


\W~ \ /hen you first visit the Islamic galleries, which will open early in October, 
you will see one of the Museum's most exciting and varied collections. 
Produced over a huge area - Spain to India - for a dozen centuries, this 
material ranges from monumental architectural elements such as a 

richly paneled room to jewelry of exquisite fineness. The traditional delights of European 
art, easel paintings and sculpture, were curtailed in Islam by religious limitations on 
figural imagery; instead, the Islamic artist lavished his creativity on the decorative arts 
and became a master of decorative patterns of an extraordinary, dense, controlled 
richness. 

But there is an intriguing phenomenon connected with this decoration: you may often 
find that an object's first impression gives way to a second, almost contradictory, one. 
For instance, close inspection can reveal that a carpet's bold and angular geometry 
depicts a garden lush with flowerbeds and fish-filled watercourses; another carpet's 
teeming animal population can freeze into the most formal of mirror-image designs. Look 
carefully at one of the ubiquitous star patterns: chances are that as you trace it outward, 
it blossoms into more and more elaborate shapes; as you follow it inward, it seems to 
dissolve into a network of simple, elegant forms. Patterns become alive; life becomes 
geometry: this play with shifting perceptions lends an extraordinary visual excitement 
to Islamic decoration. 

The Islamic artist brought the same kind of subtlety to his book illustrations, and mini- 
atures are a special highlight of this collection. Search out the details that underscore a 
composition's theme: while a king slays a monster, an observer calms his understandably 
skittish horse with a gentle hand on its mane; in the background of a funeral scene, a 
snake ominously slithers toward a bird's nest high in a tree. 

The opening of these galleries is an important step in the progress of the Metropolitan 
Museum's comprehensive architectural plan, which includes not only new structures but 
the improvement and modernization of areas such as this. We had experimented with 
many of the innovations in previous, smaller exhibitions, which served as a "dry run" for 
new display ideas, and the installation has been carefully worked out to make an 
enormous variety of material both understandable and interesting; one of my favorite 
galleries, for example, contains areas where you can pull up a chair and study miniatures 
in comfort and at leisure. 

This grand project could not have been achieved without Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., 
former President and Chairman of the Board of the Museum. Mr. Houghton, who has 
given the Metropolitan many miniatures from his famous Shah-nameh -one of the su- 
preme collections of Islamic painting-has, as well, underwritten the major costs of this 
permanent installation. 

The Islamic galleries provide visual pleasure of the simplest sort, and of the most 
sophisticated. When you go through them, I urge you to take enough time to savor the 
depth of visual experience that these dazzling works offer. 

Thomas Hoving 
Director 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin Spring 1975 
Volume XXXIII, Number 1 

Published quarterly. Copyright ? 1975 by The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Fifth Avenue and 82 Street, 
New York, N.Y. 10028. Second class postage paid at New York, N.Y. Subscriptions $11.50 a year. Single 
copies $2.95. Sent free to Museum members. Four weeks' notice required for change of address. Back issues 
available on microfilm from University Microfilms, 313 N. First Street, Ann Arbor, Michigan. Volumes 
I-XXXVIII (1905-1942) available as a clothbound reprint set or as individual yearly volumes from Arno 
Press, 330 Madison Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10017, or from the Museum, Box 255, Gracie Station, New York, 
N.Y. 10028. Editor of the Bulletin: Katharine H. B. Stoddert; Associate Editor: Joan K. Holt. Art Director: 
Stuart Silver. Design: G. Woodford Pratt. 

1 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art
is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to

The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin
www.jstor.org

®



<M /-any people envision Islamic art in 
terms of sumptuously elaborate deco- 
ration or delicately detailed miniature 
paintings. Rarer is the realization of 

the skill and sensitivity of the Islamic artist in the 
creation of three-dimensional or sculptural ob- 
jects such as those shown here. 

The sophisticated use of changing planes in the 
dagger hilt above attests to a high degree of artis- 
tic achievement, as well as the virtuosity that went 
into carving its hard, dark green jade. In the styl- 
ization of the dragon heads, which emphasizes 
their vitality, this 15th-century Persian piece has 
little in common with the soft sinuousness of the 
ultimate Chinese prototype. 

Striking is the proud fierceness of the bird of 
prey shown at the left. Its success as a sculptural 
form is not diminished by the perforations, neces- 
sitated by its function as the upper half of a cast- 
bronze incense burner, and the star-shaped sun 
disk on the chest enhances its solar symbolism. 

Nephrite handle: Iran, 15th century; 1. 41/2 in.; Gift of Heber 
R. Bishop, 02.18.765. Incense burner: Iran, 12th-13th century; 
h. 31/ in.; Gift of Richard S. Perkins, 69.2.1. 
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his bronze throne leg shaped like the 
forepart of a griffin represents a Muslim 
continuation of a pre-Islamic tradition 
with a long history in the Near East: the 

identification of powerful, winged animals-real 
and imaginary-with the ruler. The griffin was a 
hybrid of two solar symbols, the lion and the 
eagle, and was seen as a vehicle of ascension, im- 
plying the ruler's semidivinity and his apotheosis. 
Although only a few actual examples survive, 
throne legs in the form of eagles, winged horses, 
and the forepart of griffins are often represented 
in Sasanian and Islamic art. The symbolic associ- 
ation with the ruler and more particularly with his 
throne has become manifest in this majestic 
example. 

Iran, late 7th-early 8th century; h. 227/6 in.; Purchase, 
Joseph Pulitzer Bequest, 1971.143. 
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slamic art is one of the finest manifestations of Islamic 
civilization. Happily there is no language barrier, as in 
the case of the various Islamic literatures - primarily 
those written in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish-nor is 

there the necessity of adjusting to different harmonies and 
tonal quality as in Near Eastern music. It is not even neces- 
sary to be familiar with a complex theology or elaborate 
symbolism to enjoy this sumptuously decorative art. Its im- 
mediate aesthetic appeal is the main reason why this art has 
always been readily acceptable to Westerners. 

Islamic art was created in the enormous area between 
Morocco and Spain in the West, and Central Asia and India 
in the East, and it even goes beyond this frontier. Chrono- 
logically it covers the period from about 700 to the 18th and 
19th centuries, when European modes of artistic creation 
greatly changed the indigenous arts and crafts. The first im- 
portant creative centers were greater Syria, Egypt, and Iran 
with its Central Asian hinterland, and much of the later de- 
velopment owes its character to the art of these regions, with 
their classical, Byzantine, Coptic, and Sasanian heritage. 

At first, under the Umayyad caliphate of Damascus and the 
early Abbasid caliphs in Baghdad, Islamic art had an ecumen- 
ical character; but from about 750 on, the enormous realm 
of the caliphate started to break up, a political disintegration 
that accelerated in the course of the 9th century and con- 
tinued at an ever more rapid pace in the next three and a half 
centuries. The universal caliphate came to an end when the 
Mongols conquered Baghdad in 1258 and abolished the Ab- 
basid rule. Ever since then the Muslim world has been di- 
vided into various regional entities, of which Egypt, Turkey, 
Iran, and India were the more important parts. 

