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EDITOR’S FOREWORD
A VOLUME WITH A SUBTHEME: SHARED HISTORIES OF ISLAMIC AND ITALIAN ART

Readers may have noticed that the first four articles in
this volume of Muqarnas each address relations between Islamic and Christian polities as manifested in
their visual cultures. Furthermore, the predominant
geographical focus of these articles is on the former domains of the Eastern Roman Empire, denominated in
Islamic sources as the “lands of Rum.”1 Complementing
this notable cluster are two other articles, on late Ottoman engagements with Western European and PersoIslamic artistic traditions. While the editors will
continue to solicit works on a wide range of subjects, it
is hoped that upcoming volumes might feature subsets
of articles with common themes, whenever possible,
in order to encourage synergies and intertextual
resonances. We have already started to introduce such
thematic groupings in some volumes, but would like to
emphasize that this is in no way meant to diminish the
value and autonomy of individual contributions on
broadly varied subjects.
In the present volume, the thematic arrangement of
the first four articles highlights multiple cross-cultural
interactions that destabilize the rigid “civilizational”
boundaries generally ascribed to terms such as “East”
and “West.” Although the creative adaptation of the
Byzantine and Sasanian traditions in the formative
period of early Islamic art has long been recognized,
ongoing artistic exchanges with neighboring cultures in
the medieval and early modern periods have, until recently, been relegated to marginal status in canonical
scholarship. Thus, the intensification of dialogues and
intriguing parallels between Islamic and Italian art, particularly after the establishment of closer diplomatic
and international trade networks in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, has been explored in a few specialized studies of artistic “influence.” However, prompted
by a growing interest in premodern global connectivity,

new scholarship is beginning to introduce more dynamic frameworks, which consider intercultural artistic
exchange as a form of visual negotiation and adaptive
reinterpretation. Partly informed by theories of crosscultural translation and critiques of Eurocentrism, these
approaches go beyond the passive “influence” paradigm,
which often overlooks the agency of patrons, artists, and
non-human factors, as well as the mechanisms of reception and the production of meaning. Arguably, the twoway circulation of portable luxury goods between Italy
and the Islamic lands was a perpetual phenomenon. Yet
one can also identify instances of more contextually
specific, interconnected histories of architecture and
the arts, such as the examples analyzed in the special
subset of articles in this volume. Focusing on particular
case studies between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries, these articles reveal, each in their own way, how
the mutual Roman-Byzantine heritage of the Mediterranean basin continued to play a role in mediating the
shared histories of Islamic and Italian art, not just as a
potent vehicle for hegemonic discourse but as a basis
for aesthetic and hermeneutic sensibilities. Some of
these studies are intertwined with common thematic
threads, such as the connections between Islamic,
Byzantine, and Italian visual cultures; uses of the late
antique and Roman artistic heritage of the “lands of
Rum” for the construction of imperial identities; the
contentious ideological debate among Renaissance humanists concerning the Trojan origins of the Turks; and
the artistic deployment in Islamic contexts of “Western”
and all’antica forms, along with an aesthetics of hybridity, to communicate claims to world empire.
The volume opens with my own article, “Visual Cosmopolitanism and Creative Translation: Artistic Conversations with Renaissance Italy in Mehmed II’s
Constantinople.” This essay explores the transcultural
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exchanges engendered by the Ottoman conquest of the
Byzantine capital in 1453, an event that triggered competing projects for the renewal of the Roman world
empire through the reuniting of Rome with Constantinople. It is against this background that I reinterpret
Mehmed II’s agency as a patron of Italianate art and
architecture. Like his primary role model, Alexander the
Great, the sultan deliberately negotiated the expanding
Western and Eastern horizons of his empire through
cosmopolitan visual strategies that cross-fertilized
inherited dynastic traditions with artistic inspirations
drawn from Byzantium, Italy, and the Timurid-Turkmen
domains. The article traces the post-Mongol Islamic
precedents for this sultan’s enthusiasm for Europeanate
art and concludes by assessing the longevity of his legacy well into the reign of Sultan Süleyman (r. 1520–66)
and beyond.
In “The Bride of Trebizond: Turks and Turkmens on
a Florentine Wedding Chest, circa 1460,” Cristelle
Baskins proposes that the hitherto misunderstood imagery on a celebrated cassone crafted in Florence depicts
the Aqqoyunlu Turkmen ruler Uzun Hasan’s early military success against his rival, Sultan Mehmed II, rather
than the fall of the Byzantine city of Trebizond to the
Ottomans in 1461. She finds in this cassone compelling
visual evidence of Uzun Hasan’s claim to be the legitimate successor of Timur as world emperor, and argues
that its Florentine patron likely hoped that an Asiatic
League might curb Ottoman expansion. Meanwhile,
Ana Pulido-Rull’s article, “A Pronouncement of Alliance:
An Anonymous Illuminated Venetian Manuscript for
Sultan Süleyman,” introduces us to a previously unstudied, richly illuminated work written in Italian and datable to 1532. This extraordinary manuscript, rediscovered
by Pulido-Rull in the Houghton Library at Harvard, had
been exhibited before, but only as a beautiful specimen
of Italian Renaissance illumination. She brings to light
its role as a diplomatic gift for Sultan Süleyman by situating it within the formerly overlooked context of a
shared history of Venetian-Ottoman artistic interaction.
The panegyrical text, featuring marginal decorations
with vignettes that depict fascinating historical narrative scenes, is a brief chronicle of the Ottoman dynasty,
glorifying its semi-divine Trojan origin and declaring
that no monarch of the age but Sultan Süleyman was

worthy of the title “Emperor of the World.” The article
is accompanied by a facsimile of the manuscript and an
annotated English translation of the text. In “ʿAla al-Din
Kayqubad Illuminated: A Rum Seljuq Sultan as Cosmic
Ruler,” by Suzan Yalman, we learn that in addition to
“Western” Roman imperial links, the artistic sources
that inspired Kayqubad (r. 1220–37) included models
with Perso-Islamic impulses from the “East,” resonating
with international royal themes from the Holy Roman
Empire of Frederick II to the Artuqid court in the Jazira.
The author detects in some iconographic and artistic
features associated with Kayqubad’s patronage a mystical dimension of divine kingship, with overtones of
celestial symbolism, bolstering his sense of entitlement
to the heritage of “Rum,” that is, Rome, as Anatolia was
then known in the Islamic world.
The subsequent group of chronologically ordered,
individual articles begins with Matthew D. Saba’s “Abbasid Lusterware and the Aesthetics of ʿAjab,” winner of
the 2010 Margaret B. Ševčenko Prize. This study presents an alternative to traditional stylistic taxonomies of
ninth- and tenth-century luster-painted ceramics by
speculating on how their visual characteristics were
informed by the aesthetic expectations of Abbasidperiod viewers. Saba proposes that the whole range of
ceramic types produced for the beholder an experience
of pleasurable wonder, known in Arabic as ʿajab. Jasmin
Badr and Mustafa Tupev’s collaborative article, “The
Khoja Zainuddin Mosque in Bukhara,” on the other
hand, presents an archaeological survey of this sumptuous but largely unknown sixteenth-century monument, which exemplifies building crafts in Central Asia
after the Timurid era. Besides tracing the phases of construction of the mosque, the authors investigate techniques of building, decoration, and materials.
The next two articles are both on late Ottoman subjects. Ünver Rüstem’s “The Afterlife of a Royal Gift: The
Ottoman Inserts of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī” was awarded
the Margaret B. Ševčenko Prize in 2009. It brings to light
heretofore unnoted inserts in Ottoman Turkish that
were added in 1800–1801 to the famous Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī manuscript made for the Safavid Shah
Tahmasp I and gifted to Sultan Selim II in 1568. Commissioned by the recipient’s namesake, Selim III, the
surviving inserts provide invaluable insights into how
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the manuscript was received in its late Ottoman context and, more generally, into how Firdawsi’s epic may
have been viewed in other contexts and eras in Islamic
history. In “Making Sense of Osman Hamdi Bey and His
Paintings,” Edhem Eldem proposes a critical reassessment of recent scholarship on some of the major paintings of the artist and archaeologist Osman Hamdi Bey
(1842–1910). In doing so, he reinterprets the contexts
and meanings of some iconic works, taking into consideration their local and European audiences, as well as
their reception, thereby challenging what he regards as
overly speculative interpretations.
The volume ends with an article in the “Notes and
Sources” section: Pierre Siméon’s “Hulbuk: Architecture
and Material Culture of the Capital of the Banijurids in
Central Asia (Ninth–Eleventh Centuries).” This study
analyzes the largely inaccessible finds of excavations
conducted by Ėrkinoi Guliamova and, later, the Tajik
Archaeological Institute, in a hitherto unknown medieval city in southwestern Tajikistan. The architectural
remains of the relatively well-preserved palace and
mosque complex on its citadel, along with their decoration and related archaeological artifacts, testify to the
rich material culture of a once powerful Turco-Iranian
dynasty in Central Asia.

ix

Let me conclude with two announcements. I am
happy to report that henceforth Muqarnas volumes will
be posted on the Archnet website (archnet.org) three
years after publication, rather than five, as in the past.
I am also delighted to announce that Muqarnas is now
among the journals indexed in the Arts & Humanities
Citation Index (A&HCI), a listing important for the academic recognition and promotion of scholars affiliated
with institutions in diverse countries.
Gülru Necipoğlu, Editor
Aga Khan Professor of Islamic Art, and Director, Aga
Khan Program for Islamic Architecture, Department
of History of Art and Architecture, Harvard University,
Cambridge, Mass.
Notes
1.

The concept of the “lands of Rum” was introduced in a
special issue of Muqarnas (vol. 24 [2007]), entitled “Historiography and Ideology: Architectural Heritage of the ‘Lands
of Rum.’ ” Edited by myself and Sibel Bozdoğan, the volume
contains the proceedings of an international conference by
the same name that we organized in 2006 at the American
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

x
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artistic conversations with renaissance italy in mehmed ii’s constantinople
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GÜLRU NECİPOĞLU

VISUAL COSMOPOLITANISM AND CREATIVE TRANSLATION:
ARTISTIC CONVERSATIONS WITH RENAISSANCE ITALY
IN MEHMED II’S CONSTANTINOPLE
The conquest of Byzantine Constantinople by Sultan
Mehmed II engendered a series of transcultural ex
changes that took place in a dramatically changing
world order. Perceived as a “metahistorical” event, the
fall of the city in 1453 and its transformation into Ottoman Constantinople/Ḳosṭanṭiniyye gave rise to eschatological expectations for the emergence of a universal
empire on the eve of the last days.1 In this turbulent setting, a combination of apocalyptic fervor and battle for
territory triggered competing projects for the renewal
of the ancient Roman Empire through the reuniting of
Rome with Constantinople, the “New Rome.” These bold
projects, promoted by successive popes of Rome and
by the sultan of Constantinople, involved continually
shifting political alliances, bringing together Christian
and Muslim powers, in which Venice played a pivotal
role. The expatriate Byzantine cardinal Bessarion (d.
1472) was a leading proponent of the papacy’s attempts
to reclaim Constantinople for a united Christendom
that would reconcile the schism of the Latin and Greek
Churches.2 Meanwhile, Mehmed II (d. 1481) coveted
Rome as the legendary Golden Apple whose conquest,
according to medieval Islamic apocalyptic prophecies,
reinforced by recent favorable omens, was to follow that
of Constantinople.3 Soon after having seized Otranto
in southern Italy, however, the sultan died without accomplishing his ultimate goal, just as grandiose plans
for papal crusades failed to bring about the hoped for
recapture of Constantinople.
The rhetoric of crusade and jihad thus formed the
backdrop to the Ottoman sultan’s artistic conversations
with Renaissance Italy, which were punctuated by
moments of diplomatic alliance and gift exchange with
such city-states as Rimini, Naples, Florence, and Venice.

These intercultural transactions revolved around networks of shared political and commercial interests,
which often proved more compelling than reciprocal
official discourses reviling the antithetical “other.” It is
against this background that I will attempt to situate the
patronage of Italianate art at the court of Mehmed II, a
subject that has been scrutinized in specialized studies
since the nineteenth century and recently revisited in
publications seeking to re-orient the Renaissance
between East and West.4 Although the sultan occupies
a prominent position as an active participant in Renaissance cultural production in these “encounter” studies,
the implications of his interaction with Italian visual
culture remain elusive, as do the contextual meanings
of artworks created for him in this foreign manner.5
My aim here is to reinterpret Mehmed II’s agency as
a patron of the arts by arguing that he deliberately negotiated the expanding Western and Eastern cultural horizons of his empire through visual cosmopolitanism and
creative translation. The importation of foreign artistic
idioms, accompanied by the creation of an indigenous
aesthetics of fusion, contributed to the construction of
a multifaceted imperial identity. As we shall see, the sultan enthusiastically engaged with diverse artistic traditions in refashioning his public persona and dynastic
self-image upon the reconstructed stage of his new capital, which continued to be called Constantinople
(Ḳosṭanṭiniyye), alongside the popular name of Istanbul
(from the Greek eis tēn polin, “to the city”). Strategically
situated at the juncture of two continents and two seas,
this was the ideal center for a world empire combining
Turco-Mongol, Perso-Islamic, and Roman-Byzantine
traditions of universal sovereignty. The cultivation of
heterogeneous visual idioms—Ottoman, Timurid-
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Turkmen, Roman-Byzantine, and Italian Renaissance—
resonated with the cultural pluralism of Constantinople-Istanbul, a site of encounter that was repopulated with a multiethnic and multiconfessional community to promote international trade and diplomacy.
Transformed into an ecumenical Islamic capital and
eventually housing the Greek and Armenian patriarchates along with a Jewish rabbinate for religious minorities, the city also featured a semi-autonomous Latin
district (Pera/Galata) for Italian merchant communities, whose members worshipped at their own Catholic
churches. To avoid a loss of trade, the Genoese Signoria had instructed its ambassador in 1454 to advise the
sultan of the fame he would acquire by restoring the
sacked and depopulated city to its former glory, “for as
much honor is to be gained in renovation as in conquest.” The accomplishment of that goal is celebrated
in the 1496 copy of Mehmed II’s waqfiyya in Arabic
recording his pious endowments. Probably dating to the
last years of his reign (around 1478 to 1481), this document refers to the city’s reconstruction as the “greater
jihad” (al-jihād al-akbar), surpassing the “lesser jihad”
of its conquest. The sultan’s Italian courtier, Giovanni
Maria Angiolello of Vicenza (who between 1474 and 1481
held a post in the treasury department of the imperial
chancellery), described the revitalized cosmopolis with
its mosques, churches, and synagogues as an aggregate
of quarters resettled by deported “peoples conducted
from different lands,” each with their own “languages,
costumes, and customs.” In this multinational microcosm of empire, the Italianate (firengī, Frankish) manner was just one of several visual modes deployed
individually and fused synthetically in a conscious celebration of cultural hybridity.6
Mehmed II’s patronage of art and architecture was
shaped not only by his personal tastes but also by the
new cultural and geopolitical identity that he and his
advisers were forging for the expanding Ottoman
Empire, a polity mediating “between two worlds” at the
crossroads of Europe and Asia. He particularly favored
the practice of devşirme (conscription of Christian
youth into the janissary corps or palace service), as
noted by an Italian observer: “In this he shows remarkable tenacity of purpose, as if by his own efforts he
wished to produce a new people.” A contemporary

chronicler reports that the sultan followed the dynastic
policy of choosing youths “according to their merits”
from newly conquered territories “to be in his bodyguard and to be constantly near him,” or to serve as his
palace pages. The male and female “youths of high family” and “splendid physique” whom he selected for his
entourage after the fall of Constantinople had been well
trained in the Byzantine royal palace and were distinguished by “their superiority among their race in every
sort of good trait.” Also wanting to “have some Latins at
his court,” the sultan chose for his palace the captured
nephew of the former podestà of Pera and “a Venetian,”
whom he would not allow to be ransomed after the
city’s conquest.7 By systematically promoting ḳuls
(Christian-born slave servants converted to Islam) to
the highest administrative posts of his increasingly centralized state, Mehmed II created a polyglot ruling elite
no longer dominated by the Muslim-born Çandarlı family of grand viziers. His viziers and grand viziers were
predominantly kuls, and thus not entirely “foreign” to
his non-Muslim subjects and the European visitors to
his court: the aristocratic Byzantino-Serbian Mahmud
Pasha Angelović (grand vizier, 1456–68 and 1472–74),
whose Christian brother was a courtier of the Serbian
Despot; the Greek Rum Mehmed Pasha, who married a
Turkic princess from the Anatolian Seljuk dynasty,
which was destroyed by Mehmed II; and two descendants of the Byzantine Palaiologan dynasty, Has Murad
Pasha and his brother Mesih Pasha. The sultan’s provincial governors included such renegades as the ItaloGreek Iskender Beg, the offspring of a Levantine
Genoese father and a Greek mother from Trebizond. He
had married the daughter of a Genoese merchant from
Pera, where his brother continued to live as a Christian
merchant dressed all’italiana.8
Mehmed II’s intimate circle featured the sons of
defeated rulers, among whom Angiolello counts the
princes of Trebizond, Morea, Bosnia, and Wallachia. His
Christian stepmother, Mara Branković, was a Serbian
princess, whose sister Katerina (married to Count Ulrich
of Cilli) became the sister-in-law of the Habsburg monarch Frederick III (d. 1493), the last Holy Roman Emperor
to be crowned by a pope in Rome in 1452. The sultan’s
cherished stepmother and such well-connected courtiers as Mahmud Pasha Angelović played an active role
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as intermediaries in the Ottoman court’s diplomatic
relations with the West.9 Artistic contacts with Italy
were often negotiated through reciprocal gift-bearing
embassies and the international networks of Greek
humanists and Italian merchant-bankers affiliated with
the Ottoman court. Generally apprised beforehand as
to what kinds of artifacts would be appreciated, ambassadors and consuls presented carefully tailored diplomatic gifts that sharpened the discriminating European
tastes of Mehmed II.10 Moreover, the city-state of Ragusa
(now Dubrovnik), which began to pay the Ottoman
court an annual tribute after 1458, functioned as an
“open window to the West,” supplying books and
objects, including “images,” that were ordered on occasion for the sultan and his intimates.11
THE ARTISTIC COSMOPOLITANISM OF
POST-MONGOL ISLAMIC COURT CULTURES
To be sure, Mehmed II was neither the first nor the
last Muslim ruler to display an eagerness for Western
artistic and technological innovations. Already in the
fourteenth century, Europeanate figural wall paintings
had been incorporated into the aniconic decorations of
the Alhambra palace in Granada, an apparently widespread practice in Nasrid architecture that the North
African scholar Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) took to be a sign
of foreign domination. In the East, the Mongols, the
Ilkhanids, and their Timurid-Turkmen successors also
showed a readiness to copy or refashion elements of
Italian, French, and Chinese art, fused with the medieval Islamic visual heritage. The Mongol capitals included artisans recruited from China and Islamic lands, and
even a captured French silversmith named Guillaume
Boucher, who created a fountain that dispensed various
liquors at the audience hall of the palace of Möngke
Khan (r. 1251–58) in Karakorum, which was itself composed of edifices in diverse styles. In similar fashion,
Timur (r. 1360–1405) transported artisans from cities
he conquered in Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq, Egypt, Syria, and
India to his capital, Samarqand, whose suburbs were
named after the major cities of Islam: Damascus, Baghdad, Sultaniya, Shiraz, and Cairo.12

3

The great-grandfather of Mehmed II, Bayezid I
(r. 1389–1402), known as the “Thunderbolt” (Yıldırım),
shared the artistic cosmopolitanism of post-Mongol rulers in the eastern Islamic lands. He employed a Genoese architect for the construction of fortifications and
demanded a ransom of figural tapestries in exchange
for the captive son of the Duke of Burgundy, Philip the
Bold, after crushing the crusader armies at Nicopolis in
1396.13 Jacques de Helly, the Turkish-speaking messenger whom Bayezid I sent to France to negotiate the ransom, had served for three years in the army of the
sultan’s father, Murad I (r. 1362–89), before changing
sides and being captured at the battle of Nicopolis. This
messenger reported that the sultan would be especially
delighted to receive Arras tapestries depicting “appropriate ancient histories,” for he and his grandees had
enough precious cloths of gold and silk, and found more
pleasure in “novel things.” Hence, the ransom for the
captured prince, carried on six packhorses, included
two beasts of burden laden with the finest-quality Arras
tapestries representing “the history of King Alexander
[the Great], with the major part of his life and his conquests.”14
The selection of this particular subject was no doubt
informed by Bayezid I’s ambition to emulate the Macedonian empire-builder. According to the chronicle of
Jean Froissart (d. ca. 1405), in a speech delivered to his
principal grandees upon winning the battle of Nicopolis, the sultan announced his desire “to reign like Alexander of Macedonia, who ruled the entire world over
twelve years and from whose blood and lineage he was
descended.”15 Before releasing the captive prince (the
future Duke of Burgundy, John the Fearless), he is said
to have boasted that he was “born to rule the whole
world” and would soon feed his horse oats on the altar
of Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome.16 This premature imperial project, along with Bayezid I’s ongoing siege of Constantinople, would thereafter be cut short by Timur, to
whom the Byzantine emperor and the Turkmen principalities of Anatolia had appealed for help. One of the
Alexander tapestries seems to have been among the
booty that Timur took from Bayezid I’s royal treasury in
Bursa and transported to Samarqand upon defeating
him in 1402. The chronicler Ibn ʿArabshah (d. 1496)
ranked this ten-cubit-wide “curtain” with lifelike natu-
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ralistic figural representations as “one of the wonders
of the world,” whose “fame is naught to the sight of it.”17
Mehmed II’s cosmopolitan tastes fit in comfortably
with those of his forebears and his Timurid-Turkmen
contemporaries, with whom he shared a Turco-Mongol
ideal of universal sovereignty. Nevertheless, his enthusiasm for Italian artistic innovations and naturalistic
representations went far beyond an eclectic whim for
“novel things,” as is sometimes presumed. The sultan
brought about a paradigmatic shift by incomparably
extending the Western horizons of the post-Mongol
Islamic artistic tradition, previously characterized by a
predominantly Eastern gaze focused on China. It was
not until the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
that the Safavid and Mughal courts would engage in
conversations with Europeanate visual culture, each
in their own specific ways. But these later artistic
exchanges lacked the distinguishing characteristic of
the receptivity of the conqueror of Constantinople to
the Western tradition, namely references to the Roman
imperial heritage (Romanitas) of his empire. Mehmed
II’s mode of engagement with this artistic tradition was
unique in its responsiveness to the combined classical
Mediterranean heritage of Byzantium and the Latin
West, through which he sought to articulate his own
global vision of empire. Rather than stress a continuity
with the weakened late Byzantine state, which he had
brought to an end, the Constantinopolitan models that
he set his sights on harkened back to the glorious Late
Antique past (under such emperors as Constantine the
Great [r. 306–37] and Justinian I [r. 527–65]).
Mehmed II’s architectural commissions, to which I
shall turn later, were unprecedented in their selective
integration of ancient Roman-Byzantine and contemporary Italian Renaissance elements, which he apparently regarded as having an interconnected genealogy.
He was also the only Muslim ruler of his time to adopt
a Western pictorial language for self-representation
and, by implication, for the representation of Ottoman
dynastic identity. His naturalistic oil-painted and
medallic portraits appropriated two media that had
only recently been invented in the Latin West. Moreover, his favorite court artist, Sinan Beg, was specifically
trained in portraiture (a genre for which there was no
preexisting Ottoman tradition), by a European master

called Maestro Pavli. This master has plausibly been
identified as the painter and medal designer Paolo da
Ragusa, born in Dubrovnik, who was a workshop assistant of Donatello in Padua (near Venice) in 1447 and of
Pisanello in Naples around 1450. Sinan Beg, who “grew
up” in Mehmed II’s court, was either sent abroad for
training or trained with Maestro Pavli in the sultan’s
palace.18 This Ottoman court painter, who enjoyed particular “favor and influence” with the sultan himself,
mediated the visual cultures of East and West with his
own pupils (such as Şiblizade Ahmed of Bursa), by
translating the Italian manner to the indigenous
medium of miniature painting on paper.19 In fact,
because he could so easily navigate between both cultures, he was sent as ambassador to Venice in 1480,
during Gentile Bellini’s tenure as Venetian “cultural
ambassador” at the Ottoman court. The official position
of Sinan Beg as court interpreter (turziman [dragoman]
del gran signor) implies his linguistic fluency in Italian,
which must have paralleled his skills in visual translation.20
Unlike contemporary Muslim rulers of the Mamluk
court in Cairo, the Qaraqoyunlu and Aqqoyunlu courts
in Tabriz, and the Timurid court in Herat, Mehmed II
insistently (though not always successfully) sought the
services of artists and architects from Italy through
highly visible diplomatic channels that openly publicized his Western cultural orientation in Christian
Europe. The documented embassies exchanged
between European courts and the rulers of Cairo and
Tabriz at that time did not engender such a demand for
foreign talent (except for the Aqqoyunlu ruler Uzun
Hasan’s failed attempt to procure military engineers
and masons from his Venetian allies for a campaign
against the Ottoman sultan). Mehmed II’s patronage of
Italian artists, who intimately interacted with him, was
partly an extension of his foreign diplomatic relations,
a very special kind of “gift exchange” meant to promote
intercultural bonding and the formation of political
alliances.21 Around that time, the king of Hungary,
Matthias Corvinus (r. 1458–90), and the grand Duke of
Moscow, Ivan III (r. 1462–1505), similarly mediated their
political and cultural relations with Western Europe
through invitations to artists and architects from Italy.
The selective receptivity of these three courts, situated
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along the eastern frontiers of Europe, to Italianate art
and all’antica forms resonating with the Roman imperial heritage would diminish by the late sixteenth century with the gradual hardening of East–West
boundaries. Even though their artistic exchanges with
Western Europe hardly ceased, the nature of those
interactions would never again be the same.22

GLOBAL AMBITIONS AND THE CULT OF FAME
Before turning to works of art and architecture created
for Mehmed II, I would like to focus on the global ambitions that colored his cultural orientations. The universalism of the sultan’s geopolitical vision carries, in
my view, the echoes of what was arguably the most
newsworthy event of his childhood: the Ferrara-Florence Council of 1438–39, during which the fantasy of
resurrecting the ancient Roman Empire was rehearsed
(fig. 1). The council had been convened by the Venetian pope Eugenius IV (r. 1431–47) to reunite the Latin
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and Greek Churches in preparation for a universal crusade. The penultimate emperor of Byzantium, John
VIII Palaiologos (r. 1425–48), whom the pope invited
to Italy, attended the council with a huge retinue, despite the protests of his Ottoman overlord, Murad II
(r. 1421–44, 1446–51). One of the courtiers who accompanied the emperor, the Veneto-Cretan Giovanni
Torcello, had been attached to Murad II’s court in
Edirne (Adrianople) for twelve years before changing
loyalties. At Ferrara, the Byzantine legate informed
the Duke of Milan that the Council would revive the
Roman Empire by uniting the divided world monarchy
(divisa orbis monarchia) with the ecclesiastical monarchy (monarchia ecclesiastica). Upon reclaiming the
Roman world empire (monarchia orbis) that had been
usurped by the Germans, the emperor of Byzantium
would make the Duke of Milan his vicar in the West
(Vicario dell’Impero nell’Occidente), with the pope representing the universal church.23 The aim of the Council’s
global imperial project was not just the reunification of
the two Churches but also the joining of the First and
Second Rome, in a single sovereign entity.

Fig. 1. Antonio Averlino (Filarete), bronze doors of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome: narrative panel representing the Council
of Florence, with Emperor John VIII Palaiologos and delegations of the Eastern Churches capitulating to Pope Eugenius IV
on issues of dogma, 1441–45.
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Fig. 2. Pisanello, bronze medal of Emperor John VIII Palaio
logos, ca. 1438–39. London, British Museum, GIII, Naples 9.
(Photo: courtesy of the British Museum)

Affiliated with the papal court after having attended
the Council, Cardinal Bessarion dedicated his career to
the twin causes of Church union and crusade. These
goals informed the anti-Ottoman iconography of
Pisanello’s medal of the Byzantine monarch, identified
by Greek inscriptions as “John, Emperor (basileus) and
Autocrat (autokrator) of the Romans, the Palaiologos.”
The equestrian image of the emperor on the reverse has
been interpreted as an allusion to the Christian militarism of a “new Saint Eustace” turned towards a cross
symbolizing the union of the Greek and Latin Churches
(fig. 2).24 This widely circulated and frequently recast
early medal is believed to have been among the exemplars that inspired Mehmed II’s passion for lifelike
medallic portraits. The reverse of another version of the
same medal is said to have depicted a cross held by two
hands, an even more explicit symbol of the union of the

two Churches, adopted by Cardinal Bessarion as his personal heraldic emblem.25
Mehmed II’s aspiration for grandiose deeds must
have been fueled by his frustratingly brief first reign as
a teenager (from 1444 to 1446), during which his father,
Murad II, put an end to the ongoing sessions of the Ferrara-Florence Council when he defeated the crusader
forces at Varna in 1444. Deposed by a faction that supported his peace-oriented father, who reclaimed the
throne after a brief abdication, Mehmed spent the fiveyear interval between his two reigns dreaming of creating a world empire ruled from Constantinople. In this
he was following in the footsteps of his great-grandfather, Bayezid I, after whom he named his oldest son and
eventual successor, Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512). After he
was deposed, the crown prince acted as a ruler in his
own right while serving as governor of Manisa (Magnesia) in western Anatolia, a region dotted by archaeological remains of classical antiquity. The period between
his two reigns was perceived as an embarrassing episode and hence entirely omitted from panegyrical
chronicles written for Mehmed II in Greek, Arabic, and
Persian. The Persian Ghazānāma-i Rūm of his shāhnāmawriter Kaşifi even denies his dethronement, claiming
that Murad II continued to remain subservient to his
son in the course of an uninterrupted rule. During the
five-year interregnum, the insubordinate prince independently conducted naval raids on Venetian territories in the Aegean (Negroponte and Nauplia), for which
he was reprimanded by his father.26 It was then that he
developed a passion for reading the texts on history,
geography, philosophy, and theology that further fueled
the global ambitions of his second reign, which spanned
three decades (1451–81).
Cosmopolitan cultural orientations and the sultan’s
image as the new Alexander
The Greco-Venetian humanist Niccolò Sagundino,
who met the twenty-one-year-old conqueror of Constantinople during the peace negotiations of Venice in
1453, reported that the ruler was tutored daily by an
Arabic-speaking philosopher, as well as by two physicians (medicos), one trained in Greek and the other in
Latin. These physicians read texts on the history of the
Spartans, Athenians, Romans, and Carthaginians to the
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sultan, who took Alexander the Great and Julius Caesar
as his primary role models. Informed by his spies of the
strife among the Italian states, Mehmed believed that
crossing from Durazzo in Albania to Brindisi in southern
Italy would present no difficulty. Encouraged by recent
omens and old prophecies, he resolved to make himself
the master of Rome and Italy.27 In a similar report incorporated into a Venetian chronicle, Giacomo Languschi
identified the sultan’s two readers in Greek and Latin as,
respectively, a “companion” of the antiquarian humanist Cyriac of Ancona and “another Italian.” Mehmed met
Cyriac of Ancona in 1444, during an audience given at
the Edirne palace by his still-reigning father. In order
to obtain safe conduct for archaeological travels, Cyriac
was introduced to Murad II on that occasion by the influential Genoese alum merchant Francesco Draperio
(the humanist was accompanied at that time by another Italian friend, Rafaele Castiglione). As the lessee
of the alum mines in New Phocaea (Yeni Foça) along the
Aegean coast, Francesco would subsequently develop
close ties with Mehmed when the latter was stationed
in nearby Manisa as crown prince (1446–51).28
The Latin reader is thought to have been Jacopo of
Gaeta (Yakub Pasha), the Italo-Jewish physician of
Murad II, who subsequently became Mehmed II’s steadfast confidant, until the day of his death in 1481, occupying the posts of finance minister and vizier after
converting to Islam.29 An emissary of the Duke of Burgundy, who accompanied the Milanese ambassador to
Murad II’s palace in Edirne in 1433, describes the sultan’s influential Jewish interpreter as fluent in Turkish
and Italian, and notes that the city’s residents included
many Venetian, Catalan, Genoese, and Florentine merchants. Mehmed’s unidentified Italian reader of Greek
texts (perhaps Rafaele Castiglione) may also have been
affiliated with the court of his father, who was known
for developing cordial relations with the bustling international community of merchants residing in his capital, Edirne, and elsewhere. One of them was Lillo
Ferducci, who resided in Gallipoli for twenty-four years
during Murad II’s reign before returning to Ancona. This
prominent merchant paid homage to the sultan, who
frequented his luxurious residence during visits to Gallipoli, by naming his son Othman after the Ottoman
dynasty’s eponymous founder. The Genoese merchant
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Iacopo de Promontorio, who spent twenty-five years at
the courts of Murad II and Mehmed II, and the aforementioned Genoese alum merchant Francesco Draperio were on friendly terms with both sultans.30
These examples point to a certain degree of continuity in the cosmopolitan orientations of father and son,
although that of Mehmed II would be propelled to
unprecedented proportions following the conquest of
Constantinople. According to Languschi’s chronicle, the
sultan’s two Italian readers catered to his interest in
ancient and contemporary history with readings from
“Laertius, Herodotus, Livy, Quintus Curtius, the chronicles of the popes, the emperors, the kings of France,
and the Lombards.” His chief enthusiasms were history,
geography, and the arts of war. He had a large map of
Europe and avidly studied the geography of Italy,
informing himself “of the places where Anchises and
Aeneas and Antenor landed, where the seat of the pope
is and that of the emperor, and how many kingdoms
there are in Europe.” The youthful ruler, who was “eager
for fame as Alexander of Macedonia,” declared that
there must be only one empire and one religion in the
world. He boasted that Alexander had marched into
Asia with a smaller army than his own. Now times had
changed, for he was marching from East to West,
whereas formerly the “Occidentals had advanced into
the Orient.”31
The Greek chronicle of Kritovoulos, the former Ottoman governor of Imbros (1456–66), similarly portrays
the sultan as a neo-Alexander reversing the course of
history by enacting the East’s revenge upon the West.
Like his model Thucydides, Kritovoulos wrote his Historia (ca. 1467) in exile, having moved to Istanbul following the Venetian occupation of his native island. His
description of Mehmed II’s reign translates into classical idiom the Ottoman cult of fame perpetuated by the
sultan’s dynastic chroniclers, as well as by the minstrels
who sang oral praises of the House of Osman at military
campaigns and palace banquets.32 Kritovoulos’s dedication addresses the ruler as the new emperor of Byzantium, “the Supreme Autocrat (autokrator) and
Emperor (basileus) of Emperors,” who is the “Lord of
Land and Sea, by the will of God.” The author explains
that he wrote this work to immortalize Mehmed’s
heroic deeds, so that his Greek-speaking subjects and
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Fig. 3. Alexander Riding to Jerusalem, ca. 1460. From the
İskendernāme of Ahmedi. Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana, Cod. Or. XC [=57], fol. 256r. (Photo: courtesy of Serpil
Bağcı)

all philhellenic “Western nations” would know that his
accomplishments were “in no way inferior to those of
Alexander the Macedonian.”33
In the sultan’s endowment deed, written in Arabic
and datable to the last years of his life, Mehmed II is also
compared to Alexander (İskandar), particularly in terms
of his justice, benevolence, wisdom, and learning. Likewise, in the opening line of his posthumous Turkish
chronicle of Mehmed II’s reign, Tursun Beg (ca. 1490–
95) introduces the sultan’s exceptional conquests with
a Koranic reference to Alexander, who is thereby presented as an Islamic role model for the divinely
appointed Ottoman “world emperor” (pādişāh-ı cihān,

ṣāḥib-ḳırān): “And they will ask you of Dhu’l-qarnayn
[Alexander], the two-horned. Say: I will recite to you an
account of him [18:83].” Tursun Beg compares the sultan to Alexander the Great in several passages, pointing out that Mehmed’s conquest of twenty kingdoms
made him more deserving of the title of “world emperor”
than Timur, whose deeds had been exaggerated by the
chronicler Sharaf al-Din ʿAli Yazdi (d. 1454).34 The depiction of the sultan as a neo-Alexander in both Ottoman
and Western sources suggests that the analogy was not
a mere topos, as some have assumed. Soon after the fall
of Constantinople, it was reported that Mehmed II had
the Anabasis, Arrian’s life of Alexander, read to him
every day because he wanted “to become and be proclaimed sovereign of all the world and all the people;
that is, a second Alexander.” A Greek manuscript of this
text, copied in the sultan’s scriptorium during the 1460s,
still survives at the Topkapı Palace Library, which also
had a copy, now lost, of Quintus Curtius Rufus’s Life
of Alexander.35 Moreover, two manuscripts of the Turkish Alexander Romance (İskendernāme) by Ahmedi
(d. 1413), which incorporates a chronicle of the founding generations of the House of Osman through the
reign of Bayezid I, were illustrated during Mehmed II’s
reign. The more lavish manuscript from the 1460s (Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana), which may have
been created for the sultan’s palace library, features a
painting depicting an audience held by his great-grandfather, Bayezid I, who, as mentioned earlier, shared his
aspiration to rival Alexander the Great in fame. Another
painting in the same manuscript represents Alexander
in Ottoman costume, riding with his royal guard of
janissaries to the Masjid-i Aqsa (Dome of the Rock) in
Jerusalem after having performed the rites of pilgrimage in Mecca (fig. 3). Mehmed II emulated Alexander as
a divinely sanctioned world conqueror mentioned in
the Koran, whose ecumenical mission was to unite
Europe and Asia under the primordial monotheistic
faith prefiguring Islam. He also fashioned himself as a
wise ruler guided by the teachings of Greek and Islamic
philosophers: a painting in the Marciana manuscript
shows a turbaned Alexander seated on a throne as he
converses with his court philosophers.36
It is therefore not surprising that Kritovoulos portrays Mehmed II as a philosopher-king, “one of a very
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few” to have united “deeds with words and wisdom and
majesty.” He was well versed in the philosophical works
“of the Arabs and Persians, and whatever works of the
Greeks had been translated into the language of the
Arabs and Persians,” with a particular focus “on the Peripatetics [Aristotelians] and Stoics.”37 The sultan’s multi
lingual palace library combined manuscripts in Greek,
Latin, Hebrew, and other languages with an encyclopaedic collection of medieval Islamic learning, exemplifying its universal scope.38 A recently discovered
unpublished inventory of the library’s holdings features
over 8,000 manuscripts in Arabic, Persian, Ottoman
Turkish, and “Moġoliyya” (Chaghatay Turkish) systematically classified under all branches of knowledge. This
fascinating document was compiled in 908 (1502–3) by
the librarian of the sultan’s successor, Bayezid II, who
is known to have ordered the palace library catalogued
and its manuscripts stamped with his royal seal. The
majority of books listed in the inventory had been collected by Mehmed II, with additions made by his son.
The inventoried Islamic texts subsume much of the classical Greco-Roman heritage being revived by humanists in the Latin West, partly due to translations from
Arabic and Hebrew.39 The hitherto unstudied list of
manuscripts sheds new light on Mehmed’s engagement
with Islamic intellectual traditions that must have conditioned his receptivity to Western humanist trends.
The list includes an impressive array of works on literature, philosophy, and politico-historical texts consistent with the sultan’s personal interest in Alexander the
Great: e.g., Arabic and Persian copies of an anthology
titled “Blessed Book of Aristotle on Politics concerning
Advice to Dhu’l-qarnayn, and Aristotle’s Epistle to Alexander on Matters of Sovereignty”; an Arabic epistolary
novel compiled from a Hellenistic source in the
Umayyad period, comprising a biography of Alexander,
letters he exchanged with Aristotle, and the orations of
his court philosophers, titled “Book on the Vicissitudes
of Alexander, Traditions on [His Life], and the Traditions of Wise Men in the Age of the Aforesaid Alexander”; and a “Translation of the İskandarnāma from
Greek into Turkish,” as well as an “İskandarnāma in
nine volumes.” These texts were complemented by copies of the Alexander romance classified under the sections on Persian and Turkish literature. From such
works it may be inferred that Mehmed II’s curiosity
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about Greek histories of the Macedonian empirebuilder was partly mediated by their Islamic versions,
which he supplemented with new translations.40
According to Niccolò Sagundino, the sultan especially
“delighted” in reading and listening to the deeds of Alexander and Julius Caesar, which he ordered translated
into “his own language,” as he was “determined to challenge their fame and seems ardently inspired by their
glory and praises.” It is therefore tempting to speculate
that the Turkish translation of the İskandarnāma mentioned above may have been based on Plutarch’s Life of
Alexander, which is paired in his parallel Lives with that
of Caesar.41
According to Kritovoulos’s chronicle, the sultan, “one
of the most acute philosophers,” engaged in learned
discussions with his court philosophers, as had Alexander, who was tutored by Aristotle.42 Moreover, during
excursions to ancient sites once visited by the Macedonian ruler, such as Troy and Athens—renowned as the
“city of wise men” (madīnat al-ḥukamāʾ) in medieval
Islamic sources—Mehmed II displayed an avid curiosity in antiquities and heroes. While touring Athens after
the city was conquered during the Morea (Peloponnesus) campaign of 1458, he was eager to learn about all
of its monuments, “especially the Acropolis itself, and
[about] the places where those heroes carried on the
government” and accomplished “wonderful deeds.”
Amazed by the remains and ruins, he “mentally” reconstructed “the ancient buildings, being a wise man and a
Philhellene.” Either at this time or during his second
visit to Athens in 1460 (when he eliminated the Greek
despots and Latin seigneurs of the Morea), the Parthenon was converted from its then-current incarnation as
a Latin cathedral into a mosque, with its mosaic of the
Virgin and Child in the apse left exposed (fig. 4). The
Propylaia, which had been transformed into a palace by
the Florentine Duke of Athens, Neri Acciaiuoli (d. 1394),
in turn became the official residence of the city’s Ottoman governors. After staying for four days in Athens
(praised in an Arabic chronicle of Mehmed’s reign as
the “city of Greek philosophers” where the “godly” scholars Socrates and Plato resided), the sultan indulged in
1458 in a sightseeing tour of Boetia and Palataea, “looking all over the Hellenic sites.” He then paid a visit to
Euboea (Negroponte), an alluring object of desire that
he would subsequently seize from the Venetians in 1470
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Fig. 4. Anonymous Italian view of the “Castle of Athens” in 1670: sites include (A) the Parthenon as a mosque, (F) “the
school of Plato,” and (I) “the school of the Peripatetics [Aristotelians] in ruins.” Drawing on paper. Kunstmuseum, Bonn.
(After Henri Omont, Athènes au XVIIe siècle [Paris, 1898], pl. 29)

as one of the former territories of the “Empire of Constantinople,” which was “rightfully his.”43
Kritovoulos also recounts Mehmed’s 1462 visit to
Troy, en route to his victorious campaign against the
Aegean island of Mytilene, held by the tributary Genoese Gattilusio family. During this visit, he inquires
“about the tombs of the heroes, Achilles and Ajax and
the rest,” who were fortunate to “have the poet Homer
to extol them.” The sultan, for whom a Greek manuscript of the Iliad was copied around that time, boasts
of having avenged Troy and its inhabitants through his
own conquests: “It was the Greeks and Macedonians
and Thessalians and Peloponnesians who ravaged this
place in the past, and whose descendants have now
through my efforts paid the just penalty, after a long
period of years, for their injustice to us Asiatics at that
time and so often in subsequent times.”44 This imagined
soliloquy echoes an earlier speech in the chronicle

e ntitled “Of the Courage of the Heroes,” in which the
sultan recites the heroic deeds of his forefathers and bitterly reviles the crusades incited by the Byzantine
emperors against his father and great-grandfather to
“drive us out of both Europe and Asia.”45
Mehmed’s well-known speech in Troy alludes to the
legendary Trojan ancestry of the Turks (equated with
the Teucri of Virgil’s Aeneid) as descendants of Teucer,
an ancestry acknowledged in some Western sources
that interpret the fall of Constantinople as Mehmed’s
revenge for the sack of Troy.46 The sultan’s Italian tutors
and advisers may have played a role in elaborating the
common Trojan lineage of the Turks and Romans
(descendants of Aeneas) to make him appear less “foreign” in the Latin West.47 His great-grandfather, who,
as we have seen, claimed descent from Alexander’s lineage, is also said to have entertained a Trojan genealogy. In his Commentaries (ca. 1433), the Milanese
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humanist Andrea Biglia praised the “humanitas” of
Bayezid I, the “king of the Teucrians,” and portrayed him
as a friend of Italian merchants, adding that the
Teucrians particularly “love the Visconti [of Milan],
because they say they were descended from Aeneas the
Trojan.”48
Perhaps because of the anti-Greek bias of the Trojan
legend, Kritovoulos preferred to construct an equally
noble Perso-Achaemenid genealogy for his “Philhellenic” patron’s ancestor, Osman, the founder of the
dynasty. He thus engaged in the polemics of humanist
crusade literature, which after 1453 began to argue that
the Turks were neither Trojans nor Persians, but rather
“barbarian” Scythians. Kritovoulos reserved the lowly
term “Scythian” for Timur, the archenemy of the Ottomans, thereby participating in the humanist “politics of
ethnology.” His Greek chronicle, modeled on classical
prototypes, can be read, in my view, as a dialogical
response to the Renaissance humanists’ demonization
of the sultan as an “inhuman” barbarian inimical to
“Western civilization,” who willfully destroys ancient
cities and the antiquities of Constantinople, along with
its books of classical learning.49 The chronicle emphasizes how the sultan spent the latter part of his reign
reconstructing “Byzantium” (Constantinople) into a
center of the arts, sciences, and trades, “as it used to be
long ago” in ancient times, before its decline. Moreover,
his military campaigns are interrupted by creative
pauses for architectural, humanistic, and philosophical
pursuits.50
The Muslim philosophers in the sultan’s retinue—
with whom he is known to have engaged in theological
and philosophical discussions on the oneness of God
and the merits of Aristotelian philosophy as a rational
instrument for the study of dogma—are not identified
by Kritovoulos.51 The only philosopher he mentions by
name is his Greek friend George Amiroutzes, one of the
former “companions of the ruler of Trebizond” (vanquished by the sultan in 1461), who was “a great philosopher, learned both in the studies of physics and the
analogy of numbers, and also in the philosophy of the
Peripatetics [Aristotelians] and Stoics,” in addition to
being “an orator and poet.”52 Amiroutzes wrote several
panegyrical poems in Greek in praise of Mehmed’s
humanistic virtues, including his understanding of
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Greek, thanks to which his rule was not that of a “foreigner.” The poems compare the sultan, who combined
wisdom and learning with martial skills, to Alexander
the Great and Achilles, eulogizing him as the legitimate
emperor of the “Romans” (Byzantines) and asking God
to grant him world dominion.53
Mehmed II composed Ottoman Turkish lyrical poetry
under the penname ʿAvnī (helper, protector). He not
only knew Arabic and Persian, but also had a “good
knowledge” of Greek (though inadequate for conversing without the help of an interpreter), and some familiarity with Serbian. In his court, Arabic was promoted
as the primary international language of the religious
and profane sciences, while Persian became the preferred language for literature, alongside Turkish.54 As is
well known, Amiroutzes and his Arabic-speaking son,
who converted to Islam, were commissioned by the sultan in 1465 to translate Ptolemy’s Geography into Arabic and to combine its scattered charts into a single
world map. This commission testifies to Mehmed’s role
in the transmission of classical texts through new translations, for which a large collection of grammars and
dictionaries had been gathered at his palace library:55
the inventory lists monolingual, bilingual, trilingual,
and even quadrilingual dictionaries.56 The manuscripts
of this circulating library, many of them listed in mul
tiple copies, were not just for the edification of the sultan and his intimates. They were also intended for the
education of his pages and his multilingual chancellery
scribes, who were trained to conduct the sultan’s diplo
matic correspondence in Greek, Latin, Serbian, Arabic,
Persian, Ottoman, and Uighur Turkish.57 By contrast,
starting with the reign of his great-grandson Süleyman
I in the 1520s, chancellery scribes began to write official
documents primarily in Ottoman Turkish.
The inventory of the palace library records Arabic
translations of Greek texts known to have been commissioned by Mehmed II, such as Ptolemy’s Geography
(mentioned above) and an anthology of the Neoplatonic
works of George Gemistos Plethon (d. 1452), titled
Translation of the Remains of the Book of Gemistos, the
Pagan, on the Doctrines of the Worshippers of Idols. The
extant anthology includes the undestroyed fragments
of Plethon’s controversial neo-pagan Laws (Nomoi),
consigned to fire in the early 1460s by the Greek
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 rthodox patriarch of Istanbul, George Gennadios
O
Scholarios. The inventory also lists a Turkish and Persian translation of the Greek History of Constantinople
and Hagia Sophia, and the Book of the Prophet Daniel,
translated for the sultan from Syriac into Arabic. The
latter is a book of prognostication on the eschatological mysteries and the apocalyptic Last Roman Emperor,
which states that the final Fourth Monarchy would be
that of Islam, under the “ruler of Constantinople” (malik
al-Rūm).58 The inventory ends with a section containing the translations of various holy texts—including the
Bible, Psalms of David, and the Torah—which are also
mentioned in Amiroutzes’s Dialogue on the Faith of
Christ Held with the Sultan of the Turks. During this interconfessional exchange, mediated by an interpreter, the
ruler warned Amiroutzes not to distort the ancient
Hebrew Scriptures because the “formerly Jewish” Jacopo
of Gaeta was attending the discussion, and because
these holy texts had been translated at his court. Amiroutzes’s excursus in the Dialogue on the Prophet Daniel’s prophecies concerning the four world empires, the
last of which would be that of the Romans, reveals the
currency of this topic at the sultan’s court.59 The Greek
philosopher explains how he became one of the “intimates” (familiares) of the ruler in order “to be continually near him” and to frequently “discuss philosophy as
well as the dogmatic differences between our two peoples.” Despite the lack of consensus on some points
between Amiroutzes and his royal interlocutor, the Dialogue exemplifies an attempt to understand doctrinal
similarities and differences through the rational discourse of Aristotelian philosophy.60
The well-connected Amiroutzes, a cousin of the sultan’s influential grand vizier Mahmud Pasha Angelović,
had written an important work against the union of
the Churches after attending the Council of FerraraFlorence. He shared this anti-Unionist position with
Gennadios Scholarios, whom Mehmed II had appointed
in 1454 as the first patriarch of the reestablished Greek
Orthodox patriarchate of Istanbul (a post Gennadios
held three times, the last in 1465).61 His initial appointment came after the Haghia Sophia, the millennial seat
of the patriarchate, was converted into an imperial
mosque. The patriarchate was then transferred to the
Church of the Holy Apostles before being moved to the

