
 flying. [45]

According to this comparison, the sun and the moon 
scatter light on the shiny soap bubbles that are the 
nine domes of the heavenly hammam. In the Ottoman 
poetic imagination, domes and bubbles on a surface 
resemble each other.

Double baths (çifte ¥amm¸m) had two separate 
entrances, one for men and the other for women.53

Zati lies there like a hammam, with his eyes fixed on 
 the sky,
Burning inside like the bath-furnace with the fire of 
 separation. [46] 

In this couplet, the poet pictures himself and the 
hammam in both emotional and physical terms by 
constructing a simile. In their roofs, hammams have 
round, projecting glass windows (c¸m), which let in the 
sunlight equally54 and thereby resemble the eyes in the 
face. The poet is like the hammam: inside him the fire 
of love burns like the furnace in the hammam, and 
his eyes are like two glass windows facing the sky.  

In the following couplet the poet again creates an 
imaginative connection between a hammam and his 
emotional state, comparing the tears of the lover to 
steam condensing on the glass and dripping down: 

Since the steam of love went to my head, like a bath,
My eyes constantly drip moisture as do the windows. 
47] 

Another couplet refers to the fountains of the ham-
mam:

O fairy, the tears of my eyes are flowing for love of 
 you
One might think them two fountains flowing in a bath. 
[48]

Here the never-ending tears of the lover resemble the 
two bath fountains, one for cold and the other for 
hot water,55 that flow continuously. 

4. Colleges and elementary schools

Ottoman medreses (madrasas or colleges) and mektebs 
(elementary schools) were either part of mosque 
complexes or independent buildings. Madrasa stu-
dents lived in dormitories adjacent to the classrooms, 
and their expenditures were mostly covered by pious 
endowments. Walls usually isolated an elementary 
school from the surrounding neighborhood, so that 
the students within would be protected and free from 
distraction. In the following couplet, the poet awaits 
his beloved in the shadow of the school wall:

Where I wait with desire, like the shadow of a wall
Is one side of the school of my sun-faced, cypress-bodied 
 one. [49] 

In this couplet are two descriptions: one of the physi-
cal and psychological situation of the lover and poet, 
and the other of a structural feature of schools in his 
time. Schools were also called mu{allim-Ò¸ne, meaning 
“house of the teacher.”

Whenever my cypress is freed from the house of instruc-
 tion [mu{allim-Ò¸ne],
His shadow lines the path he takes end to end with 
 boxwood. [50]

The tall body of the beloved is emphasized through 
use of the figure tenasüb (congruence of vocabulary) in 
which the poet uses a group of related words: cypress 
(serv), boxwood (×im×ad), and shade or shadow (s¸ye). 
The cypress here represents both the beloved’s body 
and the trees of the schoolyard. Boxwood is a shade 
tree that lines the school road. When the cypress is 
¸z¸d56 (free or swaying), the lover is comforted by 
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the beloved’s passing as though he (the lover) was 
in a street lined with boxwood. The word ¸z¸d is an 
equivoque (tevriye) that means “free (from school)” 
when “cypress” refers to the boy’s body, and “swaying 
with the wind” in reference to the tree itself (and, by 
extension, to the way the boy walks on his way home 
from school).

5. Dungeons (zind¸n)

Some military buildings, especially fortresses, were used 
as prisons or dungeons. Criminals might be put into 
dungeons in local fortresses such as Rumelihisaræ and 
Yedi Kule (the Seven Towers) in Istanbul or exiled 
to those in the far corners of the empire. The follow-
ing couplet mentions nine dungeons, which could be 
visualized as a dungeon- or prison-like world covered 
by nine domes: 

That you might see his essence in what lies behind [this 
 world]
Come and, by grace, pierce these nine dungeons. [51]

Zati gives us a clue about the structure of a dungeon, 
suggesting that some were built underground:

If I give up my life by longing for the pit of your chin
I [will] have endowed a dungeon with all my worldly 
 goods. [52]

 
In the Ottoman poet’s imagination the dimple in the 
beloved’s chin resembles a dungeon in which the lover’s 
heart is imprisoned. The couplet also refers obliquely 
to the story of the prophet Joseph, a paragon of male 
beauty imprisoned in a pit by his brothers.57

6. Bridges

Bridges are another type of structure referred to in 
Ottoman poetry. These structures, often built with 
pious intent, accommodated both military and civil-
ian transport and pedestrian traffic. Building bridges 
was regarded as a charitable deed, which the wealthy 
were encouraged to perform. In Ottoman poetry, 
bridges generally are associated with the eyebrows of 
the beloved, in that the shapes of the spans resemble 
brows; in addition, because a span was called a göz (eye) 
in architectural terminology, there are many poetic 
similes between bridges and eyes.58 Since the lover is 
often hopeless and weeping because of the separation 
from his beloved, his eyes, like the spans of a bridge, 
flow continuously with a “river” of tears:

O beloved, in separation you have made my tears a flow-
 ing river
And my eyebrows a bridge with two spans (eyes) over 
 it. [53]

The image of the vault of [my] beloved’s eyebrow is a 
 picture
In my weeping eyes like a bridge built over water. [54]

 CONCLUSION

Reading poetry from perspectives that consider both 
its artistic and its documentary value can furnish us 
with means for understanding peoples’ lives and men-
talities in a given period. By incorporating the study 
of Ottoman poetry into the history of art and archi-
tecture, I hope that I have demonstrated the insepa-
rable relationship between poetry and architecture 
in the Ottoman artistic imagination. Although poeti-
cal references to architectural elements increased in 
later centuries, fifteenth- and sixteenth-century poetry 
set the parameters for the later conceptualization of 
architectural structures. In other words, architectural 
elements have been a subject of Ottoman poetry since 
its beginning.

In conclusion, it can be said that the two main char-
acters of Ottoman poetry, the beloved and the lover, 
were depicted by means of metaphors in the sixteenth-
century poet’s imaginary world, and that these meta-
phors were often inspired by both the actual and the 
abstract qualities of architectural monuments.

APPENDIXES

[1] Bir nefesde oñsekizbiñ {¸lemi v¸r eyleyen
Bunca v¸ru yo_ eden ol ^¸dir-i ^ahh¸ra ba_
Bu «o_uz «¸_-æ mu_arnes bu ser¸y-º ×e×-cih¸t
K¸f u N¢n’dan buñlarº büny¸d eden mi{m¸ra ba_ 
(L)59

[2] ^ælmaÚa gökde nam¸z-æ {ºdi _udsºler y¸h¢d
Yapdæ bir mi¥r¸b-æ zer mi{m¸r-æ ªun{-æ Zü‘l-cel¸l 
(C Ç K 7/9) 60

[3] Cem¸lüñ c¸mi‘in ×öyle {im¸ret eylemi× ^¸dir
Ne ª¢fº ×eyÒler olma_ diler {aynum aña n¸¬ºr
(Z G 302/1)
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[4] Sul«¸næsæn dil mülküni yæ_dæ Òar¸b itdi Úamuñ
Vºr¸næ ma{m¢r itmege sul«¸na ªæ¥¥at yara×ur
(C Ç K 41/2)

[5] Göñlümüñ mülkin Òay¸l-i d¡st ma{m¢r eyledi 
Her ne yir kim anda sul«¸n oldæ vºr¸n olmadæ
(C Ç G 235/4)

[6] Her ne dil kim menzili {æ×_ olmaya olur Òar¸b
{@_æbet vºr¸n olur ×ol yir ki sul«¸nsuzdur ol
(C Ç G 119/4) 

[7] Devlet anuñ ki cih¸nda eser-i Òayr _odu
Eseri olmayanæñ gör ki yerinde yel eser
{@_il oldur alæca_ dünyede ten lezzetin
R¢¥unuñ Òayr ile ×¸d olmasænæ _aªd eyler
Bu fen¸ içre anæñ kim eseri b¸_ºdür
Ölmez ol Ùæ¾r-ªæf¸t zinde dürür t¸ maÒ×er (L)

[8] Her c¸mi{-i gül×ende yine bülbül-i Òo×-Ò¸n
Sul«¸n-æ güle o_uduÚº med¥ ü sen¸dur (Z G 154/2)

[9] C¸mi{-i _adrinde efl¸k ol nig¸ruñ Z¸tiy¸
Birbiri içre «o_uz Úarr¸ muªanna{ «opdur (Z G 187/5)

[10] Göñlümi c¸mi{-i ¥üsnüñde görüp z¸hid-i ×ehr
Aªdæ «op ¸yineler mescid-i ¸zºnesine (C Ç G 172/4) 

[11] Bah¸r-æ ¥üsnüñ itmi× ey perº _andºli dºv¸ne
Aña ×erbet virüb Òüdd¸m-æ c¸mi{ çekdi zencºre
(Z G 1331/4)

[12] Gördiler dil baÚladum y¸ruñ Òam-ebr¢sæna
Re×k idüp _andºl aªarlar «¸_-æ mi¥r¸b üstine
(C Ç K 6/24)

[13] Yañar encüm ¥es¸bænca _an¸dºl
Felek-v¸r içi bir ×em{ ü me×¸il
Bin¸ resminde c¸mi{-i ^¸f-æ a{¬am
Vey¸Ò¢d yekp¸re bir k¢Ò-æ mu{a¬¬am61 (L)

[14] Añlanan bu ki girüb mescid-i {æª_ içre aªam
Ben bu _andºl-i dili «¸_-æ mu{all¸da yine (Z G 1303/2)
 
[15] Men¸r-æ _¸meti üzre dem-¸-dem ber_ urur Z¸tº
Çer¸Úæ n¢r-æ A¥med’den ya_ar ruÒs¸ræ Osm¸nuñ
(Z G 763/1)

[16] DuÒ¸n-æ s¢z-æ sºnemdür men¸r-æ c¸mi{-i mi¥net

Aña Z¸tº _an¸dºl ¸te×-i ¸hum ×ir¸rædur (Z G  247/5)

[17] Felekler ×ehr-i {æ×_uñ içre «o_uz _ubbeli c¸mi{
DuÒ¸n-æ ¸te×-i ¸hum çæ_ub aña men¸r oldæ 
(Z G 1758/2)

[18] ^a×laruñ üzre perº×¸n it mu«arr¸ «urreñi
Kim çelºp¸lar yiridür k¸firº mi¥r¸blar (C Ç G 23/3)

[19] Ý¢sni ¥arºminde gören eydür Òam-æ ebr¢laræn
Y¸ Rab bu ne mescid durur k’olmæ× aña mi¥r¸b iki 
(C Ç G  243/2)

[20] ^æble-i erb¸b-æ Ò¸cetdür _apuñ yüz sürdügüm
Vechi budur kim olur tezhºb mi¥r¸b üstine 
(C Ç K 6/38)

[21] Gördi mescidde _a×uñ itdi rük¢{
Secde-i ×ükr _ælmaÚa mi¥r¸b (Z G 65/3)

[22] Þ¸_-æ ebr¢ña ×u kim ba× egmeye mi¥r¸b-v¸r
^æbleden dönsün benim _æblem yüzü mi¥r¸b-ve× 
(Z G 592/3)

[23] Gümü× minberdür ol bºnº ze_an _andºl ü _a× 
 mi¥r¸b
Ùa«ºboÚlæ bugün mülk-i mel¸Òat içre c¸mi{dür 
(Z G 250/3)

[24] N’ola mülk-i mel¸Òatde o_ænsa aduña Òutbe
Cem¸lüñ c¸mi‘inde bir gümi× minberdür ol bºni 
(Z G 1688/2)

[25] Minber-i ×¸h-æ gül üstinde Òa«ºb-i {andelºb
Ùu«be-i ta¥sºn o_ur Ø¸h-æ ¬afer-y¸b üstine 
(C Ç K 6/8)

[26] Þapuñ el«¸f-æ c¸mi{dür _apuñ mi¥r¸b-æ devlet-
 dür
Mü×errefdür senüñ n¸m-æ ×erifüñle _am¢ minber 
(Z K F 13b)  

[27] Deyr-i {¸lem içre ª¢ret bulma_ isterseñ eger
Ýüsni mir}¸tæna ol m¸huñ na¬ar _æl d¸}im¸ 
(Z G 32 /4)

[28] Ol büt-i Çºn ü Ùæ«¸}ya beñzemezsin ey güne×
Gerçi kim deyr-i felekde bir güzel taªvºrsin 
(Z G 1024/3)
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[29] Ne buldun deyr-i düny¸da vef¸suz y¸r sevmek-
 den
Ne ma{nº Ò¸ªæl olur ª¢ret-i dºv¸r sevmekden 
(Z G 1197/1)

[30] {Ar¾-æ dºd¸r eyleseñ k¢yunda varmaz ey ªanem
Õ¡fº mescidden yaña rühb¸n kilºs¸dan yaña 
(Z G  45/3)

[31] Biri m¸h olmu× an¢ñ biri Òor×id-i cih¸n-¸r¸ 
Ser¸y-æ _adrinüñ dü×mü× felek üzre iki c¸mæ 
(Z K F 7b) 

[32] Õa_æn kendüñ görüb ×ey«¸n gibi olmayasæn 
 merd¢d
Sar¸y-æ _albüñe mir}¸t-æ _albi aªmaÚæl zin¥¸r 
(Z G  146/6)

[33] Fa¾l ehli _am¢ _aªr-æ mu{all¸da olurlar 
Ol oda kir¸sænda bugün {¸ciz ü _¸sær (Z K F 20b)

[34] Ölürse eger _aªr-æ cin¸næ dilemez dil
Þaªvºri meger dil-berümüñ anda ola na_ª 
(Z G 611/2)

[35] Øemse-i _aªr-æ ma¥abbetde göñül yapr¸Ú imi×
Z¸tº Na__¸×-æ ezel yazmæ× imi× anæ ×ikest 
(Z G 74/8)

[36] Øehr-i {æ×_æ içre bir _aªr-æ mu{all¸dur felek
Ù¸le ile m¸h anuñ ¥av¾æ vü ×¸dærv¸nædur 
(Z G  285/4)

[37] Ù¸leyile m¸h anuñ ¥av¾æ vü ×¸dærv¸nædur
B¸Ú-æ _adrüñde ×eh¸ bir _aªr-æ kemter ¸sum¸n 
(Z K F 11a)

[38] Man¬ar-æ _aªr-æ bel¸ya _onmæ× iki gözlerüm
Bu sif¸l-i serde iki ter _aranfüldür baña (Z G 41/3)

[39] Õub¥dem dºv¸nunæ seyr itmege cümle sür¢×uñ   
^aªr-æ mºn¸dan açar ×ev_-ile man¬ar ¸sum¸n 
(Z K F 11a)

[40] {I×_ va¾{ eyledi dilde yine bir _aªr-æ fir¸Ò
Olæmaz aña tetümm¸t sipihr-i nüh-k¸Ò (Z G 1071/)

[41] Z¸tiy¸ düny¸ sar¸yænda na¬ºrin görmedüm
Nola dirsem {ºd-g¸ha _aªr-æ Firdevs-i berºn 
(Z G 10205/)

[42] Bozulmaz idi zelzele-i in_il¸bdan                  
Ger «ºn-i himmetiyle yapælsa bin¸-yæ {ºd (Z K F 12b)

[43] Üç günde server¸ yæ_ælup gitmez idi ol  
Ger dest-i r¸yænda urælsa bin¸-yæ{ºd (Z K F 12b)

[44] Ol eksiklü fa_ºre ×¸h-æ Mæªær olma_dan artu_--
 dur 
Eger ^oª«an«æniyye içre eylerseñ aña {a«¸ Ò¸ne 
(Z K F 17a)

[45] Uçurdæ mihr ü m¸h anda Òab¸bæn server¸ yap-
 dæ 
Felekler ×ehr-i fa¾lænda «o_uz Òalvetlü ¥amm¸mæ 
(Z K L~ 6b)62

[46] Yatar ¥amm¸m gibi gözlerin göke diküb Z¸tº
Der¢næ n¸r-æ hecr ile yanar m¸nend-i t¢n olmæ×  
(Z G 602/5)

[47] Çæ_alu {æ×_ buÒ¸ræ ba×a ¥amm¸m gibi
Dem-be-dem ya× a_ædur dºdelerüm c¸m gibi  
(Z G 1552/1)  

[48] Ey perº {æ×_uñda e×k-i dºde-i giry¸n a_ar
Õan ki bir ¥amm¸m içinde iki ×¸dærv¸n a_ar  
(Z G 315/1)

[49] Øev_ ile bekledigüm s¸ye-i dºv¸r gibi
Ol yüzi gün boyæ servüñ «araf-æ mektebidür  
(Z G 398/2)

[50] Her _açan servüm mu{allim-Ò¸neden ¸z¸d olur
S¸yesinden reh-güz¸ræ ser-be-ser ×im×¸d olur  
(Z G 297/1)

[51] M¸ver¸sænda bunuñ özüne tem¸×¸ göresin
Yeti× himmetle del bu «o_uz zind¸næ  (Z K F 42b)

[52] C¸n virürsem ¥aªret-i ç¸h-æ zenaÒd¸nuñla ger
Eyledüm b¸_º _alan eml¸kümi zind¸na va_f  
(Z G 636/2)

[53] Nehr-i c¸rº eyledüñ für_atde c¸n¸ ya×umæ
Üstine bir iki gözlü köprü itdüñ _a×umæ  (Z G 1522/1)

[54] Resm olup durur Òay¸l-i «¸_-æ ebr¢-yæ nig¸r
Çe×m-i giry¸numda ¸b üzre yapælmæ× pül gibi  
(C Ç G 236/4)
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Author’s note: I presented an earlier form of this article in Octo-
ber 2003 at Harvard University, where I was an Aga Khan postdoc-
toral fellow. When writing my dissertation, “Zati’nin gazeliyâtæ’na 
göre 16. yüzyæl’da sosyal hayat” (Social Life in the Sixteenth Cen-
tury as Reflected in Zati’s Ghazals), I realized that Ottoman poetry 
had the potential to reveal various aspects of social life, such as 
social characterization and beliefs, the culture of food and eat-
ing, medicine, methods of communication, and architecture. 
Thanks to the Aga Khan Program, I pursued the last topic. I espe-
cially wish to thank Professor Gülru Necipoqlu, who read an ear-
lier version of this paper and made valuable suggestions. I also 
thank Julie Scott Meisami, who shared her ideas, and Walter G. 
Andrews, who made special contributions to the writing of this 
article at various stages. 
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Rulers of the Islamic world considered it an honor to 
send contributions of money and food to Mecca, the 
birthplace of Muhammad and site of the Ka{ba, and 
Medina, the locus of the house, mosque, and tomb of 
the Prophet and the city from which Islam was spread. 
The Ottoman sultans followed this tradition, sending by 
pilgrimage caravan not only money and provisions but 
also precious gifts. Monetary donations were packed 
in bags (Arabic sing. ªurra; Turkish surre or kese) for 
transport to the holy places; the pilgrimage caravan 
hence came to be called ªurra throughout the Islamic 
world. The term ma¥mal (from Arabic ¥amala, to carry) 
is also used, particularly in Egypt, in reference to this 
holy voyage; written mahmel in Turkish, it is defined 
as “two small rooms covered with cloth, with a pyra-
midal top like a tent, placed on a camel, in each of 
which [rooms] a man may sit…[and] travel protected 
against the sun, and in [which] precious goods may 
be carried.”1 In Ottoman times, mules and camels 
formed the caravan that carried monetary donations 
of the sultans, other precious gifts, and members of 
the ruling family. Set atop a decorated camel, the 
mahmel-i ×erif, which carried only the Qur}an and, in 
later times, the keys of the Ka{ba, had special symbolic 
meaning. Its covers were ceremoniously renewed each 
year at the time of the Hajj. 

