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Preface

Gregory Bilotto


There is no specific word for ‘Mediterranean’ in the Geniza records. The ancient Arab term ‘The Sea of the Romans’ (as opposed to the ‘Sea of the Indians’, the Indian Ocean) never occurs in them, and one has the impression that in the writings of the Muslim geographers of this period[,] it appears as a traditional scientific term rather than a name in living use. The Mediterranean was ‘The Sea’ par excellence, and as such, of course, it is mentioned in our records countless times.1



Shelomo Goitein offered this observational analysis in his voluminous work on the myriad Arabic and Hebrew texts preserved in the ‘janaza’ (Arabic) or ‘Geniza’ (Hebrew), a store in the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Old Cairo, meant to literally ‘bury’ but in actuality ‘safeguard’ documents that might mention the word of God (figure 1). The cache of documents, written during the 5th to 7th/11th to 13th centuries – contemporary with the Fatimids in Egypt (368–567/969–1171) and their successors, the Ayyubids (567–658/1171–1260) – recorded numerous aspects of contact with foreign cultures (beyond Egypt), daily life, economics, familial affairs, trading and travelling, among other topics, across the Fatimid state and further afield. These once-discarded texts, e.g., court and legal records (the most valuable owing to their detail), letters, marriage dowries, receipts, etc., have offered an invaluable glimpse into the international and cosmopolitan world cultivated by the Fatimids. Perhaps the quote by Goitein on the familiarity of ‘The Sea’ for the Fatimids can elucidate further on this cosmopolitanism because it was in their role as an omnipotent maritime power, even while initially ruling from Ifriqiya (figure 2), that the Fatimids developed highly successful trading and missionary (daʿwa) networks – stretching the breadth of the Mediterranean and even reaching parts of Eastern Zanj, and of Malabar in Hind – with all goods and raw materials passing through the imperial marketplace, Fustat (Cairo), allowing the state to collect lucrative customs and duties, and ensuring its place as a model multicultural manufacturing centre and import-export terminal.




[image: ]
Figure 1 A view of the southern facade of the Ben Ezra Synagogue in Fustat (Kom Ghorab), Egypt. Although initially erected in the 4th/9th century, it was rebuilt/restored several times, notably under Fatimid rule during the 5th to 6th/11th to 12th centuries.


[image: ]
Figure 2 A view of the former Fatimid inland port and harbour at Mahdiyya. The harbour quays and parts of the defences are original, surviving from the Fatimid era. The Ismaili influence of the Fatimids was connected to their trading links, including the maritime trade that began from this port.

Aside from the Geniza contracts or receipts, evidence of this strategic economic system was detailed in several texts of the Fatimid period, particularly the Safar-nama (Travelogue), written by the Ismaili daʿi, Nasir-i Khusraw, when he meticulously described the exotic luxuries and wealth of the markets of Cairo during his stay in Egypt between 439 and 441/1047 and 1049.


… and no one ever saw such a market anywhere else. Every sort of rare goods from all over the world can be had there.2

The city and markets were so arrayed that, were they to be described, some would not believe that drapers’ and moneychangers’ shops could be so decorated with gold, jewels, coins, goldspun fabrics, and linen that there was no room to sit down.3

I saw such personal wealth there that were I to describe it, the people of Persia (Khurasan and Ma waraʾ al-Nahr) would never believe it. I could discover no end or limit to their wealth, and I never saw such ease and security anywhere.4



It was this intimate knowledge of and interconnectedness with the Mediterranean that invigorated the empire’s enormous wealth, the intercultural dialogue with other states, both Muslim and Christian, and the seemingly ‘free movement’ of people, including artisans, merchants, skilled labourers and traders who travelled and settled in major Fatimid metropolises following the pluralistic Cairo blueprint, such as Aden, Aswan, Caesarea, Mahdiyya, Tiberias and Tunis. Despite periods of division and conflict, a considerable part of this urban success can be attributed to the inclusive environment of varying ethnicities and religions. As the Fatimid maritime specialist David Bramoullé remarked in his recent work:


L’Égypte devint peu à peu une véritable plate-forme du commerce médiéval vers laquelle convergeaient marchandises et marchands de toutes origins. Les califes du Caire surent sans doute mieux que leurs prédécesseurs exploiter la position de ce territoire à l’interface de la Méditerranée et la mer Rouge, deux mers rendues de plus en plus complémentaires, Il ne s’agissait en aucun cas d’un simple fait de géographie ou du fruit du hasard, mais du résultat d’un processus qui permettait à la dynastie de devenir un acteur tout à la fois omniprésent du commerce maritime, mais aussi très dépendant de ce dernier.5



He notes the connection between the ‘omnipresent’ dynasty with ‘merchandise and merchants of all origins’, and it was this arrangement that would undoubtedly facilitate a natural inclination for tolerance and prosperity. In other words, the overwhelming success of the Fatimid economic model, and therefore the state’s power, was inextricably linked to ensuring a cosmopolitan global environment, with diverse merchants and traders passing throughout the land plying their produce and wares with limited barriers. Through this international maritime trading network, the Fatimid state emerged during an age with other rival caliphal empires – notably the Abbasids and the Umayyads of al-Andalus – perhaps not as the lone maritime ‘superpower’, but indeed overall, probably the most tolerant and multicultural.

The conference ‘Fatimid Cosmopolitanism: History, Material Culture, Politics, and Religion’, held at The Institute of Ismaili Studies (IIS) on 6–9 December 2021, addressed this cosmopolitan Fatimid milieu, with thirty-eight scholars from diverse backgrounds, both early career and well-established, covering numerous areas of current research in Fatimid studies beyond the traditionally Western-centric approach prevalent with its study set in the past. The event was successful in providing a common platform for these scholars of diverse disciplines – ranging from archaeology to history, numismatics to theology, and material culture to the living legacy – initiating collaboration for future academic endeavours and a broader appeal to a non-specialist audience, which resulted in over 2,000 registered participants. The specific topics, ranging from archaeological investigation to primary source texts – including those of the Geniza – to the exploration of the ceremonial and symbolic, to rethinking the legacy of the sixth Fatimid Imam-caliph, al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah, presented new material and analysis in what is a rapidly evolving field. The conference also benefitted from the recent publication of an exceptional Fatimid treatise, Kitab Gharaʾib al-funun wa-mulah al-ʿuyun (ca. 411–442/1020–1050),6 detailing how the Fatimids perceived their maritime state while navigating ‘The Sea’ and the world beyond, as well as from seventeen years of archaeological investigation in Cairo led by Stéphane Pradines and funded by IFAO and AKTC, which has resulted in new perceptions about Fatimid architecture and urban life.7

The London event also sought to build on the foundation of a previous conference, ‘L’Égypte fatimide: son art et son histoire’, convened by Marianne Barrucand and held at l’Université de Paris-Sorbonne on 28–30 May 1998. The Paris conference proceedings, published in 1999 under the same title,8 were the first significant international acknowledgement of Fatimid studies, and while primarily arts-centric, the assembled scholars successfully developed its importance and consequently elevated the field on the world stage. Additionally, an accompanying exhibition of Fatimid art, ‘Trésors fatimides du Caire’9 was curated at l’Institut du monde arabe in 1998 and then shown in Vienna as ‘Schätze der Kalifen: Islamische Kunst zur Fatimidenzeit’,10 at the Künstlerhaus from 1998–1999. These exhibitions complemented and enhanced the work of the conference, but more importantly, were the sole international events of their kind exclusively dedicated to Fatimid art – a distinction only surpassed by ‘The World of the Fatimids’ held at the Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, in 2018.11

The present volume, now published more than twenty-five years after the Paris conference, contains twenty-two texts demonstrating the interdependence and international exchange characterising the Fatimid state, both internally and externally. In essence, these texts explore the cosmopolitan Fatimid environment through artistic, cultural, doctrinal, economic, intellectual, political and social interactions. This publication reflects current research in Fatimid studies, which has advanced substantially since 1998 through ongoing archaeological investigation, historical documentation, scientific and technological innovation, and a greater understanding of and broader interest in the field. While the volume has sought to further enhance research by building on the previous conference, it also aims to encourage future academic work in Fatimid studies. Hence, the contributions have been arranged in four thematic sections, ‘Religion and Statecraft’, ‘Ceremony and Symbolism’, ‘Art and Archaeology’, and ‘The Fatimids Reconsidered’, as these reflect the structure and focus of the conference.

I wish to express gratitude to my co-editors, Farhad Daftary and Shainool Jiwa, who have supported me through each phase of organising the conference and publishing its proceedings. I thank all the conference presenters, moderators, and those who have submitted texts for publication in this peer-reviewed volume. My colleagues on the conference organising committee, Shainool Jiwa, Sarah Campbell, Russell Harris, Naushin Shariff and Susheel Gokarakonda, and the volume editors, Isabel Miller, Patricia Salazar who organised the images, as well as Tara Woolnough, have supported me in realising this publication and I offer my special appreciation to Zayn Kassam, the IIS director, for her ongoing commitment to Fatimid studies.

I also want to recognise the incredible achievement of the late Ghada al-Hijjawi al-Qaddumi, who sadly died in 2021. She completed her PhD at Harvard University under the supervision of Oleg Grabar, and her published thesis, a translation, annotation and analysis of the 6th/12th-century Kitab al-Hadaya wa’l-tuhaf, has had a profound influence in the field of Fatimid studies,12 drawing us closer to understanding the international exchange and global reach of Fatimid court life: ‘… [these exchanges and events] characterised the hospitality and sophistication of the periods of high culture of Islamic civilisation’.13 I had the pleasure of visiting her at home in Kuwait City, Kuwait, in April 2019, where she expressed an enthusiastic desire to participate in the then-forthcoming conference by offering insights on further unpublished texts related to this essential Fatimid treatise. I thank her for many kindnesses. Unsurprisingly, her essential publication was frequently referenced during the 1998 and 2021 conferences and certainly will remain an indispensable primary source for future scholarship.



Gregory Bilotto, July 2024


NOTES


	1 S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, vol. 1, Economic Foundations (Berkeley, 1999), p. 42.

	2 Nasir-i Khusraw, Safar-nama, tr. Wheeler M. Thackston as Nasir-i Khusraw’s Book of Travels (Costa Mesa, CA, 2001), p. 69; for the full account, see pp. 66–72.

	3 Ibid., p. 71; the description relates to celebrating a royal birth.

	4 Ibid.

	5 David Bramoullé, Les fatimides et la mer (909–1171) (Leiden, 2020), p. 471; for an excellent overview of Fatimid naval power and commercial seafaring, see his complete work.

	6 Yossef Rapoport, and Emilie Savage-Smith, Lost Maps of the Caliphs: Drawing the World in Eleventh-Century Cairo (Oxford, 2018); Emilie Savage-Smith, amazingly, only identified its importance by chance just before a sale at Christie’s, London in 2000.

	7 See the chapter in this volume by Stéphane Pradines, who directed the nearly two-decades-long Cairo excavations through l’Institut français d’archéologie orientale and the Aga Khan Trust for Culture.

	8 Marianne Barrucand, ed. L’Égypte fatimide: son art et son histoire (Paris, 1999).

	9 Trésors fatimides du Caire (Paris, 1998).

	10 W. Seipel, ed. Schätze der Kalifen: Islamische Kunst zur Fatimidenzeit (Milan, 1998).

	11 Assadullah Souren Melikian-Chirvani, ed., The World of the Fatimids (Toronto, London, Munich, 2018).

	12 Ghada al-Ḥijjawi al-Qaddumi, Book of Gifts and Rarities: Kitab al-Hadaya wa al-Tuhaf (Cambridge, 1996).

	13 Ibid., p. 3; the Fatimid courtier al-Qadi b. al-Zubayr, who witnessed and recorded many exchanges and events at the royal court and other localities, almost surely wrote the text. However, his work spans the Dar al-Islam from the age of the Prophet Muhammad until the decline of Fatimid rule, covering the 1st to 6th/7th to 12th centuries. Therefore, following his reliance on earlier Muslim chroniclers from the previous centuries, the volume probably was written as a comprehensive text to compare courtly life during the preceding periods of Islam with the ‘more powerful’ Fatimid court.
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SECTION I

FATIMID RELIGION AND STATECRAFT




1

Ismaili Neoplatonism: The Cosmopolitan Legacy of the Fatimid Ismaili Daʿwa

Khalil Andani

The Shiʿi Ismaili Muslim tradition of Islam manifests a significant number of distinctive features that differentiate the Ismaili interpretations of Islam from other competing Muslim schools of law and theology. One of these distinctive elements was a specific Ismaili theological worldview known as ‘Ismaili Neoplatonism’. Ismaili Neoplatonism was the result of Ismaili philosophers adapting and refining the metaphysical teachings of Plotinus and Proclus as translated into Arabic and edited during the 3rd/9th century through the translation movement.1

Modern scholars have presented theories on the origins, functions and legacies of Ismaili Neoplatonism in the Ismaili daʿwa (summons). According to the current scholarly narrative argued by Stern, Madelung and Daftary, Ismaili Neoplatonism was first adopted by the Eastern Ismaili daʿwa for the purpose of missionary activity directed at the ruling educated elite in Persia.2 It is believed that the Fatimid Ismaili Imam-caliphs in North Africa were initially against the use of Neoplatonic philosophy and condemned it wholesale.3 However, because the Fatimid Imam-caliphs sought the spiritual allegiance of the Eastern Ismaili communities, they changed course and allowed Fatimid daʿis to employ Neoplatonic ideas to win over these constituencies.4 Finally, it is further claimed that within the Nizari tradition of post-Fatimid Ismailism, Ismaili Neoplatonism became obsolete, was formally repudiated, and died out.5

The above narrative on the origins and function of Ismaili Neoplatonism deserves closer scrutiny. The general claim that Ismaili Neoplatonism basically reflected a clever ‘marketing strategy’ to win over converts is not based on any textual evidence; it is an inference of modern scholars based on interpreting the available material. In this chapter, I argue that Ismaili Neoplatonism as a sophisticated form of Islamic thought did not simply serve a missionary purpose for the Ismaili daʿwa and was not adopted by Ismaili thinkers simply because it was fashionable. Rather, the Neoplatonic worldview provided the strongest metaphysical basis for Ismaili theological, cosmological and soteriological truth-claims within a rational and universalist framework. The cosmopolitan and philosophical merits of Islamic Neoplatonism allowed this worldview to endure long past the demise of the Fatimid caliphate and well into the modern period of Ismaili history.

First, the prevalent hypothesis that the Fatimid Imam-caliphs were initially against Neoplatonism and later allowed it for the sake of converting the Eastern Ismaili communities is re-evaluated. This narrative is based on scant evidence, a conflation between falsafa and philosophy in general, and is contradicted by the presence of Neoplatonic teachings in Fatimid daʿwa writings composed under the Fatimid Imam-caliph, al-Muʿizz (r. 341–365/953–975). The Ismaili daʿis, however, naturalised Neoplatonism into daʿwa teaching because of their own universalist approach to the revelatory and rational sciences. Ismaili philosophers upheld Neoplatonism due to the rational and metaphysical coherence of its worldview, not as a matter of dogma or popularity; they further expounded uniquely Ismaili conceptions of tawhid and divine guidance (Prophetology and Imamology) in fully Neoplatonic terms. Finally, Ismaili Neoplatonism outlived the demise of the Fatimid caliphate and, contrary to certain claims, did not fade away but continued as a viable worldview simply taken for granted. Neoplatonism became pervasive amongst many notable post-classical Muslim philosophers and mystics beyond Ismailism. The Ismaili form of Neoplatonism continued in the Nizari Ismaili tradition through the teachings of ʿAbd al-Karim al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153) and Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 672/1274) in the Alamut period and endured among post-Alamut Nizari thinkers, for whom it provided the metaphysical basis for Ismaili Imamology and soteriology. Finally, Ismaili Neoplatonism is currently undergoing a resurgence as contemporary Ismaili scholars and philosophers draw upon it to address theological and philosophical questions. Today, Ismaili Neoplatonism thus stands as one of the most enduring cosmopolitan legacies of the Fatimids and the Ismaili daʿwa.

Neoplatonic Philosophy, Falasafa and the Ismaili daʿwa: Revising the Narrative
The earliest Ismaili daʿis to affirm a Neoplatonic worldview in the first half of the 4th/10th century were the Brethren of Purity (fl. late 3rd/9th century to mid-4th/10th century) as well as the daʿis Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Nasafi (d. 332/943) in Transoxania, Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. 322/934) in Rayy, and Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijistani (d. after 361/971) in Sistan and Khurasan. Their Neoplatonic worldview envisages a hierarchical conception of reality. God, or Allah, is the absolutely simple and absolutely transcendent, uncaused Originator of all existents – what Plotinus calls the One. From God, the Originator, there proceeds an eternal divine act of creation or origination (al-ibdaʿ); the immediate product of God’s originating act is the ‘first creation’ (al-khalq al-awwal) or ‘first originated being’ (al-mubdaʿ al-awwal) known as the Universal Intellect (al-ʿaql al-kulli) or First Intellect (al-ʿaql al-awwal). The Intellect is a perfect substance that encompasses all intelligible forms and essences. From the First Intellect, there emanates the ‘second creation’ known as the Universal Soul (al-nafs al-kulliyya). The Universal Soul is a perpetually moving or active spiritual substance continuously receiving intelligible forms emanating from the Intellect. The Soul’s spiritual motion emanates Prime Matter and Form through which individual souls and the physical world come into existence.

The above scheme is the most basic account of the Neoplatonic worldview found among Muslim thinkers. However more complex schemas, like al-Farabi’s (d. 339/950) model of ten intellects were also popular. The Ismaili version of Neoplatonism displayed important refinements including: rejecting common philosophical labels for God like ‘First Cause’, ‘Perfect’ and ‘Good’; developing a discourse of dual negation to talk about God by negating every positive attribute (‘God is not perfect’) and its privative negation (‘God is not imperfect’) on the grounds that both statements apply only to creatures and are category errors for God; emphasising the concept that God’s creative act of origination is an act of will (mashiʾa) and command (amr) as opposed to an involuntary production; framing God’s Command or Word as a logical, supra-hypostatic or perspectival intermediary between God and the originated Intellect where God’s Command/Word has no positive ontological status and is unified with the Intellect’s substance.6 The outcome of these Ismaili philosophical deliberations was immensely fruitful and inaugurated Ismaili Neoplatonism, which Henry Corbin once called ‘the most daring metaphysical thought in Islam.’7 Many Muslim groups among the mystics and philosophers came to hold some version of Islamic Neoplatonism – including al-Kindi (d. 260/873) and his followers, the Ismailis, the Sunni mystics of al-Andalus, the post-classical Sunni followers of Ibn al-ʿArabi (d. 638/1240), Persian Sunni Sufis, the Muslim Peripatetic falasifa in the tradition of Ibn Sina (d. 428/1077), the Illuminationist thinkers of the school of al-Suhrawardi (d. 587/1191), and various Twelver Shiʿi mystical philosophers in the Safavid period.

In a 1955 article, Samuel M. Stern argued that the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz disapproved of Ismaili Neoplatonism. His claim is based on an account in al-Qadi al-Nuʿman’s Majalis wa’l-musayrarat where Imam al-Muʿizz was visited by one of his followers from a region (jazira) in which many of the Ismailis ‘follow the doctrine of the philosophers (aktharuhum yadhhabuna madhhab al-falasifa)’. The Imam asked his visitor to present to him the teachings of the Ismaili daʿi who taught the doctrines of these ‘philosophers’ (falasifa). However, the visitor ‘did not convey the views of philosophy according to its people (kalam al-falsafa kama dhakarahu ahlahu) nor did he explain God’s religion as he had claimed (wa la huwa abana ʿan din Allah kama zaʿama).’ ‘He produced from the confused mixing that which removes (one) from the religious community and invites to unbelief (wa jaʾa min al-takhlit bi-ma yukhriju ʿan al-milla wa yadʿu ila al-kufr).’ The report goes on to say that many of the followers of the Fatimid daʿwa in that region were attached to this philosophical doctrine and al-Muʿizz realised that he could not repudiate it without risking the loss of their allegiance. The visitor then asked the Imam-caliph to name his ancestors, which he did. The visitor, however, referred to different names. When confronted with this divergence, the visitor remarked that ‘it is said among us that the Imam has seven names: a corporeal name, psychic name, spiritual name, natural name, real name, exoteric name and esoteric name.’8

Stern concluded that these Ismailis who subscribed to the ‘doctrine of the philosophers’ (madhhab al-falasifa) that the Imam-caliph condemned as unbelief (kufr) were the Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis like al-Nasafi and al-Sijistani: ‘The paragraph would fit Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijzi to perfection; I do not know, however if the specific doctrine about the seven names is attested for Abu Yaʿqub.’9 Thus, Stern believed that Imam al-Muʿizz judged the Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis to be promoters of kufr that exceeded the bounds of God’s religion; but the Imam hesitated to officially condemn these beliefs due to political expediency and allowed them to continue. Stern’s interpretation continues to dominate modern scholarship. Hollenberg refers to this anecdote as ‘the clearest evidence … that the Fatimids consciously rejected a Neoplatonised form of earlier doctrine.’10 Furthermore, several scholars including Walker, Brett, Daftary and Hollenberg suggest that at some later point, the Imam-caliph authorised his daʿis to start teaching Neoplatonism in their daʿwa works to win over these philosophically inclined Ismaili communities. As summarised by Hollenberg, ‘al-Muʿizz employed Neoplatonica in order to convince the Iranian dissident Ismailis to join ranks with the Fatimid daʿwa … as a concession to the eastern Ismaili dioceses, al-Muʿizz instructed his spokesmen to sate the Easterners’ appetite for philosophy by incorporating falsafa into Fatimid doctrine.’11

The first issue is that Stern’s inference – that those Ismailis who reportedly followed the doctrine (madhhab) of the ‘philosophers’ (falasifa) are the Ismaili Neoplatonists – is based on almost no evidence. Stern concluded that the account matches al-Sijistani and similar daʿis ‘to perfection’, but this claim was not substantiated anywhere. The only teaching of the heretical Ismaili group concerns the Imam having seven names (corporeal psychic, spiritual, natural, real, exoteric and esoteric) – but this doctrine cannot be found in the extant writings of al-Sijistani or al-Razi. Otherwise, the major distinctive traits of Ismaili Neoplatonic belief are absent from the account. Furthermore, the account specifically speaks of those who follow the madhhab al-falasifa and the kalam al-falsafa, which they ‘mixed’ with God’s religion. Many scholars simply assumed that falsafa here means all forms of philosophy, and especially ‘Neoplatonic philosophy’, and that falasifa refers to Neoplatonists. But this determination does not account for the multivalent meanings of the words falsafa/falasifa in classical Islam and paints all forms of Islamic philosophical activity with an overly broad brush. As explained by Frank Griffel and Ulrich Rudolph, the term falsafa has multiple meanings in Muslim discourse. The first meaning of falsafa is ‘a collective term that refers to the sum total of all scientific disciplines, where “science”, is understood to mean those branches of knowledge that are universal to humans.’12 The second meaning of falsafa is one that prevailed among the mutakallimun (rational theologians) in the classical period: ‘a clearly identifiable set of teachings … a heretical doctrine concerning improper ideas about God and the world which he created.’ This sense of falsafa was mostly negative as scholars like al-Ghazali, al-Shahrastani and Fakhr al-Din al-Razi wrote about falsafa in this respect as a series of metaphysical and theological theses that constitute an ‘independent religious tradition’ alongside Islam and Christianity.13 A third meaning of falsafa refers to intellectual practices and textual traditions as understood by al-Kindi and his successors. This sense of falsafa is more neutral as it is one means of acquiring knowledge that is not necessarily antithetical to revelatory wisdom.14

It is therefore inappropriate to simply translate falsafa as simply ‘philosophy’ or ‘Neoplatonic philosophy’. The account of Imam al-Muʿizz condemning falsafa uses the terms madhhab al-falasifa and kalam al-falsafa; the word usage here points to a distinct set of theological doctrines and claims in accordance with the second definition of falsafa surveyed above – which many Muslims saw as problematic. Therefore, what the Fatimid Imam-caliphs condemned as kufr cannot be taken as Ismaili Neoplatonism. In fact, the Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis did not call themselves falasifa and never referred to their project as falsafa. Thus, there remains no direct evidence that the Imam-caliph was ever against Ismaili Neoplatonism.

Furthermore, the Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis attacked views of the ‘falasifa’. We find clear condemnations of the falasifa with respect to specific theological doctrines in the works of al-Sijistani. For example, in his Kitab al-Iftikhar, al-Sijistani condemns the Abbasid caliph al-Maʾmun for translating the books of ‘the Greek, naturalist, divesting philosophers’ (al-falasifa al-yunaniyyin al-dahriyyin al-muʿattilin) who deny the Prophethood of Muhammad and deny the resurrection.15 He criticises other theistic philosophers, whom he calls the ‘pseudo-philosophers’ (al-mutafalasifun), for believing that God is a mere cause (ʿilla) and a substance (jawhar) – which he attacks as an implicit form of agnosticism (taʿtil).16 Al-Sijistani also refutes the ‘partisans of philosophy’ (ashab al-falsafa) for not believing in the resurrection (qiyama) and even questions the point of learning their falsafa when it brings no benefit to their souls.17 Al-Sijistani makes similar critiques in his Kitab al-Maqalid, referring to ‘the divesters among the philosophers’ (muʿattila min al-falasifa) who say that God is a cause,18 ‘the ignorant among the philosophers’ (al-juhal min al-falasifa) who say that God is a substance,19 and ‘the ignorant among the pseudo-philosophers’ (al-juhal min al-mutafalasifin) who deny the reality of God’s Command.20 Al-Sijistani’s attacks on falsafa and the falasifa should not be interpreted as a hostility towards all philosophy or philosophical activity in general. But it proves that Ismaili Neoplatonism was not known as falsafa and that we are dealing with two distinct philosophical traditions. A more value-neutral meaning of falsafa in classical Islam is the dedicated study of various branches of the philosophical sciences – metaphysics, ethics, mathematics, physics, etc. The Ismailis were not hostile to this idea of philosophy. In fact, al-Sijistani specifically refers to these philosophical sciences as hikma and argues at length that the revealed prophetic message (al-risala) and philosophical wisdom (hikma) are fully harmonious as both share the same knowledge structure and facilitate the same spiritual goals for humanity: ‘Thus, when the prophetic message (al-risala) necessitates what philosophical wisdom (al-hikma) [also] necessitates in terms of their divisions and the divisions of each category, then the prophetic message is within the essence of philosophical wisdom (nafs al-hikma) since they do not contradict each other in anything.’21 Given that both the Fatimid Imam-caliphs and Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis attacked the belief-system (madhhab) of certain falasifa, there remains no evidence that Imam al-Muʿizz even condemned the Ismaili Neoplatonists in the first place. The current historical narrative seems to be plagued by a case of mistaken identity between two different groups of Islamic thinkers – the falasifa with their heretical views and the Ismaili Neoplatonist daʿis with their espousal of a refined Neoplatonism.

The second issue in the standard narrative is the existence of multiple extant Fatimid daʿwa works dating to the Imamate of al-Muʿizz. In these works, the Imam’s highest-ranking daʿis and the Imam himself endorse the core theses of Ismaili Neoplatonism. These include the Kitab al-Fatarat and Saraʾir wa asrar al-nutuqaʾ attributed to Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. ca. 346/957), the bab al-abwab (highest deputy of the Imam), the Risala al-mudhhiba attributed to al-Qadi al-Nuʿman, and the Kitab Taʾwil al-shariʿa composed by the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz himself.22 Consider the following remarks in the opening page of the Kitab al-Fatarat ascribed to the Imam’s own bab, Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman:


Verily the Creator, originated ‘he first’ not from anything and in simple ‘nowhereness’ It does not have form, nor is it intelligible … The wise ones named it [the first origination] ‘intellect’ and the Messenger (peace be upon him) named it ‘Pen’.… And [the word] became an intermediary between the Creator and intellect, being the Pen (Qurʾan 68:1, 96:4), except that from [the vantage point of] the Creator, it was the act of drawing, and from the [vantage point of the] origination, it was that which was drawn. The Creator is purely one, exalted above attributes and qualities.… From the intellect, there is an effect, that which is acted upon [by the intellect]. It is the Universal Soul. He named her ‘ Tablet’.23



This statement summarises the worldview of Ismaili Neoplatonism quite accurately including the distinctive Ismaili doctrine of God’s command as a perspectival (but not ontological) intermediary between God and the originated Intellect. In the Kitab Taʾwil al-shariʿa, the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz explicitly teaches a Qurʾanic exegesis (taʾwil) that evokes Neoplatonic concepts. For example, the Imam was asked about the Prophet’s Night Journey from the Sacred Mosque (al-masjid al-haram) to the Farthest Mosque (al-masjid al-aqsa) as given in Qurʾan 17:1. The Imam replied: ‘The Sacred Mosque is the [Universal] Soul and the Farthest Mosque for the Prophets is the [Universal] Intellect.’24

If Imam al-Muʿizz truly deemed Ismaili Neoplatonism to be kufr (unbelief), there is no conceivable explanation as to why he himself and his highest daʿis would adopt Neoplatonism wholesale and make it an essential part of daʿwa teaching for all Ismailis, both inside and outside the Fatimid domains. Highly committed religious groups, such as the Ismaili daʿwa, would not simply forfeit their core theology and adopt what they deem as heresy for popularity. Finally, there is no evidence that the preaching of Ismaili Neoplatonism – with its highly intricate and esoteric theses about God, creation and the cosmos of hierarchical Neoplatonic hypostases – was how the Fatimid daʿis even won converts in the first place. The Fatimid daʿwa manual of al-Nisaburi (d. after 386/996) tells us that daʿwa instruction about the celestial ranks (hudud) is part of the esoteric knowledge and Ismaili initiates are only to be taught this esoteric knowledge after giving their oath of allegiance to the Imam and mastering the exoteric branches of knowledge.25

Having challenged the dominant narrative, we may reconsider why the Fatimid daʿwa rapidly adopted the Neoplatonic ideas of the Eastern Ismaili daʿis. Hollenberg proposes that the Fatimid daʿis were engaged in a sort of ‘riposte’ to demonstrate the intellectual superiority of the Fatimid Imam-caliph and his daʿwa over the Eastern Ismailis who did not recognise the Fatimids.26 While this is surely a possibility, I would suggest a more benign and intellectually holistic reason. The earliest Ismailis conceived the dimensions of knowledge and reality in terms of a tripartite framework: the exoteric (zahir), the esoteric (batin) and the esoteric of the esoteric (batin al-batin). The exoteric comprises the verbal teachings of the prophets and the physical dimension of the Cosmos. The esoteric comprises the inner meanings of the various symbols and structures in the religious laws and physical world – inner meanings which are articulated, expounded, described and rationally formulated by the Imams and their deputies throughout history and the Ismaili daʿwa in the present time. The third level, the esoteric of the esoteric, refers to universal immutable truths that Ismailis call ‘God’s Religion’ (din Allah) and identify with the inner reality of the angels, prophets and God’s vicegerents on earth.27 This supreme esoteric level lies beyond the conventional zahir-batin polarity. It should be observed that the theological, metaphysical and cosmological doctrines taught by the Ismaili daʿwa at any given time occupied the intermediary level, the batin, and not the highest level of the batin al-batin. This means that private Ismaili teachings as articulated in theological discourse such as metaphysics, cosmology and taʾwil, only hold a secondary status before the unspeakable essential truths of the batin al-batin. This batin al-batin cannot be exhausted by any specific articulation of esotericism, which only partially and symbolically indicates the former without being identical to it. On this basis – the differentiation between the intermediary batin and the higher batin al-batin – the Ismaili daʿwa taught several concurrent theo-cosmological worldviews as intermediary batin. These include the ‘Ismaili Gnosticism’ model of the pre-Fatimid and early Fatimid daʿis, the Ismaili Neoplatonism of the Eastern daʿis and the Fatimid daʿis under Imam al-Muʿizz, and even the later Satpanth Ismaili Indic theo-cosmologies presented in the ginan literature of South Asia.

This tripartite framework (zahir, batin, batin al-batin) enabled the Ismaili daʿwa to envision all human knowledge as stemming from prior forms of religious and philosophical heritage within a universalist cosmopolitan paradigm. In their view, every exoteric and esoteric truth among the religions and sciences is symbolically oriented towards God’s Religion or the batin al-batin and originated from divine inspiration. Abu Hatim al-Razi teaches that ‘every branch of wisdom in this world, great or small, takes its origin from Prophets who bequeathed it to the wise and scholarly after them, until it became a matter of instruction among mankind.’28 Thus, when the Ismaili daʿis adapted knowledge systems originating from ‘foreign’ traditions, such as Greek philosophy, Neoplatonism, Late Antique gnosticism, or Indic spiritual traditions (Vaishnavism, Sant, Bhakti, Vedanta), the Ismaili daʿwa was self-consciously integrating and recovering that knowledge in their own Ismaili epistemic framework. Instead of conceiving of the Fatimid adaption of Ismaili Neoplatonism as a bid to convert or compete against other Ismaili schools of thought, I would propose that the Fatimid daʿis envisioned themselves as simply restoring a body of ancient truths they took to have originated with the prophets and Imams of Antiquity.

Neoplatonism as Metaphysical Infrastructure for Ismaili Theology
The emergence of Ismaili Neoplatonism in the philosophical teachings of the Ismaili daʿwa was a gradual and multifaceted process that took place over centuries. I would offer the following heuristic of three phases through which Ismaili Neoplatonism manifested among its proponents: 1) adoption, 2) consolidation, 3) application. Considering the development of Ismaili Neoplatonism through these three phases helps one attend to how Ismaili Neoplatonism functions in the works of various Ismaili daʿis throughout different periods of Ismaili history. The first phase, adoption, is found in the extant works of Abu Hatim al-Razi, Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijistani and the attributed works of Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman. In these works, while the Neoplatonic framework is clearly present, some of the terminology is still being worked out and one sees the presence of the older pre-Neoplatonic gnostic motifs like al-sabiq/al-tali, kuni-qadar, etc. The adoption phase is when various interpretations of Ismaili Neoplatonism are being ironed out and debated – as was the case in the intra-Ismaili debates of al-Razi, al-Nasafi and al-Sijistani. Most of the energy in these discussions is about defining terms and rationally defending the objective reality of Neoplatonic metaphysics. The second phase, consolidation, starts to take place in the late 4th/10th century and occurs during the 5th/11th century. It is manifested in the writings of Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. after 411/1020) and Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 462/1070). These thinkers, having read and interpreted the daʿwa writings of earlier generations, make a series of theological and philosophical judgements to standardise a Neoplatonic metaphysical model for themselves. Al-Kirmani maintained the apophatic theology of his predecessors with some of his own refinements but argued for a Neoplatonic model of ten intellects that clearly drew on Abu Nasr al-Farabi.29 Meanwhile, Nasir-i Khusraw, his teacher al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078), and other Fatimid daʿis maintained the classical Neoplatonic cosmology of al-Sijistani and Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman. Regardless of this difference, the works of al-Kirmani and Nasir show an effort to standardise their metaphysics and systematically offer syllogistic cosmological arguments for the existence of God, the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul/Secondary Intellects.30 The third phase, application, is found among all of the Ismaili Neoplatonists. This is when the Ismaili daʿis evoke their Neoplatonic worldview and apply its truth-claims to theological matters such as Prophethood, Imamology, qiyama and the taʾwil of Islamic ritual. Eminent examples of this application phase are to be found in al-Sijistani’s Kitab al-Iftikhar, Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman’s Saraʾir wa asrar al-nutuqaʾ, the Majalis of al-Muʾayyad, and Nasir-i Khusraw’s Wajh-i din. In these texts, the daʿis present revelatory exegesis (taʾwil) of various Islamic articles of faith (usul al-din), laws (shariʿa), rituals (ʿibadat) and Qurʾanic narratives (qisas) of the prophetic missions by way of symbolically linking these exoteric structures to the Ismaili daʿwa ranks and the Neoplatonic hierarchy.

The outcome of the Ismaili daʿwa’s incorporation of Neoplatonic thought is that the philosophical explanations of core Ismaili theological commitments were suffused with and presupposed a Neoplatonic structure of reality. Far from being a case of cosmetic marketing, Ismaili Neoplatonism provided a cosmopolitan theological framework allowing Ismaili philosophers to articulate esoteric truths in universalist cosmic terms. It suffices to present two concrete examples of how Ismaili religious commitments are suffused with Neoplatonic structures: tawhid (monotheism) and divine guidance (Prophethology and Imamology).

Tawhid

All schools of Islamic thought were concerned with upholding tawhid, the absolute oneness of God. The Qurʾan proclaims that God is absolutely one (ahad, wahid), that nothing resembles God (Q. 42:11), and that God is the absolute creator or originator of all things. At the same time, the Qurʾan refers to God by many names – such as the knowing, the living, the powerful, the merciful, the wise, the seeing, the hearing, etc. Muslim theological schools conceived tawhid in various mutually contradictory ways due to differing interpretations of the Qurʾanic material. The Sunni kalam schools (Ashʿari and Maturidi) and the Hanbali traditionalists interpret many of the divine names as predications referring to entitative attributes (sifat maʿnawiyya) that subsist in God’s Essence. This means that God possesses an eternal uncreated life, eternal uncreated power, eternal uncreated knowledge, eternal uncreated speech, etc., as ontological attributes. For Sunnis, God’s existence comprises an ontological multiplicity of uncreated attributes and a divine essence. Meanwhile, the Muʿtazilis deny that God has real-distinct attributes and hold that God’s Essence is identical to His knowledge, power, life, hearing, seeing, etc.31 All Sunni kalam theologians further believe that God directly and temporally interacts with the created world, which is wholly physical consisting of bodies made up of atoms and accidents; the Ashʿaris and Hanbalis affirm occasionalism – that God is the direct creator and agent of every event in the Cosmos. Against the ideas of Sunni kalam theology and cosmology, the Ismailis argued for an alternative paradigm.

The Ismaili daʿis asserted the absolute oneness and radical transcendence of God beyond all creaturely qualities, descriptions, names and attributes. This means that God is absolutely singular (fard, ahad) without entitative attributes or internal multiplicity, timelessly eternal (azal) beyond all change, unrestricted beyond all limits, self-sufficient and transcendent without any similarity to His creation. Everything other than God is a physical or spiritual creation whose existence always depends upon God. God transcends the various ontological categories and binaries that apply to His creation, such as cause/effect, substance/accident, spirit/matter, existence/non-existence, thingness/nothingness, etc. This Ismaili apophatic theology raises several theological and hermeneutical challenges. First: how does an absolutely transcendent, metaphysically simple, timeless and immutable God relate to His creatures? Second: on what basis can Muslims continue to refer to God using the Qurʾanic divine names – such as the one, the powerful, the living, the king, or the knowing? The Ismaili daʿis drew on the worldview of Neoplatonism to answer these questions and rationally uphold the Ismaili doctrine of tawhid. In Ismaili Neoplatonism, God’s absolute unity entails that God’s pure oneness cannot be the direct source of creaturely multiplicity; rather, God’s pure oneness directly originates a single creation or a single effect only. The single and direct creation of God is the Universal Intellect. This was later called the ‘Rule of One.’32 Similarly, God’s timelessness means that God does not create in time at a specific moment; rather, God is eternally originating His direct creation. God’s eternal creative action is what Ismailis call the Divine Command (amr) or Word (kalima). Accordingly, the eternal first creation of God is the Universal Intellect, whose existence is both eternal and dependent upon God and whose essence is united to God’s eternal action. As to the second question, since God utterly transcends having real-distinct attributes, including life, knowledge, power, wisdom, etc., there must be an entity among God’s creatures that does possess these great-making attributes to the most perfect degree.33 Ismailis identify this perfect creation who encompasses these perfect attributes with the Universal Intellect.34 This Neoplatonic concept of the Universal Intellect allows the Ismailis to affirm the reality of the divine names used throughout the Qurʾan and Islamic prayers in two complementary ways. Firstly, the divine names as real predicates or literal descriptions properly refer to the Universal Intellect whose multiple perfections correspond to the divine names; this means that the Universal Intellect is literally described by many of the ‘Ninety-Name Names’ of God. In the words of al-Kirmani, the First Intellect is ‘entirely living (hayy), entirely powerful (qadir), entirely knowing (ʿalim), entirely eternal (azali), entirely all-encompassing (muhit), entirely perfect (kamil), complete (tamm) and singular (wahid).’35 Since God is absolutely transcendent and limitless, the Universal Intellect functions theologically and cosmologically as the ‘Face of God’ that rational creatures can understand and conceptualise. Secondly, the Ismaili philosophers also apply these divine names to God Himself by construing each divine name as a metonymic predication describing God’s creative action as opposed to God’s Essence. To refer to God as the living, the powerful, the knowing, or the merciful truly means that God is the source and giver of life, power, knowledge, and mercy, which exist in the Universal Intellect and the Neoplatonic hierarchy. In the words of al-Shahrastani: ‘He [God] is ‘existent’ in the sense that He existentialises every existence, is ‘Necessary of Existence’ in the sense that He necessitates every existent, is ‘knowing’ in the sense that He causes whatever is knowing to know, and is ‘powerful’ in the sense that He empowers whatever is powerful.’36

Without positing certain Neoplatonic intermediaries – such as the Universal Intellect/Soul or the First/Secondary Intellects, Ismaili philosophers would be unable to rationally defend their doctrine of tawhid both metaphysically and linguistically.

Divine Guidance

All Muslims affirm that God has revealed His guidance through His Messengers in the form of a revelatory message (al-risala). The popular Muslim belief is that God verbally dictates literal words, such as the Arabic Qurʾan, to an angelic messenger, who descends to earth and conveys God’s message to the Prophet as auditory speech. In this popular view, the Prophet repeats verbatim the precise linguistic words that God has dictated. However, the Ismaili view that God is absolutely transcendent, timeless and immutable negates this literalistic view of divine guidance where God conveys physical speech to His creatures at specific temporal moments. Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman belittled the popular Muslim views as the beliefs of the masses who are ignorant of the hierarchical ranks (hudud) in God’s creation.37 The Ismaili daʿis formulated a metaphysical model of divine guidance based on the Neoplatonic worldview. In Ismaili Neoplatonic cosmology, the Universal Soul is receiving intelligible emanations from the Universal Intellect, whose essence is eternally united to God’s creative action – His Word or Command; the Universal Soul produces human souls and the natural world while continuously showering the Intellect’s emanation of the Divine Word upon them. Most human souls, due to being imperfect and attached to materiality, are unable to fully accept the spiritual emanations from the Universal Intellect/Soul as they lack spiritual receptivity. However, in every period of humanity, there is at least one human soul whose spiritual perfections render it receptive to the emanations of the Universal Intellect and Universal Soul; this soul is a prophet. Nasir-i Khusraw writes: ‘[This soul] becomes the Messenger of the Universal Soul amongst other souls to those souls who remain incapable of accepting the influences of the Universal Soul. The name of this reception which the soul of the Prophet receives from the influences of the Universal Soul is the prophetic message (risalat).’38

Thus, all the prophets of God received non-verbal divine inspiration (wahy) from God only through the mediation of the Universal Intellect and Universal Soul. This divine inspiration flows to them as spiritual ideas and meanings, which each prophet creatively translates into human discourse appropriate to his audience. Thus, Nasir-i Khusraw states: ‘All the Messengers who came brought the message of the Universal Soul through the divine support of the Universal Intellect from the Creator’s Word (paygham-i nafs-i kull bi-taʾyid-i ʿaql az kalimat-i bari).’39 The Ismaili daʿis rationally explained divine guidance as a spiritual process involving the Neoplatonic intermediaries – Universal Intellect and Universal Soul – where a prophet is a perfect human soul directly receptive to their spiritual emanations. After the prophets, the Imams continued to receive spiritual emanation and divine support (taʾyid) (known as the Holy Spirit) from the Universal Intellect and Universal Soul. The Neoplatonic worldview allowed Ismaili thinkers to rationally explain the necessity and process of divine guidance through prophets and Imams while maintaining the radical transcendence of God.

The Continuity of Ismaili Neoplatonism in the Post-Fatimid Nizari Ismailism
It has been claimed that Ismaili Neoplatonism in the post-Fatimid Nizari Ismaili tradition was sidelined and completely fell out of fashion.40 But this claim is somewhat exaggerated and fails to register how Ismaili Neoplatonism continued to exist but functioned in novel ways to serve the theological and spiritual concerns of post-Fatimid Ismaili communities. Several prominent non-Ismaili thinkers and traditions adopted Neoplatonic ideas directly or indirectly from the Ismailis. These include al-Ghazali in his post-crisis Sufi works, the Sunni mystics of al-Andalus, Ibn al-ʿArabi (d. 638/1240) and his commentators, and certain Twelver Shiʿi mystical philosophers like Haydar Amuli (d. after 787/1385) and Mulla Sadra (d. 1050/1640). Overall, the Neoplatonic worldview became quite popular in the post-Fatimid era among numerous Muslim philosophers and mystics including Afdal al-Din Kashani (d. 610/1213-14), Jalal al-Din Rumi (d. 672/1273), ʿAziz al-Din Nasafi (d. ca. 661/1262), Mahmud Shabistari (d. after 740/1339), Muhammad Lahiji (d. 912/1506-07), Mir Damad (d. 1040/1630), Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani (d. 1091/1680), Shah Wali Allah Dihlawi (d. 1174/1762), and Ibrahim al-Kurani (d. 1101/1690).

In the early Nizari period, Ismaili Neoplatonism featured quite prominently in the writings of ʿAbd al-Karim al-Shahrastani (d. 548/1153), who was most likely a Nizari Ismaili practising taqiyya for most of his life. Al-Shahrastani’s important treatises – including his Kitab al-Musaraʿa refuting Ibn Sina’s metaphysics and his unfinished tafsir – display his indebtedness to and deployment of Ismaili Neoplatonism to achieve his ends. For example, al-Shahrastani counters Ibn Sina’s cosmology with his rendering of classical Ismaili Neoplatonic thought where God transcends attributes, names, existence and non-existence, and the cosmic hierarchy unfolds starting with God’s Command, the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul: ‘It is also necessary for the universal soul to have a universal intellect, and the intellect has a universal intellection from which emanates the absolute good upon everything by the medium of the soul, and existence ends up in it, just as existence originated from it, as an ordered series connected to the Command of the Creator, Who is exalted and sanctified above His glory falling within the hierarchy of existents or contrariety in beings.’41 In his tafsir, al-Shahrastani presents an esoteric exegesis (taʾwil) of the twenty-eight letters of the Arabic alphabet in which every letter refers to a rank in the Neoplatonic and religious hierarchies: the alif symbolises God’s Command; the baʾ symbolises the First Intellect; the taʾ represents the Universal Soul. This entire hermeneutic presupposes Neoplatonic emanation, as al-Shahrastani states: ‘As for the unity of the Intellect, it is from the emanation (fayd) of the Command … and the light of the Intellect is from it … As for the secondary rank of the [Universal] Soul, it is from the emanation of the Intellect and the Command. Thus, there obtains a marriage between the Intellect and the Soul through the guardianship (wilaya) of the Command.’42 Far from fading into the shadows, there is a fully functional Ismaili Neoplatonism in the writings of al-Shahrastani and he employs this worldview to construct novel metaphysical and exegetical arguments.

It is al-Shahrastani’s version of Ismaili Neoplatonism – with its emphasis on the cosmic triad of God’s Command, the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul – that appears in the Nizari writings of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 672/1274). The Rawda-yi taslim, a joint work of al-Tusi and several Nizari daʿis, teaches metaphysics, cosmology, ethics, Imamology and soteriology infused with the Neoplatonic model specific to the Fatimid Ismailis and al-Shahrastani.43 For example, the second tasawwur explains the emergence of God’s Command, the origination of the First Intellect and the emanation of the Universal Soul. The third tasawwur relies on the Command-Intellect-Soul model to answer questions about God’s creative action. Various subsequent tasawwurat dealing with nature, matter, human souls, etc. are reliant on this Neoplatonic model. This is especially true of Prophethology and Imamology: ‘The sublime Word, the First Intellect, and the Universal Soul each have a locus of manifestation (mazhar) in this world. The locus of manifestation of the Sublime Word is the Imam … The locus of manifestation of the First Intellect is the supreme hujjat (proof) of the Imam … The locus of manifestation of the Universal Soul is the Prophet.’44 In this Neoplatonic schema, the Imam’s metaphysical reality or ‘Light’ is God’s Command – the eternal creative action and primordial manifestation of God.

In the post-Alamut period when most Nizaris had to practise taqiyya and the Ismaili community was not at the liberty to publicise its literature, one continues to find the classical Ismaili Neoplatonic worldview being evoked in extant Nizari treatises. However, the primary function of the Neoplatonic worldview in this era was to provide the metaphysical infrastructure for Ismaili Imamology and soteriology. Instead of the highly intricate metaphysical arguments of al-Sijistani, al-Kirmani and Nasir-i Khusraw, one instead finds that Ismaili Neoplatonism is assumed or taken for granted as a background truth. Thus, the post-Alamut Nizari daʿis did not repudiate Neoplatonism at all; but they were no longer focussed on proving its veracity as a worldview. Their primary concern was the recognition of God through the person of the Imam with the aid of the daʿwa hierarchy, for which the Ismaili Neoplatonic worldview was a necessary premise. The 8th–9th/14th–15th century Nizari treatise, The Epistle of the Right Path, summarises the Ismaili Neoplatonic schema by quoting the following words of the Nizari Imam ʿAbd al-Salam:


The first thing that the Exalted God brought forth was the Command. As a result of the Command, the Universal Intellect was produced. The Universal Soul was produced as a result of the Universal Intellect and the hyle, or prime matter, the heavens, the four natures, minerals, plants and animals were produced as a result of the Universal Soul. In reality, the purpose of creating these substances is humankind’s existence. Then, the issuance of the existents from the Exalted God, who is the first origin, is through the mediation of something which, in the parlance of this community, is called his Command or his Word, may He be exalted. Thus, the first cause is the Command and the first effect is the Universal Intellect, for the Exalted God is pure from being a cause or an effect.45



This passage shows how the Nizari Imams, even a century after Alamut’s destruction, continued to teach Ismaili Neoplatonism. The treatise goes on to explain the true nature of the Imam as the mazhar (locus of manifestation) of God’s Command and the speaker-prophet (natiq) as the locus of manifestation of the First Intellect. The cosmological necessity of the Imam’s existence in the physical world is premised on the Ismaili Neoplatonic worldview. Based on the Neoplatonic principle that the trace of the cause must exist within its effect, God’s Command as the ultimate cause of the Cosmos necessarily entails that the Command is reflected within the physical world through a locus of manifestation – this being the Imam.

Later in the treatise, the author explains that the Imam is never concealed from his highest ranking daʿis – the bab (gate) and hujja (proof), who are the earthly reflections of Neoplatonic principles: ‘It is impossible for the world to be bereft of the Universal Intellect and the Universal Soul and for them to be unaware of the Imam of the time, for they are the possessors of divine support (taʾyid). Their epiphanies are the bab (gate) and the hujjat (proof).’46 A glance at other post-Alamut Nizari works also reveals the continued presence of Ismaili Neoplatonism, positioned to metaphysically substantiate Ismaili notions of prophethood and imamate. Notable examples appear in the Haft Bab of Abu Ishaq Quhistani,47 several post-Fatimid Syrian Ismaili treatises,48 and the 12th/18th century Pamiri Ismaili work known as Kalam-i Pir.49

Ismaili Neoplatonism in the Contemporary Period
There are important instances of Neoplatonic ideas in contemporary Ismaili teachings from the recent Nizari Ismaili Imams, pirs and several Ismaili thinkers. Pir Shihab al-Din Shah, the eldest son and spiritual deputy of Imam ʿAli Shah Aga Khan II (d. 1302/1885), composed an authoritative treatise elucidating Ismaili theology for the Imam’s Persian and Indian murids. In this work, Shihab al-Din emphasises the Ismaili Neoplatonic and apophatic concept of God transcending all attributes and modalities: ‘It is not permissible for you anymore to speculate whether He [God] is this kind or that. That is because God’s Essence has not and will not be recognised. That is why whatever you say about God is your creation and has no relationship to God’s Essence … Establishing an attribute for God is not possible as God’s Essence cannot be known.’50 The only types of ‘attribute’ that the author permits for God are metonymic predications that describe God’s creations as opposed to His Essence – the same position upheld by premodern Ismaili philosophers.51 Shihab al-Din further teaches that God’s first and greatest creation is the ‘Light of Hadrat-i Mawla’, which is the ‘Light’ or metaphysical essence of the Imams and the Prophet: ‘A light from the Light of God was extracted several thousand years before the creation of this world and [its] people; the Light of Hadrat-i Mawla is that light which had recognised and worshipped God in the way that God had desired. In this aspect, God willed that the Light of Hadrat-i Mawla be the possessor of all of His powers.’52 In these passages, Shihab al-Din affirms a distinctively Ismaili Neoplatonic cosmology in which God is absolutely transcendent and God’s first creation – the spiritual Light of ʿAli and Muhammad – is the locus of divine attributes and the intermediary through which God creates the Cosmos. This first-created Light is reflected or epiphanised in the person of the historical Imam, who is but a mirror (not incarnation) of God’s attributes, while God’s Essence remains wholly transcendent and inaccessible: ‘In this manner, within our guidance, you recognised the station of Hadrat-i Mawla, who is the locus of manifestation (mazhar) of all of the divine attributes and God has made him the bearer of all of His powers and dominion. However, God is the one God about whom not a word must be uttered.’53 All of this appears to be a modern restatement of the classical Ismaili Neoplatonic doctrine of God transcending attributes and the First Intellect being the locus of the divine names and predications.

The forty-eighth Imam, Sir Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan III (d. 1376/1957), explained some of his theological ideas in his memoirs using Ismaili Neoplatonic terms: ‘The creation according to Islam is not a unique act in a given time but a perpetual and constant event; and God supports and sustains all existence at every moment by His will and His thought.’54 Michel Boivin observed that this is a modern restatement of the Ismaili metaphysics of God’s Command/Will as the eternal cause of all created beings.55 Aga Khan III also spoke of the ‘Holy Spirit’ as the source of spiritual illumination and enlightenment, an idea invoking the premodern Ismaili concept of the Holy Spirit as a luminous divine support (taʾyid) emanating from the Universal Intellect and Soul. Aga Khan III further described the physical Universe as a ‘manifestation of the Universal Soul.’ He also depicted this Universal Soul as ‘the all-powerful Soul of God’ connected to every created soul, the ‘Soul that sustains, embraces, and is the Universe’ who conveys divine inspiration to God’s Messengers. Such descriptions evoke the Ismaili Neoplatonic views of Prophethood examined earlier.

The late 49th Imam, Shah Karim al-Husayni Aga Khan IV, also evoked Neoplatonic ideas on many occasions. At the 1975 Paris Conference, Aga Khan IV reinforced the concept of the Imam as the mazhar (locus of manifestation) in the context of various levels of inspiration between God and man. He also emphasised the absolute transcendence of God as the Ismaili position on tawhid.56 In his own religious discourse, Aga Khan IV often referred to God using terms that emphasise transcendence, such as ‘He who is above all else’, which appeared at least ninety-five times in his firmans over the past sixty-five years.57 Likewise, Aga Khan IV mentioned the technical terms ‘Light (nur) of imamate’ or the ‘Light (nur) of ʿAli’ over seventy-eight times and mentioned ‘the Light’ (nur) some 650 times in his firmans; ‘light’ was one of the most common symbols used by Ismaili philosophers to describe God’s Command and the First Intellect. An oft-repeated spiritual idea taught by the late Imam in his firmans is that the Ismaili aspirant (murid) may attain a closeness to ‘He who is above all else’ (God) through the ‘Light (nur) of imamate’ or ‘Light of ʿAli.’ Thus, the late Ismaili Imam’s teaching presents the Light of the imamate as the highest Neoplatonic intermediary between the absolutely transcendent God and created existents. Aga Khan IV explicitly mentioned the term ‘Universal Intellect’ (ʿaql-i kull) with its full Neoplatonic resonances in his 1985 address in Pakistan: ‘The Divine Intellect, ʿaql-i kull, both transcends and informs the human intellect … It is the light of the intellect which distinguishes the complete human being from the human animal.’58 The late Aga Khan explicitly affirmed the Neoplatonic doctrine of ‘eternal creation’ in several firmans delivered during his Silver Jubilee: ‘Remember that in Islam, Allah is eternal, His creation knows no limits in time, nor in dimension, nor in location … therefore, Allah’s creation, like Himself, is eternal.’59 A great deal of Aga Khan IV’s public discourse on Islam and his imamate revolved around the idea that God created humanity ‘from a Single Soul’, which evokes the Ismaili concept of the Universal Soul.

Apart from the recent Ismaili Imams, there are several Nizari Ismaili scholars, waʿizin and academic philosophers of religion, who have followed suit and employed Ismaili Neoplatonism in their theological and philosophical discourse. ʿAllama Nasir al-Din Hunzaʾi has written numerous books on mystical and philosophical topics in which Ismaili Neoplatonism features prominently alongside Sufi ideas. Rai Jehangir Merchant has produced a synthesis of certain motifs in the Qurʾan and the Ginan literature using Ismaili Neoplatonism as an interpretative lens.60 M. Ali Lakhani’s various writings on tradition, modernity and the late Aga Khan’s public discourse draw upon a traditional Islamic Neoplatonic worldview.61 The present author (Khalil Andani) has brought Ismaili Neoplatonism into contemporary philosophical debates by presenting new Ismaili responses to key issues in analytic theology and philosophy of religion, such as the problem of evil, the metaphysical viability of classical theism, the efficacy of petitionary prayer and the reconciliation of creation and evolution.62

In conclusion, far from being a mere missionary strategy for the Fatimid Ismaili daʿwa, Neoplatonism came to colour the entire Ismaili theological paradigm from the 4th/10th century onwards. Ismaili Neoplatonism continued long past the demise of the Fatimid caliphate due to its universalist and cosmopolitan orientation, which both Ismailis and non-Ismailis found to be a valuable worldview paradigm. In the words of Dermot Moran, ‘Neoplatonism is the longest and most enduring intellectual tradition in the history of philosophy and yet perhaps the most neglected.’63 This chapter demonstrates a similar situation for the Ismaili version of Neoplatonic thought in Ismaili history. Apart from the imamate itself, Ismaili Neoplatonism is one of the most enduring legacies of the Fatimid caliphate and classical Islam. As Henry Corbin once instructed: ‘Its voice, at once original and traditional, should be heard again today—a task of which it seems that the young Ismailis are aware.’64
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Who was Nasir-i Khusraw’s Patron in Yumgan? Notes on the Political Vectors of the Late Fatimid Daʿwa

Daniel Beben

The Persian poet and Fatimid daʿi, Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 464/1072), is widely celebrated for having introduced Ismailism to the Upper Oxus districts of present-day eastern Tajikistan and northeastern Afghanistan. Yet very little is known of the final years of Nasir-i Khusraw’s life and career, during which he continued his work on behalf of the Fatimid daʿwa. While the outlines of Nasir’s earlier years are relatively well known on account of his renowned travelogue, the Safar-nama, the text concludes with his return from Egypt and says nothing of his subsequent career as a daʿi. Of the final years of his life, spent in exile in the present-day Badakhshan province of Afghanistan, only a handful of details are well established. Among them is that, at some point, he was patronised by a local ruler, the amir of Badakhshan, to whom Nasir dedicated his last dated work, the Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn (462/1070). A second fact is that Nasir resided for much of his period of exile in Yumgan, a locality to which he refers often in his poetry and where his burial place is found.

Previous scholarship has almost unanimously chosen to merge these two details, assuming that Yumgan was an internal district of Badakhshan and, thus, that the amir to whom Nasir refers in his Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn was the sovereign of Yumgan who served as his patron during his residence there.1 This assumption is not unreasonable, given that Yumgan today does indeed constitute a subordinate district within the province of Afghan Badakhshan. However, it overlooks the accounts presented in the local Badakhshani tradition, which tell us a rather different story regarding Nasir-i Khusraw’s patrons, and which suggest that our present understanding of the political relationship between Badakhshan and Yumgan may be anachronistic when applied to the context of the 5th/11th century. While the Badakhshani tradition presents a great diversity of stories concerning Nasir-i Khusraw, there are nonetheless several details that appear with remarkable consistency throughout these narratives: namely, that Yumgan was politically autonomous from Badakhshan at the time of Nasir’s arrival there, that the rulers of both Badakhshan and Yumgan at differing times served as patron to Nasir, that Nasir experienced some manner of a break or disruption in his relationship with the ruler of Badakhshan and, finally, that it was the ruler of Yumgan, and not Badakhshan, with whom Nasir developed the closest and most consequential relationship.

To be sure, the local hagiographical traditions concerning the life of Nasir-i Khusraw found in Badakhshan, at least in their attested form, were composed many centuries after the fact and clearly present many facets that are best not accepted uncritically at face value. Nonetheless, there is a substantial body of circumstantial evidence to suggest that the claims presented in the Badakhshani tradition on this point, in their broadest outlines, are historically feasible and, in fact, should be preferred to the assumptions presented in most modern scholarship regarding Nasir-i Khusraw’s patronage. While this matter is of obvious interest for scholarship on the figure of Nasir-i Khusraw himself, beyond this, I would like to suggest that the vicissitudes of Nasir’s patronage may offer some broader insight into the political dimensions of the daʿwa outside the borders of the Fatimid state.

Nasir-i Khusraw and his Patrons
Nasir-i Khusraw dedicated his last dated work, the Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn, to a local ruler whom he refers to ornately as ‘the Amir of Badakhshan ʿAyn al-Dawla Zayn al-Milla, Fakhr al-Umma, Shams al-Aʿali, Abu’l-Maʿali ʿAli b. al-Asad b. al-Harith, the client (mawla) of the Commander of the Faithful (amir al-muʾminin)’.2 The work was occasioned when Nasir received from the amir a copy of a poem by the Ismaili author al-Jurjani, of whom very little is otherwise known today, with a request to explain its meaning. The fact of ʿAli b. al-Asad’s familiarity with the work of al-Jurjani, coupled with Nasir’s copious praise of him, has generally been taken as sufficient evidence that ʿAli b. al-Asad was the primary supporter of Nasir’s daʿwa work in the region. However, Nasir’s references to ʿAli b. al-Asad in the Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn constitute the only known mention of this ruler in contemporary sources, and scarcely anything is otherwise known of him. There are, however, a number of overlooked accounts to be found about this figure in the later Badakhshani tradition, which are unanimous in stating that ʿAli b. al-Asad, in fact, served at best only temporarily as Nasir’s patron, and that Nasir found a second and more committed patron in the person of the ruler of Yumgan.

The earliest version of the narrative of Nasir-i Khusraw’s two patrons is found in a text, first appearing in the late 10th/16th century, which purports to be an autobiography of Nasir-i Khusraw, titled Risalat al-nidamat fi zad al-qiyamat. The text first appeared as an appendix to the notice on Nasir in the Khulasat al-ashʿar va zubdat al-afkar of Taqi al-Din Kashi, a biographical dictionary of poets completed in 985/1577-78.3 Subsequently, variants of this text appeared in a wide range of literary sources and biographical dictionaries. The work was almost universally accepted as the authoritative account of Nasir’s biography down to the late 19th century, when his authorship of it was conclusively rejected. The text has subsequently received little scholarly attention, its credibility as a source for the biography of Nasir-i Khusraw having been broadly discredited.

I have discussed the Risalat al-nidamat at some length elsewhere, where I have argued that, while the text may not necessarily reveal a great deal about the historical life of Nasir-i Khusraw, it does serve as an informative source for the confessional politics surrounding his legacy in the early modern era.4 In particular, I demonstrated how it is likely that the text was probably crafted in connection with Nasir’s shrine in Yumgan, at a time when the site is known to have come under the control of non-Ismaili caretakers, with the intention of dissociating Nasir from Ismaili beliefs for the purpose of attracting patronage for the shrine. The text begins with an account of Nasir’s early life and education, followed by a narrative of how he found employment as the chief minister of the Abbasid caliph al-Qadir bi’llah (historically known for his anti-Ismaili policies), who sent him on a diplomatic mission to the Daylam region in Persia to meet with the leader of the Ismailis, referenced here under the derogatory term malahida, or heretics. The account relates that Nasir and his brother were captured and imprisoned by the chief of the malahida, who compelled Nasir under threat of death to compose a treatise defending the doctrines of the Ismailis, the contents of which the pseudo-Nasir entirely disavows in this account.

The text continues with relating how Nasir and his brother escaped from the malahida and fled from place to place, eventually arriving in Badakhshan. There they were received by the king of Badakhshan, whose name is given as ʿAli b. al-Asad Husayni ʿAlavi, who is described as the ‘Pride of the Family of the Prophet’ (fakhr-i Al-i Rasul), and thus a sayyid. The name is clearly a reference to the ruler to whom Nasir-i Khusraw dedicated his Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn, although the reference to him being a sayyid appears to be an innovation, as Nasir himself made no mention of this fact (and almost certainly would have mentioned it were it the case, considering the high praise he otherwise lavishes upon him). According to the narrative, ʿAli b. al-Asad honoured Nasir and elevated him to a high position as his minister, so that his station equaled that which he held previously in Baghdad.

Before long, however, the treatise that Nasir was compelled to compose during his captivity among the malahida reached Badakhshan and came to the attention of the chief qadi of the realm, named Nasr Allah, who issued a fatwa calling for the execution of Nasir, forcing him to flee once again, this time to the province of Yumgan. There the ruler of Yumgan, named Jahanshah b. Giv Yumgani, gave refuge to Nasir and offered him a high position in his own administration; this time, however, Nasir concedes that he has grown too old for such matters and expresses his desire to retire from the world. The text then relates how Nasir chose a cave for his residence and spent twenty-five years there engaged in constant fasting and ascetic practices. The text concludes with a lengthy and detailed description of the arrangements for Nasir’s burial, revealing itself at the end to have been dictated by Nasir on his deathbed to his brother, who is charged with preparing Nasir’s grave.

Yet while many aspects of the Risalat al-nidamat are clearly ahistorical, such as the account of Nasir’s employment under al-Qadir bi’llah and the narrative of his imprisonment at the hands of the malahida, it is not evident that we must dismiss the work in its entirety as an early modern fabrication; in particular, there is reason to believe that there may be a kernel of veracity in the account of Nasir’s relationships with various rulers in the Badakhshan region. Having, most likely, originated in Yumgan, the text would be well situated to reflect some historical memory of events that transpired in the region in Nasir’s time. Of the fact that Nasir arrived in the region in flight from persecutors, and that accusations of heresy or irreligiosity continued to beleaguer him even while in exile, there is little doubt, as he bemoans these developments often in his poetry and other writings, and thus is it not unlikely that these accusations may have caused any strain in his relations with his patrons there.5 Furthermore, the text demonstrates no evident bias or agenda against the figure of ʿAli b. al-Asad that might have obliged the author to downplay his role as Nasir’s patron; on the contrary, this figure is elevated in the text to the status of a sayyid, and is shown to have been absolved by Nasir of any blame for having been misled by the slander spread by his persecutors.

But perhaps the strongest evidence in support of the Risalat al-nidamat’s narrative of Nasir-i Khusraw’s patronage is the fact that an account of Nasir’s relationship with a ruler of Yumgan by the name of Jahanshah is attested already in another source dating to a century and a half earlier than the Risalat. The source in question is a scroll presently held in a private collection in the Rushan region of Badakhshan, containing a genealogy (nasab-nama) and biography of Jahanshah (referred to here as Malik Jahanshah), dated to 830/1426-27.6 The account relates how Malik Jahanshah gave up his power and wealth in order to serve Nasir-i Khusraw, subsequently spending thirty years in his service, taking the new name of ʿUmar Yumgi. The nasab-nama mentions nothing of ʿAli b. al-Asad, and it is not until the later appearance of the Risalat al-nidamat that we find the earliest attestation of the narrative of Nasir’s exile from Badakhshan to Yumgan. It does, however, indicate the antiquity of the tradition concerning Nasir’s relationship with a local ruler in Yumgan other than the one to whom he dedicated his Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn.

While the Risalat al-nidamat presents a clear anti-Ismaili agenda, nonetheless the account of Nasir-i Khusraw maintaining relationships with separate rulers in Badakhshan and Yumgan also features in later Ismaili hagiographical traditions, in which Malik Jahanshah/ʿUmar Yumgi is depicted as one of Nasir-i Khusraw’s chief disciples and successors.7 By contrast, the figure of ʿAli b. al-Asad is relegated to a relatively minor place in later Ismaili sources, and is not credited with any role in the subsequent spread of the daʿwa after Nasir. Stories of Jahanshah are preserved in non-Ismaili sources from Badakhshan as well: a particularly embellished account is offered by the early 20th-century anthologist Shah ʿAbd Allah Badakhshi, who describes Jahanshah as a powerful king whose realm extended from Balkh in the west to Chinese Turkestan in the east, and from Hisar-i Shadman (the present-day town of Hisor in southwestern Tajikistan) in the north to Kashmir in the south.8 Despite their evident exaggeration, such accounts nonetheless illustrate the much greater significance attached to the figure of Jahanshah in popular memory in the region in comparison with ʿAli b. al-Asad.

Badakhshan and Yumgan
Is there any historical basis to the notion that Badakhshan and Yumgan were separate kingdoms with separate rulers in the time of Nasir-i Khusraw? To be sure, references to Yumgan (alternatively Yumghan or Yamgan) are extremely sparse for the pre-modern period. However, the little information available indicates that it was clearly autonomous from Badakhshan at least in the centuries prior to Nasir-i Khusraw’s life there. The earliest known reference to Yumgan is found in the 7th century AD travel account of the Chinese Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, who unambiguously describes Badakhshan and Yumgan as separate kingdoms with their own rulers.9 Following this, the 3rd/9th century geographer Ibn Khurdadhbih refers to Yumgan as among the districts that paid tax revenue directly to the Abbasid governor of Khurasan, implying that it held equal autonomy alongside the other districts of the region.10

Regretfully, there are no known references to Yumgan in the sources from the two centuries preceding Nasir-i Khusraw’s arrival in the region. While numismatic evidence reveals that the Samanids appointed governors of Badakhshan in the 4th/10th century, we have no indication of whether Yumgan was included in their remit.11 However, there is evidence from Nasir-i Khusraw’s own works to indicate that Yumgan was autonomous from Badakhshan in his time.12 Nasir refers to Yumgan often in his poetry, invariably mentioning it as his place of residence.13 By contrast, Badakhshan is mentioned far less frequently and appears in the majority of cases only in the context of the poetic motif of the ‘ruby of Badakhshan’ (laʿl-i Badakhshan).14 Badakhshan is never mentioned in Nasir’s poetry in a manner that would imply it was the place where he actually lived; in one passage, in which Nasir gives a number of sites throughout the region in which his daʿwa has been heard, Badakhshan is listed as a place alongside Yumgan and a number of other districts.15 This would seem to suggest that Nasir considered Yumgan and Badakhshan as two items in the same category, rather than one being subordinate to the other.

Furthermore, biographical accounts of Nasir-i Khusraw for several centuries after his death unanimously mention his place of exile and burial as Yumgan, and not Badakhshan. The 7th/13th century geographer Zakariyya al-Qazwini in his account of Yumgan, which is primarily dedicated to a discussion of Nasir-i Khusraw’s connection with the region, refers to it as an ‘inaccessible territory among the mountains bordering on Badakhshan’, while a separate entry in his work on Badakhshan itself mentions nothing of Nasir.16 Likewise, the historian Rashid al-Din, writing in the early 8th/14th century, relates how Nasir fled from Balkh ‘to the mountain of Yumgan.’17 Altogether, not a single known reference to Nasir-i Khusraw composed within the first three centuries after his death refers to him as having resided in Badakhshan, nor do they refer to Yumgan as a dependency of the former.18 If Yumgan had been merely an internal district of Badakhshan, then this raises the question of why accounts of Nasir throughout this period were so consistent in mentioning only Yumgan and not Badakhshan as his place of residence and burial, considering that the latter name would have likely been much more familiar to readers outside the region.

It is not until the late 9th/15th century that we find the earliest reference to Yumgan as an internal district of Badakhshan. This is found in the work of the anthologist Dawlatshah Samarqandi, who writes in his account of Nasir-i Khusraw in his Tadhkirat al-shuʿara that his grave is located ‘in the valley of Yumgan, which is among the dependencies of Badakhshan’.19 Similarly, writing in the early 10th/16th century the historian Ghiyath al-Din Khwandamir says in his Habib al-siyar that Nasir fled from Balkh and took refuge in ‘one of the mountains among the mountains of Badakhshan’.20 Thereafter, sources produced outside Badakhshan regularly describe Nasir-i Khusraw’s burial place, and Yumgan itself, as being located in Badakhshan; however, as noted previously, sources produced in the vicinity of Badakhshan continued to place an emphasis on a distinction between Yumgan and Badakhshan when discussing the biography of Nasir-i Khusraw. This shift in the status of Yumgan in the sources can be explained by the fact that the scope of territory designated by the term Badakhshan expanded significantly after the Mongol conquests. In the pre-Mongol era, the name Badakhshan referred to but one of a series of small kingdoms situated in the eastern reaches of what was then termed the region of Tukharistan.21 However, following the Mongol conquests, Badakhshan in the late 7th/13th century came under the rule of an autonomous dynasty, under which Badakhshan expanded significantly to encompass a number of previously independent neighbouring territories, and many authors subsequently applied this expanded geographical definition anachronistically to the time of Nasir-i Khusraw.

In summary, while we have no contemporary evidence to directly corroborate the narrative of Nasir-i Khusraw’s dual patrons found in later Badakhshani sources, our knowledge of the geographical situation at the time suggests that this possibility is feasible. If Nasir indeed was not under the protection of the ruler of Badakhshan throughout his period of residence in Yumgan, then this would help to explain Nasir’s seemingly inexplicable decision to not only choose the peripheral region of eastern Tukharistan for his place of exile, but furthermore, one of the most isolated and peripheral sites within this region. Nasir complains frequently of his surroundings in Yumgan in his poetry and laments his lack of access to the cultural resources of his native Khurasan.22 Yet, if the ruler of Badakhshan was in fact his chief patron throughout this time, then Nasir presumably would have enjoyed the option of living in the relatively greater comfort of the capital of his kingdom (situated near the present-day capital of Faydabad), which undoubtedly would have also served as a more effective hub for his conduct of the daʿwa. This raises the question: given ʿAli b. al-Asad’s evident personal interest in Ismaili thought, what truth might there be, then, to the claim that in fact it was not him, but rather the ruler of Yumgan who served as Nasir’s primary patron? In order to address this question, we must begin by examining more closely the available evidence concerning these two men and their historical connections with the region.

ʿAli b. al-Asad and Malik Jahanshah: Their Ancestry and Relationship
Aside from Nasir-i Khusraw’s reference to him, there is no other information available from contemporary sources regarding the figure of ʿAli b. al-Asad himself. However, there is some evidence available to suggest that this figure represented a dynasty that had been involved in ruling over the Badakhshan region intermittently for nearly two centuries prior to Nasir’s arrival there. The geographer al-Yaʿqubi in his Kitab al-Buldan from 278/891 mentions a local ruler of the district of Rustabik (modern-day Rustaq) in present-day Badakhshan by the name of al-Harith b. Asad b. Bik, after whom the Bikiyya horses are named.23 This same al-Harith b. Asad is mentioned slightly earlier by Ibn Khurdadhbih as the ruler of the neighbouring Khuttalan and is described as a nephew of Daʾud b. Abu Daʾud b. ʿAbbas, thus connecting him with the Banijirid clan who ruled Balkh in the later part the 3rd/9th century.24

Our knowledge of the rulers of Badakhshan from this time onwards is limited almost entirely to numismatic evidence. The Banijirids periodically minted coinage from the district of Andarab, in present-day southwestern Badakhshan, first as independent rulers and then, from 287/900 to 294/907, as vassals of the Samanids.25 Thereafter, the Banijirids disappear from the record, and coinage from the region for most of the remainder of the 4th/10th century carries only the names of the Samanid amirs.26 However, during the reign of the Samanid amir Nuh II (r. 366–387/976–997), we find coins produced in the name of al-Harith b. Harb, the only Samanid governor of Badakhshan to have his own coinage.27 Some of his coins also carry the name of Abu’l-Hasan Muhammad Simjuri, the Samanid governor of Khurasan who was known for his ruthless persecution of the Ismailis.28

Following the downfall of the Samanids at the end of the 4th/10th century, Badakhshan came under the control of the Ghaznavids, a change which appears to have been accompanied by a shift in the line of governors ruling the region. A report from the year 422/1031 gives the name of the Ghaznavid governor of Badakhshan as Ahmad b. ʿAli b. Nushtigin, ‘Master of the Royal Stables’, whose name does not suggest any connection with the previous Samanid governors of the region.29 This individual may have been the father of Malik Jahanshah, as the 9th/15th-century nasab-nama reports his father’s name as Mir Ahmad, son of ʿAli. Meanwhile, numismatic evidence shows that the neighbouring region of Khuttalan down to the year 431/1040 was ruled by another Ghaznavid governor by the name of Abu’l-Asad al-Harith.30 This figure’s name indicates that it is likely he was a descendant of the former line of governors of Badakhshan and, moreover, may have been the grandfather of Nasir-i Khusraw’s patron, the amir of Badakhshan, ʿAli b. al-Asad al-Harith. Altogether, the repeated appearance of the names Harith and Asad among the governors of Badakhshan and neighbouring Khuttalan might be taken to suggest that these individuals belonged to a single lineage, descended from the Banijirid clan.