The characteristic aspect of Islamic art is its overall unity, 
while presenting a great deal of variety according to regional 
preferences during successive periods. The forces that 
molded this cultural identity were a universal religion, an 
autocratic form of government, the effects of a harsh environ- 
ment and climate, and a uniformity of life style - especially 
the vitally important fact that there was hardly any differen- 
tiation between religious and secular areas, including the 
arts. In addition, there existed a great inner mobility, allow- 
ing the imposition of dynasties from different regions, the 
migration of large ethnic units, and the extensive transfer of 
artists and artisans from court to court. Caravans and ships 
distributed merchandise throughout this vast area, encourag- 
ing local imitations. The religious obligation to visit the cen- 
tral shrine of the Ka'ba in Mecca in Arabia at least once in 
one's lifetime also greatly contributed to a dissemination of 
ideas. 

o single force affected the formation of Islamic art 
as much as the attitudes engendered by the religion 
of Islam itself. Although no official code was form- 
ulated with regard to artistic activities, certain 

principles were developed. The Prophet Muhammad re- 
garded himself as an ordinary human being, so the most 
important religious motif was the divine message embodied 
in the language of the Koran. This caused the extensive use 
of pertinent Koranic sentences as decorative elements, as 
well as other religious and secular phrases. Since the Arabic 
alphabet was the universally used form of writing, and since 
its letters easily allowed artful variations, inscriptions were 
nearly always calligraphically composed. They therefore 
came to constitute a special Islamic art form that is applied 
not only to buildings but to every available medium. 

As Islam was strictly monotheistic, no religious represen- 
tational imagery developed, and artists were restricted to 
the use of many skillful variations of innocuously stylized 
plants or geometrical forms, particularly continuous star 
patterns, which usually appear in combination or conjunc- 
tion with Arabic writing. A special Islamic creation was the 
arabesque, which consists of a succession of highly abstract 
leaves or half leaves, applied to gracefully winding stems. 
Their playful arrangement could fill any surface elegantly, 
no matter how large, small, or oddly shaped. 

This restricted repertory influenced the secular arts as 
well. When they employed figures of animals or, more rarely, 
human beings (that is, outside the field of book illustrations), 
they usually rendered them in an abstract or two-dimen- 
sional fashion. The same applies to the even more infre- 
quent use of sculpture, whose creation was mostly due to 
persisting pre-Islamic traditions or foreign influences. Natu- 
ralistic renditions of plants and animals, together with a 
greater realism in the portrayal of animal and human fig- 
ures, appeared only from the 16th century on, especially 
in Iranian and Mughal Indian textiles and carpets and on 
Ottoman Turkish pottery, tiles, and fabrics. 

Si ince there existed only a very limited range of the 
figural arts-which have been more appreciated by 
Western collectors than by art patrons through most 
of the Islamic world-the Islamic artist's main en- 

ergy has not been directed into the two common major cate- 
gories of painting (particularly murals and easel paintings) 
and sculpture. Instead, it was funneled into the decorative 
arts, where all the different media became highly developed. 
It is hard to say which of these various branches-pottery, 
tile making, metalwork, glass cutting and enameling, ivory 
carving, bookbinding, and so on - reached the highest artistic 
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peak, but the textile crafts - cloth making, carpet knotting, 
and tapestry weaving-had the widest geographical and 
artistic range and were economically the most important. 

A special delight of viewing a large collection of Islamic 
art (and that of the Metropolitan Museum is now probably 
the largest of the comprehensive ones) derives from the fact 
that not all the arts flourished at the same time and in the 
same region. As one proceeds from gallery to gallery, a sense 
of excitement is constantly aroused by the sudden emergence 
of a medium that in previous periods had hardly been 
fostered and yet soon reached full artistic maturity. 

Richard Ettinghausen 
Consultative Chairman of the 
Department of Islamic Art 

The motif above consists of the Arabic word "happiness" (a 
common formula on Islamic objects) in Kufic script, repeated 
and alternately reversed. The style is particularly elaborate, 
with the shafts of the letters interlacing and bending over to 
form a kind of frame around the word. 
From a silk textile: Spain, 15th century; Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer Be- 

quest, 52.20.14. 

The cover illustrations come from the Houghton Shah-nameh, 
whose miniatures are among the greatest masterpieces of 
Persian painting ever produced: in them the ideals of this 
exacting art seem to culminate. This manuscript was made 
for the Safavid ruler of Iran, Tahmasp, a dedicated and sen- 
sitive patron of the arts who reigned from 1525 to 1576. Its 
258 miniatures include the work of the most distinguished 
artists of the period and probably took over ten years to 
complete. 

The painting on the front cover presents the ideal king, 
elegant and assured on a magnificent steed, in daring combat 
against a monster who combines ferocity with a delightfully 
decorative appearance. The inside front cover shows Safavid 
painting at its most lyric, with a graceful youth in an idyllic 
setting of exquisitely drawn flowering plants and trees and 
spring-fed streams. Finally, on the back cover appears a love 
scene that includes, with the special sensitivity of the artists 
of this manuscript, such charming details as the lovers' slip- 
pers neatly aligned beneath their couch. 

Details from a Shah-nameh manuscript with a miniature dated 1527/28 
(934 A.H.): Bahram Gur Slays the Rhino-Wolf, and Kay Khosrow Is Dis- 
covered by Giv; Gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., 1970.301.65,32, fol. 586r, 
210v. Ardashir and the Slave Girl Gulnar; Collection of Arthur A. 
Houghton, Jr., fol. 516v. 
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his charming plaque belongs to a group of ivories made in Spain during the reign of 
the Umayyad house. This dynasty ruled from Damascus between 661 and 750 and, 
when it was overthrown by the Abbasids, its sole survivor escaped to Spain. There he 
founded a new dynasty in 756, which lasted until 1031. 

These ivories are among the Spanish Umayyad dynasty's most outstanding extant artistic 
achievements. Many are inscribed, so we know that most of them were made for the royal 
family or its entourage, and also that many were made in the capital, Cordova, or the nearby 
town of Madinat az-Zahra, the royal residence. 

Because of this dynasty's Syrian roots, it is not surprising that many of the motifs found on 
these ivories can be traced back to that area. The leaf arabesques seen here are a stylized ver- 
sion of the vine and acanthus scroll so popular in late antique ornament, while prototypes for 
the animated figures can be found on early Islamic Syrian or Egyptian textiles, where birds, 
animals, and human beings of similar character are also paired on either side of stylized trees. 
Indeed, the influence of textiles in general can be seen in the overall design of this piece, in 
the way the decoration is repeated without change in alternating panels. 

Plaque: Spain, 11th century; 1. 8 in.; John Stewart Kennedy Fund, 13.141. 



Tr* ^ he school of art centered in Egypt during the reign of the 
Fatimids from Cairo (969-1171) is noted for a surprising 
increase in the use of human and animal motifs. They can be 
found on virtually all media, and in addition to their ubiq- 

uitousness when compared to earlier periods, the animals and figures 
now appear to be more alive and less spineless than their predeces- 
sors. The decoration on the deeply carved "oliphant" (a horn of 
ivory) comprises a veritable encyclopedia of creatures popular at 
the time. This piece was made in southern Italy, and exemplifies the 
important role played by Fatimid artists in the art of neighboring 
countries. 

In addition to the introduction of new motifs to the iconographic 
repertory, this period is also noted for a high level of craftsmanship. 
The goldwork is especially fine, with elaborate designs such as those 
on the pendant above constructed in filigree on a gold grid. The use 
of crescent-shaped ornaments was borrowed by the Fatimids from 
Byzantine art, as was the technique of cloisonne enamel (employed 
here for the birds in the center). This pendant would have been 
framed by strands of pearls or beads of precious or semiprecious 
stones, laced through the gold hoops around the edge. 

Proof that artists were held in high esteem under the Fatimids is 
supplied by the number of signed works from this period-a quite 
sporadic practice until then. This luster-painted bowl with a powerful 
heraldic eagle bears the artist's signature beneath the left talon and 
on the back. 