Sending the surre to the Ka{ba on camels adorned 
with decorated tents is a tradition that dates back to 
the time of the Prophet; a sixteenth-century painting 
depicts Muhammad transporting his own family from 
Mecca to Medina in such a tent.2

 The year 1517 marks a crucial turning point in the 
history of the Ottoman state: the Hijaz, until then 
under the governance of the Mamluks, became Otto-
man territory as a result of the Battle of Ridaniye, led 
and won by Sultan Selim I (r. 1512–20). As a result, 
Selim and his successors adopted the title of Hadimü 
’l-Haremeyn-i ×erifeyn (servants of the two holy sanctu-
aries [Mecca and Medina]): for example, in a letter 
in which Mahmud II (r. 1808–39) lists the countries 

and cities over which he rules,3 he refers to himself 
as, “I, who am the servant and the ruler of Mecca the 
Blessed, Medina the Radiant, and the shrine of Mas-
jid al-Aqsa and Jerusalem the Holy…” (Ben ki, [...] 
ve Mekke-i Mükerreme ve Medine-i Münevvere ve Ýarem-
i Mescid-i A_sa ve ^udüs-i Øerif-i Mub¸rek’in h¸dim ve 
h¸kimi…). 

After conquering Egypt, Selim I openly pronounced 
that the mahmel would from then onwards be sent by 
the Ottoman sultans: “To arrange for the peoples’ 
livelihoods and to assume the duties of preparing 
the Bayt al-Haram mahmels has henceforth become a 
binding duty that I swear to uphold, by the neck of 
my unrestrainable horse” (Halkæn ya×amæna düzen ver-
mek ve de Beyt-ül Ýaram mahmellerini hazærlamak bun-
dan böyle durdurulmaz atæmæn boynuna borc olmu×tur).4 
After issuing this statement, Selim appointed Khayr 
Beg governor of Egypt, asking him to prepare the 
mahmel-i ×erif and assigning him the duty of procur-
ing supplies for the pilgrimage troops going to the 
holy lands.5 At the same time, the sultan sent a simi-
lar decree to Damascus, ordering that the Damascus 
mahmel be prepared.6

 The tradition of regularly sending surre proces-
sions to the Haramayn (Two Sanctuaries, i.e., Mecca 
and Medina) before the Ottoman conquest dates as 
far back as the reign of the Abbasid caliph al-Muqta-
dir Bi’llah (908–32). The Fatimids (r. 909–1171) sent 
money in hopes of reconciling the Hijaz to their rule; 
the Mamluks (1250–1517) sent yearly allotments of 
grain and set rules for the ceremonial dispatch of the 
surre. The tradition continued throughout the Otto-
man period until 1915, the amount of money sent by 
the Ottomans after the conquest always exceeding that 
donated by other states.7 

 While various sources record that the first Otto-
man sultan to send a surre procession to the Hara-
mayn was Mehmed I (r. 1413–21), M. Atalar argues 
that the first was actually Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402), 
Meh med‘s father, although the practice was not yet an 
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official duty.8 The chronicler A×ækpa×azade mentions 
that Mehmed I had hospices (imaret) built in Mecca 
and Medina and sent monies to the two cities. The 
surre was sent during the reigns of Murad II (1421–
51) and Mehmed II (1451–81) as well, and during the 
reign of Bayezid II (1481–1512) amounted to 14,000 
gold ducats.9 Sending it became an official duty of 
the Ottoman state from the reign of Sultan Selim I 
(1512–20) onwards;10 200,000 gold pieces (filori) went 
to Mecca and Medina during Selim I’s reign.11

One of the economic consequences of Ottoman rule 
in the Hijaz, therefore, was the transfer of substantial 
amounts of money to the pious people living in these 
sacred places.12 Money sent with the surre was distrib-
uted to the inhabitants of Mecca and Medina, the 
needy, the Bedouins of Mecca, the envoys who deliv-
ered the gifts, and the pilgrims who came to visit the 
Haramayn. These expenditures were covered by the 
revenues from various pious endowments; the amount 
was decided by the sultan himself. S. Faroqhi draws 
attention to the fact that an endowment in the town 
of Konya Ereqlisi established for the purpose of rais-
ing money to be sent to Medina already existed dur-
ing the reign of Mehmed II. In the fifteenth century, 
most such endowments were located in Egypt; however, 
by the sixteenth century they began to appear on the 
Balkan frontiers of the Ottoman Empire as well.13

H. Tezcan estimates that the Ottoman tradition of 
sending textile covers to the holy lands started during 
the reign of Süleyman I (1520–66). She bases her argu-
ment on the fact that the earliest extant door curtain 
and band for the Ka{ba carry his name.14 Süley man 
had manuscripts illustrated with miniatures depict-
ing the Ka{ba and had the irrigation system of Mecca, 
and of the Ka{ba itself, repaired. Although there exist 
no documents referring to a surre during the reign 
of Süleyman’s son Selim II, surres are recorded to 
have been sent by Murad III (1574–95), Mehmed III 
(1595–1603), Ahmed I (1603–17), Mustafa I (1617–
18, 1622–23), Osman II (1618–22), Murad IV (1623–
40), Mehmed IV (1648–87), Ahmed II (1691–95), Mus-
tafa II (1695–1703), Ahmed III (1703–30), Mahmud 
I (1730–54), Mustafa III (1757–74), Abdülhamid I 
(1774–89), Selim III (1789–1807), Mahmud II (1808–
39), Abdülmecid I (1839–61), Abdülaziz (1861–76), 
Abdülhamid II (1876–1909), and Mehmed V (Re×ad) 
(1909–18).15 This documentation suffices to prove that 
the Ottoman state meticulously carried on the surre 
tradition through 1915. Sultan Mehmed VI (Vahded-
din) (1918–22) had one sent even though the Ara-

bian peninsula was no longer under Ottoman control 
during his reign.16

With the annual Surre-i hümayun (imperial surre 
procession), the Ottoman state sent donations of 
textile covers and money. The most precious among 
the covers were the kiswa that clothed the Ka{ba, the 
embroidered curtain for its door, and the surround-
ing band that carried the name of the donating sul-
tan. Each year the surre processions brought new cov-
ers to Mecca (for the Ka{ba) and to Medina (for the 
Prophet’s tomb, known as the Ravza-æ Mutahhara, and 
for the graves of the Companions of the Prophet). 
These covers were adorned with Qur{anic verses and 
prayers arranged in stacked chevron, or zigzag, rows, 
with inscriptions sometimes supplemented with sprays 
of flowers. Some of these textiles, once used, were 
brought back to Istanbul; others were distributed as 
holy relics to the pilgrims, in keeping with the tradi-
tional words of {A}isha (Muhammad’s youngest wife): 
“... you [shall] sell those covers and spend the money 
you earn for the poor and the travelers who are on 
their way to Allah.”17

RAVZA-I MUTAHHARA TEXTILES IN THE 
TOPKAPI PALACE MUSEUM

The Topkapæ Palace Museum collection of over six 
hundred religious textiles dating from the sixteenth 
to the twentieth century—intact or in pieces, dated 
or not—is material evidence of this tradition. Since 
there are no extant surre textiles from previous eras, 
those in the Topkapæ collection are of unique docu-
mentary value. They may be classified and examined 
under three categories: “Mecca the Blessed” covers, 
“Medina the Radiant” covers, and the reused forms  
of both types. 

This article primarily concerns the “Medina the 
Radiant” covers and their reuse. These zigzag epi-
graphic weavings are depicted in many illustrations 
of the Ravza-æ Mutahhara.18 In reference to the cov-
ers woven for Medina, S. Faroqhi notes, 

In 1577–78, the shaykh al-¥aram [Governor of Medina] 
pointed out to the central administration that the door 
curtains and the coverings over the Prophet’s tomb and 
the graves of his associates all were in urgent need of 
renewal. A list of all the textiles currently in the mosque 
was forwarded to Istanbul, where it possibly may still 
be found in one of the less accessible corners of the 
archives. In 1594–5, the covering for the Prophet’s grave 
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was manufactured in Istanbul, while the curtains and 
other items were ordered from Egypt. Unfortunately, it 
is impossible to determine whether in the intervening 
years the old decorations had continued in use or whether 
this was already the next renewal of the set.19

The textiles classified as of the “Medina the Radiant” 
type, since they were woven for the tomb of Muham-
mad in Medina, display horizontal zigzag rows contain-
ing Qur{anic verses and prayers. Patterning of their 
designs follows what is known as a straight repeat, with 
technical repeat units (for these textiles, the technical 
repeat unit is the minimum pattern area that contains 
no repetition) placed directly side by side and one 
above another. Warp and weft are of silk, and the 
weave is lampas20 or kemha,21 with satin ground and 
twill patterning. The green-ground textiles of this type 
may be divided into eight groups, primarily on the 
basis of elements in their design schemes: (I) palmette 
group; (II) pear-shaped medallion group; (III) metal 
thread group; (IV) dated group; (V) hanging lamp 
group; (VI) unflowered dark green group; (VII) metal 
thread dark green group; and (VIII) Jacquard-woven 
group. There are also red-ground “Medina the Radi-
ant” textiles, which are classified here as follows: (IX) 
pot-shaped medallion group; (X) extra-band group; 
(XI) dominant metal thread group; (XII) pink-ground 
group; (XIII) orange on pink-ground group; and (XIV) 
Jacquard-woven group. 

Green-ground Ravza-i Mutahhara textiles

I. Palmette group
An example (24/365: figs. 1 and 2) of the first green-
ground group in the Topkapæ Palace Museum col-
lection is one of eight fragments22 of what was once 
the background cloth to which was sewn an embroi-
dered panel with a mihrab design. (The embroidered 
panel—see below—and the palmette-group fragments 
show considerable independent deterioration, indi-
cating that they have long been separated.) On the 
fragment, following an unpatterned 8 cm at the lower 
end, a row of palmettes appears on an open, dark 
brownish-green ground (2a), followed by an inscrip-
tion in Kufic script within a narrow zigzag band 
(2b), a taller, cursive zigzag inscription (2c), another 
narrow Kufic-inscribed band (2d), and a final row 
of inverted palmettes (which are actually pendants 
to the next narrow zigzag band, the beginning of 
the next technical repeat unit).23 The palmettes are 
cream-colored and outlined in red. The wider zigzag 

band contains the shah¸da (profession of faith): l¸ 
il¸ha ill¸ All¸h wa Mu¥ammad ras¢l All¸h (There is 
no god but God, and Muhammad is the Prophet of 
God); the narrow band below it is inscribed ra¤iya 
All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº 
wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn (May God the Mighty 
be pleased with Abu Bakr, {Umar, {Uthman, {Ali and 
all of the rest of the Companions) and the one above 
it with Qur}an 9:33 or 61:9, “It is He Who has sent 
His Apostle with guidance and the Religion of Truth, 
that he may proclaim it over all religion, even though 
the pagans may detest it.”24 The large inscription is 
cream-colored and outlined in red. The selvages, of 
cream-colored satin, are quite broad (0.7 cm). 

The embroidered panel (not illustrated here) once 
appliquéd to the palmette-group textile of which 24/365 
is a fragment provides clues for dating the palmette-
group textiles.25 It contains the following inscriptions: 
in a cartouche at the very top is Qur}an 33:45: “O 
Prophet, truly We have sent thee as a witness, a bearer 
of glad tidings, and a warner.” Within an arch sup-
ported on columns is a hanging lamp, flanked by 
cartouches inscribed ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr 
wa-{Umar / wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba 
ajma{ºn. Beneath the hanging lamp, flanked by lighted 
candles, is a pear-shaped form enclosing the inscrip-
tion ya ras¢l All¸h mawl¸n¸ al-sul«¸n Mu¥ammad ya«lub 
al-shaf¸{a. H¸dh¸ b¸b al-sh¸mº (O Messenger of God, our 
lord Sultan Mehmed asks for intercession. This is the 
Syrian Gate [one of the gates to the city of Medina: 
according to the inscription, the site where the cur-
tain was hung]). Although this panel is undated, thus 
offering no clue as to which Mehmed is referred to, 
Hülya Tezcan suggests that he is Sultan Mehmed III (r. 
1595–1603), since the angular script and palmettes of 
the textile to which the panel was sewn are hallmarks 
of a Mamluk style still in use during his reign.

Some examples from the palmette group are woven 
on grass-green grounds.26 On such textiles, which fea-
ture the same design and inscriptions, the script and 
the outlining of the zigzags are cream-colored, and 
the woven selvages are yellow. 

II. Pear-shaped medallion group
Members of the second group, those displaying pear-
shaped medallions, show certain variations among 
themselves. On the first example illustrated (24/343: 
fig. 3),27 inscribed medallions surrounded by rich split-
leaf (r¢mº) ornament are surmounted by a narrow 
zigzag band, a wider band, another narrow band, and a 
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Fig. 2. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 
24/365. (Author’s schematic rendering)   

Fig. 1. Fragment of a Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover.Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/365. (Author’s photo: used with permission of 
the Topkapæ Palace Museum)

Fig. 3. Fragment of a Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/343. (Author’s photo: used with permission of 
the Topkapæ Palace Museum) 

second row of medallions; the series is then repeated, 
starting from the first Kufic-inscribed band. Placed on 
the open, dark brownish-green ground, the medallions 
are red, decorated in cream. The inscriptions within 
and outside the pear-shaped medallions read (top 
to bottom): ... wa-kaf¸ bi’ll¸h shahºdan (“And enough 
is God for a witness,” the end of Qur}an 4:79) and 
Mu¥ammad ras¢l All¸h (Muhammad is the Prophet of 
God). In the wider band is inscribed the shah¸da. The 
lower Kufic band reads ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr 
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Fig. 4. Mihrab-æ Nebî curtain. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/2001. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ Palace 
Museum) 
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Fig. 5. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 24/348. 
(Author’s schematic rendering) 

wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba 
ajma{ºn, and the upper one contains Qur}an 9:33/61:9 
(see above). The letters of the large inscription are 
of cream, outlined in red; the cream-ground zigzag 
bands are likewise outlined in red; the wide, woven 
selvages are yellow.

 The dating of the group is again made possible by 
reference to Mihrab-æ Nebî  curtains. On the embroi-
dered mihrab-design panel of one such example, 
24/397 (not illustrated), appears an inscription, al-
sul«¸n Mur¸d ya«lub al-shafa{a y¸ ras¢l All¸h. H¸dh¸ b¸b 
al-sh¸mº (Sultan Murad seeks intercession, o Messen-
ger of God. This is the Syrian Gate). Tezcan suggests 
that the sultan named is Murad IV (r. 1623–40).28 
The said inscription appears in an arched niche from 
the top of which hang three lamps. Above this niche 
appears a hadith that begins, Q¸la {alayhi al-sal¸m (So 
said [the Prophet], peace be upon him). On the lin-
ing of the panel is written b¸b al-sh¸mº. The embroi-
dered panel remains stitched onto a textile belong-
ing to the pear-shaped medallion group, suggesting 
a date for the group as well. 

 The mihrab-design panel of another curtain 
(24/2001) bordered by pieces of a pear-shaped medal-
lion group textile has the same compositional scheme 
(fig. 4). In the uppermost cartouche above the niche 
appears Qur}an 16:123, “So We have taught thee the 
inspired [message], ‘follow the ways of Abraham the 
true in faith, and he joined not gods with God.’”29 
The inscription in the central section reads All¸h, 
al-sul«¸n Mur¸d ya«lub al-shafa{a y¸ ras¢l All¸h. H¸dh¸ 
b¸b al-¥anºfº (God. Sultan Murad seeks intercession, 
o Messenger of God. This is the Hanifi Gate). As on 
24/397, the pear-shaped medallions on the surround-

ing textile are woven in red and cream and inscribed 
either All¸h or al-B¸qº (the Everlasting). In the wide 
zigzag band appears the shah¸da; in the lower nar-
row band is ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar 
wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn, 
and in the upper band appears Qur}an 9:33/61:9 
(see above). The letters of the wide band are woven 
in cream and outlined in red. 

There is also a textile of the same design scheme 
woven on a grass-green ground (24/647-155). In some 
cases (e.g., 24/343 [fig. 3] and 24/348 [fig. 5]) but 
not all, the centers of the pear-shaped medallions in -
scribed All¸h or al-B¸qº are red. The fact that the pal-
mettes have been transformed into medallions and 
that the inscriptions in the narrow bands are no lon-
ger so angular indicates a transition from Mamluk to 
Ottoman style. 

III. Metal thread group
Members of the third group include both green- and 
brown-ground textiles. Furthermore, there are also 
textiles with four colors that show characteristics of 
the group. For the dating of these textiles, we may 
again refer to the Mihrab-æ Nebî curtains, one of which 
belongs to the era of Sultan ~brahim (1640–48),30 and 
the other, dated 1131 (1718), to that of Ahmed III 
(1703–30).31 The embroidered panel of the former 
curtain (not illustrated) includes a column-supported 
arch from the top of which hangs a lamp; beneath 
this is a pear-shaped enclosure bearing the undated 
inscription y¸ ras¢l Allah mawl¸n¸ al-sul«¸n Ibr¸hºm ya«lub 
al-shaf¸{a. H¸dh¸ ghi«¸} al-muª¥af (O Messenger of God, 
our lord Sultan ~brahim seeks intercession. This is 
the cover of the Qur}an). In the cartouche above the 
niche is inscribed Qur}an 33:45 (see above). Above 
the lit candles within the niche appears ra¤iya All¸hu 
ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an 
baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn. The embroidered panel is 
sewn onto joined pieces of four-colored kemha belong-
ing to the metal-thread group. The selvages of some 
pieces are cream, while others are red—an indication 
that they were woven on different looms. The cloth 
is coarse and of low quality.  

In the later example (fig. 6), from the reign of 
Ahmed III, the top cartouche of the embroidered 
panel likewise contains Qur}an 33:45. Within the col-
umn-supported arch again appear a hanging lamp and 
a pear-shaped compartment, here inscribed y¸ ras¢l 
All¸h mawl¸n¸ al-sul«¸n A¥mad ya«lub al-shaf¸{a. H¸dh¸ li 
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Fig. 6. Mihrab-æ Nebî curtain. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/271. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ Palace 
Museum) 
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mi¥r¸b al-nabawº sana 1131 (O Messenger of God, our 
lord Sultan Ahmed seeks intercession. This is for the 
mihrab of the Prophet. Year 1131 [1719]). Within the 
cartouches on either side of the hanging lamp again 
appears ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-
{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn.   