The Tarikh-i Bayhaqi reports that in the year 431/1040, Khuttalan was attacked by the Qarakhanids and its governor, presumably the aforementioned Abu’l-Asad, was forced to take refuge in Balkh.31 However, an ensuing Qarakhanid assault on Balkh itself was repelled, and later that same year Abu’l-Asad was installed once again in Khuttalan, where for the next several years he minted coins as an independent ruler.32 In the meantime, the Ghaznavids, not long after having repelled the Qarakhanid invasion, suffered a series of defeats at the hands of the Saljuqs in Khurasan, culminating in the Saljuq conquest of Balkh later that same year.33 By 435/1043, the Saljuq prince Alp Arslan ruled over almost the entirety of the Tukharistan region, to the borders of Badakhshan.34 Khuttalan remained outside the Saljuq orbit for some time and several coins dated to 437/1045-46 depict Abu’l-Asad as a vassal of the Qarakhanid ruler Ibrahim b. Nasr; however, shortly thereafter, Abu’l-Asad transferred his vassalage to the Saljuq khan, Chaghri Beg Daʾud (r. 429–451/1038–1059).35

The fate of Abu’l-Asad from this point forward is unclear, and it is not known how long he remained in control of Khuttalan. Ibn al-Athir reports that, in the year 456/1064, the ruler of Khuttalan rebelled against the Saljuqs and was killed in an ensuing siege.36 After this, Khuttalan was annexed directly to the Saljuq domains and there are no further references to a local dynasty in the region. It is uncertain if Ibn al-Athir’s account refers to a member of Abu’l-Asad’s lineage; however, some references in the Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn allude to the report that ʿAli b. al-Asad’s family had experienced some calamity in the past, as Nasir refers to the amir having ‘forcefully subdued the enemies of his most illustrious ancestors’.37

In summary, at the time of Nasir-i Khusraw’s arrival in the region, the Saljuqs were well established as the preeminent power in the lands to the west of Badakhshan, while the Qarakhanids retained their strongholds in the Ferghana valley and the Tarim basin to the north and east of Badakhshan, respectively. However, the political situation in Badakhshan and among its immediate neighbours during this time is almost entirely obscure, and we have no clear indication of what may have taken place in the four decades between Bayhaqi’s report from 422/1031 of a local Ghaznavid governor in the region by the name of Ahmad b. ʿAli, and Nasir-i Khusraw’s reference to ʿAli b. al-Asad in 462/1070. It is probable that, following their annexation of Khuttalan in 456/1064, the Saljuqs thereafter came to exercise some degree of influence over Badakhshan as well. They had clearly annexed the region no later than the reign of Sultan Ahmad Sanjar (r. 511–552/1118–1157), as coins bearing his name were minted in Badakhshan (unaccompanied by the name of any local governor).38 While there is evidence that the Qarakhanids oversaw mining operations in the eastern Pamirs down to the early 6th/12th century, it would appear that the Pamir range served as the boundary between their realm and that of the Saljuqs.39

Altogether, the most likely scenario is that ʿAli b. al-Asad served in Badakhshan in the capacity of a Saljuq vassal or frontier warden, perhaps having accepted this modest post as a means of reconciling with the Saljuqs following his forebear’s revolt. This appointment evidently came at the expense of the family of Ahmad b. ʿAli, who previously served as governor of Badakhshan under the Saljuqs’ former opponents, the Ghaznavids, and who may have subsequently found themselves reduced to the more marginal kingdom of Yumgan. However, it would also appear that ʿAli b. al-Asad’s position in Badakhshan was still not altogether secure, as Nasir-i Khusraw refers cryptically in the Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn to ‘a time when he had been driven by a misfortune from his rule (mulk),’ before once again being restored to it.40

Amongst these developments, Nasir-i Khusraw returned from Egypt and arrived in Balkh in 444/1052, at the height of Saljuq ascendency in Khurasan. To say the least, this was an inopportune time to begin a career as an Ismaili daʿi in the region, as his subsequent persecution and exile vividly demonstrates. Nasir was forced into exile in Yumgan no later than 454/1062, at a time when the region may have still been safely beyond the Saljuq orbit.41 However, following their annexation of neighbouring Khuttalan in 456/1064, it is likely that Saljuq interest in the Badakhshan region would have intensified, especially considering that the region would have now become a frontier with their long-standing opponents, the Qarakhanids. Both powers maintained a stringent hostility towards the Ismaili daʿwa and were known for their violent persecutions of Ismailis within their realms. On at least one occasion, in 488/1095, it would appear that the Saljuq sultan, Malik Shah, engineered the downfall of his rival, the Qarakhanid ruler of Samarqand, Ahmad Khan, by deploying accusations of Ismaili sympathies.42 Nasir-i Khusraw, who had previously served as a clerk under the Saljuqs in the city of Marw before his adoption of Ismailism, was unsparing in his criticisms of their dominion in his poetry.43 Considering the foregoing context, it is thus not at all difficult to imagine that ʿAli b. al-Asad, as a representative of a local dynasty who had long served as governors under Sunni powers with the reputation for marked hostility towards the Ismailis, and who probably now found himself under an increasing level of scrutiny from the Saljuqs, may have harboured doubts regarding the choice to extend his patronage to Nasir-i Khusraw.

That being said, we can probably discount the precise sequence of events presented in the Risalat al-nidamat, which claims that Nasir went to Yumgan only after suffering a break in his relationship with the ruler of Badakhshan. As noted above, Nasir appears to have been already settled in Yumgan no later than 454/1062, eight years before composing his Jamiʿ al-hikmatayn.44 Furthermore, Nasir’s references to ʿAli b. al-Asad give no overt indication that he served in any position at the latter’s court, as the Risalat al-nidamat suggests, or even that he had been in the physical presence of the amir at all; rather, Nasir refers only to exchanging letters with ʿAli b. al-Asad, and it is possible that their relationship may have been conducted entirely through correspondence. Despite this, I would suggest that what is most significant and ‘reliable’ in regard to the account in the Risalat al-nidamat is not its depiction of any particular events in the career of Nasir-i Khusraw, but rather, what these depictions suggest concerning local understanding and memory of the fundamental character of Nasir’s relationships with various rulers in the region. Altogether, both the Ismaili and non-Ismaili traditions preserved in Badakhshan about Nasir-i Khusraw concur: that it was the independent ruler of Yumgan with whom Nasir had the closest, most enduring, and most consequential relationship.

Conclusion: The Daʿwa and the Politics of Imperial Exclusion
In light of the above, I would like to offer here an alternative hypothesis regarding the chronology of Nasir-i Khusraw’s patronage: that from early on in his exile, Nasir was under the protection of a local ruler in Yumgan, and that it was only sometime later that he extended overtures towards the ruler of neighbouring Badakhshan (who appears to have entertained a genuine interest in Ismaili beliefs), but that these overtures ultimately proved to be abortive, thus compelling Nasir to remain in Yumgan. This leaves one final question to address: if the scenario posited above is correct, then what reasons might have motivated the ruler of Yumgan to be more receptive to Nasir-i Khusraw than the ruler of Badakhshan? Of course, one can only speculate as to the exact motives of any individual in such circumstances, not to speak of one whose very existence remains a matter of conjecture. Instead, I will offer here simply a heuristic framework to explain what factors might have informed such a scenario.

From its height in the middle of the 4th/10th century, the Ismaili daʿwa achieved significant if temporary success in its efforts to establish relations with the political elites of the Buyid and the Samanid states, and later those of the Qarakhanids and the Ghurids as well.45 However, despite a string of transitory successes, these efforts failed to result in any enduring shifts in support of Ismailism in the political centres of Persia and Central Asia. Instead, in nearly all cases, the same pattern can be seen, in which a ruler or other high-ranking member of the elite is persuaded of the daʿwa, only to shortly after find himself sidelined, with the former recipients of his patronage then subjected to persecution or massacre.

Where the daʿwa achieved much more lasting success was not among central elites, but rather, among local elites on the imperial periphery. This pattern is most vividly in evidence in the early Nizari movement in Persia, which acquired its most enduring support in the mountainous territories of the southern Caspian region and the Quhistan region of eastern Persia, areas long known for their centrifugal political tendencies and histories of resistance to outside rule. This pattern can be clearly seen later in Badakhshan as well, where Ismaili activity also frequently correlated with movements towards local autonomy. One prominent example comes from an account of an Ismaili-led uprising in Badakhshan that lasted for several years until it was suppressed by the Timurid governor, Sultan Ways Mirza, in 915/1509.46 Notably, the revolt is mentioned as having been centred in the district of Ragh, a region that had previously hosted another major anti-Timurid insurrection just several years earlier (in which Ismaili participation is not recorded).47 The Ragh region is also subsequently recorded as being in a state of frequent rebellion against the rulers of Badakhshan in the 12th/18th century.48 I have further discussed elsewhere how the patronage extended by the rulers of Shughnan to representatives of the daʿwa starting in the late 12th/18th century was connected to the efforts by these local rulers to assert autonomy from Badakhshan.49

The system of caliphal authorisation that emerged from the 3rd/9th century onwards, which underpinned the political foundations of the Sunni tradition, was equally awesome in its ability to legitimise and empower rulers, as it was in its ability to marginalise and exclude those who fell out of its favour. Moreover, the impact of this effect would be felt not only by the ruler alone, but by all elites and relevant constituencies in the realm. As the foregoing examples demonstrate, the success of the Ismaili daʿwa in a given region was not solely dependent upon the personal inclinations of a ruler, but rather, on the degree to which those inclinations could align with the interests of other constituencies. For those who benefitted from a relationship with the imperial centre and the Sunni establishment, a ruler’s dalliance with the daʿwa could be readily perceived as an existential threat. By contrast, those who may have found themselves conclusively marginalised from imperial politics, or whose primary interest was to retain autonomy against imperial encroachment, the daʿwa, with the alternative religious and political cosmology that it offered, could present a powerful source of symbolic capital when articulating claims to political autonomy.

If Nasir-i Khusraw’s patron in Yumgan can, in fact, be connected to the Ahmad b. ʿAli who previously served as the Ghaznavid governor of Badakhshan (a connection which admittedly remains far from certain), then this would suggest that his family had suffered a remarkable decline in fortune in the intervening period, and thus may have found common cause with local actors in Yumgan with an interest in maintaining autonomy from Badakhshan. By contrast, the evidence available for ʿAli b. al-Asad suggests that his family may have experienced something of an opposite trajectory, their political fortunes having recently rebounded after they had experienced a period of exclusion and marginalisation, and thus they would have had reason to be far more reticent in engaging with the daʿwa. Thus, despite the amir’s evident personal interest in Ismaili beliefs, ultimately it was not in the political centre of Badakhshan but rather in the more marginal kingdom of Yumgan, and later in yet even more peripheral districts, where Nasir-i Khusraw’s daʿwa efforts took the strongest root.
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The Reign of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah: Historiographical Considerations

Shainool Jiwa

Introduction
The complex reign of the enigmatic figure of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (r. 384–411/996–1021), the sixth Fatimid Imam-caliph, has attracted considerable attention. Projections of al-Hakim in 20th-century Western scholarship present a paradoxical figure, from one who encouraged fantastical claims about his status and indulged in acts of wanton cruelty, to one who resolutely upheld justice and elicited popular support, as is evident in the article on al-Hakim in the first edition of the Encyclopaedia of Islam.1 While significant strides have been made since the early 20th century, assessments of al-Hakim in current scholarship, as summarised by Michael Brett’s recent survey of the field, nonetheless remain ‘widely’ differing.2 Portrayals of al-Hakim include those that present him as a messianic ‘God-King’,3 as a ruler seeking to end the imamate and turn the Fatimid state into an ‘ordinary’ dynasty,4 as regent seeking to end the problem of a patrimonial state,5 as a figure increasingly withdrawn from affairs of both state and daʿwa,6 or as a Muslim ruler working to the ‘best of his ability’ to fend off the crises impending Egypt by adopting agricultural and economic reforms.7

Despite continued interest in the study of al-Hakim, the historiographical problems facing researchers remain and they are twofold in nature. The idiosyncrasies associated with al-Hakim’s reign and personality – including his approach towards asceticism and variations in policy and statecraft – have seen repeated attempts at deciphering his motivations by both medieval and modern historians, including those within the Ismaili daʿwa, which fostered legends around the figure of the Imam-caliph. Secondly, al-Hakim’s reign coincided with a resurgent Abbasid caliphate (forming an early era of the ‘Sunni revival’) fixated on rolling back the Fatimid advance in the early 5th/11th century through polemic, with the Imam-caliph al-Hakim therefore often bearing the brunt of anti-Fatimid propaganda in pro-Abbasid historiography which continued to proliferate in writings of the Ayyubid and Mamluk periods. Consequently, the emergence of a complex and highly tendentious historiographical tradition concerning al-Hakim, in which verifiable historical material is enmeshed with patently fabricated accounts, remains a significant obstacle in the study of his reign. As Paul Walker has recently observed:


Sorting out all of this information, separating myth from fact, bias from reality, for a figure of such complexity, replete with ambiguity built into his very character, who was the subject of obvious and subtle hostility from both mediaeval and modern writers, friends and foe, is not simple, and perhaps is not even possible.8



In responding to this challenge this paper takes a two-pronged approach to address the historiographical intricacies of studying the life and times of al-Hakim.9 Firstly, it proposes the adoption of close source textual analysis of specific events of al-Hakim’s reign on a case-by-case basis. Secondly, it situates the necessity of examining prevailing regional trends to contextualise those specific developments within a broader framework. In this paper, these approaches are brought together to revisit the question of al-Hakim’s reputed injunction to inscribe the public cursing of the Companions of the Prophet in public venues throughout Cairo. The initial findings of this exploratory study reveal that when subjected to historiographical critique, some widely reproduced reports concerning aspects of al-Hakim’s rule are in fact, not exceptional to his personality, as has been portrayed, but deeply interrelated with the political and religious developments in Fatimid Egypt, with the Abbasid East, as well as the Umayyad West.

The Curse Inscriptions of 395/1005
One of the events during the reign of al-Hakim that is most widely commented on, ostensibly occurred in 395/1005. As widely noted in the secondary literature, in this year, al-Hakim is reported to have ordered a programme of public inscriptions that pronounced curses or insults (laʿn or sabb) on the Companions of the Prophet.10 These are variously reported as being either directed at the Caliphs, Abu Bakr (r. 11–13/632–634) and ʿUmar (r. 13–28/634–644) in particular, or the Companions in general as well as others, including the Umayyad and Abbasid caliphs. Inscriptions were accordingly written on mosques, markets, bathhouses, on main roads and alleyways, and elsewhere. The ‘inscriptions’ were however akin to public writing such as wall-art or graffiti, including writings on placards (lawh) that were publicly displayed. They do not necessarily correlate to the kind of formal stone inscriptions famous in Fatimid architecture.11 As per the established narrative, two years later al-Hakim is said to have revoked the order, commanding Fatimid officials to ensure the erasure of the inscriptions and decreed that anyone who partook in the public cursing of the Companions was to be reprimanded and punished. This is considered to be the precursor for his subsequent injunction upholding the Qurʾanic principle that there is ‘no compulsion in religion’ (2:256).

The Significance of the Inscriptions

Studies on al-Hakim discuss the appearance of these inscriptions, and they account for their significance in varied ways. Firstly, the inscriptions are taken to symbolise a period of al-Hakim’s sectarian anti-Sunni policies,12 instituted as part of his efforts to emphasise his own vision of the imama and to strengthen the role of the Ismaili daʿwa both within and beyond the Fatimid state.13 By extension, the curse inscriptions are taken as representing efforts by al-Hakim to territorially and visually convey Fatimid power as predicated on Shiʿi ideas of legitimacy,14 to ‘Ismailise’ the urban space.15 Secondly, if the appearance of the inscriptions is taken as reflecting al-Hakim’s religious policies, their erasure is deemed to demonstrate al-Hakim’s pragmatism when threatened.16 This is intractably linked to the revolt of Abu Rakwa (d. 397/1007).17 Claiming Umayyad descent and proclaiming his own status as Imam, Abu Rakwa launched a rebellion against the Fatimids with the support of the Banu Qurra in 395/1004. Having initially achieved significant victories against Fatimid forces such that he threatened Cairo itself, Abu Rakwa suffered irreversible defeats in 396/1006, culminating in his final capture and execution in 397/1007.18 As some sources indicate that part of Abu Rakwa’s cause for rebellion was the defence of the Companions, al-Hakim’s erasure of the inscriptions was therefore considered to have been motivated by his fear of antagonising the Sunni population at the height of the rebellion,19 or as a gesture aimed at indicating greater reconciliation with the Sunni population once the revolt had been ended.20 Thirdly, the appearance and erasure of inscriptions are regarded as further evidence of al-Hakim’s instability, serving as one example of several injunctions that were promulgated and rescinded.21

The Sources on the ‘Curse Inscription’

The sole known contemporary source on the appearance and erasure of these inscriptions is that by Yahya b. Saʿid al-Antaki (d. 458/1066). Yahya was a Melkite Christian historian who felt persecuted during al-Hakim’s reign, and therefore left for Byzantine Antioch where he subsequently wrote his history.22 In his entry for the year 395/1005, he states:


And it was ordered [by al-Hakim] that curses should be written on the congregational and other mosques, walls and roads, against Abu Bakr, ʿUmar, ʿUthman, Muʿawiya b. Abi Sufyan and other Companions, as well as caliphs from the Banu ʿAbbas. This became oppressive for the Muslims from the Sunni madhhab, and they were filled with dread and shame.23



On the erasure of the inscriptions, al-Antaki records that in 397/1007:


Al-Hakim decreed [rasama] the scraping [kasht] of the writing upon the paths [durub], and others, that cursed Abu Bakr and those others whose names had been written.24



Among other widely referenced Sunni sources of the 6th–7th/12th–13th centuries including those of Ibn Zafir (d. 613/1216), Ibn Hammad (d. 628/1231), Ibn Khallikan (d. 681/1282) and Ibn al-Athir (d. 630/1233), claims that al-Hakim ordered the curse inscriptions are also documented. A close analysis of the latter three of these texts reveals that they are in fact replications of one principal report, which, it is likely, originated in Sunni circles in 6th/12th-century Alexandria.

In his Akhbar Muluk Banu ʿUbayd (‘History of the ʿUbaydid Kings’), the 7th/13th-century Maghribi author Ibn Hammad (Ibn Hamadu) provides a legend-filled account of al-Hakim’s reign. His rendition of these materials testifies to the nature of the myths circulating particularly about al-Hakim, and about the Fatimids at large in the 7th/13th century. This includes an Arabian Nights-like account of an out-of-control camel race that led one of its participants, who was lost in an unknown land, to a source of immense amounts of jewels. After undertaking an arduous journey through the desert, living off scrubland, he brought the treasures to al-Hakim’s court, where the Imam-caliph accepted the gifts gratefully. Such hoards are, for Ibn Hammad, a principal source of the wealth of the Fatimid caliphate.25 In his introduction to al-Hakim’s biography, Ibn Hammad refers to the curse inscriptions:


Al-Hakim was generous with money, and a shedder of blood (jawadan bi’l-mal, saffakan li’l-dimaʾ). He killed many eminent people of his dawla and others in cold blood. His biography [sira] is the strangest of biographies (min aʿjab al-siyar)26 … In his days there unfolded many strange affairs … among these was that during the height of his caliphate, he ordered the writing of curses against the Companions on the walls of mosques, palaces, roads, and alleys, and he wrote sijills to all his governors (al-aʿmal) ordering for such cursing, and that was in 395. Then he ordered their removal, decried it, and forbade its inscriptions in 397. This continued for a while, and he ordered the public beating of anyone who cursed the Companions.27



In his entry on al-Hakim in the Wafayat al-aʿyan, the Iraqi-born biographer Ibn Khallikan begins with an introduction to al-Hakim that notably contains near verbatim parallels of the summative biography found in Ibn Hammad with only slight variants:


Al-Hakim was generous with money, and a shedder of blood (jawadan bi’l-mal, saffakan li’l-dimaʾ). He killed many from the eminent people of his dawla and others in cold blood. His biography (sira) was of the strangest/wonderous of biographies (min aʿjab al-siyar), promulgating each time orders that people were obliged to follow…

Of them, he ordered in the year 395 the writing of curses against the Companions (sabb al-sahaba) – God’s contentment upon them – on the walls of the mosques, palaces and roads; and he wrote to all his governors in the lands of Egypt ordering them for such curses; then he ordered for the removal of these, censured it and forbade it in the year 397; and proceeded after that to beat any who cursed the Companions, [ordering] their punishment and public parading.28



The Iraqi historian Ibn al-Athir similarly provides extended coverage of al-Hakim’s reign in his al-Kamil, though his principal foci for these years are Iraq, Iran and the campaigns of Mahmud of Ghazna (d. 421/1030). Across the yearly entries that variously relate events in al-Hakim’s reign, including his entry for the year 395/1004-05, he makes no mention of the curse inscriptions. However, it is in his summative biography of al-Hakim for the year 411/1021 when accounting for al-Hakim’s demise that Ibn al-Athir recounts the event, reproducing once more almost verbatim the account found in Ibn Hammad and Ibn Khallikan:


Al-Hakim was generous with money, and a shedder of blood (jawadan bi’l-mal, saffakan li’l-dimaʾ). He killed many of the eminent people of his dawla and others. So, the record of his biography [sira] is strange/wonderous (siratihi ʿajiba). One of these was that at the peak of his caliphate (fi sadr khilafatih), he ordered the writing of curses against the Companions – God’s contentment upon them – on the walls of the mosques and markets, and he wrote to all his governors (al-aʿmal) about such curses, and that was in 395. Then, after a while, he ordered for the halting of the cursing, and the disciplining (taʿdib) of any who cursed them or mentioned them in a vile way.29



Though Ibn Hammad, Ibn Khallikan and Ibn al-Athir share direct textual parallels in their treatment of al-Hakim, none of them indicate the source of their report. That information however can be gleaned from al-Maqrizi – who also relates a segment of the common account – regarding al-Hakim’s treatment of the Christians, but not the curse inscriptions. It is here that al-Maqrizi names his source as Abu’l-Hasan al-Rawhi, the author of the Bulghat al-zurafaʾ fi taʾrikh al-khulafaʾ.30

The Bulghat al-zurafaʾ provides an extended account of the history of the caliphates up until the 6th/12th century, beginning with the life of the Prophet Muhammad, continuing with entries on the Umayyads, the Abbasids, the Umayyads of Spain and the Fatimids, among others. Organised by reign and, as is common to his treatment of other caliphs, al-Rawhi’s entries on the Fatimids are in the main brief and summative statements – reminiscent of early Arabic historiographical works that provide the dates of birth and death, a short account of notable events, and listing of key officials including judges, chamberlains and parasol-bearers.

Though his work has been in circulation since the 20th century, Abu’l-Hasan al-Rawhi’s identity and death date remain unclear.31 It is likely he was a Sunni scholar from Alexandria who came from a family of Sunni jurists (faqihs), an identity principally established because his father and grandfather are cited as among the circles of hadith narrators in Alexandria in the late 6th/12th century.32 As Brett has recently noted, Alexandria emerged as bastion of Sunni Islam in the final half-century of the Fatimid caliphate, in a period when Sunni ascendency was marked by the emergence of Sunni generals as well as the proliferation of Sunni madrasas.33 It is in the Bulghat al-zurafaʾ’s treatment of al-Hakim that al-Rawhi provides the full quote which was in all probability the source narrative later adapted by Ibn Hammad, Ibn Khallikan and Ibn al-Athir. Here, al-Rawhi states about al-Hakim that:


He was generous with money, and a shedder of blood (jawadan bi’l-mal, saffakan li’l-dimaʾ). He killed many of the eminent people of his dawla and others. So, his biography (sira) is one of the strangest of biographies … In his days there unfolded many strange affairs. Of them was that at the peak of his caliphate (fi sadri khilafatihi), he ordered the writing of curses against the Companions on the walls of mosques, palaces, roads, and alleys, and he wrote sijills to all his governors about such cursing, and that was in 395. Then he instructed their removal, censured the practice, and ordered its implementation in the year 397. For a while thereafter those who cursed the Companions were beaten and publicly paraded.34



While al-Rawhi’s affinity, and the provenance of his work, remain uncertain, it should be noted that it is likely it was the principal Egyptian source for later historians deriving from the circles of Alexandrian Sunni faqihs. While this does not negate its veracity, it reveals that many of the seemingly widely circulating formulations about critical aspects of al-Hakim’s reign are in fact reproductions of a single source which had its own dynamic of textual transmission.

The presence of al-Rawhi’s narrative in Ibn al-Athir’s work has added significance. Thoughout his Kamil, Ibn al-Athir regularly relates significant information about Fatimid Egypt in the reign of al-Hakim. These include accounts of al-Hakim’s accession and the struggle between Ibn ʿAmmar and the Turks in 386/996,35 Barjawan’s accession and his subsequent demise in 390/1000,36 as well as extensive coverage of the rebellion of Abu Rakwa,37 concluding with a brief review of al-Hakim’s biography in the year of his death.38 However, throughout this coverage, including under the year 395/1005, there is no mention of the curse inscriptions until the concluding statement taken from al-Rawhi. This absence of the curse inscriptions is conspicuous, especially because Ibn al-Athir reports even incidental events such as inflation in Egypt at the time.39 Notably, indicating his propensity for relating information pertaining to sectarian affairs, in his entry for the year 393/1003, Ibn al-Athir recounts the appointment of the Fatimid governor Abu Muhammad al-Aswad, known as Tamzula. He says that this governor once paraded and punished a Maghribi with the following proclamation, ‘This is the punishment (jazaʾ) from the one who loves Abu Bakr and ʿUmar’.40

Ibn al-Athir’s silence regarding the curse inscriptions in his annalistic narrative – as contrasted to his summative biographical treatment of al-Hakim – can be similarly compared to that of Ibn al-Qalanisi. Living in Damascus just after the Fatimid period (ca. 465–555/1073–1160), Ibn al-Qalanisi provides detailed accounts of events in Fatimid Cairo during al-Hakim’s reign. These include reports on al-Hakim’s succession and reports on Sitt al-Mulk’s efforts to have her cousin appointed;41 the rise of Ibn ʿAmmar and the Kutama;42 Barjawan’s relationship with al-Hakim and his eventual demise,43 rivalries at the Fatimid court between various factions, as well as transcripts of letters sent by al-Hakim to Syria.44 In his summative statement of al-Hakim’s biography, written in his entry for 411/1021 – the year of al-Hakim’s demise – Ibn al-Qalanisi characterises the Imam-caliph negatively, depicting him as a proud figure who loved to spill blood.45 However, across his entire rendition on al-Hakim either under the year 395/1005, or in his summative statement, Ibn al-Qalanisi makes no reference to the ordering of the curse inscriptions, leading one to surmise that he had not come across this information.

The Question of Ascription: Al-Maqrizi, Idris ʿImad al-Din and Ibn Khaldun

The most cited account pertaining to the ‘curse inscriptions’ of al-Hakim, and the seemingly sole account which specifies that some of the inscriptions were written in gold, is that of al-Maqrizi,46 who mentions the event both in his Ittiʿaz and the Khitat. In his entry under the year 395/1005 in the Ittiʿaz he states:


There was written on the walls of the mosque, and on the Old Mosque on its exterior, interior, and all its niches, and the doors of the hostels, tomb-complexes, graves, and the desert, insults and curses toward the salaf (sabb al-salaf wa laʿnahum). These were inscribed, coloured in with paints and gold. This was also done on the doors of markets and houses.47



Nonetheless, al-Maqrizi’s account does not ascribe the curse inscriptions to an order from al-Hakim. Similarly, the only Shiʿi Ismaili source that relates the events at length, that of the Yemeni Tayyibi Ismaili daʿi, Idris ʿImad al-Din,48 associates the appearance of the curse inscriptions to hubris among the Shiʿa in Egypt during this period, rather than resulting from an order of the Imam-caliph. Idris thus notes:


The Shiʿa emerged victorious against those who opposed them during the time of al-Hakim, and they publicly cursed those who put themselves forward against ʿAli Commander of the Believers, and [they cursed] those who opposed him, who argued against him, who went to war with him. And they called them by their names, so much so that plentiful became the insults against Abu Bakr, Umar, ʿUthman, Talha, Zubayr and others, during that time. This [cursing] went from private to public (zahara min al-sirr ila’l-iʿlan). The curses appeared and were inscribed on the pulpits, and on sheets, and on the doors of the bathhouses, and wherever people gathered. So, the Imam al-Hakim denounced this, and pronounced the following words, ordering it to be read to those in the cities and the countryside, telling everyone to remain with their own madhdhab.49



This groundswell of Shiʿi zealousness noted by Idris is reiterated by the 9th/15th-century Maghribi Sunni historian, Ibn Khaldun (d. 808/1406). While he recounts al-Hakim’s rafidi (rejectionist) beliefs as being well known,50 he makes no reference to the curse inscriptions, either by al-Hakim, or otherwise. He does however report that Shiʿi-led sectarian strife was active in al-Hakim’s time, stating thereafter that al-Hakim was opposed to this, and therefore issued his edict of tolerance:


It was raised to him [al-Hakim] that a group from the ‘rejectionists’ (rawafid) assaulted the Sunnis during the tarawih, as well as in the funerary prayers, by stoning them. Consequently, a sijill was read out from the minbar of Misr [Fustat] which included … ‘The Commander of the Believers recites to you the verses of God’s Clear Book, “There is no coercion in religion” (2:256) … None are to curse anyone from the salaf.’51



Ibn Khaldun and Idris were one generation apart and belonged to distinct North African and Yemeni historiographical traditions respectively. Yet, the striking parallels in their exposition of Shiʿi-led strife as the cause of the issuance of al-Hakim’s decree of tolerance, and their quoting the text of the decree, could suggest their sharing of a common-source of information. Idris’ version – that largely correlates with that of al-Maqrizi and parallels aspects of Ibn Khaldun’s – is reflected more widely than would have been otherwise assumed.

Challenging the prevailing view that held al-Hakim directly responsible for the inscriptions for various reasons, Heinz Halm (in 1986 and 2003) questioned whether it was al-Hakim himself who had ordered the curse inscriptions.52 He notes that the specific phrasing of al-Maqrizi’s text does not state that a formal decree (sijill) was issued by al-Hakim.53 Al-Maqrizi thus relates that ‘there was written on the doors of the mosques’ (wa kutiba ʿala abwab al-masajid), in distinction to references to other policies that expressly stipulate al-Hakim’s decree.54 As regards al-Antaki’s account above, Halm states that al-Antaki must have presumed that the appearances of such writing in public spaces could only have been possible on al-Hakim’s orders, but that ‘this assumption is not mandatory and is emphatically denied by the Ismaili tradition’.55 Halm accordingly refers to the account of Idris ʿImad al-Din, which states that it was the zealous elements among the Shiʿa of Egypt that triggered the appearance of the inscriptions, which al-Hakim then decreed to be removed over the following years. Halm adds that al-Hakim’s agency is clearly apparent in the erasure of the inscriptions two years later.56 Several decades earlier, the Egyptian historian ʿAbd al-Munʿim Majid (1920–1990) similarly pointed out that the sources do not confirm the view that al-Hakim had ordered the curse inscriptions, attributing the appearance of the inscriptions to the activities of the Shiʿa in Egypt instead.57 While the majority view in contemporary scholarship continues to maintain that al-Hakim ordered the inscriptions, a close analysis of the sources questions the claim. This is further corroborated in relation to wider developments in the Islamic world during this period, especially as regards the hardening of sectarian boundaries between Sunni and Shiʿi communities in civic contexts.

The Context of the Inscriptions: Sunni-Shiʿi Rivalry in the 5th/11th century

The major markers of the evolving relationship between the Shiʿi Ismaili Fatimid caliphate and the Sunni population of its realms over its two centuries of rule have been well documented.58 While known for its largely tolerant attitude towards its Sunni subjects, as exemplified in the aman document of al-Muʿizz (r. 341–365/953–975) that upheld the permissibility of practices of the Sunni madhhabs, the Fatimid stipulation of the requirement of state law as applying to particular ritual practices such as the calculation of the new moon, the pronouncement of the Shi‘i adhan and prayers, nonetheless resulted in tension in the Sunni establishment. The reign of al-Hakim is consequently contrasted with those of preceding Imam-caliphs, especially that of his father al-ʿAziz bi’llah (r. 365–386/975–996), as instituting an overt phase of anti-Sunni policies, which were subsequently repealed in favour of an emphasis on tolerance. Walker cites several instances, including the arrest and execution of a Syrian man in 391/1001 who proclaimed that he did not acknowledge ʿAli and the apprehending of 13 people in 393/1003, for praying the duha prayer, considered in Shiʿi ritual law as an innovation.59 Al-Hakim’s edicts against the consumption of food items such as mulukhiyya are at times deemed to be a reaction against some revered figures in Sunni history. The curse inscriptions of 395/1005 are however, considered the pinnacle representation of al-Hakim’s Sunni antipathy. Consequently, their removal in 397/1007 is said to mark a new phase of rapprochement with the Sunni population.

This distinctive aspect of al-Hakim’s reign, however, is often read narrowly, and in isolation from broader trends then permeating the Islamic world. It is apparent that the curse inscriptions of 395/1005 – regardless of their ascription – and the sectarian strife to which they are closely linked, are a particular Egyptian manifestation of developments that were also being manifested in other regions, including Iraq and Ifriqiya. The late 4th/10th and early 5th/11th century saw the formation of a stronger sense of communal identity, crystallising especially around the symbolic values attached to the principal figures of the Sunni and Shiʿi traditions – Abu Bakr, ʿUmar and other Companions for the former, or ʿAli b. Abi Talib and the family of the Prophet Muhammad for the latter. In as much as reverence for such figures served as public symbols of these communities, it became the cornerstone of the contest between the rival traditions.

Pivotal to the tightening of confessional boundaries – especially for the emerging Sunni traditions – was the role of the Abbasid caliph al-Qadir bi’llah (r. 381–422/991–1031), in recasting the Abbasid caliphs as the spokesmen of Sunni Islam.60 The decline of Buyid authority in Baghdad, and the transfer of their capital to Shiraz during the reign of the Buyid amir, Bahaʾ al-Dawla, around 390/1000 had enabled al-Qadir to take a lead in formulating the boundaries of acceptable Sunni tradition, which entailed the refutation of the Muʿtazila and the Shiʿa, among others.

Notably, al-Qadir’s reign coincided with that of al-Hakim, which witnessed the burgeoning success of the Fatimid daʿwa in Iraq. In seeking to halt its advance, al-Qadir facilitated the provision of anti-Ismaili polemical tracts including that of al-Baqillani (d. 403/1013). He also promulgated the ‘Baghdad Manifesto’ in 402/1011, which branded the Fatimids as impostors and heretics, and negated their lineage from the Prophet Muhammad.61 Al-Qadir’s anti-Shiʿi and anti-Ismaili polemic was bolstered by the emergence of rulers such as Mahmud of Ghazna (r. 388–421/998–1030) in the eastern Islamic lands, who pledged allegiance to al-Qadir, and whose campaigns in India unleashed assaults against the adherents of the Fatimid daʿwa in Sind. Al-Qadir and Mahmud thus forged a symbiotic relationship, each reinforcing the prestige of the other.62

A recurring feature of the history of the eastern Islamic world during this period is accounts of repeated urban clashes between the Sunni and Shiʿi communities in Iraq. Riots, repeatedly described in the sources as ‘strife’ (fitna) in the 4th–5th/10th–11th centuries in Baghdad were often sparked off around Shiʿi ceremonies of commemoration or conflicting doctrinal issues, such as the validity of the recension of the Qurʾan by Ibn Masʿud (Mushaf Ibn Masʿud), which the Shiʿi communities of Iraq held in esteem, but was considered problematic by the Sunni establishment.

Thus, for 391/1001, Ibn al-Athir records a fitna erupting between the Shiʿa of the Karkh district of Baghdad and the Turkish contingents, supported by the ahl al-sunna of Baghdad.63 Two years later, he reports, the fitna in Baghdad had intensified. Hence, the Buyid amir, Bahaʾ al-Dawla, sent his leading general (ʿamid al-juyush) to quell the disturbance and forbade the public profession of any madhhab, Sunni or Shi‘i.64 Three years later, in 398/1006 al-Qadir commissioned a group of scholars to condemn the Qurʾanic recension of Ibn Masʿud. Soon thereafter, a Shiʿi at Karbala was executed for publicly censuring those who had burned the Mushaf of Ibn Masʿud.65 The following year, insults by the Hashimi family (that is, the Abbasids) against the leading Twelver Shiʿi of Iraq, Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 413/1022), led to open riots.66 As per the reports of Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200), during the fitna of 398/1007–08 the Shiʿi population in Baghdad invoked the name of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Hakim, chanting, ‘Ya Hakim Ya Mansur.’67 Meanwhile, the Fatimid daʿwa in Iraq secured the support of the ʿUqaylid ruler of Mosul, Qirwash b. al-Mukhallad (d. 444/1052), who publicly invoked al-Hakim in 401/1010, and extended this act to all the areas in his domain including Anbar, Ctesiphon and Kufa, prompting al-Qadir to issue the anti-Fatimid ‘Baghdad Manifesto’.68 While Qirwash’s allegiance to the Fatimids was short-lived due to Abbasid and Buyid censuring, the Sunni-Shiʿi rivalry raged on. Consequently, in 408/1018, al-Qadir pronounced impositions on the Shiʿa and Muʿtazila:


In this year there was further fitna in Baghdad between the people of Karkh from the Shiʿa and the ahl al-sunna, and the situation worsened. Al-Qadir bi’llah rued the Muʿtazila, the Shiʿa, and others, due to the opposing doctrines that they believed in their madhhabs and forbade discussion (al-munazara) about any of them. Whoever did so was ill-treated and punished.69



Sectarian strife also broke out in other Iraqi cities such Wasit, where in 408/1018, Shi‘i Daylami soldiers clashed with their Sunni Turkish counterparts, the latter supported by the ahl al-sunna of the city due to the Daylami’s Shiʿi inclinations.70 Events in Syria also reveal sectarian tensions. While these were evident in the reigns of the Fatimid Imam-caliphs al-Muʿizz and al-ʿAziz, in al-Hakim’s reign they escalated, mirroring the fitna in Baghdad and elsewhere. Thus, in the same entry that relates the Sunni-Shiʿi fitna of Baghdad of 393/1003, Ibn al-Athir reports that in Fatimid-controlled Damascus, a Maghribi was arrested and publicly paraded due to his ‘love’ of Abu Bakr and ʿUmar.71

However, the bloodiest sectarian strife during this period occurred in North Africa. Under the year 407/1016-17, Ibn al-Athir provides an extended narrative on the massacre of the Shiʿa of Ifriqiya, which is linked to the issue of curses and the status of the early Companions of the Prophet:


In this year in Muharram, the Shiʿa were killed in all the lands of Ifriqiya. The reason was that al-Muʿizz b. Badis rode through Qayrawan, and the people were greeting him and invoking prayers for him. He passed a group and asked about them. He was told, ‘These are the rafida, and they curse Abu Bakr and ʿUmar.’ He said, ‘God’s contentment be upon Abu Bakr and ʿUmar.’ Thereupon, the commonalty (al-ʿamma) went to the darb al-maqli from Qayrawan, where the Shiʿa used to gather, and killed some of them.… Then the Shiʿa were killed and torched, their houses demolished throughout Ifriqiya. A group of them gathered in the palace of [the Fatimid Imam-caliph] al-Mansur near Qayrawan, and fortified themselves there but the ʿamma besieged them, and tightened [their siege]. Their hunger became fierce, and they agreed to leave, but the people killed them until the last of them had died. Those in al-Mahdiyya sought refuge in the mosque, but they were all killed. In the Maghrib, the Shiʿa were called the Mashariqa as named after Abi ʿAbd Allah al-Shiʿi, who was from the Mashriq. Most of the poets mentioned this event, some of them with replete joy, and others with tearful sorrow.72



Though not as destructive or bloody, the outbreaks of fitna between segments of the Shiʿi and Sunni population of North Africa and Iraq had precedents in Egypt. Following the Fatimid conquest in 358/969, al-Maqrizi relates outbreaks of civil strife in 361/972, noting the denigration of the status of ʿAli b. Abi Talib through the association of him with Muʿawiya by anti-Shiʿi segments of the population:


In Ramadan [June–July 972], a blind, old woman who was singing in the street was arrested and imprisoned. Some people rejoiced and publicly praised the Companions [of the Prophet]. They shouted, ‘Muʿawiya is the maternal uncle of the believers and of ʿAli.’ So Jawhar had it proclaimed in the ʿAtiq Mosque, ‘O people, watch your words and abandon loose talk. Indeed, we have imprisoned the old woman for her own protection. So let no one utter a word without knowing that grievous punishment will befall him.’ Thereafter, the old woman was set free.73



Using Muʿawiya as a means to provoke Shiʿi segments of the Egyptian population was also recorded during the pre-Fatimid era under Ikshidid rule:


Egypt was not devoid of strife at the tombs of Kulthum and Nafisa bint al-Hasan b. Zayd b. al-Hasan b. ʿAli b. Abi Talib on the day of ʿAshuraʾ during Ikhshidid and Kafurid times. Kafur’s sudan [i.e. the ‘black’ troops] were biased against the Shiʿa; they would harass people on the streets by asking them, ‘Who is your maternal uncle?’ If they answered, ‘Muʿawiya’, they would honour them. If, however, they remained silent, they would be hostile to them and would seize their clothes and possessions, to the extent that Kafur had to appoint someone to supervise the desert gates and prohibit people from leaving.74



On the other hand, following the arrival of the Fatimids in Egypt, its Shiʿi communities felt emboldened in their public appearances, as evident in al-Maqrizi’s entry for the year 363/973-74:


On the day of ʿAshuraʾ a group of [Twelver] Shiʿa, along with their followers, returned from the shrines at the tombs of Kulthum bint Muhammad b. Jaʿfar b. Muhammad al-Sadiq and Nafisa. Accompanying them was a group of Maghribi horsemen and foot soldiers, mourning and weeping for al-Husayn. They broke waterpots in the markets, ripped the waterskins of the water carriers and cursed those who shopped on that day. A group of people protested at this. Then Abu Muhammad al-Hasan b. ʿAmmar went to them and separated the two groups. If he had not done so the trouble would have intensified, for the people had shut their shops and suspended the markets. The Shiʿa felt strengthened by al-Muʿizz’s presence in Egypt.75



The Curse Inscriptions in Context
The occurrence of Sunni-Shiʿi animosities over the first decades of the 5th/10th century can be attributed to multiple factors, including the crystallisation of confessional identity, the role of varied authorities in sparking controversy as a means of legitimising their own authority – whether that of the Zirids in Ifriqiya, or of al-Qadir and the pro-Abbasid establishment in Iraq. They share several characteristics, most notably their urban and populist nature in which the principal actors and agents in the strife remain largely unknown, anonymised in the chroniclers as simply being the actions of the ʿawwam (commoners). In this context, the renditions provided by al-Maqrizi and especially Idris ʿImad al-Din of the curse inscriptions of al-Hakim’s reign – where they are initiated by elements of the population themselves, fit more characteristically than is apparent at first sight. That there was popular feeling behind the appearance of the inscription becomes evident in the account regarding al-Hakim’s subsequent order for their erasure in 397/1007:


On 9 Rabiʿ al-Akhar [2 January], al-Hakim ordered the erasure of all that had been written on the mosques, doors, and elsewhere, insulting the salaf. These were erased. The mutawalli of the police went around ensuring none remained.76



However, as noted by Walker, the command prohibiting the cursing of the Companions had to be repeatedly re-issued. Thus, four months later, as part of a wider series of reforms that are described by Walker as favouring, ‘a wide latitude for the accommodation of both Shiʿi and Sunni practice’,77 the same decree that allowed for participation in Sunni ritual practices and calculation according to sighting the moon, admonished thus, ‘No one is to curse the Companions, or object to any person’s attributing to them what he attributes or swears about them what he swears.’78 Six years later, the prohibition was again emphatically pronounced when, as related by al-Maqrizi, ‘The people were banned from cursing the salaf, and a man was beaten for this and paraded.’79 Thereafter, ‘a decree was read in the palace, containing the invocation of God’s mercy on the salaf from among the Companions, and prohibition from taking any interest in such matters.’80 Similarly, during one of his rides in 402/1011-12, al-Hakim saw a placard with the curse inscriptions upon it, and had it removed:


Al-Hakim saw upon his route, while he was out riding, a signboard (lawhan) on which a curse on the Companions was inscribed. He disavowed it and halted until it was brought down. Other similar signboards followed in succession. All of them were brought down. Similar writings on the walls were erased until there they no longer had any trace. The rejection of any who opposed this was emphasised, with vows of punishment [decreed] against them.81



The populist nature of these inscriptions and their continued appearance despite repeated state censure validates the view that these were communally engendered public expressions.

Regardless of the attribution of origin, the appearance of the curse inscriptions themselves are often taken as a symbol of the idiosyncratic nature of al-Hakim’s rule. A cross-reading of a range of sources demonstrates that their manifestation and context were not exclusive to al-Hakim’s reign.

While the fitna between the Shiʿi and Sunni communities of Baghdad seemingly escalated in the early 5th/11th century, its earlier manifestations are recorded in several Iraqi and Iranian cities in the mid-4th/10th century. Under the year 348/959, Ibn al-Athir records the eruption of riots between the communities in Baghdad leaving many dead,82 civil strife that seemingly recurred in 349/960.83 Punctuated by similar civil disturbances in Isfahan and Basra in 351/962,84 riots in Baghdad are again recorded in 353/964 escalating to a major disturbance in 362/972 where, Ibn al-Athir reports, the subsequent conflagration in the Karkh quarter led to 7000 fatalities.85 It is in the context of these repeated fitnas that curse inscriptions attributed to the Buyid ruler Muʿizz al-Dawla (d. 356/967) come to the fore. Following his entry into Baghdad in Jumada I 334/December 945 and until his demise, Muʿizz al-Dawla was at the apex of power in the city. According to Ibn al-Athir’s account, it was in 351/962, during his reign, that a series of curse inscriptions appeared, this time directly attributed to the Buyid ruler’s command. Under the heading, ‘What was written upon the mosques of Baghdad’ for this year, Ibn al-Athir states:


In this year in Rabiʿ al-Akhar, the commonality from amongst the Shiʿa in Baghdad, on the orders of Muʿizz al-Dawla, wrote upon the mosques, what appeared (kataba ʿamatu’l-Shiʿati bi Baghdad bi amri Muʿizz al-Dawla ʿala’l-masajid ma hadhihi suratahu):

May God curse (laʿan Allah) Muʿawiya b. Abi Sufyan, and may He curse he who usurped Fadak from Fatima – God’s Contentment upon Her; and [upon] he who prevented al-Hasan [b. ʿAli b. Abi Talib], upon him be peace, from being buried in the grave of his grandfather [i.e. the Prophet]; and [upon] he who expelled Abu Dharr al-Ghiffari, and [upon] he who expelled al-ʿAbbas [b. ʿAbd al-Muttalib] from the shura.

Because the caliph was under orders (mahkuman ʿalayhi), he could not prevent this. And as for Muʿizz al-Dawla, this was upon his command. When evening came, people erased some of them (hakkahu baʿd al-nas). But al-Muʿizz al-Dawla wanted them to be renewed. But his wazir, Abu Muhammad al-Muhallabi, indicated to him that in place of those that had been erased it should be written: ‘May God curse the oppressors of the family of the Messenger of God (laʿan Allah al-zalimina li ali-rasuli’llah)’, and no one should be mentioned in the curses except Muʿawiya. So, this was done.



The narrative on the appearance of the curse inscriptions of Baghdad in 351/962, predating those attributed to al-Hakim’s reign by just over forty years, presents characteristics reflected in the narratives of those in Cairo. These include the writing on mosques, the cursing of those Companions of the Prophet held in Shiʿi history as responsible for the setting aside of ʿAli b. Abi Talib and the oppression of the family of the Prophet Muhammad and, critically, the involvement of the commonality. Moreover, they became a feature of heightened urban strife between the confessional communities. Furthermore, they establish that one of the supposedly distinct features of al-Hakim’s reign had other recorded precedents.

Conclusion
The reign of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah – and the Fatimids more broadly – remains a rich area for further scholarship. The sectarian conflict that was becoming an endemic feature of regional developments, from Ifriqiya to India, as illustrated in this paper, inevitably influenced the policies and decisions of al-Hakim. While al-Hakim’s reign has been juxtaposed with the tolerance of his forebears, there were also examples of sectarian strife in the time of his predecessors in Ifriqiya and in Egypt. Placing the reign of al-Hakim in its broader regional and historical context allows for a more textured understanding of a reign that has often been exceptionalised. A close-textual analysis of a wide range of sources, and a broadening of the analytic frame are critical for unravelling the complexity and connectivity of the dynamics throughout the Islamic world in the 4th-6th/10th–12th centuries, of which the Fatimids were an integral part.
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The Fatimid Kitab al-Majalis wa’l-musayarat as Responsa to Internal Controversy and External Propaganda

Hasan al-Khoee

Introduction
The importance of the Kitab al-Majalis wa’l-musayarat of al-Qadi Abu Hanifa al-Nuʿman (d. 363/973) for the history of the Fatimids in North Africa and the western Mediterranean in the 4th/10th century is now well established.1 Most probably composed sometime in the decade before 358/969,2 as an extensive text centred on the life and pronouncements of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah (r. 341–365/953–975), written by the Fatimid’s most prominent scholar who was himself an intimate of al-Muʿizz and a regular at court, the Kitab al-Majalis’ contemporaneity with the events it describes and its ‘insider status’ has provided historians with a critical core of information on Fatimid history since its availability to academic scholarship.3

Despite this importance however, and perhaps due to the Majalis’ discursive form and distinct structure, questions regarding its function and objective remain open. Similarly open are questions of form and genre, since the Kitab al-Majalis largely eschews the categorisations afforded to Arabic literary works of the period.4 In accounting for its objective,5 it has thus been situated as a sira (biography) of al-Muʿizz,6 or notably by Hamdani as a product of al-Nuʿman’s efforts in Fatimid state formation through his construction of a ‘historical’ personage of the reigning Imam-caliph.7 The work has similarly been classified by Brett as constituting a sunna of al-Muʿizz,8 while also falling within the rubric of a type of Fatimid legal literature.9 Walker has importantly, however, adduced the text’s principal function as being that of legitimisation, when suggesting a further purpose was the ‘portrayal of Fatimid rule in its best light’ and an ‘appeal for the sympathy and political loyalty of their subjects’.10 While important and critical contextualisation has been provided, albeit often in brief, consideration of the distinct objectives of Majalis as emerging from its singular thematic focuses remain largely unanswered.11

In this present chapter, I propose that one of the principal functions of the Kitab al-Majalis was the provision of official Fatimid respona to questions and controversies relating to the history and policies of the first four Fatimid Imam-caliphs and those pertaining to the Shiʿi doctrinal underpinnings of the caliphate. By responsa I here refer to, as shorthand, the provision of ‘officially’ sanctioned discourses that carried a distinct theological weight within the polity, having been approved by the Imam-caliph himself, as predicated on Imami Shiʿi doctrine concerning the divinely-sanctioned knowledge of the Imam.12 The interlocutors to whom the Majalis responds are diverse, with the subjects ranging from those questions and controversies emanating from constituents of Fatimid state or adherents of the Ismaili daʿwa, to those external accusations directed against the Fatimids by adversaries and neighbouring powers, including especially the Umayyads of al-Andalus. Consequently, with the output of al-Nuʿman standing as having been ‘approved’ by al-Muʿizz, the Majalis can be classified as an ‘official record’ of the Fatimid state regarding the positions, policies and doctrines of its Imam-caliphs as manifest in their own recent history, rendering the text a literary artefact seemingly exceptional in early medieval Muslim statecraft.13

This assertion of the function of the Majalis is predicated upon identification of the text’s singular thematic concerns. It is apparent there that al-Nuʿman through his choices, when either reproducing the statements of al-Muʿizz or his predecessors, or when presenting his own expositions of these, is repeatedly focused on providing either direct or implicit answers to queries, anxieties, controversies or accusations relating to myriad themes pertaining to Fatimid history, doctrine or statecraft. These can concern, variously, questions or controversies about specific historical events in Fatimid history or about doctrine and theology. They can similarly relate to issues in the conduct of Fatimid government, whether concerning court protocol, the activity of state officials, military strategy or general statecraft. The answers appear in tandem with larger thematic discourses that undergird the text serving to elaborate the doctrines of the Shiʿi Fatimid imamate but which in turn also regularly deal with especially contentious notions, including those specific to the daʿwa.

The identification of this function of the Kitab al-Majalis bears considerably on conceptions of Fatimid statecraft. It is a common-place that both the Fatimid state and the Shiʿi Ismaili daʿwa through which it was created and which it in turn subsequently catalysed, were subject to distinct waves of polemic and propaganda from their adversaries, both contemporary and in later medieval historiography.14 While this hostility as an endemic feature of later medieval historiography is well known, the thematic focuses of the Kitab al-Majalis demonstrate the extent to which the Fatimids, as early as the Ifriqiyan era, sought to respond in the struggle for public perception. The following seeks, therefore, to outline the nature of the Kitab al-Majalis with specific focus on the issuance of responsa in the text before turning to its detailed treatment of two, apparently especially, contentious issues: those concerning the ceremonial act of ‘kissing the ground’ (taqbil al-ard) and those pertaining to questions regarding variations in the policies and deeds of the Imam-caliphs themselves.

The Kitab al-Majalis and al-Qadi al-Nuʿman
The Kitab al-Majalis constitutes an extended series of episodic discourses as organised and presented by al-Nuʿman. While the thematic focus is varied, the work follows an approximate chronological order, beginning with al-Nuʿman’s first conversation with al-Muʿizz after his arrival in al-Mansuriyya as qadi in 336/948, and ending approximately with an account of the circumcision ceremonies in 351/962. The multitude of ‘episodes’ presented in it appear in the form of shorter or lengthier textual blocks that typically provide the speeches, statements, testimonies or letters of the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz or his father the Imam-caliph al-Mansur bi’llah (r. 334–341/946–953), and less commonly those of their predecessors al-Qaʾim bi-Amr Allah (r. 322–334/934–946) and al-Mahdi bi’llah (r. 297–322/909–934). These are often, though not always, embedded within a large narrative ‘report’ (khabar) provided by al-Nuʿman which delivers a specific historical context behind the statement. The issuance of such pronouncements is usually placed whilst the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz is holding court (majlis), or during an excursion (musayara), but can include a range of other scenarios. The statements are in the main ostensibly witnessed directly by al-Nuʿman himself, or are otherwise – and especially in the case of accounts pertaining to al-Mansur or earlier Imam-caliphs – related by al-Nuʿman as having been transmitted to him via intermediaries, with statements attributed to al-Mansur often transmitted directly on the authority of al-Muʿizz.15 Often in relation to each ‘episode’, after the narrative frame and the relating of a pronouncement of an Imam-caliph, al-Nuʿman then himself provides an exposition (thus a ‘sharh’) in which he draws from the Qurʾan, hadith, the traditions of the earlier Shiʿi Imams and the Fatimid Imam-caliphs themselves, or a range of other historical or literary sources, to clarify the inner truths (haqaʾiq) of the given pronouncement of the Imam-caliph. As detailed further below, the topics covered are extensive and include for instance: Arabic grammar, the Qurʾan and hadith, history and literature, government and politics, ethics and morality, law and legal hermeneutics, questions of theology and doctrine as especially relating to the Shiʿi notion of imama and those specific to the Ismaili daʿwa, and include furthermore distinct discourses on varied aspects of Muslim history.

Within the text, treatment of specific episodes are either brief or extended as mentioned earlier. A number stand especially prominent however, serving as sites for extensive reporting of the statements of al-Muʿizz or expositions of the statements and deeds of earlier Imam-caliphs. Included here is coverage of the Byzantine embassies to al-Muʿizz’s court in 346/958,16 the campaign of the Fatimid general Jawhar al-Katib (d. 381/992) to the Maghrib in 347–348/958–959,17 and Fatimid diplomacy pertaining to the Byzantine conquest of Crete in 349/960.18 Especially prominent are accounts concerning Fatimid-Umayyad rivalry, catalysed by direct naval conflict in 344–345/955–956 and as followed by the first direct diplomatic overtures between the Fatimid court and that of Umayyad Andalus.19 The latter provides especially a significant source for attestation of external accusations against the Fatimids, and serves as a loci for numerous responses by al-Muʿizz and al-Nuʿman.

The centrality of al-Nuʿman as the leading judge, daʿi, historian and jurist (faqih) of the Fatimid empire, whose works laid the foundations for the crystallisation of Fatimid legal theory and law, has been well established.20 In contextualising the work, it is important nonetheless to note that the Kitab al-Majalis serves a secondary function of standing as a de-facto curriculum vitae of al-Nuʿman himself, with aspects of the qadi’s own biography and literary output looming large in the text.21 Beyond his role as principal eyewitness of many of the statements, various narratives demonstrate both al-Nuʿman’s credentials and critically his high status in the eyes of the Imam-caliphs.22 Especially important for the present discussion are the extended bibliographic discussions of al-Nuʿman’s works, and the rendering of their status as authoritative. The Majalis thus provides extensive coverage of the context of the composition of some of al-Nuʿman’s most important works, including the historical and highly influential Iftitah al-Daʿwa amongst a range of other compositions,23 and includes furthermore al-Muʿizz’s distinct praise for his most influential legal text, the Daʿaʾim al-Islam.24 Central in this bibliographic presentation, and undergirding the identification of the Majalis as the responsa of the state, is the authoritative role bestowed on al-Nuʿman’s literary output by repeated explicit attestation of al-Muʿizz’s approval of their contents. Thus beyond the composition of specific works produced by the order of the Imam-caliph, al-Nuʿman reiterates in the Majalis his process of recording the Imam-caliphs’ statements – notably in ‘meaning’ (maʿna) and not verbatim (lafz)25 – and composing his works and then submitting them to al-Muʿizz for approval,26 receiving thereafter guidance and correction.27

The Responses of the Kitab al-Majalis
In determining the function of the Kitab al-Majalis, it becomes apparent that a significant range of themes and concerns permeating the work repeatedly and prominently relate primarily to contested subjects.

As expected, questions on the Imama are central. In that the work also serves a didactic function of demonstrating, in application, the central doctrines of the Ismaili daʿwa, treatments of the core tenets of Shiʿi Ismaili doctrine undergird the entirety of the text. These thus include discourses on: the necessity of the imamate and the religio-political role of the Imam-caliphs as guides and ‘shepherds’ of the umma,28 on their cosmographic and soteriological functions;29 and include discourses on infallibility and the function of the Imams as mediums of authoritative knowledge, one of the prime themes of the text.30 Embedded in them, however, are distinct series of discourses that demonstrate concern with delineating the parameters of contested doctrine. These include treatments of particular questions including the succession of Imams whilst of minor age, those pertaining to the baraka of the Imam’s physical presence, or those – as reflected in Zaydi doctrine – concerning multiple contemporaneous imamates.31 Especially conspicuous however are rejections of ‘extremism’ (ghuluww) in the doctrines of the imamate, often attributed in the text to ‘dissident’ or ‘erroneous’ daʿis within the broader daʿwa, censure of whom emerges repeatedly.32 Included here specifically are discourses delimiting the nature of the knowledge (ʿilm) of the Imams and those defining their hierarchical status in relation to the offices of Prophethood and Messengership.33

The treatment of questions of imama extended to those pertaining to the historical figures of the Imam-caliphs themselves, and seemingly treat especially notions of succession. While the Fatimid line of succession was largely uncontested in terms of open conflict or violence, Haji has shown through reference to the contemporary text of the Sirat Jawdhar that claims of potential succession from alternative lines of al-Mahdi’s descendants remained an operative factor in al-Muʿizz’s reign.34 Within the Majalis, the demonstration of al-Muʿizz’s attributes of imamate are potent, yet indicate that there were questions of contestation. These become most apparent when demonstrating the legitimacy of al-Muʿizz’s succession, most pertinently in relation to charting his close relationship with his grandfather al-Qaʾim and his great-grandfather al-Mahdi, and further by establishing his intimacy with his father al-Mansur and cementing his status as al-Mansur’s legatee (wasi).35 Though less prominent, similar treatments are given for the succession of al-Mansur.36

Beyond broader treatments of imama, the doctrines of the daʿwa or the phenomenon of errant daʿis, note can here be made of the presence of responses in the Majalis to those discourses seemingly exclusively emanating from the adherents of the daʿwa itself. These include questions on the religious dues paid to the Imam and the mechanisms for doing so.37 They also encompass treatments of the expectations held by adherents of the daʿwa about conquest and the continuing expansion of the Fatimid realms. One recurring theme – anticipating the conquest of Egypt – are responses to questions regarding the conquest of the ‘East’ (al-sharq), and especially the reasons for the delay. The Majalis’ repeated positioning of al-Muʿizz’s responses thereafter, including his affirmation of the prediction of the conquest, stand perhaps indicative of its contemporary prominence.38

The Kitab al-Majalis’ function in the provision of response becomes further apparent in its treatment of broader legal and theological questions and controversies, as then pertinent throughout the 4th/10th-century milieu. Coverage of al-Muʿizz’s extended pronouncements thus encompass distinct treatments of the meaning of monotheism (tawhid),39 God’s decree (al-qadaʾ),40 God’s justice (ʿadala),41 on the notion of ‘proofs’ (burhan), and include expositions on the especially contentious subject of the relationship between ‘faith’ (iman), ‘action’ (ʿamal) and Islam.42 Excursuses on legal questions pertaining to the role of ʿaql as a source of knowledge, and thus law, are similarly treated.43 Aspects of the history of Islam, and those specifically related to Shiʿi salvation history, are similarly considered. These include discourses on the dating and significance of the event of Ghadir Khumm,44 and include a sustained discourse on the causes for the division of the Shiʿa and the question of the crises of succession that afflicted the community after Imam Jaʿfar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765).45

Perhaps one of the most distinctive features of the Majalis coverage however is its turn inwards to deal with specific questions and controversies pertaining to social life and the conduct of government. The Majalis thus regularly turns its attention to treating religio-social controversies as emerging from ‘popular’ customs. A perhaps unexpected extended series of episodes in the text – likely to be indicative of phenomena in the 4th/10th century – are criticisms and polemics, in relation to popular practises of divination, appearing especially in the censuring of astrologers (al-munajjimun), and reliance on their predictions, which are collectively and repeatedly described as manifestations of falsehood (kidhb).46 Also apparent is censuring regarding the practice of women wailing at burials – one appearing perhaps more conspicuous in the text in that al-Nuʿman’s role as qadi seemingly involved regulation of it.47 Also notable here are indications of popular celebrations of the Spring Equinox in Ifriqiya, where the ‘excuse’ for licentious behaviour is censured, as contrasted with al-Muʿizz’s affirmation of the glories of the Spring itself as a sign of God’s Power (qudra).48

Particularly significant for the present discussion, questions regarding government and especially the conduct of Fatimid state officials also emerge as significant themes. Here, the object of the principal thrust is dealing with issues of how to conceptualise oppressive or corrupt agents (ʿummal) or governors (wulaʾ) operating under the aegis and authority of the Fatimid Imam-caliph, with the bulk of the crimes seemingly concerning extortion in the extraction of taxes. Al-Muʿizz’s disassociation and condemnation of the oppression (zulm) of such figures is clear.49 Elsewhere, he explicitly pronounces on the damage to legitimacy rendered by such figures, in that their ‘evil deeds are attributed to us (fasayyiʾatihim mansubata ilayna)’.50 In contrast, methods for the amelioration of the activities of such officials are also found in the text. These include statements by al-Muʿizz concerned with clarifying the mechanisms for raising complaints to him, injunctions on the necessity of informing the Imam-caliph in regard to the deeds of the malevolent, and broader attestations on the accessibility and open door of the Imam-caliph.51

Responses to accusations and propaganda emanating from sources outside the Fatimid domains – and beyond those indicated above – appear especially in those extended narratives pertaining to Fatimid relations with neighbouring powers. Central here are the extended series of discourses between al-Muʿizz and his Umayyad interlocutor, operating on behalf of the Andalucian Umayyad Caliph, ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Nasir (r. 300–350/912–961). The dispatch of an intermediary by al-Nasir, to negotiate a truce with the Fatimids following the conflict between the Fatimids and the Umayyads in 344/955, thus provides the occasion for the relaying of an extended series of direct accusations covering a distinct range of themes. These include those relating to the execution of the Fatimid daʿi Abu ʿAbd Allah al-Shiʿi,52 on the distinction of Fatimid liturgical prayer in the Friday prayer that sees the pronouncement of ‘blessings’ (salawat) on the Imam-caliph,53 on the central role of Berbers in the Fatimid army,54 on accusations that the Fatimids prevented Umayyad pilgrims from performing the hajj,55 and they encompass a series of almost jingoistic claims regarding the superiority of Umayyad Andalus as compared to Fatimid Ifriqiya in terms of economy, craftsmen and quality of inhabitants.56 As presented in the Majalis, each instance in the narrative provides an occasion for al-Muʿizz to provide a response. ʿAbd Allah’s execution is thus situated as the extension of God’s Ordinance, the salawat on the Imam as an extension of the practise of offering up prayers for the family of the Prophet; the Berbers are praised and al-Nasir (often in the text referred to by the antonym of his regal name, and thus al-khasir ‘the loser’) is castigated for his ingratitude, while the question of preventing the performance of the hajj is wholly repudiated. Indicative of the nature of accusation and response is thus al-Nasir’s claim as to the flight of people from Ifriqiya to al-Andalus. Al-Muʿizz’s reply castigates those who did migrate as doing so out of a desire to live licentious lives in Umayyad domains and critically, that almost all Ifriqiyan or Maghribi towns (thus under the Fatimids) had in turn their own communities of Andalucian emigrants, who had ‘departed in fright (kharaja hariban)’, out of fear of God’s punishment for living in lands of immorality.57

The Majalis and the Question of Taqbil al-Ard
Of the responsa issued by al-Nuʿman in the Kitab al-Majalis, particularly indicative of the larger function of the work is his treatment of the question of taqbil al-ard (kissing the ground). Constituting a gesture of proskynesis, this refers to the prescribed ceremonial practice where a figure attending an audience (majlis) of the Fatimid Imam-caliph at court, or in a variety of other contexts as expounded below, proceeded to ‘kiss the ground’ in front of the him.

The performance of proskynesis in the presence of the Imam-caliph, as demonstrated by Canard and Sanders, was an established feature of the Fatimid ceremonial idiom during both their Ifriqiyan and Egyptian eras.58 In the broader early medieval Muslim context, the performance of taqbil al-ard in front of the Abbasid caliph as a feature of 4th/10th-century ceremonial in Baghdad and thereafter has been established by Al-Azmeh and El-Cheikh.59 Conclusions posited regarding the general marginality of performance as stemming from reluctance to adopt the practice in the Abbasid milieu remain unstable however, especially in consideration of its widespread adoption in the Saljuq and Ayyubid eras. More recently, Cardoso has situated the nature of the practice in the Umayyad Andalucian context, noting specifically its general absence in court ceremonial apart from those instances when taqbil al-ard was expected of delegates from subordinate Christian courts arriving at the court of the Umayyad caliph.60

Al-Nuʿman’s treatment of the subject in the Majalis makes apparent however that the practice was subject of significant opprobrium from opponents of the Fatimid dynasty. Notably, the treatment appears in an extended narrative where al-Nuʿman narrates how he himself was ordered by the Imam-caliph al-Mansur to halt his custom of kissing the ground before him. When the then amir al-Muʿizz nonetheless encourages al-Nuʿman to uphold the custom, and with al-Muʿizz himself noted by al-Nuʿman as being those amongst the princes and other awliyaʾ who uphold the custom, al-Nuʿman subsequently embarks on a sharh. This demonstrates that his continuing taqbil al-ard – despite al-Mansur’s prohibition – was permitted as predicated on the principle that the ‘forbidding of a good act (maʿruf) is not an absolute necessity [to follow]’.61 The prohibition is thus presented as a test for al-Nuʿman, affirmed furthermore when al-Mansur no longer censures the practice.62 Here, the idea is established that the gesture stands commendable as a symbol of thankfulness for and glorification of the position of the Imam.63

The narrative introduction and sharh thus provides al-Nuʿman with what appears to be the principal focus of the episode – the provision of his respona to the opprobrium expressed by opponents of the practice. While their identity is anonymised, they are here described as the ‘ignorant (al-juhhal)’, the ‘oppressive ignorant (al-zalimun al-jahilun)’ and ‘a people with no intellect (qawmin la yaʿqilun)’.64 Supposition can be made that such criticism emanated from circles of the most committed opponents of the Fatimids in Ifriqiya and especially Qayrawan, namely the establishment of the Maliki ʿulama. As per al-Nuʿman’s own recapitulation, the criticism of the opponents held that taqbil al-ard was analogous to the act of prostration in prayer (sujud), that it consequently demonstrated the performance of worship of a figure other than God (min dun illahi), and that it therefore thrust both practitioners and recipients into the realm of disbelief (kufr).65 Critically, for al-Nuʿman, in regard to all the propaganda and polemic directed at the dynasty, it was in particular this accusation that became:


of the heaviest of criticisms that the ignorant have placed upon us (min aʿzam ma tazri ʿalayna’l-juhhal). But they are more worthy of criticism and in ignorance are superior, and we have made clear their ignorance so that they may be guided.66



In his treatment, al-Nuʿman proceeds to unpack his response by providing a focused reply to the criticism. This cumulatively affirms the permissibility of the act by distinguishing it from sujud through appeal to Qurʾanic precedence and core principles of jurisprudence.

In the first instance, al-Nuʿman declares that prostration (sujud) itself is not analogous to worship and specific appeal is made to Qurʾanic precedence. Al-Nuʿman thus adduces Q. 12:100 where, and anticipating the dream pronounced in Q. 12:4, the Prophet Yusuf sees his brothers and his father – the Prophet Yaʿqub – prostrate before him following their arrival in Egypt.67 In reference, al-Nuʿman here asks, ‘Did these prophets render disbelief (kufr) with this sujud?’68

Despite this distancing of sujud from necessarily indicating worship, al-Nuʿman is also emphatic in denying the correlation of taqbil al-ard with the act of sujud itself. He thus pronounces, ‘Nonetheless, we do not say that we perform sujud for anyone aside from God, God Almighty is Above this’.69 Similarly and further on, al-Nuʿman expounds on the nature of Q. 12:100 where the sujud to Joseph is situated not as worship, but rather one of ‘obedience’, ‘glorification’ and ‘submission to his command’.70 By extension, and in his conclusion of the treatment, al-Nuʿman attests that none of the Imam-caliphs ever ordained that sujud be directed towards them: ‘God is Above this, and His Awliyaʾ are too exalted for them to allow this, or prescribe it for anyone from their companions.’71

In providing the response, al-Nuʿman also proceeds to reject the analogy of taqbil al-ard with sujud due to the attested similarity in gesture. This is rendered when he provides a potential analogy between the act of ‘kissing the hands’ and the ritual bow (rukuʿ), which constitutes a feature of the ritual prayer (salat). Al-Nuʿman thus posits that given those same opponents themselves ‘kiss the hands of the Imams’, then by analogy they too have a performed a rakʿa.72

The central thrust of al-Nuʿman’s response however – and testifying to his jurisprudential background – is his emphasis first on the distinction between physical acts pertaining to taqbil al-ard and sujud, and secondarily and more importantly, his appeal to the notion of ‘intention’ (niyya).73 In distinguishing the gesture, al-Nuʿman thus argues that the dissimilarities between the two acts are far enough so as to render them wholly inequivalent. This is most emphatically argued when he locates taqbil al-ard as an inadmissible substitution for the sujud in prayer:


If these ignoramuses were asked about a man who kissed the earth during his prayer (salat) in the cycle of prostration, but does not place his forehead upon it as the prostraters (sajidun) do, is that a sujud? They will never say that it is a sujud.74



Most important for al-Nuʿman however is the question of intention. Here, in that the niyya for taqbil al-ard is not one of worship nor the act of performing sujud, al-Nuʿman appeals to the pivotal importance of niyya in the performance of acts, as consensually accepted across the developing schools of fiqh:


So how for someone who does so [i.e. kiss the ground], and who has no intention (la yanwi) to perform a sujud, can they claim he has performed one? With them, if a man in reality performed a sujud and had no intention of doing so, then he would not be considered a sajid; just as if someone avoided eating throughout the day and into the night, but had no intention of fasting, then he would not be considered amongst those who have fasted.75



It is in this regard that al-Nuʿman turns to address the hadith literature pertaining to the forbidding of the performance of sujud to a figure or being other than God. Referencing a distinct variant of a noted hadith where the Prophet expressly forbids performing sujud to humans, this version elsewhere being found in the Musnad of Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855),76 al-Nuʿman provides an exposition of the meaning of sujud here, as attested to have been performed by the Abyssinians to the Negus and witnessed by the first Muslim emigrants (muhajirun). Here, al-Nuʿman, referencing the hadith but not necessarily accepting its veracity (thus noting ‘if it is affirmed’), locates the impermissibility of the gesture as stemming from the religious background (and thus intention) of its performers, identified as ‘Magians’ who had not yet received the daʿwa of the Prophet.77

The Majalis and the Question of Variance in the Policies of the Imam-Caliphs
Further indicative of the function of the Majalis to provide responses is its repeated treatment of what seemingly appears a contentious question to those living within the Fatimid realms: the variation in the policies and even personalities of the Imam-caliphs. In its repeated treatment of the subject, the Majalis thus makes it apparent that disparities and distinctions in the policies of individual Imam-caliphs, if not apparent reversals of policy, had emerged as a distinct subject for questioning for those in the Fatimid empire. To provide the responsa, two distinct but interrelated themes are established across the text. The first is that which establishes a principle that can be termed ‘convergence and not divergence’, one that the Majalis explains by saying that the decisions of the Imam-caliphs despite their external differences, nonetheless remain in iʿtilaf (convergence) and not ikhtilaf (divergence, or more literally ‘disagreement’). Relatedly, the second posits that all decisions of the Imam-caliphs must be read as representations of a collective continuum of decisions, which are necessarily adapting to specific times, circumstances and space.

The ostensible proximate cause – and that necessitating the provision of a response – was most probably the significant variance in the stance of al-Muʿizz himself in relation to the treatment of recalcitrant tribes and rebels in Ifriqiya. Al-Muʿizz’s policy of issuing amnesties (aman) has been noted, and in this the policies of the Imam-caliph seemingly marked a significant departure from those of his father and predecessor, al-Mansur bi’llah. As constituting part of his broader effort in the defeat of the widespread rebellion of Abu Yazid returned to below, al-Mansur’s hostility towards rebel and enemy tribes emerges as a notable feature of his approach in pacifying hostile regions. In that the climax of Abu Yazid’s rebellion was less than eight years before al-Muʿizz’s own accession, supposition can be made – and as also variously indicated in the Majalis – that questions about al-Muʿizz’s departure of policy emanated especially from those veterans who had served alongside his father, whether amongst the Saqlabi or Arab generals of the Fatimid army, or from the Kutami Shaykhs.

