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This richly illustrated book provides an unsur-
passed overview of Islamic art and architecture
from the seventh to the thirteenth centuries, a
time of the formation of a new artistic culture
and its first, medieval, flowering in the vast
area from the Atlantic to India. Inspired by
Ettinghausen and Grabar’s original text,

this book has been completely rewritten and
updated to take into account recent informa-
tion and methodological advances.

The volume focuses special attention on the
development of numerous regional centres

of art in Spain, North Africa, Egypt, Syria,
Anatolia, Iraq and Yemen as well as the
western and northeastern provinces of Iran.
It traces the cultural and artistic evolution

of such centres in the seminal early Islamic
period and examines the wealth of different
ways of creating a beautiful environment.
The book approaches the arts with new
classifications of architecture and architectural
decoration, the art of the object and the art of
the book.

With many new illustrations, often in colour,
this volume broadens the picture of Islamic
artistic production and discusses objects in a
wide range of media, including textiles, ceram-
ics, metal and wood. The book incorporates
extensive accounts of the cultural contexts of
the arts and defines the originality of each
period. A final chapter explores the impact of
Islamic art on the creativity of non-Muslims
within the Islamic realm and in areas
surrounding the Muslim world.




























Preface to the Second Edition

However much admiration can and should be legitimately

bestowed upon the many volumes of the Pelican History of

Art inspired by the late Sir Nikolaus Pevsner since the foun-
dation of the series in 1953, readers’ expectations regarding
the appearance of books dealing with the arts have greatly
changed during the last decades. When the series was taken
over by Yale University Press in 1992, a ncw format was
introduced, colour illustrations were added, and, without
loss 1n seriousness of content, something of the stodginess of
the earlier tomes disappeared. The volume on Islamic art
and architecture after 1250, by Sheila Blair and Jonathan
Bloom (1994), shone by comparison with its predecessor
and, prompted by John Nicoll, the director of Yale
University Press in London, a new version of the
Ettinghausen—Grabar volume seemed in order. Marilyn
Jenkins-Madina, Rescarch Curator of Islamic Art at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, a former stu-
dent as well as long-time colleague of Richard Ettinghausen,
was invited to revise and expand the sections dealing with
the decorative arts and with the arts of the book which had
initially been written by Ettinghausen. Dr Jenkins-Madina
would like to thank Philippe deMontebello, Director
Metropolitan Museum of Art, for lending his personal sup-
port and that of the Museum to this project. Oleg Grabar
undertook to review, rewrite, and occasionally expand the
sections on architecture which he had authored in the first
edition.

As we began to plan our work, we realized that much con-
cerning our knowledge and understanding of early Islamic
art had changed since 198383, the years when the first edi-
tion was finally put together, and even more so since 1959,
when the structure and plan of the book were set out.
Explorations, excavations (published or not), doctoral dis-
sertations all over the world, and exhibitions with learned
catalogues have multiplied. Some thirty Departments of
Antiquities and academic institutions of different sorts put
together newsletters, bulletins, checklists, occasionally even
longer studies which contain much information about
known, unknown, or obscure remains. Thematic, regional,
or temporal monographs have introduced new definitions of
periods or proposed new groupings of objects and made it
unnccessary to arguc anew reasonable, if not always
accepted, conclusions in otherwise accessible books. Even
though different in scope and expression, scveral good, suc-
cinct books now exist which can introduce any rcader to the
study of Islamic art. All these achicvements of a generation
of active scholarship in the history of the field compelled us
to review the special needs of a volume which was to cover
large areas and pcriods of time and yet was not mcant to be
simply an introduction.

In doing so, we took into account the fact that the fields of
political, social, and cultural studics have been affected by
an even morc spectacular number of publications of hitherto
unknown written sourccs, ncw interpretations, debates with
or without generally accepted conclusions, and new sensi-
tivities to cultural explanations and judgments. It became

clear to us that it would be impossible to become aware of
and rcsponsive to all these conclusions and to the discus-
sions which led to them. If a scholarly consensus cxists
today on the formation and growth of Islamic civilization
during the first six centuries of its existence, it is not the
same consensus as was operative thirty years ago. Thus it
became evident that the very sequence of the first edition’s
table of contents — The Caliphate, The Brecakdown of the
Caliphate, The Eleventh to Thirteenth Centuries — reflected
an understanding of the first six centuries of Islamic art and
history in terms which may have been justified a generation
ago, but which no longer corrcsponds to contemporary
views of these centuries. Some regions, such as the Arabian
peninsula or Yemen, were neglected in the first version,
while some periods, like the complicated time of feudal rule
in twelfth- and thirteenth-century Syria, Iraq, Anatolia, and
the Muslim West had not received sufficient attention.

A special problem was posed with respect to surveys and
excavations and to the information that new archeological
methods like photogrammetry, statistics, or spectographic
analyses provide. These have brought to light, especially for
the earlier centuries of our survey, many traces of hitherto
unknown Islamic settlements, Islamic levels at long-lived
sites of habitation, thousands of ceramic types and
sequences essential for reconstructing or, at least, imagining
the material culture of the time. It was not possible to
include all this information, and we chose our examples, for
the most part, from among works of some aesthetic or his-
torical merit, leaving to others or to other occasions the task
of assessing the immense documentation provided by arche-
ology. Another difficulty was raised by the many repairs and
restorations which have affected buildings nearly every-
where. The result was often that the present appcarance of
a building does not correspond to whatever description and
photographs we provided. Many of the rcpairs were basi-
cally maintenance work connected with excellent archeolog-
ical investigations; often, as in Isfahan or Jerusalem, the
original state of a building was revealed. But, in other
instances such as the rehabilitation of Fatimid buildings in
Cairo, major overhauls took placc which provided some
buildings with a truly ‘ncw’ look. Our illustrations and com-
ments do not necessarily prepare the reader for the present
state of some monuments. In spite of many cfforts by archi-
tects and restorers to use care in their work, local needs,
mcans and ambitions arc somctimes out of tune with histor-
ical accuracy.

Three major changes have been introduced. The first one
involves the overall plan and organization of the book.
Without altering the principle of a Asstory, 1.c. a chronologi-
cal development, of the arts in lands dominated by Islam and
by Muslim power, we have divided these six centuries into
two broad chronological categories: Larly Islamic (roughly
650 to 1000) and Medieval [slamic (roughly 1000 to 1250).
‘The justifications for the divisions and some claboration of
their historical and cultural characteristics are provided in
the prologue to cach section. We realized the difficulties
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involved in using dynasties as the primary eriterion of peri-
odization within cach eategory, because too many among
them overlapped geographieally and also beeause they often
shared the same general culture as well as artistic taste. We
have, therefore, organized the monuments according to
regions and divided the Muslim world into three arcas:
western (from the Atlantie to Libya), eentral (Egypt
through the Mesopotamian valley), and eastern (from the
Zagros and castern Anatolian mountains to the Indus and
the Tarim basin in Central Asia). We recognize that, like all
divisions of eultural zones, this one is in part arbitrary, but
it seemed to us better suited than politieal ones and more
manageable than if we had sliced time periods aeross the
entire Muslim world. At the end of each chapter we have
provided a summary of sueh art historieal, stylistie, or
expressive eategories as scemed applicable to a given area at
a given time; oeceasionally, we have suggested avenues for
further research.

The wealth of available information and the first steps
toward a eritical discourse on Islamic art make it possible to
handle its history with a greater theoretieal sophistieation
than was possible only a couple of decades ago. To these
organizational divisions we made one partial exeeption. The
rich and brilliant period of the Fatimids (9og—1171) eould
not, we felt, be cut into separate temporal or regional ecom-
ponents in order to fit into our broad order of Islamie his-
tory. It belongs to the Muslim west as well as to the area of
central lands and it flourished during a period covered by
both of our broad categories. We ended by putting most of
its art in the Medieval Islamic seetion and in the eentral
lands for reasons that will be explained in due course, but
some carly Fatimid objcets are diseussed under western
Islamie lands in the carlier period. This is, no doubt, a shaky
accommodation to a reluetant history.

Second, we modified the presentation of the arts in two
significant ways. One was to give up the Vasarian notion of
painting as a scparate and idiosyneratie genre and, instead,
to integrate mural painting with architectural deeoration
and to eonsider manuscript illuminations and illustrations,
as well as ealligraphy, within the wider eategory of the art of
the book. We also introduee the eategory of ‘art of the
objeet’, rather than ‘decorative arts’, in order to reflect a
reality of early and medieval Islamic art rather than a hier-
archy of techniques developed for western Europe. Exeept
for Chapter 7, the presentation of the art of objects is
arranged by media. The other modifieation is the inclusion
of a new section devoted to the impact of Islamie art on the
creativity of non-Muslims within the Muslim realm and
espeeially on the artistic output of the neighbours of the
Muslim world or on that of those, often remote, arcas which
were attracted by certain features of Islamic art. It seemed to
us that such particular aspects of Armenian art or of the art
of Norman Sicily which are, quite correctly, assoeiated with
Islamic art are better understood first within the context of
their own culture rather than as occasional instances of
‘floating’ or ‘marauding’ influences. A major feature of
medieval culture in general would be missing if the impact,
however strong or weak, of forms and 1deas issuing from the
Muslim world were either ignored or separated from their
non-Muslim setting.

Third, in an attempt to broaden the pieture of the artistie
production of each major area, objects representing as many
media as possible have been diseussed and illustrated. In
addition to providing a wider seope, an endeavour has also
been made here to incorporate as many dated and datable
objeets as possible as well as those with an intrinsie prove-
nanec in order to establish seeure foundations around which
other, similar but less well documented, objects ean be
grouped. This has entailed eliminating eertain illustrations
from the earlier edition and adding many others, a number of
whieh are now in eolour. The eaptions for these illustrations
refleet only what is unequivoeally known about the work
depieted, e.g. materials, technique, intrinsie date or firmly
datable time of execution, and speeifie place of manufaeture.
‘The notes refer to most of the immediately pertinent litera-
ture and oceasionally include alternative views and opinions
or discussions of technieal issues. The bibliography is an
attempt to make a truly useful instrument for further work.
After mueh hesitation, we deeided that, sinee the text is pri-
marily ehronologieal and geographical, the bibliography
should be thematie according to media. A glossary pieks up
and defines all words which are not common in English or
whieh are partieularly important to Islamie praetices.

Thus, even though in practice many paragraphs and
pages of the first edition have been preserved, the ehanges
we have introduced in the presentation of the monuments
are major indeed. Even if inspired and affeeted by the first
edition of this book, this is in fact a new book. The present
work illustrates an approach to Islamic art which foeuses on
the eultural and artistie evolution of numerous regional cen-
ters from the great hubs in the central Islamie lands in the
seminal early Islamie period and on the wealth of ways of
ereating a beautiful environment rather than on the assump-
tion of a single visual ideal whiech would have found differ-
ent local expressions. The tension between these two
approaches should be a ercative one. A later edition, by new
writers, may indeed return to a greater dose of pan-Islamie
unity or, in all likelihood, will require scparate volumes to
treat the ever expanding knowledge we have of the arts of
Muslim peoples. In the meantime we do acknowledge the
presence of an oceasional awkwardness in the contrast
between different styles of writing.

For transliterations from Arabic and Persian, we have
omitted all diaeritical marks in the text except for direct
quotations from the original language. Full transliterations
appear in the glossary. Most of the time proper names of
people or of places or words like mihrab whieh are in most
dietionaries are spelled according to their common English
usage. We have made an exception for the book of Muslim
Revelation and written Qur’an instead of the Webster-
aceepted Koran. We have tried to eliminate all referenees to
the ‘Near or Middle East’, to the ‘Orient’, or to the
‘Levant’. We sought to identify regional spaces in their own
terms rather than from an external, western European,
point of view. The noun ‘Islam’ is used to mean cither a
faith and its doctrine or, more rarely, the whole culture cov-
cred in this book. The adjectives ‘Islamic” and ‘Muslim’ are
used interchangeably. We limited the use of the word
“T'urkish’ to matters pertinent to the contemporary land
and people of Turkey; “Turkie’ is applied to all other appro-



priate instances. All dates are given according to the
Common Era (or A.D. as it used to be); where there are two
dates separated by a slash, the first is the #ijra date accord-
ing to the Muslim lunar calendar which begins in 622 C.E.

The two living authors want to acknowledge, first of all,
their debt to the third, Richard Ettinghausen, who was their
teacher, mentor, colleague, and friend. Dr Elizabeth
Ettinghausen continued to help in the making of this book,
as she had done with the first version; the suggestions
resulting from the astute care with which she read most of
the drafts helped to improve them and her interest in all
aspects of this publication is gratefully acknowledged.
Several colleagues — Renata Holod, 1.inda Komaroff, Maan
Z.. Madina, Larry Nees, Megan Reed — read whole chapters
and made useful comments for which we are truly grateful.
Others — James Allan, Sumer Atasoy, Naci Bakirci, Michael
Bates, Sheila Blair, Jonathan Bloom, ILinda Fritzinger,
Abdallah Ghouchani, Rosalind Haddon, Rachel Hasson,
Nobuko Kajitani, Charles Little, Louise Mackie, Abd al-
Razzaq Moaz, Gonul Oney, Nasser Rabbat, Scott Redford,
D. Fairchild Ruggles, George Scanlon, Priscilla Soucek,
Yassir Tabbaa, Antonio Vallejo Triano, Oliver Watson,
Donald Whitcomb, Aysin Yoltar, — sent comments or
answered queries with a sense that this book will also
become theirs, as they had been influenced by their own use
of the first edition.

Without two voung scholars, the work simply could not
have been completed. Dr Cynthia Robinson, Oleg Grabar’s
assistant during the vears of writing this book, put on
diskettes the original text which had been published in
the pre-computer age, searched libraries for accurate refer-
ences, helped edit whole sections by cutting up long
sentences, prepared the initial bibliographical survey which
we eventually simplified, and supported Marilyn Jenkins-
Madina with vigour and enthusiasm in her argument for the
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independence of western Islamic culture. Jaclynne Kerner
was firse given the difficult task of co-ordinating and num-
bering illustrations gathered by three authors; she accom-
plished this task with true brilliance. She was then
responsible for the making of the glossary, the collation of
data for the maps, the maintenance of consistency in
spelling, and the final bibliography. Finally, we would like to
acknowledge the hard-working, creative, friendly, and co-
operative spirit with which we operated together and sur-
mounted occasional disagreements. Different from each
other in knowledge, temperament, and professional experi-
ence, we enriched each other when trying to amalgamate
into a single text statements written at different times and
involving different attitudes towards the history of art.

Technical and financial support was provided by the
following institutions and individuals: The Institute for
Advanced Study in Princeton; The Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York; The Barakat Foundation; Hess
Foundation, Inc.; Mr and Mrs James E. Burke; and Dr
Elizabeth Ettinghausen.

The immense task of gathering illustrations was, as had
been the case with the first edition, in the imaginative hands
of Susan Rose-Smith. We owe her a great debt of gratitude,
especially when one considers the roughly 28 countries from
which photographs were required. Without the constant
and competent help of Mary Doherty, of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, the task could not have been completed
with case. We also want to thank the staff of Yale University
Press, an anonymous reader with important comments and
suggestions, many of which we tried to follow, John Banks,
who read the text with patience and care, Sally Salvesen,
who supervised it all, and John Nicoll, with whom the first
discussions about a new edition of the book were held.

OLEG GRABAR and MARILYN JENKINS-MADINA



Preface to the First Edition

It was in 1959 that the late Professor Richard Ettinghausen
asked me to collaborate with him on a Pelican volume
devoted to Islamie art. Over the following five or six vears,
we planned the book and wrote a great deal of i1t. But
somchow, when we had in fact completed nearly every
chapter up to the Mongol conquest of the thirteenth
century, other pressures and commitments took over and the
book remained unfinished. At that tme 1t was difficult to
argue that a presentation of Islamic art required more than
one volume. Over the past twenty-odd vears, however, a
considerable amount of new information, some imaginative

scholarship, a deepening specialization within the study of

[slamic art, and especially a greater interest in the the world
of Islam in general has warranted the decision to deal
separately with the properly medieval Mushm art up to circa
1260, on the one hand, and the centuries of the great
cmpires, on the other.

The basic framework for this first volume was ready and
all that was needed was to bring up to date chapters written
sometimes over twenty years ago, to choose new and
additional illustrations, and to improve the technical
apparatus. Dr Sheila Blair and Dr Estelle Whelan agreed o

help in the accomplishment of these tasks and for much of

the merit of the work [ am in their debt. They looked at texts
written long ago with a sense of new requirements and an
awareness of new scholarship; they decided on appropriate
illustrations and especially were always available when help
was needed. | must also record the good-humoured and
charmingly competent Judy Nairn and Susan Rose-Smith,
the pillars of the series, without whose patience and devotion
this book would not have been completed. On a more
personal note, I would also like to record the constant
support and concern of Dr Elizabeth Ettinghausen.
Professor Ettinghausen and 1 had from the very beginning
conceived of this book as a survey and as a manual, not as a
vehicle  for  speculation  and  for  broad  cultural
interpretations. The point of a survey is to provide, as clearly

and interestingly as possible, the basie information on the
monuments of an artistic tradition, to suggest something of
the major unresolved scholarly issues; although possibly
incompletély and erroneously in serveral places, 1 trust that
this objective has been met. The point of a manual is to
make it possible for students and readers to pursue such
questions as may interest them; much of this possibility lies
in the notes and in the bibliography derived from them. The
latter, with some omissions no doubt, 1s meant to reflect the
state of the field until 1985. Throughout our coneern has
been historical, to identify and explain what happened in
speeific areas at specific times. Without denying the value of
the interpretative essays on Islamic art cutting across regions
and periods which have become so popular over the past
decades, our position is simply that this is not what this book
set out to do. It is a traditional history of the art of a eulture
— something, curiously enough, which has, with a few short
and unsatisfactory exeeptions, not been attempted for
[slamic art since the twenties of this century.

It is not, I suppose, possible to dedicate a book to the
memory of one of its authors, Yet in this instace [ do want to
do so and to recall the memory of Richard Ettinghausen. 1
do so first of all on a personal level, in order to record how
much I have owed to him over the years and to express my
gratitude to him for having trusted someone who was not
even thirty years old then with the task of helping him with
a survey of Islamic art. And then it is only fitting 10 recall
that, after the generation of the great pioneers in Islamie art
(Max van Berchem, Ernst Herzfel, Ernst Kithnel, Thomas
Arnold, Georges Margais), it was Richard Etunghausen and
the only slightly older Jean Sauvaget who charted the new
dircetions taken by the study of Islamie art towards an
understanding of the cultural meanings of objects and of
monuments of architecture and towards preeise definitions
of the characteristics of specific times and places. This book,
I trust, reflects the directions.

OLEG GRABAR



Chronological chart of the principal dynasties
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CHAPTER 1

The Rise of Islam and the Artistic Climate of the Period

A great deal of occasionally acrimonious confusion sur-
rounds the use and meaning of the word ‘Islamic’ when
applied to art. The origins of the adjective lie clearly in the
faith of Islam, about which more will be said presently. But,
when applied to art, it refers to the monuments and remains
of material culture made by or for people who lived under
rulers who professed the faith of Islam or in social and cul-
tural entities which, whether themselves Muslim or not,
have been strongly influenced by the modes of life and
thought characteristic of Islam. ‘Islamic’, unlike ‘Christian’,
identifies not only a faith but also a whole culture, since — at
least in theory — the separation in the Gospels of the realm
of Caesar from that of God is not applicable to Islam. Also
unlike Christianity, Islam did not develop first as the faith of
a few, increasing the numbers of its adherents under the
shadow of a huge state alien to it, slowly developing the
intellectual and artistic features which would cnaracterize it,
finally to blossom centuries later into an empire and giving
birth to an art as well as a philosophy and a social doctrine.

In the Islamic case, these developments were telescoped
into a few decades of the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. In
622, the year of the Hijra, when the Prophet Muhammad
left Mecca to found the first Islamic state in Madina (origi-
nally, Madina al-Nabi, ‘the town of the Prophet’, ancient
Yathrib), a handful of followers from the mercantile cities of
western Arabia constituted the entire Muslim community,
and the private house of the Prophet was their only com-
mon, political and spiritual, centre. But by 750 Arab Muslim
armies had penetrated into southern France, crossed the
Oxus (Amu Darya) and the Jaxartes (Syr Darya) in Central
Asia, and reached the Indus. The first Islamic dynasty, the
Umayvads, had come and gone. New cities had been created
in North Africa, Egypt, and Iraq. The Dome of the Rock
had been built in Jerusalem, while also in Jerusalem, as well
as Damascus, Madina, and many other cities, large and small
mosques had been erected as gathering places for prayer as
well as to strengthen the political and social ties which
bound the faithful together. Dozens of splendid palaces had
been scattered throughout the lands of the ‘Fertile
Crescent’, the lands of Mesopotamia and the Syro-
Palestinian coast. In other words, Islamic art did not slowly
evolve from the meeting of a new faith and state with what-
ever older traditions prevailed in the areas over which
the state ruled. Rather, it came forth almost-as suddenly as
the faith and the state, for, whatever existing skills and local
traditions may have been at work in the building and deco-
ration of early Islamic monuments, their common
characteristic is that they werce built for Muslims, to serve
purposes which did not exist in quite the samc way before
Islam.

1. Mecca, Ka'ba

In order to understand this art and the forms it created as
well as the way it went about creating them, it is necessary
to investigate first whether the Arabs who conquered so vast
an area brought any specific tradition with them; second,
whether the new faith imposed certain attitudes or rules
which required or shaped artistic expression; and, finally,
what major artistic movements the Muslims encountered in
the lands they ruled.

Weritten information about pre-Islamic Arabia is not very
reliable, because it is almost always coloured by later preju-
dices downplaying the heritage received by medicval Islam
from the ‘jahiliyya’, the ‘time of ignorance’ which preceded
the advent of Islam. It is, however, likely that the full inves-
tigation of texts.like al-Azraqi’s Akhbar al-Makkah
(‘Information about Mecca,’), written in the ninth century
C.E. when many pre-Islamic practices and memories were
still alive, will yield a great deal of information on the reli-
gious and other ways of pre-Islamic Arabia and on the
spaces needed for their expression.” A serious archeological
exploration of the area has only begun in recent decades
with a few surveys and some excavations, the most notable
of which is that of al-Faw in southwestern Arabia.*

It has generally been assumed that, at least in the period
immediately preceding the Muslim conquest, the Arabs of
Arabia had very few indigenous artistic traditions of any sig-
nificance. The Ka’ba in Mecca [1], the holiest sanctuary of
Arabia, was the shrine where tribal symbols were kept for
the whole of Arabia. It was a very simple, nearly cubic build-
ing (1o by 12 by 15 metres), for which a flat roof resting on
six wooden pillars was built around the turn of the seventh
century, according to tradition, by a Chrisuan Copt from
Egypt. Its painted decoration of living and inanimate sub-
jects, whatever their symbolic or decorative significance may:
have been, was also in all probability an innovation of the
carly seventh century under foreign influences.? If the most
important and best-known building of Arabia, venerated by
practically all the tribes, lacked in architectural quality, it is
probable that the other sanctuaries for which we have refer-
ences In texts were even less impressive.

With respect to secular arts, our information is even slim-
mer. No doubt the wealthy merchants of Mecca and the
heads of other settled communities had palaces which
showed their rank and wealth,* but the only private house of
Arabia which has acquired some significance and about
which much more will be said later, the house of
Muhammad in Madina, consisted of a simple square court
with a few small rooms on the side and a colonnade of palm
trunks covered with palm Icaves. Nor do we know much
about the artefacts, metalwork, or textiles which must have
been used by the inhabitants of Arabia in the first centuries
of our era. Werc they of local manufacture or imported?
The excavations at al-Faw brought to light a fairly rich array
of objects brought in from the Mediterranean area, some
possibly of Indian origin, and several enigmatic fragments
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2. Palmyra, temple of Bel, relief, first century

of paintings. But the archeological record i1s too meagre to
draw too many conclusions, and the dominant ideal of life,
that of the nomad, held the artisan in low esteem.’
This contempt need not have carried over to the artisan’s
work, but pre-Islamic Arabic legend does not appear to have
given to manufactured objects the attention it lavished on
horses, and there is no trace of the specific attachment to a
sword or armour found in classical, Iranian, or western
medieval epics.

This impression of poverty in the artistic development of
pre-Islamic Arabia must be tempered by the paucity of exca-
vations and explorations, and by the very spotty study of
literary documents.® But the lack of remains or descriptions
should not obscure the fact that the religious, intellectual,
and social milicu out of which Islam grew espoused con-
cepts and modes of thought and behaviour which exerted an
influence on the development of the faith and of its art. For
instance, in Mecca and a number of other oases we find the
ancient Semitic notion of a haram, i.c. of an area, often quite
large, physically mapped out ina more or less crude fashion,
which was both holy and forbidden except to certain people
and at certain times. The word masjid (a place for prostra-
tion, whence ‘mosque’) is also of pre-Islamic origin. In the
rather simple religious ceremonies of the pre-Islamic Arabs,
the symbol of the divinity was often placed in a tent, at times
referred to as gubba (dome), or covered by a cloth on an
apparently domed frame, as can be seen on a well-known
Palmyrene relief [2].7 The mihrah, later a characteristic cle-
ment of the mosque, was the hallowed part of a religious or
secular institution.” These and other examples show that
many of the forms and terms developed by Islam with pre-
cise connotations in the new faith and the new civilization
already cxisted in pre-Islamic Arabia, even though they
rarely found more than a rudimentary monumental or artis-
tic expression.

In addition to these rather simple notions with few tan-
gible effects, the imhabitants of central Arabia at the tme
of Muhammad were also conscious of the carlier artistic
achievements of Arab rulers in the steppes and the deserts
extending from Anatolia to the Indian Ocean. Although the
monuments of the Nabateans (in what is now more or less

the modern state of Jordan) and the Palmyrenes (in central
Syria) from the first century B.C.E. to the fourth century C.E.
secem to have left little impression, three other early Arab
cultures made a more lasting impact. One was that of the
Lakhmids, an Arab Christian dynasty centred in Iraq which
served as a buffer state between the Persians and the
Byzantines in the fifth and sixth centuries. Their half-leg-
endary palaces of al-Khawarnaq and Sadir, symbols. of a
royal luxury unavailable in the Arabian peninsula, counted
among the marvels of the world.” They introduced a fair
number of Iranian features into the Semitic world of the
Arabs and, most importantly, even though the matter is still
under discussion, it would have been in their capital of al-
Hirah, in south central Iraq, that the scripts which led to the
common written Arabic would have been developed.
Another civilization which struck the imagination of the
Arabs before and on the eve of Islam was that of Yemen, at
the southern edge of the peninsula, where the Queen of
Sheba was assumed to have lived. In recent years numerous
explorations of pre-Islamic and Islamic Yemen have taken
place. Their primary emphasis has been on modern and pre-
modern times, but, from literary sources as well as from a
small number of actual excavations, we know that many cen-
turies before Islam Yemen had developed a brilliant archi-
tecture of temples and palaces, together with an original
local sculpture.'® From later legends we know also that
Yemeni painters were of sufficiently high repute to be called
to the Persian Sasanian court." And by the late sixth cen-
tury a short-lived Christian domination of the area led to a
specifically Christian architecture which, for a long time,
remained in the collective memory of Arabs, even if the
buildings themselves barely lasted a generation. The high
level of South Arabian civilization in general was made pos-
sible by an expensive and highly organized system of irriga-
tion symbolized by the Marib dam, the destruction of which
(apparently in the late sixth century) was taken as the main
cause of the decline of Yemen. Actually, the wealth of Yemen
grew from its role in the trade between India and Ethiopia
on the one hand and the Mediterranean on the other; in the
sixth century much of this trade was diverted to the Persian
Gulf. Whilst best known today for its numerous temples,
South Arabia is chiefly important because of the appeal of its
sceular monuments to a later Arab imagination. The tenth-
century al-Hamdani’s Antiguities of South Arabia allows us
not so much to reconstruct the architectural characteristics
of the great Yemeni buildings (although some of its infor-
mation can in fact be verified in remaining ruins) as to per-
ceive a half-imaginary world of twenty-storev-high palaces
with domed throne rooms, sculpted flying eagles, roaring
copper lions, and black slaves guarding the royal house.™
The third pre-Islamic Arabian culture of note is that of
the Christian Ghassanids, who, as occasional instruments of
Byzantine policies, dominated the Syrian and Jordanian
countryside as late as the sixth century. Many buildings, sec-
ular and religious, which are part of the so-called Byzantine
Christian architecture of Syria, such as the praetorium in
Rusafah, were sponsored by Ghassanid rulers, but the exact
nature of their visual identity, if any, is still very vague and
no objects or works other than architectural can be attrib-
uted to them. Their importance lies primarily in the fact



that they lived in and exploited the areas where the
Umayyads settled in the seventh century. There may well
have been a direct passage from Ghassanid to Umayyad
patronage which makes it often difficult to disentangle one
from the other.™

Thus the memories of Yemen, of the Lakhmids, and of
the Ghassanids kept alive by the legends and poems recited
at camp fires or at occasional meetings in the richer oascs,
fed the minds and the imagination of early Muslims with the
vision of a splendid secular art created many centuries car-
lier by Arabs at the two extremities of the arid desert.
Together with the rudiments of symbolic forms found in
their religious life, and some awareness of the more expen-
sive techniques of architectural decoration and of the arts of
objects, this vision, based on monuments which were, by
then, little known, furnished a major component to the
making of an Islamic art.

When we turn to those attitudes and requirements which
the faith established and which sooner or later influenced
Islamic art, a number of difficulties arise. First, our only
fully acceptable source for the period is the Qurian; the
Traditions (hadith) which sprang up to supplement or clar-
ify the Prophet’s thought are not always reliable as historical
documents and the time of their first codification is the sub-
ject of much discussion.™* Second, since such questions did
not arise in his lifetime, Muhammad did not rule on or con-
sider problems which immediately affected the arts or artis-
tic activities either in the Qurlan or in his otherwise
well-documented actions.’’ Those statements, attitudes, or
prescriptions which were eventually of consequence to the
arts were not consciously aimed at them. Their identifica-
tion has therefore to be based, at least in part, on later intel-
lectual commentaries and artistic developments.

As far as later architecture is concerned, the major con-
tribution of early Islam in Arabia was the development of a
specifically  Muslim  masjid (pl. masajid) or mosque.
Muhammad took over the ancient masjid al-haram of Mecca
and transformed it into the gibla (place towards which
prayer is directed) of the new faith (Qurian 2:144). In addi-
tion, every Muslim was enjoined to try once before he or she
died to make the pilgrimage to Mecca. The Meccan sanctu-
ary underwent few modifications over the centuries, and
very few buildings in Islam attempted to copy it; in gencral
it remained a unique and inimitable centre towards which all
Muslims turn to pray.’* Muhammad also introduced a ritual
of individual prayer (sa/at), a pure act of devotion, to be per-
formed five imes a day wherever the worshiper happens to
be. On certain occasions however, such as Fridays at noon, it
should take place in the masajid Alak (Qurian 9:17—18, ‘the
mosques of God’), because, from the time of Muhammad
on, a scrmon (khutha) on moral, rcligious, and also political
and social themes formed an integral part of the ccremony;
and because this was the time and the place when through
the leader of praver (the /mam) the Muslim community
expressed its allegiance to its rulers. The corollary — an
essential point for understanding carly Islamic architecture
- was that every major Islamic community required a suit-
able masyid adapted to the size of the community for its reli-
gious as well as its political and social functions.

The masajid of Muhammad himself are not rcally known.
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3. Madina, House of the Prophet, 624, reconstructed plan

For certain major ceremonies or feasts the Prophet used to
go outside the town of Madina into large musalla(s) (lit.
‘places for prayer’), probably ancient holy spaces in most
cases. In the town itself the major centre was Muhammad’s
own house. Modern historians have generally argued that
the sudden and rapid development of Muhammad’s new
faith transformed what started as a private dwelling into a
place of worship and of government, and that this was an
accidental, not a willed, development. The Prophet himself
would have considered his house merely a convenient centre
for his manifold activities (cf. Qurian 33:53, asking the
believers not to enter his house at will, although this may
have referred to private side rooms only). But numerous
later accounts describe it as the first Muslim-built masjid
and more recent historiography has argued that its growth,
as told in the hadith, is one of a public space acquiring pri-
vate functions rather than the other way around.
Regardless of the explanation of its origins, this
mosque/house or house/mosque was not a very spectacular
building. It consisted of a square of sun-dried bricks
approximately fifty metres to the side [3]. On the east of the
southern part of the eastern wall were rooms (nine of them
by 632, when Muhammad died) for the Prophet’s wives. On
the southern and northern sides short colonnadcs (suffa) of
palm trunks supporting palm branches were crected after
complaints about the heat of the sun in the court. On each
of the other sides was a door; the southern wall had become
the ¢ibla.'” The Prophet used to lean on a lance near the
northern edge of the southern colonnadc to lead prayer and
dcliver sermons. At times he would climb a simple pulpit
known as the minbar, a judge’s seat in pre-Islamic times
which eventually became the symbol of authority in the cer
emony of prayer and in all related mosque activities.”
\lthough the reconstruction and interpretation of exclu
sively written evidence, often hagiographic in character, can
be no more than hypothetical, it must be conceded as pos
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sible (in spite of very scanty evidence)' that the Prophet
eventually built a separate mosque near his house. Literary
sources refer to Muslim masajid in neighbouring villages or
towns,” implying a consciousness on the part of the carly
Muslims that theirs was a new kind of structure, if not in its
physical appearance, at least in its purpose of harbouring the
believers of the new faith. But, of all buildings mentioned
in texts, the only one to have had a great impact on later
religious architecture is the very one whose contemporary
identification as a masgyid 1s least certain. Perhaps the safest
hypothesis is that there occurred in Madina between 622
and 632 a coincidence between the accidental development
of the Prophet’s house into a centre for the faichful and a
general idea of restricted sanctuaries for God. With respect
to architecture, not much clse can be derived from the
Quran or, for that matter, from most other early textual
sources.”’ To be sure, specific Qurianic texts came to be

almost standard in the decoration of certain parts of

mosques or other buildings for functions only invented
later; for instance, Qurian 24:35, the beautiful verse evoking
God as ‘the Light of the heavens and the carth’, became
common on mihrabs many centuries afterwards and a group
of three minarets near Isfahan quote Qurian 61:33, praising
those who call men to God. Such later interpretations and
uses do not imply a direct impact of the Qurian or of the
Prophet on future Islamic architecture, but the fact that they
occurred points to the uniquely Islamic relationship
between the Quran and buildings.*

On the acsthetics of paintings, sculpture, and other arts

the Holy Book is silent. Nevertheless it contains a number of

precise statements and general attitudes whose impaet on
later Islamic art was significant. One such is Qurian 5:93: ‘O
vou who believe, indeed wine, games of chanee, statues, and
arrows for divination arc a crime, originating in Satan.’
While the word used here (al-ansab) is often translated as
‘statuc’, in fact it refers to 1dols, many of which were in
human form. The same ambiguity exists in a second passage
(Quran 6:74), in which Abraham chides his father for tak-
ing idols in the shape of statues (asnam) for gods. While it is
uncertain - indeed unlikely — that the Revelation implied a
condemnation of representational statuary in these and a
number of related passages, its statements are quite unam-
biguous with respect to idolatry. As we shall see later, at the
time of the growth of Islam images had acquired a meaning
much beyond their value as works of art; they were symbols
of mysucal, theological, political, imperial, and intellectual
ideas and were almost the equivalents of the acts and per-
sonages they represented. Thus, the opposition to idols, a

fundamental principle of Islam, when taken in its setting of

almost magically endowed mmages, eventually led to an
opposition to representations of living forms. However, this
opposition manifested itself principally in architecture and
in the arts of the object and the book specifically associated
with the religion of Islam. In the secular realm, the figural
tradition — which had been so very strong in most of the
arcas conquered by the Muslims during the seventh century

not only survived (contrary to a common misconception)
but continued to develop throughout the period covered by
this volume.

The position of Muhammad in Islam also differed radi-

cally from that of most religious reformers: he was but a
man and the Messenger of God. No miracles were officially
attributed to him, and he constantly reiterated that he could
not perform: them; he did not undergo a Passion for the sal-
vation of others; except for a few episodes at the beginning
of his prophetic life, there was no particular significance
attached to the narrative of that life; and even the example
of his hfe was superseded by the doctrine of the Qurian.
T'hus, despite the eventual development of a hagiography of
Muhammad (probably already by the middle of the eighth
century), it never acquired the deep significance given to the
lives of Christ or the Buddha, at least not on the level of offi-
cial Islam. Lacking a specific life as a model of behaviour or
as a symbol of the faith, Islam in general and carly Islam in
particular were hittle tempted by an iconographie treatment
of the Revelation.

Opposition to figurative art was also read into another
Qur’anic statement of prineiple, that of God as the only
Creator. ‘God 1s the Creator of everything, and He 1s the
Guardian over everything’ (Qurian 39:62) is but one of the
ways in which this ereed 1s formulated. And in view of
the almost physically meaningful nature of images at that
time, one can understand the often repeated tradition that
the artist who fashions a representation of a living thing is a
competitor of God and therefore destined to eternal damna-
tion.* The one Qurianie passage referring to the ereation of
a representational object (3:49) strikingly confirms this
point. The meaning of the statement there attributed to
Jesus — ‘Indeed I have come to you with a sign from vour
ILord; 1 shall ereate for you from elay in the form of a bird; 1
shall blow into it and it will become a bird, by God’s leave’
—1s clear: not only is this a miraculous event, made possible
only through God’s permission and for the purpose of per-
suading people of the truth of Jesus’s mission, but the act of
bringing to life the representation of a living form was the
only possible aim of its ereation. Therefore, in many later
traditions, on the Last Day the artist will be asked to give life
to his creations, and his failure to do so — since God alone
can give life — will expose him as an impostor as well as one
who assumes God’s power.

These and other similar texts were not elaborated, nor
were corollaries concerning the arts established, for many
decades after the death of Muhammad,* and all theologians
did not propound the doctrine of opposition to images with
the same absoluteness.® Yet, from the time of the very first
monuments of Islam, Muslims evinced reluetance or shy-
ness with respect to human or animal representation. This
attitude manifested itself in an immediate veto in the case of
religious art, and a subtler reaction concerning secular art.
It 1s, therefore, mcorrect to talk of a Mushm i1conoclasm,
even if destruction of images did occur later; one should
rather call the Muslim attitude aniconic.

The final aspect of the Qurian’s importance to Islamic art
15 the very nature and existence of the Book. It represents a
complete break with the largely illiterate Arabian past. From
the beginning, Islam replaced the iconographice, symbolie,
and practical functions of representations in Christian or
Buddhist art with inseriptions, first from the Qurian and by
extension from other works.” Writing not only became an
mtegral part of the decoration of a building, at times even of



an object, but also indicated its purpose. In addition, the
greatest possible care was taken over copying and transmit-
ting the divinely directed Book. As a result, calligraphy
spread to works other than the Qur’an and came to be con-
sidered as the greatest of all arts. For a long time it was the
only one whose practitioners were remembered by their
names in written sources, thereby rising above the general
level of artisanal anonymity.*”

These four elements — a ritual for prayer to be accom-
plished by preferences in a mosque, an accidental prototype
for the mosque in the house of Muhammad in Madina, a
reluctance concerning representation of living beings, and
the establishment of the Qurian as the most precious source
for Islamic knowledge and of the Arabic script as the vehicle
for the transmission of that knowledge — comprise the most
important contributions to the formation of Islamic art dur-
ing the ten years which elapsed between the Hijra (622) and
the death of Muhammad (632). With the partial and possi-
bly controversial exception of Muhammad’s house, it is a
question largely of moods and attitudes; forms and motifs
came almost exclusively from the lands conquered by Islam.

We can summarize briefly the major characteristics of
Western Asian art by the middle of the seventh century. All
the lands taken over by the Muslims in the seventh century,
which formed the core of the Islamic empire, had been
affected by the classical art of Greece and Rome in its widest
sense. Carl Becker put it succinctly: ‘Without Alexander the
Great there would not have been a unified Islamic civiliza-
tion.** "The significance of this is twofold. On the one hand,
Islamic art, like Islamic civilization and Byzantine and west-
ern Christian arts, inherited a great deal from the Greco-
Roman world. On the other hand, in varying degrees of
intensity, from northwestern India to Spain, a remarkably
rich vocabulary of formal possibilities had developed more
or less directly from the unity-within-variety of the
Hellenistic koiné and became available to the new culture. In
architecture the main elements of building from central Asia
to Gaul were columns and piers, vaults and domes, ‘basili-
cal’ plans and ‘central’ plans, stone and brick, with manifold
local variations. In human or natural representation, the
most illusionistic traditions of the first century C.E. coex-
isted with the more abstract, linear, or decorative modes
which developed after the third century, and the vast major-
ity of the techniques of decorative and industrial arts had
been elaborated. The Muslim conquest did not take over
large territories in a state of intellectual or artistic decay.
Although the empires of Byzantium and Iran had been
weakened in the first part of the seventh century by internal
troubles and wars, these disturbances barely hampered their
intellectual or artistic activities. The Muslim world inher-
ited not exhausted traditions but dvnamic ones, in which
fresh interpretations and new experiments coexisted with
old ways and ancient styles. The whole vast experience of
ten brilliant centuries of artistic development provided the
Islamic world with its vocabulary of forms.*

The traditions of this world were many and diverse,
and carly Muslim writers were fully cognizant of
the distinctions in culture between the Byzantine and
Sasanian empires, between Qaysar and Kisra, ‘Caesar’ and
‘Khosrow’, names of emperors transformed into symbols
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of imperial rule and behaviour. The Muslims conquered
two of tiie wealthiest Byzantine provinces, Egvpt and
Greater Syria (including Palestine). Syria is best known for
the excellence of its stone architecture, still visible in hun-
dreds of ancient churches, the sobriety of its stone-carving,
and the wealth of its mosaic floors. In addition, it was a cen-
tre of great imperial foundations, such as the Christian
sanctuaries of the Holy Land. The actual presence of impe-
rial Constantinople in much of this art is subject to debate,
and there 1s the special problem of Coptic art, the art of
heterodox Christian Egypt, whose monuments of sculp-
ture, painting, and the minor arts are preserved in large
numbers, but whose exact position, as original or provin-
cial, i1s a much debated topic.*® In North Africa and Spain
the pre-Islamic traditions may have been less vigorous,
because of a more chequered and unfortunate
political history. The crucial point in dealing with the
Christian art known to or seen by the newly arrived
Muslims, however, is not so much its specific character in
this or that province (which had mostly a technical impact
on the young Islamic art) as the presence in the background
of the awesome and dazzling, even though unfriendly,
power and sophistication of the Byzantine ruler, the malik
al-Rum of the sources. His painters were recognized as the
greatest on Earth, and the early Muslims had the mixed
feelings towards his empire of a successful parvenu for an
eftete aristocrat. Whenever an early Islamic building was
held to be particularly splendid, contemporary or even
later legend — the facts are uncertain® — asserted that the
Byzantine emperors sent workers to execute it.

