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Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies 
 
 

Dana Lawand 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
  
 

The Collection of Islamic art held at the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic 
Studies (KFCRIS) in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia features no academic museum catalogue for 
the permanent collection. After researching a selection of objects from the 7th to the 20th 
century, I chose to produce an academic museum catalogue that focuses on the broad-
ranged, all-encompassing nature of the collection. The catalogue I have contributed 
classifies the objects according to dynasties and their geographical expanse, in addition is 
an account of the technical innovations that may be associated with the dynastic period. 
Each object in the catalogue entry features a descriptive analysis in addition to 
identification of a similar object held in a foreign museum. My contribution highlights 
the potential the collection of Islamic art held at KFCRIS has in the propagation of 
knowledge of Islamic art. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE MUSEUM AT THE KING FAISAL CENTER 
FOR RESEARCH AND ISLAMIC STUDIES 

 
The King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies (KFCRIS) was established  

in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia in 1983. KFCRIS’s primary purpose lay in the conservation,   

preservation and study of Islamic heritage acquired from diverse geographic regions. 

Founded by the sons of the late King Faisal bin Abdelaziz conceived under the auspices of 

the philanthropic institution of the King Faisal Foundation (KFF) 1976. Together they 

commemorate the legacy of the late King Faisal in the propagation of  knowledge.1  

The KFCRIS is a multicomplex that combines three museum galleries, a manuscript 

conservation center, a research department, a library, a publishing house, and a mosque.2  

    Featuring over 25,000 Arabic, Turkish, Persian and other manuscripts acquired through 

purchases and endowments. Having established a manuscript conservation department as 

early as 1981 ensured rare books could be made at the disposal of researchers.  

The inaugurated broad-ranged Islamic art collection includes 540 permanent objects 

with 313 open slots for future acquisitions. The objects represent a historical timeline that 

range from pre-Islamic times, in the form of cuneiform tablets and lighting instruments from 

the Arabian Peninsula and neighbouring regions. They are followed by objects associated 

 
1 King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies “Introduction. “King Faisal Centre for Research and 
Islamic Studies.” 2022.https://www.kfcris.com/en/about; King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic 
Studies “History of the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies (KFCRIS).” 
2022https://www.kfcris.com/en/view/4; Harrigan, Peter.“Rays of Light and Brightness: The King Faisal 
International Prize.”Saudi Aramco World.Vol.51.No.5 September/October 2000. 
https://archive.aramcoworld.com/issue/200005/rays.of.light.and.brightness-
the.king.faisal.international.prize.htm/ ; King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies “About King 
Faisal Prize”https://kingfaisalprize.org/ 
2 "Saudi Arabia, Kingdom of." In The Grove Encyclopedia of Islamic Art and Architecture. Ed. Jonathan M. 
Bloom, Sheila S. Blair. Oxford Islamic Studies Online. Jan 3, 2022. 
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with the advent of Islam in the 7th century that chronologically continue into the 21st century 

representing diverse geographic regions. The museum embraces the narrative of a Pan-

Islamic nation commemorating the vision held by the late King Faisal bin Abdelaziz (1906-

1975), transcending geographical boundaries and time frames. Unlike museums that portray 

Islamic art within nationalistic contexts established in Islamic lands beginning by the late 

19th century.3  

Furthermore as expressed by her Highness Princess Maha bint Muhammad Al-

Faisal, the museum stresses on representing the objects in the collection from diverse 

geographic regions unified under the umbrella of the Arabic language and Arabic alphabet. 

In addition, her Highness contests the element of time, by which she stresses that Islamic 

art should not be seen as a notion of the past, or as something that has become unachievable 

today. This narrative is clearly communicated in curatorial practice of objects of Islamic art 

at KFCRIS.  

1.1 Exhibitions, Publications and Early Formation of the Permanent 
Collection 

 
Prior to the inauguration of the permanent collection in 2017, KFCRIS functioned 

as a platform for the exhibition of Islamic art. On-loan exhibitions were held by private 

collectors between 1985-1991, and 2008 for which exhibition catalogues equipped with 

photographs, maps, glossaries and more worthy as educational resources were published at 

 
3 The National Museum of Antiquities and Islamic Art est.1835; Lebanon’s Beirut Archaeological 
museum est.1868 and the National Museum of Beirut opened in 1942; In Egypt was established the Museum 
of Arab Art in 1881and was renamed the Museum of Islamic Art in 1952; Iraq in 1926 the British Gertrude 
Bell set the stones for what became known as The Baghdad Antiquities Museum, renamed the Iraq Museum 
in 1966; In Palestine The Imperial Museum of Antiquities was established under the Ottomans it was known 
as the Muze-I Humayun, established between 1901-1917 the British suggested it be divided into an Islamic 
Art Museum, and another for Jewish Art, however today it is known as the Rockefeller Museum that opened 
in 1938; In Syria The National Museum of Damascus (1919); In Turkey, the Ottoman Imperial Museum, 
established in 1846, in 1996 The Museum of the Islamic Era 
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KFCRIS publications division.4 The selection of objects made for the loan-exhibitions 

represented Islamic art from diverse geographic locations and time periods. The exhibition 

of broad-ranged collections began to define KFCRIS’s adoption of an Islamic art under the 

rubric of ‘universalism.’ 

Succeeding the exhibitions, the permanent collection began to be acquired and the 

formation of the collection continued into the 21st century. The permanent museum 

collection at KFCRIS is classified as a ‘universal’ collection. The rubric of ‘universalism’ 

has been specific to the West as a result of the ‘broad-ranged’ encyclopedic collections of 

Islamic art amassed in their museum institutions towards the late 19th century. However, 

amassing broad-ranged collections of Islamic art has become a more recent practice 

associated with the Arab Gulf. Coinciding with the “oil boom” and subsequent economic 

growth, Arab collecting practices proliferated and were stimulated by European art markets 

that had by the 1970’s become recognized as a hub for Islamic art.5 Among the examples of 

all-encompassing encyclopedic collections are found within the lavish Islamic art scenes 

established in Kuwait at the Dar Al Athar al-Islamiyah in 1983, and that recently assumed 

in Qatar at the Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) est. in 2008, and the Louvre in Abu Dhabi est. 

in 2017.  

 
4 Atil, Esin, O.Hoare. The Unity of Islamic Art. (Riyadh The King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic 
Studies 1985) ”https://oliverhoareltd.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/The Unity of Islamic Art.pdf; 
1989  �السالا نفلا ةعاق� ضرعم : ���ملسملا دنع تاطوطخملاو ةضفلا ةفرخز . .ةkمالسالا تاساردلاو ثوحnلل لصkف كلملا زكرم
٨٠٤١-٩٠٤١ه  تاساردلاو ثوحnلل لصkف كلملا زكرم :Riyāḍ . ضا��لا ،ةkمالسإلا تاساردلاو ثوحnلل لصkف كلملا زكرم�

،ةkمال سالا .https://www.worldcat.org/title/44101838; 1991  Weapons . .ةkمالسإلا تاساردلاو ثوحnلل لصkف كلملا زكرم
of the Islamic World : Swords & Armour : Exhibition Held at the Islamic Gallery in King Faisal Foundation 
Center Riyadh 1991. Riyadh Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies. 
https://www.worldcat.org/title/33806605; Al Mishaal, Abdulaziz Islamic Arts. Exhibition Held at the Islamic 
Gallery in King Faisal Foundation Center Riyadh, 2008 
5 Werner, Louis. London’s Islamic Art Market . Vol 46, No.3.Aramco World. May/June 1995 
https://archive.aramcoworld.com/issue/199503/london.s.islamic.art.market.htm; Blair, Sheila S., and 
Jonathan M. Bloom. “The Mirage of Islamic Art: Reflections on the Study of an Unwieldy Field.” The Art 
Bulletin 85, no. 1 (2003): p.157 https://doi.org/10.2307/3177331.  



4 
 

In Sheila Blair and Jonathan bloom’s Mirage of Islamic Art: The Study of an 

Unweildy Field, since the establishment of the academic field of ‘Islamic art’ in the West, 

approaches to create academic material for museums and academic institutions have 

included Universalism, Regions, Dynasties, and Media, among others.6 In the case of 

museum publications different academic approaches are applied according to the limits or 

breadth of a collection of Islamic art and the authors’ focus of attention. Early loan- 

exhibitions held at KFCRIS reveal objects weather of diverse mediums or of specific 

mediums and functions sourced from a variety of geographical regions are represented under 

a universal rubric of Islamic art. Yet the publications worthy are educational resources 

touched on technical, functional, historical, theological, geographical and manufactural 

contexts that otherwise could not be communicated in the exhibition halls.  

KFCRIS holds an open research policy of its held objects and manuscripts making 

them accessible to researchers. More recently publications for the permanent collection have 

not been accounted of in museum catalogues, only brief display pamphlets and guides are 

offered to visitors. Rather than catalogues, the permanent collection has been the subject of 

study of university graduate research papers. A study produced by a King Saud University 

graduate student was published as a book in 2021, titled Persian-Islamic Ceramic Artifacts: 

From the 3rd-13th Century AH / 9th-19th Century AD. 7 As the title indicates the focus is 

on a medium from a specific geographic region over the course of ten centuries. Another 

approach in a study conducted by Amal Al-Hazeem, approaches a selection of objects by 

dynasty.8 Al-Hazeems study entitled “Ayyubid Metalwork Preserved at the museum of King 

 
6 Blair, Sheila S., and Jonathan M. Bloom. “The Mirage of Islamic Art: Reflections on the Study of an 
Unwieldy Field.” The Art Bulletin 85, no. 1 (2003): p.157. https://doi.org/10.2307/3177331. 
7 M. Abu Rasin, Shaker. Persian-Islamic Ceramic Artifacts: From the 3rd-13th Century AH / 9th-19th Century 
AD (Preserved at the King Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies)https://kfcris.com/en/item/120  
.دوعس كلملا ةعماج.ةیبویالا ةیندعملا تاعونصملا.میزحلا لما 8 1440/2/23 
Alhazeem, Amal. “Ayyubid Metalwork Preserved at the museum of King Faisal Center for Research and 
Islamic Studies”.King Saud University. November 18, 2018 
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Faisal Center for Research and Islamic Studies” focuses on a group of Ayyubid medicine 

bowls held at KFCRIS.  

         After being welcomed at KFCRIS to research a selection of objects from the 7th to the 

20th century, I found that no academic catalogue has been produced for the permanent 

collection. Museum catalogue publications based on collections or exhibitions have been 

and remain essential in the formation of the academic field of Islamic art as we know it 

today. A study titled The Mirage of Islamic Art: The Study of an Unwieldy Field authored 

by Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom states:  

“…Many museums remain centres of scholarship on Islamic art, particularly through 

the medium of the scholarly exhibition, and exhibition catalogues. 

Exhibition catalogues alongside surveys and archaeological reports have dominated 

the field of Islamic art.” 9 

A study at the University of Toronto states: 

“Exhibition catalogues are a very important type of literature for Art History. They 

provide documentation relating to all the items displayed in a show at a museum or 

art gallery and they contain new scholarly insight by way of thematic essays from 

curators and academics.”10 

I chose to write about a selection of objects in the form of a catalogue following the 

structure of the publication titled: Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art: The 

Historical Context.11 

 
9 Blair, Sheila S., and Jonathan M. Bloom. “The Mirage of Islamic Art: Reflections on the Study of an 
Unwieldy Field.” The Art Bulletin 85, no. 1 (2003): p.164, and page 157. https://doi.org/10.2307/3177331. 
10 University of Toronto Libraries.“Why Exhibition Catalogues?” Research Guides. Art History. Oct 2 2022. 
https://guides.library.utoronto.ca/c.php?g=251039&p=5168228  
11 Komaroff Linda and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 1992. Islamic Art in the 
Metropolitan Museum : The Historical Context. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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Having been exposed in the examination room to sixty-five objects once displayed 

in the gallery as the first exhibition in 2017-2021, I created a preliminary catalogue with 

entries of the objects that included physical description of the objects and comparative 

analysis.  

Subsequently after having had access to the museum inventory catalogue I decided 

to account of additional objects allowing me to portray the all-encompassing and universal 

nature of the KFCRIS collection in a chronological timeline. I chose to account of the 

objects that range from the 7th to 20th century according to dynasties and their geographical 

expanse and the technical innovations that may be associated with the dynastic period. Each 

object in the catalogue entry features a descriptive analysis in addition to identification of a 

similar object held in a foreign museum. My contribution highlights the potential the 

collection of Islamic art held at KFCRIS has in the propagation of knowledge of Islamic art.  

 

1.2 Sourcing the Permanent Collection 
 

As has been accounted to me by museum administrator Rasha Al-Fawaz, 

Acquisitions made at KFCRIS are based on museum administrative consent, however 

essential direction of the choices made for the collection are directed by certain individuals. 

Prior to acquisition, observation and approval is made by a group of jurists from the King 

Saud University. The objects are brought in to the museum in good condition and a team of 

conservators is consulted in the case an object needs repair.  

The objects in the collection were sourced through purchasing from a variety of 

sources including markets, auctions and Saudi private collectors of Islamic art. In addition 

acquired objects were derived from endowments made to the institution. Auctions, to name 

a few, such as Christies and Sotheby’s are fundamental platforms from which the collector 

of Islamic art and the museum institution source their objects. Apart from markets and 
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auctions, there exist avid Saudi Arabian collectors of Islamic art. Among the objects now 

part of the permanent collection were exhibited at KFCRIS between 1986-1991, they appear 

in the catalogues produced for the exhibitions. Furthermore names of previous owners of 

collections appear in the inventory of the objects handed to me during my research. The 

collection’s significance has been enhanced by means of generous endowments. Museum 

curator Fahed Al-Ouwais accounts of a group of 3,061 coins purchased by KFCRIS in 

addition to 700 numismatic coins that once belonged to the late Queen Effat that were 

endowed by her son and Chairman of KFCRIS his Highness Prince Turki Al-Faisal. 

Since its establishment KFCRIS began with a conservation department in 1981 

carrying out maintenance of manuscripts of utmost value, a practice until this day where 

students from the King Saud University may undertake workshops in conservation. 

Reflecting the admiration of the late King Faisal for Islamic heritage, from his private library 

and now held at KFCRIS are a selection of rare manuscripts. In fact it is difficult to try to 

account of the vast number of valuable and rare manuscripts held at KFCRIS. To name a 

few is a fourteenth century illustrated manuscript of Kalila wa Dimna (no.2536) the rare 

copy transcribed in Arabic features illustrations in the Baghdad painting school style. 

Another valued holding once part of the late King Faisal’s private library  is the 14th century 

Sitt Miska Quran, produced in Egypt during the reign of the Mamluks. Among other rarities 

is a fourteen volume lithographic composition of  Description de L’Egypte (no.30) it is one 

of five copies in the world today, it is dated to 1809 AD produced in Paris under the order 

of Napoleon Bonaparte. Among the famed Persian literary genre illustrated manuscripts 

held at KFCRIS are the Timurid period and the Qajar period Nizami’s Khamsa, (no.15089) 

(no.5201). In addition to a Timurid Conference of the Birds (no.14988), and an illustrated 

Shahnamah (The Book of Kings) produced in India dated to the 19th century (no.15088). 
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1.3 The Architectural Premises and the Museum Gallery 
 

Housed in a modern architectural facility, built by Japanese architect Kenzo Tange 

(1913-2005) whose architectural accomplishments commemorate peace as the Hiroshima 

Peace Centre in Japan in (1949-1956). The premises is composed of a total of four buildings 

that surround an open air rectangular courtyard paved in white marbled walkways and a 

central grassed area. Construction began with the King Faisal Foundation (KFF) al-

Khayriyah offices in 1982 that takes the shape of a monumental book-shaped edifice of two 

triangular fourteen story towers connected by a bridge clad in white tiles. The same building 

once hosted the King Faisal memorial hall (that will be reopened to the public). The KFF 

building sits across from the KFCRIS facility built in the second phase of construction 

complete by 1983.  

Construction of the KFCRIS multipurpose facility includes a mosque situated across 

the marbled walkways, opposite from the book shaped edifice, the mosque is flanked by 

two buildings which consist of the library on one side, and the museum galleries and storage 

facilities in the other. The mosque is dressed in white marble, based on a square ground 

floor plan with annexes for ablution, it features a unique cylindrical structure clad in navy 

blue tiles that crowns the dome of the prayer hall. In front of the mosque a few meters before 

the mosque is a monumental square minaret that emerges from the ground, it is clad in beige 

tiles. The square base of the minaret occupies one-third of the minaret’s lower portion, and 

is mounted by a rotated square base that continues upward forming eight projecting corners. 

As expressed by museum manager Rasha Al-Fawaz, the KFF building invokes an open 

book, while the KFCRIS mosques cylindrical aperture invokes an inkwell and the minaret 

invokes a pen.  

To the west of the mosque is the building that houses KFCRIS library, where 

valuable archival material as books, archives, microfiches and photographs are kept at the 
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disposal of the researcher in closed circulation. The library book shop is also situated on the 

ground floor of the same building which displays a range of KFCRIS publications for sale 

for satisfactory prices.  

East of the mosque a few meters west of the minaret, is the building that hosts the 

the Islamic Art Gallery, the Manuscript Gallery, the Manuscript Conservation Facility, the 

Research Department, and Storage Facility. 12  The storage facility is situated in the 

basement and is maintained according to international museum standard environments to 

ensure the safety and longevity of the life of the objects preserved in proper condition.  

Situated on the ground floor, of the four story building, it is accessed by a double 

wooden door decorated with a central medallion and four corner motifs carved in relief 

framed by wooden lattice screens known as mashrabiyyas that are indoor and outdoor 

furnishings found throughout the Islamic world installed by Abdelwahid al-Wakil, the 

winner of the first Agha Khan Prize in 1980. The entrance reception is furnished with 

wooden seating area, carved and inlaid with ivory, to the right of which is the proper 

museum hall. Marked at the entrance by wooden lattice screens the rectangular hall features 

white marble counters aligned against the wall onto which generously spaced glass cases 

are positioned, an additional polygonal based marble counter display case occupies the 

centre of the hall following the entrance area of the museum. Complemented by dim inner 

lighting, and additional natural light filtering in from the installed tall equidistant 

mashrabiya windows that surround the hall. 

A recent renovation involved the removal of the wall at the far end of the hall, behind 

the staircase forming a second entrance with sensory glass doors. The stair case still in situ 

 
12 Noting that there is a discrepancy in the choice for the name of the museum, Al-Faisal Museum of Arab 
Islamic Art appears on the website, and ‘Islamic Art Gallery’ is inscribed in a panel by the entrance door to 
the museum. 
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now in the middle of the hall leads to the second floor where the ‘Manuscript Gallery’ is 

located where annual or semi-annual exhibition of rare manuscripts is hosted. The third floor 

accessed through another entrance within the building features yet another exhibition hall 

that currently hosts a semi-permanent exhibition for scientific manuscripts and scientific 

utensils. The extension  on the ground floor allowed additional marble counters and glass 

display cases, with added wall areas to be dressed with suspended objects. During the recent 

renovation the once carpeted floor was replaced with white marble. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ACCESS TO THE MUSEUM COLLECTION 
 

Accessing the permanent collection was granted to me after filling the required 

form given to me by the KFCRIS museum administration. The application required that I 

attain approval from my university, the Lebanese American University in Beirut at the 

department of Islamic Art and Architecture, to whom I proposed the purpose of my study. 

Consent from my university institution was endorsed and subsequently was granted 

approval to conduct my study at KFCRIS on December 9th  2020. 

 
2.1 Methodology, Examination and Research of Objects   

This section entails a description of the methods undertaken in the study of the first 

65 objects once displayed as the very first curated exhibition that endured from  2017-

2021. The sixty-five objects ranged from the 7th to the 20th century, the mediums 

comprised of wood, glass, ceramics and metalwork.  The objects ranged from ewers, 

plates, bowls, lighting tools, writing implements, furnishings, amulet necklace, door 

knockers, keys. A section of the exhibition featured arms and armour including swords, 

daggers, helmets, arm guards, bow and arrow and flail. There was also a selection of 

scientific tools that included astrological globes and a quadrant. The religious objects 

featured a Quran stand, a brass engraved Quran and so called ‘mihrab tiles’, among the 

objects were wooden panels that functioned as parts of architectural furnishings.  

The sixty-five objects which I had the chance to physically examine were removed 

from the gallery display cases and brought to the examination room, after which they were 

to be packed in the storage as a new exhibition was being curated. The examination of the 

objects occurred over a period of three weeks throughout which I was assisted by museum 
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curator Fahed Al-Owais. The choice was to have at least six to nine objects under 

examination at a time. I was handed an inventory created for the examination of the sixty-

five objects. It aided me with preliminary information of the objects as acquisition date, 

name of previous owner, magazine in which it was published, name of object, date of 

production, medium, inscriptions (not always available), provenance in addition to short 

descriptions.  

Along with the initial inventory I was supplied with two large bound volumes of 

the full museum collection. The inventory catalogue titled as ‘Chapter One’ which features 

ceramics, glass and wood, and ‘Chapter Two’ metalwork that features arms and armour, 

jewellery, precious stones, textiles and furnishings.  Almost midway into the study, I was 

offered to include additional objects retrieved by the museum curator from the storage. 

The additional objects were of a group of four ceramic objects dated to the 13th century 

associated with production in Kashan. 

The objects were brought to the examination room on a trolly, the examination 

room supplied with pencils, note paper and rulers, large worktables, a white photography 

tent, measuring tape, magnifying glasses, vinyl gloves, white acid free paper rolls, acid 

free black foam boards for support of objects if needed, which we also used as backdrops 

for photography. I brought with me my own high resolution camera, and note books.  

Al-Owais contentedly responded to my inquiries as we conversed about new 

insights on the objects under observation. Museum staff and administration at KFCRIS 

were pleased to support the completion of my research of the objects and I was asked to 

supply them with a copy of the photographs. 

The initial phase consisted of detailed study of the of the objects. Having 

photographed each individual object, I was able to look back at images, details of the 

object that otherwise would have skipped my attention. In the primary stage I made notes 
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and wrote formal analysis of the characteristics of each of the 65 objects. I noted any lines, 

appendages, hinges, rivets to discuss how the objects were made and assembled. In 

addition I observed how the objects surface was manipulated from painted carved and 

moulded earthenware, their oxidized appearances, carved glass, inlayed, repousse, and 

engraved metalwork. In observing the wooden panels I researched the method in which 

they would have been incorporated into larger compositions form the evident tongue and 

groove treatment of the sides of the frames. In addition I composed comparative studies in 

search of objects with similar attributes in museums abroad. Thus my first study was based 

on the 65 objects displayed at the exhibition of 2017. 

The full catalogue collection of 540 objects gave me insight into the full collection, 

after which I made my own selection of objects. At a later stage I continued to visit 

KFCRIS as they still offered the inventory catalogue. I saw potential for creating a 

catalogue for a selection of fifty objects that I would place within the framework of a 

survey of Islamic art. One that would encompass a broad range of objects and account of 

the developments that occurred over a span of time and geographic area. In addition to the 

approach I used in the study of the first sixty-five objects that included formal analysis, 

comparative studies, I began to research the dynastic, historical and geographical contexts 

of each object that I was to include in my catalogue. 

 

2.2 A Summary of the Full Collection and Classification 
 

     The objects amount to a total of 540 with 313 open slots to be filled in by future 

acquisitions. The full museum collection is broad-ranged, one may divide the objects 

according to their time period, geography, dynasty, medium, and functions. Beginning with 

the objects based on their mediums they range from Clay, Bazalt and Lime Stone, Plastic, 

Ceramics, Metalwork, Wood, Glass, Textiles, Leathers, Precious Stones, Ivory.  
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        The broad-ranged collection follows a chronological time line. The time periods 

covered in the collection begin with the Pre-Islamic Period: 4th-3rd c. BC, 1st -3rd c. BC, and 

3rd-5th c AD. Objects from the Islamic period begin with the 7th to and range into the 21st 

century. Choosing to write about a selection of objects may be based on a range of 

approaches that include geography, dynasty, function, mediums. Further insight may be 

classify the objects according to figural motifs, vegetal forms, calligraphy and geometry 

found on them. 

        The geographic regions associated with the objects in the full collection are: the 

Arabian Peninsula, Iraq and North Iraq, Jazira, Iran, Syria Raqqa, Central Asia, India, China, 

Egypt, Palestine, Levant, Asia Minor, South Europe, France, Spain, Morocco, North Africa, 

Central Africa and  West Africa. Most of the objects that pertain to older time periods are 

derived from Egypt, Syria, Iraq the Turkiye, Arabian Peninsula, Persia, Central Asia and 

China. More recent objects are from India, Asia Minor, north Africa as the Maghreb, South 

Europe, Africa, France, and very few from the Iberian Peninsula.  

        As most of the objects are utilitarian they can also be classified based on media in their 

function as tableware’s, writing implements, lighting implements, arms and armour, 

scientific tools, fashionable items as robes and dresses, jewelry, talismanic objects, interior 

and architectural furnishings, decorative objects as animal figurines and wall panels with 

figural imagery, and religious objects as Quran holders, calligraphic wall panels and prayer 

rugs.   

        Understanding the geographic and historical context of the objects allows them to be 

studied under the rubric of dynasties. One may associate the objects at KFCRIS with 

Umayyad, Abbasid, Fatimid, Ayyubid, Mamluk, Samanid, Ghaznavid, Seljuk, Ilkhanid, 

Safavid, Afsharid, Zand, Ottoman, Mughal and Qajar periods.  
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Further themes may be explored that focus on figural motifs, geometric, floral, vegetal 

motifs, and calligraphic inscriptions from one time period or a wide time span. Another 

aspect of the objects in the collection may be explored according to technological 

innovations and production methods and their development in different time periods and 

geographic areas. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

WRITING THE CATALOGUE  

3.1 Devising the Catalogue According to the Objects  
 

I chose to represent the objects within a chronological time period within the context 

of ruling dynasties and their geographic settings.13 In the example of the ‘Bowl Painted with 

A Hare’ (Figure 18 of the catalogue), dated to the 13th it is possible it is late Fatimid (920-

1171) or Ayyubid (1171-1260). Attributing it to the Ayyubid realm is acceptable because 

from the text I have supplied we learn that common artistic expressions were carried from 

one time period to the next. For each dynasty included in the catalogue entires the number 

of objects varied. By example my catalogue consists of only one object associated with the 

Mongol Ilkhanid dynasty (1256-1335), whereas up to eight objects are associated with the 

Seljuk dynasty (140-1157).  

The catalogue features an introductory text that accounts of the name of the dynasty 

the period of reign, the rise to power, geographical expanse, in addition to an illustrated map 

of each dynasty. The historical introduction is followed by an account of the artistic and 

technological contributions made through the given period and its subsequent transmission 

to other geographical areas. Each of the dynasties concludes with a note about the demise 

of the dynasty, the name of the power that overthrew them, before moving on to a discussion 

about the subsequent dynasty with scholarly references in the footnotes.  

The historical introductory text is followed by the catalogue entries featuring the  

name of object, date, function, provenance and accession number. Each entry is followed 

 
13 The preliminary information of ‘Date’ and ‘Provenance’ supplied in the KFCRIS inventory catalogue aided 
me. In most cases the inventory does not state the objects pertain to a particular dynasty, or at least not in 
a constant fashion. 
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by a description of the formal characteristics of each object based on my observations 

coupled with academic research. In addition is a comparative analysis informing the reader 

where a similar object is kept in a different museum, or in the same museum at KFCRIS. 

The catalogue entries also feature lines drawn between the object and an illustration found 

in a manuscript held at KFCIS which I took the freedom to include in my catalogue. Within 

the catalogue entry text the photographs and supplementary illustrations I have included in 

this study that clarify the characteristics of the objects. 

The catalogue features the objects divided among twelve dynasties with an account 

to their history, geography, art and architectural contributions followed by the catalogue 

entries of objects selected from the collection. The catalogue begins with a brief introduction 

of the advent of Islam in the 7th century through the Prophet Muhammad, the religious 

tenets, succeeded by the rightly guided Caliphs. An account is made of the early geographic 

expanse, and established capitals at Mecca, Madinah and Kufa, before the rise of the first 

dynasty in Islam led by the Umayyads. 

The Umayyad period (661-750) includes a historical introduction of settlement of 

the first dynasty in Islam in Damascus and the early Islamic religious ideologies that 

informed artistic outcomes both in art and architecture. The artistic direction became 

informed by patrons of the new faith both in the religious and secular realms whose 

progressive mindsets worked towards creating a unique and novel visual identity. The 

patrons made use of pre-Islamic artistic skills and vocabularies already established in the 

areas they dominated. The Abbasid period (750-1258) includes a discussion of the new 

capital city allocated by the new patrons to Baghdad. The art saw continuation of 

foundations established under the precedent Umayyads. In addition is an account of 

aesthetic inclinations based on local artistic expression in the new geographic land. The 

founded technologies and artistic tendencies that occurred in Iraq under the Abbasid 
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subsequently became transmitted to other geographical regions ruled by new patrons. 

Contemporary to the Abbasids, The Fatimids (920-1171) established their capital city at 

Egypt where artistic technologies established under the Abbasids became transferred, in 

addition local variants among which were Coptic influences impact artistic outcomes. The 

Ayyubid period (1171-1260) entails of Kurdish tribes as successors of the Seljuks in Iran 

and Anatolia, they held their capital in Egypt, controlling Palestine, Syria and parts of Iraq, 

and their artistic contributions added to those they inherited form the Fatimids but also 

brought about Seljuk Turkic characteristics in art and architecture. The Seljuk period 

accounts of the rise to power of Turkic tribes that established their capitals in Iran (1040-

1157) ,and Anatolia(1081-1307) expounding technological and artistic innovations of the 

Abbasids and Fatimids, their contributions came in the form of architecture that was felt all 

the way in Iraq and Syria where Seljuk regents held foot, their artistic themes comprised of 

much figural imagery. The Mamluk period (1260-1517) is one in which military slaves of 

the Ayyubids rose to power and established their capital in Egypt and Syria. Their artistic 

inclinations were based on those already established in the lands they came to rule and 

neighboring regions however they soon ushered in new paradigms of monumental 

architecture and distinguishing artistic vocabularies marked by a preference for a lack of 

figural imagery in the arts. The Mongol Ilkhanid period (1256-1335) includes a discussion 

of the early 13th century Mongol invasion of eastern Islamic lands that put an end to the 

Abbasid dynasty and settled Iran and Iraq as their capitals. Having endorsed and inherited 

Islamic cultural traditions they avidly contributed to art and architecture. Their association 

with the Mongols that became rulers of China ushered in waves of artistic influence from 

China into Islamic lands. 