Oliphant: Southern Italy, second half of the 11th century; 1. 231/8 in.; Rogers Fund, 
04.3.177. Pendant: Egypt, early 12th century; h. 13/ in.; The Theodore M. Davis 
Collection, Bequest of Theodore M. Davis, 30.95.37. Ceramic bowl, signed by Muslim: 
Egypt, about 1000; d. 10 in.; Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Charles K. Wilkinson, 63.178.1. 
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ow a small town, Nishapur began to assume real impor- 
tance in the mid-9th century, and in the 10th, 11th, and 
early 12th centuries it was one of the great cities of the 
Islamic world. Richest oasis and chief city of the eastern 

Iranian province of Khorasan, it was a major center of art and 
learning, both religious and worldly. 

The Metropolitan Museum carried out excavations at Nishapur 
between 1935 and 1939 and again in 1947, under the direction of 
Walter Hauser, J. M. Upton, and Charles Wilkinson. The finds 
were divided between the Teheran Museum and the Metropolitan, 
and include large numbers of objects in many of the materials used 
in early Islamic art: ceramic, glass, metal, stone, and stucco, as 
well as wall paintings. They are of the greatest significance for 
the history of Islamic art up to the 12th century. 

Although the material found ranges in date from the 8th through 
the 12th centuries, it is the art of the 10th century, roughly the 
period of the rule of the Samanids, that is usually associated with 
the site. The single most important factor in the artistic fame of 
10th-century Nishapur is a series of pottery types found there in 
great numbers. Among these, some of the finest-and indeed, 
among Islam's finest -are the famous slip-painted wares in which 
elegantly painted Arabic inscriptions make up the main and fre- 
quently the sole decoration. The large bowl shown at the upper 
left is painted in tomato red and brownish black on an off-white 
ground, and its inscription wishes: "Blessing and beatitude and 
favor and peace and happiness." More typical in general style 
and in the content of its inscription is the black and white plate 
nearby; it admonishes: "Whoever talks a lot, slips a lot." One 
cannot fail to note that the man who designed this piece certainly 
was not "talking a lot"; its elegant simplicity could hardly be 
excelled. 

Further exemplifying the vital sense of design in 10th-century 
Nishapur are stucco panels like the one above. Although orga- 
nized on a rigorous geometry, the decoration exhibits constant 
variation in details and a playfulness in which, for example, leaves 
become birds' heads. 

10th-century material from the Museum's excavations at Nishapur, Iran. Ceramic 

plates: d. 18 and 1013/6 in.; Rogers Fund, 40.170.15,25. Stucco panel that flanked 
a mihrab or prayer niche: L. 7 ft. 83 in.; Rogers Fund, 37.40.40. 
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_M /l-ounted warriors battle their way around the body of the 
large, colorfully enameled glass bottle at the left. The men 
wield swords, maces, and spears as well as bows and arrows, 
and their mounts and costumes are highly detailed. Such 

representational scenes preserved on medieval minor arts are very im- 
portant for the history of Islamic painting since, except for fragments 
and a single, recently discovered early 13th-century manuscript, these 
scenes provide all we know of early Muslim figural styles. The Islamic 
artist's affection for arabesque designs is beautifully exhibited by the 
medallions on the bottle's shoulder, and a fantastic bird of Chinese 
inspiration curls around the neck. 

Bottle: Syria, 14th century; h. 171/8 in.; Rogers Fund, 41.150. 

n the early 13th century, the Mongols swept 
over northern China, Central Asia, the Middle 
East, and part of Europe. One branch became 
the Yuan dynasty of China, and another be- 

came rulers of Iran. During the Mongol period, 
influences from China and Central Asia are fre- 
quently reflected in Islamic art. 

These small miniatures painted in early 14th- 
century Iran combine elements of the pre-Mongol 
painting tradition with innovations brought by the 
invaders. For example, the upper miniature con- 
tinues the earlier style in the placement of the 
figures close to the ground line and in their rela- 
tively large size, almost filling the picture space. 
Some landscape elements, on the other hand, are 
all part of the new vocabulary: the thickly foli- 
aged tree with its split trunk and gnarled bark, 
the scattered stones along the edge of the care- 
fully defined foreground plane, and the shading of 
the ripples in the pond. 

In the battle scene, the simple ground line, bal- 
anced composition, flat planes, stylized fruit tree, 
and use of god and silver are all part of the Ira- 
nian tradition. The sturdy Mongol ponies, type of 
armor, floral patterns based on lotus and peony, 
and pastel coloring place the miniature in the 
period of Mongol domination. (The ponies on the 
Mamluk bottle on the opposite page resemble 
those in the miniature, and the presence of a lotus 
design and the bird resembling a Chinese phoenix 
show similar Far Eastern influence, although the 
Mamluk sultans were never subiected to Monaol 
rule.) 

In both miniatures, the Far Eastern innovations 
are neither slavishly copied nor fully assimilated, 
but are used by the artist simply to enhance his 
painting. 
Leaves from two Shah-namehs. Above: Esfandiyar and the 
Sorceress; Iran, early 14th century; 17/ x 47/8 in.; Bequest 
of Monroe C. Gutman, 1974.290.27. Below: Gustaham Kills 
Lahhak and Farshidvard; Iran, early 14th century; 2 x 4% 
in.; Rogers Fund, 69.74.4. 
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o other script has given rise to such a variety 
of high-art writing styles as has Arabic. One 
Persian calligrapher was even said to be able 
to write in seventy different scripts! This mul- 

tiplicity, however, can be reduced to two basic catego- 
ries: the formal scripts, usually called "Kufic" (after 
the town of Kufa in Iraq, where such script may have 
first been put to official use), and the cursive scripts. 

A handsome example of Kufic from the 9th century - 
one of Arabic calligraphy's very finest periods - is the 
Koran page at the upper left, which typifies how at this 
time calligraphers masterfully succeeded in giving the 
text an imposing grandeur. The style's horizontality, 
austerity, and shape-consciousness is emphasized by 
monumental scale: here (and not untypically) the 
whole top line is formed by a single compound word. 
Such early calligraphy omits most of the diacritical 
marks, which differentiate between certain consonants 
of the same form, further enhancing the stately sim- 
plicity. 

Although in certain ways self-consciously harking 
back to the 9th-century style (especially the writing in 
gold in the margin), the page at the lower left was 

probably written in Iran during the 11th century. Typi- 
cal features of the time and place are the elongated, 
elegant shafts and their blade-thin "serifs." This style 
seems to have developed in the 10th century, and is a 
major early transformation of the proportions of Kufic 
writing. 

The Islamic West-especially North Africa west of 
Egypt, or, following the Arabic term, the Maghreb- 
early on developed its calligraphy independently of the 
central and eastern Islamic regions. The example above 
dates from about 1300 and illustrates the retention of 
such features of 8th- and 9th-century calligraphic style 
as the peculiarly rounded shapes of some letters and 
their terminals, the placement of certain diacriticals, 
and the form of certain vowels. Finally and typically, it 
is written on parchment, which was supplanted in the 
East by paper in the 10th century, but seems to have 
been used for Korans in the Maghreb and Spain at least 
into the 14th century. 

Koran leaves. Upper left: Egypt, 9th century; 1. 131/8 in.; Gift of 
Rudolph M. Riefstahl, 30.45. Lower left: Iran, probably 11th cen- 
tury; h. 10/2 in.; Gift of H. K. Kevorkian, 37.111.2. Above: Mo- 
rocco, about 1300; h. 22 in.; Rogers Fund, 42.63. 



T * o an Iranian, living in a country with vast 
stretches of arid land and bare mountains, a beau- 
tiful garden is even more welcome than a fine 
house. A deep love of nature is reflected in early 

Persian poetry, and pleasure pavilions are often mentioned 
as favorite features in a garden setting. In the 12th and 
13th centuries such kiosks were occasionally copied in the 
form of ceramic taborets, which are flat-topped although 
the buildings themselves were covered with a dome or a 
conical roof. The example at the left reflects a two-storied 
hexagonal structure from whose arched niches one con- 
templated nature and enjoyed the wafting breezes, and 
yet was sheltered from the burning sun. 