On the other side, bevond the Euphrates, the Sasanian
empire of Iran was entirely swallowed up by the Muslims,
and its artists and traditions were almost immediately taken
over by the new empire. To contemporaries, the Sasanian
ruler was the equal of the Byzantine emperor, but unfortu-
nately our knowledge of Sasanian art is far less complete
than our understanding of the Christian tradition. Most of
what we know concerns secular achievements: great palaces,
with one exception (the celebrated vaulted hall of
Ctesiphon) of mediocre construction, but lavishly covered
with decorative stucco; rock reliefs and silver plate glorify-
ing the power of the kings; and textiles presumably made in
Iran and sold or imitated from Egypt to China. But the
paucity of our knowledge — which tends to reduce Sasanian
art to a small number of decorative patterns such as pearl
borders on medallions, royal symbols like pairs of wings or
fluttering scarves, and a few architectural peculiarities like
the majestic zwan (a vaulted rectangular room with one side
giving on an open space) and stucco decoration — should not
obscure the fact that at the time of the Muslim conquest it
was one of the great arts of its period and, more specifically,
the imperial art par excellence, in which everything was
aimed at emphasizing the power of the King of Kings. Yet,
however originally they used or transformed them, the
Sasanians derived many of their architectural and represen-
tational (but not always decorative) forms from the older
classical boiné.*

The political and artistic importance of the two great
cempires of the pre-Islamic Near East should not overshadow
the existence of other cultural and artistic traditions. Their
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monuments are less clearly identified, but their importanee
is considerable because many of them became heavily
Islamicized or served as intermediaries between Islam and
the rest of the world. An example is furnished by the
Semitic populations of Syria and the upper Euphrates
region. Although they were Christians and ostensibly part of
the Byzantine world, their artistic individualization began
before their conversion to Islam, and in general they
rejected THellenization in favour of various heretical move-
ments. They were often supported by the Sasanians and
affeeted by eastern traditions in art. In their midst the early
Muslims found many supporters and, most probably, con-
verts. We do not know their art well, especially in the cen-
turies immediately preceding the Muslim conquest; but
through the monuments of Dura-Europos, Palmyra, Fatra,
and the Tur Abdin, we can imagine what must have been
their great centre, Edessa; and we may assume that they had
begun before the third century and continued most whole-
heartedly the transformation of classical motifs and forms
into abstract modes and decorative shapes which became a
feature of Byzantine art.** Another such arca, of secondary
importance in the seventh century as far as Islam is con-
cerned, acquired a greater significance in later eenturies:
Armenia. Torn between the rivalries of Byzantium and Iran,
it developed an individuality of its own by adopting ele-
ments from both sides. Further out in the mountains, in
later centuries, Georgia fulfilled a similar role. But despite
their spectfie significance and artistic peculiarities, these eul-
tures depended a great deal on the two imperial eentres of
Byzantium and Iran.*

In addition mention should be made of two peripheral
regions, whose impact was more sporadic, at least at the
beginning. The first is India, reached by the Muslims in the
cighth century and soon a great goal for Islamic mercantil-
ism as well as for centuries the proverbial exotie ‘other’. The
other 1s Central Asia, long thought to be a mere variation on
the Sasanian world, but now; after spectacular archacologi-
cal discoveries, identifiable as a culture of its own, where

Chinese, Indian, Sasanian, and even western elements euri-
ously blended with local Soghdian and Kharizmian features
into an art at the service of many faiths (Manieheism,
Christianity, Buddhism, Mazdaism) and of many local
princes and merchants.® Far in the background lies China,
whose influence will appear only sporadically.

Beyond, its unity of formal and technieal origin and its
innumerable local variations, the art of the eountries taken
over by Islam shared several conceptual features. Mueh
was at the service of faith and state and, in the Christian
world at least, even part of the faith and of the state. This
point is significant because, as was mentioned carlier, it
was the Christian use of images that, in part, influenced
Muslim attitudes towards representation. The Byzantine
crisis of Iconoclasm, whieh followed the Muslim conquest
by a few deeades, may not have been inspired by Muslim
ideas, but it eertainly indieates a coneern within Christian
circles over the ambiguous significanee of images.3* We
know less about the purposes and values of Sasanian art.
Yet the very official nature of its iconography on silver
plates or on stone reliefs strongly suggests that there were
more than mere images of some kind of reality; they were
symbols of the kings themselves and of their dynasty.
Soghdian merchants, Coptie monks, Aramaic-spcaking
Syrian villagers, petty Turkic dynasts, all sought by means
of buildings, decoration, and objeets to communicate their
power, wealth, and beliefs.

Thus the conquering Arabs, with relatively few artistie
traditions of their own and a limited visual culture, pene-
trated a world which was not only immensely rich in artistic
themes and forms yet universal in its vocabulary, but also, at
this particular juncture of its history, had charged its forms
with unusual intensity. The methodologieal and intelleetual
originality of Islamie art in its formative stages lies in its
demonstration of the encounter between extremely ecomplex
and sophisticated uses of visual forms and a new religious
and social system with no ideological doetrine requiring
visual expression.






PROLOGUE
Historical and Cultural Setting

The transformation of a vast area — from north central Spain
to the delta of the Indus and from the northern fringes of the
Sahara desert and the Indian Ocean to the Mediterranean,
the Caucasus, the Central Asian deserts, and the Hindu
Kush — into a land controlled by Islam (the dar al-Islam or
‘house of Islam’ of later sources) was accomplished within
roughly a century. Egypt, Palestine, Syria, and lIraq fell into
the hands of Muslim Arabs between 632, the date of the
Prophet’s death, and 643, the year of the creation of Fustat,
the first step in the development of what would eventually
become the modern megalopolis of Cairo. By 740 two-thirds
of the Iberian peninsula was in Muslim hands, an Arab
marauding party had been turned back near Poitiers in west
central France, and significant Arab settlements had been
established in Mery and Samarqand (in the modern coun-
tries of Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan respectively), prepar-
ing the way for the military, but especially symbolic,
encounter in 751 of the Muslim conquerors with the
Chinese imperial army at Talas, Djambul in present-day
Kazakhstan.

This extraordinary achievement took place under the rule
of the first four caliphs, or successors of the Prophet, called
al-Rashidun (The Rightly Guided or Orthodox ones) who
ruled from Madina between 632 and 661, and, then, of the
Umayyad dynasty (661—750). The latter came from a mer-
chant family of Mecca which had originally opposed the
Prophet Muhammad and which converted to Islam rela-
tively late; they moved the capital to Damascus in Syria,
although ruling princes often moved around the countryside
and the primary residence and virtual capital, between 726
and 744, was in Rusafah, in the northern part of the Syrian
steppe. A remarkable succession of brilliant Umayyad
caliphs like Mulawivah (r. 661-80), Abd al-Malik (r.
695-705), al-Walid (r. 705-15), and Hisham (r. 724—43) for-
malized the basic administrative structure of the Umayyad
empire into provinces with often very talented governors
appointed by the rulers. They maintained for a while many
Byzantine, Sasanian, and other practices, but eventually
(around 69 1) imposed Arabic as the language of administra-
tion and coinage. Umayvad rulers collected an immense
wealth from the booty of the conquest and from levies gath-
ered though taxes. This wealth allowed them to keep a large
standing army and navy and to invest in an agricultural and
commercial expansion well documented in the Fertile
Crescent and probably true in other provinces as well.
Diplomatic relations with non-Mushm lands were mostly
with the Byzantine empire, and, altogether, the Umayvad
princes maintained a delicate equilibrium between the tradi-
tional patterns of life and culture m the Late Antique world
they controlled, a new class of affluent Arab leaders with
strong tribal attachments as well as brilliant admimistrative
and military talents, and a newly emerging Islamic culture.

The way in which the latter came about 1s sull a matter of

much debate between those who mmagine its creation as
quite rapid, the sudden appearance of a fully shaped socio-

cthical system, and those who prefer to postulate the slow
evolution of responses to many different needs and chal-
lenges. But there is no real disagreement about the compo-
nents of that culture. One of them was the codification,
copying, and endless discussion of the Scripture, the
Qurian, usually referred to in earlier sources as the masahif,
the ‘pages’. It went along with the gathering and criticism of
the hadith, ‘traditions’; on the life of the Prophet, which
served as guidelines for social and economic as well as per-
sonal behaviour. Little by little, a legal system was created,
the sharia, with its more or less independent schools of
mterpretation of the sources. Internal divisions made their
appearance with the growth of Shi‘ism with 1ts alternative
view of the rights to political power, and even of heresies, all
of which led to soctal strife. The conversion of Jews,
Christians, Zoroastrians, and others created large and at
times powerful groups of Muslims without an Arabian past,
while Arabs from the central Arabian peninsula and Yemen
moved into the old cities of the classical world or, a particu-
larly original phenomenon, to new cities created for them,
like Kufa, Basra, and Wasit in Iraq, Fustat in Egypt, and
Qayrawan i Ifrigiya (more or less coinciding with modern
Tunisia).

Relations between the dynastic state of the Umayyads and
the emerging Muslim culture in its manifold varieties were
not always easy. The cities of southern Iraq were often in a
state of insurrection, tribal feuds were still affecting Arabia
and the Syrian steppe, and the very legitimacy of the
Umayyad caliphate was often challenged. A series of revolts
began around 746, primarily in the northeastern province of
Khurasan, with considerable support elsewhere. In 750 the
Umayyad dynasty was defeated, most members of the fam-
ily were murdered, and a new dynasty issuing from the lin-
cage of the Prophet took over the caliphate. The Abbasids
remained as caliphs until 12358; the assassination of the last
of them by the Mongols marks the end of the period of
Islamic art covered by this volume.

Abbasid rule was not constant in its political importance
nor as a cultural force. The heyday of its domination — espe-
cially under powerful and celebrated caliphs like al-Nansur
(r. 754-75), Harun al-Rashid (r. 786-80g¢), al-Ma’mun (r.
813-33), and al-Mutawakkil {r. 847-61) — covered the sec-
ond half of the eighth century, all of the ninth, and the first
decades of the tenth. During these two centuries, the city of
Baghdad was founded, soon to become the greatest and
wealthiest urban concentration in Asia, Europe, and Africa.
It was a major consumer of goods of all sorts and remained
the spiritual and cultural centre of the Muslim world for
many centuries to come; the four canonical madhahib (pl. of
madhhab) or ‘schools of law’ by which all Mushm life was
regulated were established at this time, thereby identifying
the Sunni majority of believers. Shi'ism became the domi-
nant Muslim heterodoxy as the twelfth descendant of Ali
disappeared in 87374 and his followers developed complex
esoteric doctrines around his eventual return. Mysticism or



sufism appeared as a significant modifier to the automatic
acceptance of the sharia. A stupendous boost was given to
philosophy, mathematics, and science with a massive pro-
gramme of translations from Greek, Syriac, Old Persian,
and Sanskrit. The appearance of paper and the standardiza-
tion of the Arabic script made possible the rapid spread of
knowledge and information on nearly anything from one
end of the empire to the other. A court culture in the capital
coexisted with a mercantile one, a military one (soon con-
sisting mostly of T'urkic slaves), and a richly diversified pop-
ulace in which speakers of Arabic, Turkish, Persian, and
many other, rarer or now vanished, languages practised
Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism,
and other religions, albeit with restrictions for some and
occasional persecutions, under the broad rule of a Muslim
order.

From Baghdad during the early Islamic period the
Abbasids governed practically the whole Muslim world, as
only Spain escaped them. There, the last surviving member
of the Umayyad family had succeeded in establishing an
independent dynasty that maintained, at least initially, an
allegiance to its Syrian roots and looked towards Baghdad
for sustenance in matters of taste, eventually producing a
brilliant literary and artistic culture of its own. Elsewhere
Abbasid rule was secured through a strong army, mostly of
Turkic slaves and mercenaries, and a system of governors
reproducing in their provincial capitals something of the
glamour of Baghdad. In Ifrigiya and in Egypt the governors
appointed from Baghdad became semi-independent and
often formed dynasties of their own. Such were the
Aghlabids (800-909) based in Tunisia who also sponsored
the conquest of Sicily or the Tulunids (8§68-9o3) and
Ikhshidids (935-69) in Egypt. While these dynasties enjoyed
considerable political and fiscal independence, the degree of
their cultural and, therefore, artistic, independence from
Baghdad is not always clear, inasmuch as they all shared the
same language, the same rules for living, the same founda-
tion myths, and more or less the same history. These dynas-
ties did, however, provide a sense of specific identity to
Tunisia and Egypt in ways that are not visible in Syria,
Palestine, western Iran, or even remote Yemen.

Politically, something quite similar was happening in
northeastern Iran, in the provinces of Khurasan and
Transoxiana. There also, administrative appointees of the
Abbasid caliphate developed dynasties like the Tahirid
(821—91), Samanid (819—1005), and Saffarid (851—1003).
Some of these dynasties, most particularly that of the
Samanids originating from an old Persian aristocratic lin-
cage, sponsored a revival of Iranian historical, literary, and
probably artistic traditions. The huge area of Khurasan —
especially in or around the four main cities of Nishapur,
Mery, Balkh, and Herat (located today in three different
countries) — was populated by Persians, Arabs, and Turks,
all divided into many linguistic, ethnic, and social sub
groups. An extremely original cultural mix was thus created
in this area, combining pre-Islamic Iranian features, the
Arabic language, a revived Persian written in the new Arabic
alphabet, and the new Mushim legal and ethical culture.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL SETTING - 11

Ferdosi’s Shahnama, the great historical epic of Iran, was
created  within  that  culture, even  though
its real impact and the time and place of its formal dedica-
tion, to the Turkic ruler Mahmud in Ghazna in central
Afghanistan, belong to the second part of this volume. The
dynasties of northeastern Iran helped to focus and to for-
mulate a very novel and more or less permanent phenome-
non: a new Iranian Muslim culture, still at that time
expressing itself mostly in Arabic rather than in various
Middle Persian dialects. One should add that there were, in
northern Iran (the provinces of Gilan and Daylam) and on
the Caucasian frontier, dozens of minor dynasties, mostly of
local origin and often not converted to Islam, that were pay-
ing some sort of homage (or merely taxes) to the caliphs in
Baghdad. With minor exceptions, their import on the arts
before 1000 was minimal. Yet it is these northern Iranian
provinces that produced the military dynasty of the Buyids
(932—1062). They professed Shi‘ism rather than the preva-
lent Sunni orthodoxy and took over the running of the
caliphate itself. The year which symbolizes the collapse of
direct Abbasid rule is 945, when the Buyid prince Mu’izz al-
Dawlah entered Baghdad and assumed power under a
shadow caliphate.

Muslim political power was like an inkblot spreading
from a centre in Arabia, then in Syria and eventually in Iraq
to wherever it could fix itself, at times leaving whole arcas
(much of southern [ran for instance, the Hindu Kush of pre-
sent-day Afghanistan, or the Atlas mountains in North
Africa) with only minimal control, at other times letting
indigenous forces take charge in exchange for some sort of
formal allegiance and indirect collection of taxes. Culturally
these centuries witnessed both the Islamization of large
numbers of people mostly through conversion and marriage,
and the domination of the whole Muslim world by the spec-
tacular explosion of systematic learning and thought in
Baghdad and, even earlier, in the Iraqi cities of Kufa and
Basra. From grammar to abstract mathematics, everything
was studied, written down, and codified; wild mystics lived
alongside highly rationalist philosophers, with several reli-
gious sects in between. This coexistence was not always
peaceful, as persecutions abounded and social strife often
used religious or intellectual partisanship for its own aims.
But, when all is said and done, after an Umayyad century of
constant conquest, accumulation of wealth, and innovations,
the first two Abbasid centuries truly formulated the basic
core of the Islamic culture which is sull active today. The
cultural presence of the Umayyads was limited to the Fertile
Crescent and to the former provinces of the Roman empire.
The Abbasids may have been based 1n Iraq, but their culture
extended everywhere and, by the tenth century, local varia-
tions, most forcefully in Spain (al-Andalus) and Khurasan,
asserted themselves with considerable originality.

Because of their overwhelming importance in the forma-
tive centuries of Islamic culture, we have given pre-emi
nence in this part to the central lands of Islam and dealt with
them first. What happened in North Africa and Andalusia
or in Iran can best be understood through the novelties
invented and choices made first in Syria and Iragq.
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CHAPTER 2

Central Islamic Lands

ARCHITECTURE AND ARCHITECTURAL
DECORATION

The architecture and the architectural decoration of the
central lands of the Muslim world during the first three
centuries of its existence are the result of the encounter of
the new Muslim faith and state with the ancient traditions
of the Near East. These monuments had to be meaningful to
the Arabs from Arabia as well as to the old settled popula-
tion of the area and to reflect the needs and aspirations of the
former and the competencies of the latter. Initially this art
depended entirely on the technology and craftsmanship
available locally and it is only slowly and in rhythms which
are almost impossible to reconstruct that techniques from
one area were moved to another one, craftsmen drafted by
powerful patrons, artisans established on their own in new
areas of employment.

Early Islamic civilization was both novel and traditional:
novel in its search for intellectual, administrative, and cul-
tural forms to fit new people and new ideas and attitudes;
traditional in seeking these forms in the world it conquered.
Selective of its models, it combined them in an inventive
way and slowly modified them, thereby creating a basis for
later Islamic developments. With their capital in Damascus
and their numerous military campaigns against Byzantium,
the Umayyads were mostly aware of the Christian past of the
Near East, but they were also fully conscious of being rulers
of a huge empire. The east — Iran and Central Asia — pro-
vided the conquerors with most of their booty and their
most vivid impressions of a new and fascinating world.
Settled in Iraq, a region of less significant pre-Islamic artis-
tic wealth than the Mediterranean area, the Abbasids built
on these Umayyad foundations without being restricted by
local traditions of construction and craftsmanship.

We shall return, at the end of the chapter, to a broad eval-
uation of Umayyad and Abbasid arts. Their architectural
monuments can be divided into three functional groups: the
unique Dome of the Rock, the congregational and other
mosques, and secular buildings, primarily palaces.
Architectural decoration will, most of the time, be discussed
with each building, with the one exception of Samarra’s
stuccoes and paintings, which have from the very beginning
been seen and published as separate categories and whose
connection with the buildings from which they came is not
always well established. A number of key monuments are
more or less irretrievably lost: the first mosques at Kufa,
Basra, Fustat; the second mosque at Madina; the palace of
the Umayyads in Damascus;' the original city of Baghdad
and its palaces; the secular buildings of Fustat in the ninth
century; most of the objects which belonged to the ruling

4. Jerusalem, Dome of the Rock, completed 691

princes and the new Arab aristocracy. Yet, altogether, over
one hundred monuments still remain from these first cen-
turies or can be easily reconstructed from textual evidence.”
Almost all belong to the period after 6go, following the end
of a series of internecine struggles in the new Muslim
empire.

THE DOME OF THE ROCK

Completed in 691, the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem [4} is
the earliest remaining Islamic monument, and in all proba-
bility the first major artistic endeavour of the Umayyads.’
The reasons for its erection are not given in contemporary
literary or epigraphic sources. Very early, Abbasid sources
antagonistic to the Umayyads claimed that the caliph Abd
al-Malik wanted to replace Mecca with Jerusalem and to
divert the ritual pilgrimage known as the /ajj to the
Palestinian city. Although still found occasionally, this
explanation is not acceptable for a variety of historical rea-
sons. Eventually the Dome of the Rock became connected
with the miraculous Night Journey of the Prophet to the
Masjid al-Agsa (the ‘farthest mosque’, Qur'an 17:1) — gener-
ally presumed to be in Jerusalem, although the earliest evi-
dence in our possession is not clear on this point — and with
Muhammad’s ascent into Heaven from the Rock. This is
today the conception of the Muslim believer.

In fact, however, the location of the mosque on Mount
Moriah, traditionally accepted as the site of the Jewish
Temple and associated with many other legends and histor-
ical events, its decoration of Byzantine and Sasanian crowns
and jewels in the midst of vegetal motifs, its physical domi-
nation of the urban landscape of Jerusalem, its inscriptions
with their many precisely chosen Qur'anic quotations, and a
number of recently rediscovered early Muslim traditions*
suggest several purposes for the original Dome of the Rock:
to emphasize the victory of Islam that completes the revela-
tion of the two other monotheistic faiths; to compete in
splendour and munificence with the great Christian sanctu-
aries in Jerusalem and elsewhere; to celebrate the Umayyad
dynasty with a shrine containing Solomonic connotations
through the representation of paradise-like trees and
through references in recently published later accounts of
the religious merits of Jerusalem.’ And, in very recent years,
attention was brought to Traditions of the Prophet (hadith)
which claimed that the rock was the place from which God
left the Earth after creating it and returned to heaven. IFor a
variety of theological reasons, these traditions were rejected
in the ninth century, but they had been aceepted carlier, at
least by some, and they reflect an old, Christian and Jewish,
sense of Jerusalem as the site where time will end, the
Messiah come, the Resurrection and the Last Judgment
begin. This messianic eschatology became part of Muslim
piety and has always been associated with Jerusalem. Only
after the full establishment of the Islamic state as the gov
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5. Jerusalem, Dome of the Rock, completed 691, section

erning body of the area did these precise, ideologically
laden, carly aims fade away, to be replaced by a more strictly
pious and religious explanation probably derived from pop-
ular beliefs and practices.

The building is admirably located on an artificial plat-
form, itself part of a huge area known today as the Haram al-
Sharif (the ‘Noble Sacred Enclosure’), created in Herodian
times. The platform is ascended by six flights of stairs, two
on the southern and western sides, one on cach of the other
two. An arcade crowns cach flight. Both stairs and arcades
can be documented only from the tenth century onwards,
and no information exists about access to the platform in
Umayyad times. Not quite in the centre of the platform, the
building has a large central dome (about 20 metres in diam-
cter and about 25 metres high) consisting of two wooden
shells originally gilded on the outside and placed on a high
drum pierced by sixteen windows in its upper part |5, 6]. I
rests on a circular arcade of four piers and twelve columns;
around the central part two ambulatorics are separated by an
octagonal arcade of eight piers and sixteen columns. The
marble columns, together with most of the capitals, were
taken from older buildings. The piers are of heavy stone
masonry. A continuous band of tie-beams separates the cap-
itals of the columns and the shafis of the piers from the
spandrels. The sloping roof of the octagon abuts the drum
of the dome just below the windows. Outside, each side of

the octagon 1s divided into seven narrow vertical pancls sep-
arated by pilasters. Five contain windows with double grilles
dating from the sixteenth century; the original ones proba-
bly had marble tracery on the inside and ironwork on the
outside.® There are four entrances preceded by porches, one
on cach side of the cardinal points. Above the roof of the
oclagon runs a parapet.

The building is richly decorated [7]. The mosaic which —
together with marble — adorned the outside were almost
completely replaced” in Ottoman times by magnificent
Turkish tiles, but the interior decoration, while often
repaired and at umes replaced, has maintained a great deal
of its original character. The walls and piers are covered
with marble. Mosaics [8—11] decorate the upper parts of the
piers, the soffits and spandrels of the circular arcade, and
both drums; only the latter show traces of extensive repairs
and restorations, which, however, did not alter significantly
the nature of the designs. Marble now sheaths the inner
spandrels and the soffits of the circular arcade as well as
three friezes, one between the two drums, the other two
above and below the windows of the outer wall, It is hkely,
however, that these areas were originally covered with
mosaics, which - from the remaining decoration of the
porch — one can surmise were also used on the vaults of the
porches. The ceilings of the octagon and of the dome are
Mamluk or Ottoman carved woodwork and stamped leather.
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The Umayyads probably used only wood, as we can con-
clude from other buildings. The tie-beams were covered
with repoussé bronze plaques [85]. Finally, we must imagine
the thousands of lights which supplemented the meagre
illumination from the windows, making the mosaics glitter
like a diadem crowning a multitude of columns and marble-
faced piers around the somber mass of the black rock sur-
mounted by the soaring void of the dome.

In its major characteristics the Dome of the Rock follows
the architectural practices of Late Antiquity in its Christian
version. It belongs to the category of centrally planned
buildings known as martyria and, as has often been pointed
out, bears a particularly close relationship to the great
Christian sanctuaries of the Ascension and the Anastasis, to
name only those in Jerusalem itself. Similarly, most of the
techniques of construction — the arches on piers and
columns, the wooden domes, the grilled windows, the
masonry of stone and brick — as well as the carefully

6. Jerusalem, Dome of the Rock, completed 6g1, plan

7. Jerusalem, Dome of the Rock, completed 691, interior view
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8. Jerusalem, Domc of the Rock, completed 691, mosaic
9. Jerusalem, Domec of the Rock, completed 691, mosaic

10. Jerusalem, Dome of the Rock, completed 691, mosaic

11. Jerusalem, Domc of the Rock, completed 6g1, mosaic, soffit




thought-out and intricate system of proportions also derive
directly from Byzantine church architecture, perhaps quite
specifically from local Palestinian practices.” The same is
true of the decoration. Although few examples remain, wall
mosaics and marble facings were common in Christian sanc-
tuaries. The endless variations on vegetal subjects, from the
realism of certain trees to highly conventionalized garlands
and scrolls to all-over carpet-like patterns, are mostly
related to the many mosaics of Christian times in Syria and
Palestine.” The same holds true for the decoration of the tie-
beams (see below p. 60).

Yet it would be a mistake to consider all this a mere reuse
of Byzantine techniques and themes. In addition to the fact
that its significance was not the same as that of its presumed
ecclesiastical models, this first monument of the new Islamic
culture departs in several areas from the traditions of the
land in which it was built: the nature of the mosaic decora-
tion, the relationship between architecture and decoration,
and the composition of its elevation.

The mosaic decoration, which has remained almost
entirely 1n its original state on a huge area of about 280
square metres, does not contain a single living being, human
or animal. Evidently the Muslims already felt that these
would be inconsistent with the official expression of their
faith, and they were selective about the artistic vocabulary
offered by the lands they had conquered. However, the
mosaics were not purely ornamental in the sense that their
purpose was not exclusively one of pleasing the eye. Thus,
only the inner facings of the octagonal and circular arcades
and the drums introduce jewels, crowns, and breastplates
[10], many of which occur as the insignia of royal power in
the Byzantine and Sasanian empires. Their position, added
to the fact that no traditionally trained artist would willingly
mix roval svmbols with vegetal designs, indicates that these
are the regalia of the princes defeated by Islam, suspended
like trophies on the walls of a strictly Muslim building. It
has also been possible to propose iconographic meanings for
many other features of the mosaics. Thus, the trees, some
realistic and others quite artificial, have been seen by some
as recollections of Solomon’s palace, which had been located
somewhere in Jerusalem and whose brilliance was much
enhanced in early medieval lore. Others have selected cer-
tain details of the rich decoration of the intrados of arches
[11] to detect the presence of Christian or Jewish motives, or
at least artisans. More cautious scholars prefer to emphasize
the all-over effect of brilliance rather than specific details.
Discussions and debates around the meaning of this decora-
tion will continue, because of the astounding quality of the
work and the absence of comparable monuments or of direct
written information about them.

Writing, in the form of a long mosaic inscription running
below the ceiling of the octagons, appears with both decora-
tive and symbolic significance, possibly the carliest known
instance in medieval art of this particular use of writing in a
building. It is decorative because it takes over the function
of a border for the rest of the ornamentation. And it 1s sym-
bolic because, although barely visible from the ground, it
contains a carefully made selection of passages from the
Qur'an dealing with Christ which do not contradict
Christian doctrine. Thus, the inscription emphasizes the
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Muslim message in Christ’s very city. Furthermore, the
later caliph al-Ma’mun saw fit to substitute his own name for
that of the founder, “Abd al-Malik, thus showing his accep-
tance of the aims and purposes of the building.”” Unwilling
to use the traditional figurative imagery derived from
Antiquity, the Muslim world expressed its ideas in non-fig-
ural terms.

Alongside classical motifs the mosaics have palmettes,
wings, and composite flowers of Iranian origin. Thus the
Umayyad empire drew upon features from the whole area it
had conquered, amalgamating them to create an artistic
vocabulary of its own.

Finally, the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock introduced
two decorative principles which would continue to develop
in later Islamic art. T'he first is the non-realistic use of real-
istic shapes and the anti-naturalistic combination of natural-
istic forms. When they felt a more brilliant decoration was
needed, the artists did not hesitate, for instance, to trans-
form the trunk of a tree into a bejewelled box. The possible
combinations of forms and themes are limitless, without the
restraints imposed by the naturalism of classical ornament.

The second principle is that of continuous variety. On
close analysis, the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock show
comparatively few types of design — mainly the acanthus
scroll, the garland, the vine scroll, the tree, and the rosette.
Yet nowhere do we find exact repetition. Certain differences
are qualitative, as when an apprentice reproduced the design
of a master."” But in most instances each variation within
a theme represents an individual interpretation of some gen-
eral principle of design. The social or psychological reasons
for these variations remain unexplained.

As far as future development is concerned, the most
significant artistic feature of the Dome of the Rock is the
establishment of a new relationship between architecture
and decoration. Until this time the Mediterranean had con-
tinued, albeit with modifications, the classical principle of
decoration, especially ornamental decoration, as the servant
of architecture, emphasizing certain parts of the building,
but rarely suppressing the essential values of the construc-
tion itself. The builders of the Dome of the Rock, however,
hid almost all of their clearly defined, classically based struc-
ture with brilliant marble and mosaic. Particularly striking
in this respect is one of the soffits of the arches of the octa-
gon [11]. We see three bands of design, two of which take
over one half of the surface, the remaining one the other
half. However, the composition is asymmetrical, for the
wider band is not in the centre but towards the inner side of
the building, thus deliberately destroying the basic unity of
the surface. Furthermore, one motif, and one only, contin-
ues on to the vertical surface of the spandrel, thereby
emphasizing one curve of the arch as against the other one.

This does not mean that the mosaicists of the Dome of
the Rock completely rejected the architecture they deco-
rated: in using trees for high rectangular surfaces and scrolls
for square ones, they certainly adapted their ornamental
forms to the areas provided by the architects. But in the
choice of many specific motifs (for instance, the rosettes on
the soffits) as well as in the total covering of the available
walls, they created an expensive shell around the structure
which broke away from the traditions of the arca. The
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12-13. Kufa, mosque, 637, rebuilt 650, plan
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Umayyvads might have developed this taste on their own, or,
as has been argued in the past, they were already under the
influence of an Iranian fashion known through Sasanian
stuccoes covering mud-brick walls. Perhaps they tried to
recreate in the language of the Mediterranean the effects of
the Ka‘aba in Mecca, covered on the outside with multi-
coloured textle hangings and filled inside with a huge num-
ber of idols and treasures, including paintings. The Dome of
the Rock would represent the first step toward what will
come to be called an Islamic acsthetic of the textile,' or else
it was an cxample of the many ways of visual expression
being developed in Tate Antique art since the time of
Justianian in the sixth century.

The third original feature of the Dome of the Rock is the
way in which the dome itself juts out of the octagons. The
effect 1s quite different from that of San Vitale in Ravenna,
of the Holy Sepulchre, or of the palace church in Aachen
with which the Dome of the Rock is frequently compared —
justifiably so, if one looks at plan alone. The designer made
the dome more significant from the outside than from the
inside, where it 1s in fact nearly invisible because of its height
and the location of the Rock. Tt 1s as though the building has
two messages: one to proclaim to the rest of the city that
Islam has sanctified anew the place of the Jewish Temple;
the other to convey the impression of a luxurious shrine for
restricted and internal purposes. To accomplish these aims,
the sponsors of the building (presumably the caliph “Abd
al-Malik and his entourage in Damascus), the engincers or
supervisors in charge of the construction itself (Raja’ ibn
Hayweh and Yazid ibn Salam, presumably Arab Muslim
functionaries of a new state or emissaries of the ruler), and
the artisans who did the actual work (presumably local or
imported Christians) simplified an existing architectural

type to its purest gecometric shape. Such minimal departures
from exact geometry as exist serve a very specific visual pur-
pose. Thus, the slight displacement of the columns of the
octagon leads the gaze of anyone entering the building right
through it and reveals each of its constituent parts [8].

Set on a traditional holy site, and drawing on its Late
Antique heritage for methods of construction and decora-
tion, the Dome of the Rock created an entirely new combi-
nation of artistic conceptions to fulfil its purpose. It is a
most splendid and singular achievement, a true work of
architectural art.

THE CONGREGATIONAL MOSQUE

The development of the mosque as an architectural form
began before the construction of the Dome of the Rock, but
actual monuments remain only from the first years of the
cighth century. At Madina, Jerusalem, and Damascus, ‘Abd
al-Malik’s successor, al-Walid (705-135), established a typo-
logical model for many later mosques.” Of these three, only
the one at Damascus has remained relatively unmodified
in plan and appearance; those in Madina and Jerusalem
can be reconstructed, although at Jerusalem a number of
chronological problems are not entirely resolved.' But these
imperial mosques were not the only type built in this period.
Archeological investigations, especially in Syria, Jordan, and
Palestine, have brought to light alternative models demon-
strating considerable flexibility in the creation of a space
restricted to Muslims."

A word must be said, however, about the first religious
buildings of Islam in Iraq, even though most of our infor-
mation on them is only textual. The best known are those at
Basra (635, rebuilt in 665), Kufa (637, rebuilt 670) [12], and
Wasit (702) (the only one for which a partial archaeological
record is available), all in newly founded Muslim towns."®
They were simple, consisting of a large, generally square,
area with a deep portico signifying the gibla side and serving
as a covered hall of prayer; eventually shallower porticoes
were added to the other three sides of the enclosure, result-
ing in a central courtyard surrounded by porticoes. At first,
the covered parts were set on supports taken from older
buildings; later they rested on specially built columns or
piers. The method of roofing is uncertain; there may at
times have been vaults.'”

According to prevalent understanding, this simple plan is
based on that of the mosque/house of Muhammad in
Madina, which would have become the model in newly
founded cities. Although the double purpose of combined
dwelling and place of worship was no longer possible or
meaningful, these mosques were usually set next to the gov-
ernor’s palace and included within their boundaries a small
structure serving as the treasury of the Muslim community
(such structures have survived in Damascus and Hama,
both in Syria). They were thus not only religious buildings
but also the main social and political centres, as implied by
the construct al-masjid al-jami®; usually translated as con-
gregational mosque. Each quarter of the town had its own
small mosque or oratory, but we know nothing about their
shape.” The significance of the large Iragi mosques goes
beyond the mere fact that in form and function they proba-

— ——



bly imitated the Madinese house of the Prophet, for, primi-
tuve and simple as thev were, they reintroduced the
hypostyle hall into the Middle East as a characteristic archi-
tectural type. This was no conscious mutation of the old
models of Persian apadanas (large halls with many columns),
Roman fora, or Egyptian temples: it arose rather from the
combination of the need for large space in the newly created
cities with the accidental prototype of Muhammad’s house
in Madina and the availability of disused units of construc-
tion like columns. The most significant characteristics of the
revived hypostyle are that it was generally connected with a
vast interior open space and that, at least in these initial
stages, its components could be multiplied at will.

If these were the first steps of mosque architecture in
Iraq, can we assume that the Muslims erected similar build-
ings in other newly founded towns, such as Fustat (old
Cairo) in Egypt or Qayrawan in Tunisia, and in the cities
occupied by the conquerors, in Syria or elsewhere? Our
information here i1s much less secure. The early Fustat
mosque {641—42) was an entirely covered building, to which
a presumably porticoed courtyard was added only in 673;"
otherwise its plan is unknown, although it was probably a
simple variation of the colonnaded hall. Elsewhere — in
Syria, Iran, and perhaps also Egypt — churches or other cul-
tic buildings were converted for the new faith. Frequently,
however, the agreements by which cities accepted Islamic
rule guaranteed the preservation of their private and reli-
gious buildings; thus in Jerusalem, the Islamic religious cen-
tre developed in an area not used by the Christian
population. But in the case of Hama,** a church was con-
verted into a mosque by the addition of a courtyard in front
of it, and, through texts, we may infer the same development
in other areas, particularly Iran. In Damascus the Muslims
took over part of the ancient temenos (sacred enclosure) on
which the Christian church of John the Baptist had been
built.

Svria and Egypt provide the first examples of two features
which, in different ways and to different degrees, were to
play an important part in the history of the mosque. The
first is the magsura, a special enclosure reserved for the
prince in the centre of the grbla wall of the sanctuary. Its ori-
gin and date of appearance are still uncertain, but it must
have involved protection from assassination and separation
of the caliph from his subjects.”’ It appeared only in the
larger mosques and the earliest to have survived, in
Qayrawan, is of the tenth century.

The second feature, of equally obscure origin, became a
permanent feature of the Islamic landscape: the minaret
(from Arabic manara). Its eventual function seems clear:
from it the muezzin called the faithful to prayer at appointed
times. In later times, wherever Islam went, the minaret fol-
lowed, almost evervwhere taking the shape of a tall tower
above the mosque and the city or village, with the obvious

secondary function of making visible to all the presence of

Muslims in any one community.”* No such construction
existed in the Prophet’s time, when Muhammad’s muezzin
would call to prayer from the roof of a house,” nor are they
ascertained in the early mosques of the newly created cities
of Iraq. Probably there, as in many simple mosques for cen

turies to come, a small staircase was built to facilitate access
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13. Damascus, Great Mosque, 706, plan

14. Damascus, Great Mosque, 700, axionometric view

to the roof. There 1s much discussion of the first appearance
of the tall tower so characteristic of any Islamic landscape.
Most literary sources, usually much later than the events
they describe, indicate Syria or Egypt as the land of origin
for the minaret.* A recent study has established that the
first minarets/towers were erected at the four corners of the
mosque of Madina between 707 and 709. Their function

and symbolic meaning were for the exclusive perception of

Muslims. The minaret, then, spread slowly to other regions,

very rarely before the ninth century, as in the mosques of

Samarra to be discussed further on, and almost always
adapted to local circumstances.” Throughout its history the
minaret maintained the double-edged meaning of a message
of presence and visibility for Mushims and non-Muslims
alike and as a sign of honouring something holy for
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Muslims. Minaret, appeared wherever Muslims went,
almost always drawing on local models for their forms. In
Syria the square tower often used for hermits’ cells gave rise
to the characteristic square minaret which spread west to
North Africa and Spain, and cast to Iraq and Iran.
Elsewhere other forms were created.”® Nevertheless, the
emphasis given to minarets in faraway lands, as well as the
inscriptions found on them,”” demonstrate that for many
centuries — indeed — like the minarets of contemporary
mosques built all over the non-Muslim world — they served
also as a spectacular symbol of the presence of Islam.

THE MOSQUES OF AL-WALID

We can best understand the mosques of al-Walid 1 (r.

705—15) in the light of these carlier developments. His reign
the first to sce the Islamic world secure i its conquest and

15. Damascus, Great Mosque, 706,
gqibla fagade

without major internal troubles — was a period of great
expansion cast and west and of consolidation within the
cmpire. A concern for prestige and the expression of newly
acquired power led the caliph to build, at least in part, major
mosques in Damascus (706), the capital of the empire,
Madina (706-10), in which the Muslim state was first cre-
ated, and Jerusalem (709—-13), the holiest city taken by the
Muslims. Because 1t still approximates its original state, we
shall deal chiefly with the one in Damascus, even though the
mosque of Madina was probably more important and has
been most pertinently reconstructed.®

The mosque of Damascus [13, 14] is an entirely Muslim
composition.* An earlier Roman zemenos on the site deter-
mined its size (157 by 100 metres), its location, and the
lower courses of some of its walls, as well as the position of
the east and west entrances. A Roman triple gate on the
south wall has recently been freed of the shops which had



16, Damascus, Great Mosque, 706,
court with treasury

hidden it for decades. All other features date from al-Walid’s
time, although a fire in 1893 destroved much of the super-
structure; the subsequent rebuilding was not entirely done
in good taste and the very recent reconstructions have been
much criticized.

The mosque consists of a courtyard surrounded on three
sides by porticoes on piers alternating with two columns;
on the fourth side is the ¢ibfa [15]. It has three wide aisles,
parallel to the southern wall, cut in the centre by a perpen-
dicular (axial) nave™ over whose second bay rises a high
dome, whose present appearance is most unfortunately
modern, but whosc supports can probably be assigned to the
cleventh century. (It is not clear whether an earlier dome in

the axial nave was in front of the gibla wall or on the site of

the present one.’') The aisles have large monolithic columns
taken from older buildings, surmounted by capitals, impost
blocks, and arches. Above the arches an additional small

arcade lifted the gabled roof even higher. In the gibla wall are
four niches known as mihrabs, of which one is clearly mod-
ern. The date of the others, symmetrically arranged with the
central one right in the middle of the axial nave, is uncertain,
and it is not likely that all threc are Umayyvad. The two
minarets on the southern side of the building, largely based
on Roman corner towers, do possibly date from that period;
the third, over the northern entrance, was built before ¢85,
but it is not certain that it is al-Walid’s. The small octagonal
building on columns in the northwestern corner of the court
[16], again Umayyad, was the Muslim community’s sym-
bolic or real treasury, traditionally kept in the main mosque
of the town. Of the four entrances to the mosque
cach side — the southern one, next to the axial nave, was
reserved for the caliph and connected directly with the
Umayvad palace. The nature of the entry from the court

vard to the sanctuary remains obscure. Today there are

one on
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17. Damascus, Great Mosque, 706, mosaics from the western portico

doors; the curtains reported by a fourteenth-century source
may or may not have been the original arrangement.*

Just as in the Dome of the Rock, practically all the ele-
ments of construction derive from the traditional architec-
ture of Syria.** The innovations are two: the plan and the
itroduction of the mihrab.

The problem of creating a plan on a pre-established site
was solved by the Umayyad architects as follows. They
adopted Madina’s basic order of a porticoed court with a
deeper sanctuary, but, instead of transforming their sanctu-
ary into a hypostyle hall on the pattern of the Iraqi mosques,
they created a tripartite division, possibly under the impact
of Christian churches, although the Damascus aisles differ
in being of equal width. But a more remarkable innovation,
in plan as well as elevation, is the axial nave. Its aesthetic
significance in relieving the monotony of a fagade 137 metres
long is obvious enough; its historical importance is far
greater. Creswell pointed out that it closely resembled a
fagade of the palace of Theodoric as represented on a well-
known Ravenna mosaic.™* Sauvaget was the first to relate the
axial nave in Damascus, as well as similar ones in Jerusalem

and Madina, to Umayyad royal ceremonies, and to show
that this architectural feature, which appeared first in what
we may call Umayyad ‘imperial” mosques and was to be
frequently copied, originated in an attempt to emphasize the
arca reserved to the prince, and imitated a palace throne
room.*

Thus, the plan of the mosque of Damascus is important
in two ways. Iirst, the arrangement 1s more organically con-
ceived than in the diffuse and additive mosques of Iraq, as
it has a clearly defined central focus. Second, its three-aisled
sanctuary with axial nave and its proportions partly imposed
by the Roman foundations became a standard model in Syria
and clsewhere, although not for the other two mosques built
by al-Walid, which were both hypostyle with many parallel
aisles including a wider central one, leading to the gibla, and
which had peculiar features pertaining to their sites.

The mosque i Damascus also has the earliest remaining
concave mihrab.’* The philological and formal background
of the mihrab is remarkably complicated:* for the sake of
clarity we shall consider only its common application to the
mosque. It is generally understood today as a niche on the
gibla wall of a mosque indicating the direction of Mecca. But
1t is absent from all the earliest mosques; it is never visible
from more than a fraction of the area of the building; and the
whole plan of a mosque makes the direction of prayer so
obvious that there is no need for so small a sign. Nor is it
fully satisfactory to explain the mikrab as an abbreviated
throne room, as has been suggested by Sauvaget, for it
became almost immediately a fixture of all mosques, and
eventually a common artistic motif on pious objects.

In order to understand its original purpose, we should
bear in mind two points. To begin with, medieval writers
generally agree that a concave mihrab first appeared at al-
Walid’s mosque in Madina, which replaced and embellished
the Prophet’s own house/mosque. Second, the mihirab there
was sct not in the middle but by the place where according
to the Traditons the Prophet used to stand when holding
prayers.®® We can suggest then that its purpose was to sym-
bolize the place where the first mmam (or leader of prayer)
stood; that it began as a precise memorial in the Prophet’s
mosque, and then, through the foundatons of al-Walid,
spread out to the whole Islamic world.* Just as the office of
the successor of the Prophet had royal connotations, so did
the mihrab; but only through its significance as a religious
memorial could it have become accepted almost immedi-
ately in all religious buildings.

The point is strengthened by comparing such immediate
adoption with the development in Umayvad times of the
minbar, the pre-Islamic throne-chair used by the Prophet in
Madina. Under the Umayyads the minbar began to appear
in mosques other than the one in Madina, and it was clearly
a symbol of authority.** As such, its adoption was more care-
fully controlled than in the case of the mikrab. 1t was often a
movable object which did not properly belong in the reli-
gious institution, and for several centuries the existence of
mosques with minhars was one of the criteria which distin-
guished a city or an administrative centre from a mere vil-
lage. 'T'he entirely different destiny of the mihrab suggests
that, whatever its relationship with royval ceremonies in the
mosque, its primary function was not roval but religious.