The Timurid period (1307-1507) saw descendants of both Turkic and Mongol origin 

who conquered Central Asia, Iran all the way to the near east and established their capital 
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at Samarkand. Their extensive trade with China lead to an increase in the import and 

imitation of Chinese porcelain wares in Islamic lands. The admiration of Chinese imported 

wares in the Timurid period is reflected in their inclusion in illustrated manuscripts. The art 

of this period was to have a long lasting effect on the Islamic world. The Safavid period 

(1501-1722) is one in which a Kurdish Sufi foundation became rulers of Iran and established 

their capital in Qazwin and later Tabriz. Foreign influences from the east Asian and 

European frontiers run high and religious inclination of the Shiite rulers is communicated 

through religious objects with marked influence of the nasta’liq Persian script. The Mughal 

period (1526-1858) entails a discussion of Babur the descendant Timurid ruler and founder 

of the Mughal dynasty that came to displace the Delhi Sultanates established in India. The 

Mughal capital was established at Delhi, its adoption of arts included those of precedent 

ruling dynasties in Central Asia and Iran that were merged with local Indian influences, and 

later marked by European characteristics. The Qajar period (1779-1925) is a period in which 

Turkic descendants ruled Iran originating from the precedent Zand dynasty successors of 

the Afsharid dynasty. The Qajars established Tehran as their capital, however they became 

faced by regional military threats and forced geographic boundaries. As a result of excess 

travels to Europe and Qajar royal patronage of art schools to teach European arts in Iran, a 

unique artistic movement materialized. The Ottoman period (1299-1922) reflects on a long 

history and presence of Turkic tribes that migrated to western Islamic lands towards the 11th 

century. By the 13th century under the leadership of Othman I the rulers of territories in 

central and eastern Anatolia later became founders of a large empire whose capital became 

Istanbul, former Constantinople. The art of the early Ottoman period is founded upon artistic 

foundations established in neighboring Islamic countries and the countries that they came 

to govern, however that over time became unique to the Ottomans. 
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3.2 Conclusion 
 

When I began to write about the objects that span from the 7th to the 20th I was 

determined to dig up historical backgrounds driven by a compulsion to tell a story about 

each object. I chose to account of the objects within a traditional chronological method. It 

is worthy to explore different approaches of exhibiting and publishing Islamic art collections 

in non-traditional methods. As I have mentioned in the summary I have composed of the 

full collection of Islamic art held at KFCRIS in Chapter Two the objects may be approached 

for exhibition and publication by geography, media, function, dynasty, technique or surface 

decorations from a specific time period or a wide time frame.  

Whichever of the approaches is taken, catalogue publications serve to cover 

information that can only briefly be conveyed in an exhibition hall. Further aiding in ability 

to distinguish one object from one time period and geographical location from another. It is 

important that objects of Islamic art be displayed according to their aesthetic, technological, 

and functional values, however they must be accompanied by information that reveals 

deeper contexts for an understanding of circumstances in which they developed as my 

catalogue has aimed to contribute.  
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE CATALOGUE 

ISLAMIC ART AT THE KING FAISAL CENTER 
FOR RESEARCH AND ISLAMIC STUDIES 

 
 The Revelation of Islam 
 

The historical event of the revelation of Islam dates back to the year 610 AD at the 

mountainous cave of Al-Hira near the ancient city of Mecca. Iqra’ bi’ism rabika, “Read in 

the Name of Your Lord”, said the Angel Gabriel to the Prophet Muhammad (b.570 AD) a 

descendant of the Meccan Banu Hashem tribe of Quraysh. The verses from Surat Iqra’, 

were the first of the Quranic revelations, over the course of twenty-three years Quranic 

verses were revealed to the Prophet Muhammad, memorised by his followers. The Quran 

was revealed to Prophet Muhammad in classical Arabic, a language skilfully controlled and 

well-articulated by the Arab Meccan society.  

In the year 622 AD, the Prophet and many of his followers sought refuge from 

Meccan prosecutors in Madinah, a city situated north of Meccah. The subsequent arrival of 

the Prophet Muhammad in Madinah was commemorated as the first year of the Muslim 

lunar calendar ‘the migration’ known as the Hijra. At Madinah, the first mosque or masjid 

a place of prostration took form. Adjacent to the Prophet’s dwelling quarters it was 

constructed of mudbrick. Serving also as a jami’ a place of congregation for the followers 

of the new faith. The masjid took the shape of a rectangular open air courtyard, the qibla 

wall shaded with palm leaves connotating the direction of the holy Kaaba at Meccah to 

which believers direct themselves throughout the five required prayers of the day. A minbar 
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is a furnishing, the earliest of which is said to have been composed of two steps, used by the 

Prophet Muhammad to deliver his speeches.  

To become a Muslim one was to profess the faith in the Shahada, to perform prayers 

in Salah, to pay alms in Zakat, to fast in the month of Ramadan Sawm, and pilgrimage to 

Mecca once in a lifetime (if possible) in the yearly Hajj.  

The Prophet Muhamad recaptured Mecca, the site of the holy Kaaba in 630AD 

ending resistance of the Quraysh tribe. Military expansion during the days of the Prophet 

Muhammad included the whole of the Arabian Peninsula uniting it under one authority.  

Soon after the death of the Prophet Muhammad in 632 AD, al-khulafaa al-rashidun 

or the rightfully guided Caliphs elected by shura based on collective opinion and agreement 

as to who is seen fit as a commander of affairs of the faithful, and not an election based on 

family lineage. The Caliphs successively reigned from 632-661AD. Abu Bakr, Umar, 

Uthman and Ali bin Abi Taleb, respectively and whose central authority ranged between 

Mecca and Medina. However, Ali, the cousin and son-in law of the Prophet Muhamad 

established his capital at Kufa in Iraq. Quranic verses memorised by the Prophets followers 

were transcribed during the reign of Caliph Abu Bakr, and the Quran was codified under 

Caliph Uthman. 14  

The Rashidun Caliphs managed to expand their influence into regions outside of the 

Arabian Peninsula that included regions of the eastern Sassanian and western Byzantine 

Empires. Kufa and Basra in Iraq became cities with military, administrative quarters and 

markets linked to Mecca through ancient trade routes revitalised in pursuit of yearly 

 
.تسرھف 14 لا باتك میدنلا نبا   
Ibn al-Nadim.The Catalogue. p.36-37. 
https://www.loc.gov/resource/gdcwdl.wdl 07464/?sp=52&st=image&r=-0.137,0.966,0.942,0.549,0.  
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pilgrimage and trade (fig1).15 The exchange of goods and open trade routes lead to 

prosperous commercial activity and supported early Islamic economy.  

Succeeding the rightly guided caliphs, Muawiya bin Abi Sufyan (r.661-60) of the 

Banu Umayyah branch of Quraysh unrelated to the Prophet by lineage conquered the last 

Caliph Ali bin Abi Taleb (656-661). The event brought about a line of supporters that 

claimed the rightful caliphship was to be based on family lineage of the Prophet’s daughter 

Fatimah, which resulted in the faction of Shiite devotees. Muawiya became the founder of 

the first ever dynasty in Islamic history.   

4.1 The Umayyad Dynasty 661-750 AD  
 

The Umayyads (661-750AD) settled their rule in the city of Damascus a Late 

Antiquity realm inhabited by Christians under the Byzantine rule. Strategically located at 

crossroads of the eastern and western worlds, stimulated by overland trade routes.16 The 

Umayyads Arabized administrative and political correspondences that were formerly Greek 

and Persian. Arabic inscriptions appeared on the newly circulated minted coins replacing 

the former Byzantine and Sassanian coins.(fig 8) 

The Umayyads most notably continued to push military expansion into Asia minor, 

Central Asia reaching India and China. They expanded west into North Africa, crossing 

from Morocco to the Iberian Peninsula through the straits of Gibraltar (Jabal Tariq), 

establishing themselves in Spain which the Arabs termed al-Andalus (Map1). The Umayyad 

dynasty ended  in 750 to be succeeded by the Abbasids (750-1258 AD) who established 

their capital at Baghdad. In 750 AD, the last Umayyad descendant Abdurrahman fled to Al-

 
15 Petersen, A. (1994). The Archaeology of the Syrian and Iraqi Hajj Routes. World Archaeology, 26(1), 
47–56. http://www.jstor.org/stable/124863. P.49 
16 Williams, Elizabeth.“Trade and Commercial Activity in the Byzantine and Early Islamic Middle East.” In 
Helbrunn Timeline of Art History. May 2012 https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/coin/hd coin.htm 
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Andalus where Umayyad governorates were established since 711AD. In Cordoba, 

Abdelrahman I established the first Umayyad Emirate in 756AD. In Spain, the Umayyad 

Caliphate 969-1031AD was born under Abdurrahman III, establishing his palatial city at 

Madinat al-Zahra.  

The Umayyads built the earliest religious architectural monuments of Islam. 

Umayyad congregational mosques were established at Madinah, and Umayyad governed 

states such as at Fustat in Egypt, Basra Kufa and at Wasit in Iraq, and Qayrawan in Tunisia 

Built in the hypostyle plan (large open court with shaded sanctuary area) but which reveal 

local variations.17  

The art of the Umayyad period is described as a formative stage in the development 

of Islamic art. Craftsmen continued to implement Late Antiquity and Sassanian motifs of 

the realms they conquered.  

Religious architecture of the Umayyads rather maintained in its original character is 

seen in the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem built in 691 AD by Caliph Abdel Malek ibn 

Marwan. It features the use of grilled stone and marble windows, stone walls clad in marble, 

wooden tie beams dressed in bronze repousse plaques. Characteristic of extant Umayyad 

religious and non-religious architecture is the use of mosaic glass panels in architectural 

decoration. In realisation of the religious ideology of Islam no human figures were to be 

represented in the religious realm, unlike the secular realm where human and animal figures 

abound. The Umayyads adopted pre-Islamic acanthus leaves, fruit, vine leaves and scrolls, 

palmettes and half-palmettes, rosettes and lotus flowers into religious architectural 

decoration. Yet an early feature of Islamic art are the unnatural arrangement of florals and 

fruit such as  pine cones, pomegranates and grape bunches that became superimposed onto 

 
17 Chapter 2. Early Islamic Lands.Early Islamic Art and Architecture” in Islamic Art and Architecture 650-
1250.p.20-21 
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other foliate elements, in addition were compositions of unnatural hybrid flowers.18 Within 

the established religious buildings, glass tesserae of this period was also used for composing 

the earliest epigraphic bands of Quranic inscription using an angular script that is commonly 

referred to as Kufic. Kufic became typical of Quran manuscripts produced in the Umayyad 

period (fig 7).  An extensive programme of glass mosaic panels are used to produce a 

combination of fruit, floral and vegetal motifs and images of landscapes at the Great Mosque 

of Damascus built in 706 AD by Caliph al-Walid I. Characterized by the introduction of a 

raised axial nave within the sanctuary from which emerges a dome. It features the earliest 

extant concave mihrab built into the qibla wall in addition to the minbar. The Great Mosque 

of Cordoba was founded during the Umayyad Emirate in 929AD and successively expanded 

in magnitude. Common features are observed with its Damascus counterpart in terms of 

raised domes, double arched raised ceilings and mosaic glass panels of stylized vegetal 

motifs and inscription bands. 

The motifs in addition to calligraphic inscriptions became found on a range of 

utilitarian objects that included glass, earthenware and metal. Among the objects associated 

with the Umayyad period at KFCRIS are, inscribed stone slabs, numismatic coins, early 

Quran manuscripts, blown and moulded glass bottles and containers, and moulded unglazed 

and glazed earthenware jugs and ewers.  

Principal methods of forming glass vessels were inherited from Roman practice. 

Featuring the hot-working process and the cold-working process. The hot-working process 

mainly consisted of casting or pressing into a mold made of heat resistant material as metal 

 
18 Baer Eva. “The Motifs and Their Transformation” in Islamic Ornament. New York: New York 
University Press. 1998. p7. 
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or clay, and glassblowing.19 Glassblowing required the use of a blowpipe to pick up a hot 

gob of glass from the crucible of a hot furnace. The glassmaker blows air into the blowpipe 

inflating the hot glass on the other end, while rotating the blowpipe on a flat horizontal 

surface to achieve the desired shape. While the glass was still hot using additional tools such 

as pincers allowed the completion of other parts of the vessel, such as shaping of the neck, 

rims and spout. Other parts were added and shaped such as handles, and further decoration 

would have been achieved by adding extra glass to the surface in the manipulating technique 

(fig 4b). In the mould-blowing process the glassmaker blows air into the pipe, and the hot 

gob of glass at the other end is set into the metal ‘dip mold’ or a full size mold (Figure), 

whose inner walls are cast with a series of curved impressions that produce the shape on the 

surface of the glass (fig 4a and fig 3).20 The vessel is detached from the blowpipe leaving a 

dent known as a pontil mark at its base, and is set into a cooling chamber to cool off. 21 

In the cold-working process a glass vessel or chunk of glass is shaped or decorated 

using a range of methods including filing, wheel-working, lathe-turning, and scratching (fig 

5). In addition Umayyad glass was gilded or enameled using gold leaf or the gold particles 

were painted onto the vessel in liquid state and the vessel was refired. 22  

 
19 Gudenarth William.“A Survey of Islamic Glassworking and Glass-Decorating Techniques” in Glass of the 
Sultans. p.46-67. New York Corning Athens New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art ; Corning 
Museum of Glass ; Benaki Museum ; Yale University Press. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/research/metpublications/Glass_of_the_Sultans. 
20 Whitehouse, David. “Mould Blown Glass” in Glass of the Sultans. 2001. New York Corning Athens New 
Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art ; Corning Museum of Glass ; Benaki Museum ; Yale University Press. 
p.81-85. http://www.metmuseum.org/research/metpublications/Glass_of_the_Sultans. 
21 Collection “Dip Mold Ascension no. 86.7.15.”Corning Museum of Glass. Accessed December 5, 2022 
https://www.cmog.org/artwork/dip-mold-0; Carboni, Stefano, and Qamar Adamjee. “Glass from Islamic 
Lands.” In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000–. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/blow/hd_blow.htm (October 2002) 
22 Gudenarth William.“A Survey of Islamic Glassworking and Glass-Decorating Techniques” in Glass of the 
Sultans. 2001 New York Corning Athens New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art ; Corning Museum of 
Glass ; Benaki Museum ; Yale University Press. p.46-52. 
http://www.metmuseum.org/research/metpublications/Glass_of_the_Sultans. 
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Umayyad moulded, carved and plane earthenware vessels were glazed or unglazed 

associated with manufacturing centers at Basra, Gurgan, Hira, and Jarash.23 This technique, 

found to be used prior to the Islamic period appears to have been inherited from the Roman 

terra sigillata, that found great success in Islamic ceramic productions well into subsequent 

periods.24 Signed and dated Islamic earthenware oil lamps were unearthed in Palestine that 

date to as early as the 8th century AD and were produced in molds (fig 6).25 To achieve the 

effect of moulded earthenware, the calcareous clay or the earthenware mixture was shaped 

freehandedly or placed in molds whose interior walls were carved with a design (fig2). 

Additional decoration was achieved by adding clay a method known as barbotine used in 

the early Islamic period to the surface.26 Furthermore stamping, carving and incising motifs 

of geometric interlace, series of circles, triangles, diamonds, dots, in addition to Arabic 

inscriptions.27 Relief or molded earthenware was a medium in which the potter could create 

effects that mimic those found on contemporary metalwork, or even jewelry.28 

Unglazed or glazed earthenware served a range of functions most often of kitchen 

utensils, storage and for containing other materials. The unglazed earthenware was 

appropriate for containing drinking liquids as the porous nature of the walls of the vessel 

 
23 Lane Arthur. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947.  
p12 and54. https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977; Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and 
Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Central Islamic lands” in Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven 
Conn: Yale Univ. Press. 2001. 62 and 67 
24 Lane, Arthur. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947. p.8. 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977  
25Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Early Islamic Art and Architecture” in 
Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale Univ. Press. 2001.p.62 
26 Jenkens-Madina, Marilyn. “Islamic Pottery A Breif History”. The Metropolitan Museum of Art” 
Bulletin,New Series, vol. 40, no. 4. (Spring 1983) 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Islamic Pottery A Brief History The Metropolitan
Museum of Art Bulletin v 40 no 4 Spring 1983 
27 Arthur Lane. Islamic Pottery. P.12, p.17; Lane, Arthur. “Unglazed Wares” in Early Islamic Pottery; 
Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947.p11, and27 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
28 Baer, E. Jeweled Ceramics from Medieval Islam: A Note on the Ambiguity of Islamic Ornament. 
Muqarnas, p.83. (1989).  https://doi.org/10.2307/1602283  
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allowed the water to perspire and stay cool. Glazed vessels were appropriate for containing 

liquids or other mediums, the glaze created a barrier that prevented liquids from perspiring. 

Both transparent and pigmented glazes were used, Umayyad lead glazes were 

complemented with sulfides or oxides to produce pigments such as green, mustard yellow, 

brown, purple and cobalt.29  

The grasp of the large geographical expanse achieved under the Umayyad dynasty 

was difficult to maintain. Eventual tribal feuds, revolts in far reaching provinces, and 

challengers of Umayyad leadership led to their defeat by the Abbasid dynasty. With the 

shifted location of the Abbasid capital to Iraq, the formative stage of Umayyad art and 

architecture continued to develop in its new environs. 

 

4.1.1 Commemorative Inscription Slab (Figure1) 
 
Date: 2-3rd c. AH/ 8-9 c. AD 

Size: H: 22cm, Base Diam: 6cm 

Material: Basalt stone 

Provenance: Arabian Peninsula 

AIA.813.0000 

          Commemorative inscription slabs were common since the advent of Islam throughout 

Arabia. This cut basalt stone is carved using a variation of the Kufic script it reads: 

Abdirahman bin Muhammad Ahmad that is possibly the name of the individual who signed 

it. Inscriptions on durable mediums such as lime or basalt stone often recorded important 

 
29 
Lane, Arthur. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947. p.13. 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
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historical events and reveal early Arabic inscriptions. Often carved into mountainous rock 

known as graffiti, or on slabs that functioned as milestones.30 

 
4.1.2 Unglazed Carved Earthenware Jug (Figure 2) 
 
Date: 2-3rd c. AH/ 8-9 c. AD 

Size: H: 22cm, Base Diam: 6cm 

Material: unglazed earthenware 

Provenance: Iraq 

AIA.0003.0000 

          This earthenware jug features a globular body to which a handle is adjoined that 

reaches the flared and curved edged spout that extends from a short neck, the base is flat yet 

features a slight bulge. Incised strokes are seen across the body they take the form of straight, 

zig-zag and hatched incisions. The spout’s rim is incised by four horizontal ridges with four 

distributed circular clay patches, the neck features dine ridges that may have been executed 

using a tool while the vessel is turned on a potter’s wheel. The body is widest in the middle 

section, it displays a discolored line, which may imply the upper and lower sections of the 

body were prepared separately in moulds and joined afterwards. The spout and handle seem 

to have been molded by hand. The base of the ewer is not completely flat, it is slightly 

bulged, it may have required a tripod stand, or placed within a bowl for water accumulation. 

A comparative example is found at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Accession 

Number: 38.40.236.31  

 

 
30 Balir, Sheila.“Chapter Three. The Standardization of Arabic Script. Development of Arabic Script in Early 
Islamic Times” in Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh University Press. 2008. p.85-90; Islamic Awareness. “The 
Arabic and Islamic Inscriptions: Examples of Arabic Epigraphy”. Islamic Awareness. https://www.islamic-
awareness.org/history/islam/inscriptions/ 
31 The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Unglazed Ewer 9th – 10th century. 2000-2022. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/449446  
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4.1.3 Dimple Molded Glass Bottle With a Cover (Figure 3) 

Date: 1-2nd c. AH / 7-8th c. AD 

Size: H:10.5cm, Diam10.8cm 

Material: Blown and molded glass 

Provenance: Egypt/ Sham 

AIA.0211.2009 

This container comes with a matching lid and was likely used to hold ointments or 

liquids. It is characterized by the recessed circular impressions that appear on its surface. 

Such an effect would have been achieved when the glassblower inflates the gob of glass into 

a full-sized mold whose inner walls have been cast with a series of curved impressions. The 

flaky texture, dark grey colored patina and iridescent effect seen on the surface of this glass 

are a result of extended periods of reaction with environmental factors such as humidity and 

acidty.32  A comparative object is an Umayyad or early Abbasid glass beaker from the Near 

East, dated to the 8th-9th century kept at Sotheby’s.33 

 
4.1.4 Blown and Molded Glass Juglette and Bottle (Figure 4a,b) 
 
Date: 1-2 c. AH, 7-8th c. AD 

Size: H: 16.6cm and 15.6cm (different height on each side) 

Material: molded green tinted glass 

Provenance: Egypt/ Sham 

 
32 Van Giffen, Astrid. “Glass Corrosion Weathering.” Corning Museum of Glass. September 14, 2011. 
https://blog.cmog.org/2011/09/14/glass-corrosion-weathering/; Marchant, Jennifer. “Glass Iridescence- 
Deliberate or deterioration?” The Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. August 8, 2018. 
https://blogs.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/conservation/2018/08/08/glass-iridescence-deliberate-or-
deterioration/  
33  Art of the Islamic World and India including Fine Rugs and Carpets / Lot 77. “An Umayyad or Early Glass 
Beaker, Near East, 8th/9th century” Sotheby’s Accessed December 5, 
2022.https://www.sothebys.com/en/buy/auction/2022/arts-of-the-islamic-world-india-including-fine-rugs-
and-carpets/an-umayyad-or-early-abbasid-glass-beaker-near-east  
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AIA.0210.0000, AIA.0213.0000 

          These two vessels are characterized by their thick walls, green tint and textured 

surface in addition patches of earthly and mineral build-up. Their main difference lies in the 

application of the oblique ridges. The bottle reveals relief oblique striations on the surface 

of the mould-blown vessel as the pontil at the base indicates. The surface decoration was 

possibly achieved by ‘manipulating’ in which extra bits of hot glass were added to the vessel 

and further fused and pressed onto the surface. Contrary to the jug, also marked by a pontil 

at its base, features uniform striations on its surface making it the product of the mould-

blowing process using a full-sized mould. In which case the dip mould’s inner walls featured 

oblique striations. Adding metals such as iron or copper oxide to the glass mixture yields 

the green tint seen in the body. A comparable moulded glass vessel dated to the 9th century 

with molded inscriptions is kept at the Metropolitan museum of art.34 

 

4.1.5 Carved Glass Molar Flask (Figure 5) 

Date: 1-3rd c. AH 7-9th C. AD 

Size: H:7.2cm, distance between front and back legs: 2cm 

Material: glass,  

Provenance: Egypt/Iraq 

AIA.0261.0000 

          Flasks of this size are termed ‘molar flasks’ because of their resemblance to a molar 

tooth.35 Used to contain serums ointments or perfume scents, their small size made them 

practical to store and even carry. The vessel features a pear shaped body supported onto four 

 
34 The Collection/Islamic Art. “Ewer with Molded Inscription 9th century” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Accessed December 5, 2022. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/447461  
35 Glass Dictionary Definition. “Molar Flask. “Corning Museum of Glass. https://www.cmog.org/glass-
dictionary/molar-flask 
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pointed legs, rounded shoulders, a tall neck and flared rim whose opening leads to the cavity 

to carry the contents. The vessel may have been shaped using hot-working casting 

technique, but to achieve the decoration a sharp carving tool or a wheel cutter was used to 

create the surface decoration. Adding metals such as iron or copper oxide to the glass 

mixture yields the green tint in the glass. The forms carved into the body are of semi-circular 

incisions with an incised central diamond shape. Similar molar flasks are kept at the Corning 

Museums of Glass accession no. 60.1.2.36  

 

4.1.6 Oil Lamp Molded and Turquoise Glazed (Figure 6) 

Date: 1-3 c. AH/ 8-9th c. AD 

Size: Length: 14cm, Width of nozzle: 3.7cm, Height:10.cm 

Material: molded and glazed earthenware 

Provenance: Khorasan 

AIA.0066.0000 

         This oil lamp molded by hand or shaped in a prepared mold was used to provide 

lighting. It features a single nozzle that extends from a hollowed cavity covered by a dome 

decorated by two rows of molded round bosses topped by a single knob. It is unusual 

compared to oil lamps that feature an opening at their top and a looped handle, as those 

excavated in Fustat that occur from 800-1500AD.37 Nonetheless it would have functioned 

as the cavity that extends from beneath the dome into the nozzle could be fed with oil and 

the wick (a strip of porous material that absorbs the oil and is lit by fire). The glaze is chipped 

off of areas of the dome, knob and circular mounds, revealing the earthenware. Extant 

 
36 Collection. “Small Bottle”. Corning Museum of Glass. Accessed December 12, 2022.  
https://www.cmog.org/artwork/molar-flask-14   
37 Kubiak, Wladyslaw B. “Medieval Ceramic Oil Lamps from Fusṭāṭ.” Ars Orientalis, vol. 8, 1970, pp. 1–18. JSTOR, 
www.jstor.org/stable/4629250. Accessed 1 May 2021. 
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examples prove turquoise glazed ceramic wares were produced as early as the 8th and 9th 

century, however this oil lamp is comparable to the “fairly rare type” of oil lamp titled 

“Turquoise Splash-Glaze Oil Lamp -LO.696” produced in Central Asia dated to to 10th -11th 

century held at the Barakat Gallery.38 

 

4.1.7 Folio of an Early Quran on Parchment with Kufic Inscription(Figure 7) 

Date: 1-3 c. AH/ 8-9th c. AD 

Material: Parchment and ink 

Size: 19.4 by 25.2cm 

Provenance: unknown 

Ascension .No. 2580 

          This Early folio of a Quran transcribed on vellum was part of the late King Faisal 

private library. It is characterized by sixteen lines per page of angular script from Sura-Al-

Nisaa Ayahs 12 to 19.39 Early Quran codices as in this example pertain to a category of 

angular scripts commonly referred to as Kufic, without the use of diacritical marks. 40 

Early Qurans were transcribed on animal skin, more precisely vellum in Arabic known as 

al-riq derived from calfskin.41 The variety in orientation of very early Qurans were 

vertical, a subsequent stage saw horizontal orientation as the standard for Quran 

 
38 Islamic Art. “Turquoise Splash-Glaze Oil Lamp -LO.696” The Barakat Mirror of All the Ages & Cultures. 
2000-2022. 
http://www.barakatgallery.com/store/index.cfm/FuseAction/ItemDetails/UserID/0/CFID/7278099/CFTOKE
N/29073702/CategoryID/69/SubCategoryID/1191/ItemID/21015.htm 
39 Image courtesy of from KFCRIS exhibition catalogue entitled: 
روصم باتك تاطوطخملا لالخ نم ¬رعلا طخلا  ةkمالسإلا تاساردلاو ثوحnلل لصkف كلملا زكرم. . pp.56 
This exhibition catalogue is an academic resource on the subject of Islamic calligraphy, access found in the 
link https://archive.org/details/0133 20210108/page/n29/mode/2up; 
40 Notable Manuscripts."Historical Quranic Manuscripts." 2017-2022. Madain Project. 
https://madainproject.com/historical quranic manuscripts  
41 Blair, Sheila. “Early Manuscripts of the Quran” in Islamic Calligraphy.p.101-127, and 115 for table devised 
by Estele Whelan that distinguish two group of Kufic Quran Manuscripts 
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manuscripts as in this example. However subsequent periods of Quran manuscripts made 

of paper take on a standard vertical format once again. Quran codices produced of vellum 

were assembled with flesh sides of the animal skin facing upward and hair sides on the 

exterior of each bifolio, sewn together in the middle, the different textures absorbed ink 

differently.42 This folio is comparable to the "Folio From the Tashkent Qur'an" late 8th–

early 9th Century, kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art from the Accession 

Number: 2004.87.43 

 

4.1.8 Umayyad Arab-Sassanian Coin (Figure 8) 

Coin (Dirham) 

Date: 661-750 

Material: struck silver 

Provenance: Iran 

Numismatics Accession: No. 1576 

             This coin follows Sassanian norms in its typology with a fire altar on the reverse, 

historically recorded to have been minted in Iran during the Umayyad period.44 An Arabic 

inscription is seen on the periphery of the coin by the profile of a bust set within a circular 

frame. A bismilla appears on the other side of the coin. A true Arabization of coins occurred 

in the days of the fifth Umayyad Caliph Abdel Malik bin Marwan (693AD) featuring a 

picture of the Umayyad Caliph. After which this typology was succeeded by the plain 

 
42 Ibid.p102-104 
43 The Collection/Islamic Art "Folio From the Tashkent Qur'an" The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/454661  
44 TREADWELL, L. (2008). The Copper Coinage of Umayyad Iran. The Numismatic Chronicle (1966-), 168, 
331–381. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42678771 The photograph is courtesy of the King Faisal Center for 
Research and Islamic Studies. 
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shahada profession of Islamic faith liberated of human figures. This coin is comparable to 

the coin dated to 692 AD kept at the Jordan National Bank Numismatic Museum.45 

4.2 The Abbasid Dynasty 750-1258 AD  
 

The Abbasids first founded their capital at Kufa, and later built the original city of 

Dar al-Salam between 759 and 762, which afterwards became known as Baghdad. There, 

the library known as bayt al-hikma, ‘the house of wisdom’ was established by Caliph Al 

Maamoun (r.813-833).46 Samara pronounced Surra-man-ra’a ‘he who sees it is delighted’, 

was formerly a military encampment subsequently turned into a palatial city that was a 

second capital of the Abbasids  between 836-892 AD, founded by Caliph al-Mu’tasim (833-

842). Samara also the site of the Great Mosque of Samara and the Mosque of Abu Dilaf 

both distinguished by a monumental spiral minaret.47  

The Abbasid Empire included all of the Middle East, encompassed the frontiers of 

the eastern Islamic world reaching Transoxiana and Eastern parts of India, in addition to 

coastal lands of North Africa as far as Tunisia.48 

Recognised as an offspring of foundational developments in the Umayyad period, 

Samara is the birthplace of a purely unprecedented Islamic style of decoration which 

scholars have recognized as a true characteristic of the Islamic “Arabesque.49” Abbasid Iraq 

 
45 Aida Naghawy "Coin (dirham). Date of the Objects 692 AD" in Discover Islamic Art, Museum 
With No Frontiers, 2022.  
https://islamicart.museumwnf.org/database item.php?id=object;ISL;jo;Mus01 G;42;en  
46 Mackensen, R. S. (1932). Four Great Libraries of Medieval Baghdad. The Library Quarterly: 
Information, Community, Policy, 2(3), 279–299. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4301906 
47 Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Central Islamic lands” in 
Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale Univ. Press.p30. 
48 Environment and Geography “Abbasid Empire Caliphate” Center for Middle Eastern Studies The 
University of Chicago. https://cmes.uchicago.edu/content/environment-geography  
49 Farid Shafi’i. “Preliminary and Explanatory Studies. Evolution of Islamic Art” In Simple Calyx Ornament in 
Islamic Art (A Study in Arabesque). Cairo University Press. 1957. p9; For information on the origin of the 
term “Arabesque” see Gurlu Necip-Oghlu “Part 2. The Discourse on the Geometric Arabesque” in The 
Topkapi Scroll. 
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prevailed in Sassanian traditions, unlike Syria where Hellenistic Roman and Byzantine 

traditions existed.50 Unlike the use of stone used for construction of buildings at Damascus, 

in Iraq local materials readily available were mud brick and baked brick. At Samara 

architectural revetment manifested in ornament of floral and vegetal motifs observed in 

carved stucco that became known as the Samara style (A, B, and C). 51  

Style (A) characterised by undulating scrolls are raised in the foreground forming a 

sharp contrast with the deeply carved backgrounds; Style (B) features less emphasis on 

carved backgrounds and shapes are divided by mere incisions; Style (C) known as the 

beveled style in which background and foreground are created through technique of beveling 

and foreground and background are barely distinguishable from one another.52 The 

influence of the Samara style B and C appear in Persia and Egypt on a rage of mediums.53  

Baghdad situated between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers, positioned along 

overland and river canal trade routes, made trade with Persia prosperous. Established sea 

routes by the middle of the 9th century made sailing into China more feasible than hitherto, 

causing influx of Chinese goods, the period witnessed ‘international’ trade.54 Baghdad was 

the cultural beacon of the Islamic world, whereby in the 8th century paper invented in China 

was being used. At KFCRIS is a digitized copy of an original Quran preserved at the Chester 

Beatty Library in Dublin of a Quran transcribed on paper (fig14), associated with 

 
50 Farid Shafi’i. Simple Calyx Ornament in Islamic Art (A Study in Arabesque)Cairo University Press. 1957. P6 
51 Samara excavated by Ernst Emile Herzfeld (1879-1948) between 1911-13, among the available 
databases: Tomas J. Watson Library Digital Collection “Ernst Herzfeld Papers.” The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. Accessed December 5, 2022. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/libraries-and-research-
centers/watson-digital-collections/manuscript-collections/ernst-herzfeld-papers; Schibille, N., ⨯, A. M., 
Wypyski, M. T., Kröger, J., Rosser-Owen, M., & Rosalind, W. H. (2018). The glass walls of Samarra (Iraq): 
Ninth-century Abbasid glass production and imports. PLoS 
One, 13(8)https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0201749 
52 Komaroff, Linda. Essays “The Art of the Abbasid Period (750-1258)” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
October 2001.https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/abba/hd abba.htm  
53 Farid Shafi’i. Simple Calyx Ornament in Islamic Art (A Study in Arabesque). Cairo University Press. 1957. 
p9,10 
54 A Web Based Teaching Course on Islamic Ceramics. “Abbasid Ceramics Changes in International Trade.” 
Ashmolean. Accessed December 5, 2022. https://islamicceramics.ashmolean.org/Abbasid/trade.htm  
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calligrapher at the Abbasid court known as Ibn Al-Bawwab (d.1022). It represents profound 

developments in Arabic calligraphy that took place in Baghdad by the 10th century. 