Convent of Pammakaristos. The sultan deeply admired
the Hagia Sophia when he visited it upon entering the
newly conquered city. Ruminating on ruins and the
transitoriness of worldly power, he ordered its reno
vation as an imperial mosque, and left its mosaics
unscathed, including that of the Virgin and Child above
the apse, as he did in the Parthenon later on (fig. 4). The
preservation of the mosaics, like Mehmed’s revered collection of Byzantine relics, underscored the common
denominators between Christianity and Islam while at
the same time articulating the latter’s divinely willed
triumph. The minimal physical transformation of Hagia
Sophia, which even retained its name (Ayaṣofya), was
not simply an expression of aesthetic appreciation. It
also bore visual testimony to the dialectical thread of
continuity and change between past and present,
affirming Mehmed’s providential destiny as Muslim heir
to the Eastern Roman Empire (figs. 5 and 6). The church
was believed to have been endowed with a special holiness, and its conversion through the sultan’s agency fulfilled the Prophet Muhammad’s prophecy that it was
predestined to become a mosque upon the future conquest of Constantinople by the Muslims, an event predicted in eschatological hadith.62
This official act of conversion also annulled the ecclesiastical union of the Latin and Greek Churches, which
had been celebrated at Hagia Sophia in 1452, and
thereby brought the Orthodox Church under Ottoman
protection for centuries to come. The union had been
opposed by some Byzantine dignitaries who were said
to have preferred that the “Turkish turban” rather than
the “Latin miter” reign triumphant over the city. The
cardinal sent from Rome to preside over the Union ceremony was succeeded in 1463 by Bessarion as the titular “Latin patriarch of Constantinople” on the eve of a
planned crusade that was never realized because Pope
Pius II died the following year. Attempts to retake the
Hagia Sophia for a united Christendom constituted a
leitmotif of successive crusade plans. In 1466, the Venetians, who were supported by papal forces, circulated
letters throughout the Levant boasting that their priests
would sing the Catholic Mass there by the end of the
year. The chronicle of Benedetto Dei, a merchant and
political informant from Florence who intercepted a
copy of this letter, reports that it was presented to the

Fig. 5. Giovanni Andrea Vavassore, view of Istanbul (ca. 1479–81), labeled “Byzantium.sive.Constantineopolis.” Woodcut printed in Venice, ca.
1520–30. Bamberg, Staatsbibliothek, Sign. IV C44: (1) Yedikule Fortress, (2) Old Palace, (3) New Palace (now Topkapı Palace), (4) New Mosque of
Mehmed II. (Photo: courtesy of the Staatsbibliothek)
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Fig. 6. Cristoforo Buondelmonti, view of “Constantinopolis,” from the Liber Insularum Archipelagi, early 1480s. Ink drawing.
Düsseldorf, Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek, Ms. G 13, fol. 54r. (Photo: courtesy of the Universitäts- und Landesbibliothek)
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sultan by the Florentine consul of Pera, in the company
of numerous merchants, to incite him against the Venetians.63
Like the Greek patriarch, Mehmed II’s court philosopher George Amiroutzes was anti-Unionist. They were
both staunch defenders of Aristotelian philosophy, in
opposition to the Platonist stance promoted in Rome
by the circle of their former friend Bessarion, the admiring pupil of the neo-Platonist scholar Plethon. Gennadios and Amiroutzes engaged in theological discussions
with the sultan, the official protector of the Greek
Orthodox Church, from whom the patriarch of Jerusalem requested a firman in 1458 to ratify tax exemptions
formerly granted by the Byzantine emperors.64 The
ruler’s openness to interconfessional dialogues, the exegeses he commissioned from the patriarchs of Istanbul
on the Greek Orthodox Creed, and his veneration of
Byzantine relics, which were enshrined in his palace’s
inner treasury-cum-library, even raised vain hopes in
the Latin West that he might convert to Christianity.65
According to Angiolello, he was accused by his
successor, Bayezid II, of “not believing in Muhammad,”
while the majority of his subjects held that he “did not
believe in any one faith.” None of the sources written in
Islamic languages, however, corroborates such a perception of Mehmed’s irreligiosity.66 Nevertheless, the
sultan’s exploration of affinities among the multiple
worlds that converged in his new capital raised apprehension among traditionalist circles, particularly the
ghazis (Muslim warriors) and dervishes, who felt marginalized and were critical of his centralizing imperial
project. Anonymous chronicles expressing the grievances of this disaffected milieu, which preferred that
the capital return to Edirne (the “abode of ghazis”), portrayed Istanbul as an accursed imperial city that should
be left in ruins until the day of the Apocalypse. The cosmopolitan ethos of the new capital and the sultan’s
court provoked resentment, much as Alexander the
Great’s “policy of fusion” had been criticized by the
Macedonians. Comparable criticism was voiced in a
Turkish poem presented to Mehmed II by one of his
courtiers, a certain Çatladı, quoted later on by the poet
Lamiʿi (d. 1531), who was affiliated with the Naqshbandi
order of dervishes in Bursa: “If you wish to stand in high
honor on the sultan’s threshold / You must be a Jew or
a Persian or a Fireng!”67
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Early interactions with Italian humanistic and artistic
culture in the sultan’s court
Until he passed away around 1475, Amiroutzes mediated his royal patron’s contacts with his humanist
friends in Italy. One of them was Bessarion’s archrival, the Aristotelian philosopher George of Trebizond,
who envisioned an apocalyptic universal empire ruled
by the sultan and hailed Mehmed II as the legitimate
Roman emperor: “Whoever holds by right the center
of the Empire is emperor, and the center of the Roman
Empire is Constantinople.” After briefly visiting Istanbul, he wrote religious treatises, which he dedicated
in 1466 to the “Emperor (basileus) of Emperors and
Supreme Autocrat (autokrator),” who daily “philosophizes” about the greatest matters. These works use Aristotelian philosophical reasoning to convince Mehmed
II of the equivalence of Islam and Christianity, which
he was destined to unite as future apocalyptic world
emperor. They include a comparison in Latin of the
philosophies of Aristotle and Plato (to be translated into
Greek for the sultan by Gennadios Scholarios) and the
introduction to Ptolemy’s Almagest (written in Greek
upon the suggestion of Amiroutzes).68
Another of Amiroutzes’s humanist correspondents,
Francesco Filelfo, wrote a letter of recommendation for
the Florentine architect-sculptor Filarete (who had
fashioned the bronze doors of St. Peter’s Basilica in
Rome, which commemorate the union of the Latin and
Greek Churches envisioned at the Council of FerraraFlorence [fig. 1]). In this letter, the humanist mentioned
that Filarete was about to set out from Milan for a visit
to Istanbul in 1465, but we do not know whether the artist reached his destination.69 The following year, Filelfo
congratulated George of Trebizond on his safe return
from the Ottoman capital in a letter in which he inquired
as to whether the city has been “barbarized by the rule
of the barbarian.” Such ambivalence, however, would
not hinder ongoing dialogues and negotiations with the
“Grand Turk,” who during the 1460s developed particularly close ties with the Florentine merchant community of Pera.70
The chronicle of Benedetto Dei, who resided in Pera
between 1460 and 1467, provides a vivid eyewitness
account of this rapprochement, through which his Florentine compatriots usurped the trading privileges of
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their Venetian and Genoese rivals. Among the gifts presented by prominent Florentine merchants to the sultan, Dei mentions the commentary by the humanist
Leonardo Bruni (Aretino, d. 1444) on the first book of
Polybius’s History of the Punic Wars—covering ancient
wars between the Romans and Carthaginians—which
the ruler had ordered translated. One of the manuscripts listed in the palace library inventory, Risāla fī
bayān madīnat Filorindin (Treatise on the City of Florence), was perhaps the translation of another work by
Bruni, Laudatio Florentinae Urbis (Praise of the City of
Florence). After the Laudatio (ca. 1403–4), Bruni had
written a short treatise in Greek titled “Constitution of
the Florentines” (ca. 1439), around the time of the Council of Ferrara-Florence. Listed on the same folio of the
library inventory is the Kitāb fī madīnat al-banāṭiqat wa
riyāsatuhā min qabl al-tawārīkh (Book on the City of the
Venetians and Its Mode of Government). This manuscript might have been based on a short book on the
origins and deeds of the Venetians (De Origine et Gestis
Venetorum), written in 1454 by the humanist Flavio
Biondo (d. 1463), who had attended the Council of
Ferrara-Florence as papal secretary. (The book aimed
to induce the Venetians to support the crusade of Pope
Nicholas V [r. 1447–55] against the Turks). These three
translated works, no longer extant, point to an interest
at the Ottoman court in both ancient and contemporary histories of Italy.71
Dei admits that in 1460 the Florentines (who unlike
their rivals lacked colonies in the East) had shown the
sultan how to “make himself the ruler of the Morea and
of the Venetian territorial possessions in the Levant.” It
was just around that time that Pope Pius II envisioned
his aforementioned crusade against the Ottomans.
Planned at the Conference of Mantua (1459–60) but
postponed until 1464 because of the war that broke out
in southern Italy, this crusade aimed to reconquer the
Morea as a step in the recovery of the Byzantine throne
of Constantinople. Rule of Byzantium had been earmarked for Bessarion’s protégé, Thomas Palaiologos
(d. 1465), the last Despot of Morea, who escaped to Italy
in 1460, unlike his brother, who preferred to become a
fiefholder of the sultan. Joining the papal forces with
those of Hungary in 1463, the Venetian Signoria hoped
to recover its colonies in the Morea from the Ottomans.

Dei’s chronicle records two speeches (given in 1463 and
1468) in which the sultan declared his intention to chase
the Venetians out of all the Levantine lands and islands
once ruled by the “Empire of Constantinople” (l’onperio
di Ghostantinopoli), which he claimed as his patrimony.72 The chronicler points out that between 1460
and 1472 the Florentines “always exchanged intelligence” with both the “Grand Turk” and Mahmud Pasha,
regularly accompanying the Ottoman army on its campaigns and publicly celebrating its victories in Pera as
the sultan’s “friends and well-wishers” (amici e benvolenti). During one of these victory celebrations in 1465,
the sultan even visited the house of two Florentine merchant-bankers, where he was regally feasted and presented with confections (chonfetti).73
The following year, Mehmed II consulted four l eaders
of the Florentine community in Pera regarding the fortification of the “castle of Vitupero,” on the straits of the
Dardanelles, against an impending Venetian attack.
This castle has tentatively been identified as Kilid
al-Bahr, whose inner keep, with its three-leafed clover
plan, displays a rigorous geometry akin to that of
the innovative seven-towered, star-shaped Yedikule
Fortress (ca. 1458) in Istanbul.74 Importing the latest
Western technologies of warfare propelled the sultan
to the forefront of Renaissance developments in military architecture and firearms. Kritovoulos’s description of the ruler’s own inventive contributions to the
design of fortifications and cannon confirm European
reports about his passion for the arts of war.75
To share his enthusiasm in this field with the sultan,
in 1461 Sigismondo Malatesta (the lord of Rimini, against
whom Pius II fought in southern Italy between 1460 and
1463), sent to Istanbul an illuminated manuscript of De
Re Militari written by his humanist secretary, Roberto
Valturio. The gift was prompted by the sultan’s first
documented invitation to an Italian artist, Matteo de’
Pasti, who seems to have been a workshop assistant of
Pisanello in Naples in the 1450s (like the Ottoman court
painter Sinan Beg’s teacher, Paolo da Ragusa). The invitation was made through the mediation of a Pera resident, Girolamo Michiel, the sultan’s influential Venetian
tax farmer and lessee of the lucrative alum mines in
New Phocaea (Yeni Foça) along the Aegean coast, seized
from the Genoese in 1455. The response of the lord of
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Rimini to this invitation, which survives in a well-known
letter in Latin drafted by Valturio and sent to the Porte
in 1461, sheds light on Mehmed’s attraction to mimetic
portraiture as a visual means for immortalizing his
fame. Malatesta says that he shares the sultan’s admiration for the medallic portraits of ancient rulers, which
provide “immortality” by communicating a silent history to those present now and in the future. He regards
the delight they both derived from medals as a reflection of a refined humanist pursuit, “the mark of a talented and generous spirit.” The lord of Rimini compares
the sultan in his desire to be both painted and sculpted
in a “lifelike” naturalistic manner by Matteo de’ Pasti to
Alexander the Great, who decreed that only Apelles and
Lysippus could paint and sculpt him.76
Malatesta agrees to share with Mehmed his precious
court artist, an “intimate” whom he had previously
refused to loan to the rulers of Italy and France. However, Matteo de’ Pasti and an unidentified engineer who
accompanied him never reached Istanbul, since they
were arrested as spies in Venetian Crete. The treatise
on military engineering that they had with them, along
with a map (or maps) of Italy and the Adriatic, contributed to the suspicion that the lord of Rimini was encouraging the sultan to invade Italy.77 In fact, shortly before
the artist and engineer left Rimini in 1461, Malatesta had
warned Pope Pius II that if King Ferrante of Naples (his
sworn enemy and an ally of the pope) called on the ruler
of Albania for help, he would himself invite “the Turk”
to Italy. In 1462, the pope declared Malatesta a heretic
for diverting attention away from the planned antiOttoman crusade, and after defeating his rebellious vassal the following year, he acknowledged no essential
differences between the papacy’s main enemies: “We
fought for Christ when we defended Ferrante. We were
attacking the Turks when we battered the land of Sigismondo [Malatesta].” Later, in 1464, the notorious condottieri saved himself from excommunication by
commanding the Christian land forces of the ill-fated
anti-Ottoman Venetian campaign in the Morea.78
This brings us to the Veneto-Ottoman war, fought on
two fronts—Europe and Asia—between 1463 and 1479.
During this protracted conflict, various European powers supported the combined efforts of Venice and the
papacy to crush the Ottomans from both sides by form-
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ing an alliance with the Aqqoyunlu ruler of Iran, Uzun
Hasan. The latter, like Timur before him, aimed to reinstate under his own protection the Anatolian principalities that had been swallowed by the Ottomans.
Among these vanquished entities, the most powerful
ones were the Komnenian dynasty of Trebizond, which
had been allied with Uzun Hasan through his marriage
to the Christian princess Theodora, and the Turkmen
Karamanid dynasty of Konya (Iconium), whose descendants sought refuge at the Aqqoyunlu court.79
In Rome, grandiose global projects were conceived
during the early 1470s to reconstitute the ancient Roman
Empire by reclaiming the throne of Constantinople.
Cardinal Bessarion’s candidate for this position was
Andreas Palaiologos (the older son of the last Despot of
Morea, and nephew of the last emperor of Byzantium),
whom Bessarion regarded as the lawful heir to the Byzantine throne. Raised under the cardinal’s tutelage as a
Catholic in Rome, Andreas was invested by the pope
with the rank of “Despot of Morea.” He himself adopted
the title of Imperator Constantinopolitanus, but his
importance diminished considerably after Bessarion’s
demise in 1472.80 Meanwhile, his sister, Sophia (Zoe)
Palaiologina, who also grew up under the watchful eye
of Bessarion, was married by proxy in Rome to the
Grand Duke of Moscow, Ivan III, in the misguided hope
of converting him to Roman Catholicism and winning
his allegiance in the war against the Ottoman sultan.
The wedding, which was officiated by Pope Sixtus IV (r.
1471–84) at St. Peter’s Basilica, took place in 1472, just as
the papal fleet departed to fight the “Grand Turk.” Both
events were regarded as auspicious signs of the imminent renewal of Christian unity. The marital union
between the Palaiologan princess and the “New Constantine,” Ivan III, would subsequently lend substance
to the fantasy of Orthodox Moscow as the Third Rome.81
Thus, in 1473, when the star of “Caesar Uzun Hasan”
appeared to be at its zenith, it seemed more than possible that the Eastern Roman Empire could be restored
with his help. That year, the dream of resuscitating the
Roman Imperium, previously entertained at the Council of Ferrara-Florence and the Conference of Mantua,
was rehearsed again in Rome at an extraordinary banquet hosted by the nephew of Pope Sixtus IV, Cardinal
Pietro Riario. This carnivalesque banquet took place at
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a							 b

Fig. 7, a and b. (a) Master of the Vienna Passion (attr.), El Gran Turco, Florentine engraving, ca. 1470. Staatliche Museen zu
Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett, 140-1879. (Photo: courtesy of the Staatliche Museen zu Berlin); (b) Master of the Vienna Passion
(attr.), El Gran Turco. Florentine colored engraving, ca. 1470. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, Album H. 2153,
fol. 144r. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum Library)

the palace of the late Cardinal Bessarion (d. 1472), which
Riario, as the new titular “Latin Patriarch of Constantinople,” had inherited.82 According to an Italian humanist, the banquet included a theatrical staging of the
investiture ceremony of the Aqqoyunlu ruler as
“Emperor and Duke of the Christians.”83 The actors
included actual Turkish prisoners, captured from Ottoman ports that had been sacked by the papal fleet’s
commander, Cardinal Oliviero Carafa of Naples, and
brought to Rome by him in a triumphal procession. During the banquet scene, they converted to Christianity
in a “tableau vivant,” chanting: “Viva la fede de Jesu
Christo/ cum papa et el cardinal San Sisto!”84
On a raised platform of the banquet hall, richly
adorned with tapestries, the actor playing Uzun Hasan

was enthroned as the “king of Macedonia,” wearing a
bejeweled “hat in the Greek manner,” a precious necklace, and a “gold brocade robe (turcha).” Personifying
Alexander the Great, he distributed commemorative
gold coins (moneta) struck for the occasion, which identified him with an “inscription” and perhaps a portrait.
The honorable spectators included cardinals, prelates,
and ambassadors (of Aragon, Ferrara, France, Mantua,
Milan, and Naples), as well as the two sons of the late
Despot of Morea, Andreas and Emanuel Palaiologos.
Accompanied by exotic Moorish dances (morescha), the
banquet was interrupted by an actor playing the role of
an Ottoman ambassador, who complained that Cardinal
Riario had given away the sultan’s empire to the “king
of Macedonia.” On behalf of his patron, he challenged
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the usurper to combat, should he refuse to give up his
regal insignia. Cardinal Riario replied that the king had
been crowned “legally,” and the challenge was accepted.
The tournament, held the next day at the piazza fronting the palace, featured two all’antica chariots for the
rival Eastern emperors. Mehmed II was defeated in this
mock battle and dragged in chains to a prison in Rome.85
Ironically, Uzun Hasan himself would be vanquished by
his Ottoman rival in a real battle just a few months later
in 1473. The following year, Mehmed annexed the remaining territories held by the Aqqoyunlu monarch’s
Karamanid protégés. Subsequent attempts made by
European rulers to join forces with Uzun Hasan against
the Ottomans proved futile. The battle would be represented in Ottoman chronicles as a confrontation
between the “Roman [Ottoman] Caesar-cum-Alexander” (Ḳayṣer-i Rūm/İskender) and the “Persian
[Aqqoyunlu] Chosroes-cum-Darius” (Kisrā-yı ʿAcem/
Dārā), spurred on by competing claims for “global
dominion” (cihāngīrlik).86
The banquet in Rome brings to mind the early Florentine engraving El Gran Turco, datable to around 1470,
which depicts Mehmed II with a distinctive headgear
that comes close to the one with which the Aqqoyunlu
ruler was “crowned” and acclaimed as Alexander the
Great (fig. 7[a and b]). This contested emblem of sovereignty, which the Ottoman sultan claimed as his own at
the banquet, was a “hat in the Greek manner (capello
alla grechescha), replete with pearls of great value.”87
The enigmatic engraving certainly intends to represent
the sultan, despite its often-noted similarity to Pisanello’s medal of John VIII Palaiologos wearing his characteristic imperial capello (fig. 1).88 Closely mimicking the
corkscrew curls and physiognomy of the Palaiologan
emperor, this fictitious profile portrait of the “Grand
Turk” is less than flattering. The sultan’s modified hat,
often misinterpreted as a helmet, is comparable to the
less ornamental peaked caps of Oriental personages in
the Passion scenes of the Florentine Master of the
Vienna Passion, to whom the El Gran Turco engraving
is generally attributed.89 The winged dragon perched
on top has been interpreted as a reference to the “Turkish menace,” or to “chivalric triumph.” In my view, these
alternative readings are triggered by the inherent
ambivalence of the print.90 The sultan’s headgear
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evokes his identity as the new basileus in the guise of an
Oriental neo-Alexander, an ambiguous evocation that
could be read negatively or positively, depending on the
viewer’s subjectivity.91
Later Florentine images depict Alexander the Great
with a dragon helmet instead of an Orientalizing imperial capello decorated with pearls. Examples include
copies of Andrea del Verrocchio’s lost bronze relief of
Alexander, sent by Lorenzo de’ Medici around 1477 as a
diplomatic gift to the Hungarian king Matthias Corvinus.
This implies that in the context of Florentine visual
typologies the El Gran Turco engraving was not necessarily a negative image.92 After all, throughout the 1460s
and early 1470s, the Florentines were closely allied with
Mehmed II against their Venetian rivals, who supported
Uzun Hasan, and they consistently evaded papal calls
for a crusade.93 It is noteworthy that a colored impression of El Gran Turco did come into Mehmed’s possession, along with other engravings from Florence and
Ferrara, perhaps belonging to Florentine merchants
(fig. 7b).94 The Pera merchants were required by treaty
to “visit the sultan’s palace with substantial gifts” each
time a Florentine ship arrived at the Ottoman capital.
Rare engravings, for which an international export market was nonexistent at that time, would have been particularly welcome as a gift by the sultan, who avidly kept
up with Italian artistic and technological innovations.
The incorporation of the colored version of El Gran
Turco, together with other engravings and two Europeanizing painted portraits of Mehmed II (figs. 19 and 20),
into an album—probably compiled at the Ottoman
court during the last years of Selim I’s reign (1512–20)—
suggests that in this particular instance it was not
perceived as a negative representation. One of the
Florentine prints in the same album, depicting a victory
chariot inscribed Trionfo della Fama (Triumph of Fame),
includes equestrian figures of the ancient heroes C
 aesar,
Achilles, and Hector wearing headgear with winged
dragons that were certainly meant to be seen in a posi
tive light (fig. 8).95
Even if the ambivalent El Gran Turco engraving could
be viewed as a favorable representation, the ethnicizing nickname “Grand Turk” hardly conformed to the
sultan’s official titles. This physiognomically unflattering image was ultimately an exoticizing and deperson-

20

gülru necİpoğlu

Fig. 8. Trionfo della fama, Florentine engraving, ca. 1460–65. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, Album H. 2153,
fol. 159r. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum Library)

Fig. 9. Italian follower of Pisanello, bronze medal of Mehmed II, 1450s. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, HCR 177. (Photo:
courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)
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alized “likeness” of Mehmed II, who, according to
Sigismondo Malatesta’s letter of 1461 (which was mentioned above), preferred to be portrayed in a “lifelike”
manner. The sultan’s two earliest portrait medals, which
attempt to represent him naturalistically with Ottoman
costume and titulature, seem to respond to this personal preference rather than to the demands of an
emerging market of European collectors. Although
Mehmed’s agency in the creation of these anonymous,
undated bronze medals of uncertain provenance
remains unproven, they were likely created for him in
Italy, perhaps on the basis of sketches prepared at the
Ottoman court.96
One of the medals features a youthful, beardless portrait of the sultan (fig. 9). On the all’antica reverse side,
a naked, “Pisanellesque” Roman river god is depicted
reclining in a rocky landscape and holding a warlike victory torch in front of a fortress. This small medal, attributed to a follower of Pisanello working in Venice,
appears to have been created early in the sultan’s reign,
prior to the Ottoman–Venetian war initiated in 1463.97
It seemingly represents the mustachioed ruler in his
twenties, during the first decade of his second reign
(1451–61), and the inscriptions closely approximate the
titles used in Malatesta’s letter: “Great Amir and Sultan
Mehmed Beg.”98 The image on the reverse can be read
as an allusion to the ruler’s naval ambitions, expressed
in 1454 in his claim to be the “Lord of All Islands in the
Aegean Sea.” This claim precipitated his conquest of the
Genoese port of Enos in 1456, along with nearby Aegean
islands (subsequently reconquered by Pope Calixtus
III’s fleet in 1457), and culminated in the subjugation of
numerous fortresses in the Morea campaign of 1458. Kritovoulos regards the campaign in Morea, after which
the Ottoman capital was officially transferred from
Edirne to Istanbul, as a preparation for the “naval war
against the Italians,” planned for “the near future.” The
sultan, who made this strategic move in 1459 in order
to control both land and sea from his new capital, was
inspired by the histories of ancient kings to whom naval
operations “brought the most fame.”99 His second
Morea campaign, in 1460, brought the entire region
under his control with the capture of “strong cities and
well-guarded fortresses and little towns, nearly two hundred and fifty in all.”100 The small medal can be tenta-
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Fig. 10. Italian artist, uniface bronze medal of Mehmed II,
1460s. Private collection. (Photo: courtesy of Susan Spinale)

tively dated to the 1450s, before Matteo de’ Pasti was
invited to paint and sculpt even more naturalistic likenesses of the sultan.
A recently discovered uniface bronze medal (fig. 10)
appears to have been created in the 1460s.101 The portrait on it of the sultan—older, bearded, and seemingly
in his thirties—is accompanied by relatively more elaborate titulature: “Great Prince and Great Amir, Sultan
Lord Mehmed.”102 This bigger medal could have been
produced in the course of the gift-bearing embassies
that the sultan, at the urging of his Florentine advisers,
exchanged in the mid-1460s with the rulers of Naples
and Milan, in order to incite them against the Venetians.103 Mehmed’s alliance with King Ferrante of Aragon during two anti-Venetian campaigns in Albania (in
1465 and 1467) suggests that the uniface medal may have
been cast for him around that time by an artist residing
at the Neapolitan court.104 If so, it was probably created
prior to the Christian league, proclaimed by the Venetian pope Paul II in the spring of 1468, when the sultan
turned his attention to the Karaman campaign in central Anatolia.105
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Mehmed II’s two earliest portraits in the new “currency of fame” feature Latin inscriptions, the lingua
franca of the Latin West, rather than Greek inscriptions,
as seen on Pisanello’s medal of the penultimate Byzantine emperor. They identify the turbaned Muslim ruler
by his then-current official titulature, unlike later portrait medals, which exalt him with the more ambitious
title of “imperator.” The sultan’s Western artistic horizons, expanding along with the aggrandization of his
imperial claims and the growth of his European territories, culminated in the celebrated visits of Costanzo da
Ferrara (di Moysis) and Gentile Bellini during the final
years of his reign. By knighting these two artists,
Mehmed claimed for himself an authority exclusively
shared by kings and emperors in the Latin West.106
Written shortly before two coordinated naval campaigns in 1480, one against Rhodes (the “key to Italy”)
and the other against Otranto, the chronicle in Arabic
by Grand Vizier Karamani Mehmed Pasha provides a
glimpse of the sultan’s inflated self-image at a time
when his invitations to Italian artists reached their peak.
This semi-official chronicle regards the signing of the
1479 peace treaty that reduced Venice to a tribute-paying vassal as the crowning glory of Mehmed’s reign.
Unlike the Perso-Achaemenid lineage preferred in Kritovoulos’s chronicle, that of the pasha constructs for the
Ottoman dynasty a noble Turkic-Oghuz genealogy,
which became normative in history writing under
Bayezid II.107 The author, the only Muslim-born grand
vizier of Mehmed II, was educated as a scholar in Konya
and married to a Seljuk princess. He presents the House
of Osman as the legitimate heir to the Rum (Anatolian)
Seljuk sultanate and attributes the unrivaled growth of
the Ottoman-Oghuz family tree in “the gardens of glory
and felicity” to the dynasty’s foremost ruler, Mehmed
II, the “qibla of scholars” in his learning and justice,
whose procreation was the greatest of his father’s deeds.
It ends with the following exclamation: “If so many conquests have been achieved during the thirty years of his
reign…just imagine what will be accomplished in the
next thirty!” The author ascribes the sultan’s victories
to the auspiciousness of his divinely bestowed power,
the source of extraordinary deeds. He confidently
declares: “It is not at all difficult for God to unite the
whole world under a single person!”108

CONSTRUCTIONS OF IMPERIAL IDENTITY IN
ARCHITECTURE AND PORTRAITURE
During Karamani Mehmed Pasha’s grand vizierate
(1476–81), the sultan issued a dynastic law code that
redefined his public image in court ceremonies,
laying a new emphasis on majestic royal seclusion.109
The refashioning of imperial identity at the zenith of
Mehmed’s power coincided with the completion of
the Topkapı Palace, marked by the erection of its outer
fortress. The Arabic inscription on the Imperial Gate
of that fortress, dated 883 (1478), glorifies the divinely
sanctioned ruler as “the Sultan of the Two Continents
and the Two Seas, the Shadow of God in this World
and the Next, the Favorite of God on the Eastern and
Western Horizons, the Conqueror of Constantinople,
the Father of Conquest, Sultan Mehmed Khan.”110 The
sultan’s augmented prestige was also expressed by the
unprecedented minting of gold coins known as sulṭānīs
in 882 (1477–78). The boastful Arabic inscriptions on
these coins refer to the Ottoman ruler as the “Issuer
of Gold Coins, the Lord of Power and Victory on the
Lands and the Seas.” Mehmed’s claims to universal
sovereignty were further advertised by his upgraded
titulature in diplomatic correspondence and by the
Latin inscriptions on his Italianate portraits, created
toward the end of his reign.111
The centrality of Constantinople in sultanic
architectural patronage
Before turning to those portraits, I will briefly consider
the sultan’s two principal architectural commissions in
his new capital, both completed around 1478, which
shed light on the evolution of his imperial imagination: his mosque complex and the Topkapı Palace
(figs. 5[3, 4] and 6). According to Kritovoulos, these
grand edifices, meant “to vie with the greatest and best
of the past,” were simultaneously initiated in 1459,
the year the sultan ordered his grandees to construct
their own public and private buildings “to adorn and
embellish the city.” Conceived as complementary complexes constituting the religious and secular foci of
Mehmed’s centralized administration, these two ambitious monuments brought about the symbolic refounding of Constantinople, whose conquest by the sultan
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is a leitmotif of their foundation inscriptions. Tursun
Beg’s chronicle highlights the heavenly architectural
iconography of both complexes, which turned the new
capital into an earthly paradise, each of them featuring flourishing gardens supplied with water from the
renovated Roman Valens Aqueduct. By engaging in a
pointed dialogue with the antiquities of the city, the two
complexes echoed the uses of the past in Renaissance
Italy, but from an Ottoman cultural perspective that
lacked the literary revival of Antiquity. Just as Italian
Renaissance architecture interacted primarily with the
classical remains of Rome, the buildings commissioned
by Mehmed II responded to the early monuments of
Constantinople, with a particular focus on the city’s
Late Antique heritage.112 The sultan’s two complexes
incorporated his new capital’s Eastern Roman imperial past into an Ottoman present that superseded but
still laid claim to it. Hence, these monuments implicitly
affirmed Mehmed’s right to the title “Emperor of Constantinople,” which was being contested not only in
the West but also in his own empire during the course
of their construction. Both complexes positioned the
present within the context of global history through
topographic and architectural references to the glorious
past of Constantinople, embracing the imperial idea
embodied in the city itself, rather than in the person of
the defeated Palaiologan monarch.
The central edifice of the socio-religious complex
came to be known as the “New Mosque,” in contrast to
the old one that the sultan had ordered built outside the
land walls of Istanbul (figs. 11–13). The latter complex,
constructed on the site of the miraculously rediscovered tomb of the martyr-saint Abu Ayyub al-Ansari (a
companion of the Prophet who participated in the first
Arab siege of Constantinople), had reconsecrated the
recently vanquished Christian city with the memories
of a distant Islamic past.113 The new complex replaced
the dilapidated Church of the Holy Apostles, founded
by Constantine the Great and rebuilt by Justinian I,
which had served as the model for St. Mark’s in Venice
and was the second most important church in Constantinople after the Hagia Sophia. Surmounted by five
domes, the cruciform church rebuilt by Justinian had a
more centralized plan than the Hagia Sophia. Nevertheless, the contemporary historian Procopius (ca. 500–
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565) praised its monumental domed central core as
resembling that of the Church of Haghia Sophia, though
on a smaller scale. Mehmed’s mosque complex
attempted to bridge the city’s Late Antique building tradition with the Ottoman dynastic architectural heritage
through a fusion of ancient and contemporary features
that evoked a powerful sense of place (genius loci). The
sultanic mosque was intended, in the words of Kritovoulos, to “vie with the largest and finest temples” of the
city. The palace library inventory records a now-lost
panegyrical treatise in Turkish verse, combining an
encomium of Mehmed II with that of his mosque complex, which may have echoed the sixth-century ekphraseis of Justinian’s Hagia Sophia composed by Procopius
and Paul the Silentiary, as well as the ninth-century
Diēgēsis copied for the sultan in 1474 and subsequently
translated into Persian and Turkish.114
That the blending of past and present architectural
features was intentional becomes evident in Tursun
Beg’s chronicle of Mehmed’s reign. He states that the
sultan built a “Great Mosque based on the plan of the
Hagia Sophia, which besides encompassing all the arts
of the Hagia Sophia, attained, in accordance with the
practices of the Moderns, a fresh new idiom and an
immeasurable beauty, and whose luminosity is manifest like the miracle of the white hand [of Moses]”
(Ayaṣofya kārnāmesi resminde bir ulu cāmiʿ bünyād itdi
ki, cemīʿ-i ṣanāyiʿ-i Ayaṣofyaya cāmiʿ olduġından ġayrı,
taṣarrūfāt-ı müteʾaḫḫırīn üzre nevʿ-i şīve-i tāze ve ḥüsn-i
bī-endāze bulup, nūrāniyetde muʿcize-i yed-i beyżāsı
ẓāhirdür). Much like Italian Renaissance attempts to
correct and update ancient models, the mosque is perceived as a response to its celebrated Late Antique prototype, modified by contemporary improvements. Its
aesthetic superiority is attributed to an innovative
synthesis, subsuming the artistic legacies of the city’s
old and new orders. The deliberate cross-reference to
the Hagia Sophia, now functioning as the premier imperial mosque of the Ottoman capital, articulated a diachronic architectural evolution that was conflated into
the synchronic present, embodying a divinely ordained
sense of historical destiny. The unprecedented symmetrical layout of the grand complex, reverberating with
Italian Renaissance notions of ideal planning, has been
interpreted as trumpeting the “modernism” of Meh
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Fig. 11. Francesco Scarella, funerary mosque of Mehmed II
in Istanbul, 1686. Ink drawing on paper. Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Cod. 8627. (Photo: courtesy
of the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek)

med’s “New Rome.” The selective translation of ancient
Roman-Byzantine and contemporary Italian design concepts into predominantly Ottoman architectural forms,
decorated in a regional variant of the international
Timurid-Turkmen mode, underscored the heterogeneous affiliations of the new “Constantinopolitan” aesthetic.115
The mosque’s foundation inscription, providing the
dates 867 (1463) and 875 (1470), proclaims the prestige
of the sultan’s conquest of Constantinople, an “unrivalled” city that former Muslim rulers attempted in vain
to conquer. A separate inscription panel quotes the
Prophet’s hadith announcing the city’s preordained
Islamic destiny, fulfilled through the agency of Mehmed
and his army: “They will certainly conquer Constantinople. Hail to the prince and the army to whom this is
granted!” The rest of the foundation inscription fully
delineates the sultan’s dynastic genealogy, requests
God’s favors for both his ancestors and descendants, and
identifies his charitable pious foundation as an educational center for the restoration of “knowledge and
learning” (ʿilm wa ʿirfān). With its record number of
eight madrasas (which came to be known as Semāniyye
after the “eight paradises”) and its endowed library, the
sultanic mosque complex resurrected the memory of

Fig. 12. Reconstruction plan of the mosque complex of
Mehmed II in Istanbul, with a hypothetical cross-section of
the mosque: (1) mosque, (2) mausolea of Mehmed II and
Gülbahar Hatun, (3) formal garden, (4) madrasas, (5) preparatory schools, (6) hospital, (7) guesthouse, (8) caravansaray,
(9) hospice, (10) elementary school, (11) library. (Drawing by
Zeynep Yürekli, after Gülru Necipoğlu, The Age of Sinan:
Architectural Culture in the Ottoman Empire [London, 2005;
2nd ed., 2011], figs. 59 and 60, p. 85)

artistic conversations with renaissance italy in mehmed ii’s constantinople

25

Fig. 13. Istanbul: aerial view of Mehmed II’s mosque complex. http://www.skyscrapercity.com/showthread.php?t=758628
(accessed March 27, 2012)

the former patriarchal university within the grounds of
the Church of the Holy Apostles. Dedicated to the study
of the Seven Liberal Arts (the trivium and quadrivium),
this university had ceased to function by the fourteenth
century. It is not a coincidence that the early sixteenthcentury visitor Teodoro Spandugino (who claimed
descent from the imperial Byzantine Kantakouzenos
family) regarded the sultan’s colleges for the Islamic sciences, which were complemented by preparatory
schools, as institutions staffed with professors learned
in the Seven Liberal Arts (sept arts liberaulx). The
demolished church-cum-mausoleum, which enshrined
the bodies of the city’s Christian founder, Constantine
the Great, and his illustrious descendants—including
Justinian I and Empress Theodora—had served as the
principal burial place for Byzantine emperors until the
eleventh century. It gave way to the funerary mosque
complex of the city’s Muslim founder, the Ottoman
“Emperor of Constantinople,” whose mausoleum,
already planned, was posthumously built by his sonand-successor, Bayezid II, along with the mausoleum of
the new sultan’s mother. Just as precious columns
removed from the demolished funerary church (and
other sites) were reused as spolia in Mehmed II’s
mosque, the prized porphyry sarcophagi of former
emperors were transported to the grounds of the
Topkapı Palace and its gardens, where they are cur-

rently on display. The reuse of no-longer quarried
antique porphyry and colored granite columns as signifiers of imperial status in both the sultan’s mosque and
palace complex constituted yet another parallel with
Renaissance Italy that Mehmed II’s successors would
perpetuate.116
The Topkapı Palace, adjacent to the Hagia Sophia
and the evocative ruins of Constantine’s Great Palace
abutting the Hippodrome, was built over the site of
the ancient acropolis of Byzantium shortly after
Mehmed II returned from his tour of the acropolis in
Athens, which seems to have made a lasting impression
on him (figs. 5[3] and 6). According to Kritovoulos, the
ruler gave orders in 1459 “for the erection of a palace on
the point of old Byzantium which stretches out into the
sea—a palace that should outshine all and be more
marvelous than the preceding palaces in looks, size,
cost, and gracefulness.” It came to be known as the New
Palace, supplanting the Old Palace at the center of the
city, which no longer measured up to the sultan’s standard of magnificence (fig. 5[2]). Completed sometime
between 1465 and 1468, its inner core of three courtyards, crowning the uppermost terrace of the acropolis, was fronted by an all’antica hanging garden that
provided expansive panoramic views for the imperial
gaze of the “Sultan of the Two Continents and Two
Seas.” These extant royal structures, with their com-
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manding vistas, punctuate the two corners of the residential third court. They were “built with a view to
variety” in their juxtaposition or fusion of diverse styles
and are unmistakably depicted on an updated version
of Cristoforo Buondelmonti’s city map, datable to the
early 1480s (figs. 14 and 15). At one corner is the multidomed Privy Chamber, whose typically Ottoman
arcades feature pointed arches raised on columns with
muqarnas capitals. By contrast, the Inner Treasury at
the opposite corner once displayed a hybrid combination of Ottoman, Byzantine, and Italian Renaissance elements. The remaining Italianate features of this royal
treasury-cum-library include round arches and composite Ionic capitals, used on the arcades of its courtyard
façade and its spectacular open loggia with a central
fountain (figs. 15 and 16). The round arches are complemented by Ottoman arches (both pointed and “Bursatype”), seen in the profiles of the portals and niches. The
ceiling of the courtyard arcade, bordered by a muqarnas frieze, featured now-lost Byzantinizing figural mosaics. The diversity of styles fused into this edifice matched
Mehmed’s equally diverse “universal” treasury collection, which it housed, along with his cherished Byzantine relics and multilingual library.117
According to Angiolello, who provides our only eyewitness account of Gentile Bellini’s visit, the sultan was
particularly delighted by paintings and gardens (si dillettava de’ giardini et haveva piacere di pitture). In the
terraced outer garden of the Topkapı Palace, whose fortified enclosure was completed in 1478, Angiolello mentions mosaic-decorated Byzantine chapels (chiesiole)
that were adapted to new functions.118 No longer extant,
these domed chapels are seen on the updated version
of Buondelmonti’s map of Contantinople, which identifies the site of the palace as “Bizantion” (fig. 14).119 The
Column of the Goths, still standing in the palace’s outer
garden, was complemented by such antiquities as imperial sarcophagi, transported from the funerary Church
of the Holy Apostles, as well as baptismal fonts reused
as fountain basins. The Latin inscription on the triumphal column, which was once surmounted by a statue
of Byzas (the legendary founder of ancient Byzantium)
according to a late Byzantine chronicle, commemorates
an unidentified victory over the Goths. This trophy of
the sultan’s own triumph over the Byzantines must have

served as a potent reminder that his palace was raised
on the podium of the city’s ancient acropolis. The connection of the site with Byzas is, in fact, recognized in a
Persian adaptation of the Greek History of Constantinople and Hagia Sophia written for Mehmed II in 1480. This
source states that the site of the sultan’s New Palace was
once occupied by a citadel built by Byzas, which had
been forcefully conquered by the emperor Constantine—a reminder that the founder of Byzantium, too,
was a conqueror.120
Another triumphal column, erected around 386 by
Emperor Theodosius I (r. 379–92), graced the outer garden of Mehmed’s Old Palace, which was completed in
the mid-1450s (figs. 5[2] and 6). The classicizing spiral
reliefs of this historiated column, modeled on that of
Trajan in Rome, exalted the Byzantine emperor of New
Rome as universal sovereign and commemorated his
victories over the “barbarians,” much as did the so-called
Column of the Goths. Described by Angiolello as having “minute figures with triumphal chariots,” its reliefs
depicted an imperial victory procession in Constantinople, with bound captives and camels that may have
reminded the sultan of the “injustices” that the Byzantines were perceived as having perpetrated against the
Asiatic peoples they conquered.121 Although the column
is no longer extant, these reliefs are recorded on a series
of mid-sixteenth-century drawings based on lost originals, attributed in a later inscription to Gentile Bellini.
Whoever made the original drawings in situ must have
been granted special permission to enter the outer garden of the Old Palace, which was then occupied by the
imperial harem and thus inaccessible to outsiders.122
The permission most likely came from Mehmed II rather
than his successor, who dismantled the Theodosian column around 1500 to make room for a bathhouse adjoining his mosque complex, located in a space carved out
from the gardens of the Old Palace. According to a late
sixteenth-century court history, the site of Bayezid II’s
mosque complex was revealed to him in a divinelyinspired dream. Some of the column’s broken fragments
are incorporated into the foundation wall of this sultan’s
bathhouse, which was built circa 1505–8 rather than
after his death, as is generally assumed.123 I find it plausible that the initiative for recording the classical reliefs
of Theodosius’s column may have come from Mehmed
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II himself, given his keen interest in the ancient history
of his capital, as exemplified by the Greek and Latin
texts on the antiquities of Constantinople that were
copied and translated for his library.124
It has been argued that the so-called Vavassore map
of Constantinople, published in Venice around 1520 or
1530, is based on a lost original datable to ca. 1479–81,
which could only have been made on the basis of onsite sketches with the official sanction of the sultan.
Given Mehmed’s enthusiasm for cartography and newly
emerging modes of representation, this conjecture is
not unfounded. Thought to be a single-sheet derivative
of a multi-sheet printed map that no longer survives,
the Vavassore map is a “perspective plan,” created at a
time when such naturalistic “city portraits” were still a
rarity (fig. 5). The label on it, “Byzantium or Constantinople,” highlights the vanquished city’s imperial identity, which made the empire of “Byzantium” synonymous
with “Constantineopolis” (Ḳosṭanṭiniyye). The map projects a cosmopolitan image of the new Ottoman capital
as a thriving hub of international trade and diplomacy,
thronging with ships bearing banners that feature Ottoman crescents, the Genoese cross, the Holy Roman
Emperor’s double-headed eagle, and the lion of St.
Mark—navigating under their own flag was a privilege
granted to Venetian ships with the peace treaty of 1479.
This previously unnoted detail suggests to me that the
original map may have been designed towards the end
of that year, when ambassadors of both the Venetian
Signoria and Emperor Frederick III were present in
Istanbul. The Italian legends on the single-sheet woodcut identify classical antiquities, city gates, churches,
arsenals, janissary barracks, the canon foundry, the covered bazaar, and all of Mehmed II’s major architectural
undertakings. The woodcut map thereby lays an unmistakable emphasis on royal interventions in the city
scape—the most ambitious “collective” creation of the
sultan, to be further embellished by his successors. The
city’s skyline, which subsequently achieved iconic status, would be naturalistically “portrayed” in Melchior
Lorichs’s panoramic view (ca. 1559–60s), which is full of
references to Vavassore’s print. Also labeled “Byzantium
or Constantinople,” this panorama is a cumulative
visual record of the renovatio urbis initiated under
Mehmed II, which culminated in the city envisioned by

27

the chief architect Sinan. It, too, populates the cosmopolitan bustling harbor of Istanbul with ships, including those of Sultan Süleyman and of the ambassadors
to his court from the Venetian Republic, the Holy
Roman Emperor, and the Safavid Shah.125
In the Vavassore map’s representation of the “New
Palace” (seraglio nuovo) one can identify three monumental pavilions (palazzi), described by Angiolello as
having been grouped together within the palace’s outer
garden, “about a stone’s throw distant from one another”
and built in “diverse modes” (diversi modi) (fig. 5[3]).
The first pavilion, in the “Persian manner” (alla persiana), was constructed in “the mode of the Karamanid
lands” (al modo del paese Caraman), while the second
one was in the “Turkish manner” (alla turchesca) and
the third in the “Greek manner” (alla greca). The use of
diverse modes is also specified in the chronicle of Tursun Beg, who only mentions two of the three pavilions
in the outer garden, one of them built in “the manner
of Persian kings” (ṭavr-ı ekās̱ire) and the other “in the
Ottoman manner” (ṭavr-ı ʿOs̱mānī). He adds that the
towers of the outer fortress surrounding this garden
were constructed in the “Turkish” (türkī) and “European” (firengī) manners, a comment testifying to an
acute stylistic self-consciousness.126 Of this variegated
trio of garden pavilions, expressing Mehmed’s pluralistic vision of empire, only the Persianate Çinili Köşk
(Tiled Kiosk), completed in 1472, survives. It embodies
the international Timurid-Turkmen style embraced by
the Karamanid principality of central Anatolia, whose
subjugation was being challenged at that time by Uzun
Hasan. The three pavilions can therefore be interpreted
as assertive architectural representations of the major
kingdoms united under Mehmed II’s empire, namely,
those of the Ottomans, the Byzantines, and the Karamanids.127
In the winter of 1480, Mehmed II asked Venice to
send him a master builder, a bronze sculptor, and a
painter called “Bernardo depentor.” This request, which
proved to be in vain, has nevertheless led to the suggestion that the sultan was perhaps planning to build a
fourth pavilion, in the alla franca manner, on the eve of
the twin naval campaigns directed against Rhodes and
Otranto.128 In March 1480, Mehmed’s ambassador to
Florence asked for the services of “masters of carving
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Fig. 14. Detail of fig. 6, Cristoforo Buondelmonti, view of “Constantinopolis,” early 1480s, showing the New Palace (now
Topkapı Palace) adjacent to the ruins of the Byzantine Great Palace (labeled “palaciu(m) (imperatoris) ruptu(m)”), the Hagia
Sophia, and the Hippodrome.
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Fig. 15. Istanbul: aerial view of the Topkapı Palace with the Hagia Sophia Mosque in the background.
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Fig. 16. Courtyard arcade and loggia with fountain at the Inner Treasury of the Topkapı Palace. (Photos: courtesy of Hadiye
Cangökçe)

and wood and intarsia,” in addition to “bronze sculptors,” who were promptly dispatched to Istanbul.129 As
Julian Raby has proposed, the woodworkers may have
been architectural decorators, like the Florentine intarsia masters invited to decorate Matthias Corvinus’s palace at Buda in 1479.130 Bellini, who was residing in
Istanbul at that time (1479–81) along with his two
unidentified Venetian assistants, is said to have decorated some halls of the Topkapı Palace. Besides portraits
of the sultan and of many other persons, he was also
asked to paint a devotional image of the Virgin and
Child, a view of Venice, and “cose di lussuria,” all of
which, according to Angiolello, Mehmed II’s disapproving successor ordered sold at the bazaar, where they
were largely bought by Venetian merchants.131 That is
why only a scant few of the works commissioned from
Italian artists during the last years of his reign have survived.