The earliest renditions of gardens in Persian carpets 
date from the 16th century and are of a formal character. 
The Museum's version of such an indoor garden dates from 
about 1800 and has been attributed to Kurdestan or north- 



west Iran. It depicts a wide central stream of water inter- 
sected by narrower courses, all enlivened by fish that, like 
the water, are highly stylized. The composition as a whole 
should be read as two repeats of a garden type called 
"Four Gardens": at both ends, the center of each unit is 
the crossing of two watercourses, marked by a tree- 
studded island. From it large trees jut diagonally into the 
neighboring squares. Beyond these are more formal units 
representing an ornamental pool or flowerbeds (four in 
the center and two at the far right). Flowery paths border 
the water, and the center of the whole composition is 
marked by an island without projecting trees. In the car- 
pet, a tripartite floral border takes the place of the high 
surrounding wall that excluded the dusty, barren outside. 

Taboret: Iran, 12th century; h. 131/8 in.; Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer Be- 
quest, 69.225. Carpet: Iran, about 1800; 1. 18 ft. 3 in.; Gift of William 
R. Pickering, 67.156. 



he human figure, although a subject of 
controversy, has played a widespread and 
diversified role throughout the long his- 
tory of Islamic art. Here, human figures 

are shown on works from three areas of the 
Iranian world under the domination of the Seljuq 
Turks in the 13th century. 

The first is a monumental stone tympanum from 
the Caucasus. The boldness of the relief carving, 
the naturalness of movement, and the realism of 
the warrior's accouterments are effectively set off 
by the decorative approach to details and surface 
patterns. 

In the brightly painted ceramic bowl at the left, 
an enthroned ruler and his retinue of musicians, 
attendants, and mounted falconers are treated in 
a more relaxed and pictorial way. An astrological 
design-connoting good omens for the owner- 
dominates the center of the bowl: five planets and 



A 

the moon surround a rayed sun. 
The ewer on the right-made of brass inlaid 

with silver, and an exceptionally fine example of 
this important Islamic technique-also features 
an astrological design. Its body is divided into 
twelve lobes, each topped by a pair of crowned 
harpies. Near the center of each lobe is a medal- 
lion enclosing a sign of the zodiac, generally 
shown with its ruling planet; the other motifs of 
the intricate decoration seem to reflect and sup- 
port the astrological theme. Unusual, but popular 
in this period in eastern Iran, are the bands of 
cursive inscription on the neck, in which the ver- 
tical letters end in human heads. 

Tympanum: Daghestan; 1. 51 in.; Rogers Fund, 38.96. Bowl: 
Iran; d. 73 in.; Rogers Fund and Gift of The Schiff Founda- 
tion, 57.36.4. Ewer: Eastern Iran, h. 151/2 in.; Rogers Fund, 
44.15. 
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T * ^he most important single element in any Muslim 
house of worship is the mihrab or niche that indi- 
cates the direction of Mecca. Because it is the focal 
point in the mosque and in the ritual of prayer, a 

great deal of attention was devoted to its decoration in most 
periods and countries throughout the Islamic world. This 
superb example, from the Madrasa Imami in Isfahan, which 
was founded in 1354, is completely executed in small pieces 
of brilliantly glazed ceramic that have been fitted together 
to form geometric and floral patterns and inscriptions. 

The word of God as revealed to his prophet Muhammad 
is recorded in the Koran, the Muslim holy book. Very large, 
sumptuous Korans, being too difficult to hold, had special 
stands built for them. The stand at the right was ordered 
made for a religious school in 1360 and was executed by a 
woodworker from Isfahan; its form is derived from a folding 
chair, and the decoration of the lower section, depicting a 
niche, is exquisitely carved on three levels. 

In the Koran, God's light is likened to "a niche in which 
is a lamp, the lamp is in a glass, and the glass is as it were a 
brightly shining star." Because of the vivid simile, this verse 
was often placed on the richly enameled mosque lamps of 
the Mamluk period. The one above bears an inscription stat- 
ing that it was made for the mausoleum of a Mamluk official 
(died 1285) who had served as bowman to the ruler-thus 
the meaning of the blazon in the roundels. 

Mihrab: Iran; h. 11 ft. 3 in.; Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 39.20. Wooden 
Koran stand: West Turkestan, signed by Hasan ibn Sulayman; h. 4 ft. 
31/ in.; Rogers Fund, 10.218. Mosque lamp: Syria; h. 10/2 in.; Gift of 
J. Pierpont Morgan, 17.190.985. 
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culptural figures were occasionally 
employed in an architectural con- 
text, as guardians of the gate, for 
example, or in the reception rooms of 

a palace to symbolize the ruler's personal 
attendants. Nothing is known of the exact 
provenance of the little head at the far left, 
undoubtedly a fragment of a complete sculp- 
ture and originally painted. But the Mon- 
golian steppe is alive in every inch of its form, 
from the fold at the eye, the small features, 
and the subtle planes of the broad face to the 
tight-fitting conical cap, with flaps coming 
down in front of the ear. 

The pictures on the left show a miniature 
from a famous, now dispersed, Shah-nameh 
manuscript made about 1330-1340 in Iran. 
The man who commissioned it seems to have 
been particularly impressed by the episodes 
of the epic that underscore the universality 
of death and the blows dealt by the hand of 
fate, since so many of its illustrations con- 
centrate on such scenes. 

This miniature depicts the funeral of the 
young hero Esfandiyar, compelled by fate to 
duel with and be slain by the mighty Rustam. 
The linear, calligraphic character of the draw- 
ing and its wash colors betray the new artistic 
influences from China, while the striking va- 
riety of the mourners' faces and gestures in 
their expression of grief is exceptionally this 
artist's own achievement. The painter has also 
captured the range of ethnic types to be found 
in early 14th-century Iran, some resembling 
the nomad from the Mongolian steppes por- 
trayed in the sculpture opposite. Such details 
as the slain hero's saddle placed backward 
on his horse, and his clothing and headdress 
tied to a folding stool on top of his cloth- 
draped coffin, follow the funeral customs of 
the Mongol rulers of Iran at this period. 

Stucco head: Iran, 12th-13th century; h. 8 in.; Gift of 
Mrs. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., 42.25.17. Shah-nameh 
leaf: Iran, about 1330-1340; 8% x 11% in.; Purchase, 
Joseph Pulitzer Bequest, 33.70. 



mong the most popular of Persian 
illustrated texts was the Khamseh or 
"Quintet" of the great 12th-century 
poet Nizami. One of its five poems 

relates the story of the Sasanian King Bahram 
Gur and the seven princesses he married, vis- 
iting each on a successive night of the week. 
Each princess entertains him with storytelling. 
The tale illustrated here concerns a young 
man who owned an orchard and who, when he 
peered through the gate in the wall, was be- 
dazzled by the sight of nymphs playing in the 
garden and bathing in its pool. The painter has 
pictured the young man peeping through the 
shutter of a second-story window of a building 
that appears to be a garden pavilion. 

In this miniature of about 1426, the artist 
follows the conventions of Persian painting that 
had been evolving since the late 14th century, 
and which reached one of the high points of its 
development under the patronage of the Timu- 
rid prince Baysonghor in Herat during the 1420s 
and early 1430s. The picture plane is tilted up 
so that all elements can be viewed with equal 
clarity, and each object is shown from what- 
ever viewpoint makes its essential character- 
istics most easily perceived. For example, the 
pool is seen from a bird's-eye view and the 
nymphs from slightly above the fence. The bal- 
ance between architectural, landscape, and fig- 
ural elements is harmoniously controlled, and 
the color is used to set off objects from one 
another and, at the same time, to unite them 
within the composition. 

