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Forts and towns
R e n a t a  H o l o d

T h e  I m a g e  o f  F o r t  a n d  T o w n

The walled settlement enclosed behind its battlements is an image that pervades all representations of towns 

in the traditions of painting represented in this exhibition, Persian, Ottoman and Mughal. The town that 

appears on the horizon (cat. nos 41 and 45) is de!ined by its walls and its gates, and a bird’s eye view into the 

interior spaces. Or the walls have been rolled away to afford glimpses of buildings within them, their domes, 

minarets, pavilions, and shop stalls (cat. no. 53). This painted image for the fort and forti!ied town was created 

in the imagination and practice of the painter, and continued in the imagination of the beholder; through this 

image, past realities of territory and landscape are also reflected. 

M e a s u r e d  E n c l o s u r e s

Man-made features of the irrigated landscape delimited and separated every plot, with boundaries, ditches, 

or walls raised simply out of the very earth of the plot. Rammed earth would also have been the !irst material 

used for surrounding villages, or forti!ied farmsteads, such as those within the oases of Central Asia, Afghani-

stan, Iran and the Near East. The forti!ied farmstead stood within its irrigated territory as a place of control, 

defence and repose. Built of mud brick, baked brick or stone according to region, the farmstead, village, or villa 

provided at least minimal defences. In contradistinction to the open grasslands of the steppe zones, where 

territory was identi!ied by landmarks and control of pastures, territory in settled areas where irrigation was 

the norm was measured out and utilised as a series of enclosures, one within the other from enclosed !ield 

and garden to enclosed house, palace and town. While some towns grew out of weekly market locations, the 

military encampments and new foundations of the eighth to tenth centuries were envisioned as bounded 

spaces, contained within their walls and gates.1 Towers, semi-circular or square, were spaced as buttresses at 

regular intervals along the circumference of curtain walls. Gates (darvaza or bab) served not only as controls 

for entry and exit but also were in many cases elaborated into gatehouses above the actual entries, with upper 

halls where receptions took place, and courts meted out justice. 

C i t a d e l s  a n d  F o r t  N e t w o r k s

In the continuum of defensive enclosure-making, the fort, citadel or keep (qala>a, arg, hisar, hisn) was built to 

provide a power base, to extend control over a surrounding territory, to withstand assault and siege, and to 

mete out attacks. To house the power base a residence or palace structure could be inserted into the building 

program of such forti!ied redoubts, although these areas were placed away from the walls and separated from 

the purely military zones. Specialised ramparts, reinforced walls, moats and complex access ramps, passages, 
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Figure 1. Aleppo citadel, 
aerial view. Tenth to 
fifteenth centuries. 
Photograph © Ecochard
Collection/Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture.

and bridges distinguish these enclosures as places of military and political importance.2 From the tenth cen-

tury onward, towers with strategically placed arrow slits and locations for catapults or mangonels provided 

formidable offensive, or better, responsive force. The remains of tens of citadels, strongholds and fortresses 

are found in the lands of Syria, northern Iraq, Palestine and southern Anatolia, and are witness to the upward 

spiral of militarisation in these territories throughout the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Whether 

this militarisation was solely the response to Crusader incursions or to the arrival of Turks as a military force 

in the area, or as much to local conflicts, is still debated. Nonetheless, by the thirteenth century, siege-resistant 

design in fortresses of the eastern Mediterranean, while no doubt based on older, even Roman, building prac-

tices, had been developed to a highly effective degree (!ig. 1). The citadels of Aleppo, Karak and Masyaf, the 

best studied of the area, display bossed stonework, machicolations, brattices and portcullises, in addition to 

the famous gates and glacis.3

 Likewise, the Iranian landscape was dotted with numerous forts, citadels and fortresses, all built up 

during the same period, from the mid-eleventh to the thirteenth century, although few are well preserved 

and well studied.4 Of these, notable are the more than 

sixty Isma>ili castles and forts of the Alamut valley and 

Rudbar in northern Iran, and about eighty in Khurasan, 

including those at Maymundiz, Girdkuh and Qa<in. All 

the major fortresses were well built, with cisterns fed by 

springs or rainwater, and well stocked with provisions 

stored in vast underground chambers. The density of 

this network assured local control over speci!ic terri-

tory for supplies, taxation and perhaps manpower. 

Citadels within highly urbanised districts, 

such as those of Merv, Herat and Rayy, or Aleppo, Da-

mascus and Cairo, were located at the edge of the con-

tiguous urban settlement, in order not to become entirely surrounded by the city. In this location, they thus 

extended control over – yet ensured a safe distance from – the urban masses. In the event of an attack from 

a much larger army, the citadel could still be held, even if the city walls were breached. Equally, such spatial 

segregation often mirrored the ethnic divisions between rulers and ruled.5 

C o n t r o l  o f  T r a d e  a n d  T r a v e l

Forti!ications, lookouts or forts were located at strategic points in passes or valleys. Redoubts (ribat) were 

originally built for pious volunteers (ghazi) as a protective base out of which to launch raids across the dynamic 

frontiers of the Islamic realms. The ribat at Sousse in Tunisia functioned as a launch for sea-going raids, while 

protecting the settlement behind it. Rebuilt in its present form in 821 CE, it is a solidly built, two-storey ma-

1
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Figure 2. Caravanserai 
near Kuhpaya, Iran. 
Safavid period. 
Photograph © Sheila 
Blair and Jonathan
Bloom.

sonry building, with small rooms surrounding a central court; it clearly broadcasts its military character with 

its tall walls, towers, single forti!ied gate and lookouts.6 Many such redoubts lined frontiers in the west, on the 

North African coast, and the Andalusian frontier. In the northeast, on the Amu-Darya River in today’s Turk-

menistan, there are toponyms with the name ribat still marking the path of the Islamic frontier where it stood 

for several decades before being pushed across the river by the mid-eighth century. So too can such bases mark 

the progress of other frontiers, east, north and south. These redoubts, large or small, were eventually turned to 

more peaceful uses, namely the control of, and provision of security for, passing traf!ic; or they could serve as 

models for urban warehouses or even colleges of law (madrasa), where there was a necessity to provide secure 

housing for numbers of people. 

The most continuously renewed examples are the forti!ied caravansaries along the Hajj routes: from 

the Darb Zubayda running from Kufa to Mecca, built by the wife of Harun al-Rashid, Zubayda, to the high 

road (darb) through the Sinai from Egypt, to the Ottoman forts along the Damascus–Mecca road.7 To develop 

trade in newly conquered or paci!ied areas, secured roads were the !irst necessary. Thus, in the late elev-

enth and early twelfth centuries, the Great 

Seljuqs built their monumental brick cara-

vanserais along the Khurasan roads, such as 

Ribat-i Malik, or Ribat-i Sharaf.8 Not to be 

outdone, the Seljuqs of Anatolia diverted 

trade away from the Aegean coast and in-

land through their realms from northern 

Syria to Sinope with the well-constructed 

chain of stone hostels called the Sultan 

Han(s).9 In the late sixteenth century, the 

Safavid chain of caravanserais renewed and 

expanded the older routes stretching north 

from the Arabian Sea to attract European and Indian traders to their capital, Isfahan, in the flush of mercantile 

activity (!ig. 2).10

With the introduction of cannons, forts in strategic locations – on promontories, straits, passes, and 

entrances to ports and bays – became even more effective controllers of traf!ic, both military and economic, 

and major presences on the frontiers. The two great fortresses on the Bosphorus, Rumeli and Anadulu Hissar 

built by Mehmet II, were raised there as much to control and impede as to secure passage for Italian traders 

to and from the Black Sea and the trading posts of the Crimea. Likewise, the guns of the fortresses flanking 

the Dardanelles ensured Ottoman control of the passage.11 To withstand !ield cannons or armed navy vessels, 

older fortress walls were further strengthened with additional rings of walls, barbicans, and angled towers to 

better deflect the shots. Thus, the older Norman fortress at Humt al-Suq on the island of Jerba was further 

updated as Burj al-Ghazi Mustafa, once the Ottomans conquered the island in the 1560.12

2
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Figure 3. Qasr al-Hayr 
al-Sharqi, Syria, western 
façade. Original 
construction 728–29, 
with later additions. 
Photograph © Jim 
Gordon, 2006, artwork 
in the public domain; 
image published 
here under Creative 
Commons sharealike 2.0.

Figure 4. General plan 
of Jawsaq al-Khaqani 
palace, Samarra, Iraq. 
Abbasid period, ninth 
century. Image by kind 
permission of Alastair 
Northedge.

T h e  F o r t i f i e d  P a l a c e

The country villas and estates built by the !irst Islamic dynasties, the Umayyads and >Abbasids, all had a forti!ied 

look: surrounding curtain walls were buttressed by regular but !illed towers with prominent gates framed with 

further towers (!ig. 3). None would withstand siege-war attack, however. While the forti!ied look was likely taken 

over from Roman castrum plans, the earlier tradition of Persian 

reception halls found favour among the builders of such urban 

palaces as Amman or country retreats as Mshatta (in today’s Jor-

dan). A domed throne room, fronted by a long vaulted room (iwan 

or taq) is accessed from a central interior court, while side areas 

can be further divided into attendant spaces. The now-disap-

peared palatial spaces of >Abbasid Baghdad were most likely com-

posed of similar spaces, and are echoed in the miles-long ruins 

of the ninth-century palace city of Samarra upriver on the bank 

of the Tigris. There, in just one palace complex, a monumental 

stairway led from a river landing into a gateway complex which in 

turn opened to a vast court at the end of which stood the reception complex of vaults and domes (!ig. 4). Palace 

after palace with accompanying supporting zones and barracks, grand mosque spaces, racecourses and gardens 

repeated in open de!ile along long avenues, open to the countryside. 