18. Damascus, Great Mosque, 706, mosaics from the western portico

The formal origin of the mihrab is certainly to be sought
in the niche of classical times, which through numerous
modifications appeared as the haikal of Coptic churches, the
setting for the Torah scrolls in synagogues,* or simply as a
frame for honoured statues. It is also related to the growth,
still unsystematic, in the Umayyad period of a dome in front
of the central part of the gibla wall. Domes, of course, are
well-known architectural means of honouring a holy place
and, as such, already existed in pre-Islamic Arabia. The
carliest reference we have to a dome in front of a mihrab is
in the cighth-century mosque of Madina.

The axial nave, the concave mihrab, the nnbar, and the
dome in front of the mihrab were destined to play an impor-
tant part in the history of Islamic architecture. In Umayvad
times their precise functions and purposes emerged from
still rather obscure origins; more specifically, all of them
appear together in the imperial mosques of al-Walid. They
arc difficult to interpret because they fulfilled an ambiguous
role, and their varying functional and formal origins and
destinies are not yet fully understood. Their ambiguity
reflects that of the Umayyad mosques built by al-Walid. Just
as these features which in Umayyad times can be related to
roval functions will tend more and more to acquire a reli-
gious meaning, similarly the mosque’s significance as a place
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of worship grows in importance without its ever losing com-
pletely its function as a social and political centre. This ill-
defined shift in emphasis explains the peculiar characteristic
of the Umayyad mosque of the early eighth century: its
architectural elements reflect both royalty and religious con-
cerns, the former more often creating specific forms and the
latter the dimensions of their coming interpretation.

While the architectural characteristics of the three
mosques of al-Walid can be reconstructed on the basis of
texts and archeological data, for their adornment we must
rely almost entirely on the one at Damascus, which has pre-
served important parts of its original decoration.* Like the
Dome of the Rock, it had magnificently carved window
grilles. The marble panelling on the lower part of its walls
was renowned from the very beginning for the extraordinary
beauty of its combinations, of which only a small and poorly
reset fraction remains by the east gate. 'The most celebrated
decorative element was, however, the mosaics [ 17, 18] which
originally covered most, if not all, of the walls in the port
coes, on the court fagade, m the sanctuary, and perhaps cven
on the northern mmaret. ‘There are many literary references
to these mosaics,* but much uncertainty remains: we do not
know, for instance, whether the many accounts of the impor
tation of Byzantine mosaicists are true, or merely reflect the
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fecling that works of such quality doubtless are of Con-
stantinopolitan origin. Most scholars tend towards the first
hypothesis. **

In spite of the disgraccful restorations which have
affected sizeable segments of the original mosaics since the
1960s, large fragments can be identified everywhere in the
courtvard, and drawings made shortly before the fire of
1893 record somcthing of the sanctuary mosaics. In most
instanccs, the motifs are vegeral [18], akin to thosc of
the Dome of the Rock, although more realistic in their
depiction of specific plants and with fewer mixturcs of
forms of different origins. Their greatest originality
consists in the massive introduction of architcctural
themes. On the fagade of the axial nave and on some of the
spandrels of the northern and western porticocs, buildings
of all types appear in the foliage. The best preserved of
these compositions is the large (34.50 by 7.155 metres),
richly framcd panel on the wall of the western portico [18].
In the foreground a number of small rivers flow into a
body of water along which stand splendid tall trees, rather
irregularly set, but providing a frame for a series of smaller
architectural units remarkable for their thematic variety
(small houses clustered around a church; vast piazzas
surrounded by porticoes, stately palaces on the banks
of a river) and for their stylistic differences (illusionistic
techniques next to fantastic constructions of unrelated
clements).

These mosaics raise two questions. The first is formal:
how should onc explain the cocxistence of widely different
manners of representation, and is there a style specific to
them? Mosaicists and painters since the first century C.E.
had availed themselves of all the different styles found on
the Damascus walls; the apparent innovation of the artists
working for the caliphs was to usc them alongside cach
other. These arusts, or their patrons, show a remarkable
catholicity of taste, an intercst in all available forms, what-
ever their date or original purposc. Toan cven greater extent
than in the Dome of the Rock, the pre-Islamic modecls of the
Damascus mosaics usually included human or animal forms.
None is found here — which implies that the Muslim
patrons imposed themes and manners of representation
upon the mosaicists, whatever their country of origin. The
large trees [18] — although not the main subject matter and
amazingly artificial in relation to the rest of the landscape —
may have fulfilled the formal function of figures in compa-
rable older work.**

The other question raised by the mosaics is that of
their meaning. Some later medieval writers saw in them
images of all the towns in the world, and a few contempo-
rary scholars have interpreted the remaining panel as the
city of Damascus.* Topographical representations are
known in pre-Islamic art, and the Damascus mosaics — like
those of the Dome of the Rock — could be explained simply
as symbols of the Umayyvad conquest. Or perhaps an ideal
‘city of God™ is intended, derived from classical and post-
classical representations of paradise, but omitting all hiving
things. ‘The theme of an idealized landscape could be related
to the setting of the Mushim paradise (for instance Qurian
4:571F); later indications suggest that mosque courts were at
times compared to a paradise,” and the most recent inter-

pretations of the mosaics of Damascus have accepted their
paradisiac mcaning.

Objections exist to every onc of these explanations.
Reference to specific cities throughout the building could
hardly have led to the pcculiar stylistic and iconographic
inconsistencies of mixing precisc depictions with artificial
constructions, and to the appearance together of architec-
tural units of such different character (towns, villages, single
buildings) and on such different scales. And, while a land-
scape with water and buildings could be understood as a
representation of a Muslhm paradisc, the idea of illustrating
the Holy Book at such an early date does not seem to coin-
cide with the contemporary Muslim uses of the Quran.

Instead, a combination of these explanations remains
possible. Writing in the late tenth century, al-Mugqaddasi,
our carlicst interpreter of the mosaics, pointed out that
‘there is hardly a trec or a notable town that has not been
picturcd on these walls’,* and a fourteenth-century author
redefined the idea, including a precise identification of the
Ka’ba.*® It is, therefore, valid to assume that there was an
attempt to portray, within the confines of the imperial
mosque, the fullness of the universe — cities even with their
churches and surrounding nature — controlled by the
Umayyad caliphs. But, at the same time, the golden back-
ground, the unreal and unspecific character of many of the
compositions, the open ensembles of buildings as opposed to
the walled cities of pre-Islamic models, and the centrally
placed tall trees give these mosaics an idyllic and earthly
fecling, which contradicts any attempt to identify actual
cities. Instcad one can suggest that the imperial theme of
rule over the natural and human world has been idealized
into the representation of a ‘Golden Age’ under the new
faith and state in which a pcaceful perfection has permcated
all things.'

Thus, some fifteen years later, the mosaics of Damascus
recall those of Jerusalem, but, instead of being an assertion
of victory, they reflect the newly acquired security of the
Muslim empirc. Their most striking feature is that whatever
mecaning they had docs not seem either to have maintained
iself within Islamic culture or to have spawned a clearly
defined programme for mosqucs. They should possibly be
understood as an attempt at an Islamic iconography which
did not take roots because it was too closely related to the
ways of Christian art.

Mosaic decoration existed also in the other two mosques
built by al-Walid, but no Umayyad work remains, although
the much later mosaics on the drums of the Agsa mosque
in Jerusalem probably reflect Umayyad models. In spite of
some controversy around the subject, the wooden panels
preserved from the ceiling of the same mosque [87], with
their remarkably original variety of decorative motifs, are
possibly Umayyad or slightly later.® It should, finally, be
mentioned that, during excavations carried out in Ramlah in
Palestine, an early eighth-century mosaic floor was found
with the representation of an arch over two columns which
may or may not be a mihrab and with a fragment from, pos-
sibly, the Qurian.™ The context of this floor, so different
from most other examples of Umayyad mosaics, makes it
almost impossible to explain without additional archacolog-
ical information.
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19. Samarra, Great Mosque,

847-61, air view
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20. Samarra, Great Mosque,

847-61, plan
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21. Samarra, Great Mosque, 847- 61, outer wall

22. Samarra, Great Nosque, 847-61, minaret

OTHER MOSQUES OF THE SEVENTH AND
EIGHTIH. CENTURIES

The mosques of al-Walid are major monuments because of
their patronage and their quality. They exemplify the trans-
formation of the rather shapeless hypostyle into a building
with a formal relationship between open and covered spaces
(court and what is usually called sanctuary), with symbolic
and compositional axes (mihrab and axial nave), and with a
real or potential programme of decoration.™ But two points
should be kept in mind. IFirst, the evolution from the house
of the Prophet at Madina to the Iragi hypostyle before c.700
is based almost exclusively on textual evidence. The first
(and soon modified) mosque in Wasit is the only reasonably
certain late seventh-century example of a large hypostyle
mosque in Iraq, but itis known only through soundings, and
poses still unresolved problems. Recently  published
accounts of the pious merits of Jerusalem contain
references to an carly mosque which suggest rather
different reconstructions than the current ones proposed for
the Agsa Mosque.™ In short, the lincar evolution of the
mosque from the house of the Prophet in Madina to the
Great Mosque of Damascus is hypothetical and may assume
a far more centralized ideology and formal concern than was
actually the case

The second point is that explorations and excavations
have brought to light a number of additional carly mosques,
or proposed an carly, possibly even Umayyad, original
date for mosques with a long subsequent history. Examples
of other mosques are the ones at Uskaf-Bani-Junayd in
Iraq,”® Qasr Hallabat in Jordan, Siraf in Iran (where the
carliest ascertainable minaret attached to a mosque may be
found),”” Ragga on the Euphrates, Qasr al-Hayr East,™
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Shanqa off the northern coast of Kenya, with some uncer-
tanity about the earliest date of the settlement,” and
Banabhore in Pakistan, if the eighth-century date of the
carliest mosque is confirmed.® The congregational mosques
at Sanaa in Yemen and at Busra in Syria® are obvious exam-
ples of later mosques which may well have had an Umayyad
predecessor, but there are many more. Most of them did not
reflect the new types created by al-Walid, nor is it likely that
they were directly influenced by Iraqi mosques; all, however,
were provided with a mihrab and qualify as hypostyle
because of the multiplicity of interior supports. Altogether,
they suggest that, while there may have been a tendency
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23. Samarra, mosque of Abu
Dulaf, 847-61, plan, with
detail of mihrab
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24. Samarra, mosque of Abu
Dulaf, 847-61, air view
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toward standardization in large cities and under direct
imperial patronage, the first century of mosque building
witnessed a much greater variety, corresponding, no doubt,
to all sorts of local pressures and traditions, than carlier
historiography had assumed. It is even possible that, next to
the ‘imperial’ type based on the axial nave, there developed
as early as in the eighth century a type with nine bays
set in rows of three. The matter is still not entirely clear,
even though small mosques of this type became prominent
on the Darb Zubayda, the great pilgrimage road from Iraq
to Mecca developed by the end of the eighth century under
the patronage of the Abbasid court.”
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NINTH-CENTURY MOSQUES

It 1s particularly unfortunate that nothing remains from any
one of the three late eighth-century and early ninth-century
mosques in Baghdad, the newly created capital of the
Abbasid empire, cspecially from the one located right next
to the caliphal palace, in the centre of the city (sce below, p.
52). It was a large building, certainly on a hypostyle plan,
with a tower/minaret added in the carly ninth century.®
Whether it had any other distinetive features is not clear
from written sources, but its impact must, almost by defini-
tion, have been considerable.

Two mosques remain in Samarra, the short-term capital
of the Abbasids north of Baghdad (sce below; pp. «54ff),
both apparently built under the caliph al-Mutawakkil
(847-61). The carlier; the Great Mosque, the largest
known in the Islamic world, is an immense rectangle of 376
by 444 metres |19, 20]. Inside a second rectangle, 240 by
156 metres, surrounded by walls and separated from the
first by largely empty tracts (used for storage, latrines,
ablutions) known as ziyadas, 1s the sanctuary proper, essen-
tially a hypostyle hall with a court and porticoes. It features
octagonal brick piers with four engaged columns on a
square base, an inordinately large mihrab decorated with
marble columns and mosaics, a flat roof, exterior towers
which serve both to alleviate the monotony of a long, flat

brick wall and as buttresses [21], and a curious spiral
minaret [22] on the main axis of the mosque but outside its
wall. Such minarets have generally been connected with
the ziggurats of ancient Mesopotamian architecture, but
this 1s hardly likely since none has survived in its original
shape and they were on an altogether different scale. In fact
the source remains a puzzle.™

The second Samarra mosque, Abu Dulaf] is also quite
large (350 by 362 metres for the larger enclosure; 213 by 135
for the second one) and has the same type of minaret and
roof [23]. It introduces two new features. Ifirst, its arcades
stop short of the gibla wall, and two transverse aisles
parallel to the gibla separate 1t from the main part of the
sanctuary. Together with the wider axial nave, these aisles
form a ‘I" with its crossing at the mihrab; hence the type 1s
known as a T-mosque.” The mihrab is again very large, and
excavations have shown that it was connected to a
small room behind the building which the prince or the
imam could have used before prayer.”® The second charac-
teristic of the mosque 1s its large rectangular and T-shaped
brick piers. Hypostyle buildings usually create the
mmpression of a forest of supports leading the eye in several
directions; in contrast the feeling here is of walls pierced
:by large and frequent openings leading in a very clearly
defined direction.

The inordinate size of these buildings is to be connected




BAYT AL- KRETLYA

s R A

o€BR

F— @ = | et .
A% - e m m om W W mi®m m e w s am
%,
N F - = e = = - = =
2 & H g
ki - - === - = ==
| - = = o= om - = = =
- e e TR T T o .
BT T T
11 & |
% f
! t 1 ! !
4 7 ] r
] L=t ot 1 '
L '
L B |
"3 4 | | | I B
e g5 1
3 = (A 1 &
1 - F i
[} F 1
(] (]
i E vt ! 2
il | I § | I |
[ [}
1 | I |
e e |1 523 !
'S m om w om om ow s m m om o= ow & &
" s
I T T TR
o oo w1844 Wl
-y ke Nar J =]
i s
5 H] < @ ,“‘:jr
RRIAT
. o o oo B a BT
[ g
rmamash oF 1t bmn sancm e A1 £
b 2 pen CLED -
e S A
L e U — > o e ke o

26. Fustat, mosque of Ibn Tulun, completed 879, plan

with the grandiose scale of all Samarra constructions and
not with the need to accommodate a sizeable population.*”
Decoration is simple and sober. The rectangular pier is
explained by the custom in the early hypostyle mosque of
reusing earlier columns, or of employing wood. As neither
was readily available in Iraq, a new support was invented
which would not alter the now almost canonical plan. But
the very size of the pier entailed a step towards a different
equilibrium. For a large simple covered space with small but
numerous supports, Abu Dulaf [23, 24] exchanged a more
equal balance between fulls and voids arranged in linear
fashion, without the possibility of looking in all directions.
Later Islamic architecture in Iran was to refine this new aes-
thetic approach.

The introduction of the T-plan is more difficult to
explain. It may have been an attempt to impose on a large
and diffuse plan of equal units a skeleton emphasizing cer-
tain major lines; in this sense the T-plan could be under-
stood as a continuation of the axial naves of Umayyad times.
In addition, as the Abbasid princes withdrew into their
palaces, the mosque began to lose some of its social and
political character as the locale where the Commander of the
Faithful or his representative met with the faithful to wor-
ship and transmit decisions and policies; a professional
khatib (preacher) replaced the caliph, and the religious and
devotional aspects of the building became further empha-
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27. Fustat, mosque of Ibn Tulun, completed 87¢, piers of the east portico

sized, particularly the wall indicating the direction of prayer
and its holiest place, the mifirab. This could be another
explanation for the T-plan. However, ruling princes still
built mosques at that time, even if they did not use them
regularly, so perhaps the plan was intended to emphasize the
magsura, the enclosed area reserved for the prince and his
suite; this interpretation coincides with the explanation pro-
posed for the axial nave under al-Walid and also fits with
certain later developments, like those at Cordoba. The
sources do not help us to choose between these technical or
aesthetic, religious, and royal ceremonial hypotheses; all
provide fruitful lines of investigation, and it can be argued
that all contributed to the newly created type.

Outside Iraq, the major remaining mosques of the period
are in Egypt and North Africa. In Fustat the old mosque
of Amr, though radically redone in 827, remained a rather
simple hypostyle structure which was greatly refashioned in
the following centuries. Much more important is the
mosque built by Ahmad ibn Tulun and completed in 879
[25, 26].”" Like those of Samarra, it was a monument in a
new city to the glory of the talented and ambitious Turkish
general who had become the almost autonomous ruler of
Egypt. Comparatively little altered during the following
centuries (except for the mihirab, the fountain, the minaret,
and modern restorations), the mosque of Ibn Tulun is per-
haps the most perfectly harmonious of the ninth-century



28. Fustat, mosque of Ibn Tulun,
completed 879, court fagade

2¢. Fustat, mosque of Ibn Tulun,
completed 879, outer walls with minaret
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Abbasid mosques. In plan it consists of two squares and a
rectangle. Its outer area is a square of 162 metres; the court
is also a square (of 92 metres) which occupies the major part
of the inner area of the mosque, a 122 by 140 metre rectan-
gle. In the centre of the court was a magnificent fountain
protected by a gilded dome which fell in ¢68. The covered
parts of the mosque consist of five aisles parallel to the qibla
wall and a double arcade on the other three sides of the
court. It is entirely of brick, and the supports are rectangu-
lar brick piers with engaged columns [27]; the minaret is a
fourteenth-century replacement of the original spiral. All
these features are atypical of earlier Egyptian architecture
and (although later medieval writers embellished them with
a great deal of legend) clearly derive from Samarra, where
Ibn Tulun had spent many years and to whose Abbasid
ideals he was devoted.

The designers of the mosque of Ibn Tulun fully under-
stood the possibilities of the architectural elements with
which they were dealing. They opened up those parts of the
walls (spandrels of arches, outer walls) which were not
essential to the construction and thereby established a sim-
ple but effective rhythm of solids and voids both on the
court facade [28] and in the sanctuary proper. They also
lightened the outer walls [29] by means of grilled windows
and niches whose position is logically related to the struc-
ture of the interior. In addition, the decoration was fully
subordinated to architectural forms: the narrow band of
designs following every arch subtly emphasizes the lines of [
construction without overpowering them. Finally, much of . Lo 00 e
the mosque’s harmony derives from the artful use of a two- o l‘
centred pointed arch slightly returned at the base. It was not A aoh nold -.r_- .
invented in Egypt, and its structural advantages are not of T . o
great consequence in this flat-roofed building, but it pro- - '
vided the architects with a more refined form to achieve 30. Qayrawan, Great Mosque, 836, 862, and 87, plan
lightness in the monotonous succession of open bays, and
represents the earliest preserved example of the aesthetic 31. Qayrawan, Great Mosque, 836, 862, and 875, dome (exterior)
changes implied by the mosque of Abu Dulaf.

The last major ninth-century mosque related to the
Abbasid group is the Great Mosque in Qayrawan [30—35].%
The conqueror of North Africa, “Ugba ibn Nafi, had
founded a mosque there around 670, and its memory is
preserved in a wall hidden behind the present mikrab. The
Umayyad mosque was destroyed in the early ninth century,
when the semi-independent Aghlabid governors planned a
new building. The first reconstruction took place in 836,
and there were major additions in 862 and 875, by which
time the mosque had acquired essentially its present form,
although I.ézine has shown that there was much restoration
in the thirteenth century.” The building, a rectangle of 135
by 8o metres, was of stone, with narrow rectangular but-
tresses on the outside. Inside is a perfect example of a
hypostyle (its supports mostly columns from older build-
ings) with courtyard and porticoes. Like Abu Dulaf] it com-
bined the traditional hypostyle with a ‘T, which was raised
above the rest of the aisles and puncruated by two domes,
one at the crossing of the ‘I the other (later in its present
form) at the opening on the court. The composition of the
building exhibits one peculiarity noted by Christian Ewert
for which no explanation exists so far. While making a sys-
tematic study of the columns and capitals reused from older

ve
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. Qavrawan, Great Mosque, 830, 862, and 875, air view

33. Qavrawan, Great Mosque, plan according

32




34. Qayrawan, Great Mosque, 836, 872,
and 875, mihrab

35. Qayrawan, Great Mosque, 836, 872,
and 875, dome (interior)
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buildings in the new mosque, Ewert noticed that reused cap-
itals were set in such a way as to recreate, inside the mosque,
the plan of the Dome of the Dome of the Rock [32].”" This
could hardly have been a coincidence and yet it does not reg-
ister visually as one walks through the mosque. It must,
therefore, have corresponded to some other, pious or magi-
cal, process.

Two further architectural features of the mosque of
Qayrawan deserve further discussion. The first is the domed
area in front of the mihirab where, almost for the first time,
we see a conscious effort to outshine the rest of the building
by the wealth of the brilliant canopy before its holiest place.
Magnificent tiles and marble covered the lower part, partic-
ularly the gibla wall and the mihrab [34] (see below, p. 68).
Four massive arches support a carefully delineated square;
an octagonal arcade on small columns, with four shell-like
squinches and four blind arches of similar profile, effects the
transition to the base of the dome; above, a drum with eight
windows and sixteen blind niches precedes a cornice and the
ribbed stone dome itself [35]. All the empty areas, such as
the spandrels of the four lower arches and the transitional
arcade, are covered with designs of architectural origin. The
outside of the dome is similarly divided into three, but an
outer square corresponds to an inner octagon, and an octa-
gon to the twenty-four-sided area.
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36. Qasr al-Hayr East, carly eighth century, plan of large enclosure

Margais astutely brought to light a second significant fea-
ture.”” He showed that the bays opening on to the court are
of three sizes: the central one largest, the bays on each side
of it and the last one at cach end smallest, the other eight of
cqual and intermediary size. In addition, he demonstrated
that the mosque has three axes of symmetry: one through
the middle of the axial nave which serves both the whole
facade and the equivalent of a triple gate into the covered
area, and two lateral axes which pass through the third sup-
porting block of columns from cither end. The bays on each
side of the central nave can be seen as part of either of the
compositions centred on these axes, and serve thereby as a
‘relay’ between interlocking parts of the fagade.

Qayrawan illustrates two ninth-century Abbasid charac-
teristics also present in the mosques of Samarra and Fustat.
The first 1s the attempt to organize formally the hypostyle
plan almost fortuitously created in the early mosques of
Basra, Kufa, IFustat, and probably Baghdad. Second, while
the ornamentation of certain parts of the building is inten-
sified, decorative themes are almost totally subordinated to
structural forms and often originate with them, and serve
mainly to emphasize architectural lines.

SECULAR ARCHITECTURE

The eighth and ninth centuries are unusual in the Middle
Ages for the astonishing wealth of their secular art, espe-
cially architecture. This is largely due to the pecularities of
the Muslim settlement in the Fertile Crescent. In Palestine,
Syria and "T'ransjordan, the Muslims, and most particularly
the Umayvad aristocracy, took over quite extensive irrigated
and developed lands whose Christian owners had left for the

Byzantine empire.”” Furthermore, the conquest trans-
formed the Syrian steppe, the middle Euphrates valley, and
the western edges of Traq from frontier arcas into major cen-
tres of commercial and administrative communication and
at times into zones of agricultural development. The
Muslim leaders became landlords, and the Umayyad state
mitiated, especially in the middle Euphrates valley (the
Jazira of medieval geographers), various programmes of
economic development such as swamp drainage, irrigation,
and transfers of population. The Abbasids continued this
investment in a zone which was to them the main staging
area for military operations against Byzantium and founded
several cities there, notably Raqqa and its satellites. But their
primary effort was concentrated in central and southern
Iraq, where the foundation of Baghdad and, then, of
Samarra required the maintenance and development of land
for agriculture.

Over the past decade a large number of explorations, sur-
veys, soundings, and excavations have been carried out,
especially in Syria and Jordan, which constantly alter the
knowledge we possess of these centuries.”

UMAYYAD CITIES AND PALACES

Most of what we know of Umayyad secular architecture
comes from the unique socio-economic setting of the Syro-
Jordanian countryside. The urban palace in Damascus, al-
Khadra (‘the green one’ or ‘the heavenly one’, as has been
proposed recently),” is gone and even the soundings being
carried out in the area where it stood are unlikely to bring
out much of its character; its Iraqi parallel in Wasit has never
been excavated,” although the dar al~imara or Government
House in Kufa has been explored and published in pare.”?
Other urban examples of Umayyad buildings are known in
the complicated cases of the citadel in Amman and of the
unfortunately partial remains excavated in Jerusalem.” By
contrast, dozens of country or steppe foundations are avail-

7. Qasr al-Hayr East, carly eighth century, plan of small enclosure

[
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38. Qasr al-Hayr East, early eighth century

able.” Their interpretation in the past as reflections of an
Umayyad bedouin taste was based on western romanticism
about Islam™ and it is true that in one or two cases — Qusayr
Amra, for instance — something has remained of an Arabian
aristocratic taste, as we shall see below. In fact these many
settlements fulfilled a number of different functions within
a new ecological setting.

A most unusual example is Qasr al-Hayr East [36, 37,
38]." A hundred kilometres northeast of Palmyra at the
intersection of the main roads from Aleppo to [raq and from
the upper Euphrates to Damascus, it consisted of a large (7
by 4 kilometres) walled enclosure probably for animals and
agriculture, the earliest known caravanserai in Islam, a large
bath, and a ‘city’ (madina, as is specifically mentioned mn an
inscription, now lost) consisting of six large dwellings, a
mosque, and an olive oil press. A few more primitive houses
were scattered around. The whole ensemble may well have
been the Zaytuna of the caliph Hisham. It was probably
begun in the early decades of the eighth century and
received major royal funding celebrated by an inscription
dated 728. It was probably never finished according to its
planned scale and continued as a living, although small, city
well mto the ninth century. To the archeologist, the histo-
rian of technology (especially for water and for construe-
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tion), and the social historian, Qasr al-Hayr is a document of
considerable importance. For the art historian, two points
are particularly noteworthy. First, the forms and techniques
used (large square buildings with towers filled with rubble,
high gates framed by half-towers and decorated with stucco
or brick, organization of space around a square porticoed
court, whether the large space of a whole city or the small
space of a house, introduction of brick within predominant
stone, highly polished skewed wall surfaces, and skewed
vaults) originated in the architectural vocabulary of Late
Antiquity, for the most part from the Mediterranean. There
is no technical or formal invention here, but there 1s a dif-
ferent use of these forms, in many ways just as in the mosque
of Damascus. For instance, three of the four gates of the
‘city’ were walled almost immediately after construction,
because the available type of a square with four axial gates
was not adapted to the city’s purpose. Morcover, while the
central authority, probably the caliphate, created the infra-
structure of foundations, water channels, and basic lavout of
nearly everything, the completion was much more haphaz-
ard, at times even in contradiction to the original plan.
The second point also derives partly from Roman archi

tecture: utilities such as waterworks or inns are given a
striking monumentality. One can only hypothesize about the






41. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century, plan

4o0. Qusr Kharana, ¢ 710, plan

39. Qasr Kharana, ¢ 710, exterior
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historical and human conditions which created Qasr al-
Hayr, but undoubtedly the exterior monumentality of its
buildings served the purpose of demonstrating wealth and
the power of a new empire. Similar conditions of economic,
ideological, and political purposes were behind other idio-
syncratic layouts, like those of Anjarr in the Beqgaa valley in
I.ebanon which looked almost like a prototypical Roman
military city, and of the citadel in Amman in Jordan, where
ancient ruined dwellings were rcused for a significant
Umayyad establishment, whose ¢xact functions are unclear,
but which is remarkable for a massive entrance pavilion with
many problematic details and a problematic date.

Yet another unusual example of Umayyad architecture is
Qasr Kharana |39, 40],” wondcrfully preserved on top of a
waterless knoll in the Jordanian steppe. Small in size (35 by
35 metres), it has a single entrance, a court, and two floors of
halls or rooms, some arranged in apartments and decorated
with stucco. Its fortified look is misleading, as the arrow slits
turn out to be purely decorative. The technique of con
struction (rubble in mortar) is unusual in the western part of
the Fertile Crescent, and the ornament clearly derives from
Iragi—Iranian sources. Date and purpose have been widely
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42. Mshatta, eighth century, plan

43. Mshatta, eighth century, air view from the west

discussed. A grathito indicates that the building was stand-
ing by 710, and the general consensus is that this date is
close to its foundation. Its function is more puzzling; loca-
tion and internal arrangements give no clue, and recent
soundings confirmed the nearly total absence of shards or
other traces of regular life. In all likelihood, this was a meet-
g place-of some sort, within the complicated pattern of
relationships that existed between the ruling princes and
tribal confederations.

These examples are unusual within our present state of
knowledge. The fact, however, that we can provide them,
even hypothetically, with a social significance within the
emerging Muslim world suggests that they were in fact
more typical than has been believed, and that each one was
a local answer to the needs of a new society in an old land.

The best-known Umayyad palatial monuments are a
group built with one exception as places of living, rest, or
pleasure for Umayyad landlords. The most important are
Kufa (the one urban exception), Jabal Says, Rusafa, Khirbat
Minya, Qasr al-Hayr West, Mshatta, Qusayr Amra, and
Khirbat al-Mafjar,” the last four particularly remarkable for
their copious sculpture, paintings, and mosaics.

Khirbat al-Mafjar [41], the best studied one, can be used
as a basis for discussion. It consists of three separate parts —
a castle proper, a mosque, and a bath — linked by a long
porticoed courtyard with a most spectacular fountain. With
variations, these elements are found in most palaces. The




44 Qusayr Amra, eighth century, plan

castle always has an entrance, generally quite elaborate, and
along the walls full towers often arranged in apartments
(bayts) of three or five rooms. There was often a second floor
with official apartments, throne rooms, and so on. In addi-
tion, Khirbat al-Mafjar’s castle has a small private mosque
on the south and a small underground bath on the west.
Within the same framework, Mshatta [42, 43], the most
ambitious of all, although unfinished has a slightly aberrant
interior with a large entrance complex (with mosque), a
courtyard, and a throne-room complex opening on the
court, all set on an axis independently from the living quar-
ters. These differences from typical Syrian constructions
and plans can be explained by the impact of Umayyad archi-
tecture in Iraq, as we know it in Kufa. The origins of the
fortress-like plan, improper for defence, lie in the forts and
palace-forts which started on the Roman frontier of Syria
and spread to Roman imperial palace architecture elsewhere.
The construction — both stone, the most common material,
and brick, used in Mshatta and in some parts of other
palaces — follows the traditional methods of Syria, with the
addition of a few Mesopotamian and strictly Constantino-
politan features. We know less about the ceremonial rooms,
since in most instances they were on the second floor over
the entrance. However, the remaining examples at Mshatta
and Khirbat Minya used the ubiquitous basilical hall of the
Mediterranean world which at Mshatta had an appended
dome area and triconch.™

An important feature of these establishments is their
baths; in the case of Qusayr \mra [44] a bath is sull stand-
ing alone in the wilderness.” All have small hot-rooms,
which follow in all practical respects the heating and water
distributing techniques of Roman baths. But while the
heated rooms shrank, a significant but variable expansion
took place in what corresponds to the Roman apodyterium.
At Khirbat al-Mafjar it is a large (slightly over 30 metres
square) hall, with a pool at onc side, a magnificently deco-
rated entrance, and a luxurious small domed private room at
one corner (marked X on the plan [41]). "The superstructure
is more uncertain: there were sixteen huge piers, and clearly
a central dome; whether we must assume something like two
ambulatories around it, as was suggested by R. W. Hamilton
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[45]," or some other system is less certain. The effect was
certainly grandiose, especially if one adds the splendid
mosaics, the carved stucco, and the paintings which deco-
rated walls and floors. T'he bath at Qasr al-Hayr East had a
simple basilical hall.

The function of such a room is more difficult to define. [t
has already been pointed out that its size and decoration, as
well as the two entrances — one public to the east, one
princely and private to the southwest — are fully appropriate
for the relaxation generally associated with medieval baths.*?
[t was certainly not an apodyterium in the strict sense of the
word: instead, it must have been a place for official royal
entertainment, as practised by Umayyad princes. It may
even have had a complex mythical meaning connected with
the legends surrounding the Prophet-King Solomon.* Tts
pre-modern equivalent would be the ballroom of a rich res-
idence, serving at the same time for pleasure and as a sym-
bol of social status; for the bath always had the connotation
of well-being (hence, for instance, the importance of astro-
logical and astronomical symbols in baths, as in the domed
room at Qusayr Amra), and royal entertainment (lahwa)
increased well-being. Furthermore, to the Arabs from
Arabia a bath building was indeed one of the higher forms
of luxury.

In other Umayyad baths, the large hall had a different
shape and fulfilled slightly different functions. At Qusayr
Amra it looks like a throne room with a tripartite basilical
hall followed by an apse and two side rooms with floor
mosaics.” Whether it was really a throne room is debatable
and depends on the interpretation of the frescos, to which

45. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century, reconstruction
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46. Khirbat al-Mafjar, cighth century, bath, mosaic pavement

47. Khirbat al-Mafjar, ¢ighth century, divan, mosaic of lion hunting gazelles

under a tree
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we shall return presently. At Qasr al-Hayr West, which had
a nearby palace with a throne room, the large hall was prob-
ably a dressing room.

In summary, the Umayyad chateaux, varying in size and
wealth, transformed the fortress and the bath into places for
gracious living, according to the norms of the time. In all
specific aspects — shapes of rooms, methods of construction,
size, techniques — the Umayyads followed the traditions of
Rome and carly Byzantium, and in Iraq and Palestine
dependence on precise pre-Islamic monuments and types is
clear.” But, at the same time, the bringing together of these
features and their new use for early Muslim princes, as well
as their location outside great urban centres, bestow upon
them a specifically Umayvyad character.

In addition to their architectural meaning, these secular
buildings have vielded an extraordinary amount of evidence
for other aspects of Umayyad art. At Qusayr Amra, Khirbat
al-Minya, and Khirbat al-Mafjar, there were many tessel-
lated floors. The most spectacular mosaics are at Khirbat al-
Mafjar [46], where the bath hall was entirely covered with
thirty-one different abstract designs, all related to classical
themes, but with a decorative, rug-like quality not usually
found in pre-Islamic mosaics. These very same characteris-
tics appear at Khirbat al-Minya, where one panel in partic-
ular has the colour pattern arranged so as to give the
impression of woven threads.

The small private room off the bath at Khirbat al-Mafjar
has preserved the best-known of Umayyad floor-mosaics,



showing a lion hunting gazelles under a tree [47]. Here again
the tassels around the panel suggest a textile imitation. The
delicacy of the design, the superior quality of colour-setting
in the progressively lighter tones of the tree, and the vivid
opposition between the ferocious lion, the trapped gazelle
still on the run, and the two unconcerned gazelles nibbling
at the trec make this panel a true masterpicce. Its location
in the apse of a semi-official room suggests an allegory of
Umayyvad power, since earlier examples had such a mean-
ing,” but recently Doris Behrens-Abu Sayf has proposed an
erotic explanation based on the images of contemporary
Arabic poetry.” The stylistic antecedents are to be sought in
the Mediterranean world, but the theme is an ancient Near
Eastern one.

The techniques of painting and sculpture in Umayyad
palaces are not much different from those of preceding
centuries: fresco painting in the Roman manner, and
stone-carving as had been practised for centuries in Syria
and Palestine. More important, both for its implication of
oriental influences and for its impact on architecture, is
the large-scale use of stucco sculpture.”® Its cheapness and
rapidity of execution permit the easy transformation of an
architectural unit into a surface for decoration, a tendency
common enough in the Sasanian world, and readily apparent
on a facade like that of Qasr al-Hayr West [48], where an

48. Qasr al-Hayr West, eighth century, detail of the facade
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49. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century, bath, painted statue of a prince

essentially classical composition was covered with orna-
mental panels which tended to obliterate or at least minimize
and modify the basic architectural form. But the important
issue is why the first Muslim dynasty revived an art of sculp-
ture in the round or in high relief which had all but disap-
peared. One explanation may be the purely visual impact of
the classical monuments which covered most of the Roman
world and which would have appeared to the Umayyads as
characteristic prerequisites of an imperial life.*

Out of the great number of painted or sculpted subjects
remaining from Umayyad palaces, the most original are fig-
ural representations, which form the majority of paintings at
Qusayr Amra and include many fragments from Qasr al-
Hayr West and Khirbat al-Mafjar. The subject matter is not
always casy to determine, nor is it always simple to distin-
guish from among the great wealth of identifiable themes,
most of which existed in pre-Islamic times, those which
were adapted to new Umayyad meanings, and those which
were merely used for their decorative value or because they
reflected ideas and modes of life taken over by the Arab
princes. Various levels of iconographic interpretation exist
for the sculptures and paintings which deal with courtly life.
Four royal figures remain; whether they were caliphs or not
is uncertain. The first, at the gate to the bath of Khirbat
al-Mafjar, is a prince standing on a pedestal with two lions
[49]. He wears a long coat and baggy trousers in the
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50. Qusayr Amra, cighth century,
painting of an enthroned prince with
attendants

51. Qasr al-Hayr West, cighth century,
standing prince

52. Qasral-Hayr West, cighth century,
scated prince



53, 54. Qusayr Amra, eighth century, painting of the Six Kings, and detail

Sasanian manner and holds a dagger or a sword. The sec-
ond, at Qusayr Amra, is an enthroned and haloed prince in
a long robe under a dais [50]. An attendant with a fly-whisk
stands on one side, a more richly dressed dignitary on the
other. In front, a Nilotic landscape completes the composi-
tion. The other two representations are at Qasr al-Hayr
West: on the fagade, a standing crowned man in another typ-
ical Sasanian outfit [51]; in the court, a seated figure [52]
more closely related to a Mediterranean prototype as at
Qusayr Amra. In all these instances, position as well as
iconography imply an official glorification of the prince.

The considerable variations between these images bor-
rowed directly from Sasanian and Byzantine princely repre-
sentations indicate that, with the exception of a few details,”
the Umayvads did not develop a royal iconography of their
own; this is confirmed by the vagaries of early Islamic
coins” [g5]. It is, however, important that official represen-
tations derived almost exclusively from Sasanian or
Byzantine types, for it indicates the level at which Umayyad
princes wanted to be identified. An excellent example is the
well-known Qusayr Amra painting of the Six Kings [53,
54),"” where an Iranian theme of the Princes of the Earth is
adapted to the Umayyad situation by the introduction of
Roderic of Spain, a prince defeated by the Mushms. It is
likely that there were other images with iconographic mean-
ings catering specifically to the ideology or myths associated
with the Umayvads, but the first attempts at such explana-
tions, however intriguing, have not been entirely persua-
sive.”
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55. Qusayr Amra, cighth century,
astronomical ceiling

56. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth
century, divan, dome with six
heads in a flower

s

\ \&‘ . ‘ D These subjects emphasize the strength and power of the

W\, - B L. : Arab princes. The same theme is implicit in a number of

3 Bl other representations, at Qusayr Amra, for example, in the

astronomical ceiling [55] with its connotations of cosmic

well-being.”” Again, in the small room in the back of the

main bath hall at Khirbat al-Mafjar [56], the striking six

heads in a flower on a dome supported by four winged

horses and a procession of birds may have had some kind of

cosmic symbolism, although here once more a peculiar

ambiguity exists between decorative value and specific sym-
bolic or other meaning.

A sccond royal theme is of particular interest for three
reasons: it was almost exclusively borrowed from the
Ancient Orient through the Iranian kingdoms conquered by
the Muslims; it corresponded to a certain extent (o
Umayyad practices; and it remained a constant in later
Islamic princely art and practice. The theme is the roval
pastime. It includes male and female attendants [57],
dancers, musicians, drinkers, acrobats, gift-bearers, and
activities such as hunting, wrestling, bathing, and nautical
games (the latter two shown clearly only at Qusayr Amra).
In most instances a prince is the focus, and an idealized
court is represented; but as usual there are modifications
inconsistent with the official character of the imagery and
which illustrate two further aspects of Umayyad art: its dec-
orative value and its earthiness. At Khirbat al-Mafjar, the
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57. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century. female attendant

use of four acrobats or dancers in pendentives [58] either
means a confusion between the court theme and the old
motif of Atlantes (mythical figures holding up world), or,
more likely, serves simply to cover the surface of the wall. At
Qusayr Amra the rather crude disembowelment of animals
introduces an unfamiliar note to the traditional hunting
cycle.

It is not clear why a few non-courtly themes appear: at
Qusayr Amra some badly faded erotic scenes and a series of
personifications (History, Poetry) with legends in Greek; at
Qasr al-Hayr a curiously classical painting of the Earth,
probably to be related to the general theme of royal power,"”

549 Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century, fricze of heads in
interlace

58. Khirbat al-Mafjar, cighth century, dancing figure in a pendentive

and a sculpture of a prone man with a seated woman remi-
niscent of Palmyrene funerary sculpture; at Khirbat al-
Mafjar, as well as at Qusayr Amra or Qasr al-Hayr West,
numerous remains too fragmentary to be fully inter-
preted.' Human beings also occur in a decorative context,
especially at Khirbat al-Mafjar. Whether painted and fully
integrated with a vegetal design, or sculpted and projecting
from the decoration [59], their origins are probably to be
sought in textiles.

Because of the fragmentary state of remains, one can
only hypothesize about the existence of an iconographic
programme at Khirbat al-Mafjar and Qasr al-Hayr West.
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Matters are quite different at Qusayr Amra [50-55], where
removal of soot and dirt from the wall of the bath has
brought back to light ncarly all the paintings discovered at
the turn of the century by Alots Musil.”* The first investi-
gators concluded that at least the main hall had a formal
programme depicting the court and ideology of an
Umayyad caliph, erther al-Walid 1 or, more probably, the
rather libertine al-Walid ibn Yazid, who is known to have
lived in that arca before his brief rule as caliph in 744.

Qusayr Amra, cighth century,
bath, detail of interior

61. Qusayr Amra, eighth century,
bath, painting of animal round-up

62-64. Qu Amra, eighth
century, bath, painting of nude and
clothed dancers

IHowever, neither the size of the building nor its remote
location point to its being anything other than a private plea-
sure domain. Its most singular characteristic, apparent as
one enters, is that the paintings are so numerous [60], so
closely packed, that none of them, not even a theme, domi-
nates the rooms. It is as though one has penetrated mto the
tight coexistence of a prince enthroned in state with a very
local round-up of animals [61], rather lascivious nude
dancers with a formally dressed one [62-64], carefully and




vividly drawn figures or animals with miserable drawings,
clear topics next to obscure ones, highly private images of
nude figures next to the formal Kings of the Earth. All this
shows that Qusayr Amra was a rare medieval example of a
private work of art, a combination of themes from many
sources — from princely typology to personal whim to local
events — which makes sense only from the point of view of a
specific patron. What emerges is much less the official state-
ment of a prince than the fascinating personality of someone
known only through his private photograph album.'*

The style, quality, and origins of these paintings and
sculptures vary considerably. In most instances the paintings
can be related to common Mediterranean traditions, but,
although a certain loveliness was occasionally achieved, on
the whole most figures have thick outlines, hefty bodily con-
figurations, and lack of subtlety and proportion in the use of
shadowing or in composition.

At first glance the sculptures are not of very great quality
cither, as in the crude eroticism of the Mafjar female figures.
The decadence of sculpture in the round, hardly peculiar to
[slamic art at this time, is clearly shown by the fact that the
more successful and impressive figures are those in which
heavily patterned clothes hide the body. The Umayyads
achieved more remarkable results only in a few faces with
rough planes and decp sunken eyes reminiscent of what pre-
vailed in the Mediterranean world during the fourth and
fifth centuries. The background of this sculpture is still
unclear. Its main source of inspiration must be sought in
[ran, perhaps even in Central Asia; but there is some trace
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also of the local Syro-Palestinian pre-Christian styles of
such Nabatean sites as Khirbat al-Tannur'** or of Palmyra,
although we cannot yet tell why these sculptural styles were
revived several centuries after their apparent abandonment.
Finally there are instances of simply copying classical fig-
ures.