A sizable number of ceramics associated with the early Abbasid period are kept at 

KFCRIS. They are representative of the most important artistic and technological 

innovations ascribed to the 9th century Iraq associated with Baghdad, Samara and Basra,55 

and 10th century Eastern Islamic lands associated with Nishapur.  

The production of ceramics abound throughout the Abbasid period that appears to 

have been sponsored by the court, it proved to be a lucrative commodity. Basic earthenware 

vessels were utilised as tableware, cooking wares and as containers of a range of 

constituents. Unglazed wares were left in their porous state for their capacity to contain 

water while keeping it cool, while glazed wares kept liquids from transpiring. However 

Abbasid innovative glazing techniques transformed the basic medium into a luxury ware.   

The major technological development associated with Iraqi potters in the 9th century 

were the use of  opaque white glazes. It appears to have been produced in imitation of 

Chinese T’ang Dynasty (618-907) stoneware and porcelain imported to Baghdad through 

sea-port trade routes with China established as early as 800AD.56 In imitation of their 

whiteness,  the Abbasid potters opted to coat the surface of a buff or red toned earthenware 

ceramic vessel using lead-tin oxide to create a yellow opaque glaze, or using tin-oxide to 

create a white opaque glaze.57 Used as early as the 8th century by potters in Egypt and the 

 
55 Petersen, Andrew. Collections, Timeline. “Abbasid (750-1258)”Archnet. 
1999.https://www.archnet.org/collections/2352; Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-
Madina. “Central Islamic lands” in Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale 
Univ. p. 67. 
56 A Web Based Teaching Course on Islamic Ceramics.“Abbasid Ceramics Changes in International Trade.” 
Ashmolean. Accessed December 5, 2022. https://islamicceramics.ashmolean.org/Abbasid/trade.htm 
57 Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Early Islamic Art and Architecture” in 
Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale Univ. Press. 2001. pp.61, 62; Though 
yellow glazes did not live long during the Abbasid period, they were revisited in the 16th to the 19th century 
in India and Iran for understanding how the opaque white pottery glazes were made see: Moujan, Matin. 
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Levant, the opaque glazes now provided the Iraqi potter with a smooth and uniform surface 

to paint on, effective as a painters canvas.58  

Abbasid potters replaced lead glazes used in in early Umayyad pottery with alkaline 

glazes (a glaze that requires low fire), while lead glazes were re-introduced three centuries 

later.59  

A range of glazing techniques are applied to fix pigments onto the ceramic vessel 

that has been coated in opaque glaze. In-glaze, is when the pigment is fused into the glaze 

during the process of firing forming the effect of a stain or ink blot. Underglaze, is a process 

in which the pigment is painted onto opaque glazed fired ceramic vessel, that is subsequently 

coated by a layer of transparent glaze as a final step and is subsequently fired. Overglaze, is 

a process by which the pigment is painted onto a ceramic vessel that has already been glazed 

and fired, and re-enters the kiln for a second firring as a final step. 

The distinctive wares that appear in early Abbasid pottery were in-glaze splash-

wares (fig11) that were inspired by three-colour wares produced in China of the Tang 

dynasty (618-907 AD) imported into Abbasid courts. They became extensively produced 

throughout the Abbasid Empire. Splashed wares also featured incising of the opaque glaze 

revealing the earthenware surface with a variety of motifs, in a technique known as sgraffito, 

prior to the addition of brown, yellow and green glazes. 

 
“Tin based Opacifiers in Archeological glass and Ceramic Glazes: A Review and New Perspectives.” 
Archeological and Anthropological Sciences. 2018; Wilkinson, Charles K. “Polychrome on White Ware”. 
Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period, edited by Charles K. Wilkinson. New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art; distributed by New York Graphic Society, Greenwich, Conn, 1973. p.134-135, 149.;  
58 ibid; Grube, Ernst J. “The Art of Islamic Pottery.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 23, no. 6, 
1965, p.210. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/3258167.  
59 Lane Arthur. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947.  
p.8. https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
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Yet another distinctive Iraqi glazed ware were the underglaze ‘cobalt blue on white’ 

wares associated with Basra.60 Blue pigment applied above the opaque glaze further sealed 

beneath a transparent glaze. Motifs range from Arabic inscriptions to half-palmettes, palm 

trees that seldom feature animals. By the 9th century such wares were being imitated in 

eastern regions of the Abbasid Empire in which manganese purple was substituted for blue.  

The trend of ‘blue on white’ developed into a feature of Chinese pottery that by the 14th 

century began to infiltrate Islamic lands in later centuries exported to Europe.  

The overglaze technique used to produce lusterware was a purely Abbasid 

innovation. The process may have been discovered by Abbasid potters by way of craftsmen 

that produced lustre glass also known as stained glass under the Umayyads.61 The surface 

of an opaque glazed surface receives a metallic sheen, approximating the look of copper, 

gold or silver depending on the metal-oxide fluxed with the glaze, the hues varied according 

to firing capacities. The oxides were mixed with a red or ochre earthly material, the resulting 

powder is mixed with a liquifying agent. The mixture applied in overglaze technique was to 

be painted onto the opaque glazed ceramic vessel that had already been fired, to fix the 

applied metal-oxide mixture, the vessel was fired for a second time in a kiln with a reduced 

 
60 The report mentions Cobalt blue was sourced from Northern Hijaz and Oman  
 A Web Based Teaching Course on Islamic Ceramics. “D. Pottery as Alchemy The Beginnings of Innovation in 
Islamic Pottery. b. Underglaze decoration in cobalt blue” Ashmolean. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://islamicceramics.ashmolean.org/Abbasid/pottery.htm  

61 A Web Based Teaching Course on Islamic Ceramics. “D. Pottery as Alchemy The Beginnings of Innovation 
in Islamic Pottery. b. Underglaze decoration in cobalt blue” Ashmolean. Accessed December 5, 
2022https://islamicceramics.ashmolean.org/Abbasid/pottery.htm; For examples of early lustred glass see 
Carboni, Stefano. “Painted Glass” in Glass of the Sultans. Carboni, Stefano, and David Whitehouse, with 
contributions by Robert H. Brill and William Gudenrath (2001). 
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flame. The reduced flame withdrew oxygen out of the metal oxides, revealing the layer of 

lustre.62  

The lusterwares developed in stages and are classified according to their color 

pallete. Identified as the initial variation of the lustre invention bichrome lusterware entitles 

the use of two different hues of lustrous glazes that cover the opaque glazed surface of the 

vessel (fig 9,10). Revealing a reddish toned hue at this stage, the decorative motifs in this 

initial phase feature criss-crosses, hatches, rosettes, cusped florals, limited in artistic choices 

in contrast to later developments.  

Polychrome lusterware used in combination with up to four pigments in which the 

luster is a darker brown hue. Motifs feature Sasanian wing, half palmettes, dotted, dashed, 

hatched backgrounds, in rare cases figural image of cockerel surrounded in a wreath and 

reveal more of  the opaque white glaze. Polychrome lusterware is identified at the caliphal 

palatial city at Samara and at the wall of the Mihrab of the Great Mosque of Tunisia in the 

9th century.63 It is reported that not only tiles were transported but also skilled potters from 

Baghdad may have settled in Tunisia, initiating workshops to be set up there.64  

Monochrome lusterware is this final stage in lusterware development, a single lustre 

glaze is applied onto the opaque white background. The achieved hue of the lustrous glaze 

is a bright yellow, along with the monochrome palette appear new motifs. While primarily 

a feature of architecture, Samara styles soon became part of the ceramicist artistic 

vocabulary. Farid Shafi’i notes in his doctoral thesis entitled Simple Calyx Ornament in 

 
62 See video of process here: Ashmolean Museum Oxford “Lusterware Across Borders. An Exploration of 
the Ceramic Technique Over the Ages.” University of Oxford. Accessed December 5, 2022.  
https://www.ashmolean.org/article/lustreware-across-borders  
63 Ceramics “xiii The Early Islamic Period, 7th -11th Centuries. “Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed December 5, 
2022. https://iranicaonline.org/articles/ceramics-xiii ; A Web Based Teaching Course on Islamic Ceramics. 
“B. Lustre in Egypt Before the Fatimids, B1 Evidence from Qairawan.” Ashmolean. Accessed December 5, 
2022. https://islamicceramics.ashmolean.org/Fatimids/egypt.htm  
64 Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Central Islamic lands” in Islamic Art and 
Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale Univ. p.35. see image no.34; see page 65  
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Islamic Art in the ceramic tradition two categories are found that which is grouped under 

style A and those grouped under style B, and C. 65 Monochrome luster glazes are identified 

to have been produced following the abandonment of Samarra as a palatial city in 892AD.66 

Subsequently monochrome lusterwares appear to be produced in Egypt that reach their 

second prominence under the Fatimid Dynasty (969-1171). 

Eastern Islamic potters at Nishapur and Samarkand associated with the Persian 

Samanid reign (819-999) optimised the use of tin-oxide opaque white glazes. Among the 

wares produced in eastern Islamic lands were polychrome glazed wares with figural themes 

reminiscent of Sassanian imagery, green and brown splash-wares inspired by imported 

Chinese wares and lusterware of the Iraqi potter. However they also took epigraphic 

decoration to masterful levels in what became known as black on white slipware. The white 

slip with black slip feature Kufic inscriptions of Arabic proverbs, or a recurrent single 

benedictory word, indicating they were aimed at cultured consumers.(12)  

Excavated imported wares from Iraq found at Nishapur included the type composed 

of red toned earthenware with Kufic inscription, coated in strokes of black and red, dotted 

green and lead-tin oxide yellow opaque glazed backgrounds (fig13).67 In contrast to the 

‘black on white wares’ Kufic inscriptions are bolder and larger. Oleg Grabar notes that 

Yellow opaque glazes created in Nishapur were imitations of the ones originally produced 

in Iraq found throughout the early Abbasid period.68  

 
65 Shafi’I, Farid. Simple Calix Ornament in Islamic Art. Cairo University Press. 1957. p224 
66 Ceramics “xiii The Early Islamic Period, 7th -11th Centuries. “Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed December 5, 
2022. https://iranicaonline.org/articles/ceramics-xiii 
67 Wilkinson, Charles K. “Polychrome on White Ware”. Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period, edited 
by Charles K. Wilkinson. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; distributed by New York Graphic Society, 
Greenwich, Conn, 1973. p.134-135, 149. 
68Grabar, Oleg. "Notes on the Decorative Composition of a Bowl from Northeastern Iran." In Early Islamic 
Art, 650-1100, volume I, Constructing the Study of Islamic Art. Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2005. First published in Islamic Art in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1971), pp. 91-8. 



42 
 

Epigraphic inscription on itinerant mediums featuring the use of floriated Kufic 

reflected developments identified on manuscripts. Towards the 10th century in Baghdad, 

calligraphy in manuscripts saw new developments that were to materialise on paper Qurans 

and itinerant objects. The round scripts known as the Six Pens, al-aqlam al-sitta, canonized 

by Abbasid vizier Ibn Muqla(886-940) included naskhi, muhaqqaq, rayhani, thuluth, riq’a 

and tawqi’ perpetuated his predecessors establishments by standardising the round scripts.69 

KFCRIS holds a copy of the original Quran associated with the hand of Ibn Al Bawwab 

(d.1022), held at the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin. It exemplifies the shift from early 

Qurans transcribed in angular scripts on parchment to Qurans transcribed in the round script 

on paper.  

The Abbasid dynasty persisted until the middle of the 13th century however 

beginning by the 9th and 10th century appear internal challenges as those imposed by the 

Shiaa Persian Buyid dynasty (934-1062) that held Shiraz, Baghdad and Rayy as their 

capitals. In addition regional semi-autonomous rulers as Ahmad ibn Tulun an originally 

Turkic military slave at the Abbasid court was sent to govern Egypt, who became 

autonomous in his rule. By the 10th century Egypt and parts of North Africa had fallen to 

the Shiaa Fatimids. Eastern Iran succumbed to successive Turkic migrations beginning in 

the 11th century. Seljuk Turkic militants rose to power establishing their rule in the Iranian 

plateau reaching into near eastern Islamic lands and Asia minor. The artistic and 

technological innovations established under the Abbasids formed profound influence under 

new patrons.   

 

 
69 Blair, S. Sheila. Islamic Calligraphy. “Part III: The Pre-eminence of Round Scripts in the Early Middle 
Period. Chapter Five The Adoption of Round Scripts” in Islamic Calligraphy. Edinburgh University Press. 
2006.p 157-177 
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4.2.1 Bichrome Lusterware Bowl Samarra Style Vegetal Motifs (Figure 9) 

Date: 3rd c AH/ 9th c. AD 

Size: Diameter 21.5cm, Height: 7cm   

Material: Earthenware Luster over-glazed  

Provenance: Iraq 

AIA.0068.0000 

           This bichrome lustreware bowl features a lustre with a brown-reddish hue and a 

yellow hue against an opaque glazed background. The vegetal motifs fit the description of 

the architectural Samara style known as the Beveled Style, that became adapted to ceramic 

ornament. Highly stylized leaf are rendered in symmetry, tear-shaped lozenge from which 

extend S-shape motifs, inverted tear-shaped lozenge feature ‘eyes’ motifs that strongly 

betray their Samara artistic vocabulary. Similar to the S-shaped motifs that come to cover 

the full surface of the lustre glazed bowl kept at the David Museum inv.26/1962.70 An 

example of the beveled style to which the ornament on this vessel can be compared is the 

cast stucco carved wall panel kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art “Cast of a Ninth 

Century Wall Panel Carved in the ‘Beveled Style.’” 71 

 

4.2.2 Bichrome Lusterware Bowl with Geometric Motifs (Figure 10) 

Date: 3-4th c AH/ 9th-10th c. AD 

Size: Diameter 23.5cm, Height: 7cm   

Material: Earthenware Luster over glazed  

 
70 Collections Iraq Under the Abbasids “Earthenware bowl painted in lustre over an opaque white glaze Iraq 
9th-10th century.” The David Collection. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://www.davidmus.dk/islamic-art/iraq-under-the-abbasids/item/852  
71 Collection Islamic Art. “Cast of a 9th Century Wall Panel in the “Beveled Style” 20th century”. Asc.no 
27.229.2. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/448170 
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Provenance: Iraq 

AIA.67.0000 

          This bichrome lusterware bowl features a central plane occupied by criss-crosses 

filled in by dashes, beneath a  band of diagonal hatches that runs along beneath the periphery 

of the bowl. As a counterpart to the vegetal motifs, this ornament is reflective of geometric 

motifs. Further development of painted geometric motifs seen on ceramic wares of the 

Abbasid period is seen in the “bowl” Ascension no.1986,1015.1kept at the British museum 

associated with the 9th century Basra.72 

 

4.2.3 Brown and Blue-Green Glazed Jug (Figure 11) 

Date: 2nd -3rd c AH/ 8th-9th c. AD 

Size: Diameter mouth:4cm, Height: 11cm   

Material: Earthenware splash ware in-glaze 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.44.0000 

          This handled jug is composed of an opaque glazed earthenware body further glazed 

with in-glaze pigments of brown and bluish-green streaks. Although the streaks are more 

uniform in contrast to Chinese Tang dynasty splash-wares imported into the Abbasid realm, 

those reproduced by Iraqi potters are recorded to have been widely exported through the 

western and eastern Islamic lands.73 This ware was also produced by Iranian potters in 

 
72 Object Type. “Bowl”. The British Museum. Accessed December 14, 2022. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1968-1015-1 1.  
73 Priestman, Seth M. N. “OPAQUE GLAZED WARES: THE DEFINITION, DATING AND DISTRIBUTION OF A KEY 
IRAQI CERAMIC EXPORT IN THE ABBASID PERIOD.” Iran 49 (2011): 89–113. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41431231. 
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addition their manufacture identified at eastern and western regions of the Abbasid empire.74 

In terms of the technique this opaque glazed jug with splashed color may be compared to 

the Abbasid Bowl with Splashes and Inscriptions produced in Iran and dated to the 9th 

century held at the Gallerie Kevorkian.75 

 

4.2.4  Epigraphic Bowl ‘Black on White’ Ware (Figure 12) 

Date: 7th c AH/ 10th-11th c. AD 

Size: Diameter of Rim 20cm, Base Diameter 10cm 

Material: Earthenware, white slip with black slip decoration underglaze 

Provenance: Khorasan 

AIA.0012.2009 

          This earthenware slip painted or opaque glazed bowl is commonly referred to as 

“black on white” ware. Such decorative schemes have been associated with the 10th-11th 

century Nishapur where they have been excavated.76 Vessels of this type came in a variaty 

of shapes, from plates, to shallow deep bowls with straight and flaring edges. This plate 

features a narrow base, flaring rim and thin walls supported onto a short circular foot. The 

epigraphic decoration comprises of an inscription band that encircles the inner walls of the 

bowl, composed of the repeated word ةكرب  baraka. This bowl uniquely comprises of the 

addition of two dots in one area of the inscription, that seems only to be decorative, marked 

 
74 Wen, Wen. "Preconceptions of the Samarra Horizon, Green Splashed Ware and Blue Painted Ware 
Revisited through Chinese Ceramic Imports (Eighth to Tenth Centuries)", Journal of Material Cultures 
in the Muslim World 2, 1-2 (2021): 150-183, doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/26666286-12340020  
75 Portfolio. “Abbasid Bowl with Splashes and Inscriptions.” Galerie Kevorkian Ancient Near Eastern, Islamic 
and Indian Art. Accessed December 15,2022. https://www.galeriekevorkian.com/portfolio/abbasid-
calligraphic-pottery-bowl-with-kufic-inscription/?lang=en 
76 The term is coined in a study titled: Wilkinson, Charles K. Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period. 
New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; distributed by New York Graphic Society, Greenwich, Conn, 1973. 
Print. Consult inscriptions of black on white wares in : Wilkinson, Charles K. Nishapur: Pottery of the Early 
Islamic Period. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; distributed by New York Graphic Society, 
Greenwich, Conn, 1973. Print. 
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in the centre by a form of a bird a hallmark of this type. A comparable vessel is kept at the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art Ascension no. 36.20.62. 77  

 

4.2.5 Epigraphic Bowl Polychrome Ware (Figure 13) 

Date: 3rd c AH/9th c AD 

Size: Diam: 22cm 

Material: Earthenware opaque glazed polychrome underglaze 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0025.0000 

          This earthenware opaque glazed ceramic ware is classified as polychromatic for its 

inclusion of black (or deep brown), red, yellow and green pigments set under a transparent 

glaze. This ring-footed bowl has a circular flat base its walls curve inwards at the rim. The 

body features alternating black and red frames, enclosing a thick epigraphic band of floriated 

Kufic inscription, the central plane features a central black dot. The inscriptional band 

comprises of the repeated word  baraka executed in a rudimentary fashion delineated  ةكرب 

by a thick black underline. The finials of the vertical letters alef and lam are wedge shaped 

bifurcating stems scroll from the tip of the letter kaf. The interstices of the letters are outlined 

and filled in with yellow pigment and black dots, some green is seen in the base of the plate. 

The rim of the plate is coated in red outline, this along with the other circles may have been 

achieved while the brush with the pigment is placed on the vessel that is rotated on a potter’s 

wheel. The exterior wall of the bowl features diagonal strokes of black and red in groups of 

three that alternate with strokes set within red circular outlines. This bowl finds its 

 
77 The Collection/Islamic Art “Bowl late 9th to early 10th century”. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/449093?rpp=90&pg=14&rndkey=20140731&ao=on&f
t=%2A&where=Iran&pos=1175  
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equivalent at the Metropolitan Museum published in Charles Wilkinson’s publication of 

Nishapur excavations in which it was concluded that it was an import, not a local product 

of Nishapur.78 

 

4.2.6 A Digitized Copy of Quran Penned by Ibn al-Bawwab on Paper (Figure 14) 

(Originally kept at the Chester Beaty Library in Dublin Ireland) 

Date: 3rd H/1000-1AD 

Size:17.5 by 13.5cm 

Script: Round script, Naskhi 

Ascension no: 16 

Paper became available in Baghdad since the 8th century AD. However it had been 

exploited by scribes in administrative correspondences and the production of non-Quranic 

texts. Paper was also the first medium onto which the perfected round script appears 

characterised by legibility, proportion and beauty. Devised by the Abbasid vizier Ibn Muqla 

(886-940), the script was also known as al khatt al mansub (the proportioned script) or as 

al-khatt al badi’ (the marvelous script).79 The variations of the perfected round scripts 

included naskhi, muhaqqaq, rayhani, thuluth, riq’a and tawqi’. 

Although the oldest Quran to be transcribed on paper using a variation of the Kufic 

script is dated to 972AD, this Quran was transcribed on paper using naskh and is associated 

with the hand of Ibn Al Bawwab (d.1022) a librarian within the Buyid (932-1062) palace at 

 
78 Wilkinson, Charles K. “Polychrome on White Ware”. Nishapur: Pottery of the Early Islamic Period, edited by 

Charles K. Wilkinson. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art; distributed by New York Graphic Society, Greenwich, 
Conn, 1973. p.134-135, 149. 
79 Blair, S. Sheila. “Part III: The Pre-eminence of Round Scripts in the Early Middle Period The Adoption of 
Round Scripts” in  Islamic Calligraphy.p.145, 158 157-177 
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Baghdad.80 This Quran inspired a new tradition of transcribing Qurans on paper in round 

scripts that gradually came to replace Qurans transcribed on parchment using the Kufic 

script. Ibn al Bawwab is credited for perfecting and standardising the round scripts 

established by his predecessor.  

The smooth surface became a favoured and most practical medium that played an 

important role in the proliferation of the new scripts. In addition illuminated frontispieces 

and marginal ornament of Quran manuscripts saw increased stylization and reveal close 

affinities to what appear on objects and architectural decoration. Polished and refined paper 

prepared in moulds, were produced in standard sizes for transcribing Qurans in later 

periods.81 

4.3 The Fatimid Dynasty 920-1171 AD  

The Ismaili Fatimids were originally of Arab lineage that claimed descent from the 

Prophet Muhammad’s daughter Fatimah. Founded by Abdullah al-Mahdi Billah, the coastal 

town of Mahdiya in 920 AD and subsequently al-Mansouriyah in Tunisia were established 

as the Fatimid capitals. The Fatimid political realm encompassed Algeria, Tunisia, Sicily 

(conquered by the Aghlabids (800-909AD) since 827AD, Syria and Egypt and also stretched 

into the south-west of the Arabian Peninsula at the Hejaz (Map 3).82   

In 969 the Fatimids established their capital in Egypt where they founded Al-Qahira 

known today as Cairo, their reign lasted until 1171 AD. At Cairo imperial residential palaces 

 
80 D.S, Rice. The Unique Ibn Al Bawwab Manuscript in the Chester Beatty Library. Dublin Ireland.1955 
https://chesterbeatty.ie/assets/uploads/2018/11/The-Unique-IBN-AL-BAWWAB-MANUSCRIPT 
81 Blair, S. Sheila. “Emergence of Regional Styles in The Latter Middle Period. Calligraphy in iran and its 
Environs” in Islamic Calligraphy. p.251 See Figure 7.3 Table of Standard Paper Sizes used in the Fourteenth 
Century and Early Fifteenth Century. 
82 David Bramoulle. “The Fatimids and The Red Sea (969-1171)”.Dionisius Agius; John Cooper; Athena 
Trakadas; Chiara Zazaro. Navigated Spaces, Connected Places, Proceedings of the Red Sea Project V held at 
the University of Exeter, 16-19 September 2010., BAR Publishing, pp.127-136, 2012, 78-1-4073-0929-3. Hal-
01604632 https://hal.archives.fr/hal-01604632  
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were built for the Fatimid rulers, the palatial city was surrounded by fortified walls and 

entrance gates still observable today.  

The Fatimids were also patrons of religious architecture of mosques and burial 

shrines, in Egypt they established the mosques of Al-Azhar, al-Juyushi, Al Hakim, Al-

Aqmar, and more. Religious sites featured furnishings in the form of wooden mihrabs richly 

carved in foliate and floral scrolls set within a geometric framework, surrounded by floriated 

Kufic inscriptions, many of which are preserved at the Museum of Islamic art in Cairo. At 

KFCRIS is a wooden panel that dates to the 11th century and is associated with Egypt, it 

reflects extensive carved wooden furnishings used in door and window panels of the Fatimid 

period (fig15). 

The Fatimids established maritime trade routes across the Mediterranean and the 

Indian Ocean with the Red Sea creating lucrative trade, mercantile activity and great 

commercial growth. In the days of the Fatimids many cartographic maps were devised 

epitomising the foundations of Islamic mapmaking. 

Early Fatimid carved wood features Samara styles in which backgrounds and 

foregrounds are indistinguishable. However, a revived Hellenistic traditions is observed in 

the latter phase of Fatimid art evident in Egypt owing to Byzantine Coptic traditions 

featuring a sharp contrast between foreground and background, longer scrolls and 

undulations.83  

Fatimid Egypt became recognised for production of lusterware after the heyday of 

their production in Baghdad in the 9th and 10th century. The technology was possibly 

transmitted by way of potters from Baghdad throughout the reign of the Abbasid 

autonomous state of the Tulunids in Egypt (868-905). Fatimid lusterware incorporated 

 
83 Shafi’I, Farid. “Chapter III. Verifications and Applied Studies Architectural Subjects” in Simple Calyx 
Ornament in Islamic Art (A Study in Arabesque)Cairo University Press. 1957. p9 and p.204 and 204 



50 
 

Samara styles, yet more realistic and lively inclinations are depicted in figural and foliate 

forms.  

Lusterware and ceramic production in Egypt under the Fatimid dynasty witnessed 

further development by introducing a new ceramic body. In place of porous buff or red toned 

earthenware expended hitherto, a new medium referred to as stone paste was devised.84 The 

technology had its precedent in Baghdad during the 8th and 9th century, the experimental 

phase featured the addition of glass fragments into the paste of the ceramic body. In Egypt 

by the 10th century it is reported experimentation with addition of glass, quartz and clay in 

specific ratios yielded an early prototype of stone-paste. However only by the 11th century 

in Egypt did the true appearance of stone paste occur.85 With the new ceramic paste once 

again, the Islamic potter was successful in imitating Chinese porcelain.86 This fundamental 

change in the production of the ceramic body from earthenware or calcareous clay to what 

is known as fritware or stonepaste often referred to as artificial paste was to have far 

reaching implications on the production of pottery in Islamic lands for centuries to come. 

First the new medium opened possibilities for the production of more composite bodies due 

to its durable and thin wall of vessels, secondly it provided the potter with a white 

background onto which pigmented glazes were painted, with no need of the opaque glaze. 

The Fatimids met their demise by the end of the 12th century leaving a wealth of 

artistic heritage whom their successors the Ayyubids came upon. Among the range of artistic 

expression found in the Fatimid period from epigraphic bands carved in stone on their 

 
84 Other names of the new ceramic body artificial paste, silicious paste, fritware  
85 M.S. Tite, S. Wolf, R.B. Mason. The Technological Development of Stonepaste Ceramics from the Islamic 
Middle East. Journal of Archeological Science.38 (2011) 570-580 
86 Grube, Ernst J. “The Art of Islamic Pottery.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 23, no. 6, 
1965, p.217. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/3258167.; The composition of the body of the vessel may 
have been used even earlier at Baghdad between the 8th and 9th centuries but in different ratios of the 
elements M.S Tite, S.Wolf, R.B Mason. The technological Development of Stonepaste Ceramics from the 
Islamic Middle East. Journal of Archeological Science.p.570-571 
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building façades, to the vegetal and geometric carved wooden interior furnishings 

commissioned in Aleppo, to luxury carved crystal glass and carved ivory objects and 

embroidered textiles. The most impactful of the Fatimid production that formed an 

influential wave to the east and western Islamic lands and subsequently the rest of the 

Islamic world was the production of the new stonepaste ceramic body coupled with the 

technique of lustre glazing. By the 11th century lusterware production finds its way to 

Algeria and Tunisia, and by the late 11th century into Spain.87 The technology of lustre 

glazed stonepaste ceramics makes its way to Syria either during the Fatimid reign, or in the 

post Fatimid realm of the Ayyubids, and in Persia by the 11th to 12th century during the reign 

of the Seljuks. The dissemination of stonepaste technology yielded a range of regional 

variations in the disparate geographic regions to which it reached, presenting distinguishing 

factors in terms of choice of motifs and represented themes. 