Begun in the early years of the ninth century, this palace city lay abandoned by the tenth.13 Yet, stories 

about its marvels, coupled with the myth of the great round and enclosed city of Baghdad, found ready imita-

tors further west. The dyad of Cordoba and Madinat al-Zahra<, then that of Fustat and Cairo, reproduced the 

3
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Figure 5. Isfahan, >Ali 
Qapu palace, seen 
from Maydan-i Naqsh-i 
Jahan. Safavid period, 
late-sixteenth to mid-
seventeenth centuries. 
© MIT Libraries, Aga 
Khan Visual Archive, 
1999, photograph by 
Khosrow Bozorgi.

pattern. In the !irst, it was the palace city of Madinat al-Zahra< that was abandoned; in the second case the 

palace city of Cairo became the nucleus of the medieval and post-medieval city. Laid out by the Fatimids as 

a forti!ied enclosure with internal palaces and residential areas, and a major bisecting parade avenue in the 

tenth century, by the end of the eleventh century Cairo had joined in the spiral of forti!ications seen in Syr-

ian towns, receiving new monumental gates and reinforced ma-

sonry walls. With the burning of Fustat in the face of Crusader 

attack, urban life moved more and more into the forti!ied space, 

while by the twelfth century a fully updated citadel was devel-

oped by Salah al-Din (Saladin) and the Ayyubids on the flank of 

the tenth-century foundation. It is this citadel that became the 

locus for the forti!ied palace space of the succeeding Mamluk 

rulers. Nonetheless, the image of the forti!ied city remained with 

the Fatimid palace city. Its monumental gates of !ine ashlar ma-

sonry, especially the Bab al-Futuh and the Bab al-Nasr, were both 

built in an Anatolian fashion at the behest of the general Badr 

al-Jamali in 1087–1092. These have come to represent the image of medieval Cairo, rich and dynamic, forti!ied 

and at constant risk of attack. 

The gatehouse pavilion of Isfahan, the >Ali Qapu, guards the enclosure of the administrative and 

residential parts of the sixteenth- to seventeenth-century Safavid palace complex (!ig. 5). While the enclosure 

could be considered a precinct, it is by no means forti!ied with anything more than a thin wall. The gatehouse 

comprises three structures, one atop the other, the lowest being the access doorway to the precinct. The two 

upper and later ones boast a two-storeyed reception hall fronted by the great porch (talar), which shaded the 

Safavid shahs and their companions as they reviewed the activities unfolding on the great maydan (Maydan-

i Naqsh-i Jahan) below, be they parades, sporting events, executions or !ireworks displays. On the very top 

of the >Ali Qapu is a more private set of rooms. While the location of the >Ali Qapu harkens back to older 

gatehouses, its elaborated and delicate structure in no way conveys a forti!ied effect. The entire tower of the 

building partakes much more of the typology and aesthetic of the garden palaces and pavilions so popular in 

Isfahan at this time. 

Expanding out into the suburban environs of the Zayanda River valley, the Safavids chose to break 

out of the constraints of the palace-in-citadel model, engaging completely in the spatiality of the garden and 

garden palace. Open-porched pavilions faced onto larger and larger gardens where largesse and entertain-

ment was the order of the day. The mobile Safavid court, moving constantly with the shah throughout the 

territory of the realm, established control through physical presence (and accompanying horsemen and mus-

kets!), more than through a networks of forts, forti!ications and urban citadels. This system of control through 

suasion and charisma lasted for more than a century, bolstered by the development of Shi>i ideology.14 It was 

destroyed by a force invading from Afghanistan, which employed the old-fashioned but effective strategy of 

5
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siege warfare, one that the ‘modern’ open city and palaces of Isfahan were no longer capable of countering in 

the middle decades of the eighteenth century. 

In contrast, the Ottomans stuck with the walled, forti!ied palace much longer, until the mid-nine-

teenth century. In place of the older, forti!ied Byzantine palace, the Topkapi palace stood visible on the hori-

zon, arranged around three courtyards. Its promontory and its walls and gates protected it, as did the guns of 

the controlling fortresses and of the Ottoman navy. Indeed, there were also delicate pavilions, ornamented 

with lustrously colourful tiles, which provided expansive views of the Bosphorus on whose waters the trade 

and traf!ic of the realm passed in controlled order. These pavilions located at the tip of the peninsula were, 

however, reserved for the innermost circles, while the business of empire, embassies, appointments and ex-

change was transacted in the two forecourts and their attendant spaces, before a screen behind which sat the 

sultan, seeing but unseen.15

Likewise, the Mughals, whether in Agra or elsewhere, and their contemporary Islamic Shi>i princi-

palities in the Deccan, preferred still to develop complex palatial spaces within the walls of fortresses, control-

ling their territory by oversight and cannons, but removed and protected from the people they ruled. Only in 

Fatehpur Sikri was a different experiment attempted. Inserted between the shrine-hermitage of Salim Chishti 

and the existing town, a series of great courtyards outlining a variety of palace spaces was built in the fourteen 

years from 1573 onward.16 Unusual pavilion structures, like the !ive-storey Panj Mahal, or the Diwan-i Khass, 

housing a throne atop a bracketed column, intermingled with supporting units: kitchens, stables, caravan-

saries, schools and a long bazaar. Appearance windows (jharoka) for the ruler to see and be seen were lined 

up along a longitudinal axis. The expanse of courts and pavilions was complete only when bedecked with 

elaborate tentage and furnishing displays. An eleven-kilometre wall surrounded this ‘great camping ground’ 

fronting on a lake. Whether it was because the lake dried up rather soon, or for other reasons, Akbar and his 

successors left this new capital to return to Delhi and to Agra, where the extensive palaces within the Red Fort 

continued to provide spaces for life, ceremony, piety and the transactions of power for Akbar and his entire 

dynasty of successors.17

T h e  E n c l o s e d  S h r i n e s 

Finally, the outward appearance of an enclosure, with its walls, buttressing towers and gates, is a crucial aspect 

of the most memorable image of all: that of the two shrines, Mecca and Medina (catalogue group 1). Map, dia-

gram and image, these bounded spaces are recognisable to any Muslim today. Early images of the shrines have 

been preserved from the eleventh century. Found on Hajj certi!icate scrolls (darj), these were painted on paper 

and could have been then dispersed throughout the Muslim world (some !ifty were found in Damascus alone). 

The earliest seem more like diagrams than the views that rose in popularity after the !ifteenth century. These 

early representations of the shrines were careful to map all aspects of the Hajj experience, while framing them 

within an enclosed space that would live in the memory of the returning pilgrim.18
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Two folios from the dispersed ‘Second Small Sh!hn!ma ’
Western Iran; c. 1300
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Pages: approx 26 x 19 cm
AKM 17

Publ: Welch 1972a, pp. 44, 49; Simpson 1979, p. 380 (fig. 98); Canby 
1998, pp. 22–23 (no. 2); AKTC 2010a, p. 205 (no. 157)

Legends of the pre-Islamic kings of the Iranian cultural 
area were retained in the Islamic period through oral tra-
ditions, and in the medieval period these were written into 
the Iranian national epic, the Shahnama or ‘Book of Kings’, 
completed c. 1010 by Abu’l-Qasim Firdawsi. Although the 
Iranian plateau had been under Arab occupation since the 
early Islamic period, and the Arabic script had been uni-
versally adopted for writing new Persian, in both metre 
and vocabulary – to say nothing of subject matter – the 
text of the Shahnama owes little to Arabic. The subject of 
the poem is the continuous history of the Iranian world 
from Creation to the downfall of the Sasanian shahs and 
the coming of Islam, as shown through the personal his-
tories and exploits of a sequence of rulers. Like cat. no. 
47, this image comes from one of the earliest known il-
lustrated manuscripts of the text, the so-called ‘Small 
Shahnamas’. Executed in the Ilkhanid period (c. 1256–1353), 
when Iran was under Mongol rule, these early illustrated 
copies of the Shahnama seem to spring from the Mongols’ 
intense interest in the lands they had conquered, and the 
new regime’s desire to be seen as a legitimate ruling force 
in the Iranian plateau by patronising luxurious copies of 
this hugely important Persian text.

The text of the Shahnama provided painters with an 
unprecedented quantity of narrative content. In this epi-
sode, the story tells of how the Iranian hero Shah Shapur 
led his troops to the stronghold of the Arab chieftain Ta<ir 
in Yemen, while Arab courtiers watched him anxiously 
from the roof of the fortress. From a window below, Ta<ir’s 
beautiful daughter, princess Malika, gazed in a more ad-
miring fashion on the young Shapur. Malika’s mother 
was Shapur’s aunt, abducted by Ta<ir, and the princess is 
depicted here with a winged Sasanian crown to indicate 
her descent from Iranian royalty. Falling in love with her 
cousin Shapur from !irst sight, she was eventually moved 
to betray her father. 