The treatment in the Majalis of the question of variation in policy is recurrent. In the first instance, al-Muʿizz’s ‘leniency’ (hilm) and compassion (raʾfa) are located as integral and laudable attributes of the Imam-caliph.78 To situate however this difference in personality between al-Mansur and al-Muʿizz – one that was reflected in state policy – al-Nuʿman again provides a distinctive eyewitness narrative to allow for exposition. He describes his practice while serving as qadi, of hearing legal cases in the portico (saqifa) of the palace of al-Mansuriyya, as ordered by al-Mansur. In the narrative, al-Nuʿman proceeds to relate how he subsequently raised questions to the amir al-Muʿizz as to the suitably of the public setting, especially for the ‘women or the weak’. The young al-Muʿizz then successfully petitioned al-Mansur for amelioration, with the Imam-caliph subsequently providing the funds for the construction of a dedicated court.79

In reaching his exposition, the objective of the episode, al-Nuʿman seeks to demonstrate that while al-Muʿizz demonstrated kindness and mercy in taking this position (raʿiyy), there was nevertheless ‘neither change nor disagreement (ikhtilaf)’ between al-Muʿizz and al-Mansur.80 Rather, according to al-Nuʿman, ‘It is all ʿilm, hikma and accord (iʾtilaf).’81 The justification for this is that both approaches are represented as upholding central doctrinal principles, al-Mansur’s representing the necessity for the public manifestation (izhar) of justice, while al-Muʿizz’s representing the seeking of ‘ease’ for the people.82

The principle of iʿtilaf and not ikhtilaf is elsewhere reiterated when the pronouncements (qawl) of al-Mansur and al-Muʿizz are cast as one ‘without difference (ikhtilafan fih)’.83 Thus in relation to their differences in personality and approach to government, al-Nuʿman stipulates that with regard to al-Mansur and al-Muʿizz, ‘severity has a place wherein it is apposite; and leniency has a place wherein it is apposite’.84 Consequently, al-Nuʿman is careful to point out that making comparison of these attributes of the Imam-caliphs is erroneous, in that each requires consideration of its suitability.85 The notion of the unanimity of decision is furthermore developed in episodes which seek to demonstrate congruence of the decisions of al-Mansur and al-Muʿizz.86

The idea of ‘convergence and not divergence’ as it appears in the Majalis is critically predicated on a central notion, that of relating the changes, transformations and distinctions in the policies of the Imam-caliphs as being relevant to specific contexts. Returning again to the question of the variations in the stances of al-Mansur and al-Muʿizz, elsewhere in the Majalis al-Nuʿman pronounces on discussions regarding the activities of brigands, rebels and those sowing ‘corruption on the earth’ (al-fasadi fi’l-ard) during an audience with al-Muʿizz. Al-Muʿizz, it is related, declares that he had asked an individual what should be done with such figures. In turn, the respondent is said to have replied simply, ‘Just as al-Mansur did – meaning killing them and burning them with fire.’87 The need to situate evolutions in policy as relevant to specific contexts becomes the central focus of al-Muʿizz’s response:


The time in which al-Mansur acted like so, was a time when this was appropriate (yahsunu dhalik), for the Earth was trampled with evil, and great had become for people their trials. There was no choice for this repugnancy to be deflected except with what he [al-Mansur] deflected it with. However, if God Almighty and Glorious has removed that trial, and extinguished the fires of that discord (fitna), what is incumbent upon us is to welcome this blessing by reconciling those whom we can reconcile (nasfaha ʿamma kana lana an nasfaha).88



That the policies and commands of the Imams are conditional on time and context is consequently integrated into the second critical feature of the responsa, that all decisions and commands need to be situated in a shared continuum of time. A specific exposition of this notion appears in the Majalis in relation to what appears as another controversy, this time relating to the relative policies of al-Qaʾim and al-Mansur. This seemingly concerns an apparent repudiation by al-Mansur of al-Qaʾim’s decision regarding the fate of unnamed rebels. The Majalis thus narrates al-Muʿizz discussing the subject with an audience (jamaʿa) seated before him, asking them their opinion, and furthermore ‘what the people say about it’, before asking whether the audience themselves thought that al-Mansur in his act had expressed ‘a rejection of the action of al-Qaʾim and a changing of his decree?’89

In the development of the subsequent discourse, the Majalis thus has al-Muʿizz himself pronounce that the variance of al-Mansur’s command from that of al-Qaʾim was a result of time, and the manifestation (tabyin) of distinct conditions that brought about a variation in circumstance. Consequently, in that time and context necessarily impact the commands of the Imams, al-Muʿizz pronounces that the acts of the Imam-caliphs cannot be considered in isolation but rather as one continuous whole, for ‘al-Qaʾim and al-Mansur in this matter are like one soul, and their orders therein are conjoined without a break (mutassil ghayr munqatiʿ)’.90

While predicated on the assertion of ‘convergence and not divergence’ and the continuum of all actions, the Majalis nonetheless upholds that variations are natural as a reflection of the personalities of the Imam-caliphs. In perhaps one of the more distinct iterations of the imamology of the Majalis al-Muʿizz, as narrated by al-Nuʿman, proceeds to pronounce a discourse predicated wholly on:


the variance in the conditions of the Imams, in terms of what people see in regard to determination (zabt), capacity (al-kifaya), and in upholding the affairs of the imamate (wa’l-qiyam bi-umur al-aʾimma).91



While brief, the discourse is nonetheless emphatic since al-Muʿizz situates variation in personality as typical of the figures of all divinely-appointed guides. Reference to Q. 46:35 is thus made to note the varied states of the prophets themselves, as demonstrated by the distinction in the Qurʾan to those messengers who were afforded the title as being ‘the messengers of firm resolve (ulu’l-ʿazmi mina’l-rusul)’.92 Consequently, in that prophets and messengers themselves could be of varied nature, al-Muʿizz pronounces:


So are the Imams. From them are those possessing determination and firmness, and from them are those of compassion and mercy, and of them are possessors of firmness and fortitude, and of them are those unable to carry the severity of their affair. Each one of them is suited for their time, and is beneficial for his place, for God Almighty and Glorious is the one who chose them.93



Al-Qaʾim and the Rebellion of Abu Yazid
The most emphatic treatment in the Majalis of the question of distinction in stance and variation in policy, concerns however what seemingly stood as a principal subject of controversy, namely the events surrounding the rebellion of the ʿIbadi preacher, Abu Yazid al-Nukkari (d. 336/947). Integral to the broader conception of Fatimid salvation history, in which the leading figure receives the soteriological appellative of al-Dajjal (The Liar), the rebellion of Abu Yazid al-Nukkari began in 322/944 and lasted until 336/947, seizing significant heartlands of the Fatimid domains and laying siege to the capital al-Mahdiyya, dominating the last years of al-Qaʾim bi-Amr Allah’s reign. The widespread devastation it inflicted both on Ifriqiya and on Fatimid forces in particular, is widely covered both in the medieval chronicles and in histories specifically of Fatimid Ifriqiya.94 As noted by Halm, it seems the Berber Kutama as the foremost followers of the Fatimid Ismaili daʿwa and the backbone of the Fatimid infantry, suffered most acutely. Provisions of security (aman) if issued to towns and cities, seem not to have been applied to Kutami garrisons, the massacres of which are reflected in the sources. Integral to treatments of the rebellion are those concerning the role of the Imam-caliph al-Qaʾim. In contrast to his time as wali ʿahd to his father al-Mahdi bi’llah, when al-Qaʾim was in the forefront of most major Fatimid campaigns, al-Qaʾim’s own defensiveness in the face of the rebellion has therefore been the subject of commentary.95

Despite the final and emphatic victory of al-Mansur over Abu Yazid in 336/947, the treatment of his rebellion in the Kitab al-Majalis makes it apparent that questions regarding the conduct of the Fatimid military and the decisions of al-Qaʾim during the initial phase of the rebellion were still circulating and being debated in al-Muʿizz’s reign. As expected, much of these seem to stem from the circles of the Kutama who, if not veterans themselves, would have been the sons and descendants of those lost in battle. The role of the Kutama, as awliyaʾ and the beloved among followers of the Imam, is prominent in the Majalis.96 Enmeshed in this, however, are attestations of the trials and tribulations suffered by Kutami tribesmen during the rebellion, including the imprisonment and enslavement of their women and children at the hands of Abu Yazid’s forces.97 Questions on the role of al-Qaʾim are thus found throughout the text. Thus, in an audience of al-Muʿizz that included Kutami shaykhs, when the topic of Abu Yazid was once more raised, ‘they [the shaykhs] mentioned the delays (takhalluf) of al-Qaʾim in advancing against this.’98

To provide the response to questions still being asked about the rebellion, the Majalis deploys a distinctive range of discourses. The causes of the rebellion, beyond the heretical assumption of authority by the ‘accursed Dajjal’ himself, are thus variously situated as the result of the corruption of officials.99 That the rebellion itself was a test (imtihan) and trial (mihna) for the awliyaʾ and a source of purification of their sins is further stressed. Similarly, that al-Qaʾim was ‘inactive’ is implicitly rejected, especially in consideration of his personal expenditure during the course of the rebellion.100 Most consistent, however, are assertions that the success of the rebellion in the reign of al-Qaʾim and its eventual defeat at the hand of al-Mansur were emphatically linked to God’s decree (qadar) and consequently each Imam acted as apposite to each circumstance, their collective actions thus again representing a continuum. As such, questions as to action or inaction become redundant.

That the rebellion of Abu Yazid was decreed is rendered apparent in attestations of its prediction long before its eruption. Such predictions, featuring centrally in narratives on the construction of the Fatimid capital al-Mahdiyya, in which its successful resistance to Abu Yazid’s siege marks a distinct turning point in the course of the rebellion.101 The theme of inevitability is joined to assertions of the predestined decree that it would be only at al-Mansur’s hands that victory was attained.102 Responses conceptualising al-Qaʾim’s actions during the course of the rebellion are thus located within the context of salvation history, where amelioration of the fitna stood as a marker in the history of the Fatimid age, one to be realised only by al-Mansur. This is succinctly situated in the Majalis in the provision of another episode, here relating a conversation between al-Muʿizz and his father al-Mansur, and providing afterwards al-Muʿizz’s own elucidation and al-Nuʿman’s exposition. Al-Nuʿman, in transmitting a tradition on the authority of the Imam-caliph, thus relates a question al-Muʿizz asked his father, al-Mansur: ‘What if al-Qaʾim bi-Amr Allah had endeavoured to do what you did, and acted as you were able to act, so he realised it [i.e. success], so that authority was again unified and affairs were set in order?’103

In his reply to the question, al-Mansur seemingly rebukes the questioner, pronouncing the necessity to ‘seek refuge in God’ and ‘indeed seek God’s forgiveness (bal fastaghfiri’llah minh)’ for asking it.104 It is in al-Mansur’s subsequent statement that a conception of the determining role of salvation history becomes apparent,105 which in turn provided the medium for al-Muʿizz’s own elaboration:


It was not for al-Qaʾim to bring about an affair that God had permitted (adhina) to [continue] until its end … God tested (imtahana) His Servants with the fitna, and determined a time for the expiration of the trial (mihna) … So he [al-Qaʾim] was unable to bring closer what God had made distant, and he was unable to act except with patience, and with submission, and contentment, until he met God in a state of patience … so when God decreed for the lifting of the mihna and the expulsion of the fitna, it was not for al-Mansur to delay (yatakhallaf) in arising for the affair due to a shortage in numbers and a weakness of power, and whomsoever God decrees to be victorious can have no victor against him.106



With al-Nuʿman’s own subsequent eyewitness elaboration demonstrating furthermore al-Qaʾim’s knowledge that all options available to him presented ‘nothing save pain’ (inaʾ), the Majalis then provides a further statement by al-Muʿizz relating al-Qaʾim’s knowledge that the fitna could not ‘end through his hands (la yanqatiʿ ʿala yadayhi abada)’.107 Collectively, the demonstration cements the broader response that there can be no censure of God’s decree.

Conclusion
The identification of the function of the Kitab al-Majalis as a medium for the provision of official responsa leads to further conclusions on the nature of the Fatimids’ Ifriqiyan polity. These include those pertaining to the strategies deployed in ameliorating the tensions inherent between the proclamation of a divinely-sanctioned salvific polity on the one hand, and the genesis of a pragmatic political order on the other. Above all, however, the thematic focuses of the Majalis reflect a polity that had an ‘ear to the ground’, conscious of ‘public’ perception and the nature of the opposition and propaganda directed against it. The identification of this objective of al-Nuʿman’s work can in turn lead to some reconsideration of the nature of the early Fatimid state in Ifriqiya. In his study of the practices of the Fatimid khutba, a wholly public performance which the Fatimid Imam-caliphs took ‘seriously’, Walker has demonstrated how participation in public rituals, predicated on assertions of the legitimacy of their authority, was central to the outlook of the Ifriqiyan Fatimid Imam-caliphs.108 A consideration of the distinctive role of the Kitab al-Majalis adds to this knowledge the evidence of the impetus towards public discourse and legitimisation. This allows for some reconsideration on the nature of the polity itself, which rather than standing as an exclusivist state resting wholly on Berber (i.e. Kutama and Sanhaja) military power and economic hegemony, and possessing otherwise little local ‘appeal’, emerged as one highly conscious of ‘public’ perception and whose statecraft was critically predicated on acts of public legitimisation and persuasion.
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(Re)-making Time, (Re)-making Place: Some Considerations on Early Fatimid Taʾwil and Sacred Space*

Jamel A. Velji

Suffusing Qurʾanic discussions of the natural world is its repeated insistence that earthy, material and heavenly topographies – the sky, the heavens, the alternation of night and day, and even the ships on the sea1 – are only ephemeral signs pointing to the permanence and transcendence of the divine reality. The conceptual framework of this system of signification rests in large part on the Qurʾanic grammar of the apocalypse: that, at the end of time, these seemingly fixed realities that govern our quotidian existences will unravel, giving way to the true reality of God’s unicity. These conceptions of signs, significations and their relationship with what constitutes divine truth provides a useful heuristic framework for exploring some of the literary dimensions inherent to Fatimid taʾwil, a method of signification that operates to create new meaning by re-inscribing the zahir, the apparent, with aspects of the hidden, the batin. Before going further, I should note that I am not interested in showing any kind of systemisation of this hermeneutic, though of course there are patterns inherent to the production of this literature by certain individuals. My interest is, rather, in highlighting how this hermeneutic of the hidden can address at once a multiplicity of concerns, ranging from the political to the spiritual, the manifest to the ephemeral.2 This paper adds to recently published studies outlining some of the features of taʾwil.3 I hope to do so by focusing on the rather blank canvas of the concept of religious ‘space’ to explore some of the features of this hermeneutic among two early Fatimid authors, focusing in particular on how an examination of space can touch on the theme of cosmopolitanism.

Religion and Space
Religion is, pace Durkheim, an eminently social phenomenon.4 And yet it is in the spatial world where these social interactions occur. As Knott points out, social relations – relations with people, objects and with the natural world – take place in space, and so religion, too, ‘must also exist and express itself in and through space, and must play its part in the constitution of spaces’.5 Knott continues, ‘The spatial underpinning of religion is witnessed at all levels, from the expression of hierarchical relations … to the local, national and global extension of religious structures and institutions by their repeated reproduction in new settings through mission or migration.’6 It should be mentioned here that space is not only a blank canvas through which religions operate. ‘Religious spaces are constitutive components of religion and religious experience, not simply the settings in which they occur.’7 Thus an analysis of religious space or, more precisely, the dynamic processes by which space can be constructed as religious, can tell us a great deal about the nature of religion itself.

The discussion here begins with a few basic observations about Qurʾanic space. The Qurʾan commonly re-ascribes what we know in our quotidian spatial field as that which, in reality, indicates something else. Trees, mountains, the sky, the heavens, rain, various foods we eat, the crops we grow, the insects we encounter, our social relations and the roads we travel are just some of these objects that point to the reality of the divine who has created these terrestrial and celestial phenomena – arguing, in turn, for the necessity of obedience to the divine message.8 Those who obey this message are promised a reward in special, eternal spaces characterised by luxury, lack of want, tranquility and constant satiation, whereas those who do not are foisted into eternal spaces of endless cycles of deprivation, torment and pain. This transition from this world to the next is punctuated by the earthly apocalypse, during which the organisational principles of earthly and heavenly space give way to the disclosure of true reality for all to see at the end of time. The beginning of Sura 82, for instance, states:


When the sky is torn

When the stars are scattered

When the seas are poured forth

When the tombs are burst open

Then a soul will know what it has given

and what it has held back

Oh, O human being

what has deceived you about your generous

lord

who created you and shaped you and made

you right9



And it continues to discuss admission into heaven and hell. It states that those who deny religion (which at this time also meant acceptance of the reckoning)10 will be admitted to hell, while those who embraced it will be admitted to heaven.

A cursory spatial reading of the beginning of this sura would reveal that the space of the apocalypse encompasses the totality of the earth and even beyond: from the highest point of what we can see, the sky and the stars, to what is beneath the earth, the tombs – and presumably everything in between. The normally silent earth becomes the locus of the apocalypse’s ontological reversal, and that which is normally hidden in one’s soul is shown to them.11 In Sura 99, the zalzal, or the quaking, the quaking earth discloses all the secrets hidden within it, and it will actually be the place where the resurrected are brought forth, the text says ‘straggle forth’,12 and shown the true reality of the final judgment. At the end of time the organising principles of earthly existence disintegrate, giving way to the permanent spaces of the afterworld. It is important to note that one of the most powerful proofs for this Qurʾanic argument is death itself: that our lives have an appointed time that is not known to us but is known to the divine – an ‘appointed time’, in the Qurʾan frequently tethered to the fixed time for all things, including the Hour.13 Our ephemerality, and Qurʾanic assertions of the ephemerality of earthly time, serve then as proofs and foils for the promise of the permanence of otherworldly space – a space of no time.

The ‘Where’ of Taʾwil
A key point often overlooked in the study of Fatimid taʾwil is this: that for the Fatimid hierarchy, the daʿwa, the organisation of the world was a reflection of the Fatimids’ utopian aspirations. As Daftary writes: ‘the hierarchy traceable in the Fatimid texts seems to have had reference to a paradigmatic or utopian situation, when the Ismaili Imam would rule the entire world, and not to any actual hudud existing at any given time.’ Further, he writes, ‘All Ismaili authors agree that the world, presumably the non-Fatimid part of it, was divided into twelve jazaʾir (s. jazira; lit., island) for daʿwa purposes, with each jazira representing a separate and somewhat independent region for the penetration of the daʿwa.’14 This means that the daʿwa hierarchy and the organisation of the daʿwa saw the totality of the known world as the arena that religion moves through and reconstructs.

It is thus no coincidence that early taʾwil texts often ascribe celestial, cosmological and historical events with new referents – referents that only the initiated can see. One early text of taʾwil, Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman’s Kitab al-ʿAlim wa’l-ghulam (Book of the Master and Disciple), states, for instance:


[91] Now, all of the pairs I have described to you have an inner and outer aspect (57:3), a symbol (mathal) and what is symbolised. Thus the outer aspect (the visible planets, sun and moon) of the seven heavens (55:12, etc.) are symbols, while their inner aspect is the seven natiqs (among the prophets), the possessors of determination among the (divine) messengers (46:35). The outer aspect of the seven earths (55:12) is likewise a symbol, while its inner aspect is the Imams of right guidance (21:73; 32:24)15



The initiated acquire spiritual knowledge to perceive the hidden symbolic realities of things through the hermeneutics of unveiling – not just of the sacred text but through the universe itself. If the Qurʾan repeatedly signals that our quotidian existence is framed through temporary cosmic realities that ultimately point to the reality of divine unicity (ships on the sea; alternation of night and day; spring and its connections to resurrection), taʾwil makes a similar argument, investing the known world with spiritual referents for those who could see beyond the zahir into the horizon of the batin and those authorised to dispense it.

Just as the rupturing of quotidian space is a primary feature of the Qurʾanic apocalypse, early promises of utopian transformation undergirded Fatimid claims to religio-political power. Pulsating with promises of an imminent earthly transformation often expressed in apocalyptic terms, the Kitab al-Kashf,16 or ‘Book of Unveiling’, envisions a world in which the eschatological figure is often elided with the Qurʾan’s descriptions of the end of time. The Kashf’s taʾwil of many of these passages transforms the earth’s unravelling topography to argue that these apocalyptic descriptions point, in fact, to the potentially imminent arrival of the eschatological figure. While I have discussed many of the following passages at length in other places,17 what I wish to point out here is just how wide-ranging the Kashf’s use of space is in constructing its argument – a rhetorical move accomplished by harnessing and re-signifying the Qurʾan’s vast spatial expanses. In one place in the text, for instance, the heaven that is ‘split open and becomes rose-coloured like oil’18 (Qurʾan 55:37) is interpreted to refer to the manifestation of the qaʾim and his world. The text states that the horizon will bloom for him, and while those who oppose him will try to flee from him, the qaʾim is equated to the approaching punishment ‘that cannot be prevented’ (Qurʾan 52:8).19 Yet it is not just the advent of the qaʾim that is reinscribed as apocalyptic unveiling. Celestial and terrestrial phenomena are elided with the hierarchy of the daʿwa as well. In reproducing Qurʾan 52:1–8, for instance, which declares:


By the mountain

By a Scripture inscribed

In unrolled parchment

By the much-visited House

By the ceiling raised high

By the ocean ever-filled

Your Lord’s punishment is approaching

It cannot be prevented20



The text says that the mountain is the natiq, or the speaking prophet. The scripture inscribed is the knowledge (ʿilm). The unrolled parchment is the hujja, or the ‘proof’21 – and the much-visited House is the progeny (of the Prophet). The ceiling raised high is the totality, and the ever-filled ocean is the gate (bab). The approaching punishment is the qaʾim who we are told, once again, ‘cannot be prevented’.22 In another place in the text, the mountains that vanish and become like a mirage (Qurʾan 78:20) point, in fact, to the disappearing hujjas, proofs of the Imam in his absence.23 Their authority will vanish as the eschatological figure, elided with the end of time, manifests. The Kashf also tells us that the earth that is ‘pounded to dust, pounded and pounded’,24 (Qurʾan 89:21) is also equated to the hujja, the proof of the qaʾim, who will appear and then yield his authority to the eschatological figure at the end of time.25

Even when the Kashf is not engaged in an active resignification of apocalyptic imagery, its spatial field often concerns the entire earth and its contents. Since we are in a time of increased awareness of how our different kinds of behaviour have variously affected shifts in global climate patterns, I thought it would be particularly appropriate to cull an example from the Kashf that speaks about water and then bees.

In interpreting the Qurʾan 67:30, for instance, which states: ‘Say, “Just think: if all your water were to sink deep into the earth who could give you flowing water in its place?” ’26 the text states that ʿAli b. Abi Talib is a likeness of water. Just as the living is made alive through water, it states, the world is made alive through knowledge (ʿilm) from the Knower. In other words, just as water surrounds us and we rely upon it, often taking it for granted, likewise the universe is suffused with signs that point to ʿAli and his salvific knowledge. The text then states that the flowing water means the qaʾim from the family of Muhammad.27

The Kashf then cites 16:68, a verse about bees: ‘And your Lord inspired the bee, saying, “Build yourselves houses in the mountains and trees and what people construct.” ’ It then states:


The bees are the Imams, the places [var: sweeteners] of God’s knowledge because they are the repositories of God’s guidance and His light. [T]he mountains are the daʿis (callers) who are [at] the station of the proofs (hujjas). And in the trees are the daʿis who are under the hujjas. In what people construct, means the places the daʿis use to multiply.

God says to the Imams, ‘Then feed from all kinds of fruits and follow the ways made easy for you by Lord’ (16:69).28 The fruits are the knowledge and the ways of God are the work. ‘From their bellies comes a drink of different colours in which there is healing for people’ (16:69). He says that there is no contradiction in the judgment that will separate people from one another. Indeed, in that is a sign (16:69). By the hujja He means the proof (al-burhan).29



Bees, trellises, trees, hives and fruits all become the open spatial field of the Fatimid mission. The bees are likened to the Imams, the storehouses of God’s wisdom. The bees set up hives which are proofs, the hujjas – once again we see how they are equated to mountains. Note that there is a hierarchy of daʿis here: hives in the trees are a rank lower in the daʿwa than the daʿis who are at the station of the hujjas. And the hives constructed out of human-made materials – perhaps we can say in the midst of the social world – are the places where the daʿis multiply. The nourishment for the bees is knowledge, and the paths that the bees fly through, the paths that God makes easy for the bees, become the spatial field for work, the work of religion. The honey that emerges from their bellies serves as proof for this system in two ways. First, it is a tangible proof for the veracity of this system which operates across spaces in plain sight to disseminate healing knowledge and guide the work of true religion. Second, the various colours of honey serve as a likeness for how people will be separated into categories as they are judged by the qaʾim.

As we know, the transition from movement to state necessitated a sharing of space with different religious communities. The utopian hierarchy iterated in early Fatimid texts like the Kashf – a utopia that spanned all known space, and often equated terrestrial and celestial phenomena with the imminent disclosure of the daʿwa – needed to be revised to accommodate shifting realities on the ground. A central question, then, is what happened to these spatial and theoretical constructions as the hidden became manifest – or only partially manifest – as the Fatimids transitioned from movement to state?30

To get at this question, I want to take a brief look at some of the work of al-Qadi al-Nuʿman, the intellectual idealogue of the Fatimid state, who wrote a number of esoteric and exoteric works during his long service to the Imam-caliphs. Al-Nuʿman’s corpus is quite substantial, so it would not be appropriate to generalise, but I would like to point to a few examples of how a spatial analysis might aid in thinking about the relationship between space and cosmopolitanism.

First, in the Kitab Asas al-taʾwil, or ‘Foundations of Spiritual Hermeneutics’, there is a focus on events that happened during the time of the prophets, such as Adam, Noah, Abraham and Moses. Indeed, past prophetic history is re-read to construct the present. Through taʾwil, these past events acquire meaning that gestures to the establishment of the contemporary structure of the daʿwa. In other words, al-Nuʿman spends a significant amount of time discussing how events in prophetic history point to the structure and function of the Fatimid hierarchy. One fine example is al-Nuʿman’s discussion of Noah’s ark:


Noah built the ark as an example for a foundation (asas, a rank of the daʿwa just after the speaker-prophet, custodian of the hidden knowledge) of his daʿwa, and set up its borders (hudud) to establish the batin by the command of God so as to save believers through the life of spiritually enlightened knowledge from drowning in ignorance and error, just as the ark in the zahir is a refuge from literal drowning. And so, with the asas, he built a foundation for his daʿwa and his hudud and set up the daʿwa for the believers using the storehouses of hidden knowledge. God made this knowledge clear to them and informed them of what will happen to them regarding their matters and the matters of the deceivers. He set up the ark and He will begin to work through it, and He has said,

(So he began to build the Ark,) and whenever leaders of his people passed by, they laughed at him. He said, ‘You may scorn us now, but we will come to scorn you: you will find out who will receive a humiliating punishment, and on whom a lasting suffering will descend.’ (11:38–39).31

And He made the manifest ark a proof by which believers are shown the way, and as a likeness for His batin (Asas, 2011: 57).32



The story of the ark is generally known as one in which true believers, the minority of people who adhere to God’s word, are saved and the majority of people who refuse to believe in the truth are not. But al-Nuʿman re-signifies this story so that the salvific substrate of the ark becomes transformed into spiritually enlightened knowledge. The ark’s borders are likened to the batin, to hidden knowledge, and function both as barriers to the outside, to the unsaved masses, and as a hierarchical system of a particular structure ordering that knowledge. Those within the ark are surrounded by and saved through the spiritually enlightened knowledge dispensed by the asas and the daʿwa. This taʾwil is suggestive in many ways of how space becomes bounded and transformed – from a narrative of imminent terrestrial transformation to one in which a minority community with claims to the truth had to navigate complex inter-religious dynamics when they found themselves ruling over a population that did not adhere to their own religious worldview.

It is striking, too, that the bulk of this text is concerned with the ascribing and delineating of an esoteric hierarchy to Qurʾanic and extra-Qurʾanic sources. Unlike the Kashf, where there is a sense of eschatological urgency and the totality of the final judgment, here taʾwil gently hangs over many of these stories; it infuses them, or almost stands parallel to them. While this might be due to a multiplicity of reasons, two will be highlighted here. The first is the issue of eschatology: that the Fatimids came to power following an apocalyptic revolution. This reinterpretation of prophetic history might have been a necessary step in articulating the tenets of various authoritative structures. In other words, reinterpreting the past and endowing events with taʾwil that corresponded to a specific esoteric hierarchy, in which particular functions were delineated as the Fatimids transitioned from movement to state, helped to institutionalise a movement that initially was grounded in a Mahdist impulse. The daʿwa hierarchy infusing the hidden was preserved, but perhaps needed to be systematised, and here prophetic history was a substrate by which this could be readily achieved.

Ritual and legal spaces, too, were spaces that reflected the Fatimids’ cosmopolitan realities. One unique set of texts for the study of taʾwil and its relationship to legal discourse was also penned by al-Qadi al-Nuʿman, who wrote both the Daʿaʾim al-Islam, the Fatimid legal compendium, as well the taʾwil of his own legal work, the Taʾwil al-daʿaʾim. This movement from the zahir to batin written by the same author is remarkable for scholars and students of taʾwil and the study of religion more broadly, as it illuminates how the qadi produced different discourses for distinct audiences – the initiated and the uninitiated –the Taʾwil al-daʿaʾim being disclosed only to Ismaili insiders.33

The Daʿaʾim al-Islam, which has an entire chapter on the details of the Pilgrimage, states, for instance: ‘Abu Jaʿfar Muhammad b. ʿAli: He said, “Every faithful one who goes around the House {this is the Kaʿba} seven times … prays two rakaʿat, performs the circumambulation properly, and offers the prayers correctly, shall be forgiven [his sins] by God”.’34

Here is how al-Nuʿman talks about this in the Taʾwil al-daʿaʾim:


The likeness of the House is the Master of Age, whoever is a Prophet or an Imam. The likeness of circumambulating it is the likeness of the people of the daʿwa of truth holding fast to the Imam of their time, their seeking refuge in him, their drawing near to him, and their striving for the grace of God and the knowledge and wisdom that he has. The likeness of the pilgrims who circumambulate the Kaʿba, who in the zahir have completed seven circumambulations, is the likeness of the people of the daʿwa of truth acknowledging the seven Speaker-Prophets and seven Imams, those Imams between each of the seven speaker-prophets who succeed one another.35



Correct religion is mediated by proper spatial interaction with the sacred in both cases. In the first, performing the obligation of the Pilgrimage, including the circumambulation of the Kaʿba with its attendant prayers correctly, results in the expiation of sins. In the movement from the zahir to the batin, the sacred centre acquires additional meaning. The likeness of the Kaʿba as the Master of the Age means that the sacred centre of Islam is now imbued with motion. Its circumambulation is likened to the people of the daʿwa expressing their walaya to him. The performance of the seven circumambulations in the zahir results in the proper completion of the rite; in the batin, this is analogous to the proper acknowledgment of not just the Master of the Age, but of Fatimid authority and sacred history. Shared religious spaces, legal narratives and prophetic histories like that of Noah’s ark, then, acquired a multiplicity of interpretations for multiple audiences, validating Fatimid claims to authority on multiple registers.

What can this, admittedly all too brief, discussion of space tell us about Fatimid religion? First, looking at these and other texts through the prism of space can illuminate in very interesting ways the dynamic construction of religion by certain authors. The Kashf’s spatial field is replete with eschatological images, for instance, anticipating the imminent emergence of the qaʾim and ranks of the daʿwa for those who possessed true knowledge. Those who could truly see would be prepared for the transition from earthly time to a time of no time; everything in the world such as mountains, trees and bees were indications of the coming of this new age. As regards al-Nuʿman’s writings, discussions of space also indicate that when apocalyptic ideas had to be revised, shared prophetic narratives as well as ritual and legal structures served as substrates for taʾwil. Vast utopian expanses gave way to the realities of the cosmopolitanism of shared religious spaces. Taʾwil, then, infused stories of the past to establish the present; it infused ritual structures and shared religious spaces to reify the hierarchy of the Fatimid state; and continued to provide believers with a sense of a process of constant unveiling, even in a majority Sunni context. As al-Nuʿman wrote reams on the law for general audiences, this notion of taʾwil continued, pointing to the importance of maintaining for the believers a special mode of interpretation that powerfully displaced normative understandings of shared spaces, attesting to the continued appeal of this hermeneutic and of the forces from which it was issued.
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Fatimid Public Pronouncements: Messages from a Shiʿi Dynasty to a Cosmopolitan Empire*

Paul E. Walker

Among other measures set in motion at the commencement of his caliphate, al-Mahdi, the very first of the Fatimids to rule, gave an order that the names of those who had built the various mosques, cisterns, palaces and bridges in his realm be removed and his name inscribed on them instead.1 He had announced himself and his dynasty in a quite traditional fashion, replacing any mention of those who preceded and substituting his own. Unfortunately, we do not know more about what might have been inscribed besides the name alone. No example survives. But we are perhaps entitled to expect that it may have contained some clue to the Shiʿi beliefs of the new state. Abu ʿAbd Allah al-Shiʿi, the great daʿi who brought victory to the Fatimids, even prior to the advent of al-Mahdi, had given a general order to include in all khutbas in the territory a blessing on Muhammad and his family.


He had the khatibs of the mosques of Raqqada and al-Qayrawan lead the way. He also wrote to other regions to the same effect. Abu ʿAbd Allah ordered that the khutba include blessings on Muhammad, on his family, on the Commander of the Believers ʿAli, on al-Hasan and al-Husayn, and on Fatima the radiant, may the blessings of God be on them all.2



Therefore, the essential elements of a Shiʿi khutba were already present in this way before the first one for al-Mahdi as the new Imam-caliph, which occurred on the Friday immediately following his arrival in Raqqada in Rabiʿ II 297/January of 910.


When the morning dawned on Friday the day following his arrival, he sent out a note ordering that he be prayed for from the minbars, and he dispatched it to the khatibs of Raqqada and al-Qayrawan telling them to invoke, after the blessing on Muhammad, a blessing on ʿAli, and Fatima and al-Hasan and al-Husayn, and the Imams among their progeny, as Abu ʿAbd Allah had ordered.3



That note, according to al-Qadi al-Nuʿman, now stipulated the following prayer as part of the Friday khutba:4


O God, bless Your servant and Your deputy, the one responsible for the affairs of Your servants in Your land, the servant of God (ʿabd Allah), Abu Muhammad, the Imam al-Mahdi bi’llah, Commander of the Believers, just as You blessed his forefathers Your deputies, the rightly guided, the mahdis,5 who have discharged the duty of truth and in regard to it acted justly. O God, and just as You chose him for Your guardianship and for Your deputyship (li-khalifatika [i.e. Your caliphate]) and You made him the defence of Your religion and its foundation, and for Your creation a refuge and sanctuary, so grant him victory over Your apostate enemies, and heal through him the breasts of the believers. Conquer through him the easts of the land and its wests as You promised him; support him against the iniquitous rebels, O God of creation, Lord of the worlds.6



Although this passage by itself states the key portion of Fatimid claim to rule, the Shiʿi dimension is less obvious without further blessings on ʿAli, Fatima, Hasan and Husayn as was done routinely in public pronouncements (such as the ritual Friday and Feast sermons [khutbas]) from then on until the end of the Fatimids two and a half centuries later.7

Festival sermons of the Imam-caliph
The following examples taken from these annual festival sermons8 clearly illustrate the new dynasty’s claim. What is uniquely Fatimid in them is the reference to the Prophet as the ‘grandfather’, e.g. of the current Imam-caliph, or, as it most often appears, as ‘our grandfather’, as in the invocation of God’s blessings on ‘our grandfather’ (jaddina). The meaning, of course, is ancestor or forefather, but it carries a special connotation in conjunction with references to ʿAli b. Abi Talib, who is always called ‘our father’ (abuna, abina).9 References and characterisations of ʿAli are particularly important as a sign of the ancestral lineage of the Fatimids and of the Shiʿi assertion of legitimacy for its imamate. ʿAli bears the title ‘Commander of the Believers’, which, for the Shiʿa, applies to him alone among the Companions of the Prophet since they do not recognise any of the others as valid successors to the imamate. In his position as heir to the Prophet, both physically and spiritually, he also carries the title of legatee (Ar., wasi). In Qirwash’s khutba, cited below, he is called the ‘Lord of the Legatees’ (sayyid al-wasiyyin). Another appellation denoting his close family relationship to Muhammad, which for the Shiʿa means in reference to ʿAli, is as a brother. For them, the Prophet had adopted him as his own brother. He was, moreover, in the same position as Aaron had been with respect to his brother Moses. The Prophet had stated, according to a hadith of special importance to the Shiʿa, that, ‘  ʿAli is to me as Aaron was to Moses.’

Here follow some examples from public proclamations:


… and bless [O God] the first to respond to him (i.e. the Prophet), ʿAli, the Commander of the Believers and Lord of the Legatees, the establisher of excellence and mercy, the pillar of knowledge and wisdom, the root of the noble and righteous tree generated from the sacred and pure trunk. And [blessings be] on his successors, the lofty branches of that same tree, and on what comes from it: the fruit that grows there.10

God bless our grandfather, Muhammad, the guide to the shining path, and our father, the Commander of the Believers, ʿAli b. Abi Talib, his brother and son of his paternal uncle, whom he sanctioned for the position of executor, and the chaste Imams among the descendants of both, the clear evident proofs of God to His creatures.11

And bless, O God, our father, the Commander of the Believers, ʿAli b. Abi Talib, who held the place with respect to him that had Aaron with Moses, the one who spoke to God.12



And here is another that includes not only the Prophet and ʿAli but also Fatima and her two sons Hasan and Husayn:


O God, bless Your servant and Your messenger with a perpetually perfect blessing, increase him with an honour to his honour and a nobility to his nobility. Bless also all of the Companions of the Cloak (ashab al-kisaʾ), the pure ones, the immaculates: ʿAli, the Commander of the Believers, Fatima the radiant, mistress of the women of the two worlds, and al-Hasan and al-Husayn, the two most noble and most righteous, and [bless] the rightly guided Imams among the progeny of al-Husayn, the luminaries of guidance, the full moons of the darkness, the masters of mankind, friends of the Most Merciful, the proofs of times, and pillars of the faith.13



It should thus be amply clear that the Fatimids were never reluctant to insist on their Shiʿi roots, nor to hide or disguise their lineal connection to the Prophet and to ʿAli. See, as a good example, the first Fatimid khutba in Egypt following their conquest in 385/969 which states clearly:


O God, bless Your servant and Your deputy, the fruit of prophecy, scion of the rightly guided guiding family, the servant of God, the Imam Maʿadd Abu Tamim al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah, Commander of the Believers, just as You blessed his pure forefathers and his predecessors, the rightly guided Imams.

O God, raise high his rank and advance his word, make his proofs clear, bring the community together in obedience to him and their hearts loving friends of his, make guidance follow his sanction, have him inherit the eastern parts of the land and its west, have him be master of the beginning of things and their outcomes, for truly You speak and Your word is the truth.

Your religion has been subject to vexation. When that which is sacred to You was defiled, jihad on Your behalf extinguished, pilgrimage to Your house and visitation of the tomb of Your messenger … disrupted, he made his preparations for the jihad, got ready everything necessary and sent the armies to support You.… So, O God, support the armies that he has sent and the detachments that he charged with fighting the polytheists, contending with the heretics, defending the Muslims, building up of the border territories and the holy places, eradicating injustice, suspicions and greed, and spreading justice throughout the nations.14



Nevertheless, there are historically several problems that arise from this situation. One curiosity involves the name of the dynasty and of the specific religious tradition behind it. In modern usage we nearly always refer to the dynasty as the ‘Fatimids’ and to the religious group as the ‘Ismailis’. And yet there is little evidence of either term in the many public pronouncements issued by them until much later during the last phases of their rule. They simply did not call themselves ‘Fatimids’ or ‘Ismailis’, preferring, it would appear, a neutral language that associated them with broader claims. They were in their own words ‘the rightly guiding guides’, stressing the term mahdi, here used in the plural. Although there exist a few instances of fatimi (Fatimid) in the first century or so, it is not until the final decades that either this term15 or ‘Ismaili’16 begins to appear more frequently in public documents.

Another issue is the lack of reference in public to the names of the Imams who preceded al-Mahdi. It was standard practice for the speaker to invoke in the khutba God’s blessing on the Prophet and the Imams, name by name. But the list never included the names of those between Muhammad b. Ismaʿil b. Jaʿfar al-Sadiq and al-Mahdi. Clearly the Imams after al-Husayn b. ʿAli are his offspring, not those of al-Hasan. However, they are seldom mentioned by name in the surviving khutbas, even those in the period prior to the concealment of those immediately before al-Mahdi, a concealment that commenced with Ismaʿil, the son of Jaʿfar al-Sadiq, or with his son Muhammad b. Ismaʿil, who was the first never to have appeared in public. In Qirwash’s sermon from North Mesopotamia in 401/1010, they are in all simply ‘the righteous Imams, the best and most excellent, those of them that stood forth and appeared and those of them that were concealed and hidden.’ In the first khutba by the Imam-caliph al-Mansur, he calls his own grandfather, al-Mahdi, the ‘son of the Rightly Guided Ones (al-Mahdiyyin), the noble son of the most noble’ without going further into the matter. That seems to have been, to judge from these khutbas, the preferred policy for public pronouncements. Only in a khutba of al-Amir (r. 495–524/1101–1130) are any of them cited by name. There he refers to the Imams prior to al-Mahdi as, ‘ʿAli b. al-Husayn Zayn al-ʿAbidin, and Muhammad b. ʿAli Baqir ʿUlum al-Din, and Jaʿfar b. Muhammad al-Sadiq al-Amin, and the true Imam Ismaʿil, and Muhammad his son, possessor of the nobility of the authentic caliphate, and those who had all excellences and superiority, and [bless] the Imams who were concealed from the enemy, … the piercing stars of truth, the suns rising from the places of setting.’ These latter he names one by one starting with al-Mahdi.

Failure to supply these names caused serious problems and offered an opportunity for anti-Fatimid propaganda, a weakness eventually fully exploited by the Abbasids, who insisted that the Fatimids were not in fact descendants of the Prophet and ʿAli. A great deal of modern scholarship has also been dedicated to explaining the origins of the dynasty in part because the Fatimids themselves never adequately explained their exact genealogical origins. However, it may have been originally a doctrinal matter in that the period in question was what the Ismailis refer to as a dawr al-satr, an era of concealment (as opposed to the dawr al-zuhur, era of open proclamation of the imamate). Since the Imams of that period did not declare their imamate publicly, they are not to be named, even in the subsequent open period.

Still the success or failure of the Fatimids to endure as long as they did was, it is likely, not contingent on such factors. More serious was the potential for clashes with their opponents and detractors caused by their Shiʿism. The Fatimids simply never governed a population that was majority Shiʿi. At some points they had a substantial loyal following, although often not of Ismailis who remained a distinct minority. Most of their subjects were Sunni (or non-Muslim Christians). Not a few of these Sunnis were in fact quite hostile to Shiʿism.

A critical issue for the Fatimids was how much of Shiʿi doctrine and practice could they insist on. In contrast to some other examples of a daʿwa (a missionary appeal) in Islamic history, which ceased to proselytise once in power, the Fatimids retained an active daʿwa, even incorporating it into a state-run bureaucracy. Converting non-Ismailis to Ismailism remained an important goal, although there is little enough evidence of success, especially in later periods. But overly aggressive promotion of Shiʿism often resulted in a dangerous counter-reaction from the Sunnis. One highly significant case was the Imam-caliph al-Hakim’s order to publicly curse the Companions of the Prophet who had denied ʿAli his right to succeed to leadership immediately after the Prophet. The issues associated with such cursing were, and are, often a flash point for conflict between Sunni and Shiʿi. For the Sunnis this kind of condemnation of Abu Bakr, ʿUmar and the others is totally unacceptable and cannot be tolerated. However, it is, for most of the Shiʿa, standard fare.

Al-Hakim’s venture in this particular case proved a near disaster and he soon rescinded his order, replacing it with a new command whereby his subjects were to speak only about the good things the Companions had done while the Prophet was alive and to ignore their transgression during the period after his death.

Several other points of potential conflict received a similar generally tolerant treatment. A serious issue for example was the commencement of the new month, so crucial for ritual purposes, such as the start and close of Ramadan. Ismailis determine the beginning of the month, not by the actual sighting of the new moon, but by astronomical calculation. Sunnis insist on physically witnessing the new moon. Thus it could happen that, in a mixed population, the Ismailis might begin the feast ending Ramadan a day before their Sunni neighbours who would still be under the rule of fasting. Here again al-Hakim eventually decreed that both practices were to be allowed, hoping thereby to prevent conflict.

These are but two of several additional problems the Fatimids faced in ruling over a Sunni population in respect to their Shiʿism. The issues involved were always matters requiring a delicate and sensitive balance between the very claims of the dynasty to absolute legitimacy, which were based on Shiʿi principles, and the necessity for compromise and accommodation to maintain some degree of loyalty from their non-Ismaili citizenry.

Coins and coinage
So far most of the material and the examples cited here have come from khutbas or decrees, which were public in nature but, even so, restricted as far as general access is concerned. The audience for either one was limited. A much better case of public distribution of a message is the coinage. Legends stamped on a coin would have been hard to miss and it is quite likely that anyone with basic literacy knew what the coins had to say. The earliest Fatimid coins carry a Qur’anic verse and the name of the current Imam-caliph, plus sometimes the motto al-hamdu li-llah rabbu’l-ʿalamin (‘Praise be to God Lord of the Universe’), which was, or was to become, the motto (and signature) of all the Fatimids. Coin inscription of this type did not convey a distinctly Shiʿi message. However, under the fourth Imam-caliph, al-Muʿizz, for a two-year period, his coins declared, ‘There is no god but God, alone without associate; Muhammad is the apostle of God and ʿAli b. Abi Talib is the heir (wasi) of the Apostle and the most excellent deputy and husband of the Radiant Pure One.’ The reverse contained the name of al-Muʿizz with his titles among which was ‘the inheritor of the glory of the Rightly Guiding Imams’.

Apparently that message was too aggressive because it was replaced by ‘ʿAli is the most excellent of the heirs and is the deputy (wazir) of the best of those sent [by God].’ And that was also later shortened by the next Imam-caliph to ‘ʿAli is the best of God’s elite’ (khayr safwat Allah), still quite Shiʿi but perhaps not so blatantly. Under al-Hakim beginning in 386/996 and continuing to the end of the dynasty, the Shiʿism on Fatimid coins was confined to the declaration that ‘ʿAli is the wali of God’ (ʿAli wali Allah). Here then is a quintessential example of how to encode Shiʿism in a message that can also be taken by those not Shiʿi in a different sense. For Sunnis to say that ‘ʿAli is a friend (wali) of God’ is not particularly offensive (if it is at all). To the Shiʿa the meaning of wali in this context is entirely different, not ‘friend’ but rather ‘guardian’. ‘ʿAli is God’s guardian’, as in, the guardian of God’s earthly community, its supreme leader. Use of words and phrases that admit of a double meaning, such as is evident in this case, could and did avoid some elements of the conflict.

Messages internal to the members of the daʿwa
One issue that has not yet been discussed here and which often served as a matter of contention in the hands of the opponents of the Fatimids is the secrecy imposed on its followers by the Ismaili daʿwa. The Ismaili Shiʿa are famous for a doctrine that insists, for the outward literal aspects of scripture, and the law based on it, there are esoteric hidden meanings that are not available to the ordinary Muslim. It is accessible solely through the daʿwa and then only contingent on a carefully controlled and regulated process that required both an initial oath of allegiance and payment of whatever dues might be stipulated by the agent (daʿi) in charge. The oath alone contained a firm clause commanding that nothing revealed should ever be passed on to anyone not authorised to receive it. One version has the novice state, in part:


that he will uphold the external and the internal and that he will support the Imam of his time and will not forsake him, that he will not reveal any secret of the faith to a person not worthy of it or to anyone who has not sworn the oath of covenant, that he will not betray any of the brethren of believers who have joined him in swearing the oath, that he will treat as a friend those who have accepted the Imams and as an enemy those who are enemies of theirs, that he will stay away from their enemies, that he will offer good counsel on behalf of God and His representative, upon whom be peace, and that, if he should go back on his oath, there will apply to him what applies to those who rescind or violate an oath, that he will appeal for the Imam of their time, ascribe knowledge to him and not a letter of that to himself.



In a newly recovered treatise from the earliest period of the Fatimids, we now have an explanation of the connection between the willing payment of various dues, as in the zakat and sadaqa tithes, and access to these esoteric meanings. It states:


… the person who produces that [the offering] out of the goodness of his own self, God will cleanse thereby his spirit and purify his money, and thus it will be lawful for his daʿi and mentor to reveal to him the interpretive (taʾwili) sciences and make known to him the truths hidden from the enemies of God’s religion.17



The enemies of the Fatimids tried to understand this doctrine of theirs but lacking much real evidence of what it stipulated, or, being unwilling to accord it any credence, they preferred to exploit it to prove that Ismailism was, in its secret doctrine, highly heretical and un-Islamic. Thus, the problem of secrecy rose to the forefront. Detractors attempted to pin on the Fatimids a label of Batinism, of believing that once one knows the esoteric meanings, the exoteric, literal outward wording of, say, a ritual prescription, no longer applied, and that Ismailis need not observe the works required by Islamic law.

But, while the issue itself never went away and therefore was always a factor in Fatimid dealings with either their own non-Ismaili subjects or their opponents at large, there is little or no evidence to support this charge. All written testimony from the Fatimid period, from both the restricted literature produced by the daʿwa, which was kept away from public scrutiny and remains until now jealously guarded from outsiders, and any works or commentary by contemporary non-Ismailis from that era, suggest no such doctrine. Instead, the secret doctrine about which we now have considerable detailed knowledge indicates the opposite. The Ismailis remained bound by the law in its outward form. A standard pronouncement from a leading authority, as an example, insists that both outward and inner be observed and that one without the other is unacceptable; both are required. In fact, Sunni Muslims are in error because they recognise only the outward and do not acknowledge (or do not know) the inner meanings. It is they who are heretical.

How much of any of this debate ever entered the public domain is questionable. The Ismailis naturally did not talk about it because to do so would have required that they reveal what they had pledged to conceal. Sunnis, by contrast, made the most of this issue but primarily solely from a safe distance, that is, from outside the Fatimid domain. Anti-Fatimid polemic and its rhetoric used all potential weaknesses in Fatimid pronouncements and claims, even though often without foundation in fact. And the Abbasids over time increased the vehemence of their anti-Ismaili propaganda. A particular blatant example is the manifesto issued in 402/1011 in Baghdad to denounce the Fatimid genealogical claim to descent from ʿAli and the Prophet. Part of what caused them to act in that fashion at that moment was the declaration by Qirwash, the ruler of Mosul, in favour of al-Hakim in the previous year. Both actions were deliberately spread as widely as possible by the delivery of copies of either decree. We now know exactly what Qirwash’s khutba said obviously because copies of it circulated throughout Iraq and elsewhere.18 The same would have been true of the Abbasid Manifesto.

Enemies and opponents
Many public pronouncements feature condemnations of various enemies of the Fatimids. An early text is a khutba that requests God to ‘grant him [the Imam] victory over Your apostate enemies (aʿdaʾika al-mariqin), and heal through him the breasts of the believers, conquer through him the easts of the land and its wests as You promised him, support him against the iniquitous rebels.’ Those who oppose the Fatimid cause are in fact enemies of God. That much is made clear again and again. In the earliest sermon given by al-Mansur he says, ‘Bring down upon his [meaning his father, al-Qaʾim’s] enemies, in the east and the west, on land and on the sea, the most severe assaults and retributions that You have done or caused to occur with any of those who were enemies of Yours, with destructive misfortune, dishonoring exemplary punishments; destroy them by annihilation and burn them in the fire of hell.’

The Fatimids similarly employed a special kind of rhetoric to denounce their opponents and much of this was quite public. One important early example is the sermon by the future Imam-caliph al-Qaʾim in Alexandria during the first Fatimid attempt to conquer Egypt. In front of an Egyptian non-Ismaili audience, he said, in part, referring to the Abbasids:


The lying apostate community, reneging on its intentions, deviating from the command of their Lord, suppose that it has been correct in what it claims about its caliphs whom they insist are the caliphs of the Lord of the worlds, such as a youth not yet mature, like the boy lacking knowledge, or like the child who, according to their claim, governs Islam. And yet among them women bring them wine from every valley and region on the backs of horses and in the bottoms of ships. As God the Exalted said: ‘They take their priests and monks as lords besides God’ [Q 9:31]. They spend the funds of orphans and the poor, wrongly on their part and unjustly, for singing lute players, skilled tamburists, and maʿzatanists,19 and talented drummers. You have seen their governors of cities, how one of them mounts the wooden pulpit of the Prophet’s minbar to preach to the people but he does not preach to himself. Rather he descends from that position and inquires of those in that land for male and female singers, tamburists, ʿud players, thieves, short-change artists and shavers of weights so that those can be brought to serve him. God curses the unjust and prepares for them a blazing fire. That man is someone who neither commands the good nor prohibits the bad.



Another example comes from the time of al-Hakim and the daʿi al-Kirmani, who provides a list of disqualifying attributes of all those in his era who falsely claim, according to him, to be the Imam of the Muslim community. In contrast to most of his writings, which were highly restricted, this work was addressed openly to the Buyid vizier of Baghdad. At one point al-Kirmani denounces specifically the ‘Imam’ of the Abbasids, the Zaydis, the Ibadis, the Umayyads and the Qarmatians (of al-Ahsaʾ), one by one. Perhaps the most interesting case is that of the Abbasids whose ‘Imam’ he identifies simply as: ‘Ahmad b. Ishaq, who resides in Baghdad’. According to our Fatimid author he is unqualified for the imamate because:


He is not a lineal descendant of al-Husayn; he is not pure in soul due to his consumption of forbidden things (suht) and his setting the price of wine that is sold for him on his estates in Baghdad and its hinterland and for the ignorance deeply rooted in him due to the lack of knowledge; the existence in him by his own admission of things connected to the imamate that he does not know and his utilisation of resources in ways not religiously commendable; being devoid of the knowledge associated with religious declaration of God’s absolute oneness and his reliance on the leaders of the Postponers (al-Murjiʾa), such as Abu Bakr al-Baqillani, and others; contempt for the regulations of God; not commanding the good and forbidding the bad in his own household and entourage, let alone for any other Muslims; being devoid of the designation of the person who occupies the place of the Apostle and instead having been put in office by the august Amir Bahaʾ al-Dawla, may God’s mercy be upon him.



One curiosity on the Fatimid side was this use of the term Murjiʾa. Its meaning in this context is radically different from the name of the early Islamic sect. The Murjiʾa, in Ismaili parlance, are all those who denied ʿAli his exclusive right to succeed the Prophet immediately by ‘postponing’ (the meaning of murjiʾa is ‘those who postpone’) his claim and accepting his caliphate only after those of Abu Bakr, ‘Umar and ‘Uthman. Thus, most Muslims would be Murjiʾa by that standard, that is, all but the Shiʿa. However, such rhetoric, as with certain additional elements, was not always suitable for public use and tended to appear more in private daʿwa-based writings, either that or where the exact meaning and its implication might have been missed or misunderstood. Al-Kirmani’s addressee in this treatise was known to be himself a Shiʿi and thus it is likely such a reference carried for him the meaning intended (though others may have missed it).

Decrees and documents from the chancery
Turning now from the kinds of representation cited above to the chancery which had, in the long run and aggregate, the principal public responsibility as the leading voice of Fatimid aspirations, at least those announced openly, we encounter in the first instance a formal bureau of government. The great Mamluk era expert on chancery practice, the author of the monumental Subh al-aʿsha, al-Qalqashandi, comments favourably on the Fatimid chancery, noting that:


When the Fatimids gained control over the territory of Egypt, they devoted an extreme amount of attention to the chancery (diwan al-inshaʾ) and its clerks (kuttab). Its value greatly increased because of them, and its repute spread far and wide. The chancery was staffed by them with a collection of the most talented and eloquent of clerks, including among them both Muslims and Dhimmis.20



A history of the Fatimid chancery has not yet been written although the material for it is abundant. Its work is often mentioned explicitly in the historic chronicles, perhaps even more often than any other single bureau of government. Two treatises by members of the diwan al-inshaʾ – Ibn Khalaf’s Mawadd al-bayan21 and al-Sayrafi’s al-Qanun diwan al-rasaʾil22 – survive. The former was a substantial collection of guides and examples assembled for the use of clerks. The latter lays out the rules for the running of a successful chancery. Names of heads of the bureau are often given in the sources, frequently in association with various decrees which the person in question composed. Examples of a full range of chancery products exist, many copied by al-Qalqashandi himself as illustrations of how to write a particular type of document (for examples: letters to foreign powers or decrees of appointment to office). In all we have perhaps as many as 300 examples. His report about the extreme importance of the Fatimid chancery and the skill of its clerks, which gained the dynasty eminence both at home and abroad, is worth emphasising. The government fully realised and appreciated their value. Although we now possess copies of some 300, thousands more once existed.23 To provide some evidence of how much, here are, first, a list of the kinds and range of products emanating from the chancery, and second, a list of those only in one of the categories: decrees of appointment to a government office.

Types of communications produced by the chanceries24

Permissions and licenses, safe conduct passes, oaths, messages, commissions, investitures, congratulations, royal letters, sermons, dispatches, decrees, contracts, edicts, peace treaties, treaty commitments, letters and correspondences, business contracts, royal mandates, edicts and regulations, pardons, official announcements, assemblies, benevolences, proclamations, truces, admonitions, and advice.

Fifty-six types of Governmental office that each require a decree of appointment25

Daʿi al-duʿat, mazalim, wazir, naʾib wazir, qadi, daʿwa, governors (of Cairo, Fustat, District of Qus, Gharbiyya, Alexandria, ʿAsqalan), Zamm al-aqarib, naqib, amir al-hajj, amir al-jihad, hisba, judge of Qus and superintendant of the Saʿid, deputy of the judge in Dimyat, judge of the Gharbiyya, judge and superintendent of ʿAsqalan, professorship (Alexandria), superintendency over the poll tax of the Lower Saʿid, comptroller for the Upper Egyptian Districts, commissary of sheep (small cattle) and the kitchens, Open Decree of superintendency of taxable inheritance and statutory portions.

Prominent experts working in the Fatimid chancery were often not Ismaili, and more than a few not even Muslim. And that may be especially significant. The messages promoted via a chancery document of whatever type were intended in most instances for an audience of mixed religious loyalties: Sunnis, Shiʿis (of different persuasions), Jews, Christians, foreign powers and others. Even so, the text in question needed to uphold the basic Fatimid claim to rule. And yet seemingly any of these clerks could, at will, draft a text that conformed to the religious doctrines supporting the Ismaili imamate, that expressed the wishes and policies of the Fatimid state, and yet that sounded fairly normal and uncontroversial, thus avoiding arousing enmity needlessly. In short, the skill of the clerks was impressively adaptive to the needs of both politics and religion. That al-Qalqashandi, long after this dynasty and its Shiʿism had governed in Egypt, would carefully preserve so many examples of its chancery products, as if to show a future Shiʿi government how to write for a Fatimid ruler the documents he might require, offers a strikingly case of intertextuality in practice.

At this point in modern scholarship about the Fatimid chancery, Marina Rustow’s masterful exploration of all the actual physical evidence of its work and products – what survives – provides a detailed account of it based on many examples now found mostly in fragments in the Cairo Geniza with, in addition, a few whole documents from other locations, offering a richly annotated study of what she calls The Lost Archive subtitled ‘traces of a Caliphate in a Cairo synagogue.’26 But although highly informative and entertaining to read, her principal perspective focuses on the actual document, less on Fatimid imperial policy and messaging. Nevertheless, her analysis and reconstruction of the chancery, in part via al-Sayrafi’s treatise al-Qanun, and how it is to be run, is as complete as anyone could ask for.

Here it might be useful to examine the role of the ‘clerk’, in Arabic katib, but basing ourselves on a couple of specific examples: a) the former slave and later commander-in-chief, Jawhar, and b) Ibn Surin, a Christian in the chancery, who it is said wrote the famous/infamous order to destroy the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Both also happen to provide an interesting context for the present theme of cosmopolitanism.

Curiously, although Jawhar would eventually command the formidable army that conquered Egypt on behalf of the Fatimids which he thereafter actually ruled for four years, nevertheless he is often in our sources simply titled not ‘commander’ (Arabic qaʾid) but rather ‘clerk’ (katib), clearly based on his earlier profession. He entered service to the Imam-caliphs as someone who composed documents and messages on their behalf.27 And yet in origin he was of Slavic extraction as a slave brought over from Sicily. Only much later had he risen so high in their esteem that they deemed him fully skilled as a manager and as a consequence appointed him to lead the army (of course, by then, being also manumitted).

Clearly then a katib was, as in his case, not merely a ‘scribe’. A document he wrote quite often was drafted by him employing his own words and depending for its force on his personal verbal skill and rhetorical eloquence. That is often shown in our historical accounts by fairly explicit direct references stating that the author of this or that decree was not the Imam-caliph but rather his katib, the latter’s name remaining attached to the text as its author. For Jawhar’s verbal skill we also have the testimony of no less than Abu Hayan al-Tawhidi who quotes from him a short piece of rhymed saj.28 Apparently his fame as a wordsmith passed well beyond and outside the domain of the Fatimids.

However, perhaps the best example of Jawhar’s authority is his famous aman (guarantee of safety) for the people of Egypt the text of which he composed personally in response to a plea from them to avoid a military assault by the approaching Fatimid army.29

Here are some key passages from that document:


This letter is from Jawhar, al-Katib, servant of the Commander of the Believers al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah, to all the people of Egypt.… On your behalf they have said that you request a document that includes your assurance of safety for yourselves, your property and lands, and all matters pertaining thereto.… So let us thank God for what he has arranged for you and thank him for protecting you. Be untiring in what is required of you. Make haste toward obeying him who is your guardian, the one who restores your happiness and wellbeing. He … has produced the victorious armies and triumphant military for no other purpose than to strengthen and protect you.… He wants thereby to restore the Pilgrimage which has fallen into abeyance.… Next, he will make the coinage good again and restore its fineness … Our master and our lord the Commander of the Believers, has instructed his servant to spread justice and expand fairness, root out injustice and stop enmity, deny injury and extol cooperation, uphold what is right and aid the oppressed with compassion and kindness, administer fairly, be generous in associations and gracious in relationships.…

I am to administer matters of inheritance in accord with the Book of God and the Sunna of His prophet.

I am also to undertake the repair of your mosques and embellished them with carpets and lighting and to pay their muʾadhdhins, keepers and those who lead people in prayer in them the stipends due them, given to them generously and without cessation or interruption. All is to be paid solely from the state treasury.

I here respond to these … of your concerns.… Islam is one legal system and one law followed by all and it keeps you in accord with your legal school. It leaves you free to fulfil obligations as you have done based on information, to gather in your congregational and other places of prayer, firmly holding to the practice of the earliest generations of the community among the Companions.… The call to prayer, prayers, fasting in the month of Ramadan, breaking the fast, and maintaining night vigils, alms taxes, the Pilgrimage and holy war will run according to the command of God, His Book and what His prophet, … has set forth in his law. And the treatment of the protected peoples will continue as it has in the past.

I am hereby responsible for God’s complete universal eternal and everlasting assurance of safety, perfect and all inclusive, renewed and confirmed through the days, the passing of the years for yourselves, your property, your families, your livestock, your estates, your residences, the least and the most of what is yours.… You will be guarded, kept safe and protected.… You will find joy in it through obedience to our master and our lord the Commander of the Believers.…



Ibn Zulaq continues:


He [Jawhar] wrote down in his hand on this very document: ‘Jawhar the clerk and servant of the Commander of the Believers, … said: I have written this aman as instructed by command of our master and our lord the Commander of the Believers, with the obligation to fulfil all of it for those of the land and others who accept the conditions stipulated therein.…



The case of Ibn Surin is radically different, although obviously this man possessed similar clerical skills. But critically he was a Nestorian Christian who had nevertheless risen high in the ranks of the chancery (second only to the director in charge who happened to be also the son of Jawhar). What of his work we might recover is not known.30 However, he is famous for having composed the order to destroy Christendom’s most important church. The Imam-caliph al-Hakim had begun a general policy of church and synagogue destruction, eventually of vast proportions.31 Still the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem and its destruction is the one that profoundly shocked the Christian world and was to be remembered for centuries. However, in Muslim sources it merited a simple line or two: an order was given to Ibn Surin in the chancery to draft an order to send to an agent in Jerusalem for him to instigate a mob to undertake the raising of the building.32 It is hard not to wonder how a practising Christian could actually write such a decree and, perhaps appropriately, in a near contemporary Christian account, the clerk’s subsequent pained regret shines forth prominently. Here is how the matter is reported in that source:


… al-Hakim ordered that a decree be written to the governor of Jerusalem that the Church of the Resurrection should be demolished. The scribe wrote to the governor a letter, and this is a copy of it: ‘An order of the Imam has been issued to you to demolish the [church of] the Rubbish Mound (the Qumama),33 and to make its roof the earth and its length a breadth.’ The writer of the decree was a Nestorian Christian known as Ibn Surin. When the aforementioned [scribe] had dispatched the decree which he had written, he became as one drunk who awakes from his drunkenness, and he thought within himself about what he had done and he said: ‘I wrote with my hand that the Church of the Resurrection should be demolished. Why did I not endure death before doing this, and why did I not endure having my right hand cut off and [then] I would not have written this? If I had refrained from writing it, what would have been done to me beyond beheading me, and I could not have wished for a martyrdom greater than this.’ He used to say this and similar things to it and to repeat this by heart night and day. Through the intensity of his sorrow, he became ill and was confined to a sick-bed, and he used to say: ‘O my right hand, how did you dare to do this terrible thing? I, also, shall do to you what you deserve, and I shall not cease from afflicting you.’ He began to lift his hand and to strike the ground with it, and he did not cease from this throughout the days of his illness until his fingers were cut to pieces and he died.34



Jawhar and Ibn Surin are but two examples of the great number of clerks who served the Fatimid dynasty over the two and a half centuries of its existence.35 Many others achieved some degree of fame. Two of them, as mentioned earlier, wrote works on the chancery in addition to the edicts and other documents they composed. Ultimately, perhaps the most famous was the last, al-Qadi al-Fadil, who eventually left behind a substantial collection of what he had written, which was preserved, and admired, by later generations.36

One final but curious note about the role of the chancery might be added here. We have seen that policy always elevated the words of the Imam-caliph above those of the chancery clerks (although it is not clear in every case which is which). After all the clerks did speak on behalf of their masters. But, near the end of the dynasty, we hear of a general policy requiring that in an appointment decree — a document known to have come out of the chancery, it was necessary that the ruler add a short personal note on the over leaf (al-turra), normally in his own hand. But the one example that survives has the five-year-old al-Faʾiz (r. 549–555/1154–1160) contribute such a note expressing his personal approval of the appointment.37 We are surely entitled to suspect that even this was the work of a chancery clerk.
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THE FATIMID LEGACY RECONSIDERED
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The Modern Rediscovery of the Fatimid Artistic and Architectural Legacy in Egypt

Dina Ishak Bakhoum

Fatimid artistic and architectural legacy in Egypt: continuity
The artistic and architectural legacy of the Fatimids in Egypt (358–566/969–1171)1 is manifested through the establishment of al-Qahira (Cairo), the capital they founded on the eastern side of the Nile, north-east of the earlier capitals of al-Fustat, al-ʿAskar and al-Qataʾiʿ built between the mid-1st/7th and late-3rd/9th century by the Muslim rulers who preceded them. It is in al-Qahira that the most famous Fatimid military, secular and religious architecture was built with some of it still standing in situ. It includes: part of the recently discovered first Fatimid mudbrick city walls built during the late 4th/10th century by Jawhar al-Siqilli, and the later Fatimid walls and gates (480–485/1087–1092) constructed during the mandate of the Armenian vizier Badr al-Jamali under the reign of the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir (r. 427–487/1036–1094) expanding the city of Cairo;2 al-Azhar mosque (359/970), enlarged during the Fatimid period as well as by subsequent Muslim rulers and active till today; the Mosque of the Imam-caliph al-Hakim bi-amr Allah (380–393/990–1003) initially built outside the northern city walls and then incorporated within the city after its expansion during the late 5th/11th century;3 the Mashhad al-Juyushi (478/1085) constructed on the hill of al-Muqattam by the vizier Badr al-Jamali, whose title was Amir al-Juyush (hence the name of the mashhad); the Mosque of al-Aqmar (519/1125) founded by the vizier Maʾmun al-Bataʾihi during the reign of al-Amir (r. 495–524/1101–1130), constructed next to the eastern Fatimid palace (the eastern and northern palaces do not exist anymore and only traces of them could be found; some items that belonged to these structures are displayed in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo as well as other international museums); the mosque constructed by the vizier al-Salih Talaʾiʿ (555/1160) outside Bab Zuwayla, the southern gate of the city; the mashhad ruʾya of Sayyida Ruqayya (527/1133), a grand-daughter of the first Shiʿi caliph ʿAli and the mausoleums of Sayyida Atiqa and Muhammad al-Jaʿfari (516/1222) are in what today is known as al-Khalifa area, and the mausoleum of Yahya al-Shabih (545/1150), a descendant of the Prophet is in the area known today as the Southern Cemetery; at the bottom of the Muqattam hills there are several Fatimid structures including the Mosque of al-Luʾluʾa (406/1016) and the shrine of Ikhwat Yusuf (519/1125).4

The Upper Egyptian city of Aswan also houses the famous Fatimid necropolis as well as archaeological remains of other types of Fatimid architecture. This necropolis and its Fatimid mausolea were subject to a project carried out by the German Archaeological Institute (Deutsches Archäologisches Institut Kairo), whose results were recently published in a co-edited volume by Philipp Speiser and Giorgio Nogara titled Die Nekropole der Fatimiden in Assuan: Bauforschung, Restaurierung und Site Management (2021). Moreover, salvage excavation work by the Swiss Institute (Schweizerisches Institut für Ägyptische Bauforschung und Altertumskunde in Kairo) carried out in Aswan through a joint mission with the Egyptian Ministry of Antiquities (now Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities) is revealing more information regarding the Fatimid city in Aswan.5

Other cities in Lower and Upper Egypt house mosques that date to the Fatimid period such as for example the mosque of Qus near Luxor with its Fatimid minbar. Many of these structures have been heavily modified revealing little of the original Fatimid features.

Although few buildings from the Fatimid period survived in Egypt, especially when compared to the number of surviving Mamluk structures in Cairo for example, the Fatimid mosques, shrines, mausolea, city walls and gates as well as the works of art now housed at the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo and in international museums worldwide attest to their great architectural, artistic and spiritual significance.

Fatimid architecture in Egypt shows a continuous use of earlier artistic and architectural motifs from the Byzantine, Coptic and early Islamic periods. Nonetheless, the interchange between both Christian and Islamic art and architecture has received only some scholarly attention and deserves more interdisciplinary research,6 especially because a great deal has been written regarding the Christians during the Fatimid period in Egypt.7 The Fatimids developed the design motifs they used from earlier periods, producing innovative forms that have become characteristic of the Fatimid period. For example, the keel arch with radiating flutes, a motif specifically associated with Fatimid architecture, is ‘a variation on a late classic theme used widely in Coptic art’;8 it takes the shell motif that was also widely used during the Coptic period and stylises it creating a new motif.9

The earliest known appearance of certain elements such as muqarnas decoration (also referred to as stalactite or honeycomb decoration) in Egypt was found on Fatimid buildings of the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries but its exact origins and the way it developed on different architectural elements is debatable.10

What can be clearly noticed is how certain architectural and decorative motifs specific to the Fatimid period continued to aspire and to be used, adapted and modified during the Ayyubid, Mamluk, Ottoman as well as the modern periods in Egypt. As Fatimid forms became thoroughly integrated in Islamic architecture, neo-Islamic architecture in Egypt, even if it contained motifs originally stemming from Fatimid architecture, is referred to as neo-Mamluk because the overall shape, form and source of inspiration come from buildings dating to the Mamluk period.

Examples of neo-Islamic architecture in Egypt that are strictly, and strikingly neo-Fatimid are very scarce. The two main examples that will be discussed here are the facade of the Coptic Museum in Cairo (1929) influenced by the discovery of the facade of the Fatimid mosque of al-Aqmar (al-Muʿizz street, Cairo, Egypt, 519/1125)11 and the mausoleum of Aga Khan III (1877–1957) in Aswan (constructed ca. 1960) inspired by the Fatimid mashhad of al-Juyushi (Cairo, 478/1085). These neo-Fatimid buildings will be discussed, shedding light on the modern history of rediscovering their Fatimid sources of inspiration, the context and setting of their construction and the motives behind the selection of their Fatimid design motifs.

The facade of the Mosque of al-Aqmar and the facade of the Coptic Museum
‘Eine freudige Ueberraschung für die Kunsthistoriker’ (‘A joyful surprise for the art historians’). These were the words of the German architect Julius Franz (1831–1915), published in his book Kairo (1903), describing the discovery of the central and left-hand side of the facade of al-Aqmar mosque (figure II.1.1), which was hidden behind buildings constructed at an unknown period in front of the mosque.12 In 1901 demolishing these buildings and revealing part of the facade was possible as a result of negotiations and efforts carried out by the Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe (in Arabic Lagnat Hifz al-Athar al-ʿArabiyya, known also at the time as The Commission for the Preservation of Monuments of Arab Art).13
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Figure II.1.1 The Fatimid mosque of al-Aqmar (519/1125): the ‘rediscovered’ facade shortly after its restoration by the Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe.

The Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe (hereafter the Comité) was established in December 1881 under the Ministry of Awqaf through a khedival decree/superior order (amr ʿali) issued by Khedive Muhammad Tawfiq (Méhmét Thewfik) and co-signed by him and by the Minister of Awqaf, Muhammad Zaki (Mohamed Zéki).14 In 1881 Franz, who was a court architect and at the foundation of the Comité, the director of the Awqaf ’s technical office, established by Khedive Ismaʿil around the 1860s, became a member of the Comité and its main leading architect until his retirement in late 1880s, remaining however active with the Comité after his retirement.15

Although the Comité’s overarching mandate was the conservation and restoration of Egypt’s Islamic monuments,16 I have argued that the activities and publications of the Comité and its Egyptian and European members as well as those it collaborated with qualifies them to be considered as significant patrons and forefathers of the field of studying Egypt’s Islamic art and architecture.17 Their actions including scholarly research as well as in-situ discoveries have greatly contributed to our knowledge as will be demonstrated through the story of the facade of al-Aqmar mosque.

Decades before the interventions of the Comité on the Mosque of al-Aqmar, Émile Prisse d’Avennes (1807–1879), wrote the following about the mosque in the text accompanying his masterwork L’Art arabe: ‘Cette mosquée, située dans le quartier de Sébatyeh, ne mérite pas une description particulière ; elle fut construite par ordre du soultan Ebn-Aly-el-Mansour, qui mourut assassin à l’île de Roudah.’18

Nonetheless, the Comité paid attention to this small mosque as it had done to many other less monumental Islamic buildings. In the sixth Bulletin of the Comité covering the works carried out in 1889 (and published in 1890), and which included its minutes of meetings and technical reports, it published a report on the mosque referencing also al-Maqrizi’s account of its foundation and history. It is noted in the report that the house, which belongs to the Awqaf and which abuts the facade, is causing damage to the monument, suggesting therefore to ask for the permission of the Awqaf administration to destroy the house and expose the facade, arguing that the ‘door and the ornaments are monumental and must be conserved’.19 The report was written and signed by Pierre Grand Bey (d. 1918; member of the Comité and at the time Directeur général des Villes et Bâtiments / Director General of Cities and Buildings at the Ministry of Public Works) and Max Herz (1856–1919; member of the Comité and at the time its chief architect).20 Herz’s plan of the mosque was attached to the report, and is most likely the first architectural plan of it; it shows the mosque’s hypostyle design and how its main facade does not run parallel to the qibla wall but respects the street alignment, a feature whose first known appearance is in this mosque and which was followed in later mosques.21 Moreover, the houses abutting the facade are shown in hatched lines. After discussions between the Comité, the Awqaf Administration and the Ministry of Public Works, the decision was taken to expropriate the houses and the shops ( in front of the central and left-hand side, not the right-hand side), and pay the necessary compensation.22

The discovery of the facade, indeed ‘a joyful surprise for art historians’, impacted our understanding of Fatimid architecture and design motifs. K. A. C. Creswell (1879–1974), the famous art historian of Islamic art and architecture, commenting on this discovery explains that the mosque’s ‘supreme interest [. .] lies in its facade, which is the first in Egypt to exhibit an ambitious architectural scheme’.23 The facade’s lavish decorative scheme with its keel arches and radiating flutes, a lamp, a star and a door/window as well as Qurʾanic inscriptions and roundels inscribed with the names Muhammad and ʿAli have attracted the attention of numerous scholars raising debate on the possible interpretations and meanings of these different elements. Caroline Williams has written an article titled ‘The Cult of ʿAlid Saints in the Fatimid Monuments of Cairo. Part I: The Mosque of al-Aqmar’ in which she analysed the facade’s inscriptions and ‘the esoteric significance of the mosque’s plan of decoration’, explaining ‘how handicapped we are in the study of the Fatimid monuments by the wholesale loss and destruction of Ismaʿili texts.’24 Her interpretation links the use of specific Qurʾanic and foundational inscriptions on the facade, the use of the name of ʿAli and the name of the mosque, al-Aqmar (the moonlit or moon), as well as a decorative repertoire that recalls Shiʿi symbolism to the aim of reviving the cult of the ʿAlid saints, especially at a time of political turmoil. She notes that this strategy was used earlier by the Fatimid vizier Badr al-Jamali in the city of Ascalon, where he ‘discovered’ the head of al-Husayn (in 484/1091) and aimed at turning the city into a ‘popular religious center’ at a time of weakness of the Fatimid empire.25

Doris Behrens-Abouseif in her article ‘The facade of the Aqmar Mosque in the context of Fatimid Ceremonial’ stresses the location of the mosque in the very close vicinity of the Fatimid palace and differs from Caroline Williams in her interpretation of the symbolism of the facade’s carved decorative elements focusing on the political and memorial context of its construction. She argues that the message of the mosque: ‘celebrated a specific monument in Fatimid history: the return of splendor to the city and its palace under Caliph al-Amir’ and concludes that ‘[a]fter decades of obscurity the caliph, like a light, revealed himself in a splendid ceremonial to a rejoicing population in a revived capital. The ceremonial had been choreographed by Vizier al-Maʾmum. Both caliph and vizier have therefore been recorded on the facade not only in the text of the inscription but also through the themes of its carving.’26

A brief interpretation by Lucy-Anne Hunt in her article ‘Churches of Old Cairo and Mosques of al-Qahira: A case of Christian-Muslim Interchange’ takes a different direction. She notes: ‘Here [in the facade of al-Aqmar] a new awareness of the potency of the iconic image as a supplement to inscriptions suggests a knowledge of the symbolism inherent in the Christian use of the sanctuary screen door to mark the entry into a sacred space.’27

It is worth mentioning here that al-Maqrizi noted that originally there was a Christian monastery on the site of the mosque,28 but no archaeological works have taken place in this area to confirm or negate this matter. If material evidence is found to verify al Maqrizi’s account, then it can be assumed that architectural elements found on site could have also inspired al-Aqmar’s facade. Is it possible that some pieces of stone found on site were incorporated in the facade? This cannot be ascertained but what seems to be clear is that decades before the debates on al-Aqmar’s facade took place, its decorative scheme intrigued the curiosity and interest of scholars and designers such as Marcus Simaika Pasha (1864–1944) an Egyptian Copt who played a major role in the creation of the Coptic Museum and is widely considered as its founder, although this is debatable.29

Simaika’s name is however carved as the founder of the Coptic Museum on a facade built in 1929 (figure II.1.2) as the hall of the icons at what was known at the time as the Coptic Patriarchal Museum; this facade is now the entrance of the museum. Its overall architectural scheme used the Aqmar mosque’s facade as a model (but this time in a symmetrical form). To date, we do not have any written or iconographic archival evidence regarding the designer or architect of this facade but I have argued that Marcus Simaika was the mastermind behind its design. And while nothing can be found in Simaika’s memoirs regarding the choice of design for the facade two scholars contemporary with him, namely Louis Hautecœur (1884–1973) and Gaston Wiet (1887–1971) have given us some clues regarding this matter. In their co-authored book Les Mosquées du Caire (1932) when discussing the Mosque of al-Aqmar they write in a footnote: ‘S. E. Morcos Simaika pacha, directeur du musée copte, en a conclu que la façade d’el-Akmar devait reproduire les façades d’églises copte et s’en est inspiré pour construire la salle des icones de son musée.’30

The design of the facade at the Coptic Museum has recreated the symmetric form of al-Aqmar’s facade, which was lost at that time and which was later reconstructed by the Bohras in the 1990s (figure II.1.3).31 And although the facade of the Coptic Museum is in its overall shape similar to the facade of al-Aqmar mosque, the designer has used as models several archaeological objects discovered at Coptic sites, in addition to those from the facade of al-Aqmar mosque, but that bear similarities to Coptic ones such as the shell motif and the keel arch with radiating flutes. Elements that are clearly Fatimid or Islamic such as the muqarnas niches and the Qurʾanic inscriptions were not incorporated in the facade of the Coptic Museum.
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Figure II.1.2 The facade of the Coptic Museum constructed in 1929 inspired by the facade of the Mosque of al-Aqmar.

I will not dwell into the different scholarly interpretations regarding Simaika’s choice for the facade of the Coptic Museum as I have discussed this in other publications.32 What I would like to highlight here are two points. The first is that the modern discovery of al-Aqmar’s facade, the discovery of objects dating to the Coptic period, and the similarities that could be recognised between both, are factors that allowed for the creation of the hybrid and innovative facade of the Coptic Museum. The second is that the construction of the facade of the Coptic Museum, with its overall Fatimid design frame along with Coptic artistic and architectural motifs, triggered scholars contemporary with Simaika to study the influence of Coptic art on Islamic art and architecture and to publish their ideas on this subject. This is attested to in an article by Zaky Mohamed Hassan (1908–1957), an art historian expert in Islamic art and architecture, and at the time curator at the Museum of Arab Art (later renamed as the Museum of Islamic Art). The article was published in 1937 in the Bulletin de l’Association des Amis de l’Art Copte and is titled ‘Baʿd al-taʾthirat al-qibtiyya fi’l-funun al-islamiyya’. Another is an article written by Creswell two years later and titled ‘Coptic Influences on Early Muslim Architecture’ and published in the Bulletin de la Société d’Archéologie Copte.
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Figure II.1.3 The Fatimid mosque of al-Aqmar: the facade after reconstructing its right-hand side in the 1990s.