In addition to human beings, Umayyad painters and
especially sculptors represented animals. Most of them are
found at Khirbat al-Mafjar: rows of partridges or mountain
goats below the bases of domes, winged horses in pendentive
medallions [65], and an endless variety of monkeys, rabbits,

65. Khirbat al-Mafjar, eighth century, winged horse ina pendentive
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66, 67. Mshatta, aighth century, carved stone triangles, Amman, Department
of Antiquities and Berlin, Staatliche Muscen

and pig-like animals in vegetal scrolls. The significance of
these fragments is twofold: on the one hand, practically all
of them derive from Persian and Central Asian models;'* on
the other, they show a far greater imagination and vivacity
than the representations of human figures, as is clearly
shown in images of wild onagers at Qusayr Amra.
Altogether the representations of humans and animals in
paintings or sculpture can hardly be called great art, how-
ever mteresting they may be, and they do not compare in
quality with the mosaics from the great mosques or from
Khirbat al-Mafjar and Khirbat al-Minya, nor even with the
ornament to be discussed shortly. This oddity can be
cxplained in two ways. The artisans responsible for the
mosaics may have been more skilled than those practising
painting, where local provincials predominated, or sculp-
ture, which was an artificial revival. In addition, the stylistic
source of both paintings and sculptures may have been
objects, textiles, ivories, silver gathered by the Umayyads all
over western Asia. ‘The process of magnifying small models
may have led to their frequent formal awkwardness.
Umayyad palaces have also preserved purely decorative
fragments, mostly carved i stone or stucco and in a few
mstances moulded in stucco. The greatest number come
from the palaces of Qasr al-Hayr West and Khirbat al-
Mafjar, but the most claborate single unit is the facade at

68. Baghdad, founded 762, plan of round city

Mshatta [43] with its superb twenty triangles of carved
stone [66].°" The variety and complexity of this extraordi-
nary accumulation of material is bewildering. Early attempts
to explain it are unsatisfactory because the more recently
discovered palaces of Qasr al-Hayr West and Khirbat al-
Mafjar have provided a different context for Mshatta, and
because they gave a great deal of emphasis to stylistic origins
and the division of the twenty triangles into regionally
related groups. One example illustrates the unrewarding
character of many of these studies. A great deal of discussion
has centred on the fact that almost all the panels on the left
of the entrance have animals [66], whereas those on the right
have no living beings [67]. This led to varying conclusions
about the place of origin of the artists, if not about the sym-
bolic significance of the panels. A later study proposed that
the most likely reason for the lack of living things to the
right of the fagade was that this was the back wall of the
palace mosque, which could not be decorated in any other
way."“7If valid, this explanation would indicate a high degree
of consciousness in the cultural and religious values of rep-
resentational art. Whether such an awareness was likely in
the middle of the eighth century remains to be seen.
Several characteristics of Umayvad sculpted ornament
can be defined, albeit tentatively. First, with the exception of
capitals and of certain niche-heads, especially at Khirbat al-
Mafjar,"" it follows the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock in
developing on its own, unrelated to the architecture. This is
true of the large triangles of Mshatra and most of the panels
at Khirbat al-Mafjar and Qasr al-Hayr West. Second, except
for a few border motifs, the Umayyad artists created their
designs within simple geometrical frames — squares, rectan-
gles, triangles, even circles — which occur both on a large
scale (for example the triangles of Mshatta or the rectangles
of Qasr al-Flayr West) and on a small scale within the single
panel. This point is important in explaining the operation of
an Umayyad construction site. Such a tremendous mass of
work was accomplished in such a short time only by means




of a large corvée-created labour force. Some master-mind
probably planned the basic outlines and then gave free rein
to individual gangs for the details; thence derives the unity
of organization as well as the multiplicity of detail.

The third characteristic of Umayyad decoration is the
tremendous variety of its themes and motifs. They can be
divided into two major categories: geometric ornament,
used for borders and frames, but also for such featurcs as the
balustrades, parapets, lintels, and windows of Khirbat al-
Mafjar (similar to the Damascus ones); and the more fre-
quent vegetal ornament, from the luxurious naturalistic vine
of Mshatta to the highly stylized artificial palmette of the
Qasr al-Hayr West panel. In between we find almost all the
themes and styles prevalent in the Mediterranean, Sasanian,
and Central Asian worlds of the sixth, seventh, and eighth
centuries. It is not vet known whether this eclecticism was
due to mass migrations of workers or, as is more probable,"
to the greater impact, especially in the last decades of the
Umayyad period, of people, objects, and impressions from
the huge ecastern world. The fact remains that the
Umayyads provided a sort of showplace and incubator for
the decorative arts of all conquered areas. Of course, there
are individual characteristics. At Mshatta we have mostly
plants of classical origin, in a fairly natural stvle, with ani-
mals from west and east, and, on certain triangles, the super-
position of a geometric rhythm of circles. Qasr al-Hayr West
has the most stylized decorative motifs, Khirbat al-Mafjar
the greatest variety of themes of different origins and in dif-
ferent moods, but none relies on one source only: all express
a catholicity consonant with the size of the empire. In
addition, many different techniques are drawn on, with a
curious predominance of textile patterns. This cheap and
rapid reproduction of motifs from expensive sources (the
point applies less to Mshatta than to the other palaces) also
illustrates something of the nonveau riche side of the new
civilization.

All this may explain the origins and wealth of Umayyad
designs. But is it possible to define the ornament as such?
One of its principal features is its cultivation of contrasts. A
panel from the fagade of Khirbat al-Mafjar contains geo-
metric division of space, highly stylized palmettes symmet-
rically set in a circle, and a handsomely luxurious doublc
trunk, ending on one side in a fairly natural bunch of grapes
and on the other in a geometricized vine leaf. On the
Mshatta triangles a vigorous and lively movement of stems,
leaves, and bunches contrasts with geometrically perfect,
static series of circles with artificial pearl borders. At Qasr
al-Hayr West the artificiality is more apparent, but even here
a simple geometric design appears next to lively palmettes.
In every casc the background has wellnigh disappeared. All
is decor at Khirbat al-Mafjar and at Qasr al-Hayr West,
whereas at Mshatta only dark voids remain, giving the
impression of filigree work. It is the opposition between
intenscly naturalistic and completely stylized features, the
tendency to take over the whole surface of the wall, and the
presence of so many different clements alongside onc
another that define Umayyad ornament. T'he latter does not
vet have the sophistication and cleverness which were later
to characterize Islamic decoration, but it has already sepa-

rated itself from the traditions of the Mediterranean and of
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Iran, even though individual units and motifs and the gen-
eral conception of a decorative programme partly indepen-
dent from architecture derive directly from one or the other.
In a curious way which, for the time being, defies explana-
tion, much in this art bears comparison with nearly contem-
porary Irish and northern European art. Since there could
not have been artistic contacts between these arcas during
the Umayyad period, the parallelisms must be structural
and require an eventual theoretical rather than historical
explanation.

ABBASID CITIES AND PALACES

Nothing remains of the most important Islamic monument
of the second half of the eighth century, al-Mansur’s
Baghdad founded in 762, but it is sufficiently well described
in written sources to lend itself to detailed analysis.'™
Officially called ‘City of Pcace’ (Madina al-Salam), it was
conceived in true imperial style as the navel of the universe,
and al-Mansur called engineers and labourers from all parts
of Islam to build it. Special bricks were made, and the foun-
dations were begun at a time chosen by two astronomers. It
was perfectly round [68] (about 2000 metres in diameter), a
plan by no means new, although Muslim writers considered
it so. In the outer ring, as reconstructed by Herzfeld and
Creswell, were houses and shops protected by hcavy walls
and cut by four long streets covered with barrel-vaults [6g].
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6. Baghdad, founded 762, street plan
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70. Baghdad, mosque of al-NMansur, .765, with additions to the late ninth
century, reconstructed plan

71. Drawing of automaton rider with lance on the Green Dome, Baghdad,
founded 762

Each street opened on the outside through a magnificent
two-storeved gateway and a complex system of vaults and
passages over moats. On the second floor of the gateway,
accessible by a ramp, was a domed reception hall (majlis),
probably to be connected with a Mediterrancan imperial
tradition, for it was found in Rome and Byzantium and
transmitted to the Muslim world by the Umayyads. The
entrances were symbolic rather than defensive; indeed,
three of the doors were actually taken from older cities,
including one attributed to Solomon. The idea behind them
was a statement of repossessing the ancient traditions of the
area.

The extent of the outer ring is uncertain, but the central
arca was clearly large and, originally at least, mostly unin-
habited. At its heart lay a palace and a mosque [70]. The
mosque, which has already been mentioned, was at the same
time the royval mosque attached to the palace and the con-
gregational mosque for the whole population of the city.

The palace was arranged around a court, an zwan of

unknown shape, and two domed rooms, one above the other,
all probably deriving from the Sasanian tradition already
adopted in Umayyad buildings in Syria and in [rag. At the
centre of the whole city was a higher dome, the Green (or
Feavenly) Dome, surmounted by a statue of a rider with a
lance [71].""

The interest of Baghdad is twofold. First, it is rare in
being conceived and planned with the cosmic significance of
the centre of a universal empire. Ironically, it remained in its
ideal shape for only a few years, for economic necessity
pushed it out beyond the walls, and caliphs or major princes
abandoned their palaces in the centre for the quictude and
security! " of suburban dwellings whose names only have
remained. Second, many features derived from the architec-
tural tradition of palaces, for example both the gates and the
domed throne room as well as the overall design with four
gates for roval audiences. The Abbasid city was thus a mag-
nified royal palace rather than the rich industrial, adminis-
trative and commercial centre that it later became.'

Since nothing is left of the round city of al-Mansur, it
is difficult to say whether new methods of construction or
architectural forms were introduced. We have only two
other carly Abbasid monuments to compare it with. One,
the complex of cities in the middle Euphrates area known
today as Raqqa,'"*is mostly buried. To this Abbasid city
founded in 772 supposedly on the model of Baghdad (it is
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72. Ukhaydir, probably ¢.778, plan
73 (below). Ukhaydir, probably ¢.778, general view

74 (right). Ukhaydir, probably 778, vaulted hall at entrance
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probably the horseshoe-shaped city still visible today),
Harun al-Rashid added after 795 a number of further con-
structions. All that remains above ground is 2 much restored
mosque; possibly the location of walls and gates also corre-
sponds to the original Abbasid plan. In addition, Syrian and
German excavations, mostly still unpublished, in and
around the city proper have brought to light large private
villas which are interesting for the decoration found in them
(such as elaborate stucco panels and glass floors, possibly
trying to suggest pools) and as our only illustration of the
growth documented in literary sources of private palaces
inside cities or in their suburbs.

More or less contemporary with Baghdad is the palace
of Ukhaydir [72, 73], in the desert some 180 kilometers to
the south. Creswell related its construction to events in the
caliph’s family and dated it around 778;""® the date at least is
reasonable. Its location and fortified exterior relate it to the
Umayyad palaces of Syria, but its size (175 by 169 metres
for the outer enclosure) and much of its construction are
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75. Samarra, founded 836,
ar view

76. Fustat, Nilometer, 861

quite different. The technique (rubble in mortar covered
with stucco and brick for vaults), the heavy pillars making
up arched recesses on the side of long vaulted halls, the
pointed curve of the vaults, and the use of blind arches for
the decoration of large wall surfaces all show the persistence
of Sasanian methods. In plan, the entrance complex on sev-
eral floors preceding a domed room followed by a long
vaulted hall [74], plus the central official group of court,
uran, and dome, correspond on a small scale to the textual
descriptions of Baghdad. Thus Ukhaydir confirms that in
plan Baghdad relied on palace architecture, and in tech-
nique on Sasanian methods.”® In addition, even though the
reasons for its location remain obscure, Ukhaydir illustrates
the continuation of the Arab aristocratic tradition of build-
ing outside the main cities.

Abbasid architecture of the ninth century shows signifi-
cant changes. First, in 836, the caliph al-Mu’tasim founded
a new capital, partly because of difficulties between the
Turkish guards and the Arab population of Baghdad, partly
to express anew the glory of his caliphate. The chosen site
was Samarra, some sixty nules up the Tigris from Baghdad.
Until 883, when it was abandoned as capital, every caliph
added to al-Mu'tasim’s city, creating a huge conglomeration
extending over some fifty kilometers [75]. After it declined
to a smallish town of religious significance only, the Abbasid
city remained in ruins or buried underground, and recent
excavations as well as photogrametrical surveys remain only
partly published with very preliminary interpretations.'"’
IFrom texts we know of major Abbasid constructions in most
cities under their rule except in western Syria (as opposed to
the valley of the Luphrates) and Palestine, but recent arche-




77. Samarra, Jawsaq al-Khagani palace, ¢.836,
plan
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ological investigations may well challenge this conclusion.
Tantalizing information exists on the quarters added to
Fustat in Egyvpt by the Abbasid governors of the early sev-
enth century and then by Ahmad ibn Tulun, who ordered
the creation of a large open area (maydan) with fancy gates
near his palace."”® Urban architecture is also represented by
a series of major public works mainly to do with water con-
servation and utilization: canals in Samarra, cisterns at
Ramla in Palestine and in Tunisia, and the extraordinary
Nilometer at Fustat (861) [76],""" with its magnificent
stonework and relieving arches.

Finally, there are the palaces, of which those at Samarra

0
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are the most important, though none has been totally exca-
vated. Examination of the available information about the
Jawsaq al-Khagqani [77], the Balkuwara, and the Istabulat’*
leads to a number of conclusions. Their most striking fea-
ture is their size. All are huge walled compounds with end-
less successions of apartments, courts, rooms, halls; and
passageways, whose functions are not known. From a city in
the shape of a palace, as Baghdad was, we have moved to a
palace the size of a city. Second, cach has clearly defined
parts. There is always a spectacular gate: at Jawsaq al-
Khaqani, an impressive flight of steps led up from an artifi
cial water basin to a triple gate of baked brick, in all
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78. Samarra, Jawsaq al-Khaqani palace,
‘Bab al-Amma’, €836

probability the Bab al-Amma, the ‘main gate’; of so many
texts [78]. Gates and gateways also appear inside the palaces,
and in the Balkuwara a succession of impressive doorways
emphasized passage from one court to the other. On the axis
of the main entrance a series of courts generally leads to the
main reeeption arca, which is eruciform. A central domed
room opens on four zmans which, in turn, open on four
courts. At times, mosques, baths, and perhaps private quar-
ters filled the areas between nwans. Textual and archaeologi-
cal sources indicate that this cruciform arrangement of
official rooms derives from castern Iran.”' The only other
clear feature of these palaces is the appearance m and around
them of large gardens and parks, carefully planned with
fountains and canals, game preserves, or even racing tracks,

79. Samarra, Qubba al-Sulaybiya, 862, plan
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as 1s suggested by a rather extraordinary area in the shape of
a four-leaf clover discovered through air photographs near
the Jawsaq al-Khaqani."”” Ancient Near Eastern and
Hellenistic traditions of the royal ‘paradise’ were adopted by
the Abbasids and sung by their poets.

Not much can be said about struetural technique: baked
and unbaked brick, natural in Iraq, was the usual material
and, so far as we can judge, vaulting the prevalent mode of
covering. The real importance of these buildings lies in their
conception of a roval palace, totally new to Islam, although
not unknown in previous civilizations. It is a hidden and
secluded world, completely self-sufficient. The fact that its
splendour was barely visible from outside sparked the
mmagination of story-tellers and poets, who began at that
time to develop the theme of secret marvels familiar to read-
crs of the Arabian Nights. From Samarra this conception, if
not always the scale of execution, spread to the provinees, as
we can see from the description of the palace which
Khumarawayh ibn Ahmad ibn Tulun built in Egypt.'*

A last group of Abbasid monuments are neither mosques
nor obviously secular constructions. Their background and
significance are not always easy to establish, and they
demonstrate how much is still unknown about the period:
the octagonal Qubba al-Sulaybiyya in Samarra [79},"* for
instanee, may be either a mausoleum built for onc of the
caliphs by his Greek mother or the earliest remaining sane-
tuary for a Shi’ite imam.”* An entirely different type of
building is the r2bat, a military monastery developed in carly
Islamic times on the central Asian, Anatohan, and North
African frontiers from which specially trained men engaged
in battle against the infidels. Unfortunately it is impossible
to say whether the Tunisian examples™® at Monastir [8o]
and Susa — small, square fortified buildings with a central
court, rooms and oratories on two floors around the court,
and a high corner tower — were peculiar to North Afriea or
not.
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80. Monastir, ribat, 796, plan

ARCHITECTURAL DECORATION

By and large Abbasid mosques were decorated very soberly.
At Samarra there is almost no applied ornament, and in
the mosque of Ibn Tulun stucco is used only to emphasize
the major architectural lines. At Qayrawan and in the Agsa
Mosque in Jerusalem — if the latter’s fragments are indeed
Abbasid™” — the painted or carved designs on wooden ceil-
ings involved the medium of construction itself. The same
subservience to architectural forms or materials appears in
the stone decoration of the dome at Qayrawan [35], where
even the floral designs of the niches and windows of the
drum do not detract from the essential sturdiness and mas-
sivity of the construction. In other words, much of the archi-
tectural decoration of the Abbasid period, especially in
mosques, is still quite Late Antique in spirit, even though
the themes may have changed. The two major extant excep-
tions are the gibla wall at Qayrawan, where ceramic tiles and
marble panels (on which more below)'** have almost totally
transformed the effect of the mihrab area, and the secular
buildings of Samarra. The former involve the arts of objects,
and will be discussed later; here we shall concentrate on the
decoration of the palaces and houses of the ninth-century
capital in Iraq where, in fascinating contrast to religious
buildings, the walls of almost every house and every room in
the palaces were covered with decorated and painted stucco

(in addition to occasional marble panels), in continuation of

[ranian and Umayyad practice.

Most of the material from Samarra was published by
Herzfeld, who discovered and studied it in detail;" Creswell
suggested certain alterations in chronology.™ Both agreed
that, with few exceptions, the Samarra stuccocs can be
divided into three basic styles. Their order of appearance
cannot be detcrmined, for the archacological evidence, how-

ever limited, clearly indicates that all three existed, if
not always simultancously, at least throughout the period of

Samarra’s greatness in the ninth century. Furthermore, they
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82. Samarra Style B, ninth century, Berlin, Staatliche Museen

often overlap both on the wall and in treatment of motifs,
and any attempt to distinguish them should not obscure the
fact that, in spite of some preliminary studies,* many prob-
lems concerning their origins and relation to each other are
far from being solved.

Style A [81] tends to develop within identifiable frames,
most commonly in long bands (at times T-shaped), but
sometimes in simple rectangles or polygons. Its characteris-
tic feature is the vine leaf, its parts always sharply outlined,
with four deeply sunk ‘eyes’ and often with incised veins.
The striking and effective contrast between the theme itself
and the deeply carved void of the background can be
explained by the peculiar technique of execution ex situ on
specially prepared mats. Both vocabulary and treatment are
related to the vine ornament, already used by the
Umayyads, which prevailed throughout the castern
Mediterranean in Late Antiquity. However, by the ninth
century the same few formulas are being dully repeated, and
Samarra is not comparable with the fagade of Mshatta. Style
B [82] was usually carved frechand, with a greater variety of
themes, motifs, and shapes. The motifs develop within
much more diversified frames, from all-over patterns to
many different polylobes and polygons. Morcover the con-
trast between subject and background is much less apparent
than in the first style, because the design takes over almost
the whole surface, and is heightened by the deep grooves
around individual moufs. Also, while the vegetal origin of
most of the themes 1s clear,” the surface of the individual
leaf or flower is almost totally covered with small notches
and dots, and its outline has been simplified mnto an almost
abstract shape which acquired its significance only n rela
tion to other units of decoration and to a pre-established
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83. Samarra Style C, ninth century, Berlin, Staatliche Museen

pattern. While perhaps not very beautiful, this style is pecu-
liarly appealing becausce in the best examples its symmetri-
cally arranged patterns constantly contrast an inncr tension
and movement with the rigidity of geometric frames. An
Indian origin has been proposcd, ' but neither the historical
context nor other known works of art fully justify it, and the
style can best be understood as a further modification of
Late Antique ornament, perhaps to contrast with the exu-
berance of Umayyad palatial ornament; for the central char-
acteristics described above were already present in the
stuccocs of the great Umayyad palaces, and no new and
external impetus has vet been identified.

While the first two Samarra styles are related to the ten-
dencies of the first Islamic century, Style C [83] introduces
something quite new and far-reaching in 1ts implications. Its
first characteristic results from its technique: the design
was moulded, and consists of endless rhythmic repetitions
of curved lines with spiral endings, at times with additional
notches, slits, pearl borders, or other identifiable elements.
Morcover, throughout, the lines were ‘bevelled’ — 1.¢. they
meet the surface obliquely — so that the wall surface has a
strongly plastic quality. Next, the style is identifiable not
through specific units of design but rather through a certain
relationship between lines, notches, and planes; in other
words, the unifving factor is no longer the elements them-
selves but rather their relationship to each other.
Furthermore, none of the traditional geometrie, vegetal, or
animal themes is used, and the background has disappeared,
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so that mn effcct the whole surfacc of the wall is ornament.
The final characteristuic (at least in stucco) is symmetry on a
vertical axis; but (except where the exact size of the wall sur-
face is known, or where the decorator has introduced a geo-
metric unit) the axis is not self-cvident from the design, but
can vary from place to place.

Thus, the major characteristics of the third Samarra style
are repetition, bevelling, abstract themcs, total covering, and
symmetry. Its significance goes bevond Abbasid architec-
tural decoration, for it 1s the first, and in certain ways the
purest and most severe, cxample of the ‘delight in ornamen-
tal meditation and acsthetic exercisc™ which has been
called the arabesque. Its impact was immediate, for it
appears in the stuccoes of the mosque of Ibn Tulun and in
many small objects, and it remained in use for several cen-
turies [9g].

The questions of the origins of Style C and of the exact
date of its appearance are more complex. With respect to
origins, close analysis reveals possible vegetal patterns of
trefoils, palmettes, even cornucopias or vases in the back-
ground of many an interplay of line and plane. A series of
capitals found in the arca of the middle Euphrates, ncar or
in Raqqa, shows an evolution from vegetal ornament which
leads almost to the Samarra pattern,™ and the third style,
like the second, could be another systematized variation on
carlier decorative principles which was given striking effect
through the use of an original technique and the impact of
metal or wooden moulds. However, the eastern Syrian capi-




tals are not datable with any degree of accuracy; they may be
later than Samarra, and therefore perhaps indebted to it.
Another explanation, first proposed by Kiihnel®® and amply
supported by later archaeological discoveries, is based on the
fact that Central and even Inner Asian wood work and met-
alwork from nomadic areas show a very similar technique
and fairly similar transformations of vegetal designs.”” The
difficulty lies in assuming that Turkic soldiers of Central
Asian descent created a style of decoration based on their
memory of their homeland, or on objects brought from it.
Samarra’s Style C should probably be explained as a
moment in an evolutionary process simplifying forms of
Antique origin to the point of total abstraction, because of a
willed or repressed avoidance of living beings in publicly
accessible monuments. Its quality of abstraction may explain
its impact in the rest of the Muslim world.

A few words must, finally, be said about the many frag-
ments of large mural paintings brought to light in the
dwellings and bath houses of Samarra and, most particu-
larly, in the domed central hall and the private quarters of
the palace of Jawsaq.™® The classical strain still predominant
in Umayyad figural representations was overshadowed in
Samarra by what may be called a pictorial style in the old
Persian tradition. Lively animals in full movement, drawn in
the Hellenistic manner, still occurred, and one of the more
imposing frescos of the palace consisted of powerfully com-
posed rinceaux with branches like cornucopias, inhabited by
human and animal figures, a theme common in late classical
art. The bulk of the paintings, however, represent nearly sta-
tic, heavily built, expressionless human figures and animals
with close parallels in Sasanian silverware, and a few con-
temporary textiles; also similar is the treatment of the motifs
as patterns and the lack of interest in landscape and the mzse-
en-scene. Comparable material has been found in frescos
from Central Asia and Chinese Turkestan.”” The physiog-
nomy and coiffure so common in Samarra occurred in
Turfan, and frescos excavated at Varakhsha and Panjikent,
though in many respects quite different, also exhibit some
related features.™® As Herzfeld, original excavator of the
Samarra material and the foremost writer on the finds,
already clearly saw, these paintings have to be seen as a mix-
ture of strongly orientalizing versions of Hellenistic themes
on the one hand, and motifs and modes of representation
derived directly from the Ancient Orient on the other. The
use of both three-quarter and frontal views of the human
face clearly demonstrates this dichotomy. Some marked dif-
ferences are also apparent. There is, for instance, a pro-
nounced preference for the female figure, which was already
manifest under the Umayyads, while in early and middle
Sasanian art it played a very minor role. Unfortunately the
finds were too limited to allow much generalization about
favoured themes, but obviously the pleasures of the court —
the hunt, dance, and the drinking of wine — are frequently
represented. Other subjects may be of a more symbolic
nature or intended simply to produce rich surfaces; written
sources cven tell of a painting showing a monastic church,
and onc fragment came from a bottle with the representa-
tion of a Christian monk. "'

A typical example of this art is the scene of a huntress
from the private part of the palace and reproduced here after
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84. Huntress fresco (copy), Samarra, Jawsaq al-Khaqani palace, ninth
century

Herzfeld’s reconstruction [84]. The main figure has often
been compared with the huntress Diana, but the face has a
distinctly oriental cast, with its long hooked nose and fleshy
cheeks, as has the bunch of black hair at the back and the
slender curl on the temple. She seems animated, as do her
prey and the dog, but the movement is both petrified and
exaggerated, an effect further accentuated by the expres-
sionless gazes of both huntress and prey. The decorative
spots on the animal and the patterned fall of the huntress’s
garment contribute to the unrealistic quality of this skilfully
composed work. All the Jawsaq paintings were designed by
Qabiha, mother of the caliph al-Mutazz, then covered with
whitewash by his puritanical successor al-Muhtadi. At least
so it is reported in a much later story.*

Like the other arts, the paintings from Samarra were
apparently influential elsewhere in the caliphate. The
Tulunids of Egypt even went one step further: the second
ruler of the dynasty, Khumarawayh, whose role as a patron
has already been mentioned, had painted wooden statues of
himself, his harem, and singing girls put in his palace,' a
most unorthodox artistic display yet one that, in its presen-
tation of the courtly pleasures, fitted well into the general
picture of themes known to have gratified many of the rul-
ing princes of this period.

THE ART OF THE OBJECT

The decorative arts produced during the Umayyad period
have remained the least explored within the discipline of
Islamic art history. If the production of objets d’art during
the first one hundred and twenty-five years of Mushm rule
is discussed at all it is usually with the suggestion that the
material culture changed very little during the first century
and a quarter after the Muslim conquest; or it is defined
under the rubric ‘post-Sasanian’ with the same implication
as the above hypothesis but with more specificity — the pre
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85. Sheet-metal tic-beam covering in the Dome of the Rock, Jerusalem,
completed 6g1

fix ‘post’ being added to signify that the object in question
was thought to have been produced after the arrival of the
mvading Muslim armics.'#

In fact, a detailed study of the decorative arts created in
the central lands of the Mushm world during this seminal
period 1s essential to the comprchension of most later
artistic production in the Islamic world. Furthermore, a
close look — especially at the dated and datable works from
this epoch and/or at those with an unequivocal provenance
— sheds light not only on the origins of this art but also on

86. Stone window grille in the Great Mosque, Damascus, founded 706
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the nme and place of 1ts tentative beginnings. Such an exam-
mation helps to inform us as to what was immediatcly
acceptable to the new Muslim patrons — how the Greco-
Roman and Sasanian elements that were present in the var-
10us areas which came under Muslim domination and those
elements which the Arabs themselves contributed from
their own pre-Islamic culture werc accumulated, sorted and
redistributed in a new way.'* The resulting novel combina-
tions of old forms and techniques were to become inherent
characteristics of Islamic art in general. Indeed, an exhaus-
tive study of the subject will show that the majority of the
seeds of the plants to be reaped during the next one thou-
sand years were sown at this time and, no matter how these
plants were grafted and trained in the centuries to come,
their origins in this highly complex and challenging forma-
tive period are obvious. We shall sec that this cycle of adop-
tion, adaptation and innovation was to be repeated in other
parts of the Muslim world as well during this creative cpoch
and that it was this cyclical repetition, more than anything
else, that was to set Islamic art on its particular and unique
course for the next millennium.

Undoubtedly we are safe in assuming that in most geo-
graphical areas and in all the various media the new rulers
and their entourage, not to mention their subjects, at times
simply adopted the art of earlier imes. However, 1t 1s not
these objects that will be considered here. We shall be occu-
pied with those works of art which exhibit adaptations of the
newly adopted pre-Islamic elements as well as those that
break new, creative, ground.

Fortunately, at this juncture in the study of Islamic art,
the decorative arts of the Umayyad period can be positively
identificd in a number of different media, and thesc can be
used as firm anchors around which other similar works can
be confidently gathered. Three tools have been very useful
in this regard: the large number of dated or datable archi-
tectural monuments from this era; dated or datable objects
themsclves; and archeological excavations, all of which have
helped us to establish a vocabulary of Umayyad ornament —
a vocabulary based on four elements: abstract vegetal forms,
geometric patterns, calligraphy, and figural decoration.

As has been mentioned earlier, the Dome of the Rock
incorporates an octagonal arcade consisting of eight piers
and sixteen columns with a continuous band of tie-beams
separating the capitals of the columns and the shafts of the
piers from the spandrels. These wooden beams are covered




87. Wooden soffit from Agsa Mosque, Jerusalem, 86 % 46cm. Rockefeller
Archeological Museum, Jerusalem

on their undersides and outer faces with repousséd sheet
metal (a copper alloy) fixed by large nails [85]. The layout of
a central band bordered on each side by a narrower band
bearing a repetitive pattern is to be found on all such cover-
ings of the arcade. However, this particular example exhibits
motifs that will be repeated often in many versions and
media throughout the period not only in the central Islamic
lands but in the castcrn and the western as well with cchoes
also in the subsequent medieval Islamic period. The stylized
rinceau emerging from cach side of a central, ribbed, tazza
bears, alternately, a six-petalled rosctte and a cluster of
grapcs. This band 1s flanked on cither side by an arcade
alternately filled by two differing vegetal designs. A pearl
bordcr outlines the entire element as well as its central band.
All of the raised areas are gilded, with the central area
painted black and the outer, arcaded, borders green.

We shall see that not only werc such decorative bands
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with continuous vegetal motifs popular during the
Umayyad period™ but so also were a multitude of geomet-
ric designs. One of the latter was created in stone during the
reign of al-Walid 1 to serve as a window grille in the Great
Mosque of Damascus [86]. Geometric design elements were
adopted from the late Greco-Roman tradition, and from the
beginning these patterns were adapted and developed,
becoming vehicles for great diversity and ingenuity in the
hands of the artists working under Muslim rule. In fact, no
other culture used geometric repeat patterns in such inven-
tive and imaginative ways. During the period covered here,
we shall witness both the perpetuation of such designs in
general throughout the Islamic world as well as the vogue
for geometric window grilles in particular not only in the
central Islamic lands but in the further Muslim lands as
well. 7

Vertically as opposed to horizontally oriented vegetal
designs were also very popular in the central Islamic lands
during the Umayyad period. The wooden soffit from the
Aqgsa Mosque [87] and the carved stucco window grille from
Qasr al-Hayr West [88] each contain a palmette tree with
its trunk positioned axially and giving rise to symmetrically
arranged pairs of branches each scrolling to enclose a highly
stylized leaf or grape cluster.™ In each example a stylized,
linear, vegetal element frames the panel. This so-called tree
of life motif had its origin in the late classical candelabra
tree which was part of the Late Antique heritage of early
Islamic art.

The decoration executed in both carved stucco and wood
during this period, as exemplified by the examples just dis-
cussed, has a highly ornamental character betraying a
decided preference for floral designs, usually executed in a
fanciful and luxuriant manner."* Unlikely botanical combi-
nations occur, such as vine leaves with pomegranates or
cone-shaped fruits. This tendency towards the exuberant is
held in check by a strong sense of rhythm and symmetry:
the rich floral forms often riot within the framework of sim-
ple geometric figures — a circle, ellipse, diamond, a set of spi-

88. Stucco window grille from Qasr al-Hayr West. Datable between 724 and
727, Ht. 1m. 34cm. Syrian National Muscum, Damascus
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89. Glazed carthenware storage vessel Basra, Iraq,
Fit. 43.6cm. D 34.3em. Syrian National Museum,

Damascus

go. Earthenware pouring vessel, Gurgan, Iran, Ht. 36
em. L. A, Mayer Memorial Institute of Islamie Arg,

Jerusalem

rals, or possibly an arch on columns. Quite a few bone carv-
ings show the same tendencies in more limited measure, as
they arc smaller and werc made for a humbler clientele.'s*
Only two types of pottery of esthetic merit have been
attributed to the Umayyad period with any certainty. The
first is executed in a buff, well-levigated clay that is covered
with a white shp and painted with geometric and stylized

vegetal designs. This ware has been found at a number of

sites 1n Palesting, including Ruym al-Kursi west of Amman
and Khirbat al-Mafjar. Although the placc of manufacture
of this ceramic type is currently unascertainable, its dating
seems to be more secure. It appears that it was current at the
very end of the Umayyad period and that its production
continucd for the remainder of the century.” The second
type of pottery definitely attributable to this epoch is the
group of moulded and predominately unglazed oil lamps
some of which bear as an integral part of their ornamenta-
tion the name of their place of origin (Jarash — in present-
day Jordan), the name of the potter or of the owner and often
the date of their manufacture. The earliest dated lamps of
this type extant fall into the first half of the cighth century.'*

It secems safe to assume that the latter, moulded ware
would also have been produced in forms other than lamps
and, therefore, that some of the extant vessels exhibiting this
technique should be attributed to the same period. This
ought to be cspecially true of those objects bearing designs
and motifs closest to those found on the Roman terra sig-
tllata (‘moulded carthenware’) out of which the carly
I[slamic pottery type grew. One such vessel that may be
attributable to the Umayyad period is a large, mould-deco-
rated, green glazed jar [89], with mustard-vellow finials on
its three handles that bears an inscription around the base of
its neck stating that it was made for the governor of al-Hira

by Yahya ibn Umayya in Basra — an important port and
manufacturing centre in lower Iraq founded in 635."%

An unglazed pouring vessel [go] that bears an identical
moulded decoration on both its flattened faces is another
candidate for a pre-Abbasid date. The fine angular inscrip-
tion encircling the central bosse calls this object a kuz and
states that it was made in the tiraz of Gurgan, southeast of
the Caspian Sea.'** Finally, al-Hira in southern Iraq 1s men-
tioned as the place of production of a moulded and unglazed
bowl made for ‘the Amir Sulayman son of the Prince of the
Believers' found in Raqqa, Syria. Assumed to have been
made for the son of the Abbasid caliph al-Mansur (r.
754—75), this object helps to make the transition from
Umayyad to Abbasid mould-decorated ceramic warcs.'

The ornament on most of these carly moulded ceramic
objects 1s organized n a scries of bands. These are filled
with arcades, tightly executed and organized minute vegetal
designs, a small-patterned diaper, and rinceaux or with jew-
clled borders consisting of repetitions of concentric circles,
half circles, rosettes, and pearls. The decorative technique
itself imbues the designs with a particular crispness, making
the overall effeet not unlike that on the covering of the tie-
beam in the Dome of the Rock [85].

Another type of pottery in use in the Islamic world before
the ninth century has castern prototypes and bears stamped,
inciscd, or applied decoration and, like the mould-decorated
group discussed above, is also found in cither glazed or
unglazed versions,'s

The metal ewer [1] was part of a cache of objects discov-
ered ncar a mausoleum in the Fayvum in Egypt, and is tra-
ditionally ascribed to the last and then fugitive Umayyad
caliph, Marwan 11 (~ 744-50)."" A series of arches circum-
scribes the body of the vessel, Each arch was originally sct



with a row of circular inlays and filled with a multi-petalled
rosette with a round inlay at its centre. This principal chased
and originally inlaid decoration, to which secondary chased
motifs were added above and below the arcade, echoes that
in mosaic at the base of the drum in the Dome of the
Rock.”* The shoulder and long neck of this vessel bear a
textile-like design — with Sasanian prototypes — of chased,
and sometimes inlaid, rosettes (see textile depicted on the
flautist [64] and those bearing the name of Marwan 1 dis-
cussed below); and the applied sculptural spout and handle
and the ajour¢ and inlaid rim all exhibit motifs to be found
in the inherited Antique repertoire.”® However, unlike lux-
ury metal objects of the pre-Islamic period for a Sasanian or
Syrian grandee, and even more one for a king or governor
that would have been of silver or gold, this vessel is a copper
alloy.

A second, earlier and simpler, copper-alloy ewer is
inscribed with the date of 69/688-8¢g and the name of the
newly founded town of Basra [¢2].° Since this is the second
object mentioned here that bears not only the artisan’s name
— in this case Abu Yazid — but also the information that it
was made in Basra, we must assume that even at this early
period being able to afford an object made in this southern
Iraqi city was a status symbol, and can further speculate that
the craftsmen working there may have had more of a social
standing than was originally thought."”

The lidded ivory pyxis in [93] bears an Arabic inscription
in angular script stating that it was made in Aden to the
order of al-Amir “Abdallah ibn al-Rabi” who served as gov-
ernor of Madina from to 762 to 764." Exccuted as a scries
of drill holes, this calligraphic decoration bears close com-
parison to that on a stone lintel from Qasr al-Milh dated
109/727."% The remaining, geometric, motifs decorating

91. Copper-alloy ewer, Ht. 41
cm. Museum of Islamic Art,
Cairo

92. Copper-alloy ewer, Basra,
Iraq. Dated 69/688-89, Hi.
64.8cm. Museum of Arts,
Tiflis

93. Ivory pyxis, Aden, Yemen.

Datable between 762 and 764,
Gr. ht. 17.5cm. St Gereon,
Cologne

94. Wool fragment. Datable
between 744 and 750, 49 X
12.5cm. Textile Museum,
Washington, p.c.
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95. Gold coin, obverse and reverse. Dated 77/696 ¢7, diam. 1¢ mm. On
loan to the American Numismatic Society, New York, from the University of
Pennsylvania Museum of Art and Archacology

this object are related to those we have seen not only on the
moulded pottery discussed above but also on the ewer
attributed to Marwan 1. Arranged in a series of bands, this
decoration includes five framing borders of concentric eir-
cles, three of pearls and two of contiguous semicircles that
form an arcade-like design with each arch bearing a frieze of
dots.

The textile [94] belongs to a rare group of tapestry-woven
woollen textiles generally believed to have been made in
[raq. They characteristically bear an all-over repeat pattern
consisting of stacked rows of vari-
ously decorated roundels. Proto-
types for the layout of these carly
Islamie fabrics can be scen in the
patterned textiles represented on
the rock reliefs at Taq-i Bustan in
western Iran generally attributed
to the Sasanian ruler Khusrau 1t
(r. 591-628).""* The influence of
the aruistic tradition of this pre-
Islamic dynasty on the art of the
Muslim world is parucularly
strong as regards textiles and was
to remain so throughout the
period covered by this volume.
This example of the carly Islamic
group, bearing as it does the name

96. Wood pancl from door or mnbar, Ht.
1.79m. Metropolitan Musceum of Art,
New York

97. Wood pancl from chest or cenotaph,
32cm X 1.92m. Muscum of Islamic Art,
Cairo

of Marwan 11 (r. 745-50), 1s the carliest surviving datable
produet of an imperial textle workshop (ziraz), which for
centuries supphied enormous amounts of fabrie for the
caliph’s household. It 1s decorated with confronted roosters
circumseribed in large roundels framed with three concen-
tric borders bearing a diaper pattern, contiguous half-circles
and a stylized vegetal design. The interstices contain
rosettes. These workshops also produeed the many robes of
honour which the ruler alone could give to his high officials,
following an age-old custom of the area attested by
Pharaonie history and the Bible (Genesis 41:42). The imme-
diate prototype for this tradition was undoubtedly Sasanian
court procedure, although the eustom of inseribing pat-
terned textiles with religious texts or with the place of ori-
gin was also well established in Coptic Egypt.'®

Marwan’s name oceurs also on a silk fabrie, four frag-
ments of which are preserved in museums in Brooklyn,
Brussels, Manchester, and London. It bears a design con-
sisting of rows of roundels containing a four-petalled rosette
cireumseribed by two concentrie bands with a similar
rosette or half-rosette in the interstiees, and pearl, jewel, and
heart motifs in the border. Unlike the first fragment bearing
this ruler’s name, however, this inseription was embroidered
on to (and not woven into) the textile, and it 1s believed that
it was probably added in Egypt or North Africa as opposed
to where it was woven. '

A paradigm of the way in which pre-Islamie artistic
elements were accumulated, sorted and redistributed in
new ways during the Umayyad period 1s provided by the
coinage of this dynasty. When the Arabs first began their
conquests, not having coinage of their own, they made
use of existing currency. In the east they adopted the
Sasanian silver drahm and in Palestine, Syria, and Egypt the
Byzantine gold solidus or denarius aureus and the copper

Jolles, in addition to the drahm. However, within a very short

time they adapted these coins to their own needs. The earli-
est examples of what has become known as Arab—Sasanian
coinage had the portrait of a Sasanian emperor and a Zoro-
astrian fire altar plus inseriptions in Pahlavi and a pious
phrase in Arabic in the margin. The first Arab-Byzantine
coins exhibited adaptations of imperial imagery such as
standing figures and a column surmounted by a globe on a
four-stepped pedestal as well as Arabie and/or Greek or
Tatin inscriptions.’ It was not long, however, before this
imagery was replaced by a completely original Islamie
design. In the seventy-seventh year after the Hijra (696—97)
during the reign of “Abd al-Malik, a totally new coinage was
invented whieh bore Qurianic inscriptions as its sole decora-
tion exeept for the date and mint name [93a, b]. The layout




98. Marquetry panel from chest or cenotaph, 47.6 X 194.3 ¢cm. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York

devised for this new coinage remained almost canonical on
Islamie coins of the caliphate until the thirteenth century, as
did most of the original inscriptions.

Our knowledge of contemporary gold and silver jew-
ellery objects can, unfortunately, only be deduced from pic-
torial and sculptural representations. As has been discussed
elsewhere, the earrings and pendants depicted at Khirbat
al-Mafjar [51, 57] and the various types of necklaces as well
as breast and waist ornaments found in the frescoes of
Qusayr Amra [62, 63] are often very close in style to their
presumed models from pre-Islamie times.'® Thus, we can
assume that the jewellers’ art was no different from that, for
example, of the metalworker or potter in that the gold-
smiths and silversmiths also adopted earlier forms and
techniques and gradually recombined them in a new way. In
the case of this medium, however, since the study of
Sasanian and early Byzantine jewellery is still in its infancy
it 1s possible that to some extent the apparent scarcity of
carly Islamic jewellery may be due to our lack of knowledge
and that many of the pieces now classified as Roman,
Byzantine, and Sasanian have been ‘misfiled’ and are in fact
Islamic.™

We have clearly seen that the Umayyads did, indeed, take
their forms — architeetural or decorative — and much of
their iconography from the world they conquered;'” and
that they did not only adopt from their Syrian provinces,
where most of the known Umayyad works arce found; their
art reflected the full scope of their empire. The traditions
which were to shape Islamic art throughout the ages —
mosque forms and parts, secular iconography and the con-
scious abandonment of religious imagery, new patterns,
a tendency towards stvlization and non-naturalistic
treatment of vegetal forms — were established during this
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period. The Umayyad world borrowed according to its own
tastes and aims and adapted these elements and styles to
suit its own needs. In brief, it was a feverish workshop from
which classic Islamic art emerged.

The decorative arts produced under the succeeding,
Abbasid, dynasty continued the pattern of adoption and
adaptation — a pattern that permeated all media, as it had in
the prior period. Building on the vocabulary of Umayyad
ornament as seen, for example, at Mshatta [66, 67], the
carved panel from a door or minbar [96] shows, especially
in the central square and rectangular sections, how the Late
Antique vine scroll gradually evolved into a pattern so
highly stylized that with very little adjustment it could
become an infinite repeat pattern like that seen executed in
stucco later in the period at Samarra [81].'"