The fortress, which had been under siege for some 
time by this point in the story, is represented as a straight-
forward piece of defensive architecture with pointed 

crenellations, its brick structure admitting only one point 
of entry in the window that frames Malika and her nurse. 
While many of the painted images of the Small Shahna-
mas present a simple oblong format which functions like 
a window in the page (see cat. no. 47), others, such as this 
example, exploit the grid created by the text columns to 
more dramatic effect. The stepped format of this image, 
enhancing the height and grandeur of the brick fortress 
and creating a sense of recession into space, is matched 
by that of the slightly more populous version of this scene 
from the ‘First Small Shahnama’ in the Chester Beatty Li-
brary, Dublin (Simpson 1979, !ig. 97).

36 M$LIKA FALLS IN LOVE WITH SH$H SH$P%R AS HE BESIEGES  
THE FORTRESS OF &$<IR IN YEMEN 
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!
Probably Shiraz, Iran; mid-fourteenth century
Opaque watercolour and ink on paper
Page: 37 x 30.4 cm
AKM 27
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, pp. 67, 69

When a son was born to the Iranian Shah Yazdagird his 
court advisors and ministers persuaded the king to send 
the infant prince away to the court of the Arab ruler 
Munzir, ostensibly to learn the princely arts, but also to 
remove him from the influence of Yazdagird’s nasty tem-
per and thus increase his chances of becoming a just and 
righteous ruler in time. At Munzir’s court in Yemen the 
young Bahram Gur prospered, and this painting shows 
him as a mounted warrior, spearing a knight. Bahram Gur 
is also the hero of the Haft Paykar, a historical romance 
by the twelfth-century poet Nizami, where this period of 
his youth is also recounted, albeit with some minor dif-
ferences from the story in the Shahnama (see cat. no. 38). 

The fortress of Munzir is represented as a sand-col-
oured building with a brick dome and two towers of black 
brick, each topped with a low pointed white roof. Even 
more emphatically sealed than the fortress of Ta<ir in cat. 
no. 36, Munzir’s stronghold has no visible points of entry 
and provides a rather forbidding theatrical backdrop for 
the princely jousting that takes place directly in front of 
it. The small scale of the picture space forces the building 
to !ill the frame from top to bottom, and its symmetrical 
monumentality is a reminder of the relationship between 
the tradition of wall painting and that of book illustration 
(Simpson 1979, pp. 242–243).

This painting has been attributed to a group of il-
lustrated Shahnamas created in the city of Shiraz, in Fars 
Province, Iran, during the second quarter of the four-
teenth century, when the city was under the governorship 
of the Inju dynasty (c. 1325–1357). Four dated Inju Shahna-
ma manuscripts are known, created in 1330 (Topkapi Pal-
ace Library, Istanbul), 1333 (National Library of Russia, 
St Petersburg), 1341 (dispersed, with several leaves in this 
collection: see cat. nos 54 and 94) and 1352–53 or possibly 
earlier (Smithsonian Institution, Washington D.C., and 
elsewhere). The present folio is related to the larger body 
of Inju illustrated manuscripts through the division of the 
page into six text columns, outlined in bright red, the use 
of thin colour washes and a bright red background in the 

painting itself, and through its dimensions, which parallel 
those of the 1341 Inju Shahnama. However, the draughts-
manship of this piece is considerably tighter than that of 
more typical Inju paintings, the paint more evenly applied, 
and the rather ornate, even spindly, forms of the horses 
are quite distinct from the sturdier steeds of the 1333 and 
1341 Inju manuscripts.

37 BAHR$M G%R AT THE FORTRESS OF MUNZIR IN YEMEN
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Illustrated folio from an unidentified dispersed manuscript, probably the 
Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni"#m!
Iran; first half of the seventeenth century
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 23.2 x 15.6 cm
AKM 429

Publ: AKTC 2007a, pp. 170 and 176 (no. 151); AKTC 2007b, p. 176 (no. 151); 
AKTC 2008a, pp. 276–277 (no. 109)

The Haft Paykar, originally completed in 1197 and the 
fourth poem in the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Nizami, tells the 
life story of the Sasanian king Bahram Gur. When Bah-
ram’s horoscope predicted that he would one day be ruler 
of the world, his father Yazdigird was persuaded to send 
the young prince away from Iran to the court of the Arab 
king Nu>man, in order to learn the princely arts. This epi-
sode was earlier described in the Shahnama of Firdawsi, 
where Nu>man’s son, Munzir, was cast as the Arab king 
(see cat. no. 37). Fearful for Bahram Gur’s constitution 
in the arid Arabian climate, Nu>man commissioned the 
Byzantine architect Simnar to build for the Iranian prince 
a ‘lofty nurturing place whose head from earth to sky is 
raised’ (Meisami 1995, p. 36). In !ive years a magni!icent 
castle had been built and the architect was richly reward-
ed. Finding the king’s largesse to be even more than he had 
hoped for, Simnar unwisely boasted that if he’d known 
how well he was going to be paid, he would have built 
something even better. Irritated and alarmed to hear that 
Simnar might build an even greater castle for the highest 
bidder, Nu>man had the vainglorious architect thrown 
from the walls of Castle Khawarnaq. The moral of the tale 
is one of pride going before a (literal) fall: ‘See how the 
bloodthirsty earth cast down/ the builder from his high 
design/ Long years he raised a palace; in a moment fortune 
threw him down’ (ibid., p. 40).

Castle Khawarnaq is frequently singled out for illus-
tration in manuscripts of the Khamsa (see for example 
Adamova 1996, pp. 138–139), as it provides artists with an 
opportunity to create a spectacular architectural compo-
sition. In this instance, however, the representation of 
the palace has little to distinguish it as the magni!icent 
Castle Khawarnaq. In the poem, the castle is described 
in typically hyperbolic fashion as having a tower ‘rising 
to the moon’ and a spectacular dome, neither of which 
are evident here. However, the inclusion of gold on the 
spandrels of the blind brick arch, decorated with an un-
dulating ‘cloud-band’ decoration inherited from Chinese 
art, may be a reference to the ‘palace richly decked in gold’ 

of the poetic description (Meisami 1995, p. 38). The use of 
chinoiserie motifs in both art and architecture had been a 
widespread practice amongst Iranian craftsmen since the 
Ilkhanid period, and had been established for centuries as 
connotative of luxury and good taste.

NU>M$N HAS THE ARCHITECT SIMN$R THROWN FROM 
THE PARAPET OF CASTLE KHAWARNAQ

38
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Folios 144v–145r from an illustrated manuscript of the Tuhfet ül-le"!<if 
(‘Gifts of Curiosities’ or ‘Curious and Witty Gifts’) of >Al! ibn Naq!b 
%amza, created for the Ottoman emperor Mur#d III
Istanbul; dated 1002 H/1593–94 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 35.1 x 21 cm
AKM 280

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Binney 1979, pp. 
78–79; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 38–42 (no. 9, fols 177v, 226v–227r and 
252v–253r); Falk 1985, p. 136 (no. 109; fols 279v–280r and 275v–276r); 
Canby 1998, pp. 99–100 (nos 71–72; fols 296r and 297r); Leane 2002, pls 
18.2, 18.6 (fol. 27); AKTC 2010b, pp. 297–299 (no. 128)

The Tuhfet ül-leta<if tells of the adventures of a young 
prince named Shah Ramin and his beloved Mah-Pervin 
across land and sea as they overcome various monsters 
and villains. The title would suggest that it is a composite 
of various pre-existing romance tales, although it has also 
been proposed that it may be a free adaptation of a lost 
Persian or Turkish original (Meredith-Owens 1988, p. 577). 
The text was composed in Turkish by >Ali ibn Naqib Ham-
za, who also refers to himself in the text as Naqiboghlu, 
during the reign of the Ottoman Sultan Murad II (r. 1421–
1451). Nothing is known about this author beyond what 
he tells of himself within the Tuhfet ül-leta<if, and this is 
the only known copy of his composition. The manuscript 
was copied and illustrated for Murad III (r. 1574–1595) in 
1593–94 CE, and the quality of both the calligraphy and 
the paintings, as well as its unique text, make it an excep-
tionally important manuscript for the history of both Ot-
toman painting and imperial Turkish literary history. The 
disbound manuscript in the Aga Khan Museum collection 
contains !ifty-six single-page and nine double-page illus-
trations (see also cat. nos 56, 62, 79 and 91). Although it is 
nearly complete there are some lacunae: Meredith-Owens 
has identi!ied a double-page image, now held in the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art, as belonging to this same 
manuscript (Binney 1979).

Unlike contemporary Iranian manuscript painting, 
which regularly repeated and amended pictorial compo-
sitions from earlier versions of the same text, Ottoman 
painting often engaged with entirely new subjects and 
new texts for illustration, as in the case of this manu-
script. This unique painting comes from the beginning 
of an episode relating the adventures Shah Ramin and his 
companions in the fantastical city built by Shedid ibn >Ad, 
one member of the long-vanished tribe of the >Ad which 
is mentioned in the Qur’an. Shah Ramin, having heard 
of a city seven miles in circumference that contained an 
abandoned citadel, set out to !ind it. The scene shows the 
moment Shah Ramin, his paladin Parr u bal and a crowd of 

companions !irst laid eyes on the magical stronghold: they 
raise their !ingers to their lips in the gesture of astonish-
ment. The citadel was guarded by four immense towers 
– here looking very much like the thin, balconied minarets 
of an Ottoman imperial mosque – each carrying a talis-
manic !igure in the form of a mounted warrior wielding a 
weapon. In the painting all four of the metal knights face 
rather menacingly towards Shah Ramin, and when the 
hero !inally opened the gate of the citadel in the story, us-
ing a key kept in the hand of yet another talismanic sculp-
ture, the mouths of the four warriors emitted a flood of 
water that threatened to drown the young prince and his 
companions, before it all eventually drained away into the 
moat (Meredith-Owens 1988, pp. 581–582). 