The pieced, green-ground textile surrounding this 
embroidered panel is an example of the metal thread 
group also represented in the Topkapæ Palace collec-
tion by a length of fabric of full loom width (13/1659) 
(figs. 7 and 8 left).32 This group is characterized by 
technical repeats with heights of eight zigzag rows. The 
first row contains All¸h and Mu¥ammad on an open 
ground (8a); in the narrow zigzag band above this 
(8b) is inscribed with Qur}an 9:33/61:9 (see above); 
in the following wide zigzag band (8c) appears the 
shah¸da; and in the next narrow band (8d) is Qur}an 
33: 40, “Muhammad is not the father of your men, but 
[he is] the apostle of God, and the seal of the Proph-
ets, and God has full knowledge of all things.” All¸h 
and Mu¥ammad again appear on an open ground (8e), 
and above this, in the next narrow zigzag band (8f), 
is inscribed ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar 
wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn; 
the wide band above (8g) repeats the shah¸da; and 
the repeat unit ends with Qur}an 33:56 (“God and 
His angels send blessings on the Prophet; o ye that 
believe, send ye blessings on him, and salute him with 
all respect”) inscribed in the last narrow zigzag band 
(8h). Inscriptions within the wide bands are outlined 
in red. The loom width of the textile has four repeat 
units—four chevrons or zigzags. That the Qur}anic 
verses in the narrow bands make particular reference 
to the Prophet is an indication that the textile was 
woven for the Ravza-æ Mutahhara. 

Brown-ground textiles of the metal thread group 
likewise feature zigzag epigraphic designs that repeat 
after the eighth row (figs. 8 right and 9).33 Exam-
ples from this group are woven in kemha technique, 
with metal-wrapped silk thread used locally to high-
light All¸h and Mu¥ammad. After the appearance of 
these words on an expanse of open ground (8a), 
there follows ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar 
wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn in a 
narrow zigzag band (8b), the shah¸da in a wide band 
(8c), and Qur}an 33:56 (see above) in the next narrow 
band (8d). All¸h and Mu¥ammad are repeated on an 
expanse of open ground (8e), followed by a narrow 
band with Qur}an 9:33/61:9 (8f), a wide band (8g) with 
the shah¸da, and a last narrow band (8h) with most of 

Qur}an 33:40 (see above). The loom width again com-
prises four repeat units. The selvages are blue. Termi-
nating the d¸l in Mu¥ammad in the All¸h-Mu¥ammad 
rows is a split-leaf, or r¢mº, motif; such combining of 
script and vegetal ornament is characteristic of seven-
teenth-century Ottoman calligraphic art. 

Certain textiles woven on a four-colored background 
without metal thread also have the characteristic eight-
row epigraphic scheme of the metal-thread group. On 
one example (24/360), an inscription, ª¸¥ib al-khayr¸t 
Amºna Kh¸t¢n (the benefactor Amina Khatun), embroi-
dered on the textile in metal thread, implies that the 
fabric was donated by a charitable lady.

IV. Dated group
Two members (24/286, 24/288) of the fourth group 
of “Medina the Radiant” textiles have woven inscrip-
tions that contain dates (figs. 10, 11, and 12 left). 
Both read as follows: al-r¸j¢n shaf¸{at al-nabº Mu¥ammad 
R¸shid bin Muª«af¸ wa-Ab¢ Bakr bin Ýusayn wa-Ýusayn 
bin Sulaym¸n, 1206 (Those who hope for intercession 
by the Prophet [are] Muhammad Rashid b. Mustafa, 
Abu Bakr b. Husayn, and Husayn b. Sulayman, 1206 
[1791]).34  These inscriptions, contained within 
baroque frames, are repeated side by side across the 
width of the two textiles; they probably name the three 
ustas (masters) who wove them. Floral motifs between 
the lines of script add a decorative touch. On the 
back of one of the two textiles (24/288) is an oval, 
gray-colored stamp, so rubbed that it is unreadable. 
Elsewhere there are two lines of script and three names 
written in fine reed pen, also illegible, as well as three 
circles drawn by the same pen. These circles appear 
on the back of the second dated example (24/286) 
as well. The woven inscriptions on the two textiles 
repeat as follows, reading upwards: (12a) Qur}an 112 
(“Say: He is God the One and Only; God, the eternal, 
absolute; He begetteth not nor is He begotten; and 
there is none like unto Him”); (12b) All¸humma ªalli 
wa-sallim {al¸ ashraf al-anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn (O God, 
bless and grant peace to the noblest of the prophets 
and messengers); (12c) the last lines of Qur}an 28:88, 
“To Him belongs the command, and to Him will ye be 
brought back”; (12d) All¸h wa-l¸ siw¸hu All¸h (God: 
there is no equal to Him. God); (12e) Qur}an 33:56 
(see above); and (12f) the shah¸da, after which Qur}an 
112 recommences. On the back of another textile 
belonging to this group (24/1183) is written in pen 
Ahmed, Mustafa, ~brahim hediyesidir (“a present from 
Ahmed, Mustafa, ~brahim”), probably also a reference 
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Fig. 7. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 13/1659. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)
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to the master weavers who made the cloth. 
Another textile (24/1643), categorized in this group 

since it is decorated with flowers and resembles the 
examples described above, is woven on a green ground 
and has a six-part repeat consisting of three wide and 
three narrow zigzag bands (figs. 12 right and 13). 
The epigraphic content of the bands is as follows: 
(12a) All¸humma ªalli wa-sallim {ala ashraf al-anbiy¸} 
wa ’l-mursalºn; (12b) Qur}an 55:26–27 (“All that is on 
earth will perish: but will abide forever the face of 
thy Lord, full of majesty, bounty, and honor”); (12c) 
Mu¥ammad ras¢l All¸h ª¸diq al-wa{ad al-amºn (Muham-
mad is the Messenger of God, faithful to the sure prom-
ise); (12d) Man ªall¸ {alayya marratan ªall¸ All¸h {alayhi 
{ashr¸ (Whoever blesses me [the Prophet] once, God 
blesses him ten times); (12e) l¸ il¸ha ill¸ All¸h al-m¸lik 

Fig. 8. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 
13/1659 (left) and 24/358 (right). (Author’s schematic ren-
dering)   

al-¥aqq al-mubºn (There is no god but God, the Sover-
eign, the Truth, the Apparent; (12f) Man q¸la L¸ il¸ha 
ill¸ All¸h, dakhala al-janna (Whoever says, “There is 
no god but God” will enter paradise). There are two 
repeat units per loom width of the cloth. Added sel-
vages on both sides are hemstitched onto the textile 
with metallic thread. 

Included in this dated group are two more examples, 
which also bear resemblance to a black kiswa textile in 
the Topkapæ Palace Museum collection (24/997);35 all 
are ornamented with flowers between the inscriptions. 
Even though they exhibit the same design scheme 
as the other members of the group, one of them 
(24/2228) is wider (92 cm) than the rest, while the 
other (24/389) is woven on a pistachio-green ground. 
As a whole, this group shows characteristics of Otto-
man decorative arts of the eighteenth century. 

V. Hanging lamp group
The fifth group includes images of inscribed hang-
ing lamps (figs. 14, 15). Three remaining examples 
from this group are now found in the form of large 
lengths of loom-width fabrics in the Topkapæ Palace 
Museum collection.36 The epigraphic scheme repeats 
after the fourth row and, starting with the wide row 
of alternating lamps and circles, consists of y¸ karºm 
y¸ ghaf¢r ya rahºm ya ghaff¸r (O Generous One, o All-
Forgiving One, o Merciful One,  o Ever-Forgiving One) 
(15a); y¸ bin {Abbas tawaªªaln¸ ilayka kullam¸ narj¢hu 
min qurana ilayka ibn {ammi ¥abºbika sayyid walad {Adn¸n 
r¸wº al-¥adºth wa-tarjum¸n al-Qur}¸n. (O, Ibn Abbas, as 
the son of the uncle of the Beloved [Prophet], who is 
the master of the sons of Adnan, and as the teller of 
hadith and the interpreter of the Qur}an, we plead of 
you to transmit our prayers and our requests to our 
Prophet) (15b); All¸humma l¸ khayr¸ ill¸ khayra al-¸khira 
(O God, there is no benevolence other than that of 
the other world) (15c); and finally (15d), l¸ il¸ha ill¸ 
All¸h al-m¸lik al-¥aqq al-mubºn; Mu¥ammad ras¢l All¸h 
ª¸diq al-wa{ad al-amºn (There is no God but God, the 
Sovereign, the Truth, the Apparent; Muhammad is the 
Prophet of God, faithful to the sure promise.) This 
group differs from the others in design scheme. The 
example illustrated, apparently a special length woven 
to honor Ibn {Abbas.  is unusual in bearing no Qur}anic 
verses. A similar textile is preserved in the Textiles 
Section of the Victoria and Albert Museum.37
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Fig. 9. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/358. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)
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Fig. 10. Detail of dated inscription on a Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/288. (Author’s photo: used 
with permission of the Topkapæ Palace Museum)

VI. Unflowered dark green group 
Members of the sixth group of Ravza-æ Mutaharra tex-
tiles display inscriptions without floral decoration on 
dark green grounds. Some include the words wa-l¸ 
siw¸hu (and there is no equal to Him); others do not 
have this formula but follow the same organization. 
The inscription program of the example illustrated, 
24/386 (fig. 16),38 begins after 2 cm of unpatterned 
cloth and repeats after the fourth zigzag band. The 
zigzag pattern unit occurs twice across the loom width. 
The epigraphic program is as follows: the first wide 
band is inscribed All¸h rabbº wa-l¸ siw¸hu, Mu¥ammad 
¥abºb All¸h (God is my Lord and there is no equal to 
Him; Muhammad is the beloved of God); the narrow 
zigzag band above it reads ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº 

Bakr wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-
ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn; the second wide band reads al-ªal¸tu 
wa ’l-sal¸mu {alayka ya ras¢l All¸h (Blessings and peace 
upon thee, o Messenger of God); and the final narrow 
band is inscribed All¸humma ªalli wa-sallim {al¸ ashraf 
jamº{ al-anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn (O God, bless and grant 
peace to the noblest of all the prophets and messen-
gers). Textiles of this group including wa-l¸ siw¸hu 
are quite numerous in the Topkapæ Palace Museum 
collection.  

A second example, (24/382),39 has different inscrip-
tions that nevertheless follow the same scheme (fig. 
17), including two zigzags width-wise and four rows 
of inscriptions per repeat unit. In the wide lower 
band (17a) appears Qur}an 33:40, followed by the 
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Fig. 11. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover with dated inscription. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/286. (Author’s photo: used with permis-
sion of the Topkapæ Palace Museum)

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   Sec2:301 10/18/2006   11:53:39 AM



sel~n ~pek302

shah¸da (17b), Qur}an 33:56 (17c), and finally (17d) 
All¸humma ªalli {al¸ Mu¥ammad wa ¸lihi wa ªa¥¸bihi 
wa sallim (O God, bless Muhammad, his family, and 
his Companions). 

VII. Metal thread dark green group
The seventh group comprises coarser textiles with 
designs woven in metal thread on dark green grounds. 
One of the examples in this group (24/298) carries 
a design scheme that starts with an open triangular 
area below a wide zigzag band between two narrower 
ones (fig. 18). In the triangular area (18a) is inscribed 
All¸h Mu¥ammad All¸h rabbº (God. Muhammad. God. 
My Lord); in the following narrow band (18b) is ra¤iya 
All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº 
wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn; in the wide band (18c) 
appears the shah¸da; and in the final narrow band 
(18d) is part of Qur}an 2:144, “We see the turning 
of thy face to the heavens: now shall We turn thee 

to a qibla that shall please thee. Turn then thy face 
in the direction of the sacred Mosque: wherever ye 
are, turn your faces in that direction….” This kind of 
cloth, with its coarse texture and relatively careless 
calligraphy, dates from a later period and was not 
frequently used for the Ravza-æ Mutahhara.  

VIII. Jacquard-woven group
The last group of green-ground textiles comprises 
those woven on the Jacquard looms of the imperial 
~zmit-Hereke factory. One example (24/631), in the 
form of an unused roll of cloth (figs. 19 and 20 left),40 

typifies the late-nineteenth-century production on these 
mechanized looms. The epigraphic program is as fol-
lows: All¸hu rabbº wa-l¸ siw¸hu, Mu¥ammad ¥abºb All¸h 
(20a); wa-ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-
{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn (20b); 
al-ªal¸tu wa-’l-sal¸mu {alayka ya ras¢l All¸h (20c); and 
finally All¸humma ªalli wa-sallim {al¸ ashraf jamº{ wa ’l-
anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn (20d). A second example from 
this group (24/1198) is in the form of a panel framed 
by another textile (fig. 20 right).41

Red-ground Ravza-æ Mutahhara textiles

As stated above, among the textiles woven for the 
Ravza-æ Mutahhara are also examples woven on red 
grounds. 

IX. Pot-shaped medallion group (and X. Added-band 
group)
Among red-ground textiles, those belonging to the 
pot-shaped medallion group (as well as to the added-
band group, examples of which are not illustrated 
here) exhibit the shah¸da in one of the wide bands, 
with narrow bands below and above containing 
Qur}an 112 (see above) and 108, “To thee have We 
granted the fountain; therefore to thy Lord turn in 
prayer and sacrifice, for he who hateth thee will be 
cut off,” respectively. The second wide band contains 
r¢mº-embellished pot-shaped medallions with All¸h 
and Mu¥ammad inscribed within and above or below 
them. In the Topkapæ Palace Museum collection, two 
fragments (24/452 and 24/453—see fig. 21) are part 
of the same textile.42 A second example of the group 
(24/647-90, not illustrated) has the same pattern and 
epigraphic scheme 43 but exhibits more simplified 
outlines and lower weaving quality. A third example 
(24/481, not illustrated),44 also of lower quality, has 
blossoms resembling multi-armed stars between the 

Fig. 12. Technical repeat unit for Topkapæ Palace Museum 
24/286 (left) and 24/1643 (right). (Author’s schematic ren-
dering)
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Fig. 13. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/1643. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)
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Fig. 14. Textile invoking Ibn {Abbas. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/2153. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Top-
kapæ Palace Museum)

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   Sec2:304 10/18/2006   11:54:32 AM



ottoman ravza-i mutahhara covers sent from istanbul to medina 305

inscriptions. Two cords stitched onto this textile indi-
cate that it was used as a curtain. It is made up of 
four pieces of similar type. 

 Another example (13/1647)45 has the same com-
position as other members of the group, including 
six zigzag-repeat units across the loom width (fig. 22). 
Since both the calligraphy and the outlining are no 
longer as meticulous and the silk texture is of lower 
quality, we may consider this an example of early-eigh-
teenth-century production. 

XI. Dominant metal thread group
The example representing this group (24/528) dis-
plays zigzag designs woven entirely in silver-wrapped 
silk thread on a red ground; the technical repeat 
unit comprises six rows of inscriptions,46 and appears 
twice across the loom width (fig. 23). In the lowest 
narrow band is Qur}an 112; in the wide band above it 
appears All¸humma ªalli wa-sallim {al¸ ashraf al-anbiy¸} 
wa ’l-mursalºn; following this in the narrow band is 
the end of Qur}an 28:88 (see above). The next wide 
band is inscribed All¸h wa-l¸ siw¸hu All¸h; above this is 
Qur}an 33:56; and in the top wide band is the shah¸da. 
This example is one of eight extant pieces of a single 
unique textile; that it contains so much silver and was 

processed for firmness after weaving suggests that it 
was a special commission.

XII. Pink-ground group
This group is represented by a textile approximately 
4 m in length  (24/482).47 Two zigzag-repeat units are 
placed width-wise; there are six bands of inscriptions 
per repeat unit. The epigraphic program, proceeding 
upward from the first wide band, is (1) All¸humma ªalli 
wa-sallim {al¸ ashraf al-anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn; (2) Qur}an 
28:88; (3) All¸h wa-l¸ siw¸hu All¸h; (4) Qur}an 33:56; 
(5) the shah¸da; and (6) Qur}an 112. In disposition of 
inscriptions, this example resembles the dated group 
of green-ground textiles (24/286 and 24/288). 

XIII. Orange on pink-ground group
From the end of the nineteenth century onwards there 
are signs of an accelerated search for innovation in 
inscribed fabrics. There is no longer adherence to 
the accustomed colors: in one example (24/516), 
unique in the collection, orange designs are woven 
on a pink ground.48 This textile is in two pieces, with 
bright green satin lining and edging. The epigraphic 
scheme on the cloth is as follows: (1) wa ra¤iya All¸h 
ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa {Umar wa {Uthm¸n wa {Alº wa 
{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba; (2) al-ªal¸tu wa ’l-sal¸mu {alayka 
y¸ ras¢l All¸h; All¸humma ªalli wa sallim {al¸ ashraf 
al-anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn; (3) rabbº All¸h wa-l¸ siw¸hu 
Mu¥ammad ¥abºb All¸h.

XIV. Jacquard-woven group
The red-ground Jacquard-woven group is exemplified 
by a roll of fabric (24/630)49 patterned in yellow. 
Its zigzag bands contain various prayers in thuluth 
script: All¸hu rabbº wa-l¸ siw¸hu Mu¥ammad ¥abºb All¸h; 
wa-ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar wa-{Uthm¸n 
wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn; al-ªal¸tu wa ’l-
sal¸mu {alayka y¸ ras¢l All¸h; and All¸humma ªalli wa 
sallim {al¸ ashraf j¸mi{ al-anbiy¸} wa ’l-mursalºn.

Of the epigraphic textiles made for Mecca or Medina, 
those woven on green grounds are generally asso-
ciated with Medina and those on red grounds with 
Mecca. There are, however, red-ground textiles that 
bear Qur}anic verses related to Medina; hence it is 
incorrect to infer the intended destination of these 
textiles solely on the basis of their color. More rel-
evant in their differentiation is the content of their 
Qur}anic verses—whether they refer to the Ka{ba or 
the Prophet.

Regarding disposition of these textiles after their 

Fig. 15. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 
24/2153. (Author’s schematic rendering)
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Fig. 16. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/386. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)
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use in the Haramayn, these sacred silks were tradition-
ally distributed among the sharºf (ruler of Mecca), the 
Banu Shayba (gatekeepers of the Ka{ba), and other 
Meccan notables, who cut the textiles into pieces and 
sold them to rich pilgrims, in compliance with the 
above-mentioned tradition.50 

 During the reign of Sultan Murad IV, for instance, 
a certain Ridwan Bey of Egyptian origin undertook 
the restoration of the Ka{ba, and in return for his ser-
vice was offered a Ka{ba cover at the time it was to be 
replaced; apparently, however, he refused this gift. Due 
to this practice of distribution (which was similar for 
the Medinan textiles), the black kiswas that clothed 
the Ka{ba, the red epigraphic zigzag covers used in its 
interior, and the green silken covers for the Ravza-æ 
Mutahhara came into widespread possession and are 
now in museums and private collections. Gold-embroi-
dered religious textiles such as the curtains woven for 
the Ka{ba door or the Ka{ba belt itself unfortunately 
did not fare as well: many were taken apart and the 
gold they contained melted down. 