The rectangular carved panel [97] that originally func-
tioned as one of the sides of a large chest or cenotaph not
only illustrates the progressive stylization of adopted and
adapted Greco-Roman motifs, it also shows the purely
Sasanian wing motif being superimposed on a Late Antique
vine scroll.'” The designs drawn from the two traditions are
no longer scen side by side as in, for example, the Dome of
the Rock but are seen combined here in a manner that can
be considered only as ‘work in progress’.

This transitional phase gave way to a new manner of com-
bining the designs and motifs from these two cultures that
can be seen in the rectangular wooden panel [98]."7 1lere
the motifs and designs from two seemingly diverse tradi
tions have been integrated and blended into a suceessful
whole. The very time-consuming technique employed
known as marquetry and employed carlier by the Romans
in which thousands of picces of light and dark woods and
bone were fitted together and which required highly skilled
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99. Wood panel, Ht. 73cm. Louvre Museum, Pans

craftsmen to execute properly, was to have a long life in
Egypt and the Maghrib.'7

The next step in the evolutionary process we have been
following vis-d-vis Early Islamic woodworking is to be seen
on those objects exhibiting the so-called bevelled style. Its
carliest beginnings in Iraq have already been discussed in
connection with a type of stucco wall decoration utilized at

Samarra — beginnings that are associated with the origins of

the arabesque as well.'” Quintessentially Islamic, the for-
malization known as the arabesque is created when a vegetal
design consisting of full palmettes and half palmettes
becomes an unending continuous pattern — which seems to
have neither a beginning nor an end
grows out of the tip of another. Found in the Abbasid heart-
land during this early period not only in stucco but also in
wood and stone, this convention soon spread to Tulunid
Egypt. That it can be found in numerous Muslim countries
at least until the fourteenth century attests to its popularity
not only with the early Muslim art patrons but with their
successors as well.'”"

Most of the motifs on the earliest wood carvings in the
bevelled style from Tulunid Egypt were identical with
those of their Iraqi prototypes, although some tendencies
became more pronounced.'”” At times there was a marked
cffort to break up the rather broad sculptured masses into
smaller elements and to add secondary surface decoration
in the focal areas. Certain small units were frequently used,
and a rounded leaf seen from the side became a stereotyped
motif. A few features had no counterpart in Samarra, at
least so far as is known. The designs, especially in small
narrow panels, thus appear as free, asymmetrical composi-

tions.'” Other new elements were bird and animal motifs,

in which each leaf

especially the former, rendered wholly or in part [gg].
Keeping within the general character of the style, they are
abstract, yet can be clearly recognized as related to the flo-
ral or vase motifs from Samarra stuccoes moulded in the
bevelled style.'” Their arbitrary and unnatural character is
further underscored by the fact that certain parts, for
instance the beak, can turn into floral forms. These fanciful
creatures are no mere freaks: the zoological element was
preserved and further developed in the subsequent period.

A characteristic metal object of the Abbasid period is the
copper-alloy pouring vessel in the shape of a bird of prey
[100], which is clearly related to a series of earlier Sasanian
zoomorphic censers and pouring vessels.”™ With its massive
symmetrically shaped body, broad stylized wings, and ill-
boding head, this piece, which is dated 180/796-97 and
signed by Sulayman, combines a high degree of formaliza-
tion with an astute characterization of species. At the same
time the creature’s viability is negated by the purely orna-
mental designs on the chest and neck consisting of floral
patterns and the already mentioned Arabic inscription
which have no obvious connection with the bird. With its
stress on a design applied to a plain ground and at variance

100. Copper-alloy pouring vessel. Dated 180/796—97, Ht. 38 cm. Hermitage,
St Petersburg




1o1. Glazed earthenware dish, D. 28 cm. I'reer Gallery of Art, Washington,
D.C.

with the object itself, this piece is an early example of a ten-
dency already noted in the surface decoration of the Dome
of the Rock, Mshatta, and Khirbat al-Mafjar as well as on
the metal ewer [91] where the arcade which requires verti-
cality is quite non-tectonically applied to a globular body.
Like the latter vessel from the Umayyad period, this pour-
ing vessel was also inlaid; in this case traces of both silver
and copper are found. These two objects are among the first
efforts of the Islamic period to revive the much earlier tech-
nique, which later took on enormous importance, of inlay-
ing metal with another metal, usually copper, to create a
chromatic effect and to stress certain parts of the design.'™

Pottery production during the first century and a half of

Abbasid rule exhibited several trends. Certain popular types
manufactured under the aegis of the new dynasty were
simply continuations of, or developments upon, those in
vogue during the prior, Umayyad, period. Another trend,
however, which consisted of painting a decoration on the
surface of a ceramic vessel using several different techniques
was to have far-reaching implications not only for later
ceramic production in the Islamic world but for that in
China, Europe, and America as well.

As was implicit in the discussion of pottery production
during the Umayyad period, the vogue for decorating an
carthenware surface by working malleable clay into a carved,
unglazed and fired ceramic mould — the method of orna-
mentation we have seen being employed on objects bearing
the names of such pottery manufacturing centres as Basra,
Gurgan, Hira, and Jarash [89, go] — continued under the
Abbasid dynasty. The most common shape for vessels
executed in this technique during the later period was a
shallow, flat-bottomed, rimless dish, and these are most
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commonly covered with a yellow or green lead glaze.”* Not
only are the shapes of these objects imitative of metal vessels
but a similarity to metalwork is apparent also in the decora-
tion itself, which resembles that executed in repoussé [101].
At one time it was believed that this apparent imitation of
precious metal objects resulted from religious puritanism
but, as contemporary sources speak of the extensive use of
gold and silver in the caliph’s palace'™ and as the foremost
patronage of art emanated from that court, this theory now
seems unlikely. Rather, these pieces were cheap substitutes
for more precious objects,”™ and this economic aspect
appealed to a wide clientele. This pottery type was found
not only in the palaces but also in the private houses of
Samarra, an indication of the eagerness with which the city-
dwellers accepted it. It has also been found at Susa and at
Fustat; and, in fact we know — from a condiment dish in the
British Museum — that the same general type of relief ware
was being produced in Egvpt by an artisan from Basra.'™
One type of pottery was popular, especially in its unglazed
version, during the Umayyad period and remained in vogue
under the early Abbasids with only minor changes [102].
Unlike that on the moulded category just discussed, the vari-

102. Glazed earthenware vessel, Ht. 25.7c¢m. Los Angeles County Museum
of Art, Los Angeles
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103. Glazed and inglaze-painted carthenware bowl, 1. 24.2em. The Madina
Collection, New York

104. Glazed and lustre-painted earthenware tiles on gibla wall in Great
Mosque, Qayrawan. Datable between 856 and 863

cty of decoration found on this group has eastern prototypes.
The design is created by both carving and incising the vessel,
in a technique known as Kerbschnitt (literally, chip-carving),
after which the object was covered with a turquoise glaze and
fired. ‘This rare, large, utilitarian vesscl can be dated to ¢.goo."™

The most innovative pottery produced during the first one

hundred and fifty vears of Abbasid hegemony is a series of

types with decoration painted on a glazed surface belonging
to what has been termed the Opaque White-Glazed Group —
a group exhibiting a unique and highly creative combination
of three distinct influences. The glaze utilized was adopted
and adapted from the pre-Islamic pottery tradition prevalent
under both the Sasanians and their immediate predecessors,
the Parthians; the most predominant bowl shapes (which are
the most common pottery form at this time) are strongly imi-
tative of the profiles of much-admired and apparently presti-
gious Chinese porcelancous white wares which began to
arrive in western Asia around the middle of the eighth cen-
tury;"" and the method of decoration is purely of the period
and arca under discussion here.

Two ways of ornamenting this group are of particular
interest here as the resulting products constitute the most
luxurious Abbasid glazed ceramics ever produced. One
method consisted of painting vegetal, geometric or calli-
graphic designs (or combinations of two or more of these)
with cobalt-pigmented blue glaze on to the opaque white-
glazed surface of a vessel and subsequently firing the object.
Cuprous-pigmented green or, less commonly, manganese-
pigmented purple glazes are sometimes used on this group

as sccondary colours. The sccond method entailed decorat-
ing an already fired opaque white-glazed vessel with onc or
more metallic oxides and then refiring the object in a reduc-
ing kiln. It has been shown that, contrary to all earlicr liter-
ature on the subject, both methods of decoration scem to be
exclusive to Basra at this period.'®

The bowl [103] is represcntative of the first mcthod of
ornamenting this group and cxhibits one of the two main
categories of decoration to be found on such ware, that con-
sisting solely of vegetal motifs." This type of opaque white-
glazed ware is the first occurrence, in the universal history
of ceramic production, of blue designs on a white back-
ground, a combination later to be exploited in every possi-
ble way by Yuan, Ming, and Ching potters and their
FEuropean imitators.'” This ware with such ornamentation
appears to have been very popular during the ninth century
and fragments of it have been found throughout the, length
and breadth of the Abbasid empire. It was also widely copied
in the provinces as well. These imitations, lacking the
finessc of the wares made in Basra, were produced in regions
— such as what is today Spain, Tunisia, and Algeria as well
as castern Iran — that looked to Baghdad as the cultural cap-
ital of the period [141, 142, 182]. The palette for such
objects was typically green and aubergine.




The second method of ornamenting this group consisted
of using silver and copper oxides, each mixed with a
medium, to paint designs on an already fired opaque-glazed
surface. During a second firing in a reducing kiln, oxygen
was drawn out of the metallic oxides, leaving the metal sus-
pended on the surface to refract light and create a lustrous
appearance. A technique that was first used to decorate
glass,'”" lustre-painting as employed by ninth- and tenth-
century potters in Basra left a permanent imprint on the
ceramic industry in general since the closely guarded trade
secret of the recipe for the production of lustre-painted pot-
tery spread from Iraq to Tunisia, Algeria, Egypt, Syria,
Iran, Spain, Italy, England, and eventually to America.

Sharing with the blue-painted group its most common,
Chinese-inspired, shape, the lustre-painted variety provides
us with the only, up to now, reliable means of dating the pro-
duction of both of these highly important opaque-glazed
pottery types. Abu Ibrahim Ahmad, an Aghlabid amir who
ruled from Qayrawan between 856 and 863 under the acgis
of the Abbasids, had ceramic tiles imported from Baghdad
for a reception room he was planning to build. To prove his
piety after having been branded a sinner by important reli-
gious leaders of his Ifrigivan capital, he decided instead to
use the imported tiles to face the mzhrab in the Great

105. Glazed and lustre-painted earthenware tile, Ht. 28 cm. Museum fur
Islamische Kunst, Berlin
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106. Glazed and lustre-painted earthenware bowl, Ht. 29 em. Al-Sabah
Collection, Kuwait

Mosque in that city [104].""* Since the imported lustre-
painted tiles would have been made to order and thus new at
the time of their purchase and as their designs and colour
schemes very closely resemble those found on three-dimen-
sional objects in the same technique, the window during
which these tiles must have been imported can also serve as
a specific time-period around which the Basra production of
both the blue-painted and the lustre-painted opaque-glazed
ware should be clustered.' In addition, the multitude of
designs on this large quantity of beautifully preserved tiles
can serve as a pattern book of precisely datable motifs as
well. The most common designs on the three-dimensional
polychrome lustre-painted objects are to be found among
those on the polychrome lustre-painted Qayrawan tiles.
Some of the secondary motifs on both the tiles and the bowls
are indebted to those on objects executed in other tech-
niques such as millefior1 glass.

We shall probably never know whether lustre-painted
tiles of the type discussed above were made for local use as
well as for export. To date, no such tiles have been discov-
ered in Iraq. The tiles in this technique found in the
Abbasid heartland are of a very different type. Square tiles
bearing the design of a cock in a wreath-like roundel with
claborate palmettes in the corners were among the glazed
ceramic architectural decoration excavated at Samarra.™
These were bordered by clongated hexagons, decorated in
the same technique, which the excavators felt formed a con
tinuous wall pattern [105]." The tiles found at Samarra and
those in Qayrawan’s Great Mosque should be considered
the carliest Islamic use of such decoration, and it 1s no acci
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107. Glazed and lustre-painted carthenware jar, He 28.2cm. Freer Gallery
of Art, Washington, p.C.

dent that this revival began in Iraq, which had had such a
glorious pre-Islamic tradition of glazed ceramic architec-
tural decoration in places such as Assur, Khorsabad and
Babylon. The skilful combining at Samarra of two different
shapes — interlocking octagons formed from units of polyg-
onal tiles framing a square tile — would soon be successfully
taken up again in the Maghrib [451] and later in twelfth-
and thirteenth-century Iran.'”

[n addition to polychrome lustre, an extremely rare vari-
ety of lustre-painted pottery was produced at this time con-
sisting of a combination of only two lustre colours, gold
on a ruby-red ground [106] — a variety which is thought to
have been a simplification of the polychrome lustre-painting
process. It was the yet simpler monochrome version [107],
however, that was much longer-lived than either the
polychrome or ruby lustre, as it was more certain of success
since only one lustre colour was involved.'7 It was the latter
variety that was imitated in the provinces and which was to
spread from Irag to other pottery centres in the Muslim
world, Europe, and America. Among the popular decorative
motifs found on this lustre-painted type were not only
palmette-based vegetal elements but also human and animal
designs.'”

Monochrome lustre-painted decoration was at times
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108. Marble panel of mihirab in Great Mosque, Qayrawan. Datable between
856 and 863

applied to opaque white-glazed vessels already adorned with
cobalt blue designs, clearly demonstrating not only that the
two methods of ornamenting this group emanated from the
same workshop but, more importantly, that monochrome
lustre-painting and cobalt-pigmented painting were con-
temporary.'” We shall see that this combination was taken
up again more than three centuries later, with great success
|280, 411].

Another method of decorating the opaque white-glazed
pottery group in Iraq during the Early Islamic period was
adopted from the sancai three-colour ware of the Tang
Dynasty in China, which was imported to the Muslim world
in the ninth century and has been found at both Samarra
and Fustat where its dots and splashes in green, vellowish-
brown, and purple on a white ground made a great impres-
sion. The type was at once extensively imitated. The
ceramists working under the Abbasid aegis attempted to
control and organize the coloured pigments and, as far as
the rather unmanageable materials allowed it, to create sim-
ple patterns, in particular radial ones.**

The same Aghlabid amir who had had lustre-painted tiles
imported to Qayrawan from Baghdad and placed in the
Great Mosque also assembled a mikrab in that great sanctu-
ary that was brought from the Abbasid heartland in the form




of panels of marble.*" When one compares the beautifully
executed vegetal design on one of these panels [108] with
those on the soffit from al-Agsa Mosque and the window
grille from Qasr al-Hayr West [87, 88] from almost a century
and a half earlier, the progressive stylization in the early
Abbasid period of adopted and adapted Greco-Roman
motifs is, once again, clearly evident.

When one turns to the glass produced during the early
Islamic period, the leitmotif of adoption, adaptation, and
innovation runs through this medium as well. Glassmaking
under the Muslim aegis was greatly indebted to the Roman
imperial glass industry, and glass manufactured during the
early Abbasid period, in particular, shows a perpetuation
of Roman practices in its shapes and decorative techniques.
The bottle [109] continues the earlier tradition of decorating
thinly blown, clear glass vessels with fine spiralled and
pinched threads in the same, or as here a contrasting, colour.
This glass type did not inspire Islamic adaptations, but only
adoptions such as this. The vogue for such decoration in
the Muslim world did not continue much after the eighth
century, nor does it appear to have extended beyond the

109, Glass bottle with thread decoration, Ht. 18.6 cm. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York
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110. Glass bowl of a goblet with lustre-painted decoratien. Datable to 773,
Ht. 9.5cm. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo

111. Glass ewer with mould-blown decoration, Baghdad, Ht. 11.1¢m.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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112. Silk fragment with gold, 39.5 X 37cm. The Texule Muscum,
Washington, n.c.

113. Linen and wool fragment, 25 % 38cm. The Textile Museum,
Washington, p.C.

eastern shore of the Mediterranean. T'his example with its
so-called ‘spectacle pattern’ decoration is so close to its pro-
totypes that it must be seen as a beautiful echo of ancient
glass in the Muslim world. It might even have been classi-
fied as a pre-Islamic object exeept for the fact that two sim-

ilarly decorated glass vessels were found in the excavations
in Fustat, Egypt, m an undisturbed pit that was very care-
fully bracketed in time by, at one end, a coin weight bearing
the date 750 and, at the other, a fragmentary glass measur-
ing vessel datable to between 762 and 774.%%

While this bottle looks back to pre-Islamic times, the lus-
tre-painted bowl of a fragmentary goblet datable to 773
[110] looks forward. As was mentioned above in connection
with Abbasid lustre-painted pottery, this technique that
began as a means of decorating glass was to have a long and
glorious history not only in the Muslim world but in Europe
and America as well.*** Although the decorative technique is
quintessentially Islamic, the vegetal designs found here were
mherited from the Late Antique repertoire and in their
adaptations are reminiscent of those found among the
vocabulary of Umayyad ornament.

The technique of inflating the gather of metal — or viscous
and extremely ductile melted batch of ingredients — in a
mould bearing a counter-sunk pattern was another one
adopted from the Roman imperial glass industry. Like the
moulds used by Roman glassblowers, those employed in the
Muslim world were usually made of clay or wood. The ewer
[r11], which was made in a two-part, full-size piece mould,
bears as its principal design an Arabic inscription containing
the name of its maker®*** and the place of its manufacture,
Baghdad. Until the initial publication in 1958 of the group
of ewers to which this vessel belongs, the existence of a glass
industry in Baghdad was known only from contemporary
writings.*** "T'he shape of this nicely proportioned piece with
its pear-shaped body has numerous parallels in the early
metal ewers of the central Islamic lands [¢2] which, in turn,
grew out of a form of pouring vessel current in the eastern
Roman empire during the fourth and fifth centuries.*®
Thus, both the shape of this container and its decorative
technique were drawn from the Late Antique repertoire.

Any discussion of textile production in the central Islamic
lands during this period should be prefaced with the infor-
mation that this activity was the single most important
industry in the Mediterranean basin during the period cov-
ered by this work. Not only did it produce items of clothing
but those used for household furnishings as well. The
exquisite silk and gold fabric [r12], decorated with a series
of cocks each of which is enclosed in an octagonal clement
of the overall diaper pattern (in a manner strongly reminis-
cent of the tiles from Samarra seen above), 1s probably a
fragmentary garment woven in Iraq. The wool and linen
tapestry woven fabric from Egypt [113] is from a curtain.
Although one does not know exactly where and how such
items were used, their mention in contemporary texts indi-
cates that they were a ubiquitous domestic article.*”’?

As regards the occurrence of these draperies, sutur, in
Iigypt during this period, it has been stated that in the
highly important documents of the Cairo Geniza (literally, a
repository of discarded writings)* they ‘formed so profuse
and costly an 1tem in the outfits even of middle-class brides
that one wonders what purposes they served’.*” The cur-
tains of Bahnasa in the Iigyptian Fayyum were particularly
famous and are mentioned by many contemporary writers,
including 1bn Hawkal, who says that the draperies from this
city arc ‘made with wool, linen and dyes that do not fade,



and colours in which you can see figures, [ranging from] the
gnat to the elephant’.*™

Another type of furnishing is illustrated by the mat [114].
This is a very fine example of a type of floor covering often
referred to in the Geniza documents and thus one that must
have been quite popular in the eastern Mediterranean dur-
ing the period covered here.”" Woven in the private tiraz in
Tiberias, Palestine, during the first half of the tenth century,
it was made from a fine reed grown in the Jordan valley.*"*

THe ArRT OF THE Book

As was discussed in Chapter 1, one of the four most impor-
tant contributions to the formation of Islamic art between
the Hijra (622) and the death of Muhammad ten vears later
was the establishment of the Qurian as the most precious
source for Islamic knowledge and the Arabic language as the
vehicle for the transmission of this knowledge. The greatest
possible care was taken in copying and transmitting the
divinely directed Book, and during the carly Islamic period
the writing of this language began to develop from its plain
and purest form into beautiful and artistic scripts. This
process, which continued for the next millennium, was a
highly innovative onc that was to result in an almost
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114. Reed mat, Tiberias, 2.33 X 1.156m. Benaki Muscum, Athens

115. Double folio of a Qur'an manuscript. Ink on parchment. Folio size: 30 X 20cm.
British Library, London

unprecedented number of transformations and the designa-
tion of calligraphy as the greatest of all the arts. The earliest
of these calligraphic styles were soon incorporated into the
vocabulary of Umayyad ornament and are to be found not
only in mosaic decoration and on stone, metal and other
media but also in the art of the book.

Since there appears to be a total lack of parchment man-
uscripts bearing colophons which place them firmly in the
Umayyad period, we are at a great loss when considering
this material. To glean what knowledge we have about
Qur’an codices produced during this formative era, scholars
have been largely dependent upon two different methods of
attributing undated parchment folios of the Qurian to this
period.

The first, and oldest, method consists of matching con-
temporary descriptions of various scripts with those on
extant leaves. While this has proved, for the most part, to be
an exercise in futility owing to the summary manner in
which contemporary authors discussed these scripts, there
does seem to be agreement on the identification of one of the
carly styles mentioned by Ibn al-Nadim, the tenth-century
Baghdadi scholar, in his bibliographical work, the Fihrist.
This style was renamed /zazi because of Ibn al-Nadim’s
attribution of it to Mecca and Madina, and it is ascribed to
the seventh and early eighth centuries. The double folio
|115] belongs to what is thought to be the carliest hijazi
group — that with a vertical format and a script that exhibits
a verticality as well as a slanting to the right.*

The second, and considerably more recent, method of
attributing undated parchment folios of the Qurian to the
Umayyad period is to compare their illuminations to closcly
related decorative elements on dated or datable buildings. It
appears that chapter (sura) headings were rather ambitious
in scope from quite an early date.”™ A complex vegetal
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116. Frontispicee of a Qurian manuscript. Colours and gold on parchment.
Dar al-Makhtutat, Sana‘a

design that projected into the margin soon became an
important feature of the narrow decorative bands with a tex-
tile-like character that were the first such devices. Derived
cither from the Late Antique or Sasanian repertoires, the
idea of combining such projecting vegetal designs with rec-
tangular bands may have come from Roman inscription
tablets with flange-like projections (tabulae ansatae).

The group of folios from a sumptuously illuminated,
beautifully calligraphed, and unusually large Qurian that
was found above the ceiling in the Great Mosque in Sana‘a,
Yemen, permits a close comparison of this type [116, 117].2%
[t has been shown that these vertically oriented pages incor-
porate motifs that are very similar to those used to decorate
the Dome of the Rock, Qasr al-layr West, the Hammam

at “Anjar, Khirbat al-Mafjar, and the Great Mosque of
Damascus. Using such a method, the time of production of
the leaves in question has been narrowed to the second half

of the Umayyad period and more specifically to between 691
and 743. Further securing such a dating is the fact that the
angular calligraphy employed on these folios is very similar
to that used in the Dome of the Rock [10]. This scemingly
unique manuscript is the only lavishly illuminated Quran
codex extant that can be securely placed in the Umayyad
period. Its decoration consists either of bands that separate

one chapter from another or border text pages and of

designs that cover a full page. This illumination provides us
with further examples of Umayyad ornament such as multi-
ple rows of arcades, vegetal scrolls, rosettes and arches dec-
orated with a frieze of dots that we have seen on other
objects discussed in this chapter. The double frontispiece
(the left half of which is scen here) exhibiting an architec-

117. Folio from the same Quran manuscript as Fig. 116. Ink, colours, and
gold on parchment

tural design also provides us with rare representations of an
Umayyad prototype for later hanging and standing glass
lamps.*'*

While the most common format for manuscripts of the
Qur’an during the Umayyad period appears to have been
vertical, in the early Abbasid era horizontal codices of the
Holy Book took precedence. It is not known precisely when
this peculiar format began to be used or why; but, once in
vogue, it was to remain popular at least until the tenth cen-
tury. Possibly the scribes were following a religious injunc-
tion to differentiate the sacred book from other texts,*'7 and
also from the Hebrew scrolls of the Pentateuch or the verti-
cal Greek Gospel codices; or the fashion could have had a
purely aesthetic basis — to accommodate the early Abbasid
angular scripts in which the horizontal letters are drawn out
giving them an ‘extended’ appearance. T'he Abbasid callig-
raphers continued the Umayyad practice of writing Qurian
manuscripts exclusively on parchment probably until the
tenth century, when the earliest dated Qurlan codex on
paper occurs.

The folio [118] is part of a Qur'an manuscript that was
given as a religious endowment (wagf) to a mosque in Tyre
in 875-76 by the Abbasid governor of Damascus, Amajur.
This is onc of several dated or datable copies of the Qurian
from the ninth and tenth centuries.” In addition to its
beautifully calligraphed leaves lavishly consisting of only
three lines per page, illuminated folios with both geometric
and vegetal decoration survive as well.*

We have seen, especially in [116], that very carly in the
Islamic period there was a desire to beautify the sacred text.
We have further seen [117] that the ornament also per-



118. Folio of a Qur'an manuscript. Ink
on parchment. Datable before 875-76,
12.7 X 19.3cm. Museum of Turkish and
Islamic Art, Istanbul

119. Frontispicce of a Qur'an
manuscript. Ink, colours, and gold on
parchment. Folio size: 10.2 X 17.1¢cm.
Metropolitan Muscum of Art, New
York

formed the functional task of separating verses («y«s) and,
particularly, chapters (suras). These decorative tendencies
continued during the Abbasid period and certain of them
became canonical.

In this period as in the Umayvad, the illuminator lavished
most of his attention on the full-page frontispicce, or on that
consisting of two Icaves with similar large-scale compositions
confronting cach other; occasionally such pages also
occurred at the end of the book. As in {119], the overall
design was usually subdivided into two or three sections, or
given a wide frame; unity was achicved by means of an clab-
orate system of interlacing. Geometric motifs prevail, with
floral patterns used only as fillers. Certain parts of the design
consist of dots, so that they resemble panels of mosaic and
opus sectile (a technique of floor and wall decoration typically
employing marble plaques and inlays). The frontispicces,
like the sura headings, carry large composite floral arrange-
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ments in the outer margins that already seem to have become
an indispensablc featurc of all rectangular decorative pancls
in a book.*** The Qur’an section that this frontispicce embell-
ishes is beautifully written in an carly angular script that
characteristically effects a wonderful balance in the place-
ment of the letters on the page. This calligraphy is very close
to that used for the Amajur Quran and its illumination is
very similar as well. The layout of the decoration on the folio
illustrated here appears to have derived from tabulae ansatae,
Roman inscription tablets with projections like handles. lts
rectangular section incorporates motifs reminiscent of some
of those of Hellenistic inspiration on the marquetry panel
[98]. The two triangular arcas are ornamented with a large
palmette flanked on cach side by a smaller leaf exccuted in
sepia. These areas can be related in both design clement and
function to the triangular bone insets decorated with vine
scrolls in the central section of the marquetry panel.*
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120. Leather bookbinding. Datable before 883-84, Ht. 7.6cm. W, 12em. Dar
al- Kutub, Cairo (after Margais and Poinssot)

Concerning the function of these frontispieces in a Muslim
context it is possible only to speculate.””* They were probably
testimonials to religious piety, showpieces of conspicuous
wealth, or, like the ‘carpet pages’ in Hiberno-Saxon manu-
scripts of the seventh and eighth centuries, had some religious
significance. The early illuminators of the Quran, by
attempting to limit themselves to lines and abstract forms, not
considering the many decorative possibilities of Arabic script,
and relying on the brilliant yet insubstantial qualities of thinly
applied gold, revealed an uncompromising striving towards
the spiritual and the absolute. As their artistry was devoted to
a task of almost unequalled sacredness, their vocabulary pro-
vides insight into what may be called basic Muslim forms of
expression. Among them is a tendency to provide a clear,
solid, yet interlocked surface organization, and to create
within each larger unit a series of co-ordinated symmetrical
compartments whose contents, though distinctive enough on
closer inspection, play only a secondary role. Furthermore,
there is no intimate relationship among these motifs, which
appear rather indistinct and are subordinated to a general
impression. Morcover, these secondary features have a
vibrant quality which contributes to the dissolution of the
two-dimensional composition by extending it subtly into
depth; though the precise range of this spatial addition
remains undefined, the artist has actually broached the
third dimension. This physical and optical play with spatial
forms creates an inner tension that counteracts what would
otherwise be a static composition. All these phenomena seem
to be more than limited early manifestations of a specific art
form, for many of them recurred in later Muslim works of art.

The general organization of such pages is related to that
of contemporary bookbindings. The example [120]
(together with the first juz” of a Qurian that it once con-
tained) was given as a religious endowment (wag/f) to the
Great Mosque of Damascus in 883-84 and thus serves as a
rare, carly, datable representative of this craft that was to
have such an illustrious history not only in the Islamic world
but, under the direct influence of this tradition, in Furope
and America as well.*?

In these central lands of the Muslim world near the end

of the Larly Islamic period — more specifically in Baghdad
before 940 — the vizier to three Abbasid caliphs, Abu “Ali
Muhammad ibn Mugla, brought about a momentous devel-
opment in the art of Arabic calligraphy. Through his genius
and knowledge of geometry, Ibn Mugla revolutionized the
art of writing by devising a system of proportional cursive
scripts that could successfully parallel, if not compete with,
the highly refined angular ones.*** The rules he laid down
for the chancery (in contrast to Quranic) scripts based on
geometric principles were followed by two of his pupils who,
in turn, taught Ibn al-Bawwab, who perfected and beautified
Ibn Mugla’s letters in the ‘six pens’ or cursive calligraphic
styles. The only surviving manuscript that seems to be
securely attributable to this most famous Arab calligrapher,
who was working in Baghdad under the aegis of the Buyids,
is a Qurian executed in that city in 1000—01 that exhibits a
number of revolutionary changes. Not only does it reveal a
format that is now vertical instead of horizontal but also a
radically new attitude towards the composition of full-page
illuminations [121].°*% Instead of a tripartite composition
with the centre field composed of interlacings with small,
dense braided designs filling the surrounding space and a
margin containing the traditional floral palmette, a layout
that was an early favourite [119], here there is a large-scale
arrangement, imbued with so much dynamic force that it
seems to burst its frame. The old softly drawn, rounded
lines are replaced by sharply delineated geometric forms in
which the painted edges are just as important as the circular
motifs. In addition, instead of a rather indistinct and uni-
form pattern in the field we have a variety of clearly defined
floral and geometric designs, all with a specific function in
the interplay of parts. Furthermore, unlike the former two-
dimensional rendering, movement appears to occur on more
than one level, and the patterns themselves are plastically
conceived. This interrelation of the various sections, their
inner movement, and the three-dimensional aspect of the
whole combine to give the page its lively, sparkling appear-
ance. This effect is also emphasized by the more varied
colour scheme, in which sepia and dark blue, formerly used
only sparingly in combination with gold, are supplemented
by brown, green, crimson, and white. Indeed, only the mar-
ginal palmette, though here more articulated and more
refined in detail than those on the earlier codices, could be
called the umbilical cord connecting this composition with
those of the past; otherwise this page, like the others in this
Qur’an, points entirely to the future.

Like the slightly earlier Isfahan Qurlan discussed in
Chapter 4 [207], Ibn al-Bawwab also wrote his codex on
paper. [lowever, this eminent calligrapher also executed this
Qur’an completely in cursive scripts — naskhi for the text and
thulth for the headings — a form of writing which had existed
from the beginning of Islam but had previously been con-
fined exclusively to secular documents [122].* With so
many transformations in one manuscript, scholars are, of
course, all the more appreciative of the colophon, which, as

121. Hluminated folio from a Qur'an manuscript. Colours and gold on paper.
Baghdad. Dated 1000-o1. Folio size: 13.5 X 17.8cm. Chester Beatty Library,
BDublin
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we have seen, gives both the date and place of origin.
Unfortunately, however, one cannot be sure that this evi-
dence 1s correct, since there is ample literary proof of early
and later forgeries (the writings of Ibn al-Bawwab, in partic-
ular, were imitated soon after his death), and although, for
intrinsic reasons, this manuscript has a better chance than
any so far discovered of being genuine it could date from a

227

few decades after the scribe’s death in 1022.

CONCLUSION

‘Traditionally, the arts of the seventh to eleventh centuries in
the central lands of the newly formed Islamic world have
been divided into two periods defined by the ruling dynasties
and, to a smaller degree, by the areas over which they gov-
erned. There is, thus, an Umayyad art (661—750) centred on
Greater Syria and an Abbasid art (750-¢.1000) centred in

Iraq. In the former, the wealth and enthusiastic patronage of

the ruling class gave rise to mosques and residences which
exhibited simultaneously a sense of state and an exuberance

122. Folio from same Qurian manuscript.
Ink, colours, and gold on paper

of life and which reflected many different artistic sources and
a broad range of tastes. The art created during the rule of the
Umayyad dynasty seems to have been, as Ernst Herzfeld
proposed in a seminal article published nearly a century ago,
an art of adaptation and of juxtaposition. The rich vocabu-
lary of forms current in the Late Antique world was adopted
and adapted to the service of whatever new or old functions
were required, and a myriad of motifs and ideas drawn from
the centire area under Umayyad rule and even from beyond
were creatively juxtaposed.”*® Thus, new combinations of
common structural elements were designed for the mosque,
representations of living things became restricted to the sec-
ular realm, the simplification or geometrization visible in the
decoration of some walls coexisted with an exuberant explo-
sion of forms with many subjects. A new geography of art
came into being, in which Syria and Iraq are the pre-eminent
centres of patronage and inventiveness (with the former pre-
dominating) and in which Central Asian themes can be
found in Palestinian nonuments or even on those in Egypt.
In other words, the new art of the Umayyads reflected the




full scope of the new empire and, at times especially in the
more private world of country villas and palaces, something
of the nouveau riche raste of patrons suddenly provided with
€normous resources.

Abbasid art, with a few exceptions in the courtly art of
Samarra, can be characterized as a purification and simplifi-
cation of the Umayyad inheritance. There is, at first glance,
an austerity and a severity to most Abbasid decorated walls,
wooden panels, and objects of all sorts. Figural representa-
tions are few and far between, and it has been argued in the
past that Abbasid art, like Abbasid culture in general,**
marks the end of the line for the great ‘Hellenistic’ vision
which had dominated the Mediterranean and western Asia
since the fourth century B.C.E. More recent scholarship, at
least in fields like cultural history, has seen early Abbasid cul-
ture, especially that of the ninth century, in more positive and
more creative ways, and these could be used to explain the
evolution of the visual arts. Two very remarkable new phe-
nomena can be singled out. One is the growth, around the
establishment of the caliphs in Baghdad and Samarra as well
as in the older cities of Basra and Kufa, of centres of cultural
and artistic production and consumption which affected all
layers of society in Iraq and, by extension, those in Ifrigiva
and al-Andalus in the west and Khurasan or Transoxiana in
the east. Scientists and translators made available ancient
learning from the Mediterranean or from India and devel-
oped all fields of knowledge in the newly available Arabic lan-
guage; their concerns extended to all aspects of physical
matter and cultural life, as we owe to these times theories of
grammar or of poetry as well as transformations of Euclidian
mathematics or Prolemaic astronomy. By the year goo there
had emerged from the urban world of Iraq a complete and
coherent world view; with many internal nuances no doubt,
but with a cohesion of shared ideas accepted by a majority of
the learned elite. The other phenomenon is the full growth
of an Islamic culture with the formation of theological and
legal schools, heterodox movements, mysticism, philosophy,
history, morality, and many other avatars of a self-conscious
acceptance of an Islamic ethos rooted in the Scripture and in
the life of the Prophet.

The difficulty lies in relating formal changes in the arts or
the appearance of a new technique to the profound cultural
transformations which affected first Iraq and then the whole
Muslim world. The works of historians such as Mas udi,
litterateurs such as Jahiz, raconteurs such as Tanukhi or
poets such as Abu Nuwas are replete with stories, anecdotes,
and fantasies which can bear on the arts, once they have
been gathered in some systematic fashion. As independent
documents they are individually tendentious and difficult to
interpret.®* Yet there are areas where a direct impact of the
new faith and of its social as well as ethical requirements on
the arts can be proposed. One such area is the transforma-
tion of the common activity of writing into an iconophoric
message, that is to say a carrier of meaning independent of
its form, or into a subject worthy of the most elaborate orna-
mentation, or even into an end in itself] in short a work of
art. Another one is the complex set of modifications called
simplification, abstraction, and stylization. The effect of
these modifications has been subsumed under the term
‘arabesque,’ a word invented during the [talian Renaissance
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and adopted by eighteenth-century German writers on aes-
thetics, used to mean a formal arrangement of vegetal orna-
ment into an endless succession of scrolls as well as the
concept of an infinitely repeated motif. >

The special position taken by or given to writing and the
arabesque, whether the latter is meant as a form or as a con-
cept, could be understood as direct or indirect reflections of
the brilliant intellectual life of Iraq in two ways. One is that
both form and concept reflected or expressed the formaliza-
tion of a legal structure, the prevailing legal order for making
decisions or for passing judgments. Legal structure (usu/ al-
Jigh) was, like ornament, logically constructed and could be
extended to any personal and social need. It is this order,
accepted by most of the clites, that can explain the ease with
which new techniques and new motifs were carried from
place to place and adapted to local conditions. The other way
1s through the permeation of all Muslim societies with ideas,
Muslim or not in origin, which gave these societies a distinc-
tive character of their own. Such is the notion of God as the
exclusive Creator and, therefore, the vanity of all visible
things and the possibility of unexpected combinations of
derails which appear to the modern eye as stunning inven-
tions. This procedure has been called atomism and has often
been used to explain the originality of early Islamic art.** A
third way is geometry, whose investigation has been fashion-
able during the past decades and which was indeed one of the
more remarkable developments of ninth- and tenth-century
Muslim thought.*** Geometry, like Ibn Mugla’s standardiza-
tion of writing, was a technique with straightforward and
clear rules; it may thus have acquired the additional ideologi-
cal component of reflecting Abbasid order. The full impact of
geometry on the arts belongs in reality to the following cen-
turies, although, as we shall see, some curious beginnings
took place in northeastern Iran in the tenth century.

Yet, to see these centuries in terms of two clearly defined
periods of artistic performance is probably to misunder-
stand the role played by the arts in society and to give undue
importance to major political changes. It is probably more
appropriate to consider the period that began with the
Dome of the Rock (6g1) and essentially ended with the fall
of Baghdad to a heterodox Shi‘ite leader (945) as a time
when several processes took place according to rhythms
which are still impossible to disentangle: new shapes fash-
ioned for the practice of the faith, princes seeking to remain
good Muslims and be like the great kings of old, tradesmen
and artisans discovering new markets and new products,
religious leaders and intellectuals formulating the distin-
guishing parameters of Islamic theology and knowledge, and
even at times individuals seeking to create for themselves a
means for their own salvation and serenity. All of these
processes, public or private, visible or secret, are reflected in
the arts and material culture of the central Islamic lands
during this seminal period. They created a mood of intense
activity out of which coherent styles of the carliest Islamic
art eventually emerged. In and under the influence of
Baghdad, these styles, if not necessarily the mood that
inspired them, were transmitted throughout the world of
Muslim communities, the wmma, the Islamic equivalent to
the koné of ancient times. They have been the foundation of
the arts of the Islamic world ever since.
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CHAPTER 3

Western Islamic Lands

During the early centuries of Islamic rule the cultural his-
tory of western Islamic lands was concentrated in two areas.
One is the province of Ifrigiva under the rule of the
Aghlabid dynasty of governors, with its new capital of
Qayrawan and its fortified coastal cities like Sus (modern
Sousse). The other is al-Andalus, the generic name given to
all parts of the Iberian peninsula under Muslim rule. The
former was still very much of a cultural satellite of the
caliphate in Syria and in Iraq, and we dealt with its archi-
tecture in a previous chapter. The latter, however, created a
culture and an art which were strikingly original. Between
the two, the fledgling dynasty of the Idrisids had founded
the city of Fez and had fully established itself in what would
be now northeastern Morocco and northwestern Algeria.
But the region was mired in internal struggles, even though
the dynasty itself welcomed Andalusian settlers in the ninth
century. Its artistic, and even archeological, importance will
appear only late in the tenth century and will be considered
in Chapter 7. Sicily had been conquered in the ninth cen-
tury, but almost nothing is known about its art or material
culture under direct Muslim rule.

The only survivor of the Abbasid massacre of Umayyad
princes in 750 was ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Mu’awiya, who
escaped to al-Andalus. There, thanks to the large number of
pro-Umayyad Syrian settlers and to their equally numerous
North African Berber clients, he succeeded in becoming an
independent governor. Until 1009 his descendants ruled the
nearly three-quarters of the Iberian peninsula which were
controlled by the Muslims. Theirs was not an easy and
peaceful rule, as they had to contend with Christian king-
doms to the north and with streams of revolts within their

own realm. By the time of “Abd al-Rahman 11 (r. 833—52), a
significant Muslim cultural life had developed in and
around the southern cities of Seville and Cordoba or in the
old Visigothic capital of Toledo. The reputation of Baghdad
led to the importation of high Abbasid culture symbolized
by the person and personality of one Ali ibn Nafi’. Known
as Ziryab, a singer by profession, he was a man of many tal-
ents (or many talents were attributed to him by later histori-
ans) who is supposed to have introduced taste and refined
manners to an uncouth Muslim Far West. Umayyad power
reached its apogee in the tenth century, under “Abd al-
Rahman 11 and his son al-Hakam (7. g12—76). At that time
the Umayyads of Spain assumed the title of caliphs and their
capital, Cordoba, became one of the wealthiest and most
brilliant cities of the medieval world. Not only were its poets
known throughout Islam, also influencing the budding sec-
ular poetry of the Christian West, but in many other ways the
Umayyad caliphate of Spain was the single most powerful
cultural centre of Europe, with a strong impact on the large
Christian and Jewish populations within and without al-
Andalus.

ARCHITECTURE AND ARCHTECTURAL DECORATION

THE UMAYYADS OF SPAIN! 750—1000

The most remarkable monument of the Umayyads in Spain
is the Great Mosque at Cordoba [123]. Today it is a rectan-
gle 190 by 140 metres of which about a third is occupied by
a courtyard planted with orange trees and surrounded on
three sides by a much restored portico. On the fourth side is
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125. Cordoba, Great Mosque, sequence of construction, 7846, 833-52,
96176, 987

a long hall of seventeen naves on sixteen arcades running
south west—north east, incorrectly thought to be in the
direction of Mecca. The naves are thirty-two bays deep and
7 metres wide, except for the sixth from the southwest,
which is 8 metres wide. In the middle of the hall is a whole
Gothic cathedral built in 1513 against strong opposition,
and there are Gothic or later chapels elsewhere from the

thirteenth century onwards. The outer walls are much
restored, heavily buttressed, and pierced by eleven orna-
mented doors.

This rapid description makes clear that the monument
was not built all at once. The Muslim work can be divided
into four periods [125] distinguished (except in a few
details)' by literary and archacological documents. The first
mosque, built in 784-86, probably on the site of an older
Christian church,® consisted of nine or eleven twelve-bay
naves, the central one wider than the others, at right angles
to the ¢ibla wall. ‘Abd al-Rahman (. 833-352) made the first
additions, possibly widening the hall by two naves and cer-
tainly lengthening it by eight bays.? The second expansion,
the most remarkable of all, is attributed to al-Hakam 1 (z.
961—76). He lengthened the mosque by another twelve bays,
and, on the axis provided by the central nave of the first
building, crected a spectacular group [124] beginning with
the dome (the present Villaviciosa Chapel*) and ending with
three more domes in front of a richly decorated mihrab [ 126}
in the shape of a nearly circular, but in fact seven-sided,
room.’ The area in front of the mihrab was separated from
the rest of the mosque, constituting a magsura. In 87 al-
Mansur, the minister of the caliph Hisham, made the third
addition [127]: an eight-nave widening towards the north-
east” which consciously used the earlier methods of con-
struction’ and gave the completed work a more traditional
ratio of width to length, but destroyed the axial symmetry.
Other ninth- and tenth-century additions were made by var-

126, Cordoba, Great Mosque, mihrab

128. Cordoba, Great Mosque, polylobed arch




127. Cordoba, Great Mosque, al-Mansur’s addition

ious Umayyad princes;’ most of them are secondary except
for the striking minaret erected in g51—52, whose signifi-
cance as a symbol of Umayyad power confronting the rise of
the Fatimids in Ifrigiya has been argued recently.”