The lyrical mood-from the garden in the 
background, with its running stream sur- 
rounded by blossoming trees, to the scene in 
the foreground, with nymphs frolicking, play- 
ing music, and dancing in the tranquil setting - 

typifies the idealized vision of the Persian mini- 
ature. 

Miniature: Herat school, Iran, about 1426; 9 x 5 in.; 
Gift of Alexander Smith Cochran, 13.228.13, fol. 47r. 



D eath and mourning are sub- 
jects generally minimized by 
the Persian poet in favor of 
such themes as courtly life 

with its attendant pastimes and pagean- 
try. When scenes of battle were required 
by the text, color and pattern were 
more important in the painting than any 
intrusive reality of war. The Persian 
miniaturist strove to present the world 
as it could be visualized ideally and poet- 
ically, eliminating all ugliness and 
harshness. However, in the face of the 
uncertainty of fortune, well understood 
in Iran, with its history of wars, inva- 
sions, and political upheavals, as well as 
droughts, earthquakes, and other uncon- 
trollable disasters, the tenuous nature of 
life and the immanence of death were 
very real concerns. It is understandable, 
therefore, that mystic poets such as At- 
tar, who offered spiritual unity and tran- 
quility over material chaos and uncer- 
tainty, had such wide appeal. 

This miniature of a funeral proces- 
sion and preparation of a grave shows 
the development of Persian miniature 
painting from the Timurid court style in 
Herat under Baysonghor in the 1420s, as 
seen in the painting on the opposite 
page, to that of the last decades of the 
15th century under Hosayn Bayqara, pa- 
tron of one of the greatest of all Persian 
painters, Behzad. Working within the 
traditional canons of the art, Behzad 
brought a new realism to miniature 
painting and broadened the subject mat- 
ter to include scenes from everyday life, 
such as the one shown here. The artists 
of Behzad's school studied their sur- 
roundings - the architecture, the people, 
the daily activities-and incorporated 
their observations into their miniatures 
rather than relying solely on the tradi- 
tion of previous painters, as was custom- 
ary. The internal harmony of composi- 
tions, range of architectural forms and 
richness of detail, poetic landscapes, va- 
riety of figural types, and unerring use 
of color of Behzad and his followers 
were striking even to their contempo- 
raries, while in subsequent periods a 
great painter would be likened to Beh- 
zad and so gain in stature. 

Miniature from the Mantiq at-Tayr ("Language 
of the Birds") by Attar, probably by Behzad: 
Herat school, Iran, dated 888 A.H./A.D. 1483; 
91/ x 53 in.; Fletcher Fund, 63.210.35. 
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slam's rich decorative repertory was 
built primarily upon two pre-Islamic 
traditions: that derived from the 
classical world (Rome and Byzan- 

tium), and that of the ancient Near East, 
particularly Sasanian Iran. It is, how- 
ever, a striking feature of Islamic art 
that it soon brought certain possibilities 
inherent in these traditions to remark- 
able new heights of development. The 
early geometric art of Islam, for in- 
stance, was based almost entirely on 
Roman tradition, which in turn devel- 
oped out of that of the ancient Near 
East. But no other art tradition has ap- 
proached in number, sophistication, and 
complexity the purely geometric motifs 
created and employed in Islamic art (es- 
pecially those of the infinite-repetition 
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type), nor does any other tradition ap- 
proach the Islamic in the importance 
given to such motifs in the overall deco- 
rative scheme. 

Any rigorously geometric approach to 
design meets the unyielding givens, the 
universal geometric necessities and limi- 
tations. But the Islamic designer exer- 
cised greater freedom and imagination 
in his use of geometric structure than 
any of his predecessors, and it is this 
fact, more than any other, that explains 
the abundance and diversity of patterns 
in Islamic art. The central pattern of the 
Koran page shown at the right, for ex- 
ample, has its ultimate precedents in 
Roman mosaics and Coptic textiles, but 
here the sophisticated design is purely 
Islamic. And, although not unknown in 

earlier art, the transformation of the 
structural lines of the pattern into inter- 
lacing straps is a particularly important 
Islamic practice. 

Outstanding among Islam's contribu- 
tions to geometric design is a whole 
family of patterns based on a five- and 
ten-part division of the circle, or on the 
juxtaposition of ten-sided and five-sided 
forms: the pattern on the bookbinding 
in the center is a classic of this type. Its 
earliest occurrences are in the 12th cen- 
tury, and it spread from its birthplace in 
Iran to become popular in most of the 
Islamic world. 

The door panel at left, with its finely 
carved ivory polygons set between 
wooden straps, sumptuously typifies 
Cairo's woodwork of the Mamluk pe- 

riod (1250-1517). The pattern itself, 
however, is part of Mamluk Egypt's in- 
heritance from lands to the east, specific- 
ally Iran, probably by way of Anatolia; 
it is based on a grid of equilateral tri- 
angles, with twelve-pointed stars formed 
at the junction of their apexes. The pat- 
tern was used relatively rarely, although 
it is the basic one of its particular type. 

Inlaid doors: Egypt, Mamluk period, probably 
14th century; h. 65 in.; The Edward C. Moore 
Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 91.1. 
2064. Leather bookbinding: Egypt, Mamluk 
period, late 13th-14th century; h. 81/2 in.; Gift of 
H. K. Kevorkian, 33.103.3. Koran leaf: Iran, 
Mongol period, early 14th century; h. 17 in.; 
Rogers Fund, 50.12. 
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his carpet is one of the largest ever made using 
the Persian knot and was woven with about 

eighteen shades of wool. It is known as the "Em- 

peror Carpet," since it is one of a pair that was 
once the property of the Hapsburgs. Both carpets are the 
most complex of a novel group attributable to Khorasan 

-possibly to Herat, although they are popularly called 
"Isfahans." They are the ancestors of many others that 
have the same major colors and follow the same decora- 
tive scheme, although on a less ambitious scale and with- 
out animals. 

At first the design, on a wine-red ground, seems to be a 
bewildering mass of flowers, animals, and Chinese cloud 
bands (the undulating, ribbonlike motifs that also occur 
throughout the border). But this carpet, like the whole 

group, is characterized by very specific patterning, skill- 
fully arranged. The composition is based on a cross-axial 
system so that both halves and quarters correspond to each 
other as mirror images. The structure of the decoration is 
formed in each half by delicate vines, whose flow controls 
the placement and direction of the large leaves and flow- 
ers. Within the foliage, many of the animals are directed 
toward the ruler, who would have been seated in the 
center; they are felines, game animals, and Chinese myth- 
ical beasts either alone or stalking and attacking each 
other. The characteristic deep green border is also com- 
plex, and is again based on two vine systems, overlapped 
by cloud bands. 