Other such textiles, however, were forwarded to 
Istanbul and kept in the imperial palace. Uzunçar×ælæ 
reports: 

 It was set by code that the kiswas for the Ka{ba in Mecca 
and the Ravza-æ Mutahhara in Medina were to be renewed 
and that the used kiswas were to be brought back to 
Istanbul by the Emir of Mecca at the time of the acces-
sion ceremonies of the Ottoman sultans (cülus). These 
kiswas traveled back by land until they reached Üsküdar, 
where they were taken up ceremoniously and brought 
to Eyyub by sea to the tomb of Halid. From there, a 
cortege led by the ulema, shaykhs, sayyids, and high offi-
cials, accompanied by repetitive choral pronouncements 
affirming the greatness and uniqueness of Allah (tekbir 
and tehlil) brought the religious textiles to the palace 
following an itinerary that passed through Edirnekapæ. 
Since [the historian] Selaniki records such a procession 
in his chronicle of 1005 (1556), it appears that this tradi-
tion may be of a much earlier date.51 

The upkeep of the covers brought back to the palace 
was among the duties of the Avadancælar,52 supervised 
by the Treasury Steward (Hazine Kethüdasæ). Inciden-
tally, a rumor once spread that Mehmed Bey, who in 
1855 was a Keeper of the Privy Purse in the sultan’s 
household, had stolen the jewels on the Holy Relics 
and had some of the surre textiles thrown into a well 
in the palace and the rest into the sea off Sarayburnu. 
He was arrested in the palace, all the viziers were 
called to court and shown the Holy Relics, and it was 

Fig. 17. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 
24/382. (Author’s schematic rendering)

Fig. 18. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 
24/298. (Author’s schematic rendering)
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Fig. 19. Textile length (unused roll) made for the Ravza-æ Mutahhara. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/631. (Author’s photo: 
used with permission of the Topkapæ Palace Museum)
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confirmed that nothing was missing. What had actually 
happened was that Mehmed Bey, in his efforts to tidy 
up the Imperial Treasury, had inquired of the Saray 
Hocasæ (sultan’s advisor) about “what to do with the 
religious covers and their wrappings brought back to 
the palace, since they formed a large bulk,” and in 
accordance with the hoca’s reply he had them thrown 
away. This defense notwithstanding, Mehmed Bey was 
exiled to Cyprus, where he served his sentence as a 
prisoner in the castle (kalebend).53

The religious textiles we have been considering, 
which have survived in relatively well-preserved con-
dition, are now registered in the Holy Relics Depart-
ment of the Topkapæ Palace Museum, having previ-
ously been kept in the Hærka-i Saadet (Holy Mantle) 
Department of the Armory Treasury (Silahdar Hazi-
nesi)54 and then transferred to the creamery (yaqhane) 
of the Palace Kitchens after it was restored and trans-
formed into the Costume and Textile Depot of the 
museum (1959–60).55

The duty of sending the surre procession, which 
had originally been given to the Darüssaade Aqalaræ 
(Chief Black Eunuchs) and financed by the Hara-
mayn endowments of the Enderun (inner court of the 
Imperial Palace) from 1587 onwards, was transferred 
to the Haremeyn Evkaf Nezareti (Secretary of Haramayn 

Fig. 20. Technical repeat unit of Topkapæ Palace Museum 24/631 (left) and 24/1198 (right). (Author’s schematic render-
ing)

Endowments) in 1836.56 Hence there are covers and 
documents related to the surre in the archives of the 
Turkish Republic Prime Ministry, the Topkapæ Pal-
ace Museum, and the General Directorate of Pious 
Endowments. It is not only the covers that are widely 
scattered and found in pieces; the same is true of 
the documentation relating to them. For example, a 
Ka{ba curtain and belt are kept in the Pious Endow-
ments Calligraphic Arts Museum in Beyazæt, Istanbul, 
whereas there are materials for another Ka{ba cur-
tain, some kiswas, and bands for separating curtains 
in the Pious Endowments Directorate in Ankara, in 
the form of unused rolls.57 If we take into consider-
ation the pieces distributed to mosques and mausole-
ums as well as those in private houses and museums 
of various countries, the total number of these cov-
ers must be much greater than we have so far been 
able to record.58

Reuses of the Haramayn textiles

Some of the covers brought back from the Haramayn 
are intact, while others are in pieces. During the month 
of the Great Pilgrimage (Hacc-æ Ekber), when the Friday 
sermon was delivered in Istanbul at the same time as 
on Mount Arafat near Mecca, the covers were kept 
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whole, while later they might be torn or cut up and 
distributed to pilgrims, mosques, and tombs, or framed 
and hung, or reused as pu×ide (coffin covers).59

Their most frequent form of reuse was as coffin 
covers: they were placed either at the head of coffins 
or fully covering them. Coffin covers now in the Top-
kapæ Palace Museum deserve attention for the labels 
on their linings, which allow us to decipher that they 
came from the coffins of, e.g., Murad and {Abdullah, 
sons of Süleyman I, and Hatice Sultan, daughter of 
Selim I (24/401, 24/403, 24/404). These coffins are in 
the Øehzadeler Türbesi (Tomb of the Royal Princes), 
built in 1522–23 in the courtyard of Selim I’s mosque 
in Istanbul.60 There are many other religious textiles 
in the Topkapi Palace Museum that are likewise clas-
sified as coffin covers but that lack labels.61

Manuscript paintings in various private and museum 
collections provide visual evidence of the reuse of 

Haramayn textiles as coffin covers. In the Tarºƒ-i Sul«¸n 
Süleym¸n of the Süleym¸nn¸me of Lokman, for instance, 
there is a depiction of the funeral of Süleyman I, 
showing the cortege to his türbe in the courtyard of 
the Süleymaniye Mosque, where the sultan is to be 
buried. The coffin is covered with a piece of a black 
kiswa and a red textile of the sort used in the interior 
of the Ka{ba.62 A similar reuse of Haramayn textiles 
as coffin covers is shown in numerous other late-six-
teenth-century illustrated manuscripts.63 

In addition to coffin covers, the Topkapæ Palace 
Museum collection also includes coffin sheaths—made 
to wrap coffins rather than simply covering their tops—
that feature zigzag textiles. One such coffin sheath 
(24/900) includes three different fragments of zig-
zag design, all dating from the sixteenth century, with 
black, red, and brown grounds. The label of the sheath 
indicates that it was made for the coffin of one of the 

Fig. 21. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover (detail). Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/453. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the 
Topkapæ Palace Museum)
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Fig. 22. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 13/1647. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   Sec2:311 10/18/2006   11:56:12 AM



sel~n ~pek312

Fig. 23. Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/528. (Author’s photo: used with permission of the Topkapæ 
Palace Museum)
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Fig. 24. Qur}an case made from a Ravza-æ Mutahhara cover. Topkapæ Palace Museum, 24/648 (Author’s photo: used with 
permission of the Topkapæ Palace Museum)
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two sons of Muhyiddin al-{Arabi (the renowned Ibn 
al-{Arabi, d. 1240), who with their sister are buried in 
their father’s türbe in Salihiyya, Damascus.64 

The next most frequent reuse of these religious tex-
tiles is in the form of pieces cut into either rectan-
gular or square shapes, lined, bordered in silk satin, 
and hung on walls (13/1637).

A short kaftan made of a textile woven for the 
Ravza-æ Mutahhara (13/1658) is unique in its design 
scheme, consisting of  pear-shaped medallions, a nar-
row zigzag band with a Kufic inscription, a wide zig-
zag band, and another narrow zigzag band, repeated 
in order on a dark brownish-green ground. The pear-
shaped medallions are decorated in cream and red 
and richly outlined in r¢mº; inside the medallion is 
inscribed wa-kaf¸ bi’ll¸h shahºdan Mu¥ammad ras¢l All¸h 
(and God is sufficient as a witness [the end of Qur}an 
4:79]; Muhammad is the Prophet of God). The wide 
zigzag band contains the shah¸da; in the narrow band 
below is ra¤iya All¸hu ta{¸l¸ {an Abº Bakr wa-{Umar 
wa-{Uthm¸n wa-{Alº wa-{an baqiyyat al-ªa¥¸ba ajma{ºn; 
and in the band above appears Qur}an 9:33/61:9. The 
shah¸da is woven in cream outlined in red, as are the 
zigzag bands bordering the inscriptions. 

Among the other reused religious textiles in the col-
lection is a cushion woven on red-ground silk (24/646); 
a key bag made from a textile of the palmette group (I) 
on a dark brownish-green ground (24/2005);65 a skull-
cap from red-ground cloth of the pot-shaped medal-
lion group (IX), to which has been added a narrow 
zigzag band (13/972);66 and a Qur}an case (24/648) 
from fabric of the dated group (IV) (fig. 24).67 Such 
items enrich the Topkapæ Palace Museum collection 
alongside Haramayn textiles in their original form. 

CONCLUSION

The textiles considered in this article, prepared for 
and sent to the Haramayn in the name of the Otto-
man state, can be of a quality equal to that of textiles 
woven for the palace. In function, however, they belong 
to a separate category: their carefully chosen inscrip-
tions—consisting of prayers, hadith, and Qur}anic 
verses—relate to the holy places where they were used. 
The Qur}anic texts we have encountered in the col-
lection holdings of Ravza-æ Mutahhara textiles are as 
follows:

Qur}an 2 (Baqara): 144
Qur}an 4 (Nis¸}): 79 

Qur}an 9 (Tawba): 33, identical in wording to 61:9 
Qur}an 61 (Õaff): 9
Qur}an 16 (Na¥l): 123
Qur}an 28 (Qiª¸ª): 88 
Qur}an 33 (A¥z¸b): 40, 56
Qur}an 48 (Fat¥): 28
Qur}an 55 (Ra¥m¸n): 26, 27
Qur}an 108 (Kawthar) 
Qur}an 112 (Ikhl¸ª) 

The scripts used include Kufic, naskh, thuluth, and 
monumental thuluth. The inscriptions were probably 
prepared by the calligraphers of the era and passed 
on to the textile designers for incorporation into the 
zigzag format; empty spaces in the inscriptions were 
often filled in with smaller floral patterns to balance 
the writing, in keeping with considerations of full 
and void space characteristic of all Ottoman decora-
tive arts. The decline of Ottoman weaving in general 
from the eighteenth century onwards—the decrease 
in weft and warp counts, design deterioration, loss 
of color consistency, and lessening of silk quality—is 
reflected in these textiles. The use of Jacquard looms 
to weave nineteenth-century examples both increased 
and accelerated their production.   

 While the presence on earlier examples of palmette 
motifs and Kufic script reflects Mamluk influence, 
the introduction of floral ornamentation and cursive 
inscriptions, the increase in the number of technical 
repeat units, and the elongation of the designs are 
characteristically Ottoman developments. 

 In conclusion, the religious textiles considered 
here, some of them, according to the documentation 
quoted above by Faroqhi,68 woven in Egypt, and oth-
ers in Istanbul and eventually Hereke, reflect imperial 
Ottoman taste from the sixteenth century onward—
an indication that their designs were prepared by the 
nakka×hane (court designers’ workshop) before being 
sent elsewhere to be woven. Consideration of the 
designs, patterning, and content and distribution of 
the inscriptions allows us to trace the artistic devel-
opment of these religious covers from the sixteenth 
to the twentieth century.

Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Istanbul 
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sis, entitled “Topkapæ Sarayæ Müzesi’ndeki Mekke ve Medine’ye 
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MARCUS MILWRIGHT

SO DESPICABLE A VESSEL: REPRESENTATIONS OF TAMERLANE 
IN PRINTED BOOKS OF THE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH 

CENTURIES

Of all the great warriors who swept across Central 
Asia and the Middle East in the medieval period, 
Tamerlane1 is arguably the one who had the most 
enduring impact on the culture of Renaissance and 
early modern Europe. The achievements of Tamerlane 
seem to have both fascinated and horrified European 
audiences and, from the middle of the fifteenth cen-
tury to the early nineteenth, he appears in numerous 
histories and biographical encyclopedias, as well as in 
plays by the likes of Marlowe, Racine, and Rowe; operas 
by Vivaldi, Scarlatti, and Handel; and even a ballet.2 
In addition, representations of Tamerlane are to be 
found in paintings, tapestries, prints, and drawings.3 
That this fearsome ruler was invoked as a kind of 
“bogeyman” is indicated by a passage in an essay of 
Michel de Montaigne (d. 1592), Of Repentance: 

The value of the soul consists not in flying high, but in 
an orderly pace. Its grandeur is exercised not in great-
ness, but in mediocrity. As those who judge and touch 
us inwardly make little account of the brilliance of our 
public acts, and see that these are only thin streams and 
jets of water spurting from a bottom otherwise muddy 
and thick; so likewise those who judge of us by this brave 
outward appearance draw similar conclusions about our 
inner constitution, and cannot associate common facul-
ties, just like their own, with these other faculties that 
astonish them and are so far beyond their scope. So we 
give demons wild shapes. And who does not give Tamer-
lane raised eyebrows, open nostrils, a dreadful face, and 
immense size, like the size of the imaginary picture of 
him we have formed from the renown of his name?4

Montaigne’s comments suggest that there existed a 
popular notion of the physical characteristics of the 
Asian conqueror, but his brief notes do not allow us to 
reconstruct exactly how Tamerlane was represented in 
the visual and dramatic arts of Renaissance and early 
modern Europe. In this article I will focus on the ways 

in which Tamerlane was depicted in printed books of 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Although not 
an exhaustive survey of the available printed material, 
the present selection provides a representative sample 
of the images found in the historical treatises, bio-
graphical dictionaries, plays, and accounts written by 
travelers to the Middle East and Central Asia. While 
these woodcut “portraits” of Tamerlane vary consider-
ably in their quality of execution, they are important 
because, with the possible exception of the public 
performance of plays, it was through the medium of 
printed books that visual representations of Tamerlane 
were most widely circulated among the literate society 
of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. This 
level of circulation may be contrasted with the much 
smaller audiences that would have seen paintings or 
tapestries in private houses and palaces. 

 The article argues that this group of printed repre-
sentations provides important evidence for the prev-
alent beliefs concerning the ethnicity and character 
of Tamerlane. Much of this information is communi-
cated to the viewer by means of costume, facial fea-
tures, and facial hair, and the article seeks to iden-
tify the potential sources for these details. The images 
are designed to complement texts, but, in most cases, 
they do not function as direct illustrations of specific 
passages of writing. Significantly, those sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century books that contain illustrations 
of Tamerlane do not tend to provide written descrip-
tions of the physical appearance of the man. Indeed, 
few European authors from the fifteenth century to 
the end of the seventeenth furnish their audience 
with anything but the briefest information on this 
issue, preferring instead to focus upon the presenta-
tion of Tamerlane’s life and accomplishments. What 
does appear in these texts, however, is a discussion 
of his origins and an assessment of the ways in which 
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his deeds—both good and bad—reflected the essen-
tial qualities of his character. In the last section of 
the article, the representations of Tamerlane are con-
sidered in the context of physiognomic treatises and 
Renaissance and early modern scholarship on the his-
tory and peoples of Asia.

TAMERLANE AND EARLY EUROPEAN 
SCHOLARSHIP

The biography of Tamerlane can be briefly sketched 
out. He was born into the Barlas clan in the region of 
Samarqand in the 1320s or 1330s. The clan formed part 
of the ulus Chaghatay, a confederation formed around 
the family of the second son of Chinggis (Genghis) 
Khan (d. 1227) that occupied an extensive but loosely 
defined area east of the Oxus River. The Barlas claimed 
descent from an important amir during the reign of 
the great thirteenth-century conqueror Chinggis but 
had no royal ancestry. Allegiance to the Chinggisid 
legacy remained a central component of Tamerlane’s 
political identity, and even at the zenith of his power 
he scrupulously avoided using the Mongol title of khan 
(i.e., ruler).5 Tamerlane first came to prominence in 
the 1360s, possessing a following of powerful figures in 
both the Barlas clan and other tribal groups of the ulus 
Chaghatay. Having established his overall command of 
the ulus Chaghatay by 1379, Tamerlane set out on a 
series of campaigns of conquest that took him beyond 
his native Transoxiana to the areas southeast of Lake 
Balkash, west into Iran, Iraq, Syria, and Anatolia, north 
into the lands around the Aral sea, northwest into 
Khwarazm and the lands of the Golden Horde, and 
south into Afghanistan and northern India. His last 
major victory was over the forces of Ottoman sultan 
Bayazid I near Ankara, in July 1402. The sultan himself 
was taken captive and, while there is little consensus 
in the historical sources concerning his treatment 
by Tamerlane, it is known that Bayazid died a few 
months later, in 1403. This victory had the effects of 
delaying the growth of Ottoman power and ensuring 
the survival of the Byzantine Empire for a few more 
decades. In the autumn of 1404 Tamerlane mounted 
his campaign against Ming China, but he died early 
in 1405 with this last task uncompleted.6 

Though he adopts a stance largely hostile to his sub-
ject, the historian Ibn {Arabshah (d. 1450) provides 
a relatively generous and detailed account of Tamer-
lane’s physical appearance. His description of Tamer-

lane has been found to correlate well with the char-
acteristics of one of the skeletons exhumed in 1941 
from Gur-i Amir in Samarqand.7 Ibn {Arabshah states 
that Tamerlane was tall, with a strong build and a 
fair complexion, and was lame on his right side. The 
author also draws attention to the radiance of his eyes, 
as well as his powerful voice, long beard, and thick 
fingers.8 While those who met him said that Tamer-
lane did not enjoy any form of frivolity, he was appar-
ently noted for loving intellectual debate and chess-
playing. All sources concur that he was possessed of 
a profound intellect and that, though illiterate, he 
employed scholars fluent in Arabic, Persian, and Tur-
kic to instruct him in the sciences and Islamic history. 
Tamerlane’s religious beliefs remain the subject of 
scholarly debate, though it would appear that his sym-
pathies were with Sunni Islam. He also seems to have 
been influenced by the Naqshbandi Sufi order. He 
kept Sufi shaykhs and religious scholars in his entou-
rage, and remained a major patron of religious archi-
tecture throughout his career.9

From the time of the first contacts, Europeans took 
the garbled and inaccurate reports they possessed of 
the man and his life and reshaped them to fit existing 
stereotypes of Oriental kingship (many of which were 
associated with specific historical figures of the distant 
past). For instance, reports of Tamerlane’s first military 
victory over the forces of Ottoman sultan Bayazid, at 
Sivas in August 1400, reached London in February of 
the following year. According to the merchants who 
carried the story to England, the Turkish sultan had 
been killed and the victorious Asian king had, with 
60,000 of his people, accepted Christianity.10 This curi-
ous revival of the legend of Prester John,11 the myth-
ical Christian king beyond the borders of the Islamic 
world, also brings to mind the numerous thirteenth- 
and early-fourteenth-century European accounts of the 
apparent conversion of the Mongol khans to Christi-
anity. The belief that a powerful Asian Christian ruler 
might aid in the eradication of Muslim rule in the 
Holy Land had prompted a flurry of diplomatic activ-
ity between Europe and the Mongol khanates.12 In a 
similar manner, information about Tamerlane made 
its way to the courts of Europe as the result of diplo-
matic missions sent east in the decade before the great 
conqueror’s death in 1405. Charles VI of France had 
sent Dominican emissaries to Tamerlane in 1396, while 
Ruy Gonzalez di Clavijo, the representative of Henry 
III of Castille, arrived in the imperial capital Samar-
qand in 1403–4.13 For all its value to modern histori-
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ans, Clavijo’s account of his meeting with Tamerlane 
enjoyed a relatively limited readership in sixteenth- 
and seventeenth-century Europe.14