Both articles were published in bulletins dedicated to Coptic studies and were not further pursued in publications dedicated to Islamic art.

The mashhad of al-Juyushi in Cairo and the mausoleum of Aga Khan III in Aswan
Another site that calls for further research especially regarding the interchange between the Christians and the Fatimids is the Muqattam hills and the area directly beneath it. For the Copts the site is associated with numerous miracles, most notably the moving of the hill during the Fatimid period; the area also housed the monastery known as Dayr al-Qusayr as well as other hermitages and cemeteries.33 For the Fatimids, the area houses several shrines, mosques and cemeteries. On the top of the hill/mountain lies the mashhad of al-Juyushi (figure II.1.4),34 the one used by the architect Farid Shafeʿi (1907–1985) as a model for the design of the mausoleum of Aga Khan III, constructed in Aswan between 1956 and 1960 (figure II.1.8).35 The mausoleum lies on the west bank of the Nile close to the historic Coptic Monastery, Dayr Anba Hadra, also known as St. Simeon Monastery.
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Figure II.1.4 Mashhad al-Juyushi (478/1085) on the Muqattam hills.

While some similarities between the mausoleum in Aswan and other Fatimid mausolea could be traced it is the mashhad of al-Juyushi that shows the most striking similarities (figures II.1.5a and 5b, II.1.6a and 6b).

The scholarly attention on the mashhad of al-Juyushi and its modern rediscovery was initiated during the 19th century by epigraphists, art historians and architects.

Although the building was mentioned by Mehren in his Câhirah og Kerâfat (1869), it was Max van Berchem (1863–1921), the famous epigraphist and historian of Arabic inscription, ‘who was the first to have brought attention to it’ as noted by Oleg Grabar.36 In a photograph taken by the Italian photographer Beniamino Facchinelli (1839–1895) we see Max van Berchem inside the building during one of his visits to study the mashhad (figure II.1.7).37 Facchinelli took other photographs of the building,38 and some of these photographs were used by Max van Berchem in the article he published on the structure in 1889.39 It is in this article – and possibly specifically for it – that the first drawings of the mashhad al-Juyushi were made and published. It is thanks to Julius Franz that the plan and the section of the building were surveyed and drawn. The same drawings are found in the Comité’s archives.40 Creswell, who resurveyed and redrew the plan and section of the building, compared some aspects of his plan to that of the plan published by van Berchem referring to it as ‘the Comité’s plan published by van Berchem.’41 This could indicate that van Berchem’s interest in this building is what triggered the Comité and its technical section to undertake this task. Van Berchem in fact ends his article with the following recommendation: ‘Ce monument, par sa haute antiquité et par ses formes originales, mérite d’être recommandé aux bons soins du Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe.’42
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Figures II.1.5a and II.1.5b The interior of the mashhad al-Juyushi and the interior of the mausoleum of Aga Khan III.
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Figures II.1.6a and II.1.6b The six-pointed star in the apex of the dome of mashhad al-Juyushi and of the mausoleum of Aga Khan III.
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Figure II.1.7 Mashhad al-Juyushi, interior view of the mihrab, during exploration of the site. Max van Berchem standing left.
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Figure II.1.8 The Mausoleum of Aga Khan III on the west bank of the Nile in Aswan (ca. 1960).

Possibly in response to this suggestion, the Comité did indeed take action to consolidate the building during the following years.43 These were not major restoration works and were considered as ‘petits travaux’ that would ensure the safeguarding of the building.44

Although van Berchem’s article is titled ‘Une Mosquée du temps des Fatimites au Cairo. Notice sur le Gami‘ El Goyushi’, in the text he clearly identifies the building as a mashhad based on the foundation inscription. Scholars have however differed regarding the purpose and function of this building.

In Oleg Grabar’s article ‘The Earliest Islamic Commemorative Structures, Notes and Documents’ he argues that the mashhad of al-Juyushi ‘created for prayer is used with a commemorative function emphasised by the foundation inscription.’45 Analysing the Qurʾanic inscriptions in the building vis à vis the political context and taking into consideration the location of the mashhad on the Muqattam hills with a view over the whole city of Cairo, he notes: ‘[I]t may be suggested that its purpose was to symbolize the victory achieved only a few years earlier by Badr al-Jamali in the name of the caliph al-Mustansir over the rebellions and disorders which for a long time plagued the Fatimid empire.’46

Farid Shafeʿi in his article titled ‘The Mashhad of al-Juyushi. (Archaeological Notes and Studies)’ (1965),47which he published after designing the mausoleum of Aga Khan III, argues that the mosque with its minarets and roof domes in such a remote place away from the city could have been used as a watchtower ‘disguised in a shape of a mosque’48 but Behrens-Abouseif questions ‘why a watchtower needs to be disguised’.49

Yusuf Raghib, who studied Fatimid mausolea, also dedicated an article to the mashhad al-Juyushi titled ‘Un oratoire fatimide au sommet du Muqattam’.50 In this work, Raghib analyses all earlier scholarly works regarding the building, agreeing with Grabar’s interpretation of the building being a commemorative structure for Badr al-Jamali’s victories.

This modern rediscovery of the mashhad al-Juyushi has, like the rediscovery of the facade of al-Aqmar, affected not only our knowledge of Fatimid art and architecture in Egypt but also the development of the neo-Fatimid style in Egypt and elsewhere during the 20th century. Academic studies as well as the photographs and drawings of the mashhad produced since the late 19th century allowed architects to use its newly explored artistic and architectural forms as sources of inspiration. This can be clearly seen in the design of the mausoleum of Aga Khan III in Aswan by the architect Farid Shafeʿi. Selecting a Fatimid building, rather than one from any other Islamic period in Egypt, for the mausoleum of an Ismaili Imam whose ancestors were the Fatimids needs no further elaboration. To my knowledge Farid Shafeʿi did not however publish his rationale for specifically taking this building as a model for the mausoleum of Aga Khan III in Aswan. In the introduction to his book on ‘Arab architecture’, he only explains how his interest in Islamic art and architecture, which he considered a hobby, combined with his profession as an architect, is what allowed him to design this mausoleum.51

Comparing the plan of the mashhad al-Juyushi with that of the mausoleum of Aga Khan III in Aswan it can be noticed what kind of modifications Shafeʿi carried out to the original design, with the biggest change being not incorporating the minaret and the adjacent room (considered by Creswell as a later added mausoleum though this was later refuted by Shafeʿi). Otherwise, the layout of the building, with the central dome flanked by two rooms and having in the centre an open courtyard is similar in both plans. The plan of this mashhad as well as other Fatimid structures recalls those of some Coptic churches, a matter that is not discussed in articles dedicated to the study of the building.

It is in Barbara Finster’s article titled ‘On masjid al-Juyushi on the Muqattam’ where we find an examination of the possible ‘architectural origins of the plan’ and a comparison with ‘contemporary Coptic churches’, arguing that it ‘may have been designed by a Coptic architect’ which also touches upon the importance of the Muqattam for both Muslims and Christians.52 My initial research suggests that there are a number of other Coptic structures that could be included in this study. Building on this article and as noted above the matter deserves more interdisciplinary research looking at a variety of other Coptic structures, and discussing in more detail the relationship between the Fatimids and the Copts and the artistic and architectural works they produced, particularly during the time of the patron of the building, Badr al-Jamali, as well as the sanctity of the Muqattam hills for both the Christians and the Muslims.53

Moving to the architectural and decorative features of the interior, we also see striking similarities between the mashhad and the mausoleum such as the type of keel arch used in the mihrab and the triple arch area (figures II.1.5a, 5b, II.1.6a, 6b) as well as the six-pointed star at the apex of the dome.54

The construction of the mausoleum in Aswan, on the west bank of the Nile, near the historic Coptic Monastery of Anba Hadra recalls the building of mashhad al-Juyushi on the Muqattam hills, a site of significance to the Copts. The choice of Aswan in particular is most likely due to the existence of the famous necropolis on the eastern bank of the Nile, housing many domed mausolea from the Fatimid period. The cemetery is still used by the local community as a burial site.

Conclusion
While the interest in Egypt’s Islamic and Coptic art and architecture can be traced to centuries ago, it is during the 19th century that we can observe a turning point in how systematically these artistic and architectural legacies were studied, surveyed and explored. The work of the Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe and the production of photographs, drawings and studies either by its members and/or the professionals it collaborated with greatly contributed to our knowledge of Islamic art and architecture in Egypt. The two studies presented here are cases in point.

The discovery of the facade of the Mosque of al-Aqmar, which had a design and decoration not known to art historians or art connoisseurs prior to 1901, fills a gap in the art historical timeline of Fatimid and Islamic art and architecture in Egypt, triggering questions on the meaning of its decorative scheme as well as the interchange between Fatimid and Coptic art and architecture. Scholarly rediscovery in the late 19th century of the mashhad al-Juyushi which is situated in a remote spot on the Muqattam hills above Cairo, has also raised questions and generated debates on the function of the building, its context and founder.

It was these modern discoveries / rediscoveries that have provided architects and designers with new sources of inspiration for their ‘neo-Fatimid’ designs. Nevertheless, comparing these seemingly strikingly and strictly neo-Fatimid buildings with their sources of inspiration shows that the designers created hybrid structures that build on the Fatimid legacy of continuity, innovation and interchange.

Finally, one would like the examples presented here to trigger more research regarding the entanglement between Coptic and Fatimid art as well as the construction of Christian and Islamic structures in areas that have common sanctity for both.
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A Dynasty for All Seasons: The Fatimids in Modern and Contemporary Cosmopolitanism Discourses*

Delia Cortese

Cosmopolitanism is a slippery word. Over time it has acquired different meanings and constructs depending on the context and the agenda that have called for its use that betray a deliberate orientation towards the attainment of a particular goal. The word, applied to describe post facto conditions of living in multicultural settings, is typically used to imply or assume inclusivity, pluralism, universalistic ideals, mobility and tolerance. What can, at first, read as a positive appraisal of what it means to live a cosmopolitan life can also betray an essentially Euro/Western-centred vision of this phenomenon. It is not by chance that the word cosmopolitanism is often linked to the lifestyles of elites (the intellectual elites) that in many regions emerged as, or were perceived to have been, a by-product of the colonial experience. By contrast, when considered from the perspective of those who find themselves to be categorised as cosmopolitan we see that the term is far from having always a positive value. Cosmopolitanism has in most cases been the result of a default outcome due to forced diasporas caused by conflict, persecution, disease and economic pressures. Cosmopolitanism for many has been – and still is – the embellishment at the end of a tragedy, something endured first and, perhaps, willingly or unwillingly, positively matured later.1

Debates about Muslim cosmopolitanism display a similar polarisation in the way meanings are constructed around its understanding when seen from an Islamic perspective. Among its advocates, it is projected onto the concept of umma, recast as ultimate example of a universal community shaped by an inbuilt cosmopolitan nature. They hark back to an idealised vision of the Islamic past where mobility meant intellectual interactions and fruitful cultural encounters and exchanges. In recent times the idea of an inherent ‘cosmopolitan’ nature in Islam has been reclaimed by those Muslims keen to correct the obscurantism, sectarianism and violence that is often ascribed to Muslim societies by non-Muslims observers. However, at the opposite end of the spectrum, there is the Islamic understanding of cosmopolitanism as something ‘foreign’, imposed by external forces onto the Muslim commonwealth – the Crusades, colonial administration, recent West-led wars – hence provoking systems of resistance warding Muslims against inclusivity, pluralism, universalistic ideals, mobility, tolerance.2

Defenders of Islamic cosmopolitanism have been drawing resources from the past to present evidence gathered through the lens of the Muslim urbanite cosmopolis from pre-modern Islamic history. Until recently, as the ultimate example of Islamic rule in the West, al-Andalus was hailed as the home of the exemplar cosmopolitan society to follow in order to bridge the gap between two seemingly contrasting realms: that of ‘the East’ and ‘the West’. For many al-Andalus has become a byword for vibrant economic and cultural exchanges brought about by an international movement of people as well as peaceful religious coexistence. But could this be in fact misplaced nostalgia for an idealised past? In post-9/11 Muslim discourse, what amounts to a predominantly Western-centred construct of al-Andalus has been replaced with a counter-nostalgia where Islamic Spain stands for loss and longing. Al-Andalus is invoked as model for the foundation of new political subjectivities of anti-colonial resistance. Extreme expressions call for the restoration of this lost caliphate, holy war and the expulsion of non-Muslims. In the case of al-Andalus, either way, to showcase cosmopolitanism as a filter through which one could reclaim, as model, a phase in history has proved at best idealistic and at worst dangerous. 3

Where then could one find an example from Islamic history that could satisfy today varied Islamic cosmopolitanism orientations without triggering the ‘wrong’ type of nostalgia? An example from the Islamic past where the positives and negatives of cosmopolitanism coexist yet without forcing a polarised stance? Enter the Fatimids. In this paper I will share some examples of how the Fatimids have in recent times become part of some of today’s Muslim universalist discourses. I will look at how, and to what extent, the Fatimids feature as part of today’s Muslim assimilation of divergent voices. Those who have an investment in projecting their cosmopolitan orientations, how do they go about using the Fatimids so as to display them in a particular way? What agendas do they betray if any? To what extent and in what way is the analysis of this use of ‘The Fatimids’ useful for the understanding of new or alternative expressions of cosmopolitanism? In attempting to address these questions I will look first at few examples of modern political and cultural discourses in which we can detect the erasure of the Fatimids’ Ismaili identity – and in some instances the dynasty altogether – from cosmopolitan orientations. I will then look at the re-inscription of the Fatimids in cosmopolitanism discourses by considering a variety of examples, including those drawn from material currently available in the digital cosmopolis.

Obfuscating, Camouflaging, Erasing the Fatimids: The Case of Egypt
By the 19th century, Egypt had affirmed itself, among the Arab regions, as the country universally acknowledged as the cultural, intellectual and academic beacon of Sunni Islam. This prestigious position however made historical revisionism imperative: Egypt’s distinctive Shi‘i past, particularly the Ismaili brand that the Fatimids embodied, had to go. In Cairo, therefore, a number of strategies to ‘erase’ the Fatimids from collective memory were adopted, which we see reflected in the way in which the foreign-protected Ottoman regime of Egypt came to represent the country to its subjects and the world.4 In Egypt the respective agendas of European colonial and Ottoman imperial spheres converged, among other expressions, in 1881 with the formation of a Comité de conservation des monuments de l’art arabe (Committee for the Preservation of the Monuments of Arab Art) established to list all the ‘Arab’ monuments in Egypt that this body considered worthy of preservation. The establishment of the Comité led to the foundation of the National Museum of Arab Art. The initial fund of its collection was made of mainly salvaged architectural artefacts in the broad Cairo area that, before being eventually housed in a dedicated venue, had been stored in the then dilapidated and disused al-Hakim Mosque, named after the Fatimid Imam-caliph who completed it in 403/1013. In time, more artefacts were added to the museum’s collection via a reworking of the waqf (pious endowments) system and finally via purchase.5 The first catalogue of the museum’s collection was published in 1885. In its introduction a brief chronological outline of Islamic Egypt is provided where the Fatimids are featured as one of the ruling dynasties of the past. Referred to as caliphs, rather than rulers or sultans as per the other dynasties, the nature of their caliphate is not explained and no mention is made of the Ismaili form of Islam that the Fatimids endorsed. The only reference to Shiʿism associated with the Fatimids occurs in the context of introducing the Ayyubids, with Salah al-Din presented as the champion of Sunnism against the Shiʿism of the Fatimids.6 Both the list of artefacts and the selected images in the catalogue betray the privileging of objects belonging to the Mamluk period and subsequent eras as best representative of ‘Arab’ art. In fairness, in the catalogue, religious connotations in general are hardly ever mentioned in relation to objects beyond specific ritual use or settings. In fact, the emphasis on ‘Arab-ness’ rather than on Islam served to promote a secular model of art that was in keeping with the Western curatorial standards of the time. In historical introductory notes featured in later promotional pamphlets for the museum, Fatimid rule is described with the emphasis on the might of their artistic patronage ‘despite’ its Shiʿi affiliation.7

In forming its collection, the museum’s curators had relied on whatever artefacts had survived the ravages of the past. Likewise, the pre-modern landscape of 19th-century Cairo was informed by what were the only extant landmarks of earlier ages as opposed to the many more which had previously disappeared. Most of what was left belonged to the Mamluk period. In time architectural interventions on the capital’s urban assets and cityscape added an extra neo-Mamluk flavour to its skyline. As a result, deliberately or by default, 19th-century Egyptians collectively came to accept the Mamluk period as representative of their national past. As this perception of the past gained ground the uncomfortable Shiʿi origins and history of the city became more and more obfuscated. On the international scene a tangible example of this understanding of pre-modern Cairo as essentially Mamluk, at the expense of the Fatimid foundation of the city, can be found in shows that became the ultimate way for Western regimes to advertise ideologically-charged cosmopolitan orientations. These were the universal exhibitions that took place in Europe between the early 1860s and 1900. These were mega-shows that formed a new way to celebrate colonial national might and industrial innovation while show-casing to broad audiences at home what the rest of the world looked like, with a before-and-after subtext. For the Paris Exposition of 1867 Charles Edmond, who wrote the general catalogue accompanying the show, sought to present the official version of Egypt’s history and architecture. The event and the literature that accompanied it gave birth to the idea of what constituted Islamic architecture that became the standard one in the West whereby the visual representation of Egypt’s Islamic historic past was confined to the Mamluk era. 8

At the 1889 Exposition Universelle of Paris a pavilion called ‘Rue du Caire’ was staged consisting of the reconstruction of an imaginary street lined by twenty-five replicas of historic Islamic buildings located in old Cairo. None were Fatimid except a copy of a gate of the Mosque of al-Azhar – originally built by the Fatimids in 361/972 – that was included in the show to reflect a time when this institution had already been transformed into the most famous Sunni theological university in the world. In his catalogue for the exhibition Alphonse Delort de Gléon (d. 1899), the architect promoter and curator of the display and connoisseur of Egypt, did not mention the Fatimids at all. In keeping with the by-now established practice of presenting the urban histories of Fustat and Cairo as those of one city, Delort de Gléon dated the foundation of Cairo back to the early Arab conquests, with its heart around the mosques of ʿAmr and Ibn Tulun. He attributed to Salah al-Din the construction of the city’s famous Fatimid gates. With reference to the mosque, he called al-Hakim a sultan of the 8th/14th century, that is, confusing the Fatimid Imam-caliph with one namesake ruler of the Mamluk period.9 In paying tribute to the bastion of Sunni Islam there was no room for celebrating Cairo’s indebtedness to its Ismaili Shiʿi Fatimid founders, not even in a fantasy. Similar displays had been held in other locations, famous among them the World’s Columbian Exposition of Chicago in 1893.10 The expositions staged also ‘tableaux’ illustrating other Arab countries that had come under Fatimid direct or indirect rule, but again the Fatimids were neither showcased or acknowledged.

Fast forward to the 1950s. In 1952 Jamal ʿAbd al-Nasir – Nasser (d. 1970) as he became known around the world – led the Free Officers’ revolution that overthrew the Egyptian monarchy and ended colonial rule. The revolution he spearheaded – political, constitutional and cultural – culminated with Nasser becoming President of Egypt in 1954. During this period of transformation cultural winds of change were already blowing as shown, among other things, by the National Museum of Arab Art being renamed the Museum of Islamic Art. As the concept of ‘national’ identity in the name of which the idea of the museum had been conceived in first place was shifting relevance, the ‘ownership’ of its collection changed from being race-based to being religiously identifiable. The shift would suit Nasser’s manoeuvre to assert himself as the ruler at the centre of the umma. From being a signifier of ‘only’ a local Egyptian Arab culture the renaming of the museum repositioned Egypt as the heart of Islamic civilisation. To out-manoeuvre the religious fundamentalists in their claim to exclusivity over Islam, Nasser – in keeping with his secularist vision – symbolically distanced himself from their ‘ism’ by inclining towards the ‘ic’ thus privileging an understanding of Islam as a cultural force rather than an ideological one.

In 1969 Nasser staged a lavish set of celebrations to mark 1000 years since the foundation of Cairo. The president turned the occasion into an opportunity to promote himself as a world leader through the projection of Cairo as an historically international cosmopolitan capital at a time of crisis throughout the Arab world. Once again nationalist and secularist agendas underscored the reasons behind the commemoration. One of the events organised to mark the occasion was the staging in Cairo of an academic symposium titled Colloque International sur l’Histoire du Caire. The proceedings of the conference feature Nasser’s inaugural speech in which the president’s words betrayed the internal political tensions around the decision to take 358/969 as the first reference for the reckoning of the city’s millennium. Marking as it did the year of the Fatimid general Jawhar’s arrival in Egypt and his foundation of the city, the dating was no doubt problematic because of its implications. Commemorating it would inevitably draw attention to the achievements of the city’s founders, a Shiʿi Ismaili dynasty. The wisdom of celebrating this millennium was debated in the parliament with Nasser finally agreeing to it by endorsing the rationale presented by the Ministry of Culture. In their respective opening addresses delivered on 29 March 1969 neither Nasser nor the Minister of Culture mentioned the Fatimids, something that turned the dynasty into the proverbial elephant in the room. In the rest of the volume the space given to the dynasty is relatively peripheral and mostly incidental in sharp contrast to their foundational role in Cairo’s history.11 A separate celebratory coffee-table-like volume was published in several languages as a memento of the occasion. It features an introduction where the Fatimids’ contribution to Cairo’s history and the artistic splendour they brought is acknowledged as a prelude to the Mamluks’ achievements and as a way to sharpen contempt for the Ottomans and the colonial powers. The collectively authored narrative goes as far as crediting the Fatimids for bringing the caliphate to Egypt thus turning the country from that time onwards into the beating heart of Arab-Islamic culture and political life. What is not mentioned however is the Shi‘i Ismaili character of that caliphate.12

Re-inscribing the Fatimids
The late 1970s and the early 1980s saw the Fatimids being re-inscribed in broad Islamic political and cultural discourses. In those years the Egyptian government granted the leadership of the Shi‘i Ismaili Da’udi Bohras, with their headquarters in India, permission to set in motion a massive Bohra-financed restoration programme of various Fatimid landmarks in the capital. Since then the Bohras have reclaimed their Fatimid past, through taking symbolic ownership of Cairo’s Fatimid architecture with their distinctive, if controversial, restoration programme.13 While re-inscribing Islamic pluralism upon the Cairo landscape, the Bohras have also endowed their adoption of a neo-Fatimid style in new mosques and other applications with an authoritativeness, as a unifying visible vocabulary to share across their scattered cosmopolitan community.14 The programme spearheaded by the Bohras was matched by the launch of a series of Ismaili-led conservation initiatives carried out by the Aga Khan Development Network, mainly in Cairo. Here the rationale behind the AKDN’s intervention was to sponsor projects designed to bring about a holistic regeneration of socially and economically deprived areas in order to flag out the pluralistic orientation of a community that is comfortable with its global dimension.15 Either way, the programmes have served to showcase and re-establish in the eyes of audiences – domestic and international – a direct nexus between Egypt and its Shiʿi Ismaili past.

In the first part of 2007 we find the Fatimids hitting the news in the context of discourses reflecting the political polarisation surrounding the Sunni – Shi‘i rivalries that have been dominating the geopolitics of the Middle East. At that time an unlikely apologist for the Fatimid dynasty and its age came forward in the person of the late Libyan leader Mu‘ammar Qadhdhafi (d. 2011). Although himself a Sunni, Qadhdhafi emerged as a champion of the Fatimids in a series of speeches where he glorified them as beacons of tolerance and cultural advancement. Tapping into the cosmopolitan understanding underpinning the concept of umma, Qadhdhafi dismissed the divide between Muslims as Persian Shi‘is and Sunni Arabs. For him, all Muslims could be said to be Shiʿis, in the original meaning of the word as ‘follower, partisan’. He reiterated that reverence for the ahl al-bayt (the Prophet’s family) was not exclusive to Shiʿis but something that all Muslims had. In the same way, adhering to the sunna of the Prophet was not exclusive to Sunnis. To Qadhdhafi, it appeared that the only triumph the descendants of the Prophet achieved was the realisation of the Fatimid empire in North Africa and that, therefore, Fatimid Shiʿism was part of North African identity and culture. Qadhdhafi saw Egypt as the heart of the Fatimid caliphate that spearheaded a cultural dominance which that country had been enjoying ever since.16 What was Qadhdhafi’s real agenda behind his seemingly pro-Fatimid rhetoric? His newly found Islamic ecumenism and the calling for a Fatimid revival, at least in spirit and in the name of Muslim unity, was intended in fact as an oblique derogatory comment against other Arab governments of his day, the Saudi one in primis.

By endorsing the Fatimids Qadhdhafi deliberately implied that the direct descendants of the Prophet had more right to rule than the Saudi royal family. In response to this provocation the Saudis resorted to condemning Qadhdhafi’s praise of the Fatimids in local media with articles that ridiculed their era. The Permanent Committee for Scholarly Research and Deliverance of Formal Opinions, a Saudi official body of state-appointed religious scholars, attacked the Fatimids in a fatwa of 8 April 2007 which stated that ‘(Fatimid rulers) were infidel, godless, depraved atheists who renounced Islam and believed in Zoroastrianism’.17 The fatwa alarmed the community of the Sulaymani Ismailis based in Najran, on the Saudi border with Yemen, who trace their historical religious roots to the Fatimids. To these Ismailis the fatwa, which rang as a deliberate insult, became a cause of alarm since it took aim at a period of Islamic history relevant to their identity. In turn it might have served the Saudi regime as an expedient pretext for their repression. In 2008 Human Rights Watch reported cases of Saudi abuses against members of the Ismaili community of Najran.18 Religious scholars in Egypt, though Sunnis, reacted negatively to the fatwa which – as they saw it – debased an important chapter of their country’s history.

In tandem with these disputes, varied examples of discourses emerging around the Fatimids may be found disseminating through and in the digital sphere. Digital cosmopolitanism can be described as a social world with an open horizon in which new cultural models take shape in encounters between the local and the global. Virtual expressions of cosmopolitan relations happen in technologically mediated networks of symbolic exchanges, communications and interactions across the internet. The internet opens up spaces for specific types of soft cultural cosmopolitan relationships found in expressions of curiosity and openness arising in the online consumption of other cultures as well as in greater self-reflection emerging out of discursive intercultural encounters. Like cosmopolitanism which has its roots in the communicative structures embedded in social interactions, virtual cosmopolitanism is contingent upon the socio-technological capabilities of the internet to mediate, reciprocate and bridge cross-cultural connections within and across national boundaries. For this reason, the idea of virtual cosmopolitanism as being facilitated by mediated social spaces is framed by a debate on the explicit effects of the internet on shared social capital.19

These effects can be seen in the way the Fatimids have become a fixture of this social capital. For example, in one episode of the YouTube channel Home Team History, which on its Facebook page defines itself as a ‘multimedia platform … that incorporates African history into popular culture’, the Fatimids are capitalised upon as positive example from the past to inform Black history via the coverage of the ‘Black’ contingents of the Fatimid army. The topic is obviously treated in a selective, revisionist and apologetic manner to fit one core agenda: the recognition of the contribution of Black people to world history. To this end strategies include: the use of the term ‘conscript’ to avoid the slave/non-slave question relating to the specific status of the Black soldiers from specific ethnic backgrounds in the Fatimid army. In keeping with this approach, Arab sources are denounced for calling Black people in the service of the Fatimids both Sudani and ‘abid interchangeably thus perpetuating an understanding that a Black person was automatically understood to be a slave and ‘different’. The division between the Maghariba (that is, the North African elements in the Fatimid army), the Mashariqa (the Eastern contingents) and the Sudani is challenged with the claim that all contained Black elements of sorts. Apologetically, the Black people acting for the Fatimid regime are described as loyal, as major players in Fatimid history and brilliant fighters against the Crusaders. Ultimately, it is concluded, that the Fatimids owed their success to Black soldiers, claimed here to have been the most numerous element in the Fatimid army. The Fatimids are here re-imagined, becoming a source of empowerment for the real public that is behind a virtually connected cosmopolitan Black community.20

Adding to this presence in the virtual world, is this rich repertoire of digital resources represented by online games, a domain that the Fatimids entered in the early 2000s.21

Sega-published Creative Assembly’s 2006 Medieval: Total War (MTW) released Medieval II where the Fatimids made their major debut in the game world as a faction. Subsequently, in wishing to challenge the orientalist portrayal of Muslim Arabs as the ultimate enemies, Sid Meier injected inclusiveness and a more balanced portrayal of the Islamic past into his products in his Civilization game series (Firaxis Games).22 Here the Fatimids can be played via modding (mod), the process through which players can alter aspects of the game to meet their own specifications and strategies. For example a mod focuses on the North African phase of the dynasty during the reigns of the Imam-caliphs al-Mahdi and al-Mu‘izz. Another mod that features the Fatimids is Abbasid, Fatimid & Almohad Caliphates (2019) released by a third party as an add-on in Europa Universalis IV (EU4) published by Paradox Interactive. Beyond MIITW, Civilization and EU4, other game sets featuring the Fatimids are Field of Glory II: Wolves at the Gates (2019), Field of Glory II: Medieval – Swords and Scimitars (2021) and VR Historical journey to the age of the Crusaders: Medieval Jerusalem, Saracen Cities, Arabic Culture, East Land (2020). For all of these the historical context is that of the conflicts, rivalries and alliances between Byzantines, Crusaders and Muslims between 5th/11th and 7th/13th centuries. Differently contextualised in Paradox Development Studio’s Crusader Kings II: Monarch’s Journey the Fatimids are also represented via the Sulayhids, that is, a dynasty that acted as their vassals in Yemen in the 5th–6th/11th–12th centuries, with Queen Arwa (d. 532 /1138) modded into an avatar.

Conclusion
Within digital Islamic cosmopolitanism, discourses embedding the Fatimids have again been serving a variety of agendas. At one end of the spectrum, there is for example a Twelver Shi‘i preacher who, as part of an anti-Abbasid tirade in a YouTube video for the Muslim Youth Foundation, encourages young Shiʿis to look at the individuals serving the Fatimids as champions of a meritocratic regime and exhorts them to follow their example in scholarly endeavour and specialism.23 At the opposite end, YouTube channels like Come to Islam, in exalting the Saljuqs and Salah al-Din as the champions of Sunni Islam, claim that the success of the Crusaders in 493/1099 in Jerusalem was due to a weakness caused by the betrayal of Islam on the part of the Fatimids, deemed worse than the Crusaders themselves.24 By contrast, reflecting on the importance of transmitting the Fatimids’ legacy to new generations through storytelling, the digital channel The Ismaili TV directs audiences to the Fatimids as beacons of tolerance, inclusivity, protecting their subjects, as well as being precursors of values and attitudes appropriate for the 20th and 21st centuries. Among these: the emphasis on the intellect as enabling a better understanding among people; the paramount importance they gave to knowledge, opening learning and debating.25

To what extent and in what way is the analysis of the use of ‘The Fatimids’ useful for the understanding of new/alternative expressions of cosmopolitanism? Digital media offer boundary-flexible immersive pedagogical opportunities that can be deployed to illuminate today’s perspectives, uses and ‘reconstruction’ of the past, as well as attract new, diverse, pluralistic audiences to historical debates. To the digital cosmopolitans, digital media offer the opportunity to shift across diverse kinds of history and diverse societies for solace as much as for ideological reasons. Within an Islamic framework, we see that, as in the case of the Fatimids, digital media can offer the opportunity to undo a perception of Islamic history and doctrines as monolithic. These ‘experiences’ of the past can in turn have an impact on the present in a real way. On the one hand we witness an engagement with an Islamic dynasty and an age noted for tolerance, inclusivity, intellectualism, promotion of the arts and indeed cosmopolitanism. On the other this very engagement can lead to the perpetuation of stereotypes: the ‘sect’ factor; the ‘mystery’ around esoteric doctrines and secrecy; the trope of the ‘mad caliph’; a perceived hedonistic lifestyle and resultant decadence. In digital games, warfare is the typical format used to re-enact medieval scenarios and in this the use of the Fatimids is no exception.26 With that, through re-enactment, the memory of old rivalries and religion-inspired conflicts risk being perpetuated in order to be used as precedents to settle perceived old scores and unfinished business. The opportunities and challenges that digital media can offer as a tool at the service of historical research are now at the heart of what constitutes an established field of study. So far attention has been paid primarily to themes relating to medieval Europe. In challenging a cultural homogenisation that tends to subsume diverse cultures under a single dominant Western model, exploring the digital Fatimids offers an opportunity to represent Islamic history as integral part of a growing range of cosmopolitan possibilities that extend beyond the digital realm.
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Wladimir Ivanow and Fatimid Studies

Farhad Daftary

It is no exaggeration to say that Wladimir Ivanow ushered in modern scholarship in Ismaili and Fatimid studies almost single-handedly. In order to properly situate and evaluate Ivanow’s contributions to these fields it is necessary to set Ismaili studies within their proper historical context.

The Ismailis, as well as the Ismaili Imams who ruled over a vast empire as Fatimid caliphs, were studied and judged almost exclusively on the basis of evidence collected, or often fabricated, by their adversaries. This is mainly because the vast literature produced by the Ismailis themselves, especially during the Fatimid period of their history (297–567/909–1171), was not accessible to outsiders, even if they so desired it to be. As a result, a variety of myths and misrepresentations were disseminated regarding Ismaili motives, teachings and practices. In fact, it was in the immediate aftermath of the foundation of the Fatimid caliphate in 297/909 that the Sunni establishment launched what amounted to an official anti-Ismaili and anti-Fatimid campaign. The overall aim of this prolonged literary campaign, fully supported by the Abbasid caliphs, was to discredit the entire Ismaili movement from its origins so that the Ismailis could be condemned readily as malahida, or heretics, who had deviated from the true religious path. Muslim theologians, jurists and heresiographers, as well as historians, participated variously in this campaign. In particular, Sunni polemicists fabricated the necessary evidence that would lend support to the condemnation of the Ismailis on specific doctrinal grounds, while also refuting the ʿAlid genealogy of the Fatimid Imam-caliphs.

By spreading defamations as well as forged accounts of Ismaili teachings, the anti-Ismaili authors in fact produced in the course of the 4th/10th century a ‘black legend’. Ismailism was now depicted as the arch-heresy (ilhad) of Islam, carefully designed by a certain ʿAbd Allah b. Maymun al-Qaddah,1 or some other non-ʿAlid impostor, or possibly even a Jewish magician disguised as a Muslim, aiming to destroy Islam from within. By the 5th/11th century, this hostile fiction, with its elaborate details and stages of initiation, had been accepted as an accurate and reliable description of Ismaili-Fatimid motives, doctrines and practices, leading to further anti-Ismaili polemics and heresiographical accusations as well as intensifying the animosity of other Muslims towards the Ismailis and their Fatimid Imam-caliphs.

Many of the essential components of this anti-Ismaili ‘black legend’ may be traced to a certain Sunni polemicist known as Ibn Rizam who lived in Baghdad during the first half of the 4th/10th century. Ibn Rizam’s polemical treatise has not survived, but it was extensively used by another anti-Ismaili polemicist, the Sharif Abu’l-Husayn Muhammad b. ʿAli, better known as Akhu Muhsin, who produced his own anti-Ismaili works. The tracts of Ibn Rizam and Akhu Muhsin have survived only fragmentarily in the writings of later historians.2 The same ‘black legend’ served as the basis of the famous Baghdad manifesto issued in the time of the sixth Fatimid Imam-caliph, al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (r. 386–411/996–1021), in 402/1011.3 This declaration, sponsored by the reigning Abbasid caliph al-Qadir (r. 381–422/991–1031), was essentially a public refutation of the ʿAlid ancestry of the Fatimids. Be it as it may, this anti-Ismaili campaign, especially its depiction of ʿAbd Allah b. Maymun al-Qaddah as the founder of Ismailism and the progenitor of the Fatimid Imam-caliphs, became astonishingly successful throughout the Islamic world until the breakthrough in modern Ismaili studies.

The orientalists of the 19th century, led by Silvestre de Sacy (1758–1838), began their more scholarly study of Islam in general, and to some extent the Ismailis and the Fatimids, on the basis of the textual sources of the Muslims themselves, including especially the Arabic manuscripts acquired by various major European libraries. As these manuscripts had been written mostly by Sunni authors, the orientalists, too, studied Islam and its subdivisions according to Sunni perspectives and treated Shiʿi Islam in general as the ‘heterodox’ interpretation of Islam. With his lifelong interest in the Druze religion, de Sacy also concerned himself with the early history of the Ismailis and the Fatimids, without access to any Ismaili texts. In his major work on the Druzes,4 he devoted a long introduction to the origins and early history of the Ismailis and the rise of the Fatimids. There, de Sacy based himself exclusively on the anti-Ismaili polemical accounts of Ibn Rizam and Akhu Muhsin, as preserved especially by the historian al-Nuwayri (d. 732/1332). Therefore, he unwittingly endorsed their malicious views and presented the controversial ʿAbd Allah b. Maymun al-Qaddah as the real founder of Ismailism and the non-ʿAlid ancestor of the Fatimids.

De Sacy’s distorted evaluation of the Ismailis and the Fatimids established the frame within which other orientalists studied the medieval history of the Ismailis. It was within such a context that Étienne M. Quatremère (1782–1857), one of the most learned orientalists of the period, produced a number of historical studies on the Fatimids. 5 There also appeared for the first time a history of the Fatimids by Ferdinand Wüstenfeld (1808–1899), which was a compilation from a range of Arabic chronicles without any extracts from Ismaili sources.6 The unsatisfactory state of the field of Fatimid studies is clearly attested to by the fact that the next Western monograph on the Fatimids, written some four decades later by De Lacy Evans O’Leary (1872–1957) of Bristol University, still did not cite any Ismaili sources.7 It was under such circumstances that Wladimir Ivanov emerged on the scene and made major contributions to the field.

The modern progress in Ismaili studies was made possible by the recovery and study of a large number of Ismaili manuscript sources. The Ismailis produced a diversified and rich literature, especially during the Fatimid period of their history. These texts were guarded secretly in numerous collections in Yemen, Syria, Persia, Central Asia and India. Already in the 19th century, a few of these textual sources had surfaced in Syria and were sent to Paris, the capital of Orientalism, and more such resources were recovered in the opening decades of the 20th century from Yemen and Central Asia. However, all these early finds were few and far in between. This situation changed drastically in the 1930s, however, mainly through the efforts of Ivanow and a few Ismaili Bohra scholars.

Ivanow was born in 1886 in St Petersburg.8 He studied Arabic and Persian as well as Islamic and Central Asian history with eminent Russian scholars, such as V. V. Barthold (1869–1930), graduating in 1911 from the Faculty of Oriental Languages of St Petersburg University. In 1915, he joined the Asiatic Museum of the Russian Academy of Sciences as an assistant keeper of oriental manuscripts. Described as ‘a fanatical lover of manuscripts’,9 he collected over a thousand Arabic and Persian manuscripts from Central Asia for the Asiatic Museum. It was, indeed, Ivanow’s lifelong interest in Islamic manuscripts that equipped him for his subsequent pioneering work in Ismaili studies.

It was also at the Asiatic Museum that Ivanow had his first contact with Ismaili literature. There, he catalogued a small collection of Ismaili manuscripts acquired for the Asiatic Museum by I. I. Zarubin (1887–1964),10 the renowned Russian scholar of Iranian languages and ethnology. In 1918, Ivanow was once again sent to Central Asia to collect more manuscripts for the Asiatic Museum’s so-called Bukharan Collection. He would never return to St Petersburg in the aftermath of the unsettled conditions of the Russian Revolution. Subsequently, after a brief stay in Persia, Ivanow found himself in India. Initially, he spent several years in Calcutta, where he catalogued (in four volumes) the extensive collections of the Persian manuscripts held in the Asiatic Society of Bengal’s Library. In 1930, Ivanow relocated to Bombay, signalling a new phase in his life and academic career, now devoted exclusively to Ismaili and Fatimid studies.

Meanwhile, Ivanow had established friendly relations with some members of the Nizari Khoja Ismaili community of Bombay, who would introduce him to their Imam, Sultan Muhammad Shah Aga Khan III (1877–1957). In 1931, the Ismaili Imam formally commissioned Ivanow to study the literature, history and intellectual contributions of the Ismailis. Henceforth, Ivanow readily found access to the private collections of Ismaili manuscripts held in various localities. He indefatigably recovered these rare sources, made them available to other scholars, while engaged in his own research and publications on various aspects of Ismailism, including its Fatimid phase. At the same time, Ivanow established scholarly contacts with three Tayyibi Ismaili Bohra scholars, Asaf A. A. Fyzee, Husayn al-Hamdani and Zahid ʿAli, who were in possession of significant collections of Ismaili manuscripts and who made these resources available to Ivanow and other scholars.

Asaf A. A. Fyzee (1899–1981), in fact, made modern scholars aware of the foundation of an independent school of Ismaili jurisprudence, which had been established during the Fatimid period mainly through the efforts of al-Qadi al-Nuʿman (d. 363/974). Zahid ʿAli (1888–1958) would produce, on the basis of a variety of Ismaili sources, the first scholarly book on Fatimid history, written in Urdu;11 while Husayn al-Hamdani (1901–1962) shared his family’s collection of manuscripts with numerous libraries, and scholars such as Paul: Kraus (1908–1961). It was, indeed, through the pioneering efforts of Ivanow and the above-mentioned small group of Bohra scholars, all educated in England, that modern scholarship in Ismaili studies had commenced in the 1930s in India.

Henceforth, through a vast network of Ismaili friends and connections, Ivanow began to identify a large number of Ismaili texts, which he described in the first catalogue of its kind published in 1933.12 This catalogue, citing some 700 separate titles, attested to the hitherto unknown rich and diversified nature of Ismaili literature and intellectual traditions. This catalogue also enumerated the works of the renowned daʿis of the Fatimid period who were at the same time the scholars and authors of their community, notably Abu Hatim al-Razi (d. 322/937), Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman (d. ca. 346/957), Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijistani (d. after 361/971), al-Qadi al-Nuʿman (d. 363/974), Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. after 411/1020), al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi (d. 470/1078) and Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 462/1070).13 The initiation of modern scholarship in Ismaili studies, including Fatimid studies, may in fact be traced to the appearance of this very catalogue, which provided for the first time a scientific framework for research in this new field of Islamic studies. By 1963, when he published an expanded edition of his Ismaili catalogue,14 Ivanow had identified a few hundred more titles, while the field of Ismaili studies as a whole had witnessed nothing less than a revolution, thanks largely to his own efforts. Numerous Ismaili texts of the Fatimid and other periods in Ismaili history had now begun to be critically edited, preparing the ground for further scholarship.

The bulk of Ivanow’s own research and publications were related to the Nizari branch of Ismailism. As is known, the literary heritage of the Nizaris, outside Syria and as preserved by the Persian-speaking Nizaris of Persia, Afghanistan and Central Asia, was written entirely in the Persian language. However, from early on, Ivanow also concerned himself with the Fatimids and the Ismaili texts of the Fatimid period. As the earliest fruits of such efforts, we may cite two highly important Arabic texts related to the Fatimids, viz., the Istitar al-Imam and the Sira of al-Hajib Jaʿfar b. ʿAli.15

An important early historical source authorised by the Fatimids themselves, the Istitar al-Imam, written by the daʿi Ahmad b. Ibrahim al-Nisaburi (d. after 386/996), deals with the settlement of the early Ismaili Imam ʿAbd Allah in Salamiyya, and the eventful journey of ʿAbd Allah al-Mahdi, the future founder of the Fatimid caliphate, from Syria to North Africa. The Sira, containing the autobiography of Jaʿfar b. ʿAli, chamberlain to the Fatimid Imam-caliph ʿAbd Allah al-Mahdi (d. 322/934), was compiled later by a certain Muhammad b. Muhammad al-Yamani. Born in 260/874, Jaʿfar b. ʿAli had accompanied al-Mahdi on his fateful journey from Salamiyya to Qayrawan (289–297/902–909), where he was installed to the Fatimid caliphate.

Subsequently, Ivanow published an important article on the organisation of the Ismaili daʿwa under the Fatimids,16 followed by his major work on the Fatimids, comprised of a historical study as well as editions and translations of numerous extracts of the Ismaili texts related to the Fatimids.17 Here, Ivanow also attempted a preliminary deconstruction of what he called the myth of ʿAbd Allah b. Maymun al-Qaddah,18 to which he subsequently devoted a full monograph. This book represented the first effort by a Western scholar to study the Fatimids on the basis of Ismaili sources.

While continuing with his systematic efforts to recover Ismaili manuscripts and study them, Ivanow correctly identified the need for institutional resources and support. In this context, he was instrumental in founding in 1946 the Ismaili Society of Bombay, under the patronage of Aga Khan III and with Ivanow himself as the editor of the Society’s various series of publications. It was also through his efforts that the Ismaili Society came to possess an important library of manuscripts. The Ismaili Society’s series of publications were launched by a monograph by Ivanow, which contained substantial evidence for deconstructing and dissipating the myth of ʿAbd Allah b. Maymun al-Qaddah as the founder of Ismailism and ancestor of the Fatimid Imam-caliphs.19 This book also showed, once and for all, the reasons as to why the Sunni polemicists had chosen this non-ʿAlid figure for the fictitious role assigned to him.

As noted, Ivanow generously shared his knowledge as well as the manuscript resources of the Ismaili Society with other scholars. In particular, he established a very close working relationship with the French Islamicist Henry Corbin (1903–1978). As revealed in the correspondence between these two scholars,20 Ivanow readily prepared (hand-written) copies of the manuscripts at his disposal and sent them to Corbin, who launched his own ‘Bibliothèque Iranienne’ series of publications in which several Ismaili texts appeared simultaneously in Tehran and Paris.21 Corbin then represented a new generation of scholars interested in Ismaili-Fatimid studies. Another early member of this generation was the Egyptian scholar Muhammad Kamil Husayn (1901–1961), who edited several Ismaili texts of the Fatimid period in his own ‘Silsilat Makhtutat al-Fatimiyyin’ series, published in Cairo. Through Ivanow’s efforts, Professor M. Kamil Husayn edited for the first time the daʿi al-Kirmani’s major theological-philosophical work, Rahat al-ʿaql, which appeared in both the Ismaili Society’s series and Husayn’s own series.22 This was one of the most significant Ismaili texts of the Fatimid period, belonging to the so-called Persian school of philosophical theology in Ismailism, or philosophical Ismailism.

Ivanow was, in fact, the earliest scholar of Ismaili studies to have identified the distinctive Persian school of Ismailism, influenced extensively by various philosophical traditions, that came into being during the Fatimid times.23 He also presented aspects of a long drawn-out theological debate among some of the earliest members of this Persian school, notably Muhammad b. Ahmad al-Nasafi (d. 332/943), who introduced philosophical thought into Ismailism, Abu Hatim al-Razi and Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijistani, with al-Kirmani acting as an arbiter of their views more than a century later from the standpoint of the Fatimid daʿwa. These daʿis of the Iranian lands elaborated complex metaphysical systems of thought with a distinct Neoplatonised emanational cosmology, representing the earliest tradition of philosophical theology in Shiʿi Islam.24

In fact, Ivanow devoted some of his early research to Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 462/1070), the last great member of this Persian school propounding philosophical Ismailism. He published the first monograph in English on this Fatimid daʿi, traveller and philosopher.25 Nasir-i Khusraw is also one of the greatest poets of the Persian language. He was in fact the only daʿi of the Fatimids who wrote all of his works in Persian. Subsequently, Ivanow edited, with an English translation, Nasir’s Shish fasl (Six Chapters), published for the first time in the Ismaili Society’s series.26 He also facilitated the publication of Nasir-i Khusraw’s Gushaʾish va rahaʾish, on the basis of a single manuscript located in a private collection in Tehran.27

Ivanow’s early studies culminated in what was effectively the first modern survey of Ismaili history in terms of its main phases – a categorisation instituted by Ivanow himself and henceforth adopted by other scholars.28 In this monograph, the Fatimid period was treated as one of the main phases of Ismaili history. Here, Ivanow also covered briefly but rather comprehensively, aspects of Ismaili teachings under the Fatimids, when Ismailism found its greatest and most lasting success outside the domains of the Fatimid Ismaili state, notably in Yemen, Syria, Persia and Central Asia.

By the 1960s, Ivanow had produced an incredible body of work, comprised of studies, editions of Ismaili texts, their English translations, and pioneering research in several aspects of Ismaili studies.29 It is no exaggeration to state that in no other field of Islamic studies has the work of a single individual been as pathbreaking as that of Ivanow in modern Ismaili studies. As Asaf Fyzee, his associate of four decades, observed, Ivanow’s work will endure and constitute the basis in almost every aspect of Ismaili studies.30 Wladimir Ivanow died in 1970 in Tehran, where he had spent the last decade of his life. Doubtless, Ivanow stands as one of the key founders of modern scholarship in Ismaili-Fatimid studies.
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The Untold Problem of Ibn al-Haytham’s Scientific Legacy in Islamic Art History

Valérie Gonzalez

Ibn al-Haytham’s Scientific Legacy
Al-Hasan b. al-Haytham (354–430/965–1040) was a scientific luminary of Fatimid culture whose work irradiated throughout Islam and beyond. His treatise Kitab al-Manazir (Book of Optics), which famously advanced both the physiology and phenomenology of vision, resonated beyond these domains in the sphere of art.1 As is well known, Renaissance Italy engaged in a re-positioning of the ontotheological role of man in Christian metaphysics, in which Ibn al-Haytham’s optics were instrumentalised in order to create figurative representations imitating the the various forms of the appearance of nature as the eye perceives them. Thus was born the so-called ‘scientific linear perspective’, becoming the conceptual and stylistic canon of Western art until its de-mythification in the 19th century. Due to this momentous transcultural collusion between art and science which it occasioned in global cultural history, Ibn al-Haytham’s legacy has received a great deal of attention from both scientific and art historical experts. However, the reference to this legacy in art history has not been without pitfalls. The present essay endeavours to discuss these pitfalls.

Decolonising the Art Historical View of Ibn al-Haytham’s Optics
Addressing the question of Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific impact on visual culture in the medieval and early Modern period presents the risk of reinvigorating a bygone, albeit lingering, Eurocentric epistemology. The reason for this lies in the historical connection of Arab science to Renaissance art and aesthetics, which constitutes the very foundations of this epistemology. To recall the latter, until postcolonialism linear perspective and mimesis or the lack of thereof formed unchallenged criteria for interpreting and appraising both Western and non-Western art, without properly heeding the fact of cultural difference. If, in theory, postcolonialism led to the discarding of the imperialist values of this normativity, in practice its conceptual parameters continue to guide area studies. Non-Western art historical narratives, such as those on painting and portraiture in Islam, all too often revolve around the measurement of the perspectival or mimetic level an artwork may present.2 Equally affected by symptoms of Eurocentricity, the approach to the said question of Ibn al-Haytham’s legacy in these narratives calls for decolonisation.

Eurocentric symptoms manifest themselves through two main epistemic attitudes. The first consists in seeking to explain why Florentine artists built upon Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific oeuvre to construct their own aesthetic system while their Muslim counterparts, although the owners of this oeuvre, did not do so, neither in the Middle Ages nor the early Modern period. In thus problematising comparatively the issue of the impact of Ibn Haytham’s discoveries in the creative domain scholars have perpetuated, as we shall see, an imbalanced epistemology that is detrimental to Islam.

The second attitude is the uncritical presupposing that the Kitab al-Manazir reflects or is evidence of the Islamic modes of art-making and seeing as culturally determined features of Islamic aesthetics. In practice, scholars exhibiting this attitude have at all costs sought to establish links between Ibn al-Haytham’s discoveries and Islamic visuality.3 In particular, they make use of his aesthetic proto-phenomenology without reflecting on the nature and workings of the phenomenological method themselves, and by extension, without envisaging the very possibility of the invalidity of their presupposition. Such a possibility is in fact unthinkable for this scholarship because its tenets adhere to a reductive conception of the concept of aesthetics itself. According to this conception, in any culture texts with an aesthetic content necessarily converge with that culture’s approach to plastic expression. But although in Renaissance Italy theoretical and applied aesthetics collided, in other global contexts historic or contemporary, like pre-modern Islam, aesthetic theories may mostly remain at the abstract level of philosophical ideas about the senses and the material world, with seldom repercussions in artistic practice.4 This second attitude consequently betrays an overreliance on the Renaissance aesthetic model, which translates itself into a compensatory desire to seek some form of influence of Ibn al-Haytham’s findings on Islamic visual-artistic culture equivalent to that which they acquired in medieval Florence. A deconstruction of these two attitudes aims to expose the deficiencies of this Eurocentric understanding of the effect of Ibn al-Haytham scientific phenomenon within the framework of the art world.

Eurocentrism Manifest: Epistemic Creation of an Islamic Non-Event

Contrasting the Renaissance’s creative appropriation of Ibn al-Haytham’s optics with the non-existence of an analogous event in Islam somehow implies a thought along these lines: ‘Western culture accomplished something that Muslim culture did not’, and ‘unlike the Christians who seized upon the opportunity of exploiting Ibn al-Haytham’s great discoveries, Muslims somehow missed it’. Was something amiss in the Muslim world? Scholars have been struggling with this unsettling question, whereas the true issue resides in the contrasting manner of problematising the artistic impact of these discoveries which raises the question in the first place. This problematisation indeed engenders what I call ‘an Islamic non-event’, which interestingly resonates with the Freudian theory of the penis envy similarly premised upon a fabricated absence as a result of a biased correlativity.5 A look at an article that Gülru Necipoğlu wrote in 2015 in response to Hans Belting’s comparative study of Islamic and Renaissance aesthetics in his widely read book, Florence and Baghdad, supports the approach of this problematic view.6

In her essay, Necipoğlu writes: ‘I, too, have interpreted the nonperspectival mode of geometric construction codified in the Topkapi Scroll …’7 Here the non-event emerges from the use of this term ‘nonperspectival’ to describe the ghiri design, a geometric form of patterned art unrelated to figural representation about which, consequently, it makes no sense to evoke perspective. This terminological misuse is actually caused by an uncritical submission to the untenable correlation between Islamic and Christian European art that imposes the presence or absence of perspective and representation as the supreme condition of making art. Considering the basic semantics of the notion of absence, which signifies the lack of some element that should be present, describing the ghiri as a non-perspectival design codified on a given material posits perspective and representation as criteria against which this design would have been constructed. These criteria having no relevance and being non-existent in the making of geometric art in Islam, which constitutes a totally autonomous plastic expression functioning according to mathematical rules, the idea of the lack or absence of perspective created by their discreditation in the artistic conceptualisation of the ghiri repertoire is therefore baseless. In other words, because this absence of perspective cannot be a missing presence of perspective, it is a false absence, namely a non-event. The same reasoning would apply to a description of the Renaissance naturalistic figuration as a ‘non-abstract’ or ‘non-geometric’ art form. Significantly, such a description has never been produced, has it?

Clearly, the contrasting correlation responsible for the creation of non-evental Islamic aesthetics in the discussion of Ibn al-Haytham’s impact on the art world appears not only illogical, but also Eurocentric in more ways than one.8 First, it inequitably foregrounds the Western order of artistic evolution marked by the momentous invention of perspective, overshadowing in the process the conception of this order by Muslims which is marked by their own creative breakthroughs.9 Second, this foregrounding entails another less obvious, albeit no less Eurocentric, superimposition on Islam of another pattern typical of the Renaissance cultural-artistic order, namely that of the agency of the artist of genius. This requires some explanation.

Due to the pivotal role of the Kitab al-Manazir in its art, Renaissance Europe gave Ibn al-Haytham a special epistemic status close to that of intracultural intellectual figures like Leon Battista Alberti or Pico della Mirandola, despite the fact that the former and the latter lived centuries apart in different historical-religious contexts. This status is precisely the product of the system of individual agency revolving around the artist of genius at the origins of the Renaissance cultural-artistic construct. Artists past and present thus characterised make, to a certain extent, their own aesthetic decisions and personally choose their own source material, be it of philosophical, religious, poetic, scientific or other order.10 Therefore, in global cultures shaped by this model of agency, inventions and breakthroughs are attributed to persons or identified groups of people such as, say, the pictorial technique of sfumato attributed to Leonardo da Vinci, the inner self-expression to the Chinese literati painters or the ready-made to Marcel Duchamp. However, this individual-based organisational system clashes with the artistic-cultural ordering of Ibn al-Haytham’s medieval milieu built upon the opposite model of collective agency. Following the latter, the artist of genius is the collective body. Equally present in historic and contemporary cultures such as the traditional Oceanian and pre-Columbian civilisations, collective agency produces creative forces, movements and currents that overpower individual agency and own the cultural-artistic construct. Although in any society practitioners of art who are geniuses exist and work in the fullness of their individual abilities, this logic of creativity nevertheless signifies that they mainly operate according to rules of practice and aesthetic values that have been established by the collective body. For this reason, one cannot identify an individual or group of individuals behind the invention of, say, the medieval Islamic art of carved stucco or muqarnas designs, just as one cannot detect any historical initiative that would have made the Book Optics the chosen source of ideas for an identifiable artist or circle of artists in a particular Muslim polity.

This promulgation of the Renaissance order of things at the expense of its Muslim counterpart de-legitimises the problematisation of Ibn al-Haytham’s legacy under scrutiny. This means that, to become legitimate, this problematisation must be re-formulated in new decolonised terms. Yet, this requirement comes up against a seemingly unbreakable epistemic circularity that paradoxically provides the problematisation with some legitimacy, given that Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific presence in the intellectual background of both Islam and Renaissance Europe invites one to look at the presence of his cultural role in both contexts. What, without this presence, would otherwise be the point of drawing parallels between the birth of Renaissance perspective and the rise of Islamic pattern art which is older by several centuries? In aesthetic terms, these two phenomena separated by time and space have nothing in common. How then to break this circularity at the source of the problematisation’s Eurocentricity?

The solution is plainly the elimination of the contrasting evental/non-evental view as the problematisation’s premise, and the re-centring of the inquiry on the unsolved question of the agency of Ibn al-Haytham’s legacy in the formation of Islamic artistic visuality. By thus getting the Muslim part of the story out this blank zone in which this view plunges it, the Renaissance invention of linear perspective itself recovers its proper place in the trans-spatiotemporal history of Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific findings, precisely as a later historical event with absolutely no relation to the latter’s fate in Islamic culture. Thus, not only the fallacious Islamic non-event disappears, but also the unsolved question finally comes into sharp focus. The state of affairs in the studies concerning this question is now to be examined, beginning with Hans Belting’s application of the concept of the symbolic form to Islamic visual aesthetics in Florence and Baghdad.

Application to Islam of the Symbolic Form as a Structuring / Structuralist Cultural Model

A reputed expert in Western art, Belting offers an unprecedented reflection on the sciences and the arts in Islam, but it does so in the comparativist framework just discussed. One of his directions of thought attempts to discover Islamic symbolic forms that would equate in significance to Renaissance perspectival mimesis. Purposely echoing Panosky’s famous aphorism of the ‘perspective as symbolic form’ in Western art, Belting thus discerns in the mashrabiyya and muqarnas two such forms of central significance in Islam.11 (figures II.4.1 & II.4.2) However, one may challenge this quest for symbolic equivalents between early Modern European and traditional Islamic art in the first place. Does not the very idea that a particular aesthetic-metaphysical symbol may characterise Islamic visuality subliminally reinforce another typical Eurocentric mode of culture structuring? If we think of the history of symbolisation, we are brought back to the foundations of European aesthetic classicism since the Renaissance, when perspective became the visual mark of the way the Western world identifies itself, that is the symbolic expression born out of conscious acts of autoreferentiality and self-representation.12 It is this Western history of the concept of perspective as a symbolic form that flags up the potential Eurocentricity of its use as a critical model in a non-Western context.13
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Figure II.4.1 Detail of a pishtaq’s muqarnas decoration in the complex of Shaykh Tayfur Abu Yazid al-Bistami. Bastam, Iran, 6th–8th/ 12th–14th century. Carved stucco.
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Figure II.4.2 Mashrabiyya screen. Egypt, 18th–19th century. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

In his enterprise of seeking to symbolise Islamic visual culture, Belting does not determine his choice of Islamic symbolic forms on the basis of the identification of Islamic autoreferential acts. His choice of the mashrabiyya and muqarnas is the product of his own assessment, meaning he sees in these motifs Islamic symbolic forms par excellence. Even though this assessment allows him to highlight some of the chief aspects of Islamic visuality, the fact is that he projects onto the latter an external reorganising Europeanising regard with, unavoidably, certain distortions in the process.

Above all, it is not truly possible to itemise historic Islamic art in order to extract the most symbolic parts of the whole because of its specific aggregative structure which consists of writing, patterning, geometrising and representation. Each of these distinct art forms conveys in equal measure the Islamic conception of visuality so that calligraphic friezes, patterned tiled walls or Persian paintings are no less revelatory of this conception than mashrabiyya and muqarnas. (figure II.4.3) Furthermore, in admitting that one may loosely borrow Cassirer-Panofsky’s concept of the symbolic form just to locate the visual expression most representative of Islamic metaphysics, calligraphy would still be the better choice. Not only for Muslims calligraphy renders the sacred in material form, however, from a phenomenological viewpoint, the unprecedently ubiquitous transmedial nature of the Arabic script generates a unique type of perception engaging the double act of seeing and reading which forms the core of the Islamic aesthetic experience. Problematically, Belting’s selection of symbols leaves aside this fundamental structuring element of Islamic visuality which is writing.

Yet, the idea of the mashrabiyya as a symbolic form actually fits contemporary Islamic visuality. In our hyper-globalised world, visual cultures of all kinds distinguish themselves on the international scene by means of idiosyncratic patterns consciously selected from complex traditional repertoires and plastically manipulated in order to enhance their semiotic power. Like the Shang and Zhou bronze designs in Chinese contemporary architecture or the brightly coloured geometric motifs in South African art, a few hyper-recurrent motifs such as the mashrabiyya, stand for Islamic culture in the current global standardised language of aesthetic appearances. But again, if one sought to single out the most autoreferential of all, it would rather be the geometric interlace at large, present everywhere Islam visually signals itself, in the plastic arts, public architecture of all genres, offices, metros, etc. We may talk about ‘the geometric interlace as symbolic form of contemporary Islamic visuality’. But is there a connection between this artistic phenomenon and Ibn al-Haytham’s science of optics and aesthetics?
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Figure II.4.3 Star-shaped tile. Kashan, Iran, 663/1265. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Ibn al-Haytham in the Discourse on Islamic Art: A Fundamental Misunderstanding
The routine reference to the Kitab al-Manazir in the history of Islamic art is symptomatic of the second attitude mentioned above, namely the presupposition that this oeuvre had an influence on Islamic art-making and seeing, or that it can be used to explain them. By contrast, the historians of Islamic science and philosophy like Abdelhamid Sabra, Roshdi Rached, Nader El-Bizri and many others, do not relate this scientific heritage in any way to Islamic art or to a specifically Islamic conception of aesthetic experience. El-Bizri even remarked that, although Ibn Haytham had elaborated his theory of vision and light in the intellectual environment of Fatimid Egypt, where light had considerable theological significance, the Ismaili approach to light had no place in his enterprise, and neither did any other Islamic conception of light for that matter.14 For as El-Bizri clearly says, the Kitab al-Manazir belongs to fundamental science:


Even though Ibn al-Haytham’s mathematical and optical research was foundational in the domains of the exact sciences and their scientific applications, it was not in itself metamorphosed into artistic theoretical or practical spheres. Ibn al-Haytham’s preoccupations were centred on experimental methods of inquiry and controlled testing, which combined geometry with physics (natural philosophy; philosophia naturalis), and rested on studies in optics that aimed at investigating the optimal veridical conditions of visual perception, which would ground the reliable empirical recording and analysis of accurate observational data.15



These different understandings of Ibn al-Haytham’s findings in these two fields indicate a problem and raise two questions: did the historians of science only partially comprehend Ibn al-Haytham’s contribution to knowledge? And does the Kitab al-Manazir after all contain material that informs the Islamic gaze, its conception of art and its aesthetic experience, especially considering the remarkable intersectionality between art and science in Islam? Although with some nuances, as we shall see, the answer to these two questions is straightaway a negative therefore those art historical discourses replete with citations of Ibn al-Haytham’s writings fall short of any critical efficacy. Worse, they mislead because they conflate the dual science of optics and the phenomenology of perception, premised upon the observation of human nature, with ‘cultural optics’ and the aesthetic experience premised upon the civilisational determinants of visuality as a cultural construct.16

An Unheeded Double Differentiation: Scientific Optics and Phenomenology of Perception versus Cultural Optics and Aesthetics

In her 2015 article previously cited, Necipoğlu says:


Regardless of the debate on whether or not theories of vision and aesthetics had an impact on artistic production, such texts offer precious glimpses into widespread sensibilities that framed visual hermeneutics. Despite their often underestimated value, Islamic narrative sources and poetry provide valuable insights into aesthetic values that informed the modalities of the gaze and attitudes toward the visual arts.



This statement discloses thinking that results in a fundamental misunderstanding about Ibn al-Haytham’s aesthetics in the scholarship on Islamic art. Prioritising exhaustiveness at the expense of critical discernment in the manipulation of primary texts, it brings together in a single corpus eclectic material ranging from theology, science, poetry and philosophy, to ethics and theoretical aesthetics. Ibn al-Haytham’s oeuvre occupies a leading position in this corpus vaguely called ‘Islamic narrative sources’ that, it is contended, expresses, thematises or theorises concepts and processes immanent in Islam such as sensibilities, values, visual hermeneutics, the aesthetic gaze and artistic philosophy. However, this reasoning fails to heed the epistemic-ontological differentiation between the two radically distinct realms of humanistic expression and scientific practice. A note on the Kitab al-Manazir’s content is necessary to address this issue.

Among Ibn al-Haytham’s breakthroughs what stands out for its novel epistemology is the study of embodied modes of the acquisition of knowledge that sustain the phenomenon, not the philosophy, of being in the physical world. Centuries later, Edmund Husserl designated this endeavour ‘transcendental phenomenology’ which he defined in terms of ‘Philosophy as Rigorous Science’.17 The phenomenological method, the contemporary phenomenologist Dermot Moran further explains, can be used in a wide range of scientific fields.18 After the ancient Greeks, Ibn al-Haytham is consequently not only the medieval father of modern optics and phenomenology, but also the frontrunner of the newer branches of cognitive science generically called ‘neuroscience’, which focus on the entwinement of the sensory experience and the functioning of the brain. In particular, Ibn Haytham opened up the pathway to neuroaesthetics when he undertook to dissect the process of the arousal of a sense of beauty, not as a psychological subjective process but as an intersubjective phenomenon.19 He even pushed this investigation further by examining the condition of the beautiful that, in the constitution of any object itself, induces what he believed was the intersubjective experience of beauty, regardless of taste and culture. We could say that, had he been born today and had access to the new forms of technology, Ibn al-Haytham would be a neuroscientist specialising in neuroaesthetics.

In sum, Ibn al-Haytham’s analyses of vision and perception fall under the heading of what I would call ‘scientific aesthetics’, as opposed to Islamic or other cultural ‘applied aesthetics’ in the creation and experience of art. As such, Ibn al-Haytham’s aesthetic theory may constitute a neutral critical apparatus for the study of Islamic visuality, exactly as its more advanced modern phenomenological and neuroaesthetic versions may do, but it is not evidence of this visuality as has been wrongly assumed. And yet, his phenomenology of beauty has a tricky, edgy, side to it in the sense that, in some of its aspects, it amounts to cultural aesthetics.

Ibn al-Haytham’s Phenomenology of Beauty Versus Cultural Aesthetics

In her book What is Islamic Art? Wendy M.K. Shaw produces an account of Islamic perception and naturally consults the Kitab al-Manazir.20 Yet, she avoids engaging in phenomenological knowledge, which leads her to misconstrue Ibn al-Haytham’s theorisation of the beautiful as a theoretical proposition of beauty anchored in Islamic perceptual culture. Thus she argues that this culture emphatically favours a free and open subjectivity, declaring that: ‘emphasizing subjectivity, Ibn al-Haytham offers a paradigm of beauty rooted in manifold possibilities that can only be differentiated through subjective experience’.21 Clearly, Shaw confuses his phenomenological notion of intersubjectivity, which corresponds to Husserl’s ‘transcendental ego’ and shared human experience of the lifeworld in intersubjectivity, with the psychological subjectivity at stake in the representationalist attitude.22 Ibn al-Haytham had no interest in these subjective products of ‘the faculty of judgement’, to employ his own terminology, as he intended instead to uncover what he thought of as the universal truth regarding the objective constitution of beauty in objects and subjects. However, paradoxically, Shaw strikes a just note when she uses the term ‘paradigm’ that, in the context of her misinterpretation, signifies a cultural paragon and not a scientific model. This is why.

Although in respect of Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific commitment the concept of ‘paradigm’ thus conceptualised appears out of place, his conclusions on beauty specifically promote the mathematical concepts of geometric harmony and proportions inherited from the Greeks. As such, these conclusions reflect a system of aesthetic values which are intrinsically non-objective and non-scientific, even though they involve the mathematical notion of proportionality. Furthermore, to repeat a cliché, universal beauty does not exist. Disproportion and disharmony in forms may definitely be considered as beautiful or visually appealing. Suffice it to cite certain human representations in African statuary or in Jean-August Dominique Ingres’ paintings in which purposely elongated or exaggerated body parts breaking with the natural harmony of human anatomy for the purpose of expressiveness were certainly not thought of as ugly. Interestingly, the latter illustrates the Western practice of deconstructing the same proportion-based ideal of pleasant appearances, which was of Greek origin, that paradoxically constitutes the pillar of Ibn al-Haytham’s ‘scientific beauty’.

Viewed in this light, yet in contradiction with Ibn Haytham’s goal of scientific objectivity, the theory of beauty in the Kitab al-Manazir constitutes a cultural paradigm. In this respect, it reverberates through medieval Islamic culture forged by a multidisciplinary approach to geometry anchored in the Greek aesthetic and scientific heritage. Still, there is no way around the fact that Ibn al-Haytham’s aesthetic phenomenology as a whole excludes the following from its scope: location, culture, Islam, the Fatimid space and, a fortiori, most of the immanent cultural concepts and processes Necipoğlu mentions in her article. Crucially, Ibn al-Haytham himself did not relate geometry and proportionality to the geometric aesthetics found in Islamic art. Consequently, leaving aside the overarching consensual argument of geometry as common denominator to all aspects of medieval Islamic intellectual and creative life, it can be asserted that Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific aesthetics have little bearing on artistic conceptualisation and visuality in Islam.

Ibn al-Haytham’s Oeuvre Misused
The art historical discourses citing Ibn al-Haytham present essentially three shortcomings. The first one is the lapalissade and other perogrulladas, namely truisms passed off as critical insights.23 This problem occurs when art historians, legitimately albeit inefficiently, appropriate Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific findings as analytical instruments by definition applicable to anything in any context. The misappropriation consists precisely in re-expounding these known findings in propositions in which this ‘anything’ takes on the identity of an Islamic artwork as in, say, ‘the façade of the Blue Mosque in Istanbul can be seen when light reaches the eye following Ibn al-Haytham’s theory of vision …’ The result is an unproductive self-evident truth whereby the cultural particularities of the architecture vanish from the discussion under the erasing effect of scientific generality. In Reframing the Alhambra, Olga Bush employs this technique to argue that ‘the principles of the “widespread sensibilities” that informed the creation of the Alhambra may be articulated coherently by reference to Ibn al-Haytham’s optics’, thus proffering numerous perogrulladas such as:


Since the judgements involved in discerning geometric design are secondary to the perception of colour, according to Ibn al-Haytham, one may also study such visible properties such as shape, size, position, order, and such pairs as separation and continuity or motion and rest, as dependent upon the use of colour.… The alternation of colours in the vault also contributes to what Ibn al-Haytham discussed as the separation and contiguity of the constitutive parts of the object, that is ‘the boundaries of the objects and of the intervals between the boundaries;.… As Ibn al-Haytham observed, one differentiates between an object’s colour and that of its surroundings.24



The second shortcoming concerns the geopolitical placement of the un-placeable scientific content of Ibn al-Haytham’s oeuvre in Islamic material culture. Olga Bush’s placing of this content in al-Andalus through her investigation of the Alhambra typifies this issue. She presents, for instance, geometry and proportionality observable in the palace as evidence of the local impact of Ibn al-Haytham’s aesthetics. However, in the broad perspective of the history of Islamic geometric designs this view loses all substance. Geometric art emerged before Ibn al-Haytham was born, in the Umayyad period, and has been spreading since then continuously throughout the Muslim world up to today. Similarly, other Muslim polymaths and philosophers before and after Ibn al-Haytham had engaged in the theorisation of geometry and mathematical proportions, such as al-Kindi (ca. 185–252/801–866) and the Brethren of Purity (3rd or 4th/9th or 10th century).

Furthermore, contradictions in regionalising discourses of this type only confirm the impossibility of limiting the Ibn al-Haytham phenomenon to specific places when viewed through the prism of the Islamic artworld. While, to make her case regarding the Alhambra, Bush reports historical evidence for the Kitab al-Manazir’s intellectual-scientific impact on the Iberian world, Necipoğlu deems that ‘Ibn al-Haytham’s treatises remained confined largely to the realm of the scientific gaze in the post-Mongol Islamic East, where the pictorial arts were more closely allied with aesthetic discourses on poetics, music and calligraphy’.25 Overlooking the biased view of an Islamic West less penetrated by Ibn al-Haytham’s science than the Islamic East, this statement by Necipoğlu and the narratives she builds based on it exemplify a vain effort to link Ibn al-Haytham’s optics to specific currents of Islamic art and visuality. Weaving together the Kitab al-Manazir’s medieval theories with the early Modern Islamic philosophies of the visual produces a regionalist visual history conflating scientific and cultural optics that are then seen as embedded in the Islamic East’s abstractive styles of painting, as Necipoğlu expounds: ‘the predilection of abstraction in the pictorial arts may have responded in part to religious constraints. However, this predilection was generally theorised as a matter of aesthetic preference in the early Modern literature on the visual arts where the power of the abstractive inner gaze … reigns supreme in Islamic aesthetic culture’.26 This approach argues that Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific gaze ‘with its humanistic emphasis on the mental dimensions of visual perception’ served as the conceptual foundations of these cultural developments.27

Among the many issues destabilising this regionalist narrative are misconceptions about both Ibn Haytham’s intentions and results. First, he did not place any ‘humanistic emphasis’ on the noetic process in perception, which would imply an intentional act of valorising the intellective faculty in a hierarchised, i.e. non-scientific and cultural conception of bodily and mental perceptive functions. Valorisation is a philosophical-ethical endeavour incompatible with the descriptive nature of Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific enterprise. Therefore, overlooking the truistic observation about the awareness of the role of mental faculties in perception in both Islamic art and Ibn al-Haytham’s optics, the latter cannot be related in any way to the philosophical-ethical inner gaze in the theories of Muslim theologians and poets. It can be even less related to the Islamic East’s pictorial abstraction.

Second, the abstract conception of representation underpinning the painting of the Islamic East stems from a metaphysics of images that has nothing whatsoever to do with mental cognition as Ibn al-Haytham conceives of it in his neutral observational account of the perceptive phenomenon. According to his account, cognition emerges from a wide range of mental operations of both representational and abstract order, through which the pre-logic information obtained in the sensory experience is processed. In particular, he explains, the eidetic operation maintains mentally visible and living things which at some point vanish from the optical field, so that cognition is by no means intrinsically abstract. In addition, because of its scientific nature, Ibn al-Haytham’s demonstration does not deal with the cultural-artistic Islamic preference for one or the other among the mind’s representational and abstract powers.

There is Imagination and Imagination(s)

A final misuse of the Kitab al-Manazir in Islamic art history to be discussed concerns the concept of imagination. According to Ibn al-Haytham: ‘to imagine the forms of objects previously seen at the time of remembering them, and in the absence of these objects, is clear proof that the forms perceived by sight exist in the soul and are imprinted in the imagination.’28 This definition concerns what may be described as ‘the reconstituting eidetic imagination’ involving the aforementioned eidetic faculty in the experience of the visible. Nurtured by memory and habits, this type of imagination has the pragmatic function of allowing for the mental reconstitution of things that have disappeared from sight or are only partially seen because of optical obstacles. Dermot Moran explains the same imagining function in Husserlian phenomenology:


Perception is the primal or ‘originary’ form of intuiting, whereas memory and imagination are reproductive modifications of perception. Memory is a form of ‘calling to mind’ or presenting (Vergegenwärtigung) that no longer has the distinctive bodily presence that characterises perception. Imagining is yet another form of presenting which posits an object somewhat detached from perceptual surroundings.29



Eidetic imagination is consequently to be distinguished from the other types of imagination operating in the more expansive region of the imagined such as the poetic, meditative, spiritual, psychedelic and other meandering imaginations and unbridled reveries which aim to create alternative realities, re-invent reality or depart from reality seeking to attain the metaphysical realm. Failing to differentiate between these different types of imagination, Islamic art scholarship misuses Ibn al-Haytham’s approach to this concept. For example, Wendy M.K. Shaw misinterprets an illustration of Kalila wa Dimna as she writes: ‘the story also reflects Ibn al-Haytham’s thought in distinguishing between the external, glancing function of vision and the internalised imprint of contemplation retreating from exteriority in the space of the mind’ (my emphasis).30 Clearly, this confuses Ibn al-Haytham’s intersubjective phenomenology of imagination, based on the body-mind relationship as the conduit of information perceptually received, with the psychology of subjective imagination that she presents as evidence of an Islamic inclination for free imagining and contemplation. Ibn al-Haytham’s epistemological pivot was precisely that exterior subjects intersubjectively deal with and are tethered to the sensory experience. Similarly, in his phenomenology contemplation signifies the entwinement of intense looking and thinking that is demanded by objects which are complexly constituted, not ‘a retreat from the seen’. For as a phenomenologist, Ibn al-Haytham did not delve into the infinitely conjugated and culturally forged psychological derivations that direct perception in one particular direction or another.