The culmination of the sultan’s patronage of
Italianate portraiture
The extant medallic and oil-painted portraits of Meh
med II proclaim imperial status and territorial dominion, as does the Topkapı Palace (figs. 17[a–d] and 18). In
fact, these portraits, which bring together the disparate
elements of Mehmed’s patronage profile discussed so
far, can be read as carefully crafted examples of Renaissance self-fashioning resonating with specific contexts.
Let us first consider the context of the undated portrait
medal signed by Costanzo (da Ferrara), who was sent
to Istanbul by King Ferrante of Naples in response to
the sultan’s request for a painter, probably in the mid1470s (fig. 17a). The equestrian image of Mehmed II on
the reverse of the medal is often compared with that
of John VIII Palaiologos on the previously m
 entioned
medal by Pisanello (fig. 2). Given the precedent of thirteenth-century coins with generic e questrian images of
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the Rum (Anatolia) Seljuk sultans, whose former capital,
Konya (Iconium), had recently been added to the Ottoman
domains—and of the seals of Sultan Alaüddin Keykubad
(r. 1220–37), with their classicizing bust “portraits”
depicting him wearing a Roman toga—it is possible
to imagine that Mehmed II regarded his own, more
naturalistic portrait medal by Costanzo as not entirely
foreign to the Islamic visual tradition of the “lands of
Rum.”132 A threatening inscription surrounds the equestrian image of the sultan, who, like his bellicose greatgrandfather, is referred to in some Ottoman sources as
the “Thunderbolt”: “This man, the thunderbolt of war,
has laid low peoples and cities.”133 Generally dated to
1478, this unusually large bronze medal commemorates, in my opinion, the anti-Venetian Albania campaign personally commanded that year by the sultan,
who was then allied with the king of Naples and his
son-in-law, Matthias Corvinus. The campaign had been
preceded in 1477 by the devastating raids of Ottoman
provincial governors on Istria and Friuli in the vicinity
of Venice, where thousands were captured, as well as
on Venetian colonies in Albania and Greece. During
Mehmed II’s subsequent campaign in 1478, cities and
peoples were subjugated, as mentioned in the inscription. Among the Venetian strongholds conquered in
Albania was Kruja, previously besieged in 1467–68:
Kritovoulos described this impregnable hilltop fortress as “an acropolis and guard-house for the whole
region,” dotted with “fortifications in the hills.” Scutari
(Skhodër), too, was placed under siege (following an
unsuccessful earlier attack in 1474), and the Venetians
were forced to give up this “right eye” of the Adriatic
Gulf as part of the peace treaty of 1479.134 The medal
shows the sultan riding through a rocky, “Pisanellesque”
landscape with barren trees and a fortress atop a hill
on the distant horizon. The domed hilltop garrison
strikingly recalls the representation of Scutari— Ottoman İskenderiyye (Alexandria), believed to have been
founded by Alexander—on an anonynmous stone relief
at the Scuola degli Albanesi in Venice, which depicts
Mehmed II’s siege of the city in 1478.135 The bulky
figure of the sultan on the reverse of the medal and
his awesome profile portrait on the obverse—showing him with a rounded beard, an aquiline nose, and
a thick neck—closely match the verbal description of
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Mehmed II provided by Angiolello, who attended
the Albanian campaign as one of his courtiers.136
Costanzo’s undated medal was reworked with new
inscriptions, framed by a double border, in a second version that bears the date 1481 (fig. 17b). The less threatening inscription on the modified medal’s reverse reads:
“Equestrian image of Mehmed, Emperor of Asia and
Greece, on campaign.” The equestrian portrait is thus
transformed into a timeless representation of dominion over Asia and Greece, echoing Roman imperial iconography. The revised inscription conforms to the new
titulature that appears in some of the sultan’s official
correspondence with Italian courts in 1480–81, now
naming him “Emperor of All Asia and Greece.”137 In
those years, Mehmed also first began to use a variant of
the Byzantine imperial title basileus in his letters to the
Doge of Venice.138 The obverse of the 1481 medal identifies the sitter as “Sultan Mehmed, Descendant of
Osman, Emperor of Byzantium (i.e., Constantinople).”
This pointed reference to the ruler as Bizantii Inperatoris is missing from the earlier, undated medal of 1478,
which describes him as the “Ottoman Sultan Mehmed,
Emperor of the Turks” (Turcorum Imperator).139 It may
not be a coincidence that a public proclamation issued
in Venice in 1479, when the Ottoman envoy came for
the signing of the long-awaited peace treaty, announced
that under pain of death he was not to be called “Ambassador of the Turk” (Ambassador del Turco) but “Ambassador of the Signor” (Ambassador del Signor).140 This
proclamation hints that the sultan was well aware of
the pejorative connotations of his designation in the
Latin West as “the Turk.”
The second version of Costanzo’s medal is thought
to have been cast in Italy, after the death of Mehmed II
on May 3, 1481.141 Its proud declaration of the sultan’s
dominion over Greece and Asia as “Emperor of Byzantium (Constantinople)” seems, however, more likely an
Ottoman rather than a Western intervention. The
“updated” titles on this medal accord with the conquest
of the formerly Byzantine colony of Otranto in Puglia
(Apulia) during the summer of 1480 (shortly after the
failed expedition against Rhodes). It was widely believed
that the invasion of Otranto had been encouraged by
the sultan’s new Venetian and Florentine allies, who
were opposed to King Ferrante of Naples. A later six-
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Fig. 17, a–d. (a) Costanzo da Ferrara, bronze medal of Mehmed II, ca. 1478. Washington D.C., National Gallery of Art,
Samuel H. Kress Collection, 1957.14.695a and 1957.14.695b. (Photo: courtesy of the National Gallery of Art); (b) Costanzo da
Ferrara, bronze medal of Mehmed II, 1481. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, HCR. (Photo: courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum);
(c) Bertoldo di Giovanni, bronze medal of Mehmed II, ca. 1480. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, HCR. (Photo: courtesy of the
Ashmolean Museum); (d) Gentile Bellini, bronze medal of Mehmed II, ca. 1480. Oxford, Ashmolean Museum, HCR. (Photo:
courtesy of the Ashmolean Museum)

teenth-century source even reported that the Venetian
bailo in Istanbul, Giovanni Battista Gritti, had affirmed
Mehmed II’s right as “Emperor of Constantinople”
(Imperatore di Costantinopoli) to reclaim Otranto,
Taranto, and Brindisi, urging him to wage war against
Ferrante, the “King of Puglia.”142 Upon the fall of
Otranto, King Ferrante demanded military help from
the pope, declaring that otherwise he would “allow the
passage of Turkish forces from the kingdom of Naples
to Rome.” A letter sent by the sultan on April 15, 1481 to
his “most beloved son” Ferrante shows that they had in
the meantime exchanged friendly embassies for peace
negotiations. Costanzo, who probably left Istanbul after
the Venetian treaty was signed, may have created the
new medal for Mehmed II in Naples during these dip-

lomatic exchanges. If so, the medal’s reference to the
sultan as “Emperor of Byzantium,” at a time when an
expansionist Ottoman garrison was stationed in
Otranto, is particularly meaningful. Mehmed II died
shortly thereafter on his way to a campaign against the
Mamluk sultan, and during the ensuing war of succession among his sons (Cem and Bayezid), the garrison in
Otranto peacefully capitulated to King Ferrante in
return for safe conduct to Albania. In his Commentario
de le cose de’ Turchi (1532), Paolo Giovio wrote that he
had been told how the generals of Italy learned to build
more effective bastions by examining those “constructed with remarkable artifice by the Turks in
Otranto.” The historian adds that after having recaptured Otranto, the Duke of Calabria (Don Alfonso of
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Fig. 17, c–d.

Aragon, son of King Ferrante) enlisted “many of those
Turks” in his army by offering them money. During
Alfonso’s subsequent, unsuccessful battle against the
pope in 1482, his janissary footsoldiers died valiantly
while defending him, and it was the Turkish cavary soldiers who saved the Duke with “great virtue and art.”143
The last two portrait medals of Mehmed II, one
signed by Bertoldo di Giovanni and the other by Gentile Bellini, are datable to around 1480 (fig. 17[c–d]). The
signatures, which identify the artists as “Florentine” and
“Venetian,” respectively, refer to the formerly rival citystates, now jointly allied with the sultan. The similarity
between the two bronze medals in terms of size, iconography, and physiognomy of the sitter has long been
recognized.144 The Bertoldo medal is believed to have
been a diplomatic gift sent by Lorenzo de’ Medici to
thank the sultan for handing over in 1479 the leading

rebel of the Pazzi conspiracy, who had sought refuge in
Pera. It is either derived from Bellini’s medal or based
on an intermediary drawing prepared in Istanbul. The
reverse is iconographically more elaborate: the three
heraldic crowns on Bellini’s medal are replaced with
captive crowned maidens, exhibited on a triumphal
chariot decorated with the Siege Perilous (a favorite
device of the king of Naples), which is led by Mars.
This representation of the sultan as victorious Roman
Emperor presupposes his appreciation of and acquaintance with all’antica imagery. The two reclining exergue
figures, personifying Sea and Land, acknowledge his
self-image as ruler of the seas and continents.145 The
captured maidens—labeled Greece, Trebizond, and
Asia—imply that the unidentified heraldic crowns on
Bellini’s medal represent the same three conquered
kingdoms. The inscription on the obverse of Bertoldo’s
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medal refers to the portrayed sultan—wearing an enigmatic chained medal with a crescent that seems to be
his heraldic emblem—as “Mehmed, Emperor of Asia
and Trebizond and Greater Greece.”146 Bellini’s medal
is less specific, referring to the ruler more briefly as
“Great Sultan Mehmed, Emperor.” The reference on Bertoldo’s medal to “Greater Greece” has convincingly been
interpreted as an endorsement of the sultan’s claim to
the former Byzantine colonies of southern Italy.147
Bellini’s triple crowns, which also appear on his
painted portrait of Mehmed II, may have been a heraldic
device he invented in consultation with his patron
(fig. 18). The analogy with the three pavilions at the
Topkapı Palace is striking but, as we have seen, this
architectural trio, completed in the early 1470s, represented the Ottoman, Byzantine, and Karamanid kingdoms unified under the sultan’s rule.148 Bellini’s
iconography responds to the new context of the Ottoman Empire after the signing of the peace treaty with
Venice in 1479. The borders of the kingdom of Greece,
which now included Venetian islands and territories in
the Morea and Albania, were being further expanded
to encompass southern Italy. Moreover, the other two
kingdoms—Trebizond and Asia—were no longer contested by Uzun Hasan, who had died in 1478. Hence, the
triple crowns representing these three kingdoms implicitly commemorate the sultan’s triumph over all allied
Eastern and Western powers during the sixteen-yearlong Veneto-Ottoman war.149 As Susan Spinale has
pointed out, Bellini’s elaborate signature around these
emblematic crowns presents him as yet another “royal
attribute” or trophy of Mehmed II. The signature
proudly advertises the artist’s official titles, which were
confirmed by a letter of commendation in Latin from
the sultan, dated January 15, 1481.150 Although Bellini
could have designed the medal after his return to Venice, I am inclined to believe that he created it in Istanbul, in response to his patron’s insistent demand for
medals.151
Mehmed’s formidable bust portrait on Costanzo’s
medal, consonant with the heroic image of the ruler riding on campaign, is transformed in the medals of Bellini and Bertoldo into a more benign, idealized portrayal
befitting the iconography of universal rule. The latter
two medals represent the sultan with a thinner, more
refined face and elongate his squat neck, which had

Fig. 18. Gentile Bellini, Portrait of Mehmed II, 1480. Oil on
canvas. London, National Gallery, NG 3099. (Photo: courtesy
of the National Gallery)

been described by Angiolello as “short and thick.”152 A
similar aura of gentle refinement characterizes Bellini’s
oil painting on canvas, portraying Mehmed in near
three-quarter (occhio e mezzo) view, venerably framed
by an all’antica arch uncommon in the portraits of
Venetian doges. The parapet of the arched opening is
decorated with a jewel-embroidered cloth, which communicates the sitter’s elevated status by its central
crown.153 The much-damaged Latin inscriptions on the
parapet announce the knighted artist’s title (militis
aurati) as well as his skill in naturalistic depiction, and
give the completion date of the painting as November
25, 1480, several months after the fall of Otranto and
shortly before the sultan’s letter of commendation.
Bellini has portrayed the ceremonially aloof ruler as
remarkably unthreatening in his contemplative gaze.
This dignified portrait, created in a context of peace by
the “official painter” of Venice (by then a tributary
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state), paid homage to the sultan as universal monarch,
identified in the no-longer legible words of the inscription as “Victor over Land and Sea and Sovereign of the
World.”154
A PLURALISM OF VISUAL MODES AND THE
AESTHETICS OF FUSION IN MINIATURE PAINTING
Portable copies of Mehmed II’s naturalistic canvas and
medallic portraits, unprecedented in the Islamic artistic tradition in terms of medium and verisimilitude,
became a means of disseminating the Ottoman ruler’s
imperial image both during and after his lifetime.155
These portraits were not only a sign of his openness to
other cultural forms but also a medium of communication with Western Europe. Their Latin inscriptions
suggest that Mehmed’s Italianate portraits were intended primarily for a European audience abroad. The
sultan seems to have targeted the same audience by
securing the services of the humanist poet Giovanni
Stefano Emiliano of Vicenza (Quintus Emilianus Cimbriacus), whom the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III
had crowned poet laureate in 1469, the same year that
he knighted Gentile Bellini. In 1481, Cimbriacus, who
is identified in a source as an “intimate” of the sultan
(familiaris Regis Turcorum), composed a Latin epitaph
for the “Great Machumet, King of the Turks” (magnum
Machumetem, Turchorum Regem), which alluded to Virgil’s Aeneid and eulogized the deeds of the ruler whom
“only death prevented from conquering Rhodes and
Italy.” Besides foreign courts in the West, the potential audiences for Mehmed’s Italianate portraits may
have included his own Latin subjects in southeastern
Europe, his vassals and tributaries (Dubrovnik, Wallachia, Moldavia, Crimea/Caffa, Chios, and Venice), and
his polyglot officials and intimates, as well as the Italian
merchant-bankers of Pera and other Ottoman emporia (Edirne, Bursa, Gallipoli, and Foça). Reproduced in
several posthumous casts, the sultan’s portrait medals
immortalized his fame, as foreseen in Sigismondo Malatesta’s letter, helping to improve his negative image
abroad and integrating him into the Western European
circle of kingship. Isabella d’Este’s studiolo, for example,
grouped together four gold portrait medals of “the Pope,
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the Emperor, the King of France, and the Turk.”156 In his
Mémoires, written around 1489, the French diplomat
Philippe de Commynes, who had seen a painted portrait
of Mehmed II at the age of twenty-three, commented
that he seemed to be “a man of great intelligence,” and
ranked him together with Matthias Corvinus and Louis
XI (r. 1461–83) as the “wisest and most valiant” sovereigns of the century: “He managed most of his affairs
himself and according to his own judgment, as was
also the practice of our king; and these were the three
greatest men who had reigned for the past one hundred
years.” The author of a Hungarian chronicle published in
1488 similarly measured the eminence of his own king
against that of the sultan, “who because of the greatness
of his deeds deserved to be called Mehmed the Great.”
The chronicler proudly declares that the Ottoman ruler
paired himself exclusively with King Matthias: “I and he,
of all the princes in the world, are the ones who deserve
to be called princes.”157
Like the sultan, King Matthias of Hungary nurtured
alternative royal personae in pursuing his imperial project. Just as Alexander the Great would defeat Darius, so
was he destined to vanquish the Ottoman sultan; yet he
also identified himself with Attila the Hun to justify his
Western wars. In a letter to the sultan in 1480, Matthias
stressed the desirability of an alliance in order “to
extend territories under our respective rule to the detriment of other princes.” Acknowledging their Asiatic
ties of kinship, the king said that he preferred friendly
relations “because the same blood is flowing in our
veins, and we are seeking to please your majesty our
elder brother at any cost.”158 The comparable fostering
of multiple imperial identities at Mehmed’s court can
be seen as a corollary of the polymorphic Ottoman body
politic that was being forged by the juxtaposition rather
than the coherent blending of disparate cultural traditions. This explains the coexistence of diverse dynastic
genealogies (Trojan, Turkic, Perso-Achaemenid, and
even Komnenian-Seljuk), which could provide alter
native cultural affiliations for the House of Osman,
mediating the sultan’s relationship with different audiences at home and abroad.159
By positioning Mehmed II within the matrix of “Western civilization,” his Latin-inscribed portraits in the
firengī manner contested the presumption that artistic
innovations associated with the humanist project of
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Fig. 19. Sinan Beg (attr.), Bust Portrait of Mehmed II, ca.
1478–81. Watercolor and gold on paper. Istanbul, Topkapı
Palace Museum Library, Album H. 2153, fol. 145v. (Photo:
courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum Library)

Fig. 20. Şiblizade Ahmed (attr.), Mehmed II Smelling a Rose,
ca. 1480–81. Watercolor on paper. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace
Museum Library, Album H. 2153, fol. 10r. (Photo: courtesy of
the Topkapı Palace Museum Library)

recovering Roman antiquity were the exclusive preserve
of Christian Europe. As the true inheritor of Byzantium/
Constantinople—where the Eastern Roman imperial
tradition remained relatively unbroken in comparison
with Rome—the turbaned sultan in Ottoman costume
could assert that he had an equal, if not greater, claim
to the classical heritage shared by Christendom and
Islamdom, which was being revived in the Latin West.
His patronage of Italianate art crossed presumed
cultural boundaries, opening a permeable space “in
between” for the construction and negotiation of identity from a position of power. The sultan’s mimesis of
Italian Renaissance portraiture carried, then, the potential to subvert binaries of cultural difference reinforced
by demonizing humanist discourses on “the Turk”:
human versus inhuman, civilized versus barbarian,
Western versus Eastern, and European versus Asian.
Perhaps Mehmed was once again emulating in reverse

Alexander the Great, whose adoption of Eastern cultural practices had been interpreted by Arrian in the
Anabasis as a policy of mediation, aimed to diminish
the Macedonian conqueror’s foreignness in the expanding Asian frontiers of his empire.160
The conversation with diverse artistic traditions at
the court of Mehmed II resonates with the globalizing
optics of his role model, Alexander, who envisioned an
ethnically mixed world empire unified by cultural amalgamation. While the sultan’s medallic and oil-painted
portraits in the Italian manner are comparable to his
palace pavilions in their appropriation of foreign visual
modes, his painted portraits on paper, which fuse Italianate and Turco-Persianate elements, can be likened
to the synthetic architecture of his mosque complex and
Inner Treasury (figs. 19 and 20). These overlooked affinities across media that tend to be treated separately
point to a deliberate cultivation of visual cosmopolitan-
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Fig. 21. Portrait of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, ascribed in an inscription to Bihzad, 1490s or ca. 1500. Watercolor and gold on
paper. Harvard University Art Museums, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Gift of John Goelet, 1958.59. (Photo: courtesy of the
Harvard University Art Museums)

ism and hybridity. The pluralism of artistic styles parallels the multiplicity of languages in written texts and
chancellery documents. The fusion of Eastern and Western modes of representation, on the other hand, exemplifies an attempt to create an Ottoman pictorial
manner that is distinctively Rūmī (i.e., pertaining to the
lands of [Eastern] Rome, comprising Anatolia and the
Balkans).161

Visual hybridity and the creation of a Rūmī idiom in
miniature painting
The few surviving portraits of the sultan by his court
painters translate the naturalistic models of the Italian masters into the indigenous medium of miniature
painting on paper, thereby domesticating and natur
alizing their foreignness. One such example of visual
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Fig. 22. Seated Scribe, ca. 1478–81. Pen and ink, with watercolor and gold, on paper. Boston, Isabella Stewart Gardner
Museum, P15e8. (Photo: courtesy of Alan Chong)

translation involving a transfer of medium is the Bust
Portrait of Mehmed II, with its Byzantinizing gold background. Attributed to the sultan’s aforementioned
leading portrait painter, Sinan Beg, who was trained
in the Italian manner by a foreign master, it is a close
copy of either Costanzo’s medal or of a lost painting
by him (fig. 19).162 The miniature portrait Mehmed II
Smelling a Rose, ascribed to Sinan Beg’s pupil Şiblizade
Ahmed of Bursa, on the other hand, transforms
Bellini’s oil-painted bust portrait into a full-length
seated royal image in the Timurid manner by appending to it a proportionally incongruous body (fig. 20).163

This experimental image thus negotiates the sultan’s
identity as a culturally refined Turkic ruler gently smelling a rose. A comparison of this hybrid image with a
seated portrait of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, the contem
porary Turkic ruler of Herat, suggests that Ottoman
artists were also responding to the newly emerging
genre of individualized portraiture at the Timurid court
(fig. 21). The seated portrait of Mehmed II, which mingles Eastern and Western painting techniques, adopts
late Timurid iconographic conventions of royal portraiture, reflecting a desire to develop an Ottoman pictorial
manner that injects a new realism into the Turco-Per-
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sianate painting tradition shared by the court cultures
of Istanbul, Tabriz, and Herat.164
Another hybrid image is the Seated Scribe (Boston,
Gardner Museum), whose contemplative sitter is about
to write or draw on a blank sheet over which his shadow
is cast (fig. 22). Originally mounted in the same Safavid
album as Husayn Bayqara’s portrait, it is identified by a
Persian label added in the 1540s as “the work of Ibn-i
Muʾazzin [lit., son of the caller to prayer], who is among
the well-known European masters” (“ʿAmal-i ibn-i
muʾaẕẕin ki az ustādān-i mashūr-i firang-ast”). Various
interpretations have been proposed for this puzzling
label, on the basis of which the painting has been attributed to an artist from Europe.165 The Seated Scribe and
a closely related series of seven full-figure pen and ink
drawings, based on sketches of Ottoman personages
drawn from life, are generally attributed to Gentile
Bellini, although Costanzo da Ferrara has also been suggested as the artist.166 The sitter in Seated Scribe wears
a typically Ottoman bulbous turban resembling that of
Mehmed II in various portraits (figs. 17[a–b], 19, and 20).
His buttoned, gold-brocaded robe of Bursa velvet, with
its Ottoman-style wide collar and hanging, slit sleeves
exposing an inner garment with rolled sleeves, is almost
identical to the less lavish costume worn by the sitter
in the drawing Seated Solak, which depicts a royal guard
belonging to the janissary corps (fig. 23). The elaborate
sash around the waist of the scribe closely matches that
shown in another drawing, Standing Turk, whose subject wears a similarly bulbous turban.167
The Seated Scribe is perhaps a portrait of one of the
sultan’s salaried household members, probably a courtier enrolled in the elite corps (müteferriḳa) or an intimate (muṣāḥib, muḳarreb). The handsome, lavishly
dressed youth may simply have been practicing calligraphy or painting as a courtly pursuit, but it is not
unlikely that he was one of the painter-scribes with
whom the artist of the Gardner portrait interacted at
the sultan’s palace.168 According to Angiolello, the
müteferriḳa corps, to which some of the sultan’s intimates belonged, included painters (depentori) among
its ranks, and we know that scribes were often painters
as well. Thanks to their privileged access to the person
of the sultan, Ottoman court painters were sometimes
ranked as intimates. The artist Baba Nakkaş, for
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Fig. 23. Gentile Bellini (attr.), Seated Janissary [Solak], 1479–
81. Pen and ink. London, British Museum, Pp. 1.19AN218655.
(Photo: courtesy of the British Museum)

instance, is identified as the sultan’s “intimate” (muḳar
reb) in the royal title deed of a village that Mehmed II
granted him in 870 (1465) and which he turned into a
waqf in 880 (1475). The letter of commendation, written in Latin, that the sultan awarded to the departing
Gentile Bellini in 1481, referred to the artist as the
“golden knight and palace companion” (miles auratus
ac comes palatinus), and described the royal gift to him
of a gold medallion with a chain. On this basis, it has
convincingly been argued that Bellini, too, belonged to
the müteferriḳa corps. I would like to suggest that the
first half of the title he was given can be seen as the
equivalent of müteferriḳa, while the second half corresponds to the rank of intimate (muṣāhib, muḳarreb).
Forresti’s account of 1490 specifies that Mehmed II
made Bellini “a member of his retinue (familiarem) and
a palace companion as well as a golden knight with his
own insignia and chain.” Indeed, the letter of commen-
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a

Fig. 24, a and b. (a) Sinan Beg (attr.), Seated Painter, ca. 1478–81. Watercolor and gold on paper. Washington, D.C., Freer
Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution, F1932.28; (b) detail. (Photos: courtesy of Massumeh Farhad)
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Fig. 24b.
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dation refers to the painter as “one of the most select
and intimate members of the household,” and Angiolello reports that the sultan urged Bellini to speak
freely with him. Since the artist had already been
knighted as “eques auratus” and “comes palatinus” by
the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III during a visit to
Venice in 1469, the sultan’s granting of knighthood and
honorary titles to Gentile Bellini (and to Costanzo da
Ferrara) once again publicized his “Western manners”
in Christendom.169
The contested authorship of the Seated Scribe, attributed to Gentile and to Costanzo, seems to me less
important than the fact that an artist identified as European was asked to paint a naturalistic miniature portrait
in close dialogue with the Turco-Persianate painting tradition. The broader implications of this cross-cultural
visual conversation have been overshadowed by the fixation of scholarship on questions of attribution and on
whether the so-called “influence” traveled from East to
West, or vice-versa.170 Such a paradigm of unidirectional
influence misses the point of this intentionally hybrid
image, in which Eastern and Western conventions are
seamlessly fused and creatively transformed. The Gardner Museum’s portrait and its modified, identically
sized copy at the Freer Gallery of Art in Washington,
D.C., are instead the products of intercultural translation working in a number of directions.
The Seated Painter in Washington (fig. 24[a–b]), generally attributed to one of Mehmed II’s court artists, has
been ascribed to Sinan Beg by Raby and other specialists of Ottoman painting. Some recent publications,
however, continue to uphold F. R. Martin’s early-twentieth-century attribution of this painting to the glorious
Bihzad, who flourished in Herat around the mid-1480s,
after the demise of Mehmed II. I find it difficult to support this attribution, which is rooted more in an ardent
desire to link the two great masters of Italian and Persian painting, Bellini and Bihzad, than in convincing
evidence. The attribution is based on a questionable
Bihzad signature: another “signature” of Bihzad, bearing the date 894 (1488–89), appears on a reversed late
sixteenth- or early seventeenth-century reinterpretation of the Freer portrait located in the Kuwait National
Museum.171 The Freer Museum’s Seated Painter differs
from known examples of late Timurid and Safavid por-

traiture in its subtle assimilation of Western techniques
of modeling and shading, techniques that are much
more pronounced in the Gardner Museum’s portrait.
This suggests the hand of an Ottoman court painter
trained in the European manner, and Sinan Beg seems
to have been the most likely candidate.172
A comparable later image of a seated scribe in a
Herati narrative painting (mid-1480s), pasted on a page
of an album in the Saint Petersburg Public Library
(fig. 25), has been interpreted as another Bihzad copy
of the Gardner Museum’s Seated Scribe. However, it
makes more sense to regard this image as a late Timurid
archetype, because the scribe’s differently wrapped turban, his costume details, and his pose (with a raised
knee supporting a tilted pad scribbled with writing), differ considerably from those of its presumed model. The
portrait in Boston, evidently drawn from life, appears
to have been a response to this kind of late Timurid
image, just as the experimental portrait of Mehmed II
Smelling a Rose responds to contemporary Timurid
models of royal portraiture.173
The Freer Museum’s Seated Painter is a close copy
that modifies the Seated Scribe by entering into an
extended dialogue with the late Timurid painting tradition. It transforms its model, gazing at a blank sheet,
into a painter, adding a white handkerchief to his belt
and a painted sheet to his thinner slate, which the subject now rests on a slightly raised knee, coming closer
to the traditional pose of painter-scribes (like the scribe
in the Saint Petersburg album painting, whose knee is
raised even higher). The generic, cross-legged, “Oriental” way in which the Gardner scribe is seated closely
echoes the poses of the subjects in Seated Solak and
Seated Woman. This implies to me that its European
painter had the sitter pose as a model, rather than drawing him actually at work. The attempt by the Ottoman
painter of the Freer image to “correct” the incongruous
posture points to its derivation from the Gardner portrait. It is possible to imagine that the two artists knew
each other and worked around the same time. That live
models did in fact pose for Gentile Bellini finds support
in Angiolello’s eyewitness account, according to which
Mehmed II had the Venetian artist “portray/depict
many persons, which pleased the Signor,” and “when
the Signor wanted to see someone famed for being a
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Fig. 25. Detail of a seated scribe in a narrative painting
depicting a school scene, pasted in an album. Herat school,
watercolor on paper, mid 1480s. St. Petersburg Public Library,
Ms. 489, fol. 27. (After Olympiade Galerkina, “On Some Miniatures Attributed to Bihzad from Leningrad Collections,” Ars
Orientalis 8 [1970]: pl. 6, fig. 12)

handsome man, he had him portrayed/depicted by the
said Gentile Bellini.” This suggests that the Seated Scribe
and the seven surviving full-figure studies commonly
attributed to Bellini (on two of which are written the
names of colors) were portraits of particularly attractive individuals whom the sultan asked the artist to
“portray/depict” (retrahere).174
The wide-collared Ottoman costume of the Freer
Museum’s Seated Painter has been modified with short
sleeves, an added cloud-collar design, and a repeating
diaper pattern.175 The subject is painting a standing figure (shown rotated in fig. 24b) wearing a collarless,
short-sleeved robe and a non-bulbous turban wrapped
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in the Timurid manner. Astonishingly, this image
depicts a scribe or a painter-scribe, from whose belt
hang two prominent pens and a handkerchief. A golden
pen case and a large blue purse are also tucked into the
belt.176 With a subtly treated, sparse beard, this Timurid
personage has remarkably individualized facial features, as does the seated Ottoman painter by whom he
is being painted. The Freer image can therefore be read
as “a portrait within a portrait.” The style used to represent the seated Ottoman painter fuses Eastern and
Western conventions, whereas the painting he is producing mimics the late Timurid manner of Herat. This
extraordinary juxtaposition of two distinct styles, attesting to a fluency in diverse visual traditions and a taste
for hybridity, once again points to the experimental
milieu of Mehmed’s court artists.
The artistic conversation between Herat and Istanbul is implied by the arrival at the Ottoman court
between 1472 and 1474 of “visitors from the land of
Turan” who had “painters” (naḳḳāşlar) draw a picture of the Topkapı Palace to show back home.177
Mehmed II is known to have exchanged embassies and
letters in those years with the Timurid ruler of Herat,
Sultan Husayn Bayqara, especially in an attempt to form
an alliance against their common enemy, Uzun
Hasan.178 The Ottoman sultan’s Eastern artistic horizons, complementing his Western gaze, expanded particularly after he subjugated Karaman in 1468 and had
scholars and artisans transported from there to Istanbul. This was followed by military confrontations with
the allied Aqqoyunlu-Karamanid forces in the early
1470s. The ransom of “blood money” for four Aqqoyunlu
princes, captured in the contested territory of Karaman
in 1472, was to be accompanied by cultural currency that
would especially please the sultan, namely, “wondrous
manuscripts and gifts of novelties such as albums”
(kutub-i ġarība va tabarrukāt-i badīʿiyya mithl-i
muraqqaʿāt). The defeat of Uzun Hasan in 1473 brought
an influx of scholars, artisans, and artistic booty, including the ruler’s personal “armory, treasury, and other
belongings” (cebeḫānesi ve ḫazīnesi ve bāḳī esbābı),
along with his chief secretary (munshī) Sayyid Muhammad of Shiraz. Shortly thereafter, the Aqqoyunlu prince
Ughurlu Muhammad Mirza (d. 1477) sought political
asylum at the Ottoman court and the sultan gave him
his daughter in marriage.179
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As the legislator of a new imperial order with global
pretensions and claims to the heritages of great empires
of the past, Mehmed II sought to cultivate a courtly high
culture commensurate with his fertile geopolitical
imagination. In an age when collecting and cultural
patronage had become essential means of aristocratic
self-definition and prestige, he actively engaged with
the trendsetting aesthetic innovations of Eastern and
Western courts alike. Sixteenth-century Ottoman
writers unanimously emphasize his enthusiastic patronage of artists, poets, and especially scholars; wherever
in the world there was a man of “outstanding talent,” he
tried to lure him to his capital with generous gifts.
Originating from Iran or Central Asia, the sultan’s court
painter Baba Nakkaş (a royal “intimate” who had joined
the Naqshbandi order of dervishes in his homeland),
together with the Ottoman pupils he trained, indigenized the international Timurid-Turkmen style that
would permeate architectural ornament, the decorative
arts, and the arts of the book well into the early sixteenth century. A biographical dictionary reports that
at the sultan’s own initiative several young slave-servant
(ġulām) trainees were donated to Baba Nakkaş in order
to “acclimatize the elegant mode of design of greater
Iran (ṭarz-ı nāzik-i ḳalem-i ʿAcem) within the clime of
Rūm (Ottoman lands).” It is revealing to note that this
initiative parallels the schooling of Sinan Beg in Italia
nate portraiture and figural painting by a Western
master.180
Mehmed II attracted famous scholars and literati
from the East to his court, where bilingual poets composing Persian and Turkish poetry strove to develop an
indigenous Rūmī idiom by “creative translation” and
“dressing the Persian mode of poetry with Turkish
garments (Türkī libās).” In 1472, the sultan recruited
from the rival Aqqoyunlu court the celebrated Timurid
astronomer-mathematician Ali Kuşcı. However,
Mehmed was unsuccessful in his attempt to lure the
Naqshbandi poet-scholar ʿAbd al-Rahman Jami to his
court when the latter was returning to Herat in 1474
after performing the hajj. Shortly before his death, the
Ottoman ruler sent an envoy with precious gifts to Jami
in Herat, asking him to write a work on the respective
positions of theologians, philosophers, and Sufis on an
itemized list of metaphysical questions that had been

debated for centuries. The Precious Pearl, which Jami
wrote in response to the sultan’s request, reached Istanbul only after his distant patron’s death in 1481.181 It is
tempting to speculate that the closely related Gardner
and Freer paintings, once mounted in Persian albums,
were among the gifts sent with the same envoy to the
court of Herat (figs. 22 and 24[a]). If so, these paired
images would have expressed Mehmed II’s pride in the
inauguration of an innovative Rūmī mode of portraiture
far more naturalistic than the Timurid exemplars to
which both images were responding.182
Although lamentably few works attributable to Sinan
Beg and his pupils have survived, several anonymous
portraits mounted in albums in the Topkapı Palace
Library provide further evidence of Mehmed’s attempt
to launch a Europeanizing mode of Ottoman miniature
painting intended to complement works he commissioned in the Italian and Timurid manners. Examples
include the three-quarter bust portraits of a bearded
Greek or Levantine and a young janissary, the full-face
depiction of a Madonna, and another, gold-ground profile bust of the sultan, deriving from that of Costanzo da
Ferrara.183 The inventive experiments of Ottoman court
painters were probably not limited to the genre of portraiture. This conjecture is supported by two Europeanizing narrative paintings added later to an incomplete
manuscript of the Khamsa of Nizami, created in Timurid
Herat in 1445–46 (figs. 26 and 27[a-c]). Zeren Tanındı
has attributed these paintings to the court workshop of
Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512), based on the horsemen’s distinctive janissary headgear, architectural details (a castle with conical-capped firengī towers like those of the
Topkapı Palace), and the manuscript binding made for
this sultan. Once again, these images display the selective interweaving of the Turco-Persianate painting tradition with such Europeanate naturalistic conventions
as sketching technique, shading, modeling, foreshortening, and perspectival effects. Although the attribution to Bayezid II is not implausible, judging by the less
refined Europeanizing conventions seen in painted
manuscripts dedicated to him, these unique narrative
images may well date from the last years of Mehmed II’s
reign. (The binding could have been added by his son,
when he had the royal library collection inventoried.)
The paintings, one of them left unfinished, can be
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EPILOGUE: LONGEVITY OF MEHMED II’S LEGACY

Fig. 26. Ottoman painter, Bahram Gur Fighting Two Lions
and Winning His Throne and Crown. From a Khamsa of
Nizami, ca. 1478–81. Watercolor and gold on paper. Istanbul,
Topkapı Palace Museum Library, H. 781, fol. 160r. (Photo:
courtesy of David Roxburgh)

ascribed to a court artist trained in the firengī manner,
perhaps working in collaboration with one of the Western painters invited by Mehmed II. If so, a probable candidate is Sinan Beg, whose gravestone identifying him
as the “painter (naḳḳāş) of Sultan Mehmed” implies that
he was no longer employed in Bayezid II’s court. The
striking resemblance of the Ottoman-style wide collared, blue-and-red costume with gold buttons worn by
Alexander the Great in the painting Alexander Searching for the Water of Life, to that of his counterpart riding
to Jerusalem in the Marciana İskendernāme hints
that both were intended to represent the sultan himself
(figs. 27a and 3).184

The aesthetics of fusion fostered in the Ottoman court
scriptorium can be seen as a visual metaphor for the
self-avowed cultural in-betweenness and liminality of
the lands of Rūm at the intersection between worlds,
histories, and continents. Despite their foreignness to
the Turco-Persianate painting tradition, bust-length
and half-length miniature painted portraits were subsequently assimilated into the sixteenth-century Ottoman
artistic repertoire, in which individualized portraiture
(a genre initiated under Mehmed II’s patronage) continued to occupy a privileged position. Moreover, in
the perspectival effects of their landscapes and architectural representations, the narrative paintings of
some manuscripts produced in the court workshop
of Bayezid II carry the recognizable echoes of earlier
experiments. In parallel with painting, the synthetic
idiom inaugurated by Mehmed II’s pioneering mosque
complex would also leave a lasting imprint on the
dynastic architectural style elaborated under his successors. Unlike the synthetic idioms in painting and
architecture, however, the purely Italianate manner
of portraiture so enthusiastically embraced by the
sultan enjoyed only a short life. Although Mehmed II
attempted to acculturate both Eastern (ʿAcemī) and
Western (Firengī) modes of portraiture in his court,
along with a hybrid Ottoman (Rūmī) manner, he clearly
seems to have favored naturalistic Italian Renaissance
models for self-representation. This preference resonates with the westward thrust of his ecumenical vision
of empire, which reversed Alexander’s eastward orientation. Bayezid II, who rose to power with the support
of traditionalist factions opposed to his father’s imperial
project, was no doubt making a public statement by
selling Mehmed’s collection of Western art upon his
accession to the throne, and by not commissioning any
painted or medallic portraits of himself from Italian
artists.185 Nevertheless, the new sultan perpetuated in
many respects his father’s cosmopolitan artistic legacy,
a legacy that was not an idiosyncratic, short-lived diversion, as is often assumed.
In fact, Bayezid II’s viziers could still admire the naturalistic canvas portrait of Francesco II Gonzaga, the
Marquis of Mantua, which was presented as a diplomatic gift to this sultan in 1492. The Mantuan ambassa-

gülru necİpoğlu

46

a
Fig. 27, a–c. (a) Ottoman painter, Alexander Searching for the Water of Life in the Land of Darkness. From a Khamsa of Nizami,
ca. 1478–81. Watercolor and gold on paper. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, H. 781, fol. 279v; (b and c) details.
(Photos: courtesy of Hadiye Cangökçe)
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c

Fig. 27b–c.

dor’s unpublished letter to the Marquis describes his
reception at the royal palace in Edirne. In it he explains
how he informed the pashas that the painted portrait
(retracto) of his master was sent as a token of love and
loyalty toward the sultan; being unable to come in person to express his reverence, the Marquis had opted to
be brought to the Gran Signor’s presence in painting so
as to be known to his majesty by sight (lo Excellentia mio
signore per dimostrar con qualche effetto lo amor, fede,
et servità sue verso la Maestà del Gran signor non havendo in persona potuto venir a far reverentia alla sua
Maestà ha voluto essergli in pictura portato, accio che sua
Maestà lo vegia et conosca). When the pashas enthusiastically asked the ambassador to show the painting, it
was displayed to them at the palace’s public council hall
before being paraded in front of a ceremonial window
of the sultan’s private audience chamber. Holding the

painted surrogate in their hands, the pashas greatly
praised the sitter’s face (lo feci pigliar et portar in conspetto loro, quali lo tolsero ne le loro mani laudando grandamente la faccia de la Excellentia vostra). Francesco
Gonzaga’s friendship with the Ottoman sultan was
proudly publicized in a panegyric poem by the humanist poet Bassano Mantovano, and the Marquis even
encouraged his troops to utter the battlecry “Turco!
Turco!” while proclaiming allegiance to the house of
Gonzaga. A year later, in 1493, Francesco II presented
two other portraits to Kasım Beg, Bayezid II’s
ambassador to the Gonzaga court: one depicting Prince
Cem (the sultan’s rival brother held hostage in Rome by
the pope in return for an annual fee), and the other representing the ambassador of the Mamluk sultan (a supporter of Cem’s candidacy to the Ottoman throne). It
has recently been argued that these two portraits were
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probably related to the likeneness made by the Gonzaga
court artist Andrea Mantegna while he was on loan to
the Papal Court in Rome between 1488 and 1490. After
Kasım Beg’s gift-bearing embassy, Francesco Gonzaga
not only made an effort to learn Turkish, but also, as
Molly Bourne has shown, commissioned frescoes in his
three residences whose subjects celebrated fruitful
interactions with the Ottoman world.186
It seems likely to me that the Marquis of Mantua presented the paired portraits to the Ottoman sultan’s
ambassador so as to keep his anxious ally informed
about the hostage prince’s condition, as well as about a
related Mamluk embassy to Rome. This suggests that
Bayezid II was not averse to receiving naturalistic
Italianate portraits as gifts for Western diplomatic negotiations (even if primarily for their documentary infor
mation value). Nor was he opposed to continuing his
father’s custom of knighting favored European visitors
to his court. In 1481, he conferred the status of cavaliero
on the Venetian ambassador Antonio Vitturi, just as an
ambassador of Bayezid II was knighted ( fato cavalier)
in 1496 at Vigevano (near Milan) by the newly elected
Holy Roman Emperor Maximilian I (son of Frederick
III) (r. 1486–1519). The latter event surprised the Venetian chronicler Marino Sanuto because the sultan’s
ambassador was an “infidel.”187
The 1505 inventory of the Topkapı Palace’s Inner
Treasury indicates that Bayezid II tolerated figural
images. Among the silver artifacts listed are “six pieces
of infidel images” (gebr taṣvīrleri), most likely silverplated Byzantine icons, along with a “European figural
tapestry” (firengī muṣavver perde). He did dispose of
Mehmed II’s Byzantine relic collection, enshrined in the
same treasury, which his father had refused to sell to
European rulers because he considered them “more precious than money.” However, Bayezid’s main purpose
in dispersing these relics was to offer them as gifts to
European rulers in exchange for holding his brother,
Prince Cem, captive. He did, after all, preserve the figural mosaics of Hagia Sophia and his father’s Italian
prints with devotional and secular imagery. It is true
that Bayezid chose not to cultivate Italianate figural art,
but he was not reluctant to invite Leonardo and Michelangelo (ca. 1502–3 and 1506, respectively) to construct
a bridge across the Golden Horn. Although the bridge
was never built, the sultan’s attempt to procure the ser-

vices of two leading Italian Renaissance artists for its
construction testifies to his own personalized global
outlook.188
Renewed artistic exchanges with Renaissance Italy
under Selim I and Süleyman I
A merchant-banker of the Gondi Bank (established by
the Florentine banking family of the Gondi who were
prominent financial partners of the Medici) wrote a
letter to Michelangelo in 1519, once again urging
the artist to join the Ottoman Porte. This time he
was to come immediately to Edirne or send without
delay one of the best painters of Christendom, who
should bring along the finest samples of his works
(uno altro pintore que sia di meglio che ogi di si trouj
in Christianità di pitura). The writer of the letter explained that Bayezid II’s son and successor, Selim I,
(r. 1512–20) had just paid a fortune for an undistinguished antique nude statue and, unlike his father, was
fond of the figural arts. Apparently, the new sultan’s
brother, Prince Ahmed, who was executed in 1513, had
shared this fondness. A tantalizing entry I came across
in an unpublished inventory of Selim I’s Inner Treasury refers to “two European images” (taṣvīr-i firengī,
iki) among his late brother’s confiscated belongings.189
The early sixteenth-century Veneto-Byzantine historian Teodoro Spandugino even claims that at the Council Hall in Venice he saw a painted representation of
Selim I’s victorious battle at Çaldıran (1514), which was
said to have been sent by the sultan to Venice (et est
paincte en salle du Conseil de Venise, où je l’ay veue; et
dict on que ledict Selym la leur envoya). According to
Giovio, this victory in Iran had given Selim I an “incredible reputation” for two reasons: it demonstrated to the
“whole world” that the Safavid Shah Ismaʿil I was not
invincible, and also revealed the sultan’s military prowess, since he succeeded in advancing twenty days
beyond the point where his grandfather, Mehmed II,
had dared to go during the famous battle with Uzun
Hasan. No-longer-extant paintings of the victory in
Çaldıran once decorated two royal garden kiosks of
Selim I along the Bosphorus, testifying to his pride in
this feat. The sultan may therefore have sent a painting
of that battle to his Venetian allies as a pictorial
“fatḥnāma” (epistle of victory). One wonders whether a
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recently discovered, large, late sixteenth-century canvas painting in a palace in Palermo, which depicts
Selim I’s triumph in Çaldıran, has any connection to the
painting Spandugino saw at the Council Hall in Venice.
The sultan’s subsequent conquest of Cairo was celebrated in an anonymous Italian portrait medal (ca. 1517)
that naturalistically depicts his bust in profile. The subjugated Mamluk capital is represented on the medal’s
reverse by three elongated pyramids, separated by the
Nile River from a fortified city with two heads prominently displayed on spikes. The heads have been interpreted as references to the last two Mamluk sultans
successively defeated by Selim I. It has also been suggested that the medal was perhaps commissioned by
the sultan himself, given the victory message of its imagery and of its Latin inscriptions: on the reverse, “Memphis [i.e., Cairo], captured from conquered kings”; on
the obverse, “Selim, Emperor of the Turks.” Two bronze
portrait medals that represent Selim’s son and successor, Süleyman I (r. 1520–66), in profile are the last known
examples of their kind, though it is unclear who commissioned them.190
After Mehmed II’s demise, invitations to Italian artists were issued only sporadically and no longer through
official diplomatic channels but rather through the
informal networks of the Florentine Gondi Bank and
Franciscan friars residing in Pera. Artistic interactions
with Italy would be reinvigorated in the early part of
Sultan Süleyman’s reign, during the grand vizierate of
Ibrahim Pasha (1525–36). This pasha was born in Parga
in Venetian Albania and his chief adviser-creditor was
the well-connected Pera merchant Alvise Gritti, the illegitimate son of the reigning Doge of Venice, Andrea
Gritti (r. 1523–38). The households of both Ibrahim and
Alvise boasted kinship ties with personages who had
enjoyed positions of power under Mehmed II and his
two successors, ties through which the continuing cosmopolitanism of the Ottoman court was readapted to
shifting cultural politics. It has been established that
Ibrahim Pasha, christened Pietro and captured by corsairs, was raised as a household slave by a daughter of
Iskender Bey (later Pasha, d. 1503), the previously mentioned Pera-born, Italo-Greek governor of Mehmed II,
who rose to the vizierate under Bayezid II. As Süleyman’s favorite, Ibrahim married a granddaughter of the
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late Iskender Pasha, and likely met Alvise Gritti through
that family’s Pera connections. The Doge’s “bastard”
son, on the other hand, inherited the precious connections of his father. As a leading merchant-diplomat,
Andrea Gritti had resided for many years in Pera, where
his great-uncle (the aforementioned Giovanni Battista
Gritti) had served as bailo under Mehmed II.191
The intensification of artistic relations with Renaissance Europe during Ibrahim Pasha’s grand vizierate
was once again propelled by his royal master’s aspiration for universal sovereignty as the long-awaited Last
World Emperor, who would inaugurate the prophesied
millennial order.192 In a newly uncovered anonymous
Italian epic poem eulogizing Selim I’s victories in 8,000
verses, the crown prince, Süleyman, is hailed as the
future messianic “world emperor” (imperator del
mondo), who would “restore the Golden Age” (farà tornar la età de l’oro). Written in Veneto-Emiliana dialect
by a possibly Venetian author, this poem’s eschatological prophecy presents the only son and heir apparent
of Selim I as his grandest accomplishment. Given the
brevity of life, Süleyman would bring to completion the
imperial project of his father, who was “born to dominate the world” (per dominar il mondo al mondo nato).
The epic poem is datable to the last years of Selim’s
reign (ca. 1518–20), when the aforementioned Florentine banker-merchant invited Michelango or another
world-famous painter to Edirne. It recalls an earlier epic
poem in Latin, written in praise of Mehmed II: Giovanni
Maria Filelfo’s Amyris, which was commissioned by the
Anconitan merchant Othman di Lillo Freducci (Ferducci), named after the Ottoman dynasty’s founder by
his father, who boasted close ties with Murad II. Perhaps the encomium that jointly pays homage to
Selim I and his son was also commissioned by an Italian merchant seeking to curry favor with the reigning
sultan, or by a diplomat affiliated with the Venetian
embassy in Pera. Since the manuscript’s first twentytwo folios and conclusion are missing, its authorship
and context have not been established. Yet a connection with Venice is implied not only by internal clues,
but also by striking parallels between its contents and
the reports of Venetian ambassadors who met Selim I.
It is noteworthy that the bailos residing in Pera in those
years (Pietro Bembo [1516–19] and Tommaso Contarini
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[1519–22]) were associated with Andrea Gritti’s mercantile circle, due to their personal interests in trading with
the Ottoman capital. The Venetian ambassador Antonio Giustiniani, who in 1513 renewed the commercial
privileges of the peace treaty concluded by Andrea
Gritti with Bayezid II in 1503, notes that Selim I wished
to imitate his grandfather, Mehmed II, and avoided having any more sons after Süleyman was born. The latter
observation is repeated by the ambassador Luigi (Alvise)
Mocenigo, who was sent to Cairo in 1517 with Bartolomeo Contarini to congratulate the sultan on his victory.
There they were honorably received and succeeded in
renewing the Serenissima’s trading privileges in Syria
and Egypt. Mocenigo, who alone accompanied the sultan to Istanbul in 1518, says that he had many occasions
to talk familiarly with him. He observed that Selim I
read the life of Alexander, whom he wanted to imitate,
aspiring to be a “world emperor” (signor del mondo) with
Europe, Asia, and Africa peacefully brought under his
control. Giovio wrote in his Commentaria that he had
heard from Luigi Mocenigo that no other man equaled
Selim “in virtue, justice, humanity and magnanimity of
spirit, not having any barbarian trait whatsoever, and
whatever the common people opposed him for was
excellently justified by him.”193
These are precisely the characteristics emphasized
in the laudatory epic poem on the sultan’s deeds, which
overlooks negative aspects of his personality and justifies some of his questionable actions. At the beginning
of each canto, its unidentified author directly addresses
the living sultan. He expresses his wish to eternalize the
fame and glory of Selim, who, long before being born,
had been predestined to conquer Persia, Syria, and
Egypt, as had Alexander the Great. The future glories of
the sultan and his son, prophesied 5,280 years prior, are
revealed to Selim by pagan deities in a vision he has of
a temple, where he receives sacred insignia before setting out on his victorious Safavid and Mamluk campaigns: a helmet from Mars, a sword from Justice, and
a golden standard with a silver full moon from Fame,
since the former dynastic crescent will no longer suffice
as an emblem for the “world emperor” (imperator del
mondo). Inside the temple, the divinely favored sultan
encounters sculpted effigies of ancient heroes and of his
Ottoman ancestors. Inscriptions on the effigies predict

how Bayezid II would voluntarily hand over to Selim
the vast empire that his grandfather, Mehmed II, took
away from Constantine the Great. The series ends with
a golden effigy of the infant Süleyman, who, the deities
inform Selim, was born under an extraordinary triple
astral conjunction. Predestined for grandiose deeds as
Selim’s designated successor, the equally virtous prince
possesses gentleness of spirit (gentilezza d’animo) and
the sagacity of Solomon, whose namesake he is, which
will temper his bellicose instinct.194
Styling himself the new Ottoman Alexander and Solomon, the young Süleyman, who inherited from his
father a tri-continental empire greatly extended in size,
shared Mehmed II’s dream of restoring the Roman
Empire by reuniting Constantinople with Rome. In his
Commentaria, published with a dedication to Emperor
Charles V in Rome in 1532, Giovio says he had heard
from trustworthy persons that Sultan Süleyman often
declared that the empire of Rome and the whole West
belonged to him as the legitimate successor of Con
stantine the Great, who had transferred the empire to
Constantinople. We learn from Giovio and other sixteenth-century sources that both Selim I and Süleyman
I avidly read translations of the life of Alexander. An
anonymous eulogist of Süleyman even greets him as
“more fortunate than Alexander the Great” and “World
Emperor.” His panegyric in Italian, brought to light by
Ana Pulido, is the second example of its kind after the
epic poem discussed above (the earlier, third example
in Latin by Filelfo, the Amyris, similarly highlights
Mehmed II’s favorable support by pagan deities). Like
that of his father, the eulogy of Süleyman can be connected with a Venetian patron, since the text of the
splendidly illuminated manuscript alludes to the sultan’s “indissoluble” peace with Venice, which will
“endure in perpetuity.” As in the panegyrical poem on
Selim I’s deeds, the author of this manuscript, which is
dedicated to “Divine Süleyman, Most Invincible” (Divo
Solimano Invictissimo), directly addresses the sultan,
comparing him with classical heroes, attributing his
conquests of Belgrade, Rhodes, and Hungary to the favor
of deities, and praising his many virtues, including those
of humanity and clemency. He is, moreover, portrayed
as a cultured patron of scholars and literati, being himself a talented practitioner of the fine arts (le bone arti).
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Fig. 28. Anonymous Venetian woodcut, Portrait of Sultan
Süleyman, 1532. London, British Museum, P&D 1845.8-19.1726.
(After W. Stirling Maxwell, Examples of the Engraved Portraiture of the Sixteenth Century [London, 1872])