It is worth asking, therefore, how an informed Euro-
pean reader of the sixteenth or early seventeenth cen-
tury would have gained an understanding of the bio-
graphical details of Tamerlane. Modern scholarship 
on the historical Timur makes use of primary written 
sources, particularly in Persian and Arabic, but these 
did not become available to European writers before 
the second quarter of the seventeenth century;15 the 
first translated editions of the key historical sources, 
Ibn {Arabshah and Sharaf al-Din Yazdi (d. 1454), were 
not published in Europe until 1636 and 1722, respec-
tively.16 Accounts of Tamerlane, and particularly of 
his dealings with the Ottoman sultan Bayazid I, also 
appear in the works of Turkish chroniclers.17 A hand-
ful of sixteenth-century European scholars exploited 
such sources directly,18 but for the remainder informa-
tion from the Turkish histories was mediated through 
the works of Byzantine authors,19 most importantly 
Laonikos Chalkokondyles (d. ca. 1490). His history 
was printed in a Latin translation by Conrad Clauser 
in 1556,20 but it is possible that the émigré Greek The-
odore Spandounes (Spandugino) consulted the orig-
inal Greek text in manuscript form before this date. 
The history of Doukas (d. 1462) remained in manu-
script form until it was edited by I. Bullialdus in Paris 
in 1649.21 It is not known whether George Phrantzes’ 
(or Sphrantzes, d. 1477) history was read by any Ital-
ian, German, French, or English authors of the late 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.22 

There are also important accounts left by Europeans 
who had direct experience of the Middle East and Cen-
tral Asia in the early fifteenth century.23 For instance, 
Johannes Schiltberger (d. after 1427) was held as a 
captive by Tamerlane’s army between 1402 and 1405, 
and this episode forms part of his travel account, which 
was first published in Ulm in ca. 1473.24 The audience 
for Schiltberger’s writings remained restricted to read-
ers of German and, as far as I have been able to ascer-
tain, is not cited by historians working in Italy, France, 
and England. Other potential sources of information 
were also neglected.25 

Two writers with first-hand knowledge of the Otto-
man Empire did influence the development of Euro-
pean historical writing. Giovanni Angiolello had served 
from 1470 as a slave of Mehmed II and then in the 
Ottoman army. He escaped in 1481 and later com-
posed his Historia turchesca, which deals with events 

from 1300 to 1514. This text remained in manu-
script form until the twentieth century but was prob-
ably consulted by several scholars in early-sixteenth-
century Italy.26 Niccolò Sagundino (d. 1463 or 1464) 
had been captured by the Turks in Thessalonika in 
1430 and held captive for thirteen months. In 1456 
he composed the Liber de familia Autumanorum id est 
Turchorum (also known as De origine et gestis Turcarum 
liber) for Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (Pope Pius II, d. 
1464).27 Although this work was not printed until 1551, 
Piccolomini used the manuscript in the composition 
of his influential Asiae Europaeque elegantissima descrip-
tio (first published in 1509).28 

  The main elements of the biography of Tamer-
lane were codified in Italy in the first half of the six-
teenth century. By the middle of the century authors 
in other parts of Europe made their own contribu-
tions, either as new compositions or as translations 
of the Italian histories. This European “biography” of 
Tamerlane has very little to do with records of events 
found in the Middle Eastern or even Greek sources, 
and Italian, French, German, and English historians 
also made limited use of the first-hand accounts pro-
vided by countrymen who actually spent time in the 
Middle East or Central Asia from the thirteenth to 
the fifteenth century.29 Instead, these authors relied 
upon a small body of shared information, freely bor-
rowing one another’s ornamentations to the basic nar-
rative. In addition to Piccolomini’s text, they also uti-
lized brief accounts of Tamerlane provided in other 
Italian sources.30 Seen from the perspective of the 
modern scholar of Central Asian history, these often-
fanciful works have almost no merit, but they are of 
much greater importance for the understanding of 
how Tamerlane was perceived and the ways in which 
he was given visual form in plays, paintings, tapestries, 
drawings, and printed books.

The sixteenth-century literature on Tamerlane has 
been reviewed in greater detail elsewhere,31 but some 
of the main points can be summarized here. Perhaps 
the most important of the early printed histories is that 
of Andrea Cambini (d. 1527), Della origine de Turchi,
 published in Florence in 1529,32 for it brought together 
almost all the elements of the European biography 
and influenced the development of most later works. 
Cambini takes details from Palmieri and Piccolomini 
but adds several more that are his own invention. His 
account forms the basis of descriptions of the life of 
Tamerlane written by such authors as Pierre de la Pri-
maudaye (d. 1542), Pedro Mexía (d. ca. 1552), Caelius 
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Curio (d. 1567), Christopher Richier (fl. sixteenth cen-
tury), and Petrus Perondini (fl. sixteenth century).33 
Although the bishop and historian Paolo Giovio (d. 
1552) is known to have made use of a wide range of 
oral testimony and written sources in the composition 
of his writings on Turkish history and the biographies 
of Ottoman sultans,34 he relied for his treatment of 
Tamerlane upon the Italian histories of Cambini and 
his predecessors and provides little that is novel. The 
mid-sixteenth century also saw the publication (or re-
publication in revised form) of older works by Sagun-
dino and Spandugino. Later authors who make use 
of the traditional account of the life of Tamerlane 
include André Thevet (d. 1590), Philip Lonicer (d. 
1599), Jean Boissard (d. 1602), Jean du Bec (d. 1610), 
and Richard Knolles (d. 1610).35

What emerged from these works was a vision of 
Tamerlane that continued to have a pervasive influ-
ence even after the publication of more reliable his-
torical works in Arabic, Persian, Turkish, and Greek. 
The “European-version” Tamerlane was a Scythian 
or Tartar,36 born of poor parents, who spent the 
early part of his career as a shepherd (or sometimes 
as a sheep rustler or soldier). Through his courage, 
energy, military genius, and sheer force of personal-
ity, he was able to assemble an army that set out on 
a series of military conquests. While he was able to 
instill a rigid sense of discipline within his army, his 
campaigns were marked by acts of barbarous cru-
elty, including the slaughter of unarmed women and 
children. His most famous victory, over the Ottoman 
army, led to the capture of Bayazid I. The sultan was 
kept in chains (some accounts claim these were made 
of gold) within an iron cage, and was forced to feed 
like a dog on scraps under the table. Many accounts 
claim that Tamerlane used Bayazid as a block when 
he mounted his horse. Tamerlane was able to use 
slaves and the riches from his conquests to construct 
the magnificent city of Samarqand. In his later life he 
became accustomed to luxury and debauchery and, 
on his death, his empire fell into ruin. 

REPRESENTATIONS IN PRINTED BOOKS

“Portraits”

The first group of images can be classified under the 
general category of portraits, in that their focus is 
the appearance of Tamerlane without any attempt to 
introduce a narrative component. Of course, none of 

the images can be considered to be a portrait in the 
sense that it offers a realistic likeness of the person 
it purports to represent (not least because all such 
images were composed well over a century after his 
death and in parts of the world geographically distant 
from Central Asia). In only one case—that of Paolo 
Giovio’s image—is there even the possibility that the 
“portrait” was based on a prototype believed to have 
been made in the presence of Tamerlane himself. 
Thus the value of the portraits resides less in the like-
nesses they provide than in what they reveal about 
the attitudes of the people who commissioned and 
composed them. In this sense the images of Tamerlane 
are a visual projection of European beliefs concern-
ing his ethnicity and the ways in which details of his 
physical appearance (particularly his face) expressed 
his character. These “portraits” were created to per-
form different functions in the books discussed below, 
and it is evident that there is considerable variation 
in the amount of research and creative thought put 
into them. For this reason, they are not discussed 
in chronological order; rather, the least significant 
(from the works of Marlowe, Schedel, and Rouillé) 
are dispensed with first, and the others are analyzed 
according to thematic categories. 

In the two parts of Tamburlaine the Great,37 Chris-
topher Marlowe (d. 1593) presents a compelling psy-
chological portrait of a man who rose from humble 
origins as a “Scythian shepherd” to become the great 
conqueror of Asia. In a conversation between Cosroe 
and Menaphon, the latter even provides a brief account 
of the ruler’s physical appearance, noting his height, 
sinewy strength, pale complexion, and lofty brows 
about which “hangs a knot of amber hair wrappèd in 
curls, as fierce Achilles’ was.” Most important of all 
are his eyes, which Menaphon describes thus:

…’Twixt his manly pitch
A pearl more worth than all the world is placed,
Wherein by curious sovereignty of art
Are fixed his piercing instruments of sight, 
Whose fiery circles bear encompassèd
A heaven of heavenly bodies in their spheres
That guides his steps and actions to the throne
Where honour sits invested royally.38

The piercing, even fiery, eyes are a feature of printed 
portraits and written descriptions of Tamerlane from 
the mid- and late sixteenth century that are discussed 
later.39 Given the richness of Marlowe’s text, it is some-
what surprising that the early editions of the play did 
not attract much illustration. This was probably largely 
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a matter of cost, as plays of this sort were issued in rela-
tively cheap octavo editions unlike the more luxurious 
large-format volumes made for authors such as Paolo 
Giovio and André Thevet (see below). An engraved 
portrait, identified in the legend as “Tamburlaine, the 
great,” is to be found facing the first page of the second 
part of Marlowe’s play in the first and second editions 
(London, 1590 and 1593).40 His appearance is that of 
an English nobleman, though perhaps his high brow 
and fair complexion lend him a certain similarity to 
Marlowe’s account of the physical characteristics of his 
Tamburlaine (fig. 1). There is little reason to devote 
serious attention to this image, however, because the 
engraved plate had already been used on the title 
page of a pamphlet published in London in 1587 and 
entitled A Short Admonition or Warning, upon the Detest-

able Treason wherewith Sir William Stanley and Rowland 
Yorke have Betraied and Delivered Monie to the Spaniards.41 
Richard Jones was the printer of this pamphlet and 
both editions of Tamburlaine, and it is probable that 
he arranged for the insertion of the old portrait in 
its new location. This is not the first time Tamerlane 
had been represented as a European knight: another 
armored figure, identified as Tamerlane, “great Tartar 
king over Parthia,” appears a century earlier in Hart-
mann Schedel’s world history (fig. 2).42

The Promptuarium iconum, published by Guillaume 
Rouillé in Lyons in 1553, is a biographical encyclo-
pedia best known today as the earliest printed work 
to contain a complete set of portraits of the Ottoman 
sultans.43 Representatives of the Mamluk and Safavid 
dynasties are notably absent, but Rouillé did choose 

Fig. 1. Plate from the 1593 edition of Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine the Great. (After Scolar Press Facsimile edition, 
1973)
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to include the figure of Tamerlane (fig. 3), the pres-
ence of which is explained by its placement on the 
same page as the portrait of the fourth sultan, Bayazid 
I.44 The rather haggard Ottoman sultan is depicted in 
profile, while the more energetic figure of Tamerlane 
appears in three-quarter view and identified as TAM-
BEBL (presumably the second B should be read as 
R). The portrait of Bayazid—like those of the remain-
der of his dynasty—displays some level of concern 
for costume and headgear appropriate to a Turkish 
ruler, but it is difficult to detect any such scruples in 
the representation of his Central Asian counterpart. 
Although the second half of the abbreviated inscrip-
tion running around the head makes some reference 
to his ethnicity in the words TAR IMP (i.e., “emperor 
of the Tartars”), and the accompanying text notes his 
origins in the Scythian regions and his dominion over 
the regions of Parthia and Soghdia, everything about 
the face, hairstyle, and clothing appears to be West-
ern European in character.

 There is an obvious disparity in the treatment of 
the two emperors, one a Western gentleman and the 
other clearly signaled as a Muslim. The circumstances 
of production of the Promptuarium suggest an explana-
tion. The book was a vast undertaking, containing 828 
portraits ranging from Adam and Eve to current-day 
figures. For some of these the publisher, Rouillé, 
expediently plagiarized other historical and biograph-
ical works. The similarity between the portraits of the 
Ottoman sultans in the Promptuarium and the Somma-
rio et alboro delli principi Othomani (engraved by Nic-
colò Nelli with captions by Francesco Sansovino, and 
published in Venice in 1567) has led scholars to pro-
pose that the two works drew on a common source, 
presumably located in Venice. An alternative hypoth-
esis places the original date of the publication of the 
Sommario prior to 1553.45 Rouillé’s Venetian connec-
tions probably allowed him access to images of the 
Ottoman rulers, but his decision to include Tamer-
lane evidently presented a problem. It seems likely 
that, in the absence of a suitable prototype, Rouillé 
either borrowed from an unidentified work or com-
missioned the production of a generic middle-aged 
male figure.

Of greater interest than the previous examples is the 
portrait of Tamerlane that appears in the biographical 
encyclopedia entitled Elogia virorum bellica virtute illus-
trium, compiled by the Italian bishop and scholar Paolo 
Giovio (d. 1552). An unillustrated version appeared in 
Florence in 1551, and more than two decades passed 
before the publisher, Peter Perna, produced a fully 
illustrated version of Giovio’s text, with woodcuts by 
Swiss artist Tobias Stimmer (d. 1584).46 The portrait 
of Tamerlane, “emperor of the Scythians,” is placed at 
the beginning of the chapter dealing with his life and 
achievements in Book II of the 1575 Elogia (fig. 4). 
Giovio provides a brief account of his subject’s physi-
cal qualities, including his stern countenance, threat-
ening eyes, and vigorous, muscular frame.47 Aspects 
of this written description can be correlated with the 
woodcut depiction. Stimmer’s Tamerlane is an impos-
ing middle-aged man depicted within a landscape set-
ting. His knotted brow is accentuated by prominent 
eyebrows and wrinkles of skin at the top of his nose, 
which is notable for its broad bridge and large nostrils. 
He has extravagant moustaches and a trimmed beard 
that leaves his cheeks and the upper part of his chin 
exposed. On his head he sports a tall felt hat with a 
fur brim and what may be a series of large pearls set 
into a diadem. The ornate inhabited frame surround-

Fig. 2. Tamerlane. From Hartmann Schedel, Liber chronicarum, 
1493. (After Taschen facsimile edition, 2001)
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ing his image is one of a small repertoire of similar 
devices used repeatedly through the book.48

Paolo Giovio is a significant figure in European 
Orientalist scholarship of the sixteenth century, but 
he seems to have garnered greater acclaim in his own 
time for another activity—assembling a collection of 
more than 400 portraits of literary and military fig-
ures from the past, each painting provided with a 
label on which Giovio wrote a summary of the per-
son’s character and achievements.49 His wide-rang-
ing interests were reflected in this portrait collection, 
which included figures as diverse as Attila the Hun, 
the Safavid shah Tahmasp, and the Turkoman ruler 
Uzun Hasan. Housed at his residence in Rome and 
his villa in Como, the collection was widely admired: 
during his lifetime, arrangements were made for the 
paintings to be copied for Cosimo de’Medici, while 
in the decades after Giovio’s death further sets were 
commissioned by Archduke Ferdinand II von Tyrol, 
Isabella Gonzaga, and others.50 

The portrait of Tamerlane in the 1575 Elogia was 
based on a painting in the Giovio portrait collection; 
during a visit to the Giovio family’s palazzo between 

1557 and 1560, Lorenz Schrader (d. 1606) reports 
having seen paintings of Tamerlane and Hannibal.51 
Stimmer made his preparatory drawings during a 
visit to Giovio’s residence on Lake Como sometime 
between 1570 and 1572. The original painting of 
Tamerlane from the Giovio collection does not sur-
vive, but a copy probably made for Cosimo de’Medici 
by Cristofano dell’Altissimo (d. 1605) exists in the 
Galleria degli Uffizi in Florence.52 Assuming that the 
Uffizi painting is a faithful copy of Giovio’s original, 
then it is evident that Stimmer introduced a number 
of innovations, including minor adjustments to the 
pose, outfit, weapons, and format, and the exagger-
ation of some of the facial features to create a more 
dramatic effect (although some of this may be attrib-
uted to the more schematic mode of representation 
required by the woodcut). More significant, however, 
is the inclusion of a rocky landscape with ruined build-
ings. Landscape backgrounds are not a common fea-
ture of the portraits in the 1575 edition of the Elogia, 
and it is worth examining what it adds to the portrait 
of Tamerlane. 

In a general sense, this scene of sterility and destruc-

Fig. 3. Bayazid (left) and Tamerlane (right). From Guillaume Rouillé, Promptuarium iconum (Lyons, 1553), 190. The Bodleian 
Library, Oxford: 3 Delta 188. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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tion finds a parallel in the background details within 
Ravages of the Turks, engraved in 1532 by Erhard Schoen 
(d. 1542),53 and can be read as a means to illustrate, 
in a simplified manner, the barbarity of Tamerlane’s 
conquests. The abbreviated quality of the features 
in the background of the Stimmer portrait may also 
derive from the simplified landscape, human, and ani-
mal vignettes that appear in sixteenth-century printed 
atlases. For instance, the three tents in Stimmer’s image 
may be compared to a similar composition seen in the 
map of Russia and Moscovie from Abraham Ortelius’s 

Theatrum orbis terrarum (Antwerp, 1570).54 Parallels 
with book illustrations and paintings of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries leave little doubt that the 
caged figure on the cart in the upper right-hand cor-
ner of Stimmer’s print should be identified as the 
Ottoman sultan Bayazid I.55

In her thesis devoted to the portrait collection, 
Linda Klinger argues that paintings commissioned 
by Giovio are not to be judged by the psychological 
insights and technical virtuosity that are the hallmarks 
of more gifted portraitists. Rather, the value of each 

Fig. 4. Tamerlane. From Paolo Giovio, Elogia virorum bellica virtute illustrium (Basel, 1575), 102. The Bodleian Library, Oxford: 
F.5.2 (1). (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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portrait lay in the belief, shared by Giovio and his 
contemporaries, that it was derived ultimately from an 
image made in the presence of that individual. The 
wide range of sources from which these likenesses 
came, including coins, medals, paintings, and draw-
ings, naturally placed significant constraints on those 
entrusted with the task of producing oil paintings. 
The challenges of obtaining reliable images of non-
European figures were also considerable, and Giovio 
went to great lengths to obtain the likenesses of the 
Muslims who appeared in his portrait collection. For 
instance, an image believed to represent Saladin was 
obtained from Donado de Lezze, a Venetian stationed 
in Cyprus. In addition, Giovio managed to locate a 
number of depictions of the Ottoman sultans.56 

The visual sources used in the Giovio portraits of 
Tamerlane are unknown, though it is possible that he 
may have been able to obtain examples of fifteenth- or 
sixteenth-century Persian miniature paintings. There 
are some intriguing similarities with representations 
of Tamerlane in Timurid manuscript painting: a Shi-
razi manuscript of Yazdi’s ðafarn¸ma (Book of Conquests) 
made for Ibrahim Sultan in 839 (1436), for example, 
contains numerous images of Tamerlane that consis-
tently depict the conqueror with moustaches extend-
ing beyond his upper lip and a relatively short-cropped 
beard that does not cover his cheeks.57 The illustra-
tion of the feast following the conquest of Dehli in 
this manuscript (fig. 5) provides further parallels in 
the shape of the headgear, the close-fitting jacket, and 
the orientation of the head. A ðafarn¸ma manuscript 
dated 872 (1467–68) also gives Tamerlane a similar 
pattern of facial hair,58 while paintings made for later 
Timurid rulers invite similar comparisons. 