 

4.3.1  Fatimid Carved wooden panel with Vegetal Motifs (Figure 15) 

Date: 5th c AH/ 11th c AD 

Size: H: 42.7cm, W: 16cm 

Material: wood 

Provenance: Egypt 

AIA.0251.0000 

          The carved wooden panel found at KFCRIS features a symmetric arrangement of 

scrolling vines whose tips end in palmettes and trefoils, they emerge from the center of the 

panel. Presuming from its dimensions it would have been part of a panel of a door. In 

Jonathan Bloom’s ‘The Fatimid Doors at The Fakhnai Mosque’ the arranged panels may be 

 
87 A number of wall revetment and vessels from this period are kept at the National Museum of Antiquities 
and Islamic art in Alegria 
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compared to the decoration carved into the panel found at KFCRIS.  Panels of this sort were 

assembled by ‘tongue and groove’ observed on the sides of the panel, a technique also 

known as kundekari.88 The panel would have been secured in place without the need of nails 

within the peripheral plane wooden frames of the doors, as seen in Bloom’s description of 

the Fakhani Mosque wooden door panels. Bloom notes such panels of this size were likely 

placed in vertical orientation as opposed to panels that had smaller dimensions that would 

have been placed horizontally.89 

4.4 The Ayyubid Dynasty 1171-1260 AD  

The Kurdish Ayyubid dynasty’s beginnings were established in their service as 

amirs of the Seljuks of Iran (r.1040-1157).90 They further came to prominence through their 

military strength campaigning their cause against the Crusader threat and their plot to 

overthrow the Fatimids in Egypt and Syria which occurred by 1171. The reign of the 

Ayyubids under Salahuddin included control of geographic regions of the Levant, Egypt, 

Iraq and Yemen strategically making the red sea a maritime trade route (Map 4).91 At Syria 

the Ayyubids succeeded the reign of the Kurdish Zangid Dynasty a governor of the Seljuks 

that had arisen in Iran and Anatolia before the first half of the 12th century. 

 
88 I found an article that best describes how the tongue and groove are applied in a method termed  
“Kundekari” Yuksel, Mehmet, Diler, Harun, Acar Mehmet. Utilization of Kundekari Technique For 
Production of Durable Furniture. Mugla Journal of Science and Technology.2016 
89 Jonathan Bloom gives measurement of panels of the Fatimid wooden doors of Fakhani mosque in Cairo. 
The doors have: vertical panels 21.5cm by 50.5, and 16.5 by 41cm vertical panels, while the horizontal 
panels measure 49cm by 27.5cm, 64 by 26cm, which tells us KFCRIS panel was more likely to be used 
vertically not horizontally see Fig.13.of the doors ordered by Al Hakim for Al-Azhar Mosque in 1010AD. 
BLOOM, JONATHAN M. “THE ‘FATIMID’ DOORS OF THE FAKAHANI MOSQUE IN CAIRO.” Muqarnas, vol. 25, 2008, 
pp. 239. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/27811122 . Accessed 5 May 2021. 
90 Rugiadi ,Martina. “Stonepaste Technology in Syria and Iran”. Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the 
Seljuqs. edited by Mark Polizotti. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 2016. p.15. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sljt/hd_sljt.htm 
91 Timeline Archnet.“Ayyubid 1169-1260” Archnet. 
https://archive.archnet.org/timelines/48/period/Ayyubid/year/1169  
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The most prominent extant architectural buildings of the Ayyubid period are to been 

in Syria, reviving architectural activity that had been absent since the demise of the 

Umayyads. Ayyubid structures bare the revival of glass tesserae common in the Umayyad 

period both in Egypt and Syria.92 Terry Allen associates this flowering of architecture with 

the Ayyubid princes that built a number of institutions to match their aspirations.  Associated 

with this period in architecture in Syria at Aleppo and Damascus is the muqarnas vault and 

the use of alternating colored stone blocks known as ablaq in the creation of building 

facades.93 These architectural features in addition to the four iwan plan structure found in 

Syria as in the Bimaristan of Nur al-din Zangi, were to have far reaching implications of 

architectural trends that appear in Egypt throughout the Ayyubid period and their successors 

the Mamluks (1250-1517). 

In Egypt Salahuddin commissioned the citadel on the Muqatam hills,94 and the 

mausoleum of the Imam al-Shafi’i the 8th century Sunni Islamic theologian, an originally a 

Fatimid shrine dedicated to the same individual. It was renovated by Salahuddin next to 

which he built a madrasa for the study of Shafi’i jurisprudence that is no longer extant. 

Another significant Ayyubid architectural sight is the Madrasa al-Salihiya (1242-3), built 

on what was once the eastern Fatimid palace in Cairo in the first of its kind to teach the four 

schools of Islamic jurisprudence. The madrasa introduced the architectural four iwan plan 

in Cairo which had its protype in Seljuk Iran that found resonance in Syria. The iwan plan 

comprised of a central court surrounded by vaulted halls, a plan that would soon become 

preferred in mosque architecture.  

 
92 Hillenbrand, R. Auld S. Ayyubid Jerusalem: The Holy city in Context 1187-1250. Bernard O’Kane Chapter 
22. P.423-434 
93 Allen, Terry. “Introduction” in Ayyubid Architecture. Solipsest Press, Occidental California, 6th ed. 
1999.p12 ISBN 0-944940-02-1  
94 Hillenbrand Robert and Sylvia Auld. 2009. Ayyubid Jerusalem : The Holy City in Context 1187-
1250. London: Altajir Trust.p.423 
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Despite concern for establishing military outposts and religious institutions, the 

Ayyubids were great patrons of art, among the objects they sponsored were  luxury 

enameled and gilded glass.95 In addition to metalwork that flourished under Ayyubid 

patronage, brass inlayed with gold and silver depicting hunting scenes and other leisure 

pastimes are represented. The period also marks the appearance of metalwork with Christian 

Iconographic themes as the Freer Canteen held at the Freer Gallery in Washington D.C  or 

the Baptisier of St. Louis held at the Louvre in Paris today.96  The technique of inlaying 

metalwork is recognised to have been produced in Herat in Afghanistan in the 12th century 

as exemplified in the Bobrinski Bucket held at the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg,97 

a manufacture that seems to have reached Iraq and Syria by the beginning of the 13th century.  

Woodwork of the Ayyubid period is highly revealing of artistic architectural 

tendencies. Among the objects that may be associated with the Ayyubid period at KFCRIS 

is  a geometric carved wooden panel with star and polygon motif (fig16). Geometry, floral 

and vegetal motifs in the Ayyubid period saw refinement and development of their Fatimid 

predecessors. Salahuddin ordered the wooden cenotaph dated to 1178-9, seen in the premise 

of the Imam al-Shafi’i. Rich with foliate and floral motifs set within frames of geometric 

patterns, inscription bands of the round script is used in combination with bands of Kufic.98  

 
95 O’Kane, Bernard. “Ayyubid Architecture in Cairo, the Salihiyya (641-1242-43)” in Hillenbrand, R. Auld S. 
Ayyubid Jerusalem: The Holy city in Context 1187-1250. p.431;  
Carboni, S. “Painted Glass” in Glass of the Sultans. Whitehouse, D. Corning Museum of Glass., Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (New York, N.Y.), & Mouseio Benake. 
(2001).p.226  https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Glass of the Sultans  
96Katzenstein, Ranee A. and Glenn D. Lowry. "Christian Themes in Thirteenth-Century Islamic 
Metalwork." Muqarnas: An Annual on Islamic Art and Architecture I (1983): 53-68.; 
Ward, R. (2022). Chapter eighteen. Style versus substance: the Christian iconography on two vessels made 
for the Ayyubid Sultan al Salih-Ayyub. In The Iconography of Islamic Art: Studies in Honour of Robert 
Hillenbrand (pp.309-324). Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press. 
https:doi.org/10.1515/9781474471428022   
97 Attributed to Herat in 1163 known as the Bobrinski Bucket kept at the St. Petersburg Museum Sate 
Hermitage Museum Acc no. n2009110793. 
98 O’Kane, Bernard. “Ayyubid Architecture in Cairo The Mausoleum of Imam Al-Shafi’i” in Hillenbrand, R. 
Auld S. Ayyubid Jerusalem: The Holy city in Context 1187-1250. p425-427 
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The new technologies of lustre glazed stonepaste at Raqqa reached Fatimid Syria as early 

as 1100’s or by way of migrating potters that fled from Egypt to Syria upon the Fatimid 

demise towards the end of the 12th century.99  

          Stonepaste luster-glazed vessels produced at Raqqa were known for their chocolate 

brown luster, a result of the metal-oxides used and the production process, using less firing 

gave the luster a brown tinge and non-metallic shine.100 Excavations reveal revitalisation of 

Raqqa as a ceramic production centre that had been active in the 8th century Abbasid 

period.101 Ayyubid Syria was celebrated for its production of underglaze painted ceramics, 

of which a few are kept at KFCRIS associated with production at Raqqa.102 Characterised 

by their bright pigments of turquoise-blue, yellow, pale green, and cobalt glazes applied 

above the motif painted in black onto the body (fig 17).103  

Throughout the Ayyubid period the production of both glazed molded and plane 

earthenware continued to be produced, Arthur Lane notes: 

“The technique has remained one of basic utility in most Islamic countries until the 

present day”.104 

 
99 Redfrod, S., Blackman, M.J. Lustre and Fritware Production and Distribution in Medieval Syria. Journal of 
Field Archeology, Summer, 1997, Vol. 24, (No. 2 Summer, 1997), pp.233-247 
100 Rugiadi, Martina. Essays. “Ceramic Technology in the Seljuk Period: Stonepaste in Syria and Iran in the 
Twelfth and Early Thirteenth Centuries”. In Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. January 2021 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sljt/hd sljt.htm  
101Julian, Henderson. “Introduction/Archeology”. Fondation Max van Berchem Geneve. Accessed December 
5, 2022. https://maxvanberchem.org/fr/activities-scientifiques/projets/archeologie/11-archeologie/45-the-
raqqa-ancient-industry-project 
102 Jenkins-Madina Marilyn and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 2006. “The Lore and Lure of 
Raqqa” in Raqqa Revisited : Ceramics of Ayyubid Syria. New York New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art 
;Yale University Press. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Raqqa Revisited Ceramics of Ayyubid Syria   
103 The vessels are said to have been found kept within storage vessels see: Jenkins-Madina Marilyn and 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 2006. “The Lore and Lure of Raqqa” in Raqqa Revisited : 
Ceramics of Ayyubid Syria. New York New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art ;Yale University Press. p.27 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Raqqa Revisited Ceramics of Ayyubid Syria  .  
104 Lane Arthur. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 1947. p 
11,12. https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
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Prominent motifs of Raqqa, and production  documented in neighboring geographic 

sites in Syria, the Jazeera and Egypt, 105 feature robust geometric forms, central motifs 

composed of coiled scrolls with budding vegetal and floral forms (fig19). Human and animal 

figures represented on Ayyubid ceramics are reminiscent of Fatimid illustration (fig18).  

Having built a military corpse of Turkic Eurasian origin that slowly rose to power 

The Ayyubid dynasty met its demise upon the death of the last effective Ayyubid ruler of 

Egypt al-Saleh Najm al-din Ayyub (d.1249AD). The defeat came at the hands of their 

military saves known as the Mamluks (1250-1517). 

 

4.4.1 An Ayyubid Carved Wooden Panel ‘Star and Polygon’ Motif (Figure 16) 
 
Date: 6th c  AH/ 12th c AD 

Size: 29cm by 29cm 

Material: wood 

Provenance: Egypt, 

AIA.0252.0000 

Such a square shaped panel would have been fitted to the side panels of a mosque 

furnishing such as minbar, or a furniture that had enough space to fit a number of such 

carved panels that reveal an overall design when put together. The frame features ‘tongue 

and groove’ seen around the edge of the panel enabling it to be fastened to another panel 

that would not require nails to hold them together in a technique known as kundikari. The 

motif carved in relief onto the panel is of geometric patterns of star and polygon motif. The 

central field of the square panel features a central octagon that extends into intersecting lines 

 
105 Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.) and Marilyn Jenkins. 2006. Raqqa Revisited : Ceramics of 
Ayyubid Syria. New York New Haven: Metropolitan Museum of Art ; Yale University Press. 
https://books.google.com.sa/books?id=W6yk5oZTlQsC&printsec=frontcover&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f
=false 
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forming hexagons, 8 pointed and and 6 pointed stars. The three petals revealed in the four 

corners when combined with a square panel carved in the same manner create a 12 pointed 

star the extended lines would appear as a network.  

 

4.4.2 A ‘Raqqaware’ Jar Painted with Black under a Pale Green Glaze (Figure 17) 

Date: 7th c AH/ 13th c AD 

Size: H:14.5cm 

Material: stonepaste 

Provenance: Syria 

AIA.0022.0000 

           This rather small scale underglaze painted Jar in the shape of an inverted pear was 

possibly used to store food stuffs or other materials a common feature of  Raqqa wares in 

Syria during the 12th and 13th century. Coated in a pale green tinted glaze on top of abstract 

vegetal scrolls executed in black outlines set within vertical registers are delineated by upper 

and lower horizontal bands, the neck also features diagonal strokes set within horizontal 

bands and a coat of black pigment covers the lip of the everted rim. Raqqa wares of this 

form were excavated in the 20th century and sold on the market. This jar is comparable to 

an underglaze jar kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Asc. No 56.185.18 associated 

with Raqqa in the 12th and 13th century.106 

 

4.4.3  A Bowl Painted with a Hare (Figure 18) 

Date: 7th century AH/ 13th c AD 

Size: Diameter: 11 cm Height 6cm 

 
106 The Collection/Islamic Art. “Jar late 12th-early 13th century” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451363  
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Material: stonepaste underglaze 

Provenance: Syria 

AIA.0036.0000 

          This ceramic plate is characterised by its flat base raised edges it features a running 

hare or wild rabbit that is in the process of running with its forearms thrust to the front and 

its hind legs one following the other, and its head turned towards the back. The hare is 

surrounded by spiral and stems and budding stylized plant motifs. Animals on ceramic wares 

have been associated with scenes found in illustrated literature manuscripts. As has been 

identified by Fahminda Suleman based on her study of a bowl with a lion and a hare kept at 

the Dar Al-Athar al -Islamiyah LNS167C and as has already been pointed out by Esin Atil 

that contemporary Kalila Wa Dimna manuscripts inspired these images on the medium of 

ceramics.107 Another speculation that has been considered in understanding image of 

animals is related to apotropaic explanations. Hares are said to symbolise fertility, goodness, 

good fortune and power.108  

 

4.4.4 A Molded and Turquoise Glazed Dish (Figure  19) 

Date: 2c AH/ 11th -14th c. AD 

Size: Diameter 20.3, H: 7.2cm, Base diameter: 10cm 

Medium: Molded and turquoise glazed,  

 
107  
Fahminda Suleman. “22 The Lion Hare and Lustreware.” in Metalwork and Material Culture in the Islamic 
World : Art Craft and Text : Essays Presented to James W. Allan. Porter, Venetia and Rosser-Owen, Mariam. 
London: I.B. Tauris and Co. 2012.   
https://books.google.com.sa/books?id=YwHMDwAAQBAJ&lpg=PT311&dq=seljuk%20lampstand&pg=PT401
#v=onepage&q=seljuk%20lampstand&f=false 
108 Nouri, Najmeh and Hosseyni, Hashem. Makale Bilgisi. “Exploring Symbolic Animal Motifs of 
Egyptian Fatimid Lusterware Pottery and Pottery Products of the Middle Ages in Iran” December 
21, 2018 .p.220 DOI Number: 10.22520/tubaar.2018.23.011 
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/1726413  
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Provenance: Iraq  

AIA.0012.2009 

          Footed dish, a circular base slightly curved and elevated raised and everted rim. The 

very thin walls suggest it is made with fritware. Coated in a turquoise glaze the sunken areas 

between the relief decoration create a contrast between background and foreground. The 

decoration reveals the use of a knot work band common in contemporary manuscript 

decoration and metalwork (see copper bowl at KFCRIS). The knot work band encircles 

petals emanating from the center featuring trefoil plants whose tips point towards a central 

dot. The trefoils are common decorative themes of Seljuk metalwork. Three sections of the 

moulded plate are broken that may have featured figural forms or hooks for carrying. This 

objects is comparable to as indicated on a similar vessel kept at Christies dated to the 12th 

and 13th century.109 

 

4.4.5 A Brass Bowl with Kufic and Naskh Inscriptions (Figure 20) 

Date: 6th c AH/12th c. A.D 

Size: H: 8cm, D:11cm, C:35cm 

Material: Copper, or brass, relief carved 

Provenance: Iraq 

AIA.0418.000 

          This footless hemispherical bowl fits into the palm of the hand suggesting it may have 

been used as a drinking cup or soup bowl. Producing the vessel was possibly hammered into 

shape while rotating on a lathe or turning device. Areas of the bowl display marks of hot 

 
109 A Pair of Turquoise glazed relief decorated Plates, Raqqa Syria 13th to 14th century, 
https://www.rm-auctions.com/en/european-islamic-arts-june-2021/20656-a-pair-of-turquoise-
glazed-relief-decorated-plates-raqqa-syria-13-14th-c 
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forging leaving imprint of a pattern unassociated with the original bowl. The upper rim 

consists of a knot work band engraved in relief set within a double outline, it is interrupted 

by four roundels set within double outline in which there is a single trefoil motif. Beneath 

the rim is an inscriptional band of Kufic recognized as Eastern Kufic executed by engraving, 

not in relief, using a sharp oblique tipped engraving tool as reveals by the sharp finials of 

the letters. The Kufic band of inscription it is intermitted by four roundels in which are 

trefoil motif as those that interrupt the geometric strapwork band seen above. Beneath the 

Kufic inscription delineated by a double outline is yet another inscriptional band in naskh 

distinguished by bold letters flaring finials in relief in the foreground upon a background 

vegetal motifs also composed in relief.  

The inscription reads: 

ةمالسلاو ةلودلاو لابقالاو زعلا  

ةیافكلاو ھل ركشلاو ةماركلا – اھبحاصل ءاقبلاو ةعافشلاو ةداعسلاو  

         The Naskhi is set within that largest inscription band, framed by a knotwork band that 

form circular medallions in which is a fourfold motif of arranged trefoils. Knot-work found 

in Quran manuscripts are reminiscent of manuscript tradition of the 12th and 13th century 

The four-fold trefoil motif occupies a wide band enclosing a geometric composition of 

knotted strapwork seen at the base of the bowl that measures 5.6cm diameter, 6.8cm and is 

framed by a geometric band of knot work. in terms of choice of geometric strapwork 

ornament, and the use of round scripts alongside angular scripts together, this bowl may be 

compared to late 11th and early 12th century manuscript style of illumination.110 

 
110 Blair, Sheila. “Chapter Six. The Proliferation of Round Scripts” in Islamic Calligraphy. See “Figure 6.2 Opening Double 
page containing Sura 8;41 from part then of a thirty-volume Koran manuscript with five lines per pafe penned by 
Uthman ibn Husayn al-warraq (the copyist) in 466/1074-4”p. 197 or see it on the link: 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Opening_double_page_from_part_ten_of_a_thirty_volume_Qur%27an_ma
nuscript_penned_by_%27Uthman_ibn_Husayn_al-warraq_(Astan-i_Quds,_no._4316_ff.2v-3r).jpg 
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4.5 The Seljuks of Iran 1040-1157AD, The Seljuks of Rum 1081-1307AD  
 

The Seljuks (1040-1157) were Turks of the Oghuz tribe that hailed from Turkestan, 

and advanced west of the steppes of Central Asia. Areas that encompassed Transoxiana and 

eastern Iranian land of Khurasan were historically under the reign of Arab governors  in the 

Umayyad period. Under the Abbasid caliphate Persian governors took control, the Tahirids 

the Saffarids and the Samanids. 

 Subsequently a line of Turkic military slave soldiers, renowned for their military 

strength Turks had been drafted as soldiers in Abbasid armies at Baghdad since the 8th 

century.  Ester Iranian lands became under the control of Turkic tribes beginning with the 

Ghaznavids (997-1186) and the Qarakhanids (840-1212) who initially served as military 

slaves under the Samanids. The Ghaznavids brought an end to the Samanid reign in 999 

AD, they established their capital at Ghazni (1170’s-1215), they also managed to control 

north India. Succeeded by the Ghurids (879-1215) who captured Lahore in north India from 

the Ghaznavids, an area where the Delhi Sultanate was established under a series of former 

Turkic slave soldiers from 1206 to 1526, until the founding of the Mughal Dynasty. 

The Turkic Ghaznavids sponsored Persian literature exemplified in the work of poet 

Ferdawsi who in 1010AD wrote the Shahnama ‘The Book of Kings’ for the Ghaznavid ruler 

Sultan Mahmud I. The Ghaznavids sponsored rich cultural and a pompous lifestyle that 

included patronage of lavish courtly architecture that featured glazed tiles, a series of which 

were excavated at Ghazni, whose motifs reveal pre-Islamic Sassanian elements.111 A wealth 

 
111 The rich cultural and pompous lifestyle of the period saw patronage of lavish courtly architecture. A 
series of glazed tiles were excavated at Ghazni, that were used in architectural revetment. Islamic Art and 
Architecture .Early Islamic Lands. Early Islamic Art and Architecture pp123-125 ; There are two squate 
Ghaznavid tiles kept at KFCRIS as the Square Tile kept at The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452773 ; Rugiadi, Martina.”The Ghaznavid Marble 
Architectural Decoration”. An Overview. University of Rome. 
http://web.mit.edu/akpia/www/articlerugiadi.pdf 
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of Ghaznavid architectural developments were to inspire their successors the Seljuks in Iran, 

among which was the four iwan plan an open court surrounded on three sides by vaulted 

halls. The four iwan plan reached the near east and middle eastern countries under Seljuk 

influence bringing forth new architectural dimensions of religious establishments of 

mosques, madrasas and facilities in service of the community. 

The Seljuks rose to power upon ousting the last Ghaznavid ruler by 1040 AD at the 

battle of Dandaqan at Khorasan. The extent of the Seljuk realm included Transoxiana at 

Samarkand and Bukhara, in Iran at Khorasan, and western Iran at Hamadan, Rayy and 

Isfahan, they gradually wrested control over Syria, Iraq and Palestine. The Seljuk’s that 

migrated further west conquered former Byzantine territories at Anatolia gaining Iznik, and 

their capital at Konya, they were known as as the Seljuks of Rome (1081-1307).112 (Map5) 

The Seljuks espoused an Persian-Islamic political model that had been adopted by 

the Persian Samanid and Turkic Ghaznavids, however the Seljuks distinctively held tight to 

Turkic political system.113 The Seljuk Empire in Iran was succeeded by governors who were 

military slaves or under suzerainty of the Seljuks. Among whom were the Khawarizmians 

(1183-1231) governors of the Seljuks in Iran and Transoxiana. The Kurdish Ayyubids(1174-

1260) in Iraq and Syria former Seljuk amirs that rose to power. Likewise, successors of the 

Seljuks of Anatolia (1081-1307) included the Turkmen Artuquids in South Turkey and 

North of Iraq (1102-1409) and the Zangids (1127-1251) in Iraq at Mosul and Syria at 

Damascus and Allepo.114  

 
112 At Samarkand there had been Samanids (819-999), Ghaznavids and the Khawarezm shahs, the latter 
which were contemporary to Seljuk rule. 
113 Rugiadi ,Martina. “Stonepaste Technology in Syria and Iran”. Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the 
Seljuqs., edited by Mark Polizotti. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. 2016. P.9. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/sljt/hd_sljt.htm 
114 Canby, Sheila R., Deniz Beyazit, Martina Rugiadi, and A. C. S. Peacock. “Court and Cosmos: The Great Age 
of the Seljuqs.” (2016).p.23. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Court_and_Cosmos 
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Seljuk religious building programs included khanqas or sufi lodges, madrasas, 

mosques for the teaching of Sunni Islam in Iran that became echoed in Seljuk governed 

lands. In Syria among the religious institutions built in service of the public was the Nur Al-

Din bimaristan established in the middle of the 12th century.115  

Throughout the Seljuk period production and trade of a variety of merchandise arose. 

Factors for a thriving artistic production were urbanisation of society, in addition to 

favourable conditions for the craftsmen and the merchant, complemented by a milieu of 

wealthy clients.116 KFCRIS holds a substantial number of metalwork, ceramics. Many 

objects termed as “Seljuk” are associated with the Seljuk era however were produced in 

under the successors in the post-Seljuk era.  

Stonepaste lusterware was technology that appeared in Iran by the 12th to 13th 

century, that had spread from Egypt and Syria.117 During this period stonepaste wares 

increasingly mimic the shapes of metalwork, very well observed in the KFCRIS 

collection.118 Among the unique objects held at KFCRIS is associated with ‘house models’ 

prevalent throughout the Seljuk period. Composed of stonepaste, a medium that allowed for 

much artistic precision and glazed in a vibrant turquoise (fig27). KFCRIS holds  arrange of 

lustre glazed stonepaste ceramics in addition to those glazed in lustre and cobalt blue 

produced in the shape of bowls, plates, ewers and jugs that abound in figural ornament 

including humans and animals. (fig 24, 26). A specific type of ceramic synonymous with 

 
115 ibidp.26 
116 Ettinghausen, Richard. “The Flowering of Seljuq Art.” Metropolitan Museum Journal 3 (1970): p.113. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1512601. 
117 Grube, Ernst J. “The Art of Islamic Pottery.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, vol. 23, no. 6, 
1965 p.217. JSTOR, https://doi.org/10.2307/3258167 ; 
Lane, Arthur. The Saljuk Turks and the New Epoch of Pottery in Persia” in Early Islamic Pottery; 
Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia.p.29 London: Faber and Faber. 1947. pp.23-54. 
https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
118 Tabbaa, Yasser. Bronze Shapes in Iranian Ceramics of the Twelfth and Thirteenth Centuries. In Muqarnas 
IV: An Annual on Islamic Art and Architecture, edited by Oleg Grabar. Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1987. 
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the Seljuk period are known as mina’I, distinguished by their inclusion of a range of 

pigments. Inscriptions that appear on mina’I wares often display a combination of angular 

and round scripts. Representations ranged from vegetal motifs to figural imagery reflecting 

influence from Persian literary genres of the period (fig 25).119 Produced in the overglaze 

technique the colourful enamels like lustre glaze, required a second firing to secure the 

pigments in place on to an already fired and glazed ceramic vessel, they are associated with 

production in Rayy and Kashan.120  

Among the metalwork associated with the Seljuk period held at KFCRIS are 

metalwork objects associated with production in Khorasan. They include pencases, spoons, 

lighting tools, incense burners, jugs, trays, ewers, inkwells plates. Produced using two main 

base metals, bronze and brass, precious metals such as silver copper and gold were reserved 

for ornamentation in a technique known as inlay. Brass was a base metal that could be cast 

and also produced into sheets subsequently hammered, and or, turned on a lathe into shape, 

while bronze was commonly cast in moulds, yielding a brittle surface in contrast to the more 

malleable surface of brass.121 Inlay applied in thin sheets or wire to the surface of the base 

metal required inserting the sheet or wire of metal into a cavity, after which hammering of 

the edges of the cavity ensure the inlay is secured in place. Also observable are brass objects 

inlaid with a black medium known as bitumen.  

 
119 Ettinghausen, Richard. “The Flowering of Seljuq Art.” Metropolitan Museum Journal 3 (1970): p.119. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1512601 
120 J.W. Allan.Abul Qasim’s Treatise on Ceramics.British Institute of Persian Studies. Iran. Vol. 11(1973), pp. 
111-120, https://www.jstore.org/stable/4300488 
121 Niece, Susan. (2010). ISLAMIC COPPER-BASED METALWORK FROM THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN: 
TECHNICAL INVESTIGATION AND CONSERVATION ISSUES. Studies in Conservation. 55. 35-39. 
10.1179/sic.2010.55.Supplement-2.35. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272311453; Aga-Oglu 
Mehmet. A Brief Note on Islamic Terminology for Bronze and Brass. Journal of the American Oriental 
Society, Oct. -Dec., 1944, Vol. 64, No. 4 (Oct.-Dec., 1944(, pp. 218-223; Freer Gallery of Art, & Atıl, Esin. 
(1985). Islamic metalwork in the Freer Gallery of Art. The Gallery, Smithsonian Institution. Retrieved 
from 10.5479/sil.258480.39088016754202 
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Most of the metalwork objects at KFCRIS are incised, engraved, stamped, pierced 

and struck, however few objects are inlaid with silver and copper. Surfaces were formed to 

represent a range of motifs including figural, geometric, vegetal motifs and calligraphic 

inscriptions of Kufic and or Naskhi that commonly read of benedictory terms in Arabic. 

Among the unique pieces of metalwork held at KFCRIS is a rectangular tray often regarded 

as one that was used to contain dry foods. Its artistic merit is derived from the manner in 

which the metal sheet worked in the repousse technique was punched from the back to reveal 

inscriptions and other circular and vegetal motifs on the anterior in relief. (fig 22). 

Common in Seljuk metalwork are inscriptional cartouches that are superimposed on 

scrolls of spiraling stems that end in trefoils, also roundels and tear drop cartouches occupy 

areas between inscriptions or occupy other surface areas and facets of the body on their own. 

The combination of vegetal, geometric, and calligraphic motifs are often accompanied by 

representations of bird or rooster in profile (fig 21, 23 ) or in combination with imaginary 

animals such as the sphinx (fig 28). They reflect tribal Turkic traditions which associate 

animal merits with the names of Turkic rulers.122 Among the prevalent themes of Seljuks 

metalwork are astrology and astronomy (fig 23).  

The Seljuk Empire had begun to disintegrate by the late 12th century and was 

replaced by successor states in Iran, Iraq and Anatolia under whom artistic production 

continued. However the eastern Islamic lands as early as 1219AD, and subsequently the 

Abbasid realm in Baghdad by 1258AD was to experience an enormous setback. A 

devastating wave of invasions this time by the Mongols led by Genghis Khan.  