Iran, 16th century; 1. 24 ft. 8 in.; Rogers Fund, 43.121.1. 
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lthough cursive Arabic scripts, often very beautifully written, were in use for everyday 
purposes from Islam's beginning to the present day, it was only from around the early 
11th century that they began to replace Kufic in serious artistic use. By the 13th century 
almost all Korans, except those of the Islamic West, were written in one of the two main 

cursive styles, naskhi or thuluth, which differ primarily in the height of their verticals. 
The example above is a fragment of a giant Koran page, which originally had the usual vertical 

format and is over thirty-eight inches wide. It has been attributed to Baysonghor, a grandson of 
Timur (Tamerlane) and a great patron of art in his city of Herat (now Afghanistan). Dying in 

1433/34 at the age of thirty-five, he is said to have lived in princely opulence. But he apparently did 
not waste his time, as he was accounted the master of thuluth calligraphy of his day, and making 
copies of the Koran would seem to demonstrate his piety. What we have here is a well executed 

example of standard thuluth script, if of a very uncommon size. 
In the page at the right, from a book dated 1483, the calligrapher Sultan Ali of Mashhad has given 

us a beautiful example of nasta'liq. This slanted style - the name means "hanging" - is reputed to 
have been invented by Mir Ali of Tabriz (flourished early 15th century), although instances of 
slanted script date back to the lth century. Affected and precious, this example indicates how far 
Islamic calligraphy had come since the 9th century's combination of grandeur, disciplined creative 

freedom, and boldness. It is, however, one must admit, very fine. 

Fragment: Iran, about 1430; 1. 3814 in.; Anonymous gift, 1972.279. Leaf from Attar's Language of the Birds: Iran, dated 
888 A.H./A.D. 1483; h. 75/8 in.; Fletcher Fund, 63.210.53v. 
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n its early stages, painting under the 
Mughal rulers of India owed much 
to Persian painting, but it soon de- 
veloped a style and point of view en- 

tirely its own. This phenomenon was ~~' p r o b a b l y~~~probably in large measure due to the 
wide range of cultural interests of the 
Emperor Akbar (1556-1605), and his en- 
couragement of the fusion of different 
artistic sources in his court ateliers. 

One element of the Mughal style was 
a keen observation and loving depiction 
of nature, of trees and flowers and ani- 
mals, less idealized and more intimately 
presented than in Persian art. Another 
aspect of Mughal painting that differed 
from Persian was the influence it ab- 
sorbed from European painting, probably 
as a result of the many Westerners en- 
couraged to visit the Mughal court, bring- 
ing goods and presents with them, includ- 
ing paintings and engravings. A modified 
attempt at European perspective comes 
into Mughal painting, and some modeling 
of the figures can be seen. 

In the miniature at right, a nighttime 
scene showing Bahram Gur visiting a Per- 
sian princess in her purple palace, the 
vegetation seems faithful to that no doubt 
familiar to the artist from the palace 
gardens of the Mughal court; the archi- 
tectural elements appear to be made up 
of real, rather than ideal, components; 
and the figures, especially in the fore- 
ground outside the wall, show some sug- 
gestion of rounded forms. While the per- 
spective still varies, with objects being 
seen from different viewpoints, the con- 
trasts are less extreme. There is a definite 
recession in space and a feeling of air and 
distance. The artist has also captured in 
a masterly fashion the romantic atmo- 
sphere of the poem he is illustrating. 
Miniature from the Khamseh of Amir Khosrow 
Dihlavi: Lahore, India, 1595-1600; 91/8 x 51/2 in.; 
Gift of Alexander Smith Cochran, 13.288.33. 

he idealization of landscape, of architecture, and of the human form 
remains a constant factor in most Persian painting throughout its his- 
tory. In some periods this idealized world seems to reach into the 
realm of lyric poetry, as in this miniature in the style associated with 

the Safavid court and its capital, Qazvin, during the latter part of the 16th cen- 
tury. It is the left half of a double-page composition showing a mountain 
meadow with an elegant party of courtiers participating in a leisurely fashion 
in the aristocratic sport of hawking. The tall, slim figures take languid poses 
that emphasize the rhythmic curves and countercurves of their bodies and the 
unhurried tempo of their movements. Subtle colors enhance the softened mood 
of the scene, where the bird of prey is the only reminder of the existence of a 
harsher world. The composition spills over into the gold-illuminated border, 
where real and imagined beasts roam amongst foliage and rocks. 

Miniature: Qazvin school, Iran, 1560-1580; 101/8 x 61/2 in.; Rogers Fund, 12.223.1. 
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any motifs used by 16th-century Iranian artists under the Safavids 
were borrowed from Chinese art but transformed into a purely 
Islamic idiom, as is the case with the bowl and rug shown here. 

For example, the bowl follows Chinese blue and white porcelain 
prototypes in its color scheme, the drawing of the dragons, the wave patterns 
behind them and on the rim, and the lotus blossoms and leaf scrolls. In Chinese 
mythology, however, the dragon is a beneficent symbol, quite contrary to the 
Iranian concept of fearsome, poison-breathing creatures, here locked in combat, 
fang and claw sunk into each other's body. But with the Iranian decorative 
sense the snake-like bodies form graceful, intertwined triangles, the twisted 
necks, turned heads, looped tails a rhythmic counterpoise. This same dragon 
wreath appears on a number of 16th-century rugs, and no doubt had more than 
a decorative meaning - most basically, symbolizing power. 

The magnificent jewel-colored carpet, with its elegant, curvilinear "compart- 
ments" based on a geometric star pattern, is filled with creatures borrowed from 
Chinese art, such as the dragon and phoenix in combat. The benevolent phoenix 
has its counterpart in Persian lore, where it is known as the simurgh, also a wise 
and protective bird. Other compartments contain decorative arrangements of 
Chinese ch'i-lin and flying geese, as well as the purely Islamic arabesque. While 
the overall pattern is a continuous repeat, the motifs in one half of the rug form 
a mirror image of those in the other, so the design is effective when viewed from 
either end. The border with its medallions and cartouches reflects those of 
Safavid bookbindings, which also make great use of the ribbonlike Chinese 
cloud band, by now thoroughly assimilated into Persian art. 

Ceramic plate: Iran, 16th century; d. 171/ in.; Purchase, Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 65.109.2. 
Carpet: Iran, Tabriz, early 16th century; 1. 16 ft. 4 in.; Purchase, Frederick C. Hewitt Fund, 
10.61.3. 

The solid lines in the center of the 
drawing above indicate the underlying 
structure of the decoration of this car- 
pet's field; its geometrical basis is 
shown by the dotted lines in the upper 
left. The curved lines at the bottom of 
the drawing show how the carpet's de- 
signer modified the usual pattern. 

This star pattern is one of the earli- 
est and most popular of its general type 
(where each major star has a complete 
corona of semiregular hexagons) that 
developed in Islamic art. This pattern 
occurs as early as the first half of the 
12th century in Iran and Anatolia, and 
is frequently used in most Islamic re- 
gions thereafter. It is, however, unusual 
to find carpets with layouts of this rigor 
and complexity from any country or 
time. 
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he 16th century represents the culmination of the Turkish imperial power in 
Asia and Europe. It was then that the Ottoman armies reached Vienna, which 
they besieged, though unsuccessfully, in 1529. A correlation between this 
political eminence and the character of Turkish art may well be established 

by pointing to the boldly colored, monumental piece of silk shown at the left, probably 
manufactured in Istanbul in the mid-16th century. Its inner dynamics are established by 
the strong movements and countermovements of the large leaves and flowers, and by the 
grandiose, sweeping verticals to which they are attached. Even the individual units are 
brought to their highest pitch, for they combine the special qualities of several flowers 
(such as lotus and tulips) and are further enriched by superimposed, delicate floral 

sprays. Highly decorative as this design is, it nevertheless evokes a natural setting. The 

parallel chevron lines in the curving verticals are an age-old symbol of water, hence the 

image of a garden with watercourses is readily evoked. 
The Ottoman fondness for flowers-tulips, anemones, carnations among others- 

is still more strikingly shown in the pottery plate at the right, which was made in Iznik 

(ancient Nicaea). Its main floral spray rises from the edge of the central roundel and 
then grows in a natural manner into a circular composition. The plate represents an 

early stage of this floral style, since it is still in the blue, green, and white color scheme 
that arose about 1525, originally inspired by blue and white Chinese ceramics; the more 
common, colorful style of Iznik ware does not begin until the middle of the 16th century. 