The painted image of the forti!ied city is naturally 
dominated by the fantastic !igures of the metal warriors, 
who are mounted on four different types of steed – lion, 
elephant, unicorn and horse. These mounts must have 
some signi!icance, possibly symbolising the four direc-
tions of the compass or realms of the earth. The descrip-
tion and image of the four metal warriors brings to mind 
historic references to the four fabled metal !igures that 
were mounted on the four domes of the audience hall of 
the >Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (r. 754–775), as well as the 
related !igure of a horseman on the summit of the dome of 
al-Mansur’s palace which was reputed to turn to face the 
direction from which the >Abbasids’ enemies would next 
approach (Salmon 1904, pp. 87–90; Le Strange 1924, p. 31). 
The supposed antiquity of the citadel featured in this epi-
sode of the Tuhfet ül-leta<if may have suggested descrip-
tions of the >Abbasid construction as a model.

SH$H R$M 'N AND HIS COMPANIONS BEFORE THE MARVELLOUS 
CIT Y OF D$R ÜL-BEK$M ( ‘THE PLACE OF FULFILLED DESIRE’ )

39
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Jah!ng#rn!ma 
(‘Book of Jah#ng!r ’), painting ascribed to N#dir al-Zam#n (Ab$ ’l %asan)
Agra, India; c. 1620
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 56 x 35.2 cm
AKM 136

Publ: Delhi 1911, p. 92 (no. C.508, pl. XXVIII [a]); Martin 1912, vol. 2, pl. 
216 left; Beach 1978, pp. 64, 91 (not ill.); Welch – Welch 1982, p. 228 (no. 
69); S.C. Welch 1985, pp. 185–186 (no. 116); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 
86–87 (no. 37); Brand 1995, p. 132 (no. 91); Canby 1998, pp. 141–142 (no. 
105); AKTC 2009a, pp. 238–239 (no. 177); AKTC 2009b, pp. 238–239 (no. 
177); AKTC 2010a, pp. 254–255 (no. 194)

The imperial tradition known as darshan required the 
Mughal emperor to appear daily before his subjects in or-
der to maintain common faith in his person and his ca-
pacity to rule, and it appears to have been inherited from 
the Rajput princes. In this painting from an illustrated 
version of the Jahangirnama – the memoirs of the Mughal 
emperor Jahangir (r. 1605–1627) – created during the em-
peror’s own lifetime, Jahangir appears in a balcony win-
dow known by its Hindi name as a jharoka. The massive 
red sandstone structure from which the jharoka projects is 
readily identi!iable as the Red Fort at Agra, a huge forti!ied 
complex and a palace-city in itself. The Mughal incarna-
tion of the Red Fort was begun by Jahangir’s father Akbar 
in the mid 1560s. 

In the painting, Jahangir’s face is framed in a marble 
window high above the top-ranking Mughal courtiers 
who stand on the marble terrace below, many of them la-
belled with their names, while more courtiers, and some 
less exalted onlookers, gather in the courtyard below that 
for a glimpse of the royal pro!ile. Mughal court ceremonial 
is here entirely commingled with its architectural setting: 
the portrait of the emperor is set off by his spectacular, 
and formidable, stone surroundings, while the arrange-
ment of the !igures below clearly indicates court hierarchy 
through the architectural elevation of the foremost play-
ers. In the left of the image can be seen a chain of bells, 
known as the ‘Chain of Justice’ and described by Jahangir 
in his memoir (legend has attributed the original innova-
tion to the Sasanian king Nushirvan; see Clinton 1976, p. 
158). It was fastened between the Agra Fort and a post by 
the riverbank. In theory, anyone who felt he had been the 
victim of oppressive or unjust treatment could pull it to 
attract the attention of the emperor, although it has been 
noted by several authors that this noble principle seems to 
be undermined by the men with sticks apparently beating 
away those who try to ring the bells in this image.

As Brand has observed, the close interest in the person 
of the emperor that was manifest in darshan probably con-
tributed to the development of true portraiture, a notable 

artistic innovation of Mughal India that is showcased in 
the varied features of the Mughal courtiers depicted in 
this painting. The emperor’s presentation as a pro!ile bust, 
flanked by two pro!iles of princes framed in smaller square 
windows, is very similar to the framed portrait miniatures 
of the Mughal rulers that are found in album pages (an 
example in the Aga Khan Museum collection is AKM 135, 
pub. Canby 1998, p. 106, and a similar idea can be seen in 
cat. no. 103). 

Two closely comparable paintings of Jahangir’s suc-
cessor Shah Jahan looking down from the jharoka win-
dow of the Red Fort at Agra are also known (Leach 1998, 
pp. 110–115). The present painting bears an inscription at-
tributing it to the painter Nadir al-Zaman, a great favour-
ite of Jahangir: this is written on the step before the door 
of the marble terrace in which sits an enigmatic bearded 
!igure. However, this ascription may be later than the im-
age itself.

EMPEROR JAH$NG 'R AT THE JHAROK!  WINDOW 
OF THE RED FORT AT AGRA

40
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Akbarn!ma (‘Book of Akbar ’), 
inscribed ‘Painting by Mahish, principal faces by Padarath’
Agra, India; c. 1590–1596
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper
Page: 37 x 25.2 cm
AKM 133

Publ: S.C. Welch 1959, no. 7; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 153–155 (no. 52); 
Falk 1985, p. 154 (no. 129); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 116–117 (no. 53); 
AKTC 2009a, p. 236 (no. 176); AKTC 2009b, p. 236 (no. 176); AKTC 2010a, 
pp. 252–253 (no. 193)

The Akbarnama was a biography of the Mughal emperor 
Akbar (r. 1564–1605); it was commissioned in or around 
1590 by the emperor himself from his spiritual advisor 
and friend Abu’l-Fazl. The text is a history of Akbar and 
his ancestors in three daftars (books), and the third of 
these, the famous A<in-i Akbari, remains the premier 
source for information on many aspects of life in India 
during Akbar’s rule. 

At least two illustrated manuscripts of the Akbarnama 
were created during Akbar’s reign: 116 dismounted paint-
ings from the !irst of these are held in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, with other detached leaves from the same 
manuscript held in various collections, while the second 
is divided between the Chester Beatty Library, the Brit-
ish Library and other collections. In scale and style the 
present painting can be attributed to the !irst of these two 
manuscripts. There is some debate about the dating of 
that work: most scholars have placed it in the last decade 
of the sixteenth century, but Seyller has suggested that the 
paintings were in fact reused from an earlier manuscript 
that predates the composition of the Akbarnama, and 
should be dated to c. 1586–87 (Seyller 1990).

The present painting must come from the !irst sec-
tion of the Akbarnama, concerned with the actions of 
Akbar’s forefathers and in particular the achievements 
of Babur and Humayun, Akbar’s grandfather and father 
respectively. After a period of hardship and disappoint-
ment, and the loss of his Indian territories, Humayun’s 
military fortunes changed and he began to advance back 
towards India. However, rivalries between the young heir 
of Babur and his own half-brothers had to be settled. 
The lower section of the painting shows Humayun – in 
gold mail and mounted on a magni!icent horse – with 
his army routing some of his half-brother’s troops, while 
above him Kamran is seen fleeing the city of Kabul (now 
in Afghanistan). Kabul is portrayed as a walled city with 
a magni!icent arched gateway, crenellated walls, and or-
nate buildings with domes, peaked roofs and arcades, all 
depicted in a style that owes much to European landscape 

paintings, and rendered in lightened colours to create an 
atmospheric effect of distance and haze. Seyller notes that 
the closing off of the distant background with an architec-
tural assemblage is a common trait in certain early Mughal 
paintings (ibid., p. 384), but this need not be interpreted 
as an arbitrary convention; here, the rather ethereal pres-
ence of the city is an important reminder of the stakes for 
which Humayun was !ighting.

41 HUM$Y%N DEFEATS HIS BROTHER K$MR$N AT KABUL
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Daghestan, probably Kubachi; nineteenth century
Carved stone (argillite?) with traces of pigment
79 x 92 cm
AKM 894
Unpublished

This arch is one of a number of such pieces that have 
appeared on the art market during the last decade. Sev-
eral aspects of their appearance might initially suggest an 
early date, and possibly an Afghan or even north Indian 
source: the form of the arch, for example, is similar to 
many seen in the architectural traditions of Muslim In-
dia, and can even be loosely compared with that seen on 
the sixteenth-century representation of the city gateway 
of Kabul in cat. no. 41. However, a recent book of folk arts 
from the republic of Daghestan in the northern Cauca-
sus includes an image of an arch almost identical to this 
one, photographed in situ over a kitchen !ireplace in the 
village of Kubachi, and dated to the nineteenth century 
(Chenciner 2006, p. 57). 