 A portrait of Tamerlane appears in a second six-
teenth-century biographical dictionary, André Thevet’s 
Les vrais pourtraits et vies des hommes illustres Grecz, Lat-
ins, et Payens (Paris, 1584).59 Chapter 138 of Book VIII 
is devoted to “Tamerlan, empereur des Tartares,” a 
man Thevet describes as not only the most powerful 
prince of the Orient but also “le plus grand brigand 
et detestable vilain.”60 The chapter begins with a half-
length portrait (fig. 6). Although it lacks an ornate 
frame, its significant parallels with the representation 
of Tamerlane in the 1575 edition of the Elogia suggest 
that Thevet instructed his artist to use that portrait as 
the principal model for his own print. The transfor-
mation of the hat into one made entirely of fur may 
reflect the influence of costume depiction in broadly 
contemporary publications; for example, a similar tall 

fur hat is worn by a Russian Tartar soldier in an illus-
tration of costumes in Abraham de Bruyn’s Omnium 
pene Europae, Asiae, Aphricae atque Americae gentium habi-
tus (Antwerp, 1581).61 The face of Tamerlane in Les 
vrais pourtraits nevertheless differs from the Stimmer 
image in that the nose is more elongated and without 
the prominent nostrils, while the beard is longer and 
fuller. The Elogia portrait conveys a sense of menace 
through the facial expression and tilt of the head, but 
Thevet’s Tamerlane threatens through explicit gesture, 
by drawing his sword from its sheath. The rather short 

Fig. 5. Feast after the conquest of Dehli. Painting from a manu-
script of the ðafarn¸ma of Sharaf al-Din Yazdi, dated 839 (1436). 
(Reproduced by permission of the Arthur M. Sackler Museum, 
Harvard University Art Museums, 1960.198) 
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arms and diminutive hands of this image suggest it is 
the work of a less skilled artist.

An abridged version of Thevet’s dictionary was trans-
lated into English by George Gerbier under the title 
Prosopographia or, Some Select Pourtraitures and Lives of 
Ancient and Modern Illustrious Personages, the first edi-
tion printed in London in 1667 and another in Cam-
bridge in 1676. Both versions of the text include a 
section devoted to the life of “Tamberlain.” There 
is an obvious reliance upon the model provided by 
the French edition of 1584, though the end result in 
the 1676 edition (fig. 7) lacks the sense of contained 
energy in the original woodcut. A more skillful adap-
tation of the Tamerlane in Les vrais pourtraits can be 
found in the 1662 Paris edition of Blaise de Vigenère’s 
translation of the history of Laonikos Chalkokondyles, 
L’histoire de la décadence de l’empire grèc et establissement 
de celuy des Turcs par Chalcocondile Athenien (fig. 8).62 

The basic pose of this portrait follows the one in Les 
vrais pourtraits—albeit, in reverse—though the cruder 
modeling lends this image a less naturalistic quality 
than the Thevet portrait. 

A striking feature of the 1662 portrait is the addi-
tion of the sun and moon on either side of Tamer-
lane’s head. While the Byzantine accounts of the life of 
Tamerlane include references to one cosmic event—
the appearance of a comet that illuminated the night 
sky63—the sun and moon in the background of this 
portrait have no direct relevance to the text of Chalko-
kondyles. This celestial pairing is found in medieval 
and Renaissance art, most commonly in association 
with representations of the Apocalypse.64 Most sig-
nificant in the present context are the sets of wood-
cut illustrations made for the book of Revelation by 
Northern European artists including Albrecht Dürer 
(in 1498), Hans Burgkmair (1523), Sebald Beham 

Fig. 6. Tamerlane. From André Thevet, Les vrais pourtraits et 
vies des hommes illustres Grecz, Latins, et Payens (Paris, 1584), fol. 
630r. (Reproduced by permission of the Syndics of Cambridge 
University Library)

Fig. 7. Tamerlane. From André Thevet, Prosopographia or, Some 
Select Pourtraitures and Lives of Ancient and Modern Illustrious 
Personages (Cambridge, 1676), 56. (Reproduced by permission 
of the Syndics of Cambridge University Library)
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(1539), Matthias Gerung (1544–48), and Gerhard 
van Groeningen (ca. 1565–71). The conjunction of 
the sun and moon appears in representations of the 
breaking of the Sixth Seal (Revelation 6:12–13) and, 
less frequently, the sounding of the trumpet by the 
Fourth Angel (Revelation 8:12).65 Though the pre-
cise significance of the motifs in the 1662 portrait is 
not entirely clear, it seems likely that the widespread 
understanding of Tamerlane as a “scourge of God” 
and as one of the “people of Magog,” or Massagetae 
(see below), made the apocalyptic imagery appropri-
ate to this image. 

An equestrian portrait appears in Philip Lonicer’s 
Chronicon Turcicorum (Frankfurt, 1578). Identified in 
the caption as “Tamerlanes Scytha” (fig. 9), it is per-
haps the most ambitious of the portrait images, show-
ing the ruler mounted on a sinuous horse within a 
shallow landscape space. Sitting in a high-fronted sad-
dle, the ruler is made more impressive by his preter-
natural scale in relation to his mount. Although the 
concept of the equestrian portrait was well established 
in Europe by the last quarter of the sixteenth cen-
tury, Lonicer’s Tamerlane is not a typical example of 
the genre, in that his weaponry includes a bow and 
arrows (the standard accessories of a Turco-Mongo-
lian warrior). His clothing and headgear suggest that 
the designer of the woodcut in the Lonicer image may 
have employed diverse sources, including representa-

Fig. 8. Tamerlane. From Chalkokondyles, L’histoire de la décadence 
de l’empire grèc et establissement de celuy des Turcs par Chalcocondile 
Athenien (Paris, 1662), 52. The Bodleian Library, Oxford: T.4.11 
Jur. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)

Fig. 9. Equestrian portrait of Tamerlane. From Philip Lonicer, Chronicon Turcicorum (Frankfurt, 1578), fol. 14v. The Bodleian 
Library, Oxford: H.5.2 Art. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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tions of Russian Tartar soldiers66 and equestrian por-
traits of the Ottoman sultan Süleyman I. A number 
of printed images of the sultan exist from the mid-
sixteenth century, but perhaps the most relevant are 
the one from the 1575 edition of Giovio’s Elogia67 and 
the set of seven woodcuts, printed by Pieter Coecke 
van Aelst in 1553, depicting an imperial parade in 
Constantinople.68 Between the Coecke van Aelst and 
the Lonicer prints there are important points of sim-
ilarity: Each shows the large turban wrapped around 
a tall cap (the Ottoman t¸j), though Tamerlane’s tur-
ban is ornamented by a series of straps.69 The faces 
are not identical, but both include the hawkish pro-
file, long moustaches, and clean-shaven chin (whereas 
Süleyman is often seen with a full beard in other printed 
images from the 1550s and 1560s). The most striking 
difference is in the pose and attitude of the two fig-
ures. Where Süleyman is depicted in stately proces-
sion, Tamerlane and his mount are full of dynamism, 
as if standing on the edge of the battlefield.70

Narrative images

The images that appear in an edition of Het’um’s Sen-
suyuent les fleurs des hystoires de la terre dorient (Paris, ca. 
1530) are among the earliest printed representations 
associated with Tamerlane.71 Les fleurs has a curious 
history, having been dictated by Het’um, also known as 
Hayton and Heythoum (d. ca. 1311), to Nicole Falcon 
de Toul in Poitiers in August 1307.72 In its original 
form Het’um’s work was probably divided into four 
parts—the first concerned with the geography and 
peoples of Asia, the second with the history of the 
Middle East from ancient times to the development 
of the Arab and Turkish polities, the third with the 
history of the Mongols (concentrating on their rela-
tions with the kingdom of Armenia), and the fourth 
with a proposal for a new Crusade to capture the Holy 
Land, involving the collaboration of the Mongols and 
the Armenians. Het’um cannot, of course, have been 
responsible for the fifth part of the work, dealing with 
the life of Tamerlane, that appears in the printed 
edition of ca. 1530.73 

Of relevance to the present discussion are two small 
woodcuts in part five of the ca. 1530 edition (figs. 10 
and 11), the first illustrating a monarch supervising 
building work (sig. Qii r), and the second with a mon-
arch in an outdoor setting standing in judgment in 
front of three men (sig. Rii v). It should be noted at 
the outset that both woodcuts also occur elsewhere 

in the book; in other words, these images were not 
designed specifically for inclusion in part five of Les 
fleurs, and the monarch seen in the woodcuts cannot 
be considered an attempt to represent the figure of 
Tamerlane himself.74 Nevertheless, it is worth not-
ing that the illustrations occur in the chapters deal-
ing with the Mongols (in part three of the text) and 
with Tamerlane.75 It can therefore be assumed that 
the compilers of the text wanted these images to com-
plement the issues dealt with in those parts of the 
text, and to function as a means for readers to visu-
alize peoples of Central Asian origin. 

The woodcut of the monarch standing in judgment 
(fig. 11) is the less assured of the two images. The 
dress and hairstyles of the figures are consistent with 
the fashions of early-sixteenth-century Europe, while 

Fig. 10. Ruler supervising building work. From Het’um, Sen-
suyuent les fleurs des hystoires de la terre dorient (Paris, ca. 1530), 
sig. Qii r. The Bodleian Library, Oxford: Douce HH 226 (1). 
(Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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the full beard of the king and the shape of his crown 
only confirm his European origin. The other wood-
cut (fig. 10) certainly contains numerous European 
features, including the style of the architecture and 
the costumes of the workmen, but the ruler is given 
some unusual details in his overall appearance. He is 
bearded but lacks a moustache, and most of his facial 
hair seems to grow below his chin. His headgear is not 
the conventional crown but rather what seems to be 
a combination of a turban (or perhaps a raised cap) 
and a diadem,76 while his topcoat is tied by a cord or 
sash that hangs down on his right side. Another signif-
icant feature is the “pearled” border running around 
his cuffs and the hem of his topcoat. These clothing 
features are also found in an illustration from the edi-
tion of Johannes Schiltberger’s travel journal, Ein wun-

derbarliche vnnd kurtzweilege History, published in Frank-
furt in ca. 1549 (fig. 12). It may be that the details in 
these woodcuts function as a form of visual shorthand 
to locate the scene in a non-European setting.

 This first image of Tamerlane in the ca. 1549 edition 
of Schiltberger’s travels (fig. 12) is set in the vicinity 
of a fortified structure. The central scene comprises a 
young woman kneeling within a fire and being beaten 
by two men wielding cudgels. The diabolic nature 
of this incident is emphasized by the darkened sky 
above and the presence of two demons. The malevo-
lent quality of the image is further intensified by the 
diagonal shading that partially covers the faces of 
Tamerlane and other two figures. The second image 
(fig. 13) represents Tamerlane being entertained at 
court. The ruler rises slightly from his chair and ges-
tures toward a group of three musicians seated on a 
camel and a diminutive elephant. The faces of the 
musicians appear rather bestial, though it is difficult 
to ascertain whether this detail is meant to have any 
significance. 

Neither of these woodcuts is a direct illustration 
of the accompanying text, but both may be inter-
preted as representing European notions of the Ori-
ental tyrant. One depicts a scene of barbarous cru-
elty, while the other attempts to give a sense of the 
opulent lifestyle enjoyed by Asian rulers. Manuscript 
painting of the fifteenth century contains comparable 
images. For instance, the image of an Oriental king 
witnessing a man being burnt at the stake appears in 
the account of Marco Polo in the Livre des merveilles 
of Jean Duc de Berry (painted by the Boucicault Mas-
ter). The same manuscript also contains other rather 
fanciful images, such as “Baptism of Zagatai in the 
Church of the Baptism at Samarkand” and “Feasting 
in the court of the Great Khan.”77 Another image of 
Oriental entertainments is to be found in a late-four-
teenth-century manuscript in the British Library enti-
tled, Tractatus de septem vitiis.78 The painting, depicting 
the sin of gluttony, has an identifiably Mongol ruler 
presiding over the festivities in his court. Unlike the 
paintings by the Boucicault Master or the woodcuts 
in the edition of Schiltberger’s travels, the paintings 
in the British Library manuscript reveal their artist’s 
clear awareness of how a Central Asian ruler should 
look. One of the ca. 1549 woodcuts (fig. 12) is prob-
ably making a generalized reference to the account 
of the capture of Isfahan, and to associated stories 
about the siege of Damascus. Schiltberger writes that 
the conquest of Isfahan was accompanied by the mas-

Fig. 11. Ruler presiding in judgment. From Het’um, Sensuyuent 
les fleurs des hystoires de la terre dorient (Paris, ca. 1530), sig. Rii v. 
The Bodleian Library, Oxford: Douce HH 226 (1). (Repro-
duced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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sacre of the children of the city. The act seen in the 
woodcut may refer to the story found in many other 
sources that Tamerlane ordered the murder of the 
virgins and children sent by the people of Damas-
cus to plead for clemency.79 Demons are sometimes 
also found in representations of Ottoman sultans in 
printed books of the sixteenth century.80

Philip Lonicer’s Chronicon Turcicorum contains a sec-
ond image of Tamerlane (fig. 14) on the page prior 
to the equestrian portrait. This composition is more 
crowded than its companion, depicting the central fig-
ure of the Central Asian ruler accompanied by atten-
dants to either side and a kneeling figure by his feet. 
Tamerlane’s facial features in this woodcut include 
a hooked nose and a beard that covers his chin and 
the sides of his jaw. The apparel of the standing atten-
dants can be divided into two categories: the first 
group wears turbans with feathers arranged at the top, 
while the second group sports tall caps with ornamen-
tal bands around the rims. The kneeling figure wears 
a different turban, reminiscent of that worn by Baya-
zid I in Rouillé’s Promptuarium (fig. 3) and Sansovi-
no’s Sommario.81 

 This woodcut represents one of the humiliations 
that European historians believed had been meted 
out to the Ottoman sultan Bayazid I following his 
 capture after the battle of Ankara in 1402: that he 
was employed as a mounting block whenever Tamer-
lane climbed onto his horse. (Lonicer also includes 
an illustration of Bayazid confined within a cage, on
fol. 12v.) I will address the numerous  representations 
of the humiliations of Bayazid in a future article, but 
here I want to focus on the representation of Tamer-
lane and his entourage. Again, it is apparent that 
much of the influence for the costumes and facial 
types comes from European representations of Otto-
man imperial ceremony. The flap of material seen on 
the cap of the soldier at the right in the Lonicer wood-
cut also appears on Janissaries’ caps in the Coecke van 
Aelst woodcut of 1553. Even closer associations may 
be drawn with Domenico de’Franceschi’s 1563 wood-
cut representation of Sultan Süleyman riding to Friday 
prayer.82 In this case, the Janissaries wear two types of 
tall cap (börk)—one with the flap of material and the 
other without—and turbans wrapped around a high-
crowned cap, or t¸j. The principal difference between 

Fig. 12. Tamerlane witnessing a scene of brutality. From Johannes Schiltberger, Ein wunderbarliche vnnd kurtzweilege History 
(Frankfurt, ca. 1549), sig. Gii v. The Bodleian Library, Oxford: Vet.D1 e.67. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian 
Library)
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the types of headgear found in the 1563 woodcut and 
those in Lonicer’s image is in the added feathers. The 
practice of attaching feathers onto fur or felt caps is 
associated with Mongol, Timurid, and Turkman royal 
processions,83 though comparison might also be made 
with attached features on top of the helmet-crown 
in the famous profile portrait of Sultan Süleyman.84 
Attendants at Ottoman imperial ceremonies were 
also provided with ornamental feathers, which can 
be seen in Ottoman miniatures and European draw-
ings of parade helmets. 

 The differences in Tamerlane’s clothing in the two 
images in Lonicer’s Chronicum Turcicorum can be par-
tially explained by the functions—military versus cer-
emonial—the ruler is performing. It is strange, how-
ever, that his facial features—straight nose or hooked, 
clean shaven around chin and jaw or fully bearded—
should also be different in the two woodcuts. It would 
appear that the chief source of inspiration for the sec-
ond representation came from European images of 
the Ottomans. The Domenico de’Franceschi woodcut 
provides a model of a sultan, with a full beard and 
moustaches, riding in an imperial procession—an 

image that also includes similarly patterned textiles. 
Comparable profile images of the bearded Süleyman 
are likewise found in Sansovino’s Sommario and in a 
woodcut produced by Matteo Pagan in ca. 1550.85

ETHNICITY AND CHARACTER IN TEXT AND 
IMAGE

Reviewing the portraits of Tamerlane in European 
books of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
reveals that there was little consensus about his physi-
cal appearance or even his ethnicity. There is little to 
indicate that the creators of most of the representations 
discussed in this article thought very deeply about the 
actual appearance of the historical Tamerlane. Schedel, 
Rouillé, and the printer Richard Jones opted to rep-
resent the great conqueror as a European gentleman. 
The illustrators of Het’um’s Les fleurs adopted different 
approaches, creating one image of “Tamerlane” as a 
European monarch and the other with a few Oriental-
ized attributes in his apparel and face. The two wood-
cuts in Schiltberger’s travels make use of established 

Fig. 13. Tamerlane feasting. From Johannes Schiltberger, Ein wunderbarliche vnnd kurtzweilege History (Frankfurt, ca. 1549), sig. 
Giii v. The Bodleian Library, Oxford: Vet.D1 e.67. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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conventions in the depiction of eastern rulers drawn 
from earlier manuscript illustrations, while Lonicer’s 
Chronicon Turcicorum employs visual devices seen in 
the representations of the Ottoman sultan Süleyman 
I, adding some details of costume and weaponry to 
suggest the origins of Tamerlane among the warriors 
of the Russian and Central Asian steppes. 

 The portraits found in the works of Giovio and 
Thevet provide more fertile ground for further study. 
Their biographical publications included portraits of 
Safavid shahs and Ottoman, Mamluk, and Ayyubid sul-
tans. It is evident, however, that both authors instructed 
their artists to distinguish Tamerlane from these Mus-
lim rulers by means of his facial features, hair, and 
costume. One reason for this distinction is that the 
historians of the sixteenth century seem to have been 
unaware of the fact that Tamerlane himself was a Mus-
lim.86 Thus there was little reason to assume that this 
“heathen” ruler would have adopted the manners and 
customs of the Muslim sultans further west. Indeed, 
the details of his dress appear to be a means to sig-
nal that Tamerlane’s origins were in the steppes of 

Asia. His padded jacket and pointed cap with its fur 
brim both appear in representations of Turco-Mon-
golian peoples in paintings of the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries.87 One of the most striking European 
images of a “Tartar” is the drawing of an archer made 
by Pisanello (d. 1455) as a preparatory sketch for his 
fresco of St. George and the Princess of Trebizond in 
the Pelligrini chapel of the Church of Sta. Anastasia 
in Verona.88 This work was clearly based on first-hand 
observation and correlates well with the description of 
the appearance of Mongol men given by John of Piano 
Carpini in the thirteenth century. He writes:

…in appearance the Tartars are quite different from 
all other men, for they are broader than other people 
between the eyes and across the cheekbones. Their cheeks 
are rather prominent above their jaws; they have a fat 
small nose, their eyes are little and their eyelids raised 
above their eyebrows…Hardly any of them grow beards, 
although they have some hair on the upper lip and chin 
and this they do not trim.89

Mongols are occasionally identified in printed books 

Fig. 14. Tamerlane and Bayazid. From Philip Lonicer, Chronicon Turcicorum (Frankfurt, 1578), fol. 14r. The Bodleian Library, 
Oxford: H.5.2 Art. (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)
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by their facial types and clothing. One example is 
Johannes von Thurocz’s Chronica Hungarorum (Brünn 
[Brno], 1488), in which the broad, flat faces of the 
horsemen, and the pointed hats that several of them 
wear, contrast with the faces and apparel of the Hun-
garian villagers.90 To some extent, the Giovio/Stimmer 
portrait bears similarities to John of Piano Carpini’s 
description, as well as the visual representations of 
“Tartars” found in European paintings of the four-
tenth and fifteenth centuries. The eyes are set wide 
apart, the nose is broad (particularly around the 
nostrils) and the beard appears relatively thin.91 As 
noted above, some of these characteristics can also be 
found in Persian miniature paintings of Tamerlane 
and other members of the Timurid dynasty. That said, 
the large eyes and overall proportions of the face 
in the Giovio/Stimmer image (and the painting on 
which it was based) seem more European in charac-
ter. Thevet’s Tamerlane does not look at all Mongol, 
even though the author describes the man as “empe-
reur des Tartares.” Despite the efforts made by the 
Timurids to associate themselves with the Chinggisid 
dynasty, it is striking that most European historians 
failed to make any link between Tamerlane and the 
rulers of the earlier Mongol polities in Asia. Indeed, 
the lives of Chinggis, Möngke, Qubilai, and the other 
great Mongol khans are entirely absent in many of 
the European discourses on Asian history written in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Thevet and Jean 
du Bec are unusual among their contemporaries in 
suggesting that Tamerlane was of the bloodline of the 
Mongol conquerors of the thirteenth century.92 

The confusion over Tamerlane’s origins is apparent 
in the terminology employed by European authors. 
Many describe him as a “Scythian,” and others—such 
as Piccolomini, Cambini, Richier, and Jean du Bec—
note that he was born in a region called Parthia. The 
use of these anachronistic terms suggests a desire to 
distinguish Tamerlane from the earlier Mongol emper-
ors, but the designation “Scythian” had also developed 
a distinct set of meanings in the intellectual culture 
of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Italy.93 The term 
has an ancient pedigree, appearing in the writings 
of Herodotus and Thucydides. The second-century 
CE geographer Ptolemy suggests that the savagery of 
the Scythians was a product of their harsh, cold envi-
ronment, and this climatic interpretation of human 
nature is followed by many other writers of antiquity 
and the Renaissance.94 For Italian writers of the late 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the most important 

figure of antiquity to have emerged from the shadowy 
region of Scythia was the fearsome fifth-century con-
queror, Attila the Hun. 