There is no Analytical Use of the Kitab al-Manazir in Islamic Art History other than as a Generic Phenomenological Tool
If Ibn al-Haytham’s scientific work has any usefulness for Islamic art history, it is as a generic phenomenological instrument of analysis. For example, one may refine the hermeneutics of the numerous elusive Islamic aniconic art forms, such as the mihrab or certain geometric configurations that seem to conjure up mental images, by invoking the theory of the eidetic faculty that he posited.31 However, the appropriate use of this or any other of Ibn al-Haytham’s findings on perception requires two things: a minimal knowledge of the phenomenological method itself, and a conscious approach to these findings as a proto-phenomenology enabling only a sketchy delineation of certain general processes of reception that the material of Islamic art may induce or engage, and not as way of accessing its meaning. For owing to the scientific applicability of Ibn al-Haytham’s oeuvre, the sole observation of its workings in this or another cultural context can only lead to truisms, namely to the illustration of certain scientific phenomena already long proved and established through a demonstrated application to specific instances of objects or situations, and not to the understanding of those instances themselves which is instead the goal of analytical exercise.
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The Fatimids and the Indian Ocean: Evidence from the Book of Curiosities*

Yossef Rapoport

About a millennium ago, at some time between 410 and 442/1020 and 1050, in Fatimid Cairo, a large, illustrated book on the heavens and the earth was completed by an anonymous author. Modern scholars were unaware of its existence until its recent discovery and subsequent acquisition in 2002 by the Bodleian Library at Oxford. The Arabic title of the treatise is Kitab gharaʾib al-funun wa-mulah al-ʿuyun, and is today referred to as the Book of Curiosities. It contains a remarkable series of early maps and astronomical diagrams, most of which are unparalleled in any Greek, Latin or Arabic material. The treatise is composed of two parts. The first is on the heavens, moving the reader from the outermost sphere of the stars through the spheres of the five planets visible to the naked eye down to the sub-lunar world of winds and comets. The second part is on the earth, beginning with calculation of the earth’s circumference, then moving to maps of the inhabited world, islands of the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean, and major lakes and rivers of the world, ending with strange plants and animals inhabiting the earth. Taken together, the discovery of this manuscript made significant contributions to the history of cartography, to the history of astronomy and astrology, and to our knowledge of Mediterranean and Indian Ocean medieval networks of communication.1

The Book of Curiosities is a rare example of a medieval Islamic treatise that has maritime spaces as its main focus of attention, chiming with the maritime orientations and strategies of the Fatimid empire. The treatise has a highly original and systematic account of the world’s major bodies of water, providing maps for three great seas known at the time (the Mediterranean, the Caspian and the Indian Ocean), and cartographic and textual descriptions of major islands, peninsulas, lakes and rivers. Given the geographical location of the Fatimid empire, it is not surprising that most of the maps depict the eastern half of the Mediterranean, bounded in the west by an imaginary line drawn between Mahdiya and Sicily. This Eastern Mediterranean, as depicted in the Book of Curiosities, was as Byzantine as it was Muslim. The Byzantine southern coasts of Anatolia, the coasts of the Aegean and many of its islands, as well as Cyprus, are described with as much detail as the Egyptian or Syro-Palestinian coasts under Fatimid control, and with the use of Greek navigation terminology.

While the Eastern Mediterranean was Fatimid Egypt’s backyard, the maps of the Indian Ocean, the Indus and the Oxus attest to the truly global ambitions and networks of communications of the early Fatimids. Far beyond the physical borders of their Mediterranean empire, these maps demonstrate the strategic importance of the Indian Ocean, where Ismaili missionaries had been active since the 3rd/9th century. Of particular importance is a map of the Indus river, which uniquely depicts an overland itinerary from Fatimid-controlled Sind to China, via northern India and Tibet. Other medieval routes to China – either the sea route through the Straits of Malacca or the Central Asian Silk Road – are not as prominent, suggesting that the maps represent a time when a Tibetan ‘Musk Route’ eclipsed its more famous alternatives.2

The map of the Indian Ocean shows the Gulf of Aden as a gateway to the ports and islands of the East African coasts. Fatimid commercial relations with East Africa are very rarely documented, and recently the Fatimid impact on the region during the formative period of its Islamisation has been cast into doubt. However, the detailed depiction of East Africa in the Book of Curiosities points to an unexpected level of familiarity, based on information gathered from navigation along the coasts of the Horn of Africa. We have here what may be the first recorded references in Arabic to the islands of Zanzibar (al-Unguja), Mafia, and several localities and capes along the coasts of modern Somalia. Prior to the late 9th/15th century, no other medieval text describes the East African coasts in such detail. Viewed from Fatimid Cairo, the Indian Ocean was as much about East Africa as it was about India and China.

The Route to China
The map of the Indian Ocean depicts it as an enclosed oval sea, a form that parallels the form of the Mediterranean in the preceding map in the treatise. The absence of any major gulfs and bays was a result of the cartographic method chosen by the author, which privileged clear display of labels over accuracy in the depiction of actual coastlines. It corresponded to the way coast-hugging mariners thought out their journeys as a sequence of landing points. Scale and orientation were removed not because they were unknown, but because they were of lesser importance as one travelled following the shoreline.

The map of the Indian Ocean is made up of two halves, an Asian one and an East African one (on which more later). The Asian half, occupying the right-hand side of the map, shows Indian and Chinese localities along the shores, with a sea route to China indicated by a volcano and several islands in the Bay of Bengal and the Sea of China. Most of the names here are familiar from the 3rd/9th-century work of the Abbasid geographer Ibn Khurradadhbih and from The Account of China and India by Sulayman the Merchant, composed in 236/851.3 They include the Nicobar Islands, the island of Tiyuma (identified as Pulau Tioman off the coast of Malaya), and the island of Sandarfulat, one of the last stopping points on the route to Canton. There is also a large island, mostly lost in the gutter, which is almost certaimly Sri Lanka.
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Figure II.5.1 Map of the Indian Ocean from the Book of Curiosities. Bodleian Library, Oxford.




[image: ]
Figure II.5.2 Interpretative diagram for right-hand section of the map of the Indian Ocean from the Book of Curiosities.

China itself is located along the rim, at the bottom right. It is separated from India by the ‘Lands of the infidel Turks’. A long label at the bottom of the map, partly illegible, states that there are 300 cities in China, a number familiar from the account of Ibn Khurradadhbih. Several Chinese place-names are indicated but are badly deformed. Coming from the direction of India, the first label is Tahu, which may be a corruption of Khanju, likely Ch’uan-chou (Quanzhou), later known to the Arabs as the port of Zaytun.4

The historical context of this material is that of the 3rd/9th century, when Arab and Persian vessels frequently made the entire journey from Basra to Canton.5 This route, through the Straits of Malacca, was facilitated by advancement in navigational techniques and better understanding of the monsoon seasons, and was also driven by political instability on the overland trade routes in Central Asia. But this sea route came to a dramatic halt at the end of the 3rd/9th century, probably due to the Huang Chao uprising against the Tang, leading to the massacre of thousands of foreigners in Guanzhou (Canton) around 265/879, including Muslims, Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians. The merchant, Abu Zayd al-Sirafi, who wrote a supplement to the Account of China and India around 303/915-16, reported that this rebellion was a severe blow to Cantonese trade. By the 4th/10th century, the long voyages across the breadth of the Indian Ocean, like those reported by Sulayman, were replaced by shorter, segmented trips, from the Red Sea or Persian Gulf to Gujarat or Malabar. While Muslims continued to play a major role in every circuit of Indian Ocean commerce, these circuits were not part of direct trade between the Middle East and China.6

It is remarkable that the famous Central Asian Silk Road is not represented at all in the Book of Curiosities. Central Asia itself is depicted in the map of the Oxus river (Amu Darya). The map shows the river emerging from a brown mountain at the top, then forming an almost complete loop before emptying into the green Aral Sea in the centre of the page. Other rivers are also shown, including the Syr Darya, also flowing to the Aral Sea, and the Ab-i Qaysar that emerges in the red mountains. This map indicates some of the major cities on the Silk Road, such as Balkh and Faryab on the bottom left. But they are not part of an itinerary going towards China, which is not mentioned at all on this map.

From the perspective of Fatimid Cairo, the route to China and the potential wealth that came with it passed not through the Silk Road or the Straits of Malacca, but rather through the Ismaili amirates of Sind. In the 350s/960s, in tandem with the Fatimid conquest of Egypt, Ismaili daʿis sent from Yemen took over the city of Multan, on the banks of the Indus, and by the end of the 4th/10th century Multan and al-Mansura, the other major city of Sind, were Fatimid vassal states. It was during this period of expansion that the poet Ibn Haniʾ fantasised about Fatimid forces moving even beyond Baghdad, leading Indian kings to lose sleep and their elephants, symbols of their military might, ‘lowing like a young camel’.7 India figured prominently in the Fatimid imagination as a source of worthy enemies, but also a fertile land for conversion as well as a font of cosmological wisdom.

A map of the Indus and the Ganges rivers, which is unique to this treatise, depicts an itinerary that begins in Muslim Sind and the Indus valley, traverses northern India and then follows an overland route to China, almost certainly through Tibet. The map curiously represents the major rivers of northern India – the Indus, the Ganges and perhaps also the Brahmaputra – as one continuous river system that runs from east to west across the northern part of the Indian subcontinent. This single river originates in the mountains of Tibet,8 shown as a red landmass at the top of the map, and then flows down what may possibly be taken to be the actual course of the Brahmaputra in eastern Bengal. The labels at the centre of the page refer to Hindu cities along the banks of the Ganges, such as Benares, Prayag (Allahabad) and Qannawj (Kannauj), the capital of the Gurjara-Pratihara dynasty (r. 836–1037 CE).9 After receiving six tributaries, the river bends southwards, and then clearly represents the Indus. The bottom part of the page shows Multan and al-Mansura, the Muslim capitals of Sind, along the lower Indus. The river eventually empties into the Indian Ocean, marked by a green square.

The map is dominated by two itineraries, one from Multan to Kannauj in northern India, and a second from Kannauj to China. The itinerary from Multan to Kannauj begins with a label describing Multan itself and giving historical information about the city, including its association with the Prophet Yahya (John). There are eight place-names in this itinerary, but they cannot be identified with certainty. They all appear to be localities in northern India, ruled by non-Muslim, Indian kings. The last stop on the itinerary is the city of Kannauj itself, which is the most prominent locality on the map, described as the capital of India and the seat of its ruler, whose army consists of 2,500 elephants.

Given the uncertainty in the identification of the place-names, it is difficult to trace the precise route of this itinerary from Multan to Kannauj. But both the visual depiction and the geographical literature of the time suggest a desert route, away from the river valleys, in what is the shortest direct line. Buddhist sources refer to an important trade route that proceeded away from the Indus delta, via Arur (al-Rur) and across the desert to Mathura, where it joined the main Indian trade route down the Ganges.10 Al-Biruni, who died in 440/1048, reports that Multan had become the western terminus point of this desert route.11

The depiction of a detailed itinerary from Multan to Kannauj is a striking visual attestation to the religious, political and economic links between Fatimid Egypt and Sind ca. 390/1000. Even before the rise of the Fatimids, Sind had become practically independent, with a local dynasty of Arab tribal rulers residing in a nearby garrison, and commanding a strong army supported by elephants.12 Multan also attracted substantial numbers of Hindu pilgrims who came to revere the Sun-god statue, first described by a Chinese traveller in the mid-7th century CE.13 This was a major source of revenue for Multan’s rulers. According to al-Masʿudi and Ibn Hawqal, the Sun-god provided protection against the local Hindu powers – the rulers of Multan threatened to smash the statue in case of Indian attack.14 Relations between Hindus and Muslims involved trade and pilgrimage. In the wake of the Arab conquest of the Sind valley, India was re-incorporated into the global economy, with Hindus now actively involved in trade alongside Muslims, pushing aside the networks of the Buddhist merchants.15 Kannauj in particular became the nodal point for trade routes criss-crossing northern India. Its visual prominence in the Book of Curiosities map is in complete accord with al-Biruni’s slightly later description of its central location.16
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Figure II.5.3 Map of the Indus-Ganges river system from the Book of Curiosities. Bodleian Library, Oxford.
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Figure II.5.4 Interpretative diagram for left-hand section of the map of the Indian Ocean from the Book of Curiosities.

The Fatimid Imam-caliphs pursued a policy of active intervention in Sind, and gained control of its main cities. Ismaili daʿis were sent to Sind from Yemen in the late 3rd/9th century, and one of them, known as al-Haytham, attracted disciples in Multan.17 In the 350s/960s Multan was captured by an Ismaili daʿi called Jalam (or Halam) b. Shayban, who seized the city, and then proceeded to destroy the Sun-god’s statue and kill its priests, building an Ismaili mosque on the site and closing the Sunni, Umayyad-era, mosque.18 Jalam was acting under the direct orders of the Fatimid Imam-caliph, as attested by a letter from al-Muʿizz to an agent in Multan, criticising lax attitudes towards the practices of the converts who joined the local Ismaili community.19 A second letter congratulates Jalam for his capture of the city and destruction of the Sun-idol.20 Al-Muqaddasi, who visited Sind in the late 4th/10th century, reports that Multan was under the control of the Fatimid Imam-caliph, and that ‘envoys and presents go regularly from Multan to Egypt’.21 Fatimid control is also attested by a series of coins minted in the distinct Fatimid concentric pattern.22 There is also a record of an exotic gift from India presented to al-ʿAziz in 385/995.23 Multan and al-Mansura remained under Fatimid control until they were captured by Mahmud of Ghazna in 410/1010 (Multan) and 416/1025 (al-Mansura).24

The second section of the itinerary on the map, from Kannauj to China, shows that the horizons of the Fatimids extended beyond central India. This itinerary is entitled ‘the road to China’, and consists of an overland passage from northern India to China not found in any other Islamic source. The itinerary initially follows the river – in reality, the Ganges, although it is not named – eastwards from Kannauj. The first label is Frayan, undoubtedly Prayag (Allahabad), which lies at the confluence of the Ganges and the Jumna.25 The next locality is written as N-b-a-r-s, certainly Benares. The third locality is written as B-t-z, which is likely to be Putra, a shortened form of Pataliputra (Patna). The route then turns away from the river, with a dozen further localities named, including ‘the city of Awlhas’ possibly Lhasa in Tibet. The terminus of the itinerary is a locality labelled ‘The Gate of China’.

Although identification of place-names is speculative, the map almost certainly depicts a Tibetan route to Xi’an, the capital of central China. Muslim and non-Muslim sources report increased use of a Tibetan route in the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries.26 When the Tibetans gained control of Dunhuang and the Gansu corridor in 786 CE, they ushered a period of intense traffic between Tibet, India and China. Tibetan influence continued even after the Tang re-took Dunhuang in 848 CE. According to Sen Tansen’s study of Indian-Chinese Buddhist networks, travellers climbed the mountains of Nepal to Kathmandu, then passed through Lhasa and the Tibetan plateau, finally reaching the Chinese terminus at Xi’an.27

How well informed was this map? The misconception of Indian rivers demonstrates that the author of the Book of Curiosities did not travel through India himself. His lack of familiarity with the course of the Indus and the Ganges constrasts with earlier Islamic geographers who were aware of the distinction between them, even if confused about the course of the Indus.28 The labels describe Kannauj as the capital of India and the seat of its ruler, and this seems to originate at a time when the Gurjara-Pratihara power was at its height, between 850 and 950 CE. By the end of the 4th/10th century, however, the empire had shrunk to the territory immediately surrounding Kannauj, and it was then sacked by Mahmud of Ghazna in 408/1018. By al-Biruni’s day it was still commercially important, but no longer the capital of the kingdom.29 The map also precedes the Ghaznavid conquests during the first decades of the 5th/11th century, and thus reflects the knowledge of India circulating in Egypt in the second half of the 4th/10th century, perhaps during the period of the most intense Fatimid involvement and interest in Muslim Sind, during the 350s/960s.

The Indus–Ganges river map visually shows how much Sind mattered to the Fatimids. Before the discovery of the Book of Curiosities we had only occasional glimpses of Fatimid involvement in Muslim Sind, mainly through the cryptic letters sent by the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz to his daʿis in India. But here we can visually see that from a Fatimid perspective, Multan was the gateway to central India, and from there to China. Multan coming under Ismaili-Fatimid control gave the Fatimids the opportunity to rival the other great empires of the medieval world economically, in the same way the Abbasids were made rich by their pole position in the global trade networks, and in particular through the direct maritime trade with China.

East Africa
As mentioned above, the map of the Indian Ocean in the Book of Curiosities is made up of two halves, which are quite independent of each other and joined up in an arbitrary fashion, with Yemen lying next to China. The left half of the oval depicts the Gulf of Aden and East Africa, in several distinct segments. Yemen is located at the bottom of the map, with Aden and its mountains prominently indicated. Capes and landmarks along the African coast of the Gulf of Aden, in what is today northern Somalia, lie at the top of the map, directly opposite Aden and its mountains. The easternmost cape is Raʾs Hafun, the prominent mountain protruding into the sea on the eastern Somali coast. The next cape is Raʾs Jardafun, described as a very large mountain. This is the cape at the tip of the Horn of Africa, known today as Raʾs ʿAsir and in European literature as Guardafui.30 The sequence of capes suggests that this map was based on first-hand knowledge of sailing along the East African coast of the Gulf of Aden. A third segment, on the left-hand side and outside the rim, is a list of villages along the East African coast. Inside the oval of the Indian Ocean we find the islands of Zanzibar (written Unjuwa for Unguja, the Swahili name for Zanzibar),31 Pemba (Qanbalu)32 and a generic ‘Island of the East Africans (Zanj)’. A list of islands and bays of the Zanj is also given at the top of the page, above the map itself. This list includes Zanzibar again, and eight other place-names, including that of the nearby island of Mafia.

A final segment of the Indian Ocean map, located on the bottom left, between the villages of the East African coast and Yemen, has islands thought to lie at the extreme southern end of the Indian Ocean: Sofala, the Maldives and the Waq Waq. The region of Sofala in modern Mozambique was famed for its gold trade from at least the 4th/10th century.33 Below Sofala, a label indicates the islands of al-Dibajat (the Maldives). A semi-legendary account of these islands, complete with coconut trees and a naked queen, is found elsewhere in the treatise in a chapter on the islands of the infidels.34 Further down we find the Waq Waq islands, whose inhabitants are said to be pirates. The Waq Waq islands were the subject of much of the lore of the Indian Ocean, and the author of the Book of Curiosities too has an account of the Waq Waq human-shaped fruits in a chapter devoted to wondrous plants. There he describes the islands as ‘bordering on Sofala, one of the isles of the Zanj’.35

The Indian Ocean map of the Book of Curiosities is a testimony to a resurgent trade between Egypt and East Africa along a maritime route that ran along the African coastline, from the Gulf of Aden and down to the Lamu archipelago. Like the Greek or Roman merchants who sailed to East Africa a millennium earlier, the Fatimids moved down the African coastline and established direct contacts with East African trading emporia.36 Numismatic evidence of Fatimid trade with East Africa comes from the Mtambwe hoard found in the island of Pemba, which included eight Fatimid dinars and three imitation dinars of Fatimid type, dating from 358 to 458/969 to 1066.37 The Book of Curiosities demonstrates that an Egyptian Fatimid author was able to provide a detailed account of the capes and villages along the coasts of Berbera in the Gulf of Aden, and to provide a southward itinerary towards the trading emporia of Zanzibar and Pemba.

The most tangible result of this Fatimid connection to East Africa is the sudden emergence of a market for African luxury materials in Cairo, resulting in some of the best known Fatimid artefacts. The extraordinary expansion of ivory carving in the Mediterranean world from the 350s/960s, including in Fatimid Egypt, may be linked to this increased level of commerce with East Africa.38 The East African origin of Fatimid ivory is supported by Nasir-i Khusraw’s Safar-nama, in which he reports seeing elephant tusks from Zanzibar in the markets of Fustat.39 Similarly, exquisite Fatimid rock crystal vessels, the centrepiece of almost any catalogue of Fatimid art, also point to an East African connection. The surviving examples from Fatimid Egypt were carved from unusually large and pure pieces, suggesting that the Fatimid fascination with rock crystal artefacts was driven by the availability of a new source of raw material.40 There seems little doubt that Fatimid rock crystal originated in East Africa, most probably in the river valleys of northern Madagascar.41 Al-Biruni also wrote that the finest crystal was brought to Basra from the islands of East Africa and from the Maldives.42 Nasir-i Khusraw reported that in the Lamp Market in Cairo he saw lamps made of Maghribi rock crystal, but ‘it is said that near the Red Sea there is an even finer and more translucent crystal than the Maghribi’.43

The prominence of Yemen on the Indian Ocean map is in line with the crucial strategic importance it held for the Fatimid dynasty. By the 4th/10th century Aden had emerged as a major emporium, a concomitant result of a shift in trade routes from the Persian Gulf to the Red Sea. Al-Muqaddasi described Aden as ‘the anteroom of China, entrepot of Yemen, treasury of the West’.44 The Ismaili daʿi and poet Nasir-i Khusraw, who travelled in the Fatimid empire between 438/1046 and 444/1052 when he returned home to Khurasan, also tells us that the main trade routes of the Indian Ocean bifurcated at Aden, leading either to India in the east or to Zanzibar and Ethiopia in a south-westerly direction.45 The depiction in the Book of Curiosities pre-dates the control of Yemen by the Ismaili Sulayhid dynasty, which rose to power in the late 430s/1040s and in 480/1087 established its capital in Dhu Jibla. Yet it highlights Yemen’s earlier strategic importance for the spread of the Ismaili daʿwa and the promotion of Fatimid influence in the Indian Ocean.

Conclusion
The Indian Ocean map does not have a military orientation, and has no information on the capacity of ports, availability of water or references to fleets of galleys. The absence of a naval perspective is in line with what we know of the slow southward advance of the Fatimids. No Fatimid galleys travelled to Aden at the time the Book of Curiosities was composed. The first reference to the presence of Fatimid navy patrols in the Red Sea comes only in 512/1118, when five galleys (harariq) were sent to ʿAydhab to accompany merchants travelling to Suakin.46 Convoys of ships travelling from Egypt, carrying the merchants known as Karimi, did not appear in the Red Sea until well into the 6th/12th century.47 The Red Sea as a whole is surprisingly and inexplicably absent from any of the maps of the Book of Curiosities.

While the Mediterranean was the realm of naval warfare against a renascent Byzantium, the Indian Ocean was not a militarised space; the Fatimid ambitions in the Indian Ocean related not to military conquest, but to the propagation of the Ismaili daʿwa and the extension of Fatimid suzerainty to the key commercial nodes of Yemen and Sind.48 Knowledge of India and of East Africa was probably carried back and forth by daʿis travelling the routes to Aden, Sind and beyond. The Ismaili missionary network was a means for the exchange of wide-ranging knowledge about the world, with each daʿi expected to have sufficient understanding not only of the exoteric and esoteric aspects of the faith, but, in addition, knowledge of the lands and peoples in their area of operation. A surviving manual for Ismaili missionaries recommends that the daʿi should ‘travel and observe the various “islands” so that he be acquainted with the nature of the inhabitants and the kind of knowledge they desire’,49 as well as with their religion.50 In an example coming from the Book of Curiosities itself, a missionary naqib called Ahmad b. al-Marzuban is cited as the author’s informant on the marvellous trees of Nubia.51

The representation of the Indian Ocean in the Book of Curiosities captures a very specific moment in Fatimid history and in the history of global communications. The overland Tibetan route to China that is central to this treatise declined after the fall of the Ismaili outposts of Multan and al-Mansura, during the early decades of the 5th/11th century, and there is also only meagre textual evidence of Egyptian contacts with East Africa in the following centuries.52 The overland route to China through Sind and Tibet was soon replaced by a revived maritime route, extensively attested to in the letters of the Cairo Geniza. After 472/1080, coinciding with the consolidation of the Sulayhid Ismaili dynasty in Yemen, Jewish merchants made their way by boat from Egypt to Aden, India and then to the furthest islands of south-east Asia, carrying an astounding range of goods. The maps of the Book of Curiosities pre-date the lively Geniza letters, and attest to the importance of the amirates of Sind and of the East African emporia for the global ambitions of the Cairo caliphate up to the first decades of the 5th/11th century.
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FATIMID CEREMONY AND SYMBOLISM
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The Fatimid Crescent: Understanding a Complex Religio-Political Cosmos through Lunar Symbolism

Ali Asgar Alibhai

On the day of ʿArafa in 362/973 CE, the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz (r. 341–365/953–975) ordered that a shamsa be displayed in the iwan (great hall) of the royal palace in Cairo.1 Shamsas were ornamented textile-based decorative hangings that caliphs and rulers traditionally commissioned in the medieval Islamic world to be attached over the drapery (kiswa) of the Kaʿba during the hajj season as an additional embellishment. Correlating its dazzling likeness to the sun (al-shams), the medieval Islamic lexicon aptly named this ornament shamsa since it was shaped like a medallion and sparkled by means of its elaborately embroidered, gilded and jewelled composition. Since Abbasid times, when the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (d. 247/861) initiated the tradition, shamsas functioned to legitimise the ruler and symbolise his authority, since he would have it sent long distances across the empire to Mecca, where Muslims coming from all parts of the medieval Islamic world gathered annually. Al-Muʿizz’s shamsa was paradoxical in that, though it was a design inspired by the sun, it was ornamented with a series of waxing crescent moons (ahilla), a celestial visual motif that was tied to notions of time and authority in medieval Islamic and Fatimid intellectual discourse.

Through an interdisciplinary analysis of the Fatimid shamsa and the waxing crescent moon (hilal), this chapter looks closely at medieval Arabic primary sources and argues that ornamentation in medieval Fatimid art, particularly official and courtly objects and architecture, often conveyed multiple meanings rather than a single, fixed interpretation. That is to say, Fatimid rulers purposefully used ornamental motifs on the art they commissioned to convey a range of meanings that could be found in the interpretive frameworks of the broader medieval Islamic world as well as inner Ismaili discourses.2 It can be suggested that al-Muʿizz intentionally commissioned his shamsa with the hilal motif because of its mimetic and didactic potential in conveying the message of his divine authority over temporal time and space. In this instance, the calligraphic and geometric ornamentation chosen for the shamsa’s visual beauty was not purely a device for pleasure but a carrier and conveyer of direct meaning.

This chapter, through a deconstruction of the visual descriptions of al-Muʿizz’s shamsa, posits that viewing ornament in medieval Islamic art was an active, communicative process rather than a passive experience. While intended to evoke viewing pleasure, engaging with ornament also required the viewer to assume the task of intentional and mindful interpretation. Ornament functioned as more than a mere bridge between the observer and personal interpretations; instead, the hilal motif on the Fatimid shamsa demonstrates an intellectual, political and spiritual ambition to convey specific meanings. By employing the mimetic symbol of the hilal, al-Muʿizz aimed to communicate to a broad audience, diverse in geographic and ideological background, coming from various schools of Islamic thought. The common symbol of the hilal invited viewers to uncover layered meanings, each level influenced by their unique intellectual and religious contexts. Here, the viewer’s pleasure in beholding the ornament becomes the vehicle through which the intended message is conveyed.

The waxing crescent motif in medieval Islamic visual culture evoked a diverse array of meanings for multiple audiences ranging from the elite (al-khass) to the common folk (al-ʿam) in both Fatimid and larger Islamic communities. Most Muslim onlookers who saw al-Muʿizz’s shamsa displayed in Mecca, understood that the motif symbolised notions of time, since sighting the physical, waxing, crescent moon served medieval Islamic societies as the temporal marker of the beginning of the season of the hajj and other important events. Qurʾan 2:1893 makes this interpretation and the resulting practice abundantly clear: the sighting of the waxing crescent moon was (and still is) a common way for Muslims to determine important dates like the beginning and end of Ramadan and the start of Dhu’l-Hijja, the twelfth month of the lunar calendar in which the Hajj is performed. However, as this study suggests, while the sighting of the waxing crescent moon (ruʾyat al-hilal) was a traditional method used for marking time in medieval Muslim societies, the hilal and its connection to telling time carried an added significance for the elite of Fatimid society.

The Fatimids were unique among medieval Muslims in their use of an astronomically calculated and fixed calendar to mark time, diverging from the broader contemporary practice of relying on moon sightings as the basis for measuring the calendar.4 While most medieval Muslims determined the telling of time anecdotally and based on the recurring natural instant of actually seeing the new moon when it was in its waxing form in the sky, the Fatimids understood time through a rational approach, understanding time through fixed calculations, a notion that was grounded in Ismaili interpretations of jurisprudence as well as spiritual hermeneutics. For the Fatimids, the waxing crescent moon also signified the Imam-caliph’s universal authority and his doctrinal role as the ‘Master of Time’ (sahib al-zaman).5 This doctrine led them to rely on a calculated calendar rather than physical moon sightings.

The argument that medieval Islamic ornament frequently conveyed multivalent symbolism rather than singular forms of iconic symbolism remains a vital topic in Islamic art scholarship.6 Since the 19th century, Orientalists and European scholars and theorists have shown a keen, albeit biased, interest in Islamic art, characterising its ornament – often referred to as ‘the arabesque’ – as the decorative elements found in calligraphic, vegetal, geometric or figural patterns.7 Within this discourse, two major interpretations have dominated academic circles: Islamic ornament’s purpose is either highly formalist or abundantly spiritual.8 These conflicting views about the nature of Islamic ornament have generated a secondary debate regarding its role – whether it functioned purely as an aesthetic visual element intended to provide pleasure for the viewer or as a device for conveying meaning and communicating distinct iconographic symbols.9

In more recent scholarship, art historians have proposed new theories regarding Islamic ornament. One prominent theory that sparked considerable follow-up studies is Oleg Grabar’s Mediation of Ornament, published in 1992.10 Grabar argued that ornament in Islamic art functions as a visual mechanism designed to provide pleasure to the viewer while also serving as an intermediary between the object and the beholder.11 He contended that ornament offers beauty and pleasure through its universal appeal, suggesting that this appeal allows ornament to act as a communicative agent, mediating between itself and the viewer’s cognitive and sensory response.12 However, Grabar emphasised the ambiguous nature of this interaction, proposing that the role of ornament as an ‘intermediary’ does not aim to convey specific meanings or allegories but rather leaves interpretation open to the viewer’s subjective response.13

Some scholars argue that ornament has historically been intended to communicate certain meanings visually, though the expectation that it must convey specific iconic meaning may be overstated. James Trilling, for instance, has suggested,


Until very recently, ornament has been functional, and it has been a means of communication. Where Coomaraswamy and others have gone wrong is in the assumption that if ornament communicates, it must communicate symbolically. To believe that the ‘lost’ function of ornament was to convey a host of specific meanings is a particularly modern kind of romanticism. Because we ourselves are incapable of using symbols, we are eager to find them in other cultures.14



In the introduction to their exhibition catalogue Cosmophilia (2006), Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair adopt a middle-ground approach in understanding the relationship between Islamic ornament and symbolic meaning.15 While acknowledging that Islamic ornament can convey some form of meaning, they stress that any direct iconographic symbolism associated with specific animal, vegetal or geometric motifs was unlikely to be employed in Islamic courts and societies, nor would such symbols have maintained consistent meanings across time and space.16 They argue that commonly used motifs, such as birds, may convey general meanings but lack precise iconographic significance, comparing this to modern contexts:


Millions of American and European households today own dishes decorated with flowers and/or animals; their owners give nary a thought to the meaning of the specific representation on them, so why must we demand meaning for medieval representations? For the medieval Islamic world, we have no contemporary source that explains the meaning of specific representations, and no image is accompanied by a text taken from literature that deals with the same subject.17



Avinoam Shalem and Eva-Maria Troelenberg have recently argued,


The power of ornament appears in a wide range of shapes and meanings. Moreover, a variety of different means and mechanisms of artistic expressions can be observed in it, all of which reflect different stages or layers of conception and purpose. And, although primarily responding to a certain historical position, these artistic mechanisms transport these expressions to the beholder regardless of the course of time. Thus, ornament seems to be part of very diverse compositions and could respond to and communicate with us in many different ways.18



This paper centres on Shalem and Troelenberg’s interpretation of the potential power of ornament: they assert that the purpose of ornament transcends the mere display of beauty or the subjective experience of the viewer’s gaze. Instead, they argue that ornament in Islamic art is involved in the creation of meaning, understood through intricate networks of human connectivity and socio-cultural dimensions that endure across extensive periods and diverse regions.

The commissioning of the Fatimid shamsa and its conveying to Mecca occurred during a historic moment in the Islamic world where political powers and alliances had shifted immensely. When the Fatimids conquered Egypt in 358/969, part of their promise to the people of Egypt was to safeguard the route to the hajj by ensuring safe passage, repairing roads and the supplying of food and provisions.19 The route and safety of the pilgrimage to the hajj had been severely jeopardised in the previous years. The fulfillment of this promise, following al-Muʿizz’s establishment of Cairo as the new Fatimid capital, also signalled a symbolic shift of power as al-Muʿizz began to be mentioned in the Friday khutba in Mecca and Medina, the main spiritual centres of the Islamic world.20 It is argued here that in the case of the Fatimid shamsa, there was no ambiguity of meaning regarding its ornament. On the contrary, the meaning of ornament in al-Muʿizz’s commission, when read alongside Fatimid hermeneutical, historical and jurisprudential sources, is very clear. The celestial ornament consisting of the repetition of the waxing crescent moon on the shamsa, was intended to express the clear message of al-Muʿizz’s claim to spiritual and temporal rule over the Islamic world. It should also be noted that it was commissioned in Fatimid Egypt to be eventually displayed in Mecca.

A Case for Meaning in Ornament in Fatimid Art
When writing about ornament in Fatimid art, Jonathan Bloom states,


Some scholars have attempted to detect a distinctly Shiʿi, indeed Ismaili, quality to Fatimid art, whether in the concentric circles that decorate their coins, or in the repeated niches that decorate their buildings, but it is difficult, if not impossible, to argue that such meanings were held consistently over time. One can easily imagine that some designs, such as the seven-point stars on the cenotaph of al-Husayn might have been intended to subtly remind the viewer of the seven Imams of the Ismaili line, but the six and eight-point stars in other designs have no such meaning and are simply there for their visual delight. Although Ismaili adepts were trained at seeing hidden meanings behind outward appearances, such meanings would have been lost to virtually all other eyes since so few adopted the Ismaili beliefs of the rulers.21



The research presented in this chapter suggests that Fatimid elite society, in certain cases, communicated their ontological worldview in art and architecture they commissioned through visual ornament. While we are not capable of pinpointing a specific form of meaning or symbolism for every form of ornament we encounter due to the lack of contemporary sources and accounts, this does not warrant the argument that all ornament was devoid of meaning entirely and used only for its beauty and the pleasure it gave. In fact, there are some instances where the connection between meaning and ornament is clearly evident because the patron fully intended and wished to convey a specific range of meanings, as this chapter demonstrates. Furthermore, I propose that ornament that carried specific doctrinal meaning linking it to the authority or legitimacy of the Imam-caliph, would not have been lost to ‘virtually all other eyes’.22 On the contrary, as Shalem’s and Troelenberg’s article interprets the power of ornament and its ability to convey a wide range of shapes and meanings, this paper posits that al-Muʿizz, along with other Fatimid Imam-caliphs, persistently employed ornament in several works of art and architecture to convey a range of meaning that signified their professed spiritual and temporal power and authority over the Muslim world. This meaning, like hidden knowledge in Ismaili ontological thought, could have multivalent meanings understood independently by different members of Islamic society.

The ontological worldview of Fatimid society is present and largely consistent in the extensive corpus of extant Ismaili spiritual hermeneutical writings (the taʾwil). Ismaili hermeneutical thought maintained that all conventional knowledge possesses a deeper hidden meaning; however, a single reference to any piece of knowledge can hold many different meanings. Al-Qadi al-Nuʿman (d. 363/974), the chief justice (qadi al-qudat) of the early of Fatimid court, explains this concept at the beginning of his hermeneutical work titled Asas al-Taʾwil (The Foundations of Spiritual Hermeneutics). He stated that when Fatimid Imam-caliphs uttered a single word or phrase, it had the potential to yield multiple meanings. He quoted the sixth Shiʿi Imam, Jaʿfar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765) as saying that the Imams can render seven, seventy, or potentially even more meanings from a single word. The various meanings that knowledge contains are understood at varying levels.23 Similarly, a culture does not produce art in a vacuum. Art is a product of the intellectual and cultural milieu in which it is produced. It is very likely therefore that Fatimid visual symbols, reflecting their view of the exoteric and esoteric levels of knowledge, also possessed multivalent meanings understood in different capacities by different individuals from varying levels of society.

The case for multivalent meanings can be interpreted in the visual composition of Fatimid coins. The writings of Abu Yaʿqub al-Sijistani (d. after 361/971), an adept Fatimid-Ismail philosopher and theologian, demonstrate how medieval thinkers consistently blended hermeneutical interpretations with visual and material culture. In his treatise titled Ithbat al-Nubuwwa (The Proofs of Prophethood), Sijistani saw meaning in the placement and design of specific inscriptions on official coins minted by the Fatimids. He acknowledges that there exists an unbreakable bond between prophethood (al-nubuwwa) and temporal rule (al-mamlaka). Proof of this divinely ordained link between the religious and political realms is evident in the coinage. Sijistani notes that the name of the Imam-caliph appearing with the name of the Prophet Muhammad on the inscriptions of minted dinars and dirhams, just like it does as well in khutbas (sermons) pronounced from the minbars on Friday and Eid prayers, is representative of the authority to rule that was ordained to and inherited by the Fatimid Imams through their connection to the prophethood.24

The new style of Fatimid coins minted by the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz in al-Sijistani’s time bears a standard visual convention known as the ‘bullseye type’, which, in the original prototype, consisted of a dotted centre surrounded by two concentric circles bearing inscriptions in each (figures III.1.1 & III.1.2). The inscriptional formulas on the centre margin on the obverse side of the coin included the shahada in the central band, which included the Prophet Muhammad’s name and the name of ʿAli b. Abi Talib. On the reverse side of the coin, the centre margin contained the name and title of the Imam-caliph.25 This mirroring of the Prophet’s name on one side of the coin, and the Imam-caliph’s name in the same position on the obverse side of the coin, was a consistent visual component of Fatimid coinage, even with changing layouts over time. The connection between the Prophet and the Imam-caliphs, according to al-Sijistani’s reading, was the hermeneutical knowledge coded within the visual design of Fatimid coins. This idea allows for the possibility that other visual designs and ornament in Fatimid art could have held additional hermeneutical meanings. Likewise, it is possible to analyse al-Muʿizz’s choice of twelve crescent moons on the Fatimid shamsa as possibly conveying multivalent symbolic meanings to medieval viewers when deciphered through other contemporary lenses of observation from textual sources.
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Figure III.1.1 Obverse side of gold dinar of al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah, Misr, Jumada I 361/January 972.
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Figure III.1.2 Reverse side of gold dinar of al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah, Misr, Jumada I 361/January 972.

Descriptions of the Fatimid Shamsa
Al-Maqrizi (d. 845/1442), the Mamluk historian, provides a vivid description of the Fatimid shamsa commissioned by al-Muʿizz. He writes that al-Muʿizz’s shamsa was even larger and more splendid than previous Abbasid and Ikhshidid ones. Al-Muʿizz commissioned his shamsa using a red silk brocade (dibaj) ground measuring a length and width of twelve spans (approximately nine feet) in each direction.26 It was decorated with twelve golden crescent moons (ahilla) encircling the entire textile. Each crescent moon (hilal) had in its centre a golden citron-shaped ornament made with an openwork-latticed surface. Inside each of these citrons were fifty pearls, each the size of a dove’s egg, along with rubies and yellow and blue sapphires. Passages about the hajj from the Qurʾan, inscribed with jewels, encircled the shamsa. Large and rare pearls also filled the inscriptions. Powdered musk covered the entire shamsa.27

Since the shamsa was exhibited on an elevated platform in the royal iwan, people outside the palace could see it. Al-Maqrizi also notes that mixed populations of people living in Cairo, including Egyptians, Syrians and Iraqis, entered the palace to see it. He says that the people of Khurasan and Iraq, namely those living in Abbasid lands and those who had been on the hajj, believed that al-Muʿizz’s shamsa was unparalleled. It was so heavy, due to its rich work and ornamentation, that it needed several attendants to carry it to this location.28 Al-Maqrizi also states, ‘The Abbasid shamsa was more finely worked; it was only one-quarter of the size (of the Fatimid shamsa).’29

Al-Maqrizi also describes the previous Abbasid tradition of commissioning the shamsa and sending it to Mecca. He attributes the first shamsa to al-Mutawakkil (d. 247/861). Previously, al-Maʾmun (d. 281/833) sent a large ruby to adorn the Kaʿba, which was later hung by a golden chain every year on one side of the Kaʿba during the season of the hajj. When al-Mutawakkil commissioned the shamsa it became customary to attach it to this gold chain. The Abbasid shamsa was not simple in its ornamentation; according to al-Maqrizi, it was ornamented with ‘pearls, rubies, and jewels.’ 30

Apart from al-Maqrizi’s 9th/15th-century text describing al-Muʿizz’s shamsa, there exists a closer contemporary account from the 4th/10th-century preserved in verses of a qasida (panegyric) written by the Fatimid poet prince, al-Tamim (d. 375/985), the son of al-Muʿizz.31 The poet prince wrote this panegyric to commemorate his father’s commissioning of the shamsa. The qasida begins with the madih (praise) of the Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz and then, after several verses of praise, moves to a description of the shamsa (below). Just before the description of the shamsa, al-Tamim praises the era of al-Muʿizz’s reign and the Fatimid dynasty.32
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And this dynasty has grown so vast that time and eras cannot contain it.
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O, how lovely is your pure era? If an era turns bitter, your era remains ever sweet.
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O, how lovely is the shamsa which was raised (for viewing), words of praise and speech fall short [of its splendour].
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The shamsa came into comparison to the day of Eid, as it was its new exquisite garment. Although Eid is established today, the shamsa eclipsed it.33
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Its jewels caught all eyes, and they were perfected by the way they dazzled and captivated [onlookers].
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A circle of crescents encompasses the upper portion of the shamsa,
 
Clouds do not hide these crescents.
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As if the pearls and jewels of the shamsa are the stars of the night in a golden sky.
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As if your luminous virtues (manaqib) have been ornamented onto the shamsa; as if your noble esteem (hasb) abundantly pours out of it.
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The sun (al-shams) must veil itself from this shamsa, as any modest person would be veiled.
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As I see it, there is no wine in sight, so why do the people say that its pearls are like bubbles.
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You strung those pearls on it to provide true guidance and to reveal its essence, even if this angers the young Arab maidens.
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There is longing for the shamsa at the very heart of al-Masjid al-Haram and an excitement from the Kaʿba for it.
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May time not continue for people, except with how you desire and what you anticipate.
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May God continue to bless you as long as the sun rises and rain falls from the thunderclouds.



Al-Tamim’s verses about the shamsa describe it in detail, giving significant attention to the ornamentation and especially the waxing crescent moon motifs that adorned the textile. Additionally, al-Tamim’s linking of the symbol of the shamsa’s elaborate ornament with the Imam-caliph’s virtues and noble esteem, suggests an intentional association between celestial ornamentation and the figure of al-Muʿizz. Furthermore, the portion of the panegyric that describes the shamsa is preceded by verses about time praising the era of al-Muʿizz and emphasising his connection to time. Similarly, when the description and praise portion of the shamsa is completed, al-Tamim ends again with a verse that alludes to the Imam-caliph being the master of time, acknowledging that it passes in accordance with his desire and will.

As mentioned above, al-Muʿizz’s choice of golden crescent moons as ornament throughout the textile and his departure from previous Abbasid traditions is noteworthy. As I have argued, the Imam-caliph’s choices in ornament were intended to convey the multivalent symbolism of the crescent moons to contemporary audiences of the Muslim world and the Fatimid dynasty. As mentioned above, in medieval Islamic religious-cultural frameworks, the crescent moon motif represents notions of time, specifically the starting of the season of the hajj and the beginning and end of the month of Ramadan.34 These same notions of time as they relate to the sighting of the crescent moon also had specific Fatimid and Ismaili contexts in understanding and determining their own notions of the passage of time. Instead of relying on a natural instant, like the sighting of the physical moon in the night sky which could be at times difficult, the Fatimids maintained that the Imam-caliph was the true marker of time as will be explained below. Additionally, Fatimid and Ismaili religious, spiritual, hermeneutical, jurisprudential and literary discourses provide a persistent discourse for this important Ismaili theological belief and shed light as well on the frequent use of the crescent motif in the art produced by the dynasty.

Crescent Moons and the Notion of Time in Islamic Society
The motif of the waxing crescent moon (hilal) has commonly appeared as a visual and literary motif within Islamic art, often as a surmounting ornament, much like a finial. It has appeared as such on ceramics and on objects using architectonic ornament. If an obvious meaning were to be assigned to the hilal, the most direct would be that it denotes time since Islamic civilisation began and grew within a culture that used the sighting of the moon and following the lunar cycle to measure the passage of time. Ibn Manzur (d. ca. 711/1312) writes in his medieval Arabic dictionary that the hilal is the word used for the waxing crescent moon during the first two nights of its appearance. After two nights, it is then called the qamr (moon). The word hilal is derived from the infinitive ahalla, meaning to raise one’s voice in praise or rejoicing. The crescent moon was named the hilal accordingly because the early Arabs used to raise their voices in praise when sighting the waxing crescent moon.35

The practice of physically sighting the waxing crescent moon, ruʾyat al-hilal, became the means by which Muslims determined many important dates and their corresponding rituals, as mentioned above, like the hajj and the beginning and end of the fast of Ramadan.36 In other words, the passage of time itself was represented by the visual phases of the moon’s appearance, and the visible crescent represented renewed time since it marked the beginning of the month. The Qurʾan reinforces this idea in Sura 2:189 where the practice is mentioned: ‘They ask thee about the waxing crescent moons (ahillat); say: They indicate the periods for [various doings of] mankind, including the pilgrimage.’37 Furthermore, most major traditions and schools of thought in Islam report the Prophet as having said, ‘Do not fast until you see the waxing crescent moon, and do not break the fast until you see it; but when it is hidden from you [by cloud or mist], give it its full measure (or thirty days).’38 These notions made it customary to the majority of Islamic schools of thought that only through ruʾyat al-hilal could one determine the days of the Hajj and of Ramadan.

However, there is another verse in the Qurʾan that the Fatimids maintained suggested an alternative practice to ruʼyat al-hilal. In Sura 2:183–184 the Qurʾan states, ‘O you who have attained to faith! Fasting is ordained for you as it was ordained for those before you, so that you might remain conscious of God: [fasting] during a certain number of days (ayyam maʿdudat).’39 Adhering to the notion of a specified and calculated number of days (ayyam maʿdudat), and finding practical flaws in the practice of moon sighting, medieval Ismaili belief did not follow the Sunni or even Shiʿi norms of determining the calendar, particularly the beginning and ending of the fast through the practice of ruʾyat al-hilal. Instead, they adhered to a pre-calculated state calendar of 354 days consisting of a cycle of alternating months consisting of twenty-nine and thirty days in which Ramadan always numbered thirty days.

Since the majority of Islamic schools of thought were extremely opposed to this method of calculation, the Ismaili practice was often a subject of polemical debate. For example, al-Tabari (d. 310/923) writes for the year 278 about a supposed Ismaili doctrine which he regards as heretical that equated the crescent moons in the verse in the Qurʾan from Sura 2 to the zahir (exoteric meaning) by which years, months and days are calculated, while the batin (esoteric meaning) referred to ‘intimates’.40 Although it is unclear if al-Tabari understood the Ismaili belief system correctly, it is apparent that he acknowledged that both exoteric and esoteric meaning was attached by Ismailis to the hilal.41

The Fatimids and the Practice of Ruʾyat al-Hilal
It appears in historical texts that the Fatimids were adamant about publicly maintaining this counter-practice despite the considerable opposition to a practice of calculation for determining the beginning and end of Ramadan in both the Sunni and Shiʿi communities. In the mid 5th/11th century the Fatimid daʿi (missionary) in the Persian province of Fars, al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi, prepared a feast to break the fast of Ramadan (iftar) in the courtyard of his house in Shiraz, although the local population had not as yet sighted the hilal and so were still fasting. The Sunni population became infuriated with the local Ismailis who were celebrating Eid while they continued to fast on their twenty-ninth day. However, that evening the waxing moon appeared in the sky and the Buyid local authorities realised that the Ismailis had been correct in their calculations after all, which in turn infuriated the authorities even more. Because of this incident, the Buyid vizier, Ibn Mafanna, summoned al-Muʾayyad the next day and told him that he must leave Shiraz because the Buyid Amir Abu Kalijar was outraged with what had transpired. Furthermore, al-Muʾayyad was accused of spreading heresy.42 The narration of this incident indicates the lengths the Fatimids and their supporters went to continue this particular practice of breaking the fast according to calculated dates rather than moonsighting, even if it meant upsetting a Sunni majority.

On the same note, adherence to the calculated calendar was, at times, strictly enforced in Fatimid territories. In the year 429/953, when Fatimid dominions had not as yet extended to Egypt, the Maliki qadi (judge) of Barqa, Muhammad al-Habli, opposed the Fatimid governor Ibn Kafi over adherence to the official observation of the day of Eid al-Fitr based on the Fatimids’ calculated calendar. Al-Habli insisted on observing Eid only if the moon had been sighted, which it had not been. The next day, Ibn Kafi wore festive garments and marched with drums and banners before the judge’s house in celebration of the holiday. The qadi insisted that it was not Eid because of the lack of a physical moon sighting and refused to conduct the public Eid prayers. Ibn Kafi appointed someone else to observe the Eid rituals, and al-Habli was imprisoned and killed for refusing to adhere to the Fatimid calendar.43 This event piques some interest historically because the Fatimids were pragmatic and persistently practised a high level of religious tolerance in their realm since, as Ismailis, they were a minority faction ruling a majority Sunni populace. However, in this instance, they emphasised their calendrical notion of ‘fixed days’ for fasting over the rights of Sunni jurists in their realm. The orders to observe Eid had come from the Imam-caliph in al-Mansuriyya, and so in this case quashing al-Habli’s public defiance and prominently displaying Fatimid authority in respect of public notions of time appeared to be more politically expedient than religious tolerance.

In his Daʿaʾim al-Islam, which is the main source of Fatimid jurisprudence, al-Qadi al-Nuʿman briefly addressed the notion of the ruʾyat al-hilal in the chapter on fasting. In the section about beginning the  fast, there is an account attributed to ʿAli in which al-Nuʿman reports him as reciting this prayer upon seeing the hilal of Ramadan: ‘Allahu Akbar, O Lord, I ask you for good things in this month and for its victory, triumph, light and sustenance, and I ask for protection from evil in this month and after it.’44 The account sanctions the practice of seeing the waxing crescent moon; however, it is not in order to calculate the beginning of Ramadan. Also, there is no report mentioned in the Daʿaʾim al-Islam that quotes the Prophet’s hadith on beginning and ending the fast through the practice of ru’yat al-hilal. There are also no direct instructions on the Fatimid calculation of the days of Ramadan. However, in the same section, al-Nuʿman states,


The person who is with the Imam or in a place where the orders of the Imam can reach him then he need not worry about being confused if his fast is ending in Ramadan or Shaʿban. He should fast according to the fast of the Imam and end Ramadan according to the breaking of the fast (iftar) of the Imam.45



What is noteworthy here is al-Nuʿman’s wording. Although it is not directly stated, the wording ‘he should fast according to the fast of the Imam’, clearly reflects the formation of the hadith of the Prophet that one should ‘not fast until they see the waxing crescent moon, and not break the fast until they see it’. In the case of al-Nuʿman’s jurisprudential note, however, the word ‘Imam’ explicitly replaces the word ‘hilal’. This text provides clear evidence that the Fatimids symbolically linked the personage of the Imam to the hilal.

Understanding the Significance of the Crescent Moon in Fatimid Hermeneutics and Adab Literature
It is through Fatimid literary sources and adab, alongside jurisprudential and other texts, that an additional connection can be drawn between the idea of the hilal representing the Imam and how it was a persistent thought in the Fatimid intellectual milieu. In a poem probably written on the occasion of Eid al-Fitr, the eminent daʿi and theologian, al-Muʾayyad al-Shirazi, writes in the honour of the Fatimid Imam-caliph, al-Mustansir:
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The waxing crescent moon that has appeared through the darkness is the Imam of the age, a shield from hellfire.46



According to Tahera Qutbuddin, the comparison of the Imam to the moon or other celestial bodies is a stock metaphor in Fatimid ideology and adab literature, generally alluding to the concept that just as the moon is luminous so is the Imam. However, the metaphor refers to deeper taʾwil meanings. Just as the moon guides people with its light, the Imam guides the faithful by providing divine knowledge, which is often symbolised in Fatimid ideology by light. The above-mentioned verse refers to the Imam as the waxing crescent moon, since the hemistich links the appearance of the hilal from the darkness to the Imam of the Time (Imam al-zaman).

Furthermore, Qutbuddin argues that the use of the waxing crescent moon (hilal) here as opposed to just the moon (qamar or badr), is a specialised metaphor rather than a stock metaphor, since the deeper symbolism being expressed here by al-Shirazi is that the Imam illuminates the souls of the faithful from darkness with his divine light and saves them from hellfire. It also alludes to the notion that the fast or Ramadan begins and ends with the Imam, the true giver of guidance, rather than the physical crescent moon.47

As well as associating the hilal with the Imam in his poetry, al-Muʾayyad also demonstrates similar beliefs in his Majalis, a collection of 800 of his weekly orations delivered to a congregation of Ismailis in Cairo. In his 236th majlis he says, ‘O faithful, you will break your fast tomorrow with the breaking of the fast (iftar) of the Imam who is from the Ahl al-Bayt of your Prophet. May God make your crescent moon (hilal) clear from coverings (hujub), and may he protect you.’48 In his 327th majlis, he refers to those in the Muslim umma who look to the crescent moon to determine the time of the fast critically: ‘Do they not understand that the Prophet is the luminous crescent moon, and the bright and great light, since he is the true crescent moon (al-hilal al-haqiqi), and the divine example? And [do they not understand] that the Imams from his descendants are the crescent moons which are ‘the fixed times (mawaqit) for the people?’49 Due to the nature of the Majalis as the prime locus in the 5th/11th-century Fatimid court for the scholarly elite to learn Ismaili spiritual hermeneutics, the linking of the Imam with the hilal was made clear, whereas elsewhere such as the above-mentioned chapter from Daʿaʾim al-Islam, it could only be inferred.

These are some of the many examples from prevalent Fatimid-era literature which symbolise the Imam as the hilal. Furthermore, the vast amount of literary writings and polemics against the practice of ruʾyat al-hilal demonstrate that the hilal represented the Imam-caliph and symbolised his authority over time. It was a means by which the Fatimids, who adhered to many of the same practices and courtly rituals of other sovereigns in the medieval Islamic world, made their own practices unique.

The Persistent Use of the Crescent Motif in Fatimid Visual Culture
Therefore, it is not that surprising that Fatimid art commissioned by the court and in the name of the Imam used the hilal motif quite frequently. The shamsa is one example, however there are other ones that are still extant. According to al-Maqrizi, the Fatimids also used crescents in their royal ceremonial processions which took place in Cairo on different occasions throughout the year. Al-Maqrizi describes the manner in which the Fatimid banners were carried out in the procession in great detail. He writes that the Fatimid Imam-caliph entered the procession accompanied by two tall lances holding two white silk banners embroidered with gold thread. The Imam-caliph was preceded by twenty-one multi-coloured embroidered silk flags. The flag-bearers were proceeded by two men, each carrying a lance. These lances were surmounted by golden crescent moons, and each lance had seven red and yellow banners attached to it.50 The crescents surmounting the two lances arrived first in the procession acting like royal insignia. Therefore, the Imam-caliph was introduced into the ceremonial procession with the repeated symbol of the crescent moon.

An example of what this type of Fatimid ceremonial crescent might have looked like is located in the Germanisches National Museum in Nuremberg (figure III.1.3). The artifact is a rock crystal shaped as a hilal, bearing the inscription of the name and title of the Imam-caliph al-Zahir (r. 411–427/1021–1036). This is followed by a short prayer for his long life. Avinoam Shalem has suggested that this rock crystal might have been part of a harness of a royal horse, or similarly used to surmount a lance as described above.51 This rock crystal closely resembles the description of another crescent-shaped treasure known to have been kept in the Fatimid treasury and known as ‘al-Hafir’. Al-Hafir was a single ruby carved into the shape of a crescent moon which was ornamented with baguettes of emeralds, possibly green enamel. It would be displayed in Fatimid royal processions at festivals.

While it is likely that the rock crystal crescent of al-Zahir was used in ceremonial, a fragment of a 5th/11th-century lustreware bowl from Fatimid Egypt depicts a mounted warrior on a horse holding a shield with the waxing crescent moon motif at its centre (figure III.1.4). While there is no direct textual evidence regarding the use of the crescent moon motif on shields, the documented use of it in ceremonial and on other military accoutrement like lances, points to a possible correlation with the image portrayed on this bowl.

Perhaps the most prominent use of the hilal motif in Fatimid art appears in the plastered carved stucco mihrab of the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir (r. 427–487/1036–1094) commissioned by his vizier al-Afdal in the Mosque of Ibn Tulun in the year 487/1094 (figure III.1.5) on a colonnade at the southwest side of the prayer hall.52 The Ibn Tulun mosque was originally built in the 3rd/9th century during Tulunid rule over Egypt, and despite the construction of al-Azhar during the era of al-Muʿizz in the 4th/10th century and the large al-Anwar mosque built by al-Hakim in the 5th/11th century, the Ibn Tulun mosque continued to be used regularly throughout the Fatimid period. The Fatimids often held Ramadan ceremonies there. However, the Ibn Tulun mosque was not primarily used by Ismailis living in Cairo but rather by the Sunni population who lived in the district of al-Qataʾiʿ.
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Figure III.1.3 Rock-crystal crescent ornament of al-Zahir, r. 411–427/1021–1036, mounting, brass, Venice, second half of the 8th/14th century.
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Figure III.1.4 Fragment of a bowl depicting a mounted warrior, 5th/11th century. Brooklyn Museum, New York.

The mihrab was positioned on the surface of the mosque’s colonnade and so would have been accessible and visible to all since it can be clearly seen from the courtyard. The mihrab is formed of a blind-keeled arch supported by two ornamented pillars set within a rectangle, and framed by a band of floriated Kufic calligraphy, which bears the name of the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir, centred at the top of the frame. Al-Mustansir’s name and title are followed by the name and titles of the vizier al-Afdal, who commissioned the mihrab. There is an apparent cramming of letters in the frame, which shows that the artist who carved the inscription made a deliberate attempt to place the inscription of the name of the Imam-caliph ‘al-Mustansir bi’llah Amir al-Muminin, salawat Allah alayhi’ in the centre of the top frame. What makes this mihrab unique is that the Fatimid and Shiʿi version of the shahada proclaiming that there is no other god but the one God, Muhammad is his prophet, and ʿAli is his wali (legatee), is written in bold Kufic letters in a rectangular frame in the area right above the keeled arch. More strikingly, however, is that the apex of the keeled arch is crowned by a hilal (figure III.1.6).
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Figure III.1.5 Mihrab of al-Mustansir, Fatimid, ca. 487/1094, carved stucco, Mosque of Ibn Tulun.

The central position of this hilal in relation to all the ornamentation on the mihrab demonstrates that the artist placed it here because of the power of its symbolism. The placement of the hilal appears directly under the reference to the Prophet, ‘Muhammad Rasul Allah’ which in turn, falls right under the title of the Imam, Amir al-Muʾminin (figure III.1.7). The placement of the calligraphic ornament was surely not coincidental. The artist fully intended to place the waxing crescent moon, the name of the Prophet, and the title of the Imam-caliph in the same vertical line. This deliberate approach is evidenced by the close compression of letters within the top central frame. As discussed above, the linear connection between the hilal, the Prophet Muhammad, and the Imam-caliph displayed on the mihrab, reflects doctrinal and jurisprudential ideas related to fundamental notions of time and the Imam’s authority as found in Fatimid and Ismaili religious textual sources.
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Figure III.1.6 Mihrab of al-Mustansir, Fatimid, ca. 487/1094, Mosque of Ibn Tulun.
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Figure III.1.7 Mihrab of al-Mustansir, Fatimid, ca. 487/1094, Mosque of Ibn Tulun.

This visual element brings to mind the words written by al-Muʾayyad fi’l-Din al-Shirazi quoted above, ‘Do they not understand that the Prophet is the luminous crescent moon, and the bright and great light, since he is the true waxing crescent moon (al-hilal al-haqiqi), and the divine example, and that the Imams from his descendants are the waxing crescent moons which are the fixed times (mawaqit) for the people.’53 These numerous contemporary examples originating from the Fatimid intellectual and visual habitus demonstrate that the hilal clearly symbolised notions of time to the vast majority of Muslims in the medieval Islamic world. To the Fatimids and those who espoused the Ismaili school of thought, however the mimetic value of the hilal played an additional role. It symbolised the spiritual and temporal authority of the Imam-caliph in Fatimid society. By ensuring that their central doctrine for marking time and important dates like Ramadan and the Hajj was linked to the Imam, the Fatimids ensured that he symbolically and literally remained the ‘Master of Time’ (Sahib al-asr) and the ‘Imam of the Era’ (Imam al-zaman). Furthermore, the persistent use of the visual motif of the hilal in Fatimid art and architecture also demonstrates that ornament in the medieval Islamic world offered viewers more than pleasure and beauty. Ornament could be used consciously to convey a range of multivalent meanings that complemented the intellectual milieu in which it was found. Lastly, the notion of controlling time and defining it, is a key factor in maintaining the political power of any ruling faction. For the Fatimids, in their aim in augmenting a cosmopolitan society throughout their realm, standardising time and regulating it, appears to have been an important measure that they took and reinforced. In light of all of this, it is clear that the Fatimid crescent had distinct meaning, which was definitely not hidden in obscurity by any clouds or darkness.
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The Power of Six: Astral, Solomonic and Imami Imagery in Fatimid Art

Bernard O’Kane

The use of astral symbolism by the Fatimids has been noted previously, most prominently by James Allan in his article entitled ‘ “My Father is a Sun, and I am the Star”: Fatimid Symbols in Ayyubid and Mamluk metalwork.’1 I propose to take some of the ideas in this chapter further, exploring in particular the reasons for the predilection of the six-pointed star as a Fatimid decorative motif. Related to this is the hexagram, the form of the six-pointed star as two intertwined triangles that was associated from the early Islamic period onwards with the seal of Solomon, who is lauded in the Qurʾan and other early Islamic sources as a paragon of wisdom and the ideal ruler, and as an intercessor for protection from evil.

According to Fatimid doctrine, light is at the origin of the universe: ‘He initiated the creation of what He created from a Light’, writes Jaʿfar b. Mansur al-Yaman, the 4th/10th-century daʿi.2 His contemporary, al-Qadi al-Nuʿman, the author of many works on Ismaili jurisprudence, writes in the Ikhtilaf usul al-madhahib that ‘The Truth is illuminated by a light’,3 and quotes this hadith: ‘My companions are like the stars. No matter which of them you follow, you will be led aright.’4 The Ismaili scholar Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani writes that ‘gleaming flashes of sacred light’ testify to the existence of God,5 and that the Imams are ‘the lights in the darkness through whom God illuminates the black courtyards of the night’,6 calling his own work the Book of Lights to Illuminate the imamate.

Astral imagery can also be related to the Prophet Muhammad, the possessor of a divine light (nur Muhammad) that can lead Muslims towards enlightenment.7 Al-Qadi al-Nuʿman also wrote that the Muhammad is ‘a light for all lands (nur al-bilad), lamps (masabih) shining in the murk, leading out of the labyrinth of blindness and the gloom of perdition.’8 The guiding figures of religion are ‘like the stars of the heaven’ according to Ja‘far b. Mansur, and the daʿis are ‘like the shining stars, for the stars are their symbol and their outer aspect’.9

One should note from the outset that six-pointed stars are by no means unique to Fatimid imagery, and that they also used stellate images with various other points, including five- and eight-pointed ones. But I hope to demonstrate that the six-pointed star occupies a place of prominence in Fatimid decoration that is exceptional in Fatimid and Islamic art, and calls for an explanation. I will first discuss the use of the hexagram or seal of Solomon in different media, then the prevalence of six-pointed stars and hexafoil rosettes, and finally their possible connections with Imam Isma‘il.

The hexagram or seal of Solomon

The six-pointed star consisting of two intertwined triangles has long been regarded in Islam as the symbol of seal of the Prophet Solomon. It has an ancient history, starting in pre-Islamic times,10 and appearing frequently in buildings and artefacts throughout the Islamic world from the Umayyad period onwards.11

One of the earliest Fatimid examples is found on a block-printed talismanic scroll from the 5th/11th century.12 Another is found on a gravestone from Qayrawan dated 483/1090-91.13 The earliest known epigraphic example is found in the mashhad of al-Juyushi (480/1087) on the Muqattam cliffs beside Cairo at the apex of the dome, where it spells out the names of Muhammad and ʿAli.14 Later Fatimid epigraphic examples include those on the main mihrab of the shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya (527/1133) (Muhammad repeated six times, with ʿAli in the centre) and on the mihrab of the Hasawati mausoleum (ca. 545/1150-51) (figure III.2.1).

Non-epigraphic examples are found in considerable number on the northern minaret of the Mosque of al-Hakim15 (before 400/1010) (figure III.2.2, top and middle) and, together with a common substitute or companion to it, the five-sided star, on Bab al-Futuh (475/1085) (figure III.2.2, bottom). One of the 5th/11th-century beams of the Great Mosque of Qayrawan has alternately seals of Solomon and six-pointed stars.16 The two mihrabs flanking the entrance to the shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya have it at their focal point, enclosing a six-sided star, and surrounded by six trefoils, on a medallion from which radiate the ribs of the stylised scallop shell (figure III.2.3, top). An interesting variant is seen in the main mihrab of the shrine of Yahya al-Shabihi (549–555/1154–1160), where the intersecting triangles are implied by the geometric pattern, which also has a six-sided star at its centre (figure III.2.1, bottom right). Final architectural examples are those found on at least four of the medallions on the spandrels of the qibla arcades of the Mosque of al-Salih Talaʾiʿ.17 The seal of the Solomon is also present on three pieces of Fatimid metalwork, one from the late 5th/11th-century metalwork hoard found in Tiberias,18 one from the Caeserea hoard,19 and another in the treasury of Pisa cathedral (figure III.2.4).20 A final example is seen on the gold quarter-dinars minted in Sicily for the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir.21
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Figure III.2.1 Top left: Mashhad of al-Juyushi, 480/1087; top right: Shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya, 527/1133; bottom left: Hasawati mausoleum, ca. 544/1150; bottom right: Shrine of Yahya al-Shabihi, 549–555/1154–1160.
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Figure III.2.2 Upper and middle row: detail of hexagrams on northern minaret of the Mosque of al-Hakim (before 400/1010); bottom row: on Bab al-Futuh, 475/1085.
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Figure III.2.3 Top: Shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya, 527/1133, detail of outside mihrabs; bottom left: apex of dome of al-Hafiz at al-Azhar, 549/1154; bottom right: detail of painted medallion at apex of dome of Shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya.
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Figure III.2.4 Bronze plates: left, Tiberias hoard (after Khamis); right, museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Pisa.

The six-sided star
One of the earliest examples of these may be in Fatimid metalwork. A lamp from the Great Mosque of Qayrawan datable to around 390/1000 has a six-pointed star on its pierced base.22 This was also a favourite location for the seal of Solomon on Saljuq pierced lamps.23

The earliest Fatimid architectural examples of these occur in the geometric stucco window grilles of the Mosque of al-Azhar. There are also foliate grilles there and Creswell though that only those were original,24 but the simplicity of the geometric hexagonal-based patterns makes attributing them to a later date even more problematic than assuming their originality.25 Six pointed-stars occur at the centres of the geometrical patterns.

A similar series of window grilles with patterns based on a hexagonal grid was also found at the Mosque of al-Hakim. These were on the outer facades, but when Creswell recorded them only a few had survived. He did not publish them in volume one of The Muslim Architecture of Egypt, but fortunately photographs of three of them are preserved in his archive (figure III.2.5).26 Here again they are based on a hexagonal grid, with six-pointed stars appearing at the focal points of the pattern. An even simpler version of these patterns is found in stone in a window grille on the northern minaret.27 In the photograph of it in The Muslim Architecture of Egypt it is badly damaged, but again, an archival photograph enables us to reconstruct the pattern in its entirety and to see that it consisted of a six-pointed star at the centre with four others at the corners. The original cresting above the walls of the courtyard of this mosque was also one in which six-pointed stars featured prominently. This remained a popular pattern for cresting, with identical patterns being used later on the Aqmar mosque (519/1125-26)28 and on al-Hafiz’s alterations (r. 526–544/1132–1149) to al-Azhar.29

The first major example of a Fatimid star and polygon woodwork pattern is seen on the minbar made for the shrine of the head of al-Husayn at Ascalon in Palestine (484/1091-92) (figure III.2.6). The large scale of the polygons and stars is evidence that this was among the first Fatimid attempts to design in the geometric mode on woodwork, although it still displays a facility far in advance of its time. The pattern is generated from six-pointed stars surrounded by hexagons that appear below the chair and are then mirrored beneath the balustrade.30 The next known woodwork example of a star and polygon pattern is on a screen from the Musalla al-ʿIdayn in Damascus (497/1103-04). Most of the decoration is of arabesques, but the one geometric panel also features hexagons and six-pointed stars.31
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Figure III.2.5 Window grilles, outer wall, Mosque of al-Hakim, ca. 400/1010.
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Figure III.2.6 Minbars: left, Ascalon minbar, 484/1091–92; right, ‘Amri mosque, Qus, 550–556/1155–1156.

The Mosque of al-Aqmar was mentioned above in relation to the design of the lower part of its cresting. The original cresting has not survived, but fortunately drawings of it by the English architect James Wild, ca. 1844, exist. Two versions of the upper section were recorded, one with curved elements. However, the curved one is clearly based on the other which again has a pattern based on six-pointed stars and polygons (figure III.2.7). Also in al-Aqmar is a stone-carved panel on the side of the facade featuring a six-pointed star at its centre (figure III.2.7). Its prominence has led to varying suggestions, religious and secular, regarding its significance.32

The wooden portable mihrab from the shrine of Sayyida Nafisa probably dates from one of the two recorded Fatimid restorations, in 532/1137-38 and 541/1146-47. The focal point of the composition is the six-pointed star above the apex of the arch. The design is cleverly arranged so that a half of this six-pointed star appears alternately on the left and right of each lower side, as well as at the top left and right corners (figure III.2.8).33

The cresting of the Mosque of al-Azhar by al-Hafiz was mentioned above. More six-pointed stars (eleven to be exact) are found in one of the windows between the squinches of the dome that he added to the transept; hexagons and hexafoils interlace in the surrounding strapwork.34 The stucco decoration of the dome above is unusual in being divided into six parts. Reflecting this, the central medallion at its apex has not just a six-pointed star at the centre but is also surrounded by six floral elements (figure III.2.3, bottom left). They recall those at the apex of the Sayyida Ruqayya dome (figure III.2.3, bottom right) which is discussed further below.

The minbar at Qus, made for the vizier al-Salih Talaʾiʿ’s restoration of the ʿAmri mosque (550–556/1155–1156), is the earliest surviving in Egypt. Like the minbar at Ascalon, its main pattern is one based on six-pointed stars (figure III.2.6). The pattern at the base of the seat at Qus of six-pointed stars surrounded by irregular hexagons is identical to that of the niche of the contemporary (549–555/1154–1160)35 portable wooden mihrab of the shrine of Sayyida Ruqayya. This mihrab, like that of Sayyida Nafisa, also has a centralised six-pointed star above the mihrab arch. Also like the Sayyida Nafisa mihrab, it has an ingenious design on the lower sides, alternating half six-pointed stars with half 16-sided polygons which also flank the central star above (figure III.2.8).36 The rear and sides of the mihrab are also ornamented with panels, ten of which are geometrical and nine vegetal. The six-pointed star is the focal point and generative feature of all of these but one, the exception being a twelve-sided star.37 Attached to the ʿAmri mosque at Qus is a Fatimid mausoleum. Six-pointed stars are used there both for windows openings at the base of the dome, and also within blind niches on each of the lower faces of the lower square.38
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Figure III.2.7 Mosque of al-Aqmar, 519/1125–26.
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Figure III.2.8 Left, portable mihrab of Sayyida Nafisa, 532–541/1137–1147 (drawing by Alessandro Nocentini); right, portable mihrab of Sayyida Nafisa.

One other major example of Fatimid woodwork is the cenotaph from the Shrine of the head of al-Husayn. Initially ascribed to the Ayyubid period solely on account of its cursive inscriptions, Caroline Williams has cogently argued that it is Fatimid.39 Here too six-pointed stars are the generative root of the pattern. This is most apparent in the upper geometric panels, where they appear both as whole and half stars. It is not quite so obvious in the lower vertically-oriented geometric panels, as only the central panel on the long side has a complete six-pointed star. But combine any two of the flanking panels on the long side or the short sides, and it can be seen easily that their pattern is identical to the central one on the long side (figure III.2.9).

Interesting combinations of the motifs of the seal of Solomon, the six-pointed star and the hexafoil rosette are found on the Bab al-Akhdar (549/1154-55), the Fatimid gate adjacent to the mausoleum for the head of al-Husayn. In the medallion on the left spandrel a six-pointed star is found set within the seal of Solomon. On the right spandrel the central six-pointed star is surrounded by a hexafoil rosette (figure III.2.10).

In connection with the mention of the rosette above we should also note the earlier decoration on the mihrab on the Mosque of al-Azhar. A six-petalled rosette occurs prominently, not just at the apex of the niche decoration, but is also repeated three times on the soffit of the arch in front of the niche, also at the apex and the base at each side (figure III.2.11). Variations on this are found at the Shrine of al-Sayyida Ruqayya (527/1133), where the medallion at the apex of the dome in front of the mihrab has a floral motif with six lobes inside a Qurʾanic inscription, and at the apex of the dome added in al-Hafiz’s alterations (549/1154) to the Azhar mosque (figure III.2.3, bottom left).40
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Figure III.2.9 Cenotaph from the Shrine of the Head of Husayn. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo (side panels aligned).
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Figure III.2.10 Details of spandrels, Bab al-Akhdar, 549/1154–55.
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Figure III.2.11 Detail of mihrab, Mosque of al-Azhar, 360/970–71.

Finally, the Mosque of al-Salih Talaʾiʿ (555/1160) was mentioned above in connection with its medallions displaying the seal of Solomon. One of medallions also has a six-pointed star,41 but many more are to be found on the wooden ceiling of the arcade at the entrance to the mosque, where they are found within the hexagons that are its organising principal (figure III.2.12).42


[image: ]
Figure III.2.12 Ceiling of narthex, Mosque of al-Salih Talaʾiʿ, 555/1160.

The Fatimid iconography of six
Why should the Fatimids have favoured six-sided ornamentation? Ibn al-Haytham, in his book on the history of the rise of the Fatimid caliphate, Kitab al-Munazarat, relates a debate in which members of the Ithna ʿashariyya claimed as the proof of the number twelve being that of the Imams, that God created twelve divisions of the zodiac in the heavens, twelve months, twelve hours of the day and for the night, twelve members of the body subservient to the heart and twelve regions of the terrestrial world. This was refuted by Abu Musa (a Kutama chieftain also known as shaykh al-mashaʾikh) who noted that, on the basis of God’s speech in the Qurʾan, one could point to the importance of many other numbers including thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, nineteen, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty, ninety-nine and a hundred.43

Similarly, I am aware that the problem in pointing to the importance of six on text-based material is that it is not difficult to find passages that record the importance of many of the other numbers from, for instance, three to twelve, and to single out one of them, such as six, could lead to accusations of special pleading.44 Still, I can only present here the evidence I have and let the reader decide the extent to which it is convincing – or even better, to encourage others to provide additional arguments.45

Although its frequent use was noted above, the seal of Solomon is not unique to the Fatimids. In Islamic lore the seal of Solomon was given to him by God; it bore God’s name and enabled him to command demons and speak with animals. Its association with Solomon’s wisdom and its magical character ensured that it frequently operated as a talisman.46 It was one of the seven magic symbols, frequently in association with the names of God, found on many amulets, magic bowls and talismanic shirts.47 Olly Akkerman has pointed out that the seal of Solomon can be found frequently in Bohra manuscripts in text, as paratexts and on flyleaves, where it serves as a talisman to protect the codex as a sacred object. She points out that Bohra manuscript culture has its roots in medieval Tayyibi Yemen and also possibly in Fatimid Egypt.48

In the Qurʾan, the creation of the heavens and earth by God in six days is mentioned several times.49 Abu Ya‘qub al-Sijistani in his Kitab al-Yanabiʿ refers to this is the section on the 34th Wellspring: That the Compound Even Number Following Four Is Six.50 In the same section he notes that six is a perfect number.51 He also refers to the six eras from Adam to Muhammad, the six powers of nature, the six days of creation, the six directions and the six members of the human body. Admittedly, however, the significance of these is complicated by the diagram he adds52 which places them as subsidiary, in each case, to one other entity. The concept of the six eras is based on the numbering of the six speaker-prophets (natiqs), each of whom had a legatee (wasi) who explained through taʾwil the inner meaning of the natiqs’ teachings. The wasi of the Prophet Muhammad was ʿAli, but these series of cycles were to be followed by seven Imams, the seventh and last of whom would emerge as the new natiq.53

While these connections are suggestive, they may not be persuasive in themselves. What I believe is the most important reason for the predilection for six-sided ornamentation is one that is, unlike the others, not usually explicitly stated in the Fatimid sources. This is the status of Ismaʿil b. Jaʿfar, the founder of the line after whom the Ismailis are of course named, as the sixth Imam. This in itself is not always obvious, as the enumeration of Imams is different for some of the Ismaili branches, and even seems to have varied at different times.54 In a table of early Ismaili Imams, for instance, Farhad Daftary notes that ‘Originally ʿAli was counted as the first Imam. Later ʿAli acquired the higher rank of asas and al-Hasan was counted as the first Imam. Still later, the Nizaris omitted al-Hasan and started the list with ʿAli, counting al-Husayn as their second Imam.’55 Fatimid sources that discuss the succession after Muhammad b. Ismaʿil are rare, but all of course insist on the imamate of Ismaʿil. One mention is in a khutba of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Amir, in which he labels ʿAli as the amir al-muʾminin, and the Imams down to ‘the true Imam Ismaʿil and Muhammad, his son.’56 ʿAli is frequently mentioned in the surviving khutbas as the wasi (legatee or administrator of the will of Muhammad) or as the Lord of the Legatees (sayyid al-wasiyin).57 This means that, whether one is counting on the Nizari Ismaili premise or the non-Nizari Ismaili premise, Ismaʿil is the sixth Imam. The frequent designation of the Fatimids as ‘seveners’58 should thus be discounted – not that describing them as ‘sixers’ would be any more accurate, since they do not hold that the imamate stopped with Ismaʿil, merely that it was continued only through his line. Seveners would be an accurate description only of those who, like the Qarmatis, looked for the return of the seventh Imam, Muhammad b. Ismaʿil, who was believed to be in occultation (ghayba), as the Mahdi.59

One source which lays out in detail the arguments for the imamate passing from Ja‘far al-Sadiq to Isma‘il is al-Kirmani’s al-Masabih fi ithbat al-imama. Under the heading of ‘The Sixth Light’ he recounts in detail how ‘after the designation had reached Jaʿfar al-Sadiq, the imamate belonged to Ismaʿil, and his descendants, to the exclusion of any of Ismaʿil’s brothers.’60 A similar exposition was unnecessary for subsequent Fatimid progeny61 since the descent from Ismaʿil was a defining aspect of the Fatimids.