The text glorifies Süleyman’s semi-divine Trojan ancestry and declares that he merits being “Absolute Monarch and Emperor of the whole world” (Assoluto
Monarca et Imperatore de tutto il mondo). It concludes
with the assertion that he deserves as divinely sanctioned “emperor of emperors” (Imperatore de li Imperatori) the triumphal crowns (corona) of the bejeweled
gold helmet (Elmetto) “that we now see ornamenting
your divine Caesarship” (che ora veggiamo ornare la divina Cesarea tua).195
The latter is clearly a reference to Sultan Süleyman’s
Venetian-made, tiara-like helmet with four superim-
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posed crowns, designed by Alvise Gritti and Ibrahim
Pasha on the eve of a coordinated attack by land and
sea on Austria and southern Italy. It was presented to
the sultan by the grand vizier in 1532, just before Süleyman marched to confront the Habsburgs in Hungary
and Austria. Pulido makes the compelling suggestion
that the manuscript hailing Süleyman as king of Hungary and ending with a wish for his continued success,
may have been commissioned by Alvise and Ibrahim to
be presented together with the helmet-crown, which is
visually represented in its illuminated vignettes. One of
these depicts Alvise’s father, Andrea Gritti, concluding
the 1503 peace treaty with Bayezid II in his capacity as
ambassador, prior to being elected Doge. Each sitter,
however, is portrayed with an anachronistic headgear:
the ducal hat symbolizing the Doge of Venice and Süley
man’s helmet-crown. The latter is represented in the
manuscript as a dynastic insignia first worn by
Mehmed II, thereby marking him as the real founder of
the Ottoman Empire, as in the epic poem written for
Selim I. I have argued elsewhere that this magnificent
headdress, publicized to the world through Venetian
printed portraits of Süleyman wearing it, challenged the
alliance between the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V
and Pope Clement VII by symbolizing the sultan’s claim
for universal dominion over the “four corners” of the
earth (fig. 28).196 It was declared by Ibrahim Pasha to be
a “trophy of Alexander the Great” (un trofeo di Alexandro Magno), the enduring role model of Süleyman, his
father Selim I, and his great-grandfather Mehmed II.197
The new synthesis of a “classical” Ottoman canon in
the arts and architecture subsequently promoted at
Süleyman’s court signaled the relative hardening of
East–West territorial and cultural boundaries. Nevertheless, an official historian writing in the 1590s would
still proudly proclaim among the dynasty’s superior
attributes the cosmopolitanism of its capital, arguably
Mehmed II’s greatest and most longlasting creation: no
other city in the world could claim Istanbul’s unrivaled
fame and its unique location at the “confluence of two
seas,” where ships “crisscrossing the straits of the Black
Sea and Mediterranean” continually loaded and
unloaded their wares. Moreover, no other state possessed a capital like it, assembling such a “diverse collection of communities,” intermingling Christians and
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Jews and different kinds of peoples. In the centuries to
come, Constantinople/Istanbul and Ottoman visual culture would never entirely lose sight of Mehmed II’s cosmopolitan legacy—a legacy born from the conscious
fusion of multiple artistic traditions to express a sense
of belonging to both the East and the West.198
The eclecticism of Mehmed II’s reign constitutes an
enigma only because of our own rigid modern notions
of identity and civilization. Mikail Bakhtin links the
“polyglot consciousness” of the Romans with the emergence of hybrid literary forms that marked the concluding phase of the Hellenistic world, characterized by a
“radical polyglossia,” or “heteroglossia” born from the
intersection of cultures and languages. What he defines
as “intentional hybridity” in literature—the conscious
fusion of different styles and languages, set against each
other dialogically to illuminate and “interanimate” one
another—finds a striking counterpart in the visual culture of Mehmed’s new capital.199 I have tried to show
that it is possible to see an underlying pattern or unifying conception whereby the multiple facets of the sultan’s artistic patronage in diverse media, reconsidered
here in a holistic framework, might fit together like the
pieces of a puzzle.
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am grateful to the conference organizers, Alan Chong and
Anna Contadini, for having invited me. Due to the delay in the
publication of the joint conference proceedings, I have opted to
update my article (submitted in 2007) with new bibliographic
references and to publish it in this volume of Muqarnas.
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imminent end of time in his universal history by quoting
the Prophet’s hadith that “the Last Hour will not commence
until Constantinople and its cities have been conquered”:
cited and discussed in Cornell H. Fleischer, “Ancient Wisdom and New Sciences: Prophecies at the Ottoman Court
in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” in Falnama:
The Book of Omens, ed. Massumeh Farhad, S erpil Bağcı et
al. (Washington, D.C., 2009), 232–36. See also Feridun M.
Emecen, Fetih ve Kıyamet 1453 (Istanbul, 2012).
Bessarione e l’Umanesimo, ed. Gianfranco Fiaccadori (exhibition catalogue, Biblioteca Nazionale Marciana) (Venice,
1994); Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East, 36–38.
Eschatological hadith attributed to the Prophet Muhammad had long ago included the successive conquests of
Constantinople and Rome by Muslim armies among the
signs of the last days, when Islam would reign triumphant
as the universal religion: see Stéphane Yerasimos, La fondation de Constantinople et de Sainte-Sophie dans les traditions
turques: Légendes d’empire (Istanbul, 1990), 183–99; Maurice Canard, “Les expéditions des Arabes contre Constantinople dans l’histoire et dans la légende,” Journal Asiatique
208 (1926): 106; Wilfred Madelung, “Apocalyptic Prophecies
in Ḥimṣ in the Umayyad Age,” Journal of Semitic Studies
31, 2 (1986): 155. Supernatural signs, oracles, and auguries
before and during the siege of Constantinople, to which
Mehmed II “gave great weight,” are mentioned in Kritovoulos of Imbros, History of Mehmed the Conqueror, trans.
Charles T. Riggs (Princeton, N.J., 1954), 23, 58–59. In 1454,
Niccolò Sagundino reported that, on the basis of old prophecies and omens, the conqueror of Constantinople aspired
to subjugate Rome. This report is cited with other references to Mehmed II’s ambition to conquer Rome in Franz
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror and His Time, ed. William
C. Hickman, trans. Ralph Manheim (Princeton, N.J., 1978),
216, 494–95. For the related Ottoman legend of the “Golden
Apple” (ḳızıl elma), see Lellouch and Yerasimos, Les traditions apocalyptiques. Rome is identified as the “ḳızıl elma”
in the late fifteenth-century Turkish marginal captions of
a Greek manuscript of Pseudo-Callisthenes’s Alexander
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Romance, which was inherited by the Ottomans after the
conquest of Trebizond in 1461: see facsimile in Nicolette S.
Trahoulias, The Greek Alexander Romance (Athens, 1997),
129. Curiously, this is the only known version of the Alexander Romance that deals with Alexander’s conquest of Rome;
for the dating of the captions, which were probably added
in Mehmed II’s court, see n. 36 below.
Early studies include Louis Thuasne, Gentile Bellini et Sultan Mohammed II: Notes sur le séjour du peintre vénitien à
Constantinople (1479–1480) (Paris, 1888); Josef von Karabacek, Abendländische Künstler zu Konstantinopel im XV.
und XVI. Jahrhundert, vol. 1, Italienische Künstler am Hofe
Muhammeds II des Eroberers, 1451–1481, Kaiserliche Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien, Philosophisch-historische
Klasse, Denkschriften 62, 1 (Vienna, 1918); and Franz Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen zur Geschichte Südosteuropas und der Levante, 3 vols. (Munich, 1962–76). These
studies culminated in the unpublished dissertation by
Julian Raby, which laid the groundwork for all subsequent
scholarship: Julian Raby, “El Gran Turco: Mehmed the Conqueror as a Patron of the Arts of Christendom” (D.Phil.
thesis, Oxford University, 1980). More recent studies on
Mehmed II’s artistic patronage include Gülru Necipoğlu,
Architecture, Ceremonial, and Power: The Topkapı Palace
in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (New York, 1991);
Susan Spinale,“The Portrait Medals of Ottoman Sultan
Mehmed II (r. 1451–81)” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University,
2003); and Çiğdem Kafescioğlu, Constantinoplis/Istanbul:
Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction
of the Ottoman Capital (University Park, Pa., 2009). Examples of cross-cultural studies that emphasize the sultan’s
patronage of Renaissance art are: Lisa Jardine and Jerry
Brotton, Global Interests: Renaissance Art between East and
West (London, 2000); Gerald MacLean, ed., Re-orienting
the Renaissance: Cultural Exchanges with the East (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire 2005). Also see Venice and
the Islamic World, 828–1797, ed. Stefano Carboni (exhibition
catalogue, Metropolitan Museum of Art) (New York, 2007).
Scholars have either romanticized Mehmed II as a Renaissance prince steeped in humanist culture or viewed him as
an Oriental despot whose interest in Renaissance culture
was primarily motivated by utilitarian, military goals. Such
mutually exclusive assessments are being challenged in
recent publications, but interpretations of Mehmed II’s
patronage of Italian art and artists continue to be controversial. One of several studies to question the Italian
Renaissance’s influences on Mehmed II’s architectural
patronage is: Uğur Tanyeli, “Batılılaşma öncesinin Türk
Mimarlığında Batı Etkileri (14.–17. yüzyıl),” in Türk Kültüründe Sanat ve Mimari: Klâsik Dönem Sanatı ve Mimarlığı
üzerine Denemeler, ed. Mehmet Saçlıoğlu and Gülsün Tan
yeli (Istanbul, 1993), 157–88.
As early as the tenth century, al-Masʿudi mentions that the
Greeks referred to Constantinople as “Stanbūlin”; for historical names of the city whose present-day official name is
Istanbul, see Halil İnalcık, Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edi-

7.

8.
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tion (henceforth EI2) (Leiden, 1954–2002), s.v. “Istanbul.”
Instructions given to the Genoese ambassador are cited in
Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 237. An early version of Mehmed II’s
waqfiyya (ca. 1472–74, in Arabic) was revised ca. 1478–81;
the no-longer-extant revision was renewed by Bayezid
II in 901 (1496). The lost endowment deed is datable to
after 1478, since the copy of it reissued by Bayezid II mentions the outer fortress of the Topkapı Palace, completed
that year, and does not refer to the keeper of Mehmed’s
posthumously built mausoleum (ca. 1481): see Tahsin Öz,
ed., Zwei Stiftungsurkunden des Sultans Mehmed II. Fatih
(Istanbul, 1935), 10. On the sultan’s repopulation of the
deserted city, his policies of urbanization, and the building projects of his grandees, see Giovan Maria Angiolello,
Viaggio di Negroponte, ed. Cristina Bazzolo (Vicenza, 1982),
24, 37; Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed; İnalcık, “Istanbul”;
Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul. For references to
the “firengī” visual mode in later Ottoman and Safavid primary sources, see Gülru Necipoğlu, “L’idée de décor dans
les régimes de visualité islamiques,” in Purs décors? Arts de
l’Islam, regards du XIXe siècle: Collections des arts décoratifs, ed. Rémi Labrusse (exhibition catalogue) (Paris, 2007),
10–23.
The sultan’s wish to produce “a new people” is mentioned
in the report of Giacomo Languschi incorporated into Zorzi
Dolfin’s Venetian chronicle: J. R. Melville Jones, trans., The
Siege of Constantinople 1453: Seven Contemporary Accounts
(Amsterdam, 1972), 128. The Latins selected for the sultan’s
palace are mentioned in the 1453 letter of Angelo Giovanni
Lomellino, the former podestà of Pera, to his brother, in
Jones, Siege of Constantinople, 135. The youths recruited
after the fall of Constantinople are decribed in Kritovoulos,
History of Mehmed, 85–86.
Before besieging Constantinople, the sultan instituted
reforms in the janissary army: see Halil İnalcık, Fatih Devri
Üzerinde Tetkikler ve Vesikalar I (Ankara, 1987) 116–18n227a.
Upon executing his father’s grand vizier, Çandarlı Halil
Pasha, in 1454, Mehmed II appointed only grand viziers
of ḳul origin, with the exception of the last one. For his
viziers and grand viziers, see İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı,
Osmanlı Tarihi, vol. 2, İstanbul’un Fethinden Kanunî Sultan
Süleyman’ın Ölümüne Kadar, 3rd ed. (Ankara, 1975), 529–
38; Theoharis Stavrides, The Sultan of Vezirs: The Life and
Times of the Ottoman Grand Vezir Mahmud Pasha Angelović
(1453–1474) (Leiden, 2001), 51–70. Iskender Beg’s genealogy is outlined in I. Ursu, ed., Historia turchesca (1300–1514)
(Bucharest, 1909), 7. This compilation, attributed by Ursu
to Donado da Lezze, contains substantial sections copied
or derived from Angiolello: cited henceforth as Ursu, ed.
(Angiolello), Historia turchesca. A list of passages attributable to Angiolello is provided in Pierre A. MacKay, “The
Content and Authorship of the Historia Turchesca,” in
İstanbul Üniversitesi 550. Yıl, Uluslararası Bizans ve Osmanlı
Sempozyumu (XV. Yüzyıl): 30–31 Mayıs 2003 = 550th Anniversary of the Istanbul University: International Byzantine
and Ottoman Symposium (XVth Century), ed. Sümer Atasoy
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(Istanbul, 2004), 213–21. For Iskender Beg (later pasha), who
rose to the vizierate under Bayezid II, also see Babinger,
Mehmed the Conqueror, 358–59, 361, 508; Hedda Reindl,
Männer um Bāyezīd: Eine prosopographischer Studie über
die Epoche Sultan Bāyezīds II. (1481–1512) (Berlin, 1983),
240–61.
Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 133–34. For the diplomatic contacts of Mahmud Pasha and Mara Branković,
see Domenico Malipiero, “Annali veneti dell’anno 1457 al
1500,” Archivio Storico Italiano 7, 1 (1843): 67, 71, 81, 107–8;
Stavrides, Sultan of Vezirs, 110–11, 162, 214, 229, 248, 252–53;
Maria Pia Pedani Fabris, In nome del Gran Signore: Inviati ottomani a Venezia dalla caduta di Costantinopoli alla
guerra di Candia (Venice, 1994) 13, 24–25, 104.
In a letter dated April 5, 1467, King Ferrante of Naples
instructed Bernardo Lopis, his ambassador to the pasha of
Albania and Mehmed II, to find out the “things that would
be pleasing” as gifts; this document is discussed in Spinale,
“Portrait Medals,” 120–22. In instructions addressed to him
on July 5, 1479, the Florentine consul in Pera was informed
that Antonio de’ Medici was being sent as ambassador to
the sultan with gifts based on the consul’s recommendation: “con tale ordine di presente, secondo il ricordo tuo,
che speriamo sarà bene accepto.” See Giuseppe Müller,
Documenti sulle relazioni delle città toscane coll’oriente cristiano e coi Turchi fino all’anno MDXXXI (Florence, 1879),
226.
In 1466–67, Grand Vizier Mahmud Pasha ordered Latin
translations and commentaries on the medical treatise of
Avicenna (Ibn Sina) from the rector of Ragusa for the ItaloJewish royal physician Yakub Pasha (Jacopo da Gaeta),
along with objects and “images” (obrazi) desired by the sultan: see Karabacek, Abendländische Künstler, 16–20; Franz
Babinger, “Ja‘qûb Pascha, ein Leibarzt Mehmed’s II: Leben
und Schicksale des Maestro Jacopo aus Gaeta,” Rivista degli
Studi Orientali 26 (1951): 93–94; Stavrides, Sultan of Vezirs,
235, 244–47, 252–53.
Overlooking the reciprocal artistic exchange between
allied Muslim and non-Muslim polities in fourteenth-century Iberia, Ibn Khaldun (d. 1382) wrote: “The [Muslim]
Spaniards are found to assimilate themselves to the Galician nations in their dress, their emblems, and most of their
customs and conditions. This goes so far that they even
draw pictures on the walls and (have them) in buildings
and houses. The intelligent observer will draw from this
the conclusion that it is a sign of domination (by others).”
Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, trans. Franz Rosenthal,
3 vols. (Princeton, N.J., 1980), 1:300. For the Mongols and
Ilkhanids, see The Legacy of Genghis Khan: Courtly Art
and Culture in Western Asia, 1256–1353, ed. Linda Komaroff
and Stefano Carboni (exhibition catalogue, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York; Los Angeles County Museum of
Art) (New York, 2002), 27, 112, 165. On Mongol capitals and
Samarqand, see Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 250; Aḥmad Ibn
ʿArabshāh, Tamerlane, or Timur, the Great Amir, trans. J. H.
Sanders (London, 1936), 309–10.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

An unnamed Genoese architect of the Di Negro family,
who built a castle for Bayezid I on the Asian shore of the
Bosphorus (ca. 1397), is mentioned in Franz Babinger,
“Relazioni visconteo-sforzesche con la corte ottomana
durante il sec. XV,” in Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 3:191. Later on, the “Genoese nobleman” Salagruzo de
Negro constructed for Bayezid I’s son, Prince Süleyman, “an
enormous tower on the promontory opposite Gallipoli”:
see Harry J. Magoulias, ed., Decline and Fall of Byzantium
to the Ottoman Turks by Doukas: An Annotated Translation
of “Historia Turco-Byzantina” (Detroit, 1975), 106. The tapestries are mentioned in Jardine and Brotton, Global Interests,
76.
For Jacques de Helly, see Jean Froissart, Collection des
chroniques nationales françaises: Chroniques de Froissart,
ed. J. A. Buchon, 14 vols. (Paris, 1824–26), 13:401, 408, 412,
417. When Jacques was asked what sorts of gifts would be
appropriate, he replied that the sultan “prendroit grand
plaisance à voir draps de hautes lices ouvrés à Arras en
Picardie, mais (pourvu) qu’ils fussent de bonnes histoires anciennes.” He added that the sultan and his grandees “prenoient en nouvelles choses leurs ébattements et
plaisance”: Froissart, Collection des chroniques, 13:420; the
transportation of tapestries and other gifts is mentioned
on p. 422.
Froissart, Collection des chroniques, 13:404. German humanists linked the Germans and Turks to a common Macedonian ancestry: Alexander the Great had fathered the Saxon
race, which subsequently had a Christian German and a
pagan Turkish branch. See Frank L. Borchardt, German
Antiquity in Renaissance Myth (Baltimore, 1971), 292.
Froissart, Collection des chroniques, 14:71.
The tapestry was “decorated with various pictures of herbs,
buildings and leaves, also of reptiles, and with figures
of birds, wild beasts and forms of old men, young men,
women and children and painted inscriptions and rarities of distant countries and joyous instruments of music
and rare animals exactly portrayed with different hues, of
perfect beauty with limbs firmly jointed: with their mobile
faces they seemed to hold secret converse with you and
the fruits seemed to approach as though bending to be
plucked”: see Ibn ʿArabshāh, Tamerlane, 216–17. An inventory of the Inner Treasury of the Topkapı Palace dated 1505
cites a “European figural tapestry” (firengī muṣavver perde),
but it is unknown whether this was one of the Alexander tapestries sent to Bayezid I: Topkapı Palace Archives,
D. 10026, reproduced as an appendix in Tahsin Öz, Topkapı
Sarayı Müzesi Arşivi Kılavuzu II (Istanbul, 1938), document
XXI, 8.
Contemporary rulers in Renaissance Italy often sponsored
“study trips” of court artists to journey abroad and train
with celebrated masters; likewise, “outsiders” were invited
to school local court artists in their specialized skills. It
is not known whether Sinan Beg, was a convert or Muslim-born, nor is it known when and where he was trained
by his European master. For a detailed consideration of
various possibilities and Venetian documents related to
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Sinan Beg’s trading activities, see Raby, “El Gran Turco,”
125–48. The late sixteenth-century Ottoman historian Mustafa Āli reports that the “figural painter (muṣavvir)” Sinan
Beg, who grew up in the palace of Mehmed II, was “the
pupil of the European (efrencī) named Mastori Pavli, who
was one of the European masters ( firenk üstādlarından)
raised and nurtured in Venice and became outstanding among the painters (naḳḳāşān) in his field; and the
aforementioned Pavli, in turn, was the pupil of the skilled
designer (ressām) named Damiyan.” Sinan Beg, the “best
of the Ottoman painters (naḳḳāşān-i Rūm) in portraiture
(şebih yazma),” had a pupil named Şiblizade Ahmed, who
was from Bursa; see Mustafa Āli, Menāḳıb-i Hünerverān,
ed. İbnülemin Mahmud Kemal İnal (Istanbul, 1926), 68. A
recent translation identifies this pupil as “the best of the
artists of Rum in human portraiture”; it is true that the passage is somewhat ambiguous, but I prefer my translation
above, since the entry refers to the leading master Sinan
Beg: Mustafa ʿÂli’s Epic Deeds of Artists: A Critical Edition of
the Earliest Ottoman Text about the Calligraphers and Painters of the Islamic World, ed., trans, and commented on by
Esra Akın-Kıvanç (Leiden, 2011), 273–74, 407–8. Karabacek
and Raby have suggested that “Mastori Pavli” was probably Paolo da Ragusa. Karabacek tentatively identified this
artist’s teacher as Benedetto da Maiano. On the basis of
documents from the Dubrovnik archives, Raby proposed
that the teacher of “Maestro Pavla/Paolo/Paulo” may have
been his partner “Damianus,” with whom he collaborated
in Dubrovnik during the 1470s: see Karabacek, Abendländische Künstler, 25–26, 31–32; Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 128–35.
For Paolo da Ragusa, see Luke Syson and Dillian Gordon,
Pisanello, Painter to the Renaissance Court (exhibition catalogue, National Gallery) (London, 2001–2), 231–32. All his
medals, close in style to those of Pisanello, date from 1450
and were made in Naples, where Pisanello was resident or
from which he had just departed.
For Sinan Beg’s foremost pupil, Şiblizade Ahmed of Bursa,
see n. 18 above. Venetian documents from 1480 cited in
Raby, “El Gran Turco,” refer to Sinan Beg as “el pentor de
questo Illusstrissimo Signor,” who should be treated well
because he was favored by the sultan (p. 331); “Sinambei…el qual ha gratia et auctorita apresso el signor turco”
(p. 337); “depentor del signor turco” (p. 336), and “turziman
[i.e., dragoman, interpreter] del gran signor” (p. 339). Sinan
Beg’s undated gravestone in the Bursa Museum refers to
him as the painter of Mehmed II, implying that he was no
longer a court painter under Bayezid II: “the possessor of
the tomb, the late, the pardoned, the fortunate, the witness
(or martyr), the painter of Sultan Mehmed, Sinan Beg ibn
Saʿati” (ṣāḥibü’l-ḳabr el-merḥūm el-maġfūr el-ṣaʿīd el-şehīd
naḳḳāş-ı Sulṭān Meḥemmed Sinān Beg ibn Saʿātī). For the
full inscription, which is followed by an Arabic pious
phrase, see Uzunçarşılı, Osmanlı Tarihi, 2:617n3. Rogers
misreads “possessor of the tomb” as “keeper of the royal
parasol” (ṣāḥib el-ḳubbe el-sulṭāniyye) and interprets the
patronymic “ibn Saʿātī” as “son of the clockmaker,” but it
could also mean “son of the timekeeper”: see J. M. Rog-
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ers, “Mehmed the Conqueror: Between East and West,” in
Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East, 89.
20. For Sinan Beg’s position as court interpreter, see n. 19
above. His 1480 diplomatic mission in Venice is recorded
in Pedani Fabris, In nome del Gran Signore, 41, 62, 90, 107.
21. For Uzun Hasan’s diplomatic relations with European
courts, see Şerafettin Turan, “Fâtih Mehmet–Uzun Hasan
Mücadelesi ve Venedik,” Tarih Araştırmaları Dergisi 3, 4–5
(1965): 63–138; Barbara von Palombini, Bündniswerben
abendländischer Mächte um Persien, 1453–1600 (Wiesbaden,
1968), 8–37; Enrico Cornet, Le guerre dei Veneti nell’Asia,
1470–1474 (Vienna, 1856); Guglielmo Berchet, ed., La repubblica di Venezia e la Persia (Turin, 1865).
The Venetians sent military engineers, masons, and
weapons to Uzun Hasan in 1473, but they failed to reach
their destination. These are mentioned in Benedetto Dei,
La Cronica dell’anno 1400 all’anno 1500, ed. Roberto Barducci
(Florence, 1985), 170. Venetian cultural exchanges with the
Mamluk world are analyzed in Deborah Howard, Venice
and the East: The Impact of the Islamic World on Venetian
Architecture, 1100–1500 (New Haven, 2000), and Deborah
Howard, “Venice, the Bazaar of Europe,” in Campbell and
Chong, Bellini and the East, 12–31. Also see Doris BehrensAbouseif, “European Arts and Crafts at the Mamluk Court,”
Muqarnas 21 (2004): 45–54. Bellini’s rank as Mehmed II’s
“court intimate” is discussed in Alan Chong, “Gentile Bellini
in Istanbul: Myths and Misunderstandings,” in Campbell
and Chong, Bellini and the East, 115.
22. Each of these three rulers sought the services of the
Bolognese architect-engineer Aristotele Fioravanti, who
visited Hungary and Russia but refused the sultan’s invitation: see Julian Raby, “Pride and Prejudice: Mehmed
the Conqueror and the Italian Portrait Medal,” Studies in
the History of Art 21 (1987): 189–90; A. Ghisetti Giavarina,
Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, s.v. “Fioravanti (Fierevanti), Aristotele.” The 1472 marriage by proxy in Rome of
Ivan III to the niece of the last Byzantine emperor, Sophia
(Zoe) Palaiologina, accelerated Russian artistic contacts
with Italy. Likewise, Matthias Corvinus’s wedding to Beatrice of Aragon, the daughter of King Ferrante of Naples,
crowned queen of Hungary in 1476, strengthened artistic
exchanges with Italian courts. For artists and architects
invited from Italy to these two courts, see Jolán Balogh,
Die Anfänge der Renaissance in Ungarn: Matthias Corvinus
und die Kunst (Graz, 1975); Jan Białostocki, The Art of the
Renaissance in Eastern Europe (Ithaca, N.Y., 1976); Matthias
Corvinus und die Renaissance in Ungarn 1458–1541 (exhibition catalogue) (Vienna, 1982); Evelyn Welch, “Between
Italy and Moscow: Cultural Crossroads and the Culture of
Exchange,” in Cultural Exchange in Early Modern Europe,
ed. Robert Muchembled, vol. 4, Forging European Identities, 1400–1700, ed. Herman Roodenburg (Cambridge, 2007),
59–99.
23. For Giovanni Torcello, see Franz Babinger, “Veneto-kretische Geistesstrebungen um die Mitte des XV. Jahrhunderts,” in Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 3:237–39;
the Byzantine legate’s statement in Ferrara is cited in
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Babinger, “Relazioni visconteo-sforzesche con la Corte
Ottomana durante il secolo XV,” in Babinger, Aufsätze
und Abhandlungen, 3:202–3n56. Previous members of the
Palaiologan dynasty traveled to Europe to seek military
aid against the Ottomans, including Manuel II, who went
to Italy, Paris, and London between 1400 and 1402, and his
son John, who in 1423 journeyed for a year in Italy and visited the court of the Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund: see
Byzantium: Faith and Power (1261–1557), ed. Helen C. Evans
(exhibition catalogue, Metropolitan Museum of Art) (New
York, New Haven, and London, 2004), 21, 535.
24. Pisanello’s bilingual signature in Greek and Latin suggests
to me the Eastern and Western audiences for this medal.
Its patronage has variously been ascribed to the ruler of
Ferrara, the Pope, or the Byzantine emperor: see Syson and
Gordon, Pisanello, 26–34, 113–14, 163, 195; Evans, Byzantium:
Faith and Power, 527–36; Roberto Weiss, Pisanello’s Medallion of the Emperor John VIII Palaeologus (London, 1966).
25. For the hypothesis that Pisanello’s medal of John VIII
must have been known at the Ottoman court, see Raby,
“Pride and Prejudice,” 173. Some scholars have doubted the
existence of the second version of the medal, which was
struck in Florence in 1439 according to Paolo Giovio, who
described it in 1551. But as Ginzburg observes, the description “is too precise, as well as historically too probable, to
be set down as a mistake”: see Carlo Ginzburg, The Enigma
of Piero: Piero della Francesca (London, 1985), 44, 50n81.
For the view that the second version of the medal may
have never existed, see Fabrizio Lollini, “Bessarione e le arti
figurative,” in Fiaccadori, Bessarione e l’Umanesimo, 152.
26. For the crown prince’s naval raids and Kaşifi’s Persian
chronicle, see İnalcık, Fatih Devri, 102–10. Mehmed’s
dethronement is not mentioned in the Greek and Arabic
chronicles dedicated to him by Kritovoulos (1467) and
Karamani Mehmed Pasha (1480), respectively, which are
discussed below. Another dynastic chronicle in Persian,
Tavārīkh-i Āl-i ʿOs̱mān, which was commissioned by the
sultan from Mevlana Şehdi and modeled on Firdawsi’s
Shāhnāma, is lost. The poet composed ten thousand couplets but died before completing it: see Gönül Tekin, “Fatih
Devri Türk Edebiyatı,” in İstanbul Armağanı: Fetih ve Fatih,
ed. Mustafa Armağan (Istanbul, 1995), 207. The Ottoman
Turkish chronicles of Mehmed II’s reign by Kıvami and
Tursun Beg were written posthumously, during Bayezid II’s
reign: Tekin, “Fatih Devri,” 174–76. For an extant chronicle
in Persian verse dedicated to Mehmed II, written between
1472 and 1474 by the Khorasanian poet Mir ʿAli b. Muzaffar al-Tusi, who lived in the Ottoman Empire for twentyone years and adopted the penname Maʿālī (or Muʿālī),
see Robert Anhegger, “Muʿâlî’nin Hünkârnâmesi,” Tarih
Dergisi 1 (1949): 145–66; Refet Yalçın Balata, “Hunkarnāma
(Tavārikh-i Āl-i Osmān) Mīr Sayyīd ʿAlī b. Muzaffar-i
Maʿālī” (Ph.D. diss., Istanbul University, 1992).
27. Sagundino’s report is published in Agostino Pertusi, ed., La
caduta di Costantinopoli, 2 vols. (Verona, 1976), 2:126–41;
cited in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 494–95.

28. Giacomo Languschi, “Excidio e presa di Costantinopoli
nell’anno 1453 (dalla Cronica di Zorzi Dolfin),” in Testi
inediti e poco noti sulla caduta di Costantinopoli, ed. Agostino Pertusi (Bologna, 1983), 172–74. The misconception that
Cyriac of Ancona (d. 1452) was one of the sultan’s readers
has been put to rest by Raby, who provided a correct reading of Languschi’s testimony: see Julian Raby, “Cyriacus of
Ancona and the Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II,” Journal of the
Courtauld and Warburg Institutes 43 (1980): 242–46. For the
reception at the Edirne palace, see Cyriac of Ancona, Later
Travels, ed. Edward W. Bodnar (Cambridge, Mass., 2003),
35. The unsuccessful Ottoman naval expedition against
Chios in 1454 was undertaken “because of a debt of forty
thousand gold coins, the price of alum, for the payment
of which Francesco Draperio, one of the magistrates of
Galata,” had appealed to Mehmed II. The sultan subsequently discharged the debt of his Genoese protégé, who
had accompanied the Ottoman fleet during that expedition; see Magoulias, Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the
Ottoman Turks by Doukas, 246–50.
29. The Latin reader has been convincingly identified in Raby,
“Cyriacus of Ancona.” For Jacopo’s immense power as an
intermediary in Mehmed II’s commercial relations, particularly with Venice, see Babinger “Ja‘qûb Pascha, ein
Leibarzt Mehmeds II”; Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 5, 107;
also see n. 11 above. The Florentine merchant and political
agent Benedetto Dei accompanied “the sultan’s physician
from Gaeta, who was Jewish” (medicho di Ghaeta suo ebreo
fu) to Dubrovnik the year that city-state’s annual tribute
was raised to 5,000 ducats (probably ca. 1467): see Dei,
La cronica, 121. Although some have assumed that Jacopo
remained Jewish, Ottoman sources state that he converted
to Islam before serving as finance minister and vizier; his
conversion is also mentioned in Amiroutzes’s Dialogue: see
my paragraph corresponding to n. 59 below.
30. The Burgundian emissary’s report is in Charles Schefer,
ed., Le voyage d’Outremer de Bertrandon de la Brocquière
(Paris, 1892), 171, 191. For Lillo Ferducci, see Şerafettin
Turan, Türkiye-İtalya İlişkileri I (Istanbul, 1990), 317, and
n. 46 below. Iacopo de Promontorio’s Recollecta (ca. 1475)
is publishd in Franz Babinger, ed., “Die Aufzeichnungen
des Genuesen Iacopo de Promontorio de Campis über
den Osmanenstaat um 1475,” in Bayerische Akademie der
Wissenschaften Philosopisch-Historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte, Jahrg. 1956, Heft 8 (Munich, 1957). For Francesco
Draperio, see n. 28 above. Sources recording Mehmed II’s
personal informants on Italian affairs are mentioned in nn.
73 and 74 below.
31. Languschi, “Excidio e presa di Costantinopoli,” 172–74.
Mordtmann saw a now-lost copy of Quintus Curtius Rufus’s
Life of Alexander in the Topkapı Palace Library: A. Mordtmann, “Verzeichnis der Handschriften in der Bibliothek
Sr. Maj. des Sultans,” Philologus 9 (1854): 582–83. For an
extant fourteenth-century Greek manuscript of Diogenes
Laertius’s Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers in the
palace library, mentioned by Languschi among the classical
texts read to Mehmed II, see Adolf Deissmann, Forschun-
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32.

33.

34.
35.

gen und Funde im Serai, mit einem Verzeichnis der nichtislamischen Handschriften im Topkapu Serai zu Istanbul (Berlin, 1933), 84n48. The sultan’s image as a neo-Alexander is
discussed in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 112, 410, 494;
Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 187–88; Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace,
11–12; Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 3–54.
Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 10, criticizes the unsystematic nature of existing Ottoman chronicles. The aims
of his own chronicle are summarized on pp. 3–11. Minstrels who, according to Ottoman custom, accompanied
Bayezid I at the Nicopolis campaign (“gran nombre de
ménestrels, selon l’usage qu’ils ont en leur pays”) are mentioned in Froissart, Collection des chroniques, 13: 403–4. In
1433, during a public banquet in Murad II’s palace at Edirne,
Bertrandon de la Brocquière, the ambassador of the Duke
of Burgundy, saw minstrels (menestrelz) singing chansons
de gestes in praise of the heroic feats of the sultan’s ancestors: see Schefer, Le voyage d’Outremer, 192.
For the dedication with Byzantine imperial titles, see Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 3. Kritovoulos points out that
Mehmed II was determined to rule the “whole world” in
“emulation of the Alexanders and Pompeys and Caesars”
(p. 14). The chronicle would address not only the Greeks,
but “all Western nations, indeed those beyond the Pillars
[of Hercules] and those who inhabit the British Isles, and
many more” upon being “translated into the language of
those peoples who are Philhellenes” (pp. 3–4). The author,
who apparently wrote the chronicle on his own initiative, sent it “to be examined and judged” by the sultan;
if approved, he would prepare “the remaining part of the
work” (pp. 5–6). He also proposed to write a separate volume covering the heroic deeds of Mehmed’s predecessors
(p. 10). The unicum Greek manuscript kept at the Topkapı
Palace Library did not, however, reach a wide audience; it
was neither translated into Latin or Turkish, nor was the
“remaining part” completed. Kritovoulos may have died
shortly after 1467 during an outbreak of the plague; his
whereabouts are unknown after that date, although some
have imagined that he remorsefully retired to Mt. Athos.
I think it is also possible that he fell out of the sultan’s favor,
as did the former Greek Despot of Morea, Demetrios, who
was sent in disgrace to Didymoteichon in 1467: see n. 100
below.
Öz, Zwei Stiftungsurkunden, 7; Mertol Tulum, ed., Tursun
Bey: Târîh-i Ebü’l-Feth (Istanbul, 1977), 3, 123–25, 142, 150–51.
Lauro Quirini, “Epistola ad beatissimum Nicolaum V pontificem maximum (da Candia, 15 luglio 1453),” in Pertusi,
Testi inediti e poco noti sulla caduta di Costantinopoli, 81.
Julian Raby speculates that Kritovoulos’s chronicle, with
its image of the sultan as a neo-Alexander, was intended
as a “companion volume” to Arrian’s Anabasis, since both
of these Greek manuscripts are identical in format and
penned by the same hand: see Julian Raby, “Mehmed the
Conqueror’s Greek Scriptorium,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers
37 (1983): 18. The copy of Quintus Curtius Rufus’s Life of
Alexander that was formerly in the palace library is mentioned in n. 31 above.
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36. The final updated version of Ahmedi’s İskendernāme was
presented to Bayezid I’s son and successor, Süleyman
Çelebi (d. 1411). One of the two illustrated manuscripts
is in Venice, Bibliotheca Marciana (Cod. Or. XC [=57]):
see E. J. Grube, “The Date of the Venice Iskandar-nāma,”
Islamic Art 2 (1987): 187–202. The second manuscript is
in St. Petersburg, Institute of Oriental Studies (Ms. 133):
see I. E. Petrosyan, “An Illustrated Turkish Manuscript of
‘Iskender-nāme’ by Aḥmedī,” Manuscripta Orientalia 1, 2
(1995): 47–50. On the likelihood that the Venice manuscript was commissioned by Mehmed II and the other
manuscript by a prominent dignitary, such as the grand
vizier Mahmud Pasha, see Serpil Bağcı, Filiz Çağman,
Günsel Renda, and Zeren Tanındı, Osmanlı Resim Sanatı
(Istanbul, 2006), 28–32. A lavishly illustrated fourteenthcentury Greek manuscript of Pseudo-Callisthenes’s Alexander Romance, believed to have been commissioned by
a Komnenian emperor and appropriated by the Ottomans
after the conquest of Trebizond in 1461, features explanatory Turkish marginal captions linguistically datable to the
mid- to late-fifteenth century. For the hypothesis that these
captions were probably added soon after the conquest of
Trebizond in Mehmed II’s court, see Bağcı et al., Osmanlı
Resim Sanatı, 27 (facsimile in Trahoulias, The Greek Alexander Romance); Dimitris Kastritsis, “The Trebizond Alexander Romance (Venice Hellenic Institute Codex GR. 5): The
Ottoman Fate of a Fourteenth-Century Illustrated Byzantine Manuscript,” in “In Memoriam Angeliki E. Laiou,” ed.
Cemal Kafadar and Nevra Necipoğlu, special issue, Journal
of Turkish Studies 36 (December 2011): 103–31. Noting that
the Ottoman captions turn Alexander into a late fifteenthcentury Ottoman sultan, Kastritsis concludes that their
likely patron “could only have been Mehmed II” (p. 123).
37. Kritovoulos avoids the term “Turks” throughout his chronicle: instead, he refers to the Ottomans as “Arabs and Persians,” while the Greeks (i.e., the Byzantines) are designated “Romans”: Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, viii, 3, 14.
Resting in his capital in 1465, the sultan “associated daily”
with philosophers and “held philosophical discussions with
them about the principles of philosophy, particularly those
of the Peripatetics and the Stoics” (p. 209).
38. For a modern catalogue of 135 Greek, Latin, Hebrew, Armenian, Syriac, Serbian, and French manuscripts preserved at
the Topkapı Palace Library, featuring several Greek manuscripts on the philosophical writings of Aristotle and Plato,
see Deissmann, Forschungen und Funde im Serai. In his
“Greek Scriptorium,” Raby has linked the production of
some of these manuscripts to Mehmed II’s court scriptorium on the basis of watermarks, dedications, and bindings. The collection, which was expanded by later rulers,
nevertheless includes additional manuscripts that must
have belonged to this sultan’s library, that is, items not
produced in his scriptorium but collected during his reign.
39. For descriptions of the 365-page inventory, which lists
only manuscripts in Islamic languages, see İsmail Erünsal, “959/1552 Tarihli Defter-i Kütüb,” Erdem 4, 10 (1988):
181–93; İsmail Erünsal, “The Catalogue of Bayezid II’s Pal-
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ace Library,” İstanbul Üniversitesi, Edebiyat Fakültesi Kütüp
hanecilik Dergisi 3 (1992): 5–66; İsmail Erünsal, “A Brief Survey of the Development of Turkish Library Catalogues,” in
M. Uğur Derman Festschrift, ed. İrvin Cemil Schick (Istanbul, 2000), 271–83. In 2004, thanks to the help of András
Riedlmayer, I obtained a microfilm of this manuscript from
Hungary, Magyar Tudomanyos Akademia Künyvtara Keleti
Gyüjtement, Ms. Török F. 59, as well as permission to publish it as part of an interdisciplinary group project, to be
edited by myself, Cemal Kafadar, and Cornell Fleischer,
in the sourcebook series Studies and Sources on Islamic
Art and Architecture: Supplements to Muqarnas. Erünsal
had noted in his articles (cited above) that this inventory
was prepared for Bayezid II, without identifying who compiled it. The compiler is cited on pp. 151 and 166, under
the entries on medical manuscripts that he authored in
Arabic and Turkish: “ʿAtufi, the keeper of the books of the
imperial treasury of Sultan Bayezid Khan.” The first page
of the inventory has two chronograms providing the date
959 (1552), but the exclusion of Ottoman chronicles written for rulers after Bayezid II shows that it is a copy of the
original catalogue compiled in 908 (1502–3) by the scholar
ʿAtufi (Hayreddin Hızır b. Mahmud b. Ömer-i Kastamonî
[d. 1541]), the chief royal librarian and palace tutor of
Bayezid II. ʿAtufi’s biography is included in: Nevʿîzâde Atâʾî,
Şakaik-i Nuʾmaniye ve Zeyilleri, ed. Abdülkadir Özcan, 5
vols. (Istanbul, 1989), 1:415. The royal library was kept in
the Inner Treasury of the Topkapı Palace: see Necipoğlu,
Topkapı Palace, 133–41. A preliminary study on the inventory focuses on its history books and related topics: Miklós
Maróth, “The Library of Sultan Bayazit II,” in Irano-Turkic
Cultural Contact in the 11th–17th Centuries, ed. Éva M. Jere
miás (Piliscsaba, Hungary, 2003).
40. The philosophical works, which include translations of
Greek classics, are classified under the heading: “Books
on Islamic philosophy and the science of dialectics and
books on logic and books on philosophical wisdom” (Ms.
Török F. 59, pp. 339–63). The copies of Aristotle’s book of
advice to Alexander are classified under the sections on
advice literature and government (pp. 145, 197–98). The
three historical works on Alexander are listed separately
as a subgroup in the history section (p. 182); versions of the
Alexander romance appear under the sections on Persian
and Turkish literature (pp. 231, 233–34, 251, 264). A book
on the lives and traditions of Alexander and philosophers
of his age is referred to as: Kitāb al-aḥwāl wa al-akhbār
al-İskandariyya wa akhbār ḥukamāʾ zamān al-İskandar
al-mazbūr fī al-tawārīkh. For an extant copy of this anthology (Ms. Fatih 5323), which is dedicated to Mehmed II and
once belonged to his palace library, see Mario Grignaschi,
“Le roman épistolaire classique conservé dans la version
arabe de Salîm Abû-l-ʿAlâʾ,” Le Muséon 80 (1967): 211–64.
According to Grignaschi, the texts collected in this anthology include an Arabic epistolary novel adapted in the
Umayyad period from a Hellenistic source, which emphasizes Alexander’s image as a divinely guided kosmokrator
whose mission is to reestablish the monotheistic faith of