The mosque of Cordoba, like so many other carly
hypostyle mosques, reused elements (especially columns
and capitals) from pre-Islamic buildings. However, a num-
ber of major innovations transformed it into one of the great
monuments of medieval architecture. The first, found in the
original mosque and maintained in all succeeding additions,
consists in raising the height of the building by erecting two
tiers of arches, the lower supported by regular columns, the
upper by long and narrow piers inserted between the lower
arches and resting on the columns. Spain could not provide
the monumental columns so characteristic of Syria, and the
available ones were too small to allow for a large hypostyle
arca. The result was this highly developed and impressive
superstructure over numerous but short supports, creating
the most original visual effect of an elaborate ceiling, further
strengthened by the alternation of colours in the stone and
brickwork of the arches.

The second innovation involves the arches, the domes,
and the mihrah of al-Hakam’s addition. The slightly
returned semicircular arches of the first building become
polylobed [128]; instead of maintaining the single arch as a
completed unit, the architects broke it up into small parts
which, in turn, created a complex pattern of interlocking
arches used both as supports in the construction and as dec-
orative designs for wall surfaces and for gates.

The third innovation concerns the four domes. The main
dome in front of the mihrab preserves the traditional octa-
gon based on the squinch, but is carried on eight large ribs
resting on small columns fitted between the sides of the
octagon [129]. It is thus shortened, and its base has a stag-
gered shape formed by twenty-four mosaic-covered cen-
tripetal ribs. The other three domes provide variations on
the same theme, the most interesting occurring in the
Villaviciosa Chapel, where the ribs transform a recrangle
into a square.

The structural significance of these innovations is difh
cult to assess, but one point is quite clear. Changes in the
construction of arches and in the appearance of domes led to
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a great increase in the decorative and expressive value of
both; originally simple architectural forms and lines are

ormed into complex ones and broken up into smaller
units, each of which in turn becomes a decorated surface or
shape, for instance every single stone of the arches or the
new ated triangular a bety the ribs supporting

the domes. The straightforward forms of the classical dome
have developed into infinitely complicated combinations of
lines and shapes, almost all of which derive more or less
directly from specific units of construction. The Muslim
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130. Toledo, Bab Mardum,
general view

131. Toledo, Bab Mardum, dome
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architects of Spain recognized the decorative significance of
the Cordoba innovations, as shown by the small mosque
known as Bab Mardum in Toledo [130, 131] (now the
church of Cristo de la Luz). It is datable around 1000; its
plan belongs to a pan-Islamic type which had appeared
already in Abbasid times and which has been discussed ear-
lier (pp. 28, 29); its originality lies in its nine small domes
decorated with structurally useless ribs arranged in differ-
ent patterns.'®

The ribs of Cordoba have often been compared to those
of later western Christian architecture; they have also been
related to ribs found in Armenian churches' and to certain
features of Sasanian and later Iranian dome construction.™
An oriental origin has also been assigned to the polylobed
arches, which indeed occur in the decorative niches of cer-
tain Abbasid buildings (palace of al-Ashir in Samarra,
mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo). Most of these hypotheses
are still uncertain. However, the example of the Villaviciosa
Chapel, where the masonry of the dome has been exam-
incd,” shows that the architects of Cordoba were not fully
aware of the structural possibilities of the rib in permitting
lighter vaults; nor does later Islamic architecture in the West
seem to have noticed that such ribs had a structural poten-
tial; they probably had nothing to do with the development
of vault construction in the Christian world.

The question of origins is a difficult one. Although the
history of Iranian methods of construction in the first
Islamic centuries is almost totally unknown, the late
cleventh- and carly twelfth-century monuments with which
Cordoba is compared show a similar attitude towards forms
rather than the same architectural and decorative motifs. ’
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132. Madinat al-Zahra, plan

133. Madinat al-Zahra, audience
hall



With respect to the polylobed arches, it is logically ques-
tionable whether Spanish builders would have transformed
oriental decorative shapes into forms of construction, since
in most instances the evolution runs in the opposite direc-
tion. Therefore the arches and vaults of Cordoba are more
likely to be local Spanish developments. They began with
the double tiers of arches in the mosque of 784, possibly
inspired by large Roman engineering masterpieces like the
aqueduct of Merida located north of Cordoba. On the other
hand, the relationship between construction and decoration
finds equivalents in other parts of the Islamic world.

The last important points about the mosque of Cordoba
concern the mzhrab. Its shape of a whole room is unusual,
and its original effect must have been either that of a dark-
ened opening into another world or, if a light was put into it,
of a beacon for the faithful. Its numerous inscriptions,
almost entirely Qurianic,™* include the proclamation of
divine glory on the cupola, statements about ritual obliga-
tions, and references to roval rights [ 129]. Perhaps under the
influence of the surrounding Christian world, the mihrab of
the mosque appears to have acquired a precise liturgical,
ceremonial, and religious meaning usually absent elsewhere
in the Muslim world, at least in these early centuries.
Unusual rites were performed in this one mosque like the
carrying in procession of a copy of the Qurian.'® This litur-
gical and symbolic aspect of the mihrab and its relationship
to royal ceremonies may well explain why the horseshoe
shape within a rectangular frame was used for gates, and
most specifically, as early as 855, for San Esteban, one of the
main gates into the mosque from the adjoining palace."
Without being always as fully charged with meaning, this
formal ensemble will remain characteristic of most of west-
ern Islamic architecture.

In spite of its disturbed and irregular plan, the mosque of
Cordoba, then, is a most extraordinary monument in which
the fascination of early Islamic patrons and designers for
a perfect blending of architecture and decoration finds one
of its first and most brilliant expressions. The tenth-century
architects of al-Hakam developed structural and decorative
forms which, like those of Samarra and Qayrawan, provided
the hypostyle building with a new order and a new empha-
sis; the spectacular display of arches and domes on tiny and
insignificant columns is, however, characteristically Spanish
Islamic. It is a monument of architectural art as it combines
an economy of means with a powerful effectiveness of con-
trasts between light and shade, fulls and voids, clear foct and
an infinite spread in all directions.”

The secular architecture of Umayvyad Spain is known
through some public works™ and particularly through the
large and still mostly unexcavated expanse of Madinat al-
Zahra, a few kilometres from Cordoba. It is the palace which
‘Abd al-Rahman 1 transformed into a city, and it became
eventually, and for a short period of time, the capital of the
Umayvad caliphate in Spain. Work on it began in 936 or
040 and it is likely that it was never completed, assuming
that 1ts design was based on some sort of master plan rather
than the result of a more or less haphazard succession of
buildings connected to cach other by ceremonial or behav-
ioural patterns.

From surveys, partial excavations, and numerous written
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references one can reconstruct a huge walled space (roughly
1500 metres by 800) on a sloping hill. More or less in the
centre of its northern boundary, a complex of palatial build-
ings has come to light [132], which includes service arcas,
a bath, a mosque, several formal halls on a basilical plan
of three or five aisles preceded by a long foreroom facing a
courtyard, and thousands of fragments of stucco and other
decoration. Much is still unclear about this ensemble, which
was certainly inspired by whatever was known in Cordoba of
Abbasid Samarra. A similar sense of extensive, if repetitious,
luxury pervades much of the site, as though there were no
restrictions on available space nor funds for construction.
An exception to this general impression may have been the
two fountains erected in the gardens of the palace. One of
them, according to a rather late source, was adorned with
twelve gold sculptures of animals, both real and imaginary.™

For the history of architecture, Madinat al-Zahra exhibits
several significant featurcs. One 1s the artful way in which it
engages the surrounding landscape through a highly origi-
nal system of miradors or viewing places.® A second one is
the technical precision and formal quality of its horseshoe
arches [133] set on slender columns. The third is that an
unusual number of its capitals (many are in museums all
over the world) are signed by the artisans who made them.
The exact social and perhaps economic implications of this

134. Cordoba, Great Mosque, marble fragment from mihrab area
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135. Cordoba, Great Mosque, mosaics in the nihrab

peculiarity sull await an explanation, but it may reflect some
aspect of the operating work process of the time. Such sig-
natures present in Spain much more frequently than else-
where in the Islamic world in these formative centuries.
Finally a word must be said about Umayyad Spanish
architectural decoration, although little has so far been done
on classifying themes® or tracing their evolution. The
mosque of Cordoba [134] and especially the palaces of
Madinat al-Zahra [ 133] abound in mosaics, marble sculpture,
carved stone and stucco, and carved or painted wood. In the
mosque the decoration of capitals, brackets on the piers sup-
porting the upper tier of arches, alternating stones of poly-
lobed arches, and cornices and ceilings is largely
subordinated to the forms created by the architects. Only in
the mihirab and on some of the gates did the need for special
visual effects lead to the composition of panels, mosaics,
carved marble, and moulded stucco independent of architec-
ture. But even then — for instance, in the way the mosaic pat-
terns follow the complex lines created by the architect [135]
— the wealth of ornament serves chiefly to heighten the dra-
matic effect of the construction. In the palaces, on the other
hand, perhaps following the traditions established in
Umayyad Synia, decorative panels seem to have covered most
of the walls of the main halls, and, even though (unlike at
Khirbat al-Mafjar and Qasr al-Havr West) there is a lack of
completely preserved or even sccurely restored rooms, one

136. Cordoba, Great Mosque, capital

should probably imagine the same simple or complex geo-
metric frames enclosing a luxurious tapestry-like decoration.

The morphology of this ornament as defined in recent
years by Ewert, Pavon Maldonado, and others need not be
spelled out in detail, but certain peculiarities stand out in
comparison with ninth-century Samarra or Qayrawan. First,
in spite of some geometric or figural ornament,* vegetal ele-
ments predominate, in the form of endless variations on the
vine and acanthus of antiquity; this classical element may
derive from local Roman or post-Roman tradition, a con-
tinuous Byzantine impact (as through the importation of
mosaicists), or the very ceclectic usage of the first Umayyad art
of Syria. Second, the ornament of Cordoba and of Madinat
al-Zahra is much subtler than at Qayrawan and even than in
much of Syria (except at Mshatta). It refines infinitely upon
the same basic themes. On certain capitals, for instance [136],
and in a superb marble panel to the side of the mihirab of al-
Hakam 1, it introduces a fascinating movement of stems and
leaves around a rigid axis, in which the basic symmetry is con-
tradicted by the asymmetry of the details, and constant
changes in the place relationships of separate units contrast
with the primary cffect of an opposition between the plane of
the design and the invisible background. Finally, this orna-
ment is conservative; it does not reflect the revolutionary
designs of the Samarra stuccoes but relies on interlace and the
same few floral shapes, all probably derived from Late



Antiquity. Its quality lies in the inventiveness of its modula-
tions rather than in the discovery of new themes.

THE ART OF THE OBJECT

Up to now and with the exception of al-Andalus,* the arts
created during this formative period in the western lands
of the Islamic world, the Maghrib,* if they are mentioned at
all have usually been discussed as part of either the Abbasid
or the Fatimid traditions. However, the geographical and
chronological subdivision followed in this particular study
of the history of Islamic art, as opposed to the conventional
approach based on a dynastic one, has allowed for a more
comprehensive and accurate presentation of what might be
called classical western Islamic art of the early period, 1.c.
the art of the Maghrib between 650 and ¢.1000. Only by
approaching the subject in such a way can the objects pro-
duced in this area of the Muslim world be seen for what they
truly are: new departures for the Islamic west and thus
pieces of the mosaic that is early Maghribi art. When they
are not evaluated in such a context, the Early Islamic prod-
ucts of Tunisia, Morocco, and Sicily as well as certain of
those from Spain either tend to be completely omitted in
works surveying the history of Islamic art or are greatly
overshadowed by better-known, more avant-garde or, at
times, more beautiful works of art.

Indeed, a discussion of the full range of Maghribi objects
from this period is needed not only to flesh out the history
of Islamic art in its first three hundred and fifty years but to
help explain the later chapters of this history as well.

The cyele of adoption, adaptation and innovation we have
been following in the decorative arts created in the central
Islamic lands during this early period was echoed in various
contemporary artistic centres in the western reaches of the
Muslim world. The art that evolved in the Maghrib during
this formative epoch owed a great debt to three different
sources. The first of these was the Greco-Roman, a heritage
common to all the Islamic countries on the shores of the
Mediterranean. Having been the prevailing tradition in the
area at the time of the Arab conquests, in the carly Islamic
period many of its features were adopted and gradually
adapted for the new patrons.

The second source was the artistic styles and traditions
that developed under the aegis of the caliphates ruling from
Damascus and Baghdad. More specifically, the rulers who
governed the Maghrib during the early Islamic period were
constantly attempting to emulate and even surpass the life
styles of the Umayyvads and Abbasids and because of the
prestige of these two houses the artistic production of their
capital cities and/or artistic centres created vogues and sub-
sequently spawned imitations or variations in the principal
urban centres of the Islamic west. The same effect was
achieved when techniques and styles, newly developed in
the heartland, were carried to other arcas by migrating
craftsmen who were secking work or were summoned by
more prosperous patrons. Thus, the major centres within
the central Islamic lands during this period should be
viewed as at the hub of a wheel. The spokes of this wheel
radiated to the furthest reaches of the Muslim world bear-
ing kernels of the newly evolving art form known today as
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Islamic. Once having been adopted in these ‘further’ lands,
the cycle was repeated with the local inhabitants adapting
the styles from the heartland to suit their own needs by
adding elements familiar to them and thus eventually creat-
ing a western (and an eastern) version of classical early
Islamic art.

The last major indebtedness was to the contemporary
‘Mediterranean society’ itself. It has been stated that ‘the
Mediterranean has always been a unifying force for the
countries that surround it; it is a commonplace that the
spread of Greek and Roman culture depended largely upon
it. And yet, in studies of Islamic art, this fact tends all too
easily to be forgotten.” In fact, the material culture found
in each of the many Islamic countries bordering this sea can
be understood only when viewed from this perspective, and
any study of the art of this area that is not predicated on this
unity will fail to identify the multitude of threads in the rich
cultural tapestry of the particular early or medieval [slamic
state being discussed and thus to comprehend its civilization
fully.

The important role played by imperial Umayyad artistic
styles and traditions in the formation of Islamic art in the
Iberian peninsula (that occupied by Spain and Portugal) can-
not be sufficiently stressed. The marble doorjamb from
Madinat al-Zahra — a new Umayyad city founded in the third
or fourth decade of the tenth century some five kilometres

137. Marble doorjamb from Hall of “Abd al-Rahman 1, Madinat al-Zahra
Datable between 95374 and 956/7, 104 X 50cm. Museo Arqueologico
Provincial de Cordoba, Cordoba
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138, Marble window grille 177 x 98.5¢m. Museo Arqueologico Provincial de
Cordoba, Cordoba

cast of Cordoba — 1s an excellent example of the strong
dependence of the art of al-Andalus on the earlier products
of Greater Syria [137]. The so-called tree of life decoration —
which had its origin in the late classical candelabra tree - is
highly reminiscent of the depictions of the same motif on a
number of stucco window grilles from Qasr al-Hayr West
and on several wooden soffits for the Agsa Mosque [87, 88].
The imperial and Andalusian Umayyad examples also each
exhibit a border of small, interconnected and repeated vege-
tal designs. The tree of life motif proved to be a particularly
popular one in al-Andalus, especially for architectural deco-
ration; and its vanations arc legion. Not only is it found in
the secular as well as religious architecture | 134] of Umayyad
Spain but it was popular also in the later, taifa period.®

The vogue in al-Andalus for stone or stucco window
grilles decorated with geometric repeat patterns | 138] also
stemmed from their popularity in the imperial Umayyad
realms [86].°7 Their appeal reflected not only therr attrac-
tiveness but their functional qualities as well; in the hot
Mediterranean climate, they maintained privacy while per-
mitting visibihty from indoors, diffused sunlight, and pro-
vided ventilation while inhibiting the movement of insects
through the variously sized openings.

In addition to the exquisitely carved stone objects that
exhibit vegetal and geometric designs, others with figural
decoration occur as well in the western Islamic lands during

139. Marble relief, L. 53cm.; He. 35cm. Musée National du Bardo, Tunis

this carly period — both in the Iberian peninsula and in
[frigiva. Among these 1s the carved and inlaid marble relief
[139] from Mahdiyya (in present-day Tunisia) that must
have once graced a secular building in this Ifrigiyan capital.
It depicts an imbibing ruler being entertained by a musician
playing a flute-like instrument. Contemporary architectural
fragments similarly inlaid with black stone have been found
also in al-Andalus.*®

An early type of pottery produced in Umayyad Spain —
made of clay covered with a slip and painted with calligraphic
and geometric designs —is represented by the ewer [140]. The
group to which this pouring vessel belongs imitates closely
those late imperial Umayyad and early Abbasid objects dis-
cussed above that can be dated to the cighth century.®

140. Panted
carthenware ewer,
Max. ht. g7em.
Conjunto Arqueologico
Madinat al-Zahra,
Cordoba

I



141 Inglaze-painted earthenware tile, Gr. W. 30cm. Musée National du
Bardo, Tunis

142. Inglaze-painted earthenware dish, D. 35cm. Museo Arqueologico de
Granada, Granada

The most prevalent glazed ceramic objects in the western
Islamic lands during this period were those that imitated the
opaque white-glazed group manufactured in Basra, Iraq,
under the Abbasids, specifically that variety ornamented
with designs painted mainly in cobalt blue.* Unlike the Iraqi
prototypes, however, the palette of the wares produced in the
provinces was typically green and aubergine, and in Ifrigiya
figural representations predominated over the vegetal, geo-
metric, or calligraphic designs so prevalent in the heartland
[141].%" The Andalusian version, on the other hand, exhibits
a popularity for both figural and non-figural decoration and
includes among its profiles the one most commonly found on
the Abbasid originals, namely that imitative of Chinese white
wares and proto-porcelains — a shape not encountered in
Ifrigiya at all [142].% Thus, once they had been adopted, the
local artisans and, presumably, the patrons themselves
adapted the styles from the heartland to suit their own needs
and tastes by adding elements familiar to them and thus cre-
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143. Detail of wood minbar in Great Mosque, Qayrawan. Datable between
856 and 863

ated a western version of one of the two most luxurious
Abbasid glazed ceramic types ever produced. In both Ifrigiva
and al-Andalus, threc-dimensional objects as well as wall
tiles were produced in this technique.*

Because of the very close stylistic and iconographic as
well as technical resemblance between the inglaze poly-
chrome painted ware from these two western Islamic lands,
it can be assumed that they were contemporary. The
approximate date of the Andalusian production is provided
by the moulding decorated in this technique that embell-
ishes the dome in front of the mihrab in the Great Mosque
of Cordoba that was added to the building by al-FHakam 11 in
965-68.** Therefore, these two pottery types should be
placed in the second half of the tenth century. Since it is not
vet known precisely when the production of cobalt-pig-
mented painting on opaque white-glazed wares began in
Basra, Iraq, and for how long it continued to be manufac
tured in that centre, there is no way of determining the time
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144. Panels of wood mmbar from NMosque of the Andalusians, Iez. Dated
369/980. Right panck 55 % 20.7cm. Left panel: 56 X 20.5¢m. Musée du
Batha, Fex

lag in the spread of this technique from the lower reaches of
the Luphrates to the southern and western shores of the
Mediterranean. Such diffusion can take years, thus ensuring
the longevity of certain styles as well as the presence of
international conventions.

\ major work of this period in the western lands of the
Islamic world is the wood minbar in the Great Mosque of
Qayrawan [143]; crafted between 856 and 863, it 1s the old-
est surviving pulpit in the Islamic world.* Tt has the sim-
plest possible shape, only two triangular side walls framing
the stairs and a platform on top, but the function of the side
walls is entirely overshadowed by the intricacy of the thir-
teen vertical rows of rectangular panels on cach, exhibiting
a rich variety of designs directly based on Umayyad work.?"
The more numerous geometric patterns are ultimately
related 1o such schemes as those in the window grilles of the
Great Mosque of Damascus [86], whereas the more signifi
cant floral compositions go back to the carvings at Mshatta
and other sites, except for some new Abbasid stylistic ten
dencies now being more pronounced. All concern for nat-
ural growth and botanical veracity has disappeared, to be
replaced by an emphasis on abstract floral fantasies. Trees,
leaves, and fruits of diverse species are shown on the same

plang; branches twist in odd, even geometric shapes or have
been left out altogether; and familiar forms turn unexpect-
edly into others. Although purely decorative elements are
comparatively rare, their richly sculptured surfaces stand
out effectively against the deep shadows of the background,
and the same elements appear in different compositions.
Such versatility bears witness to rich imagination and inner
dynamice foree, but the piling up of forms, the unexpected
combinations, and the ever-changing juxtapositions, as well
as the lack of any close relation between the geometric and
floral panels, betray an endeavour that was still unfocused.
Although outwardly the artisans had their designs in
admirable control, the balance, even spacing, and formal
unity in each thematic group show that they were still grop-
ing for both the syntax and the vocabulary of the newly
developing decorative language. The only definite conclu-
sion that can be drawn is that arustic expression tended to
be achieved through non-naturalistic and abstract motifs.

In the past, scholars have assumed that these panels were
carved in Baghdad; but the carly eleventh-century text pre-
viously referred to* states clearly that the teak beams had
been imported from that city for the purpose of fabricating
lutes but that the reformed Aghlabid amir used them,
instead, to make the minbar destined for Qayrawan’s Great
Mosque. Objects such as the door or minbar panel [g6] —
unearthed in Iraq, perhaps even in Baghdad itself*® — with
similarly decorated sections bearing designs built on the
vocabulary of Umayyad ornament, must have served as the
prototype for the Aghlabid masterpiece. Although the mun-
bar was made at a time when Samarra was the Abbasid cap-
ital, the style of its carvings reflects none of the tendencies
towards abstraction of the Samarra stucco Styles B and C,
and the floral panels lack entirely the hackneyed quality of
Style A. Therefore we must assume a cultural time lag,
which is easily understandable in so distant a region as
Tunisia belonging to the Mediterranean world of artistic
forms rather than to that of western Asia as Samarra did.
This remoteness and distinct cultural tradition explain why,
at a ume when some artisans of the capital were half-heart-
edly following old traditions and others had already experi-
mented with new ideas, their fellow-craftsmen in a
Mediterranean centre were employing the ancient vocabu-
lary with renewed vigor.®

More than a century after this pulpit was carved in
Ifrigiya, another was produced in Fez [144]. It was ordered
in 98o for the Mosque of the Andalusians in that city by the
FFatimid client Buluggin ibn Ziri. As was the case with the
carlier minbar, this one also drew its inspiration from the
artistic styvles and traditions that had developed under the
acgis of the Umayyad caliphate ruling from Damascus. The
two carved panels seen here, still retaining traces of their
original paint, each bear as the principal decoration a highly
stylized palmette tree set within an arch and circumscribed
by an angular, fohated inscription.** Because the vegetal
motif itself (adapted from the late classical candelabra tree)
was part of the Late Antique heritage of early Islamic art, a
precise answer to the route this design took to Morocco and
the time of its arrival and incorporation into the icono-
graphic repertoire there remains elusive. It could have
passcd into the repertoire of the artisans of Fez directly from



Greater Syria just as easily as from Greater Syria via al-
Andalus or from Baghdad via Ifriqiya.

Carved ivory objects from al-Andalus that survive in
substantial quantity must be regarded as among the finest
products of the period, fully commensurate with the stately
and imaginative opulence revealed by the architectural mon-
uments of Umayyvad Spain.*’ Fortunately, many are
inscribed with the names of the roval personages or court
dignitaries for whom they were made, and dates are usually
given, ranging from about g6o to the middle of the eleventh
century. Most are either pyxides with a hemispherical lid or
rectangular containers with a flat or hipped cover.

The earliest pieces carry only rather loosely spaced, wiry
vegetal designs. Their special quality lies in the ingenious
manner in which leaves and branches grow and curl around
one another so that the designs are full of inner movement,
reflecting a refined sculptural sense.*” The same quality, as
well as the generally restricted vocabulary of motifs, charac-
terizes slightly later pieces, which, however, exhibit more
ambitious decorative programmes. In the pyxis made in 964
for al-Hakam 1’s celebrated concubine Subh, the mother of
the future caliph Hisham 11,# the vegetal forms, inhabited
by peacocks, doves, and antelopes, are somewhat richer than
before and the opulent ornamental design is endowed with
lively movement. Equally important is the artist’s sense of
structure, which resulted in a clear organization of the sur-
face. The branches form geometric compartments which
serve both as skeletons for the composition and as frames.
Geometric and vegetal motifs are thus harmonized not by
mere juxtaposition but by integration, a solution that the
earlier wood-carvers of Qayrawan had not vet achieved.
This type of arrangement also characterizes the sculptured
marble panels flanking the mihrab of the Great Mosque in
Cordoba [134], but in a delicate ivory box the result is more
subtle and effective.

The same organizing tendency found expression in an
even richer pyxis made in 968 for al-Mughira, the younger
son of “Abd al-Rahman 1.+ Here human and animal figures
are enclosed in large, eight-lobed medallions formed from
continuous interlace, while other figures and plant forms fill
the spandrels [145]. This piece provides the first conscious
organization of a complex decorative scheme into major and
minor scenes within a unified whole. It is also the first
appearance on a Spanish ivory of a cycle of royal themes. In
one of the medallions the prince himself appears with a gob-
let or bottle in his right hand and a long-stemmed flower in
his left; he is seated in the company of his fan-bearer and his
lutenist while falconers stand outside the medallion frame.
Other motifs representing royal might, like the lions below
the throne platform and the symmetrical arrangement of
lions attacking bulls in a second medallion, can be traced to
Mesopotamian or Persian origins. Still other designs are sim-
ply decorative.¥® As many of the motifs on this pyxis occur n
pairs flanking axial trees, Islamic or Byzantine textiles show-
ing an ultimately Sasanian organization may have served as
models, but the originally flat patterns have now been suc
cessfully transformed into richly modulated reliefs.
Furthermore, the sculptural quality is enhanced by the now
greater density of the designs. Both the function of such
vories and the degree to which they were appreciated can be
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deduced from the inscription on a pyxis with purely vegetal
s

. 6 o . . A
designs.*” Carved in angular script around the base of the
domed lid are the following verses in a classical Arabic metre:

The sight I offer is of the fairest, the firm breast of a delicate
maiden.

Beauty has invested me with splendid raiment that makes a
display of jewels.

I am a receptacle for musk, camphor, and ambergris.*’

On al-Mughira’s pyxis the main themes are differentiated
only by the lobed frames and the larger size of the figures in
two of the four medallions. The division is clearer on a large
rectangular casket made in 1004/05 for “Abd al-Malik, the
son of Hisham 1r’s all-powerful vizier, al-Mansur.* Here, on
the more important long sides, similar polylobed frames
enclose boldly rendered royal scenes, which stand out
clearly against the density of the small-patterned spandrel
areas. This piece bears the signatures of a number of carvers
who ornamented it, thus attesting to a collaborative effort.
In spite of this organization — or perhaps because of it — the
decoration bears no integral relation to the structure and
shape of the casket. Similarly, on an ivory pyxis made some-
time between 1004 and 1008 for “Abd al-Malik,* the arches,
in even sharper contrast to tectonic principles, form loops at
their apexes as frames around little birds, giving the general
impression of a sculptured shroud that envelops the piece.
The combination of a richly patterned surface and simple
form became standard for the Muslim architect and crafts-
man, to the degree that the shape often counted for little in

145. Ivory pyxis. Dated 357/068. Ht. 15cm. Musée du Louvre, Paris
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146. Ivory casket, Sabra-al-Mansuriyya. Datable between 953 and 975, 42 %
24 % 20cm. Musco Arqueologico Nacional, Madrid

comparison with the decoration, and the ornament usurped
some of the aesthetic functions of the underlying form.

As we have observed concerning objects in other media
that were produced during this period in Ifrigiya and al-
Andalus, the prototypes for the decoration preferred in the
prolific ivory carving industry in Cordoba/Madinat al-
Zahra were, likewise, not those currently in vogue in
Baghdad or Samarra. The phenomenon of a time lag in the
spread of a fashion from one arca to another is a common
one.

The only extant ivory object known to have been made in
Ifrigiva during this period is the casket [146]. The top of its
flat lid is circumscribed by an angular inseription informing
us that it was made for the early Faumid ruler al-Mu'izz
(r. 953-75) in his capital al-Mansuriyya by an artist with the
nisha al-Khurasani.® A feature of this inscription — the
hesitant use of stylized leaf forms attached to the letters —

147. Gilded silver cashet with nictlo decoration. Datable to 976, 27 X 38.5 %
23.5¢m. FTesoro de fa Catedral de Gerona, Gerona

was, although employed here in a highly tentative manner,
destined to become very popular in the early medicval period
under the rubric ‘floriated’. Whether this, earlier, foliated
angular script gradually developed into that known as flori-
ated or the latter was suddenly created in Fatumid Egypt and
can be seen as having no antecedents, the calligraphic deco-
ration on this casket is representative of the restrained begin-
nings of an ornamental transformation in inscriptions, which
from this time on were to play a greater and more vital role
in Islamic decorative schemes.’ The casket is constructed of
wood and covered with plaques of ivory. The method of dec-
orating the plaques — that of staining the ivory with various
colours after the design had been lightly outlined — is not
found at all in the famous Umayyad Andalusian industry just
discussed but is closely related to that employed on the
group of ivories thought to have been produced in Sicily dur-
ing the eleventh and twelfth centuries.™ The flat, as opposed
to a hipped, lid 1s more commonly found on the latter group
and 1s also scen on a mid-cleventh-century silver casket from
Fatimid Egypt [339]. Thus, unlike the imitative tendency so
often mct with up to now; this Ifrigiyan object — unique for
the period in its decorative technique and exhibiting the ten-
tative beginnings in the western Islamic lands of an orna-
mental transformation in inscriptions — appears to look more
forward than backward.

Although there are numerous references in Umayyad,
Abbasid, and Fatimid texts to spectacular three-dimensional
objects executed in precious metals being used by various
rulers and members of their courts or being given as gifts
of state, few such pieces have survived to corroborate these
sources. A casket [147], though of an unusual kind, helps
to substantiate these descriptions, so long thought to be
highly exaggerated.”® Datable to the year 976 by means of
the inscription surrounding the lower edge of the lid, this
receptacle is the sole extant example of a type of silver-
smiths’ work current in al-Andalus in the tenth century, one
that from a technical as well as from an iconographical point
of view appears to be both retardataire and avant-garde. The
rectangular shape with its hipped lid and the vegetal deco-
ration itself should, by now, be very familiar to the reader.
However, the basic construction of wood to which have been
attached the repousséd, gilded and overlaid silver plaques is
closer to that on the contemporary painted ivory casket from
al-Mansuriyya, as is the restrained folhation of the angular
inscription. The method seen here of adorning precious
metal objects with independently formed decorative units
inlaid with nicllo (and in other cases with cloisonné enamel)
1s an carly example of what was to remain a popular orna-
mental device in al-Andalus at least until 1492.%*

The technique of repoussé employed to decorate the silver
plaques covering this unique casket was used to adorn con-
temporary jewellery items in al-Andalus as well. In fact, it
was to remain a favoured decorative technique for gold and
silver ornaments from Andalusia for more than five hundred
vears. T'he gold diadem [148] is part of a hoard that included
coins dating between 944 and 947, thus allowing us to date
this head ornament as well as the other jewellery items found
with i1 before the latter date (a date which serves as a termi-
nus ante quem for the hoard as a whole).™ In addition to the
repousse decoration, the diadem is also adorned with glass




148. Gold and glass diadem. Datable before 947, 4.6 X 21.6em. Museo
Provineial de Jaén, Jaen

cabochons,™ filigree and small sheet-constructed hemi-
spheres. It would have been held in place by a cloth band
drawn through the two end rings and tightened.

The tiraz system first discussed here in connection with
its earliest extant datable product — the textile [g4] — spread
from the central Islamic lands where it had been a distinc-
tive element of Umayyad, and later Abbasid, court life first
to Ifrigiya and then to al-Andalus. The fragmentary textile
of Andalusian (probably Cordoban) manufacture executed
in silk, linen, and gold thread [ 149] exhibits a layout espe-
cially tyvpical for contemporary Fatimid tirazes woven in
Egvypt [335]. A wide, decorative, band (in this case bearing a
series of pearl-framed octagons ecach containing a
quadruped, a bird, or a human figure) is bordered above and
below by a single bold band of calligraphy in foliated, angu-
lar script that informs us that this textile was made for
Hisham 1 (r. 976—1013). Elements of the design itself,
specifically the bird-filled octagons, are reminiscent of those
on the Abbasid silk [112] and on the ceramic architectural
decoration from Samarra [105]. Thus, not only did the
artistic styles and traditions that developed under the aegis
of the caliphates ruling from Damascus and Baghdad
strongly influence the textile industry in Spain but the close
similarity with contemporary Egyptian textile production is
illustrative of the important influence the vogues within the
various member-countries of the ‘Mediterranecan society’
had on others in the group.

In the previous chapter we have seen that copper-alloy
pouring vessels in the shape of birds of prey were character-
istic of the Abbasid period and grew out of a long tradition
which became well established in the Muslim world during
that and the preceding, Umayyad, period. This vogue for
small and large copper-alloy bird and animal sculpture, with
its roots in earlier Sasanian zoomorphic censers and pouring
vessels, subsequently spread to the Maghrib via the by now
well known route that so many of the decorative motifs and
traditions discussed here have taken. This fashion persisted
in the western lands of the Islamic world at least until the
end of the eleventh century. The copper-alloy stag from al-
Andalus [150], found among the ruins of Madinat al-Zahra,
and its companion picce (the hind now in a private collec-
tion) originally formed part of a fountain — the water spew
ing forth from the open mouth of the animal after having
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149. Detail of fragmentary silk, linen, and gold thread textile. Datable
between 976 and 1013, 18 X 109 cm. Real Academia de la Historia, Madrid

been funnelled through the pipe protruding from the sculp-
ture’s base.” A closely related quadruped from Ifrigiva was
most probably the prototype for these two fountainheads as
well as for two other similar animals since it shares with all
of them not only 1ts stance but also the treatment of the eyes
and the manner in which the horns are attached.®

We have descriptions of two tenth-century Andalusian
fountains, one in Cordoba itself and the second at Madinat
al-Zahira, with water emanating from the mouth of lions.
According to these accounts, the former feline is golden

150. Copper-alloy stag, Ht. with plinth: 61.6em. Museo Arqueologico
Provineial de Cordoba, Cordova
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151. Copper-alloy ewer, Ht. 22cm. The David Collection, Copenhagen

with eves set with jewels and the latter is of black amber and
is adorned with a pearl necklace.”” The copper-alloy foun-
tainheads we are discussing here must have been used as a
pair or together with other similar animals as part of a basin
or pool or, singly, for two separate, paired, fountains. Small
basins and ornamental pools played an important role in the
architecture of both the castern and western Umayyad

caliphates and the Umayyad amirate as well as in that of

Aghlabid Ifrigiva. This vogue continued in Ifrigiva under
the FFatimid and Zind dynasties and in the Hammadid cap-

itals of Qal’at Bani Hammad and Bougie.” The similarity of

such features and their enduring popularity in the western
Islamic lands attests not only to the influences moving
between the northern and southern shores of the

Mediterrancan during the period,” but to the importance of

water 1n the Islamic culture in general owing to the arid
nature of so much of the arca under Muslim control.

A typical feature of the extant copper-alloy utilitarian
objects from al-Andalus is their dependence on imperial
Umayvad and Abbasid prototypes.®® The ewer [151] is no
exception. Its shape (including the heavy torus moulding at
the base of the neck) and the handle, with its acanthus-
shaped thumb stop, terminating at the bottom in a highly
stylized head of a gazelle, both have numerous parallels in
the carly ewers of the central Islamic lands which, in turn,
were strongly influenced by a form of pouring vessel current
in the castern Roman empire during the fourth and fifth

centuries that had ultimately derived from the imperial
Roman version popular in Italy.” The spout terminating in
a cock’s head is reminiscent of that on the so-called Marwan
ewer [g1] and on the group of ewers to which the Marwan
ewer belongs. However, the style in which the incised
feline, circumscribed in a circle on the body, is executed, the
repeated inscription al-mulk li-llah (‘sovereignty is God’s’)
in an angular script which completely fills the band below
the torus moulding, and the style of the cock’s head are typ-
ically Andalusian.”

Tue ArT oF THE BOoOK

One of the most sumptuous extant manuscripts of the
Qur’an copied in the western Islamic lands during this
period is the so-called ‘Blue Qurian’ [152].°® Unlike the
Qur’an manuscript illustrated carlier [116, 117], it 1s neither
the illumination nor the calligraphy nor the size of its folios
that puts this codex into a special category but the materials
on which and with which it was copied. It is written in gold
on blue-dyed parchment with silver ornamental devices to
indicate groups of verses.”” This highly unusual combina-
tion may have been inspired by imperial Byzantine docu-
ments and manuscripts of purple-dyed parchment which
were calligraphed in gold and silver. We know that such
material was presented by Byzantine embassies in Umayyad
al-Andalus, and it is a safe assumption that contemporary
embassies to Ifrigiva could have proffered similar docu-
ments. However, purely Islamic in inspiration is the codex’s
horizontal format — one which, we have seen, took prece-
dence for manuscripts of the Qurian in the central Islamic
lands during the early Abbasid period.

This codex was probably copied in Qayrawan, which in
the ninth century became one of the principal cultural cen-
tres of Islam, with the Great Mosque at its heart. Numerous
copies of the Qurian were executed here, many of which
were exported and carried to all regions of the Islamic
world. An inventory of the library of this mosque compiled
in 1293 mentions a Quran in seven sections of similar large
format, written in gold on blue-dyed parchment and with
ornamental devices in silver, thus suggesting that, at the end
of the thirteenth century, this very manuscript was still in
the city where it had most probably originated.”® As to the
date of this manuscript, the tabula ansata with the linear
stylized rinceau terminating in a delicately executed but
cqually stylized palmette tree bears, especially in the depic-
tion of its ansa, strong parallels with the palmette tree [143]
and other vegetal designs on the Qayrawan minbar as well as
that painted on the nichchead of the mihrab.” Thus, a date
as carly as the latter half of the ninth century would be
possible for this codex.”

The folio [153] is another from the Quran manuscripts
belonging to the library of the Great Mosque in Qayrawan.
Although it is a certainty that not all of these were written
in that important cultural centre, it is not unlikely that this
particular copy of the Qurian, the oldest dated codex
(295/907-08) among those found in the Great Mosque, was
copied in Aghlabid Qayrawan. Calligraphed by a certain al-
I"adl, the freecdman of Abu Ayyub Muhammad, almost forty
vears after that commissioned by Amajur [118], the angular



152. Folio from a Quran
manuscript. Gold on blue-dyed
parchment. Folio size: 31 X 41em.
Musée des Arts Islamiques,
Qayrawan

153. Folio from a Quran
manuscript. Ink, colours, and gold
on parchment. Dated 295/907-08,
16.7 X 10.5cm. Library of the Great
Mosque, Qayrawan
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script is remarkably similar to that employed in the carlier

manuscript, as is the illumination”™ and the lavish use of

parchment. Such conservatism is attributable not only to a
time lag, such as we have seen previously between the same
vogues in the heartland and in the provinces, but also to the

role of traditionalism in the copying and illuminating of

Quranic eodices resulting in this period in what could be
considered an international style.

The latest copy of the Qurian to be discussed in this chap-
ter is that finished in Madinat Siqilliyva (Palermo) in
372/982-83 [ 154]. It is also the first in this work exhibiting

a type of script belonging to a group that has been termed
the ‘New Style’.”” "This category of scripts grew out of a long
tradition. It was first employed for secular documents and
gradually, at the end of the ninth or very beginning of the
tenth century, came to be used for Qurianic codices. While
in other areas of the Islamic world the ‘New Style’ appears
to have continued in use for such manuscripts until the
thirteenth century, as regards the Maghrib its vogue has
continued until today. For some time copyists of the Quran
uscd both the ‘Early Abbasid” or angular scripts as well as
the ‘New Style’ scripts (for examples of the former in this
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154. Polios from a Qurian manuscript. Ink, colours, and gold on parchment.
Madinat Siqillivya. Dated 372/982-83. Folio size: 17.6 X 25¢m. The Nasser
. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, London

155. leather bookbinding for a Quran manuscript. Datable before 3787988,
19.9 % 13.8cm. Library of the Great Mosque, Qayrawan

chapter sce [152, 153]. However, the latter group of scripts
finally emerged victorious, owing, presumably, to the rela-
tive ease with which it could be read, and written, as
opposed to the various angular scripts. This is the earliest
Qur’an manuscript known to have been copied in Muslim
Sicily. While it is avant-garde in its adoption and adaptation
of the ‘New Style’ script, it is retardataire in its continued
use of parchment and in its emplovment of a horizontal for-
mat which is much better suited to the angular scripts with
their exaggerated, horizontally drawn out, letters.”

The inventory of 1293 for the library of the Great
Mosque of Qayrawan referred to above also includes a
description of the binding for the Qurian on blue-dyed vel-
lum. It tells us that it was ‘covered in tooled leather over
hoards, lined with [.. .] silk’.™ Unfortunately, none of the
bindings for any of the seven sections of this spectacular
codex appears to be extant. IHowever, many bindings for
Qur'an manuscripts housed over the centuries in the same
library have survived. Two of them can be securely placed in

the period being discussed here as they were given as a wagf

to the mosque. The ecarliest of these, its manuscript no
longer extant, dates to the Aghlabid period (800-9og), hav-
ng been given as an endowment by a princess of this ruling
family.”> More or less contemporary with the binding [120],
it shares its format (which seems to have been a very popu-
lar one during this period) of a rectangular field filled with a
large-scale geometric interlace design circumscribed by a
series of borders or guard bands with smaller repeat pat-
terns. The binding crafted around 988 (or about a century
after the Aghlabid example), for the ninth volume of a ten-
volume Qur'an, is rather exceptional in its decoration
[155]7" Both of these horizontally oriented bindings were
most probably made in Qayvrawan.”

As to the arts of the book in al-Andalus during this
period, although texts mention the hibrarics of “Abd al-
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Rahman 11 (r. 822—52), Muhammad 1 (r. 852-86), and espe-
cially the huge hbrary of al-Hakam 1 (r. 961—76), only one
manuscript from the latter library appears to have sur-
vived.” In addition to the interest of these rulers in amass-
ing such collections, the medieval author Maqqari tells us
that al-Hakam fostered the making of books as well, having
ateliers built in Madinat al-Zahra for copyists, binders and
tlluminators. Unfortunately, with the one possible exception
noted above, nothing remains of this production.”

CONCLUSION

Early Islamic art in North Africa and Spain can be under-
stood in several different ways. When viewed geographically
and chronologically, al-Andalus — and, more specifically,
Cordoba and its surroundings in the tenth century — domi-
nated this period. Nearly all media, except for the art of the
book, are represented and in many instances, as with ivories,
there is a critical mass of works which should allow for
reflections and conclusions on classical art historical topics
such as sources, styles, subject matter, and expression.
Relatively little has been done in this regard,™ but two broad
conclusions can be proposed.