Admittedly, the term Ismaili had less resonance in the early Shiʿi sources than it does now. The initial name for the religious movement was more often simply as al-daʿwa, the mission, or as al-daʿwa al-hadiya, the rightly guiding mission, or alternately the din al-haqq or the daʿwa al-haqq (the religion or mission of truth).62 And just to highlight the controversies regarding the whole question of symbolism in Fatimid society, it has even been argued that ‘pace Brett, Sanders, and Bierman, [there is] little evidence that the symbolism of state ceremonial and “public texts” such as coinage and architecture had special meanings according to the Ismaili missionaries, or that the doctrines of Ismailism were of direct utility for the Fatimid state.’63

Conclusion
Nonetheless, the predilection for hexagrams, six-pointed stars and hexafoil rosettes in Fatimid decorative motifs is such that it is unlikely to be simply the haphazard choice of stonemasons, stucco craftsmen, metalworkers and carpenters. Although the bulk of Cairo’s population may not have been aware of its symbolism, it is possible that sufficient Fatimid devotees would have been conscious of Ismaʿil’s status both as the sixth Imam and as the crucial link in their Imams’ ancestry to see this reflected in the state-sponsored works of art and architecture that they encountered so frequently in Cairo and elsewhere in the Fatimid dominions.
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The Cosmopolitan Ecosystem of the Festival Costumes of 515/1122

Paula Sanders


At the end of the month, the kiswa for the ʿid arrived, which was many times larger than it had been for this holiday (lit. season, mawsim) in the days of al-Afdal. It was comprised of [various] gold [garments] (dhuhub) and advance payments (salaf) of nearly 20,000 dinars. This is the greatest holiday for them and is called the Festival of Gala Costumes (ʿid al-hulal) because on it gala costumes are distributed to a large group, while on others [they are distributed only] to the elite (li’l-aʿyan khassatan).1



The Fatimids of the 6th/12th century are especially known for their munificent distribution of luxurious costumes to courtiers, soldiers and high-ranking officials. We encounter most of these luxury textiles in our sources only as finished products, usually in an isolated inventory from a surviving fragment of a larger work of the Fatimid era that itself has been incorporated into a much later and even larger work. The text we have here, of which I have cited only a small part, is a good example: it is part of a detailed inventory provided by the historian Ibn al-Maʾmun al-Bataʾihi.

Whether in an inventory that is part of the accounts for a particular year or as part of a narrative about the state treasuries, these texts provide an immense amount of detail on these costumes without any critical information regarding how and where they were made and transported or who was a part of the process. Other than the mention of treasury officials (occasionally by name), we are left with lists that tell us about the finished product but say nothing about their production or provenance. Would our understanding of the political and social meanings of these distributions, for which the Fatimids were quite famous, be enriched by understanding the full life-cycle of production, distribution, use and reuse – in other words, the entire ecosystem?

While a full analysis requires consideration of other materials, particularly silk and gold, due to limitations of space the focus here is on the linen textiles that provided the base material for a large number of the costumes and the process of production before the woven fabric reached the tiraz factories, where the costumes in their constituent parts were made. I rely on incomplete and scattered literary and documentary evidence that is not connected to any known textiles in museum collections, one of the most common challenges of modern scholars. This essay, therefore, is preliminary and tentative, and I offer it as an open invitation to other scholars to expand and correct as we work collectively to reconstruct the full ecosystem of Fatimid ceremonial and understand it as an expression of the cosmopolitan character of the Fatimid court.2

By ceremonial ecosystem, I mean the entire interconnected world of not only ideas (theological and political), but more specifically the expression of ideas in different and interconnected registers with their equally connected practices and the material world in which they found expression – whether that be in documents, buildings, places, fabrics, or other objects. Understanding these objects means reconstructing to the best of our ability (and, for now, unevenly) their production: what were the raw materials and where did they come from? What sort of labourers produced them? How were they distributed and redistributed? What other networks – for example, commerce and taxation – were they connected to? What value and meaning of different sorts do material objects accumulate along the way? What value and meaning might material objects lose along the way? What is the relationship between local, regional and long-distance production and exchange? And, as any historian will inevitably ask, what changes over time? Investigating the full ecosystem and considering it in the context of the particular circumstances of the last years of al-Afdal’s vizierate (d. 515/1121) and the first year of al-Maʾmun al-Bataʾihi’s vizierate after al-Afdal was killed, we can come to a new understanding of the importance and meaning of the latter’s of the ceremonial practices that had been abandoned by al-Afdal.

In what follows, I will, first, summarise the basic materials used in the production of court textiles; second, describe the ecosystem of flax production from planting through to the production of thread and weaving of textiles; third, discuss the meaning of the term salaf and its relationship to the ecosystem; and finally, discuss why thinking in terms of the ecosystem adds depth to our interpretation of the meaning of the Festival costume distributions.

Linen, Gold and Silk: the Materials of the Festival Costumes of 515/1122
The 5th/11th-century historian al-Musabbihi described of robes of honour in early accounts as either muthaqqal or mudhahhab (woven or embroidered with gold).3 There is scarcely a mention of silk in al-Musabbihi’s chronicle. A century later, the large inventory of clothing distributed for the festival in 515/1122 mentions numerous garments of both silk and gold – the two materials that most determined the commodity value of a garment – woven into or embroidered onto a linen base. We have, then, to consider the production of linen, gold thread4 and silk, at the least, in order to begin piecing together the production and transfer to the court of the materials that held the most commodity and symbolic value. Without a doubt, these extravagant distributions of costumes, khilʿa, robes of honour, were possible only in an ecosystem that could sustain production and trade. Given the enormous number of costumes distributed by the Fatimid court – a practice stopped under al-Afdal and restored by the vizier al-Maʾmun b. al-Bataʾihi – the number of people and places involved in production of the linen base material used in the caliphal costumes must have been substantial, and must have required buying flax from merchants in both regional and international markets.5 We know little about the government’s involvement in the full production of textiles other than descriptions of the tiraz factories by al-Maqrizi. Much scholarly discussion has been focused on whether and how to differentiate between the so-called private and public tiraz factories. In this analysis, however, a different set of questions is at hand. We do not know in any detail how these factories (whether public or private) worked with other producers, where they got their raw goods, who worked in them, what the output was, or how things were paid and accounted for, except in the most general terms. The available information is generally vague. From sources like Ibn Mammati and al-Makhzumi we know of the officials – directors, supervisors, auditors – who kept a close account of what was going on, especially when gold was involved.6

Ibn Bassam’s short treatise on Tinnis, one of the major flax-growing and processing regions along with Damietta, provides a tantalising bit of information that points to the participation of non-governmental growers and merchants in supplying the court: ‘The city has 5,000 weaving looms, employing 10,000 workers, not including the men and women who embroider or adorn clothes. Sealed chests [of cloth] leave the city each year: 1,500 chests (asfat) as well as 1,000 bundles (rizam). The royal treasury has the right to 400 chests of textiles.’7 It is not clear whether these numbers include production in the tiraz factories. What is especially interesting in this short description is the information that the royal treasury had the right to 400 chests of textiles, an indication of the government’s reliance on conventional commercial networks to meet its needs.

The ecosystem of flax production
Egypt was known for its robust flax production as a cash crop long before the Fatimids arrived, and flax production continued to be a central part of the agricultural and industrial economy until the Mamluk era. Documents from the Cairo Geniza mention about twenty-six different varieties of flax,8 most identified by location, and a variety of sources allow us to piece together the process of growing, harvesting and preparing the raw material so that it could be spun and then woven, and finally who was involved at various stages in commercial flax production. Three regions in Egypt were well known for flax growing and linen production: the Delta, the Fayyum and Upper Egypt. Flax fibres did not necessarily travel far from initial harvesting and processing to be spun and woven into cloth. The Delta and the Fayyum, in particular, had factories that received locally and regionally processed flax.

Flax production from cultivation to spun thread was a complex process involving many stages and people. Cultivators received a seed advance (taqwiyya) in September and paid it back at harvest time.9 Egyptian farmers for many centuries used a combination of crop rotation, allowing land to lie fallow for one season, restoring its fertility by planting with it cover crops, or fertilising it with manure. Land that had been planted with flax or wheat the previous year was depleted and therefore unsuitable for replanting with the same crop. In some instances, the land would be cleared of weeds and remaining vegetation, ploughed several times and then fertilised with manure.10

The Nile flood began during mid-August and peaked in mid-October.11 By this time, it was clear which lands would be irrigated and by which of the methods practised. Depending upon the local geology and topography, irrigation took place in one of two ways. In the Delta, which depended upon basin irrigation, flood waters were retained by a network of dikes which were opened strategically to allow the released waters to drain into lower lands on which other crops would be planted.12 The flood water was drained from lands designated for flax in late October or early November; flax seed was sown in the middle of the month, and was fertilised with manure at the end of the month. The Fayyum, on the other hand, enjoyed year-round irrigation thanks to the Bahr Yusif canal, which branched from the Nile about 300 km to the south, and the dam at al-Lahun, which had been built in the Ptolemaic era to divert Nile water. The dam at al-Lahun prevented excess Nile water flooding into the Fayyum and made water available for a second crop.13 Hourglasses and flood-gates measured the time and amount of water used by the farmers. Various instruments that were used to move water are still evident in the Egyptian countryside today, particularly the waterwheel and the shaduf.14 Whether basin irrigation or irrigation by means of smaller canals, the responsibility for maintaining and servicing the canals fell upon the government, local authorities and landholders, tying them together in an interdependent infrastructure.15

Decisions about what to plant were made not by cultivators, but by tax officials, based on factors rooted in the scientific approach to crop rotation: what had been grown in the previous season, whether the land had lain fallow, whether the land (fallow or not) had been irrigated or not the previous season, and what crops would yield the most tax revenue. The best land for sowing both flax and wheat was that on which legumes, lucernes and cucurbitaceous fruits had been cultivated (called baq), since they restore fertility to the soil.16

In Fatimid Egypt, taxes were collected at designated intervals in dinars, not in kind. The requirement to pay taxes at intervals and in cash before the harvest was onerous, particularly for small cultivators, and meant that farmers needed dinars in hand to pay the taxes in advance of the harvest. Lorenzo Bondioli argues persuasively that this need for cash to pay taxes in dinars before the harvest – a feature of the Fatimid tax structure that represents a substantial change from earlier periods – drove a system in which merchants bought crops in advance at a significant discount, waiting nearly a year for the produce to be delivered.17 This tied rural production and taxation to urban commercial networks, and farmers and merchants together in a way that could not be easily disentangled and which seems to have persisted to the end of the Fatimid period.18 Sometimes, the merchants paid taxes directly to the tax collector on behalf of the farmers; payments by the merchants were recorded in official tax registers.19 Tax collectors showed up as the flax was beginning to ripen in early March so that none of the final harvest could be hidden from them.

Flax is harvested by pulling it up from its roots rather than by cutting, in order to preserve the long fibres that run on the outside of the entire length of its woody stalk. After harvest, several stages of labour-intensive processing began, each having a direct effect on the quality of the processed flax fibres that would be spun into thread. The first of these is retting, in which the flax stalks are soaked in water so that the fibres can be separated from the woody core in the next stage. Retting was generally carried out by the farmers themselves.20 There are two primary modes of retting, dew-retting and water-retting. In dew-retting, the plants are spread out in the open for several weeks while dew (and perhaps rain), ferments the fibres, producing a grayish colour; in water-retting, the stalks are submerged in pools of water for ten to fourteen days, producing a yellowish or buff colour.21

The 554/1159 deed of sale of a large piece of land north of Cairo by the Fatimid caliph al-Faʾiz bi-Nasr Allah (r. 549–555/1150–1160) to the vizier Talaʾiʿ b. Ruzzik (in office 549–556/1154–1161) records that the parcel of land included six ponds for soaking flax, bringing in close to 285 dinars annually, which Lorenzo Bondioli concludes was ‘most likely accruing from the fee which flax-growers had to pay to use them’.22 We might speculate that other large estates in the heavy flax-growing regions of Egypt also brought in extra revenue this way. Since white was the Fatimids’ dynastic colour, and undyed linen was the base fabric for most of their official costumes, we might also suggest that linen used for luxury textiles for the court was probably from water-retted flax, and that this added to the cost of producing these textiles.

After retting, the flax stalks were turned regularly by the farmers in order to dry them thoroughly in preparation for the next two phases – scutching and hatchelling. These two processes were so important to the ultimate quality of the flax filament and the final linen cloth that merchants commonly supervised them themselves, taking up residence in major flax-producing cities to oversee the work.23 Scutching (beating the dried stalks) loosened the flax fibres from the woody stalk and also separated the seed, some of which was used to make linseed oil and other portions set aside for the next year’s planting. At this point, the flax was no longer referred to as ‘flax of the farmers (muzariʿin)’ but was now called ‘flax of the workers (sunnaʿ)’. Hatchelling (combing) was performed by yet another specialist who pulled the strands through a series of pins and combs in order to produce fibres that could be spun. Both of these stages were so important to the quality of the yarn that would be spun that merchants were advised not to buy flax that had already been scutched and hatchelled.24

Spinning and Weaving

Once the flax fibres had been prepared and their quality determined, they were delivered to the spinners, who were women.25 Flax fibres have a natural counterclockwise twist, and Egyptian spinners traditionally twisted the thread in a counterclockwise direction (to the right). The result was what textile specialists call S-spun thread or yarn, which predominated in Egypt in the production of flax over many centuries.26 The tightness of the spun fibres and the quality of the fibre itself determine the outcome: whether a thread or yarn is fine or bulky, how it might be used in weaving, and the overall quality of the resulting fabric. The opportunities for incompetence and deception at different stages were well known, and hisba manuals warned against common forms of fraud. Al-Shayzari, the 6th/12th-century author of a foundational hisba manual, warned in his chapter on flax spinners that ‘[t]hey must not mix good flax with bad, nor flax from Nablus with that from Egypt. Some of them mix unspun cotton with soft flax after it has been combed. All these things are fraudulent.’27

When the thread was taken to the weavers – who in the Fatimid period in the Delta seem to have been largely Christian men – the weight of the spun yard was noted, since thread was sold not by length but by weight, as were finished textiles. The woven textile had to be of the same weight as the thread. Again, the sources warn against several ways that spinners and weavers might defraud consumers. The possibilities for fraud articulated in the hisba manuals would have been of even more concern regarding textiles destined for the court than those for the open market. Ibn Mammati and al-Makhzumi express their concerns mostly about verifying the quality and weight of spun gold, and it makes sense that this is the detail we have, given the enormous amounts of gold thread used in ceremonial costumes. The Fatimid administration had in place numerous procedures for registering, certifying or verifying, and double-checking, many other transactions having to do with landholding, customs, production, taxes and payments of various kinds; these procedures were similar to those used by merchants among themselves and by merchants when interacting with officials. Why, then, would it not be the same for textiles of high value that were being conveyed to the tiraz factories for embroidering or the affixing of inscribed and decorated borders?

Linen was woven in Egypt with a plain or tabby weave (i.e., alternate crossing of warp and weft), and could be closely or loosely woven depending upon the thickness of the thread and the amount of thread used. A loose, gauzy weave with very fine thread would produce the long linen fabric used to wind a turban (as in the tamim shashiyya of the caliphal attire); a closer, tighter weave using thread made from raw flax that had been harvested early and was completely free of knots or thick spots would produce the softness and sheen of the legendary dabiqi linen for which Damietta and Tinnis were known.28

The work was not finished with the weaving. There were still at least two more processes needed before the linen fabric could be handed over to the tiraz factories for its portion of the remaining work. The cloth had to be cleaned by removing the black crust from it using a rough black stone.29 Then the cloth was fulled, i.e., soaked in fuller’s earth to shrink it and tighten the weave. Sometimes the cloth was also sprinkled with water and then beaten with a club. Finally, the cloth would be pressed in a device operated with a screw to make it smooth and shiny.30

Who was doing the work?

It is well documented that in the centuries before the Fatimids, a large number of farmers in Egypt were Coptic Christians. This is not surprising, since a substantial portion of the inhabitants of Egypt remained Christian until perhaps as late as the 4th/10th century, and longer in Upper Egypt, with a large-scale conversion occurring only in the latter half of the 7th/13th century.31 Terry Wilfong notes the close connection between monastic institutions and agricultural activity in Late Antiquity and the early Islamic period – testimony to yet another instance of interdependence among different communities as a feature of medieval Egyptian life.32 We do not know precisely how long the intensive agricultural activity of Egypt’s Coptic communities lasted, but we can point to some instances that attest to its persistence well into the Islamic period. The first instance is the well-known Coptic rebellions in the Delta, in particular the periodic Bashmuric Revolts which lasted intermittently from 106 to 217/725 to 832 which (among other precipitating factors) were provoked by the harsh practices of the tax collectors. The second instance is a remark by al-Makhzumi that payment of the ‘tenth’ tax ‘is not incumbent upon the protected (dhimmi) cultivator because of his poll tax (jizya)’, providing indirect evidence that Copts continued to cultivate the land throughout the Fatimid period.33

All land in the Fatimid realm technically belonged to the state (despite some long-term assignments of large plots to various officials and perhaps large landholding families), and plots were contracted out to growers, who were obliged to grow their assigned crop. As Chris Wickham notes in his study of land tenure, however, ‘the state did not itself have to care greatly who owned the land. [ … ] tax was what interested the state.’34 Taken together, the analyses (with slightly different emphases) of Wickham, Frantz-Murphy and Bondioli point to several important aspects of the ecosystem we are trying to understand: first, regardless of ownership, most land was worked by lessees and sublessees under contract; second, whatever the role of the state in the administration of land and taxation, local officials and networks loomed large; third, local tax-farming and local landowning seem to have coexisted between the 4th/10th and 6th/12th centuries; fourth, merchants were deeply embedded in the system of tax collection. This last point is also corroborated by the bitter complaint of al-Nabulusi, in his condemnation of dhimmis (and particularly Christians) serving as public officials. He accuses them of skimming off monies from the public funds of the Muslims and describes how corrupt officials operate: ‘He takes a little here and a little there, buys from those beneath him against their will, and either sells back to them against their will or compels them to sell what they possess when it is inexpensive and in low demand, in order to pay what they owe.’35

In addition to the farmers who grew and began the initial retting of the flax and who by the 6th/12th century would have been both Copts and Muslims, large numbers of specialists were needed to complete the processing of the raw flax. In some places – for example, Tinnis and Damietta – it seems that nearly the entire population was involved in the industry from beginning to end. We can recall here Ibn Bassam’s description of Tinnis as having ‘5,000 weaving looms, employing 10,000 workers, not including the men and women who embroider or adorn clothes.’36 Embroidering or tapestry-weaving to add inscriptions or decorated bands would have been carried out in a tiraz factory, particularly since it involved large amounts of gold thread, which was produced and distributed by the Mint. Yaacov Lev notes in his article on Tinnis that ‘[t]he way the state organised the production, procurement and storage of textiles resembled the methods employed for the control of grain supplies and accumulation of military equipment.’37

Understanding the term salaf

We can now turn to al-Maʾmun’s inventory to see that the term salaf, understood as advance payment, gives us a window into the ecosystem we have been discussing above. The caliphal costume provides a good example of the elements of the inventory: ‘For the procession (mawkib) an elegant royal costume with gold threads (badla khass jalila mudhahhaba), its robe (thawb) having ornamental stripes and hems and being decorated with goblets. It consists of eleven pieces in two wrappers (lifafatayn). The advance payment for it (al-salaf ʿanha) is 176 ½ dinars, and of high-quality spun gold [is] 357 ½ mithqals at a labour cost of 1/8 dinar per mithqal, and of Iraqi gold, 2994 qasabas.’38

We should consider the inventory together with Yaacov Lev’s aptly characterised ‘shopping list’ of the vizier al-Maʾmun al-Bataʾihi,39 consisting of goods for the treasuries to be purchased from Byzantine and North African merchants in Alexandria. The list includes many items of different patterns and colours, some similar to the festival costumes and others quite distinct. Lev’s ‘shopping list’ clearly shows the vizier putting in an order for goods, including an enormous number of textiles (18,000 Iskandarani robes), some of which were probably distributed as robes of honour (khilʿa) and others no doubt used for various purposes by the vizier. Given the vast numbers involved, it is likely that the domestic production of ceremonial costumes of linen, embroidered and woven with gold and silk, was not sufficient to meet all the needs of the court. These purchases are consistent with the products being traded in the commercial networks of the Mediterranean as documented in the material from the Cairo Geniza. The robust Mediterranean trade, which was sustained even in the midst of the Crusades, permitted the vizier to exercise (whether for himself or on behalf of the caliph) the economic muscle of the court.40

A more precise definition of the term salaf opens a window onto the mechanics of the ecosystem of agriculture, manufacturing and trade in which the Fatimid court participated fully. Ayman F. Sayyid vocalises it as sulaf, noting that this term, which appears frequently in the inventory, is found exclusively in al-Maqrizi citing Ibn al-Maʾmun’s text.41 Romberg translates the term as ‘costing’;42 Serjeant does not include this passage in his discussion of Fatimid textiles. To be sure, understanding this as a cost or payment is correct in a general sense. How, then, do I come to propose the more specific meaning of ‘advance payment’ for goods and why does this matter?

Bondioli considers ‘advance sales’ as a fundamental part of the system of agricultural and commercial interdependence,43 tied to the increasing requirement of cash payments for taxes which compelled farmers to sell crops in advance to merchants, thus ‘deepening … the link connecting taxation and mercantile profit.’44 Much of the evidence for Bondioli’s argument – which focuses on the creation of commercial capital – derives from Judeo-Arabic documents; he also considers the corpus of Arabic documents published by Werner Diem, which provides evidence of advance sales between the 2nd/8th and 6th/12th centuries. Bondioli’s discussion of the juristic texts follows Baber Johansen, noting that Hanafi jurists used both salaf and salam to denote advance sales.45 The term salaf is used extensively in this sense in the foundational Shafiʿi juristic compendium Kitab al-Umm. Given the predominance of the Shafiʿi school in medieval Egypt, and the Fatimid practice of integrating non-Ismaili judges into its judiciary, it is reasonable to think that the official recording the inventory might well have been a Shafiʿi official whose technical vocabulary was borrowed from the Kitab al-Umm, which remained an important juristic text long after the demise of its author.46 Joshua Blau in his Dictionary of Mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic Texts has entries for salaf and sulfa (both vocalisations are known in Geniza texts) and explains them as meaning advance payments (some in relation to maritime travel).47

To Bondioli and Johansen’s juristic evidence drawn from Sunni jurists, we may add the evidence from al-Qadi al-Nuʿman’s Daʿaʾim al-Islam, which contains a section entitled ‘A contract for future delivery [with prepayment] (al-salam)’ in the ‘Book of Business Transactions’.48 The note to the translation states that the term salaf is a synonym for salam, and is used by Iraqi jurists, without specifying any particular references.49Al-Qadi al-Nuʿman uses the term salam throughout his discussion. It is only in al-Maqrizi’s extract from the writings of Ibn al-Maʾmun al-Bataʾihi that we find the term salaf being used in the same sense, as in the extract cited at the beginning of this essay. The full list that itemises all the pieces uses the term salaf nearly three dozen times.

Al-Maʾmun’s inventory provides a glimpse into how the Fatimid court’s treasuries actually functioned on the ground, something that is difficult to reconstruct given the fragmentary nature of the literary evidence and our still incomplete knowledge of the documentary record. The documentary studies to date clearly show that Ibn Mammati and al-Makhzumi’s descriptions of the elaborate system of double-checking and record-keeping for verification was not mere theory but actual practice.50 Ibn Mammati, for example, describes the financial procedures of the tiraz factory: when the ruler needed clothes, a memo (tadhkira) was drawn up by the diwan al-khizana al-saʿida (the treasury) and the amount to be disbursed in money and spun gold was sent to the tiraz factory. After the clothes had been produced, the factory sent them along with an itemisation of the expenses. If the expenses exceeded the amount agreed upon, no additional payments were made and this was considered a sign of the high quality of the workmanship. If the value of the clothes was deemed to be less than the amount sent, then the tiraz workers had to repay the difference.51

When we add the information from Ibn Mammati to our accumulating evidence, we can see that it is likely that al-Maʾmun’s inventory was one or the other of these lists that were used to verify what had been bought in advance. Although Ibn Mammati uses neither the terms salaf nor salam, he is clearly describing advance payment followed by reconciliation of expenses after delivery and inspection. The practices of merchants, known from documentary evidence, indicate many points of verification, whether in regard to payment of customs dues and taxes or of advance payments to farmers and other merchants; we can conclude that the practices of the court and its ministries were very much in keeping with the commercial culture of the times.

Conclusion
What does the close connection between the commercial sector and the government suggest about the meaning of these ‘gala costumes [that] are distributed to a large group on [the Festival], while on [other festivals they are distributed only] to the elite’? This key phrase suggests that whatever else they may have conveyed, the costumes visible on parade and the elaborate distributions of them presented the regime at the apex of a vast, functional, administrative and commercial system that touches on all aspects of what was critical to the Egyptian economy (water, land, crops and money) and a critical mass of the Egyptian population.

The restoration of these immense distributions in the 6th/12th century followed a period of nearly a century during which elaborate distributions and public ceremonies had ceased.52 During al-Afdal’s time as vizier, the Fatimids were engaged in a non-stop war with the Crusaders, exacerbated by the fact that Egypt had not recovered from difficulties of the previous century, when Badr al-Jamali had distributed large amounts of land to his amirs in lieu of cash payments. These distributions led to a severe shortage of cultivators and land falling out of cultivation, as well as the failure to conduct the cadastral survey that was called for by Islamic law every thirty years. Over time, the iqtaʿs of higher ranking amirs increased considerably in production, although not necessarily through growing flax. Al-Maqrizi tells us that the powerful amirs invested in their properties by planting gardens and building sugar-presses, indicating that they had begun to deal in sugarcane, a high value cash crop;53 properties of lower ranking amirs, however, yielded decreased output while their iqtaʿs continued to be assessed for tax purposes at the same high value. Higher ranking amirs thus had a notable surplus after paying their taxes while lower ranking amirs fell into arrears.54 Al-Maʾmun – who was at that time one of al-Afdal’s lieutenants – confiscated the iqtaʿs of high-ranking amirs and auctioned them off to lower ranking muqtaʿs despite the protests of the amirs, whom he appeased by allowing them to keep the lucrative gardens, properties and sugar presses that were not a part of their iqtaʿ. The successful bidders were given a thirty-year lease that was documented in a sijill. Next, al-Maʾmun auctioned off the lower value land to the amirs at a steep discount, partly as a way to appease them and partly as a way to encourage the same kind of capital investments that had added so much value to their previous lands. At the same time, he began construction of a new canal on the Damietta branch of the Nile in 505/1112.55 The combined impact of these measures appears to have been successful: people returned to the countryside, lands that had lain fallow returned to cultivation and production increased.

Ibn al-Maʾmun notes that distributions of clothing under al-Bataʾihi were many times larger than in the days of al-Afdal, and reports that the number of costumes distributed in 512/1119 was 8,775 (under al-Afdal), whereas in 515/1122 it was 14,305. In other words, he records nearly double the distributions in the time of al-Maʾmun’s vizierate as in the last years of al-Afdal’s. The gap between these numbers does not, however, answer a key question: was this the result of better management and increased production, a political move to demonstrate the success of his reforms, or a combination of the two? I would argue that it is a combination of the two. By understanding the Festival of 515/1122 within the context of the entire ecosystem, we can see that these elaborate distributions were communicating the regime’s health, wealth and power to a broadly and deeply interconnected population that included merchants as well as soldiers and courtiers, and conventional commercial practice as well as government administrative oversight. We can begin to see a new message in the extravagant distributions of the Fatimids in the Festival of 515/1122, one that communicates not just the fact of that caliph sits at the top of a religious and political hierarchy, but the fact that he was at the top of a complex and interconnected social and economic – indeed, cosmopolitan – ecosystem.
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Back to Black Background: The Rediscovery of Black Background and the Aesthetic of Darkness – A Global Visual Spectacle during the Fatimid Age

Avinoam Shalem


And God said, ‘Let there be light’, and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light ‘day’, and the darkness he called ‘night’. And there was evening, and there was morning—the first day.

Genesis 1:3–5.



In one of his famous, widely cited, articles, ‘On some problems in the semiotics of Visual Arts: Field and Vehicle in Image-Signs’, while reflecting on the concept of a contour, the art historian and critic Meyer Schapiro wrote:


The thick black outline is an artificial equivalent of the apparent form of a face and has the same relation to the face that the color and thickness of the outline of a land mass in a map has to the character of the coast. It would still denote the same face for us, if the image-sign were outlined in white on black ground, just as a written word is the same in different colored inks.1



Indeed, for Schapiro, who was much focused on meaning in art, the change of colour from black to white of the very contour, which outlines the shape of a face or that of the sinuous shoreline, does not make any difference. The signifier, to use Saussure’s term, remains the same despite the colour of its contour.2 It is true that the keyboard of my Apple computer, in which each letter of the English alphabet shines in white on a small black square, will retain the same function, and my handling and use of the keyboard would remain the same too if the setting for its colours were swapped around; The shift would not inflict any disadvantage on the functioning of the keyboard nor on the function of any key while typing. And yet, one cannot resist challenging the reflection of Meyer Schapiro on contours because, despite no change in function, or in the case of Schapiro’s discussion change in content, the switch from black line on white background to white line on black background transmits a totally different feeling – it is as if a change from day to night had occurred. Thus, whereas function remains the same, the aesthetic context is totally different. A possible modification in aesthetic can certainly cause a shift in expression, and in turn in meaning. Schapiro was not entirely right. Words, and especially signs, might be read and understood differently when written in different colours or on different coloured backgrounds. I would like to revise the last sentence in Shapiro’s statement quoted above and claim that any image, sign or word would certainly not denote the same meaning if a change in outline happened, and notably if the image-sign were outlined in white on a black ground.3

Darkening backgrounds and making figures, objects and inscriptions or any abstract shape visible by highlighting them and by using light colours or shades of white for their contours endows all the ‘scenes’ or spaces of the images depicted with an extra dramaturgic effect, intensifies the scene depicted and even arouses the beholder’s excitement. Caravaggio was very aware of the great effect that the dark spaces in his painting could produce. His images appear as if gleaming and glittering out of the dark and obscure areas in which they are embedded. The star-like shining of his images in the darkness of the night and the dramatic effect it produces are obvious. For example, the colours in Caravaggio’s Disposizione appear stronger and more intense, and the areas of white contrast strongly with the black background and as a result the tension between black and white is accentuated. This tension in the composition of the colours contributes, in turn, to the expressiveness of the subject matter that is depicted.

The discovery of the great possibility of a black background as an expressive tool and the realisation by artists of the dramaturgy that this effect brings to any visual composition goes back to ancient times, for instance the red figures on a black background which appeared on Greek terracotta vessels around 500 BCE, or to the black figures painted on Greek terracotta, with their contours outlined in white pigment. Throughout the many centuries of the ‘Will to Art’ (Kunstwollen), craftsmen and artists were cognisant of this aesthetic sensation. Moreover, as I will argue, in specific moments of technological innovation and the discoveries of novel dark substances, a specific preference for black background was favoured by the artist in the making of artifacts. One might argue, and rightly so, that the artistic use of a black background has ebbed and flowed throughout the history of art. Thus, in the 4th/10th century and especially around 391/1000, Arabic inscriptions began to appear written in white or in bright colours on a black background. The strong penchant for this visual effect achieved by contrasting dark and light colours is evident in various media. Arabic inscriptions became more visible and powerful and, as a result, the dramatic qualities of the form or image of the word also increased. Just as with 19th-century nocturne paintings or the discovery of artificial darkness in the age of the camera obscura, in which ‘the night’ and its darkness came to feel so evocative, haunting and full of opportunities, the medieval artistic rediscovery of darkness as an aesthetic form, around 391/1000, especially in the Fatimid Mediterranean, deserves consideration.4

Yet, what were the forerunners of this specific visual phenomenon? Can one suggest a global aesthetic idea behind this artistic urge? Can one speak about a medieval melanomania (a craze for black)?

One of the early texts to emphasise the aesthetic values of the colour black (aswad) was produced by one of the prolific writers of the early Abbasid period, Abu ʿUthman ʿAmr b. Bahr al-Fuqaymi al-Basri, better known as al-Jahiz (a nickname referring to his large eyes, perhaps the result of a medical condition). Born in Basra about 160/776 and dying in the same city in 254/868, al-Jahiz established his scholarly reputation in Baghdad and Samarra. His ancestors were the Banu Kinana, a clan of Abyssinian origin. It is therefore no wonder that al-Jahiz devoted an entire book to al-Fakhar al-sudan min al-abiadh  (The Glory of the Black Race over the White Race) and discussed the merits of dark colours.

He says:


When the Arabs describe their camels, they say, ‘The black horses are most beautiful and most robust, the black cows best and most beautiful, and their skins are most valuable, most useful and most durable. The black ewes give the fattest milk and creamy, moreover the dark brown ewes give more milk then the russet-red ewes.’ Every stone and hill is dryer and harder the more it is black. The black lion is invincible. The black date is of the highest quality. Healthy date palms have black stems. A hadith of the Prophet says: Follow the great black colour.



Al-Jahiz continues exalting the merits of dark colours and ends this passage by saying: ‘Black ebony is the most solid and most durable of woods. It is also most expensive, free of disease, best fit for art-work.’5

He further praised the black as a preferable colour in paradise:


A person remains handsome as long as his hair is still black and in paradise everyone will have black hair. The pupils of the eyes, too, are black and are they not the most precious part of the human body. The most expensive kohl is made of antimony which is black. This is why a hadith of the Prophet states that God will have all the faithful enter paradise hairless (on their body), beardless, and their eyes blackened with kohl.6



His praises of the colour black cause him to ponder on the merits of the shadow and the dark night. ‘No colour is deeper and more homogenous than black,’ he adds citing what black people usually say, and he ends by citing a laudatory speech of Abu Daddil al-Jumahi about al-Azzaq al-Makhzumi which says, ‘You (al-Azzaq al-Makhzumi) will be the object of praise and precious in value. Just as there is no fault in the Black Stone (of the Kaʿba).’7

The aesthetic contrast of dark and light colours appears in several writings of the Abbasid era and especially in poems and poetical descriptions. Al-Masʿudi, in his Muruj al-dhahab (4th/10th century), tells us the when al-Muʿtazz was acclaimed caliph on the 12 Muharram in 251/865, ‘he dressed his brother Muʿayyad in a robe of honour and placed about his neck a necklace of black pearls and one of white, the first signifying that he was heir presumptive and the second that he was governor of the two holy cities, Mecca and Madina.’8 As far as poetry is concerned, and setting aside the frequent simile of black and white contrast as the image of a full moon at night, Jacob Lassner has provided us in his book on the topography of Baghdad with several interesting poetic descriptions collected by al-Khatib al-Baghdadi. These poetic verses compare the famous bridge of the city to artifacts with a black and white decoration, ‘It was as though the Tigris was a white robe (taylasan) and the bridge which spanned it was the black embroidered border.’9 Or in another account, we hear that the bridge was like ‘a line of black perfume drawn on the white parting of the hair, or like ivory which is ornamented with ebony, cut in the shape of elephants beneath which there is a ground of Mercury’.10

It is quite interesting that both of these Abbasid poetical similes refer to artworks: to a black band of tiraz on a white garment or a black ground set in a carved ivory panel. Moreover, the metaphor of textiles and threads appears in the Qurʾan, in Surat al-Baqara, verse 187. It is said that the on the night of the fast the distinction between night and day can be detected as soon as the dawn appears as a white thread, which is clearly distinguished from a black thread (hatta yatabayana lakum al-khaytu al-abyadhu min al-khayti al-aswadi). The night, or more possibly the sky, is compared to a garment and the light and darkness in it to its different woven threads.

It is likely that, with the adoption of the colour black by the Abbasids, Arabic inscriptions that had usually been woven with black threads on white and light backgrounds that had been woven with white, shining threads on black and dark woven surfaces in order to be clearly seen and read. The case of the Abbasid black banner is most illustrative for this phenomenon. And, indeed several black banners of the early Abbasid period were called ‘the shadow’ or ‘the clouds’.11 A small group of mainly monochrome lustrepainted ceramic dishes, which are usually attributed to Iraq and are dated to the 4th/10th century, provide us with some early illustrations of banners and flag bearers.12 In this group is a plate decorated with a standard bearer holding aloft a colossal banner with Arabic inscriptions (once in the collection of M. Alphonse Kann, kept in the Louvre in Paris, MOA 23, see figure III.4.1).13 It is decorated with a figure holding in both hands a large triangular banner. The banner is dark and is decorated with three motifs: a small medallion at the lower edge, a large one with a band of what seems to be a Kufic inscription at the centre, and a further Kufic inscription written in white which fills the dark background of the fly edge. It is quite perplexing trying to decipher these inscriptions. The one on the large central medallion leaves room for a variety of suggestions and should, perhaps, be read as a phrase of blessing consisting of a repetition of the word baraka (blessing). The other inscription at the fly edge is a mirrorimage of almulk or alfalk or perhaps alfatiki.14 Other illustrations, mainly those taken from the Maqamat of al-Hariri as well from other glazed ceramics assigned to Khurasan which are datable between 287/900 to 390/1000, attest to the frequent appearance of Arabic inscriptions written in white on black background (see for example the 3rd/9th or 4th/10th century Abbasid plate from the Aga Khan Museum in Toronto, AKM 00545, figure III.4.2).15 It is likely that the dark black hue that dominated the royal manufacture of Abbasid textiles enhanced the aesthetic of contrasts between of dark and bright colours, and, it is possible that tiraz bands adopted this preference too. Thus, this preference might explain the frequent appearance of Kufic and floriated inscriptions on a black or dark background made in the weaving ateliers of ruling courts in the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th centuries. See, for example, the fragment of a 3rd/9th-century woollen Abbasid tiraz band from Fayyum in Egypt, kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (inv. no. NYC 27.170.79, figure III.4.3) and another fragment of thinly woven wool and linen, most probably a shawl, from Coptic-Abbasid Cairo, also kept at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in NY (inv. no. NYC 31.19.13, figure III.4.4).16
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Figure III.4.1 A standard-bearer holding a colossal banner. Abbasid, probably Iraq, 4th/10th century.
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Figure III.4.2 Glazed ceramic plate. Abbasid, probably Iraq, 3rd/9th or 4th/10th century.

The appearance of glittering and shining inscriptions on a black background most probably contributed to taʿajjub (the act of being aesthetically overwhelmed by the ʿajib – ‘the wonderous’).17 The adoption of this technique for enhancing the appearance of Arabic epigraphy was not restricted to textile or ceramics. During the Fatimid era, mainly in the 4th/10th and the 5th/11th centuries, the white on black aesthetic for rendering Arabic inscriptions appears on textiles, metalwork and carved ivories too. The simile of comparing day and night to white and black threads in the Qurʾan in Surat al-Baqara or to the combination between the two materials of ebony and ivory, as in the above-mentioned poetic verses of the Shafiʿi jurist al-Faraj (cited by al-Khatib al-Baghdadi), illustrate how the poetics of space of the Muslim world was inspired by artistic products.18
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Figure III.4.3 A fragment of a 3rd/9th-century woollen Abbasid tiraz band. Fayyum, Egypt.
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Figure III.4.4 A fragment of a woven wool and linen textile. Coptic-Abbasid, Cairo, 3rd/9th or 4th/10th century.

The rectangular ivory casket in Madrid is highly important for our discussion. This casket, which is kept at present at the Archaeological Museum in Madrid (inv. no. 50887) as well as its sister one, kept in Mantua, in the diocesan museum of Francesco Gonzaga (inv. no. 97), present a shift in decorating ivories in the mid-4th/10th century in the Mediterranean. The caskets clearly display their smooth and undecorated panels, which are framed by narrow bands of carved and painted panels.19 Decor composition went through a radical shift: Instead of having the ornamented field at the centre of each panel, the ornamental areas are restricted to the narrow borders, thus accentuating the brightness of the substance of the ivory and displaying the smooth ivory panels as the main decoration on these caskets. Yes, one can suggest that the narrow carved and painted panels of these caskets frame ivory, or even, perhaps, frame brightness and light. The Kufic inscription that encircles the lid of the casket from Madrid keeps to the idea of framing light (figure III.4.5). Moreover, the fact that the carved inscription appears on a dark painted background accentuates the aesthetic concept in this casket of whiteness contrasted by blackness, and symbolically speaking of radiance upon darkness. The inscription records that this casket was made for the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Muʿizz (r. 341–365/953–975) at al-Mansuriyya, near Qayrawan, the capital city of the Fatimids in Ifriqiya (Tunisia) until 363/972.20 By the second half of the 4th/10th century, as the production of carved ivories increased exponentially in the royal and caliphal courts of al-Andalus, the praxis of using black substances as a background to carved Arabic inscriptions on ivories spread, the craftsmen being most probably cognisant of the strong effect of the black and white contrast in the decorating of ivories. Remnants of black substance, probably a mastic vegetal one, have been discovered on several carved ivory containers from al-Andalus. See for example the scale boxes in the treasuries of Klosterneuburg monastery in Austria (inv. no. KG 152) and the Ourense Cathedral Museum (figures III.4.6 & III.4.7).21 A close look at one of the carved inscriptions on the box from Ourense, which consist of the repetition of the word baraka (blessing) in floriated Kufic (figure III.4.8), suggests that a high-relief carving was created in which the areas in the background were deeply carved and later filled with a black, possibly mastic, substance.22 Traces of black substance appear on the background to the Kufic inscription which adorns the lower borders of the lid of the ivory casket from Turin, which is kept at the Palazzo Madama, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica (figure III.4.9)23 as well as on a group of cylindrical perforated boxes; though it must be noted that these perforated ivories were produced later, most probably during the Mamluk and Nasrid eras.24
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Figure III.4.5 A rectangular ivory casket, made for al-Muʿizz li-Din Allah. Mansuriyya, near Qayrawan, third quarter of the 4th/10th century.
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Figure III.4.6 A scale ivory box. Probably Spain. Kept at Klosterneuburg Monastery, Austria.
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Figure III.4.7 A scale ivory box. Probably Spain. Kept at the treasury of the cathedral of Ourense, Spain.

A craze for darkening backgrounds of carved and chiselled Arabic inscriptions appears in western Asia, around the 5th/11th century. This was done by the using of bitumen, also known as asphaltos in ancient Greek and mumiya in Arabic (in modern Arabic qar, referring to its black hue, which is a semi-solid form of petroleum).25 This praxis flourished later, during the 6th/12th and 7th/13th centuries too, especially in the regions of Iran. This black organic material called mumiya was used to fill the sunken areas on the engraved surfaces of metal objects. The contradiction between the copper and shiny, gold-like, upper surface and the dark black sunken one produces an appealing spectacle. A good example is the portable incense burner, datable to the 6th/12th century, held at the Freer Gallery in Washington DC (inv. no. F1977.5, figure III.4.10),26 on which the background of the incised medallions with the engraved Arabic inscriptions was filled with bitumen, another black organic substance. But the craze for blackening the backgrounds of Arabic inscriptions can also be detected on nielloed objects. Niello, a specific technique for darkening silver and gold and for creating shiny black and dark gray surfaces on vessels of these precious metals, appeared in the Muslim regions of the western Mediterranean around the 4th/10th century.27 It is interesting to note that one of the major objects associated with Fatimid patronage, is the 5th/11th-century silver casket from the treasury of San Isidoro de Leon in Spain – a superb example of this technique (figure III.4.11).28 Made for the Fatimid vizier, Sadaqa b. Yusuf, as its Kufic inscription suggests, the Arabic letters shine upon the nielloed background. It is important, however, to differentiate between the bitumen and dark mastic substances and niello because the latter produces a rather gentle contrast, a silvery-grayish effect which to some extent recalls the natural blackening process of silver. The grayish impression of niello recalls the effect of moonlight rather than the day/night contrast typical of ivories and other metalwork.29
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Figure III.4.8 Detail of the carved Arabic inscription on the inner lid of the ivory scale box from Ourense.
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Figure III.4.9 Ivory casket from Turin. Possibly Spain, probably around 493/1100. Palazzo Madama, Museo Civico d’Arte Antica, Turin.
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Figure III.4.10 Incense burner. Metal. Iran, datable to the 6th/12th century.

In any case, Fatimid textiles also bearing Arabic inscriptions with the names of Fatimid Imam-caliphs were frequently woven in light colours on dark woven textiles or on dark woven bands.30 It is likely that the surviving fragments of tiraz textiles were part of the visible promotion of the Imam-caliphs and could be given as pious donations, or as robes of honour or other garments, all of which helped to spread the Imam-caliph’s name in a public context.31 Several Fatimid examples of fragments of dark blue, silk and linen woven turbans with tiraz bands of Arabic letters woven in white, accentuate the aesthetic penchant for darkness and the appearance of the inscriptions as if made of light. This type of extremely fine textile was most probably made in Tinnis, one of the main centres for weaving with linen and silk during the Fatimid period. The Arabic inscription on the turban from the Benaki Museum in Athens (inv. no. 14997), which includes the name of the Imam-caliph al-ʿAziz bi’llah (r. 365–386/975–996),32 or others assigned to al-ʿAziz too as well as to other Fatimid Imam-caliphs, like al-Zahir (r. 411–427/1021–1036) and al-Mustansir (r. 427–487/1036–1094), illustrate this concept33 and suggest that these dark blue, delicately woven textiles, were produced in Egypt under Fatimid commission. Moreover, Arabic inscriptions woven in light coloured threads on narrow bands of dark colours frequently appear on light coloured textiles and therefore suggest that the appearance of Arabic script in a lighter colour on black background was, probably, a desired aesthetic. It is tempting also to associate this aesthetic notion with the appearance of the technology of block printing around the year 391/1000, and especially the use of metal blocks for block printing, on which the areas of the printed letters stand proud of the main surface, while the background consists of sunken areas that hold the ink (see for example the block-printed talismanic scroll at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, inv. no. 1978.546.32, figure III.4.12).34
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Figure III.4.11 Fatimid silver casket, decorated with niello, made for the vizier, Sadaqa b. Yusuf, between 435/1044 and 438/1047. Museo de la Real Colegiata de San Isidoro de León.

‘The stars of wise sayings (shine) in the darkness of ink,’ said the Abbasid caliph al-Maʾmun,35 and indeed the Kufic inscriptions on either dark coloured textiles or on dark bands make it appear as if light emanates from each of the Arabic letters, as if the Arabic words shine out from the darkness of their black background. Or one can say: ‘min al-dhulamatun ila’l-nur’ – ‘from darkness to the light’, namely how God guides his true believers (Qurʾan 33:43). It is beyond the scope of this chapter to delve into the Fatimid concepts of zahir and batin, the revealed and the hidden, as they relate to the Shiʿi aesthetic. Yet, as I have tried to emphasise here, artistic aesthetics and technologies of art making, from textile dying with dark pigments to black slip techniques on glazed ceramics, or from inlays of black substances to niello and perhaps even to block printing, seem to work in hand in hand with ideas of an aesthetic. The production of the knowledge of making, namely techne, appears as an aesthetic notion – a will to art – and should not be separated from making meaning, the way light was separated from darkness and day parted from night.36
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Figure III.4.12 A block-printed talismanic scroll. Ink on paper. Attributed to Egypt, 5th/11th century.
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Displaying the Hidden: Fatimid Public Texts in Floriated Kufic

Yasser Tabbaa

Introduction
Of all Arab calligraphic styles none has generated as much scholarly interest and popular fascination as floriated Kufic script. Combining, as it does, modulated angular characters with curvilinear plant forms, floriated Kufic may be considered the peak of aesthetic achievement in early Arabic epigraphy. Austere Kufic inscriptions had existed since early Islam and continued with relatively little change up to the early Abbasid period, but the floriated form of Kufic easily outshines them by virtue of its aesthetic qualities, strident originality and recognisable form. The script was also quite widespread, originating, as we shall argue, in Fatimid Egypt, but spreading to Syria, Anatolia, Iran and North Africa.1

The wide dispersion of floriated Kufic script is especially intriguing, for despite its striking beauty, it remains one of the most difficult scripts for the average reader to decipher. Indeed, it is this astonishing blending of aesthetic excellence and curious ambiguity that has occupied scholars for several generations. Returning to floriated Kufic after twenty-five years, I would like once again to focus on its aesthetic ambiguity, the role it played in defining a Fatimid public form, and its ultimate demise with the end of the Fatimid dynasty and rise of the Sunni Zangid and Ayyubid dynasties in Syria and Egypt.2

A historiographical introduction in this chapter seems warranted since several scholars, including myself, have advanced varying approaches and interpretations regarding the origin and meaning of floriated Kufic in a cosmopolitan Fatimid culture. Second, the chapter will proceed chronologically to examine important specimens of floriated Kufic in Fatimid Cairo, highlighting their calligraphic features and rather minimal change throughout the Fatimid era in Egypt, from 359/970 to 556/1160. Third, the paper turns to Syria, where outstanding examples of floriated Kufic continued up to the middle of the 6th/12th century when the Fatimid script, I would argue, was deliberately supplanted by cursive public inscriptions. Fourth, this epigraphic transformation will hopefully shed some light on the comparable and consequent transformation in Egypt under Salah al-Din and later. Although there are equally magnificent floriated Kufic inscriptions in the Great Mosque of Diyarbakir and in Iranian architecture, they will not be discussed in this chapter, as they are outside the scope of this investigation.

Perspectives
Several Western and Arab palaeographers have analysed the characters and ornamental forms of floriated Kufic and proposed theories regarding its origin and development. The main points of debate centred around the origin of this script, Egypt or elsewhere; its development, gradual or sudden; and its meaning, whether simply aesthetic or a reflection of Fatimid political ideology or Ismaili theology.

Sam Flury, in his magnificent analyses of the floriated Kufic inscriptions in al-Azhar Mosque and the Great Mosque of Diyarbakir (figure III.5.1) and elsewhere was perhaps the first to highlight the strident originality displayed by both the individual characters and the totality of this script. But his contention that floriated Kufic originated in Anatolia has not gained much traction and remains a minority view.3
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Figure III.5.1 Diyarbakir, Great Mosque: Inscription on main portal, 520/1126.

Arguing for a gradual multi-centred creation of floriated Kufic, Adolf Grohmann proposed that Palestine, Egypt, and even the Hijaz, contributed to the development of this style. Basing his conclusions largely on funerary stelae from these three regions, he proposed a gradual transformation of Abbasid foliated Kufic script into floriated Kufic while disregarding the fact that this trend is not matched by public inscriptions. This is of course quite problematic, since tombstones belong to a different class of patronage from public inscriptions, making it essential to clearly distinguish these two levels of patronage and to derive conclusions entirely from public inscriptions, as we have attempted to do in this paper.4

Ibrahim Jumʾah was the first scholar to definitively reject the likelihood of a continuous development of floriated Kufic style and embrace the opposite view of a sudden transformation. Having painstakingly analysed the palaeographic qualities of the inscriptions at al-Azhar mosque, located around the hood of the mihrab and elsewhere in the sanctuary, he concluded that their writing style and decoration were original developments that differed markedly from pre-Fatimid public inscriptions and even from funerary stelae (figure III.5.2).5 His conclusion that ‘these inscriptions cannot be said, whether in terms of their writing style or decoration, to be a natural development of third century Egyptian writing’ forms a cornerstone of this investigation.6

Other scholars have debated the significance of floriated Kufic – whether political, theological or simply aesthetic – focusing largely on its inherent complexity and duality: denotive and connotive; informational and symbolic. Richard Ettinghausen suggested that the reading and comprehension of such inscriptions was ‘reserved for a limited number of persons and that readability was only a secondary concern’.7 In a similar vein, Oleg Grabar proposed that the reception and appreciation of complex calligraphic forms required a measure of cultural sophistication that, in turn, reflected positively on the status of the viewer or the patron.8 More recently, Irene Bierman has proposed that the floriation and knotting of floriated Kufic resonate with Ismaili beliefs regarding the exoteric (zahir) message of the public text and its esoteric (batin) meaning.9

Finally, in 1994 I published an article on the epigraphic transformation of public texts in Syria and eventually in Egypt. Building on incipient ideas advanced by Max van Berchem and Ernst Herzfeld nearly a century earlier, I examined the epigraphic transformation from floriated Kufic to cursive in the light of the Sunni revival, specifically during the reign of Nur al-Din Zangi, ruler of northern Syria. I revisited these ideas in my book of 2001, The Transformation of Islamic Architecture during the Sunni Revival, and the article has been republished in 2021 in a book containing some of my publications.10
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Figure III.5.2 Cairo, Mosque of al-Azhar: Mihrab, 395–361/970–972.

To summarise then, most scholars now concur that the consistent use of fully formed floriated Kufic began with the first Fatimid inscriptions in the Mosque of al-Azhar, in 361/972. Second, nearly all agree that the Fatimids exclusively used floriated Kufic in all their public inscriptions, throughout their reign in Egypt (358–567/969–1171). Third, even the existence of sporadic cursive inscriptions on funerary stelae in the late Fatimid period need not argue against this exclusivity, for as Jum’ah and Grabar have proposed, we need to distinguish between the private and the public, and between official patronage and that of lesser patrons.

Equally, some questions arise that have yet to reach a fruitful conclusion. First, was floriated Kufic an imperial symbol; a reflection or embodiment of a particular theology; or simply an aesthetic innovation; or all three? Second, why did the Fatimids continue using it to the end of their reign despite the adoption of cursive public inscriptions in nearly all other regions of the Islamic world by the middle of the 6th/12th century? Third, what led to the abandonment of floriated Kufic in Egypt, supplanted by cursive inscriptions immediately after the Ayyubid takeover of Egypt.

Chronology of Fatimid Public Inscriptions
The Fatimid inscriptions in al-Azhar mosque, dated to 359–361/970–972, are mainly located at the rim of the maqsura dome, around the hood of the mihrab, and there are later ones at the springing of the dome added by al-Hafiz in 535/1140. The inscriptions on the maqsura and particularly those surrounding the mihrab arch clearly present an entirely new calligraphic style that differs in its totality from earlier Cairene epigraphy (figure III.5.3). Whereas only a small proportion of the characters of pre-Fatimid foliated Kufic sprout ornamental leaves, nearly every character in the inscriptions at al-Azhar is embellished with leaves that completely transform the letter form and the overall appearance of the script. Moreover, even the individual characters undergo various transformations that further complicate the readability and reception of the script, including the jim, ha’, and especially the lamalif characters. Given no existing precedent, one would argue that this calligraphic style, floriated Kufic, was specifically innovated for the Mosque of al-Azhar, the first and most important Fatimid mosque to utilise this highly ornamented script.11

The inscriptions at the Mosque of al-Hakim, executed over a long period extending from 393/1003 to 403/1012-13, demonstrate the prevalence of floriated Kufic in official Fatimid inscriptions and its adaptability to various media, including stone, stucco and wood (figure III.5.4). The stucco inscriptions at the springing of the mihrab dome and the stone friezes that encircle different levels of the minarets exhibit the basic aesthetic feature of the script: ‘a quite particular connection of writing and floral tendril growing out of the letters and forming with them an organic unit, serving at the same time to fill the space ideally’. Ambiguities between text and ornament, foreground and background are thereby created, and these ambiguities are enhanced by the fact that the characters of the script are themselves internally transformed by means of ‘curvatures, counter-curvatures, knots, and indentations’ (figure III.5.5).12
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Figure III.5.3 Mosque of al-Azhar: Alphabet of Floriated Kufic Inscriptions, 361/972 (after Grohmann, Arabische Palaeographie, vol. 2, fig. 248).

This practice, which continued uninterrupted up to the end of the Fatimid period, reached an especially high level of execution in the Mosque of al-Aqmar (519/1125), where arches, windows and entablatures are highlighted by inscriptions (figure III.5.6). Several scholars, including Williams, Behrens-Abouseif and Bierman, have offered interpretations of the various epigraphic and ornamental designs in this facade, in particular the concentric roundel which is also found on Fatimid coinage.13 Suffice to say here that what had started as fairly discrete inscriptions at the Mosque of al-Azhar first migrated to exterior walls at al-Hakim mosque and were now fully displayed at one of the busiest sites of medieval Cairo (figure III.5.7).14
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Figure III.5.4 Cairo, Mosque of al-Hakim: Mihrab, late 4th/10th century (Archnet-Aga Khan Documentation Center).
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Figure III.5.5 Cairo, Mosque of al-Hakim: Inscription Frieze on Western Bastion, 401/1010-11.
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Figure III.5.6 Cairo, Mosque of al-Aqmar, 519/1125: Detail of facade (Archnet-Aga Khan Documentation Center).

It seems clear, therefore, that despite sporadic earlier developments of the Kufic script, floriated Kufic was effectively created under the Fatimids, who were also the first to use it for official inscriptions. What were the motives for the creation of this script, and what did the new privileged script mean in the context of early Fatimid propaganda? In a theocratic state embroiled from the start in political and sectarian controversy, it would seem likely that the creation of a new public form of expression was intended to reaffirm the dynasty’s claims to legitimacy while distinguishing it from earlier dynasties. A more specific religious meaning has been proposed by Bierman, who suggested that ‘the unusual knotting of the upright letters seems … to resonate with those Ismaili beliefs that reveal, by means of letter symbolism, an aspect of the esoteric (batin) meaning of the Qurʾan behind the plain (zahir) religious message of the written text.’15 Indeed, this reading is consistent with one of the fundamental tenets of Ismaili doctrine, namely the distinction between the exterior or exoteric and the inward or esoteric aspects of religion. According to Madelung, ‘the zahir consists in the apparent, generally accepted meaning of the revealed scriptures and in the religious law laid down in them. It changes with each prophet. The batin consists in the truths (haqaʾiq) concealed in the scriptures and laws which are unchangeable and are made apparent from them by the taʾwil, esoteric interpretation, which is often of cabalistic nature relying on the mystical significance of letters and numbers.’16 It is this duality of meaning and the valorisation of the batin over the zahir that was then challenged by the cursive scripts of the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries.
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Figure III.5.7 Cairo, Mosque of al-Aqmar, 519/1125: Northwestern corner.

Later Fatimid inscriptions, such as those on the dome of al-Hafiz, dated 535/1140, in al-Azhar and the inscriptions at the Mosque of al-Salih Talaʾiʿ of 555/1160 continued the use of floriated Kufic, although these later inscriptions lack the size and fluidity of earlier Fatimid inscriptions (figure III.5.8). Regardless of this, not uncommon, simplification of an artistic form, floriated Kufic retained its exclusive use in public inscriptions until the end of Fatimid rule in 567/1171.
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Figure III.5.8 Cairo, Mosque of al-Salih Talaʾiʿ, 555/1160.

Syria, from Floriated Kufic to Cursive Public Inscriptions
Although cursive public inscriptions were occasionally used in Iran from the late 5th/11th century, Syria provides the best case study for a complete rupture with the old style and the introduction of a new one. In both Aleppo and Damascus varieties of floriated Kufic continued to be used up to the middle of the 6th/12th century, as exemplified by the magnificent floriated Kufic inscriptions on the minaret of the Great Mosque of Aleppo, built between 482/1090 and 487/1094 (figure III.5.9). Divided by cornices and inscriptions into five zones, this minaret provides outstanding examples of floriated Kufic inscriptions. A cartouche on the southern face of the first zone gives the name of the builder, Hasan b. Mufrih al-Sirmani. The names and titles of two Saljuq sultans, Malikshah and Tutush, are given, as is the name of the governor, Aqsunqur, who was in fact Nur al-Din’s grandfather. Curiously, the name of the Shiʿi patrician, Ibn al-Khashshab, is also mentioned as having been the main force behind the erection of this minaret (figure III.5.10). Paleographically, all but one of the four inscription bands on the minaret are in magnificent floriated Kufic, while the third inscription band from below is perhaps the earliest public example of a cursive inscription in Syria, long predating the earliest cursive public texts from the time of Nur al-Din.17 The fact that it is also one of the earliest occurrences of a public inscription with the Shiʿi prayer referencing the Twelve Imams underlines the accommodation of Shiʿism under the Great Saljuqs, a situation that would change drastically under Nur al-Din.
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Figure III.5.9 Aleppo, Great Mosque: Minaret, dated 483/1090 and 487/1094, view from south.

A splendid example of the virtuosity of floriated Kufic script can be seen in the cenotaph of Fatima at the Bab al-Saghir cemetery in Damascus, dated 439/1037, which contains ten different types of the lam-alif character, five of which are shown here (figure III.5.11). Later examples of floriated Kufic script in Syria exhibit a progressive simplification of the script and its floriation, without sacrificing its elegance. An exquisite illustration of this trend can be seen in an inscription plaque, dated 504/1110, at the Great Mosque of Damascus (figure III.5.12). This trend towards simplification, which is comparable to that in inscriptions in late Fatimid Egypt, suggest that floriated Kufic may be further classified into a few interrelated groups.
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Figure III.5.10 Aleppo, Great Mosque: Minaret, drawing of first inscription frieze (after Herzfeld, Matériaux pour un Corpus Inscriptionum Arabicarum, vol. 2, Pl. LX).
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Figure III.5.11 Damascus, Inscription on the Shrine of Sayyida Fatima, 439/1047 (Author’s drawing after Khaled Moaz and Solange Ory, Bab al-Saghir, pl. IVb).
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Figure III.5.12 Damascus, Great Mosque: Inscription of Tughtekin, 503/1110.

Used at first simultaneously with floriated Kufic on the same monument, cursive calligraphy began to achieve its ultimate dominance during the reign of Nur al-Din Mahmud b. Zangi in Syria (r. 541–569/1147–1174). Under his guidance, not only did cursive script replace floriated Kufic in nearly all Syrian monumental inscriptions, but a truly monumental thuluth script was developed for the first time in stone. Whereas cursive had been occasionally used in public inscriptions in Iran since the late 5th/11th century, in Syria the transformation in public inscriptions from the use of floriated Kufic to cursive scripts took place suddenly and decisively near the middle of the 6th/12th century, during the reign of Nur al-Din. Except for his earliest public inscription at the Shiʿi Mashhad al-Dakka, dated 542/1148, and the highly unusual floriated Kufic inscriptions at the Qastal al-Shu’aybiyya, dated 545/1150 (figure III.5.13), both in Aleppo, all of Nur al-Din’s public inscriptions are in cursive. His second dated inscription (Jumada II 543/February 1149) at the portal of the Madrasa al-Hallawiyya is written in an excellent thuluth script. It is a pleasing and legible style characterised by compactness, pointed uprights and generally open knots, and the full use of diacritical and orthographic marks. The cramped space forced the calligrapher to overlap some of the letters; except for that problem, the inscription is very easy to read (figure III.5.14).18
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Figure III.5.13 Aleppo, Qastal al-Shuʿaybiyya, 545/1150: Detail of Facade.

Two other Nurid specimens should suffice to establish the overall character of the mature thuluth script before the Ayyubids. The first is the foundation inscription of the Bimaristan al-Nuri, dated 549/1154, the year Nur al-Din took Damascus. It is in a curious style that may reflect the inexperience of the calligrapher in writing in the new cursive style (figure III.5.15). On the other hand, the inscription of Nur al-Din at the maqam of Ibrahim in the citadel of Aleppo, dated 563/1168, shows a beautifully executed thuluth inscriptional plaque, among the finest of the 6th/12th century. The script can best be described as a fleshier version of the first cursive Nurid inscription of 544/1149, a dense and rather short script whose squatness is relieved by the tapering of the beginning and end of its letters and by the judicious use of interconnection (figure III.5.16). Characters that are usually not connected with the following character, such as the waw and the ra’, are here interconnected by a thin tapered line, a stylistic feature first seen in the Qurʾan of Ibn al-Bawwab, dated 391/1000-01.19
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Figure III.5.14 Aleppo, Madrasa al-Hallawiyya: Foundation inscription, 543/1149.
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Figure III.5.15 Damascus, Bimaristan al-Nuri: Foundation inscription, 549/1154.
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Figure III.5.16 Aleppo, Maqam Ibrahim in the Citadel: Inscription, 563/1167.

These inscriptions, in effect, initiate the total transformation of monumental calligraphy for Syria and ultimately for Egypt as well. Beginning as a subsidiary theme to the more pressing problem of the counter-Crusade, the revival of Sunni Islam soon became the central motive in Nur al-Din’s policies, and it is therefore legitimate to view all his major acts through this traditionalist reaction. At its most basic, the use of cursive writing for public inscriptions declared, by virtue of the fact that it was completely different from that in earlier public inscriptions, the end of the Fatimid period and the beginning of a new era. More specifically, the use of a script with demonstrable links to the Abbasid caliphate was intended to reinforce the legitimacy of Nur al-Din’s rule in Syria and in any other lands conquered by him in the name of the Abbasid caliph. Finally, by virtue of its legibility and unambiguousness, the new public writing shattered the cherished duality of meaning implicit in Fatimid inscriptions, making these inscriptions accessible to any literate person.

Back to Egypt
Commenting on the transformation of public inscriptions in Egypt from floriated Kufic to cursive, Creswell bemoaned the fact that ‘henceforth the beautiful decorated Kufic script, the glory and pride of Fatimid art, was to be used no more for historical inscriptions but employed solely for decorative bands of quotations from the Qurʾan, and that to an ever decreasing extent.’20 Indeed, the earliest public cursive inscription in Cairo is Ayyubid, dated 575/1179, now vanished, that once belonged to a madrasa built by Salah al-Din next to the shrine of Imam Shafiʿi. Fortunately, another inscription from the period of Salah al-Din remains in situ in the Mudarraj Gate of the Cairo citadel. Dated 579/1184, several decades after the cursive inscriptions of Nur al-Din in Syria, this inscription is astonishing in its crudeness and carelessness (figure III.5.17).21 With a spindly line, inconsistent letter forms, and neither points nor vowel marks, the script displays none of the refinements that had long been established in cursive monumental calligraphy. A similarly naive calligraphic style is displayed in another of Salah al-Din’s inscriptions, dated 583/1187, currently held at the Islamic Museum in Cairo (figure III.5.18). With thick and untapered letter forms and no orthographic marks, this inscription and others from the period underline the Egyptian calligraphers’ lack of experience in using the new cursive style. Indeed, only in the latter part of the Ayyubid period did the quality of monumental cursive inscriptions approach that seen in Syria and Iran.22
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Figure III.5.17 Cairo, Citadel: Inscription of Salah al-Din on the Mudarraj Gate, 579/1183.
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Figure III.5.18 Cairo: Inscription from a Madrasa founded by Salah al-Din, 583/1187 (Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyya).

Politically, the public display of a calligraphic style with indisputable links to the Zangids and ultimately the Abbasids was intended to recognise the spiritual reign of the Abbasid caliphate as well as to symbolically affirm the legitimacy of the dynasty paying homage to it. This process is paralleled in the diplomatic sphere by the Abbasid caliph’s bequests of titles and official garments in return for gifts received and the inclusion of his name on the coinage and in the khutba. Practised by most dynasties of the late 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries – including the Great Saljuqs, Zangids, Ayyubids, and the Almoravids – this reciprocal process aided the greatly weakened, but newly assertive, Abbasid caliphate while providing some basis of legitimacy for these arriviste dynasties. Indeed, two of these dynasties, the Turkish Zangids and the Kurdish Ayyubids, finally brought down the Fatimid state and restored Egypt to Sunni orthodoxy.23

We have proposed above that floriated Kufic inscriptions, by virtue of their external location and complex ambiguous script, resonate with the Ismaili duality of zahir and batin: the Word is made available as a public text, but its message is wrapped within a nearly indecipherable script. The simultaneity of visibility and incomprehension, of inclusiveness and exclusiveness, underlines the intentions of a dynasty that always seemed divided between its messianic and propagandistic intentions and its encrypted messages. The script to which the dynasty adhered until its end was not simply illegible to most people, but perhaps more importantly, it came to symbolise the very idea of the batin and therefore the exclusive nature of hidden truths.

It is this duality of meaning and the valorisation of the batin over the zahir that was challenged by the cursive public scripts of the 6th/12th century. The long-held belief in the dual meaning of the Qurʾanic message was visibly challenged by a script whose legibility and accuracy left little room for variant readings and therefore variant interpretations. Without completely doing away with the dual nature of early Arabic official writing, especially as exemplified by floriated Kufic, the new cursive script shifts the balance decisively in favour of the denotive over the connotive aspects of writing. Subsuming the mystical within the informational and the batin within the zahir, the new public inscriptions perfectly embodied and eloquently propagated the exoteric and encompassing tendencies of the Sunni revival.
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ART AND ARCHAEOLOGY




1

A Fatimid Mermaid

Doris Behrens-Abouseif and Juan de Lara

This paper examines an enigmatic marble panel located in the Ayyubid Hall of the Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo (MIA).1 However, the panel’s iconography and the style of its carved decoration suggest at first glance rather a Fatimid attribution (figure IV.1.1). The mythological subjects represented in the carvings raise questions that require an investigation of visual and literary sources from and beyond the Muslim world.

The present configuration of the marble fragment indicates that it was cut out of a larger piece, that looks of Greco-Roman origin. The oblong panel has a vertical sequence of medallions framed by a frieze that runs along three sides leaving the right side unframed with a rough edge revealing the cut. The low-relief carved design consists of four interlocked circles, all of which contain mythological figures. The upper and lower circles feature a pair of harpies or human-headed birds (or bird-sirens); the second circle from the top includes a winged horse or possibly a winged centaur. The third medallion from the top, which is the main subject of our interest, shows a pair of addorsed female figures coming out of a pair of fishes. They both hold a cup in one hand and bottle in the other. Although they appear to be coming out of the fishes’ mouths rather than being themselves fish-tailed, the configuration of the maid-cum-fish identifies them as mermaids. What seems to be the head of the fish is stylised and ambiguous, the one on the right-hand side more pronouncedly than the other and could be also seen as a transitional zone between the fish’s and the woman’s body. Similarly, the frieze that frames the panel on three sides features a sequence of fish, with alternating open and closed mouths.
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Figure IV.1.1 (Left and centre) Carved marble panel with mythological motifs. Museum of Islamic Art of Cairo (MIA). (Right) Authors suggested reconstruction of the salsabil (fountain), with the preserved marble slab from the MIA in grey.

The curled half-palmettes around the medallions date the panel to the 5th/11th and 6th/12th century, i.e. the Fatimid period (358–463/969–1071). There are two other similar Fatimid marble panels at the MIA in Cairo carved with real animals: peacocks, lions and fish. Although the iconography is different, on stylistic grounds both pieces may be contemporary. The technical configuration and the aquatic motif of fishes and hybrid women-cum-fish suggest that this panel belonged to a salsabil, a fountain where water flows down a stepped and rippled cascade, or perhaps another structure related to water (figure IV.1.1).

Although griffins, harpies, sphinxes and winged quadrupeds are frequent in Islamic, including Fatimid, art, the predominantly mythological character of this panel’s imagery is remarkable.2 Human-headed birds or bird-sirens are common in Saljuq and Fatimid pottery and they also appear on the Fatimid marble supports for water jars called kilgas.3 Hybrid creatures also figure in later metalwork.4 They are mentioned in Islamic literature in conjunction with aquatic figures and inhabitants of islands, like their Greek counterparts. The Pegasus motif is also connected to water; in Greco-Roman tradition, such a horse opened a spring with one stroke of his hoof on the ground (Arat.Phaen.216–23; Ov.Met.5.256–64). The winged horse is common on Coptic textiles, and it figures on Fatimid pottery.5 The human head of the winged horse on this Fatimid panel resembles that of the female figures in the next medallion. Although a winged horse with a human head appears much later in Islamic art as Buraq,6 the mount associated in apocryphal literature with the miraculous journey of the Prophet to the heavens, it cannot be related to this panel.

Although hybrid figures are well documented in Islamic art, the combination of a woman and a fish as represented on this panel has not been mentioned or discussed before, nor does Eva Baer in her monograph on mythological figures refer to such a figure.7 The following pages are dedicated to filling this gap.

The Mermaid in the Levantine and Iranian Traditions
Several texts from the 3rd/9th and 4th/10th century deal with aquatic figures in the Middle Eastern tradition, such as the 3rd/9th-century account of Sallam al-Tarjuman and the account of the traveller sent by the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Wathiq (r. 227–232/842–847) to survey the land of the Khazars which both refer to a female inhabitant of water.8 Analogous mentions of this creature can be found in later texts, such as in the account of Andalusian traveller Hamid al-Gharnati (465–555/1080–1170), cited by later authors, which tells of a king of the Khazars who caught a large fish in the Caspian Sea, from which a beautiful, long-haired girl emerged, a figure that can easily be confused with a mermaid.9 A source that used to be attributed to the Persian sailor, Buzurg b. Shahriyar al-Ramhormuzu, Kitab Ajaʾib al-Hind, but has recently and convincingly been identified rather as Egyptian10 and datable to the 4th/10th century, mentions a fish in the Abyssinian sea with a human head, whose hybrid configuration resulted from a mating between a human being and a fish.11

In their illuminating article on a Kashan lustre-painted dish showing a naked woman lying in water, Ettinghausen and Guest, using Arabic and Persian sources, document the origins of such aquatic figures in pre-Islamic mythological traditions in the region of Mesopotamia and Iran.12 The authors associate the ‘female inhabitant of the sea’ mainly with Iran and specifically to the deity Ardvi Sira Anahita,13 goddess of the water and fertility, who was particularly revered during the Sassanian period and whose predecessors can be identified in earlier Mesopotamia, where hybrid and water deities were venerated in connection with streams and ponds.

Other survivals of ancient figures with a fishtail were already common in this part of the world in earlier times. Akkadian sources refer to the name of Kulullu ‘fish-man,’ who inhabited the Erythraean sea (i.e., the Persian Gulf).14 The Kulullu was later deified by its Interpretatio graeca as Oannes, a god often depicted as a ‘human emerging from a fish’ or with fish attributes.15 This image was later associated with that of the biblical Jonas (Yunus), called shul-nun (The One of the Fish), who was tasked with spreading the message of God in the city of Nineveh (near modern-day Mosul). The iconography and etymology of Yunus or Jonas are closely linked to the half-fish god Oannes, who was particularly revered in Nineveh.16

This type of continuity is also replicated in the cult of the goddess Atargatis – Lucian’s famous Dea Syria (or Great Syrian Goddess) – who held a prominent position in the Levant as a fertility goddess associated with fishes; her statue was reported to show her lower body in the shape of a fish.17 Her chief sanctuary was not far from Aleppo and many of her temples were equipped with ponds of holy water – some of which continue to hold religious significance to this day, such as the pond at her former temple in Şanlıurfa in Edessa, today a popular Muslim pilgrimage site associated with the prophet Ibrahim.18 The cult of Atargatis was also present in Jazirat al-ʿArab, Delos and Sicily, and persisted until at least the 5th century CE.19 The pre-Islamic Near East was thus well acquainted with hybrid fish-human figures.

Firdawsi’s Shahnama (4th–5th/10th–11th centuries) narrates the encounter between Kay Khusraw and an ‘old man of the sea’ with long hair and a hairy body that appeared to be covered in wool.20 Similarly, in the late 6th/12th-century version of Nizami’s Iskandarnama, Alexander encounters female water creatures.21 This episode is depicted in various Persian miniatures showing the women without, however, any fish attributes.

Some of the earliest Arabic texts that address the topic of aquatic figures can be found in the fiqh or Islamic jurisprudence texts from the 3rd/9th century, many of which were compiled in Egypt. These texts discuss the prohibition on eating aquatic creatures, described as insan al-maʾ (lit. human dwellers of the sea). This prohibition is outlined in a dialogue between two figures closely linked to Egypt, Ibn Wahb (125–197/743–813) and al-Layth ibn Saʿd (94–175/713–791).22 Although the term insan al-maʾ evidently refers to an aquatic creature with human features, how it looked is unclear. However, the existence of such texts, which are concerned with the ethics of food, indicate that there was an established belief in the existence of human-like inhabitants of water which required a legal opinion concerning the permissibility of eating their flesh.

In the cosmological context of the Muruj al-dhahab, Masʿudi (283–345/896–956) describes ‘Abyssinian-like’ figures that inhabit the Sea of China.23 Elsewhere, in his Akhbar al-zaman, he mentions fishes with human heads and ‘girls of the water’ (banat al-ma’) with pronounced sexual attributes.24

Slightly postdating the Fatimid panel, the geographer Yaqut al-Hamawi (579–626/1179–1229) reports in his Kitab Muʿjam al-buldan that people have sighted ‘beautiful girls’ emerging from the water in Alexandria. One of them was captured by a shepherd who married her and had a happy family life with her.25 This story is echoed in the tale of Gulnar included in the 8th/14th-century Mamluk edition of the One Thousand and One Nights.26 Gulnar, a maid of the sea and daughter of the king of an aquatic kingdom, is captured by a human and sold as a slave to the king who marries her and conceives children with her. She eventually introduces him to her aquatic people with whom the king establishes a friendly relationship. Following the king’s death, their son ascends the throne while Gulnar continues to act as a queen.