ancient philosophers and kings that was once shared by
the Greeks, Arabs, Persians and Hindus: Grignaschi, “Le
roman épistolaire classique,” 243, 250–51. For the two versions of this work in Istanbul libraries (Mss. Fatih 5323, and
Ayasof
ya 4260), see Mario Grignaschi, “Les Rasâ’il
ʿArisṭâṭâlîsa ilâ-l-Iskandar de Salîm Abû-l-ʿAlâʾ et l’activité
culturelle à l’époque omayyade,” Bulletin d’Études Orientales 19 (1965–66): 7–83.
41. The lives of Alexander and Caesar translated for
Mehmed II (in linguam suam traduci effecit) are mentioned
in Pertusi, La caduta di Costantinopoli, 2:132–33. These two
rulers are paired in Plutarch’s Lives, trans. Bernadotte Perrin, 11 vols. (London, 1919), 7:223–611. A thirteenth-century
Greek manuscript of the Lives, now in the Bibliothèque
nationale de France, Paris (Ms. Gr. 1672), was acquired from
the Topkapı Palace Library in 1687: Henri Auguste Omont,
Missions archéologiques françaises en Orient, 2 vols. (Paris,
1902), 1:256, 263. Gibbon writes, “I have read somewhere
that Plutarch’s lives were translated by his [Mehmed II’s]
order into the Turkish language”: see Edward Gibbons, The
History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. D.
Womersley, 3 vols. (London, 1994), 3:935n6.
42. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 177. For the way in which
Alexander was guided by Aristotle’s ethical and political
doctrines, see Plutarch, Lives, 241–43.
43. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 136–37. Mehmed’s vis
it to Athens, which he admired, is also described in
another Greek chronicle written around 1490: Laonikos
Chalkokondylēs, L’histoire de la décadence de l’empire Grec
et éstablissement de celuy des Turcs, trans. Blaise Vigenère
(Paris, 1577), 632. For the Latin church and mosque of the
Parthenon, with descriptions of its apse mosaic, see Robert
Ousterhout, “ ‘Bestride the Very Peak of Heaven’: The Parthenon after Antiquity,” in The Parthenon: From Antiquity
to the Present, ed. Jennifer Neils (London, 2005), 317–24.
A reconstruction of the Acciaiuoli Palace is proposed in
Tasos Tanoulas, “Through the Broken Looking Glass: The
Acciaiuoli Palace in the Propylaea Reflected in the Villa
of Lorenzo il Magnifico at Poggio a Caiano,” Bollettino
d’Arte 82, 100 (1997): 1–32. The reference to Athens as the
“city of Greek philosophers” is in the Arabic chronicle of
Nişancı Karamani Mehmed Pasha (1480): see his “Osmanlı
Sultanları Tarihi,” translated into Turkish by İ. Hakkı
Konyalı, in Osmanlı Tarihleri I, ed. N. Atsız (Istanbul, 1947),
356. Mehmed II, accompanied by his Palaiologan intimate,
Has Murad, declared to the Venetian ambassador in 1468
that Negroponte, Crete, and all Venetian territories in the
Levant belonged to him as the rightful heir of the “Empire
of Constantinople” (lo’nperio di Ghostantinopoli): see Dei,
La cronica, 166. This was the same Has Murad Pasha who,
as governor-general of Rumelia, commanded the Ottoman
land forces that conquered Negroponte in 1470: see İbn
Kemal, Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman VII. Defter, ed. Şerafettin Turan
(Ankara, 1991), 285–96.
44. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 181–82. During a visit
to Troy on his campaign against Darius, Alexander the
Great makes sacrifices to Hector and Achilles, and simi-
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larly remarks, “Fortunate are you who happened upon a
minstrel such as Homer”: see Pseudo-Callisthenes, The
Romance of Alexander the Great, trans. Albert Mugrdich
Wolohojian (New York, 1969), 119. For a similar speech,
see Arrian, The Campaigns of Alexander, trans. Aubrey de
Sélincourt (Harmondsworth, 1971), 67. The same speech
is repeated in Plutarch’s Life of Alexander, which specifies that Alexander always carried with him a recension
of the Iliad by Aristotle: see Plutarch, Lives, 7:243, 263. The
Iliad manuscript in Paris, which Girardin acquired from the
Topkapı Palace Library in 1687, is dated to around 1463 in
Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 20–21. Two other Iliad manuscripts (in Greek), one from the thirteenth century, one
from the fifteenth, are recorded in the palace library: Deissmann, Forschungen und Funde im Serai, 42–43n2, 96n65.
45. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 23–33. Kritovoulos must
have been convinced that these invented speeches would
be welcomed as close approximations of the sultan’s own
views.
46. For the alleged Trojan origin of the Turks, see James
Hankins, “Renaissance Crusaders: Humanist Crusade
Literature in the Age of Mehmed II,” Dumbarton Oaks
Papers 49 (1995): 111–207; Margaret Meserve, Empires of
Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought (London, 2008),
esp. 1–64. According to the Byzantine historian Laonikos
Chalkokondyles (ca. 1490), the fall of Constantinople was
interpreted by the “Romans” (i.e., Byzantines) as revenge
for the fall of Troy: cited in Meserve, Empires of Islam, 33.
Giovanni Mario Filelfo’s Amyris (ca. 1471–76) invokes the
fall of Troy as a justification for the sultan’s conquest of
Constantinople and other Greek lands. This epic poem was
commissioned as a gift for Mehmed II by an Italian merchant from Ancona, Othman Lillo Ferducci, whose father,
affiliated with the court of Murad II, had named him after
the founder of the Ottoman dynasty (see n. 30 above). The
poem exalts Mehmed II as a legitimate Trojan descendant
who vows to defeat the Greeks because they “caused so
much damage to our race”; the sultan’s aim is not to attack
Italy, populated by fellow Trojans, but to punish the Greeks
and their surrogates, the Venetians: see Hankins, “Renaissance Crusaders,” 130–31, 141; Nancy Bisaha, Creating East
and West: Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks
(Philadephia, 2004), 89, 91–92; Gian Maria Filelfo, Amyris,
ed. A. Manetti (Bologna, 1972).
47. Referring to Mehmed II’s speech in Troy, Babinger writes:
“Here we feel the influence of his preceptors, who had persuaded him that Teucros, first king of Troy and the ruler
over the Teucri, was his ancestor”: see Babinger, Mehmed
the Conqueror, 210. According to Hankins, the Trojan ancestry was emphasized by turcophile European humanists in
order to integrate the Ottoman Turks “into Western traditions, thus (as it were) domesticating them, making them
less of a threat,” as opposed to barbarians, “the very antitype of civilization”: see Hankins, “Renaissance Crusaders,”
141. Meserve argues that Mehmed’s Trojan ancestry was
also a cause of alarm. In 1453, the humanist cleric Timoteo
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Maffei sent a letter to Italian princes urging them to undertake a crusade against the sultan, who had sacked Constantinople to avenge his Trojan ancestors and planned to
attack Italy, which had been settled by Trojan refugees and
formed part of his birthright: see Meserve, Empires of Islam,
38. In the so-called letter of Sultan Morbisanus, Mehmed II
argues that there is no ground for a papal crusade against
him, since the Italians and Turks are both descended from
the Trojans and thus bound by ties of Teucrian blood; he
then states his intention to carry his revitalized Trojan
empire into Europe after having avenged the fall of Troy by
subjugating the empire of the Greeks. Various versions of
this letter, which were addressed to Popes Nicholas V and
Pius II, circulated in Europe. The earliest of these was
addressed to Pope Clement IV, who in 1344 directed a crusade against Umur Pasha [Morbisanus], the ruler of the
Aydın emirate along the Aegean: Meserve, Empires of Islam,
34–47.
48. Cited in Meserve, Empires of Islam, 182. For a friendly
embassy Bayezid I sent to the court of Milan in 1396, see
Froissart, Collection des chroniques, 13:412.
49. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 13, 28. For Kritovoulos’s
avoidance of the term “Turk” in his chronicle, see n. 37
above. In 1453, Aeneas Silvius (later Pope Pius II) wrote
to Pope Nicholas V: “Those who are now called the Turks
(Turchi) are not, as some think, the Trojans or the Persians. They are a race of Scythians from the center of Barbary”: cited in Hankins, “Renaissance Crusaders,” 137. For
the polemical humanist literature on the Scythian origin
of the Turks as the “inhuman” and “barbarian enemies of
civilization,” see Bisaha, Creating East and West, 60–93.
50. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 139–42, 177, 207–10.
51. For debates held in the sultan’s presence, including one in
1466–67 concerning al-Ghazali’s eleventh-century attack
on philosophers and a defense of the cause of the philosophers by the Aristotelian philosopher Averroes (Ibn
Rushd), see Atâî, Şakaik-i Nuʾmaniye ve Zeyilleri, 1:117–20,
145–58, 193–96; Mehmet Bayrakdar, “L’Aristotélisme dans
la pensée ottomane,” in Individu et société: L’influence
d’Aristote dans le monde méditerranéen; Actes du Colloque
d’Istanbul, Palais de France, 5–9 janvier 1986, ed. Thierry
Zarcone (Istanbul, 1988).
52. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 177.
53. Vladimir Mirmiroğlu, Fatih Sultan Mehmet Han Hazret
lerinin Devrine ait Tarihi Vesikalar (Istanbul, 1945), 94–102.
54. For Mehmed II’s languages and some of the texts translated for him, see Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 19, 23–24. An
unprecedented number of grammar books and dictionaries
(Persian–Turkish, Arabic–Turkish, and Arabic–Persian–
Turkish) were written during the sultan’s reign, when the
spoken language of Turkish became subordinated to Persian and Arabic in scholarly and literary texts: see Tekin,
“Fatih Devri,” 177–82. For the patronage of Persian and
Turkish poets in the courts of Mehmed II and of his sons,
and of Mahmud Pasha, see Tekin, “Fatih Devri,” 184–21.
The “compilation of the six best dictionaries, or the recen-
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sion of The Book of Sibawaihi (ca. 753–93), the great work
on the Arabic language,” probably carried out under the
supervision of Mehmed II’s royal librarian Molla Lutfi, is
mentioned in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 493–94.
55. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 209–10; Jerry Brotton, Trading Territories: Mapping the Early Modern World (London,
1997), 98–103. The mappa mundi confirms earlier European
reports about Mehmed’s interest in geography. The Arabic annotations on it were written by one of Amiroutzes’s
two sons, i.e., Vasilikos (the godson of Cardinal Bessarion’s
mother), who was renamed Mehmed Beg and translated
several Greek texts into Arabic for the sultan, including the
Bible. Amiroutzes’s second son, Alexandros, later Iskender,
was nicknamed the “Philosopher’s Son” (Filozofoğlu) and
held the position of chief treasurer (hazinedarbaşı). See
Mirmiroğlu, Fatih Sultan Mehmet, 98; Babinger, Mehmed
the Conqueror, 247.
56. Ms. Török F. 59, pp. 293–300. Besides Arabic, Persian,
Turkish, Greek, and Serbian dictionaries, the inventory
lists bilingual dictionaries (Persian–Turkish, Turkish–
Persian, Persian–Arabic, Arabic–Persian, Persian–Latin
[Afranjiyya], Greek–Arabic, Arabic–Greek, Greek–Persian, Greek–Turkish), trilingual dictionaries (Arabic–Persian–Turkish), and quadrilingual dictionaries (Arabic–
Persian–Greek–Serbian, Persian–Turkish–Greek–Latin).
Two extant copies of a quadrilingual dictionary, containing
the same phrases in Arabic, Persian, Greek, and Serbian
(Mss. Ayasofya 4749, and Ayasofya 4750), bear the seal of
Bayezid II and are thought to have been commissioned by
Mehmed II: see A. Caferoğlu, “Note sur un manuscript en
langue serbe de la bibliothèque d’Ayasofya,” Revue internationale des études balkaniques 1, 3 (1936): 185–90; Speros Vryonis, Jr., “Byzantine Constantinople and Ottoman
Istanbul: Evolution in a Millenial Imperial Iconography,”
in The Ottoman City and Its Parts, ed. Irene A. Bierman et
al. (New Rochelle, N.Y., 1991), 39–40. Caferoğlu thinks that
this dictionary may have been compiled for the linguistic
training of Mehmed II, while Vryonis speculates that it was
a teaching tool for his chancellery scribes. One of these
manuscripts (Ms. Ayasofya 4749) also contains sections
on Aristotle in Persian and Greek, the terminology of logic
in Porphyry’s introduction (Isagoge) in Greek and Arabic,
the rules of Arabic syntax in Greek and Arabic, and a Greek
alphabet with the pronunciation of letters indicated in the
Arabic script.
57. Sixteenth-century documents confirm that books from the
royal library, kept within the Inner Treasury of the Topkapı
Palace, were lent to palace pages and the sultan’s extended
household: see Emine Fetvacı, “Viziers to Eunuchs: Transitions in Ottoman Manuscript Patronage, 1566–1617” (Ph.D.
diss., Harvard University, 2005), 37–40. For books borrowed by chief royal physicians in 1575 and 1580, see Aykut
Kazancıgil, “Fatih Devri İlmi Hayatı içinde Tıp Eğitimi ve
Tababet,” in İstanbul Armağanı 1 (1995): 256. Raby, “Greek
Scriptorium,” 26–28, argues that some of the Greek manuscripts were intended for the training of Mehmed II’s chancellery staff.

58. The inventory includes many translated classical texts, but
omits when they were translated; some of them date to
as early as the Umayyad period. See n. 40 above for the
İskandarnāma that was translated from Greek into Turkish. Three copies of the Arabic translation of Ptolemy’s
Geography (extant copies include Mss. Ayasofya 2610 and
2596) are listed in Ms. Török F. 59, p. 203. Two Greek manuscripts of this text preserved in the palace library are listed
in Deissmann, Forschungen und Funde im Serai, 68n27;
89n57. Two different Arabic translations of Plethon’s
anthology are cited on p. 311 of the inventory: Tarjama albaqiyya min kitāb yamsiṭūs al-wathanī fī madhāhib ʿabadat
al-aṣnām, and Tarjama kitāb yamsiṭūs al-wathanī tarjamat
thāniyatan fī madhāhib ʿabadat al-aṣnām. Only one of these
manuscripts is extant at the palace library; its contents are
analyzed in J. Nicolet and M. Tardieu, “Pletho Arabicus:
Identification et contenu du manuscript arabe d’Istanbul,
Topkapı Serai, Ahmet III 1896,” Journal Asiatique 268, 1–2
(1980): 35–57. In the preface, Koranic verses are cited to
show that its contents are incompatible with the monotheistic religions that superseded paganism. The preface and
the partial destruction of the text by Gennadios Scholarios
are discussed in Nicolet and Tardieu, “Pletho Arabicus,”
38–43, 55–56; for Plethon, also see n. 64 below. The Turkish translation of the History of Constantinople and Hagia
Sophia is listed in Ms. Török F. 59, p. 200; a Persian copy
of the same text is mentioned on p. 201. An extant Greek
manuscript of the Diēgēsis peri tēs Hagias Sofias [Narrative Concerning Hagia Sophia] was copied for the palace
library in 1474: see Deissman, Forschungen und Funde im
Serai, 45–46n6; Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 17. The Book
of the Prophet Daniel, mentioned in the inventory on
p. 308, seems to be the extant Arabic translation of this
text from Syriac (Ms. Ayasofya 3367, described in Raby,
“Greek Scriptorium,” 19), which bears a dedication to
Mehmed II and once belonged to the palace library. For the
latter manuscript, also see Fleischer, “Ancient Wisdom and
New Sciences,” 233.
59. Ms. Török F. 59, p. 364. See Astérios Argyriou and Georges
Lagarrigue, “Georges Amiroutzès et son ‘Dialogue sur la
foi au Christ tenu avec le Sultan des Turcs,’ ” Byzantinische
Forschungen 11 (1987): 157, 159, 161–68. See also Mehmed II’s
Book of the Prophet Daniel, mentioned in n. 58 above. Variants of the Visions of Daniel, written between the tenth and
fifteenth centuries, which expand the prophetic sections of
the seventh-century Apocalypse of Pseudo-Methodius, are
analyzed in The Byzantine Apocalyptic Tradition, ed. Paul J.
Alexander (Berkeley, 1985), 61–123; Agostino Pertusi, Fine di
Bisanzio e fine del mondo, ed. Enrico Morini (Rome, 1988),
35–129.
60. Argyriou and Lagarrigue, “Georges Amiroutzès,” 39, 65.
Unfortunately, the concluding section of the Dialogue,
which is preserved in a single Latin copy, is missing.
According to Argyriou and Lagarrigue, this Latin text (ca.
1470) was intended for a Latin European audience (p. 50).
For the argument that it addressed a Greek audience, see
Jorge Ameruzes de Trebisonda: El diálogo de la fe con el
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Sultán de los Turcos, ed. Oscar de la Cruz Palma (Madrid,
2000), xxv.
On the familial relationship between Amiroutzes and
Mahmud Pasha, see Stavrides, Sultan of Vezirs, 86–90. The
biography and works of Amiroutzes, formerly the protovestiarios (official who presided over the imperial wardrobe)
of the Komnenian emperor of Trebizond, are discussed in
Argyriou and Lagarrigue, “Georges Amiroutzès,” 29–221;
Michel Balivet, Pour une concorde islamo-chrétienne:
Démarches byzantines et latines à la fin du Moyen-Âge (de
Nicolas de Cues à Georges de Trébizonde) (Rome, 1997),
3–17; Cruz Palma, Jorge Ameruzes, xiii–xxix. For Gennadios
Scholarios, see Speros Vryonis, Jr., “The Byzantine Patriarchate and Turkish Islam,” Byzantinoslavica 57 (1996):
69–111.
On Mehmed II’s relic collection and a Madonna and Child
image he commissioned from Gentile Bellini, see Raby, “El
Gran Turco,” 94–106; Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 135–36.
Hadith predicting the Muslim conquest of Constantinople
are cited in n. 3 above. Belief in the predestination of Hagia
Sophia as a mosque and its religio-cultural associations are
discussed in Gülru Necipoğlu, “Life of an Imperial Monument: Hagia Sophia after Byzantium,” in Hagia Sophia:
From the Age of Justinian to the Present, ed. Robert Mark
and Ahmet Çakmak (Cambridge, 1992), 195–225. Regarding
the Prophet’s foresight that Hagia Sophia would eventually
serve as a mosque, see Ahmed Bīcān (d. ca. 1466), Dürr-i
Meknūn, ed. A. Demirtaş (Istanbul, 2009), fols. 84v–87v.
The Byzantine grand duke Loukas Notaras’s preference
for the “Turkish turban” over the “Latin miter” is quoted
in Doukas’s chronicle: see Magoulias, Decline and Fall of
Byzantium to the Ottoman Turks by Doukas, 210. On the
pro-Latin and pro-Ottoman factions in late Byzantium, see
Nevra Necipoğlu, Byzantium Between the Ottomans and the
Latins: Politics and Society in the Late Empire (Cambridge,
2009). The two ecclesiastical unions of 1439 and 1452 are
discussed in Vryonis, “Byzantine Patriarchate,” 88–89. For
the Unionist mass said at the Hagia Sophia in 1452, the
Greek Cardinal Isidor of Kiev was sent from Rome: see
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 79–80. The intercepted
Venetian letter is mentioned in Dei, La cronica, 164.
The debate between the Platonists and the Arisotelians
in Italy revolved around Bessarion’s circle; it was largely a
“Roman affair,” conducted almost entirely among expatriate Greeks: see C. M. Woodhouse, George Gemistos Plethon:
The Last of the Hellenes (Oxford, 1986), 41, 144–50; Brunello
Lotti, “Cultura filosofica di Bessarione: La tradizione platonica,” in Fiaccadori, Bessarione e l’Umanesimo, 79–102.
The firman granted to the patriarch of Jerusalem is published in Mirmiroğlu, Fatih Sultan Mehmet, 86–88.
Gennadios’s two treatises on Christianity, written (in
Greek) at the sultan’s behest, were translated into Arabic, as was the exegesis of the Greek Orthodox Creed that
Mehmed II requested from Patriarch Maximos III (r. 1476–
82): see Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 23; for the Bible translated by Amiroutzes’s son, see p. 23. The Latin translation
of Amiroutzes’s Dialogue with the sultan on the Christian
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faith is mentioned above in n. 60. For Pius II’s attempts
to convert the sultan (through baptism), and Emperor
Frederick III’s efforts to do the same (through marriage to
his daughter Kunigunde), see Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 198–201, 417; Franz Babinger, “Zwei diplomatische
Zwischenspiele im deutsch-osmanischen Staatsverkehr
unter Bajezid II. (1497 und 1504),” in Babinger, Aufsätze
und Abhandlungen, 1:264–65.
66. Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia turchesca, 121: “et disse il
ditto Baiasit che suo padre era padrone, et che non credeva
in Maccometto, et in effetto era cosi per quello dicono tutti
questo Mehemet non credeva in fede alcuna.” According
to Spandugino, who spent part of his boyhood under the
care of his great-aunt, Mara (Mehmed II’s stepmother),
and whose informants included relatives occupying prominent posts at the Ottoman court, the sultan was neither
Christian nor Muslim: he had been baptized as a Christian
by his mother (a convert to Islam) and brought up as a
Muslim, but he did not subscribe to either faith. See the
French version of Spandugino’s book, translated in 1519:
Théodore Spandouyn Cantacassin (Teodoro Spandugino
[Spandounes]), Petit traicté de l’origine des Turcz, ed.
Charles Schefer (Paris, 1896), 299–303. In a revised version rewritten in 1538, the author claimed that Mehmed
II, “who was gifted with a singular and wide-ranging intellectual ability,” adhered “more to the Christian faith than
any other, especially in the years before his death.”: see
Theodore Spandounes (Spandugino), On the Origin of the
Ottoman Emperors, trans. and ed. Donald M. Nicol (Cambridge, 1997), 52–53. Yet in an imperial decree dated 1476,
the sultan reprimands his subjects in east-central Anatolia
who neglected congregational prayers and orders them to
abide by the rules of Islam: see Necati Lugal and Adnan
Erzi, eds., Fatih Devrine ait Münşeât Mecmuası (Istanbul,
1956), 94–95.
67. For groups opposed to Mehmed II’s imperial project, the
contested status of his new capital, and criticisms directed
against injustices perpetrated during the construction of
his grandiose mosque complex, see Cemal Kafadar, Between
Two Worlds: The Construction of the Ottoman State (Berkeley, 1995), 97, 100, 146–54; Yerasimos, Fondation de Constantinople, 33–34, 85, 200–239; Çiğdem Kafescioğlu,“Heavenly
and Unblessed, Splendid and Artless: Mehmed II’s Mosque
Complex in Istanbul in the Eyes of Its Contemporaries,” in
Essays in Honor of Aptullah Kuran, ed. Çiğdem Kafescioğlu
and Lucienne Thys-Şenocak (Istanbul, 1999), 211–22. The
resentment provoked by Alexander’s policies is mentioned
in Arrian, Campaigns of Alexander, 31, 356–57, 397. The
verse quoted by Lamiʿi is cited in Babinger, Mehmed the
Conqueror, 508; Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul,
391n16. This Naqshbandi poet was the grandson of the
painter ʿAli b. İlyas of Bursa, who had been carried off by
Timur to Samarqand and trained there in the arts of the
book in 1424. The painter signed the painted decorations
of the Green Mosque in Bursa: see Julian Raby and Zeren
Tanındı, Turkish Bookbinding in the 15th Century: The Foundation of an Ottoman Court Style (London, 1993), 22–25.
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68. The Cretan Catholic humanist George of Trebizond was
sent to Istanbul in 1465 by his former pupil, Pope Paul II,
to convert the sultan to Christianity. Having returned to
Rome, he was put in prison in 1466 because of his letters
to the sultan. In a Latin treatise titled “On the Truth of
the Faith of Christians” (1453), he had referred to the ruler
as the future apocalyptic last Roman world emperor, on
condition that he unify Islam and Christianity under the
true religion of Christ. Two subsequent short versions of
this treatise are filled with apocalyptic fervor: “On the
Eternal Glory of the Autocrat” (1466) and “On the Divinity
of Manuel” (1467). For letters and treatises addressed by
George of Trebizond to the sultan, see Pertusi, La caduta
di Costantinopoli, 2:68–79; Angelo Mercati, “Le due lettere
di Giorgio da Trebisonda a Maometto II,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 9 (1943): 85–99; John Monfasani, Collectanea Trapezuntiana: Texts, Documents and Bibliographies of
George of Trebizond (Binghamton, N.Y., 1984); Balivet, Pour
une concorde Islamo-Chrétienne, 17–67.
69. Filelfo’s letter of July 30, 1465, which stressed the excellence
of Antonio Averlino Filarete as an architect, was written
two weeks before the artist’s dismissal from the Ospedale
Maggiore project in Milan: see Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,”
189–90. Before moving to Milan, Filarete had been commissioned by Pope Eugenius IV to execute bronze doors for the
basilica of St. Peter’s; the artist’s three-dimensional bronze
portrait bust of the Byzantine emperor John VIII Palaiologos (ca. 1439) was probably an extension of this project (see
fig. 1). In 1467, the Florentine architect Michelozzo Michelozzi and his son went to Istanbul from Chios, where they
boarded a ship sailing to Ancona: see Nicolai Rubinstein,
“Michelozzo and Niccolò Michelozzi in Chios 1466–67,” in
Cultural Aspects of the Italian Renaissance: Essays in Honour
of Paul Oskar Kriseller, ed. Cecil H. Clough (New York, 1976),
216–28.
70. E. Legrand, Cent-dix lettres grecques de François Filelfe
(Paris, 1892), 127–28, cited in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 250; Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 28. The ambassador of
Milan, who returned from Venice in 1465, informed Francesco Sforza that the sultan’s Italian advisers included
Florentines, Genoese, and Ragusans: see Franz Babinger,
“Mehmed II., der Eroberer, und Italien,” Byzantion 21 (1951):
127–70; Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 3: 172–200,
cited on p. 191. On Ottoman–Florentine amity in the 1460s,
see Halil İnalcık, “Bursa and the Commerce of the Levant,”
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 3
(1960): 131–47.
71. Dei, La cronica, 127–29, 158–63; Paolo Orvieto, “Un esperto
orientalista del ‘400: Benedetto Dei,” Rinascimento, 2nd
ser., 9 (1969): 205–75. The commentary of Leonardo Bruni
(Aretino), written in 1422, was presented to the sultan
sometime before 1463 by the merchant Niccolò Ardinghelli,
a friend of Lorenzo de’ Medici: see Emil Jacobs, “Büchergeschenke für Sultan Mehemmed II,” in Festschrift für Georg
Leyh (Leipzig, 1937), 24–26. For a fifteenth-century Greek
manuscript of Polybius’s history (Books 1–5), preserved at

the Topkapı Palace Library, see Deissmann, Forschungen
und Funde im Serai, 67–68n25. The treatise on Florence
and Venice is mentioned in Ms. Török F. 59, p. 201. For
Flavio Biondo’s short treatise on Venice, see Patricia H.
Labalme, Bernardo Giustiniani: A Venetiam of the Quattrocento (Rome, 1969), 254. If the translated book on Venice was the “History on the Origins of Venice” (De origine
urbis Venetiarum rebusque eius ab ipsa ad quadringentesimum usque annum gestis Historia) of Bernardo Giustiniani’
(d. 1489), written in 1477–81 and published in Venice in
1493, one wonders whether an early manuscript version
of this work might have reached the sultan’s court. See
Labalme, Bernardo Giustiniani, 247–304, for this posthumously published work on the origins and constitutional
structure of Venice.
72. Dei, La cronica, 190; the sultan’s two speeches are recorded
on pp. 128–29, 165. Pius II (d. 1464) established a papal fortress and colony on the southern coast of Greece, taking
Monemvasia under direct rule in response to an appeal
from its inhabitants after their ruler, Thomas, fled in 1460;
he appointed a military governor for the colony early in 1461.
The pope’s planned crusade and the war in southern Italy
are discussed in D. S. Chambers, Popes, Cardinals & War: The
Military Church in Renaissance and Early Modern Europe
(London, 2006), 56–70. The unrealized crusade of Pius II
was built entirely around the figure of Thomas, who would
reclaim the throne of Morea and then Constantinople. On
the last Byzantine Despots of Morea, namely, the brothers
Thomas and Demetrios, see Donald M. Nicol, The Immortal
Emperor: The Life and Legend of Constantine Palaiologos,
Last Emperor of the Romans (Cambridge, 1992), 114–16.
Demetrios fell out of the sultan’s favor around 1467: see
n. 100 below.
73. Dei, La Cronica, 115, 158–63. The house visited by the sultan belonged to his two Florentine friends, the merchantbanker Carlo Martelli and Vermiglio Capponi. In 1463,
Mehmed II told Benedetto Dei that his personal informants on Italy included Girolamo Michiel (the Venetian
tax farmer of the alum mines in New Phocea); his Jewish
physician, Jacopo of Gaeta, the Jewish “Salomone Cifutti”
(from Turkish “Çıfıt,” meaning Jew), formerly an inhabitant of Cremona and Milan; the Florentine consul of Pera
(Mainardo Ubaldini); and two leading Florentine citizens:
Dei, La Cronica, 128. The Jewish informant was probably
the same person who acted as the sultan’s envoy to Venice
in 1480, Simone Judeo (mentioned in n. 137 below).
74. The sultan’s four consultants were the Florentine consul Mainardo Ubaldini, Niccolò Ardingelli, Carlo Martelli, and Jacopo Tedaldi; they advised him to fortify “il
chastello del Vitupero,” and to equip it with thirty cannons, which they showed him where to position: see
Dei, La Cronica, 164. For the hypothetical identification
of this castle with Kilid al-Bahr, see Babinger, Mehmed
the Conqueror, 255. The Italian influence on the plans
of the castles of Yedikule and Kilid al-Bahr is discussed
in Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 283–90; Marcell Restle, “Bau-
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plannung und Baugesinnung unter Mehmed II. Fâtih,”
Pantheon 39 (1981): 361–67. The inscription of the Kilid
al-Bahr castle gives an earlier foundation date, in 866–67
(1461–62); according to Kritovoulos, it was completed in
1464: see Ekrem Hakkı Ayverdi, Osmanlı Miʿmârîsinde
Fâtih Devri 855–886 (1451–1481), 4 vols. (Istanbul, 1973–74),
3:172–88.
75. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 19–20, 42–47, 51–53. Military engineers trained in the sultan’s armies transmitted
Ottoman technological advances to the Latin West. For a
Turkish engineer called Maestro Calasa who was employed
in 1480 by the Duke of Calabria, the future Alfonso II of
Naples, see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 290.
76. Malatesta’s letter is reproduced and discussed in Raby,
“Pride and Prejudice,” 175–76, 187; Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 44–54, 314–18. For the presence of Paolo da Ragusa
and Matteo de’ Pasti as workshop assistants of Pisanello in
Naples, see Syson and Gordon, Pisanello, 223–32. In 1461,
Girolamo Michiel, who employed the Florentine Benedetto
Dei as his treasurer, was imprisoned with other Venetians
at a castle in Istanbul. In 1464, he was transferred to another
prison in Edirne, where he died; his huge debt to the sultan
was paid by the Venetian Signoria after the peace treaty
of 1479: see Dei, La cronica, 128, 160, 163; 165, 174; Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 183, 251, 256. In a conversation
with Dei in 1463, the sultan listed his informants on Italy
and referred to Girolamo Michiel as mio amaltaro (from
ʿameldār, meaning tax collector: Dei, La cronica, 128). Dei’s
letter dated 1467 refers to the late Girolamo Michiel as the
sultan’s magnifico appaltiere e amaltaro (contractor and
tax collector) and to himself as Girolamo’s camarlingo ettesoriero (camerlingo and treasurer); an earlier letter from
Pera, dated 1462, indicates that Girolamo was then under
arrest but free to follow up his business deals: see Orvieto,
“Un esperto orientalista,” 228–32, 242. A notebook at the
Topkapı Palace Library containing drawings of Mehmed’s
monogram (tughra) as well as figural sketches, including
Europeanate bust portraits, is thought to have been the
sketchbook of Mehmed II as a young prince. This attribution, believed to indicate that the sultan’s interest in
naturalistic depiction went back to his childhood, is rightly
questioned in Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 32–33. It is
on the basis of watermarks (datable from the 1430s to the
1470s) and the tughra exercises that this manuscript has
been identified as the sketchbook of the young Mehmed;
however, tughras were affixed on imperial documents
not by the sultans themselves but by their chief chancellors (sing. nişancı). The notebook also contains floral and
vegetal “arabesques,” the letters of the Arabic and Greek
alphabets, and lines of Persian poetry. I think it may have
belonged to one of the youths being trained in the royal palace as a multilingual chancellery scribe-cum-illuminator.
77. A letter to the Duke of Milan in 1461 reports the capture of
Matteo de’ Pasti, along with an engineer (inzignero); the
painter was to exhort “the Turk” to invade Italy and to draw
his portrait from life (retracto ditto Turcho dal naturale): see
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appendix in Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 319. A letter written
from Istanbul in 1461 by the Riminese humanist Angelo
Vadio to the author of De re militari describes the warships built for the sultan’s forthcoming naval campaign to
Rhodes or Albania: Giovanni Soranzo, Cronaca di anonimo
veronese, 1446–1488 (Venice, 1915),148–89. A second envoy
of Sigismondo Malatesta was sent to Mehmed II in 1462:
his household steward Enrico Aquadelli, called Ser Rigo,
who was also carrying a copy of Valturio’s De re militari;
however, it is not known whether he reached his destination. An incunable of this work, published in Verona in
1472, is in the Topkapı Palace Library (Ms. H. 2699), but
its date and mode of acquisition are unknown: see Jacobs,
“Büchergeschenke für Sultan Mehemmed II,” 23–24.
Malatesta’s threat to the pope is cited in Babinger, Mehmed
the Conqueror, 201–2, 504–5. The pope declared war on the
pro-Angevin Malatesta in November 1460, and the military operations between 1461 and 1463 ended with a papal
victory. On this war over the Angevin succession claim in
Naples and Sicily, where Pius II supported the rule of King
Ferrante (Ferdinand) of Aragon, see Chambers, Popes, Cardinals & War (the pope’s statement equating Malatesta and
the Turks is cited on pp. 58–69). The Venetians intervened
on Malatesta’s behalf and, having professed the Creed, he
fought for the Christians in the Morea campaign of 1464:
Soranzo, Cronaca di Anonimo Veronese, 190–204. According
to Dei, Malatesta returned to Rimini in 1465 on a Florentine
ship, because the Venetians had abandoned him to perish
in the Morea so that they could seize his city-state: see Dei,
La cronica, 164.
For the war on two fronts, see the references cited in n. 21
above.
The title “Emperor of Constantinople” was not used by
the Byzantine rulers, who called themselves “Emperor of
the Romans.” Andreas was the firstborn son of Thomas
Palaiologos (d. 1465), the Despot of Morea, who in 1460 fled
to the Venetian-ruled island of Corfu and was introduced
to the pope in Rome by Bessarion in 1461 (see n. 72 above).
By 1475, Andreas, whose seal bore the Palaiologan doubleheaded eagle and the title “Despotes Romeorum,” was offering to sell his rights to the thrones of Constantinople and
Trebizond to the King of Naples and the Duke of Burgundy.
In 1476, his younger brother, Manuel, left Rome for Istanbul, where he was generously provided for by Mehmed II;
he remained in the Ottoman capital for the rest of his life:
see Nicol, Immortal Emperor, 114–16; Jonathan P. Harris, “A
Worthless Prince? Andreas Palaiologos in Rome—1464–
1502,” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 61 (1995): 537–54.
Sophia reconverted to Greek Orthodoxy in Russia and
adopted the imperial Byzantine double-headed eagle as
her emblem: see Nicol, Immortal Emperor, 115.
Angelo Michele Piemontese, “La représentation du Uzun
Hasan sur scène à Rome (2 mars 1473),” Turcica 21–23 (1991):
191–203. Plans and elevations of the palace adjacent to the
Basilica of the Twelve Apostles in Rome, known as the
“Academy of Bessarion,” are provided in Lorenzo Finoc-
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chi Ghersi, “Bessarione e la basilica romana dei Santi XII
Apostoli,” in Fiaccadori, Bessarione e l’Umanesimo, 129–36.
Cardinal Riario’s Latin eulogy by the humanist Hilarion
of Verona (Niccolò Fontanelli) is cited in Piemontese, “La
représentation,” 196.
Before the banquet on March 2, 1473, a triumphal procession was staged in Rome by Cardinal Carafa, the commander of the papal fleet (reinforced by ships from Naples,
Rhodes and Venice), which attacked the Ottoman ports of
Izmir and Antalya in 1472. During this procession in January 1473, the victorious cardinal paraded through Rome
with his booty of twenty-five Turkish captives and twelve
exotic camels, together with a section of the harbor chains
of Antalya, which he used to adorn his tomb in Naples: see
Piemontese, “La représentation,” 193, 198; Chambers, Popes,
Cardinals & War, 77. The Turkish prisoners are depicted in
a fresco at the Church of S. Spirito in Saxia that features
Sixtus IV’s victories: P. de Angelis, L’architettura e gli affreschi di S. Spirito in Saxia (Rome, 1961): 249–52, fig. 94; cited
in Angelo Michele Piemontese, “L’ambasciatore di Persia
presso Federico da Montefeltro, Ludovico Bononiense
O.F.M. e il cardinale Bessarione,” Miscellanea Bibliothecae
Apostolicae Vaticanae 11 (2004): 554.
Piemontese, “La représentation,” 198–203. A sample of the
gold coins was sent to the Marquise of Mantua, Barbara
Gonzaga, together with a letter describing the banquet.
For attempts to form alliances and the various embassies
exchanged between the Aqqoyunlu and European courts,
which came to an end with Uzun Hasan’s death in 1478,
see n. 21 above. In 1474, it was believed that the Grand
Duke of Moscow would fight against “the Turk,” since the
“Empire of Romania” (l’Imperio de Romania) rightfully
belonged to him as the son-in-law of the late Despot of
Morea, Thomas Palaiologos (d. 1465), whose two sons
(Andreas and Manuel) lacked offspring. Uzun Hasan, on
the other hand, would reclaim the “Empire of Trebizond”
(Imperio de Trebizonda): see Malipiero, “Annali veneti,”
106. In 1475, “Caesar Uzun Hasan” (Caesar Hussen kaschen)
offered his daughter, born of the Christian Princess Theodora of Trebizond, in marriage to the Polish king Casimir,
in the hope of reconstituting the Eastern Roman Empire
in its entirety (Graecorum Imperium): see Piemontese, “La
représentation,” 192–93. For the battle between Mehmed II
and Uzun Hasan, see the Turkish chronicle commissioned
in 1501–2 by Bayezid II: İbn Kemal, Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman VII.
Defter, ed. Şerafettin Turan (Ankara, 1991), 316. The same
chronicle, completed in 1510–11, mentions several times
Mehmed II’s aspiration for global rule, referring to him as
an Alexander and “heir of the dominion of Caesar (ḳayṣer)”:
İbn Kemal, Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman VII. Defter, 160, 180, 222,
540–44.
Uzun Hasan’s headgear is described in letters reproduced
in Piemontese, “La représentation,” 199, 201. For the El Gran
Turco engraving and selected bibliography, see Chong and
Campbell, Bellini and the East, 66–67; also see n. 89 below.
During the Council of Ferrara-Florence in 1438–39, the
Byzantine emperor’s headgear was described as “a hat in

the Greek manner” (uno cappelletto alla greca); later on,
Paolo Giovio referred to the headgear on Pisanello’s medal
as “that bizarre hat in the Greek manner that the emperors used to wear” (quel bizarro cappello alla grecanica che
solevano portar gl’imperatori): cited in Weiss, Pisanello’s
Medallion, 16. The annotations on a drawing of the Byzantine emperor by Pisanello also refer to his hat as “Lo
chapello”: see James A. Fasanelli, “Some Notes on Pisanello
and the Council of Florence,” Master Drawings 3 (1965): 38.
89. Dating El Gran Turco around 1460, Hind interprets the
sultan’s headgear as a “fantastic helmet,” noting that
“the same dragon and a similar hat occur in a Florentine
niello….which was also probably intended for the ‘Grand
Turk’ ” and came “from the same goldsmith’s workshop as
the engraving”: see Arthur Hind, Early Italian Engraving,
2 vols. (London, 1938–48), vol. 1, pt. 1, p. 195. In his discussion of the El Gran Turco engraving, which he dates to
ca. 1460–70, Zucker has noted that “comparably fantastic,
though less ornamental, peaked caps are found here and
there throughout the Master’s authentic work”: see Mark
J. Zucker, ed., The Illustrated Bartsch, vol. 24, Early Italian
Masters, Commentary, pt. 1 (New York, 1993), 68; he adds
that “the engraver certainly intended to represent Sultan
Mohamed, whom Florentines always called El Gran Turco”
(p. 70).
90. Different interpretations of the sultan’s “dragon helmet”
are discussed in Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 66–67.
A recent publication, which came to my attention long
after I submitted this article in 2007 (the lecture version
of which has been accessible on the internet as a podcast
since 2006), similarly compares the El Gran Turco print to
Uzun Hasan’s headgear in the Roman banquet. It interprets the engraving as a negative image, depicting a tyrant
behind a magnificent façade, thereby demasking the sovereign’s claim for power as haughtiness and exposing his
magnificent appearance as delusion: Alberto Saviello, “El
Gran Turco als ‘maskierter’ Tyrann; ein Topos druckgraphischer Darstellungen osmanischer Sultane im 15. und
16. Jahrhundert,” in Islamic Artefacts in the Mediterranean
World: Trade, Gift Exchange and Artistic Transfer, ed. Catarina Arcangeli and Gerhard Wolf (Venice, 2011), 217–30. The
two sixteenth-century prints to which Saviello compares
the El Gran Turco belong to entirely different contexts; in
my view, the nuances of each of these three prints need to
be interpreted separately, rather than seen as instances of
a topos.
91. Like the Byzantine emperor’s capello, the sultan’s comparable hat is not a helmet. The Pisanello medal created
an exotic type for “both ancient and Eastern potentate”;
similar hats appear in Renaissance images of Greeks, Albanians, antique personages, and Oriental rulers, as well as in
a generic portrait of Mehmed II as the “Turkish Emperor”
(Mahumet turchorum imperator), in Hartmann Schedel’s
Liber Chronicarum (1493): see Weiss, Pisanello’s Medallion.
F. R. Martin thought that the El Gran Turco engraving represented the Albanian prince Scanderbeg (d. 1467), an unconvincing identification at odds with the inscription: Zucker,
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Illustrated Bartsch, vol. 24, pt. 1, p. 70. In some publications
the print continues to be misidentified as a portrait of John
VIII Palaiologos: see, for example, Nicol, Immortal Emperor,
pl. 5 between pp. 82 and 83.
92. According to his biographer, Antonio Bonfini, King Matthias, too, took Alexander the Great as his role model.
The lost twin bronze reliefs of Alexander and Darius by
Andrea del Verrocchio (ca. 1477), which are mentioned
by Giorgio Vasari, alluded to Matthias’s role as defender
of the West against the East; for these, and illustrations of
their copies, see Matthias Corvinus und die Renaissance,
314–17; Białostocki, Art of the Renaissance, 7–8. The marblerelief copy of Verrocchio’s lost Alexander relief, identified
by an inscription as “P. Scipioni,” exemplifies its flexible
iconography (Paris, Muséee du Louvre, Département des
Sculptures, RF 1437, illustrated in Matthias Corvinus und
die Renaissance, 315, cat. 264a). A similar marble relief of
Alexander the Great, created around 1480 at Verrocchio’s
workshop (National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.), is
reproduced in Andrew Butterfield, The Sculptures of Andrea
del Verrocchio (New Haven and London, 1997), fig. 205. In
all of these examples, Alexander’s dragon-topped headgear
is a helmet.
93. The only time the Florentines were allied with Venice was
between 1474 and 1480. Under pressure of public opinion
in Italy, the traffic of goods between Florence and Istanbul
was temporarily halted between 1467 and 1472, but many
Florentine commercial agents were still active in 1469 in
Pera, Constantinople, Edirne, Bursa, Gallipoli, and Phocaea: see Müller, Documenti sulle relazioni, 492–96.
94. For the hypothesis that the source for these prints may have
been Benedetto Dei, see Julian Raby, “Mehmed II Fatih and
the Fatih Album,” Islamic Art 1 (1981): 42–49. This hypothesis is accepted in David Landau and Peter Parshall, The
Renaissance Print, 1470–1550 (New Haven, 1994), 94–95, and
Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 128–29. Landau and
Parshall observe that ten of the fifteen prints are Florentine
and five Ferrarese; the Florentine prints may have all come
from the same workshop to which the Master of the Vienna
Passion belonged, while the Ferrarese prints probably “also
come from the Florentine connection.” Rogers unconvincingly proposes that the prints could have come to Istanbul
via Tabriz, given “the overwhelmingly Aqqoyunlu contents” of the album into which they are pasted: see Rogers, “Mehmed the Conqueror,” 93. Rogers assumes that
fifteenth-century Tabriz was as cosmopolitan as Istanbul.
However, unlike the presence of settled Italian merchant
communities in Ilkhanid and Jalayirid Tabriz, this city no
longer had a bustling international settlement comparable
to Pera in the second half of the fifteenth century. Moreover, after the fall of Trebizond to the Ottomans in 1461,
the trade route connecting Tabriz to the Black Sea was
blocked. There is no evidence of Florentine–Aqqoyunlu
relations during the period when these prints were created.
They all date from ca. 1460–80, a period coinciding with
the Ottoman–Venetian war, when the ambassadors sent
by the Venetian allies of Uzun Hasan experienced difficul-
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ties reaching Tabriz, and thus could not provide him with
military aid.
95. It has been assumed that these prints, some of which
have Christian subjects, would not have been appropriate gifts for the sultan, but we have seen that he was concerned with understanding religious differences. In 1488,
Bayezid II renewed the privileges granted to Florentine
merchants by Mehmed II: see Müller, Documenti sulle
relazioni, xlii, 238–39, 313. A clause in the 1527 treaty
of Süleyman I, which confirmed the capitulations of
Bayezid II and Selim I, stipulates that “Every time a Florentine ship arrives, the merchants shall visit the sultan’s
palace with substantial gifts”: cited in Halil İnalcık, “Ottoman Galata (1453–1553),” in Première rencontre internationale sur l’empire ottoman et la Turquie moderne, ed. Edhem
Eldem, Varia Turcica 13 (Istanbul, 1991), 63. I agree with
Raby that the album (TKS, H. 2153) was compiled at the
Ottoman court, rather than with the alternative view that
it was put together in Aqqoyunlu Tabriz: Raby, “Mehmed
II Fatih and the Fatih Album,” 46–48. On reasons for dating
this album to the reign of Selim I, see my forthcoming essay
in the facsimile publication of that album. The Trionfo della
fama print depicts a lawgiver and king on the platform with
a globe (Africa, Europe, and Asia) and three nude figures
(Hercules, Spendius, and Mathos). The latter two captives
have been identified as the leaders of a rebellion against
Carthage, as related in Book I of Polybius’s Punic War: Hind,
Early Italian Engraving, 1:35; Zucker, Illustrated Bartsch, vol.
24, pt. 1, pp. 37–43. See n. 71 above for the Latin commentary
on this work by Leonardo Bruni, which was presented as
a gift to Mehmed II, and a Greek manuscript of Polybius’s
Punic Wars at the palace library.
96. For the view that the medals may attest to the sultan’s contact with Western artists, see Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,”
175.
97. Dating the medal to the 1440s or 1450s, Julian Raby suggests it may have been produced in Italy as a gift from
the sultan’s “many Italian contacts”; he draws attention to
the “implausible headgear” and the error in the inscription
(discussed below in n. 98): see his entry in The Sultan’s Portrait: Picturing the House of Osman (exhibition catalogue,
Topkapı Palace Museum) (Istanbul, 2000), 86. Although
one cannot rule out the possibility that the medal was created in the 1440s, in this portrait Mehmed, moustachioed
but beardless, seems to be depicted not as a teenager but
as a young man in his twenties (as he was in the 1450s). For
selected bibliography and the view that the medal was not
commissioned by the sultan but created independently in
Italy by a “follower of Pisanello, perhaps Marco Guidizani,
who was active in the 1460s and 1470s in Venice,” see Spinale’s catalogue entry in Chong and Campbell, Bellini and
the East, 70. Unlike Hill and Raby, Spinale argues that the
medal was not based on an ad vivum drawing: see Spinale,
“Portrait Medals,” 90–99. She compares the nude male figure with the one on Pisanello’s medal of Leonello d’Este
(ca. 1441), believed to reinterpret a Roman statue of a river
god then thought to represent Bacchus (who was associ-
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ated with Alexander the Great): see Syson and Gordon,
Pisanello, 90–93. However, at least one Roman humanist
in the 1480s recognized it as a statue of a classical river
god, probably on the basis of similar river gods depicted
on the reverses of Trajanic and Hadrianic coins: see Ruth
Rubinstein, “The Renaissance Discovery of Antique RiverGod Personifications,” in Scritti di storia dell’arte in onore
di Roberto Salvini, ed. Roberto Salvini (Florence, 1984), 258,
figs. 1 and 2. The nude on Mehmed’s medal substitutes a
warlike torch for the customary cornucopia held by rivergod personifications. Karabacek, Abendländische Künstler,
13–14, unconvincingly interpreted the fortress tower as a
minaret.
98. The Latin inscription on the obverse reads: MAGNUS
7[=ET] ADMIRATUS SOLDANUS MACOMET BEI. Interpreting “Admiratus” as a naïve misunderstanding of “Amir,”
Spinale translates the inscription as “Great and Admired
Sultan Mehmed Bey”: see her entry in Chong and Campbell,
Bellini and the East, 70. I think the “7 [=ET]” is misplaced and
should be moved after “Admiratus”: MAGNUS ADMIRATUS 7[=ET] SOLDANUS MACOMET BEI (Great Amir and
Sultan Mehmed Beg). With this correction, the inscription
comes very close to the titles used in Sigismondo Malatesta’s letter of 1461, “Machomet Bei magnum admiratum
et Sultanum Turchorum.” In the first treaty composed in
Greek that Mehmed II had with Venice (1446), he is identified as “Great Prince and Great Amir, Sultan Mehmed Beg”:
see Franz Babinger, “Mehmed’s II. Frühester Staatsvertrag
(1446),” in Babinger, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 3:35–68.
The same titles are repeated in Serbian documents dating
between 1458 and 1471 in the Dubrovnik (Ragusa) archives:
Ciro Truhelka, “Dubrovnik Arşivinde Türk-İslâv Vesikaları,”
İstanbul Enstitüsü Dergisi 1 (1955): 42–57; in the Dubrovnik
documents, Mehmed’s titulature becomes more elaborate between 1472 and 1479: “Great Prince and Emperor of
Emperors (Tsar of Tsars) of All Eastern and Western Lands,
Great Amir, Sultan Mehmed [or Sultan Mehmed Beg]”
(pp. 58–65).
99. In 1454, the sultan demanded tribute from Rhodes as the
“Lord of All the Islands in the Aegean Sea,” a demand followed that year by unsuccessful raids on Rhodes and Chios,
and the conquest of Old and New Phocaea in 1455: see
Magoulias, Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman
Turks by Doukas, 245–54. In 1456 Mehmed II conquered
Enos, as well as the dependent islands of Thasos, Samothrace, Imbros, and Lemnos, ruled by the tribute-paying
Genoese ruler Dorino II Gattilusio; the islands were subsequently held by papal forces between 1457 and 1459: see
Magoulias, Decline and Fall of Byzantium to the Ottoman
Turks by Doukas, 254–56; Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed,
105–11, 126, 139–40, 142.
100. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 140, 149–58, 185–87. With
the exception of a few Italian fortresses, the Ottoman
annexation of the Morea, begun in 1458, was completed
by 1460, when Mehmed II regained control of the Aegean
islands lost in 1457. He gave these islands, together with
Enos, as fiefs to his vassal Demetrios Palaiologos, the for-
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mer Byzantine Despot of Morea, who would be stripped of
his holdings around 1467 and sent in disgrace to Didymoteichon: see Nicol, Immortal Emperor, 114.
Spinale tentatively attributes the bronze uniface medal to
Pietro da Milano, or perhaps Francesco Laurana, around
1460. Both were active in Naples and France, but neither
was known to have traveled to Istanbul. The uniface medal
lacks the reverse with three eagles’ heads depicted on the
four known examples of the Tricaudet medal, which was
signed in Gothic letters by Jean Tricaudet of Selongey.
According to Spinale, these medals, deriving from the uniface original, were made after Mehmed’s death: see Susan
Spinale, “Reassessing the So-called ‘Tricaudet Medal’ of
Mehmed II,” The Medal 42 (2003): 3–22; Spinale, “Portrait
Medals,” 72–79, 278–80. She ascribes these later medals to a
different Jean Tricaudet, whose name was recorded in Selogney in 1460. For earlier dates proposed in former studies,
see Thuasne, Gentile Bellini, 13n1 (ca. 1460–63); Karabacek,
Abendländische Künstler, 7–8 (ca. 1453–55); Raby, “Pride
and Prejudice,” 175 (1450s or post-1461).
The title “Beg,” used in the beardless portrait medal,
is dropped in the uniface medal: MAGNUS PRINCEPS
ET MAGNUS AMIRAS SULTANUS DNS [Dominus]
MEHOMET.
Between 1464 and 1467, Mehmed II sent at least two embassies to King Ferdinand (Ferrante) of Naples, offering him
“a marriage alliance between their children,” or, if that was
objectionable on religious grounds, with the Palaiologan
daughter of his “First Subaşı, primi subassidis”: see Raby,
“El Gran Turco,” 58. An embassy with lavish gifts sent by
the sultan to the courts of Naples and Milan in 1464 upon
the recommendation of certain Christians (probably his
Florentine advisers), is described in Malipiero, “Annali
veneti,” 36. In 1467, the sultan sought advice from the Florentines for his anti-Venetian campaign in Albania: see Dei,
La cronica, 165. According to Soranzo, Cronaca di anonimo
veronese, 242, in 1467 he sent an embassy with gifts from
Valona in Albania to King Ferrante of Naples. In a letter
dated April 5, 1467, Ferrante instructs his ambassador to
thank the sultan for the envoy he sent with gifts and urges
him to find out what kinds of presents would be appropriate for the sultan and the Pasha of Albania: cited in Spinale,
“Portrait Medals,” 120–22. In 1468, ambassadors from the
rulers of Milan, Naples, and Florence, who opposed the
peace mission of the Venetian ambassador, were present
at the sultan’s court: recorded in Nicolae Iorga, ed., Notes
et extraits pour server à l’histoire des croisades au XVe siècle,
4th ser. (1453–1476) (Bucharest, 1915), 214. King Ferrante
sent another ambassador with gifts from Valona to the sultan’s court in 1469, shortly before the Ottoman conquest
of Negroponte in 1470: see Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 46.
Ferrante subsequently joined the papal forces with Venice
in 1471 as part of the alliance with Uzun Hasan.
Letters from the king of Naples, intercepted by the Venetians in 1467, exhorted the sultan to send his men to Albania because he could easily conquer Kroya and Durazzo:
see Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 42. For the alliance in 1464
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between Florence, Milan, and Naples against the Venetians (an aversion shared by France), and for the sultan’s
two campaigns in Albania, see Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 251–65, as well as his “Le vicende veneziane nella
lotto contro I Turchi durante il secolo XV,” in Babinger,
Aufsätze und Abhandlungen, 1:251. Spinale suggests that
the uniface medal may have been created on the basis of
an intermediary drawing in France or Naples around 1460,
either commissioned by a French patron as a gift to the
sultan or created in Naples by Pietro da Milano (or Francesco Laurana) as “an enterprising response” to an overture
by Mehmed II for an Italian artist: see Spinale, “Reassessing the So-called ‘Tricaudet Medal,’ ” 12. Since no French
embassies are recorded in those years, it seems more likely
that the medal was cast in the second half of the 1460s in
Naples.
105. In May 1468, Pope Paul II’s league of all Italian rulers
was celebrated, followed by the visit of the Holy Roman
Emperor Frederick III to Italy. The rulers of Naples, Milan,
and Florence initially opposed the league, as did the king
of France, who shared their enmity towards Venice, but the
pope threatened to excommunicate those rejecting his call
for peace: see Soranzo, Cronaca di anonimo veronese, 251–
59. The Karaman campaign of 1468 is discussed in Babinger,
Mehmed the Conqueror, 265–69.
106. According to Angiolello, the title imperator corresponds
to the Ottoman Turkish title khunkār: Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 45. Throughout the Persian chronicle of Maʿālī, written ca. 1474 and titled Khunkārnāma,
Mehmed II is referred to as “Shah of the Shahs of the World
and Emperor” (shāhanshāh-i jahān va khunkār-khān): see
Balata, “Hunkarnāma.” The few artists knighted during
Mehmed II’s reign by the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III and the kings of Naples and Hungary are listed in
Martin Warnke, The Court Artist: On the Ancestry of the
Modern Artist, trans. D. McLintock (Cambridge and New
York, 1993), 156–58, 168. For Mehmed II’s knighting of Gentile and Costanzo, see Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,”
114–17. Mehmed II also knighted the Venetian ambassador
Giovanni Dario cavaliero in 1479: see Soranzo, Cronaca
di anonimo veronese, 346. Because he was knighted by
Mehmed II, Bellini received a pension of 200 gold ducats,
paid until his death, according to Vasari: see Thuasne, Gentile Bellini, 57. The practice of knighting continued under
Bayezid II: see n. 187 below.
107. For the reference to Rhodes as the “key to Italy,” see Spandounes (Spandugino), Origin of the Ottoman Emperors, 66;
Karamani, “Osmanlı Sultanları Tarihi,” 321–65. For the submission of the Venetians in 1479, see Karamani, “Osmanlı
Sultanları Tarihi,” 359–60. The Turkic-Oghuz lineage of the
Ottomans, already promoted under Murad II, is also underlined in a Persian chronicle written between 1456 and 1459
and dedicated to Mehmed II’s grand vizier Mahmud Pasha:
see Şükrullah, Behcetüttevârîh, in Osmanlı Tarihleri I, ed.
N. Atsız (Istanbul, 1947), 37–76. Another chronicle ending
with Mehmed II’s reign, Enveri’s Turkish Düstūrnāme, was
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dedicated in 1464 to the same pasha: Tekin, “Fatih Devri,”
206. For the Ottoman campaigns against Otranto and
Rhodes in the summer of 1480, and raids on Hungary in
1479 and 1480, see İbn Kemal, Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman, 473–521;
these campaigns on three fronts are also mentioned in Dei,
La cronica, 180–81.
Karamani, “Osmanlı Sultanları Tarihi,” 343–52, 360–61. The
author dedicates a separate book to Mehmed II’s reign,
preceded by a shorter book on the early Ottomans.
See Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 15–22.
Fully translated in Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 34–37. Contemporary sources never refer to Mehmed II as “Fatih” (the
Conqueror), a popular nickname not coined until the seventeenth century. Instead, they refer to him as “Father of
Conquest” (Ebū’l-Fetḥ / Abū’l-Fatḥ).
On the other side, the gold coins bore the Arabic inscription “Sultan Mehmed Khan, son of Murad Khan, Glorious
be his victory!” The new gold coinage, which replaced Ottoman gold ducats “coined in the Venetian mold” (in istampa
veneziana), was reissued in 883 (1478–79) and in 885 (1480–
81): see Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 367–68, 457–58;
Nuri Pere, Osmanlılarda Madenî Paralar (Istanbul, 1968),
90, nos. 79–81. Mehmed II’s diplomatic correspondence
with Ragusa (Dubrovnik) shows the steady increase in the
amount of annual tribute he demanded, parallelling his
adoption of more grandiose imperial titles: payments rose
from 1,500 florins in 1458 to 5,000 in 1468 and 10,000 in 1472,
culminating with 12,500 florins in 1478. See n. 98 above for
his adoption of the title “Tsar of Tsars” from 1472 onwards,
recorded in Serbian documents in the Dubrovnik archives.
Mehmed II’s mosque was completed in 1470, but commercial structures added as dependencies to the complex
were endowed with a deed dating from 883 (1478–79):
see Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul, 94; Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 140–41, 148–49; Tulum, Tursun
Bey, 70–76. For Mehmed II’s uses of the past and Italian
Renaissance parallels, see Gülru Necipoğlu, “Challenging
the Past: Sinan and the Competitive Discourse of Early
Modern Islamic Architecture,” Muqarnas 10 (1993): 169–80;
Gülru Necipoğlu, The Age of Sinan: Architectural Culture in
the Ottoman Empire (London, 2005; 2nd ed., 2011), 77–103;
Robert Ousterhout, “The East, the West, and the Appropriation of the Past in Early Ottoman Architecture,” Gesta
43, 2 (2004): 165–76; Hubertus Günther, “Die osmanische
Renaissance der Antike im Vergleich mit der italienischen
Renaissance,” in Sultan Mehmet II.: Eroberer Konstantinopels–Patron der Künste, ed. Neslihan Asutay-Effenberger
and Ulrich Rehm (Cologne, 2009), 93–138.
For the mosque complex of Abu Ayyub al-Ansari, completed ca. 1458–59, and its mythology, see Necipoğlu, “Life
of an Imperial Monument,” 200. The new mosque was
dubbed the “Fatih Mosque” in the modern secondary literature, after the sultan’s post-seventeenth-century sobriquet,
which I prefer not to use: see n. 110 above. It is called the
“New Mosque” (al-jāmiʿ al-jadīd / yeni cāmiʿ) in the various
versions of Mehmed II’s waqfiyya: see, for example, Öz,
Zwei Stiftungsurkunden, 12, 14.
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114. For the fourth-century Church of the Holy Apostles, probably consecrated by Constantine’s son and successor,
Constantius II, and entirely rebuilt by Justinian I in the
sixth century, see Wolfgang Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon
zur Topographie Istanbuls: Byzantion, Konstantinupolis,
Istanbul bis zum Beginn des 17. Jahrhunderts (Tübingen,
1977), 405–11; Neslihan Asutay-Effenberger and Arne Effenberger, Die Porphyrsarkophage der oströmischen Kaiser
(Wiesbaden, 2006); Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 140,
217. The inventory refers to the no-longer extant panegyrical treatise as Risāla fī madḥ Meḥemmed Khān ṭāb tharāhu
wa madḥ al-jāmiʿ al-jadīd bi’l-turkīyya al-manẓūma (Ms.
Török F. 59, p. 266). For a Greek copy of the Diēgēsis and
the translations of it kept at the palace library, see n. 124
below.
115. The white hand of Moses refers to a divine miracle, Exodus
4:6, “Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Now put your hand
inside your cloak.’ So Moses put his hand inside his cloak,
and when he took it out again, his hand was white as snow
with a severe skin disease.” The infliction and removal of
this disease were demonstrations of the sovereign power of
God. Tulum, Tursun Bey, 70–72. On the mosque, which was
rebuilt after an earthquake in 1766, praises and c ritiques
of it in Ottoman written sources, and the complex in
general, see Ayverdi, Osmanlı Miʿmârîsinde Fatih Devri,
3:356–406; Gülru Necipoğlu, “Anatolia and the Ottoman
Legacy,” in The Mosque: History, Architectural Development
and Regional Diversity, ed. Martin Frischman and HasanUddin Khan (New York, 1994), 153–54; Necipoğlu, Age of
Sinan, 82–88; and Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul,
66–96. For the observation that “nothing so early in the
Western Renaissance has this grandeur,” as well as for the
“modernism” of Mehmed’s “New Rome,” see Spiro Kostof,
A History of Architecture: Settings and Rituals (New York,
Oxford, 1985), 459. The ideal plan of the complex has been
compared to the layout of the Ospedale Maggiore in Milan,
included in Filarete’s treatise: see Restle, “Bauplannung
und Baugesinnung,” 362–66; Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 261–
63. Although the complex was designed before Filarete’s
planned visit to Istanbul, the sultan’s informants in Pera
and his “contacts with Rimini and Milan could have given
him access to Filarete’s and Alberti’s theories”: see Raby, “El
Gran Turco,” 17–29, 285.
116. The Arabic inscriptions are recorded in Ayverdi, Osmanlı
Miʿmârîsinde Fatih Devri, 3:383 (figs. 596–97), 385–87 (figs.
601–3). The quoted hadith is attributed to Umm Haram: see
Canard, “Les expéditions,” 106. The Byzantine patriarchal
university with its preparatory schools and colleges was
described around 1200 by Nikolaos Mesarites: see Glanville Downey, ed., “Description of the Church of the Holy
Apostles in Constantinople,” Transactions of the American
Philosophical Society 47 (1957): 865–67, 894–97. For Spandugino’s description, see Spandouyn, Petit traicté, 206. On
the Church of the Holy Apostles’ mausolea—namely, that
of Constantine the Great and the Heroon of Justinian I—
and imperial sarcophagi now displayed within the grounds