 

 
122 Canby, Sheila R., Deniz Beyazit, Martina Rugiadi, and A. C. S. Peacock. “Astrology, Magic, and the World 
of Beasts” in Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljuqs. (2016). p.198 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Court_and_Cosmos  
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4.5.1 A Seljuk Lampstand (Figure 21) 

Date: 7th c AH/ 13th c. AD. 

Size: H:27.5cm  

Material: Bronze and Brass, incised, engraved, punched 

Provenance: Khorasan 

INV NO: AIA.0533.0000 

           The form of this lamp stand is one that was popular in pre-Islamic times presented in 

a Sassanian example kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art Ascension no. 34.107.1. 123 

The KFCRIS Seljuk lampstand is in actuality small in contrast to larger examples of Seljuk 

lampstands found at KFCRIS. It is made up of three separately cast pieces fitted together by 

flanges and sockets useful for being dismantled.124 The three pieces comprise of a tri-pod 

base a bulbous handle or neck, and a round tray that functions to support an oil lamp.  

The disc shaped tray features a skirted and sloping flat rim along its outer edge, it has four 

engraved rectangular cartouches filled with thick Kufic inscriptions of benedictory terms 

that intermit with four circular roundels of a mirrored trefoil motif. Adjacent to the skirted 

rim is an upright barrier with a series of perforated holes it encloses the proper circular tray. 

The tray features incised bands of thick Kufic calligraphic inscriptions set within rectangular 

cartouches, similar to those on the outer skirt, they take on a circular orientation to match 

the circular layout of the tray. The inscriptions are superimposed onto a background of thick 

trefoils. Each inscription band is interrupted by circular roundels in which are incised 

mirrored trefoil motifs. Enclosed by the inscription bands at the center of the tray is a bird 

either eagle or rooster set within a circular roundel, on a bed of scrolling stems and trefoils. 

 
123 Collections/Islamic Art.”Lamp stand 6th -7th century CE.” The Metropolitan Museum. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/322975  
124 Canby, Sheila R., Deniz Beyazit, Martina Rugiadi, and A. C. S. Peacock. “The Great Age of the Seljuks” in 
Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljuqs. (2016). p. P.6 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Court and Cosmos   
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These calligraphic cartouches are interrupted by circular roundels in which are mirrored 

trefoils. The knobbed handle features engraved Kufic inscriptions on its wider disk-like 

bulbs, and engraved with diamond and tear-shaped medallions that alternate along the width 

of the egg-shaped bulbs also seen in the recesses of the tripod base of the lampstand. The 

tripod base also features thick Kufic inscription bands that occupy lowermost frame of the 

recessed petals that circumambulate the neck of the lampstand. A comparative example is 

found a 12th to 13th century bronze lampstand from Afghanistan held at the LACMA 

Museum AC. 1995252.30.1.125 

 

4.5.2 A Repousse Tray (Figure 22) 

Date: 7th c AH. / 13th c AD 

Size: 17.5cm by 28.7cm  

Material: Bronze or brass, repousse or cast in a mould 

Provenance: Central Asia 

INV.NO: AIA.0433.0000 

           This tray with a sunken octagonal base and raised rectangular outer frame is often 

referred to as a sweetmeat tray, or one that contained other dried foods.126 The edges of the 

plate are neatly hammered and tucked to the back concealing the metals thin sheet-like 

composition. A relief Naskhi inscriptional band repeating generic words: "ةداعسلاو لابقالاو زعلا"  

runs around the raised frame interrupted by large circular mounds in each of the corners, the 

longer sides of the trey’s inscription bands are interrupted by smaller circular mounds. Four 

triangular corner pieces enclose the sunken octagonal base, they are filled with an inverted 

 
125 Search the Collection. “Lampstand.” Los Angeles County Museum of Art. Accessed December 17, 2022. 
https://collections.lacma.org/node/179057 
126 ‘The Sweetmeats Trey’ from the Habeeb Anavian collection in Islam and the Medieval West Vol 1, edited 
by Stanley Ferber.no.58SF. Sunny Press 1978. 
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V- shape surrounded by small circular mounds. The inner walls of the tray feature a row of 

‘Y’ shapes, linked together, forming a row of arches, in between each of their bases are two 

circular mounds, they are topped by a diamond shape all executed in repoussé technique, all 

of the motifs are in relief. The base of the tray features a central circular mound that is 

studded with smaller ones around it. An arrangement of split leafs that form mirroring S-

shapes are knotted in their center whose tips feature groups of three circular mounds they 

are trefoil leaves that stem from the tips of the scrolling split leaf. A close look at the surface 

of the metal reveals different punching tools with minute circular heads used to produce a 

further textured surface.  

          Other examples of this type of tray that come in square or rectangular shapes feature 

a range of motifs that include figural representations of animals and often feature silver 

inlay. This tray is unique for its representation of pure pattern composed by split leaves and 

circular mounds of different sizes in relief. There exists an exact tray with the same 

decorative scheme in an auction gallery at Barnby’s.127 Another comparable item is a 

‘Khorasan Copper Repoussé Trey, Iran, 12th century’ kept at Christies.128 

 

4.5.3 A Seljuk Inkpot (Figure 23) 

Date: 6th c. AH/12th c. AD 

Size: Diameter: 9.8cm, H: 13.5cm 

Material: Brass, engraved and incized 

Provenance: Khorasan 

AIA.0510.1999 

 
127 All Items/Ancient “Islamic Seljuk Bronze Decorated Tray/Plate” Barneby’s. 
https://www.barnebys.com/auctions/lot/islamic-seljuk-bronze-decorated-tray-plate- x2dlioz26  
128 Indian and Islamic Works of Art and Textiles. “A Khorasan Copper Repousse Tray, Iran 12th Century” 
Christie’s. https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-5360396  
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           Inkwells or inkpots served to hold in ink from which the scribe draws ink for the pen. 

Melekian Chirvani refers to the ink holders as “State Inkwells” utilized by ministers and 

royal court members alike.129 The cylindrical container comes with a removable dome 

shaped lid adorned with eight petals in relief engraved with alternating circular roundels that 

enclose trefoil motif and tear-drop shaped medallion with vegetal motifs the petals 

circumambulate the bulbous tassel. Surrounding the relief petals and tassel is an inscription 

band of naskhi on a bed of vegetal scrolls and trefoils interrupted by three circular roundels 

with images of rooster. The lid may have been shaped by hammering or was cast in a mold. 

Further inscriptions are found on the interior of the lid. The rim of the lid comprises of two 

small fastened handles. Three hinged cusped rings are found along the upper sides of the 

cylindrical body for carrying. This inkpot was possibly formed by sheet metal which was 

subsequently engraved with ornament, which makes it likely to be made of brass the more 

malleable base metal.  

The cylindrical body of the inkwell consist of two bands of inscription, the top one 

in Kufic, and a naskh inscription at the bottom. They sandwich a horizontal frieze of coiled 

spirals with sprouting buds and end with a trefoil leaf. A cross-legged figure occupies the 

frieze set within a cusped arch, may be representative of the twelve cosmos, carrying what 

seems is a wheat stalk or an ear of corn in one of his hands.130 Astrology Ilm ahkam al-

nujum the science of calculating the movement of celestial bodies such as the stars and 

planets within the universe aided in solar and lunar observation, in addition to establishing 

the direction and time of Muslim prayers, detecting the begging and end of the lunar month, 

 
129 Melikian-Chirvani, A. S. (1986). State Inkwells in Islamic Iran. The Journal of the Walters Art Gallery, 44, 
70–94. http://www.jstor.org/stable/20169023  
130 Abdullah Al-Abbasi, Abeer. The Arabsʾ Visions of the Upper Realm. Marburg Journal of Religion, Vol. 22, 
No. 2 (2020) https://archiv.ub.uni-marburg.de/ep/0004/article/view/8301; Carboni Stefano and 
Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 1997. Following the Stars: Images of the Zodiac in Islamic 
Art. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. p.3.1997.  
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and the time of sunset during fasting of the month of Ramadan. Astrologers also offered 

their services in predicting future events through observing the movement of heavenly 

bodies claiming they may understand their influence on earthly events.131 

The lower band of inscription executed in Naskhi script contains three inscriptions each of 

the epigraphic bands begins with a ‘و’ it reads: 

"و ةمالسلاو ةداعسلاو"  

"...ھبحاصل ةیفاعلاو"  

"ةمالسلاو لابقالاو زعلا"  

 This inkwell is comparable to one “Inkwell with Kufic and Naskhi inscriptions” kept at the 

Walters Art Museum Ascension no. 45.514.132  

 

4.5.4 Ewer Painted with Luster and Cobalt Blue Glaze (Figure 24)  

Date: 7th c. AH / 13th c. AD 

Size: H:25.5cm 

Material: stonepaste, overglaze lustre and cobalt blue 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0053.0000 

The enduring inscriptions found on various parts of the body such as a Kufic 

inscription found inside the walls of the cup shaped cavity that rises above a tubular neck. 

The exterior of the cup shaped opening features inscription in reserve with traces of cobalt 

blue fillings, it is set against a luster background with fine spiraling stems in reserve on a 

dark brown luster. The lower section of the neck features split leaf that extend from thin 

 
131 Carboni Stefano and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 1997. Following the Stars: Images of 
the Zodiac in Islamic Art. New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. p.3.1997. 
http://catalog.hathitrust.org/api/volumes/oclc/36877677.html.  
132 Online Collection. “Ink Well with Kufic and Naskhi Writing” The Walters Art Museum. Accessed December 
17, 2022.https://art.thewalters.org/detail/19874/inkwell-with-kufic-and-naski-inscriptions/  
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spiraling stems executed in yellow luster on a white background. Interlaced vegetal scrolls 

executed in blue glaze on white against a luster background are observed on the tubular 

spout and shoulder of the vessel that also features a Kufic inscription executed in cobalt blue 

glaze. The body which is heavily repaired features traces of undulating stems from which 

three-sepal split calices are set within crescent shaped medallions. The method of applying 

cobalt blue linings into the white inscription of Kufic is comparable to silver inlay of 

inscriptions found on metalwork of the period. This ewer may be compared to the ewer at 

the Agha Khan Museum associated with production in Kashan dated the 12th and early 13th 

century.133  

 

4.5.5 Mina’i Bowl with Vegetal Motifs (Figure 25) 

Date: 7th c. AH / 12th -13th c. AD 

Size: Diameter 16.5cm, Height: 6.5cm 

Material: stonepaste, mina’i, overglaze, and underglaze 

Provenance: Iran most probably Kashan 

AIA.0064.0000 

          The overglaze minai process is a technology of applying a range of pigments, as in 

the production of lusterware it would have required a second firing after application of the 

pigments on an already fired vessel.  The over glaze pigments applied on this bowl feature 

creamy white, black, and deep blue, they are further set in underglaze by applying a pale 

blue glaze above the overglazes. The vegetal motifs observed in this bowl are representative 

of motifs that abound in the Seljuk and post-seljuk periods across a range of mediums 

including manuscripts. In this bowl the vegetal motifs composed of mirrored split leaf with 

 
133 Collection. “”Lustre-painted Ewer.” The Agha Khan Museum. Accessed December 17, 2022. 
https://www.agakhanmuseum.org/collection/artifact/lustre-painted-ewer-akm763 
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adjoined stems that extend from an eightfold arrangement of vegetal scrolls found at the 

center of the bowl. The rim of the bowl features a series of black dots. The exterior wall of 

the vessel depicts the use of a hanging-naskhi (undeciphered) in Persian. This bowl may be 

compared to a fragment of a dish with similar vegetal scrolls  kept at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art.134  

 

4.5.6 Bowl with Figures Painted in Luster on a Cobalt and Pale Green Glaze  

(Figure 26) 

Date: 7th c. AH / 13th c. AD 

Size: Diameter: 16cm, Height: 5.6cm 

Material: stonepaste with overglaze cobalt and lustre glazes, under a pigmented glaze 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0052.0000 

          This short footed bowl with flared walls features a composition of eight sections each 

depicting different images or patterns that enclose a central image of a rooster or other type 

of bird in profile. The lustre is used for all of the sections, however more dominant is the 

blue glaze set under the lustre that seen on cross section of the full bowl. The central bird is 

enclosed on either side by two seated human figures executed in lustre on a white ground. 

The six other sections alternate between a blue glaze and pale green glaze. Four of which 

are glazed in blue further defined by dotted patterns and vegetal scrolls, they intermit with 

two pale green glazed sections, one features yet another rooster in profile painted in luster 

over a pale green glaze, and the other of luster dotted onto a pale green glaze. The exterior 

 
134 The Collection Islamic Art. “Fragments of a Dish.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451862 
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of the bowl is coated in cobalt blue glaze atop which is an inscription executed in luster of 

Arabic Naskhi band of writing in Persian. 

 

4.5.7 Turquoise Glazed ‘House Model’ (Figure 27) 

Date: 7th c. AH / 12th c. AD 

Size: 21cm by 21cm 

Material: stonepaste  

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0048.2011 

This turquoise glazed stonepaste model features a seated man in the center dressed 

in a robe and wears a head dress topped by a tassel. The human figure is surrounded by four 

quadruped animals seen in the corners of the square plane. The square plane is features a 

barrier of a perforated frame that resembles architectural parapets with four bulbous 

pinnacles at each corner, further indicating it is related to the ‘house models’ discussed in 

Margret Graves’ “Ceramic House Models from Medieval Persia”.135 House models often 

depicted architectural settings with human figures seated in rows occupied in gatherings that 

mark festivities with emphasis on architectural structures such as parapets, walls, stairs, 

interior furnishings such as seats and tables, and even fruit placed in bowls. They allow a 

peak into the lives of people occupied in communal activity in a home setting in the 12th and 

13th century.  

 
135 Margaret S. Graves (2008) Ceramic House Models from Medieval Persia: Domestic Architecture and 
Concealed Activities, Iran, 46:1, 227-251, DOI: 10.1080/05786967.2008.11864746 
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However, this scene is difficult to read as it features only one seated human figure 

surrounded by quadrupeds. In my speculation it may be associated with ‘Majnun among the 

wild animals’ a scene from of Nizami Ganjavi’s Quintet in the Chapter entitled Layla and 

Majnun. Majnun, out of his grief over loosing Layla (his love) either spent his time in 

solitude or went to the forest and befriended animals. Scenes of Layla and Majnun from 

Nizamis Quintet were particularly popular in Seljuk ceramics, as they find popularity in 

subsequent periods. 

 

4.5.8 A Footed and Ribbed Platter with Sphinxes (Figure 28) 

Date: 7th c. AH/ 13th c. AD 

Size: circumference of platter: 88cm, circumference of central disk:12cm, foot 

circumference: 12.5 cm,  

Material: silver inlay and brass 

Provenance: Khorasan 

INV.NO: AIA.0467.0000 

          This platter is heavy in weight it may have been used for display in households or to 

contain dry foods. The most striking feature of this platter is the figural representation of a 

total of 23 radiating sphinxes. Sphinxes are characterised by the head of a female and the 

body of a lion, unlike the harpy that features the head of a human and body of a bird. In pre-

Islamic times the sphinx symbolized the sun in Persian mythology, and for the Egyptians 

sphinxes represented power.136 Throughout the Islamic period the sphinx appears in 

Fatimid, Ayyubid artwork especially depicted on ceramics, possibly connoting happiness. 

 
136 Nouri. N, Hosseyni, H. “Exploring Symbolic Animal Motifs of Egyptian Fatimid Lustreware Pottery and 
Pottery Products of the Middle Ages in Iran”. Isfahan University Guzel Sanatlar.2018.p.215 
https://dergipark.org.tr/tr/download/article-file/1726413  
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For the Seljuk the harpy represented the zodiac sign of Gemini, and the sphinxes were often 

seen paired together in Seljuk artwork as guardians of the tree of life, or other paradisical 

connotations.137  

           The silver inlayed sphinxes contrast the dusky metal hue that may be indicative of a 

patina that has built up over the years. The sphinxes occupy each of the radiating sunken 

ribs that emanate from the central disk arranged in alternating pairs of sphinxes adorsed 

from their backs with unpaired sphinxes facing right or left. The sphinxes hind legs are 

closest to the centre, the torsos, forelegs and human faces extend towards the rim of the 

platter narrow at the centre and wider towards the rim of the platter. The sphinxes are 

surrounded by undulating scrolls and budding trefoils further enclosed within a continuous 

frame. The delicately incised facial features of the harpies and their elongated bodies and 

tails tucked between their legs adapted to the curved ribs show high artistry on behalf of the 

craftsman. Above the sphinx heads a triangular wedge appears that abuts the rim of the 

platter. The interstices of the triangular tips are filled with heart shaped looped knot work 

motifs. The faceted rim of the platter features an engraved chain of S-shaped motifs. The 

central disk of the platter features a circular band of knot work that encloses a circular 

inscriptional band of thick Naskhi whose terminals end in a flaring fashion, that seem to 

have been incised and inlayed with silver or brass, the scripts lies on a bed of coiled stems 

with a series of budding leaf that terminate in the centre in trefoil leaves. The band of 

inscription encircles a six pointed star composed of interwoven bands and in its centre is an 

eight-petal rosette. The Naskh Inscription reads:  

ھبحاصل ةداعسلاو ةعافشلاو ةمالسلاو ةلودلاو لابقالاو زعلا  

 
137 Canby, Sheila R., Deniz Beyazit, Martina Rugiadi, and A. C. S. Peacock “Astrology Magic and the World of 
Beasts” in Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljuks.p.229 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/metpublications/Court_and_Cosmos 
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This platter is a composite body created in two pieces soldered together, the splayed 

foot and the platter. The perfect symmetry of the radiating sunken ribs may suggest it was 

cast in a mould, and subsequently soldered to the splayed foot. If the technique was not 

casting the metal then the platter would be shaped by means of hammering and repoussé.  

When flipped over, the platter displays the tall splayed foot, and the sunken ribs in 

reverse. Distributed around the base of the splayed foot are six-petalled rosettes, five of 

which are circular and one that is almond shaped. The splayed foot shows areas of soldering 

where it meets the base of the platter’s centre. Breakage can be seen surrounding the central 

disk from above.  

So far I haven’t come across a similarly shaped ribbed platter, with radiating 

sphinxes, I have found objects which represent a minimal number of sphinxes either one or 

two. In the example of a bronze mirror with two adorsed sphinxes Mirror with Sphinxes 

held at the Walters Art Museum and a single sphinx represented a Bowl with a Sphinx dated 

to the 12th century kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, found in Syria at Raqqa. 138 

4.6 The Mongol Ilkhanid Dynasty 1256-1335 AD  

The initial wave of Mongol forces into Eastern Islamic lands under the leadership of 

Genghis Khan began as early as 1219AD, by 1231AD The Khawarizmshah’s (1077-1231) 

that had been in control east to west of Iran were defeated. The nomad Mongols that hailed 

from the arid Steppes of Central Asia in search of their livelihood exterminated and caused 

famine to over a million Iranian inhabitants. 

 
138 Online Collection. “Mirror with Sphinxes.” The Walters Art Museum. Accessed December 18, 2022. 
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/4635/mirror-with-sphinxes/ ; The Collection Islamic Art. “Bowl with a 
Sphinx.” The Metropolitan museum of Art. Accessed December 18, 2022. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/446537 
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By the 13th century the Mongol Empire comprised of four Khanates. Mongolia 

including parts of China and north-eastern areas of the Indian Subcontinent was under 

control of the Yuan Dynasty under Kubulai Khan; east of the Iranian Plateau and the Central 

Asian plateau was  controlled by the Khanate of Chaghdai; the areas of south-eastern Europe 

including parts of Asia minor was under the Khanate of Kipchak also known as the Golden 

Horde (Map6). The Mongol descendants of Genghis Khan that gained territory in Islamic 

Arab and Persian speaking lands were known as the Ilkhanids founded by Hulegu Khan. 

Conquering former Seljuk and their successor state territory, the Ilkhanids assumed their 

capital cities in Iran and Iraq, the latter which succumbed to Mongol forces by in 1258 under 

Hulegu Khan, when the last Abbasid Caliph Al-Musta’sim (r.1242-1258) was brough to his 

death, and Baghdad was turned to ruins. The Mongol attempt to conquer Syria and Egypt 

was aborted in 1260 by the Mamluks former military slaves of the Ayyubids, who reigned 

in Egypt and Syria (1250-1517). The Ilkhanids(1256-1335) first capital was established at 

Maragha northwest of Iran succeed by Tabriz and in Iraq at Baghdad, by the 14th century 

Sultaniyah north-west of Iran became the Ilkhanid capital.  

Despite devastation caused to the lands the Mongols raided, a continuity of 

intellectual and artistic influence persisted. The Mongols were keen on compensating lives 

of court members. Historian and governor Ata Malik Juvaini originated from Khawarizm in 

eastern Iran had accompanied Hulegu and chronicled the history of the Mongols. The 

astronomer and mathematician Nasir al-din Tusi was appointed as director of an observatory 

established in 1259 by Hulegu at Maragha, south of Tabriz. The collective research of a 

number of astrologers at Maragaha formed a number of books on astronomy and produced 

innovative astrological tools.139 The Maragha observatory was further developed under the 

 
139 Mozzafari, M. George Z.”The Observational Instruments at the Maragha Observatory after AD 1300” 
Muslim Heritage .https://muslimheritage.com/instruments-maragha-observatory/  
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Ilkhanid ruler who adopted Islam, Ghazan Khan (r.1295-1304). The Maragha observatory 

influenced the 15th century Timurid observatory in Samarkand, the 16th century observatory 

at Constantinople and the 18th century observatory established in Jaipur, India. 140 

The Ilkhanids were patrons of lavish manuscript production invigorating Persian 

painting. Both historic and Persian epic poetry were among interests of Ilkhanid patrons in 

addition to lavishly transcribed and illuminated Qurans. The Ilkhanids sponsored the 

production of the Persian national epic the Shahnama written by Firdawsi in 1010AD “The 

Great Mongol Shahnama” whose folios were detached and now dispersed in disparate 

museum collections. The vizier of Ghazan (r.1295-1304) and Uljaytu (r.1304-1316) 

Rashidudin wrote the Compendium of Chronicles also known as the Jami’ Al Tawarikh 

produced in both Arabic and Persian in which illustrations portray the Ilkhanids as 

enthroned rulers dressed in Mongol attire, betraying Chinese influence of illustrations. The 

Arabic manuscript dated 1314 AD is kept at the University of Edinburgh.141 

Yet another figure who was the court secretary of the last Abbasid Caliph named 

Yaqut Al-Musta’simi, his appellation after the name of the last Abbasid Caliph Al 

Musta’sim B’illah. He was a librarian, a scribe and a teacher of calligraphy. Yaqut’s mastery 

lay in perfecting the round script established by his predecessors Ibn Muqla and Ibn al 

Bawwab. Yaqut a master calligrapher of various scripts was quick-witted and could 

juxtapose text scripts with display scripts in one page. Yakut’s delicate strokes were in part 

a result of the way he cut the nib of his pen.142  

 
140 Fazlioglu, Ihsan. The Samarqand Mathematical-Astronomical School: A Basis for Ottoman Philosohpy  
and Science. https://islamsci.mcgill.ca/Fazlioglu.pdf  
141 The University of Edinburgh Archives Online. “Jami' al-Tawarikh (Compendium of Chronicles by Rashid 
al-Din)” University of Edinburgh Library Heritage Collections. Accessed December 17, 2022. ADO-2018-
0004. http://lac-archivesspace-live1.is.ed.ac.uk:8081/repositories/2/digital_objects/154  
142 S. Blair. “The Emergence of Regional Styles in the Later Middle Period Calligraphy in Iran and its 
Environs” in  Islamic Calligraphy. Edingurgh. 2006.p.246 
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The Ilkhanid association to the Mongol rulers in China Yuan dynasty encouraged 

trade along the silk road. Metalworkers, textile weavers and potters in Islamic lands of the 

pre-Mongol period adapted to policies of migration and allocation to different geographic 

regions controlled by the Mongols. The Mongols were capable of “uniting eastern and 

western Asia” causing exchange of cultural influences.143 For this reason we find Chinese 

themes such as the phoenix and dragon and pearl motif and lotuses become a part of the 

artistic repertoire of Muslim craftsmen felt all the way in Egypt especially after the peace 

treaty made between the Mamluk (1260-1517) rulers of Syria Egypt and Palestine with the 

Ilkhanids in 1323.144 

 Kashan, a city spared from the Mongol devastation could not hold up production of 

minai wares associated with the Seljuks, rather a new technique known as lajvardina 

appears. Lajvardina featured the use of deep cobalt extracted from lapis lazuli used in 

combination with lustre glazes. Used in both pottery vessels and tile revetment, lajvardina 

tiles were excavated as wall revetment at the Ilkhanid royal summer residence at Takhti 

Sulayman in north-west Iran.145 Abu’l-Qasim, a vizier at the Ilkhanid (1256-1335) court of 

Tabriz, wrote a treatise in 1300 AD that describes the recipe of the composition known as 

lajvard produced in Kashan.146 

 
143 Komaroff Linda Stefano Carboni and Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York N.Y.). 2002. The 
Legacy of Genghis Khan : Courtly Art and Culture in Western Asia 1256-1353. New York New Haven: 
Metropolitan Museum of Art ; Distributed by Yale University Press.p.7. 
144 Object Type.“ Goblet.no.1932,0125.1”. The British Museum. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1924-0125-1; 
Object Type “Mosque Lamp. 1881, 0909.3”. The British Museum. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1881-0909-3  
145 The Collection/Islamic Art.“Tile with Image of a Pheonix” probably from Takhti-Suleyman. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/446207  
146 J.W. Allan.Abul Qasim’s Treatise on Ceramics.British Institute of Persian Studies. Iran. Vol. 11(1973), pp. 
111-120, https://www.jstore.org/stable/4300488 
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Religious architecture of the Ilkhanids is displayed at the Mausoleum of Uljaitu 

(1307) as testimony to Ilkhanid religious patronage, along with many other established Sufi 

shrines and mosques across Iran.147  

At KFCRIS a distinctive ceramic ware associated with the Ilkhanids is a ‘Sultanabad 

ware’ (fig29).  Sultanabad or Sultaniyya was an important Ilkhanid city in a the later part of 

their reign. The name is associated with the underglaze ceramic ware because it was 

excavated there in the 20th century. However it is debated whether or not they were actually 

produced there. Talbot Rice argues that production of this ware was active in Sultanabad 

whose wasters were discovered in 1930’s, Rice also notes by 1335 the technology was 

dispersed.148  While other scholars as Marlyn Jenkins Madina confirms no kiln wasters were 

found at the site where they were found and that they must have been produced elsewhere 

in Iran.149  

‘Sultanabad wares’ feature a color palette of cobalt blue, turquoise with black 

outlines applied onto a white background. Black silhouette underglaze painted wares were 

common by the 13th century at Kashan and is widely produced under the Ilkhanids.150 

The Mongol reign was relatively short lived, succeeded by local rulers such as the 

Jalayirids,(1340-1432) the Muzaffarids (1314-1393) in Iraq and south Iran. By 1370 a wave 

of Turkic-Mongol invasion led by Timur devastated all of Afghanistan, Central Asia, Iran 

and regions of the Near East bring an end to the Mongol Ilkhanids. 

 

 

 
147 Gundbad Uljaytu in Sultaniyya https://www.archnet.org/sites/1671  
148 “Il-Khanids iv. Ceramics” Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed December 5, 
2022https://iranicaonline.org/articles/il-khanids-iv-ceramics  
149 Jenkins-Madina, Marilyn. "Islamic Pottery: A Brief History." Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin, New 
Series, vol. 40, no. 4 (Spring 1983). no. 34, p. 31, ill. (b/w). 
150 “Il-Khanids iv. Ceramics” Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed December 5, 2022 
https://iranicaonline.org/articles/il-khanids-iv-ceramics  
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4.6.1 A ‘Sultanabad’ Rooster-headed Ewer (Figure 29) 

Date: 8th c. AH/ 14th c AD. 

Size: H: 29.5cm 

Material: blue, turquoise, black, underglaze 

Provenance: Sultanabad 

AIA.0054.2000 

Zoomorphic appendages on ewers have been common in Islamic ceramic and 

metalwork since early periods such as the Marwan Ewer with a cockerel appendaged to the 

spout. They gained popularity once again by the end of the 12th century brought about by 

Chinese cultural exchange. Common of rooster headed ewers were vertically oriented 

registers that extend along the body.151 Through the medium of stonepaste fine details of 

facial features are achieved, the cockerels sculpted face features bulging eyes and perfect 

proportions, characterised unmistakable artistry.  

This ewer is composed of a pear-shaped body and a rooster-headed spout set onto a 

short foot. With goggled eyes and a scalloped comb that is open to the cavity of the body, 

two holes puncture each side of beak and wattle. The ewer likely would have been composed 

in separate parts, while the body and the roosters head would have been cast into a mold, 

the handle was later shaped and then added to the body. Applying cobalt blue, turquoise and 

black pigments to a white slip background is typical of Sultanabad wares. The colors seem 

to be runny and this is due to the firing process. 

Black or a dark brown pigment is used to outline vertical bands that are filled with 

cobalt blue strokes of cross hatches, that alternate with bands with clusters of black dots, 

medallions of cobalt blue in which are four-fold leafs colored in turquoise. A horizontal 

 
151 Published Catalogue Text: In Harmony: The Norma Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art , written 
2013. https://harvardartmuseums.org/collections/object/165472  
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band at the lowermost section of the body consists of zigzags filled with clusters of black 

dots on a white ground. The collar of the neck also features clusters of black dots. The 

goggled eyes are filled in with concentric circles stimulating an animated appearance. The 

beak and the handle feature a mix of the turquoise blue and black freehand strokes. The 

comb of the rooster head’s fringes are outlined in black and filled in with blue strokes.  In 

terms of shape, this ewer may be compared to the “Rooster Headed Ewer 13th century” at 

Metropolitan Museum of Art no 1968.2152 

4.7 The Mamluk Dynasty 1260-1517 AD  

In the western Islamic lands by the middle of the 13th century the Mamluks, former 

Ayyubid military slaves rose to power. Heralded as defenders of Islam, ending crusader 

occupation of Acre in Palestine and defeating the Mongol army at Ain Jalut in 1260.153 The 

Mamluks reigned as sultans in Egypt, Syria and Palestine with authority over Mecca and 

Madinah south-west of the Arabian Peninsula for the next 215 years before their demise at 

the hands of the Ottomans in Egypt in 1517. (Map 7)   

The Mamluk reign is divided into two periods, the first of which is associated with 

the Bahri Mamluks (1260-1389) whose barracks were on the Nile, and second of which was 

associated with the Burji Mamluks (1382-1517) whose barracks were situated in the citadel 

established by Salahudin on the muqatam hills.  