One is the high quality of the concepts and designs and
the superior craftsmanship involved in making mosques or
palaces, or objects such as ivories and textiles. A high level
of workmanship is to be expected with the wealthy patron-
age of the caliphal court, which sponsored most of the works
and which had access to the best available artisans from the
whole Mediterranean area, Byzantium and Italy in particu-
lar, as well as from the Islamic East. However, external
sources are probably not sufficient to explain original fea-
tures like the innovations in the superstructure of the
Mosque of Cordoba, the ribs in Toledo’s small mosque, the
animals represented on objects or sculpted in metal, or the
compositions on the ivories. It is particularly curious to wit-
ness the appearance, so suddenly and at such a high level of
quality, of an art of sculpted objects, especially ivories. To be
sure, Byzantium never abandoned ivory carving and the
Carolingians, in the ninth century, revived it in the Christian
West. But, in a small number of masterpieces, the artisans of
al-Andalus managed to explore the detail of each subject and
to set personages or animals in ways unseen since l.ate
Antiquity. Whether, as has been argued by some,” this was
a true renaissance, a conscious act carried through the mem-
ory of Umayyad practices in Syria or a specifically Iberian
one, or whether it should be considered in terms of innova-
tion rather than revival, are questions for further debates. It
1s, however, important to contrast the vocabulary of the
mosque of Cordoba, the impact of which will continue to be
felt for centuries, with that of the tenth-century ivories
which remain a unique and iconographically, if not typolog-
ically, unexplained phenomenon, even though suggestive
directions have been provided recently.®* Thus, the second
broad conclusion about Umayyad ari in Spain is that, while
all aspects of that art were strongly developed, those which
were available to a broad segment of the population, like
architectural decoration, practices of construction, and tex-
tile deign, made a continuing impact. By contrast, those
which were restricted to the court of the caliphs, even to
individuals within the court, may have carried richer mes-
sages but left fewer traces.

While tenth-century al-Andalus can be defined through
a striking cluster of major works of art, other areas of the
Muslim West before 1ooo are difficult to illustrate by more
than a few items. It is clear that there were artistic activitics
in Spanish cities other than Cordoba and Toledo, in Fez in
northern Morocco and in Sicily, but the examples involved
are few and do not lend themselves to easy generalization. A
more serious case can be made for Ifrigiva, where there was
a significant ninth-century architecture (discussed in the
previous chapter) and where, in other arts, a specifically
Aghlabid style seems to have become operative. In the fol-
lowing century, this style had an impact on a small number
of architectural monuments and objccts associated with the
dynasty of the Fatimids, whose rule began in gog. We shall
deal in Chapter 6 with their few architectural monuments in
[frigiva as well as with the bulk of their other arts, because
their major monuments are in Central Islamic lands and
most of them are later than 1000. But it is proper to note
here that one aspect of the Fatimid phenomenon, in the

WESTERN ISLAMIC LA 03

footsteps of a more elusive Aghlabid one, was

formed North Africa. This transformation is St vo__

cult to detect in visual terms. The so-called ‘blue Qur'ans’
are a wonderful example of works of art which partake of a
pan-Islamic concern for beautiful writing, of ideological
purposes associated with a specific time, and of some rela-
tionship, through colour, with ways to honour a text and a
patron that have Late Anuque roots. Whether there was a
North African or indeed Ifrigivan (not to say, anachronisti-
cally, Tunisian) visual identity by the year 1000 or whether
such monuments as remain are more logically related to the
art of al-Andalus or to the dynastic art of the Fatimids, are
questions for further discussion. By including the appropri-
ate documents in different chapters we have avoided dealing
with these broader issues in the expectation that they will
some day be resolved.

Instead of focusing on internal regional idiosyncrasies,
another way of looking at the art of the western Islamic lands
could be to define and explain their formal identity and to
identify their own peculiar character. Three clearly visible
strands stand out in the creation of these forms. One is the
vast vocabulary of Antique and Late Antique construction
and decoration which was available in Spain and in most of
North Africa. Another strand is the memory of, at times nos-
talgia for, the Umayyad world of Syria, even though the
actual forms of Syria are less clearly visible than the idea of
these forms, as is so apparent in Syrian names given to
Andalusian sites and buildings. What are missing there, in
spite of written sources to the contrary, are the ways of ninth-
and tenth-century Baghdad. Or, perhaps, scholarship does
not quite know yet how to distinguish Baghdadi features in
the concentrated body of tenth-century monuments from
Cordoba. Finally, there is the impact of the various regions of
the Mediterranean society of the early Middle Ages, whose
components are only beginning to emerge.

Possibly, in line with current thinking on these matters, we
should simply argue that the iconographic idiosyncrasies and
the formal virtuosity of Umayyad art in Spain were created
by locally available materials and competencies, a locally
acquired wealth, and an equilibrium between a very private
art of objects and a public display of architecture, even of
mosques with their newly acquired fancy entrances. It was
the creation of a very unique society that was run by
Muslim Arabs, arabicized Berbers, and Hispanic converts,
but which also included a vital Christian component with
strong and continuing connections with the Christian north
of Spain.®

During the same ninth and tenth centuries, the art of
Ifrigiva, including Sicily, was slowly formulating its own
ways within the broad umbrella of Abbasid art; in Morocco,
the first steps of a new architecture begin to appear. These
are all places where the historian can observe the rarely
available phenomenon of artistic tradition in the making. An
interesting and unusual example of local variations on com-
mon themes occurs 1n the buildings and stueco decoration
of Sedrata, a small, heterodox, settlement in southern
\lgeria from the ninth and tenth centurics, whose explo-
ration had barely begun half a century ago.*
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CHAPTER 4

FEastern Islamic Lands

The history and culture of Iran and central Asia during the
first centuries of Islamic rule are difficult to sketch suc-
cinctly and clearly. Nominally, this vast area consisted of
several provinces ruled by governors appointed in Baghdad.
From the ninth century, however, dynasties of governors,
such as the Arab Tahirids (821-73), the native Iranian
Samanids (819—1005) descended from pre-Islamic nobility,
and the more populist Saffarids (867-963), exercised effec-
tive control over large areas without neatly established fron-
tiers. For most of this period only a few important Muslim
cities were in western Iran, like the future Isfahan or Qum,
the latter having acquired quite early a holy association with
Shi‘ism. The main Muslim centres were in the huge
province of Khurasan, with its four great cities of Nishapur,
Merv, Herat, and Balkh, and in the frontier area of
Transoxiana, with Bukhara and Samarqgand, the heartland of
pre-Islamic Soghdian culture. Several minor local dynasties
flourished in the mountains of northern Iran, and out of one
of them emerged the Buyid dynasty (932—1062), which
occupied Baghdad itself in 945 and relegated the caliphs to
be mere figureheads." A crucial role at the crossroads
between all these areas was played by Rayy, near modern,
Tehran, which was for several centuries the main adminis-
trative and political centre of Iran. Excavations were carried
out on the site which have never been published.’

Cultural life was dominated by two partly contradictory
trends, whose presence remained for centuries characteristic
of Iran. One is a pan-Islamic Arabic culture, closely tied to
that of Baghdad, as practised in the major philosophical,
religious, and scientific centres of the northeast by thinkers
of considerable originality and of universal importance such
as al-Farabi (d. ¢.950), al-Razi (d. 925 or 935), Ibn Sina
(Avicenna, d. 1037), al-Biruni (d. 1048), and al-Jurjani (d.
1078). Most of these were attached to local courts and often
were passed on, like treasures, from one ruler to the other.
They all wrote primarily in Arabic, even if a Persian dialect
was their native tongue and Turkish the language in which
they communicated with those in power. The other cultural
trend of these times is specifically Iranian, for the very same
regions witnessed the birth of modern Persian. A new
Persian poetry made its appearance then, and the epic tradi-
tion of Iran was written down in Ferdosi's Shahnama
(¢.1000). In all likelihood most contemporaries participated
in both of these trends, thus creating an amalgam of cethnic
awareness and Muslim allegiance.

This cultural blend continued for several centuries. But
the social, ethnic, and political structure of northeastern
Iran was further complicated by the large-scale migration of
Turkic tribes and Turkish soldiers into Iran, beginning in
the tenth century. Turkish dynasties arose rapidly after the
Ghaznavids (g77-1186) in Afghanistan and northern India,
and their power culminated with the Saljugs, who captured

159. Nayin, mosque, view towards gibla

Baghdad in 1056. The period of adaptation of Islam to Iran
and of experimentation with new forms and new purposes
more or less ended by the first decades of the eleventh cen-
tury. Art and especially architecture can by then be more
casily related to what followed, and will be considered in
Chapter 5.}

ARCHITECTURE AND ARCHITECTURAL
DECORATION

MOSQUES

The large cities were all provided with congregational
mosques. Some, such as those of Nishapur, Bukhara, Qum,
and Shiraz, are known only through literary references.*
The archacologically retrieved mosques at Susa and Siraf]
technically in Iran, have already been considred since they
belong geographically to the central lands of Iraq. At
Isfahan® [156] the size, the complexity of the later history of
the building, and several obscure texts” have made the task

156. Isfahan, Great Mosque,
plan as in the tenth century
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| 157. Damghan, mosque, court
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158. Damghan, mosque, plan

of reconstructing the early Islamic mosque particularly dif-

ficult. It seems clear, however, that a large (about 140 by 9o

metres) hypostyle mosque was built, possibly in the ninth

century, and that in the tenth, probably under the Buyids, an

additional arcade was constructed around the court with the

bricks of the piers arranged so as to make simple geometric

Q designs into strongly emphasized variations in planar depth.
It is probably no accident that the mosques of the large

emporium of Siraf and of the major political centre of

Isfahan underwent the same change of an arcade added to

the courtyard in the ninth and tenth centuries respectively.

Just as in contemporary Qayrawan, the explanation may lie

20M in a concern for the visual and aesthetic autonomy of the

{ i court, and these may well represent the first steps towards




160. Nayin, mosque, plan

one of the major achievements of Iranian architecture: the
court fagade.” But other early mosques, known only through
partial and much redone remains, such as those of Yazd or
Shiraz, were certainly hypostyle.

What is more difficult to visualize is the nature of the
problems faced in creating a new type of building and in
developing new technical or other solutions. Three smaller
mosques on the Tranian plateau, at Damghan [157, 158],°
Nayin [159, 160], and Fahraj,’* all undated and much
restored, suggest some answers. The first two are hypostyle,
but covered with vaults. The third has five barrel-vaulted
compartments at right angles to the gibla; the three central
ones are cut short in order to provide for a court. Nayin has
three domes 1n front of the mihirab."* These three mosques
illustrate the problem of adapting an architectural tradition
based on long barrel-vaults, often by then pointed in sec-
tion, to the need for a large space with a minimal number of
supports. One solution was to build closely set, heavy, and
often ungainly brick pillars of varying shapes, whose rich
stucco decoration (at least at Nayin [161, 162]) served to
mask the squatness of the architecture and to emphasize the
gtbla. Interesting though they are for the history of architec-
ture, these buildings can hardly be called suceessful in visual
or functional terms.

We do not know whether all ecarly congregational
mosques in Iran were hypostvle. An undated small mosque
at Hazara, near Bukhara, is certainly archaizing, if not
archaic.” It consists of a square hall with a central dome on
squinches with vaults on all four sides, and four small domes
on the corners [163, 164]. Domes and vaults are carried by
thick walls and four heavy brick pillars with curiously
shaped arches. The central plan is similar both to that of
certain Iranian fire-temples and to a whole tradition of cast
Christian architecture, but neither can be justifiably brought
to bear on Hazara. This example, like many fragmentary
ones brought out in recent publications on Central Asia,
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Iazara, mosque, view of interior

163

164. Hazara, mosque, plan

165. Balkh, Masjid-1 Nuh Gunbadh
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serves to make two points: the still considerable originality
of local answers to new needs and the insufficient explo-
ration of a vast area likely still to bring out many surprises.
A better-preserved small nine-domed ninth-century
mosque near Balkh, known as Masjid-i Nuh Gunbadh
[165], may be related to a secondary type of sanctuary
found in Egypt, Arabia, and Spain which was discussed car-
lier, and should probably be dated in the ninth century.™
Some significant hypotheses proposed in the 19308 by
A. Godard,” which have found their way into many general
accounts, are based on the fact that in many congregational
mosques of later times (Isfahan, Ardistan, Gulpaygan,
Barsian, etc.) there stands on the gibla side a large domical
room of a period different from the rest of the mosque. At
Niriz [166, 167], instead of a dome, there is an iwan extend-
ing from the court to the mihrab and towering above the rest
of the mosque; an ambiguous inscription dates the earliest
construction there to 973. Godard therefore put forward the
thesis that, in addition to a number of hypostyle mosques,
there was in early Iran a type consisting of a single domical
room, like the ancient fire-temples, or even of a single iman.
An open area in front, perhaps marked off in some simple
way, would have served as the main gathering arca until,
after the cleventh century, more complex and complete con-
structions were erected. Attractive as it may be in providing

a link between the pre-Islamic and later Seljug uses of

domes and swans in monumental architecture, this hypothe-
sis cannot at the moment be accepted, except in regard to

166. Niriz, mosque, twan

167. Niriz, mosque, plan
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the few carly cases, such as in Yazd-1 Khwast on the road
from Isfahan to Shiraz, where a pre-Islamic sanctuary was
actually transformed into a mosque.'® None of the adduced
examples of domes can be dated before the end of the
cleventh century, and in no instance is it possible to maintain
that a dome alone preceded the present one.'” It 1s simpler to
conclude, for the time being, that the hypostyle congrega-
tional mosque was adapted to Persian techniques of con-
struction, and that other types belong, in ways vet to be
understood, to a range of local variants known elsewcehere
within the Mushm world.

MAUSOLEUMS

Why the earliest consistent group of Islamic mausoleums
should appear in tenth-century fran® is not altogether clear.
Dynastic pretensions, heterodox movements worshiping the
burial places of descendants of AL, and attempts to attach
a Muslim meaning to traditional pre-Islamic holy sites must
all have played a part in a phenomenon which may well have
spread westward from Iran (where it took permanent root),
especially to Fatimid Egyvpt.® Or perhaps early examples

Q\\\\\\
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168. Bukhara, Samanid mausoleum, section
16g. Bukhara, Samanid mausoleum, exterior

170. Bukhara, Samanid mausoleum, interior

which may have existed in Iraq or in Arabia have been
destroyed because of later opposition to monumental tombs.
Of the two remaining types of mausoleums, the first, of
which examples remain throughout the Iranian world, is the
canopy tomb, a domed cube generally open on all sides, like
the first constructions in Najaf and Kerbela over the tomb of
Al and his descendants. Some may be as carly as the tenth
century; only two can be securely dated, however, and these
happen to be remarkable monuments of architecture.
Recently discovered epigraphic, literary, and archacologi-
cal evidence suggests that the mausoleum of Isma’il the
Samanid in Bukhara was used for more than one prince, and
that it was built a little later than hitherto believed, perhaps
under the Samanid prince Nasr (r. 914-43).”" This slightly
tapering cube, about ten metres to the side, is entirely of
excellent baked brick, covered by a large central dome with
four small domes on the corners [168, 169]. In the middle of
cach face is a monumental recessed arched entrance within
a rectangular frame; a circular, partly engaged, full pier
serves to soften the corners and to provide an upward move-
ment to the whole monument. A gallery runs all around,
although no access to it exists. Inside [170], the most strik-



ing feature is the transition from square to dome: the
squinches are framed within an octagonal flat arcade on
brick colonnettes, and, above, a narrow sixteen-sided zone
smooths the passage to the base of the cupola. The squinch
itself consists of two arches parallel to each other and but-
tressed by a perpendicular half-arch — almost a sort of rib -
which abuts the gallery, thereby permitting the opening up
of the areas on each side of the half-arch and the lightening
of the building. To use E. Schroeder’s happy expression, the
thrust of the dome is carried on a sort of tripod.*

"This building has three major peculiarities. First, the cor-
ner pillars, the gallery, and the small domes are all struc-
turally  completely unrelated, although they are

understandable as elements in the decorative composition of

the fagade or of the roof. A similar point can be made about
the multiplication of features marking the transition from
square to dome, and about the lack of relationship between
mner and outer forms. These apparent contradictions can
be explained only as reflections of several architectural tra-
ditons in which all these features played some part: they
illustrate an architect’s keen eve for surface composition
rather than for clarity in construction.

EASTERN ISLAMIC LANDS - 111

The second pecularity of the Bukhara mausoleum is the
unusual use of brick. Almost every visible brick is at once an
element of construction and part of a decorative design. The
designs vary. On the main wall surfaces the two types, one
inside, the other outside, serve primarily to provide a woven
effect, a chequerboard of light and shade. At the entrances
and in the zone of transition a greater variety of motifs cre-
ates a deeper intensity of decoration without changing the
medium or the technique.

The third pecuharity of the mausoleum of the Samanids
15 its asthetic quality. Its harmonious and largely irrational
proportions were achieved through carefully drawn designs.
And the similarity of all four of its walls suggests that the
monument must have been seen or meant to be seen from
all sides, possibly within the setting of a garden. It can be
imagined as a mausoleum in a cemetery and as a pavilion in
a palace.

Although individual themes or motifs of the Bukhara
mausoleum may be related to aspects of pre-Islamic art,
the reason for their congregation here at this time 1s unclear.
The plan, though akin to some, is not exactly hke that of
any known fire-temple. [t might of course derive from Late
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171. Tim, mausoleum, fagade

172, Tim, mausoleum, cross section

Antique martyria (Sanctuaries commemorating holy men or
events), but it is difficult to explain how such Mediterranean
forms could have reached Central Asia. Nor is it altogether
in the tradition of later Iranian mausoleums. Since it was a
princely foundation, its plan and decoration may well have
derived from secular building. Even though none has sur-
vived, domical pavilions were common in Muslim palace
architecture; such a structure, with several features similar
to those of the Bukhara mausoleum, is shown on a cele-
brated Sasanian or carly Islamic salver in the Berlin
Museum.** Another possibility is that the building derived
from smaller portable domical objects, biers or ossuaries,
such as those represented on the Soghdian frescos of
Pyanjikent, where they have a clearly funerary significance.*

A second canopy mausoleum of even greater significance
for the history of architecture, the mazar (holy place) Arab-
ata at Tim in the area of Samarqand [171, 172], is dated
977-8.% Square inside (5.60 by 5.60 metres) it is extended
on the outside (8 by 8.70 metres) by a splendid, fully devel-
oped single facade, a feature long believed to have appeared
only in the following century. The barrenness of the brick-
work throughout contrasts with the decorative wealth of this

173. Tim, mausoleum, transition to dome




fagade, many of whose themes — such as the three recessed
arches — are closely related to those of the outer faces of the
Samanid mausoleum, as is the general composition. The
presence of stucco for decorative designs between lavers of
brick, however, announces the techniques of the following
century. Finally, the Tim mausoleum introduces a type of
transition from square to dome also destined to have a bril-
liant history in later Iranian architecture, which may be
called the ‘articulated squinch’ [173]. The squinch proper
shrinks, and is framed by two sections of domes, one on each
side, and by a high arch above, producing a characteristic
profile which is then reproduced as a flat arch between the
corners, thereby giving the octagonal zone of transition a
unified and proportioned aspect. The small purposeless col-
umn remaining in each angle, the clumsy framing of the new
expedient within rectangles, and the overall heaviness of the
system suggest that the device is related to the older type of
squinch arrangement found at Bukhara, modified by a new
technical concern to which we shall return shortly.
Although best preserved, the Tim mausoleum was not the
only one to have developed fagades or a new type of squinch.
Another example is that of Baba Khatun, not far from
Bukhara and undated.*

Several tower mausoleums also remain. The most spec-
tacular is the Gunbad-i Qabus [174, 175], built by the
Ziyarid prince Qabus ibn Vashmgir in 1006—7 near Gurgan,
southeast of the Caspian Sea. Circular inside and shaped like
a ten-pointed star outside, it dominates the landscape. As no
trace of a tomb was found, the coffin may have been sus-
pended inside, as a medieval chronicler related.”” The
tightly packed brickwork is distinguished from that of the
Samanid mausoleum by the intense purity of its lines and

174. Gunbad-1 Qabus

175. Gunbad-i Qabus, detail
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176. Mugarnas niche from
Nishapur, Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York

177. Painted stucco wall panel

with eves and hands, Nishapur,
Metropolitan Museum of Art,

New York

178. Polychrome mugarnas niche
with eyes and floral design, Iran,
Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York




179. Painted stucco wall panel with human head, Nishapur, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York

shapes. Two inscriptions and a small decorative border
under the roof are the only features which break up the solid
mass of brick. A totally different aesthetic is present here.
The origin of the Gunbad-i Qabus is no clearer than that of
the Bukhara monument. Since it was built by a member of a
family recently converted to Islam from Zoroastrianism and
still connected with pre-Islamic traditions (as indicated by
the use of a solar as well as of a lunar calendar on its inscrip-
tion), we may very tentatively suggest that its background
may be sought in some Mazdean commemorative monu-
ment or in the transformation into permanent architecture
of a transitory building such as a tent.

SECULAR BUILDINGS

Most of the great palaces and public works of Iran at this
time are known only through texts. Both the Samanids and
the Buyids had magnificent establishments with gardens,
pools, and pavilions. An American expedition to Nishapur
may have uncovered significant sections of the city. For the
history of architecture, the information is limited to seg-
ments of buildings, a small mosque, a bath, and a large num-
ber of architectural elements like piers or walls.”* In one of
these buildings, painted niche-shaped panels of stucco were
found which could be arranged in groups so as to form
three-dimensional wall surfaces later known as mugarnas
[176]. Moreover Russian exploration of areas allegedly dev-
astated by the Mongols in the thirteenth century and not
inhabited since has brought to light quite a number of
smaller chateaux,* similar in purpose to Umayyad castles
and preserved for the same fortuitous reasons. Residences of
the feudal aristocracy or dihgans who owned and cultivated
most of the land, they all had the outward semblance of mas-
sive donjons; the upper part of the walls consisted of a series
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of adjoining semicircular towers giving the appearance of
silos. Seme had a central courtyard surrounded by living
quarters, others a central domical room with vaulted halls
on the sides. In all instances, vaults and domes were very
well developed, and in a few cases the builders laid their
bricks so as to create a patterned effect.

Most mud-brick buildings were covered with decorated
stucco. Excavations at Nishapur, Rayy, and elsewhere, as
well as stray finds, have brought to light many fragments of
mural paintings and carved stucco [177-180], mostly to be
dated in the tenth century, as are the fragments covering
some of the columns and part of the gibla wall of the Nayin
mosque in Iran.’® In Afrasivab (the pre-Mongol ruins of
Samarqand) the stucco covering of an entire domed room,
possibly part of a Samanid palace, has been reconstructed;
the interior probably gave the effect of a brilliant, if over-
whelming, museum of designs.*'

The division of the wall surface into geometrically
defined areas, the patterning of practically the whole field,
the vegetal decoration bent into the geometric frames, and
the covering of leaves and flowers with dots and notches are
all features which relate this Iranian stucco ornament to
Samarra’s Style B. Occasionally, however, it shows a fresh-
ness and nervous vivacity which contrast with the somewhat
jaded Abbasid style, while a few examples introduce purely
geometric constructions or all-over patterns hitherto
unknown. Until the fragments are completely published or
new and clearly dated ones come to light, it is impossible to
say whether these indicate a vitality of experimental varia-
tion on the art of Samarra or an independent evolution from
earlier models.

The architecture of Iran in the ninth and tenth centuries
is thus elusive. We must draw conclusions from a few mon-
uments whose contemporary significance and often original
shape are almost impossible to evaluate. Nothing illustrates
these uncertainties better than the so-called Jurjir Mosque

180. Painted stucco wall panel with falconer (copy), Iran Tehran, Iran
Bastan Museum
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181. Isfahan, Jurjir mosque, detail of fagade

in Isfahan. The extraordinary recessed fagade [181] of a
building with a complex decoration of briek and stueco was
identified, soon after its accidental diseovery, as belonging to
a Buyid mosque known from texts.** Yet, while the Buyid
date 1s correct on stylistic and formal grounds, there is no
compelling reason to consider the fagade a mosque entranee.
Until more archeological of textual information is provided,
the function and meaning of this striking building remain in
doubt.

Two major mmnovations can be attributed to these cen-
turies of Iranian architecture. One is the mausoleum, which
introduces a major architectural type to the Islamic world.*
The other one is the use of baked brick alongside the tradi-
tional technique of mud brick covered with plaster. The two
will remain standard means of construction in Iranian archi-
tecture. The extensive use of briek also brought a realization
of its constructional and decorative possibilities, thus
explaining the presence, in less than a century, of monu-
ments as different from each other as the Bukhara mau-
soleum and the Gunbad-i Qabus. By contrast, the
monuments at Damghan, Nayin, and Bukhara certainly
show arehaizing tendencies, and the consciousness of the
decorative possibilities of architectural forms so typical of
contemporary Mushim Spain is also apparent here. The Tim
mausoleum and the Nishapur stuccoes introduce features

which will develop m later centuries, but whose extent, ori-
gins, and contemporary significance are still difficutt to dis-
cern. Among these is the mugarnas [176], that strikingly
novel arehiteetural and decorative form whose first steps are
known in northeastern Iran, whose later developments will
occur in Iraq, North Afriea, and Egypt and whose signifi-
cance will be discussed in the next chapter. Mostly, however,
these features ean at present but testify to the enormousness
of our losses and ignoranee and to the elusive vitatity of
Iranian and espeecially northeastern Iranian architecture
before the eleventh eentury.

Tue ART OF THE OBJECT

Although only a few architeetural monuments of this period
have been preserved in Iran, we are much more fortunate in
regard to objeets. In most instances these objects can be
dated only approximately and, exeept for certain types of
pottery, the determination of their places of manufacture
within Greater Iran can only be tentative. The majority
appear to belong to the tenth eentury and are thus represen-
tative mainly of the production under the aegis of the
Samanid and Buyid dynasties. Only a few large sites —
Nishapur in eastern Iran, Merv in Transoxiana,* Lashkari
Bazar and Ghazni both now in Afghanistan, and Siraf on the
Persian Gulf Coast — have been scientifically excavated, and
only some of the results have been published even from
these few. Finds from many other places are known, how-
ever, in what are now Tadzhikistan, Turkmenistan,
Uzbekistan, and Afghanistan. Most attributions are based
on the sites where the objects were found, or are alleged to
have been found, in large numbers, though the question of
their having been imported from somewhere else has to be
considered. In spite of rather extensive use of epigraphie
decoration, only in a few instaneces are the cities or regions
of origin inseribed on the pieees themselves, though histor-
ical inseriptions on textiles do at times permit deductions
about loeality of produetion.

This formative period in the eastern reaches of the
Muslim world s, as in the central and western Islamie lands,
basteally one in which longstanding artistie traditions were
combined with newly adopted ones and both then adapted
to new requirements, after some experimentation.
Naturally, these requirements varied from medium to
medium aceording to the strength of the tradition in each
and the new demands that cach had now to fill. To under-
stand this searching for new artistic possibilities, the various
media will be discussed sertally, so that the specifie achieve-
ment of each will beecome elear.

Of the two major areas, eastern and western Iran, the for-
mer (in its widest sense) seems to have been more ereative,
both in design and in the range of artistic produetion. There
the most common and perhaps arustically the most out-
standing objects were the ceramic wares. The most impor-
tant centre was Samargand, where, in the old quarter,
known today as Afrasivab, large numbers of complete vessels
and countless sherds have been found since 1914.% Hardly
less important are the wares discovered at Nishapur, where
in the late 1930s and the 1940s excavators from the
Metropolitan Nuseum of Art recovered a new chapter m




182. Inglaze-pamnted earthenware bowl, D. 32¢m. Metropolitan Museum of
Art, New York

183. Imitation lustre-painted earthenware bowl, D. 33.5cm. Iran Bastan
Museum, Tehran

Islamic ceramic history.s* Ghazna (modern Ghazni) and
Lashkari Bazar near Qalah-1 Bust — both now in Afghanistan
— have also vielded material, but the finds from the late tenth
and early eleventh centuries suggest mainly local variations
of the Samarqand and Nishapur wares.?

How this vast production began and the precise stages in
its development are unknown. The objects themselves show,
however, that inspiration came from at least three quarters;
but, in adapting designs and techniques to a new spirit and
to indigenous materials, the artists often achieved quite dif-
ferent aesthetic effects.

One source of inspiration was Abbasid Iraq, especially
those pottery types seen earlier that seem to be exclusive to
Basra. The Khurasani potters, like their Maghribi contem-
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184. Imitation lustre-painted earthenware bowl, D. 24e¢m. Metropolitan
AMuseum of Art, New York

poraries [141, 142], tried to imitate the immensely popular
opaque white-glazed wares with cobalt-pigmented blue and
cuprous-pigmented green vegetal, geometric or calligraphic
designs [103]. The latter colour provided no difficulties, but,
as cobalt was apparently not available in medieval eastern
Iran, a manganese-pigmented purple was substituted for it,
which created an entirely different effect {182]. Although
Iragi imports of this ware exhibiting all three types of
ornamentation were excavated in Nishapur, the imitations
appear to have been only of those with calligraphic designs
but in the copies none of the inscriptions appears to be
readable.®

The castern Iranian potters also tried to imitate the
Basran opaque white-glazed wares decorated with metallic
oxides, both the polychrome and the simpler monochrome
versions. The most popular Iraqi prototypes were those of
the latter variety with silhouette designs framed by white
contours against densely dotted or solid grounds, the whole
framed by festooned edges. All the motifs, but particularly
birds and floral patterns, were copied closely in a greenish-
brown slip on a white engobe, which resulted in the same
general colouristic effect, though without the metallic
sheen, of the pieces actually painted with metallic oxides
[183].* For the decoration of Samanid imitations of poly-
chrome lustre-painted objects, the ceramists selected sec-
ondary sem¢ patterns and used them as the only ornament.
In this manner, for instance [184], the peacock’s-eye motif]
executed in manganese-purple slip, appears as an all-over
pattern, set against a dotted background highlighted with a
brownish-yellow overglaze stain.
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185. Earthenware bowl with coloured and colourless glazes, D. 26 cm.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

186. Buff ware carthenware bowl, D. 38cm. Iran Bastan Museum, Tehran

China represented a second source of inspiration. As in
contemporary lIraq, Egypt, and Syria, ceramists in castern
Iran and Transoxiana attempted to imitate the sancai three-
colour warce of the Tang dynasty with its dots and splashes
in green, yellowish-brown, and purple on a white ground.*

187. Buff ware carthenware bowl, D. 27.3cm. Iran Bastan Muscum, Tchran

The artisans in the eastern Islamic lands combined coloris-
tic effects from the original wares with underlying sgraffiato
patterns [185]. The production of Nishapur was distin-
guished by the delicacy of its floral designs.

The last, but by no means the least important, source of
inspiration was the art of Sasanian Iran. In one large group
falling in this category — which came into being exclusively
in Nishapur and owes its inspiration to Sasanian royal art,
especially the designs on silver plates — portrayals of the
noble warrior, alone or in the company of a friend or of boon
companions, mounted for the hunt carrying his sword and
shield are the common theme [186].

This design, rendered in a manganese-purple slip on a
white engobe and stained with yellow and green glazes — and
at times even incorporating red slip — for details, does not,
however, exhibit any of the single-minded dedication to
the royal theme that characterized the original pieces; there
is no sign of excitement while the animal is being hunted
nor of any dramatic impact in the heroic moment. Out of a
horror vacui the motifs — including not only human figures
and animals but also floral designs, and bits of script — are
crowded into densc and often uncoordinated all-over
designs with only enough background showing to permit
the distinguishing of individual elements.

Another unexpected aspect of this ware 1s the occasional
use of a Christian motif:* Mostly it is a cross, and on one
bowl in the Iran Bastan Muscum [ 187] there 1s an additional
religious inscription in Syriac. These Christian objects, of
unpretentious size and ordinary function, were obviously
made for simpler people. This fact, together with the exis-
tenee of a great mass of pleasant yet artistically modest
picces, seems to indicate that pottery had become the
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188, Underglaze slip painted and incised carthenware dish, 0 6. 8cm. reer Gallery of Art, Washington, n.c.

favourite medium of the middle and possibly even the lower
classes, who insisted on ornamentation, even of a complex
kind. 1t also suggests the vulgarization of the original royal
or noble motifs; which had declined to a level where they
were used i a less discriminating, though more demonstra
li\(', mannecr.

The effective adaptation and transformation, both artistic
and techmcal, of forcign and mdigenous influences speaks
for the origimality and resourcefulness of the tenth-century
Khurasani potters. It is therefore not surprismg that the
developed several ceramic types that owe nothing to outside
models. Among them nonce is more attractive than the larg
platters and howls decorated solely with bold angular Arabic
inscriptions, most often exceuted in mangancse-purple ship

on a white engobe, usually applicd m cirenlar fashion
aromnd the wall of the vessel: a fornal stately manner s typ
ical of Samarqand, whercas the Nishapur epigraphice style is
more rapid but less refined. The texts include proverbs and
adages such as “Magnanmnity is at first bitter to the taste but
in the end sweeter than honey’; ‘e who talks a lot, shps a
lot”; “Planming before work protects you from regret’; B
modest, for this i

an attribite of the noble’; and ‘He who
confident of bemg rewarded will be gencrons and o
becomes accustomed to whatever one endeavon
tom onesclf 10" [ 188" und so on. T'hese s riptions reflect
mostl 1 practic al worldly v |.t|h||| wlnch snpeests that thn
art was nnnly secular, apparently destined prionvanly for

customers e an ueban nihen. Goven the fime workmanship
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and the often large size of these vessels, they must have been
made for a discriminating, educated clientele, probably the
urban middle class such as wealthy merchants. Here we have
the first reflections in art of a contemporary hterary effort,
for collections of Arabic proverbs had been made by noted
litterateurs from the eighth century on,* and indeed these
vessels are among the carliest surviving ‘manuscripts’ of this
genre of writing.

In some instances, the decoration on inscribed bowls
achieved a contrapuntal effect by means of additional orna-
mentation in the centre — sometimes no more than a dot, but
at the other extreme assuming such large proportions that it
overshadowed the inscription [18g]. In either case the colour
range could be enlarged, especially by the addition of a con-
trasting red slip, which appeared in this period for the first
time in [slamic pottery.™

Occasionally, in place of the chaste, gracefully attenuated,
but otherwise unadorned angular inscriptions, the charac-
ters have been transformed into zoological shapes, particu-
larly long-beaked, long-necked water fowl.# They are the
first zoomorphic inscriptions in Istam, which, again, under-
scores the secular nature of this production. It was a preco
cious appearance, for this type of writing was not taken up

again until two centuries later, during the great flowering of

the sccular arts in the urban centres of the twelfth and carly

18¢9. Underglaze slip-painted and
incised earthenware bowl, 1. 39.3¢m.
Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, n.c.

thirteenth centuries — and even then, in contrast to parallel
developments in Europe, on a limited scale.

Another small group within this category of slip-painted
ware, although avant-garde in its technique, is retardataire in
its ornament exhibiting only a few very minor motifs like
‘wreaths’ of hearts [19o] or combinations of three dots*® —
that is, motifs that had originally been used in pre-Islamic
Iran as framing devices or as decorative patterns on textiles
and metalwork.

Yet another type of design, curiously, had never before
been applied to pottery, though it had a great vogue other-
wise. It consists of the formalization known as the
arabesque, created from full and half palmettes, which had
been characteristic of the bevelled style so popular at
Samarra and which now appeared on bowls made in
Samarqand [191].

In this period, especially in the region just south of the
Caspian, there appeared a new variety of pottery, even with
a new kind of design: sketchily drawn birds in red, brown,
and green on a white ground [192],* or similarly drawn flo-
ral stalks. Although these rather crude pieces in no way
measure up to the high standards of the eastern Iranian
examples, they at least indicate that decorative household
articles had become common at the lower levels of society,
even in border regions.
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190. Underglaze slip-painted earthenware bowl, D. 12¢cm. Iran Bastan
Museum, Tehran

191. Underglaze slip-painted earthenware bowl, D 26.7 cm. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York

192. Underglaze slip-painted earthenware bowl, . 19.7cm. Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York

193. Fragmentary incised glass dish, Datable before 874, D 28cm.
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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As regards glass production in the eastern Islamic lands,
the difficulties of attribution are great, for although a great
deal of material has come 1o light, especially in recent years,
most of it offers no ground for specific association with a
particular country, let alone a city, and, even when the prov-
cnance of objects 1s known, there is no guarantee that they
were made in the place in which they were found.*
Scientific examination of the glass itself may eventually lead
Lo greater certainty; so far, however, the range of objects to
be put to the test has not been sufficiently wide to provide
definite clues. Iinally, no dated Iranian pieces are known.
Thus, practically all scholarly deductions are based on style,
on analogies with objects in better-documented media, and
on a few other datable associations. One such association
allows us 1o suggest that 1t 1s quite possible that the cobalt
dish excavated at Nishapur [193] was produced in the east-
ern Islamic lands before 874. In that year, six very similar
dishes were placed by the Tang emperor Xizong in the crypt
of a stupa (Buddist shrine) in the IFamen Temple in China.
The latter are so close to the dish from the Khurasani cen-
tre that they must all have been made in the same place and
at the same time.* The incising technigue utilized here was
another that was adopted from the imperial Roman reper-
toire. However, glassmakers in the Early Islamic period pre-
ferred metal-coloured manganese-purple and various
shades of blue 1o the colorless variety favoured by the
Romans. The technique itself caused the designs to appear
as white. Although at this juncture in our knowledge we do

194. Gilded silver shallow bowl with niello decoration, D, 1o.3¢m.
Iermitage, St Petersburg

196. Gilded silver vessel, Ht. 15.2cm. Hermitage, St Petersburg




not know when this technique was first utilized to decorate
Islamic glass, as was previously stated we can be rather cer-
tain that the object illustrated here was made before the last
quarter of the ninth century.

Not enough Iranian metalwork of precious or base mate-
rials survives from the Early Islamic period to permit pre-
cise temporal or spatial attributions. What does exist,
however, 1s important, not only for its intrinsic qualities but
also because it forms the foundation of an extensive produc-
tion in the area during the high Middle Ages.

One category of metal objects produced in Greater Iran
during this period betrays a strong Sasanian influence. In
adapting the pre-Islamic iconographic features and designs,
however, many of these were reshaped and progressively
flattened, especially in the silver examples. There are still
instances of ‘royval’ iconography in the old tradition, but,
as has been seen on the pottery, the repertory often tends
to be restricted to minor Sasanian motifs. The small silver
bowl [194] is decorated with a common Sasanian scene: the
representation of an enthroned ruler between two standing
attendants. However, elements of the costumes such as the
courtiers’ two-horned caps and type of footgear, both of

197. Silver ewer, Ht. 18 cm. Hermitage, St Petersburg
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198. Gilded silver tray, D. 35.8cm. Museum fur Islamische Kunst, Berlin

which were in vogue during the Ghaznavid period, and the
Turkic facial features of the ruler himself as well as other
details of the design point to a date of production in the late
tenth or very carly in the eleventh century.”

The adoption and adaptation of pre-Islamic artistic
traditions is apparent also in the copper alloy vessels of this
period, which are generally decorated more simply than
those in silver, usually with animal or floral patterns. A
Sasanian source of inspiration is particularly evident in the
hemispherical bowl [195] bearing as its principal decoration
a chased depiction of a crowned and haloed king hunting on
horseback.” Surrounding this retardataire ornamentation
is a bold, angular, Arabic inscription that circumscribes the
inner rim. A second such inseription, framing the exterior
rim of the bowl, states that the maker was an artist originat-
ing in Sistan, a province in southeastern Iran. This is the
sole, tenuous indication of one region where these bowls of
Sasanian type might have been made, though it does not
preclude the possibility of other centres as well. 3

From the evidence provided by a second category of
metal objccts produced in Greater Iran during the carly
Islamic period, however, it is clear that, in addition to those
we have just discussed that looked to the past, there were
others that indicated that a new, Muslim orientation was
taking shape in [ranian art, which soon made itself felt
throughout the Islamic world. This process, with experi-
mental variations, can be clearly followed in a scries of silver
vesscls with animal, avian, and vegetal designs. The vase
[196], exhibiting a shape later to be used for glass mosque
lamps, marks a convenient starting point.” The vessel's
chascd decoration consists of an angular Arabic inscription
on the shoulder bearing the name of its owner and on both
the body and ncck of the vase more or less identical peacock-
likc birds — each grasping a leaf in its beak — sct in interlaced
bands. The patterns sull stand on an undecorated ground,
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just as they had done in Sasanian times, but the compart-
mentahzation of the flat, lincar design and its rather repeti-
tive character reflect a different aesthetic attitude. Owing o
a slightly different approach, the shape of the ewer [197],
though basically the same, is more attenuated, the decora-
tion more varied, and a handle and three feet have been
added. Furthermore, the silhouette of the vessel 1s mter-
rupted by the heads of highly stylized birds, which protrude
from it. In a newly emerging differentiation of designs, the
neck here is decorated with various birds in diverse poses
within compartments of interlace derived from lettering,
whereas the body is covered by an overall vegetal pattern
around the protruding birds. As was the case on the vase
[196], this vessel also bears the name of its owner in an angu-
lar Arabic script, here on the flange at the base of the neck.
These decorative elements of the most varied derivation are
skillfully combined. Another innovation consists of the
punchmarks that fill the background.

199. Silver pouring vessel with nicllo inlay, 1t. 235.5cm. Museum of the
Gulistan Palace, ‘Tchran

200. Silver amulet case with niello inlay, L. 7.3cm. Iran Bastan Museum,
Tehran

201. Copper-alloy ewer, Ht. 31.7¢m. Victoria and Albert Museum, London




202, Detail of fur-lined silk caftan. Total
length about 140cm. Hermitage,
St Petersburg

A third tenth-century silver object, the flat octagonal
platter [198], 1s also covered with chased, increasingly
stylized, decoration in which simurghs alternate with floral
patterns in interlaced bands around another such mythical
lion-headed bird in the centre.’ The motifs are again rather
Sasanian, but the design is stiffer and harder in execution
than that of the vase [196], suggesting another workshop,
possibly in a different region.’

Most definitely in the new Islamic manner is a set of sil-
ver vessels decorated solely with encircling bands of Arabic
inscriptions in foliated script ornamented with niello inlay.
Unlike the ceramic objects from Nishapur or Samarqgand
[188], these inscriptions do not preach worldly wisdom but
invoke divine blessings for their noble owner, whose name
and high princely titles are given [199].>" The well-estab-
lished and long-current figural imagery in the Sasanian
royal tradition has thus given way to verbalizations of
princely aspirations. Indeed these silver pieces, though sce-
ular, show the impact of the revealed word, and more specif-
ically the literary character of Islamic civilization and the
all-important place of language 1 it. Unfortunately, the
owner of this set of vessels 1s not identifiable, but his rather
unusual name occurs at the end of the tenth century in
northwestern Iran, which suggests that it was current there.
His atle, which also appears on the vase [196], went out of
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use in the middle of the eleventh century so that a terminus
ante guem is provided for these two objects.

One of the earliest extant objects of personal adornment
that can be placed, by means of its calligraphic style, in
an historical context is a silver amulet case excavated in
Nishapur [200]. Inscribed, with sura 112 of the Qurlan, in a
beautiful angular script inlaid with niello against a punched
ground, such a jewellery item could have been worn by
cither a man or a woman.”” Since the unique ornament
under discussion here and the equally singular contempo-
rary ewer [197] invite stylistic and technical comparisons
with the casket made in al-Andalus before 976 [147], one
wonders whether all three of these objects might not have
been inspired by a common, now lost, Abbasid prototype or
prototypes. We have seen, repeatedly, how provincial gov-
ernments in the western as well as the eastern Islamic lands
looked to Baghdad and the life it nurtured for artistic and
cultural direction. Another example of this is the copper
alloy ewer [201] which, like the contemporary Andalusian
vessel [151], exhibits a form that was adopted and adapted
from imperial Umayvad [92] and Abbasid prototypes.™

If we turn to textile production in the castern Islamic
lands during this period, undoubtedly one of the most spec-
tacular extant objects is a fur-lined silk caftan discovered (in
the late 1960s) in a tomb in the northern Caucasus |202].
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203. Detail of fragmentary silk textile. Datable before g61. Largest fragment
94 % 52cm. Louvre Museum, Paris

204. Fragmentary silk textile, 58.5 % 34.5cm. The Textile Museum,
Washington, p.c.

Attributable on the basis of archeological, iconographic, and
stylistic evidence to eighth- or ninth-century Iran, this weft-

faced compound twill or samit bears an overall design of

rows of contiguous and interlocking pearl-bordered
roundels each ornamented with a right-facing simurgh. The
interstices are filled with a single symmetrical vegetal
design. Representations of textiles decorated with this
mythical lion-headed bird are found at the late Sasanian site
of Tag-i Bustan and also in post-Sasanian Afrasiyab. Thus,
an indigenous prototype for this patterned silk is indis-
putable.” The style of this garment — long-sleeved, wrap-
ping to the left and closing with braitd-like clasps — is not
unlike that being worn by the three figures on the bowl [194]
and those depicted in the textile [204].