of the Topkapı Palace, in the atrium of Hagia Eirene and the
Istanbul Archaeology Museums, see Asutay-Effenberger
and Effenberger, Die Porphyrsarkophage. The reuse of monumental porphyry and Aswan granite columns in the central domed baldachins of the mosques built for Mehmed
II, Bayezid II, and Süleyman I in Istanbul is discussed,
along with Italian Renaissance parallels, in Necipoğlu,
Age of Sinan. For the Topkapı Palace columns in situ, see
Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace.
117. Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 140, 207–8. Edifices in
the third court and its hanging garden are analyzed in
Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 89–95, 123–46, 184–89; the
objects, books, and relics kept in the Inner Treasury are
discussed on pp. 134–37. Also see the eyewitness palace
description in Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 30–32.
For the untenable view that the Italianate colonnades
were added in the eighteenth century during the “Ottoman
Baroque” period, see Tanyeli, “Batılılaşma öncesinin Türk
Mimarlığında Batı Etkileri,” 163; Uğur Tanyeli, “Topkapı
Sarayı Üçüncü Avlusu’ndaki Fatih Köşkü (Hazine) ve Tarih
sel Evrimi Üzerine Gözlemler,” Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi
Yıllık 4 (1990): 157–88. The composite Ionic capitals differ
stylistically from their “Ottoman Baroque” counterparts;
moreover, the marble blocks of the half capitals (used at
the ends of the courtyard and loggia arcades) are clearly
incorporated into the original wall fabric. The loggia was
walled in throughout the eighteenth century and there was
no incentive to add lavish colonnades to a building that
was locked up as a treasury.
118. Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 119. MacKay
identifies Angiolello as the author of this page: see MacKay,
“Content and Authorship of the Historia Turchesca,” 220.
For the chapels in the palace garden, see Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 32.
119. The legends of the updated Buondelmonti map in Düsseldorf identify the extant church of St. Irene (S. elini) in
the first court of the palace and three no longer existing
chapels (S. demetrius, S. georgius, and S. maria) in the outer
garden; for these chapels, see Arne Effenberger, “Die Illustrationen—Topographischen Untersuchungen: Konstantinopel/Istanbul und ägäische Örtlichkeiten,” in Cristoforo
Buondelmonti: Liber insularum archipelagi, Universitätsund Landesbibliothek Düsseldorf Ms. G 13, Faksimile, ed.
Irmgard Siebert, Max Plassmann et al. (Wiesbaden, 2005),
23–28. This map was first published in Ian R. Manners,
“Constructing the Image of a City: The Representation of
Constantinople in Christopher Buondelmonti’s Liber Insularum Archipelagi,” Annals of the Association of American
Geographers 87, 1 (1997): 87–94. He tentatively dated it to
the end of Mehmed II’s reign, and on the basis of some legends in the Florentine dialect he suggested that it may have
been created by an Italian visitor for a patron like Mahmud
Pasha (d. 1474), whose mosque is identified on the map.
The Düsseldorf city map, datable to ca. 1480, might have
been made for an Ottoman grandee with Greek origins,
according to Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul, 144–
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54. Dating it to the last years of Mehmed II’s reign (1478–81),
Barsanti hypothetically links it with the patronage of the
Genoese Bocchiardi family, whose mansion is depicted on
the Istanbul map. She also notes the prominent presence
of the Genoese flag, depicting a cross, in the vassal Genoese
colonies of Pera and Chios: see Claudia Barsanti, “Costantinopoli e l’Egeo nei primi decenni del XV secolo: La testimonianza di Cristoforo Buondelmonti,” Rivista dell’Istituto
Nazionale d’Archeologia e Storia dell’Arte 56 (2001): 89–253.
The possible connection with the Bocchiardi family is further explored in Effenberger, “Die Illustrationen,” 67–68,
where the map is dated to the second half of the 1480s on
the basis of its watermark from around 1484 (pp. 9–20). This
supports my own conclusion that the map must have been
created during Bayezid II’s reign, as its legends identify
Mehmed II’s posthumously built mausoleum (sepulcrum
soltani Meometi): see Necipoğlu, Age of Sinan, 91–92n85.
Effenberger proposes that the latest terminus ad quem for
the map is 1501, because it omits Bayezid II’s mosque, construction on which began that year. However, I prefer a
date in the early 1480s and find it notable that the second
minaret that Bayezid II added to Hagia Sophia (seen on a
print in Hartmann Schedel’s Liber Chronicarum of 1493) is
missing in the Düsseldorf map. According to Kafescioğlu,
the anachronistic representation of Justinian I’s bronze
equestrian statue on the column of the Augustaion, next to
the Hagia Sophia, in the Düsseldorf map and in Schedel’s
prints of Constantinople reflects an ambivalence concerning the city’s identity. In my view, the continuing representation of the no-longer-extant statue may also refer to its
connection with the city’s apocalyptic identity.
120. For the Column of the Goths and other antiquities in the
palace garden, see Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 198–99 (fig.
114a–b), 208–9; Hülya Tezcan, Topkapı Sarayı ve Çevresinin
Bizans Devri Arkeolojisi (Istanbul, 1989); Asutay-Effenberger
and Effenberger, Die Porphyrsarkophage. On the disputed
date of the Goth’s Column and the report of the chronicler Nikephoros Gregoras (ca. 1340) that it was once surmounted by the statue of Byzas, see Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon, 53; Rudolf H. W. Stichel, “Fortuna Redux, Pompeius
und die Goten, Bemerkungen zu einem wenig beachteten
Säulenmonument Konstantinopels,” Istanbuler Mitteilungen 49 (1999): 467–92. The reference to Byzas’s citadel in
Şemsüddin Harabati’s Persian text is cited in Yerasimos, La
fondation de Constantinople, 113–14.
121. For the Old Palace, see Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 3–4. The
iconography and reliefs of the column of Theodosius I are
discussed in Giovanni Beccati, La Colonna coclide istoriata:
Problemi storici iconografici stilistici (Rome, 1960), 83–150.
The reliefs commemorated the emperor’s recent victories
over the Goths and Ostrogoths and other rebellious Asiatic “barbarians.” Angiolello describes the column at the
outer garden of the Old Palace as “tutta instoriata di figure
minute, con cari trionfanti ed altre istorie antiche”: see
Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 33.
122. For the drawings (ca. 1550), preserved at the Louvre
Museum in Paris and attributed to Battisto Franco (Ven-
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ice, 1510–61), as well as photographs reproducing the complete series, see the catalogue entry by Catherine Monbeig
Goguel in Byzance retrouvée: Érudits et voyageurs français
(XVIe-XVIIIe siècles), ed. Marie-France Auzépy and JeanPierre Grélois (exhibition catalogue) (Paris, 2001), 66–70,
pls. XII–XXXIII; a similar series of drawings is preserved in
Princeton University (pp. 67–68). Beccati argues that Bellini could have obtained special permission from Mehmed
II to record the reliefs in situ: see Beccati, La Colonna,
113–14. Goguel discusses alternative views (including the
possibility that the designs were recorded from fragments
on the ground after the column was dismantled), but she
prefers Beccati’s explanation and concludes that Bellini’s
authorship of the original drawings is not unreasonable:
see Goguel in Auzépy and Grélois, Byzance retrouvé, 68.
123. Bayezid II’s dream is mentioned in Lokman b. Seyyid
Hüseyin, Hünernāme, ca. 1584–85: Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Library, Ms. H. 1523, fols. 193v–194r, 196r. According
to the French antiquarian Pierre Gilles, who was in the
Ottoman capital between 1544 and 1547, and in 1550, the
Column of Theodosius I on the third hill was destroyed by
Sultan Bayezid II, “more than forty years before I came to
Byzantium” (i.e., before 1504), so that his bathhouse could
be built more easily: see Pierre Gilles’s Constantinople,
trans. Kimberly Byrd (New York, 2008), 150–51. New-found
fragments from Theodosius I’s column, discovered in 1973
near the Istanbul University Library, support the theory
that the Louvre drawings reproduce the lower relief bands
of the column of Theodosius I rather than those of the
Arcadius column: see Siri Sande, “Some New Fragments
from the Column of Theodosius,” Acta ad Archaeologiam
et Artium Historiam Pertinentia, serie altera 9, 1 (1981):
1–78. The cyclone that destroyed the “column on which
the bronze horse of Emperor Theodosius once stood” is
mentioned in Alvise Mocenigo’s letter dated 1517: cited in
Claudia Barsanti, “Il Foro di Theodosio I a Costantinopoli,”
Milion 1 (1995): 9. It is my contention that this fallen column
was not the one with which we are concerned. Instead,
it was the column near Hagia Sophia, at the Augustaion,
which once formed the base of the equestrian statue of
Justinian I, whose bronze horse (removed by Mehmed II)
bore an inscription referring to Theodosius I. Hence, the
Augustaion column with Justinian I’s statue is mislabeled
as “theodosius” on the Buondelmonti maps of Constantinople and on a drawing attributed to Cyriac of Ancona.
For the mislabeling, see Effenberger, “Die Illustrationen,”
43–46n31; Barsanti, “Costantinopoli e l’Egeo,” 217–19. Gilles
says that after the horse was taken down, the Augustaion
column remained bare and had toppled down thirty years
prior (i.e., ca. 1517–20, close to the date mentioned by above
Mocenigo): “Finally, thirty years ago the entire column was
toppled down to the stylobate, which a year ago I saw cut
out at its foundation.”: Byrd, trans., Pierre Gilles’s Constantinople, 88. A Turkish source states that the Augustaion column collapsed suddenly one night during Selim I’s reign:
see Julian Raby, “Mehmed the Conqueror and the Byzan-
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tine Rider of the Augustaion,” Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi Yıllık 2
(1987): 146n14. The mosque of Bayezid II was built in 906–11
(1500–6) and its madrasa in 912–13 (1506–8). The bathhouse
was endowed for the mosque complex of the sultan’s wife,
Gülbahar Hatun (d. 911 [1505–6]) in Trebizond: see Semavi
Eyice, Türkiye Diyanet Vakfı İslam Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul,
1992), s.v. “Beyazıt Hamamı.” This double bath, mentioned
in Bayezid II’s endowment deed dated 913 (1507–8), must
have been completed before that date. For the untenable
view that it was erected after the death of Bayezid II, upon
the column’s presumed destruction in the cyclone of 1517,
see Müller-Wiener, Bildlexikon, 388; Barsanti, “Il Foro di
Theodosio,” 9, 14; Goguel’s entry in Auzépy and Grélois, Byzance retrouvé, 67; Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 113;
and Rogers, “Mehmed the Conqueror,” 92. I believe Bayezid
may have destroyed the Theodosian column as a harmful talisman. Upon the advice of astrologers who warned
Mehmed II that it was a malevolent talisman of the city, the
equestrian statue of the Augustaion was removed from its
column prior to the Belgrade campaign of 1455–56, when it
was partly melted to cast cannons. Yet Mehmed preserved
the Serpent Column in the Hippodrome as a benevolent
talisman for averting snakes: see Raby, “Byzantine Rider of
the Augustaion,” 141–53.
124. Chong finds it likely that Mehmed II commissioned the
recording of the reliefs that commemorated an ancient
triumphal parade, and adds that Bellini, too, was interested
in antiquities (since in his will he left drawings of Rome to
his assistants): see Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 113.
Anonymous chronicles report that Mehmed II questioned
Byzantine and Latin literati on the history of Constantinople and Hagia Sophia. The palace library has a Greek
manuscript of the Diēgēsis copied in 1474, and Persian and
Turkish translations of the Patria and Diēgēsis were made
in the last years of the sultan’s reign: see n. 58 above. The
dates of extant Turkish and Persian manuscripts are provided in Yerasimos, La fondation de Constantinople, 200.
The palace library also preserves an unillustrated Greek
translation of Cristoforo Buondelmonti’s Latin text, Liber
Insularum Archipelagi: see Deissmann, Forschungen und
Funde im Serai, 67n24; Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 19, 23, 29.
125. The double-headed eagle is interpreted as an ambiguous
reference to the Byzantine past in Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul, 163–64. Permission to use the banner of
St. Mark on ships was one of the clauses of the Ottoman–
Venetian peace treaty concluded on January 25, 1479 in
Istanbul and confirmed in Venice on April 25th of that year.
Shortly thereafter, on May 21, 1479, Benedetto Trevisano
was designated Venetian ambassador to Istanbul to counter the presence there of ambassadors sent by the emperor,
the king of Hungary, and the king of Naples. He was sent
back by Mehmed II on October 7, 1479 with a letter that
promised Venetian merchants safety in Ottoman territories
and expressed the hope that Ottoman merchants would
also be safe in Venetian territories. Trevisano’s mission is
summarized in Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 322, 324, 326. On the

interchangeable use of the synonymous terms “Contan
tinople” and “Byzantium,” see n. 139 below. The Vavassore
map’s label is interpreted as a sign of the West’s “ambiguity
in terms of the city’s identity,” in Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul, 154–64. On the Vavassore city map, also
see Albrecht Berger, “Zur sogenannten Stadtansicht des
Vavassore,” Istanbuler Mitteilungen 44 (1994): 329–55. I disagree with Berger’s claim that this map was created during
the reign of Bayezid II, a hypothesis based on some map
legends that he misidentifies with monuments built by this
sultan: the legend “moschea,” which he links with Bayezid
II’s mosque, and the arsenal along the Golden Horn that he
dates to 1513, although it was actually created by Mehmed
II. Kafescioğlu convincingly disproves Berger’s dating as
well as Ian Manners’s hypothesis that the Vavassore map
derives from the Buondelmonti map in Düsseldorf (mentioned above in n. 119). Unlike Berger, who suggests that
the Vavassore map was probably based on a lost original
created by an Italian resident of Pera, independent of the
sultan’s court, Kafescioğlu argues that it was most likely
Mehmed II himself who granted permission to freely study
the city’s topography, and who may have even commissioned a printed view of the city. Although it is difficult to
prove the direct patronage of the sultan, I agree that the
creation of such a city view would have required his official
approval. According to Effenberger, “Die Illustrationen,”
19, the Vavassore map represents Istanbul not earlier than
1478–79 (the date of the outer wall of the Topkapı Palace) and not later than 1490 (the date when the church of
S. Luca Evangelista was destroyed). It is believed to have
been based on a lost drawing (sometimes attributed to Gentile Bellini) or a printed view of Constantinople (like the
one in six copper plates mentioned in an inventory of the
cartographer Francesco Roselli’s workshop in Florence):
see Kafescioğlu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul, 154–64; Rudolf
H. W. Stichel, “Das Coliseo de Spiriti: ein Phantom. Ein
Beitrag zur Erklärung der Stadtansicht vom VavassoreTypus,” Istanbuler Mitteilungen 51 (2001): 445–59. A recently
discovered early inventory of prints lists two multi-sheet
views of Constantinople, one of them a woodcut in five
colored sheets (the work of the Florentine Lucantonio degli
Uberti, printed in Venice ca. 1510–20), and the other an
anonymous print in eight sheets the description of which
suggests that it was “probably the prototype” for the map
copied by Vavassore. The eight-sheet print “may have some
relationship with or may even be the six-sheet printed view
of Constantinople by Roselli with two sheets of decorative
material added”: see Mark P. McDonald, The Print Collection of Ferdinand Columbus (1488–1539): A Renaissance Collector in Seville, 2 vols. (London, 2004), 1:254–55; 2:569, no.
3159; 2:573, no. 3178. The eight-sheet print featured on its
upper right side “a banderole that reads Constantinopollen,”
which implies that its legends were not identical with those
of the Vavassore map. The latest facsimile dates Lorichs’s
“Constantinople Prospect,” based on a preparatory drawing
made in 1559, to ca. 1560–65: Erik Fischer, Melchior Lorck,
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5 vols. (Copenhagen, 2009), vol. 4, “The Constantinople
Prospect.” See also Nigel Westbrook, Kenneth R. Dark,
and Rene Van Meeuwen, “Constructing Melchior Lorichs’s
Panorama of Constantinople,” Journal of the Society of
Architectural Historians 69, 1 (March 2010): 62–87.
Cited and discussed in Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 210–12.
See Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 32; Tulum, Tursun
Bey, 73–74. Both the Çinili Köşk and its Ottoman-style
companion, which once occupied the site of the present
Museum of Ancient Near Eastern Antiquities on the same
vaulted terrace, are clearly visible on a late sixteenth-century panoramic view of the palace reproduced in Stichel,
“Fortuna Redux, Pompeius und die Goten,” 469, fig. 1. These
twin pavilions, overlooking a now-lost watertank, are also
seen in a painting in Lokman’s Hünernāme (ca. 1584–85),
illustrated in Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 95, fig. 56. Tan
yeli misidentifies the Ottoman-style pavilion as the royal
Privy Chamber, located in the third court of the palace,
ignoring Tursun Beg’s unambiguous statement that this
pavilion and its companion were both located in the palace’s outer garden: see Tanyeli, “Batılılaşma öncesinin Türk
Mimarlığında Batı Etkileri,” 178n59.
For the Tiled Kiosk and the two non-extant pavilions, see
Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 210–17. In 1472, Uzun Hasan
dispatched ambassadors to Europe and to Mehmed II,
demanding the restitution of the lands of his Karamanid
cousins, which had been usurped by the Ottomans in 1468:
see Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 78–80. His forces attacked
the lands of Karaman in 1469 and 1472: see Turan, “Fâtih
Mehmet,” 95–97.
For the request from Venice and the hypothetical Italianate pavilion, see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 38, 50–54, 298,
333–35; Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,” 178–80. A document
in the Dubrovnik archives records 840 Venetian ducats
paid by Mehmed II on February 5, 1480 to “Majstora Pavla”
for his expenses; if this is the same artist who had previously trained the sultan’s court painter, Sinan Beg (see n.
18 above), he may have visited the sultan’s court at that
time: see Babinger, “Mehmed II., der Eroberer, und Italien,”
198n1; Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 131–33.
Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 38, 49–51. According to Benedetto
Dei, these craftsmen (maestri d’intaglio e di legname e di
tarsie…di maestri di scholture di bronzo) were selected,
organized, and conducted to Istanbul with a young member of the Martelli Bank, Benedetto d’Antonio di Leonardo:
see Dei, La cronica, 176.
Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 49–51. I believe the bronze sculptors may have been sought by the sultan to cast canons
for the campaigns in 1480 against Rhodes, Otranto, and
Hungary (see n. 107 above), as well as for artistic projects
such as medals and architectural decoration. In European
courts, bronze sculptors were variously employed in making bombards, canons, medals, sculptures, and architectural details (like the doors with classicizing triumphal
reliefs cast for the Castel Nuovo of King Ferrante of Naples
around 1474–77). One of the Florentine intarsia masters
sent to Hungary in 1479, Chimenti Camicia, became Mat-
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thias Corvinus’s chief architect in 1480, heading a royal
workshop of Tuscan and Dalmatian craftsmen specializing
in Renaissance all’antica architectural decoration at the
court in Buda: see Péter Farbaky, “Late Gothic and Early
Renaissance Architecture in Hungary ca. 1470–1540,” in
The Architecture of Historic Hungary, ed. Dora Wiebenson
and József Sisa (Cambridge, Mass., 1998), 45–51. During the
late 1470s and early 1480s, the king of Hungary also rebuilt
the summer palace in Visegrád, where a late Gothic royal
workshop fused the newly imported Renaissance all’antica
vocabulary with the indigenous medieval style.
131. For the bronze sculptor Bartolomeo Bellano, who also
came to Istanbul in 1479 with two assistants, and rumors
about Bellini’s activities at the Ottoman court, see Chong,
“Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 106–19. The bazaar sale is mentioned in Ursu, ed. (Angiolello) Historia Turchesca, 119–21:
“Fu dal ditto Gentil fatto diversi belli quadri, et massime di
cose di lussuria in alcune cose belle in modo che ne haveva
nel serraglio gran quatità, et all’intrar che fece il figliuolo
Baiasit Signor il fece vendere tutti in Bazzaro, et per nostri
mercanti ne furono comprati assai.” (These passages are
attributed to Angiolello in MacKay, “Content and Authorship of the Historia Turchesca,” 220). The disputed interpretation of “cose di lussuria” as erotic images or “things
of luxury” is discussed by Chong, who accepts the latter
version: Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,” 110.
132. Without specifying a date, Battista Bendidio explains in a
letter that the king of Naples sent Costanzo to the sultan,
who had asked for a painter. According to Raby, the artist was sent “either between 1464 and 1467 or, more probably, between 1475 and 1481” (see the entry by Raby in The
Sultan’s Portrait, 89). Since documents do not mention
Costanzo (who was still living in 1524) before 1474, Chong
suggests that he was sent to Istanbul between 1477 and
1478 and returned to Italy in 1479, when the peace treaty
was signed with Venice; he is recorded as having been in
Naples in 1483: see Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul,”
126–27. For a silver coin featuring the Anatolian Seljuk
Sultan Kılıç Arslan IV as a turbaned “royal hunter” with
bow drawn and Arabic inscriptions, dated 646 (1248–49),
see Evans, Byzantium: Faith and Power, 427, cat. no. 256a.
A similar coin depicts Alaüddin Keykubad as an equestrian
figure, while two seals with classicizing bust “portraits”
depict him as a Roman emperor; for these and for the use
of classical figural sculptures as spolia on the walls of his
capital in Konya (Iconium), see Suzan Yalman, “Building
the Sultanate of Rum: Memory, Urbanism and Mysticism in
the Architectural Patronage of Sultan ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad
(r. 1220–1237)” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 2011), 323–
421, as well as her article in this volume, “ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad Illuminated: A Rum Seljuq Sultan as Cosmic Ruler.”
133. For the medal’s Latin inscriptions and selected bibliography, see Spinale’s catalogue entry in Bellini and the East,
71–72. A poem in an album (Istanbul University Library,
Ms. F. 1423, fol. 12r) refers to Mehmed II as the “Thunderbolt Sultan” (Yıldırım Sultan): see A. Süheyl Ünver, Fatih
Devri Saray Nakışhanesi ve Baba Nakkaş Çalışmaları (Istan-
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bul, 1958), 10. The chronicle of Karamani Mehmed Pasha
compares Mehmed II to a “thunderbolt” because of how
swiftly he mobilized his troops to confront Uzun Hasan in
the victorious campaign of 1473: see Karamani, “Osmanlı
Sultanları Tarihi,” 357. Mehmed II is likewise compared to a
thunderbolt in Kritovoulos’s History: during the Trebizond
campaign of 1461, his swift incursion struck the terrified
Uzun Hasan like a “bolt from the blue” (Kritovoulos, History
of Mehmed, 172); and the sultan fell upon the Bosnian territories “like a thunderbolt, burning, ruining, and destroying
everything” (p. 188). Spinale suggests that the sultan may
have been familiar with Plutarch’s and Pliny’s references to
Alexander the Great as the “Thunderbolt Bearer”: Spinale,
“Portrait Medals,” 129–31.
134. Scutari is referred to as “l’occhio ritto del gholfo” in Dei, La
cronica, 175. For the earlier Albanian campaigns of 1465 and
1467, see Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed, 213–14, 218–21.
The raids in 1477 and the sultan’s personal expedition in
1478 are described in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror,
357–59, 361–65; Dei, La cronica, 101–2, 173–74; Soranzo,
Cronaca di anonimo veronese, 327–41; Malipiero, “Annali
veneti,” 114-21; İbn Kemal, Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman, 420–22,
436–63. In 1477 and 1478, Ferrante and his son-in-law, Matthias Corvinus, used their entente with the sultan to fight
their own enemies: forces of the king of Naples attacked
Lucca, Sienna, and Piombino, while the king of Hungary
fought with Emperor Frederick III and the king of Bohemia:
see Dei, La cronica, 101–2, 173–74. The Venetian ambassador, who met with the Ottoman grand vizier in 1478,
was told that the sultan would not leave Albania before
conquering Scutari, and that he would subsequently come
in person to Italy, see Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 119.
135. For the mythical foundation of Scutari (İskenderiyye/
Alexandria) by Alexander, see György Hazai, “Ein ‘Isken
dernāme als politische Zweckschrift aus der Zeit von
Süleymān dem Prächtigen,” Archivum Ottomanicum 14
(1995–96): 223–319; 15 (1997): 221–308; 16 (1998): 125–277;
18 (2000): 125–305. Karabacek dated the Costanzo medal
to 1478 but identified the reverse as a depiction of w
 inter
preparations for the Albanian campaign on the barren
plain of Davud Pasha outside the walls of Istanbul, where
the sultan’s army assembled before setting out. He misunderstood the “Pisanellesque” convention of leafless trees
in a rocky landscape as a winter scene, and misinterpreted
the hilltop castle as a mosque. See Karabacek, Abendländische Künstler, 23–24. The stone relief in Venice (ca. 1530)
is illustrated in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East,
18, fig. 4.
136. In his detailed account of the campaign, Angiolello mentions his own presence among the sultan’s courtiers (noi
della corte): see Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca,
97–108. Angiolello describes Mehmed II at the end of his
account of the sultan’s reign: “era huomo di mezza taglia,
era grasso et carnoso, haveva fronte larga, gli occhi grossi
con le ciglie rilevate, haveva il naso aquiline, la bocca piccola con barba ritonda et rilevata che tirava al rosso; haveva
il collo corto et grosso, era zalegno di faccia, le spalle un

poco alte, haveva la voce intonate, et era gottoso degli
piedi”: Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 122–23.
This description is derived almost verbatim from Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 23.
137. From 1472 onwards, Mehmed II adopted the title “Emperor
(Tsar) of Emperors of all Eastern and Western Lands” in his
Serbian correspondence with Dubrovnik (see n. 98 above).
Comparable titles only appear later in 1480–81, in his Greek
and Latin correspondence with Italy. The standard formula
“Grand Signor and Grand Amir, Sultan Mehmed” is used
in the sultan’s correspondence with the Doge of Venice
between 1479 and 1481, but a letter dated April 24, 1480
(shortly before the fall of Otranto) refers to him as Sultan
Mahomet dei gratia totius Asie e Grecie Imperator: see Alessio Bombaci, “Venezia e l’impresa Turca di Otranto,” Rivista
Storica Italiana 66, 2 (1954): 176. Addressed to the Doge on
September 27, 1480, the sultan’s letter of commendation on
behalf of his Jewish envoy, Simone Judeo, uses similar titles
(Soltan Mohamet dei gratia totius asie & grecie victoriosissimus Imperator), as does his letter of commendation for
Gentile Bellini, dated January 15, 1481 (Sultan Mahometh dei
gratia totius asye & gretie victoriosissimus Imperator): see
Franz Babinger, “Ein vorgeblicher Gnadbrief Mehmeds II.
für Gentile Bellini (15. Jänner 1481),” in Babinger, Aufsätze
und Abhandlungen, 3:167, 169. For the identity of the Jewish
envoy, see n. 73 above. The incunabulum of the Florentine scholar Francesco Berlinghieri’s Italian translation of
Ptolemy’s Geographia at the Topkapı Palace library bears
a posthumous dedication (ca. 1482) with comparable titulature, “Mehmed Ottoman Ill[ustrissimo] (sic. Uguli) di tutta
la Grecia et Asia Imperatore”: see Franz Babinger, “Lorenzo
de’ Medici e la corte ottomana,” Archivio Storico Italiana 121
(1963): 326.
138. In a letter written in Greek dated July 10, 1480 (shortly
before the Ottomans landed in Puglia on July 28th and
conquered Otranto on August 11th), the sultan refers to the
Doge of Venice as the dearest friend of “our most powerful
empire (basileia),” and alludes to his universal dominion,
“my world-dominating empire”: see Bombaci, “Venezia e
l’impresa Turca di Otranto,” 174, 185–86. In another letter
in Greek to the Doge, dated April 30, 1481 (written shortly
before Mehmed’s death on May 3rd), the sultan proudly
refers to his empire as “il mio Impero (basileia)”: Alessio
Bombaci, “Nuovi Firmani Greci di Maometto II,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 47, 2 (1954): 316–18. Byzantine imperial
titles appear earlier in the 1460s, in the eulogies of Greek
writers: e.g., Kritovoulos, Amiroutzes, and George of Trebizond.
139. For the Latin inscriptions of both medals, see Spinale’s
catalogue entries in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the
East, 71–72; Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 320–21. The obverse
of Costanzo’s second medal has the following inscription:
SULTANI MOHAMMETH OCTHOMANI UGULI BIZANTII
INPERATORIS, 1481. The obverse of the undated medal
reads: SUITANUS MOHAMETH OTHOMANUS TURCORUM IMPERATOR. The penultimate Byzantine ruler is
identified on Pisanello’s medal as emperor of the “Romans.”
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Likewise, Kritovoulos refers to the Byzantine ruler as
“Emperor of the Romans” and uses the interchangeable
terms “Contantinople” and “Byzantium,” with reference
to the Ottoman capital: Kritovoulos, History of Mehmed,
16, 139, 209, 215–17, 222. The Latin letter of commendation
that Bellini received from the sultan on January 15, 1481
also equates the terms Byzantium and Constantinople:
“Scripta in Constantinopoli in solio Celsitudinis nostre
Bisantii”: reproduced in Babinger, “Ein vorgeblicher Gnadbrief Mehmeds II. für Gentile Bellini,” 167.
Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 122: cited in Pedani Fabris, In
nome del Gran Signore, 106.
See Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,” 176. Spinale’s catalogue
entry identifies the medal as “posthumously commemorative” and adds: “It remains a matter of conjecture whether
Costanzo produced this medal after his return to Italy on
commission or independently with an eye towards the Italian market for images of the ‘Grand Turk.’ ”: see Campbell
and Chong, Bellini and the East, 72. She rejects the possibility that the 1481 medal was redesigned at the sultan’s
behest because of spelling errors: INPERATORIS (for imperator), OCHTOMANI (for othomanus), and MOHAMMETH
(spelled as MOHAMETH on the same medal’s reverse):
Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 147. But the undated medal of
1478 also has a spelling error: SUITANUS (for sultanus), on
which see n. 139 above.
The impulse behind the Ottoman attack on the kingdom of
Naples was almost universally perceived to have come from
Venice, acting as Florence’s ally in the Tuscan war fought
by Neapolitan and papal forces against Florence, Milan,
and Venice. According to the French diplomat Commynes,
the Venetians hated King Ferrante of Naples and his son
Alfonso for the instrumental role they played in having
“the Turk” come to Scutari in 1478 (the city was lost with
the peace treaty of 1479): see Samuel Kinser, ed., The Memoirs of Philippe de Commynes (1445–1509), trans. Isabelle
Cazeaux, 2 vols. (Columbia, S.C., 1969–73), 2:451–52. The
sixteenth-century source Diarium Parmense cites Andrea
Navagero’s report that the ambassador (actually, bailo)
Giovanni Battista Gritti had informed Mehmed II of the
Venetian Signoria’s support of his right to reclaim Brindisi,
Taranto, and Otranto. In the fall of 1479 or early 1480, Gritti
tried to persuade the sultan to wage war against the “king of
Puglia”: cited in Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 390, 417;
Bombaci, “Venezia e l’impresa Turca,” 172–74. Letters sent
by the Venetian Senate to the bailo Gritti and to the ambassador Niccolò Cocco in May 1480, however, instruct them to
emphasize the neutrality of Venice and to modify the previous impression that the Venetians were encouraging the
sultan to invade Italy: see Bombaci, “Venezia e l’impresa
Turca,” 172–74, 180–203 (appendices IV and V). This may
have been due to a change of politics in the meantime.
King Ferrante’s demand for help from the pope in 1480
is mentioned in Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 130–31. Conquered on August 11, 1480, Otranto was retaken by Neapolitan, Hungarian, and papal forces on September 10, 1481,
several months after Mehmed’s death. For the letter that
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the sultan sent from Constantinople to his amantissimo
figlio ferdinando (Ferrante), see Cosimo Damiano Fonseca,
ed., Otranto 1480, 2 vols. (Otranto, 1986), 2:319–20, no. XXX.
This letter mentions an ambassador, sent to King Ferrante
by Mehmed II, who was received with great honor. He
came back to Istanbul with the king’s ambassador, who was
then returning to Naples with Mehmed’s assurance of firm
intentions for peace. Where the second medal was produced remains uncertain, and Hill even questions whether
it was reworked by Costanzo himself, but the artist’s signature strongly implies his authorship. Paolo Giovio, Commentario de le cose de’ Turchi, ed. Lara Michelacci (Bologna,
2005), 107–8. Giovio wrote this work to encourage Charles
V to lead a crusade against his impressive and formidable
enemy, Sultan Süleyman.
144. For the medals, their Latin inscriptions, and selected bibliography, see Spinale’s catalogue entries in Campbell and
Chong, Bellini and the East, 74–77. In 1474, an alliance (lega)
was formed between Florence, Venice, and Milan against
the pope and the king of Naples: see Babinger, Mehmed the
Conqueror, 365–66; Soranzo, Cronaca di anonimo veronese,
306, 308; Dei, La cronica, 171. During this alliance, Florence
refused help against the sultan, so as not to damage trade
relations. On September 16, 1480, a new league was formed
between the pope, Milan, Naples, Genoa, Florence, Ferrara, and Hungary, but Venice refused to join. Yet secret
negotiations between Florence and Venice in 1480 raised
hopes for a renewed alliance among these two parties in
1481: see Michael Mallet, “Lorenzo and Venice,” in Lorenzo
il Magnifico e il suo mondo, ed. Gian Carlo Garfagnini (Florence, 1994), 109–21.
145. For the hypothesis that the sultan’s envoy brought the Bel
lini medal to Florence as a present in March 1480 and left
that May with Bertoldo’s medal, sent as a gift by Lorenzo
de’ Medici, see Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,” 180–82. This
envoy brought presents to Lorenzo and Antonio de’ Medici
(the former Florentine ambassador who came to Istanbul
in mid-August 1479 and left at the end of November with
the leading rebel of the Pazzi conspiracy), and relayed
Mehmed’s request to the Florentine Signoria for masters
of intarsia and bronze sculpture: see Dei, La cronica, 176,
cited above in n. 129. The alternative view, that Bertoldo’s
medal was created in the 1480s and may have been based
on a portrait drawing carried by one of the Ottoman embassies to Florence, is proposed by Spinale in Campbell and
Chong, Bellini and the East, 76.
146. For various interpretations of the crescent-medallion worn
by the sultan as well as related bibliography, see Spinale,
“Portrait Medals,” 196–204. It is either a Florentine invention or based on an actual medallion that was worn by
the sultan or sent to Florence as a gift. I think the crescent may have been the sultan’s heraldic emblem, and
medallions donated as diplomatic gifts may have featured
this emblem. For the gold medallion with a chain that
Mehmed II awarded to Bellini, see Chong “Gentile Bellini
in Istanbul,” 114–16. A collana d’oro (worth 550 ducats) was
among the gifts that Bayezid II sent in 1493 to his ally, the
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Marquis of Mantua: see Hans Joachim Kissling, Sultan
Bâjezîd’s II. Beziehungen zu Markgraf Francesco II. von
Gonzaga (Munich, 1965), 22. Bayezid’s ambassador Kasım
Bey, who brought the gifts to the Marquis of Mantua, also
wore a medallion (lo prefato ambasciatore era ornato cum
quella colana): see Molly Bourne, “The Turban’d Turk in
Renaissance Mantua: Francesco II Gonzaga’s Interest in
Ottoman Fashion,” in Mantova e il Rinascimento italiano:
Studi in onore di David S. Chambers, ed. Philippa Jackson
and Guido Rebecchini (Mantua, 2011), 57n15. The banner
donated by Mehmed II to his Dulkadirid vassal featured a
heraldic “golden crescent” (māhçe-i zerrīn): see İbn Kemal,
Tevârih-i Âl-i Osman, 395. An illuminated, heraldic golden
crescent on a blue ground decorates the dedicatory pages
of the Florentine scholar Francesco Berlinghieri’s Geographia, in Italian verse, printed copies of which were
presented upon Mehmed II’s death to his sons Bayezid II
(ca. 1482) and Prince Cem (ca. 1484): see Deissmann, For
schungen und Funde im Serai, 105–11n84; Babinger, “Lorenzo
de’ Medici e la corte ottomana,” 345–49, pl. 2.
147. Accepting a compelling theory proposed in 1927 by E.
Jacobs, Raby concludes that the purpose of Bertoldo’s
medal (datable to the spring of 1480) “was not commemoration but prognostication”: Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,” 182.
Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 182–89, argues that the medal
(created later in the 1480s) need not have surreptitiously
communicated an invitation to attack Italy, but may have
instead had a “congratulatory” or “posthumous commemorative function.” Florence clearly benefited from the Ottoman attack on the kingdom of Naples, thanks to which King
Ferrante’s son Alfonso, the Duke of Calabria, was recalled
from Tuscany, where the Neapolitan army still occupied
Sienna, despite the peace agreement reached between
Florence and Naples in March 1480, after Lorenzo’s trip to
Naples. In my view, the Bertoldo medal was likely created
in 1480, before or around the fall of Otranto on August 11th,
prior to the formation of the papal league on September
16, 1480 (which both Florence and Naples joined, see n. 144
above).
148. Whether Bellini’s three crowns followed or preceded the
three heraldic eagles on the reverse of the so-called Tricaudet medal has not been confirmed: see n. 101 above.
I pointed out the analogy with the three palace pavilions
in Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 210. The crowns on Bellini’s
medal were identified as cities (Constantinople, Trebizond,
and Iconium/Konya) by Armand, Thuasne, and Hill; they
have been interpreted as kingdoms (Greece, Trebizond,
and Asia) by Karabacek, Raby, and myself: see the select
bibliography in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East,
74.
149. Uzun Hasan claimed the kingdoms of Trebizond and Karaman (conquered by Mehmed II in 1461 and 1468 respectively) as his vassals. In 1464 and 1469, the allied forces of
Uzun Hasan and the Karamanid principality fought against
the Ottomans in Trebizond and Karaman: see Malipiero,
“Annali veneti,” 25, 33–34, 46–47. They attacked both king-
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doms again in 1472, prior to Mehmed II’s defeat of Uzun
Hasan in 1473: Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 70–71, 78–79;
Turan, “Fâtih Mehmet,” 95–97. Venice and her Christian
allies supported the claimants to the thrones of Trebizond and Karaman; in 1473, the Venetian fleet, reinforced
by ships from the pope, Naples, and Rhodes, helped the
Karamanid prince Kasım Beg conquer fortresses along the
southern coast of Anatolia: see Turan, “Fâtih Mehmet,”
109–13; Malipiero, “Annali veneti,” 71–74. Also see n. 127
above.
Spinale, “Portrait Medals,” 208. For the letter of commendation, see nn. 137 and 139 above.
Unlike Raby, who dates the Bellini medal to 1480 (see
n. 145 above), Thuasne and Spinale believe that it was
created after the artist returned to Venice in 1481: see Spinale’s entry in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East, 74.
This physiognomic difference is generally attributed to
the sultan’s growing illness: see Thuasne, Gentile Bellini,
50–51; Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,” 180; Rogers, “Mehmed
the Conqueror,” 88. The description of the sultan by
Angiolello is cited in n. 136 above. The sultan suffered from
chronic gout; Commynes writes: “And illness came upon
him at an early age…for his legs began to swell, as I heard
from those who had seen him; and this affliction used to
start at the beginning of the summer…and eventually the
swelling subsided”: see Kinser, ed., Memoirs of Philippe de
Commynes, 2:432. However, there is no evidence that the
sultan’s physiognomy changed radically between 1478 and
1480.
The parapet cloth with a central heraldic emblem finds a
parallel in Gentile Bellini’s group portrait of Doge Andrea
Vendramin, which is framed by a rectangular window:
see Caroline Campbell’s catalogue entry in Campbell and
Chong, Bellini and the East, 78–79. I am not convinced that
the crown on the embroidered cloth, together with the
paired triple crowns flanking the arch, alludes to the sultan’s position as seventh ruler of the Ottoman dynasty.
For this symbolic reading, see Maria Pia Pedani Fabris,
“Simbologia ottomana nell’opera di Gentile Bellini,” Atti
dell’Istituto Veneto di scienze, lettere ed arti: Classe di scienze
morali, lettere ed arti 155, 1 (1996–97): 18–20, 22. The long,
pointed beard in Bellini’s painted portrait of the sultan is
at odds with the rounded, short beard mentioned by Angiolello and seen in his medals.
For the fragmentary inscription, recorded before the
restoration of the painting, see Thuasne, Gentile Bellini,
50n2: “Terrar. Marisq. Victor ac domator orbis … Sultan …
inte … Mahometi resultat ars vera Gientilis militis aurati
Belini naturae … qui cuncta reducit in propria simul.cre
MCCCCLXXX Die XXV mensis Novembris.”
Mehmed II’s medals, which circulated posthumously, were
seen in 1489 by Catanei (the Mantuan envoy in Rome) and
by Matteo Bosso (abbot of Fiesole): see Raby, “Opening
Gambits,” in The Sultan’s Portrait, 69; Spinale, “Reassessing the So-called ‘Tricaudet Medal,’ ” 17, 22n73. According to Vasari, “painting on canvas was invented so that
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paintings could be carried from country to country; canvas
weighs little and can be easily transported in any size.”
Johannes Cuspinianus, the humanist diplomat of Ferdinand of Habsburg, mentions an exchange of portraits
between Emperor Frederick III and Mehmed II, with a view
to arranging a marriage between the sultan and the emperor’s daughter. The practice of exchanging portraits between
the European and Ottoman courts is documented in only
a few instances; for naturalistic canvas portraits sent as
diplomatic gifts to Mehmed II and his son Bayezid II, see
Gülru Necipoğlu, “The Serial Portraits of Ottoman Sultans in Comparative Perspective,” in The Sultan’s P ortrait,
29–30.
It is unknown whether, and if so when, the humanist Cimbriacus, who mostly resided in the Veneto, visited the sultan’s court: see Babinger, “Mehmed II., der Eroberer, und
Italien,” 195; Franz Babinger, “Eine lateinische Totenklage
auf Mehmed II,” in Studi orientalistici in onore di Giorgio
Levi della Vida 1 (Rome, 1956): 15–32. For princes of defeated
kingdoms who were among the sultan’s “intimates,” see
Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 133–34. Isabella
d’Este’s medals are listed in Alessandro Luzio, “L’inventario
della grotta d’Isabella d’Este,” Archivio Storico Lombardo, 9,
35 (1908): 418.
Kinser, ed., Memoirs of Philippe de Commynes, 2:429–31.
This English translation, based on the French edition of
Joseph Calmette (Paris, 1925), simply refers to a “portrait”
of Mehmed seen by Commynes. An earlier French edition, based on a different manuscript, specifies that it was
a painted portrait depicting the ruler at the time he conquered Constantinople: “Le Turc…print Constantinoble en
l’aage de vingt trois ans…(je l’ay veu painct de ceste aage,
et sembloit bien qu’il feust home de grand esperit)”: see
B. de Mandrot, ed., Mémoires de Philippe de Commynes,
2 vols. (Paris, 1901–3), 2:94. For King Matthias of Hungary,
see János Thuróczy, Chronicle of the Hungarians, trans.
Frank Mantello (Bloomington, Ind., 1991), 211. According
to Spandugino, the Turks called the sultan “Mehmed the
Great” (Mehemed Boiuc): see Spandouyn, Petit traicté, 314.
Mehmed II broke the 1477–79 entente with King Matthias
after signing the peace treaty with Venice; for Ottoman
raids on Hungary in 1479 and 1480, see n. 107 above. Matthias’s reference to kinship seems to have been an allusion
to their “(constructed or presumed) common Scythian
(Szittya in Hungarian) origin”: see Pál Fodor, “The View of
the Turk in Hungary: The Apocalyptic Tradition and the
Legend of the Red Apple in Ottoman-Hungarian Context,”
in Lellouch and Yerasimos, Les traditions apocalyptiques,
111–14. King Matthias promoted the idea of the HunnoHungarian relationship as the “second Attila”; when he
was informed by Russian merchants that descendants of
ancient Hungarians who remained in the East were still
living there, he dispatched envoys inviting them to resettle
in southern Hungary: Fodor, “View of the Turk,” 112.
For the report that Mehmed II entertained a KomnenianSeljuk lineage through a Komnene prince who allegedly
fled to Konya, converted to Islam, and married a Seljuk
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princess, see Spandouyn (Spandugino), Petit traicté, 11–13.
The author, whose early sixteenth-century informants were
the Palaiologan vizier Mesih Pasha and Hersekzade Ahmed
Pasha (a descendant of the Duke of Herzegovina), adds
that Mehmed II “did not want to accept that his house
descended from shepherds coming from Tartary.” Spandugino prefers to believe the lineage currently accepted
by Turkish historians, who supported the “lowly descent of
Osman from shepherds of Tartary belonging to the Oghuz
nation.”
Arrian, Campaigns of Alexander, 30–31, 397.
In an alternative interpretation, the use of different styles
as the “material expression of Mehmed’s intellectual eclecticism” is seen as resulting in a failure to develop “a coherent intellectual or aesthetic programme”: see Julian Raby,
“A Sultan of Paradox: Mehmed the Conqueror as a Patron
of the Arts,” Oxford Art Journal 5, 1 (1982): 7. Raby detects
a strong dichotomy between Mehmed’s “public” and “private” patronage, in which he indulged his idiosyncratic
personal whims; he argues that the sultan’s Western interests were confined to the private sphere. The boundaries
between these two spheres were, in my view, relatively
fluid and porous. The term Rūmī is used in written primary
sources in reference to the Ottoman style in the visual and
literary arts. For the evolution of a distinctively Ottoman,
“Rūmī” cultural identity, see Kafadar, Between Two Worlds;
Cemal Kafadar, “A Rome of One’s Own: Reflections on
Cultural Geography and Identity in the Lands of Rum,”
Muqarnas 24 (2007): 7–26.
For Sinan Beg and his teacher Paolo da Ragusa, see n. 18
above. Formerly attributed to Costanzo himself, the portrait has been reattributed by Raby to Sinan Beg: see his
entry in The Sultan’s Portrait, 90. This attribution is generally accepted: see Bağcı et al, Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 36.
There is an illuminated profile portrait (tempera on vellum) of John VIII Palaiologos pasted onto a page of a psalter
now in the Monastery of St. Catherine in Sinai; it suggests
that naturalistic miniature portraits were perhaps already
becoming fashionable in the late Byzantine Empire. This
miniature portrait, which Marcell Restle has attributed to
Pisanello, is reproduced in Evans, Byzantium: Faith and
Power, 533.
Formerly thought to be a work of Sinan Beg himself, the
portrait has been reattributed to Şiblizade Ahmed by Julian
Raby, The Sultan’s Portrait, 82–85. This attribution (already
made in Raby, “El Gran Turco”) is accepted in Bağcı et al.,
Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 36.
For a comparison of Mehmed II’s portrait with Timurid
prototypes and for the iconographic use of royal attributes,
see Necipoğlu, “Serial Portraits,” 22–30; a narrative painting
with a seated portrait of Husayn Bayqara smelling a rose
is illustrated on p. 27. The drawing of an Ottoman lady
standing with a rose in her hand is reproduced in Campbell
and Chong, Bellini and the East, 98, where it is attributed to
Gentile Bellini.
See Emine Fetvacı’s entry in Campbell and Chong, Bellini
and the East, 122. The Seated Scribe was removed from the
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Bahram Mirza album, assembled in 1544–45, and is now
at the Topkapı Palace Library (Ms. H. 2154), according to
David Roxburgh, “Disorderly Conduct: F. R. Martin and the
Bahram Mirza Album,” Muqarnas 15 (1998): 39–40. Andoloro and Raby interpreted “ibn-i muʾaẕẕin” as a patronymic
or nickname corresponding to “de Moysis,” and attributed
the painting to Costanzo. According to Roxburgh, the
annotation may either have been derived from an attached
Ottoman note identifying the painter or was intended as a
humorous pun. I think the missing upper-left corner of the
painting could have featured such a note.
166. The Seated Scribe and seven drawings, attributed by Andaloro and Raby to Costanzo da Ferrara, are assigned to Gentile Bellini and his workshop by Campbell and Chong in
their essay “Bellini in Istanbul,” in Campbell and Chong,
Bellini and the East, 98–105, 122. The controversy regarding
the attribution of the Seated Scribe and these drawings
is summarized in Chong, “Gentile Bellini in Istanbul.” In
a recent article, the attribution to Gentile Bellini is reasserted for the Seated Scribe and the seven drawings: see
Jürg Meyer zur Capellen, “Gentile Bellini als Bildnismaler
am Hofe Mehmets II.,” in Asutay-Effenberger and Rehm,
Sultan Mehmet II. Eroberer Konstantinopels—Patron der
Künste, 139–60.
167. The fabric of the scribe’s robe is compared to the fragment
of a late fifteenth-century brocaded Bursa textile, combining Ottoman and Italianate elements, in Nurhan Atasoy
et al., İpek: Imperial Ottoman Silks and Velvets (London,
2001), 228–29, figs. 130 and 133. Mehmed II wears a comparable costume with hanging, slit sleeves in the equestrian
portrait on Costanzo’s medal. A similar, late fifteenthcentury, Ottoman-style kaftan with wide collar and hanging, slit sleeves, associated with Prince Korkud (d. 1513),
is illustrated in David J. Roxburgh, ed., Turks: A Journey of
a Thousand Years, 600–1600 (exhibition catalogue, Royal
Academy of Arts) (London, 2005), 304, 443. Not seen in
contemporary examples of Persian painting, such kaftans
are often depicted in Ottoman manuscripts from the 1490s:
see Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 44, fig., 17; 49, fig. 20.
The ink drawing Standing Man is reproduced in Campbell
and Chong, Bellini and the East, 104; also see Seated Woman
(on p. 103), whose hands and arms with rolled-up sleeves
closely parallel those of the Gardner Seated Scribe.
168. The sitter of the Seated Scribe was first identified as “A
Turkish Prince” in F. R. Martin, “A Portrait by Gentile Bellini
Found in Constantinople,” The Burlington Magazine 9, 39
(1906): 148–49. He was then described as a “page or other
member of the Sultan’s court” in Friedrich Sarre, “The Miniature by Gentile Bellini Found in Constantinople Not a
Portrait of Sultan Djem,” The Burlington Magazine 15 (1909):
237–38. Julian Raby suggested that the sitter may have
been one of the sultan’s page boys, who were described by
Jacopo de Promontorio (ca. 1475) as being between fifteen
and twenty-two years old and dressed in silk and brocade
robes “with massive gold caps and gold rings and other gallantries” (cum schufie d’oro massizo in capo et anella d’oro
et altre magnificentie): see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 140. Since