Much of the foundations established throughout the Ayyubid period formed a basis 

for Mamluk architectural establishments. Architectural patronage of the Mamluks was 

 
152 Collections/ Islamic Art “Rooster Headed Ewer 13th century”.The  Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
Accessed December 5, 2022. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/447072  
153 Halperin, C. J. (2000). The Kipchak Connection: The Ilkhans, the Mamluks and Ayn Jalut. Bulletin of the 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 63(2), 229–245. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1559539 
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driven by their need to ensured pious endowments would commemorate the name of the 

patron benefitting revenue for their offspring rather than confiscation. Stephen Humphrey’s 

perceives of the meaning behind Mamluk monumental architecture as an expression to 

remind the viewer of the values held by the builder in what he calls “expressive intent”.154 

The pious endowments sponsored by the Mamluks included madrasas, hospitals, and Sufi 

lodges most of which are observed today in Cairo.155 Early on Mamluk establishments came 

to occupy the most prestigious street that of Al-Muizz li din-illah, where the eastern and 

western Fatimid palaces were once erected. Building there was apparent throughout the 

Ayyubid period. At Al-Muizz li din-illah street is the Mamluk Sultan Qalawun complex 

featuring a burial shrine, a madrasa and a hospital, it faces the Ayyubid Madrasa al-

Salihiyya.  

Mamluks were great patrons of monumental architecture, notably by this time, large 

congregational mosques with a number of entrances were supplanted by the building of 

numerous funerary complexes that included a madrasa for the teaching of Islamic 

jurisprudence. The complexes occupied smaller areas of land and rose in height, featuring 

elaborately carved stone domes and soaring minarets. Throughout the Mamluk period 

distinctive method of wall cladding seen within the mihrabs of religious complexes involved 

marble inlaid with colored marble to create motifs and patterns. The method primarly 

appears in Ayyubid Syria,156 and subsequently spread to Egypt and marked the end of 

mihrabs of carved stucco that had been prevalent since the Fatimid period.  Geometry 

prevailed in woodwork, metalwork doors produced throughout the Mamluk period. 

Religious foundations were furnished with minbars that reveal high craftsmanship of inlaid 

 
154 Humphreys, R. S. (1972). The Expressive Intent of the Mamluk Architecture of Cairo: A Preliminary 
Essay. Studia Islamica, 35, 69–119. https://doi.org/10.2307/1595476 
155 Ettinghausen Richard Oleg Grabar and Marilyn Jenkins-Madina. “Chapter 6.Under the Bahri Mamluks” in 
Islamic Art and Architecture 650-1250. 2. ed. New Haven Conn: Yale Univ. Press. 2001.p.70. 
156 See early example at the Mausoleum of Baybars Al Zahiriyya at Damascus 1277-81.  
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wood arranged in networks of star and polygon motifs. As an important gesture of 

endowment, mosques and other religious institutions also received lavish Qurans from 

patrons who wished to have their names commemorated through recital from a beautifully 

illuminated Quran. Such is exemplified by the endowed  Quran of Sitt Miska (Asc.no 4604) 

dated to the 14th century Egypt, held at KFCRIS (fig30). Sitt Miska, a lady who served in 

the house of Al Nasir Muhammad bin Qalawun commissioned the only mosque as a woman 

in Mamluk Egypt, for which the illuminated Quran was endowed. The Mamluks sponsored 

lavish richly illuminated and gilded Quran manuscripts.157 During the reign of the Bahri 

Mamluks the Six scripts were chronicled by al- Qalqashandi (b.1335) who became secretary 

of the Mamluk chancery. The author wrote Subh al-A’sha fi Sina’at al-Insha, translated into 

The Dawn of the Night-blind, in which he assigns the Six scripts into groups, those that are 

rectilinear scripts al aqlam al-yabisa (muhaqqaq, rayhan and naskh) used for transcribing 

text block of Qurans,  and the curvilinear scripts al aqlam al murataba (thuluth tawqi’ and 

riq’a) used for headings and titles found in Quran manuscripts.158  

Among the range of objects produced throughout the Mamluk period were inlaid 

metalwork, ceramics, enameled glass and carpets. At KFCRIS a group of metalwork basins 

are representative of metalwork produced in Egypt and Syria associated with the 14th an 15th 

century (fig 31). Metalwork flourished under Mamluk patronage characterised by a lack of 

figural representation and whose most overpowering qualities lay in extravagant thuluth 

inscription bands often mentioning the name of the Sultan executed in the tughra. The 

tughra was originally used to sign the names of Mamluk sultans on paper documents, and 

was later adapted onto Mamluk metalwork displaying the name of the Sultan.159 Chinese 

 
157 James D. (1988). Qurans of the mamluks. Thames & Hudson. 
158 S. Blair.“Rectilinear and Curvilinear Scripts in Egypt and Syria under the Mamluks” in Islamic Calligraphy. 
Edingurgh 2006.p.316-318 
159 S. Blair.“Rectilinear and Curvilinear Scripts in Egypt and Syria under the Mamluks” in Islamic Calligraphy. 
Edingurgh 2006.p.316-352 
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lotuses became imbued in Mamluk glassware and metalwork that appears after the peace 

treaty made between the Mamluks with the Ilkhanids in 1323.160 

The Mamluks held control of trade routes along the eastern Mediterranean coast and 

the Red Sea. Venice was the main Mamluk trading partner, the Mamluks supplied artistic 

goods such as glasswork, metalwork, carpets, textiles, spices and other commodities into 

Venetian markets. Mamluk carpets were exported to Europe they appear in 16th century 

paintings produced in Venice. Mamluk glasswork influenced glasswork produced on the 

Island of Murano. Metalware that came to be produced in Venice in an Islamic style was 

termed “Veneto-Saracenic.”161 

Economic constraints began to appear in the Mamluk realm since the 14th century 

and by the 15th century the Portuguese immobilised Mamluk trade, causing economic set 

back. By the 16th century, technical limitations of the Mamluk military corpse that had not 

become familiar with artillery and gun powder resulted in their defeat at the battle of Marj 

Dabiq in 1516 led by the Ottoman Sultan Selim I.162   

 

4.7.1 The Fourteenth Century Quran Endowed by Sitt Miska (Figure 30) 

Date: 14th century 

Size: 50 by 70cm 

Material: Paper with gold leaf, lapis blue, brown and black pigment 

Provenance: Egypt 

 
160 A 13th century Goblet produced in Syria. British Museum. .no.1932,0125.1  
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1924-0125-1; 
 A Mosque Lamp painted with lotus flowers. 1881, 0909.3 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1881-0909-3  
161 The Art of the Mamluk Period (1250-1517). Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. Essay. 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/maml/hd_maml.htm 
162 Andrew C. Hess. The Ottoman Conquest of Egypt (1517) and the Beginning of the Sixteenth-Century 
World War. International Journal of Middle East Studies Vol. 4, No. 1 (Jan., 1973), pp. 55-76 (22 pages) Published 
By: Cambridge University Press 
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Ascension number: 4604 

          This noble Quran was transcribed in Egypt in the 14th century and was endowed the 

mosque she commissioned built in (1339-40), by Sitt Miska Al-Nasseriya the caregiver of 

Sultan Muhammad Al Naser ibn Qalawun (d.1341). The structure stands in the outskirts of 

historic Cairo in an area known as Darb al-Gammamiz and is the only Mamluk mosque 

whose patron was a woman. 163  Sitt Miska, also known as Lady Musk rose to become 

organiser of the royal house of Al Nasser bin Qalawun and teacher to children of the royal 

house. She gained wealth throughout her lifetime and invested in pious and charitable 

services.164 

The Quran held at KFCRIS has been published in Shiela Blair’s Islamic Calligraphy, 

Blair reveals it was transcribed by Ahmad al-Mutatabib in Cairo in the 1330’s.165 Al-

Mutatabib is said to have continued Yakut and his followers innovations and was 

responsible for introducing them to Cairo at the beginning of  the 14th century. Al-Mutatabib 

has inscribed the text block five lines of muhaqaq script, the headers are transcribed using 

Kufic filled with white ink set in reserve on a bed of spiraling stems and budding split 

palmettes executed in white brown and gold set onto a blue background. Verse counts 

feature ten-petal rosettes and an elaborate system of vocalization is observed.  

A knotwork frame encloses the header and the text block in gold outlined in black. Each 

group of words per line are delineated by cloud-like outlines and the background of the text 

block is hatched beneath large undulating stems and budding split leaf. The size of paper 

used in the fourteenth and early fifteenth century were classified into enormous, very large, 

 
163 Williams, C. (1994). The Mosque of Sitt Hadaq. Muqarnas, 11, p55 https://doi.org/10.2307/1523209  
164 ibid. p56 
165 The figure 8.1 which show a page from Al-Mutatabiib’s Quran features inscribed along the border the 
word waqf which indicated it is an endowment is identical to that of the Sit Miska Quran, I reckon it is 
Ahmad Al-Mutatabib’s Quran that is kept at KFCRIS. Rectilinear and Curvilinear Scripts in Egypt and Syria 
under the Mamluks. Chapter Eight. Islamic Calligraphy. Pp.320. figure 8.1. The National Library and Archives 
of Egypt. Edinbrugh. 2008 reprinted in 2018 
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large and medium. The classification of Ahmad Al-Mutatabib’s Quran in Shiela Blair’s 

Islamic Calligraphy,  is Very large that amounts to paper dimensions of 50 by 70cm as are 

that the measurements of the Sitt Miska Quran KFCRIS.166  

 

4.7.2 A Mamluk Tinned Copper Basin (Figure 31) 

Provenance: Syria 

Date:15th century 

Medium: Tinned Copper or Brass 

Diameter: 18cm 

AIA.0042.2000 

         This bowl features a narrowed rim and a wide base. The ornament occupies the full 

height of of the exterior walls it consists of interlocking bands that form oval cartouches in 

which are thuluth inscriptions, that alternate with circular roundels. The background of the 

cartouches are rich in vegetal decoration executed in relief. The inscription does not indicate 

a particular name of an individual. The inscription reads:  

 نیكرشملاو ةرفكلا لتاق لداعلا ملاعلا مجعلا و برعلا ناطلس ناطلسلل زعلا

The shape of this vessel was common in earlier periods of the Mamluk reign in which 

metalwork comprise of tughras composed of an inscription of the name of a sultans. A 

comparative item associated with the Bahri Mamluk period is the example of the brass silver 

inlaid “Bowl” held at The Khalili collections associated with Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad 

bin Qalawun.167 Brass, the main medium exploited to produce such vessels in the Mamluk 

period was hammered and engraved, or hammered engraved and incised then inlayed with 

 
166 S. Blair.”Emergence of Regional Styles in the Later Middle Period. Calligraphy in Iran and Its Environs.” in 
Islamic Calligraphy Edingurgh 2006. Page251 (fig 7.3) indicates the standard paper sizes  
167 The Khalili Collections. “Bowl MTW 255, Egypt.”Accessed December 20, 200. 
https://www.khalilicollections.org/collections/islamic-art/khalili-collection-islamic-art-bowl-mtw255/  
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silver and or gold.168 Mamluk metalwork characterised by a lack of figural ornament in also 

feature blazons that functioned to indicate the rank of an individual that served within the 

Sultans court.169 

By the 15th century during the reign of the Burji Mamluks, a distinctive style had 

been established. Made of tinned copper, in contrast to previous use of brass they reveal 

new aesthetic. The horizontal interlocking bands that include inscriptions are integrated as 

an element among the others, not the subject of focus as would have been the case with 

inscriptions found on Bahri Mamluk brassware.  

Doris Behrens Abu Seif notes their occurs a relation between Mamluk and Jalayirid 

(1340-1432) metalwork in Iraq and that although the Jalayrid example of a basin kept at 

Tehran Museum is more elaborate than Mamluk counterparts, they do share common 

features with Mamluk basins said to have influenced decorative arrangements of metalwork 

produced in Iran in this period.170 

4.8 The Timurid Dynasty 1307-1507 AD  
 

The eastern Islamic regions of the 14th century saw the dissolution of the Ilkhanid 

reign by 1353, followed by the Mongol Jalayirids (1340-1432) at Tabriz and Iraq, and the 

Muzaffarids (1314-1393) at Shiraz. Yet another great wave of military incursion was to 

subdue the local rulers led by Timur (r.1370-1405) of Mongol-Turkic origin from modern 

day Uzbekistan. Establishing Samarqand as the Timurid capital, Timur subjugated parts of 

the Indian subcontinent Central Asia, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Asia Minor and Syria (Map 8). 

 
168 Discover Islamic Art Database. “Bowl Hegira 8th century / AD 14th century” Accessed December 5, 
2022 https://islamicart.museumwnf.org/database item.php?id=object;ISL;it;Mus01;1;en  
169 Discover Islamic Art. “Stone Blazon of late Mamluk period 15th to early 16th century Aleppo Syria” 
National Museum of Aleppo, Islamic Department. Museum With No Frontiers: 
https://islamicart.museumwnf.org/database item.php?id=object;ISL;sy;Mus01 A;48;en  
170 Behrens-Abouseif, Doris. "The Jalayirid Connection In Mamluk Metalware". In Muqarnas, Volume 26 
Volume 26, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2009) doi: https://doi.org/10.1163/ej.9789004175891.i-386.51 
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Upon Timur’s death in 1405, his sons tried to maintain the vast geographic regions 

conquered by their father, but soon were faced with internal strife. Local Turkoman tribes 

of the Aq Qoyunlu and the Qara Qoyunlu rose to power in Iraq and Iran.171  The Timurids 

were left with their capital at Samarqand and the province of Khurasan, which they later lost 

along with Transoxiana to the Uzbeks, the final Timurid ruler Babur, went on to found the 

Mughal Dynasty in the Indian subcontinent in 1526.172  

Cultural efflorescence ensued under Timurid patrons as Timurs descendants proved 

to be avid  patrons of Islamic art and architecture. Apart from architecture among the arts 

and crafts sponsored under the Timurids were production of metalwork, jade carving, 

ceramics, book binding, manuscript painting. Like their predecessors the Timurids 

established mausoleums, mosques, madrasas, and khanqas across Khurasan, Herat and 

Samarkand. They were also active builders of secular palace architecture and public garden 

settings. Timurid art and architecture “defined a new benchmark of excellence”.173 Having 

imported skilled artisans from conquered regions that included metalworkers ceramicists 

and manuscripts painters to the Timurud capital at Herat.174 The allocated craftsmen caused 

an amalgam of talents inspired what became an “international style” one that would have 

lasting effects on the arts of subsequent Safavid Mughals, and Ottoman Empires.175 

 
171 Subtelny, M. E. (1988). Centralizing Reform and Its Opponents in the Late Timurid Period. Iranian 
Studies, 21(1/2), 123–151. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4310597 
172Dale, S. F. (1998). The Legacy of the Timurids. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 8(1), 43–58. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25183465 
173 Roxburgh. David J. Introduction. “Timurid Art and Architecture.” 
https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199920105/obo-9780199920105-
0028.xml 
174 Komaroff, L. (1988). Pen-Case and Candlestick: Two Sources for the Development of Persian Inlaid 
Metalwork. Metropolitan Museum Journal, 23, 89–102. https://doi.org/10.2307/1512849 
175 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): p.136,p.232 and 233. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126.; Blair Sheila 
Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen. “The Arts Under the Ottomans.” in The Art and Architecture of 
Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: Yale University Press. 1994.  
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The Timurids crafted calligraphic albums intended to safe keep calligraphic 

specimens of earlier periods.176 In Western Iran skilled craftsmen continued established 

styles in painting that had already been founded in Shiraz under the Injuid dynasty in the 

14th century, and in Tabriz and Baghdad under the Jalayrids who combined the Mongol 

Ilkhanid school and the earlier Baghdad 13th century painting school (KFCRIS 14th century 

Baghdad Kalila wa Dimna no.2536). Common themes illustrated in manuscripts were the 

Khamsa of Nizami, a fine manuscript associated with production in Azerbaijan dated to the 

14th century is held at KFCRIS (fig34).  

KFCRIS holds a rare illustrated copy of the Conference of the Birds associated with 

the 15th century Iran (fig 32). This illustrated copy features an illustration of three Chinese 

‘blue on white’ wares, famously imported into Timurid courts. The Timurid paintings were 

the first in which blue on white wares appear, though not established whether they were 

imports or local imitation production.177 Those produced in Persia reveal shift in aesthetic 

preference in imitation of Chinese blue on white wares produced under the Chinese Ming 

dynasty (1368-1644) porcelain wares.178 Chinese imported ceramics stirred motifs such as 

dragon, lotus and peonies into the artistic vocabulary of pottery workshops established 

throughout the Timurid empire.179 AT KFCRIS is a 16th century blue on white squat shaped 

ceramic bottle associated with the Timurid time period (fig33). Blue on white glazed 

ceramics and tiles of the 15th century formed  an “international Timurid style” that reached 

 
176 S. Blair.”Emergence of Regional Styles in the Later Middle Period. Calligraphy in Iran and Its Environs.” in 
Islamic Calligraphy Edingurgh 2006. P.261 
177 Ceramics xiv. The Islamic Period., 11th-15th centuries. Encyclopedia Iranica. 
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ceramics-xiv  
178 Lane Arthur. 1947. Early Islamic Pottery; Mesopotamia Egypt and Persia. London: Faber and Faber. 
pls18-19 https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.279977 
179 “Jug”. The British Museum. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1949-0415-1  
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from Samarqand to Damascus including Ottoman courts at Istanbul established in 

1453AD.180 

Timurid metalwork reveal Chinese motifs in the form of dragons used as appendages 

on a specific type of “pot-bellied jug with a dragon handle”, the form became famously 

produced throughout the Timurid period. Timurid metalwork is found to have been 

produced using tinned copper and others using base metals inlaid with gold and silver. Inlay 

in Timurid metalwork is characterised by linear inlays used to indicate the outline of a motif, 

while sheets of inlay were used to indicate the actual motif. Background decoration is 

characterised by dense networks of design, and an exclusion of figural motifs is noted, 

replaced with Poetic inscriptions. Arabic and Persian prevailed, while Arabic was written 

using thuluth and Persian using “stacked naskh”. Timurid metalwork in the 15th century is 

the first to reveal inscriptions with verses from Persian poetry, as opposed to previous use 

of Arabic benedictory terms common since early Islamic periods.181 

Increasingly faced by adversaries in neighbouring territories the Timurid empire was 

brought to an end by the beginning of the 16th century. Supplanted by the Uzbeks at 

Samarkand, the last Timurid ruler Babur went on to India conquered the Delhi Sultans 

(1206-1526) to establish the Mughal Dynasty (1526-1857). While in Iran, from Ardabil the 

Kurdish Safavids rose to power by 1501.  

 
4.8.1 An Illustrated Manuscript of the Conference of the Birds (Figure 32) 
 
Provenance: Iran  

Date : 1465AD 

 
180 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): p.136,p.232 and 233. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126 
181 Komaroff, L. (1988). Pen-Case and Candlestick: Two Sources for the Development of Persian Inlaid 
Metalwork. Metropolitan Museum Journal, 23, 89–102. https://doi.org/10.2307/1512849 
P.94 
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Medium: Paper, pigments and gold 

INV.NO.14988  

         This double page of the manuscript is valuable for its depiction of three blue on white 

wares imported into Timurid courts from China under the Ming Dynasty. Timurid 

manuscripts became the first to include depictions of these wares in manuscript illustrations. 

Although difficult to identify if blue on white wares in manuscript scenes were imports or 

Timurid native productions.182 The illustrations are set within gilded rectangular frames. On 

the left is a representation of three individuals dressed in plane robes, the protagonist 

attending his horse wears trousers a boots and a belt. The other two individuals stand in 

closer proximity to one another carrying gilded parcels, all three characters look across at 

the seated protagonist represented on the right folio, indicating the two scenes complement 

one another. The right folio features a seated man on an upholstered cushions. The back 

upholstery features of a turquoise textile green further embroidered in gold. The lowermost 

cushion of cobalt blue embroidered with gold. The seated man wears a head dress different 

than all other individuals in both scenes, possibly Mongol, his robe is mustard yellow and 

is gilded along the collar and sleeves and skirt, a servant kneels before him handing him a 

parcel of some sort. On the floor at three blue on white Chinese wares under which is a gold 

mat, next to which a man wearing a brown robe and turban headdress carries an open box. 

In terms of the painting style Norihito Hayashi notes in his study entitled The Turkman 

Commercial Stile of Painting: Origins and Developments Reconsidered, ‘Turkman 

Commercial Style’ coined in a 1954 publication by Basil W. Robinson that is ascribed to 

the Qara Qoyunlu after they took over Shiraz from the brief Timurid presence there. 

‘Turkman Commercial Style’ is identified by three basic components:  

 
182 Search Iranica .Ceramics the Islamic Period, 11th to 15th centuries. Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed 
December 6 2022. https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/ceramics-xiv  
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“stocky shape of human figures with round childish faces; simplified settings of 

landscape with large hillock and pale ground or rocky mountain, flavored with 

stylised bulbous flowers; a simple composition  consisting of two or three main 

figures. Such are the basic criteria for identifying painting as the Turkmen 

Commercial Style.” 183  

A similar depiction of blue on white wares is found in the 15th century “Leaf from the 

Khamsa of Nizami: Khusraw organises a Royal Reception” held at the Museum of Fine Arts 

in Boston.184 

 
4.8.2 A ‘Blue on White’ Bottle (Figure 33) 
 
Provenance: Iran or Central Asia 

Date: 16th century 

Material: Stonepaste, underglaze, blue on white  

AIA.0107.0000 

          The story of blue on white wares in ceramics of the Islamic lands begins with Abbasid 

potters in the 9th century, the earthenware body, coated in an opaque glaze further decorated 

with blue. Blue on white wares are recorded to have appeared in China as early as the Tang 

dynasty (618-907), and widely produced throughout the Yuan (1271-1368) and Ming 

dynasty (1368-1644) on porcelain. The Timurids highly fond of blue on white wares 

imported them into their courts from China. Subsequently in imitation of the Chinese 

porcelain wares they became produced within the Timurid realm. In the Islamic lands where 

porcelain could not be created, they were composed of a stonepaste body with cobalt blue 

 
183 Hayashi Nohiroto.. The Turkoman Commercial Style of Painting: Origins and Developments 
Reconsidered. Ryukoku University. https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/orient/47/0/47 169/ pdf/-char/en  
184 Collections. “Leaf from the Khamsa of Nizami: Khusraw organises a Royal Reception” Museum of Fine 
Arts Boston. Accessed December 20, 2022. https://collections.mfa.org/objects/22078/leaf-from-the-
khamsa-of-nizami-khusraw-organizes-a-royal-re?ctx=ded42cff-2174-4e8d-b9a8-d1558bb07a3a&idx=3  
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on a white ground further set under a transparent glaze. Blue on white wares appear in 

Timurid manuscript illustrations which attests to the extent of their popularity of what was 

considered a luxury ware.  

The three tiered bottle is widest in the lower most section, its curved form features a wide 

frieze of decoration that includes large cobalt blue circular roundels filled with white scrolls 

in reserve, they alternate with vertical frameworks that extend from the top to the bottom of 

the frieze, they extend horizontally by the rims and recede in at the centre. The frieze above 

forms the base of the shoulder, occupied by a thin band of zigzag motifs of white in reserve 

on a blue ground. Above, below the flaring neck is the sloped shoulder of the bottle featuring 

large blossoms executed in blue strokes onto the white ground. The blossoms are executed 

without the use of spiraling stems or rather they grow out of the base of the neck and extend 

across the full space of the frieze. The neck is narrow at the base and flares at the top, it is 

painted in blue strokes of vertical petal like shapes in blue outline on white. 

As noted by Arthur Lane, early Timurid reproductions of blue on white wares betray Persian 

inspired motifs, however later reveal imitative motifs found on Chinese Ming blue on white 

wares. It would be difficult to conclude the provenance of this piece, however it betrays 

similarity to this Ming dynasty bottle held at christies.185 

 

4.8.3 An Illustrated Manuscript of Nizami’s Khamsa (Figure 34) 

Date: 15th century  

Provenance: Azerbaijan 

 
185 Live Auction 20163 Important Chinese Ceramics and works of Art.” An Important and Very Rare Early 
Ming Blu and White Pear-shaped Bottle Vase, Yuhuchunping” Christie’s. A Timurid Blue and White Pottery 
Bottle Iran 15th Cenutry. Accessed December 19, 2022. https://www.christies.com/en/lot/lot-6346794; Live 
Auction 1117. Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds. https://www.christies.com/lot/lot-a-timurid-blue-and-
white-pottery-bottle-5667941/?from=salesummary&intObjectID=5667941&sid=4556ef0b-5f01-432e-a53e-
19ba1d40e472 
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Medium: Paper, ink, pigments and gold 

Inv. No. 15089  

          Nizami Ganjavi (c.1141-1209), is the author five mathnawi’s (rhyming couplets) or 

Quintet famously known as Khamsa of Nizami, also known as the Panj Ganj (The five 

Treasures).186 Written towards the end of the 12th century in Azerbaijan in Ganja, although 

not a court poet, Nizami’s commissions came from Seljuk patrons.187 The five poems of 

Nizami’s Khamsa, which follow in the order mentioned are; The Makhzan al Asrar, a 

didactic poem in sari’ meter; Khusraw va Shirin in hajaz meter a rewriting of episodes found 

in Firdawsi’s Shahnama; Layla va Majnun in hajaz meter, whose source of inspiration was 

the Arabian tale; and the Haft Paykar in khafif meter, Bahram Gur and the Seven Princesses, 

presenting wedding processions and wedding nights in which Bahram is narrated a story by 

one of the princesses.188 The fifth and last of Nizami’s poems is titled the Iskandarnama 

which Nizami divides into two books, the Iqbalnama and the Sharafnama, in the mutaqareb 

meter, whose subject is the life of Alexandre the Great, a subject already a part Firdawsi’s 

Shahnama completed in AD 1010.189 The manuscript held at KFCRIS is possibly the epic 

narrative of Nizami’s Iskandarnama as it depicts a battle scene common in the epic narrative.  

The four columns into which the Persian text is divided is inscribed using nasta’liq 

canonized in the 15th century by Mir Ali-Tabrizi. 190  The script used in the KFCRIS 

 
186 Search Iranica. “Khamsa of Nizami”.Encyclopedia Iranica. Accessed December 6 2022. 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kamsa-of-nezami 

187 Sajjadi, Seyedehparisa. Nizamī's Perspective on the Relationship between Poetry and Truth, ProQuest 
Dissertations Publishing, 2016. 

188 ibid.pp.130. 
189 Search Iranica“Eskandar-Nama” Encyclopaedia Iranica. Accessed Dember 20, 2022. 
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/eskandar-nama  
190 “Calligraphy in Iran and its Environs. Emergence of Regional Styles in the Later Middle Period” in Islamic 
Calligraphy. Edinburgh Press, 2008.p. 275 
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manuscript is comparable to the script used in the opening page of Nizami’s Khamsa 

“Khusraw wa Shirine” transcribed by Mir Ali ibn Hasan al-Sultani al Tabrizi, c. 1410.191  

The painting is highly reflective of a style that developed in Shiraz under the 

Muzzafarid reign (1314-1393) to whom two early Shahnama’s are attributed. Elaine Wright 

accounts Muzzafarid painting is recognisable by representation of oval shaped heads slender 

bodies with small waists and pointed boots straight and stiff body gestures, faces feature 

beady eyes, pointed beards and stiff mustaches. Attributes that seem applicable to the 

manuscript held at KFCRIS. In addition Muzaffarid painting reveal rounded hills and 

mountains maintaining a high horizon, and little space left for skies colored in deep blue or 

gold, as the example held at KFCRIS. Another feature of Muzaffarid painting are the 

botanical representations, that are dispersed along the hills, of arrangement of leaves alone 

or with blossoming rosette flowers. The Muzzafarid style established in Shiraz continued to 

be used well into the Timurid period.192 

4.9 The Safavid Dynasty 1501-1722 AD  

The Safavids originated from a Kurdish mystic Sufi order established in Ardabil by 

Sheikh Safi al-Din (1253-1334), the originally Sunni order had over time adopted Shiism.193 

The Safavid geographic expanse encompassed regions of Azerbaijan, east Georgia, Turkey, 

Syria, Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait Turkmenistan, Pakistan, and Uzbekistan (Map 9). A region 

geographically situated in between its contemporaries of the world’s largest emerging Sunni 

 
191 “Opening to a Cope of Nizami’s Khusraw and Shirin” Published Figure 7.15 page 278 in “Calligraphy in 
Iran and its Environs. Emergence of Regional Styles in the Later Middle Period” in Islamic Calligraphy. 
Edinburgh Press, 2008.; held at the National Museum of Asian Art. “F1931.37” Smithsonian. 
https://asia.si.edu/object/F1931.37/ 
192 Wright, Elaine. Chapter 3. “Illustrations” in The Look of the Book Manuscript Production in 
Shiraz 1303-1452. Washington DC: Univ. of Washington Press. p.164-172. 
193 Blair Sheila Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen. “Part II 1500-1800. Chapter 12.The Arts in Iran 
under the Safavids and the Zands” In  in The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: 
1994. Yale University Press.p.165  
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Islamic Empires, the Mughals and the Ottomans. The Safavid capital was primarily 

established at Tabriz in (1514) and subsequently moved to Qazwin (1555) and later to 

Isfahan by 1595. The contemporary empires experienced political and military conflict, yet 

shared trading benefits, which inevitably occurred in much cultural exchange.  

The early Safavid period saw building of religious sites established for pilgrimage 

and numerous other mosques, shrines, madrasas, complexes and dwelling palaces, however 

most of which do not survive. Most substantial remains in the form of architectural 

revetment, ceramic vessels, metalwork objects and manuscripts. Fine Quran manuscripts 

continued to be transcribed in the traditional Six Pens established since the 10th century. 

However in secular manuscripts and other artworks, the ta’liq and nasta’liq script came to 

embody Safavid identity.194 Safavid manuscripts consisted of epic poetry such as the 

Shahnama written by Firdawsi in 1010, Nizami Ganjawi (d.1209) and Sufi mystical 

anthologies written by Shirazi poets such as Saa’di (d.1292), and  Hafiz (1325-1390). An 

eloquent example of an Illustrated lacquered book binding is among the acquisitions at 

KFCRIS that reflects post-Timurid Qara Qoyunlu (1374-1468) and Aq Qoyunlu (1378-

1503) and Turkmen court painters who were merged at the Safavid court workshops where 

a new style of painting materialised (fig37).  

The reign of Shah Abbas (1588-1629) ushered in political reform and became recognised 

for supporting a period of economic efflorescence. A time when carpets became a 

commercial commodity and were traded with Europe. Manuscripts underwent several 

transformations that included single leaf portraits in the European fashion.  