Textile fragment: Turkey, 16th century; 1. 48 in.; Purchase, Joseph Pulitzer Bequest, 52.20.21. Plate: Turkey, 
16th century; d. 173/ in.; Fletcher Fund, 1972.90. 
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he arabesque is the most distinctively Islamic of all forms of 
decoration. Invented and developed in the first centuries of 
Islam, it was used in a rich variety of forms and patterns in 
all areas of the Muslim world. Basically, it consists of vege- 

tal ornament inorganically treated - tendrils terminating in bilateral 
leaves with more tendrils springing from their tips, in an infinite 
diversity of rhythmic repetitions. 

The works shown here illustrate a favorite device: arabesques con- 
tained within distinctive forms that contrast with the rest of the de- 
sign. In the Turkish "star Ushak" carpet on the opposite page, inter- 
laced arabesques are dramatically set off by a deep red background, 
while the controlled rhythms of the arabesques on the Persian bottle 
at the left play against the freer rhythm of the crane flying among 
wispy clouds, the color contrast heightening the effect. 

In the 15th-century Persian jug illustrated above, balanced arab- 
esque designs in medallions punctuate a ground totally filled with 
arabesques. These are all inlaid in silver, with gold at the center of 
the medallions, the inlay shimmering against a brass ground dark- 
ened with bitumen. This dense design, with its subtle counterplay of 
form and ornament, of movement and stability, of glittering and 
matte surfaces on a pleasing shape, shows the Islamic artist at his 
most successful. 

Carpet: Turkey, 17th century; 1. 14 ft.; Gift of Joseph V. McMullan, 58.63. Ceramic 
bottle: Iran, 16th-17th century; h. 13 in.; Rogers Fund, 14.64.2. Jug: Iran, 15th cen- 
tury; h. 51/2 in.; The Edward C. Moore Collection, Bequest of Edward C. Moore, 
91.1.607. 
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his luxurious paneled room, built in 1707 (1119 A.H.), from the Nur ad-Din house 
in Damascus, is typical of traditional Syrian homes of the Ottoman period. 
Behind a nondescript outer wall hides an open-air courtyard with a central 
fountain surrounded by plants; attached to this courtyard are the high-ceilinged 

reception rooms. There are open ones for summer and closed ones with a narrow en- 
trance, like the Museum's Nur ad-Din room, for the winter. 

The first, courtyard-like area is where the servants stand; it contains a fountain and 

flooring executed in richly colored marble. A high arch and a step lead to the raised 

reception area: it is here that the master of the house welcomes his guests and asks them 
to recline on the divan along the wall. 

The wooden panels in both areas are lavishly painted, usually on a gesso ground 
with raised designs of abstract and floral patterns, poetic inscriptions in Arabic, and 
architectural vignettes. The warm colors, especially a deep brown, are heightened with 

gilding. 
The open niches are used for storing books, hubble-bubbles, and other objects, while 

the closed ones cover windows or serve as closets or doors. The stained-glass windows 
set high above the paneling permit filtered, tinted light to enter the room, while fresh air 
comes through the grilled windows in the lower level. Both ceilings are sumptuously 
ornamented, with decorated parallel beams in the courtyard, and a complex centralized 

design in the reception area. 

The Nur ad-Din room, and a detail of the ceiling: Damascus, dated 1707 (1119 A.H.). Gift of The Hagop 
Kevorkian Fund, 1970.170. 



he tradition of drawings of dragons in foliage, 
a theme derived from Chinese art, seems to 
have taken root in western Iran under the 
Jalayirid sultans in the latter part of the 14th 

century. The design underwent various stylistic modi- 
fications in Iran, and when it reached Turkey in the 
16th century, a distinctly Ottoman version emerged and 
became popular. 

Drawings in wash colors with contrasting black, 
rhythmic, calligraphic lines - such as the one shown 
above - were a particularly Turkish development of this 
subject, resulting in works of compelling strength that 
still retain their intrinsic decorative quality. In the cal- 
ligraphy in the rectangular panel, the drawing is attrib- 
uted to Shah Quli, a Persian who became a leading 
painter at the court of the Ottoman Sultan Sulayman 
the Magnificent (1520-1566). 

The designs of two wavy lines and a cluster of circles 

(usually three) were another important Turkish theme, 
becoming almost a hallmark of the Ottoman court. They 
were used most frequently in combination, primarily on 
textiles but also on other arts such as carpets and ce- 
ramics: the pattern is shown here on a piece of velvet 
and a handsome plate. 

There is still uncertainty about the origin of this de- 
sign, but one plausible explanation is that it represents 
a combination of tiger stripes and leopard spots. The 
great Iranian epic hero Rustam is identified in minia- 
ture paintings by his tiger-striped cuirass, for which the 
leopard spots are sometimes substituted. In Ottoman 
eyes, the pattern may have connoted strength and 
courage. 

Drawing: 6/8 x 107/8 in.; Bequest of Cora Timken Burnett, 57.51.26. 
Textile: Late 15th - early 16th century; 1. 28 in.; Rogers Fund, 
08.109.23. 



.p.g 11 I 

ME 



he love of nature so evident in the art of Mug- 
hal India is one of its distinguishing qualities. 
The very abundance and variety of the trees, 
birds, and animals in the Mughal carpet on 

the right, as well as its overall pictorial impression, 
disguise the fact that its plan is similar to that of a 
textile with a repeat pattern which reverses direction 
in each unit of design. Certain motifs - the ibexes, the 
winged ch'i-lins (Chinese mythical beasts), the animals 
in combat-are derived from Safavid Iran, as is the 
border design. However, the palm trees, water birds, 
and above all the naturalistic drawing and sympathetic 
observation of nature are characteristically Indian. 

Flowers and flowering plants occur everywhere in 
Mughal art: the man's court robe illustrated above is 
covered with tiny, delicate pink flowers with green 
stems and leaves, each individually hand painted (not 
dyed) and outlined in gold leaf. This perfection in the 
art of painting textiles is a particularly Indian achieve- 
ment. 

Wool carpet: India, 17th century; 1. 27 ft. 4 in.; Gift of J. Pierpont 
Morgan, 17.190.858. Cotton robe: India, 17th century; h. 55 in.; 
Rogers Fund, 29.135. 
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T * ^ he game of chess, according to 
the Persian poet Ferdowsi in 
his epic Shah-nameh, was in- 
vented in India as a means of 

explaining to a bereaved mother how 
her favorite son, an Indian prince, 
could have died in a battle with his 
brother without having been killed by 
him; how, in the end, hemmed in on 
all sides, he died of exhaustion and 
despair (the words "shah mat"-Per- 
sian for "the king is at a loss" - became 
"checkmate"). 

Ferdowsi states that the game was 
brought from India by an envoy to the 
Persian court during the reign of Khos- 
row I (531-578). The envoy came with 
an ultimatum that unless the Persians 
could name the pieces and figure out 
the moves of the game, India would not 
pay tribute. A counselor to the shah 
saved the day by recognizing that it 
was a game of war between symbolic 
armies commanded by the king and 
his vizier (queen in the West). Each 
army consisted of four branches: chari- 
otry (rook - Persian rukh - or castle); 
elephant corps (bishop); cavalry 
(knight); and infantry (pawn). 