Predictably, most of the coverage of Attila and 
his conquests in Europe is profoundly negative in 
character.95 His tyrannical rule and indiscrimate pil-
lage earn him the title in many sources of “scourge 
of God” (flagellum Dei) or “terror of the world,” while 
in the Divine Comedy Dante (d. 1321) places him in 
the seventh circle of Hell.96 Piccolomini claims that 
the Huns had been brought forth from the union 
of women and demons,97 and this concept is given a 
startling visual manifestation in the profile portrait in 
Giovio’s 1575 Elogia (fig. 15).98 Comparable images 
of Attila as a satyr are known earlier in the sixteenth 
century.99 In the same period, however, scholars in 
Hungary were giving Attila a more positive image; 
the commonly held belief that the Hungarians were 
the descendants of the ancient Huns can be traced 
to the eleventh century.100 This reinvention of Attila 
ranged from praise of his military skill to the implau-
sible claim that, following a vision of Christ, he turned 
his energies to fighting heretics.101 Such an eleva-
tion also occurs in the panegyric poetry written by 
Giovanni Marliani to celebrate the marriage of Bianca 
Maria Sforza to the Hungarian Johannes Corvinus in 
1487.102

Just as Renaissance authors occasionally described 
the Ottoman Turks as descendants of the ancient Tro-
jans,103 so the description of Tamerlane as a Scyth-
ian placed him into a cultural context that would 
help explain his character and actions. The “Scyth-
ian” Huns and Tamerlane were at times also equated 
with the Massagetae, or “people of Magog” (Ezekiel 
38:1–23).104 Like Attila, that earlier product of Scythia, 
Tamerlane was both praised for his military and orga-
nizational skills and reviled for his spectacular cru-
elty and godlessness. Events in their respective Euro-
pean biographies exhibit certain correspondences, and 
these are picked up in the writings of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries.105 Tamerlane’s slaughter 
of the innocents of Damascus finds a parallel in Atti-
la’s notorious killing of St. Ursula and her ten thou-
sand virgins.106 Both conquerors employed strategies 
of destruction and indiscriminate massacre following 
the siege of cities. One might even associate Tamer-
lane’s supposed veneration for the Byzantine Empire 
with Attila’s retreat from Rome without sacking the 
city, due, according to Marliani, to his respect for 
Pope Leo.107 Most importantly, both Attila and Tamer-
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lane were believed to function as “scourges of God,” 
the instruments of divine will sent to test the faithful 
and to punish both individual and collective sins.108 
This theme is well developed in the literature about 
Tamerlane and forms part of the explanation for his 
rapid ascent from his supposedly humble origins.109 It 
may be that the staring eyes, a common feature of the 
Giovio and Thevet portraits, are meant to function as 

a visual reference. The exaggerated irises and pupils 
seen in the Thevet portrait bring to mind Marlowe’s 
description of Tamerlane and, more pertinently, the 
oft-quoted episode of the Genoese merchant who ques-
tioned Tamerlane about his cruelty toward the inhab-
itants of Damascus. According to the account given by 
Fortescue in The Foreste (London, 1571), the ruler 

Fig. 15. Attila the Hun. From Paolo Giovio, Elogia virorum bellica virtute illustrium (Basel, 1575), 10. The Bodleian Library, 
Oxford: F.5.2 (1). (Reproduced by permission of the Bodleian Library)

muqarnas23-3_CS2.indd   Sec2:334 10/18/2006   11:58:32 AM



so despicable a vessel 335

…answered in most furious wrath and ire, his face red 
and firy, his eyes flaming with burning sparckles, as if 
blasing out on euerie side. “Thou supposest me to be 
a man, but thou do much abuseth me, for none other 
am I, but the wrathe and vengeance of God, and ruine 
of the Worlde.”110

This quote seems to have particular relevance for the 
apocalyptic imagery seen in the sky behind Tamer-
lane in the 1662 edition of Chalkokondyles. We have 
already seen how Montaigne used the reports of Tamer-
lane to construct for himself a demonic form of the 
conqueror;111 presumably, the Thevet and Chalko-
kondyles portraits would have satisfied Montaigne’s 
mental image. Other visual inspiration could have been 
drawn from the works of historians and dramatists: 
writers such as Cambini, Giovio, and Mexía provided 
vivid descriptions of the combination of human char-
acteristics that formed the man, and also compared 
him with other famous military figures. For instance, 
Cambini remarks, “Those that have seen Tamerlano 
living, have said that he resembled much, both in face 
and manners, Anibal of Carthage, according to the 
opinion of diverse ancient writers.”112 In his oration 
of 1487, Marliani also compares Hannibal to Attila 
the Hun.113 In this sense, the resultant visual images 
act as exemplars of the martial virtues and barbarous 
cruelty rather than as an accurate record of a specific 
ethnic type.114 

Paolo Giovio Lomazzo (d. 1600), a follower of Leon-
ardo, takes this idea further by suggesting that specific 
historical figures embody certain emotional states. The 
author writes that the faces of cruel men never pos-
sess “gratious mildnesse of countenance.” His list of 
those who were “most famous for crueltie” includes fig-
ures such as Cyrus, Herod, Medea, Attila, Barbarossa, 
Selim I, and Tamerlane.115 Concerning the qualities 
of “roughnesse,” Lamazzo opines that this personal-
ity trait leads a man to slow and graceless movement, 
perversity, and obstinacy. He notes that these charac-
teristics were shared by the Tartars, Scythians, Goths, 
Vandals, and Lombards (the Lombards originating, 
according to the author, in the deserts of Scythia). 
Lomazzo regards these tribes as “void of pittie, or 
respect of humane or diuine affaires.” He concludes 
that they were 

rude men, bare-legged, fierce, without military arte, with-
out furniture of warre, or horses, of sauage behauiour, 
with warlike countenances, dreadfull &c. as they write of 
Tamberlane that cruell Tartarian, of the Lestrigones whome 
Ariosto describeth, and of Polyphemus.116

These ideas are also found in a later physiognomic text 
by John Evelyn (d. 1706) that concerns the characters 
of famous men. The author remarks of Sultan Süley-
man I that he had, “all the Signs of Haughtiness and 
Cruelty; such repugnant Strokes, and Figures there 
are Ingraven in the Countenance.”117 In an earlier 
passage Evelyn lists other tyrants, including Nero, Baya-
zid I, Tamerlane, and Charles, Duke of Burgundy, 
whose faces reflected their evil characters. His com-
ments about specific facial features are of relevance 
to the portraits of Tamerlane in Giovio and Thevet. 
Of nostrils, he writes, “if wide, Generous, Bold, and 
sometimes Pertinacious and Cruel.” The wrinkles of 
the forehead also attract his attention, and he notes, 
“if curv’d and bending, of Wrath and Displeasure. If 
rising Arch-Wise, Pride and Disdain.”118 

Comparable observations are made in general physi-
ognomic texts of the seventeenth century. For instance, 
Marin Cureau de la Chambre (d. 1669) argues that 
it is possible to find evidence of courage in a man 
by comparing his features with those of a lion. He 
remarks that lions have “large mouths, a harsh and 
thick hair, the forehead full of folds and contrac-
tions between the eyebrows, the extremities large and 
tough, the flesh hard and musculous, the voice big 
and resounding.”119 The reference to folds and con-
tractions on the forehead and between the brows is 
particularly noticeable in the Giovio/Stimmer por-
trait. La Chambre also observes that, among other 
physical qualities, the brave man possesses “openness 
of nostrills and greatness, or wideness, of mouth.”120 
Similar themes can be found in later physiognomic 
treatises.121 Clearly, caution should be exercised in 
associating these works with images produced much 
earlier, but they perhaps give some clue as to how the 
faces in biographical encyclopedias were designed to 
be read by their audiences. 

CONCLUSION

Demetrius Cantemir (d. 1723) provides an interesting 
account of Tamerlane commissioning a portrait from 
a Persian prisoner. According to Cantemir, 

The Painter, observing that Prince to be lame in his 
right thigh and blind of his left eye, drew him with this 
right leg bent or inclining, his left eye shut and a bow 
apply’d to the other, as if he had been shooting at game. 
Temurleng admiring the ingenuity of the Painter pardon’d 
him and set him at liberty.122
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While Cantemir was certainly better informed than 
most European historians of the sixteenth century 
about the origins and life of Tamerlane, his account of 
the portrait should not be viewed uncritically. Tamer-
lane was lame in his right leg and had arrow wounds 
in his right arm, but there is no evidence that he 
was blind in his left eye. Cantemir’s description of 
the portrait is not mirrored in surviving Timurid and 
Mughal paintings of Tamerlane, but it makes sense in 
the context of conventions employed in Renaissance 
portraiture to conceal facial wounds and deformities.123 
This example illustrates the central problem in the 
interpretation of the “portraits” reviewed in this article. 
With the possible exception of the Giovio/Stimmer 
woodcut, these representations tell us very little about 
how sixteenth- and seventeenth-century European art-
ists reacted to the visual cultures of Iran or Central 
Asia. Unlike the appearance in Europe of “Tartar” 
imagery in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, 
or the portraits of Ottoman sultans produced from 
the sixteenth century onward, the representations 
of Tamerlane possess only the faintest connection 
to Eastern prototypes. Neither do they make use of 
such written descriptions or visual representations of 
“Tartars” as existed in Europe at this time.124 That 
Giovio may have owned a Persian (or perhaps Turkish) 
painting he believed was a depiction of Tamerlane is 
less significant than the function of the Giovio/Stim-
mer image, and of those occurring in other books and 
visual media, in relation to the textual examination 
of the Central Asian conqueror. 

The uncertainty over the ethnicity and religious 
affiliation of Tamerlane is a product of both the lim-
ited sources of information and the selective approach 
to sources employed by European scholars from the 
mid-fifteenth century. For instance, Piccolomini’s influ-
ential vision of Asian history and geography drew sig-
nificant inspiration from authors like Strabo and Ptol-
emy, and, like many who came after him, Piccolomini 
tended to favor the interpretations of antique authori-
ties over the observations of those late medieval travel-
ers who possessed first-hand experience of the Middle 
East and Central Asia. In addition, sixteenth-century 
scholars seeking out data on the life of Tamerlane in 
Chalkokondyles, or the works of other Greek histo-
rians, would have discovered an Asia of the imagina-
tion, where recognizable ethnic or tribal groupings of 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries—Arabs, Turks, 
Armenians, Persians, Circassians, Chaghatay, and so 
on—coexisted with peoples of an ancient or mythic 

past, such as the Massagetae, Scythians, Hyrcanes, 
and Cadusians. In this context, it becomes easier to 
understand the common failure to apprehend the 
connection, admittedly somewhat complex, between 
Tamerlane and the great Mongol conquerors of the 
thirteenth century. (By contrast, the genealogical links 
were both understood and celebrated by Mughal rul-
ers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries).125 
European historians were more comfortable com-
paring Tamerlane with such figures from the classi-
cal past as Cyrus, Darius, Alexander, Hannibal, and, 
most importantly, Attila the Hun.

The considerable scholarly and artistic interest in 
Tamerlane in the period up to the end of the seven-
teenth century also needs to be understood in the wider 
context of the evolving relations between Europe and 
the Ottoman Empire. It is instructive to compare the 
description of Tamerlane in Edward Gibbon’s The His-
tory of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (London, 
1776–78) with those found in the works of earlier his-
torians.126 The greater accuracy of Gibbon’s account 
stems not only from the access he enjoyed to trans-
lated editions of Ibn {Arabshah, Sharaf al-Din Yazdi, 
and others, but also from his critical stance regard-
ing his sources.127 In this latter respect, Gibbon has 
much more in common with modern historians than 
with those working in the previous two centuries. 
Another important factor contributing to Gibbon’s han-
dling of the subject is historical. The Ottoman threat 
to Europe diminished significantly in the decades 
following the failed siege of Vienna in 1683, and by 
Gibbon’s time it was possible to view earlier events in 
Islamic history in a relatively dispassionate manner. By 
contrast, earlier treatments of Tamerlane were com-
posed in the shadow of Turkish expansion. Aside from 
first-hand accounts written by the likes of Clavijo, de 
Mignanelli, and Schiltberger, the earliest attempts 
to place Tamerlane into the political history of Asia 
occurred in the mid-fifteenth century. This scholarly 
enterprise only increased in intensity during the fol-
lowing century. While Piccolomini was writing in the 
aftermath of the fall of Constantinople in 1453, later 
scholars such as Cambini and Giovio must have been 
acutely aware that the fall of Belgrade and the island 
of Rhodes in 1521 and 1522 and the siege of Vienna 
in 1529 did not represent the limit of Ottoman impe-
rial aspirations in Europe. 

It can be seen, therefore, that the study of Tamer-
lane represented more than scholarly whim or a sim-
ple fascination with Asiatic exoticism. European schol-
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ars were searching for ways to understand and combat 
the rise of Turkish power. The battle of Ankara in 
1402 offered a rare example of a victory over the Otto-
man Empire, and a comforting vision of divine pun-
ishment meted out to a Muslim ruler by a godless bar-
barian. Tamerlane’s role as a “scourge of God” lent 
some logic to the fact that, according to the prevalent 
European view, he suffered no setback during his mil-
itary career. European readers could reassure them-
selves that on his death this scourge was cast into the 
fire of damnation. 

Some authors sought out figures who had opposed 
the Turks and compared their relative merits. For 
instance, an anonymous text, The Conduct and Charac-
ter of Nicholas Serini (London, 1664) discusses Tamer-
lane, George Scanderbeg, and Nicholas Serini, stat-
ing, “the first an heathen born to punish Infidelity; 
the second a Papist born to vindicate Christianity; the 
third a Protestant, born as some think to reform the 
world.” Of Tamerlane the author continues, “we must 
needs confess that it is scarcely possible, lesse credi-
ble, that so despicable a vessel should contain so great 
a stocke of admirable actions, and thence a branch 
should have sprung, which did subvert the Turkish 
monarchy, and several other potentates.”128

Tamerlane develops a complex personality in Euro-
pean literature,129 and this personality is shaped to 
meet different requirements. In one of his earliest 
manifestations in Europe, he is depicted as a pagan 
converted to Christianity. The reference to the medi-
eval legend of Prester John is clear, but by the sec-
ond half of the fifteenth century a new theme is 
developed. The recasting of Tamerlane as a Scythian 
is a means to locate him within an antique tradition 
of barbarian conquerors. It is striking, however, that 
there are relatively few illustrations of Tamerlane in 
the considerable body of printed books of the period, 
although the costs of book production may provide 
some explanation for this. The woodcut illustrations 
discussed in this article consist of portraits and a nar-
row range of narrative scenes. Many of the poten-
tial narrative themes go unexplored in the woodcuts. 
Certainly, concepts such as “scourge of God” are not 
easily transferred into visual form, though some art-
ists convey at least a sense of menace in their por-
traits. It is the text, however, that carries the main 
burden of informing and entertaining; images can be 
jettisoned, leaving the reader’s imagination to fill the 
space. From the latter part of the seventeenth century 
the European approach to Tamerlane divides into two 
branches. On one hand, scholars begin to assemble 

an increasingly accurate reconstruction of the origins 
and life of the historical Temür, using the testimony 
of primary European sources and translations of Ara-
bic, Persian, and Turkish chronicles.130 On the other 
hand, the Tamerlane of Western imagination lives 
on in increasingly fanciful form in plays, operas, bal-
lets, and popular expressions.131 Faint echoes of this 
mighty empire builder are even to be found in Vic-
torian Christmas pantomime.132
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NOTES

Author’s note: The initial research for this topic was presented at the 
conference “Visual Arts as Contact Zones: Europe and the Three 
Empires of Islam in the Early Modern Period,” held at Oxford 
University in 1999. A Frances A. Yates fellowship allowed me to 
continue work on this project at the Warburg Institute in 2000. I 
would like to thank Nebehat Avcioqlu, Julian Raby, Erin Campbell, 
Evanthia Baboula, Theodora Antonopoulou, Ruba Kana{an, and 
my anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments and criticisms 
during the research and writing of this article.
 
1. “Tamerlane” is used throughout this article, though Euro-

pean sources of the fifteenth to seventeenth century employ a 
wide range of variant spellings. This European name derives 
from the Persian, Timur-i Lang (Timur the Lame), referring 
to the lameness on his right side. His Turkic name is more 
correctly rendered as Aqsaq Temür. See Beatrice F. Manz, 
The Rise and Rule of Tamerlane (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1989), 1. For Central Asian personal and place 
names I have generally adopted the spellings employed by 
Manz.

2. For a discussion of this cultural phenomenon, and the details 
of the different types of dramatic performance, see David 
Bevington, “Timur and the Ambivalent Vision of Heroism,” 
Asian Art 2, 2 (Spring 1989): 6–9; Walter Denny, “Images of 
Turks in the European Imagination,” in Walter Denny et al., 
Court and Conquest: Ottoman Origins and the Design for Han-
del’s Tamerlano at the Glimmerglass Opera (Kent, OH: The 
Kent State University Museum, 1999), 3–18 (esp. 6–9). I 
would like to thank Walter Denny for sending me a copy of 
his publication. For the ballet, see Henry R. Bishop, Tamer-
lane et Bajazet, the New Grand Heroic Ballet as Performed at the 
King’s Theatre, Haymarket with the Most Enthusiastic Applause 
(London, 1806).