The varied political circumstances and cultural influ-
ences that have held sway over Daghestan through the 
centuries have given rise to an extraordinarily rich artistic 
tradition that is not always fully incorporated into the sto-
ry of Islamic art, although the village of Kubachi has been 
the subject of much attention from Russian and Central 
Asian scholars. A highly distinctive stonecarving tradition, 
manifest in both tombstones and architectural fragments, 
has existed in the area since the fourteenth century. How-
ever, that early tradition, which typically comprises low-
relief carving of thick interlace motifs and striking images 
of warriors and animals, is quite distinct from the style of 
carving exhibited on the present arch (see Piotrovksy – 
Pritula 2006, no. 53). 

Rather, this and related pieces appear to represent a 
nineteenth-century revival of a different historical style 
of decoration, one that bears some formal similarity to 
designs of the Timurid or Safavid periods: this is partic-
ularly evident in the vegetal decoration that can be seen 
!illing the spandrels of the present example. However, the 
original source of the designs, and the reasons for their 
popularity at this late date, remain unclear. While a sev-
enteenth-century tombstone from Daghestan displays an 
inscription of similar script type, also contained in car-
touches, a closer parallel for the inscription cartouches of 

the present piece can be seen in early twentieth-century 
tombstones (Debirov 2001, pp. 243, 246). An eight-petalled 
floret with indented petals, very similar to those that oc-
cupy the four corners and top centre of the present arch, 
is visible on a tombstone dated 1832 (ibid., p. 243). Above 
all, the vegetal interlace of the arch, with its very !ine, wiry 
scrolling stems and thickly crowded floral designs includ-
ing a distinctive poppy-shaped, rather square flower form, 
can be seen in both stone and woodcarving of the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries from Kubachi and 
the surrounding area (Chirkov 1971, pp. 169, 171, 179; De-
birov 1966, p. 205).

It has been claimed of the village of Kubachi in Dagh-
estan that every inhabitant is a craftsman of some form: 
the name ‘Kubachi’ means a maker of chain-mail, and the 
village has become famous for its aforementioned four-
teenth- and !ifteenth-century carved stones, and bronze 
cauldrons, as well as its more recent decorated weapons 
(Piotrovsky – Pritula 2006, p. 61). Kubachi also has an in-
triguing position in the annals of Islamic ceramic history, 
as it was the source of a large group of late !ifteenth- to 
early seventeenth-century Iranian ceramic dishes. These 
had been decorating the homes of many villagers for an 
unknown period of time before they were ‘discovered’ 
and purchased by collectors and dealers from the 1870s 
onwards. Many of them eventually ended up in museum 
collections, where their original provenance has long been 
puzzled over (Golombek 1999, p. 407). The route by which 
this group of Iranian ceramics, presumably originally the 
collection of one individual, ended up in the mountain 
homes of the residents of Kubachi remains something of 
a mystery. One wonders if the story of the so-called ‘Ku-
bachi wares’ is in any way connected with the nineteenth-
century appearance of carved forms of cartouche and 
vegetal interlace that seem to indicate a taste for earlier 
Iranian styles of decoration.

42 ARCHED SURROUND FOR A FIREPLACE
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Islamic Spain; c. 950–970
Carved marble
Height: 28 cm; length 28 cm
AKM 663
Publ: AKTC 2007a, p. 177 (no. 153); AKTC 2007b, p. 177 (no. 153); Makariou 
2007, pp. 90–91 (no. 23); AKTC 2009a, p. 93 (no. 44); AKTC 2009b, p. 93 
(no. 44); AKTC 2010a, p. 95 (no. 45); AKTC 2010b, p. 184 (no. 83)

Capitals, the crowning feature of a column or pilaster, 
create an area of transition between the top of the shafts 
upon which they rest and the element that they support 
above them. Thus, they are !irst and foremost structural 
components, but they are also used to visually articulate 
the passage from one architectural element to another, 
re!ining the transition from the upright column to the 
horizontal lintel or architrave, or curved arch, that the 
column supports. To this end a complex typology of sculp-
tural decoration evolved upon the capitals of monumental 
architecture from ancient Greece and Rome, and capital 
decoration became an important attribute of the Classi-
cal architectural orders of Doric, Ionic, Corinthian and so 
forth. Capitals of the Corinthian order are characterised 
by two curving rows of acanthus leaf decoration, almost 
as if the capital was turning into a plant and growing 
upwards, and related Composite capital forms bear pro-
nounced vegetal volutes that curve outwards from the 
four corners at the top of the capital. 

The Classical heritage is strongly evident in much 
early Islamic architecture, and the basic form of the Com-
posite capital, which can be found in many Roman ruins 
in Spain to this day, still holds !irm in this capital. How-
ever, the dissolution of the surface into a lacy network of 
deeply carved vegetal interlace shifts the aesthetic into a 
new realm and demonstrates a new conception of the dec-
orative potential of marble. Here, the monumentality of 
the Classical capital has given way to a penetrable surface, 
a characteristic that this piece shares with other capitals 
from Islamic Spain and North Africa. The evolution of a 
distinctly ‘Islamic’ style of capital out of Classical models, 
of which this is one example, has been studied in depth 
alongside the use of spolia (material recycled from Clas-
sical buildings) in the context of the mosques of Islamic 
Spain and North Africa (see Ewert – Wisshak 1981).

As Makariou has observed, this piece is very similar 
to some of the Composite capitals made for the reception 
room of the great Spanish Umayyad ruler and !irst caliph 

of al-Andalus (the Islamic Iberian peninsula), >Abd al-Rah-
man III (r. 912–961), in the royal palace-city at Madinat al-
Zahra<, near Cordoba. The capitals at Madinat al-Zahra< 
are dated in their inscriptions to 342 to 345 H (952–53 to 
956–57 CE), and many of them have been dispersed into 
museum collections. However, Makariou also notes that 
the present example appears to have been carved from a 
cubic piece of marble, 28 cm on each side, while the Madi-
nat al-Zahra< capitals are not cubic; she argues that the 
present piece can instead be related to a capital of the 
same dimensions from Segovia, dated 349 H (960–961 CE) 
(Makariou 2007, pp. 90–91).

COMPOSITE CAPITAL43
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Eastern Syria or Iraq; first half of the thirteenth century
Carved marble
Height: 33 cm
AKM 731
Publ: AKTC 2009a, pp. 110–111 (no. 63); AKTC 2009b, pp. 110–111 (no. 63); 
AKTC 2010a, pp. 112–113 (no. 64)

Although this piece and the earlier column capital illus-
trated in cat. no. 43 ful!il the same structural function, 
they differ greatly in appearance. Where the Andalusian 
example is fully three-dimensional in its ornament, with 
curvilinear projections, stepped levels, volutes and deeply 
carved vegetal decoration combining to almost dissolve 
the appearance of the marble block, the present piece re-
mains uncompromisingly solid. It has been cut to a bev-
elled form with an octagonal base flaring out to a square 
top, while !inely carved and inventive shallow-relief orna-
mentation, almost like drawing, has been inscribed over 
all of its surfaces. 

As an architectural element it owes little to the Classi-
cal orders and instead derives its decorative interest from 
the tightly coiled vegetal scrolls, pairs of addorsed grif!ins 
(mythological creatures with the body of a lion and the 
head and wings of an eagle), birds and other animals that 
cover the surface. An attribution to the Ayyubid period 
(c. 1169–1260) in Syria or Iraq has been based in part on the 
resemblance of these forms of decoration – pairs of highly 
ornamental addorsed or affronted animals set into vegetal 
interlace – to those seen in Ayyubid arts of other media, 
such as inlaid metalwork, cast brass or carved wood. See, 
for example, the sphinxes on the Freer canteen (mid-thir-
teenth century; Atil 1985, pp. 124–136), or the !ine vegetal 
interlace on a carved wooden chest in the David Collec-
tion (Iraq, c. 1240; von Folsach 2001, p. 266).

CAPITAL WITH ANIMALS44
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Folio 93v from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliy!t 
(‘Collected Works’) of Sa>d!
Mughal India; c. 1604
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 41.7 x 26.4 cm; image: 28.2 x 15.6 cm
AKM 284

Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 200–201 (no. 99)

The enclosed palace-city was not always a backdrop 
to war and earthly struggle in miniature painting. This 
scene provides a straightforward illustration, in the fore-
ground, of a moralising tale from the collected works of 
Sa>di (see also cat. nos 29, 30, 52, 73, 78 and 82) while in 
the background an extraordinary and enigmatic architec-
tural structure, not featured in the story, appears almost 
as a vision or a mirage. 

In the text, which comes from the section of the Gu-
listan (‘Flower Garden’) concerned with the virtues of con-
tentment and moderation, the Prophet Moses saw a man 
who was so poor he had been unable to clothe himself, and 
had buried himself in the sand to cover his nakedness. At 
the man’s request, Moses prayed to God to provide some 
means of subsistence for the wretched individual. Some 
time later, Moses saw the same man bound and led by a 
guard, followed by an angry mob. Asking what had hap-
pened, Moses was told that the man had come into wealth 
but, being unable to control himself, had become drunk 
and committed murder, and was now being led to his own 
execution (Ross 1890, pp. 176–179). The painting shows 
the moment in which Moses realised he should not have 
presumed to pray for one who was undeserving.