In his ʿAja’ib al-makhluqat, al-Qazwini mentions several aquatic creatures: a fish with a human head in the China sea, a water-man with a human figure and a tail and a creature known as the water-man, insan al-ma’, also called shaykh al-ma’ or ‘the old man of the sea’, with a beard and a tail who is able to conceive children with female human beings.27 His sighting was an auspicious indication for fertility. This figure seems to be related to the hálios gérōn (old man of the sea) of the Greco-Roman world, later identified with Nereus, Proteus or other divinities of this guise. Qazwini further mentions a fish with a human face dotted with spots in the Sea of Fars,28 an aquatic bearded man with a frog’s body and a cow’s skin called ‘the old Jewish man’ (al-shaykh al-yahudi) in the Sea of the Maghrib,29 and a beautiful woman, with long hair who comes out of a fish’s ear and has a fine skin like a wrap covering her body from the waist to the knees, in the Caspian sea.30

Damiri’s’ bestiary of the 8th/14th century, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra integrates a large array of texts, including Qazwini’s on fabulous animals and the bearded insan al-maʾ in the Syrian sea who is able to conceive children with women.31 He repeats Masʿudi’s entry on the ‘maids of the water’ who dwell in the Mediterranean, have long flowing hair, big breasts and a big vulva, and speak an unintelligible language. In these accounts, mating and marriage occur between land and sea inhabitants.32

The abundance of textual evidence attests to a widespread belief in the existence of seductive aquatic women in the early Islamic tradition rooted in ancient Levantine and Mesopotamian mythologies.

Material Sources
The afore-mentioned accounts describing the seas as full of diverse hybrid creatures alongside fishes are echoed in post-Fatimid material culture. Aquatic creatures appear between the 6th/12th and the 8th/14th century as ‘folkloristic imagery’ in art from Iran and the Arab world.33 The fish-pond motif decorating mainly the bottom of metal vessels, such as on the Mamluk basin known as Baptistère de St Louis in the Louvre (LP 16; most probably from the second half of the 7th/13th century), and others in various collections34 (figure IV.1.2) displayed at the bottom of the vessel a fish-pond where hybrid creatures mingle with fish. It is hard to identify their gender, as the silver inlay is lost, but some of them seem to hold an object (a mirror?), which suggests a feminine figure. Of a much later date, a basin at the TIEM in Istanbul (figure IV.1.3) is decorated with zodiac motifs, showing a pair of females with fishtails flanking a male figure (Jupiter) as representing the sign of Pisces.35 The shape and style of the basin attribute it to the late Mamluk period, and an owner’s name locates the basin at some point in Diyar Bakr in Northern Syria/Mesopotamia, today in Turkey.

Illustrations of Qazwini’s text from the 9th/15th century show hybrid water creatures including a human-headed fish (figure IV.1.2). Similarly, the insan al-maʾ was illustrated in 9th/15th-century manuscripts, if not earlier, as a hairy creature with a tail. However, mermaids in the conventional sense of females with a fish-tail are not found here. These can be found in a Mediterranean context, in Norman Sicily, in the wooden painted ceilings of the Capella Palatina in Palermo and in the cathedral of Cefalù both dated to the reign of King Roger II (1130–1154).36 In both cases women with fishtails appear as a pair in a posture suggesting that they are wrestling (figure IV.1.3). The Fatimid influence on these ceilings is well known, however we hesitate to attribute this motif straightforwardly to Fatimid art, considering that the iconographic programme of the Capella Palatina is very complex and combines other diverse themes unrelated to Fatimid art. Gelfer-Jørgensen sees stylistic parallels between the mermaid paintings at Cefalù and wrestling scenes in Qusayr ʿAmra (2nd/8th century) and the church in Akhtamar (4th/10th century).37 A further parallel can also be established with the wrestling scenes from the pyxis of al-Mughira (4th/10th century) kept at the Louvre (OA 4068).
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Figure IV.1.2a–e (a) Highlighted contours of merfolk depicted on a bowl (tas). Probably Iran, 8th/14th century. Art institute of Chicago; (b) Highlighted contour of merfolk in the basin of a bowl, 8th/14th century. Lyon, Musée Des Arts Decoratifs (c) Highlighted contour of merfolk in a copper pot. Probably Iran, 7th/13th or 8th/14th century. Museum für Islamische Kunst, Berlin State Museums; (d) A late Mamluk brass basin. Late 9th/15th century. Turkish and Islamic Art Museum, Istanbul; (e) Image of the fish with human head in the Indian Ocean. Qazwini, ʿAjaʾib al-makhluqat. Dated Safar 895/1460 or 895/1489. Princeton University Library, Islamic Manuscripts.
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Figure IV.1.3 (Top left) Detail from the painted wooden ceiling at Cefalù Cathedral, dated between 1131 and 1154 AD (Bottom left) Detail from the painted wooden ceiling at Cefalù Cathedral, dated between 1131 and 1154 AD (Right) Detail of wrestling mermaids from the painted wooden ceiling at Cappella Palatina, ca. 1140 AD.

The Continuity of the Classical Tradition: Sirens, mermaids and fish-tails
The transformation of the siren, from the malicious woman-headed bird of Homer’s Odyssey (e.g., see also Apollon.4.892 ff; Hyg.Fab.14), into a woman with a fishtail has been a much-debated subject among scholars.38 The Greek word seirḗn (σειρήν) was first documented in the Odyssey sometime around the 8th century BCE for a group of alluring entities that tempted seafarers, including Odysseus, with their chanting. While the text does not supply any information regarding their physical characteristics, the iconography of the siren became standardised in the next two centuries to combine the body of a bird with a human female head.

It is not clear when exactly the mutation of the Greek siren from the female-headed bird to a female with fishtail or mermaid occurred, but it seems to have taken place somewhere between the 1st century BCE and the 8th century CE.39 In the 1st century BCE, the Roman poet Horace (Ars.1) briefly mentioned a figure of a maid with a fish-tail to exemplify the ugliness of hybridity. But this seems to have been a metaphor, a way of speaking rather than a reference to something specific. Thus, the generally accepted study on their origin is the one by Faral, who sees the emergence of fish-tailed siren as a confusion or a blend of different ancient Mediterranean figures. He refers specifically to Scylla, a hybrid sea monster and key character in the Odyssey whose image gradually merged with that of the siren evolving into the familiar image of the half-woman, half-fish. This argument has been supported by archaeological finds of Roman lamps dated to the 2nd century CE.

By the 9th century CE, the fishtailed seirḗn, which appears in the Liber monstruorum de diversis generibus, an Anglo-Latin catalogue of marvellous creatures, seems to have been consolidated. By the early 12th century, the Old High German and the Middle English versions of the Liber monstruorum had already coined the word mermaid, and the same mutation occurred in the illustrations accompanying these manuscripts, where sirens are rendered with fishtails.40 The word mermaid is of Middle English origin (ca. 1000–1400) and was adopted in the medieval period to refer to creatures with fish tails41 that were gradually substituted for the bird-sirens.

Quite often in medieval manuscripts they are depicted holding a mirror in one hand and a comb in the other.42 With the beginning of the 12th century, churches and monasteries were extensively decorated with sculptures and relief of mermaids, notably on capitals.

Now, having looked at the mermaid motif in the European Mediterranean world, the Egyptian connection should be considered.

The Egyptian Connection

The Fatimid mermaid on our panel invites us to look back at Egypt and at the Hellenistic legacy, as well as its assimilation of earlier mythologies as a possible venue from where the fishtailed maid might have emerged.

Females with fishtails were not common in Greco-Roman mythology,43 but in a later period could be related to various water spirits and benevolent nymphs reported to inhabit the sea, like the Nereids, who helped sailors in need. Nereids in the classical tradition had entirely human features and were often represented riding or accompanied by sea animals or hybrid creatures. These nymphs were the daughters of Nereus, a merman and a god of the sea akin to the insan al-ma’, and they were often represented assisting at the birth of Aphrodite from a seashell. The Nereids also became a frequent motif in Coptic art.

Hybrid aquatic figures were also widespread elsewhere in North Africa in Late Antiquity. The classical Triton, a deity connected to ancient Libya (in North Africa) who lived in lake Tritonis in southern Tunisia (Pind.P.4.19; Apollon.4.1548-1623). He was represented as a fishtailed man, and in other variations as an ichthyocentaur (a merman with two horse forelegs or crustacean pincers) and became an image widely spread across the Mediterranean and West Asia. This figure appears in Byzantine Christian art – for instance in a Byzantine mosaic in a church in Libya near Lake Tritonis (figure IV.1.4). He is identified as the ‘ruler over Libya’ by Diodorus Siculus 4.56.6. It can also be seen in a plaster painted floor in the Umayyad palace of Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi (figure IV.1.4).

While Egypt’s adoption of Greek motifs is evident in the Hellenistic period, conversely, some of these Greek motifs have been associated with a more ancient Egyptian tradition. For example, some authors have related the bird-bodied sirens to the Ba-bird or soul-bird of Egypt.44 In Egypt in Late Antiquity its function developed in funerary contexts, fulfilling the role of psychopomp – the divine intervenor responsible for escorting deceased souls to the Afterlife.

Seductive female aquatic figures, associated with eroticism and fertility, had been known in Egypt since the Old Kingdom, as documented in an enlightening article by M. Müller.45 In the Ptolemaic period, these images merged with the Greek nymph, who is also associated with water and fountains, and were combined with representations of fishes.46

Textual and pictorial sources agree in pointing to Egypt as the origin of the fish-tailed female. The Liber Monstruorum, mentioned earlier, was one of the earliest successors to the Latin version of the Physiologus, a Christian compendium of didactic stories and prodigias about real and mythical animals, plants and minerals.47 The Physiologus, originally written in Greek sometime between the 2nd and 4th century CE, is usually attributed to the cultural environment of Alexandria.48 It was illustrated and became the prototype of European bestiaries. In most translations, sirens with avian bodies seduce men with their songs.
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Figure IV.1.4 (Left) Mosaic fragment depicting a triton with crustacean pincers. Qasr Libya, 5th century AD. Qasr Libya Museum; (Right) Plaster floor painted using the secco technique, Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi, 2nd/8th century. National Museum of Damascus.

There are however grounds to believe the Georgian translation predates the 8th-9th century CE and was taken directly from the Coptic or Greek versions of the book, around the 6th century CE, if not earlier.49

The appearance of a sea woman in this context then may point to an Egyptian origin. A strong argument in favour of this speculation is the conjunction of the siren with the centaur in the Physiologus, in a motif that combines themes from both Classical mythology and Christianity.50 European bestiaries and Christian iconography, following the Physiologus, have interpreted the combination of the two figures as symbols of a double-nature, heresy and hypocrisy.

The earliest known depiction of this passage is attributed to a miniature found in the Physiologus Bernensis, dating back to the end of the 9th century CE, where a siren with a fish-tail is shown alongside a centaur (figure IV.1.5). The association of this pair is documented already earlier in Egypt, in a fresco of the 6th century in the church of St Apollo in the Coptic monastery of Bawit. The fresco, (depicting St Sissinius vanquishing the Greek demoness Alabasdria, portrayed as a defeated Aphrodite) (figure IV.1.5), shows at top right a winged creature with a scally tail and a centaur, accompanied by an inscription ‘[image: ]’ (daughter of Alabasdria).
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Figure IV.1.5 (Left) Siren and onocentaur in the Physiologus Bernensis, ca. 830 AD. Bern, Burgerbibliothek; (Right) The mounted St. Sisinnius of Antinoë conquers the demon Alabasdria. From a watercolour by Jean Clédat (1871–1943) based on mural in Bawit, Egypt.

Some authors have already identified elements of the Physiologus text in the painting in Bawit.51 This suggests that by the 6th century CE the image of the siren in Egypt had acquired a scaly lower body – resulting in a hybrid figure of an aviary fish-tailed mermaid. This recalls the 7th-century CE text of Isidore of Seville (Etymologies 12.4.29) where he describes the siren as ‘snake-like creature from Arabia that also has the ability to fly.’52 Later annuaries of prodigia, referring to older sources of the 6th century CE, mention ‘Nilotic Mermaids’.53 This triple hybrid figure embodies the transition from the bird to the fish siren. The tendency to combine women with fishes is attested in other visual material from 5th-century Egypt.54

In Coptic art, the pagan sea-born goddess Aphrodite became associated with the rebirth of the soul in the water of Christian baptism (figure IV.1.6). As assistants to the goddess these creatures fulfill the task often ascribed to the Nereids. An example of fishtailed figures such as the ichthyocentaurs, both masculine and feminine, can be seen on a carved panel of the 5th or 6th century CE in the Louvre,55 in conjunction with the birth of Aphrodite.
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Figure IV.1.6 (Top left) Aphrodite Anadyomene or Aphrodite Rising from the Sea, flanked by two ichtiocentaur (notice the pincers on their waist). Limestone fragment from Egypt, 5th or 6th century AD. Musée du Louvre, Paris; (Right) The birth of Aphrodite. Coptic textile. From Antinoë, ca. 6th century. Wool and linen, Musée du Louvre, Paris; (Bottom left) Fragments of a Hanging with Nereids. Egypt, 5th or 6th century AD. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.

A textile fragment from Antinoe, in the Louvre, attributed to the 6th century CE, depicting the birth of Aphrodite shows a pair of Nereids represented as fish-tailed figures holding Aphrodite’s shell (figure IV.1.6).

Furthermore a fragment of a hanging at Dumbarton Oaks (BZ.1932.1) from 5th–6th century Egypt shows two Nereids facing each other (figure IV.1.6). The one on the left-hand side is riding a bull with a fishtail. However, due to the missing parts of the hanging, the Nereid on the right-hand side is not fully revealed. She is shown holding a bejewelled mirror reflecting her face. A fishtail rising behind her belongs to a sea animal she is riding that has disappeared with the missing lower part of the hanging. The pair of Nereids with the fishtails of their mounts upright behind them stress the association of the human female with the fishtail that becomes more explicit in other items. However, it is the mirror held by the Nereid on the right-hand side that provides a strong argument for an Egyptian influence on the medieval European mermaids. The mirror belongs to the traditional medieval representation of the European siren holding a comb in one hand, recalling Horace’s description, and a mirror in the other. The tapestry reveals that the theme of the mirror has a much earlier Coptic antecedent and might be the direct precursor of the famous iconographic programme of European mermaids. Coptic ‘mermaids’ which are interpretations of the Greek iconography of the Nereids precede the European picture of the siren as hybrid fish-woman.
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Figure IV.1.7 Scheme of the development of the iconography of the siren and mermaid, drawing from different sources.

The medieval evolution of the fish-tailed mermaid took shape as an amalgam of a large variety of components from texts and images that continuously interacted (figure IV.1.7). We can conclude then that Egyptian lore contributed significantly to this intricate and cosmopolitan history

The Fatimid Tradition
Although the imagery of the panel at the MIA seems so far to be singular in Fatimid art, another group of carved marble objects of the same period, the kilgas, should be considered in connection with the panel. These were bases for clay jars to collect their filtered water. Some of them bear pre-Islamic Christian motifs and others bear Arabic inscriptions with good wishes and are carved with muqarnas and arches pointing to the Fatimid period. As E. Knauer shows, these objects had Roman antecedents connected to water and fountains.56 (figure IV.1.8)
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Figure IV.1.8 Marble kilga in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 6th/12th century.

The kilgas, which do not seem to have been produced much later than the Ayyubid or perhaps early Mamluk period, display a variety of decorative patterns such as animals, lions, fishes, human figures, horsemen and occasionally also mythological creatures such as human-headed birds and winged quadrupeds. Some contain odd representations that have not been explained so far: female nudes, some of whom look pregnant, male figures looking like priests with raised arms in a praying posture reminiscent of Coptic iconography. These odd representations strongly suggest an apotropaic meaning that may be related to fertility as suggested by the pregnant body shape of some of the female nudes. The kilgas and the marble panel at the MIA, have in common the survival of Coptic motifs and those of Late Antiquity in their imagery. A Fatimid lustre painted dish at the V&A57 depicting a Coptic priest standing next to an ankh, the ancient Egyptian symbol of life, merged with the cross, shows how far back these survivals can reach.

Combined with the winged horse and the human-headed birds, the mermaids on our panel evoke a mixture of traditions connected to the Mediterranean environment in Egypt of Late Antiquity. However, the pair of females emerging from a fish in our Fatimid panel recalls rather Islamic tradition. Another feature that is not found in Coptic or other Mediterranean mermaids is the cup and the bottle they hold in their hands. The cup in Islamic art goes back to Abbasid and Iranian rather than Mediterranean traditions, and it is a characteristic feature of the ‘entertainment cycle’ of Fatimid art where it appears on ivory carving and painted pottery.

The iconography of the Fatimid marble panel at the MIA, with the harpies-sirens, the mermaids and their conjunction with the Pegasus-centaur together with the fish frieze framing the panel, belongs to an Egyptian repertoire going back to Hellenistic and Coptic culture of a moment between paganism and Christianity. However, not only the past is involved here, but also contemporary Islamic and Fatimid motifs in conjunction with contemporary elements from the Christian Mediterranean world which at that same time saw the proliferation and Christianisation of mermaids alongside other mythological figures. The mermaids here illustrate Fatimid cosmopolitan culture.
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‘The Work is Blessed, Unique’: The Fatimid Silver Casket of Sadaqa b. Yusuf

Anna Contadini

The silver casket of Sadaqa b. Yusuf (figure IV.2.1) has received some scholarly attention, but it merits more focused study.1 The research presented in this chapter attempts to shed light on it within the theory of objecthood,2 considering both the historical and cultural valence of such objects; to analyse the visual imagery of the casket, conveyed by its extraordinary inscriptions and decorative motifs, which inspire wonder; and to explore the different ways in which it engages the viewer, visual, semantic and emotional.
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Figure IV.2.1 Casket of Sadaqa b. Yusuf. Fatimid Egypt, dated between 436–439/ 1044–1047. Silver, gilt, niello, 7.5 x 12.4 x 7.9 cm. Real Colegiata de San Isidoro, Leon.

The casket, now in the treasury of San Isidoro, in León (Spain),3 is datable to 436–439/1044–1047, as discussed below. It is rectangular, fairly small, measuring w. 12.4 x h. 7.9 x d. 7.5/7.9 cm, and has a slightly convex lid fastened by three hinges attached with metal pins.

It is made of silver, gold-washed (a type of gilding), and its body, lid and hinges are decorated with niello. On the body and the lid, apart from the border, the niello helps to define a pattern of fine, tight spirals, each measuring ca. 6 mm in diameter and joined one to the other by small, stylised leaves. Around the border of the lid runs an inscription set against a background of small round leaves, disposed in spirals, and foliage against a nielloed background. A smaller inscription, surrounded by a vegetal ornament against a nielloed surrounding, is found on the body of the casket beneath the lock (figures IV.2.2 and 3).

Although we have a number of caskets in various media, the Sadaqa casket is different in shape and style and does not seem to belong to any specific group, which makes it a ‘unique’ object – as, indeed, it is described by one of its inscriptions (see below). Both Fatimid and Spanish provenances have been proposed,4 although the evidence surveyed here tends to confirm the view that it is to be attributed to a Fatimid environment. The casket makes, accordingly, a significant addition to the repertoire of Fatimid art, and Fatimid silver in particular.


[image: ]
Figure IV.2.2 Front view of the Sadaqa casket with the beginning of the inscription and showing the underside of the lock.
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Figure IV.2.3 Detail of inscription on the body of the casket, beneath the lock.

This is a body of material that has not been sufficiently studied, and the following discussion therefore calls upon historical and archaeological evidence in combination with art-historical investigation.

We have information from the 5th/11th-century Book of Gifts and Rarities (Kitab al-Hadaya wa’l-tuhaf) attributed to Qadi al-Rashid b. Zubayr, who lived in Cairo under the Fatimids; from documents of the 5th to 6th/11th to 12th century recovered from the Cairo Geniza; and from the Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi, who reports an eye-witness account of the looting of the Fatimid treasury sometime around 462/1069. It mentions complex artifacts such as a ship in silver, others in gold, such as a palm tree, and countless items (bowls, dishes, etc) in silver or gold, enamelled, encrusted with precious stones, or inlaid with niello.5

Extant silver objects include a mirror in the Benaki Museum, a lid on the Fatimid rock crystal bottle in Capua, and archaeological finds of silver objects include Caesarea, Tiberias, Ramla and Fustat, comprising coins, jewellery, amulets and amulet cases,6 artifacts that are also extremely important for the wider study of objects in precious metal, for understanding the chronology and distribution of such material, the techniques of production and decoration, and for their circulation around the Mediterranean. The style of script they exhibit is typologically close to that around the lid of the Sadaqa casket. In the case of the inscriptions on some of the Tiberias material, the script is not only related but also contains a simplified example of the ‘Undulating Stem-and-Leaf Motif’ found within the inscription on the casket (see below and figure IV.2.15).

The style and phrasing of the inscriptions on the metalwork recovered in Denia (Spain) helps to confirm, according to Virgilio Martínez Enamorado, the identification of them as Fatimid. His study shows that many of the formulas they employ echo phraseology found on other Fatimid material rather than on metalwork produced in al-Andalus.7 There are, inevitably, elements common to both Fatimid and Spanish material, but we would need a study of a large sample of objects to determine the degree of lexical overlap as compared with difference.

Objects in silver and other materials such as rock crystal and ivory could have been containers for spices, jewels, make-up (such as kohl) and perfume, as the Geniza documents testify,8 and it is likely that the Sadaqa casket, too, was used for one of these purposes.

Reference may also usefully be made to Spanish silver from the Caliphal to the Taifa period, for instance, perfume bottles from 4th/10th-century Cordoba, various containers, and various rings found in diverse contexts and from different periods.9 Particularly relevant are the silver objects with nielloed inscriptions and decoration that were produced around the time of our Sadaqa casket, during the first half of the 5th/11th century. Among three items for which Rafael Azuar has argued for a workshop in the Taifa kingdom of Toledo, and possibly in León,10 is a perfume bottle in the Museo de Teruel, with an inscription that tells us that it was made for Zahr, who has been identified as the wife of Muʾayyid al-Dawla ʿAbd al-Malik b. Khalaf, who was to become the Taifa king of Albarracín in 437/1045.11 This points to it being a contemporary or near contemporary piece to the Sadaqa casket, yet the Kufic inscription around the neck is of a different type and its decorative repertoire and general design, despite containing spirals, are quite distinct from those of the Sadaqa casket. Similarly distinct are the decorative features and calligraphic style of other Spanish silver objects such as the 11th-century casket of Santa Eulalia, studied in detail by Maria Antonia Martínez Núñez, to whom I am grateful for having discussed its epigraphy with me, and the differences between Spanish and Fatimid epigraphy in general.12

The visual effect of the Sadaqa casket is dominated by its mesmerising spiral motifs, which are only interrupted by the inscription. On metal objects of the medieval period, spiral motifs – not to be confused with concentric circles, a different, although common motif on objects in various media found all around the Mediterranean13 – are ubiquitous, occurring in diverse cultural spheres, Southern Italian, Byzantine, European and Islamic. To take just one example, a probable Southern Italian object of the 11th to 12th century AD, that has both niello and spiral ornamentation is the Imola paten.14 Nielloed spirals form the background of the pseudo-kufic inscription around its central motif.15

Likewise, on other objects spirals serve as a filler or as background to a more prominent type of decoration, whereas on the Sadaqa casket they form the main decorative element, a design feature characteristic of Fatimid material. Indeed, Fatimid art is full of spiral decorative motifs, and the concept of a compact, round decoration that fills up spaces and is applied to the greater part of the surface appears in various media. For metalwork one may cite, for example, the bronze hare in Harvard (figure IV.2.4), with spirals terminating in trefoils.16 Spiral decoration is common on lustre-painted pottery, especially in depictions of clothing: for instance the fragment of a bowl in the Brooklyn Museum has spiral decorations some of which also terminate in trefoils, for example on the clothing of the elephant-keeper (figure IV.2.5).17 We may also add the famous 5th/11th-century bowl in the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) which features a figure wearing a dress with closely packed spiral decoration.18 Spirals are also found amidst letter shapes, as in a fragment of the base of a bowl or dish in the V&A (figure IV.2.6).19 For lustre-painted glass featuring spiral decoration one may mention a bowl in the V&A (figure IV.2.7),20 while a further example on glass occurs in the compact, extraordinary semi-spiral decoration on the body of an ewer cut in relief, found at Fustat, possibly of the 4th/10th century (figure IV.2.8).21 Woodwork carved in relief, too, is often decorated with spirals of different dimensions, as in the famous wooden plaque with horse heads in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (figure IV.2.9),22 and we may also find spiral motifs on bookbindings, such as the Qayrawan moulded bookbinding designs dated to the 4th/10th and 5th/11th centuries, with spirals compactly arranged in rows (figure IV.2.10).23
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Figure IV.2.4 Hare. Fatimid Egypt, 5th/11th century. Bronze, 7.6 cm. Private collection deposited at Harvard University Art Museum, Cambridge, MA.
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Figure IV.2.5 Fragment of bowl. Egypt, 6th/12th century. Fritware, with overglaze lustre decoration, 13.3 x 7.6 x 9.3 cm. Brooklyn Museum, New York.
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Figure IV.2.6 Fragment of base of bowl or dish. Egypt, 5th/11th century. Fritware, with overglaze lustre decoration, 15 x 6 x 1.3 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Figure IV.2.7 Glass bowl. Egypt, 5th/11th century. Transparent glass, with lustre-painted decoration, 7.7 x 12.9 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Figure IV.2.8 Glass ewer cut in relief found in Fustat, 4th/10th century. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo.


[image: ]
Figure IV.2.9 Wooden panel showing the bodies of horses dissolving into decorative motifs and spiral decoration. Fatimid Egypt, 5th/11th century. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Figure IV.2.10 Bookbinding, from the Great Mosque of Qayrawan, 5th/11th century.

Priscilla Soucek suggested that the foliage decoration on the Sadaqa casket, especially the trilobed motif found on top of the inscription beneath the lock, recalls stylised vegetal motifs in Byzantine art, such as the niello ornament on a fragmentary processional cross in Cleveland datable to ca. 1050 AD; the decoration on the marble relief carving from Komotini datable to the second half of the 11th century; and the robe worn by Nikephoros III Botaneiates (r. 1078–1081) in a painting in a manuscript in Paris. According to Soucek, these similarities raise the possibility that the ornament on the Sadaqa casket might have been modelled on one of the Byzantine objects sent to the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Mustansir.24

The Casket
The small size of the casket is of note because one would expect to encounter such a complex decoration of spirals and tendrils, together with inscriptions, on a larger object. This adds to its preciousness: it was obviously intended to be held up and admired at close range, as an intimate and uniquely decorated and inscribed little object.

The hinges fit perfectly within the spaces left within the inscription, pointing to them having been integral to the original conceptualisation of the casket. Also, the decorative motifs beneath the lock echo those on the outer side of the lock and on the hinges, making an aesthetic connection between the ornamentation on the body of the casket and on the hinges, which are also nielloed, and again pointing to them being original to the casket. Further, they accord with the aesthetics of other Fatimid hinges, as found in the Tiberias excavations (figure IV.2.11).25
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Figure IV.2.11 Hinge of wooden casket from Tiberias.

Translocation and Transculturation

Once translocated to a Christian cultural environment, such as a church treasury, objects such as the casket could change their function dramatically. Some, having been transculturated, became reliquaries. This happened to other caskets in the Treasury of San Isidoro,26 and likewise to containers in other media such as Fatimid rock crystals (for instance the Reliquary of the Nails of Saint Clare in Assisi)27 and Southern Italian ivories (for instance the St Petroc casket now in Bodmin, Cornwall).28 Whether the Sadaqa casket was ever used as a container for relics cannot be known, as we lack relevant documentation. It was translocated to the Treasury of San Isidoro, transculturated, in effect, to a museum-like context. It is now exhibited together with other objects originating outside Spain, including a small Scandinavian ivory container, in a group for which the curatorial interpretation seeks to highlight the international connections of al-Andalus.29 Its presence in Spain has been generally attributed to the looting and dispersal of the Cairo Fatimid treasury in around 462/1069. It has also been suggested that it could have arrived there earlier, being one of the objects that were moved together with the relics of San Isidoro from Seville to León in 1063.30 However, an object made for a Fatimid vizier and kept in a Fatimid treasury is more likely to have come to Spain as part of the mass dispersal of Fatimid objects in 462/1069, ending up in León via one of the main cities of al-Andalus.

As I have discussed elsewhere, for example in relation to Middle Eastern objects found in Italy, war and looting were by no means the only reasons for objects to travel.31 They could be translocated via diplomacy, trade, or for religious reasons (they may have become containers of relics), but also, and importantly, they could have been acquired because of the preciousness of their materials, the symbolism associated with them, or their aesthetic qualities – all of which actively contribute to the performative role they would assume in the new cultural context.

The Inscriptions

The larger inscription runs around the border of the lid, while a second, much smaller inscription is situated on the body of the casket, positioned exactly beneath the lock and so being revealed only when one opens it.

Inscription 1

The inscription around the rim (figure IV.2.12) is important both as part of the visuality of the object and for its documentary value: it is because of it that we know that the casket was made for Sadaqa b. Yusuf. It has been read by various scholars, if without complete unanimity.32

My reading is as follows:
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istiʿmal li-khizanat Sadaqa b. Yusuf (front of the casket)

saʿd kamil wa iqbal shamil (left side)

wa ʿizz daʾim wa amr ʿali (back)

wa daraja rafiʿa li-sahibihi (right side)

Translation:

Commissioned for the treasury of Sadaqa b. Yusuf/

Perfect happiness and complete prosperity/

and lasting glory and high position/

and exalted status to its owner
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Figure IV.2.12 Inscriptions on the four sides of the lid of the Sadaqa casket. From top: Front, left, back, and right sides. Real Colegiata de San Isidoro, Spain.

Sadaqa b. Yusuf
For Abu Mansur Sadaqa b. Yusuf al-Falahi (figure IV.2.13) we are lucky to have documentary evidence from al-Maqrizi, who tells us that he was a vizier of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Mustansir (r. 428–487/1036–1094),33 when the latter was only fifteen years old. Sadaqa’s father, Abu’l-Fadl Yusuf b. ʿAli, was one of the skilled scribes and chancery officials, and was in charge of the Damascus diwan. When the long-serving vizier al-Jarjaraʾi fell ill, he wanted Sadaqa to be his successor, but with a supervisor, the older vizier Abu Saʿid Sahl b. Harun al-Tustari, who was the favourite of al-Mustansir’s mother. His appointment together with Sadaqa may reflect a power struggle, but could also point to different duties being covered, and may also be interpreted as indicating that Sadaqa was rather young and insufficiently experienced. Sadaqa was invested on Wednesday 11 Ramadan 436/1044.

According to al-Maqrizi he was a converted Jew, described as being outstanding in the various chancery skills. He began by taking over the administration of Sham (Syria), but only stayed there for a very short time, soon moving to Cairo, where he became a vizier, deeply involved in Cairo politics and governmental affairs, and endowed with a large treasury of seven hundred thousand dinars.34 But, according to al-Maqrizi, al-Mustansir’s mother hated him, as he was thought to have incited the military against Abu Saʿid Sahl b. Harun al-Tustari, her favourite, until they killed him. She persevered in her intrigues against Sadaqa until she managed to have him deposed from the vizierate and imprisoned in the Khizanat al-Bunud, where he was killed in 439/1047.35

Sadaqa is also mentioned in the 5th/11th-century Book of Gifts and Rarities (see note 5), in relation to a generous gift from the Byzantine emperor Constantine IX Monomachus (r. 1042–1055) to al-Mustansir, with which Sadaqa and the older vizier al-Tustari were involved:


[image: ]
Figure IV.2.13 Detail of the name Sadaqa b. Yusuf on the casket.


In the year 427 (sic, read 437) [1045–1046], Constantine, the Byzantine emperor (malik), sent a gift to al-Mustansir bi-Allah, as he corresponded with him regarding the renewal of the ten-year armistice, which would end in the year 447 [1055–1056]. At that time the vizier [of al-Mustansir bi-lah] was Abu Nasr Sadaqah b. Yusuf al-Falahi, and the administrator of the state was Abu Sa‘d Ibrahim b. Sahl al-Tustari the Jew. No former Byzantine emperor had ever offered a similar gift to any of the previous caliphs of Islam.36

It consisted of a great quantity of gold vessels, some inlaid with enamel, gold coins, Byzantine girdles bordered with gold, she-mules and horses each of them covered with a brocaded saddle cloth, and many Muslim captive prisoners of war who were carrying boxes of fabrics embroidered with gold.



The inscription around the lid of the casket mentions that it was made for the treasury of Sadaqa, which places it precisely in the period when he was vizier, under the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir, and also allows us to date it precisely to between 436/1044 and 439/1047 (it is not often that we can date a medieval object to a span of only three years!). The smaller inscription combines benediction and its uniqueness, and I would suggest that the casket may have been made in 436/1044, on the occasion of the ceremony of Sadaqa’s investiture.37

Inscription 2

The second inscription (figure IV.2.3) is on the part of the body covered by the hinge, and reading it was a surprise.
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al-ʿamal mubarak farid

The work is blessed, unique

What a wonderful line! Although farid is commonly used in relation to pearls,38 its use in relation to a work of art such as the casket is unusual.

The inscription had been interpreted as mentioning the name of the craftsman, ʿUthman, in the reading ‘ʿamal ʿUthman naqqash (?)’ which has been translated as ‘ʿUthman engraved’.39 However, this reading does not take into account either the definite article before ‘amal or the two final letters (ya and dal). The reading proposed here takes the complete inscription into account, and the fact that it occupies fully the space between the decorative motifs that frame it.
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Figure IV.2.14 Casket of Hisham II and detail of inscription on the underside of the lock, with a very different content and style of script, 363 or 366/974 or 976. Silver, wood, gilt, niello, 27 x 38.5 x 23.5 cm. Tesoro de la Catedral de Gerona, Spain.

It is possible that the previous reading, with the name ʿUthman, was prompted by expectations of what an inscription in such a position should be. Indeed, it may remind us of one on another silver casket, that ordered by the Umayyad caliph of al-Andalus al-Hakam II for his son Hisham II (figure IV.2.14).40 In this case, the inscription, which is not on the body of the casket but on the back of the hinge itself, does mention names: it states that the work was done (or supervised) by Badr and Tarif – or, rather, Zarif, according to the recent reading of Ana Labarta: ʿamal Badr wa Zarif ʿabdih.41 Although its position is similar, but not identical, to that on the casket of Hisham II, the content and style of the inscription on the Sadaqa casket are quite different.42

Like the main inscription around the lid in the Sadaqa casket, this second inscription too is extraordinary, giving the object the agency of being blessed and unique. I would argue that it is symbolically appropriate for the appointment of a new, younger vizier.

Both inscriptions are also of crucial importance for their aesthetic relationship with the ornamentation of the casket, as discussed below.

Fatimid Epigraphy and the ‘Undulating Stem-and-Leaf Motif’ on the Sadaqa Casket
Whether with regard to script or to ornamental motifs, the stylistic affiliations of the Sadaqa casket are rather with 5th/11th-century Fatimid art. Gómez-Moreno had already noted a century ago that the epigraphical style and the ornamentation of the Sadaqa casket were to be related to what he called ‘oriental writing’, and to the Egyptian decorative style of the 5th/11th century.43 Indeed, the epigraphical style can be securely related to that of Fatimid inscriptions, which are often characterised by being placed among decorative stems and leaves, or have projections and tendrils that come out from the upper parts of the letters, a type of floriated Kufic that may antedate the Fatimids but certainly developed and flourished under them.44

But although there is a stylistic distinction between Fatimid and Spanish scripts and ornaments, it does not exclude commonalities, and on the Spanish material we find certain details of the vegetal decoration, as on the perfume bottle in Teruel, that are comparable to 5th/11th-century Fatimid art, for example in woodwork (figure IV.2.15).45 They point to the pan-Mediterranean circulation of a vocabulary of ornament, and to the importance of trading and diplomatic links between Spain and Egypt during the period in question.46
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Figure IV.2.15 a) Inscription on the Sadaqa casket; b) Wooden panel from al-ʿAmri mosque. Qus, Egypt, 5th/11th century.

The Undulating Stem-and-Leaf Motif

In the main inscription of the Sadaqa casket the whole composition of letters and decorative motifs is highly complex and is worth unpacking, especially as it does not fit neatly into the standard categorisations of foliated and floriated Kufic (figure IV.2.16). Extending across the background is the prominent motif of a floriation that starts from the bottom of the initial alif of the first word of the inscription (istiʿmal) and gives the impression of passing behind the letter sin to come out from the middle of the top of its second tooth, continuing in an upward curve, with little leaves, over the ʿayn and mim and another just before the second alif, splitting into three branches, one a short curl; a third branch passes behind the alif and lam to then end in a double leaf motif; while the one between them continues on a downward path under the alif and lam and into the space before the second phrase, li-khizana. There it goes up again, passing behind the zay, and splits into two branches at its second apex: one branch curves back and ends in a double leaf, while the other continues upwards, passes behind the alif, and over the nun and taʾ marbuta, and then descends again. This pattern is repeated throughout the four sides of the inscription, producing a continuous, undulating motif with stems that ‘pass under’ the letters, in what I call the ‘undulating stem-and-leaf motif’.

This complex motif offers yet another example of the inventiveness of Fatimid artists and underscores the uniqueness of this object in visual terms. The letters and the decorative motifs around the lid are both in reserve, their contours defined by a niello-filled surround. Gómez Moreno draws a parallel between the vegetal scrolls within the inscription (‘that fill all the space’) and Egyptian arabesque ornamentation of the 5th/11th century.47 The combination of the letters and decorative motifs results in a striking form of ornamentation that gives the visual impression of the letters resting upon a background that consists of little curly, spiral-like motifs (similar to the curls that end the spirals on the rest of the body of the casket).
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Figure IV.2.16 The ‘Undulating Stem-and-Leaf Motif’ on the Sadaqa casket.

Together with the effect of the letters resting upon a background of curls and leaves, the impression of ‘passing under’ is also found in the carving of some Fatimid rock crystal objects – in particular the ewer in the V&A,48 which Ralph Pinder-Wilson thought was the earliest instance of such an optical illusion in a Fatimid object.49 He also thought that it was an indication of a greater sophistication and, consequently, an indication that the V&A ewer was later in the series, possibly the last of the Fatimid ewers, placing it in the mid-5th/11th century. The more recently known Edmund De Unger rock crystal ewer, now in the Dallas Museum of Art collection, also presents instances of the ‘passing under’ visual effect, and therefore, following Pinder-Wilson’s reasoning, it too may be attributed to the mid-5th/11th century.50

The ‘passing under’, however, is not found only in Fatimid art. We have examples in illumination, one of the earliest appearing in the Ibn al-Bawwab Qurʾan made in Baghdad and dated 391/1000–1001 (figure IV.2.17).51

Complementary to, but separate from, the ‘Undulating Stem-and-Leaf Motif’ is what may be categorised as elements of floriated Kufic. According to Grohmann,52 floriated Kufic is to be distinguished from foliated Kufic, which is characterised by half-palmette and two- or three-lobed leaf decoration of the bifurcating apices of the letters, by adding to these floral motifs, tendrils and scrolls growing from the final forms or even from the medial forms of the letters. This stylistic development reached its apogee in Egypt, with early examples in the Mosques of al-Azhar and al-Hakim, and in discussing the decoration of the bands of writing on the north minaret of the Mosque of al-Hakim (393/1003) Flury has pointed to motifs of Coptic origin, raising the possibility that Coptic art may have served as a transitional stage between late Hellenistic art and floriated Kufic.53

This style then spread both east and west. For instance, evidence for the Palestinian area, according to Ayala Lester, to whom I am grateful for having discussed this with me, is found in Fatimid inscriptions on architecture, including one on the Haram al-Sharif wall in Jerusalem, dated to 301–304/913–917, two at al-Aqsa mosque, and a further two at the Hebron mosque.54

This style also affected the portable arts, as part of Fatimid cosmopolitanism. As examples, we have Fatimid metalwork, such as the Benaki silver mirror mentioned above (see note 6) (figure IV.2.18), and artifacts from archaeological material, such as the metal objects found in Tiberias. Of these, several could be cited, but sufficient here as representative is a deep bowl, the benedictory, augural inscription of which has epigraphical characteristics that are very close to those of the Sadaqa casket (figure IV.2.19).55 Although less complex, the Tiberias bowl, too, has vegetal motifs and tendrils that emerge from the bifurcating apices of the letters or, in the case of a waw or a raʾ or a final mim, from their particularly prolonged curly ends.
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Figure IV.2.17 The ‘passing under’ in the Ibn al-Bawwab Qurʾan, 391/1000–1001. Ink and gold on paper, 18.3 x 14.5 x 5.8 cm. Chester Beatty Library, Dublin.

One characteristic of the Sadaqa casket that strikes me especially is that the ends of the letters, especially those that curl, are often transformed into the same decorative elements that surround them. This conceptualisation of an epigraphic element dissolving into a decorative one, is typical, I would argue, of Fatimid art. Precedents are found in Egyptian, Tulunid art of the late 3rd–early 4th/9th–10th century, as in the stylised bird carved in wood now in the Louvre, where the body dissolves into a floral motif.56 In the aforementioned later, Fatimid wooden plaque carved in relief datable to the 5th/11th century, now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (see note 22), we see that the head and neck of the horses are quite naturalistically rendered with their trappings, while the body dissolves into vegetal elements (figure IV.2.9). Also indicative is that the treatment of the spiral ornamentation at the top and the little curly vegetal elements at the bottom echoes that on the Sadaqa casket. Decorative and epigraphical elements are linked with the vegetal decoration, with one generating the other.
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Figure IV.2.18 Mirror with inscription showing similarities with the Sadaqa casket, 5th–6th/11th–12th century. Silver, Diameter 18 cm. Benaki Museum, Athens.

The second, minute inscription on the Sadaqa casket is also in reserve, surrounded by the black niello that defines the letter shape. Vegetal elements float above and below it, but do not engage with it in the way they do with the main inscription. The whole is inserted within a space that mirrors the shape of the hinge and contains motifs found on the body of the casket and around the main inscription, highlighting again the conceptual link between the ornamentation on various parts of the casket.
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Figure IV.2.19 Bowl from the Tiberias hoard with benedictory inscription, showing similarities with the Sadaqa casket. Fatimid period, 5th/11th century. Copper alloy, 11.8 x 26 cm. Reg. no. A2-525-4/2.

Material and Techniques on the Sadaqa Casket
Silver (fidda)

We have numerous textual references to silver and silver-gilt. Persian sources mention the use of gold and silver vessels in royal feasts (bazm) in Iran,57 and Arabic sources confirm the high status of silver objects, which were not only used as vessels and ornaments, but also in religious contexts, being found in the Dome of the Rock and the Kaʿba. For instance, ʿAli b. Abi Bakr al-Harawi (d. 611/1215), who visited Jerusalem in 569/1173, mentions a silver-gilt inscription (al-kitaba bi’l-fadd al-mudhahhab) of the Throne Verse (Q. 2:255) in the Dome of the Rock,58 while the Andalusian traveller Ibn Jubayr (d. 614/1217) reports that ‘The door of the venerable House [the Kaʿba] … is eleven and a half spans [about six feet] from the ground. It is of gilded silver, perfect in its art and magnificent in its form.’59 Similarly, the 5th/11th-century Persian poet and traveller Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 462/1070) mentions silver lamps in the Dome of the Rock, and that inside the Kaʿba were silver doors, mihrabs and plaques.60

However, given the poor survival rate, it has been assumed that the production of silver objects decreased during the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries because of a ‘silver famine’ in the Islamic world, for which variations in the fineness of the dirham have usually been adduced as evidence.61 Whether there really was a shortage of silver at the time is a matter of some dispute (see note 61), and in any case new discoveries of both coins, with their implications for monetary trends, and silver objects of the period from archaeological contexts have changed the picture. In an Iranian context, for example, the Nishapur excavation has brought to light a number of silver objects of the period, also with gilding and niello: an amulet case datable to between 339/950 and 442/1050 was found in the Tepe Madrasa, with some traces of gilding and a relief decoration. It is incised and partially nielloed and has a nielloed Qurʾanic inscription in angular script.62 In Fatimid regions, we have the silver objects found in Caesarea, Tiberias, Ramla and Fustat mentioned earlier, and there are Fatimid objects now in museum and church collections, such as the rock crystal bottle in Capua (see note 6). Datable to the late 4th/10th century, the lid of the bottle, part of its mount, is original, and is in silver gilt decorated with niello (figure IV.2.20). It adds to the evidence from the archaeological finds and written sources and confirms that silver objects decorated with niello were produced in the Fatimid empire at least from the 4th/10th century.




[image: ]
Figure IV.2.20 Rock crystal ewer with original silver lid decorated with niello, Fatimid, 4th–5th/10th–11th century. Museo Diocesano, Capua.

As silver was often melted down, circulated according to market demand, and re-used, it is impossible to know where the silver for the Sadaqa casket was sourced. Further, no firm conclusion can be drawn from the choice of silver over, say, gold or ivory: sources such as the Geniza documents and the Book of Gifts and Rarities mention the three frequently as prestige materials for expensive artifacts.

Gilding (tadhhib)

The Sadaqa silver casket was gold-washed,63 producing a greater colour contrast with the niello and an extraordinary visual impact. As one holds such an object and moves it around, the colour shade changes as the light hits it at different points and angles, reflecting to a greater or lesser extent the gilding or the silver.

The technique used was the ancient one of mercury gilding: an amalgam of gold and mercury is applied as a paste over the silver surface and then heated, causing the mercury gradually to evaporate and eventually leave on the surface a thin layer of gold that needs to be burnished. Differences in the time and temperature of the heating will affect the shade of the gilding,64 which does not hide the silver and the niello decoration underneath, but covers it as a lightly coloured, transparent mantle.

Niello (in the sources normally silver with niello, fidda mukhraqa bi’l-sawad or mujra bi-sawad)

The casket has also a niello decoration, which, combined with the silver and the gold-wash, produces a wonderful overall aesthetic effect. The ancient technique of inlaying with niello consists of cutting grooves in the silver that are then filled with a black substance. Early examples appear in various cultural contexts. In Europe, niello appears on silver, for example, in the 9th-century Trewhiddle hoard discovered in Cornwall,65 and it has also been found, unusually, on gold, as in a ring (possibly Carolingian) found within the Tesoretto del Reno near Bologna, dateable to the first half of the 9th century AD.66

In an Islamic context we have a recipe for it as early as the 4th/10th century, in the treatise on metals by the Yemeni author al-Hamdani (died in Sanʿa in 334/945).67 He tells us that niello is a compound of silver and sulphur, and does not mention copper or lead, which may not be present in ancient niello:


Silver is burnt with sulphur until it becomes the colour of Indian iron. This is done by stirring the silver in the crucible, and the silver consumes the sulphur bit by bit. It is then cast in a mould and beaten out hot. If it has started to cool it flies about like glass. If they want to inlay(?) silver with this (compound), they pound it up with borax (tinkar) and water, and fill the place dug out of the silver with this pulverised material. It is allowed to flow like solder in the oven, and it does so. Files and rasps are then used on it.68



Later, however, in 701/1301, the Persian author Abu’l-Qasim al-Kashani, in his ʿArayis al-jawahir wa nafayis al-atayib, specifies that niello is a compound of silver, copper, and lead:


They take one dirham of pure silver, one dirham of pure copper, and half a daniq of pure lead; they melt the copper and silver together and throw onto it, in two stages, half a dirham of yellow sulphur until it all becomes one. The colour … becomes very shiny black. If they melt it a further time its colour improves and it gradually becomes more solid.69



The presence of lead alongside silver and copper could be relevant as an indicator of dating. Analyses done by Susan La Niece at the British Museum indicate its presence in the niello of Byzantine material of the 11th to 12th century,70 while recent studies on Andalusian silver hinges of ivory objects in the V&A have revealed traces of lead in niello already in the Caliphal period.71

The composition of the niello on the Sadaqa casket has not been investigated, but what is certain is that the technique of niello on silver is well attested in various parts of the Mediterranean during the medieval period, including in the Fatimid empire, and silver objects are frequently mentioned in Fatimid sources, some with the specification of being decorated with niello. They are recorded in the Book of Gifts and Rarities, in the 5th/11th century and the Geniza documents talk of silver cups, beakers, incense burners, boxes, and of silver bracelets decorated with niello, which in the 6th/12th-century documents studied by Goitein are referred to as silver siwar mujrah bi-sawad (literally, ‘bracelets treated with blackness’).72 According to these sources, they were more prestigious than those decorated with filigree.

We also have a reference to silver objects with niello coming out of the Fatimid treasury in around 462/1069. In a passage that seems to have been overlooked, al-Maqrizi, writing about the looting mentions large and small silver objects grooved with black (fidda mukhraqa bi’l-sawad) and he even adds an aesthetic comment, saying that they were made with the greatest artistry.

Textual sources are matched by the archaeological finds. We do not have a comparable example to the Sadaqa casket, which seems to be a unique piece, as the inscription indeed says. But we do have other types of Fatimid silver objects, including, of course, coins, which have also been found in great quantity in al-Andalus, again demonstrating the connections between Egypt and Spain during this period.73

Fatimid hoards such as the one from Caesarea have also yielded silver objects decorated with niello. They include an amulet,74 a cylindrical amulet case, and a pair of crescent-shaped earrings (figure IV.2.21).75 The earrings are very beautiful, with niello decoration of the motifs that frame the benedictory inscriptions, which are themselves highlighted in niello (baraka kamila on one side and wa niʿma shamila on the other), and are in a script related to that on the Sadaqa casket. The niello of these items too has not been tested, so we do not know its exact composition.
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Figure IV.2.21 Silver cylindrical amulet case and earring from the Caesarea hoard, both decorated with niello. Fatimid, 5th/11th century.

Affect and Wonder
The above is a discussion of the material components of the casket together with the sources related to it, and of its calligraphic style, with new readings of the inscriptions. It sets the casket within a historical and art-historical context, and includes interpretations of its visual impact and the implications of its design vocabulary for its affiliations with other artifacts. For an object that had not been hitherto studied in detail, investigation of such aspects was a requirement.

However, in addition to studying objects such as the Sadaqa casket in an essentialist framework, we need to take account of their position within the discourse of affect and wonder. Exploring the capacity to provoke emotional reactions is a much-needed element in the study of objects and material culture, in order to subvert what James Elkins poignantly defined as the ‘ivory tower of tearlessness’,76 the exclusion of emotional involvement from much of academic art-historical discourse, where it is regarded as a non-rational approach to be suppressed or disregarded in academic writings. As Keith Moxey puts it: ‘The aesthetic power of works of art, … and their capacity to shape our response in the present, argues against treating them as if they were simply documents of particular historical horizons.’77

The emotional aspect of the interaction with a work of art has recently been addressed by cognitive neuroscientists in what has been called ‘neuroesthetics’,78 which explores how empathic processes are essential to aesthetic experiences of visual art, stressing the empathetic feelings aroused in the viewer of the work of art, both non-figurative and figurative, and how they form a substantial part of the art experience. Scientists are also exploring ways of integrating what have been called bottom-up effects – the impact of the work of art on the viewer – with top-down mechanisms – what individuals contribute in terms of emotional, physiological and cultural factors.79 They also explore how emotions are intertwined with aesthetic judgments. They have shown that the cognitive evaluation of a stimulus as art or non-art informs the emotions that are felt and reported in response to it: ‘a link between an empathetic engagement and higher liking may relate to perceived artistry, which is an essential factor influencing aesthetic judgments’.80 These studies are useful for highlighting the importance of the emotive experience in relation to art and have the potential to make a significant contribution to art-historical aesthetics.

Within the theory of affect, defined by O’Sullivan as art activating or being a stimulus for sensations,81 we may wish, in considering the Sadaqa casket, to take account of reactions of wonder, often emphasised in Middle Eastern texts. For example, the Iranian physician ‘Ali b. Rabban al-Tabari, active in Abbasid Baghdad in the 3rd/9th century, introduces in his medical encyclopedia Firdaws al-hikma the psychological element of astonishment by saying that a smile (ibtisam) happens when a human being sees or hears something that diverts him and thus startles and moves him.82 Or by the later Syrian physician Ibn al-Matran (d. 587/1191), active in Ayyubid Damascus, who discusses in his Bustan al-atibba’ both physiological and psychological aspects of the movement that provokes laughter as, according to him, an expression of astonishment of the soul, and he explains that it is one which may be produced by forms of expression other than speech, and therefore including, one may assume, the visual.83

The second inscription, beneath the hinge, tells us that this object is blessed and unique. Looking at it, one reaction could indeed be of wonder (ʿajab) at its splendid (badiʿ) decoration, its unexpectedness provoking a spontaneous smile. In the sources, objects are generally mentioned either as rarities (tuhaf), liable to occasion ʿajab, or as being beautiful or strange (gharib), and therefore wondrous.84 These concepts come together in the contents and title of at least two works, one Kitab al-Hadaya wa’l-tuhaf (already mentioned above), the other by the 7th/13th-century scholar Zakariya b. Muhammad al-Qazwini, the ʿAjaʾib al-makhluqat wa gharaʾib al-mawjudat (The Wonders of Creation and the Oddities of Existing Things).85 It is interesting to note that such concepts are also found in literary works, for example historical writings, where one would not expect them. Such historical accounts are thus immensely valuable for what they tell us about the appreciation of the visual arts. For example, in al-Maqrizi’s famous report on the competition between two painters at the Fatimid court,86 which tells us that two painters, one Iraqi and one Egyptian, were summoned by a vizier of al-Mustansir to a competition. One chose to paint a dancer as if coming out of the wall, the other as if going into the wall. Al-Qasir (the Egyptian) painted a dancing girl in a white dress within a black-coloured niche, while Ibn al-ʿAziz (the Iraqi) painted a dancing girl in a red dress within a yellow niche. The vizier al-Yazuri was pleased with both and rewarded them generously. This narrative talks to us about optical illusion, a technique very well known in Roman painting87 and elaborated by the Fatimid scientist Ibn al-Haytham,88 pointing to a continuation of the technique into 5th/11th-century Arab artistic practice. Secondly, it points to artistic, in this case painterly, activities being practiced in the environment of the court and involving its members as judges of such paintings. And thirdly, it gives us a hint of the appreciation (and consequent patronage) of the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir and his courtiers, not only for the paintings mentioned in this account but also, by implication, for other art works such as the casket made for his vizier Sadaqa b. Yusuf.

That art objects were greatly esteemed in medieval Islamic cultures is also revealed by the Kitab al-Hadaya wa’l-tuhaf. The text describes objects in detail, giving as accurate a visual image of them as possible. It also describes all sorts of objects, from pre-Islamic ones up to Fatimid ones, commenting on the context of the gifting and, at times, giving insight as to how they were appreciated. Quite apart from being an invaluable source for the understanding of the role of gifts, whether at the social89 or diplomatic level, it highlights the importance attached to objects, giving their biographies and pointing once more to the theme of ʿajab.

The viewer can experience a range of responses to the Sadaqa casket. I have already mentioned the wondrous effect of the gold-wash, and there is, further, the impact of the mesmerising, repeated spiral decoration, a visually active element, encouraging the eye to travel in different directions, and not allowing it to settle (figure IV.2.22).90 A further response is provoked by the particular calligraphic style of the inscription around the lid and its ornamentation, and the way it contrasts with the series of spirals. I mentioned how its letters are integrated with vegetal elements, one dissolving into the other, a feature of Fatimid aesthetics: the inscription thus combines the semantic with the sensory. Further, both inscriptions define the object itself as blessed and express good wishes for its owner, conjoining various aspects that perhaps allow the viewer to access this aura of blessedness in addition to experiencing the aesthetic pleasure that the casket so richly provides.
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Figure IV.2.22 Detail of the side of the Sadaqa casket. Real Colegiata de San Isidoro, Spain.
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Fatimid Jewellery Hoards from Palestine in the Light of the Cairo Geniza Documents

Ayala Lester

Nine jewellery hoards, dated to the Fatimid period, were found between 1961 and 2005 in excavations carried out in Ramla, Jerusalem, Caesarea, Tiberias and Ashkelon. In most of the cases monetary hoards were found in the vicinity of the jewellery hoards. The fourteen monetary hoards included dinars, dirhams and fractions of dirhams.1

The hiding of hoards is an expression of the unstable political situation in Palestine, as Turkoman forces overran Syria and Palestine during the last decades of the 5th/11th century. Furthermore, the weakening of Fatimid control in Palestine, resulting from internal conflicts between Berber tribes and Turkish mercenaries within the Fatimid army, enabled the first Crusader army to conquer Palestine in 492/1099 and establish the kingdom of Jerusalem (492–494/1099–1101).2

The first part of this article summarises the jewellery hoards discovered in Israel and the second part deals with S.D. Goitein’s discussions of jewellery, particularly pieces listed in the dowries of Jewish brides. The goal of this article has been to provide a link between the jewellery listed in dowries and the material evidence uncovered.

Goitein’s discussions of jewellery are based upon trousseau lists from Jerusalem and Fustat, dated between 419 and 551/1028 and 1156. They include women from affluent backgrounds as well as some with modest resources a state of affairs which, in fact, reflects the economic situation in Palestine and Egypt, during the Fatimid period.

Following a study of the excavated hoards, I have identified an affinity between the jewellery pieces and the terminology discussed by Goitein. His analyses are based upon ‘jewellery given to girls from families that had attained a certain degree of comfort’.3 The weight of the pieces is not provided in the trousseau lists, probably because of the similarity in weight of the dinar and the mithqal.4

In the caches in Tiberias and Caesarea, the gold and the silver pieces were packed in separate ceramic vessels. Within the trousseau lists there is a clear preference for gold jewellery, followed by pearls and silver. This ranking is pertinent from the perspective of archaeology, as jewellery pieces made of gold are the most common findings. There are only a few articles made of silver and precious stones.5

The Hoards
Ramla

Three hoards were found in Ramla. The first hoard, unearthed in 1965, consisted of dinars and fractions of dinars together with gold ingots, and was dated to 369/979.6 The other two hoards, an assemblage of bracelets and armlets and a monetary hoard were uncovered during 2005 in an affluent neighbourhood with well-organised streets, houses with sewage systems and water cisterns. The first is comprised of nine armlets and bracelets that had been wrapped in a textile; the latter has not survived.7 The second cache, buried in an unglazed small clay juglet contained 302 dinars dated to between 349–471/960–1078/9.8

The assemblage consisted of a pair of heavy silver tubular anklets, a pair of gold bracelets, a third pair of bracelets made of silver and a single gold bracelet, all of which are decorated in the repoussé technique, a single silver armlet with a suspended amulet box and a bracelet made of silver wire (figure IV.3.1).

Some of the articles are unique. The silver anklets are composed of two parts attached by a hinge. A granule inside the anklet rattles when the person moves. Goitein refers to a woman of modest means who was married in 414/1023. Her dowry listed a pair of silver anklets valued at eight dinars. Goitein comments that they must have been heavy as each anklet weighs 170 grams (40 mithqal units; the mithqal was the common weight unit for commodities).9

Goitein also discussed anklets wrought in gold, which were the most expensive articles in all the trousseau lists from the 5th/11th century. This type of gold anklet would be expensive as the gold sheet is, by definition, thick due to the forging process.

A pair of two silver bracelets, one made of gold, and another single gold bracelet all decorated in repoussé, are adorned with inscriptions such as [image: ] or [image: ] and are decorated with medallions, birds, hares, gazelles, palmettes, and ‘scales of an eagle’, a term discussed by Goitein. The presence of scales signifies the rows of feathers covering the body of the eagle, symbolising strength, mightiness and courage.


[image: ]
Figure IV.3.1 A hoard from Ramla containing gold and silver bracelets and anklets, IAA

Two gold bracelets are decorated with tiny bars and bands with scrolls and half palmettes. The hinges are concealed by spherical plates coated with granulation. These two bracelets are characterised by meticulous work and should have been quite expensive, as each one weighs about 40 grams (8.7 mithqal units). This is the first occurrence of this type of bracelet, both in archaeological findings and museum collections.

Caesarea

The first two hoards from Caesarea were excavated by Negev in 1963. The hoards were found near the harbour within a vaulted platform originally built by Herod as part of the acropolis of the city. The building was used during the Islamic period as a metal workshop. Several metres of metal ore covered the floor, and two jewellery hoards were found underneath this waste, within a few days of each other. A third cache was found a year later and included out-of-use dinar and dirham coins, from the early 3rd/9th to the late 5th/10th century, which were probably kept for remelting.10

One of the hoards unearthed at Caesarea was composed of gold articles and the second of silver pieces. The cache of gold jewellery was hidden in a glazed juglet and a hoard of silver anklets was found hidden in a small clay juglet.

The gold cache (figure IV.3.2) is comprised of large gold beads of two kinds: beads made with filigree wire and granulation, and beads made of gold leaf decorated with granulation. The central ones demonstrate superb filigree work. Apple and cherry shaped beads are strung together flanking a central biconical bead. The term ‘beaded’ is suggested by Goitein to mean granulated which is likely the case with the apple-shaped beads. Each filigree bead was built upon a frame made of straight filigree wires with S shaped wires woven through them. These, in turn, were filled by tiny figure of six elements creating palmette-shaped patterns. In the Geniza, this complex design is termed mushabbak, [image: ] latticework11 


[image: ]
Figure IV.3.2 The gold hoard from Caesarea with filigreed and granulated beads, amulet cases, silver beads and various stones, IAA




[image: ]
Figure IV.3.3 The silver hoard from Caesarea composed of bracelets, IAA

The cache also included amulet cases made of silver and a trove of different stones such as carnelian, onyx, rock-crystal and glass beads.12

The latest article in the hoard is a silver amulet bearing Sura 112 from the Qurʾan, dated between the late 5th/11th and the early 6th/12th century.13

The silver bracelets from the second cache are decorated in the repoussé technique. A second pair is patterned with ribs across the bracelets (figure IV.3.3).14

Tiberias

Three hoards were uncovered in Tiberias in 1976 and 1985. The first hoard is comprised of a juglet containing 14 gold dinars, the latest dated to 415/1024, and a few jewellery pieces.15 The hoard included a variety of basket-shaped earrings, a pair of crescent-shaped earrings with loops for the suspension of pearls, a finger ring made of filigree wire and a single spherical earring.16 The dinars were clipped. The latest dinar, dated to 415/1024, bears the name of the Imam-caliph al-Zahir (figure IV.3.4).17

Another excavation, carried out in 1989, unearthed two jewellery hoards and coins. One hoard was buried in a unique sphero-conical vessel made of thick clay. It contained a pair of basket-shaped earrings, a biconical bead, two gold finger rings and spherical beads.18 The dinar coins range in dates from al-ʿAziz bi’llah (366/976) to Abu Tamim Maʿadd al-Mustansir bi’llah (455/1063) (figure IV.3.5, right).

The second jewellery hoard was discovered in a clay juglet typical of the Fatimid period.19 It included two gold finger rings, a fragment of a silver bracelet, a handle of a silver vessel, a variety of beads and out-of-use dirham coins, clipped to be used as amuletic jewellery pieces (figure IV.3.5, left).20 The coins were issued by al-Hakim and al-Zahir, and range between 401–402/1010–1011 and 424–425/1032–1033.21 The difference in dates of about thirty years between the two hoards confirms the fact that the dirham coins were used as amulets and were valued for their silver content and not as currency.


[image: ]
Figure IV.3.4 A hoard from Tiberias having gold jewellery pieces and dinar coins, IAA


[image: ]
Figure IV.3.5 (right and left) A hoard from Tiberias. Right: Gold jewellery pieces and dinar coins Left: Gold jewellery pieces, silver beads and dirham coins, IAA

Jerusalem

Jerusalem was conquered by the Crusader army between 13 and 15 July 492/1099. The taking of the city was followed by a massacre of many of its inhabitants.22

Five hoards were uncovered in the city, two of them composed of jewellery pieces and the other three were made up of coins. One hoard includes Ghaznavid and Saljuq dinars, with one dinar minted by al-ʿAziz, dated to 371/981. The second hoard includes 111 dinars and its fractions with the latest from the reign of al-Mustansir (r. 427–487/1036–1094). The third cache is composed of nine dinars with the latest dinar from the period of al-Mustaʿli (r. 487–495/1094–1101).23

Two jewellery hoards were found in Jerusalem in 1984–1985 during excavations south of the Temple Mount/al-Haram al-Sharif.24 One hoard, packed in a pan, is comprised of silver bracelets and anklets (figure IV.3.6). A second hoard includes a random assemblage of items of gold jewellery, some of Fatimid origin, others probably from Byzantium, along with a gold bird-shaped pendant of Saljuq origin (figure IV.3.7).


[image: ]
Figure IV.3.6 A hoard from Jerusalem comprised of silver bracelets and anklets
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Figure IV.3.7 A hoard from Jerusalem with gold jewellery pieces, IAA

Ashkelon

Four unique pieces of jewellery were found during excavations in Ashkelon in 1986 and 1987.25 The city was captured by the Saljuqs during the 460s/1070s but soon after, the Fatimids regained control of the city which they maintained until 548/1153, when it was conquered by the Crusaders. It was recaptured by Salah al-Din in 583/1187. During 587/1191 the city was briefly taken and refortified by the Crusaders, and then a treaty was signed between Salah al-Din and Richard I of England.26

These pieces made of filigree and granulation, in elaborate palmette-shaped patterns, were suggested by Rosen-Ayalon to be parts of a choker. They are dated to the end of the 6th/12th century (figure IV.3.8).

It is important to note that these pieces were not concealed but found during two different excavations that took place in an area termed ‘the Fatimid street’. The initial two were found in 1986 within a few days of each other. The additional two pieces were found during the excavations of 1987 also within a few days of each other.27 They were included in this article because of the distinct and superb workmanship and the unique details which have until now not been identified.




[image: ]
Figure IV.3.8 A hoard from Ashkelon with three elements of a choker (?), IAA

Identifying Jewellery via Dowry Lists from the Geniza
On the basis of the hoards and the terms discussed by Goitein we are able to suggest a relationship between the various jewellery pieces and the terms found in the Geniza.

Goitein discusses the term [image: ], latticework, ‘The most common way of beautifying a surface was filigree named mushabbak ascribed mainly to rings and rarely to other types of jewellery.’28 The actual findings support his assumption in regard to the finger ring from Tiberias, however this technique was ubiquitous on the articles from Caesarea and Ashkelon where merchants and proprietors were involved. This discrepancy can be resolved by appreciating the fact that these pieces were rare due to their cost and do not appear in the trousseau lists discussed by Goitein.

Among the jewellery pieces found at Tiberias, the basket-shaped earrings are the most common type of earring that consolidated under Byzantine influence.29 There are several decorative versions of the basket-shaped earring produced from varying qualities of gold. The earrings found in 1976 were made of highly refined gold. This pair of earrings is decorated with filigree wires and granules. The earrings found in 1987, in a small star-shaped clay vessel, were made of lower-quality gold mixed with copper which gives a reddish tinge to the earring. These earrings are smaller in size than the previous ones and are decorated with gold thread and a central granule. Thus, the basket-shaped earrings from Tiberias provide different versions of the type.

There is no evidence for the existence of such earrings in other parts of Palestine. Jewellery pieces composed of filigree and granulation are represented only by one finger ring.

In the case of the term [image: ], Goitein had doubts about the meaning: ‘Mukhammas might denote a five-pointed star;.… Tentatively I suggest, that, an ornament representing the khamsa, the five fingers of the magic hand, is meant; but we must wait for actual finds from the Fatimid period for confirmation’, as the khamsa seemed to be the most reasonable solution.30 The basket-shaped earrings of the Islamic version, are always composed of five hemispheres soldered together, and thus are suggested to be the [image: ] type of earring. It is prominent within the jewellery hoards found at Tiberias but has never been found in other regions of Palestine. This emphasises its Syrian origin.31 The mukhammas earring appears in different versions with filigree and granulation, made of open work, and with granules alone.

Another common type is the crescent-shaped earring, decorated with pearls on its lower part. Its garlic-shape has provided its popular name [image: ], meaning garlic and in the trousseau lists ‘garlic’ refers to these earrings. The pearls, which hung from the earrings, were highly valued during the Fatimid period and were the most prized material after gold.

Also in the cache there were a few beads made of amber, which appear in the Geniza documents as mufassala, [image: ] intersected with gold beads. They appear in various combinations such as necklaces, shoulder bands and forehead straps. In the dowry lists, mufassala appears second in importance to pearls in combination with gold. Goitein indicates that amber was hardly mentioned in trousseau lists during the 5th/11th century and, ‘Then, from approximately 1100, the lists are swamped with amber ornaments’.32 A combination of a bead made of rock crystal billawr [image: ] inlaid with an oval-shaped piece of amber is unique [image: ].).33

A pair of box-like crescent earrings and two small amulet cases are adorned with niello, mujra bi-sawad [image: ] and benedictions. Goitein states that the use of niello began in the 6th/12th century, but we have evidence of earlier use, such as the Sadaqa casket dated between 436–439/1044–1047. The amulet cases, known as maymun, contained writing in a magic script, intended to protect the bearer from the evil eye. The latest article within the cache is the silver amulet with all the verses of Surat al-Ikhlas. Based upon the palaeographic character of the text, it has been dated to the 6th/12th century.34

The silver hoard is comprised of four bracelets, siwar, decorated in the repoussé technique with a hexagonal pattern enclosing various animals such as peacocks, sprinting rabbits and deer. The bracelets were worn in pairs. In the Geniza documents they are described as manfuh, [image: ] puffed up or swollen because of the tubular shape with pointed tips. Another term used was ‘Scorpion Tail’ based upon its sharp-edged tail.

A thin cord, made of silver, with bulging ends, that was also found in Ramla and Jerusalem, always appears as a single article. It had two uses: as ‘laff al-mandil, [image: ] keeping the kerchief in place, namely, the kerchief which was tucked into the sleeve, and which was used not blowing the nose but for carrying money and anything else that one would keep in a pocket’.35 Thus, the meaning of the term hadida is suggested by Goitein to be ‘a piece for the border of the sleeve’,36 and this silver bracelet it is likely is the hadida [image: ]

The last article in the assemblage from Ramla is an armlet with a silver hoop and an amulet hanging from it. This is a unique piece, until now unknown. The amulet is hexagonal in shape with alternating panels displaying Surat al-Ikhlas verses from the Qurʾan. It was commonly held that whoever learned this sura by rote was respected in the community as if he had read a third of the entire Qurʾan. The hoop is delicately engraved with verse 255 from Surat al-Baqara which talks about the unicity of God. The presence of three verses from the Qurʾan on one piece of jewellery, together with the blessing formula kept in the amulet, gives it substantial religious importance.

Conclusion
These hoards present a few significant groups of jewellery. The basket-shaped earrings are typical of Syria and Asia Minor. This group is absent from other areas in Palestine, including the coastal towns and Jerusalem.

We can suggest types typical to northern Palestine which developed under Syrian influence while the jewellery from Caesarea was composed under Egyptian cultural impact.

The different groups of jewellery produced in Palestine are geographically distinct. The north, including Tiberias was under Syrian-Byzantine influence, while the seashore, including Caesarea and Ashkelon, was under Egyptian influence. Ramla, the capital of Palestine, had a flourishing trade mainly with Egypt. It was characterised by a variety of modes of production. There is no evidence of metal or jewellery production in Jerusalem.

These hoards bear witness to the artistic quality of Fatimid art, with goldsmiths who brought jewellery production to new levels of perfection and technical refinement. Correspondingly, they reflect the political situation in Palestine during the end of the 4th/10th century to the middle of the 6th/12th century.
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The Fatimid Rock Crystal Ewers: Innovation or Variation? A Historical and Iconographical Investigation

Marcus Pilz

The thin-walled Islamic rock crystal vessels, mostly attributed to Fatimid workshops, are without any doubt the technical pinnacle of rock crystal carving in the medieval period. Their complex relief cutting and extremely thin walls represent a level of technical sophistication in the processing of the delicate material, hardly reached again at any later period in history. Starting with these superlatives, it is not surprising that the most elaborate pieces of that production, a group of ewers, have been constantly at the centre of research ever since Gaston Migeon published a core group of six vessels in 1907.1 Starting with – at the time – the only datable ewer of al-ʿAziz in Venice, he added the ones in the Louvre, the Victoria and Albert (V&A) and the Mufflon ewer from San Marco, photographs of which were included. Further reference to the pieces in Fermo and Florence completed the group, until the six became the ‘magnificent seven’ with the appearance of the Francis Mills ewer on the art market in 2008, a piece which was finally acquired by Edmund de Unger for his Keir Collection.2

Taking the al-ʿAziz ewer with its undisputed dating (r. 386–365/975–996) as the reference point, all ewers and subsequently all Islamic rock crystal carvings from medieval times were seen as of Fatimid origin without any attempt to define what this attribution meant in terms of style, technique and development. The huge iconographical and technical variety of the surviving material was widely ignored – and could be easily ignored since there was no comprehensive catalogue of the pieces allowing for easy and direct comparison. The only relevant publication in this regard was Carl Johan Lamm’s two-volume work Mittelalterliche Gläser und Steinschneidearbeiten from 1929/30. While it hugely expanded the known material of mostly smaller pieces, it provided limited information since most of the objects were only depicted in drawings.

For a century there seemed to be no doubt that all these vastly diverse vessels and objects were created between the late 4th/10th and the mid-5th/11th century at one and the same location: Fatimid Cairo, with a masterpiece like the al-ʿAziz ewer as a kind of founding artwork.3 This simplistic view was widely accepted and basically drowned all attempts at a more differentiated picture of the development of the Islamic rock crystal industry.

Voices calling for a revision came early on from preeminent figures in the field such as Ernst Kühnel, Carl Johann Lamm or Kurt Erdmann, but they remained more or less at the margins of research history, never receiving wider attention.4

The stylistic diversity of the entire corpus of surviving pieces is somewhat mirrored in the ‘magnificent seven’ ewers, as David Storm Rice showed back in 1956, when he used the different designs of palmette trees on the fronts of the ewers to suggest a chronological series.5 In fact the variations in design go much deeper than just the arrangement of tendrils, half-palmettes and palmettes. These iconographic elements themselves already display significant stylistic as well as technical differences and so allow for the distinction between two stylistic groups.6 One group, comprising the al-ʿAziz ewer in Venice and the Museo degli Argenti vessel in Florence, is certainly of Fatimid origin. Both show a similar, exceptionally delicate linear design, with rims and tendrils having in fact an almost quadratic cross-section. Equally intricate is the carving of every single detail of the floral elements (figure IV.4.1a).

The second group encompasses the Mufflon ewer in Venice, the one in the V&A and, with some variations, the Keir Collection ewer. All three exhibit related stylistic features such as a more flat-angled and shallower execution of the palmettes. Instead of being individually carved out, specific details are just distinguished by repetitive linear and slant cuts, maintaining a closed triangular outline (figure IV.4.1b). The two remaining ewers again display different patterns.

The piece at Fermo seems to stand somewhere between the two styles mentioned above; sharing an organically flowing tendril structure, while the individual leaf designs display examples with closed, but rounded outlines (figure IV.4.1c) as well as others closer to the Fatimid design. Finally, the Louvre ewer stands apart from the others in its overall strangely crude design and carving, for instance the sharply backwards bending tips of the half-palmettes and inorganic, edgy structures with kite-shaped medallions on the sides or the upper part of the frontal palmette tree, while the vessel’s thinly carved walls reflect the quality of the other ewers (figure IV.4.1d). Equally unusual is the horizontal frieze of two wavebands with half-palmettes on the sides.
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Figure IV.4.1 Details of the cut decoration of ewers, a) Tesoro di San Marco, Venice; b) Victoria and Albert Museum, London.
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Figure IV.4.1 (Continued), Details of the cut decoration of ewers, c) Museo Diocesano, Fermo; d) Musée du Louvre, Paris.