pages generally wore caps, rather than turbans, the sitter of
the Seated Scribe may have belonged to the elite corps that
included some of the sultan’s intimates.
169. According to Angiolello, the members of the elite corps
(including the sons of defeated rulers, physicians, philosophers, scholars, engineers, craftsmen, painters, and
residents of the royal palace) had to accompany the ruler
on campaigns, and some of them were his intimates: see
Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 133–34; Angiolello, Viaggio di Negroponte, 48. For a painter-scribe
with the penname Suzi, who dedicated a manuscript to
Bayezid II, see Ayşın Yoltar-Yıldırım, “A 1498–99 Khusraw
va Shīrīn: Turning the Pages of an Ottoman Illustrated
Manuscript,” Muqarnas 22 (2005): 95–97. Another painterscribe from Iran employed at the Ottoman court workshop was Derviş Mahmud b. Abdullah Nakkaş, who wrote
and illustrated the Şehnāme-i Melik-i Ümmi (ca. 1495): see
Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 48–49. The Arabic title
deed awarded to Baba Nakkaş is cited in Ünver, Fatih Devri
Saray Nakışhanesi, 8. For the letter of commendation, and
the knighting of Bellini and Costanzo, see Chong, “Gentile
Bellini in Istanbul,” 114–15.
170. For bibliography, see Fetvacı’s catalogue entry in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East, 122. The debate on
the direction of influence is summarized in Raby, “El Gran
Turco,” 75, 136–41.
171. The Freer Seated Painter was first published in 1910 as a
work of Bihzad by the dealer-connoisseur F. R. Martin.
He interpreted it as a copy of the Gardner Seated Scribe,
which he had identified as a “Turkish prince” and attributed to Bellini in 1906 (see n. 168 above). Martin speculated
that this painting by Bellini was sent to the ruler of Herat,
where Bihzad copied it: see F. R. Martin, “New Originals
and Oriental Copies of Gentile Bellini Found in the East,”
The Burlington Magazine 17, 85 (1910): 5–7. Also attributing
the Freer painting to Bihzad, Rice denied that it was the
copy of a work by Bellini: see David Talbot Rice, Islamic
Art (1965; rev. ed., London, 1975), 225–26. Following Atıl’s
reattribution of the Freer portrait to an Ottoman painter,
Raby ascribed it in his 1980 dissertation to Sinan Beg.
See Esin Atıl, “Ottoman Miniature Painting under Sultan
Mehmed II,” Ars Orientalis 9 (1973): 115–17. For recent attributions of the Freer portrait to Bihzad, without convincing
evidence, see Ebadullah Bahari, Bihzad: Master of Persian
Painting (London and New York, 1997), 174–75 (where the
date of the painting is given as ca. 1487); Michael Barry,
Figurative Art in Medieval Islam (Paris, 2004), 42–44 (here
dated to the 1480s or 1490s). Michael Rogers accepts both
of the Bihzad signatures as reliable; he furthermore argues
that the three portraits (Gardner, Freer, and Kuwait) derive
from a lost “ur-picture” from Aqqoyunlu Tabriz. Ironically,
he sees the latest portrait in Kuwait as the closest copy
of the presumed lost original. This theory, which fails to
take into account the closely related ink drawings created in Mehmed II’s court, was presented in his lecture
at the London conference related to the “Bellini and the
East” exhibition. For an unsubstantiated attribution of the
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Freer portrait to a late sixteenth-century Safavid painter,
see Fetvacı’s catalogue entry in Campbell and Chong, Bellini and the East, 123, 125; her Safavid attribution is cited
in Meyer zur Cappellen,“Gentile Bellini als Bildnismaler
am Hofe Mehmets II,” 150, fig. 10. The Kuwait painting
is ascribed to a Mughal or a Safavid artist (ca. 1600) in
Fetvacı’s catalogue entry in Campbell and Chong, Bellini
and the East, 123–25. The painting in Kuwait is regarded as
a reversed Safavid copy of the Freer Seated Painter in Bağcı
et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 38.
172. The Seated Painter has been identified as the work of an
Ottoman painter in Robert Irwin, Islamic Art in Context
(New York, New Jersey, 1997), 245, as well as in an exhibition on portraiture at the Freer and Sackler Galleries
(Washington D.C., 2006), curated by Massumeh Farhad
(Chief Curator and Curator of Islamic Art at the Freer and
Sackler Galleries), who questions the validity of the inscription, attributing it to Bihzad. The Freer portrait is identified
as a likely work of Sinan Beg and a copy of the Gardner
portrait in Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 38. I would
like to thank Massumeh Farhad and David Roxburgh for
sharing their views on this painting with me.
173. Galerkina interprets the narrative painting with a scribe
as a copy of the Gardner Seated Scribe (attributed by her
to Bellini), which Mehmed II probably sent to Herat: see
Olympiade Galerkina, “On Some Miniatures Attributed to
Bihzad from Leningrad Collections,” Ars Orientalis 8 (1970):
128–29, figs. 11–12. Noting the similarity of the figure in the
Freer Seated Painter to the scribe in the St. Petersburg
(formerly Leningrad) album painting, which she dates to
ca. 1484, Galerkina concludes that both are attributable
to Bihzad, who was acquainted with the Bellini painting. I agree with Atıl, who observed that the scribe in the
St. Petersburg album painting derives from the scribes
shown in Persian paintings of school scenes: see Atıl, “Ottoman Miniature Painting,” 117.
174. The Freer Seated Painter’s derivateness is also betrayed by
its “reductionism” in comparison to the Gardner portrait,
which is characterized by “a greater naturalism of details”
and “a greater emphasis on corporeality” that are “difficult
to credit in a copy”: see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 136–40. The
raised knee of the Kuwait Seated Painter, which derives
from the Freer Seated Painter, has a clumsily attached foot
and a tilted pad (like the scribe in the St. Petersburg album
painting). According to Atıl, the Ottoman painter of the
Freer portrait reinterpreted the Gardner portrait, by a European artist, combining it with elements from the Persianate
painting tradition, including “the element of one knee bent
up,” as in the St. Petersburg album painting: see Atıl, “Ottoman Miniature Painting,” 117. For Angiolello’s eyewitness
account, see Ursu, ed. (Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 119–
21: “Volse gli facesse Venetia in disegno et retraesse molte
persone, si ch’era grato al Signore. Quando il Signore voleva
veder qualch’uno che haveva fama die esser bell’huomo, lo
faceva retrahere dal ditto Gentile Bellin, et poi lo vedeva.”
For the suggestion that the “many portraits” mentioned
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by Angiolello were not elaborate canvas paintings but ink
drawings on paper, replicas of which the artist brought back
to Venice for his own use, see Meyer zur Capellen, “Gentile
Bellini als Bildnismaler am Hofe Mehmets II.” While some
of the ink drawings generally attributed to Bellini and his
workshop may have been intended for translation into colored Ottoman miniature paintings on paper, like the Seated
Scribe, we know that copies of the original drawings that
Bellini brought back with him to Venice served as models
for Pinturicchio’s frescoes in the Borgia apartments at the
Vatican (1490s) and the Piccolomini Library in the Siena
Cathedral (ca. 1503).
In the Kuwait portrait, the cloud-collar pattern is transformed into a separate cape awkwardly jutting out from
under the Ottoman-style broad collar. According to Rogers,
this cape is similar to the costume depicted in a painting he
attributes to Aqqoyunlu Tabriz (ca. 1470) (the painting is
illustrated in Rogers, “Mehmed the Conqueror,” 84, fig. 30).
Rogers regards the bulging robe of the Freer portrait as a
“misinterpretation” of the Aqqoyunlu cape (this argument
was presented in his London conference lecture).
I am grateful to Massumeh Farhad for her assistance in
confirming my identification of the objects attached to the
belt of the standing figure, whom Michael Barry fancifully
describes as “a young pageboy about to pour from a flagon
of wine—as if to mirror his own largesse as a generous
donor of a flow of life”: see Barry, Figurative Art, 43.
The visitors are mentioned in a late sixteenth-century
source: “One day some of the visitors coming from the
land of Turan had painters draw its noble picture [i.e.,
Topkapı Palace] and took it back to their country (bir gün
Tūrān-zemīnden gelen misāfīrīnüñ baʿżıları resm-i şerīfin
naḳḳāşlara çekdirüp diyārlarına iletdükde…)”: see Lokman
b. Seyyid Hüseyin, Hünernāme, ca. 1584–85, Topkapı Palace Library, Ms. H. 1523, fols. 14b–15a, cited in Necipoğlu,
Topkapı Palace, 214. A scholar from Turan who was performing the hajj soon thereafter came to Istanbul to discuss the architectural symbolism of the painting with the
Timurid scholar Ali Kuşcı (ca. 1472–74), who was then
employed at the sultan’s court. The text does not specify whether the “painters” were Ottoman court artists or
Timurid artists accompanying the “visitors.” The Timurid
prince Baysunghur sent an embassy to the Ming court at
Peking in 1420, accompanied by a painter known as Ghiya
thuddin Nakkash: Wheeler M. Thackston, Album Prefaces
and Other Documents on the History of Calligraphers and
Painters (Leiden, 2001), 53–68.
Letters were exchanged between Mehmed II and Sultan Husayn Bayqara, and between their prime ministers
(Mahmud Pasha and ʿAli-Sher Navaʾi, who were prominent
patrons of scholars and the arts). For an Ottoman embassy
to the Timurid court in Herat in 1474, see Mohammad
Mokri, “Un farmân de Sultân Husayn Bâyqarâ recommandant la protection d’une ambassade ottomane en Khorâsân
en 879/1474,” Turcica 5 (1975): 68–79. A letter addressed by
Mehmed II to Sultan Husayn Bayqara (ca. 1474), proposing
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an alliance in order to attack Uzun Hasan from both sides,
is reproduced in Feridun Ahmed Beg, Münşeātü’s-selāṭīn,
2 vols. (Istanbul 1264–65 [1847–49]), 1:276–78.
The captured princes were Yusuf Beg (Yusufche Mirza),
Zaynal Beg, ʿOmar Beg, and Muzaffar Beg; the money determined for each prince was to be accompanied by pleasing
gifts. The ransom was still being negotiated in a letter dated
Shawwal 880 (February 1476); for the letters of negotiation, see Feridun Ahmed, Münşeātü’s-selāṭīn, 1:274–82. A
letter addressed by Mehmed II to his son Prince Cem in
1473, in which he announced the capture of Uzun Hasan’s
personal belongings, is reproduced in Feridun Ahmed,
Münşeātü’s-selāṭīn, 1:276. Regarding the wars between the
Ottomans and Aqqoyunlu–Karamanid forces; the captive
prince Yusuf Beg; and the asylum of Ughurlu Muhammad,
see John E. Woods, The Aqquyunlu: Clan, Confederation,
Empire (Minneapolis, 1976), 127–37.
Ottoman sources highlighting the sultan’s invitations to
men of talent and learning are analyzed in Tekin, “Fatih
Devri,” 162–63. According to a hitherto unnoted biographical entry, when Baba Nakkaş (Mehmed b. al-Shaykh
Bayezid) came to the Ottoman court from Greater Iran
(ʿAcem), where he had previously joined the Naqshbandi
order, Mehmed II gave him slave-servant apprentices to
train (ṭaraf-ı şehriyārīden birḳaç ġulām inʿām olınup ṭarz-ı
nāzik-i ḳalem-i ʿAcem iḳlīm-i Rūmda şāyīʿ olmaġiçün taʿlīm
olınmaların murād eyledüklerinde…); one of his pupils was
Kasım Beg (Kasım b. Abdullah Nakkaş, who signed his waqfiyya as a witness): see Atâî, Şakaik-i Nuʾmaniye Zeyilleri,
2:71. Baba Nakkaş is discussed in Ünver, Fatih Devri Saray
Nakışhanesi; Raby and Tanındı, Turkish Bookbinding, 53,
59–60.
Literary contacts with the Timurid court, the “creative
translation” of Persian poetry reclothed with “Turkish garments,” and invitations to Ali Kuşcı and Jami are discussed
in Tekin, “Fatih Devri,” 161–221. Biographical dictionaries
of Ottoman poets written later in the sixteenth century
criticized the imitative “translation” of Persian models
by Mehmed II’s court poets and stressed the invention
of a new Rūmī style that was clearly distinguished from
theʿAcemī tradition: see Necipoğlu, “L’idée de décor,” 10–23.
For an English translation of the work commissioned from
Jami by Mehmed II, see Jāmī, The Precious Pearl (al-Durrah
al-fākhirah), Together with His Glosses and the Commentary
of ʿAbd al-Ghafūr al-Lārī, trans. Nicholas Heer (Albany, N.Y.,
1979). The careers and works of Ottoman scholars from
Mehmed II’s reign, who were trained in Iran and Central
Asia (as well as in Mamluk Syria and Egypt), are recorded
in the biographical dictionary of Taşköprülüzāde (d. 1561):
see Atâî, Şakaik-i Nuʾmaniye Zeyilleri, 1:134–288.
The Freer portrait bears the seal of a Zand prince (r. 1785–
89): see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 138. The Gardner Seated
Scribe reached the Safavid court sometime before the
Bahram Mirza Album was created in 1544–45, perhaps via
Herat. It subsequently found its way back to the Ottoman
court with the album, which may have been a Safavid dip-

lomatic gift. I had suggested earlier that the Freer Seated
Painter was probably sent by Mehmed II to the ruler of
Tabriz, Uzun Hasan: see Necipoğlu, “Serial Portraits,” 30n32.
However, this seems unlikely, since friendly diplomatic
relations with Tabriz were interrupted after Uzun Hasan’s
defeat by the Ottomans in 1473. Upon Uzun Hasan’s death,
his successor, Sultan-Khalil, sent ambassadors to Mehmed
II in 1478; and the next Aqqoyunlu ruler, Yaʿqub, resumed
cordial diplomatic relations with Bayezid II: see Woods,
The Aqquyunlu, 140, 149–50, 275n4, 280n45. Although the
Gardner and Freer portraits could have reached the East
during Bayezid II’s reign, I find it more likely that soon after
they were painted, Mehmed II sent them to Herat as artistic
novelties.
183. See Raby, “Mehmed II Fatih and the Fatih Album,” 42–43,
figs. 27–28, as well as his entry in The Sultan’s Portrait, 91.
184. See also sixteenth-century illustrated Ottoman Turkish
translations of the Shāhnāma, where representations of
Alexander the Great can be recognized as portraits of
Mehmed II: Serpil Bağcı, “From Iskender to Mehmed II:
Change in Royal Imagery,” in Art Turc / Turkish Art, 10th
International Congress of Turkish Art (Geneva, 1999), 111–25.
Zeren Tanındı, “Additions to Illustrated Manuscripts in
Ottoman Workshops,” Muqarnas 17 (2000): 150–54. Also
note the Ottoman-style flask (matara) of one of the janissaries on horseback (fig. 27b). The two paintings are attributed to a Western artist or to an Ottoman artist trained in
the European manner, who worked in the late fifteenth- or
early sixteenth-century court workshop of Bayezid II, in
Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 51–53. The inscription
of Sinan Beg’s gravestone in Bursa is cited in n. 19 above.
Prior to the publication of Tanındı’s article, I. Stchoukine
and E. Grube identified both paintings, which differ from
the rest of the manuscript’s Timurid miniatures, as latesixteenth-century Ottoman additions. Not noticing the
diagnostic details observed by Tanındı, Robinson disagreed
with Stchoukine and Grube and ascribed the same paintings to Timurid Herat in the 1440s. He describes these two
images as “contemporary Persian work—a bold experiment by a highly gifted artist,” which “represent the earliest attempts of a Persian artist to imitate European style”:
B. W. Robinson, Fifteenth-Century Persian Painting: Problems and Issues (New York and London, 1991), 8–9. Rogers
misidentified the Ottoman costumes of figures as “European dress” and stated that the two paintings recall the
Gozzoli frescoes of the 1450s in the Palazzo Medici-Ricardi
in Florence; he hypothesized that these images were probably added around 1480 in Aqqoyunlu Tabriz, to which
Italians “flocked” during the time of the anti-Ottoman
coalition: Filiz Çağman and Zeren Tanındı, The Topkapı
Saray Museum: The Albums and Illustrated Manuscripts,
trans. and ed. J. M. Rogers (Boston, 1986), 90, nos. 59–60.
185. For the sixteenth-century portraitist Nigari’s bust-length
portraits of Ottoman sultans holding royal attributes,
which were copied for Paolo Giovio, see Necipoğlu,
“Serial Portraits,” 37. On narrative paintings from Bayezid
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II’s reign, see Yoltar-Yıldırım, “A 1498–99 Khusraw va
Shīrīn,” 154–55; Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 41–53.
Bayezid II’s repudiation of Italianate figural art and his
sale of his father’s collection are mentioned in Ursu, ed.
(Angiolello), Historia Turchesca, 121, cited in n. 131 above.
For Bayezid’s dislike of figural images, see a letter that Tommaso di Zolfo (or Tolfo) sent to Michalengelo in 1519: discussed in Friedrich Sarre,“Michelangelo und der türkische
Hof,” Repertorium für Kunstwissenschaft 32 (1909): 61–66;
Raby, “Opening Gambits,” 72–73.
186. I discovered the letter of the Mantuan ambassador Alexis
Becagut while conducting doctoral research in London
(British Museum, Ms. Harley 3462, fols. 14r–18r); it is mentioned in Necipoğlu, “Serial Portraits,” 30; and Necipoğlu,
Topkapı Palace, 89, 97–98. The portraits of Prince Cem
and the ambassador of the Mamluk sultan given to Kasım
Beg are described by the Gonzaga secretary, in a letter to
Isabella d’Este dated July 23, 1493, as “uno quadro de la
figura del Turcho, che è a Roma, et de l’ambasciatore del
soldano che haveva Andrea Mantinea”; cited in Kissling,
Sultan Bâjezîd’s II. Beziehungen, 23, 35–36; Bourne,
“Turban’d Turk in Renaissance Mantua,” 56. Bourne misunderstands “soldano,” a common reference to the Mamluk
sultan instead of the Ottoman sultan (called “Gran Signor”
in Becagut’s 1492 letter). She therefore assumes that the
Mamluk ambassador’s portrait probably depicted the Ottoman sultan’s envoy, Kasım Beg: Bourne, “Turban’d Turk in
Renaissance Mantua,” 56 n. 14. She corrects the misinterpretation of Kissling, who thought that these two portraits
were sent by Bayezid II to Francesco II (and not the other
way around) in connection with a secret plot to eliminate
his half-brother Cem. For Francesco’s palace frescoes, see
Bourne, “Turban’d Turk in Renaissance Mantua,” 54–56; as
well as Bourne’s excellent book, Francesco II Gonzaga: The
Soldier-Prince as Patron (Rome, 2008).
187. For the ambassadors knighted by Bayezid II and Maximilan
I, see respectively Soranzo, Cronaca di anonimo veronese,
362, 368; and Franz Babinger, “Zwei diplomatische Zwi
schenspiele im deutsch-osmanischen Staatsverkehr unter
Bajezid II (1497 und 1504),” in Babinger, Aufsätze und
Abhandlungen, 1:258–59.
188. The treasury inventory dated 1505 (Topkapı Palace
Archives, Ms. D. 10026) is reproduced in facsimile in Öz,
Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi, document XXI, 2, 8. This inventory of the “Imperial Inner Treasury,” which belongs to
a larger series of similar inventories that I am currently
preparing for publication, has incorrectly been identified
by Rogers as a list of objects that must have been taken
out of the palace treasury to be donated for Bayezid II’s
then recently completed mosque complex: see J. Michael
Rogers, “An Ottoman Palace Inventory of the Reign of
Bayezid II,” in Comité international d’Études pré-ottomanes
et ottomanes, VIth Symposium, Proceedings, ed. Jean-Louis
Bacqué-Grammont and Emeri Van Donzel (Istanbul, Paris,
Leiden, 1987): 51–53. For Bayezid II’s dispersal of the Byzantine relic collection kept at the palace treasury, which his
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father refused to sell, see Raby, “El Gran Turco,” 94–106;
Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 135–36. Bayezid II’s invitation
to Michelangelo and Leonardo for the bridge project is
discussed in Franz Babinger, “Vier Bauvorschläge Linardo
da Vincis an Sultan Bajazed II (1502/3),” in Nachrichten der
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, I. PhilologischHistorische Klasse 1 (Göttingen, 1952); Raby, “Opening
Gambits,” 72–73; Necipoğlu, Age of Sinan, 88.
189. For the 1519 letter of the Florentine merchant-banker Tommaso da Zolfo (or Tolfo), see Sarre, “Michelangelo und der
türkische Hof,” 61–66; Raby, “Opening Gambits,” 72–73; and
Semavi Eyice, “II. Beyazıd Devrinde Davet Edilen Batılılar
(Arnold von Harff, Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo),” Belgelerle Türk Tarihi Dergisi 19 (1969): 23–30. I found the reference to Prince Ahmed’s European paintings in the Topkapı
Palace’s Inner Treasury, in an undated inventory from the
reign of Selim I: Topkapı Palace Archives, Ms. D. 3/2, fol. 10r.
190. Having renewed Bayezid II’s 1503 peace treaty with Venice
in 1513, the Venetians refused to help Shah Ismaʿil I and
congratulated Selim I’s victory in Çaldıran: see Selâhattin Tansel, Yavuz Sultan Selim (Istanbul, 1969), 219–21;
Spandouyn (Spandugino), Petit traicté, 334; Giovio, Commentario, 134–35. The Sultaniye Kiosk had a painted lacquerwork wooden door depicting the victory at Çaldıran,
and the kiosk of the Karabali garden featured a “kunstliche
Tafel” celebrating the same victory: see Necipoğlu, Topkapı
Palace, 224–25; Gülru Necipoğlu, “The Suburban Landscape
of Sixteenth-Century Istanbul as a Mirror of Classical Ottoman Garden Culture,” in Gardens in the Time of the Great
Muslim Empires: Theory and Design, ed. Attilio Petruccioli
(Leiden, 1997), 37–38. The undated and unsigned painting
with a long Italian inscription at the Mirto Palace in Sicily
has yet to be contextualized and interpreted: see Mirella
Galletti, “La bataille de Čālderān dans un tableau du XVIe
siècle,” Studia Iranica 36 (2007): 65–86; Mirella Galletti,
“Un dipinto della battaglia di Cialdiran in Sicilia,” Kervan:
Rivista Internazionale di Studii Afroasiatici 2 (July 2005):
23–53 (www.kervan.to.it). Inscriptions on Selim I’s medal
read: “MEMPHI.CAPTA. REGIBUS DE VICTIS,” “SELYMUS.
TURCARUM.IMPERATOR.” Portrait medals of Selim I and
Süleyman I are discussed in Raby, “Pride and Prejudice,”
185; Raby, entry in The Sultan’s Portrait, 76, 94, 112; Im
Lichte des Halbmonds: Das Abendland und der türkische
Orient (exhibition catalogue) (Dresden, 1995), 74. A painted
double-portrait, once in the Giovio collection, represents
Selim I and the Mamluk ruler Tuman Bay (r. 1516–17), whom
he defeated in 1517: see Raby, “Opening Gambits,” 75, no. 65.
191. With Fransiscan friars acting as intermediaries,
Bayezid II invited Michelangelo to build the bridge crossing the Golden Horn: see n. 190 above. For Iskender Beg
(later Pasha), see n. 8 above. Regarding Ibrahim Pasha’s
relationship with Alvise Gritti; the invitation to Istanbul
in the 1530s of artists associated with the circle of Pietro
Aretino in Venice; and the visits to the Ottoman capital
of the artists Peter Coecke van Aelst and Gian-Maria di
Andrian Gian-Battista, see Gülru Necipoğlu, “Süleyman
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the Magnificent and the Representation of Power in the
Context of Ottoman-Hapsburg-Papal Rivalry,” Art Bulletin 71 (1989): 401–27. Ibrahim Pasha’s connection with
the family of Iskender Pasha and his marriage into that
family have been established in Ebru Turan, “The Marriage of Ibrahim Pasha (ca. 1495–1536): The Rise of Sultan
Süleyman’s Favorite to the Grand Vizierate and the Politics of the Elites in the Early Sixteenth-century Ottoman
Empire,” Turcica 41 (2009): 3–36. For the biographies of
Andrea Gritti and his Pera-born son Alvise (Ludovico), see
Gizela Németh Papo and Adriano Papo, Ludovico Gritti: Un
principe-mercante del Rinascimento tra Venezia, i Turchi
e la corona d’Ungheria (Mariano del Friuli, 2002); Gizela
Németh Papo and Adriano Papo, “Ludovico Gritti, partner
commerciale e informatore politico-militare della Repubblica di Venezia,” Studi Veneziani 41 (2001): 217–45; Ivone
Cacciavillani, Andrea Gritti: Nella vita di Nicolò Barbarigo
(Venice, 1995).
192. On Süleyman’s claims to universal sovereignty and eschatological expectations throughout the Mediterranean world
for a divinely ordained messianic Last World Emperor, who
would establish a millennial order, see Gülru Necipoğlu,
“The Dome of the Rock as Palimpsest: ʿAbd al-Malik’s
Grand Narrative and Sultan Süleyman’s Glosses,” Muqarnas 25 (2008): 17–105; Cornell H. Fleischer, “The Lawgiver as
Messiah: The Making of the Imperial Image in the Reign of
Süleyman,” in Soliman le magnifique et son temps, ed. Gilles
Veinstein (Paris, 1992), 159–77; Fleischer, “Ancient Wisdom
and New Sciences,” 236–43; Robert Finlay, “Prophecy and
Politics in Istanbul: Charles V, Sultan Süleyman, and the
Habsburg Embassy of 1533–34,” Journal of Early Modern
History 2, 1 (1998): 1–31; Ebru Turan, “The Sultan’s Favorite:
Ibrahim Pasha and the Making of the Universal Sovereignty
in the Reign of Sultan Süleyman” (Ph.D. diss., University of
Chicago, 2007).
193. For Amyris (1471–76), see n. 46 above. Since Filelfo’s patron,
Lillo, died before the poem was completed, he added to the
three books already completed a fourth one, in which he
abruptly changed gears and encouraged Duke Galeazzo
Maria Sforza to mount a crusade against Mehmed II. The
manuscript on the deeds of Selim I was discovered by
Emilio Lippi in Treviso (Biblioteca Communale, Ms. 4700).
The poem is published in Emilio Lippi, “1517: L’ottava al
servizio del Sultano,” Quaderni Veneti 34 (2000): 49–88;
Emilio Lippi, “ ‘Per dominar il mondo al mondo nato’. Vita e
gesta di Selim I Sultano,” Quaderni Veneti 40 (2004): 17–106;
42 (2005): 37–118; 43 (2006): 35–91; 45 (2007): 7–61. See also
Emilio Lippi, “ ‘Born to Rule the World’: An Italian Poet Celebrates the Deeds of the Sultan Selim I,” Tarih İncelemeleri
Dergisi 19, 1 (2004): 87–92. Lippi dates the poem to the end
of 1517 or early 1518, with the death of Selim I in 1520 constituting its unequivocal terminus ante quem. He suggests that
the author may have produced the text for the diplomats
who were sent in 1517 to renew Venetian trading privileges
in Syria and Cairo. Lippi notes the Venetian sympathies
of the author, implied by the only European mentioned

by name in the poem, the Venetian consul of Damascus,
Andrea Arimondo, who honors the Mamluk sultan prior
to the war with Selim I. To this clue, I would like to add
another one: the author says that some of the Ottoman
territorial possessions, such as Negroponte, are “in our sea”
(nostro mare). Diplomatic relations and friendly embassies
between Selim I and Venice, at a time when Pope Leo X was
planning a crusade, are discussed in Tansel, Yavuz Sultan
Selim, 219–21. For ambassadorial reports and the names
of bailos stationed in Istanbul in those years, see Eugenio
Albèri, ed., Le relazioni degli ambasciatori veneti al Senato
durante il secolo XVI, ser. 3, Relazioni degli stati ottomani,
3 vols. (Florence, 1840–55), 3:45–70. Giovio, Commentario,
144–45: “Mi diceva il clarissimo miser Luigi Mozenigo…
che essendo lui in Alcayro ambasciatore appresso a soltan
Selim e avendolo molto ben praticato, che nulla uomo era
par ad esso in virtù, iustizia, umanità e grandezza d’animo
e che non aveva punto del barbaro, e tutto quello che s’egli
oppone dal vulgo lo giustificava eccelentemente.”
194. For an overview of the maniuscript’s contents, see Lippi,
“1517: L’ottava al servizio del Sultano,” and Lippi, “Born
to Rule the World.” In my view, the post-1518 date of the
manuscript is hinted at by the prominent role played in it
by Piri Mehmed Pasha, who rose to the grand vizierate in
1518 after the fall of Cairo. Prior to the sultan’s temple vision
en route to the Persian campaign in 1514, it is this pasha
who informs Selim I that his victories over the Safavid shah
and the Mamluk sultan had been prophesied long before
his birth. The hailing of Prince Süleyman as restorer of the
“Golden Age” makes one suspect that the manuscript may
have been written around 1520–21, shortly after the death
of his father. But as Lippi points out, at the beginning of
each canto the author directly addresses Selim I, implying
that he is alive. Moreover, it is explicitly stated that when
Selim’s soul departs from his body, Süleyman will succeed
him.
195. Like Mehmed II, Süleyman emulated Alexander the Great
and aspired to restore the Roman Empire by conquering
Rome: see Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and
the Representation of Power.” Another role model of
both sultans was the prophet-king Solomon. An extant
Greek manuscript of the Testament of Solomon, datable to
Mehmed’s reign, is recorded in Deissmann, Forschungen
und Funde im Serai, 60n17; Raby, “Greek Scriptorium,” 17,
29. A Turkish Süleymānnāme commissioned by Mehmed
II from the Ottoman poet Firdevsi was completed and
illustrated during the reign of his successor, Bayezid II: see
Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 46–49. The law code of
Mehmed II specifies that his son Prince Cem should be
addressed in chancellery documents as the “heir of the
Solomonic dominion”: cited in Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim
Sanatı, 46. For sixteenth-century sources mentioning that
Selim I and Süleyman I read the life of Alexander the Great,
see Spandounes (Spandugino), On the Origin of the Ottoman Emperors, 63; Necipoğlu, Topkapı Palace, 153; Turan,
“Sultan’s Favorite,” 62n132. Giovio writes about Süleyman:
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“Ho inteso da uomini degni di fede che spesso dice che a
lui tocca di ragione l’Imperio di Roma e di tutto Ponente
per essere legittimo successore di Costantino imperatore
quale transferrì l’Imperio in Constantinopoli”; see Giovio,
Commentario, 155–56. According to Giovio, Selim I read
Turkish translations of the lives of the dictator Julius Caesar
and of Alexander: “Estimava sopra tutti de capitani antichi
Alessandro Magno e Cesare dittatore e di continuo leggeva
le loro facende tradotte in lingua turchesca”: Giovio, Commentario, 143–44. An İskendernāme translated from Latin
into Ottoman Turkish for Sultan Süleyman by his court
interpreter, Tercüman Mahmud, is published in Hazai, “Ein
ʿIskendernāme.” The hitherto unstudied Italian manuscript
at Harvard’s Houghton Library (Ms. Typ 145) is reproduced
in facsimile and analyzed in Ana Pulido’s article in this
volume, “A Pronouncement of Alliance: An Anonymous
Illuminated Venetian Manuscript for Sultan Süleyman.”
196. For an interpretation of the Italian text and images, see
Pulido’s article in this volume. An anonymous Italian
report on the 1532 Ottoman campaign explains that certain Christian princes, renegades from Naples and Florence, and Christian merchants of Istanbul had urged the
sultan’s grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha, to attack Austria
and Italy at the same time, by both land and sea: cited
in Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and the Representation of Power,” 439n39. The manuscript published
by Pulido confirms my previous interpretation of the iconography of Süleyman’s helmet-crown as a signifier of
world dominion and its reference to Alexander the Great
(pp. 411–16). In his correspondence with Süleyman, Ibrahim Pasha referred to the sultan as “universal ruler of the
inhabited world,” and “universal ruler of space and time”:
see Cornell H. Fleischer, “Mahdi and Millenium: Messianic Dimensions in the Development of Ottoman Imperial
Ideology,” in The Great Ottoman-Turkish Civilisation, ed.
Kemal Çiçek, 4 vols. (Ankara, 2000), 3:47n34. The universal sovereignty of Ottoman sultans was expressed by four
horsetail standards and seven banners, symbolizing the
“four corners” (dört köşe) and “seven climes” (yedi iqlīm).
In a letter dated 1593, for instance, Murad III is referred
to as the emperor of the “seven climes” and the “fortu-
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nate lord of the four corners (of the earth).”: see Susan A.
Skilliter, “Three Letters from the Ottoman ‘Sultana’ Safiye
to Queen Elizabeth I,” Oriental Studies 3 (1965): 131. More
recent publications on the helmet-crown include Ennio
Concina, ‘Dell’arabico’. A Venezia, tra Rinascimento e Oriente (Venice, 1994); Ennio Concina, ed., Venezia e Istanbul:
Incontri, confronti e scambi (exhibition catalogue) (Udine,
2006), 100–103; and Von Jürgen Rapp, “Der Pergamentriss
zu Sultan Süleymans ‘Vierkronenhelm’ und weitere venezianische Goldschmiedeentwürfe für den türkischen Hof
aus dem sogenannten Schmuckinventar Herzog Albrechts
V. von Bayern,” Münchner Jahrbuch der bildenden Kunst 54,
3 (2003): 105–49.
197. Cited in Necipoğlu, “Süleyman the Magnificent and the
Representation of Power,” 409n34.
198. The codification of the “classical” Ottoman style in the 1550s
paralleled the reconceptualization of the imperial order
in the legal discourses of law codes and the adoption of
a single official language (Ottoman Turkish) in chancellery documents: see Necipoğlu, “A Kānūn for the State, a
Canon for the Arts: Conceptualizing the Classical Synthesis of Ottoman Arts and Architecture,” in Veinstein, Soliman le magnifique et son temps, 195–216; Necipoğlu, Age
of Sinan, esp., 38–46. The late sixteenth-century historian
Taʿlikizade’s statement is in Christine Woodhead, ed.,
Taʿlīḳīzāde’s Şehnāme-i hümāyūn: A History of the Ottoman
Campaign into Hungary, 1593–94 (Berlin, 1983), 119–20, 122.
For luxury objects sought by the Ottoman elite from Venice and artistic exchanges that continued after the reign
of Mehmed II, see Julian Raby, “The Serenissima and the
Sublime Porte: Art in the Art of Diplomacy, 1453–1600,”
in Carboni, Venice and the Islamic World, 90–119; Deborah
Howard, “Cultural Transfer between Venice and the Ottomans in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries,” in Cultural
Exchange in Early Modern Europe, vol. 4, Roodenburg, Forging European Identities, 1400–1700, 138–77.
199. By contrast, “organic hybridity” involves an unconscious
mixing of styles whose combination remains “mute and
opaque”: see Bakhtin’s essays in Michael Holquist, ed., The
Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin (Austin,
2004), 60–68, 75–77, 358–66.
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THE BRIDE OF TREBIZOND: TURKS AND TURKMENS ON
A FLORENTINE WEDDING CHEST, CIRCA 1460

This essay reconsiders the so-called Conquest of Trebizond cassone, attributed to Apollonio di Giovanni and
Marco del Buono, which is now in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York (fig. 1).1 Such lavish and
ornate wedding chests were commissioned and decorated for patrician brides in fifteenth-century Tuscany.2
They stored the linens, undergarments, and other personal items that accompanied a bride when she took up
residence with her husband and his extended family.
The painters of the Trebizond cassone, who ran a successful business in Florence, left behind a shop book
that details their activities from 1446 to 1463.3 The document lists names of patrons and the prices they paid,
but it does not shed light on how or why particular subjects for paintings were chosen. Apollonio di Giovanni
and Marco del Buono specialized in representations of
ancient history and literature, including subjects drawn
from Homer, Virgil, and Ovid, as well as contemporary
works by Giovanni Boccaccio and Petrarch. While the
shop did treat conventional East–West confrontations
such as the Trojan War, Cimon and Xerxes, and Alexander and Darius, the Trebizond chest is unique because it
represents a contemporary event set on the Renaissance
boundary between Europe and Asia.4
The front panel of the Trebizond cassone features, at
the left, a partial view of “GO[N]STANTINOPOLI,” or
Constantinople; opposite, we see Pera and the tower of
Galata. Another larger, walled city on the horizon to the
right once bore an inscription identifying it as
“TREBIZOND[A],” the independent empire located on
the Black Sea that was ruled by the Byzantine Greek
Komnenoi family.5 Throughout the panel, soldiers wearing gold and white turbans do battle with soldiers in
janissary caps, which vary in color—red, white, or

gold—some featuring aigrettes. The only figure in Western dress is a man on horseback wearing a dark, bellshaped hat, who motions to the two men seated on the
triumphal chariot at the right side of the composition.
The short sides of the chest, or testate, feature a bird,
caltrops, and banderoles with a faded inscription
(fig. 2). A stylized pomegranate pattern decorates the
interior surface of the lid, as well as the back panel of
the chest.
Scholars concur that this panel features one of the
rare representations of a contemporary event in fifteenth-century domestic painting, but they disagree
about which battle it shows; neither the battle nor the
protagonists have ever been securely identified. The earliest scholarly discussions of the cassone put it in the
context of Ottoman expansion: it was regarded as a representation of either the fall of Constantinople in 1453
or the 1461 fall of Trebizond.6 In 1913, Werner Weisbach
argued that the picture showed Mehmed II (r. 1444–46,
1451–81) seated on the triumphal chariot with the
defeated Byzantine Greeks of Trebizond kneeling before
him. He associated the imagery with humanist interest
in Greece and with crusade propaganda. Weisbach identified the Greeks by the high conical caps, while he
thought that the Turks wore turbans. He carefully transcribed the inscriptions identifying famous monuments
in Constantinople, but he did not mention any naming
individual figures. Paul Schubring followed suit in 1915,
assuming that the conqueror must be Mehmed II, who
defeated David Komnenos, the emperor of Trebizond
(r. 1460–61).7 In her 1974 monograph on Apollonio di
Giovanni, Ellen Callmann essentially accepted Weisbach’s identification of the scene as the fall of Trebizond
to the Ottomans but, given the complexity of the histor-

Fig. 1. Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del Buono, Conquest of Trebizond (sic) cassone, ca. 1460. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, John Stewart
Kennedy Fund, 1913. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art Resource, New York)
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Fig. 3. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): the inscription
TAN[B]URLANA. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art / Art Resource, New York)