It is unclear whether we are to understand the luxuri-
ous but deserted architectural complex in the top right of 
the painting as a symbol of the transience of worldly wealth 
and comforts, or even a reference to some spiritual realm 
accessible only to the enlightened. Certainly its separation 
from the narrative space of the foreground is emphasised 
by the presence of the moat, the glowing rocks that crowd 
around it, and the patch of luminescence that colours the 
ground next to the bridge, creating a rather strange tran-
sitional passage between the upper and lower sections of 
the painting. The architectural structure itself is exquisitely 
rendered in bright colours and gold, and the high viewpoint 
imagined by the artist permits a detailed depiction of the 
interior structures in much the same manner that later In-
dian painters would exploit in topographical paintings of 
real buildings (see cat. no. 71). 

In both placement and structural detailing, the com-
plex is very similar to a walled palace-city seen in a paint-
ing in the 1603–4 manuscript of the Raj Kunwar of Qutban 
created for prince Salim (later emperor Jahangir) at Alla-
habad (Leach 1995, vol. 1, !ig. 2.54). Yet the total desertion 
of the complex in the present painting, with its promi-
nent, solid gateway and otherworldly colouring, suggests 
a deeper meaning than mere compositional ballast. There 
is perhaps an intentional reference to a story located ear-
lier in the Kulliyat, which tells of the fort of Qazal Arsalan 
(from the Bustan: see Hart Edwards 1911, p. 32). When Qa-
zal boasted of the strength of his fortress, a wise traveller 
pointed out that while splendid, the fort did not confer 
much strength, for others had once owned it and yet they 
too had passed away, as all things will in time.

MOSES REGRETS HIS GENEROSIT Y TOWARDS  
THE INTEMPERATE MAN

45 
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Folio 236r from an illustrated manuscript of the Akhl!q-i N!$ir# 
(‘Ethics of N#%ir ’) of Na%!r al-D!n al-&$s!
Mughal India; c. 1590–1595
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Pages: 23.7 x 14.3 cm
AKM 288

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Welch – Welch 1982, 
pp. 171–175 (no. 58); Brand – Lowry 1985, p. 58; Falk 1985, p. 153 (no. 
127); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 42–43, 46, 60–61, 120–127; Canby 
1998, pp. 124–127 (nos 92, 93); Ziad 2002, pp. x, 146; AKTC 2007a, pp. 
122–123, 168 (nos 87, 88, 141); AKTC 2007b, pp. 124–125, 167 (nos 87, 88, 
141); AKTC 2008a, pp. 184–185 (no. 67); AKTC 2010b, pp. 144–145 (no. 65)

The seventeen full-page paintings from this manuscript 
of 254 folios (see also cat. nos 64, 65 and 90) have been 
detached and their places in the manuscript marked with 
plain sheets in order to allow them to be displayed, but 
the codex itself has not been dispersed. The complex ethi-
cal and philosophical discourses that make up the Akhlaq-i 
Nasiri were completed around 1235 by the great medieval 
Shi>i scientist, philosopher and theologian, Nasir al-Din 
al-Tusi, and were originally written for an Isma>ili patron 
in Iran, the governor Muhtasham Nasir al-Din. The text, 
although complex and written in a rather florid prose 
style, was a favourite of Akbar, the Mughal ruler of India 
from 1564 to 1605. While he was a great patron of the il-
lustrated book, Akbar was not, apparently, a reader: there 
is some debate about whether he was entirely illiterate or 
just partially so. At any rate, his contemporaries record 
that many of the books of which he commissioned copies 
(including the Akhlaq-i Nasiri) were read aloud to him, and 
he enjoyed repeated readings of the literary classics of Per-
sian court culture, as well as histories and scienti!ic texts 
(Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 171–174). 

The Akhlaq-i Nasiri presented a considerable chal-
lenge to the artists of Akbar’s atelier tasked with illustrat-
ing this manuscript. Unlike other kinds of texts, such as 
the historical descriptions of battles in the Akbarnama or 
the narrative episodes of Sa>di’s Kulliyat (see cat. nos 41 
and 45), the Akhlaq-i Nasiri does not really contain events 
that lend themselves to illustration. Faced with a lack of 
narrative content, the artists drew out some of the scat-
tered allusions to concrete things and activities that are 
found in al-Tusi’s philosophical treatise, and with these 
they created compositions that elaborate on the ethical 
themes of the work. 

The two lines of text included on this painting come 
from the sixth section of the third discourse (‘On the Vir-
tue of Friendship and the Manner of Intercourse with 
Friends’), and describe how, when gold and silver get in 
the way of friendship, men will fall to quarrelling like 
dogs (Wickens 1964, p. 246). In a fairly straightforward 

illustration of the text, the two men in the foreground ar-
gue over an expiring horse that is presumably a source of 
!inancial strife for one or the other of them. However, the 
painting also seems to allude to speci!ic elements found 
slightly later in the text in order to create an image that 
explores man’s duty to actively maintain friendships and 
provide help for friends in need. The expiring horse may 
also refer to one of al-Tusi’s allegories for the disastrous 
effects of negligence upon a friendship (ibid., p. 249). 
Behind this vignette a man seems to have tried to draw 
water from a dry well, providing another symbol of need, 
whilst an animated discussion, perhaps again about mon-
ey, takes place in the middle ground. Additionally, the 
city gate in the background may also refer to one of the 
author’s more opaque metaphors for unjustly neglected 
friendships: he likens the effects of ignoring a friend in 
need to ‘the shape of a gateway and wall [that] inclines to 
disturbance and ruin from negligence in care for them’ 
(Wickens 1964, p. 249). 

The concerns of urban life are interwoven into the 
Akhlaq-i Nasiri, and there are repeated references through-
out the text to city life as the proper condition of man, 
hence perhaps the interest in urban fabric that is seen here 
and in some of the other paintings in the manuscript. The 
section from which this image has been drawn begins with 
the statement that ‘men are naturally city-dwellers, with 
the completion of their felicity lying among their friends 
and their other associates’ (ibid., p. 242). A complex read-
ing of the city as civic body and metaphor for mankind is 
more fully laid out elsewhere in the text, with the ‘Virtu-
ous City’ contrasted with its three wicked counterparts, 
the ‘Ignorant City’, the ‘Impious City’ and the ‘Errant City’ 
(ibid., p. 211).

DISCOURSE UPON FRIENDSHIP46
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Two folios from the dispersed ‘Second Small Sh!hn!ma’
Western Iran; c. 1300
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Pages: approx 24.5 x 19 cm
AKM 16

Publ: Pope 1945, pl. 121; Welch 1972a, pp. 43–45; Simpson 1979, fig. 51; Welch 
– Welch 1982, pp. 51–52 (no. 13); Falk 1985, p. 47 (no. 17); AKTC 2010b, p. 273 
(no. 108)

The group of four so-called ‘Small Shahnama’ manuscripts 
represent the earliest surviving illustrated manuscripts of 
the Shahnama. Both this painting and cat. no. 36 come 
from the same manuscript, as reconstructed by Simpson 
(1979). All of the ‘Small Shahnama’ manuscripts are clearly 
very closely related and must have been produced in the 
same centre around the same time, although scholars are 
not in full agreement about whether that centre was in 
western Iran – possibly Tabriz – or, as seems more likely, 
in Baghdad. 

From the reconstruction of the dispersed manuscripts 
it has been shown that each of the Small Shahnama manu-
scripts probably originally had a painted illustration every 
two or three pages. The apparent lack of an established 
tradition of Shahnama manuscript illustration prior to the 
beginning of the fourteenth century, coupled with the de-
cision to create a dense illustrative cycle within each of 
the manuscripts, must have presented a considerable chal-
lenge to the painters, and makes their resourcefulness all 
the more remarkable. Each page is laid out with six text 
columns framed with red lines, and the conventions of 
painting at this time tend to anchor all people, buildings 
and things to the lower edge of the picture space, with lit-
tle use of a staggered ground. This arrangement makes 
long horizontal images necessary to portray all but the 
simplest of events, and for this reason the majority of im-
ages in the small Shahnamas are oblong, and four or six 
columns wide. There were undoubtedly earlier images 
of episodes from the Shahnama depicted in other media 
than book painting, and the illustrative style of the !igures 
in this painting bears a close relation to ceramic decora-
tion of the period. However, the medium of manuscript 
illustration, by affording new scope for richness of colour, 
!ineness of line and complexity of composition, opened up 
unparalleled opportunities for the depiction of architec-
tural settings.

Bahram Gur, one of the great hero-kings of the Iranian 
national epic, and a notable heartbreaker, stayed incogni-
to at the house of a jeweller. Unaware of his guest’s true 

identity, the jeweller refreshed the well-dressed stranger 
with a glass of wine and called for his daughter Arzu to 
play her harp for him. Bahram Gur’s beauty and noble 
bearing caused the girl to fall hopelessly in love with him, 
and in her song she compared the stranger favourably 
with Shah Bahram Gur, to his great secret delight. 