All of these pieces are represented 
here. The king and his counselor 
(queen) are depicted by shapes that 
are variously interpreted as a throne, 
a stylized seated human figure, or a 
ruler on a throne on an elephant's 
back. The rook, with its pronounced 
V-cut at the top, may represent a very 
stylized chariot. The bishops retain ves- 
tiges of elephant tusks in their two 
hornlike or rounded protrusions. The 
knights bear a horse head and thus are 
closest to their original form, while the 
pawns have been reduced to small 
dome-like shapes. 
Combed glass king or vizier (queen): Medieval 
Islamic, before 1200; h. 115/6 in.; Purchase, 
Gustavus A. Pfeiffer Gift, 1972.9.3. Ceramic 
rook: Iran, 12th century; h. 1% in.; Purchase, 
Mr. and Mrs. Jerome A. Straka Gift, 1974.27.1. 

4 I 

Ivory bishop: Eastern Islamic, 8th-9th century; 
h. 31/2 in.; Gift of Alastair Bradley Martin, 
49.36. Ivory bishop: Medieval Islamic, before 
1200; h. 21/8 in.; Purchase, Gustavus A. Pfeiffer 
Gift, 64.262.1. Jet knight: Medieval Islamic, 
before 1200; h. 21/8 in.; Purchase, Mr. and Mrs. 
Jerome A. Straka Gift, 1974.27.2. Stone pawn( ? ): 
Medieval Islamic, before 1200; h. 1% in.; Pur- 
chase, Gustavus A. Pfeiffer Gift, 1972.119.12. 
Rock crystal pawn: Medieval Islamic, before 
1200; h. 11/8 in.; Purchase, Gustavus A. Pfeiffer 
Gift, 1972.9.28. Bronze pawn: Medieval Islamic, 
before 1200; h. 11/4 in.; Gustavus A. Pfeiffer 
Gift, 1972.119.2. 
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slam's calligraphers very early began to develop the 
actual Arabic letters into decorative arrangements. The 
9th century in Egypt-and surely not long afterward in 
Iraq and Iran-saw the introduction of more and more 

elaborate floral embellishments of Kufic letters. This ulti- 
mately came to include types of writing marked by wild 
flights of fancy in floral and even animal forms. 

The illustration above is a detail of an 11th-century Iran- 
ian Koran page: the calligrapher's style is full of variety and 
imagination in the use of scale, in the shapes of the letters, 
and in the decorative treatment of the terminals. Here he 
obviously wanted to emphasize the words "Muhammad is 
the messenger of God," and we must marvel at the way he 
has done so. 

Some Arabic inscriptions are wholly or partly made up of 
human figures and animals, a rather remarkable phenomenon 
that seems to stem mainly from two converging impulses: 
the general tendency to elaborate the letters, and the ten- 
dency between the 10th and 13th centuries to develop floral 
and other ornament into birds, animals, or human beings. 
This "animated" writing reaches its highest point in Islamic 
inlaid metalwork, particularly pieces made in eastern Iran 
between the late 12th and early 13th centuries, where whole 
meaningful phrases, made up entirely of animate forms, are 
to be found. The example at the right is not a fully animated 
one but is of the human-headed type of naskhi; it wishes, 
"Glory and prosperity and power and continuance." 

Koran leaf: Iran, 11th century; h. 127/ in.; Rogers Fund, 40.164.2a. Ink- 
well: Iran, 12th century; brass inlaid with silver, h 53/ in.; Purchase, 
Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 59.69.2. 

The text was prepared by the following members of the 
Metropolitan Museum's Department of Islamic Art: 

Richard Ettinghausen wrote on the beveled style; the 
garden carpet and taboret; the "Emperor Carpet"; the 
Ottoman textile and plate; and the Nur ad-Din room. 

Marie Lukens Swietochowski discussed the miniatures; 
jade; the figural style; the Safavid dragon plate and car- 
pet; the arabesque motif; the "tiger-stripe" motif; and the 
Mughal carpet and robe. 

Marilyn Jenkins wrote about the throne leg; glass; the 
ivory plaque; the Fatimid material; the mihrab, Koran 
stand, and mosque lamp; and the chesspieces. 

Manuel Keene contributed the discussions of the in- 
scription on the Spanish textile; the Nishapur material; 
calligraphy; geometric patterns; the analysis of the dragon 
carpet's design; and the "Simonetti" carpet. 



ombining the emphasis on calligraphy with the Is- 
lamic love of regular geometric pattern, of mazelike 
but totally ordered ornament, are inscriptions orga- 
nized upon grids made up of identical squares (and 

rarely of equilateral triangles). Those on the square grid 
first appeared in 12th-century Iran and ultimately included 
a great variety of such layouts, many even being capable of 
infinite repetition as interlocking patterns. All known exam- 
ples of "Kufic meanders" save one are religious in content. 
The inscription shown here proclaims the Muslim testament: 
"There is no God but God. Muhammad is God's messenger." 
Detail of a marble tombstone: Iran, 14th century; h. 321/2 in.; Rogers 
Fund, 35.120. 



he design of this Persian 16th-cen- 
tury book cover shows how closely 
the art of the book and that of car- 
pet weaving were interdependent at 

this time, with the artists of the court atelier 
designing the cartoons for the rug weavers. 
Similar are the center medallion with its 
pendants, the quarter-medallions in the cor- 
ners, and the cartouches in the border. 

The designs of such bookbindings were 
pressed into the leather with stamps; often, 
as seen here, the plate was engraved with 
half the design and reversed in the second 
impression, forming a mirror image. Smaller 
stamps were used for the border cartouches. 

A very decorative allover pattern is typi- 
cal of Safavid bookbindings: in this example, 
cloud bands are used in the field and border, 
with arabesques in the medallions. More un- 
usual is the addition of small turquoises 
spaced throughout the design and further 
enriching the effect. 

Leather bookbinding: Iran, 16th century; h. 14 in.; 
Rogers Fund, 56.222. 
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ertainly one of the most beautiful Islamic works of art, this 
is known as the "Simonetti" carpet after a previous owner. 
In fineness, size, and preservation it may be regarded as one 
of the two best of its type in the world. Its design is seldom 

matched in carpets and its color balance - an uncanny combination 
primarily green and wine red -is marvelous, not to say miraculous. 
At once clashing violently and harmonizing sweetly, it embodies a 
drama that takes time to appreciate. 

The Simonetti carpet belongs to a class often called "Cairene car- 
pets," a type now recognized as not only Egyptian but made in Cairo 
during the Mamluk period, specifically in the late 15th to early 16th 
centuries. Among the elements helping to establish their Egyptian 
origin is the use of papyrus motifs derived from ancient ones (the 
plants with umbrella-shaped leaves in the blue band in the detail 
above), and a series of compositional schemes that are very typical 
of certain Coptic textiles woven in the pre-Islamic period. 

This employment of motifs and compositions long out of usage is 
just one of the puzzling, even astonishing, aspects of this group of car- 
pets. They sometimes give the effect of being compendia of designs, 
both ancient and peculiarly contemporaneous. Among the latter are 
two star patterns that seem to have been little used in Egypt at all, 
and their known usages, aside from in these carpets, are all dated 
between 1466 and 1472/74. One of these patterns can be seen in the 
center of the detail; it also occurs on rugs with the second rare pat- 
tern, which in turn appears on rugs having Mamluk blazons that can 
be dated between the 1460s and around 1516. Furthermore, there 
exists an Italian traveler's reference to a carpet industry in Cairo in 
1474, and such carpets are represented in Venetian paintings of about 
1530, probably reflecting the usual timelag of several decades be- 
tween the manufacture of Oriental carpets and their appearance in 
European paintings. Thus one is tempted to date some of the finest 
of these Mamluk carpets roughly to the reign of the Sultan Qaytbay 
(1468-1496), which can be regarded as one of Egypt's most brilliant, 
prosperous, and creative Islamic periods. 
Wool carpet: Egypt, second half of the 15th century; 1. 29 ft. 7 in.; Fletcher Fund, 
1970.105. 
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