 
194 Islamic Calligraphy Part Five. Chapter 7. Calligraphy in Iran and its Environs under the Mongols and 
Tukmen.P.270-286 and Chapter 10. The Safavids, the Qajars, and their Contemporaries in Iran and Central 
Asia.p 417, 418. 
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Chinese ‘blue on white’ wares were imported into the Safavid courts, as had been 

common throughout the Timurid period, they subsequently became highly sought of in 

Europe by the 16th century. It is also accounted that Chinese potters were allocated to the 

Safavid realm to produce wares to supply demand for the international market. 195  In 

addition Safavid ceramists competing with the high demand for ‘blue on white’ wares 

produced unmistakable copies of the Chinese originals, including potters marks that would 

have been found on the originals.196 At KFCRIS ceramic ewer that may be associated with 

the Safavids that reveals strong Chinese characteristics features a potters mark at the base 

indicating the influence of Chinese wares on Safavid potters (fig 35a,b,c).197 

Metalwork associated with the Safavid period at KFCRIS are arms and armour 

depictive of high craftsmanship and decorative ornament as in the example of a Safavid 

helmet of steel engraved with Nasta’liq inscriptions in relief on a background of floral motifs 

common in contemporary textile and manuscript illustrations (fig37).  

The kashkul held at KFCRIS, a receptacle fastened with a chain to be carried by the 

dervish (a wondering sufi) 198  is a type of vessel that excessively appears in Iran during the 

Safavid period. A distinguishing characteristic of Safavid Metalwork are cartouches 

inscribed with nasta’liq, with verses and prayers based on Safavid religious observations of 

Twelver Shiism (fig 36, 40).  

By the turn of the 18th century Safavid political, military and economic status was 

weakened, and in 1722 an Afghani incursion led by the Turkic Nader Shah founder of the 

 
195 Golombek, L., Mason, R. B., & Patty Proctor. (2001). Safavid Potters’ Marks and the Question of 
Provenance. Iran, 39, 207–236. https://doi.org/10.2307/4300605 
196 Golombek, L., Mason, R. B., & Patty Proctor. (2001). Safavid Potters’ Marks and the Question of 
Provenance. Iran, 39, 207–236. https://doi.org/10.2307/4300605 
197 Golombek, L., Mason, R. B., & Patty Proctor. (2001). Safavid Potters’ Marks and the Question 
of Provenance. Iran, 39, 207–236. https://doi.org/10.2307/4300605 
198 Kash̲̲kūl (270 words), a Persian word denoting an oval bowl of metal, wood or coconut (calabash), worn 
suspended by a chain from the shoulder, in which the dervishes put the alms they receive and the food 
which is given them.  
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Afsharid dynasty (1736-1747) steered the Safavids to their demise.199 Instrumental in 

fending off foreign Ottoman and Russian invaders in Iran, Nader Shah also deposed the last 

Safavid ruler. Nader shah gained territory that stretched from Uzbekistan to Iran, the 

Caucasus and Arabian regions of Bahrain and Oman in the Persian Gulf. He tried to instate 

Persia under Sunni rule once again to gain alliance with neighbouring Sunni rulers. 

Throughout his reign Nader Shah invaded Delhi in 1739, in the ‘battle of Karnal’ and looted 

the Mughal treasury bringing wealth into Persia.200 As a result of the conquest of Delhi, 

artistic trends established at the Mughal court of miniatures and Mughal portraiture found 

their way into Persia. As it was common for such historic events to be depicted, KFCRIS 

hold two lacquered bindings that illustrate battle scenes, the attire is  associated with Nader 

Shah leader of the Afsharid dynasty in the face of the Safavids in Iran and the Mughals in 

India, who are also represented in specific attire reflective of their origins (fig 39) 

Following military weakness and subsequent withdrawal from conquered territory 

the Afsharid dynasty met its demise, and was left only with Khurasan in Iran. The Afsharids 

were succeeded by the Zand dynasty (1750-1794) established by Karim Zand Khan who 

built Shiraz as his capital, he rebuilt the city and re-established its bazaar. A school of 

painting flourished during Zand period time in which court painters such as Muhammad 

Sadiq lay the ground for the painting that flourished under the Qajar dynasty, the succeeding 

rulers of Persia.  

 

4.9.1 A Molded and Unglazed Ewer Signed with a Potters Mark (Figure 35 a, b, c) 

Date: 11th-12th c. AH/ 18th c. AD 

 
199 Search Iranica. “Afsharids”. Encyclopaedia Iranica. Accessed January 16, 2023. 
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/afsharids-dynasty 
200 Search Iranica. “Nader Shah.” Encyclopaedia Iranica. Accessed January 16, 2023. 
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/nader-shah  
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Size: H: 44.5cm 

Material: Earthenware 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0005.0000  

This molded and unglazed splay footed ewer features a ring shaped body with central 

open work. The ewer functions to hold water in the area that circumscribes the central 

openwork, said to keep the contents cool. A dragon shaped handle whose bottom is 

appended to side of the ring shaped body, and whose head reaches and bites into the disk 

formed in the neck of the vessel that extends into a cylindrical spout from where the water 

is poured. The decoration of the body consists of a series of stamped circles, diagonals, 

diamonds, and rope or braided motifs all in relief that form a series of borders along the 

outer edges and the central body of the ring, set around the central openwork. The open 

work features whirling laces that emanate from the center shaped into an eight-petal rosette. 

The technique of production would have required a mould made of two pieces, while the 

foot, the handle and the spout would have been added separately. Further decoration may 

have been applied with additional layers of clay to the surface. 

The base bears a pottery mark set within an oval outline that is deep carved or 

stamped into the clay at the base of the vessel next to which is an embossed numeral 6 in 

addition to a smudged ink stamp with what seem to be capital letters in Latin enclosing a 

central smudge of ink. The pottery mark is not as those enlisted in Chinese groups imitated 

by Iranian potters identified in a study on Safavid wares at the ROM.201  

 
201 a list of the groups of marks are indicated in the study composed at the Royal Ontario Museum 
Golombek, L., Mason, R. B., & Patty Proctor. (2001). Safavid Potters’ Marks and the Question of 
Provenance. Iran, 39, pp210-228. https://doi.org/10.2307/4300605.  
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The detail of the dragon biting into the disk in a typically Chinese rendering is akin 

contemporary Chinese Qing Dynasty (1644-1911) ceramic wares. This ewer is unique with 

regards to its molded and unglazed surface I have not come across a similar example yet. 

I found that this footed ewer has its prototype in  an 8th century Umayyad “Ring 

Shaped Ewer” held at the Metropolitan museum of Art Ascension number 1978.549.2, its 

ring shaped body once featured a central open work as in KFCRIS’s example, now 

broken.202  

 

4.9.2 A  Kashkul Inscribed with Arabic Nasta’liq Script (Figure 36) 

Date: 11th c. AH/17th c. AD 

Size: Diameter: 9.8cm, H: 13.5cm 

Material: tinned copper 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0461.2000 

        This form of deeply recessed bowl resembling a boat features a chain to be carried, 

used by wandering dervishes or Sufi’s, commonly known as a kashkul, kash “draw” and kul 

“shoulder” or identified as  a “beggars bowl.” 203 The kashkul’s internal cavity was practical 

for carrying alms, food or even drink as in some cases the kashkuls display a spout from 

which drinking or pouring is possible. The kashkul is known to have been predominantly 

used in the 16th century Safavid realm, however earlier examples of this form existed in the 

13th century elsewhere. Extant examples show they were made using materials such as 

 
202 The Collection. Islamic Art. “Ring Shaped Ewer 8th century”. Metropolitan Museum of Art. Accessed 
December 5, 2022. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/452920  
203 Huart, Cl., “Kashkul”, in Encyclopedia of Islam, Second edition, Edited by P. Bearman, Ph. Bianquis, C.E. 
Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P Heinrischs. Consulted online on 20 December 2022. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912 islam SIM 3974  
https://referenceworks.brillonline.com/entries/encyclopaedia-of-islam-2/kashkul-SIM 3974?lang=fr  
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wood, leather, brass, coco de mer, or tinned copper as in the example of the kashkul at 

KFCRIS. Kashkuls exist in the medium of ceramic dated to the 19th century. In origin such 

items were meant to be functional and practical however our example displays an aesthetic 

and decorative collectible item.  

        A thick nasta’liq inscription in Arabic relief runs beneath the curved and everted rim 

of the bowl that  extends along either side and ends where the hook is fastened. The letters 

are chased in relief and the minute strokes form a recessed  etched background.  

The Inscriptions in Arabic: 

 ىلع و دابعلا نیز ىلع لص و نیسحلا نیطبسلاو ةمطاف لوتبلا يلعو ىضترملاو دمحم ىفطصملا ىلع لص مھلا-1

   continued on other side...و دمحم رقابلا

 ھبحاص يدھملا مانا نسحلا يركسعلا و يلع يقنلا و دمحم يقتلا و يلع و اضرلا ىسوم و مظاكلا رفعج قداصلا-2

 end فراع دمحم

In terms of the Arabic verses found on the kashkul held at KFCRIS it may be compared to 

the Arabic verses inscribed on the ‘Begging Bowl’ Accession no. 09.202.2 dated to the 

between 1717-18AD held at the Metropolitan Museum made of coco de Mer, which 

identifies both an owner and a maker in the inscription.204 The kashkul held at KFCRIS 

possibly only holds the name of the owner. 

 

4.9.3 A Lacquered Book Binding ‘A Hunting Scene’ (Figure 37) 

Date: 17th Century 

Medium: leather and lacquered Papier Mashe  

Provenance :Iran 

AIA.0353.1999 

 
204 The Collections/Islamic Art “Begging Bowl” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Accessed December 5, 
2022. https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/445960  
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Lacquered bindings find fame during the Timurid, the later Safavid period and subsequently 

the Qajar period.205 This scene depicts men on horseback in action with representation of 

animals on the run avoiding their capture. The scene depicts the men in turbans of a cloth 

wrapped around a baton. The figures are dressed in robes whose detail of patterns are 

reflective of contemporary textiles. The horses are dressed in carpet saddles which are 

reflective of the prosperous carpet industry promoted under the Safavids.206 The frame of 

the scene is executed in gold against a burgundy background of foliate and floral forms of a 

tuft with a central bud that intermit with stylized leaf that may be a lotus flower. A single 

floral medallion is found on the other side of the leather binding. A comparable example of 

hunting scene is depicted on a Safavid 16th century silk textile kept at the Museum of Fine 

Arts in Boston.207  

 

4.9.4 Safavid Helmet with Inscription on Helmet and Chainmail (Figure 38) 
 
Date: 18th century 

Size: circumference of the base 62cm, dimeter 19.7cm, pinnacle 15cm, height of dome 

14cm, nose guard 22.5cm, longer aventail or mail 47cm shorter 24cm, tip of aventail 1cm. 

Material: Cast and engraved steel 

Provenance: Persia 

AIA.075.0000 

         This helmet or Kulah-Khud is unique in that it includes two names woven into the 

chain mail. The spherically domed helmet displays high craftsmanship of assembled parts 

 
205 Layla. S. Diba. Laquerwood of Safavid Persia and its Relationship to Persian Painting 
https://www.academia.edu/33526035/Lacquerwork_of_Safavid_Persia_and_its_relationship_to_Persian_
Painting; Hedayat Munroe, Nazanin.Essays. “Silk Textiles from Safavid Iran” in Heilbrunn Timeline of Art 
History. https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/safa 3/hd safa 3.htm 
206 ibid 
207 Search the Collections. “Roundel with Hunting Scene (possibly decoration for a tent ceiling.”Museum of 
Fina Art Boston. Accessed December 20, 2022. https://collections.mfa.org/objects/66869  
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composed of the skull, the plume holders, the nose guard, the pinnacle and the mail aventail. 

The spike nose guard and plume holders are fastened to the skull of the helmet using rivets. 

At the crown, the pinnacle measuring 15cm tall is secured by means of three pins or bolts. 

Engraved circular and ovular cartouches are filled in with thick nasta’liq Persian inscriptions 

they form a continuous band of decoration at the base of the helmet. Above the inscriptional 

cartouches, the rest of the helmet up to the crown is filled with stylized floral motifs, those 

in the foreground are in the form of cusped tapered cartouches  and are superimposed on a 

background of winding stems with budding florals.  

         The chain mail suspending from pierced holes of the base of the helmet are very fine, 

possibly made of steel, with yellow brass chain mail links used to compose a decorative 

composition a row of thick ‘T’ shapes appear above the inscription that possibly reads two 

separate names فسوی  and نامقل , below which is a row arrow-shaped motifs pointing upwards. 

Though it was common to find complex patterns of brass chain links created into the steel 

chain mail link, finding names is a rare feature. Body armour and head gear are depicted in 

manuscripts, such example is featured in the illustrations found in the 15th century Nizami’s 

Khamsa manuscript held at KFCRIS Ascension No.15089. A comparative example of such 

a helmet with patterns in the chain mail is seen in an 18th century Safavid helmet held at 

Master Art Gallery.208 

 
4.9. 5 Two Lacquered Book Bindings ‘Battle Scenes’ (Figure 39 a, b) 
 
Date: 18-19th century 

Size: W:32cm by H:22cm 

Provenance: India 

 
208 All Artworks. “A Safavid Helmet (Kula-Khud).Master Art. Accessed December 21, 
2022.”https://www.masterart.com/artworks/18305/a-safavid-helmet-kulah-khud 



105 
 

AIA.0354.2.000 

         Book bindings in Mughal, Safavid and Qajar periods were commonly illustrated with 

hunting expeditions of royals, or of scenes from national epics such as the Shahnama.209 

They may also narrate contemporary battles as seen on this this lacquered bookbinding. 

The two different front bindings, whose only common feature is the inscriptional 

cartouches, each consist of a different scene. One image features riders on elephant that 

are depicted charging in the face of their adversaries that ride on horse-back. The elephant 

riders suggest their Mughal origin, of whom a larger scaled figure is illustrated protected 

beneath a  hawdah a form of a shaded tent applied on the back of the elephant leading his 

military corpse on elephants too. The elephant riders face a bearded man on horse-back 

whose head gear and attire is unique among the other militants of his military corpse, he 

wears a long cap whose tip ends in serrations which indicates Afsharid head dress. As 

compared to a portrait of Nader Shah,210 it may indicate the battle fought by Afsharid 

Nader Shah who defeated the Mughals at Delhi in 1739.  

The scene found on the other lacquered binding may represent the battles between the 

Safavids with the Afsharids that occurred throughout the 17th and 18th century. The main 

figure wears a turban wrapped around a baton which may indicate his Safavid origin who 

leads men in helmets as head gear, who battle in the face of a figure wearing a red cap 

seen in the distant background who may be the Afsharid Nader Shah, leading his troup of 

combatants also wearing caps.  

 
209 “Book Cover number 1921, 0614, 0.4” The British Museum. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1921-0614-0-4  
210 Painting, Portrait of Nader Shah. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Painting, portrait of Nader Shah seated on a
_carpet,_oil_on_canvas,_probably_Tehran,_1780s_or_1790s_(cropped).jpg  
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         Both scenes may be attributed with the Afsharid (1736-1796) dynasty founded by 

Nader Shah who after conquering Iran from the Safavids invaded Mughal India. 

Most interestingly is the back that features a post stamp on which is written “Rowley 

Frames 140 Church St. Kensington. W,” a British post stamp. 

 

4.19.6 Ewer with a Dragon Handle Inscribed with Persian Nasta’liq (Figure 40) 

Date: 7-8th c.  AH / 15-19th C. AD  

Size: H: 42cm 

Material: tinned copper, black inlay medium  

Provenance: Khorasan, 

AIA.00494.0000 

         This ewer is characterized by its white silver tone indicating it may have been 

produced of tinned copper in which the copper base is coated in tin to give a white tint and 

prevent poisonous release from the copper base metal. This marks a contrast with ewers 

produced in earlier periods in Iran produced either in bronze or brass. The splay footed 

ewer supports the a circular body of the ewer, flat at the back and front, both sides feature 

a protruding central tear-shaped lozenge surrounded by nasta’liq inscriptions. The handle 

is S-shaped and features dragon headed finials appended to the dome shaped lid topped by 

a pinnacle. The cylindrical neck areas and the body feature cartouches filled with nasta’liq 

inscriptions, in which we read the name ا ،دیعس وب along with a range of other Persian 

verses. The Persian inscription that encircles the protruding tear-drop shaped lozenge may 

be more revealing of the vessels actual date, it translates to: 

“Fourth of the month of Shaaban in the Year 905” 
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The year 905 Hijri translates to a Gregorian date of Shaban 1499-1500AD.211  

Although ewers in in this form became popular in the 16th century and as noted about an 

ewer dated to the 19th century kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art appear in illustrated 

Shahnama manuscript of the Safavid Shah Tahmasp. We may conclude it may well have 

been the product of the 16th century, in addition it must be noted that this shape of ewer 

was commonly reproduced throughout the 18th and 19th century.  

4.10 The Mughal Dynasty 1526-1858 AD  
 

Muslims had expanded as far as India since the beginning of the Arab conquest of 

Sind in 712 AD, Umayyad governors established a caliphal province, succeeded by 

established semi-autonomous emirates in the Abbasid period. Only by the 11th century did 

the Turkic Ghaznavids that had controlled Khurasan, marched east into Delhi making 

northern India a central Muslim power, they were succeeded by the Ghurid dynasty (879-

1215) at Ghazni by the 1170’s and at Lahore by 1186. The Ghurid Qutub al-Din Aybak 

was the first sultan of Delhi, he initiated the construction of the illustrious towering 

minaret/symbolic tower Qutub Minar beginning in 1193. completed under successive 

rulers of north India at Delhi, known as The Delhi Sultanate (1206-1526) including the 

Quwat ul-Islam mosque surrounded by red sandstone gateways. For the next 500 years 

consecutive governorship at Delhi was led by rulers who had emerged from their position 

as military slaves.  The Delhi Sultanate was defeated by the last Timurid descendant Babur 

 
211 This translation was aided by the help of Dr. Hadi Maktabi; Furthermore I matched the inscription with 
sources on how to read nasta’liq found in Hanaway, I. Williams. Reading Nasta’liq Persian And Urdu 
Hands From 1500 To The Present. Mazda Publishers, Inc. Costa Mesa, California.2007. 



108 
 

(r.1526-1530) who established the Mughal Empire (1526-1858) in north India and 

controlled the Deccan in southern India (map 10).212  

Babbur was succeeded by his son Humayun (d.1556) who for a while sought 

refuge at the Safavid court of Shah Tahmasp upon which Safavid court painters as Mir 

Sayid Ali and Abdal Samad and later Farrukh Beyg were allocated from Safavid courts to 

courts of their new Mughal patrons.213 The Mughals left behind a magnificent building 

chapter in India of monumental burial shrines erected in commemoration of Mughal 

Emperors. Architectural features merged Safavid, Timurid and Hindu, architectural 

traditions using red sand stone and white marble. Gardens  known as chaharbag a 

quadrilateral planned garden enclosed by four gates were fundamentally linked to Mughal 

residential and tomb structures.214 The Mughals highly cared for manuscripts inherited by 

their Timurid ancestry.215 Highly prized manuscripts included books on science, 

philosophy, history and poetry derived from Arabic, Persian, Hindi, and Greek literature 

kept at the Imperial library.216 Among the poetic genres that appealed to the Mughals were 

the Gulistan of Sa’di, The Khamsa of Nizami, and Kalila wa dimna.217 The Mughal court 

 
212 “Sultanates Delhi”. Archnet. Accessed December5, 2022. 
https://archive.archnet.org/timelines/48/period/Sultanate%20(Delhi%20Sultanates)/year/1235; “Mughal”. 
Archnet Accessed December 5, 2022. https://archive.archnet.org/timelines/48/period/Mughal/year/1700  
213 Soudavar, A. (1999). Between the Safavids and the Mughals: Art and Artists in Transition. Iran, 
37, 49–66. https://doi.org/10.2307/4299994 
 
214 Alemi, Mahvash. "Chahar Bagh.” In Environmental Design: Journal of the Islamic 
Environmental Design Research Centre 1, edited by Attilo Petruccioli, 38-45. Rome: Carucci 
Editions, 1986. https://archive.archnet.org/publications/3194 
215 Balabanlilar, L. (2007). Lords of the Auspicious Conjunction: Turco-Mongol Imperial Identity on the 
Subcontinent*. Journal of World History, 18(1), 1-I. https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/lords-
auspicious-conjunction-turco-mongol/docview/225236020/se-2 
216 Dasgupta, K. (1975). How Learned Were the Mughals: Reflections on Muslim Libraries in India. The 
Journal of Library History (1974-1987), 10(3), 241–254. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25540640 
217 Pinder-Wilson, R. H. (1957). Three Illustrated Manuscripts of the Mughal Period. Ars Orientalis, 2, 413–
422. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4629046 
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calligraphers and painters reproduced many of the epic and romantic genres including 

illustrated biographies of the Mughal emperors.218 

The Mughal treasury at Delhi was pillaged and looted in 1739 by the Afghan 

Nader Shah (including the peacock throne) dispersing court painters, who became 

established in different centers including Rajput courts. As exemplified in the Shahnama 

produced in  the 19th century associated with India held at KFCRIS (no.15088), a distinct 

school of painting appears, mixing local Hindu Rajput painting styles, in addition to 

shading, light, depth and perspective introduced by way of Europeans.  

Apart from literary genres, Mughal patrons favoured portraiture in which Mughal 

emperors were represented in profile, dressed in their finest attire and jewelry revealing 

their finest details including botanical motifs gilded, painted or engraved onto their 

surfaces. Artists also depicted royal Mughal processions as seen in the ivory plaque held at 

KFCRIS dated to the 19th century (fig42).  

Mughal Flora and fauna that appear in manuscripts reflected architectural 

ornament, exemplified at Akbar’s (d.1605) palace and mosque complex at Fatehpur Sikri, 

that abound florals, where also geometric pattern is also observed in perforated screens 

known as jalis. Shah Jahan (r.1628-58) commissioned the Taj Mahal a mausoleum 

dedicated to his deceased wife Mumtaz Mahal. It features white marble inlaid with semi-

precious stones in a technique known as pietra-dura in the shape of naturalistic and 

stylised flowers.219 Flora and fauna characteristic of Mughal period is seen on the so called 

blue pottery of Jaipur associated with Jaipur India in the 19th century(fig41). 

 
218 Pinder-Wilson, R. H. (1957). Three Illustrated Manuscripts of the Mughal Period. Ars Orientalis, 2, 413–
422. http://www.jstor.org/stable/4629046 
219 Pietra-dura is an Italian technique introduced to Mughal India in the 17th century. 
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           The 18th century saw economic drawbacks and political weakness, the Mughals 

were reduced to Delhi, soon after captured by the British. The Mughal empire came to its 

end in 1857 under ruler Bahadhur Shah II that coincided with the British ‘Company Rule 

in India’ (1858-1947). With the demise of the Mughal empire, the Mughal painting school 

became unconnected to courtly patronage. Mughal miniatures become associated with 19th 

century Anglo-Mughal Society of Delhi.220 

 

4.10.1 A Jaipur ‘Blue on White’ Ware (Figure 41) 

Date: 19th century 

Size: Spout Diameter: 10cm, Height:45 cm 

Provenance: Jaipur, India 

AIA.OO93.OO  

          This stonepaste underglaze ceramic ware is distinctively known for its tones of blue 

on a white background. These wares are associated with production in Jaipur in India of 

workshops established in the 19th century.221 The globular body of the vase features scrolling 

vines with budding peonies and leaves. Dark tones of blue occupy the center of the flora 

and fauna on the body, whereas in the neck areas and spout dark blue is reserved for the 

background and flora and fauna are white with a light toned blue in their center. The splayed 

foot features petal motifs invoking petals of the lotus flower characteristic of Mughal flora 

and fauna.  

 

 
220 Sharma, Yuthika. “Mughal Delhi on my lapel: The charmed life of the painted ivory miniature in Delhi, 
1827-1880” Academia. Accessed 6 May 
2021.https://www.academia.edu/33623751/Mughal Delhi on my lapel The charmed life of the paint
ed ivory miniature in Delhi 1827 1880 .  
221 Gupta, Ankil. A Historical and Artistic Study Of Blue Pottery of Jaipur. 
https://www.academia.edu/42708064/A_Historical_and_Artistic_Study_Of_Blue_Pottery_of_Jaipur 
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4.10.2 An Illustrated ‘Mughal Procession’ on an Ivory Plaque (Figure 42) 

Date: 13thc AH/ 19th c. AD 

Size: 39.4cm 9cm, 35cm   

Material: Ivory of mature elephant tusk, paint 

Provenance: India 

AIA.0362.2010 

Miniaturists of the 19th century replicate processional scenes of the Mughal past 

splendour on various mediums that fit market demand sought by European tourists. The 19th 

century Mughal Ivory Miniature revisits a Mughal ceremonial procession depicting fully 

dressed royals, only men occupy the scene, mounted on elephants in full regalia surrounded 

by a crowd that walk by foot alongside. Trotting horses at the forefront of the panel are 

dressed in embroidered saddlecloths and dressed in headgear straps and other accessories. 

The royals who sit on the elephants dressed in embroidered textiles and headdress are 

mounted by a howdah, the seated individuals attire differs from that of the attendants 

walking by foot. Only the central elephant has a covered howdah indicating the importance 

of the figure seated in the middle between two attendants. Textiles adorning the elephants 

seating the royalties are in green and orange. The royalties attire is mustard yellow, white, 

light blue, orange, dark blue, yellow. Their head dresses vary. The elephants are adorned 

with long drapes, that are decorated in various pattern as well as vegetal motifs and give the 

effect of gold embroidered textiles.  

The attendants who are leading the procession of elephants carry decorated ‘alam’ 

or ceremonial flags.222 The minute faces are rendered in detail, shadows and perspective 

are used in the illustration. Representation of architectural buildings typical of Mughal 

 
222 See Processional Standard Alam late 17th early 18th century. The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Accession 
no: 2103.37 
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architecture with chatris (a dome shaped pavilion) atop structures and landscape scenery 

spread across the horizon, the trees and their foliage are naturally represented. 

Ivory plaques began to be used by miniaturists in the 19th century rather than 

paper, a period in which commercial production of Mughal courtly scenes of the past 

splendor were replicated on various mediums, and sought by European tourists. Ivory 

plaques painted with processional scenes of the Mughal courts after their demise are one 

may refer the study of Anglo-Mughal Society of Delhi.223  

4.11 The Qajar Dynasty 1779-1925 AD 

        Established under the rule of Agha Muhamad Khan in 1779, the Turkic Qajar dynasty 

rose to power as successors of the Zand dynasty (1750-1794). The Qajars followers, of Shia 

Islam, held their capital at Tehran uniting all of Iran under their rule. However throughout 

the 19th century Afghanistan, Georgia, Armenia and Azarbaijan were drawn out from Qajar 

dominion (map 11). Despite internal uprisings and external neighbouring threats caused by 

British and Russian infringement, the Qajar period witnessed stability and is marked for 

upholding international diplomatic relations with Europe.224 Notable stability came under 

the reign of Nasir-al Din Shah (d.1848) who made frequent voyages to Europe and ushered 

modernization into Persia.225 Nasir al-Din’s first prime minister was entrusted with reform 

of the country to meet modern standards, he established in Tehran modern academies for 

boys and girls as the Dar al Funun (a Polytechnique school for the arts, military, and 

 
223 Sharma, Yuthika. “Mughal Delhi on my lapel: The charmed life of the painted ivory miniature in Delhi, 
1827-1880” Academia. Accessed 6 May 
https://www.academia.edu/33623751/Mughal Delhi on my lapel The charmed life of the painted ivor
y miniature in Delhi 1827 1880. Accessed 6 May 2021.  
224 Scarce, Jenifer. Entertainment East and West-Three Encounters between Iranians and Europeans during 
the Qajar Period (1786-1925). Iranian Studies, Vol4, no. 4, September 2007. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00210860701476437 
225 Clawson, P., and Rubin, M.. 2006. Eternal Iran : Continuity and Chaos. New York: Palgrave Macmillan US. 
Accessed December 23, 2022. ProQuest Ebook Central.  
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sciences) and Majma’-e Dar al Sanayeh (The Polytechnique school of crafts). The modern 

academies saw incorporation of painting, lithography, music history, religion, languages 

and literature, including Arabic, Farsi, Russian and French.226 With support by the Shah 

students were also encouraged to learn the arts in Europe bringing about development of the 

visual arts in Qajar Iran. European teachers active in Iran brought European art forms such 

as realism adopted by prominent Persian artists.  

        Qajar patrons were active builders of religious institutions such as shrines for deceased 

imams, and religious buildings specified for performing the ta’zia a Shia yearly ceremony. 

Mosques and madrasas based on the four iwan plan of vaulted arches surrounding a central 

courtyard, whose vaults were dressed in structural transitional zones known as muqarnas, 

and walls were dressed with polychrome tiles. Also elaborate was Qajar secular architecture, 

in the form of winter and summer palaces, private houses, public building, bazaars, 

hammams, and city gates that bare tradition and innovation.227 Both religious and secular 

structures were adorned with a range of glazed polychrome underglaze tiles, oil paintings in 

which European Victorian influence is seen, cut tiles and cuerda seca (dry chord) technique. 

The techniques were used to produce elaborate scenery with themes that included floral, 

vegetal and fruit motifs, in addition to European landscape revealing a Victorian influence. 

Religious buildings incorporated scenes of the Ta’zia, and Sufi scenes. In secular buildings 

such as at the Golesten palace a wider range of themes could be represented such as those 

derived from Persian literature of legendary heroes, or more contemporary events of 

militants in combat, landscapes and royal court members. Such themes appeared on portable 

 
226 Timeline.“Timeline: Qajar (1779-1924)”. Archnet. Accessed December 25, 2022. 
https://www.archnet.org/collections/2369  
227 Search Iranica.“ x.1 Art and Architecture of the Qajar Period.” Encyclopaedia Iranica Accessed December 
25, 2022 .https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/art-in-iran-v-qajar-1-general#prettyPhoto  
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objects that ranged from monochrome, polychrome and enameled glazed ceramics, 

lacquered wood, metalwork, lacquered bindings, textiles and carpets.228  

          Often Qajar artwork reveals Christian themes of the Virgin Mary, as is exemplified 

in the lacquered wooden pencase held at KFCRIS (fig43,a,b). The facets of the pencase 

reveal a variety of scenes including the Virgin Mary surrounded by youth dressed in the 

Qajar apparel and Qajar hair styles. The adoption of realism is seen on other facets of the 

pencase in which are pastural scenes where lumberjacks at work. Realism was an art form 

that presented the artist with themes that encompassed everyday reinforcing self-expression.  