So how can we interpret these differences? They are surely markers of a chronological development, representing as mentioned the pinnacle of craftsmanship in their respective periods or regions. So far, only the two first-mentioned Fatimid pieces are datable. Due to their inscriptions one can narrow down the production to about 35 years in the late 4th/10th and early 5th/11th century, spanning roughly 30 per cent of the assumed total output of the Fatimid court workshops at Cairo surviving, if we accept the looting of the caliphal treasury and the turmoil that led to it as the end of this strand of production.7

Before discussing an alternative sequence of these works and their stylistic development, including further objects of the same level of quality, I would like to outline our current knowledge on the existence and production of rock crystal vessels at the courts of the Abbasids and Fatimids. The following observations and deliberations are the result of a thorough, five-year study of the material for my PhD thesis. Due to the limited space of this article, it can provide only a short, focused summary of the results published in 2021.8

A History of Evidence and Context
Up to the 1930s the story seemed clear. There were two pieces of unquestionable Fatimid origin and there was one source, apparently telling where those and all the other rock crystal carvings came from.9 The source is a report of the looting of the Fatimid palaces in Cairo between 459/1067 and 461/1069 during a famine revolt. Besides many other treasures it mentions thousands of rock crystal vessels, plain and decorated and even one ewer with the name of the Imam-caliph al-ʿAziz on it, which subsequently were sold by the looters. The historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845/ 1442) cited this passage from an earlier source, The Book of Gifts and Rarities, which was probably written in the 5th/11th century by al-Rashid b. al-Zubayr.10 The Book of Gifts and Rarities itself however was thought to be lost until a surviving copy was discovered and finally edited in 1959. A selected English translation was published only in 1996, opening up a treasure trove of new evidence on the history of the Islamic rock crystal industry for a wider audience.11 And according to the Book of Gifts and Rarities, rock crystal vessels, namely bowls, were already in use for serving food at the court of the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 232–247/847–861).12 Around the same time an anonymous Abbasid author, most probably from the circle of Hunayn b. Ishaq, mentions in his ‘book of stones’ that rock crystal was used to make vessels of great value.13 Taking these mentions as facts, it can be said that the craftsmen of the 3rd/9th century were already able to create relatively large vessels. The origins of this production might be even older and could well be rooted in Sasanian or Byzantine workshop traditions.14 One indication of such a longstanding tradition is the mention of beakers made of jasper, bearing the name of the fifth Abbasid caliph, Harun al-Rashid (r. 170–193/786–809), in the Fatimid treasury.15 This points to a start of the production as early as the second half of the 2nd/8th century, as well as to the Byzantine stone carving industry that preferred coloured stones to rock crystal.16

If the Abbasid stone-carving industry was already in existence in the 2nd/8th century, it would not have flourished for a long time, since the death of Harun al-Rashid was followed by a vicious struggle for power between his sons, al-Amin and al-Maʿmun. During this civil war (195–203/811–819) Baghdad was besieged for months by the latter son, leaving the caliphal palace a ruin never to be rebuilt.17 After this deep crisis the situation stabilised, leading to a period of great cultural and artistic achievements epitomised in the construction of Samarra as a new caliphal residence with its extensive and lavishly decorated palaces.18 Findings of cut glass at the site document the enduring high level of skill in this craft that was probably connected to rock crystal workshops elsewhere, producing the vessels for the court of al-Mutawakkil.19 But this period of prosperity also ended in turmoil and a new civil war lasting from 251/865 to 256/870.20

Thinking about possible other places of production in this early phase, one must mention Nishapur, which is famous for its rich glass findings.21 It might also have been the site of a rock crystal workshop, since an anecdote from the capture of Nishapur in 259/873 mentions many precious rock crystal vessels in the palace treasury.22

The next sources for the presence of rock crystal at the Abbasid court date from 312/924 and 327/939, when the caliphs al-Muqtadir and al-Radi made gifts of a large bowl, a bottle and a beaker.23 Al-Radi is otherwise described as an avid collector of rock crystal objects, and when he died in 329/940 many such pieces were found in his treasury.24

But the clearest source for the longstanding and well-developed Abbasid tradition of utilising rock crystal vessels is without doubt the chapter on this material in the Book of Precious Stones by al-Biruni (d. after 442/1050). He describes an extensive industry in the port city of Basra, which can only be seen as the quantitative climax of a production that served not just the court but provided a broader prosperous social class with a wide range of objects: from chessmen and other gaming pieces to various kinds of vessels.25 Al-Biruni mentions for example Madagascar and the Maldives Islands as well as Kashmir as mining sites of the raw material. Archaeological findings in the last decade have supported al-Biruni’s account by identifying trading posts for rock crystal from Madagascar and the Maldives, datable to the 3rd/9th–5th/11th centuries.26 The discovery of the wreck of a 4th/10th century trading ship in the waters near Java has shown that rock crystal was indeed also part of the trade between the Abbasid empire and East Asia, since it contained not only Chinese ceramics and Abbasid glassware but also raw and carved pieces of rock crystal.27

Compared to this evidence, we have very few sources for a production in Fatimid times. The Book of Gifts and Rarities mentions rock crystal vessels in a Fatimid context just twice; and the Persian traveller Nasir-i Khusraw, who visited Cairo between 439/1047 and 442/1050, states only once that he saw rock crystal objects in the lamp bazaar of Fustat.28 And even a Cairene author like al-Tamimi, a contemporary of the Imam-caliph al-ʿAziz for whom one of the famous ewers was crafted, does not mention anything regarding a rock crystal industry in the Fatimid capital in his work on stones.29 This is even more surprising if we remember the state of research outlined at the beginning, where precisely this period is thought to have been the climax of the Fatimid rock crystal industry.

Some Observations on Technique and Design
In view of the sources and the timeline of Abbasid and Fatimid history, the technical evolution of rock crystal carving appears by no means a continuous development.30 Too many episodes of crisis and conflict interrupted periods of stability, which are necessary for local workshops to establish and develop a sophisticated craft like the carving of rock crystal into fine thin-walled vessels, and secure the long-distance trade in raw materials. The creation of objects like the famous ewers was not so much a question of certain tools or tricks as of empirical knowledge and long experience, handed down in practice from master to apprentice. It furthermore needed a constant supply of costly imported materials like corundum and blocks of rock crystal in sufficient size and quality. Indispensable for the technical development that led to the production of the ewers was also a patron able to tolerate the loss of dozens of costly blocks of rock crystal that broke during the endeavour to create vessels with ever thinner walls. The Fatimid ewer at the Palazzo Pitti gives an idea of the highest level of mastery, with walls as thin as 1 to 2 millimetres.31 The hollowing and ornament cutting of the ewers with their pear-shaped bodies already demanded remarkable skills and even more so if the vessel was to have a broad body with a long, narrow neck.32

Compared to such masterpieces, the majority of the surviving rock crystal vessels are technically much simpler. These smaller vessels were decorated and polished first before they received a cylindrical or slightly widened cavity, largely avoiding the risk of breaking during the cutting process. Taking these dramatic differences into consideration, the existence of two parallel productions seems most probable. One of them under courtly patronage that created the extremely thin-walled vessels and a number of iconographically closely related pieces, and then a much larger number of workshops producing the many small, less sophisticated flasks and gaming pieces for a wider market of affluent clients. The latter might in fact resemble the kind of mass production mentioned by al-Biruni.

A close comparison of the iconographic and technical features of these vessels reveals not only a surprising diversity, but also a certain disconnectedness between the ewers and the majority of the smaller, less sophisticated pieces. This can be clearly seen by the design of the most common decorative feature, the half-palmette with triangular outline. The decorative variety ranges from simple parallel lines in different alignments to a more naturalistic vegetal structure consisting of a long leaf arising from the volute, with a second small section filling the remaining space between these two elements. While the particularly delicately carved half-palmettes of the Fatimid ewers might be a courtly development from these much simpler patterns, it seems there was no influence in the opposite direction, since none of the smaller vessels displays a response to this refinement. The fan-shaped half-palmettes of the second group, defined above, have absolutely no connection to any of the smaller and less sophisticated pieces. Is this fact an indication of an extremely exclusive courtly production?

Looking at cut glass vessels as being the closest related comparative medium, they are largely detached from the particular decorative styles of the rock crystal ewers, while in contrast the various ‘lower’ versions of the half-palmette appear quite frequently on glass vessels and their fragments.33 The few exceptions to that observation underline the exclusivity of a courtly setting or commission, as shown by the archaeological finds excavated in Samarra. On these vessel fragments one finds fan-shaped half-palmettes, on two shards even in the context of hatched tendrils just as on the rock crystal ewers in Venice and London.34

Patterns of Transmission
The glass findings from Samarra provide the first clues in establishing a chronology of the courtly tradition of stone carving in Abbasid times. Closest to the pattern on the glass fragments is actually a boat-shaped object in the Hermitage Museum in St. Petersburg, which clearly belongs to the stylistic group of the two ewers in Venice and London.35 On the precious stone carved object, the motif of the fan-shaped half-palmette is additionally embellished by small facets and precise linear cuts, adding to the sparkling effects of the surface. The stylistic connection to the courtly arts of Samarra was already noticed by Carl Johann Lamm, but never further explored.36 Together with further related vessels of the same level of quality, they could well represent Abbasid courtly production documented under the reign of al-Mutawakkil. The other pieces include an extremely delicate fragment in Copenhagen as well as two solid carved pieces, whose decoration belongs nevertheless to the same workshop: one in the Keir Collection in Dallas and one at the V&A in London.37 Including four other, more distant pieces, the Keir Collection ewer in Dallas, a beaker in the British Museum in London, a piece in the cathedral treasury of Reims and the fragment of a globular bottle in the cathedral treasury of Astorga in Spain (figure IV.4.2a), the group consists altogether of ten objects, which are distinctively different from the Fatimid ewers but related to objects and patterns found at Samarra.38

Another link to this attribution is a characteristic frieze of leaves, connected by circular elements and sometimes called the ‘Samarra frieze’. The appearance of this motif enlarges the group of presumably Abbasid hard stone vessels by two more pieces: An agate bowl at the Louvre and a large cylindrical rock crystal vase at the treasury of San Marco (figure IV.4.2b). An isolated element of this pattern, a peculiar u-shaped motif of two slender lancet-like leaves connected by a circular element, furthermore re-links these pieces to the above-mentioned vessels in St. Petersburg and Astorga.39

But maybe the most ‘Abbasid’ rock crystal carving is at the same time entirely singular, since it resembles a typical pattern of high-end Abbasid glassware, something otherwise completely unknown. The piece might have been initially the upper part of a rather large globular bottle with a slightly conical neck (figure IV.4.3). Combined with a 13th-century European rock crystal bowl, it was re-used as the foot of a chalice.40 All that remains of the decoration are rims, which typically separate different parts of the surface, and a row of unconnected stylised ibexes. The execution of these animals with hollowed bodies, while the heads are just structured by linear and slant cuts, can also be seen on Abbasid glass fragments found in Samarra, but resembles the depictions on the V&A ewer and the Mufflon ewer in Venice as well.41
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Figure IV.4.2 Details of cut decoration of vessels, a) Museo Catedralicio, Astorga; b) Tesoro di San Marco, Venice.

Within the proposed group of Abbasid ewers, the Keir Collection ewer in Dallas stands out in many respects as indicated above. It was clearly influenced by pieces of the suggested ‘Samarra Group’, but in comparison its execution is rather stiff and less fluent.
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Figure IV.4.3 Fragment of an Abbasid vessel mounted as the foot of a chalice, Musée du Louvre, Paris.

The half-palmettes on that piece are in many cases strangely reduced, while the head of the cheetah is worked in an undecided way. Neither is it just structured by linear and slant cuts as on the other two related pieces, nor is it hollowed like on the al-ʿAziz ewer, whose cheetah depictions show otherwise surprising similarities. The surface is instead carved like one large depression, leaving the eye-line as if sinking in towards the edges.

Assuming that the Abbasid and Fatimid workshop traditions are linked by craftsmen who migrated from Basra or even Baghdad to the rising new capital Cairo this would not only explain the stunning quality of a piece like the al-ʿAziz ewer, but also define this new workshop as a late branch of the courtly Abbasid tradition. This said, a stylistic development from one group to the other is possible and likely: from a piece like the V&A ewer to the al-ʿAziz ewer. From flat palmettes and half-palmettes with closed outlines to a design with much more differentiated, individualised elements. One piece fitting into such a line of stylistic development is the flask in the treasury of San Lorenzo in Florence (figure IV.4.4a). The elements of the half-palmettes have distinctively more individual volume here than the flat structures on the Samarra-related pieces, even though the small spandrels between the tips of the leaf elements are not yet cut out as on the Fatimid pieces. Similarly worked half-palmettes can be found on two more solid pieces in Washington (figure IV.4.4b) and Quedlinburg.42
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Figure IV.4.4 Details of the cut decoration of vessels, a) Tesoro di San Lorenzo, Florence.
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Figure IV.4.4 (Continued), Details of the cut decoration of vessels, b) the Freer Gallery, Washington, DC.

Another object that can be seen as an example of such an intermediary style is the ewer at the cathedral treasury of Fermo. It features very different executions of half-palmettes side by side. One version appears to be drawn with an outline, following the curves of the three canonical parts of this motif: the volute, the elongated top leaf and the smaller leaf in between (figure IV.4.1c). In other examples the interspaces between these elements are perfectly carved out as on the Fatimid ewers. The globular vessel in Astorga, mentioned above, could be a predecessor to the Fermo ewer, as could the bottle in the cathedral treasury of Halberstadt.43

Several more objects fit in the gap between the proposed 3rd/9th-century Abbasid works and their Fatimid successors, but the surviving pieces are so scarce and in many respects so singular that it is at this point impossible to identify an exact sequence bridging the gap in a comprehensive way. Considering the astounding workmanship and fragility of most of the objects mentioned, their survival is a miracle in itself. But the fact that the Samarra-related group survived in three largely intact thin-walled pieces of significant size, with four to seven further pieces documenting the wider range of this production, is definitely strong evidence for the importance an early workshop tradition. All later stylistic evolutions on this high level of quality survive in no more than two significant intact examples.44

Abbasid, Fatimid and in between
While the early beginnings and initial influences of the Abbasid stone carving tradition are shrouded in mystery, they were nevertheless embedded in a longstanding transmission of technical knowledge, reaching back into Antiquity. With the expansion of the Islamic empire into Byzantine and especially Sasanian territories, the new ruling class undoubtedly encountered and appreciated the hardstone carvings produced in these lands.45 The presence of such objects and their considerable prestige in the environment of Late Antiquity might have generated the incentives to establish workshops that were able to produce vessels rivalling those of the Byzantines. The mention of jasper beakers bearing the name of Harun al-Rashid could be an initial indication of such a workshop, whose workers might well have been recruited from workshops still active in the former Byzantine and Sasanian territories of the empire or even from Byzantium itself.

Such initial influences are visible in a vessel not yet included in this discussion due to its singularity. Preserved in the treasury of San Lorenzo in Florence, it is the fragment of a pitcher with a cylindrical body, surmounted by a slightly conical neck (figure IV.4.5). The flat handle is lost, but its traces are still clearly recognisable. The cutting of the body shows four pairs of oval medallions, with the depiction of a bird tightly fitted into each one. While the motif of animals set within beaded roundels is a design well known from Sasanian works of art, the stylisation of the animals themselves displays many features familiar from Abbasid cut glass.46 The features of the design such as ridges to separate decorated and undecorated sections as well as different parts of the vessel (body, shoulder and neck or the separation of a plain section under the handle) that were recurring elements on all later pieces, are already fully developed here. The wings of the bird, structured just by parallel lines, might also represent the earliest stage of the design of half-palmettes, as used on a number of other rock crystal carvings, most prominently a cup, mounted since about 1014 on the pulpit of the Emperor Henry II in Aachen cathedral (figure IV.4.6a).47 On this piece, not only the design of the half-palmettes but also the composition of the entire decoration makes an almost archaic impression, being cut in a much rougher way than the vessel in Florence.
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Figure IV.4.5 Fragment of an Abbasid (?) rock crystal pitcher, Tesoro di San Lorenzo, Florence.
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Figure IV.4.6 Details of two cups, a) Aachen Cathedral Treasury.


[image: ]
Figure IV.4.6 (Continued), Details of two cups, b) Treasury of the Residenz, Munich.

By comparison, a second surviving cup, now preserved in the treasury of the Munich residence, has a rather different appearance, with more dynamic and organically spreading tendrils (figure IV.4.6b). Here, very different designs of half-palmettes appear side by side,48 from simple ones, still closely related to the above-mentioned examples in Florence and Aachen, to fully developed ones in the Fatimid style. And such a combination is by no means unique. There is in fact a fragmented vessel at the Abbey treasury of Conque in France and a shard at the British Museum in London.49 All three pieces are documents of impressive craftsmanship, with the thin-walled vessels in Munich and Conque even competing with the output of the proposed courtly workshops of the Abbasid and Fatimid caliphs. But their mixed motifs as well as their arrangement hardly fit into the chronological development suggested above.
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Figure IV.4.7 Detail of the cut decorations of a rock crystal fragment. Musée Cluny, Paris.

Equally separate is the Louvre ewer (figure IV.4.1d) and its close relatives. Together with a small bottle at San Marco in Venice and four fragments mounted in an early 7th/13th-century casket at the Musée Cluny in Paris (figure IV.4.7), this is a rather significant group. Like the former group of objects, they were made in workshops capable of producing these choice thin-walled vessels, but the patterns and even more their execution are very different.

Even if the attribution of these last two groups must remain open in the current state of research, they nevertheless document the value of and opportunities offered by a systematic close comparison of the surviving objects. Such groups of several pieces with widely similar designs were surely not the spontaneous expression of a single artist but represent the characteristic style of a particular workshop, most probably in the vicinity of a prominent court. To locate or at least narrow down these further possible sites of production is a task for further research. But identifying these groups is the first step on the way. With every new discovery of hitherto unpublished fragments or complete pieces in church treasuries or museums the chance increases to close the existing gaps in the iconographical development and to better understand the story the objects themselves can tell us.
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Fatimid Archaeology and Excavations in Cairo: What We Really Know about the Ismaili Capital City and Fustat

Stéphane Pradines

Time flies very quickly and in 1998, I was a young doctoral student doing my research under the direction of my late Professor, Marianne Barrucand, when she organised a conference on Fatimid art in Paris, and here we are nearly twenty-five years later in London. What have we learnt about the state of the field in Fatimid studies at this conference? This paper is about our ignorance about Fatimid Cairo and the importance of archaeology. That statement might seem a bit provocative, but in fact, most of what we know about Fatimid material culture comes from Fustat, and not from al-Qahira. If the history of Cairo is very well known in Arabic and Latin sources, its archaeology is much less so. In fact, we should talk about the cities of Cairo, because the process of urbanisation of this gigantic agglomeration took place in several stages, marked each time by the creation of new urban centres during nearly 1500 years (figure IV.5.1). Islamic Cairo, from Bab al-Nasr to the Mosque of Ibn Tulun, is an entity that designates al-Qahira of the Fatimids, as well as al-Askar and al-Qataʾiʿ the Abbasid developments. This ‘Cairo’ corresponds to the capital occupied by the Mamluks and the Ottomans. This definition of Islamic Cairo effectively excludes Coptic Cairo, that is to say the churches located in the ancient Byzantine fort of Babylon, Qasr al-Sham. Coptic Cairo is also called Old Cairo with reference to the first Arab city of Fustat. After the capture of the fort in 20/641 during the Arab conquest, a pigeon came to rest on the roof of the tent of the commander of the Muslim forces, ʿAmr b. al-ʿAs who saw it as a propitious sign for the foundation of a new capital for Egypt, an Arab capital located on the eastern bank of the Nile, which therefore would be quite close to Medina by land. Fustat, ‘the city of tents’, was then created. Since 1980, a larger administrative entity has been created that encompasses the two urban realities of Islamic Cairo and Old Cairo. This is Historic Cairo, protected by the World Heritage List of UNESCO. No serious archaeological excavations have been undertaken on the Abbasid cities of al-Askar and al-Qataʾiʿ, built between 132–292/750–905 and centred around the famous Mosque of Ibn Tulun. Regarding our knowledge of the urbanisation and plan of the Fatimid city of al-Qahira, it was a model created by historians essentially based on the writings of the Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi.1 In addition to this theoretical model, there was a truncated archaeological vision, limited to the excavations of the old town of Fustat. In fact, historians and archaeologists have underestimated the role of Fustat in the construction of our knowledge of Fatimid material culture. To understand this point, we will review first what previously constituted our knowledge about Fatimid Fustat and then present our new discoveries in Fatimid Cairo.
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Figure IV.5.1 The many Cairos: Fustat, al-Askar, al-Qataʾiʿ and al-Qahira. This map appears in colour in the open access digital editions at Bloomsbury Collections: https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/fatimid-cosmopolitanism -9780755657780/

Fustat in the historiography of Fatimid material culture
Our first question will be: why is Fustat so special or so important for us? The ruins of Fustat attracted research from very early on, for two reasons. First, the site of Fustat had the same aura and the same prestige as the legendary Islamic cities of Samarra, Samarqand or Susa: it was a major medieval centre. Fustat was described in many primary sources, and it has been the topic of many academic research projects and publications since the late 19th century. Then, the archaeological excavations of the site were organised without constraint because Fustat was abandoned during the 8th/14th century after the great epidemics of the Plague. The vast field of ruins of this metropolis was not reoccupied, as the city shifted to the north around al-Qahira, the Fatimid city. Fustat was definitively abandoned to the profit of areas between the Mosque of Ibn Tulun and Bab Zuwayla, but also to the west along the banks of the Nile. This was facilitated by the great city wall built to the East by the Ayyubids, and by the displacement towards the West of the course of the Nile, exposing new wet and marshy zones easy to urbanise on the eastern banks, in particular the zone of Bulaq. Fustat, located to the south, was far from everything. The economic, religious and political life of the Mamluks was now to the north, at the foot of the citadel. Fustat was abandoned and it became a pile of ruins, hills of debris, or ‘koms’ in Egyptian colloquial Arabic. Because Fustat was abandoned during the early Mamluk period, most of the architecture remained intact. Its medieval houses were not destroyed by Mamluk, Ottoman or modern urbanisation. As is visible on the early 20th-century maps, the area around Fustat was a no-man’s land, and it was only re-urbanised in the 1950s, after the Nasserian revolution.2

The archaeologists therefore had the logistical facilities to open vast excavations in an empty plot without being hindered by the current configuration of the city (figure IV.5.2). This is how the excavations of Fustat began in 1912, thanks to a team from the Cairo Museum led by Ali Bahgat and Albert Gabriel. Fustat was therefore the first Islamic site to be excavated and published scientifically, in two major works: ‘The excavations of al-Foustat’ by Bahgat and Gabriel in 1921 and a book on archaeological finds: ‘Muslim ceramics from Egypt’ by Bahgat and Massoul in 1930. Medieval archaeology was taught as a new discipline in 1933, when Keppel Creswell created a course on Islamic archaeology at the University of Cairo. Thanks to the work of the Committee for the Conservation of Arab Monuments and his own research, Creswell was able to publish two major works: first from 1932 to 1940, Early Muslim Architecture: Umayyads, Early ʿAbbasids and Tulunids, then from 1952 to 1959 The Muslim Architecture of Egypt. Islamic archaeology became more professional at the same time as medieval European archaeology in the 1960s. In Egypt, Georges Scanlon participated in this modernisation of Islamic archaeology with the opening of new excavations in Fustat supported by the American Research Center in Egypt (ARCE) from 1964 to 1980. Three areas were excavated, Fustat A, B and C.3 From 1972 to 1974, the periphery of Fustat was excavated by an Egyptian team from the University of Cairo directed by Dr Maher Muhammad.4 A Japanese team led by Kawatoko and Sakurai also undertook excavations in Fustat from 1979 to 1984.5 Finally, from 1985 to 2005, Roland-Pierre Gayraud carried out excavations on the southern margins of the city of Fustat, on the plateau of Istabl Antar. These works supported by the French Institute of Archaeology (IFAO) were the last major archaeological excavations in Fustat.6
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Figure IV.5.2 Map of excavations in Fustat and Istabl Antar, from Qasr al-Sham to Babylon. This map appears in colour in the open access digital editions at Bloomsbury Collections: https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/fatimid-cosmopolitanism -9780755657780/

The results of all these archaeological excavations have taught us much about the Islamic city, from the Arab conquest until the middle of the Mamluk era. In fact, what is paradoxical is that a large part of the remains excavated at Fustat date from the Fatimid period, from the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries. The first Arab city and the Umayyad levels have left few imprints under the layers of two centuries of Fatimid occupation. Excavated by Roland Pierre Gayraud, Istabl Antar plateau is probably the best place to obtain a clear view of the levels of the Arab conquest, Rashidun and Umayyad eras and their buildings. However, from 358 to 567/969 to 1171, Fustat, the first Islamic capital city of the country, remained the economic engine and hub of the Fatimid caliphate. Fustat was the city of the people, whereas al-Qahira was the city of the Fatimid caliphal family, princes, nobles and the army. The Fatimid period presents the most important architectural vestiges in Fustat, in particular with the large red brick houses7 still visible in the Archaeological Park today (figure IV.5.3). The rich merchants of Fustat lived in sumptuous villas each set around a central courtyard, with a fountain and garden surrounded by large iwans on four sides.8 Water was brought to the city through aqueducts built during the Umayyad and Abbasid periods. The walls of the Fatimid houses were covered with elegant stucco decorations on the model of the former Abbasid palaces in Samarra. The houses and streets were equipped with a very complex sewage system. Large funerary mausoleums lined the city to the south and east. It was in Fustat that the workshops of potters, carpenters, ivory and bone carvers, glassblowers, metallurgists, weaver and rock-crystal cutters were located. The souk al-Qanadil was known for its rare, exotic and valuable items, such as small tortoiseshell boxes and combs, huge elephant tusks and rock crystal 9 from the Zanj al-Bar (Kilwa and Comoros).10 Cairo was then regarded as the capital of Lower Egypt and the Delta, while Fustat was the capital and economic lung of Upper Egypt, the ‘Saʿid’. This is where all the goods from Africa, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean arrived.
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Figure IV.5.3 Remains of the Fatimid villas in Fustat.

Ibn Duqmaq and al-Maqrizi indicated that the outlying areas of Fustat and the plateau of Istabl Antar were partially abandoned between the economic crisis under Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Mustansir in 462/1070 and the fire ignited in the city against the siege of the Crusaders in 564/1168. The wall of Salah al-Din intersects the burnt peripheral Fatimid dwellings of Fustat and this seems to confirm the written historical evidence.11 However, the construction of the Ayyubid wall indicates that Fustat was still a place of importance that required protection. Even after the destructive fire of 564/1168, people remained in the city which was now protected by the new city wall built in the late 6th/12th and early 7th/13th centuries. Linked together by a single wall, the two cities Misr-Fustat were called al-Qahira wa Misr. Then from 567 to 776/1171 to 1374, Fustat changed completely, the economic city populated by rich merchants and bourgeois became a purely industrial centre where families of workers settled in informal housing. Under the Mamluks, Fustat was at the periphery of the city, and most of the activities that people did not want around their living areas were relegated to the old city. Witnesses to these crafts and their work are the remains of potters’ and glassmakers’ kilns from the Mamluk period.12 It is why we usually read in publications the statement ‘produced in the workshops of Fustat’. Finally, the old city of Fustat was completely deserted between the great plague of 748/1348 and the famine of 775/1374.13 Archaeology confirms this dating because the mounds of debris (koms or tells) that cover the entire site date to the 8th/14th century, and the wall is no longer mentioned in the written sources of that period. There was no subsequent occupation.14

In the 19th century, with the arrival of European travellers during the Muhammad Ali period, and later during the British protectorate, it was common to go to Fustat to retrieve some pieces of pottery and other objects visible on the surface of the mounds of the old ruins and rubbish. This is how many Fatimid and Mamluk artifacts arrived in the collections of European national museums, such as the Louvre, the Victoria and Albert, and the Ashmolean Museum. Unfortunately, what the people collected in the 19th century and collect today, and what the museums display are only the nice shiny objects, pottery sherds with nice glaze, decorated objects with calligraphy, complete ceramics. It is the reason why we have an over-representation of sgraffito bases of pots with Mamluk ranks or blazons, Fatimid lustreware, small objects such as molar flasks and oil lamps. Can we obtain an accurate vision of Fatimid material culture through these selective and qualitative collections? The response is of course no. Another problem concerns the way in which these objects were collected. Most of the artefacts that we have in our museums did not come from scientific excavations, but from amateur surveys and weekend collectors walking over the mounds of Fustat. I witnessed the same habit of collecting artifacts on the Barqiyya and Darrasa hills before and during the construction of al-Azhar Park. The result is that most of the objects displayed in museums have no context attached to them. It is indeed a serious issue when endeavouring to understand Fatimid society. Finally, a problem occurs in the historiography of Fatimid archaeology, which is the weight given to al-Qahira/Fustat in contrast to other Fatimid settlements in Egypt, as well as those in Bilad al-Sham and in Ifriqiya (North Africa). The Fatimid material culture that we know of is mainly represented by the capital city, Cairo. The other cities and settlements, such as Luxor, Qus and the cities of the Nile Delta, including Tinnis, are mostly ignored or understudied. Fortunately, there are some places that have been investigated more carefully such as Alexandria and Aswan, and also Fatimid settlements in modern-day Israel.15 But, overall, we lack a good international, national and regional vision of Fatimid art and archaeology.

The Fatimid archaeology of al-Qahira
Concerning Fatimid Cairo, the heart of what is called today ‘Islamic Cairo’, our archaeological knowledge has been limited to visible architectural monuments: mosques, mausoleums and the gates of the city. The Fatimids, a Shiʿi Ismaili dynasty, originally established in Ifriqiya (present-day Tunisia), conquered Egypt in 358/969. The third Fatimid Imam-caliph, al-Muʿizz, had asked his general Jawhar al-Siqilli to build him a princely city north of Fustat and the previous Abbasid settlements. This princely city was called al-Qahira, ‘the Victorious’. A rammed earth enclosure of rectangular plan protected palaces for the Imam-caliph, his vizier and their families, the villas of the princes, princesses, officers and elite troops, in particular the Berbers, Kutama, Barqa and Zuwayla, and later the Armenians. In the centre stood the palaces, and to the south-east the Mosque of al-Azhar founded in 359/971. The agglomeration was bordered to the west by the canal called al-khalij al-masri (the ancient canal built by the Emperor Trajan). At the same time, the ancient city of Fustat developed in an incredible way under the Fatimids, so that it then included the Abbasid cities of al-Askar and al-Qataʾiʿ. As we mentioned previously, this southern city was called Misr which gave its name to the country and its inhabitants. Misr-Fustat was the city of the people, the economic ‘lung’ of the Fatimid empire, it was one of the largest cities of the medieval Arab world.

The urban history of the Fatimid city was affected by critical events in the second part of the 5th/11th century. In 452/1060, Fatimid authority was undermined by economic problems linked to exceptionally low Nile floods, epidemic and famine. There followed episodes of looting, riots and revolts. The Imam-caliph al-Mustansir then appealed for assistance to one of his most able generals, Badr al-Jamali, governor of Damascus and Acre. Badr al-Jamali was appointed vizier, he restored order in Cairo and on the southern frontiers of the kingdom thanks to his elite Armenian troops and the caliph’s black African guards. Between 480 and 485/1087 and 1092, Badr al-Jamali built a new mud-brick enclosure wall with monumental stone gates: Bab al-Nasr, Bab al-Futuh, Bab al-Tawfiq and Bab Zuwayla. The superficies of the city of al-Qahira then went from 136 hectares to more than 160 hectares. Cairo was no longer a princely reserve but became a city open to the people. Confronted with the erosion of caliphal authority, Badr al-Jamali became the true master of Egypt. Henceforth, the viziers retained effective political power until the end of the Fatimid regime with the arrival of Salah al-Din. The great palaces of the Fatimid Imam-caliphs were later destroyed or reused by the Ayyubid and more especially by the Mamluk sultans, notably al-Ashraf Khalil (r. 689–693/1290–1294). Progressively, the Fatimid city disappeared under Mamluk urbanisation and then Ottoman buildings.

The centre of the Fatimid capital located today around the current souk, the Khan al-Khalili, was the victim of two cataclysms, first the urban renewal undertaken by the Khedive Ismaʿil from 1863 to 1879, then an anarchic growth of the city in the decades from Gamal Abdel Nasser to Anwar Sadat. During these periods, the Haussmannisation of Cairo led to its impoverishment, many medieval monuments were destroyed or transformed into public buildings such as schools, large new streets cut through the medieval urban fabric making it unlivable for the middle or upper classes. Fatimid Cairo has remained largely uninhabited by the upper classes in the important area between Gamaleyya, and Darb al-Ahmar. With the souk, the Khan al-Khalili, the place has become an economic hub, with many shops, and artisans, from the jewellery shops in al-Muʿizz street to the tent-makers of al-Khayamiyya. The area is also densely occupied by poverty-stricken families, as well as containing institutions such as schools and hospitals. All this means that it is very difficult to carry out archaeological excavations. Plus, it is almost impossible to carry out rescue or salvage excavations since property developers, contractors, and indeed the government, will not give archaeologists space and time to carry out excavations.

Fortunately, in the 1980s, Egypt rediscovered the architectural heritage of Islamic Cairo, which had long been obscured by the pyramids of Giza, arguable the most iconic Pharaonic monuments. The architect Bernard Maury was one of these pioneers by starting conservation and restoration work on Ottoman houses. It was quickly followed by numerous Egyptian, American, Polish, German and Italian heritage architects.16 These conservation works concerned mainly buildings from the Mamluk and Ottoman periods, but sometimes these projects included small archaeological test pits which produced some extremely useful although fragmentary data such as Fatimid fountains found by Bernard Maury in Bayt al-Sitt Wasila,17 and by Philip Speiser and Giorgio Nogera in the Qalawun complex (figure IV.5.4).18 Sometimes, some remains of palaces reappeared randomly from the restorations of Ayyubid and Mamluk buildings, which reused Fatimid architectural elements, in particular carved wood panels and beams. Some of these wooden panels were found during the conservation works of the madrasa-mausoleum of al-Malik al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub (r. 637–647/1240–1249). The panels are carved with scenes from the daily life of Fatimid princes, with seated musicians, hunters and birds in medallions, surrounded by arabesques and floral motives in bas-relief.19 The frieze is part of a set of four long panels housed in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo (MAI 3465, 3471, 12935 and 4063).20 The panels were original decorations of the Western Fatimid palace, originally built by the Imam-caliph al-ʿAziz (r. 365–386/975–996) and later renovated under the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir (r. 427–487/1036–1094). The Palace of the Crown Princes (al-Qasr al-Gharbi) was located to the west of the city’s central square (Bayn al-Qasrayn), and the Great Palace of the Imam-caliph was located to the east and comprised twelve domed pavilions. In fact, the Fatimid palaces consisted of several stone pavilions (qaʿa), each organised around a central courtyard surrounded by four iwans, and surrounded by fountains, gardens and kiosks or belvederes.21
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Figure IV.5.4 Map of archaeological projects in al-Qahira. This map appears in colour in the open access digital editions at Bloomsbury Collections: https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/fatimid-cosmopolitanism-9780755657780/

In 683/1284, the Sultan Qalawun built his bimaristan (hospital and mosque complex), on part of the site of the Western Fatimid palace, specifically on the qaʿa built by the second Imam-caliph al-ʿAziz in 361/972 for his daughter, Sitt al-Mulk.22 The qaʿa was clearly relatively well preserved by the end of the 7th/13th century, as the Fatimid woodwork was reused as building material for the ceilings of the Mamluk complex since good quality timber was and is still difficult to find in Egypt.23 The decorated faces of the Fatimid panel were not exposed in the Mamluk complex because the building was a religious space where figural representation was prohibited. By the end of the 19th century, the bimaristan had fallen into disrepair and in around around 1874 many fragments of Mamluk and Fatimid woodwork were sold by antique dealers.24 In 1910, during conservation works Max Herz, chief architect of the Committee for the Conservation of the Arab Monuments, discovered a number of these Fatimid wooden panels in the side rooms behind the northeast iwan of the bimaristan and in the funerary mosque of Muhammad al-Nasir, the son of Qalawun.25 In 1933, Edmond Pauty found new panels in the main space of the northeast iwan.26 Two panels with gazelles have survived (MIA 4061 and 4062) which were discovered in the Qalawun complex and are attributed to the qaʿa of Sitt al-Mulk.27 This style of carved wood can be traced to the beginning of the Fatimid era, from 358/969 to 412/1021 between the reigns of the Imam-caliphs al-Muʿizz and al-Hakim.28 This period is particularly marked by Abbasid artistic influence. The reliefs in the round and the depth of the incisions in the incised parts recall the styles of Tulunid stucco found in Egypt.29 Three more wooden panels have been discovered, probably also from the qaʿa of Sitt al-Mulk30 or the Eastern Fatimid palace.31 They represent backed, or anti-confronted, horses heads surrounded by vegetal arabesques cut in bevel and high relief (MIA 3391). The symmetrical composition around a vertical axis divides the panel into two equal halves, producing a mirror image. The horses bite on vegetable arabesques which merge with their bridles. The ears of the animals extend into foliage and diverge into half-palmettes. The deep carving of the panel for the recessed parts creates a chiaroscuro effect reminiscent of Coptic woodcarving. Interlacing, arabesques and palmettes of different thicknesses highlight the heads of the horses. These zoomorphic protomes inspired by Sasanian art are harnessed for riding. The horse was very important in Arabo-Persian culture and poetry. It symbolises royal power and the occupations of the nobility, including hunting and warfare.32 An almost identical panel, certainly from the same set, is on display at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York (11.205.2) and a third panel is in a private collection in London.33 Two other Fatimid door panels are very similar in composition, one displaying purely floral motifs and the other a central medallion with a figure playing a lute flanked by two confronted birds (MAI 3390 and 14601).34

If in the 20th century the archaeology of Fustat was well known, Cairo was almost a terra incognita. Clearly, no significant archaeological work was undertaken in Fatimid Cairo before 1998 and the creation by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) of the large panoramic park of al-Azhar. An important part of the Ayyubid wall was uncovered by bulldozers during the landscaping phase of the park, one of the most iconic projects of the Aga Khan in Egypt. A conservation project was launched by the AKTC in 1999, and an archaeological scientific cooperation was established in 2000 between the AKTC, the French Institute of Oriental Archaeology and the Egyptian Antiquities to carry out excavations. Initially limited to the Ayyubid wall and the Darrasa car park (2000–2009), we extended the project to all of Cairo’s eastern city walls, with the excavations of the Fatimid gate of Bab al-Tawfiq in 2004–2005 and the northeast corner tower of Burj al-Zafar in 2007–2016. Finally, we carried out work on the northern walls from the Mashtal to Bab al-Nasr between 2012 and 2016. The excavations have resulted in a huge amount of unpublished data about Cairo, which is at risk of being destroyed at any time by unscrupulous developers.

In 2000, we excavated two gates of the Ayyubid eastern wall that runs along al-Azhar Park; and then in 2001, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture gave us a huge site intramuros: the Archaeological Triangle or Darrasa Parking, where we worked from 2001 to 2009. It was the first time that large scale excavations in ‘open area’ were conducted in Fatimid Cairo. The earliest occupation level found in the site was a small Fatimid garden and a fountain dating from the end of the 4th/10th century. This was most probably a Fatimid mausoleum or a small house built on the outskirts of the city. The Fatimid structures excavated in Darrasa consisted of a building with a lime floor, delimited by walls made of both fired bricks and dried mud bricks. The northern part of the building opens up onto a court with a fountain (figure IV.5.5). The basin was constructed with a channel for incoming water, in a vertical ceramic pipe set in a northeast angle with a second pipe inserted at a south-westerly angle to evacuate the overflow. Water was discharged to the east towards the desert. The water travelled beneath the garden wall, entering the pool through a ceramic pipe and was evacuated through another ceramic pipe into a subterranean canal.35 The ceramic pipelines are built inside masonry of red brick. The channel for incoming water forms an elbow delimiting a roadbed of compacted black clay constituting the organic soil of a small garden. The garden is a rectangle surrounded by a wall while the overall structure of the basin is square with an octagonal central water tank. The interior of the basin is decorated with eight niches, alternating pointed arches with deep recesses and typical Fatimid recti-curvilinear arches with flat niches. Later the foundations of a huge Fatimid tower were built over the fountain and the garden. This tower was part of the city wall of Badr al-Jamali, and was connected to a monumental gate, Bab al-Tawfiq.36 The Fatimid garden and fountain have been quite precisely dated to 370–431/980–1040. All this means that they were built after the erection of the city walls of Jawhar in 360/971 and before the construction of the walls of Badr al-Jamali in 480/1087. The fountain was constructed outside the first walls. The purpose of the building is more difficult to interpret: is it a peripheral housing or a funerary compound? So far, we have not found any tombs or human remains that would allow us to confirm a funerary function for this building. The Fatimid villas excavated at Fustat also had a central fountain or basin (fisqiya). Nevertheless, our structure presents strong similarities to one of the contemporary mausoleums found in Istabl ʿAntar. What is more, the location at the periphery of the city would support the theory of a funerary function rather than a domestic unit.
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Figure IV.5.5 Fatimid garden and fountain in Darrasa.

Very little is known about the layout of the Fatimid royal gardens because no garden has survived or been excavated so far. Fortunately, the written historical sources complete the scarce archaeological remains in Fustat and in Istabl ʿAntar and in Darb al-Ahmar. Fatimid gardens were always associated with fountains, basins, pools and ponds. These represented an important part of houses and palaces. The Fatimid palaces contained several gazebos surrounded by gardens with ornamental fountains.37 The old Ikhshidid garden, Bustan al-Kafur, built between 338/949 and 357/968, was incorporated into the Fatimid Western palace (al-qasr al-gharbi). William of Tyre’s account informs us of ‘marble fish-pools filled with limpid waters’ in the Eastern palace.38 The palace pools must have been magnificent being made of marble and including precious stones and other sophisticated artefacts. In the middle of a palace was a spacious courtyard, with a fountain in its centre, surrounded by four iwans. The fountain was surmounted by four crouching lions which spat water from their mouths. Waterspouts were placed in the corners and not in the middle of the basin.39 The symbolic role of lions and felines is widely evident in the arts of metallurgy, particularly fountain outlets.40

Despite the quality of the documentation collected and critically published by historians41 what was known of the limits and the size of the Fatimid city was not proved or supported by physical evidence. Our knowledge of the first Fatimid wall was based only on primary written sources. We filled this archaeological gap from 2011 to 2016 when we discovered very early Fatimid fortifications on the sites of Burj al-Zafar, al-Mashtal and Bab al-Nasr. We found the same pattern and material evidence on all three sites excavated. We discovered three parallel walls, the first one from Jawhar al-Siqilli (358–360/969–971), the second one from Badr al-Jamali (480–485/1087–1092) and the third one from Salah al-Din (r. 564–570/1169–1174). The second wall of Cairo was built by Badr al-Jamali at the back of the first old wall of Jawhar al-Siqilli to reinforce the existing structure which was crumbling away. The third wall by Salah al-Din was built, not at the back, but a few metres in front of the old Fatimid walls to modernise the defences of the city in the face of the threat of the Crusaders.

According to the results of our excavations, the first Bab al-Nasr was located only a few metres to the south-east of the present gate. The gate was protected by semi-circular towers built in limestone and very similar in plan to the existing Bab al-Futuh and Bab Zuwayla (figure IV.5.6). The first Bab al-Nasr was built by Jawhar al-Siqilli during the period 358–360/969–971. The gate was connected to a limestone wall, which was later reinforced by a large mudbrick wall built behind it by Badr al-Jamali between 480–485/1087–1092. It is the reason why the existing and visible Fatimid wall turns to the south in the southeastern corner of Bab al-Nasr. In fact, Badr al-Jamali connected his new wall to the old initial Fatimid gate of Bab al-Nasr built by General Jawhar. A portion of Jawhar’s wall was made of limestone with an intricate decoration of columns inserted in the masonry. Then on the sites of al-Mashtal and Zafar, Jawhar’s wall was made of rammed earth (tabiyya) (figure IV.5.7). It seems that Jawhar and Jamali adopted the same strategy: monumental gates framed by limestone walls and towers, then the rest of the city wall built in earthen architecture. Rammed earth was a technology almost unknown in Egypt (except for the area around Siwa) and probably brought to Egypt by the Berber component of the Fatimid army, the Kutama, Barqa or Zuwayla. This discovery is very important because it radically changes our vision of the limits of the Fatimid city under al-Muʿizz. The city was probably larger than we thought previously. Finally, the location of the first Fatimid gate indicates that the Mosque of al-Hakim was built over a part of the wall of Jawhar. The Mosque of al-Hakim was included in the defences of the city with its two huge square towers supporting the minarets. It was not the first time that the Fatimids had deployed the architecture of a mosque in their defensive structure; they did the same in al-Mahdiyya in Tunisia following an old Aghlabid tradition.42
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Figure IV.5.6 The first Fatimid Bab al-Nasr (358–360/969–971).

At the end of the 5th/11th century, Fatimid Egypt suffered from a series of very poor Nile floods, resulting in famines and epidemics. These events pushed some of the army into rebellion, especially the Turks in Cairo and the Nubians in the Aswan region. Badr al-Jamali was appointed commander in chief of the army, amir al-juyush, by the Imam-caliph al-Mustansir in 465/1073, with the task of restoring order in Egypt, which he achieved both in the capital and in the provinces of Egypt. Undoubtedly the great monumental gates built between 480/1087 and 485/1092 constitute the most striking building work of the vizier. Bab al-Futuh, Bab al-Nasr and Bab Zuwayla which he built were directly inspired by Byzantine models from Edessa, Antioch and further north, Diyar Bakir. In a monumental effort, the northern and southern flanks of the city were built of stone. Badr al-Jamali brought experts from his own people, the Armenians, especially for the construction of the actual gates. Creswell held that the wall of Badr al-Jamali was purely an extension to the north and south of the original city, and that the enitre enclosure was built of stone like the monumental gates. This misinterpretation associated with an incorrect understanding of the city limits to the east, has misled generations of researchers working on the history of Cairo. The walls built by General Kléber during the French occupation of Egypt (1798–1801) were often mistaken for the Fatimid walls. These French walls protected the much smaller Ottoman city to the east, rather than the larger Fatimid city.43
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Figure IV.5.7 The three Fatimid walls of Cairo in al-Mashtal: Jawhar al-Siqilli (358–360/969–971), Badr al-Jamali (480–485/1087–1092) and Salah al-Din (r. 564–570/1169–1174).

From 2004 to 2005, we excavated Bab al-Tawfiq, a limestone gate protected by two square mud brick towers, and a ramp or a glacis, ‘zalaka’, made of granite spolia from Pharaonic monuments, identical to the ramp which was built in front of Bab Zuwayla and which was later demolished by the Ayyubid sultan al-Malik al-Kamil. Bab al-Tawfiq can be dated to 480–485/1087–1090 thanks to a large Kufic inscription in situ dedicated to al-Mustansir and Badr al-Jamali. From 2007 to 2016, we opened a new excavation site in the northeastern corner tower of the Fatimid city, in the area between Burj al-Zafar and Bab al-Jadid. Through our excavations we revealed more than fifty metres of the Fatimid mud brick wall built by Badr al-Jamali. It was very clear that Salah al-Din built his new wall in parallel and just in front of the previous Fatimid one. Our research revealed a period overlooked by the specialists, the vizirate of Salah ad-Din and the last Fatimid constructions. Salah al-Din was vizier of the last Fatimid caliph al-ʿAdid from 564–567/1169–1171. Salah al-Din strictly followed the limits of the Fatimid city. The corner towers of Burj al-Zafar and Burj al-Mahruq are two excellent examples of the defensive architecture of this period.

During our work on the eastern walls of Cairo, we excavated three important gates of the town, from north to south: Bab al-Jadid #1 (Bab al-Zafar), Bab al-Barqiyya (Bab al-Tawfiq) and Bab al-Jadid #2 (Bab al-Qarratin). These three gates were always connected to the master towers built by Salah al-Din when he was vizier and built in front of previous Fatimid ones. The best example is Bab al-Barqiyya built in front of the old Bab al-Tawfiq. These three gates are laid out equally spaced along the eastern flank of the Fatimid city. Two secondary gates are connected to the north-eastern and south-eastern corners of the Fatimid city. The main gate, Bab al-Barqiyya / Bab al-Tawfiq, is located exactly at the middle point between the two eastern corners of the city, precisely in the middle of the eastern walls of the Fatimid city. This information is extremely important, because it tells us a lot about the plan and organisation of the Fatimid city between the time of Badr al-Jamali in the 5th/11th century and that of Salah al-Din almost a hundred years later. The three gates reveal a highly rational and organised plan with a major road running East-West and cutting the North-South axis represented by Bab al-Futuh and Bab al-Zuwayla.

Thanks to these investigations it is now possible to have a better understanding of the layout of the Fatimid urban enclosures and to propose a new understanding of the limits and the gates of the city, as well as the main axes of circulation. Our excavations have revealed the original shape of the Fatimid city, which we now know covered a greater area than originally thought. The eastern wall of the Fatimid city was built entirely of mud bricks with a stone gate, Bab al-Tawfiq. The portions of mud brick walls discovered demonstrate the continuity of the fortification of Badr al-Jamali along the eastern flank of Cairo, from Burj al-Zafar to Burj al-Mahruq. Even a part of the northern front was protected by a mud-brick enclosure. This wall was connected to the monumental stone wall at the southeast of Bab al-Nasr. The wall and the flanking towers are very regular on all the sites that we excavated, the Parking Darassa; Bab al-Tawfiq, Burj al-Zafar and Bab al-Nasr. The sites excavated revealed the presence of a mud-brick enclosure 4 metres wide. The towers are quadrangular in shape, each side being about 8 metres, and they alternate regularly with the square counterforts with sides 3 metres wide. The fortifications of Cairo are a social phenomenon since they reflect Fatimid society and the hierarchy of the living. Indeed, the monumental stone doors represent the power and authority of the Imam-caliph and the role of the Armenian officers; while the mud-brick city wall is rooted in the vernacular traditions of Upper Egypt and the ‘black troops’ of the Fatimid army, mostly Nubians from Aswan. Finally, the Fatimid mud-brick city wall was still visible in the late 8th/14th century and therefore in his writings al-Maqrizi makes reference to the area between the walls, ‘Bayn al-Surayn’. Then the Fatimid wall was covered up by Mamluk dwellings and so it disappeared until 2001 and the beginning of our archaeological excavations.

Conclusion
Our project was the first large-scale archaeological excavation undertaken in an ‘open area’ in Fatimid Cairo. Over the course of seventeen years, we have amassed a huge quantity of artefacts, not only Fatimid, but also Ayyubid, Mamluk and Ottoman. We were able to uncover archaeological levels, architecture, and stratigraphy that provided a historical context for Fatimid objects such as ceramics, metalwork, ivory, bone, wood and glass. Our ceramologist, Julie Monchamp published two volumes that can be considered as the best catalogue on Fatimid ceramics in an archaeological context, with a very precise typo-chronology.44 This catalogue includes not only the luxurious ceramics displayed in museums but, importantly, the common wares, the unglazed production for ordinary people. Our archaeological mission also rewrites the history of Cairo through the study of the medieval fortifications. As a result, it is now possible to provide new information not only on the Fatimid walls; but more importantly, to propose a new view of the Fatimid city, its perimeter, superficies, main gates, main streets and urbanisation. More important than material culture, people were at the heart of our project. In 2007 we opened the first Field School of Islamic Archaeology in Egypt (the largest in the Middle East). Up to 2016, we have trained more than one hundred Egyptian scholars, from Cairo University, Ain Shams University, Fayum University and the Ministry of Antiquities. It was an important part of our mission and I am extremely proud of the results and the success of this field school. Two important outcomes are in preparation, first with the French Institute of Archaeology (IFAO) the publication of four volumes on our excavations and the walls of Cairo; second with The Institute of Ismaili Studies, the Fatimid city 3D project, a virtual reconstruction of medieval Cairo, based on architectural, archaeological, topographical and textual evidence. Hopefully our digital model will give a new life to the Fatimid city.45
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Reassessing Fatimid Figuralism: Ettinghausen, Grabar and a Medieval Lustre Workshop

Jennifer A. Pruitt

Introduction
Scholars of Islamic art have long been attracted to the rich yet elusive visual tradition of the Fatimids. This interest is based largely on evocative tales of Fatimid artistic glory and the relative wealth of extant examples of naturalistic figural depiction, which seem to challenge notions of medieval Arab aniconism. Reconstructing the history of Fatimid objects represents a challenge for the modern art historian. On the one hand, historical sources recount tales of the richness of the Fatimid treasury. Scholarly writings and museum displays celebrate the innovative artistic production of the Fatimid period. However, few objects from the Fatimid period have a known context of origin or provenance. Instead, we are often faced with a circular technique of attribution and connoisseurship in which museums, auction houses and scholars attribute certain characteristics of naturalism and lively figuralism to the Fatimid context. Among the celebrated objects of the Fatimid era, lustre ceramics have played a particularly significant role in our scholarly understanding of Fatimid art as iconophilic, prolific and innovative.

Recent writings on the medieval Islamic object have elevated our understanding of materiality, making and the object itself. However, in this paper I will reconsider a foundational, early 20th-century approach to ceramics – as a medium on which painting occurs. In particular, I investigate an enduring assumption about Fatimid art – that it is characterised by a proliferation of naturalistic figuralism. I return to seminal writings on Fatimid art by Richard Ettinghausen (1905–1979) and Oleg Grabar (1929–2011).1 These essays celebrated the realistic figuralism of Fatimid painting, placing it in a linear development that mirrored the development of Western art history.2 Although such assessments continue to inform scholarship and museum curation, a narrative of artistic change in Fatimid painting is difficult to assert authoritatively with so few securely dated objects. As an attempt to outline what can be said about Fatimid painting, I turn to a particular corpus of objects – those bearing the signature of Muslim b. al-Dahhan (Muslim, son of the painter). An analysis of the works ascribed to this workshop begins to chip away at the persistent narrative of linear artistic development, helping us glimpse the artistic choices, variations and sources available to a medieval Islamic workshop.3

The Context of ‘Fatimid’ lustre
It is not unusual for pottery to play an outsized role in a historiography of medieval Islamic art. Finer objects of precious metals, rock crystal, or ivory have been melted down or reused in other courtly contexts.4 This is particularly true for the Fatimid context, in which the destruction of the court treasury has resulted in a significant gap between the textual description of magnificent objects and the paucity of materials correlating with these descriptions. Lustre fragments have been found in archaeological digs in Fustat, the urban centre located to the south of the centre of the Fatimid court in Cairo (al-Qahira).5 However, Fustat is a particularly challenging archaeological site, given its proximity to and integration in the modern Egyptian city and subsequent centuries of looting and use.6 Adding to the challenge of dating Fatimid objects, the provenance of known lustre objects in a museum context is often unknown and the objects are given a Fatimid origin largely due to stylistic observations. Finally, although museums and scholarship focus on examples of figural depictions in lustre, the majority of lustre fragments excavated featured abstract, non-figural designs.

Although we know that the Fatimids were actively involved in artistic patronage and amassed an extensive collection of art objects from around the world in their vast treasuries, the details of artistic production, as is the case in many medieval Islamic contexts, remains an enigma to modern art historians. The Fatimid palaces, which reportedly contained rich figural imagery, replete with hunting scenes, no longer remain, with the exception of a few wooden beams.7 Monumental architecture, including mosques, mausolea and city gates remain standing proudly in Cairo and in-depth scholarly studies have focussed on these architectural monuments, for which we have both material remains and textual evidence.8 Among the portable arts, those that remain and are ascribed to the Fatimid period evoke a rich artistic tradition. Exquisitely carved ivories, wooden panels, rock crystal, glass, textiles, ceramics and illustrated scraps of paper, remain as examples of medieval Egyptian art and occupy pride of place in museum collections.9

While art historians and museum curators have been eager to categorise Fatimid lustre objects as imperial, courtly objects, there is not much about these objects to indicate that they were particularly designed for the elite groups in society.10 Patrons are rarely identified and little is known about the context of production. However, the method of production and its resultant splendour make it clear that lustreware was a more difficult process than almost any other kind of ceramic production, requiring guarded, specialised knowledge, and thus more highly valued than other kinds of ceramic.

The process for lustreware involved bonding a metallic compound – usually made from copper and silver oxides in a refractory medium like ochre – to the glaze.11 The process was labour-intensive and specialised, requiring successive firings and a precise reducing atmosphere. The resulting surface shimmered like gold – an astounding alchemical transformation using relatively modest materials. It is likely that the secrets of lustre production were tightly guarded and knowledge of them can be traced from Iraq to Egypt, then onto Iran. Although the objects under consideration here are all portable ones – mostly large, restored plates or fragments now housed in museum collections, lustre tiles have also been used to adorn important spaces throughout the Islamic world, including in architecture, as seen in the mihrab of the mosque at Qayrawan (Tunisia), surrounding the throne of the Abbasid palace at Samarra (Iraq), and illustrating scenes from the Shahnama in the Ilkhanid palaces of greater Iran.12 Fatimid-era lustre pieces ascribed to the 4th/10th century are characterised by their bright, metallic, almost golden colour, warmer than and distinct from the greener, browner shades of earlier pieces ascribed to the Tulunid period.13

Ettinghausen and Grabar and the Historiography of Fatimid Figuralism
Fatimid lustre painting has played a key role in our perception of Fatimid art as being particularly figural and naturalistic.14 As is the case in so many other areas of Islamic art history, our understanding of a particular Fatimid figural style can be traced to two fathers of the field – Richard Ettinghausen and Oleg Grabar. In seminal texts, Ettinghausen and Grabar have argued for the uniqueness of Fatimid artistic expression and have attempted to trace the development of a particular Fatimid style. Their conclusions and assumptions continue to underpin our understanding of Fatimid art today. In 1942, Ettinghausen outlined the development of Fatimid art in the essay ‘Painting in the Fatimid Period: A Reconstruction’.15 In this publication, Ettinghausen considered the Fatimids as the missing link in the development of Islamic painting. He noted the existence of vibrant examples of figural painting at Qusayr ʿAmra and Nishapur in the 3rd/9th century then Samarra a few decades later. Ettinghausen then stated:


Subsequently, there is a gap from these to the thirteenth-century manuscripts from Iraq, Mesopotamia, and Syria. From about 1300 on, Iranian manuscripts are preserved, and a few fragmentary frescoes date from before the Mongol invasion. From Egypt there are supposedly only a few paper fragments of the ninth or tenth century. This is all the more curious as the Fatimid court in Egypt was not only one of the most luxurious in the Islamic East, but also definitely fond of figural representations. This is known from carvings in wood and ivory.16



Noting this lacuna in the development of Islamic painting, Ettinghausen examined the individual motifs in the ceiling of Palermo’s Cappella Palatina, the Norman king Roger II’s chapel (ca. AD 1130–1143), observing their similarities to known Fatimid works. The famous chapel is often celebrated as an example of Mediterranean hybridity and cross-cultural exchange, which typified the Norman court in Sicily.17 In plan, it resembles a Latin cruciform church. In its mosaic programme, it draws upon Byzantine tradition, and its wooden muqarnas ceiling has painted figures from the so-called ‘princely cycle’ surrounded by Arabic calligraphy presenting benedictary phrases. In his consideration of the relationship between the Cappella Palatina and Fatimid painting, Ettinghausen isolated and gave titles to the individual niches of the ceiling, considering their individual forms in detail (figure IV.6.1), omitting a discussion of the ceiling as a totality or any consideration of why an Islamic form might be incorporated in this context. In particular, he compared the paintings to what he deemed a ‘Samarra-style’ or ‘Perso Iraqian’ style muqarnas niche from a bath house excavated in Fustat (figure IV.6.2).18 Based on his conclusion that the ceiling is an example of Fatimid painting and on his examination of other Fatimid forms, Ettinghausen identified a number of styles that may be found in Fatimid art, drawing on multiple media, including lustre fragments. Most notably he attributed a ‘Perso-Iraqian’ and ‘Hellenistic’ miniature style to the era and also outlined the existence of popular and realistic styles, although the criteria for these styles are less clearly defined in the article.
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Figure IV.6.1 Cross-legged cup bearing ruler, from a muqarnas niche on the ceiling of the Cappella Palatina. Palermo, 6th/12th century.
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Figure IV.6.2 Muqarnas stucco fragment from Fustat. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo.

Ettinghausen doubled down on his consideration of Fatimid painting as part of a linear, traceable development of Islamic art in his 1956 article, ‘Early Realism in Islamic Art’.19 In this essay, Ettinghausen discussed Fatimid painting as a link in the development of naturalism in Islamic art, which had begun in Samarra, developed under the Fatimids, and continued to develop under the Mamluks, Bihzad and the Herat school, through to the Safavids, the Ottomans and the Mughals.20 By considering the Fatimids as a link in this development, Ettinghausen suggested that Fatimid art also developed linearly, bridging the gap between Islamic cultures, regardless of geographic and temporal distance. The methodological problems of this approach seem obvious to the 21st-century scholar.21 By considering Fatimid painting as a missing link, Ettinghausen presupposed that the entirety of Islamic art developed along a trajectory unified by its ‘Islamicness’. His conclusions rest on the assumption that art created in the 3rd/9th century in Iraq would naturally be traced all the way to 11th/17th-century India and that the output of a manuscript workshop in Herat could be traced directly to Fatimid Egypt. This teleological narrative requires that the few dated examples of Fatimid art be placed on a trajectory of linear development. In spite of the logical holes and Orientalist underpinnings of this approach, Ettinghausen’s developmental model has informed the dating of the large corpus of mostly unprovenanced lustre pieces, ascribed to the Fatimid era.22

Another enduring aspect of Ettinghausen’s approach is the notion of Fatimid ‘realism,’ which he defined as a representational style that exists in opposition to the traditional Muslim ‘predilection for abstract and infinite design’.23 He asserted that although Islamic art contained figural representations prior to the reign of the Fatimids, they were usually conventional representations of the ruler and the royal court.24 He placed Fatimid realism in opposition to earlier abstraction, characterising it both in terms of its dynamic depiction of the human form and its concern with ‘unconventional aspects of life, possibly even with everyday life outside the court proper’, going so far as to suggest that many Fatimid scenes may be drawn from life.25

However, in analysing examples of Fatimid lustre painting, it becomes clear that the ‘realistic’ depictions of human movement simply follow different conventions. This can be seen in a celebrated plate featuring a scarf dancer (figure IV.6.3). In this example the dancer twists in the Fatimid hallmark pinwheel pose, in which the dancer’s body twists in the opposite direction to the legs, while the legs, arms and head bend at dramatic – in fact, quite unnatural angles. Ettinghausen’s eagerness to chart a development of Fatimid realism stands as a corollary to linear models of Western art historical tradition, in which scholars chart a development away from the static stereotypes of the medieval period toward the naturalism, scientific discovery and close observation of natural form in the western European Renaissance. Indeed, Ettinghausen regarded Fatimid painting as a parallel rebirth of realism from Ancient Egyptian and Hellenistic art itself.26 Ettinghausen’s argument thus places Fatimid painting at a pivotal moment in the development of art more broadly while the emphasis on a linear progression towards naturalism obscures the diversity of style found in both Fatimid painting and that of earlier dynasties.
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Figure IV.6.3 Reconstructed lustre bowl with scarf dancer, ascribed to Egypt, 6th/12th century. National Museum of Asian Art, Smithsonian Institution, Freer Collection.

After Ettinghausen, Oleg Grabar offered the next broad, influential discussion of the development of Fatimid art in his essay ‘Imperial and Urban Art in Islam: The Subject Matter of Fatimid Art,’ published in 1972.27 In this essay, Grabar relied on many of the same stylistic analyses as Ettinghausen. However, he used these observations to link a singular Fatimid style to a wider cultural framework and historical exploration. Grabar primarily addressed painted lustreware, though he also briefly considered woodwork, ivories, rock crystal, metalwork and other portable arts. Although it is not clear how he dated these objects, Grabar follows Ettinghausen’s lead by tracing the development of Fatimid art from an earlier, abstracted style to a more dynamic, figural, ‘spatial’ style, which he praised for its innovation.28 He suggested that this style became popular quite suddenly and represents a broad change of taste in the mid-5th/11th century, linking these formal changes to the wider Mediterranean context by relating them to the so-called Macedonian Renaissance of Byzantium.29

Despite a lack of dated materials, Grabar postulated that this shift of taste was facilitated by the looting of the Fatimid treasury in 450/1060, which he suggested resulted in the sale and distribution of imperial art objects throughout Cairo, thereby familiarising the urban public with the figural forms that had been previously limited to the palace. In Grabar’s calculation, the ‘Muslim tradition … of a private palace decoration of human figures and scenes involving people suddenly appeared to all.’30 According to Grabar, the looting not only dispersed figural examples produced for the Fatimid rulers, such as those found on the wooden beams preserved from the palace, but also resulted in the circulation of Byzantine objects, thereby exposing the Cairene public to the more figural style of Byzantium.

Grabar’s contention that a distinct historical event revolutionised artistic production relies on his assertion that a class of urban bourgeoisie became increasingly important patrons at this time. Scholars have long considered the likely patronage context of the urban ‘bourgeoisie’ in the medieval Middle East. Bolstered particularly by Goitein’s watershed study of the Cairo Geniza, a theory emerged that a rising merchant class shaped the art market beginning in the 4th/10th century and continuing through to the Mongol conquests.31 According to Grabar, this class was comprised largely of wealthy merchants and traders, who existed outside the imperial context but created a demand for works of art in Cairo.32 He posited that the merging of the tastes of this rising bourgeois class and the sudden exposure to Fatimid courtly arts resulted in the artistic innovations of the 5th/11th century, arguing that ‘the arts – and perhaps the whole culture – of the classical Islamic world grew and developed through a complex interaction between princely and urban tastes and needs.’33 According to Grabar, this synthesis resulted in a new style, combining the attributes of an international princely style, shared throughout the Islamic and Mediterranean courts, with more local, Egyptian elements. Thus, Grabar argued that although the royal arts of the Fatimids shared characteristics with other Mediterranean imperial arts, the true Fatimid innovations remained a local, Egyptian phenomenon.

Islamic art scholarship has grown exponentially since Ettinghausen and Grabar’s writings. Although the field in general has taken a sharp turn to consider later periods of production, several publications have reassessed Fatimid artistic production since Ettinghausen and Grabar’s articles. However, scholars generally continue to accept these earlier conclusions that there is something special and traceable about the Fatimid love of dynamic, naturalistic, figural art. These attributions inform museum categorisation and scholarly attribution, creating a connoisseurial house of cards for Fatimid art and medieval Islamic art more broadly.

Most scholars, including Ettinghausen and Grabar, have accepted the importance of lustreware in understanding the particularities of a discernible Fatimid style and have relied on the paintings found on these vessels to trace developments in painting. In lustre, we find an abundance of extant examples, a few dated pieces and a remarkable corpus of signed pieces.34 Unfortunately, there is little information in the Fatimid sources providing insight into the importance of lustreware or even painting more broadly in Fatimid culture. Perhaps it is most telling that, despite its utility as a rare primary source with rich descriptions of medieval objects, the Book of Gifts and Rarities does not mention anything that may be related specifically to lustre objects. Indeed, the book plays little heed to painting or figural representation in general. Instead, it focuses on the materiality of objects, outlining the precious materials of the courts, including gold, silver, precious stones and rock crystal.35 Vessels are described in terms of the precious objects they contain. The Fatimid ‘realism’ or ‘figuralism’ celebrated by modern scholars is never mentioned in the source, except in instances in which the materials are rare or the work itself inspires a particular sense of wonder (ʿajaʾib).36 Nowhere does the text suggest that lustre painting as an art form was particularly valued, nor does it indicate an appreciation for various types of painting or the development of an attributable artistic style. Ironically, the marvellous objects described no longer survive, precisely because the value of their raw material encouraged destruction and reuse. Therefore, due to both the lower status of lustre ceramics for the medieval patron and the value placed on figural painting by the modern scholar/curator/collector, lustre ceramics with painted figural scenes surely play a larger role in our modern understanding of Fatimid-era art than they did for the medieval viewer.37

Muslim’s Workshop and Dated Pieces
Given the paucity of concrete information available on extant Egyptian lustreware, it is difficult to trace the development of its painting or fully consider the context of its production. This is made all the more vexing in that many of these museum pieces are heavily restored.38 However, inscriptional evidence offers a window into the dating and context of select examples from the reign of the Fatimid Imam-caliph al-Hakim (r. 386–411/996–1024). Notably, a fragment in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo contains a dedication to the ‘Commander-in-Chief Ghaban (Qaʿid al-Quwwad Ghaban)’ (figure IV.6.4). As this individual served al-Hakim only from 401–404/1011–1013, this fragment provides a precise two-year window of production.39 An even more useful inscription allows us to date an entire corpus of lustre objects. This piece, a mere fragment now held in the Benaki Museum in Athens includes an inscription on the front, reading ‘Muslim b. al-Dahhan to please […] Hasan Iqbal al-Hakimi’ (figure IV.6.5).40 The inclusion of this inscription provides a few bits of significant information. First, the presence of the artist’s name – Muslim b. al-Dahhan (Muslim, the painter’s son) – offers strong evidence for the high status of the creator or workshop. It preserves the name not hidden away on the back of the piece but as part of the main design, thus celebrating the role of the maker. Elsewhere, Margaret Graves has argued that the medieval craftsman occupied a higher, more intellectual status than we often assume.41 The presence of Muslim’s name, next to that of the patron, on the front of this vessel suggests that this status was overtly recognised by both the vessel’s patron and its painter.
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Figure IV.6.4 Lustre dish dedicated to Ghaban, 401–404/1011–1013. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo.
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Figure IV.6.5 Lustre fragment, with the inscription ‘Muslim bin al-Dahhan to please[…]Hasan Iqbal al-Hakimi’. Benaki Museum, Athens.

Unfortunately, scholars have been unable to identify the figure of Hasan Iqbal specifically. However, the title ‘al-Hakimi’ tells us that this piece is also from the reign of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah.42 Most importantly, it allows us to give a rough date to the dozens of lustre objects which bear the signature ‘Muslim b. al-Dahhan’ or, simply, ‘Muslim’.43 Although little is known about the structure of lustre production in this period, given what we know about Islamic workshops in the pre-modern period more broadly, it is reasonable to assume that the signature represents not just a single artist but more likely an artist associated with a larger lustre ceramic workshop.44 Most significantly, its existence provides us with a crucial key. It allows us to place the broader corpus of objects signed ‘Muslim’ within a similar framework, allowing for a rare example of a dateable case study of Fatimid artistic production.

This group of objects is one of several groups that include signatures, of the potter, painter, or, more likely, workshop.45 It is remarkable for the diversity it demonstrates in style and subject, and in quality. Many of the subjects and motifs employed by Muslim’s workshop are also found on unsigned objects, most likely produced by other artists/workshops. For example, a reconstructed plate bearing Muslim’s signature, now in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, features a wide band of abstract design, executed in alternations of light and dark, and articulated through curved lines which recall the style of Ghaban’s plate (figure IV.6.6). However, unlike the former, the plate signed by Muslim includes a griffin at its centre. As with the abstract rim decoration, the stylised griffin is depicted in silhouette, represented in blocks of positive and negative space, with no suggestion of volume or movement – a mode of depiction that is found in several lustre objects not associated with Muslim’s workshop.
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Figure IV.6.6 Lustre plate with griffon signed by Muslim b. al-Dahhan. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo.

In other examples bearing Muslim’s name, the so-called Hellenistic style is employed with clear relations to ancient Greek painting, such as in a banquet scene, now in the Benaki Museum, Athens (figure IV.6.7). In this example, white figures are set against a dark background. The folds of their garments are articulated clearly in fine black lines, giving the viewer a glimpse of the bodies beneath the clothing. The articulation of the folds allows us to observe the position of the limbs and torso. Once again, this mode of depiction and its relation to classical forms is also found beyond the context of Muslim’s workshop.

A reconstructed bowl in the Metropolitan Museum of Art displays a large heraldic eagle, outlined in lines of varying thickness on a white surface (figure IV.6.8). In the background, the so-called peacock eye motif fills the space. This outlined form with the peacock eye is also found in fragments signed by Muslim, in which we find two men leading giraffes (figure IV.6.9). These fragments are remarkably similar to a reconstructed bowl in the Benaki Museum, which Ettinghausen referred to as an example of the new Fatimid realism (figure IV.6.10). He wrote in ‘its general aspect as well as the running gait of its attendant indicate(s) that the whole is based on actual, though still deficient, observation.’46 However, the sketchiness of the line does not necessarily indicate it was painted from life – a value derived from the development of western painting. Indeed, the patterning on the giraffe’s body is heavily stylised, not at all what one would see through observation; the stereotypical pinwheel pose of the attendant, although certainly lively, likewise is a pose one is unlikely to find in any natural reality where gravity is in operation. Most significantly, this particular scene is found in multiple versions, suggesting that rather than drawing from life, a series of prototypes were used, helping us to discount Ettinghausen’s claim.47
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Figure IV.6.7 Banquet Scene in the ‘Hellenistic’ style, signed by Muslim; areas with white background have been heavily overpainted. Benaki Museum, Athens.
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Figure IV.6.8 Lustre bowl with eagle, signed by Muslim, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

In her analysis of works by Muslim, Viktoria Meinecke-Berg also disagreed with Ettinghausen and argued that the giraffe and groom were not drawn from life.48 She notes the similarities between the pieces and suggests that the unsigned object was also produced in Muslim’s workshop. However, it is also possible to imagine that these were simply multiple renditions of a popular subject.49 The fact that we can find such overlap between signed and unsigned pieces, as in the case with the giraffe fragments as well as the Ghaban plate, suggests an awareness of other artistic styles and a system of prototypes in which motifs were copied and new paintings were modelled after previous examples, rather than there being a signature style associated with an individual workshop.
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Figure IV.6.9 Lustre fragments of a mirrored composition featuring two men leading giraffes, signed by Muslim, Museum für Islamische Kunst – Staatliche Museen Berlin.

Meinecke-Berg recognised the stylistic diversity in Muslim’s corpus and argued that the styles developed within this group. She writes:


From Muslim’s early griffin in the Metropolitan Museum to his banquet scene, which belongs to a group of lustre paintings representing complex figural scenes, seem to lie worlds apart. And yet, this process of development from an ornamentalized décor to a free picture like painting took place, as we can witness in the workshop of Muslim, only in a short span of time. Unfortunately, we are not able to study these ceramics in the context from which they emerge: the painting of the court.50



This assessment accepts the linear models of stylistic development outlined by earlier scholars but in this case, suggesting that these were developed within the timespan of Muslim’s production.

Ultimately, it is impossible to accept that the full development of the ‘Fatimid style’ progressed rapidly within the context and timeline of a single workshop, as Meinecke-Berg suggested.51 Moreover, the pervasiveness of a narrative in which painting can be charted in a linear trajectory dismisses the agency of the medieval maker, who surely made choices during the process of production, deciding to work from an older prototype in one instance, while pushing forward another mode of production in another, depending on the market, the patron, or simply his preference on the day. Placing a work on a timeline based on style or subject relegates the artist to the role of an automaton, a passive, anonymous cog in the wheels of time rather than an active agent in artistic creation.52 It is far more reasonable to conclude from considering this corpus that, in fact, various styles coexisted and that the examples from Muslim’s workshop illustrate not simply a sudden rupture in taste, as Grabar had suggested, but a diversity of taste, quality and style at a given moment, evidenced in the workshop’s artistic variety. Thus, Muslim’s pieces demonstrate the flexibility, artistic agency and conscious stylistic choice that scholars rarely consider in the ‘minor’ arts of the medieval period.
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Figure IV.6.10 Lustre bowl with giraffe and groom. Benaki Museum, Athens.

In many scholarly considerations, it is assumed that the context for production of these objects lies in the Fatimid court. For example, Meinecke-Berg lamented that we could not know the true context of these works – the Fatimid court.53 Similarly, Caiger-Smith wrote that lustreware ‘evoked the supreme status of a ruler, of the court where the riches of the arts were gathered in one place, and of the heavenly powers without whose help the court could not have come to be.’54 On the other hand, Grabar’s early premise argued that the originality of the ‘Fatimid style’ resulted from the interaction of princely culture and the urban bourgeoisie, introducing the concept of a non-royal art market. Unfortunately, we possess little direct knowledge regarding the patronage of such objects. While many scholars have agreed that lustre production was relatively expensive and highly skilled, it is impossible to know exactly how costly these objects were. Clearly, they were far less expensive than precious metals, ivories, rock crystal, or silk and gold textiles that were associated with and controlled by the court. But the Muslim fragment bearing the title al-Hakimi also suggests a closeness to court culture. Moreover, some of the stylistic parallels between these objects and what are clearly royal commissions, such as the palace beams, further indicate either the involvement of the Fatimid court or support the notion of shared artistic sources or identities between the court and lustre producers. However, there is no reason to assume that lustre objects were a purely royal prerogative.55

In fact, the likelihood of a multiplicity of patronage structures is evident even within Muslim’s corpus. The indication of a non-royal patronage source is demonstrated particularly clearly in a plate found in Cairo’s Museum of Islamic Art (figure IV.6.11). In the centre of the plate is a lustre-painted interlaced five-pointed star with pseudo-Kufic writing.56 The piece is signed by Muslim but it is unlikely that this meaningless pseudo-Arabic would be produced for the literate Fatimid court.57 However, its existence suggests that written Arabic held prestige and appeal for its intended audience.58 It tells us that the patrons for whom the plate was produced wished to emulate this prestige, even if they might not understand enough to care that the content was gibberish.59 A possible clue – though one that opens an entirely new line of questioning – is found in the centre text of the piece. While pseudo-Kufic decorates most of the star, the centre text is executed in clearly legible Arabic script, reading ‘Muslim ibn al-Dahhan of Egypt’ (al-Misr). The prominence of the artist’s name – front and centre of the object – tells us that the workshop was known, valued and prestigious enough to warrant pride of place. The presence of al-Misr as a place name associates the work with Egypt more broadly and, particularly, beyond the royal confines of Fatimid Cairo, which would have been known as al-Qahira, thereby overtly moving the context of the dish beyond the context of the court.
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Figure IV.6.11 Lustre bowl signed by Muslim. Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo.

Conclusion
A reevaluation of seminal works on Fatimid figuralism in lustreware demonstrates the problematic foundations on which many of our assumptions about Fatimid art rest. Ettinghausen and Grabar’s early writings on lustre painting placing it in a developmental model that celebrates figuralism and naturalism were written as a clear attempt to present Islamic painting as a high art form, moving the medieval Islamic object away from the category of ‘minor’ arts while developing a canon of master painters and masterworks of Islamic art fit for museum display. In so doing, these objects are raised to level of western art – mimicking the development of Greek vase paintings or later panel painting. This argument then becomes tautological – if Fatimid art is figural and naturalistic, then unprovenanced examples of painting that are figural and naturalistic must be Fatimid. And so the narrative moves in circles to support itself. But the foundation of this argument is a shaky house of cards based on connoisseurship of insecure provenance.60 Such a teleology subsumes the medieval artist to the role of automaton, helpless to resist the tides of historical change.61 The examination of the Muslim pieces demonstrate that many styles of representation existed at once – introducing the role of artistic choice and agency. By evaluating this small piece of Islamic art, we see a case study of how the adoption of western narrative structures of art history – which have been broadly critiqued by scholars – play out in a foundational understanding of the field.62
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	al-Qahira here, here, here, here, here, here

		see also Cairo




	qaʾim here, here see also mahdi

	al-Qaʾim bi-Amr Allah, Abu’l-Qasim Muhammad, Fatimid Imam-caliph here, here

	al-Qalawun, bimaristan of here

	al-Qataʾiʿ here, here, here, here

	Qurʾan here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	Red Sea here, here, here

	rock crystal here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	Safar-nama, of Nasir-i Khusraw here, here, here

	Salah al-Din (Saladin) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	al-Salih Talaʾiʿ, Mosque here, here, here, here, here

	Saljuq/s here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	script/s here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	sermon/s here, here, here, here

	Shiʿa here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	Shiʿi here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	Shiʿism here, here, here, here, here

	Sicily here, here, here, here, here, here

	al-Sijistani, Abu Yaʿqub, Ismaili daʿi here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	silk here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	silver here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	Spain here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	sura/s, of the Qurʾan here, here, here, here

	Syria here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	Tajikistan here, here, here

	taʾwil (esoteric interpretation) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	tax/es here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	textile/s here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	tiraz here, here, here, here, here, here

	Turk/s here, here, here, here, here, here






	vizier here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	walaya here

	Western Fatimid palace here

	wood here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	Yemen here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here






	zahir/zahiri (exoteric) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

	al-Zahir li-Iʿzaz Din Allah, Abu’l-Hasan ʿAli, Fatimid Imam-caliph here, here, here, here
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