While the simple brick construction of the interior de-
picted here is unremarkable, the painter has taken an ob-
vious enjoyment in the depiction of the rich textiles that 
decorate the jeweller’s house. Hanging panels at left and 
right, shown with realistic sags between each tack that 
holds them up, serve as doors or room dividers as demon-
strated by the !igure emerging from behind the left-hand 
panel, while a larger piece of striped cloth has been tied 
up in a swag at the top of the picture frame. Another im-
age from the same manuscript, depicting Bahram Gur in 
the house of a peasant (Simpson 1979, !ig. 43), does not 
show any hanging textiles and we can judge the presence 
of richly patterned cloth in this painting as an intentional 
indicator of the jeweller’s relative wealth.

BAHR$M G%R AT THE HOUSE OF M$HIY$R THE JEWELLER47
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Folio 373r of an illustrated manuscript of the Tazkir! 
[Biographical Accounts] of Shaykh %af! al-D!n Ish#q Ardab!l!
Shiraz, Iran; dated Sha>ban 990/August–September 1582
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 35.4 x 22.7 x 7.5 cm
AKM 264
Publ: A. Welch 1972b, p. 49 (not ill.)

Like cat. no. 31, this image from the Tazkira (Biographi-
cal Accounts) of Shaykh Sa!i al-Din illustrates an episode 
from the life of the eponymous progenitor of the Safavid 
dynasty. Although Shaykh Sa!i died in the fourteenth cen-
tury, his importance as the exalted ancestor of the dynasty 
that ruled Iran from 1501 to 1722 meant that various ac-
counts of his life were circulated in the Safavid period. 
The apparent absence of any other surviving illustrated 
versions of this text means we cannot know if there was 
a pre-existing cycle of illustrations associated with Shaykh 
Sa!i’s life. It seems likely that the artist of this manuscript 
drew on other types of illustrated manuscript as the inspi-
ration for some of his compositions, although the spatial 
structure of this piece, with the upper floor elevated on 
carefully depicted columns, and connected to the lower 
space by a ladder, is relatively unusual. Indeed, the mecha-
nisms of connection between architectural spaces, such as 
stairs, ladders and passageways, are often ignored in Per-
sianate miniature painting unless they serve some impor-
tant narrative or symbolic function. 

Here, the narrative is a simple tale demonstrating 
Shaykh Sa!i’s miraculous intuition: Hamza Nasr Abadi, 
dining with companions, told Mawlana Shams al-Din to 
take some of the food and give it to a deserving dervish. 
Upon leaving with the dish, Shams al-Din promptly met 
Shaykh Sa!i, who directed him to a speci!ic spot where he 
said a hungry dervish would be waiting. Arriving at that 
spot Shams al-Din was indeed greeted by a seated dervish, 
who informed him with great surprise that he, a lone trav-
eller, was certainly very hungry, and had just been think-
ing ‘If the head of the dervishes here has great power, he 
will hear my wish for food’. 

The story has been visually compressed in such a way 
that Shaykh Sa!i, who stands left of the ladder and wears 
the qizilbash (a turban with the red baton of the Safaviyya 
order), is too close to the hungry dervish – seated lower 
left – for the miraculous aspect of the tale to be apparent 
in this painting. However, the artist has pointedly picked 

out the architectural construction of social difference for 
illustration: the privileged space of eating and comfort in 
the upper storey, with its painted walls and tile dadoes, is 
opened to the viewer but emphatically separated from the 
paved courtyard below, where horses and men come and 
go while the hungry dervish sits alone.

SHAYKH (AF '  BRINGS FOOD TO A DERVISH BELOW,  
WHILE %AMZA NA(R $B$D'  DINES ABOVE

48
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AKM 719
Six carved decorated ends of wooden corbels
Toledo, Spain; fourteenth century
Carved oak
Max length: 42 cm
Publ: AKTC 2009a, p. 96 (no. 48); AKTC 2009b, p. 96 (no. 48); AKTC 
2010a, p. 99 (no. 49)

AKM 720
Three carved wooden corbels
Toledo, Spain; fourteenth century
Carved oak
Length: 72 cm
Publ: AKTC 2009a, pp. 96–97 (no. 49); AKTC 2009b, pp. 96–97 (no. 49); 
AKTC 2010a, p. 98 (no. 50)

49

A corbel is a supporting architectural element: corbels 
would be installed during building, so that the wall was 
constructed around them. With the undecorated ends of 
the corbels built into the wall, the projecting, decorated 
parts would have created a series of deeply anchored 
platforms used to support the horizontal weight of the 
overhanging roof. While three of the corbels included 
here retain their structural parts, the larger group of 
six pieces are in fact only the decorated ends of corbels: 
they have been cut away from their ‘wall ends’. Based on 
extant examples Ecker has suggested that such corbels 
probably supported the roof of a portico around an in-
ternal courtyard, and would have been placed fairly close 
together all the way around the courtyard (Ecker 2004, 
pp. 147–148). 

While these two groups of corbels are clearly very 
closely related in size, style and motifs, there are some dif-
ferences in carving, with the group of three whole pieces 
displaying a !iner, more intricate manipulation of the sur-
face than the group of six decorated ends. On both groups 
the dramatic, shell-like volutes projecting from a curved 
vinescroll that sweeps back from the front of each corbel 
– ‘like the prow of a ship’ – act to transform these blocks 
of wood from simple architectural supports into grace-
ful ornaments, and help to give them the appearance of 
something which lifts rather than supports. The combina-
tion of the frontal volutes with the coiled vinescrolls and 
multi-lobed rosettes displayed on the sides of each piece 
has been taken as indicative of an origin in Toledo rather 
than Granada (ibid., p. 147). 

The Spanish term ‘Mudéjar’ refers to the social status 
of Muslim peoples who no longer live under Islamic law. 
Generally, it is used to mean a Muslim who continued to 
live in a territory of Spain after it came under Christian 
rule, and by extension it has come to be a label for the art 
and architecture of an Islamic appearance that was pro-
duced in those societies, although not necessarily made by 
or for Muslims. As Toledo came under Christian rule in 

the late eleventh century, the label is appropriate to these 
fourteenth-century pieces from that city. 

The so-called Mudéjar arts are famous for highly 
skilled architectural decoration that reflects the mix of 
motifs and techniques in circulation in the multicultural 
medieval Iberian peninsula, where Christian, Jewish and 
Muslim communities lived and worked in close proximity, 
and Mudéjar carpenters worked for patrons of all faiths. 
Much of the Mudéjar woodwork created for elite interiors 
was originally decorated with plaster, paint and gilding, 
and traces of polychrome decoration on some of these 
corbels indicate that they may well have been brightly 
painted at one point. It is surprisingly easy to forget that 
things which are now preserved as museum pieces may 
once have looked very different.

MUDÉJAR WOODEN CORBELS AND CARVED DECORATED 
ENDS OF CORBELS
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MUQARNAS PENDENTIVE 000
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Probably Nasrid Spain; fourteenth century
Carved wood
248 x 30 x 17 cm
AKM 725
Publ: AKTC 2009a, pp. 100–101 (no. 53); AKTC 2009b, pp. 100–101 (no. 
53); AKTC 2010a, pp. 102–103 (no. 54); AKTC 2010b, pp. 52–53 (no. 25)

The integration of inscriptions into architecture was a 
mainstay of Islamic architectural decoration from the ear-
ly Islamic period onwards, leading to a sometimes over-
whelming volume of text in richly decorated interiors. 
The inscription on this beam, written in an elegant form 
of the angular script Ku!ic, has thus far resisted decipher-
ment; the text is intertwined with, and almost subsumed 
by, a spiralling ground of vinescroll forms ending in split 
palmettes. Vegetal and epigraphic ornament here only just 
manage to retain their separate identities through the ad-

dition of inner lines carved into the foliate pattern, which 
then contrasts with the smooth bevelled surface of the in-
scription, the latter appearing almost tube-like and stand-
ing a little proud of the vegetal ground. A fragment of a 
fourteenth-century Spanish or Moroccan architectural 
frieze now in the David Collection presents a closely com-
parable carved wooden inscription on a vegetal ground, as 
well as interlace similar to that seen at the right end of the 
present panel, and a comparable date is surmised for this 
example. The David Collection beam still bears traces of 
blue and green paint, and it is possible that the present 
piece was originally painted in such a way that the text 
stood out more clearly (von Folsach 2001, p. 270).

WOODEN BEAM WITH INSCRIPTION50
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Uniquely, this manuscript is thought to have been both 
commissioned and illustrated by the Safavid court painter 
Sadiqi Beg (d. 1612). Appointed as director of the royal li-
brary by Shah >Abbas I around 1587, Sadiqi still held the 
position in 1593, when this manuscript was illustrated. 
The colophon of the book contains an informative and 
rather boastful statement of patronage, after detailing the 
date and the name of the copyist: ‘It is written as it was 
ordered by the rare man of the time, the second Mani and 
the Bihzad of the age, Sadiqi Musavvir’ (Welch – Welch 
1982, p. 104). Sadiqi’s implicit approval of this hyperbolic 
comparison of himself with the great painter from my-
thology, Mani, as well as the famous miniature painter 
Bihzad, accords with his own surviving writings and the 
reports of his contemporaries which suggest a proud and 
irascible character, as well as a good and committed artist 
(A. Welch 1978a, p. 79).