3. For the paintings by Andrea Celesti in the Neues Palais in 
Potsdam, see Anton Maria Mucchi and C. Della Croce, Il Pit-
tore Andrea Celesti (Milan: “Silvana” Editoriale d’Arte, 1954), 
86, fig. 29. For one of the paintings in Schloss Eggenberg, 
Graz, by either Carl Franz Caspar or Andreas Raemblmayer, 
see Denny, “Images of Turks,” 6, fig. 6. For tapestries, see 
E. Neumann, “Tamerlan und Bajazet: Eine Antwerpener 
Tapisserien-Series des 17. Jahrhunderts,” in Jozef Duverger, 
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Miscellanea Jozef Duverger, 2 vols. (Ledenberg: Gent, 1968), 
vol. 2, 819–35. A drawing by Rembrandt of Tamerlane with 
companions is illustrated in Rudolf Wittkower, Selected Lec-
tures of Rudolf Wittkower: The Impact of Non-European Civiliza-
tion on the Art of the West (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 214, figs. 11–29. For further references, see 
Andor Pigler, Barockthemen: Eine Auswahl von Verzeichnissen 
zur Ikonographie des 17. und 18. Jahrhunderts, 3 vols. (Buda-
pest, 1974), vol. 2, 447.

4. The translation is from The Complete Essays of Montaigne, 
trans. Donald Frame (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1958), 614–15 (for the complete essay, see bk. 3, 
chap. 2, 610–21). For the original text, see Michel de Mon-
taigne, Oeuvres complètes, ed. Albert Thibaudet and Maurice 
Rat (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1962), 787.

5. He did, however, employ the grandiose but largely symbolic 
title Õ¸¥ib Qir¸n, or “Lord of the Fortunate Conjunction.”

6. For the career of Tamerlane, see Manz, Rise and Rule; Hilda 
Hookham, Tamburlaine the Conqueror (London: Hodder and 
Staughton, 1964).

7. A facial reconstruction was also done. See Mikhail Gera-
simov, The Face Finder, trans. Alan H. Brodrick (London: 
Hutchinson, 1971), 131–38 and pl. following 112. Also see 
David Morgan, The Mongols (Oxford: Blackwell’s, 1986), 
200.

8. For a translation of this passage, see Hookham, Tambur-
laine, 83–84. The complete text is available in A¥mad Ibn 
{Arabsh¸h, Tamerlane: Or, Timur, the Great Amir, trans. John 
H. Sanders (London: Luzac, 1936, repr. Lahore, 1976), 295–
96.

9. J. Michael Rogers, trans., “V. V. Bartol’d’s Article O Pogrebe-
nii Timura (‘The Burial of Timur’),” Iran 12 (1974): 84–86; 
Manz, Rise and Rule, 18–19.

10. This event occurred during the visit to London of the Byz-
antine emperor Manuel II. For discussion of these events, 
see Donald Nicol, The Last Centuries of Byzantium, 1261–1453, 
2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 
313–15.

11. For Prester John, see C. Beckingham, The Achievements of Pre-
ster John: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered on 17 May 1966 (Lon-
don: School of Oriental and African Studies, 1966); Robert 
Silverday, The Realm of Prester John (Garden City, NY: Dou-
bleday, 1972); I. de Rachewiltz, Prester John and Europe’s Dis-
covery of East Asia (Canberra: Australian National University 
Press, 1972).

12. The two best-known accounts are those of John of Piano 
 Carpini and William of Rubruck. For the former, see Chris-
topher Dawson, ed., The Mongol Mission: Narratives and Letters 
of the Franciscan Missionaries in Mongolia and China in the Thir-
teenth and Fourteenth Centuries (London and New York: Sheed 
and Ward, 1955); for the latter, see William of Rubruck (Wil-
lem van Ruysbroeck), The Mission of Friar William of Rubruck: 
His Journey to the Court of the Great Khan Möngke, 1253–1255, 
trans. Peter Jackson with notes by David Morgan, Hakluyt 
Society 2nd ser., no. 173 (London, 1990).

13. Nicol, Last Centuries of Byzantium, 314. The Byzantine emperor 
John VII and possibly also Manuel II made diplomatic con-
tact with Tamerlane. For Clavijo’s embassy, see Narrative of 
the Spanish Embassy to the Court of Timur at Samarkand in the 

Years 1403–1406, trans. Guy Le Strange (London: Routledge, 
1928).

14. This text was first published in Spanish in Madrid in 1582. 
I have been unable to locate evidence that any of the six-
teenth- and seventeenth-century historians discussed in this 
section consulted Clavijo. The text was again published in 
Madrid in 1782, under the title Historia del Gran Tamerlan; 
this edition contains an introduction by Gonzalo Argote de 
Molina as well as additional sections taken from the writ-
ings of Pedro Mexía and Paolo Giovio.

15. Jean du Bec’s claim, made on the title page of his Histoire 
du grand empereur Tamerlanes (Rouen, 1590), that his writ-
ings were “tirée des monuments antiques des Arabes,” has 
been widely rejected. It is intriguing, however, that he makes 
some comments concerning the origins of Tamerlane that 
are not found in the works of other historians of this period. 
It has also been suggested that Het’um, Sensuyuent les fleurs 
des hystoires de la terre dorient (probably first printed between 
ca. 1501 and 1510; I have used an edition in the Bodleian 
Library printed in Paris in ca. 1530) may have made use 
of non-European (or perhaps Byzantine Greek) sources. 
See Una Ellis-Fermor’s introduction to Christopher Mar-
lowe, Tamburlaine the Great in Two Parts (London: Methuen, 
1930), 17–18, 27; Ethel Seaton, “Fresh Sources for Marlowe,” 
The Review of English Studies 5, 20 (Oct. 1929): 399–401. 
Both authors, however, were unaware that Het’um’s origi-
nal text contained only four parts. Het’um, who died about 
1311, cannot have written the section dealing with Tamer-
lane (part 5). Beatrice Manz (“Tamerlane’s Career and Its 
Uses,” Journal of World History 13, 1 [2002], 12, n. 26) notes 
that part 5 is the work of the Dominican Jean of Sultani-
yya, who returned from the court of Tamerlane to France 
in 1403, though it is evident that the text of the 1530 edi-
tion of Les fleurs, at least, contains interpolations by other 
authors. For instance, one passage cites Aeneas Silvius Pic-
colomini (available in a printed edition in Paris in 1509): 
“Le Pape Pie Second qui estoyt bien pres de ce temps la dit 
en ses hystoires que Tamburlan fyst enchaynet ledict turc 
de chayne dor; et le faisoit menger soubz la table avecques 
les chiens. Et toutes les foys quil vouloit monter a cheval il 
falloit que ledict turc se mist la terre sur les piedz et sur les 
mains: et quil suy dedist [?] le dos pour mettre le pied des-
sus pour avoir advantage pour monter sur sondit cheval.” 
See Het’um, Les fleurs, fol. R iii r. 

16. A¥mad b. Mu¥ammad Ibn {Arabsh¸h, Kit¸b {aj¸}ib al-maqd¢r 
fº akhb¸r Tºm¢r = Ahmedis Arabsiadae: Vitae et rerum gestarum 
Timuri, qui vulgo Tamerlaini dicitur, historia, ed. Jacobus Golius 
(Leiden, 1636). Pierre Vattier’s French translation appeared 
under the title, L’histoire du grand Tamerlan (Paris: Remy 
Soubret, 1658). Sharaf al-Din Yazdi’s Zafarn¸ma was trans-
lated by François Pétis de la Croix as Histoire de Timour Bec, 
connu sous le nom du Grand Tamerlan (Paris, 1722). An Eng-
lish translation appeared the following year. The fascinating 
account of the meeting between Ibn Khaldun and Tamer-
lane was not brought to wide attention prior to the twenti-
eth century. See Walter Fischel, ed. and trans., Ibn Khaldun 
and Tamerlane (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1952).

17. For instance, Mehmed Neshri (d. ca. 1520), Tursun Beg (d. 
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1499), and Ibn Kemal (d. 1534). For these historians, see 
Franz Babinger, Die Geschichtsschrieber der Osmanen und ihre 
Werke (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1927). A translation from the 
work of the sixteenth-century Turkish scholar Mustafa b. 
Hasan Jannabi, entitled De Gestis Timurlenki, was published 
in Vienna in 1680, too late to have had any impact on the 
European historians surveyed in this article.

18. Johannes Leunclavius (d. 1593) is known to have made direct 
use of works in Turkish, translated for him by Joanne Gau-
dier, for his history, Annales sultanorum othmanidarum (Frank-
furt, 1588). See Ellis-Fermor, Tamburlaine the Great, 34. Leun-
clavius also produced a Latin translation of Chalkokondyles, 
entitled Laonici Chalcocondylae Atheniensis historium libri decem: 
Historiarum de origine ac rebus gestis Turcorum (Paris, 1650). 
Theodore Spandounes claims to have consulted “annali di 
Turchi” in the composition of his study of the origins of the 
Turkish sultans first published in a partial edition in Lucca 
in 1509; for a discussion of the early editions of his work 
and his sources, see introductory notes in Theodore Span-
dounes, On the Origins of the Ottoman Emperors, trans. Don-
ald Nicol (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 
esp. xix–xxv.

19. For a general review of the later Byzantine historians and 
their attitudes to the Turks, see Sir Steven Runciman, “Byz-
antine Historians and the Ottoman Turks,” in Historians 
of the Middle East, ed. Bernard Lewis and Peter Holt (Lon-
don and New York: Oxford University Press, 1962), 271–
76.

20. Laonici Chalcocondylae Atheniensis, de origine et rebus gestis Tur-
corum libri secem (Basel, 1556). 

21. For a modern translation, see Doukas, Decline and Fall of Byz-
antium to the Ottoman Turks, trans. Harry Magoulias (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 1975). Doukas (xvi, 12, 95–
96) claims that Bayazid was held in iron chains and mana-
cles following a failed escape attempt.

22. Phrantzes has been credited as the first author to record 
the fallacious story that Tamerlane had Bayazid imprisoned 
in an iron cage. See Louis Wann, “The Oriental in Elizabe-
than Drama,” Modern Philology 12 (1915): 176–77; Ellis-Fer-
mor, Tamburlaine the Great, 24, n. 1; Samuel Chew, The Cres-
cent and the Rose: Islam and England during the Renaissance 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1937), 469–70. It has been 
suggested that this legend has its origins in a misunder-
standing of the Turkish word kafes (Ottoman: qafes, deriv-
ing from the Arabic qafaª), which can mean either “litter” 
or “cage.” See Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall, Geschichte des 
osmanischen Reiches, 4 vols. (Pest: C. A. Hartleben, 1827), vol. 
1: 317–23, esp. 319–320. As noted by Von Hammer, kafes/
qafes can also refer to the ritual seclusion placed around an 
Ottoman sultan or amir. My thanks to Ruba Kana{an for 
confirming this information. For a modern translation, see 
The Fall of the Byzantine Empire: A Chronicle by George Sphrantzes, 
1401–77, trans. Marios Philippides (Amherst: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1980). It should be noted that this edi-
tion contains no mention of the imprisonment of Bayazid 
in an iron cage. The iron cage only appears as an interpo-
lation in Makarios Melissenos’s sixteenth-century redaction 
of Phrantzes. I am grateful to Theodora Antonopoulou for 
confirming this observation.

23. Some accounts did not surface before the twentieth cen-

tury. For instance, see Walter Fischel, “A New Latin Source 
on Tamerlane’s Conquest of Damascus (1400/1401): B. de 
Mignanelli’s Vita Tamerlani, 1416,” Oriens 9 (1956): 201–
32.

24. For a study of the early editions of Schiltberger, see The 
Bondage and Travels of Johann Schiltberger, a Native of Bavaria, 
in Europe, Asia, and Africa, 1396–1427, trans. John Buchan 
Telfer, Hakluyt Society, no. 58 (London: Hakluyt Society, 
1879), x–xiv.

25. Marshal Boucicaut, governor of Genoa until 1409, gathered 
oral reports of the events in the Ottoman Empire, but his 
writings were not published until much later. His account 
of the defeat of Bayazid contains no mention that the sul-
tan was humiliated by Tamerlane. See Histoire du Marêchal 
Boucicault, ed. Guillaume de Voys (La Haye, 1711), 107–9. 
A later work that may reflect a knowledge of earlier Turkish 
sources is Constantine of Ostrovica (d. 1563), Historya neb 
Kronyka Turecka od Michala Konstantina z Ostrowicze (Litomy¸sl, 
1565). Constantine had been captured by the Ottomans and 
served in their army. For an English translation, see Kon-
stantin Mikhailović (Constantine of Ostrovica), Memoirs of 
a Janissary, trans. Benjamin Stolz with historical notes by 
Svat Soucek, Michigan Slavic Translations 3 (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1975; see introductory notes 
for details of other early publications on Turkish history by 
George of Hungary and Felix Ragusinus.

26. Paolo Giovio seems to have gained information from Angi-
olello (either through personal acquaintance or through the 
mediation of Donado da Lezze). See Vernon Parry, “Renais-
sance Historical Literature in Relation to the Near and Mid-
dle East (with Special Reference to Paolo Giovio),” in Lewis 
and Holt, eds., Historians of the Middle East, 285. For Donado 
da Lezze’s edition of Angiolello’s text, see Historia turchesa, 
1300–1514 (Bucharest, 1909).

27. Sagundino’s text was first published in Venice in 1551. See 
Nicol’s introduction in Spandounes, Origins, xxi.

28. Cosmographia Pii Papae in Asiae et Europae eleganti descriptione 
(Paris: Geoffroy Tory and Henri Estienne, 1509). Other edi-
tions appeared in the sixteenth century. I have consulted 
the version of this text found in Pope Pius II, Opera quae 
extant omnia (Basel 1571). See particularly, 359–62, 382–84, 
395. For the use of Sagundino’s work by Piccolomini, see 
Nicol’s notes in Spandounes, Origins, xix–xxi. The observa-
tions of the merchant Niccolò de’Conti (as recorded in Pog-
gio Bracciolini’s, De varietate fortunae, 1447) were also used 
by Piccolomini in his writings on Asia. For a detailed dis-
cussion of Piccolomini’s sources and methodology, see Mar-
garet Meserve, “From Samarkand to Scythia: Reinventions 
of Asia in Renaissance Geography and Political Thought,” 
in Pius II, ‘el più expeditivo pontifice’: Selected Studies on Aeneas 
Silvius Piccolomini (1405–1464), ed. Zweder von Martels 
and Arjo Vanderjagt (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2003), 13–
39.

29. For instance, European readers could acquaint themselves 
with accounts of Mongol culture written by John of Piano 
Carpini, Het’um, and Marco Polo because they had been 
incorporated into Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum historiale. 
See Juliet Vale, Edward III and Chivalry: Chivalric Society and 
Its Context, 1270–1350 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1982), 
72. The Speculum historiale was printed in the late fifteenth 
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century (for instance, Strasbourg, 1478), and further edi-
tions were printed in the sixteenth century. 

30. For instance, the continuation by Matteo Palmieri (d. 1475) 
of the Chronicon of Eusebius and the life of Pope Boniface IX 
by Bartolommeo Sacchi (d. 1481). Other potential sources 
included Andrea Biglia’s writings on Mongol history in his 
study of Eastern Christendom (1432); Francesco Filelfo’s ora-
tion before the Council of Mantua in 1459; Flavio Biondo’s 
oration to Alfonso of Aragon in 1453. See Ellis-Fermor, Tam-
burlaine the Great, 26–27; Meserve, “Samarkand to Scythia,” 
31–34. For an English translation of Bartolommeo Sacchi, 
see Paul Rycaut, Lives of the Popes from the Time of Our Sav-
iour Jesus Christ to the Reign of Sixtus IV (London, 1685); for 
Tamerlane, see esp. 335. 

31. Most of this work has concentrated on the sources employed 
by Marlowe in Tamburlaine the Great. This research is brought 
together in Ellis-Fermor, Tamburlaine the Great, 17–50. It 
should be noted that Ellis-Fermor fails to grasp the signifi-
cance of the fact that Piccolomini’s text predates Cambini’s 
in both the date of composition and the first printing. The 
comments on Het’um should also be revised in the light of 
recent research: see my notes 15 and 72–73.

32. I have consulted the English translation by John Shute of 
Andrea Cambini, Two Very Notable Commentaries, the One of the 
Originall of the Turks and the House of Ottomanno…and thother 
of the Warre of the Turcks against George Scanderbeg (London, 
1562, repr. Amsterdam: Theatrum Orbis Terrarum, 1970).

33. The editions of these authors I have consulted are: Pierre 
de la Primaudaye, The French Academie wherein is Discoursed 
the Institution of Maners, trans. T. B. (London, 1589); Pedro 
Mexía, Diverse leçons (Paris, 1572). Mexía was also translated 
by Thomas Fortescue, The Foreste or Collection of Histories, No 
Lesse Profitable, then Pleasant and Necessary (London, 1571); 
Caelius Curio, A Notable History of the Saracens, trans. Thomas 
Newton (London, 1575, repr. Amsterdam: Theatrum Orbis 
Terrarum, 1977); Christophe Richier, De rebus Turcaru ad 
Franciscanum gallorum Christianiss, 4 vols. (Paris, 1540), see 
bk. 3; Petrus Perondini, Magni Tamerlanis Scytharum impera-
toris vita (Florence, 1553). 

34. For an evaluation of Giovio’s historical method and his pub-
lications on Islamic history, see Parry, “Renaissance Histori-
cal Literature,” 281–89. For an English translation of Giovio, 
see A Short Treatise upon the Turkes Chronicles, trans. Peter Ash-
ton (London, 1546). 

35. The editions I have consulted are: André Thevet, Les vrais 
pourtraits et vies des hommes illustres Grecz, Latins, et Payens 
(Paris, 1584); Jean Boissard, Vitae et icones sultanorum Turc-
icorum (Frankfurt, 1596); Philip Lonicer, Chronicon Turcico-
rum (Frankfurt, 1578); Jean du Bec, Histoire du grand empe-
reur Tamerlanes (Rouen, 1590); Richard Knolles, The General 
History of the Turkes, from the First Beginning of That Nation to 
the Rising of the Ottoman Familie (5th ed., London, 1638). It 
should be noted, however, that these authors do not slav-
ishly follow earlier accounts and that they include novel 
details, some based on research or acuity and others sim-
ply invented.

36. To some extent, these terms are synonymous in the literature 
of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. The signif-
icance of the Scythian designation is discussed in greater 
detail later in the article.

37. The full title of the 1590 edition is Tamburlaine the Great, 
Who, from a Scythian Shepherd, by His Rare and Wonderful Con-
quests Became a Most Puissant and Mighty Monarch, and for His 
Tyranny and Terror Was Termed the Scourge of God.

38. Pt. 1, scene 2, act 1, ll. 11–18 (the previous quote comes 
from ll. 23–24). The edition used is Christopher Marlowe, 
Tamburlaine, Parts I and II; Doctor Faustus, A- and B-Texts; The 
Jew of Malta; Edward II, ed. David Bevington and Eric Ras-
mussen (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 
1995).

39. That the earliest productions of the play by the Lord Admi-
ral’s Men also found means to emphasize the incandescent 
qualities of the central character is suggested in the refer-
ences made to a coat edged with copper lace and breeches 
of crimson velvet. See Philip Henslowe, Henslowe Papers: 
Being Documents Supplementary to Henslowe’s Diary, ed. Walter 
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