In the later (tenth-century) textiles from the eastern
Islamic lands, the powerful influence of Sogdian or Sasanian
art is still apparent, but it is evident, as in all the other media
discussed, that the carlier patterns were being adapted to fit
the taste of the period.” The technical exigencies of the craft
further contributed to this stylistic transformation. All the
designs became more rigid, symmetrical compositions on
cither side of a real or imaginary central axis. The clements
arc piled one on top of the other to fill every possible empty
space. Although the preserved specimens were made in
different regions, they all reflect these tendencies, varying
only in the manner in which the parts of the design are
combined.

T'he decoration and the organization of the moufs of the
famous textile from the church of Saimnt-Josse near Caen
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205. Wool pile rug, 8¢ x 166cm. Fine Arts Museum of San Francisco, San Francisco

[203] reflects the angular stylization, even to the framing
devices, which are all rectangular. Only the peacocks in the
corner squares, the border of hearts, and the long ribbons
floating from the necks of the camels betray an ultimately
Sasanian derivation. The procession of camels ought to
introduce a certain amount of movement, but their styliza-
tion is so rigid that they are hardly less static than the large
patterned elephants in the field. Thanks to the custom of
including the caliphal imprint and other historical data in
the tiraz, textiles woven in the eastern Islamic lands — like
those we have seen earlier from other parts of the Muslim
world — carried inscriptions that help us to date and localize
them. The terminus ante quem for this piece is provided by
the name of an amir of Khurasan, a certain Qa’id Abu
Mansur Bukhtakin (d. g61), who is mentioned in both of the
inscription bands.”

The main theme of a fabric preserved in the Textile
Museum in Washington, p.c. [204], and the Detroit
Institute of Arts is more ambitious: framed by bands of geo-
metric strapwork, turbaned falconers on horseback flank a
tree.”” Owing to the absence of purely ornamental features,
this design is particularly striking in comparison with other,
more dynamic Sasanian-inspired hunting scenes. According
to its inscription, the piece was made for an anonymous
‘Isfahabad’, a title held in princely families south of the
Caspian Sea, that is, in an area, closed off by high mountains
from the rest of Iran, that had avidly preserved many aspects
of its Sasanian heritage. Apart from the stylization, the new
framing device, as well as the garments of the falconers and
even such a detail as the stirrups, suggests a tenth-century
date.”

The earliest complete rug extant from the Islamic period

[205], found in a burial context in Fustat, Egypt, is attrib-
uted to the eighth or ninth century. Its knotted-pile struc-
ture and design layout — that of multiple borders framing a
field pattern — are both present in the earliest-known carpet
created more than a millennium before and found in a
frozen burial site at Pazyryk in Siberia as well as in later rugs
from the Islamic world, including the first large group
extant, the so-called Konya carpets which are beyond the
scope of this work. Although a unique object at this juncture
in our knowledge of the history of Islamic textiles, this floor
covering, decorated with a highly stylized lion with fero-

206. Detail of stucco panel, ¢5.3 X 234.6cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York
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207. Folio from a Qur'an manuscript. Ink, colours, and gold on paper. Isfahan, dated 383/993. Folio size: 23.9 x 33.8cm. The Nasser D. Khalili Collection of

Islamic Art, London

cious claws, may have been only one of many such rugs
manufactured during the Farly Islamic period. Its technical
features permit us to determine that this lone representative
of the carpet industry during this formative age was
imported into Egypt, most probably having been made in
Greater Iran and, more specifically, in what is today
Armenia.

Stucco decoration in the castern lands of the Muslim
world during the latter part of the Early Islamic period
appears to follow the same evolutionary cycle distinguish-
able in other areas during this formative era. Prototypes for
many of the motifs found in profusion on the interior of the
small mosque at Nayin [159, 161, 162] are to be found exe-
cuted in various media within the central Islamic lands dur-
ing the eighth and ninth centuries. Those found gracing the
fagade of the Jurjir Mosque at Isfahan [181] are highly rem-
iniscent of those in the so-called bevelled style in wood,
stucco, and stone to be seen in ninth-century Abbasid Iraq
and Tulunid Egypt. The ornamentation of the panel exca-
vated at Nishapur [206], however, while recalling Samarra
Style B, exhibits a flattening and geometricizing of the veg-

etal design not found on the prototypes. In addition, some of

the leaves now end in birds heads, a playful variation seen

carlier in the wood panel from Egypt [99] and one which
will be further developed in the subsequent period.

THE ART OF THE BOoOK

In the tenth century what has been called an ‘intense evolu-
tion” was taking place as regards the arts of the book in gen-
cral and calligraphy in particular. Two Qurian manuscripts,
incorporating not only the dates of their execution but also
the names of the cities in which they were copied, are illus-
trative of this evolution, being representative of both the
innovative as well as the conservative trends discernible in the
arts of the book at the end of the Early Islamic period. One of
these codices, that known as the Ibn al-Bawwab Quran, was
discussed carlier in Chapter 2. The second is a four-volume
Quran that one Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Yasin finished
copying in Isfahan in 383/993 [207]. 'The latter, like that exe-
cuted seven years later in Baghdad, was done on paper instead
of parchment. The secret of paper-making had been wrung
from Chinese prisoners captured i Turkestan in the course
of the decisive Arab victory in 751, and the industry soon
became important in the Islamic world, paper replacing
papyrus and parchment as the primary writing material.




Already at the very end of the eighth century it was in use in
the caliphal chancery, and from the ninth century on there are
references to books on paper; the earliest so far discovered
was written in 866.% It was only natural, however, that the cal-
ligraphers were more conservative in their choice of a
medium to transcribe the Divine Word, and the earliest dated
Quran on paper so far found was not executed until 972,
more than one hundred years after the carliest extant dated
secular writings on paper.” The Isfahan Quran is an impor-
tant transitional object as not only does it look forward in its
utilization of paper as well as in its use of what Deroche has
termed the ‘New Style’ of script but it is also retardataire in
its retention of the older, oblong format and type of vocaliza-
tion system. The tabula ansata form of its sura headings and
their tripartite decoration are also strongly reminiscent of ear-
lier illuminations. The larger, central section of this heading
contains the name of the surq and the verse count in an angu-
lar script in gold on a gold ground bearing a textile-like pat-
tern and the two, smaller, square sections are filled with a gold
geometricized vegetal design. The ansa itself retains the long-
popular palmette form.

At least one secular codex can be associated with this
period: a treatise on the fixed stars that the Buyid sultan
‘Adud al-Dawla asked his teacher, “Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi
of Rayy, to compile about 965. It continued the astronomical
researches of the ninth century, which in turn were based on
classical writings, particularly Ptolemy’s Almagest. All
copies show the constellations in mnemonic configurations,
usually derived from classical mythology or from the animal
world. The illustrations are ultimately based on al-Sufi’s
holograph: one of the oldest surviving copies, probably
dated 1009, was made from the author’s own manuscript by
his son.” Their unique linear style reflects the fact that these
figures were made after designs traced from celestial globes;
the constellation pictures also betray their scientific origin in
their stress on the stars, which are indicated by both dots
and written labels, a deliberately astronomical aspect that
had often been lost in late classical renditions. The figures
themselves represent reinterpretations of classical themes
which were no longer understood at the time. They were
also given a more Islamic aspect; thus Andromeda is no
longer either half~-nude or clothed in a ¢hiton, with out-
stretched arms, chained to rocks on either side,”” but a
bejewelled dancer in the pantaloons and skirt of the con-
temporary performer, that is in a role consonant with hands
outstretched as necessitated by the position of the stars
[208]. The type of beauty, the embellishments, and the
drawing of the folds are all related to Samarra paintings.
But, although the Samarra style lingered on throughout the
twelfth century in border areas (Sicily and Spain), the
images drawn for al-Sufi’s treatise had a much longer life:
manuscripts written as late as the seventeenth century con-
tinued to follow the established tradition both in the Islamic
forms of the constellation figures and in their linear trcat-
ment. Just as Qurian illumination remained conservative

owing to its sacred nature, so the illustrations of

al-Sufi’s codex and all other scientific texts tended to be
archaic and rather static, closely following the ‘correct’ pro-
totypes to allow casy identification of specific natural phe-
nomena. Although, as we have discussed earlier; the number
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208. Folio from manuscript of al-Sufi’s treatise on the fixed stars. Dated
100g-10, Ht. of figure: 21 cm. Bodleian Library, Oxford

of extant jewellery items from the Early Islamic period
throughout the Muslim world is extremely small, this man-
uscript as we shall see in the forthcoming chapter has proved
to be most useful in helping us to corroborate and also
deduce contemporary jewellery vogues.

CONCLUSION

Just as for the Islamic west, the arts of the eastern lands of
the newly created Muslim world can be understood geo-
graphically, chronologically, and formally.

The two most active and innovative areas during these
centuries were clearly that of Khurasan, the vast and diverse
northcastern province which is shared today by Iran,
Turkmenistan, Tajikistan, and Afghanistan, and of
Transoxiana, bevond the Amu Darya (Oxus), to the loosely
defined and porous frontier between the old Iranian world
and the northern steppes of Asia, the Altai mountains, and
western China which was, at that time, essentially Buddhist.
Little remains of the area’s large buildings like mosques or
palaces, and it is only tentatively and hypothetically that its
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urban structure has been reconstituted by a team of Russian
scholars.” But, thanks to a new, and possibly locally devel-
oped, technology of baked bricks, both the construction and
the decoration of small buildings, especially the newly
developed funerary ones, acquired a hitherto unknown geo-
metric intricacy illustrating once again what has been called
‘the draped universe’ of Islamic art.” The mugarnas, while
probably not invented in Khurasan, became in that province
a much-used new architectural device. FFalling somewhere
between an element of construction and ornament, it was
destined to enjoy a very rich future in Islamic architecture
everywhere. T'hanks to a few relatively well-controlled exca-
vations in Nishapur and the suburb of Samarqand known as
Afrasiyab and to many clandestine ones, a rich array of glass,
ceramics, and even metalwork is available, with imaginative
new decorative designs. The best documented fragment of
silk from this period is also from Khurasan. Most of the
techniques employed, especially those used by ceramicists,
are new, and the vast majority of the designs appear as visual
novelties rather than as continuations of older Soghdian
practices. It seems reasonable to conclude that several inde-
pendent types of taste had developed in these northeastern
outposts of the Muslim world.

By contrast, western and northern Iran are poorly known,
the authenticity of many objects attributed to these areas has
been questioned, and it is difficult to draw a coherent pic-
ture of the arts which prevailed there. Even though such
conclusions are hazardous, it does seem that both in archi-
tecture and in the arts of objects, especially metalwork, pre-
Islamic, Sasanian, or even earlier, practices and motifs had
been maintained, especially if the later date proposed for
Sarvistan is accepted,” or revived, as may be concluded
from the interest in the vast ruins of Persepolis demon-
strated by the Buyids, who associated it with Solomon as
well as with the mythical Iranian ruler Jamshid.”

The contrast between these two primary regions of the
Iranian world will remain for centurices, each region eventu-
ally acquiring additional subdivisions following new pat-
terns of settlement and urban growth as well as a modified
political structure. Many of the novelties created in north-
eastern Iran, especially in architecture but also in aspects of
the art of ceramics like the use of writing as decoration, will
later spread westward to the whole of Iran. Some of them
may well have derived from Abbasid achievements in Iraq,
although it is curious, for instance, that the technique of
lutre-painting on pottery was imitated, but not reproduced,
in castern lran.

What led to these striking developments? One possibility
could be the patronage of the Samanid rulers, the dominant

political power of the eastern Islamic lands in the tenth cen-
tury. These rulers were largely independent from Baghdad
and relatively uninvolved in Abbasid politics. Their wealth
resulted from their being at the crossroads of Asian trade
with connections extending all the way to Scandinavia,
where hoards of Samanid coins were uncovered. They were
apparently devoted to the revival of Persian literature and
sponsored Persian poets as well as translations from Arabic
and from Sanskrit. The practical operation of their patron-
age of the arts still escapes us, but their collecting habits are
made clear in the account of the display of wealth the ruler
Nasr ibn Ahmad allegedly ordered around 940 to impress
Chinese envoys. Unique objects or striking quantities of
expensive items of all sorts were shown alongside tamed
and wild animals.”™ The landowners and merchants from
the dozen or so large centres of northeastern Iran such as
Nishapur, Balkh, Herat, Merv, Samargand, or Bukhara
probably accounted for the development of a second source
of patronage. A great deal is known about the social struc-
ture of some of these cities with their mix of Arabs, western
Persians who had fled the Muslim invasion, Soghdians,
many varieties of Turks, Jews, and Jacobite or Nestorian
Christians from Syria. The cities were primarily Muslim,
and Arabic probably dominated as a common language, a
fact that would explain the absence of Persian on the
objects of that time. Princes, most of the time Turkic, usu-
ally sponsored an intellectual and scientific flourishing
which involved almost every field of learning, but the
thinkers, scientists, and philosophers themselves came out
of the urban mix of the area and provided an Islamic cul-
tural flavour to the courts. A late twentieth-century school
of thought developed in Tashkent attributed to this bril-
liant array of thought the formation and growth of a coher-
ent system of geometric principles for architecture and
possibly for other arts as well.” It appears in a more sub-
dued form in the works of S. Khmelnitski. How well these
theories will withstand the test of further research remains
to be seen, but it is reasonable to argue that northeastern
Iran did rival Baghdad and central Iraq in brilliance and
originality. Yet, whereas Iraqi learning was concentrated in
a small number of centres relatively close to each other, dis-
tances between cities are enormous in northeastern Iran.
And it remains difficult, at this stage of historical knowl-
edge, to imagine the mechanisms for a continuity of intel-
lectual, social, and by extension artistic contacts. Perhaps,
as is beginning to come to light through the variations in
ceramic use and production found in different cities, there
were in the arts many more local distinctions than we know
how to disentangle.










PROLOGUE

Histortcal and Cultural Setting

Only recently have historians begun to chart the tremen-
dous political, sccial, linguistic, religious, and intellectual
upheavals of the Islamic world in the eleventh century.’
Changes had begun in the preceding centuries, but it is only
after 1000 that a new cpoch crystallized in Islamic civiliza-
tion. Its appearance was not simultaneous in all parts of the
Muslim world and considcrable variations differentiate
every region. What follows is an attempt to identify those
changes which seem important for an understanding of the
arts and then to introduce and explain the order in which
the three major arcas of Islamic civilization are discussed in
the chapters to follow.

The Muslim world in the first decades of the eleventh
century was in a state of political confusion and of social and
cultural tension. Internal difficulties and the growing pres-
sure of new waves of Turkic tribes on the frontiers as well as
the ambitions of Turkic mercenaries in the army were weak-
ening the aristocratic kingdom of the Samanids in castern
Iran. In western Iran, Iraq, and the Jazira (the large province
around the middle and northern valleys of the Tigris and
Euphrates, today divided between Syria, Turkey, and Iraq),
several smaller dynasties, mostly Shi‘ite, were in conflict
with each other under the shadow of a powerless Sunni
caliphate. Syria was hardly able to sustain the pressure of a
revitalized Byzantium in the last third of the tenth century.
Egypt, it is true, was flourishing under Shi‘ite Fatimid rule,
but a major political and economic crisis in the middle of the
eleventh century shattered Fatimid power and ravaged
much of North Africa. In the latter arca minor dynasties
were established in coastal cities or in interior highlands.
The caliphate of the Umayyads of Spain collapsed ecarly in
the eleventh century and power fell into the hands of local
military dynasties bascd in individual cities and known as
the muluk al-tawa’yf (in Spanish, reyes de taifas, the ‘local
kings’). Some thirty-six of these dynasties have been
counted, and the remarkable phenomenon of their century

of ruling Muslim Spain is the extraordinarily high level of

artistic culture which accompanied a divisive political his-
tory.” In short, from Spain to Central Asia, a more or less
gencrally accepted hierarchy of authority had broken down

into dozens of separate and often independent centres of

power.

There were also religious upheavals. The official Sunni
orthodox faith was being transformed into a formalized
legalism. Many branches of Shi‘ism coexisted, and mystical
movements known under the generic term of Sufism, with
their fascinating interplay of deep personal experience and a
sense of social responsibility and organization, acquired an

mncreasing number of adherents seeking alternative ways of

expressing their piety. Altogether, the basic unity of the faith
of Islam was being undermined.

Socially and economically, the situation is less clear. "The
beginnings of a western Asian equivalent to western
Iluropean feudalism are discernible in the growth of the
iqta’, which farmed out to individuals the revenues of land
rather than the land itself. At the same time, merchants and

artisans in the cities acquired more and more power as the
central authority declined, though the character and signif-
icance of the new institutions specifically rclated to these
social changes are not yet very clear.’ Cities with their patri-
cian classes continued to grow and, in the early eleventh
century, Cairo had joined Baghdad and Cordoba as a centre
of wealth, if not vet of intellectual culture. But it was also a
time in which the Umayyad and Abbasid syntheses between
the revealed faith with its system of life and the ancient
Hellenized Near East were crumbling away. The best sym-
bol of the age may be the sceptic and pessimist poet Abu al-
Ala® al-Ma’arri (d. 1057), who denounced the degeneracy
and corruption of his age, yet felt that human nature hardly
deserved anything better.

The further danger of conquest by a revived Christian
world, acutely conscious of the loss of the Holy Land in the
seventh century, soon added to these internal difficulties. As
carly as the second half of the tenth century, Byzantium
gained the upper hand in the continuing frontier war, and
Antioch was taken in 96g. The greatest threat came, how-
ever, from the Christian West in the eleventh century, when
pressure increased on Muslim Spain from still disorganized
local barons; Sicily was lost to the Normans; and finally in
1099 Jerusalem was taken and the Latin Kingdom estab-
lished in Syria and Palestine.

In the eleventh and twelfth centuries the Muslim world
responded vigorously and successfully, though diversely and
at different moments, to these external threats and internal
divisions and confusion. There are clear movements of ideas
and of practices from one arca to another, and morc or less
concerted programmes of reform can be established for
almost the whole of Islam. At times the epithet ‘Saljuq’ 1s
given to this period, after the most important Turkic
dynasty of the time, but it 1s not entirely apt because, in spite
of their importance, the Saljuq Turks were but part of the
picture and hardly affccted western Islamic lands. We have
preferred to call this period ‘Medieval’, as it stands betwecn
the formative centuries of adapting a new faith to an old land
and the centuries which followed the Mongol invasions and
defined the modern world of Islam, and also because it is
coeval with the flowering of Romanesque and carly Gothic
art and with Comnenian Byzantium and Kievan Rus in the
Iast. The cultural achievements of Islam’s Middle Ages are
as striking as its political and military successes, and the
great syntheses arrived at between internal trends and
movements affected the culture of Muslim lands for many
centuries to come.

‘The first element of change involves the ethnic composi-
tion of the Muslim world. Throughout the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries (often already in the cleventh, but always
with the exception of the Fatimids) power was in the hands
of the former ‘fringe barbarians’, of whom the most impor

tant were the Turks. They were the main military power of

western Asia as carly as the ninth century, but now, newly
converted, they became the formal rulers of much of the

central and eastern Islamic lands and enlarged the realm of
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Islam by their conquests. Their first major dynasty, that of
the Ghaznavids (962-1186), started under the wing of the
Samanids, established its capital in Ghazni in present
Afghamistan, conquered much of northwest India, and con-
trolled most of castern Iran. More important were the Great
Saljugs (1037-1157), who rose to power in northeastern
Iran, moved westwards, took Baghdad 1n 1053, expelled the
Buyid Shi‘ite dvnasty of Iraq, sponsored the conquest of
Anatoha after the batde of Manzikert (1071), and finally
gained ascendancy over northern Syria. However, political
control over so vast an area could not be maintained and,
especially after the death (1157) of Sanjar, the last great
prince in the direct line of succession, other Turkic dynas-
ties took over: members of the Saljuq family in Anatoha and
southwestern Iran, Zangids in northern Mesopotamia and
eventually Syria, Artuqgids in the mountains and valleys of
the upper Euphrates area, and Khwarezmshahs in north-
castern Iran. In addition to providing military and feudal
leaders, Turkic tribes continued or iitiated the total or par-
tial Turkification of Iranian Central Asia, Azerbayjan, and
Anatolia.

The Turks appear everywhere east of Egypt, but several
more localized marginal ethnic groups also entered Muslim
history at this time. From the mountains of Afghanistan
came the Ghorids, of moot ethnic origin, who ruled over an
area extending from Herat to India. The Kurds left their
mountains, divided today between Turkey, Iran, and Iraq,
entered the service of Turkic masters, and eventually cre-
ated their own dynasty, the Ayvyubids, whose greatest prince
was Saladin (d. 1193). Based in Syria and later in Egypt, the
Ayvubids finally succeeded in destroying the heterodox
IF'atimid caliphate in 1171 and the Latin hold on Jerusalem
in 1187. The Fatimid world itself had been rejuvenated in
the latter part of the eleventh century by the actions of a
remarkable Armenian convert to Islam, Badr al-Jamal;
another Armenian convert was the great prince of Mosul in
the middle of the thirteenth century, Badr al-Din Lu’lu’. In
the western Islamic lands the two Berber dynasties of the
Almoravids (1062—1147) and the Almohads (1130-1269)
came out of the mountains of Morocco to purify and thereby
revive Muslim presence in Spain, but failed ultimately to
contain the Christian reconquista.

Invaders were repulsed in Asia and the Islamic frontiers
enlarged with the help of Turkic, Ghorid, Kurdish,
Armenian, and Berber military and political leaders. Their
assumption of power — symbolized, among other things, by
the new utle of snltan (literally ‘power’), first restricted to
the lord nearest the caliph, but rapidly widened to include
almost any prince — did not mean, however, that the whole
area was taken over by hitherto alien cultures. On the con-
trary the new princes adopted, fostered, and developed the
indigenous Persian and Arab traditions. For example,
Ferdosi dedicated his Tranian national epic, the Shaknama,
to the Ghaznavid ‘Turk Mahmud; the great Persian scien-
tists and poets Ibn Sina (Avicenna), al-Ifarabi, Omar
Khayyam, Anvari, and Nizami lived and prospered under
Turkic rule; Nizam al-Mulk, the Iranian vizier of a Saljug
prince, wrote the main 1deological statement of the period,
the Siyassat-nama. In effect then, wherever their conquests
took them, the Turks, or at least their princes, carried a

largely Persian culture and Persian ideas, even the Persian
language. The greatest Persian mystic poet, Jalal al-Din
Rumi, lived and wrote in Konya in central Anatolia.

Arabic and the Arabs did not make the same cultural
impact on the new military elites. In the west, to be sure, the
rude mountain Berbers of the Almoravid and Almohad
dynastics were soon captivated by the refinements of
Andalusian princely courts, and the Ayyubid Kurds became
the champions of their subjects, most of them Arab.
Throughout the Islamic world, intellectual and religious
works were still generally written in Arabic. But, on the
whole, contemporary Arabic literature had a more restricted
impact than its Persian counterpart. The best known Arabic
productions were the tales called Magamar. The most cele-
brated, by al-Hariri, were later illustrated, but the stories are
not so important as their abstruse hnguistic and grammati-
cal pyrotechnics, accessible only to highly cultivated readers.
Appearing at the same time as many histories of individual
cities, the Magamar bear witness to a withdrawal of the
Arabic-speaking world into its own fold, especially when
contrasted with the tremendous growth and spread of
Persian. Thus the first significant change of these centuries
involves not only the rise to prominence of newcomers from
the frontiers of the Muslim world but also a new relation-
ship of prestige and importance between the two major hin-
guistic and ethnic groups which had been part of the Islamic
system almost from the beginning.

The paruial list of dynasties in the eleventh, twelfth, and
thirteenth centuries given above introduces the second
major change of the time. Authority was carried down from
the caliph and, at least at the beginning, a sultan directly
assoctated with him, through a complex chain of personal
and family allegiances, until, at the lowest level, it was vested
in a local ruler. As a result the number of princely courts
increased enormously; not only was there a revival in power
and prestige of such older centres as Mery, Isfahan, and
Damascus, but small or abandoned cities were suddenly
transformed into capitals, sometimes ephemeral, as in the
case of Dunaysir (modern Kocghisar in southern Turkey).
All were also manufacturing centres, transit trade depots,
and markets for outside products. Princes depended on the
support of merchants and artisans often belonging to some
official or informal organization. For, parallel to the official
level of a mihitary aristocracy with its internal quarrels so
carefully recorded by the chroniclers, there was an expand-
ing transregional trade by sea and by land. Caravans
enriched more than the mihitary rulers who protected them;
they permitted the growth of private sponsorship for mon-
uments and works of art, and led to new kinds of monu-
mental architecture (inns known as khans, bazaars,
caravanserais, roads, bridges, and so forth) and to a very var-
1ed taste in objects.

The last transformation concerns the religious chmate.
In all instances, the new conquerors — Turks, Kurds, and
Berbers — were dedicated Sunnis and felt it their duty to
extirpate heresies and to reinstate true Sunni orthodoxy.
The defeat of Shi‘ism was accomplished both by force of
arms and by a systematic attempt at forming religious elites
through the institution of the madraso (literally ‘school’), in
which orthodoxy was redefined by including some of the



new religious trends like Sufism; a largely rejuvenated
Islam, with many variations under a common mantle,
became the main source of religious teaching.*

To sum up, then, the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth
centuries are characterized by three essential features which
influenced the development of the arts: a new balance
between ethnic and linguistic groups; without abandoning

the notion of a single unifyving caliphate, a fragmentation of

political authority leading to a tremendous growth of urban
centres and urban activities; and a revivified orthodoxy
whose implementation was seen as a responsibility of the
state and of the individual, but in whose margin Sufism
maintained a powerful appeal to individuals and social orga-
nizations.

The end of this period is much easier to define than its
beginning. The brutal Mongol invasion penetrated into
eastern Iran in the second decade of the thirteenth century
and advanced westwards, destroying Baghdad and the
Abbasid caliphate in 1258, only to be stopped in southern
Syria in 1260 by the Mamluks of Egypt, a new power rising
from the collapse of the Ayyubids. In Anatolia the Saljug
regime lasted until the end of the thirteenth century, when
a period of political fragmentation began, out of which
emerged the great power of the Ottomans. In the West, after
the disaster of Las Navas de Tolosa (1212) at the hands of a
coalition of Christian princes, Almohad power declined and
was replaced in North Africa and Spain by smaller, locally
formed dynasties.

Thus, on the whole, this brilliant era — coeval with the
Romanesque and early Gothic in the West and with the
Sung emperors in China — disappears brutally. Everywhere
but in Spain and Sicily it had been successful in meeting
both internal and external challenges because it managed to
make new and meaningful syntheses from the many features

* which made up the contemporary Islamic world, a world

which in many ways stll conceived of itself as a unit,
whereas in the following centuries the Islamic West, the
Arab Near East, the Turks, [ran, and Muslim India were to
develop their own separate destinies.

We have divided the presentation of the arts of these
times according to the same three geographical catcgories as
in the first part of the book, but in a different order. Before
providing our reasons for doing so, it is important to note
that, far more than for the earlier period, this one has been
affected by scholarly trends and a bibliographical apparatus
into which has crept a high degrce of specialization. For
instance, our knowledge of Iran and Afghanistan has been
revolutionized by many large-scale explorations and excava-
tions carried out in the 1960s and 1970s, many of which have
never been published. Systematic surveys and excavations
organized by various Soviet institutions from Tashkent,
Baku, or Moscow all over Muslim Central Asia and the
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Caucasus or Azerbayjan have modified the interpretations to
be given to these arcas particularly rich in monuments.
Egypt, Anatolia, and the Fertile Crescent had already been
better surveved in the past, but there as well, especially
thanks to Turkish scholars in Anatolia and to a recent
growth of interest in Muslim Syria and Palestine at the time
of the Crusades, the mass of new interpretations and of new
data is rather overwhelming,

Two additional difficulties complicatc matters even fur-
ther. Both are methodological in nature. The fascinating
peculiarity of this rich period is that our knowledge of
it is based on a great varicty of information — descriptions
of nineteenth-century travellers, complete archeological
surveys, partial descriptions, undocumented reconstruc-
tions, recent restorations — and of such recent vintage that
any generalization is bound to be modified by subsequent
research. The other difficulty is that the secondary literature
is not very accessible, partly because it is often hidden in
rare periodicals and serics, partly because it occurs in an
unusually broad spectrum of languages, each with its own
specialized vocabulary. And then the numerous written
sources have been very unevenly surveyed for their perti-
nence to the arts: fairly well known for the Arab world and
especially for Syria and Baghdad, they have hardly been
touched for Iran and Anatolia, and even inscriptions are less
casily available than for Early Islamic times.’

Eventually, no doubt, there will be separate histories of
each province or cven city during these two and a half cen-
turies and some such studies already exist or are in active
preparation. In the mcantime we decided to begin with
Central Asia and Iran (including the little that is pertinent
about India), because major changes there preceded those of
thc areas to the west of the Zagros mountains and because it
can be demonstrated that, in many cases, both ideas and
techniques moved from east to west. A survey of castern
Islamic lands is followed by those of the central core, essen-
tially the feudal dynasties of Turkic and Kurdish origin, but
aiso the weakened Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad which wit-
nessed a fascinating cultural revival in the first half of the
thirteenth century. But we have included as a separate sec-
tion a full discussion of Fatimid art centred on Egypt, cven
though it clearly began in the previous period. The reasons
for this decision were two. One is that it scemed illogical to
dividc the reasonably coherent history and culture of that
dynasty into two periods because of major changes clse-
where. The other reason is that there is much in Fatimid art
that prccedes developments elsewhere, even though the
connection between apparent Fatimid innovations and sim-
ilar ones farther east, if it existed, eludes us so far. The
Muslim west, partly isolated from the momentous changes
in the eastern Islamic lands, continues in many ways its own
independent path.
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CHAPTER 3

Eastern Islamic Lands

ARCHITECTURE AND
ARCHITECTURAL DECORATION

The area involved, from the Mesopotamian valley and the
eastern Anatolian or Caucasian mountains to the Tarim
basin in western China or the rich valleys of northern India,
is vast and diverse in climate, range of architectural activi-
ties, and innovative trends. It will eventually be presented in
terms of individual provinces such as Fars or Jibal in west-
ern Iran, or the Bukhara oasis in the east. Preliminary
attempts in this direction have already been made, especially
for Azerbayjan and Central Asia. But it is also reasonable to
argue that enough features are shared by the buildings of
these two centuries in the lands of eastern Islam that their
common characteristics can be defined with some precision.
To do so requires an awareness of buildings which are them-
selves very unevenly known. For these reasons the presenta-
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tion of the monuments with their individual problems pre-
cedes an attempt at identifying common traits of construc-
tion and design which best characterize the architecture of a
remarkably rich period.

THE MONUMENTS

Mosques

The edge of the Iranian desert in the centre and west of the
country boasts a remarkable and coherent group of more or
less contemporary mosques: Isfahan, Ardistan, Barsian,
Gulpaygan, Zavarch, Burujird, with Qazvin and Qurva far-
ther to the north.' In addition, in the same general area, at
Yazd, Kerman, Shiraz, and probably Rayy, many other
mosques were constructed or reconstructed, though later
restorations have often obliterated the earlier work. This
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211. Isfahan, Great Mosque, court, cleventh and twelfth centuries, facing
West

group belongs essentially to the period of the Great Saljugs,
with the ecarliest dated construction in 1088 (northeastern
dome at [sfahan) and the latest in the eighth decade of the
twelfth century (Qurva). Unfortunately our information on
mosques built elsewhere in the Iranian world is so limited as
to make it almost useless. In Herat,” in Lashkari Bazar,? in a
small town near Mery,* in Bukhara,’ Damghan,” Khiva,” and
Baku® there is evidence for major religious buildings, but
cither no trace is left or the monuments have not been prop-
crly published or even studied, or else they are small, tradi-
tional, hypostyle constructions of little artistic merit. It is
therefore partly by default that a consideration of mosque
architecture 1s centred on west central [ran. ‘T'he area was in
fact a favourite of the Great Saljugs both for residence and
for patronage, and its mosques can be seen as paradigmatic
for a twelfth-century Iranian type.

T'he most remarkable and celebrated of these monuments
is the great Masjid-i Jomeh of Isfahan [209, 210]; it is also
extremely eomplex and, in spite of several studies and

partially completed and published excavations,” still far
from being clearly understood. Like Chartres, with whieh it
has often been compared, it is unique, and thus eannot be
adduced to define a period; yet the period cannot be under-
stood without a full awareness of its eharacter. For this rea-
son we shall begin with an analysis of the strueture as it now
stands, and then single out those of 1ts features which elearly
belong 1o our period.

It is a large, irregular aggregation of buildings whose
northeast—southwest axis is 150 metres, with 476 separate
vaults, mostly domes. The core is the rectangular courtyard
of the tenth-century hypostyle mosque discussed earlier'®
into which were introdueed four wwans, of which two are
abmost square halls ending in a blank wall [211, 212]. The
twan on the gibla side is also squarish but related to a large
room, 15 metres square, covered with a dome. The fourth
on the opposite side, to the northeast, is much longer and
narrower, in a more traditional rectangular pattern, and
ends in two massive blocks recalling the towers of a gate, at



least in plan (in elevation'' so much of it is masked by later
decoration that it is difficult to ascertain its original shape).
The iwans occupy only a fraction of the fagade on the court;
the rest is taken up by forty-two rectangular panel-like units
of two superposed tiers of arches. It is uncertain whether
this double arrangement is a relic of the first fagade. Fach
panel leads to an aisle of square bays covered with domes,
except where there was later rebuilding, for example on
either side of the northwestern ran.

Within this area there is only one approximate date: in the
lowest part of the gibla dome [213] an inscription names its
builder, some time between 1072 and 1092, as the great
Nizam al-Mulk himself. Three areas outside the earlier rec-
tangle, however, bear dates in the late eleventh and early
twelfth centuries. First, on the main axis of the mosque,
some 23 metres bevond the northeastern iwau, a square
domed room (10 metres to the side) [214] is precisely dated
to 1088 by an inscription which names Taj al-Mulk, Nizam
al-Mulk’s enemy and competitor, as its founder. The area
which separates this domed room from the northeast iwan is
covered today with later additions, but it is generally
assumed that it was originally free from buildings. Second,

212. Isfahan, Great Mosque, court, eleventh and twelfth centuries, facing
northeast
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a gate [215] outside the main rectangle to the east of the
northeast dwan is inscribed as ‘rebuilt after the fire of
1121—22""* — in all probability the one recorded by chroni-
clers during a local revolt in 1120." Finally, the area beyond
the limits of the rectangle in the southern corner of the pre-
sent mosque exhibits not only a remarkably archaic mode of
construction but also fragments of religious inscription
whose epigraphical style is hardly likely to be later than the
end of the eleventh century.™

There are three features — a dome in front of the wihrab,
a second dome to the north and presumably outside the
perimeter of the mosque, and a somewhat eccentric gate —
which are clearly dated to the late eleventh and early twelfth
centuries. They imply major transformations of the Buyid
mosque in several stages which are largely confirmed by
recent excavations. First would have been the large dome in
front of the mihrab, sponsored by the vizier Nizam al-Mulk.
It was not in itself a novelty, but its size and majesty are
unusual, perhaps reflecting the old tradition of a large mag-
sura in mosques.'” It is reasonable to interpret this as a
reserved princely area, but it is still unclear how the dome
was connected with the remaining hypostyle. One of its



213. Isfahan, Great Mosque, south
dome, 107292

214. Isfahan, Great Mosque, north
dome, 1088



215. Isfahan, Great Mosque, gate,
rebuilt after 1121-22

most striking features is that it was initially standing alone
[216] with fragments of a Qurianic inscription on its north-
western side which was eventually covered up by later con-
structions.® The outside north dome built in 1088 by Taj
al-Mulk also had some royal function — perhaps the prince
changed his clothes there before he entered the mosque,'” as
its Qurianic quotation (7:54) is rarely found in mosques and
emphasizes the ‘royal’ character of God. Its asymmetrical
openings further indicate that it served some ceremonial
function of passage. The gate of 1121—22 is more difficult to
explain because of its eccentricity, but several rather cryptic
textual references to built areas adjoining the mosque and
functionally related to it'® suggest an earlier expansion or
addition which would have been formally incorporated into
a single building. Tt is to this last phase that the four zwans
are usually attributed, although there is no archacological,
epigraphic, or literary proof.”

We cannot define the mosque’s outer limits because it is
not known whether the many fourteenth- and sixteenth-
century additions were on newly acquired areas or displaced
Seljuq or even earlier constructions. Its most characteristic
feature was a core of a courtyard with four swans and a dome
behind the gibla iman, all fitted into a plan imposed by an
carlier building.

All other mosques of central Iran were built or trans-
formed in the first decades of the twelfth century. Moreover,
even though at Ardistan and Barsian an older hypostyle and
a number of local peculiarities™ gave rise to unusual fea-
tures, basically a standard plan tyvpe was used throughout.
Its fully dated occurrence is in the small town of Zavarch in
1136 [217, 218].*" Within a rectangle is a courtvard with four
wwans and a dome behind the gibla nvan. The areas between
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216, Isfahan, Great Mosque, plan as in Scljuq times (after Galdieri)
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are covered with pointed barrel-vaults on heavy piers,* and
a symmetrically planned court fagade of arches frames the
twans and connects with the vaults. There is an entrance to
the side of the main axis of the mosque, and a minaret usu-
ally outside of the frame of the rectangle. With only minor
variations this type was imposed on the remains of the
hypostyle mosque of Isfahan.

What is the origin of this plan, and why was it adopted at
this time and place? Individually, of course, neither the iman
nor the zwan-dome combination, nor even the court with
four fwans is new — all can easily be related to pre-Islamic
traditions in Iran and Iraq. The innovation lay in combining
a court with a side entrance and giving it four iwans, the size
of each depending on its position in the liturgical orienta-
tion of the building and on the large dome behind the gibla
iwan. In other words, existing forms were adapted to the
liturgical, functional, and symbolic purposes of a congrega-
tional mosque.

It is much more complicated to determine the reasons
why' this plan was so readily adopted at this time. An older
theory was that the court with four /wans and a side entrance
0 - 10M is a characteristic of the eastern Iranian private house, which
would have had an early impact on monumental secular
architecture, as we shall see later.”? To explain how and why

217. Zavarch, mosque, 1130, plan

218. Zavarch, mosque, 1136, interior
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a house plan from eastern Iran came to be used in newly
built congregational mosques of central Iran, Max van
Berchem, followed later by E. Herzfeld and A. Godard,*
evolved what may be called the madrasa theory. Its starting
point is the accepted fact that, after the occupation of Iran
and Iraq by the Saljuq Turks, madrasas were constructed for

the ducation of the Muslim masses in the principles of

orthodoxy. Some madrasas were sponsored privately, others
built by the Saljuq princes and their advisers, sometimes at
their own expense, but all as instruments of the state. The
most celebrated were the Nizamiyas built in Iran and Iraq
by Nizam al-Mulk himself, of which the most remarkable
was in Baghdad. It has not been preserved, and the existing
descriptions are of no help towards a reconstruction.*
While it was only under the Saljugs that the government
began to sponsor such institutions, privately founded
madrasas existed already in northeastern Iran, in most
instances in houses transformed for the purpose. These
facts led to two assumptions: that the Saljuq madrasas,
because of the nature of their sponsorship and the rapidity
of their construction, tended to be of a standard type; and
that the tvpe originated in the private houses of eastern Iran
already adapted for such use. It was then concluded that the
four-zwan house plan spread throughout the area of Iran and
Iraq and was adopted for congregational mosques merely
because it was convenient and popular.

Simple and coherent through it may be, this hypothesis
cannot be fully maintained. The first argument against it is
an argument a silentio: nothing is known of the physical
shape of the madrasa before the second half of the twelfth
century, and no early madrasa is known in Iran at all; the
often-quoted one at Khargird consists of architectural
remains so indistinct as to be useless.** It is true, as we shall
see later, that Syrian and Anatolian examples generally have
but few typological variations, suggesting that the madrasa
indeed possessed precise characteristics of plan and con-
struction: but even so, is it likely that twelfth-century archi-
tects would have applied systematically to all new or rebuilt
mosques of one area a plan identified with a precise and lim-
ited function in another? In any case, we shall not ascertain
the original form of the madrasa until an early example has
been excavated.

The stronger objection to the theory is, however, that the
four iwans with courts are hardly ever found in later
madrasas, but became standard for many constructions —
secular and religious — in the twelfth century, in Iran and
bevond, suggesting a much more powerful force behind the
plan than a new religious institution about which we know
so little. Tt may well have been an indigenous western
Iranian or Iraqi form which received a monumental shape in
local mosques. It is a curious fact — and one that should lead
to considerable care in drawing conclusions on this whole
question — that, of all the major mosques of eastern Iran and
Central Asia that date from before the Mongol conquest,
only one, of the early thirteenth century, at Dihistan (mod-
ern Mashhad-i Misriyin)*? has an ivau-dome in front of the
qibla.

To sum up, in the ecarly decades of the rwelfth century a
remarkable group of congregational mosques with a similar
internal arrangement — even when (as at Isfahan) compli-
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cated by local factors — appears in west central Tran. This
can be explained by the historical circumstance that these
were the major centres from which the Great Seljugs and
their vassals ruled over much of the Islamic east. But the
formal origins of the new plan and the degree to which this
central Iranian development can be assumed at that time for
the rest of the castern Islamic lands are problems which, so
far, we lack the information to solve. Even though the preva-
lent theory of an eastern Iranian origin cannot be main-
tained on archaeological or logical grounds, the literary and
architectural documentation in our possession does not sug-
gest a more adequate explanation. In any case, the combina-
tion of forms thus created became the basis for all
subsequent developments of Iranian mosque architecture,
Ultimately, its most important achievement was aesthetic.
Like the Parthenon in Athens, the paragon of classical archi-
tectural creativity, Iranian mosques like the one in Isfahan
were meant to be seen and experienced from the open air,
but in this case from the very centre of the building, in an
open court. There, as on a stage, a simple, self-sufficient
facade created a backdrop for functions enacted inside.

Mausoleums

As we have seen earlier, the first Islamic mausoleums were
erected in the tenth century, presumably for the glorification
of princes and the celebration of Shi‘ite imams. In Iran they
were either towers or square buildings covered with cupolas
on squinches, but with the arrival of the Turks and the sub-
sequent triumph of Sunnism they were transformed in
function and in shape. Instead of descendants of Ali, it was
holy men, legendary Companions of the Prophets, and often
Old Testament figures who were accorded true martyria
(Arabic mashhad, ‘place of witness’; in Iran often called
imamzade, ‘son of the imam®). These became focuses of pop-
ular piety and related activities, and their growth should be
examined in relation to two important pietistic characteris-
tics of the time: the search for personal salvation through
the intercession of a holy man or a holy event, and attempts
by guilds and Sufi organizations to relate themselves to holy
personages. The cemetery became, in some cities at least, a
proper place for meditation and gathering in the proximity
of long-gone virtuous men. At the same time the develop-
ment of a feudal order of military lords maintained the nced
for the commemoration of wealth and importancc or for the
establishment of dynastic or personal shrines.

Like the mosques, the remaining Iranian mausoleums
pose a number of unresolved problems. TIs it accidental that
by far the largest number from this period are found in the
north along a line from Urgench, almost in the Pamir, across
Balkh and Mery, in and around the mountains south of the
Caspian Sea, and into Azerbayjan? Why is it that in the
extreme northeast and the cxtreme northwest there are
groups from the second half of the twelfth century and a few
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