The 107 paintings in this manuscript of 365 folios (a 
further painting is illustrated in cat. no. 98) depict vari-
ous fables from the Anwar-i Suhayli (‘Lights of Canopus’) 
by al-Kashi!i (d. 1504). Suhayli was the name of a minister 
of the Timurid ruler Sultan Husayn Mirza in Herat, whom 
Kashi!i wished to honour, but it is also an Arabic name for 
the star known in European traditions as Canopus, and 
so the whole title is a delicate pun. The text is a Persian 
recension of didactic animal fables drawn from the tradi-
tion of the Kalila wa Dimna (‘Kalila and Dimna’) stories. 
The origins of this group of tales lies in the oral traditions 
of India; the cycle was !irst recorded in writing around 300 
CE as the Panchatantra, ‘Five Books’ or ‘Five Occasions of 
Good Sense’, with recensions into Pahlavi, Syriac and Ara-
bic as well as Persian following through the centuries (De 
Blois 1991, pp. 12–13). 

This painting, an unusual genre scene and surely a 
new venture on the part of the artist, yet remarkably con-
!ident in its composition and execution, tells the moralis-
ing tale of the ducks and the tortoise. Following a drought, 

the pond that all three inhabited was drying up, and the 
two ducks agreed to help their friend the tortoise to join 
them in a migration to a new pond. The ducks warned the 
tortoise that he would have to do exactly as instructed if 
he wanted to reach the new pond safely. Accordingly, the 
tortoise kept his mouth clamped around a stick that the 
ducks lifted from each end, flying him through the air as 
he held on tightly with his mouth. When they flew over 
a village however, the villagers ran out of their houses to 
see this bizarre spectacle, shouting and pointing. This was 
too much for the self-important tortoise, who opened his 
mouth and began yelling at the villagers. Before he could 
!inish what he was saying he had fallen to his death, dem-
onstrating that there are times in life when it really is wis-
er to keep your mouth shut. 

Representations of non-palatial dwellings are unusual 
in the elite art of manuscript painting, and the clustered, 
domed huts of this image, with their small windows set 
against a bare landscape and smoke rising from the domed 
roof of one house, take the viewer unexpectedly close to 
everyday rural life.

THE DUCKS CARRY THE TORTOISE OVER A VILLAGE51
Folio 89v from an illustrated manuscript of the Anw!r-i Suhayl# 
(‘Lights of Canopus’) of %usayn ibn >Al! al-W#>i" al-K#shif!;  
copied by Na>!m Mu$ammad al-%usayn! al-Tabr!z! for '#diq! Beg; 
illustrations attributed to '#diq! Beg
Qazwin, Iran; dated 13 Safar 1002/8 November 1593
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 30.1 x 20.3 x 8 cm
AKM 289

Publ: Robinson 1972, p. 52; A. Welch 1976, p. 141; Canby 1998, pp. 70–72 
(no. 43); Sims 2002, p. 184; AKTC 2007a, p. 136 (no. 103); AKTC 2007b, p. 
138 (no. 103); AKTC 2010b, p. 251. Other folios from the same manuscript: 
Jones – Michell 1976, no. 621; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 100–105; Falk 
1985, p. 113 (no. 80); Grube 2000, p. 112 (fig. 4); Melikian-Chirvani 2007, 
pp. 446–447 (no. 180); AKTC 2008a, pp. 208–211 (no. 79); AKTC 2009a, 
p. 196 (no. 149); AKTC 2009b, p. 196 (no. 149); AKTC 2010a, pp. 196–197 
(no. 154); AKTC 2010b, p. 296 (no. 127)
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Folio 18v from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliy!t 
(‘Collected Works’) of Sa>d!
Mughal India; c. 1604
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 42 x 26.5 cm
AKM 284
Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 131–132 (no. 61)

This dynamic painting of an altercation in a public square 
comes from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliyat (‘Col-
lected Works’) of Sa>di, other paintings from which can 
be seen in cat. nos 29, 30, 45, 73, 78 and 82. The text that 
accompanies the present image is located in the !irst pas-
sages of the Bustan (‘Garden of Fragrance’), in a section 
discussing justice, commerce and the correct administra-
tion of government. The overarching concern of the tex-
tual passages – the role of every individual from merchant 
to king in the maintenance of a just and fair society – is 
rather dramatically illustrated in this image of a !ight be-
tween an elegantly dressed man and a fruitseller. An upset 
bowl in front of the fruitseller seems to have sent little ap-
ricots or peaches flying to the ground, whilst almost every 
!igure in the scene rushes to become involved in the con-
frontation. An older man to the left pleads for calm and 
two other men run towards the protagonists, while several 
others look on in surprise or make comments amongst 
themselves. Only the baker, calmly tending his stand to 
the right of the debacle, has continued with his work as if 
nothing had happened. An impassive older man, possibly 
Sa>di himself, or perhaps one of the wise sages of Sa>di’s 
anecdotes, watches the events from an elaborately deco-
rated monumental doorway. 

The image of the doorway, a recurring symbol in 
writings of a Su!i stamp for the passageway to enlight-
enment, may here represent the entrance to a space of 
wisdom and humility that has not yet been attained by 
the other characters in this scene. At the same time, the 
decorated spandrels and carefully observed volutes of the 
doorway’s capitals show almost as great a concern on the 
part of the artist with the representation of recognisable 
architectural forms, as with the highly skilled depiction 
of different human types and expressions. Above all, the 
striking volumetric spaces of the whitewashed arcades 
occupied by the vendors, complete with diamond-shaped 
facets representing squinch-net vaulting (an innovation 
from Timurid architecture brought to India by Mughal 

craftsmen) visible on the interior upper surfaces, show 
that the artist was drawing on his own experience of con-
temporary architectural forms to add a sense of imme-
diacy to his composition.

A FIGHT IN THE MARKETPLACE52
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Folio 521v from the dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws! 
created for Sh#h &ahm#sp; inscribed savvarah% D%st Mu$ammad 
(‘D$st Mu$ammad painted it ’)
Tabriz, Iran; c. 1540
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 47 x 31.8 cm
AKM 164

Publ: S.C. Welch 1972, pp. 172–175; S.C. Welch 1979, pp. 98–101; Dickson 
– Welch 1981, Vol. 1, col. pl. 14, pp. 120–121, vol. 2, no. 218; Adle 1993, 
pp. 269–271; Canby 1998, pp. 52–54 (no. 29); Canby 1999, p. 52; Grabar 
– Natif 2001, p. 186; Melikian-Chirvani 2007, pp. 238–239 (no. 49); AKTC 
2010a, pp. 220–221 (no. 166)

The story of Haftvad and the worm, a relatively long epi-
sode of the Shahnama, details the changing fortunes of a 
poor man after his daughter found a magical worm in her 
apple whilst she was spinning cotton. She kept the worm 
in her spindle-case, feeding it with apples, and in return 
it granted her the ability to spin ever greater quantities 
of cotton. Eventually she told her parents of the marvel-
lous creature, and the whole family’s fortunes improved 
as they looked after the worm, building larger and larger 
enclosures for it as it grew to an enormous size. Haftvad 
and his seven sons quickly increased their power and 
wealth locally, and eventually threatened the ruler Arda-
shir, who retained his sovereignty by killing the worm. In 
disguise, he and his men poured boiling bronze down the 
creature’s throat, destroying the worm and Haftvad’s good 
fortune with it. The tale can be construed as a warning 
against the usurpation of divinely sanctioned kingship by 
a commoner, but it also has a religious message: after kill-
ing the worm and Haftvad, Ardashir razed the fortress in 
which the worm had been housed and built a !ire temple 
in its place, reinstating the state religion of Zoroastrian-
ism in place of what had become a local cult of the worm 
(Márkus-Takeshita 2001).

This painting is one of the most accomplished images 
in a spectacular manuscript, and the term ‘masterpiece’ can 
for once be used without hyperbole. It was one of the last 
and largest paintings to be included in the illustrated man-
uscript of the Shahnama that was executed to the highest 
degree of luxury for the Safavid ruler Shah Tahmasp. In its 
entirety this world-beating manuscript contained 759 pag-
es and 258 miniatures, and its production occupied most 
of the resources of the royal atelier at Tabriz from approxi-
mately 1522 to 1540; two other paintings from this manu-
script can be seen in cat. no. 63 and cat. no. 92. 

In addition to the skill of execution and ingenuity 
of composition, this painting is remarkable within this 
most rari!ied of manuscripts for its interest in the ac-
tivities of everyday life. The daughter of Haftvad and her 

companions, whose spinning is not a genteel pastime but 
a means of earning their keep, work outdoors at bottom 
left: Haftvad’s daughter (in red) holds up the apple from 
which the story will grow. Behind, a walled town, tiny but 
containing all the elements of urban life and decorated 
in jewel-like splendour, appears to grow before our eyes. 
Food is sold in a shop; men gather wood and bring it to 
the town for sale; sages read and write in a tower; women 
converse inside a room, and a muezzin performs the call 
to prayer. The architectural aggregate clusters together 
a massive dome, pishtaqs (arched portals) with tile revet-
ments, a minaret, a city gate with towers, windows with 
mashrabiyya (latticed screens), and walls of plain and pat-
terned brickwork. The disconcerting two-dimensionality 
of the structural elements, a common feature of Persi-
anate miniature painting that is seen most clearly here 
in the shop-front that projects from the right of the town 
wall, contributes to a sense of impermanence that is in 
this case quite appropriate, for the town and its prosper-
ity will not last.

HAFT V$D’S DAUGHTER AND THE WORM 53
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