The objects also bear proof of the impact commercial art in the form of printed paper, 

lithographs and other pictorial imagery had on Persian artists, creating an distinctive artistic 

style.229 The shape of objects has also been inspired by western prototypes. The Qajar hand 

seals held at KFCRIS reflect Victorian hand seals, however which bears a Persian 

inscription and what seems to be a hijra date at the stamps head (fig 45). 

            As a reflection of intercultural exchange taking place in Qajar Iran a statue of a 

peacock held at KFCRIS reveals engraved images of Persian, European and Chinese 

individuals assumed by their attire, it features no inscriptions. The figures are delineated by 

cusped and circular cartouches, whose backgrounds feature realistic animals and beasts, 

images are framed within bands of stylized vegetal scrolls (fig44). The example of a metal 

bucket engraved with human figures in leisurely pastimes, conversing and hunting, are 

assorted with realistic and fantastical beasts. As customary the images are depicted within 

cartouches, and are set between inscription bands interrupted by encircled floral motifs seen 

in the uppermost and lower most sections of the bucket. 

 
228 https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/art-in-iran-v-qajar-1-general#prettyPhoto 
229 Timeline. « Qajar 1779-1924 » Archnet. Accessed December 25, 2022. 
https://www.archnet.org/sites/4750; Clawson, P. Rubin, M.Qajar Iran : Decline and Tumult 1786-1921. In: 
Eternal Iran. The Middle East in Focus. Palgrave Macmillan, New York. 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781403977106 4  



115 
 

             Economic instability caused by England and Russia’s rising dominance over Iran 

caused Iranian territory to be divided under their pressure and control. Further British 

political interference was sponsored in alliance with Iranian Reza Khan, whose allies in the 

parliament ensured the constitution would deem the termination of Qajar rule. The last Qajar 

ruler Ahmad Shah that had been in Europe did not return to Iran, and Reza Shah claimed 

Kingship in 1925.230  

 

4.11.1 A Qajar Lacquered Wooden Pencase (Figure 43 a, b) 
 
Provenance: Iran  

Date: 20th century 

Medium: lacquered wood, polychrome  

Size:21.5cm, 3cm, 5.3cm 

AIA.0276.0000 

         The medium of lacquered wood appears during the Timurid period as a medium of 

pictorial expression that further matured in the Safavid period and later Qajar periods. This 

lacquer wooden pencase is rectangular and round edged, it features a sliding compartment 

in which pens are to be placed. The rounded edge of the pencase features a frame painted in 

gold on black that resembles engraved brass. When the pencase is pulled out from its cover 

it reveals a red background decorated in gold vegetal scrolls. The pencase cover reveals 

different images on its four facets. From above the image depicts a larger female figure, 

possibly representing the Virgin Mary, in front of whom are youthful figures in profile or in 

quarter position dressed in Qajar attire, beneath whom is a cat and a bowl. The scenery in 

the background is of distant mountainous hills onto which are greenery a domed structure 

 
230 https://www.archnet.org/collections/2369 
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with what seems to be a cross and a bell tower or other sort of tower. The side facets of the 

pencase reveal the artists inclination to realism whose attention is focused on representation 

of common folk in a pastural setting. The figures made to fit the narrow frieze feature a 

seated man and woman featured in female headdress, and a male with a wrapped turban, 

Iranian folk attire. The scene continues to depict a man that hold up an axe to chop wood 

accompanied by another man that tries to pull down another tree by means of a rope, they 

are attended by a horse that carries logs of chopped wood on its back. The scene in the 

background depicts natural vegetation on scattered hills. The base of the pencase depict a 

red background with vegetal scrolls in gold, as seen in the interior drawer of the pencase. 

 

4.11.2 A Peacock Statue Engraved with Human and Animal Figures (Figure 44) 

Date: 13th c. AH/19th c. AD 

Size: H:54.5cm 

Material: brass 

Provenance: Iran 

AIA.0542.3.0000 

        Bird figurines are prominent throughout the history of Islamic metalwork and date back 

to as early as the 8th century. They range from functional objects such as incense burners, 

fountain heads, aquamaniles, to simply decorative objects as in the example of a 12th-14th 

century incense burner from Persia kept at the University Museum of Islamic Art at The 

Bumiller at Bamberg in Germany inv.no BC. 5887.231 

        The KFCRIS peacock features five parts; the head and a fastened crown which are 

removeable, the body soldered to the feet fastened by bolts to the raised pedestal, and the 

 
231 Discover Islamic Art.“Insence Burner” Museum with no Frontiers.Accessed December 5, 2022 
https://islamicart.museumwnf.org/database item.php?id=object;EPM;de;Mus23;20;en  
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hinged wings. The peacock has no inscriptions, only figural images of men among which 

are European or Persian attire assumed by their Victorian hair styles and of Chinese origin 

assumed by their bald heads, slanted eyes and east Asian attire. They are distinguished from 

representations of native Persians dressed in robes caps and turbans. The fan like tail features 

cartouches with men on horseback flanking a central cartouche in which are of two seated 

men dressed in robes and turbans, attended by two kneeling men whose headdresses are 

cusped at the top. The areas of the neck body also abound in mythical beasts and animals 

oriented to turn their heads ahead or backwards or in complete profile. The protagonists are 

all set within circular or cusped cartouches, further incorporated into bands of vegetal 

scrolls, the backgrounds are filled with floral forms and animals. A comparable example of 

this type of statue is found at the British Museum that is referred to as a ‘alam’.232 The 

British Museum peacock carries religious implications its images reveal commemorative 

scenes of martyrdom celebrated in Shia theology. 

 

4.11.3 A Decorated Hand Seal Signed with a Name (Figure 45) 
 
Date: 12th c. AH/ 1849-1850 

Size: H:17cm, seal 1.9cm circumference 

Material: cast brass 

Provenance: Ardabil 

AIA.0563.0000 

         This wax stamp or intaglio  hand seal is joined to a decorated handle used for 

signatures in a bureaucratic context. The shaft of the handle displays an appendage in the 

 
232 “Figure”. Museum No.1912,0716 'Alam in the shape of a peacock, the bird's eyes are set with 
turquoises. The British Museum. Accessed December 5, 2022 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W 1912-0716-1  
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shape of a lion’s head, the image of the lion and sun was associated with imperial order of 

the Lion and the Sun, instituted in the Qajar period in the 19th century. Although most 

seals of the Qajar period were in the form of rings or with short handles, this model is 

reminiscent of Victorian (1837-1901) hand seals that were carved and decorated in relief. 

The flat stamp of the head likely reads a date in the hijra calendar, in addition to a name 

both in reverse. 

The hand seal shaft is engraved with a name using a cursive script known as shikasta.233  

it reads: 

 ردابن ناخ يلع قرام دمحم

  

4.11.4 Scenes of Pastimes with Persian Nasta’liq Inscriptions (Figure 46) 

Date: 13th c. AH/19th c AD 

Size: H:12cm, flat base circumference 33cm, body circumference 48cm, opening of 

bucket is 11.5 diameter 

Material: copper and brass, cast and engraved 

Provenance: Persia 

AIA.0454.2001.0000 

          This Qajar bucket is engraved and decorated with hunting scenes, seated human 

figures, representation of gardens and fantastical animals. Nasta’liq inscriptions occupy 

the upper most an lower most sections of the bucket framing the images set within 

cartouches. Beneath the band of inscription of the body is a band of vegetal scrolls that 

form garlands. There are six ovular medallions that consist of a variety of scenes with 

human figures that are seated or in conversation with another figure engaged in an action, 

 
233 Hanaway, I. Williams. Reading Nasta’liq Persian And Urdu Hands From 1500 To The Present. Mazda 
Publishers, Inc. Costa Mesa, California.2007. 
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each vertical oval cartouche is interrupted by cusped circular medallions in which are 

scenes of animals and/or human hunting scenes. The decorated handles consist of floral 

motif set in the center of interlaced stylized plant motifs and a band of pseudo inscription. 

4.12 The Ottoman Dynasty 1299-1922 AD  

Settlement of Turkic tribes in Byzantine territory is traced to Seljuk migration that 

took place by the 11th century. Their settlement thereafter occurred after the decisive battle 

of Manzikert in 1071. Further Turkic migration was caused in the onslaught of Mongol 

incursions into eastern Iran. Of Oghuz Turkic origin, the Ottomans settled in eastern and 

central Anatolia, the Ottoman dynasty began as an emirate founded by Othman I towards 

the end of the 13th century. Soon after further expansion occurred into Anatolian territory 

and by 1453AD the Ottomans under the leadership of Mehmet II, expanded west and 

conquered Constantinople from the Byzantines, later known as Istanbul and was gained as 

the Ottoman capital.234  

The Ottomans came to govern Egypt, Syria, the Levant, Iraq, south-east Europe 

and western Asia, coastal regions of North Africa, eastern coastal regions of the Arabian 

Peninsula, and south-west of the Hijaz at Mecca. The Ottomans established one of the 

strongest military organizations of their time and held control over maritime trade routes 

between the Eastern and Western worlds as they controlled coastal regions of the 

Mediterranean, Eastern and Western Arabia, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean.(map 12)  

 
234 Blair Sheila, Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen “Chapter 15: Architecture under the Ottomans 
after the Conquest of Constantinople” in in The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: 
Yale University Press.1994. p 213 
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The Ottoman rise to power overlapped with despairing events in the western Islamic 

lands that caused the last Muslim stronghold in Granada led by the Nasrids (1230-1492) to 

fall to King Ferdinand I of Aragon and Queen Isabelle of Castile in 1492.  

The same year marks the discovery of ‘The New World’ associated with Christopher 

Columbus, who sailed from Spain by ship and fortuitously reached the Americas. The event 

marked the beginning of what was followed by successive European sailing ships landing 

along coastal Islamic territories pursued by interest, trade, accessing resourceful 

commodities and European military expansion.  

Upon the arrival of the Seljuks into Anatolia, architecture was derived from Seljuk 

architecture in Iran, Asia minor became marked for its Seljuk-Anatolian architecture 

merging Byzantine and eastern Islamic architecture. Eastern Anatolia had for some time 

been under the Ilkhanids who subdued the Seljuks. Both of whom participated in patronage 

of madrasas mosques hospitals exemplified in central and eastern Anatolia reinforcing 

eastern Islamic architecture. An architectural feature of Seljuk architecture in Anatolia using 

local Byzantine material of brick and stone, were triangular transition zones, to adapt the 

square sides of the hall with circular base of the dome. Architectural tile decoration is 

observed in early mosques and madrasas found throughout Anatolia prior to the capture of 

Istanbul in the 15th century.235 

Later Ottoman architecture of the 16th century established farther west of Anatolia 

adopted Byzantine prototypes for the construction of monumental sites. At Istanbul former 

Constantinople, the Hagia Sofia a Byzantine Church was converted to a mosque in the 15th 

century, inspiring mosque architecture that became characterised by elevated single massive 

 
235 Blair Sheila, Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen.“Chapter 10. Architecture and Arts in Anatolia 
under the Beyliks and Early Ottomans” in The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: 
Yale University Press.1994 p. 132 
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domes whose weight could be supported by half-domes projecting from each of the four 

sides of the square base. Pencil shaped minarets and large square halls topped by a single 

dome became the hallmark of classical Ottoman mosque architecture.236 Windows lined at 

the base of the single dome and semidomes permeated light into the prayer hall. A wealth 

of Ottoman mosque  architecture survives in Asia minor, also found across the large 

geographic expanse once dominated by the Ottomans in eastern Europe, and along the 

Mediterranean. 

 Early cut mosaic tiles and glazed cut tiles of the Ottoman period reveal affiliations 

with Timurid and Safavid courts. Court workshops were guided under master artisans as 

naqash Ali Ibn Ilyas originally from Bursa, trained at Timurid courts in the 15th century who 

supervised a group of Tabrizi tile-workers that signed their work “Maters of Tabriz” in the 

time of Mehmet I. Tabrizi tile workers are reported to have been brought into the court of 

Mehmet the II and later by Selim I at Istanbul. 237 Early decorative repertoire of blue on 

white glazed tiles were dictated by what formed in the 15th century as an “international 

Timurid style” that reached from Samarqand to Damascus including Ottoman courts at 

Istanbul. Work books with pattern studies for wall decoration attributed to Baba Naqash the 

master court painter from Uzbekistan of Mehmet II attest to the strong Timurid decorative 

repertoire that persisted into the late 15th century.  A 15th century account records the use of 

foliate forms termed rumi, and chinoiserie floral forms termed hatayi that were the local 

variants of the international-Timurid style created for supplying royal Ottoman decorative 

 
236 Blair Sheila, Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen “Chapter 15: Architecture under the Ottomans 
after the Conquest of Constantinople” in The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: 
Yale University Press.1994.p215 
237 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): p.136,p.232 and 233. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126.; Blair Sheila 
Jonathan Bloom and Richard Ettinghausen. “The Arts Under the Ottomans.” in The Art and Architecture of 
Islam 1250-1800. New Haven Conn: Yale University Press. 1994.   
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repertoire.238 The saz leaf, a leaf distinguished by sharp serrated edges appear in Ottoman 

Iznik and textile patterns around the 1540’s, associated with a Tabrizi court painter.239 

The Iznik workshops emerged as suppliers of glazed ceramics to Ottoman courts. 

While court workshops at Istanbul operated on a small-scale, larger tasks to supply Ottoman 

patronage were assigned to commercial ceramic workshops such as at Iznik, a town located 

south-east of Istanbul. Iznik, a ceramic production site traced to the Byzantine period, 

became inhabited by Turkic tribes since 1331, where the diffusion of the fritware underglaze 

technology that occurred in Islamic lands became absorbed. There glazed tiles and vessels 

were commissioned for royal court patronage, however not exclusively. The semi-

autonomous workshops  of Iznik appear to have synthesised decorative motifs created at the 

court in Istanbul operated by the ehl-i-lhiref.240 By the 1550’s Iznik came to supplant the 

Istanbul court workshops, as suppliers of glazed tiles for the Ottoman architectural 

patronage, with reduced production left to the Istanbul court workshops.241 

Iznik wares produced in the underglaze technique are characterized by a fritware 

body of a mixture of quartz, lead, and soda, whose composition differ in ratios used in 

fritware that originated in Egypt in the 11th century, whose transparent glazes are also 

distinctive in composition, in addition to their independence of contemporary glazes used at 

Tabriz.242 The process primarily required the construction of the body of stonepaste. Firing 

 
238 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): P.138. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126.; Blair Sheila Jonathan Bloom 
and Richard Ettinghausen. “The Arts Under the Ottomans.” in The Art and Architecture of Islam 1250-1800. 
New Haven Conn: Yale University Press. 1994.  
239 Ibid. 143 and 148 
240 Ibid. p140. 
241 Ibid P.154, 155, 156 
242 Paynter, S., F. Okyar, S. Wolf, and M. S. Tite. “The Production Technology of Iznik Pottery-a 
Reassessment*.” Archaeometry 46, no. 3 (2004): 421–37. doi:10.1111/J.1475-4754.2004.00166.X.; 
Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century Ceramic 
Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): 136–70. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126.p.147 
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the dish in a kiln was required as a subsequent step to insure the components were well 

bound. The following step required the body to be coated in a slip made of a mixture of 

quartz, clay and frit that further whitens, levels and unifies the surface onto which the artisan 

will apply the decorative motifs. After the slip painted stonepaste body was dry (by being 

fired or exposed to air to make sure it is hard enough) pigments were applied onto the body, 

it is reported that stencils were used to transfer designs onto the surfaces of vessels.243 The 

final step was to coat the painted stonepaste body with a transparent coat of tin glaze.  

KFCRIS holds a range of Iznik revetment tiles and vessels in addition to calligraphic 

panel tiles produced in Kutahya after Iznik ceased production. The collection depicts the 

development Iznik ceramic wares underwent in terms of gradual increase in color palette 

(fig 47, 48, 49). Early Iznik tiles reveal use of cobalt blue on white, or white in reserve on a 

blue background, followed by a stage of the addition of  turquoise, followed by the addition 

of purple and olive-green. The final stage of development sees the addition of emerald green, 

deep red, vibrant emerald and turquoise  outlined in black.  

Stylized foliated leaf termed rumi and chinoiserie flora termed hatayi, and the 

serrated saz leaf are common foliage found in classical Ottoman ornament. A range of fruit 

and flowers as the prunus, hyacinths, and carnations bud and bloom from the foliage, that 

formed patterns found on other mediums such as textiles and carpets.244 

The Iznik tiles now used for royal architectural revetment ushered in a new 

decorative repertoire that completely differed from pervious Timurid inspired motifs. The 

new style more fitting for the white marble and stone architectural revetments of Ottoman 

 
243 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990):P.151. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126. 
244 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-Century 
Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): P.155. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126. 
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buildings soon assumed presence in architecture of holy sites governed by the Ottomans as 

at Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem.245  

The Golden Horn, Kutahya, and Damascus, and sparsely Istanbul were secondary 

centres of production for the famed Iznik wares. At Damascus, settling migrant potters 

opened up their workshops leading to regional variations. Later periods saw Iznik exported 

to foreign countries in Europe where the patterns, colour palette were recreated.246 Many of 

the terms associated with the Iznik wares are associated with the sites in which they were 

discovered by collectors, unrelated to the original manufacturing center at Iznik.247 

When Iznik seized production of ceramics by the 17th century, Kutahya that had a 

history of ceramic production replaced Iznik. Kutahya served as a workshop alongside the 

Tekfur Palace workshop but which stopped functioning in the 18th century.248 The 

subsequent shortage of production of locally glazed architectural revetment tiles revealed 

the Ottomans sought glazed tiles produced in Europe for their palaces.249  

Depictive of Calligraphy during the Ottoman period KFCRIS holds a calligraphic 

panel associated with production in Kutahya (fig50). Having built on traditions established 

in neighbouring Islamic regions the Six Pens were each used for specific types of documents 

from calligraphic specimens, or an ijaza (diplomas or license), or hajj certificate in addition 

were the scripts reserved for transcription of Quran manuscripts. The thuluth script was 

 
245 ibid 
246 Atasoy, A., Raby, J.The Pottery of Ottoman Turkey 1994. In Turkish Ceramics Beyond Time. “History and 
Iznik Around the World.”Accessed December 5, 2022. 
http://www.iznikclassics.com/en/content/history-iznik-around-the-world -s74  
247 ibid 
248 Crowe, Yolande.“Kutahya ceramics and international Armenian trade networks.” Victoria and Albert 
Museum. Issue no.3. Spring 2011.http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/journals/research-journal/issue-
03/kutahya-ceramics-and-international-armenian-trade-networks/; Yolande Crowe. “Kutahya and 
Caravans.” 2007.https://doc.rero.ch/record/6365/files/kutahya-caravans.pdf  
249 Adıgüzel, Hatice. “MATERIALS OF EUROPEAN ORIGIN IN OTTOMAN ARCHITECTURAL DECORATION: THE 
ITALIAN TILES OF TOPKAPI PALACE.” 15th International Congress of Turkish Art, Naples, Università Di 
Napoli “L’Orientale” 16-18 September 2015, 2018, 21–  
34.https://www.academia.edu/38277475/MATERIALS OF EUROPEAN ORIGIN IN OTTOMAN ARCHITECT
URAL DECORATION THE ITALIAN TILES OF TOPKAPI PALACE  
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highly suitable to be applied on large wall panels, said to have been produced by pierced 

drawings or stencils also reproduced on numerous mediums such as textiles.250 Nasta’liq 

representative of the Persian’s favoured script used for manuscript headings and poetic verse 

was incorporated as a script used in the Ottoman chancery later known as diwani. 

Gradually the Ottoman Empire ceased to be what it once was. The Ottoman Empire 

began to experience setbacks as early as the 18th century experiencing difficulty in assertion 

of control over newly governed areas. European incursions into Ottoman governed lands, 

beginning with Napoleon Bonaparte’s seizure of Egypt 1798 and Algeria in 1832. By the 

late 19th century and early 20th century previously Ottoman governed areas of the Islamic 

and eastern European lands became divided into separate states following the Sykes-Picot 

agreement in 1916. Handed over to French and British protectorates the divided states were 

on their way to or had already gained national independence. By 1922 succeeding Ottoman 

defeat in World War I, occurred ‘the partition of the Ottoman Empire’, there forth the last 

Ottoman Sultan fled the country.  

 
4.12.1 A Square Iznik ‘Blue on White’ Architectural Tile (Figure 47) 
 
Date: 17th century  

Size: 28cm by 22cm 

Material: stonepaste, underglaze 

Provenance: Iznik 

AIA.00121.0000 

          This square tile is depictive of the early stages in the formation of what became known 

as Iznik wares, specially commissioned to adorn the walls of Ottoman architectural palaces 

 
250 Blair, S. “Chapter 11. The Ottomans in Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Eastern Mediterranean” in Islamic 
Calligraphy. Edinburgh. 2006.p476 



126 
 

and religious buildings. Notably blue on white with addition of the third pigment turquoise 

is indicative of a stage that developed following the primary bichrome palette of blue on 

white produced in Iznik introduced by the 16th century.251 The tile may be compared to a 

series of square tiles that adorn the qibla wall flanking the marble panel mihrab of the 

Mamluk mosque of Aqsunqur built in (1347) in Cairo, the mosque became referred to as 

‘the Blue Mosque’, after is was refurbished under Ibrahim Agha Mustahfizan in 1652, the 

tiles are recorded to have been imported from Iznik or Damascus. By the 17th century such 

a tile is more likely to have been produced at Iznik as opposed to Damascus, a regional 

workshop established by potters originally sent to repair tiles at the Dome of the Rock and 

are reported to have settled in Syria. By the 17th century the workshop established at 

Damascus had become distinguished from Iznik tiles by a different colour palette of muted 

greens, blues, black outlines and less emphasis on white backgrounds, not apparent in their 

Iznik counterparts.252 As exemplified by the tile revetment applied in the Blue Mosque of 

Aqsunqur in Cairo, the lined tiles arranged to form a complete image of repeated pattern are 

would enclosed within a frame of smaller cut painted tiles.253 

 
4.12.2 A Rectangular Polychrome Iznik Architectural Tile (Figure 48) 
 
Date: 10th c AH/ 16th c – early 17th c AD 

Size: 23.8cm by 14cm  

Material: stonepaste, underglaze 

Provenance: Iznik 

AIA.0120.0000 

 
251 Necipoğlu, Gülru. “From International Timurid to Ottoman: A Change of Taste in Sixteenth-
Century Ceramic Tiles.” Muqarnas 7 (1990): 136–70. https://doi.org/10.2307/1523126. 
252 ibid 
253 Allardice Bruce. “Cairo Mosque of Aqsunqur” Flickr. May 4, 2015. 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/gballardice/50034789018/in/photostream/.  
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         Iznik tiles came in a range of shapes, hexagonal, cut to form a curve, square or 

rectangle as in this example. The shape was dictated by the area the tile was to cover in 

architectural decoration; recessed niches, wall dadoes, lunettes above door lintels, frames, 

or full wall coverings. This underglaze painted revetment tile features a freehand design, 

blossoms in the form of tulip, peony, rosette, stylized medallion cartouches and floral sprigs 

bud from the slender stems drawn in spirals, that is characteristic of early classic Iznik tile 

motifs that no longer confined a pattern to the limits of the tile border. This tile may have 

been applied horizontally to adorn a projecting wall, placed along with the tiles that would 

complete the decorated image, it would have been framed by a border of smaller scale tiles. 

 
4.12.3 An Iznik Dish with Floral Sprays and a Central Saz Leaf (Figure 49) 
 
Date: 17th century 

Size: Diameter 34.5cm  

Material: stonepaste, underglaze 

Provenance: Turkey 

AIA.0077.2000 

This polychrome dish consists of a theme of floral sprays that emanate from one 

base, belonging to asymmetric composition as is it does not rely on mirroring or symmetrical 

arrangement of motifs, as do other subgroups of Iznik dishes.254 One large scale S-shaped 

Saz leaf lies in the center surrounded by short and long stems and sprigs that undulate 

reaching into the cavetto of the dish abutting the raised rim with budding prunus flowers, 

hyacinths, carnations and palmettes. The green plant motifs, red and blue floral motifs are 

outlined in brownish-black pigment. The rim of the dish features clusters of small-scale 

 
254 Online Collection. “Iznik Plate 16th century” The Walters Art Museum. Accessed December 5, 2022. 
https://art.thewalters.org/detail/37956/  
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spirals executed in a brownish-black outlines separated by white areas. A similar dish is to 

is kept at the RISD Museum associated with Anatolia.255 

 
4.12.4 A ‘Blue on White’ Calligraphic Wall Panel (Figure 50) 
 
Date: 13th c AH / 19TH c. AD 

Size: 130cm by 73cm 

Material: blue and white underglaze tiles 

Provenance: Turkey- Kutahia 

AIA.0129.18.2001 

The featured calligraphic panel is composed of a total of eighteen aligned rectangular 

glazes ceramic tiles, whose production is associated with Kutahya in the 19th century. The 

organisation of the panel reveals that of a woven and embroidered textile of the Kiswa of 

the Kaaba also known as the sitara. In fact the arranged tiles of the panel feature a decorative 

program almost identical to the embroidered Kiswa of the Kaaba textile dated to the 19th 

century currently at the Topkapi Museum.256  

The panel demonstrates the diverse scale of thuluth the larger counterpart of naskh 

inscriptions adapted to fit into a number of frames or cartouches. Sheila Blair notes this 

large form of thuluth was suitable for large panels such as wall hangings (Turkish levha)  

and mihrab panels. They reveal the Turkish calligraphers most significant contribution to 

 
255 RIDS Museum “Anatolian Plate 1500s-1600s” Object number 35.751. Exhibition History The End of An 
Era. Accessed December 4, 2022. https://risdmuseum.org/art-design/collection/plate-
35751?return=%2Fexhibitions-events%2Fexhibitions%2Fend-era 
256 Cakir, A., Simsek, G. & Tezcan, H. Characterization of gold gilt silver wires from five embroidered silk 
Qaaba curtains dated between the 16th and 19th centuries dated between the 16th and 19th centuries. 
Appl.Phys. A 82, 503-511 (2006). 
https://doi-org.ezproxy.lau.edu.lb:2443/10.1007/s00339-006-3527-y; https://link-springer-
com.ezproxy.lau.edu.lb:2443/content/pdf/10.1007/s00339-006-3527-y.pdf 
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Arabic calligraphy. Blair continues to inform us the designs were created using stencils or 

pierced drawings that could be used repeatedly even on other materials such as textile.257  

The upper band of pear shaped medallions repeats verse from the Quran Allahu Nur 

Al Samawati wal Ard, is identical in every one of the cartouches. The decoration comprises 

of a row circular and oblong inscriptional cartouches arranged as a frame surrounding the 

whole composition, the cartouches are also used to divide the panel horizontally. In each 

division is found a different set of cartouches shaped in different forms: pear shaped, 

circular, triangular, square and rectangular cartouches. Interlaced plant motifs, stylized plant 

motifs, spirals, split leafs, curling stems are found in the interstices of each of the cartouches.  

In retrospect of the decorative program of the tiles it is important to understand the 

context of the production of the Kaaba Kiswa. During the reign of Ottoman governor 

Muhammad Ali Pasha in 1817 the Dar al-Kiswa was established in Cairo, where it 

continued to be produced and sent to Mecca every year. In 1927, only a couple of years after 

the Ottomans retreated from Mecca the King Abdulaziz Al-Saud, founder of the Kingdom 

of Saudi Arabia established a Kiswa factory near Mecca.  

Associating the panel with a mihrab, which in a mosque would normally take on a 

concave form of set into the qibla wall and is topped by a conch. However, the arranged 

panels may only be used in a  flat orientation against a wall and may have been intended as 

wall decoration commemorative of the Kaaba. 

 

 

 

  

 
257 Blair, S. “Chapter 11. The Ottomans in Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Eastern Mediterranean” in Islamic 
Calligraphy. Edinburgh. 2006.476 
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MAPS 
 
 

 
 
Map 1- The Umayyad Dynasty 661-750 AD  
 
 

 
 
Map 2-The Abbasid Dynasty 750-1258 AD  
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FIGURES 
 

 
Figure 1- Commemorative Inscription Slab 
 

 
Figure 2- Unglazed Carved Earthenware Jar 

 

 
Figure 3- Dimple Molded Glass Bottle With a Cover 
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Figure 4- Blown and Molded Glass Juglette and Bottle  

  
 
Figure 5- Carved Glass Molar Flask 
 

 

Figure 6- Oil Lamp, Molded and Turquoise glazed  
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Figure 7- Folio of an Early Quran of Parchment 
 

  

Figure 8- Umayyad Arab-Sassanian Coin 

 
 

 
Figure 9- Bichrome Lusterware bowl Samarra Style Vegetal Motifs 
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Figure 10- Bichrome Lusterware bowl Geometric Motifs 
 

  
 
Figure 11- Brown and Blue-Green Glazed Jug 
 

 

 

Figure 12- Epigraphic Bowl ‘Black on White’ Ware 
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Figure 13- Epigraphic Bowl Polychrome Ware 
 

 

Figure 14- A Digitized Copy of Quran Penned by Ibn al-Bawwab on Paper (Originally 
Kept at the Chester Beatty Library in Dublin, Ireland) 
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Figure 15- Fatimid Carved Wooden Panel with Vegetal Motifs 
 

 

Figure 16-  An Ayyubid Carved Wooden Panel “Star and Polygon’ Motif 
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Figure 30 - The Fourteenth Century Quran Endowed by Sitt Miska 
 
 

 
 
Figure 31- A Mamluk Tinned Copper Basin 
 
 
 

        
 
Figure 32- An Illustrated Manuscript of the Conference of the Birds  
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Figure 33- A ‘Blue on White’ Bottle  
 
 

    
 
Figure 34- An Illustrated Manuscript of Nizami’s Khamsa 
 
 

            
 
Figure 35 - Ewer Molded and Unglazed Signed with a Potters Mark  
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Figure 36- A Kashkul Inscribed with Arabic Natsa’liq Script 
 
 

           
 
Figure 37- A Lacquered Binding ‘A Hunting Scene’ 
 
 

            
   
Figure 38 - Safavid Helmet With Inscription on Helmet and Chainmail   
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Figure 39- Two Lacquered Book Bindings representing Battle Scenes  
 
 

       
Figure 40- Ewer with a Dragon Handle Inscribed with Persian Nasta’liq 
 



166 
 

     
Figure 41- A Jaipur ‘Blue on White’ Ware 
 
 

 
Figure 42- An Illustrated ‘Mughal Procession’ on an Ivory Plaque 
 
 

            
Figure 43 (a,b)- A Qajar Lacquered Wooden Pencase  
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Figure 48 - A Rectangular Polychrome Iznik Architectural Tile 

 
 

 
Figure 49 - An Iznik Dish with Floral Sprays and a Central Saz Leaf 
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Figure 50 - ‘Blue on White’ Calligraphic Wall Panel 