Fig. 2. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): testata. (Photo:
courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art Resource,
New York)

ical situation and the fact that the city capitulated to
Mehmed’s forces without a struggle, she also wondered
whether “the panel represents a battle that never took
place.”8 As early as 1955, E. H. Gombrich questioned
whether the Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del
Buono cassone depicted the fall of Trebizond, and concluded that “it cannot have been the intention of the
painter simply to represent a Greek disaster.”9
In 1980, Sir John Pope-Hennessy and Keith Christiansen found a faint inscription to the right of the uppermost figure seated on the triumphal chariot at the right
that reads “TAN[B]URLANA” (fig. 3).10 With this new
information they launched a novel interpretation, suggesting that the panel shows the Turco-Mongolian
leader Tamerlane (Timur) after his defeat of the Ottoman ruler Bayezid I (r. 1389–1402) at the Battle of Ankara
in 1402.11 Indeed, Timur’s victory over Bayezid generated
considerable interest among fifteenth-century human-

ists and other proponents of crusade.12 The inclusion of
Timur in Pisanello’s fresco of S. George and the Princess
at Sant’Anastasia in Verona, for example, has been
linked to the Council of Ferrara/Florence and to crusade propaganda.13 Around 1430, the Florentine artist
Masolino included Timur in his now-lost fresco cycle
for the Orsini Palace in Rome; likewise, in his description of the imaginary Sforzinda Palace, circa 1465, the
architect Filarete envisioned a fresco cycle of “Famous
Men” that culminated with the figure of Timur.14
Timur’s reputation as a powerful opponent of the
Ottomans appealed to the popular imagination in Christian Europe. Nevertheless, the incongruous conflation
on the cassone panel of Ankara, the site of Timur’s 1402
victory, and Trebizond remains unresolved. Why would
Florentine viewers looking at this painting recall a battle that had taken place more than fifty years earlier,
and in another location? An additional element complicates the identification of the conqueror as Timur:
there is a second, nearly identical figure seated on the
triumphal chariot (fig. 4). Patricia Lurati has suggested
that this man could be Timur’s captive prisoner, Bayezid
I. But he is shown comfortably seated, without chains
or restraints, and he wears the same kind of turban as
Timur.15 Nor does this unfettered, sumptuously dressed
companion resemble the bound captives or clowns who
often appear in cassone paintings, sitting below a con-
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Fig. 4. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): triumphal chariot. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art
Resource, New York)

queror riding in a triumphal chariot. Any successful
interpretation of the Trebizond panel has to provide a
convincing identity for this subsidiary figure.
Such problems indicate the need for a fresh interpretation. To begin with, scholars have been too hasty
to link the painting with the Ottoman takeover of the
last remnant of the Byzantine Empire. As Paribeni
argues, if this were a depiction of the fall of 1461, “we
would expect a greater involvement of Trebizond in the
military operations, with images, for example, of the
defenders spread out along the ramparts and the attackers using various means to breach the walls of the
besieged city….”16 Since Trebizond is shown intact, lacking signs of occupation such as soldiers, flags, or banners, the panel must depict a moment before the
Ottoman conquest. This essay will argue that the Trebizond cassone represents a conflict not between Byzan-

tine Greeks and Turks but rather between Turks (shown
with their characteristic janissary caps) and their rivals
the Turkmens (shown wearing turbans).17 The political
machinations and shifting alliances in Europe and the
Black Sea region in the late 1450s provide the basis for
this interpretation of the wedding chest created by
Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del Buono.
TREBIZOND
The cassone painters and their patron could have obtained various kinds of information about Trebizond
from travelers’ accounts, maps, and commercial regulations, as well as from humanist texts. The patron of the
Trebizond cassone may have had access, for example,
to the narrative of Ruy González de Clavijo, a Spanish
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traveler who described the city of Trebizond around
1403 as follows:
On the highest part of the rocks is a very strong castle.
On this side the city is very strong, but on the other side
it is on open ground; but it has a good wall…the most
beautiful part is a street near the sea, which is in one of
these suburbs, where they sell all the things required in
the city. On the shore there are two castles with strong
walls and towers, one belonging to the Venetians and
the other to the Genoese [fig. 5].18

The encomium that Cardinal Bessarion (d. 1472) wrote
to the city of Trebizond, dated to before 1439, is more
detailed than Clavijo’s terse description:
The dwelling of the emperors is set up in the present
acropolis and is itself no less than an acropolis, surpassing as it does all other buildings by the strength of its
walls and the variety, size and beauty of its construction.
Its west wall is common to the acropolis and the palace,
and serves the same purpose to both up to a height of two
storeys; from there upward, it extends for the sake of the
palace alone and towers above the wall of the acropolis
by almost the same measure that the latter rises above
the ground. The walls facing in other directions, being
adequate in point of height, thickness and other respects,
extend all the way down and, while they take away more
than half of the acropolis, they add this area to the palace, and are themselves sufficient to resist the oncoming
enemy and to guard safely those that may be inside. They
afford entrance by means of two gates and one postern,
and for the rest are securely constructed so as to exclude
and ward off attackers.19

The layout depicted on the Trebizond cassone agrees in
general with Bessarion’s description of the site and the
topography of the city (fig. 6). We can see the fortifications on the acropolis, which offered excellent defense
to the Trapezuntines, as well as the many trading ships
offshore that brought the city its wealth. The view presented on the chest includes the twin-towered southern
approach to the citadel, as well as three gates. Yet most
art historians dismiss this depiction of Trebizond as a
generic city view based on other works by Apollonio di
Giovanni and Marco del Buono. The cassone painters
did employ some stock motifs, such as buildings based
on the Pantheon in Rome and the Florentine Baptistery, but they nevertheless included crenellated walls,
bastions, and polygonal buildings that closely resemble

Fig. 5. Map of “The Citadel of Medieval Trabizon.” (Photo:
courtesy of Armenica.org)

some of the extant remains of Byzantine Trebizond.20
Similar features may be found in a slightly later representation of the city from a Greek lectionary commissioned by the Trapezuntine bishop Alexius Celadenus
(d. 1517); the city view appears in the lower-right register of the title page, opposite “New Rome,” or Constantinople, on the left (fig. 7).21
Although they doubt the accuracy of the view of
Trebizond, Callmann, Pope-Hennessy, Christiansen,
and Paribeni each note the faithful representation of
Constantinople; they link this city view to a map by the
Florentine Cristoforo Buondelmonti (figs. 8 and 9).22
Only Lurati objects that the Buondelmonti maps present aerial views, while the cities depicted on the cassone panel are seen from only slightly above or at
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Fig. 6. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): view of Trebizond. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art
Resource, New York)

Fig. 7. Anonymous, title page of the Greek Lectionary, ca.
1511–12. Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana, Medici Palatina
244, fol. IV: detail showing Constantinople and Trebizond.
(Photo: courtesy of the Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali, Florence)

ground level.23 Fourteenth-century Portolan maps may
have also provided information regarding the topography and place names that appear on the Trebizond
panel.24 Paribeni suggests that the “CHASTELO
NUOVO,” or new castle, that appears in the left background of the cassone relates to a contemporary drawing of the fortress that had only recently been built by
Mehmed, known as Rumeli Hisar (figs. 10 and 11).25 In
both images, the fortress appears as a three-sided structure with cannons arrayed along the perimeter walls.
Maps and drawings were not the only available
sources of information about Trebizond. A Florentine

patron might well have been interested in the commercial relations that Trebizond had established in the fourteenth century with the rival trading cities of Genoa and
Venice.26 The Genoese were allowed to settle in the suburb of Daphnous, to the east of Trebizond, and, as
Clavijo noted, from 1349 on they occupied the fortress
of Leontokastron, which overlooked the harbor. The
Venetians were later granted similar privileges, including “a site for a church, dwellings, and warehouses.”27
The European merchants operating in Trebizond could
be competitive and even adversarial. The Genoese were
particularly demanding commercial partners, and spiteful when crossed; they occasionally interfered in local
conflicts.28 From the 1420s through the 1450s they were
at odds with the Komnenian emperors over not only
tariffs but also a huge sum of money that Emperor John
IV (r. 1429–60) owed to the Genoese Bank of St. George
at Caffa in the Crimea.29 John, in turn, suspected the
Genoese of conspiring with Mehmed II.
By 1460, John’s successor, David Komnenos, decided
to approach the Florentines, newcomers to the Black
Sea port, with an attractive set of trade concessions.
Trebizond would provide a warehouse with residential
quarters and a chapel for the consul, who was to monitor Florentine transactions. The port duty was set at
only 2% and the Florentines were granted an exemption from the exit tax; no charges were to be levied
against unsold merchandise. The Florentines were also
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free to keep male and female slaves for their own use.
The emperor guaranteed safe conduct to all Florentine
merchants and ships, and promised to give six months’
notice for any changes in his policies.30 The terms of the
agreement were presented on December 14th and 15th
of that year by “Michele degli Alighieri,” a Florentine
merchant residing in Trebizond who acted as David
Komnenos’s ambassador.31 Representatives of the Commune of Florence, including Piero de’ Medici, gathered
at Santa Croce to hear the details and to draft an enthusiastic response.32 When Trebizond fell the following
year, the contract became void; however, Florence continued to send ships to Trebizond under agreements
with the Ottomans.
The Florentines could also draw on firsthand accounts of Trebizond’s history from the Greek scholars
who had emigrated to Italy, such as Manuel Chrysoloras (d. 1415), George of Trebizond (d. 1486), Cardinal
Bessarion, and John Argyrop0ulos (d. 1486). Among the
key facts about the city would have been Trebizond’s
foundation in 756 B.C. and its dramatic expansion after
the sack of Constantinople by the Crusaders in 1204,
when the Byzantine emperor sought refuge on the littoral of the Black Sea. Even after the reestablishment of
Constantinople in 1261, the Komnenoi of Trebizond
experienced a stormy relationship with the rival Byzantine Palaiologan dynasty on the Bosphorus, since each
claimed the title of “Emperor and Autocrat of the
Romans.”33 Trapezuntine politics were infamous for
their factionalism, corruption, and palace coups.
Besides jockeying for position with Constantinople
within the Byzantine hierarchy, Trebizond also had to
deal with other threats to its autonomy. In the early thirteenth century, the Seljuks of Rum (Anatolia) subjugated Trebizond, and the Komnenian emperors were
obliged to pay an annual tribute to their new masters.
After the conquest of Baghdad in 1258, Trebizond briefly
became a vassal of the Mongols. Moreover, the city periodically faced attacks by its Christian neighbors, as well
as by the Islamic Turkmen dynasties.
TURKMENS
The Turkmens, a group of peoples of East Turkic stock,
were distantly related to the Ottoman Turks but po-
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Fig. 8. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): view of Constantinople. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum
of Art / Art Resource, New York)

Fig. 9. Map of Constantinople, after Cristoforo Buondelmonti, Liber Insularum Archipelagi, ca. 1465. Vatican, Biblio
teca Apostolica Vaticana, Cod. Urb. Lat. 459, fol. 34. (Photo:
courtesy of the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana)
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Fig. 10. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): Rumeli Hisar.
(Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art / Art
Resource, New York)

litically independent; they saw themselves as indirect
successors to the Timurids. The Turkmens comprised
fifty clans, divided into two federations, the Black Sheep
(Karakuyunlu) and the White Sheep (Akkuyunlu). The
power base of the White Sheep was initially centered
in Mesopotamia, with the court located at Diyarbakır;
in the 1460s, the capital moved to the more prestigious
city of Tabriz. The territory controlled by the White
Sheep eventually included portions of present-day
Anatolia, Armenia, Iraq, and Iran. Observing that the
Turkmen prince Uzun Hasan (d. 1478) had married
the Trapezuntine princess Theodora Komnena in 1458,
Callman hypothesized a link between this wedding and
the Trebizond cassone. Paribeni has recently returned to
this fruitful suggestion.34 Callmann thought that Uzun
Hasan (who appears in fifteenth-century Italian sources
as, alternately, Ussan Cassan, Assambech, Assambei,
Zoncassano, and the “Re di Persia”) was an “important
ally” of Mehmed II, who nonetheless lost his estates
as the sultan consolidated his territory along the coast
of the Black Sea. She associated the representation of
the fall of Trebizond not with crusade propaganda,
as Weisbach had initially suggested, but rather with
a Turcophile enthusiasm. Western sympathy with the
Ottoman Turks, she pointed out, was “…abetted by the
humanists who called the Turks Teucri (Trojans) and
saw in their sack of the Greek capital just retribution for
the sack of Troy by the Greeks…the Fall of Trebizond is
brought into the orbit of Apollonio [di Giovanni]’s oc-

Fig. 11. Venetian?, Drawing of Rumeli Hisar, ca. 1453. Milan,
Biblioteca Trivulziana, Codex 641. (Photo: courtesy of the
Archivio Storico Civico-Biblioteca Trivulziana)

cupation with ancient history, and the Italians’ desire to
celebrate their descent from Aeneas and the Trojans.”35
In the 1460s, for example, Paola Strozzi, of the Ferrarese branch of the Florentine family, married Zarabinus
Turchus. The humanist Ludovico Carbone delivered an
epithalamium in which he praised the groom by connecting his family name to the homonymous Ottoman
Turks, and thence to the noble Trojans, their purported
ancestors.36 But humanist historiography combined
seamlessly with mercantile self-interest. Some Florentines may have imaginatively identified Turks with Trojans, but they also paid lip service to the idea of crusade,
even while they hoped to expand their trade in the Black
Sea region.

TURKS AND TURKMENS ON A FLORENTINE WEDDING CHEST
Callmann was right to look for connections to marriage, the single most appropriate theme for a fifteenthcentury Florentine wedding chest.37 She was also right
to link the Trebizond cassone with Uzun Hasan, though
in fact the connections are deeper and even more
closely tied to historical events of the 1450s than either
she or Paribeni have realized. Turks and Turkmens,
though easily lumped together from a historical and
geographical distance, were actually in fierce competition with one another over territorial dominion. Rather
than being an ally of Mehmed II, the “Grand Turk,” Uzun
Hasan, called the “Little Turk,” was a lifelong rival, who
repeatedly attempted to ally with Western powers in
order to block Ottoman expansion in Anatolia. Rather
than recording a climactic defeat as all previous scholars have supposed, the Trebizond cassone instead
depicted auspicious events in which a powerful son-inlaw, Uzun Hasan, protected the interests of his wife’s
family, the Komnenoi.
SETTING THE SCENE
In 1456, two years before the wedding of Theodora
Komnena and Uzun Hasan, an outbreak of plague rendered Trebizond weak and vulnerable to attack. Threats
emerged from the Turkmens, the Safavid Shaykh Junayd
(d. 1460), and, most seriously, the Ottoman governor of
nearby Amasya.38 As the governor’s troops approached
the suburbs of the plague-stricken city, Junayd withdrew and took refuge with Uzun Hasan. John IV Komnenos, frightened by the show of Ottoman strength, agreed
to a tribute of 3,000 gold pieces, to be paid annually
by the emperor of Trebizond to the sultan in Istanbul.
John apparently hoped that the tribute would postpone
further incursions into his territory. But as he watched
Trapezuntine autonomy begin to erode, he also began
to negotiate with Uzun Hasan for military protection.
The marriage of the Turkmen leader to his daughter,
Theodora, was intended to cement the alliance.
The Komnenoi and the Turkmens enjoyed limited
coexistence in this period; the nomadic tribes had
authority over the grazing lands in the countryside,
while the Greeks controlled the urban center and commerce. Theodora’s marriage to Uzun Hasan of the White
Sheep was not exceptional. In fact, the Komnenoi had
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a longstanding policy of marrying their daughters to
Turkmen husbands; at least eight such marriages were
celebrated during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.39 These marriages resulted in mutual benefits: the
Turkmens gained some control over their northwestern
border and access to sea trade, while the ruling family
of Trebizond was increasingly able to depend on Turkmen allies for defense against the Ottomans.
For his part, Uzun Hasan was faced with power struggles and factions within the White Sheep clans. To solidify his position, he had his sister, Khadija, marry Shaykh
Junayd and thereby forged an alliance with him.40 Then,
in 1457, he defeated his elder brother, Jahangir, the former leader of the White Sheep, established himself in
Diyarbakır, in northern Mesopotamia, and became the
dominant leader of the federation. In 1458, once the
White Sheep had been unified and Uzun Hasan’s ascendancy was assured, the emperor of Trebizond presided
over the Turkmen leader’s marriage to his daughter,
Theodora.41 At that time, Uzun Hasan agreed to join an
anti-Ottoman coalition with the Komnenoi and other
Anatolian and Caucasian powers, including Georgia,
Mingrelia, Sinop, and Karaman, forming the so-called
Asiatic League.
The bridal procession to Diyarbakır included a party
of noble ladies as well as priests. Theodora joined Uzun
Hasan’s three Muslim wives, already in residence. She
was allowed to remain a Christian and to maintain a
chapel and a chaplain. This concession to Theodora’s
faith was perhaps not surprising, given that Uzun
Hasan’s own mother was rumored to have been a Christian, and several of his relatives had likewise married
Christian brides.42 A later fifteenth-century traveler,
Zorzi of Flanders, wrote that Theodora gave Uzun
Hasan a chain with a crucifix to wear for protection in
battle.43 Zorzi went on to say that out of love for his wife,
or perhaps by divine grace, Uzun Hasan took the crucifix and enjoyed great prosperity. By 1470, as Zorzi’s
account attests, the rumor that Uzun Hasan had secretly
converted to the Christian faith was circulating in
Europe. A Venetian ballad, dating to 1477, claims that
Uzun Hasan became a Christian like his allies who
fought the Grand Turk and that his golden flags featured
images of the Virgin Mary.44
After his marriage to Theodora Komnena, Uzun
Hasan considered Trebizond a vassal state of the White
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Fig. 12. Detail of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1): Turkmens with Ottoman prisoners. (Photo: courtesy of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art / Art Resource, New York)

Sheep, and he felt confident enough to assert his new
position to the Ottomans. In 1459, Uzun Hasan sent an
embassy to Mehmed II demanding that the sultan waive
the annual Trapezuntine tribute payment. In addition,
Uzun Hasan asked Mehmed to resume paying him a
tribute of “1,000 horse blankets, and as many turban
cloths and carpets,” as Mehmed’s grandfather had customarily sent to the White Sheep.45 Provoking the Ottoman sultan even further, Uzun Hasan claimed that the
territory of Cappadocia was part of the dowry he had
received from his marriage to the princess of Trebizond.
Mehmed II was not about to relinquish control over this
region; his negative response to Uzun Hasan’s demands
gave the Turkmen leader an excuse to attack the fortress of Melet and the “principality of Qoylu Hisar on
the river Kelkit which commanded the approaches from
central to eastern Anatolia,” along the Ottoman border.46 This old Byzantine mountain castle turned Turkmen garrison was located to the southwest of Trebizond,
between Sivas to the west and Erzerum to the east. An
early version of the name, “Koyunlu Hisar,” or Sheep
Fortress, attests to the association of the White Sheep
with this site.47
The White Sheep attack on Koylu Hisar in the
autumn of 1459 was initially successful, but Mehmed’s
troops later regrouped. In 1460, Uzun Hasan personally
led the charge to retake the border fortress. According
to John E. Woods, he “scattered the besiegers and pursued them as far west as their base in Sivas. The Akku

yunlu sources deemed this riposte a great success,
resulting in the capture of many Ottoman prisoners and
much booty.”48 Although in hindsight we might dismiss
the struggle over Koylu Hisar as a mere border skirmish,
it was one of the most significant engagements between
Turkmen and Ottoman forces from the time of Uzun
Hasan’s marriage in 1458 until the fall of Trebizond in
1461.49 The immediate result was a truce. For the time
being, Mehmed II acceded to Uzun Hasan’s claims to
the vassalage of Trebizond, although he was already
planning a siege for the following year.
The Turkmen victories of 1459–60 at Melet and Koylu
Hisar help us to read the imagery of the Trebizond cassone (fig. 1). The battle occurs not in Trebizond itself
but to the south and west of the city, in the general
direction of the disputed principality on the Ottoman
border. In the foreground, Ottoman troops enter the
scene from the west, while the Turkmens are shown
arriving from the east. Fallen soldiers from both armies
appear in the mid-foreground of the composition. But
at the right, turban-wearing Turkmens are shown subduing Ottoman Turks wearing janissary caps. The White
Sheep soldiers bind the arms of their adversaries and
force them to kneel before the approaching triumphal
chariot (fig. 12). The adjacent figure on horseback, who
gestures towards the defeated Ottoman soldiers, should
be identified as David Komnenos, emperor of Trebizond; his outstretched right arm points in the same
direction as the seated triumphator’s baton (fig. 4).50
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The emperor seems to serve the function described by
Leon Battista Alberti in his De pictura (1435):
I like there to be someone in the ‘historia’ who tells the
spectators what is going on, and either beckons them
with his hand to look, or with ferocious expression and
forbidding glance challenges them not to come near, as
if he wished their business to be secret, or points to some
danger or some remarkable secret, or by his gestures
invites you to laugh or to weep with them.51

The man seated on the lower tier of the triumphal
chariot represents the Turkmen leader Uzun Hasan,
whose success against the Ottomans up to that point
augured the future victories of the Asiatic League.52 His
counterpart on the chariot is shown in a higher position,
literally and figuratively superior; this is Timur, appearing anachronistically as a reminder of the defeat of the
Ottomans in 1402. The juxtaposition of the two military
leaders on the chariot and their similarity in dress and
gesture provide a visual corollary to Uzun Hasan’s claim
to be the legitimate successor of the Timurids.53 At the
Council of Mantua in 1459, for example, the humanist Francesco Filelfo delivered an oration in which he
“claimed that Christ himself had sent Timur, at the head
of a mighty army from the East, to rescue the Byzantine
Greeks.”54 On that same occasion, Cardinal Bessarion
appealed to European leaders to undertake a crusade
and save the Byzantine Greeks from Ottoman aggression.55 A Turkmen ambassador to Venice in 1464 purportedly emphasized the link between Uzun Hasan’s
ancestry and his political mission:
The ambassador representing Uzun Hasan recalled how
Tamberlan (whom he called the grandfather of his lord)
once captured Baisit, father of that Mehmed who reigns
today…and he said that he reminded them of Tamberlan’s victory in order to inform the Signoria of his lord’s
hostility to the Turk….56

Based on the reports that the Genoese merchant Jacopo
de Promontorio de Campis wrote around 1475, Paribeni
argues that “Uzun Hasan constructed his own image
according to the myth of the legendary Mongol leader;
both he and his descendants shared the epithet, ‘new
Tamerlane’….”57 The Trebizond panel should be understood, then, as introducing the fused histories of Timur
and Uzun Hasan, familiar from chronicles and diplomatic relations, into the Florentine visual idiom.
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Uzun Hasan’s earliest serious challenge to Mehmed II,
at Koylu Hisar in 1459–1460, was a celebrated event,
making its way into European sources as well as into the
chronicles of the White Sheep. In a letter to the Duke of
Burgundy dated April 22, 1460, the emperor of Trebizond explained,
I have given [Theodora] as wife to Assambech [i.e.
Hasan Beg]…I have done this to secure him and make
him faithful to us in the [Asiatic] league which we made
together; and so that he should persevere in fighting
against the Turk, who holds Constantinople. And now
the alliance has begun operations and has captured in
battle many of the Turk’s lands and fortresses which
lay on his borders, and now he has retired into his own
country.58

The emperor goes on to enumerate the troops and ships
at the disposal of the alliance: Uzun Hasan is said to
have 50,000 men ready to march. This letter was most
likely ghostwritten by Michele Alighieri, the same merchant who presented the details of the Trebizond trade
contract to the Florentine Signoria in December 1460,
as discussed earlier:59 the letter refers to him in inflated
terms, as “Michael de Algeory, baron and ambassador.”
But despite such exaggerations of rank, the reference in
the letter to the Ottoman loss of land and fortresses can
only refer to the recent struggle over Melet and Koylu
Hisar. And Alighieri would have had ample opportunity
to spread information about the Turkmen victories and
Trebizond’s fraught situation as he traveled, from 1460
to 1462, between Burgundy, Florence, Rome, Milan, and
Bologna, as part of an embassy representing the Asiatic
League.60
PATRONAGE
A Florentine patron of the Trebizond cassone could
easily have seen in Uzun Hasan a bona fide champion
of Christianity, a heroic defender of the last bastion of
the Byzantine Empire, a valiant general and a loyal sonin-law. Such an idealized image would have appealed
to those Florentine patrician merchants who by 1460
hoped that the Asiatic League might help curb Ottoman expansion while nevertheless protecting trade in
the Levant. The dual objectives of faith and profit led
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to a certain ambivalence: on the one hand, the Florentines shared a general anxiety that conflict with the
Ottomans would eventually move into Europe, yet the
city’s bankers were reluctant to underwrite the expense
of another papal crusade. Throughout their pontificates, Popes Calixtus III (r. 1455–58) and Pius II
(r. 1458–64) tirelessly promoted crusade against the
Ottomans. One of their peripheral strategies involved
keeping Mehmed II’s supposed stepbrother, Celepino—
also known as Il Turchetto, Bajezid Osman, and Calixtus
Ottomanus—as a pampered hostage in Ancona.61 By
encouraging Celepino’s imperial aspirations, the popes
hoped to play him off against the sultan. In return for
papal protection, in 1456 Celepino dutifully converted to Christianity. In 1459, Pius II took this crusade
“mascot” to the Council of Mantua, where he must have
made an impression on all the delegates, including
Bessarion, Filelfo, and those from Florence. Yet Florentine public opinion remained deeply divided about contributing funds and participating in the crusade effort.
Between 1457 and 1460, prior to the fall of Trebizond,
Florentine support for a papal crusade was at its lowest
point.62
Given this context, it seems likely that the Trebizond
wedding chest was made for a merchant involved in
international trade who hoped to turn a profit on Florentine state galleys bound for the Black Sea. Two such
galleys left in August of 1459 and returned in midsummer the following year; one ship ventured beyond Constantinople, making the first official Florentine visit to
Trebizond. Five hundred Florentines, including two
hundred patricians, were on board, and the value of the
goods carried was estimated at one hundred thousand
florins.63 The presence of these galleys in Ottoman
waters probably accounts for Florentine reluctance to
join the crusade proposed by Pope Pius II at the Council of Mantua.64 The potential for profit in the Black Sea
region as well as the hope of gaining political advantages over Venice effectively stalled Florentine participation in the pope’s crusade plans.
Any of the Florentine patricians who made the voyage to Trebizond might have heard of the exploits of
Uzun Hasan and the Turkmen victories at Melet and
Koylu Hisar. And the men who sailed in 1459 returned
to Florence well in advance of the arrival of the abovementioned embassy of the Asiatic League, which

brought with it Michele Alighieri, his letter from David
Komnenos to the Duke of Burgundy, and the formal
trade agreement from the emperor of Trebizond. Given
the proximity of these events, we can safely assume
the presence of many interested and well-informed
potential patrons for the Trebizond cassone in the years
1459–60. It is harder to speculate about the intended
female audience for the wedding chest, but perhaps the
contemporary Florentine bride who received it could
imagine herself, like Theodora Komnena, as the link
between powerful men whose deeds make history.
Some brides, like those from the Acciaioli family—the
Dukes of Athens until 1458—might have identified even
more closely with the subject matter, as it echoed their
own immediate histories. Stories involving female intermediaries between rival or enemy men often appear on
Florentine wedding chests. In cassone paintings featuring Hippolyta, Camilla, Dido, the Sabine women, Lucretia, or Virginia, for example, the women bring about a
resolution to conflicts between men, either by their
marriages or by their own stoic deaths.65 The private,
domestic lives of brides might, by association with such
famous figures from myth and history, be shown to have
an impact on public, political events and institutions.
Despite the earliest known provenance of the Trebizond chest from the Palazzo Strozzi in Florence, we cannot be certain that the original commission came from
a member of that family. The Strozzi represent just one
possibility among the many wealthy patricians who
might have commissioned this lavishly decorated cassone from the workshop of Apollonio di Giovanni and
Marco del Buono. Even the birds that appear on the testate, usually said to be Strozzi devices, might be construed as falcons, hawks, or even eagles, birds prominent
in the heraldry of not only the Guelph party in Florence
and the Komnenoi of Trebizond, but also the Genoese
merchants resident in the Black Sea region (fig. 2).66 If
the birds on the Trebizond cassone do refer to the
Strozzi family, they present a much more simplified version of the falcon than the family customarily used.
At least three different possible Strozzi patrons can
be identified in the bottega book from the shop of Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del Buono. Callmann suggested that the chest was commissioned in 1462 for the
marriage of Caterina Strozzi and Jacopo degli Spini in
1465.67 Paribeni argues that Caterina’s uncle, Vanni,
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rather than her father, Benedetto, must have commissioned the chest: Vanni Strozzi contributed to the financial backing for a galley to the Black Sea and Trebizond
in 1462 and again in 1468.68 More recently, Lurati has
suggested that Filippo Strozzi, exiled in Naples and
familiar with international trade and Black Sea politics,
commissioned the chest for his marriage in 1466 to
Fiammetta degli Adimari.69 Lurati argues that the triumph of Timur on the Trebizond chest echoes Filippo’s
triumphant return to Florence from his Neapolitan
exile. To date, no new documentary evidence has come
to light that would confirm any of these recent attempts
to identify the patron of the Trebizond wedding chest.
The scene depicted on the Trebizond cassone should
no longer be confused with the Ottoman takeover of the
city in 1461. Its subject matter must predate this event,
which would have rendered meaningless the auspicious
aspects of Uzun Hasan’s story. Changes in Florentine
foreign policy make it very unlikely that the wedding
chest was commissioned much after 1460, when Florence shifted its policy toward Mehmed II and Venice
fell out of favor with the sultan.70 Callmann reminds us
that “in fact, in 1461 the Venetians were ousted from
their houses in Constantinople and these were given to
the Florentines.”71 By 1463, the conflict between Venice
and the Ottomans had blossomed into a full-fledged
war. From 1464 until his death in 1478, Uzun Hasan
embraced Venice rather than Florence as his major
European ally.72 He saw the Venetian Republic as the
best source of the weapons he needed to confront the
sultan’s armies.73 But even Uzun Hasan’s alliance with
the Serenissima, the pope, and Naples did not prevent
the Ottomans from attaining a decisive victory over the
Turkmens at Bashkent in August 1473. The climactic
battle was commemorated in an anonymous sixteenthcentury Ottoman miniature painting showing Turkmen
captives along with beheaded victims in the foreground,
including Uzun Hasan’s own son, Zeynal (fig. 13).74
Some months before the defeat at Bashkent, Uzun
Hasan appeared as a heroic figure in the Italian popular imagination. He was featured in a Carnival play performed at the residence of Cardinal Riario in Rome in
March of 1473.75 The festivities included a lavish banquet, a battle that ended with the defeat of the Turks
and their conversion to Christianity, and a duel fought
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Fig. 13. Anonymous, Sultan Mehmed II’s Defeat of the Turkmens at Bashkent. Seyyid Lokman, Hünernāme, ca.1587–
88. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, Topkapı Saray
Hazine 1523–1524, fol. 170b. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapı
Palace Museum Library)

between the captain of the “Macedonians” (understood
as Uzun Hasan) and that of the Turks. The play concluded with Mehmed II being taken captive and confined in the Cardinal’s palace. Such theater spectacle
allowed for a triumphantly happy ending that was not
attainable on the battlefield. And as we have already
seen, Uzun Hasan’s legendary deeds in battle were still
being celebrated in a Venetian ballad circa 1477.76 But
in contrast to the ongoing interest in Uzun Hasan on
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the part of the Romans and the Venetians, the Florentines gave a chilly reception to an embassy that the
Turkmen leader sent to them in 1475.77
The particular confluence of circumstances in the
late 1450s to 1460 that led to the production of the Trebizond cassone by Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco del
Giovanni was so short-lived and volatile that the subject never again found its way into Florentine painting.
Despite the fall of Constantinople, the Signoria had sent
an official letter to Mehmed II in 1455 thanking him for
his good treatment of Florentine merchants in Ottoman
territory and asking for free access to all cities within
his dominion.78 By 1459, Florence had strengthened the
administration of the Consoli del Mare and sent a state
galley to the Black Sea. It was also on the verge of receiving its first formal trade contract from the Byzantine
emperor of Trebizond. The Trebizond cassone should
be understood in relation to this pivotal moment in Florentine foreign policy and Ottoman expansion, when
alliances were fluid, business concerns trumped plans
for crusade, and Mehmed II’s ultimate triumph in the
region was still in the future. The battle between the
Turkmens and the Ottomans may have had only
momentary relevance for Florentine viewers. The cassone painting nevertheless suggests a complex and
nuanced understanding of the region, its history, and
its various inhabitants.
Although Bessarion’s encomium on Trebizond did
not directly influence the creation of the Florentine
wedding chest, both works employed a dual temporal
scheme, juxtaposing past and present. Bessarion
describes the painted interior of the imperial palace:

enterprise,” representing contemporary events viewed
through humanist rhetoric. As Margaret Meserve explains, “the critical analysis of literal ‘facts’ was central,
but could never take place at the expense of the larger
moral or political point of the work.”80 The Trebizond
cassone produced by Apollonio di Giovanni and Marco
del Buono likewise drew on the literal fact of Uzun
Hasan’s momentary success to make larger claims about
the triumph of Christian faith, politics, and profit.
Department of Art and Art History,
Tufts University, Medford, Mass.

NOTES
Author’s note: The European Painting Department at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York kindly allowed me access to
the curatorial files relating to the Trebizond cassone in the fall of
2003. My colleagues at Tufts University, Eva Hoffman and Beatrice Manz, encouraged my work on this topic, while a number
of individuals provided assistance: James G. Harper, Karen Leal,
Christina Maranci, Margaret Meserve, Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, Gülru Necipoğlu, Jeffrey Ravel, Elizabeth Rodini, Stefan
Wolohojian, John E. Woods, and an anonymous reviewer for
Muqarnas. David Roxburgh helped me to obtain a photograph
from the Topkapı Palace Museum Library. This project benefitted from a Faculty Research Award and a Mellon-funded sabbatical at Tufts in 2001–2. An Aga Khan Postdoctoral Fellowship at
Harvard University in 2009–10 provided additional support for
my current book project.
1.

All round, on the walls, is painted the choir of the
emperors, both those who have ruled our land and their
ancestors; also painted there are the dangers our city has
undergone and those who in attacking it have done so
to their own detriment.79

The cassone similarly recalls Timur’s 1402 victory at
Ankara while depicting the Turkmen victories of 1459–
60. The Trapezuntine frescoes and the cassone panel
each focus on the theme of legitimate succession. So
too each serves an apotropaic function: by depicting
victories in the past and present, these painted histories discourage future attacks and presage a triumphant
future. The Trebizond wedding chest is a “composite

2.

Ellen Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), 48–51, 63–64. The chest was first published by Werner Weisbach, “Eine Darstellung der Letzten
Deutschen Kaiserkrönung in Rom,” Zeitschrift für Bildende
Kunst, n.s., 24 (1913): 262–64; see also Paul Schubring, Cassoni: Truhen und Truhenbilder der italienischen Frührenaissance, 2 vols. (Leipzig: K. W. Hiersemann, 1915–23), 1:283.
Conservation of the Trebizond chest at the Metropolitan
Museum of Art has recently revealed that the various panels
were not originally part of the same piece of furniture:
see entry number 56 by Deborah Krohn in Art and Love in
Renaissance Italy, ed. Andrea Bayer (exhibition catalogue)
(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, and New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2008), 129–33. This finding throws
into question the provenance and presumed patronage
of the chest.
Domestic painting has been the subject of several recent
exhibitions: The Triumph of Marriage: Painted Cassoni of the
Renaissance, curated by Cristelle Baskins and Alan Chong,
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, 2008; Love and

TURKS AND TURKMENS ON A FLORENTINE WEDDING CHEST

3.
4.

5.

6.

7.
8.
9.

10.
11.

Marriage in Renaissance Florence: The Courtauld Wedding
Chests, curated by Caroline Campbell, Courtauld Gallery
of Art, London, 2009; and Virtù d’amore: Pittura nuziale nel
Quattrocento fiorentino, curated by Franca Falletti, Elisabetta Nardinocchi, Claudio Paolini, Daniela Parenti, and
Ludovica Sebregondi, Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence,
2010.
The bottega book now exists only in a seventeenth-century
copy. While it may include errors or omissions, it is nevertheless an important source of information.
For the depiction of contemporary events on cassone
panels, see Jacqueline Marie Musacchio, “The Triumph of
Everyday Life,” in The Triumph of Marriage: Painted Cassoni of the Renaissance, ed. Cristelle Baskins (exhibition
catalogue) (Boston: Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum,
in association with Gutenberg Periscope Publishing Ltd.,
2008), 31–46.
On Trebizond, see Jakob Philipp Fallmerayer, Original
Fragmente, Chroniken, Inschriften und anderes Materiale
zur Geschichte des Kaisertums Trapezunt, Abhandlungen
der Historischen Classe der Königlich Bayerischen Aka
demie der Wissenschaften 3–4 (Munich, 1843–44); William Miller, Trebizond, the Last Greek Empire (London:
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1926; repr.
Chicago: Argonaut, 1969); Alexander A. Vasiliev, “The
Empire of Trebizond in History and Literature,” Byzantion
15 (1940–41): 316–77; Emile Janssens, Trébizonde en Colchide
(Brussels: University Press of Brussels, 1969); Anthony
Bryer, The Empire of Trebizond and the Pontos (London:
Variorum Reprints, 1980); and Antony Eastmond, Art and
Identity in Thirteenth-Century Byzantium: Hagia Sophia and
the Empire of Trebizond (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing/
Variorum, 2004).
For contemporary battles in fifteenth-century painting, see
M. O. Tafrali, “La siège de Constantinople dans les fresques
des églises de Bukovine,” in Mélanges offerts à M. Gustave
Schlumberger, membre de l’Institut, à l’occasion du quatrevingtième anniversaire de sa naissance (Paris: Paul Geuthner, 1924), 456–61; and Paul Schubring, “Das Blutbad von
Otranto in der Malerei des Quattrocento,” Monatshefte für
Kunstwissenschaft 7–8 (1908): 593–601.
Schubring, Cassoni, 283.
Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 48–51, 63–64.
E. H. Gombrich, “Apollonio di Giovanni: A Florentine Cassone Workshop Seen through the Eyes of a Humanist Poet,”
in Norm & Form: Studies in the Art of the Renaissance (repr.
London and New York: Phaidon, 1978), 143n42. See also In
the Light of Apollo: Italian Renaissance and Greece, ed. Mina
Gregori, 2 vols. (Milan: Silvana, 2003), 1:174–79; 2:212–16.
The inscription was so faint that Weisbach made no mention of it when he published the chest. See entry no. 56 by
Krohn, in Bayer, Art and Love in Renaissance Italy, 130.
John Pope-Hennessy and Keith Christiansen, “Secular Painting in 15th-Century Tuscany: Birth Trays, Cassone Panels, and Portraits,” Metropolitan Museum of Art
Bulletin 38, 1 (Summer 1980): 13, 18–19. Andrea Paribeni

12.

13.

14.
15.

16.
17.

97

extends this reading in “Iconografia, committenza, topografia di Costantinopoli: Sul cassone di Apollonio di Giovanni
con la ‘Conquista di Trebisonda,’ ” Rivista dell’Istituto
nazionale d’archeologia e storia dell’arte 56 (2001): 266–69;
Andrea Paribeni, “Una testimonianza iconografica della
battaglia di Ankara (1402) in Apollonio di Giovanni,” in
Europa e Islam tra i secoli XIV e XVI, ed. Michele Bernardini
(Naples: Istituto universitario orientale, 2002), 427–41. I had
no knowledge of Paribeni’s work on the Trebizond chest
until the late stages of my research; while I agree with many
of his points, I reached my conclusions independently.
See also Angelo Michele Piemontese, “Beltramo Mignanelli
senese biografo di Tamerlano,” Oriente Moderno 15, 2 (1996):
213–26; Margaret Meserve, “From Samarkand to Scythia:
Reinventions of Asia in Renaissance Geography and
Political Thought,” in Pius II, “el più expeditivo pontifice”:
Selected Studies on Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, ed. Zweder
von Martels and Arjo Vanderjagt (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 31–35;
Margaret Meserve, Empires of Islam in Renaissance Historical Thought (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
2008), 203–17. See also Nancy Bisaha, Creating East and
West: Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006).
Reinhard Steiner, “Tamerlan—der ‘Zorn Gottes’ als Georgs
ritter? Legende und historische Anspielung in Pisanellos
Georgsfresko in der Chiesa di Sant’Anastasia zu Verona,”
Pantheon 54 (1996): 26–37. Steiner refers to images of
Timur wearing a turban, dressed in armor, and carrying
a scimitar in some fifteenth-century illustrated histories:
see, for example, the Crespi chronicle (Milan), a Venetian
chronicle (Turin), and the Corsini chronicle (Rome).
Antonio di Pietro Averlino, known as Filarete, Treatise on
Architecture, ed. and trans. John Spencer (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1965), 119.
See Patricia Lurati, “Il Trionfo di Tamerlano. Una nuova lettura iconografica di un cassone del Metropolitan Museum
of Art,” Mitteilungen des Kunshistorischen Instituts in Florenz 49, 1–2 (2005): 108. Paribeni, “Una testimonianza
iconografica,” 432, also notes the lack of iron chains for the
supposed “Bayezid.”
Paribeni, “Iconografia, committenza, topografia,” 266; Paribeni, “Una testimonianza iconografica,” 430.
Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 33, argued that the artist
characteristically depicted Greeks with tall conical hats
while he showed the Turks wearing turbans. The janissary
caps were correctly identified by Paul Watson, “Apollonio di Giovanni and Ancient Athens,” Bulletin of the Allen
Memorial Art Museum 37 (1979–80): 12–13. On Ottoman turbans, see Julian Raby, Venice, Dürer and the Oriental Mode
(Totowa, N.J.: Islamic Art Publications, 1982), 35–41; see
also Giovanna Lazzi, “Novità e persistenza nelle tipologie
vestimentarie al tempo del Concilio: Dalla moda ‘alla franciosa’ a quella ‘all’orientale’,” in Firenze e il Concilio del 1439:
Convegno di studi, 29 novembre–2 dicembre 1989, ed. Paulo
Viti, 2 vols. (Florence: L. S. Olschki, 1994), 1:389-407; and
Patrizia Fabbri, ed., L’abito per il corpo, il corpo per l’abito:

98

CRISTELLE BASKINS

Islam e Occidente a confronto (Florence: Museo Stibbert,
1998).
18. Ruy González de Clavijo, Narrative of the Embassy of Ruy
Gonzalez de Clavijo to the Court of Timour at Samarcand,
A.D. 1403–6, ed. and trans. Clements R. Markham (London:
Hakluyt Society, 1859), 60–66, 198. See David J. Roxburgh,
“Ruy González de Clavijo’s Narrative of Courtly Life and
Ceremony in Timur’s Samarkand, 1404,” in The ‘Book’ of
Travels: Genre, Ethnology, and Pilgrimage, 1250–1700, ed.
Palmira Brummett (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 113–58.
19. On the encomium, see Cyril A. Mango, comp., The Art of the
Byzantine Empire, 312–1453: Sources and Documents (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1972), 252–53.
20. See Janssens, Trébizonde, figs. 14, 31, 56.
21. Gospel Lectionary, Byzantine, 11th century, with title page
inserted ca. 1511–12: Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana,
Ms. Medici Palatina 244, fol. IV. See Byzantium: Faith and
Power (1261–1557), ed. Helen C. Evans (exhibition catalogue)
(New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art and New Haven:
Yale University Press, 2004), 514, 542–43.
22. Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 34, 48–49; Pope-Hennessy
and Christiansen, “Secular Painting,” 19. No original Buondelmonti maps survive; of the extant copies, only those
dating from 1465 or afterward show Constantinople as
accurately as it appears on the Trebizond cassone panel:
see Ian R. Manners, “Constructing the Image of a City: The
Representation of Constantinople in Christopher Buondelmonti’s Liber Insularum Archipelagi,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 87, 1 (1997): 72–102. For
a detailed analysis of the depiction of Constantinople on
the Trebizond cassone, see Paribeni, “Iconografia, committenza, topografia,” 279–304.
23. Lurati, “Il Trionfo di Tamerlano,” 103–4.
24. Anthony Bryer, “The Littoral of the Empire of Trebizond in
Two Fourteenth-Century Portolano Maps,” Archeion Pontou 24 (1961): 97–127; Lurati, “Il Trionfo di Tamerlano,” 104.
25. Paribeni, “Iconografia, committenza, topografia,” 260–61.
The drawing has been dated circa 1453 and attributed to a
Venetian spy: see Franz Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror
and His Time, trans. Ralph Manheim (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1978), pl. IX; Franz Babinger,
“Ein venedischer Lageplan der Feste Rumeli Hisary,” La
Bibliofilia 57 (1955): 188–95. For Mehmed’s architectural
patronage, see Gülru Necipoğlu, Architecture, Ceremonial,
and Power: The Topkapı Palace in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth
Centuries (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1991).
26. Wilhelm Heyd, Histoire du commerce du Levant au MoyenAge (Leipzig: Harrassowitz, 1885–86), 360–65. Venetian
or Genoese sailors appear in an illuminated manuscript
commissioned by the emperor of Trebizond; see Yannis D.
Nakas, “14th-Century Galleys in the Black Sea: Ships in the
Romance of Alexander the Great,” The International Journal
of Nautical Archaeology 37, 1 (2008): 77–87.
27. Miller, Trebizond, 38. See also Francesco Balducci Pegolotti,
La Pratica della mercatura, ed. Allen Evans (Cambridge:
Mediaeval Academy of America, 1936), 31. In general, see
Olivia Remie Constable, Housing the Stranger in the Medi-

terranean World: Lodging, Trade, and Travel in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
28. See Miller, Trebizond, 35–37, for the vengeance taken on
Trebizond by a fourteenth-century Genoese noble named
Megollo Lercari.
29. Miller, Trebizond, 93.
30. Giuseppe Müller, Documenti sulle relazioni delle città
toscane coll’oriente cristiano e coi Turchi fino all’anno
MDXXXI (Florence: M. Cellinie, 1879), 186–87.
31. Heyd, Histoire du commerce, 363–64, notes the various
spellings of this individual’s name in contemporary documents: Alighieris, Aligerius, de Algeorii, de Alguri, de
Alchiere, and de Aldigeriis. For more details about his
role as merchant and ambassador, see Anthony Bryer,
“Ludovico da Bologna and the Georgian and Anatolian
Embassy of 1460–1461,” Bedi Kartlisa 19–20 (1965): 185–86.
After the fall of Trebizond, Alighieri pursued a career at
the Burgundian court: see Luise Michaelsen, “Michael
Alighieri, Gesandter Kaiser Davids von Trapezunt am Hof
der Herzöge von Burgund (1461–1470),” Archeion Pontou
41 (1987): 175–200. For Alighieri’s Genoese safeconduct of
1470, see Amedeo Vigna, Codice diplomatico delle colonie
Tauro-Liguri durante la signoria dell’Ufficio di S. Giorgio
(MCCCCLIII–MCCCCLXXV), Atti della Società ligure di storia patria 7,1 (Genoa: Tipografia del R.I. dei Sordo-Muti,
1871), 677, document DCCCCV. Alighieri died in 1477: see
Jacques Paviot, “Le Grand Duc de Ponant et le Prêtre Jean.
Les ducs de Bourgogne et les Chrétiens orientaux à la fin
du moyen âge,” Oriente et Occidente tra medioevo ed età
moderna. Studi in onore di Geo Pistarino II (Genoa: Brigati,
1997), 949–67; and Jacques Paviot, Les ducs de Bourgogne,
la croisade, et l’Orient: Fin XIVe–XVe siècle (Paris: Presses de
l’Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 2003).
32. Breyer “Ludovico da Bologna,” 188–89.
33. Miller, Trebizond, 27.
34. Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 50; Paribeni, “Iconografia,
committenza, topografia,” 265, 276; Paribeni, “Una testimonianza iconografica,” 436. On the Turkmens, see Hans
Robert Roemer, “The Turkmen Dynasties,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, vol. 6, The Timurid and Safavid
Periods, ed. Peter Jackson and Laurent Lockhart (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 168–88; John E.
Woods, The Aqquyunlu: Clan, Confederation, Empire (Salt
Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1999); and Meserve,
Empires of Islam, 223–33.
35. Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 50–51. For Renaissance
definitions of the Teucri, see Robert Schwoebel, The Shadow
of the Crescent: The Renaissance Image of the Turk, 1453–1517
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1967), 32, 148–49, 204; Robert
Black, Benedetto Accolti and the Florentine Renaissance
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 226–40;
James Hankins, “Renaissance Crusaders: Humanist Crusade Literature in the Age of Mehmed II,” Dumbarton Oaks
Papers 49 (1995): 111–207; Bisaha, Creating East and West,
56, 63, 89–90; James Harper, “Turks as Trojans; Trojans as
Turks: Visual Imagery of the Trojan War and the Politics

TURKS AND TURKMENS ON A FLORENTINE WEDDING CHEST

36.
37.

38.

39.

40.
41.

42.
43.

44.

45.
46.
47.

of Cultural Identity in Fifteenth-Century Europe,” in Postcolonial Approaches to the European Middle Ages: Translating Cultures, ed. Ananya Jahanara Kabir and Deanne
Williams (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005),
151–79; and Meserve, Empires of Islam, 22–64.
See Anthony D’Elia, “Genealogy and the Limits of Panegyric: Turks and Huns in Fifteenth-Century Epithalamia,”
Sixteenth Century Journal 34, 4 (2003): 982–91.
Ellen Callmann pioneered this approach in “The Growing
Threat to Marital Bliss as Seen in Fifteenth-Century Florentine Paintings,” Studies in Iconography 5 (1979): 73–92.
See also Cristelle L. Baskins, Cassone Painting, Humanism,
and Gender in Early Modern Italy (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1998).
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 190. See also Rustam Shukurov, “The Campaign of Shaykh Djunayd Safawī against
Trebizond (1456 AD/860 H),” Byzantine and Modern Greek
Studies 17 (1993): 127–40.
See Bryer, Empire of Trebizond, 135, and Appendix II;
Anthony Bryer, “Greek Historians on the Turks: The Case
of the First Byzantine-Ottoman Marriage,” in The Writing
of History in the Middle Ages: Essays Presented to Richard
William Southern, ed. Ralph Henry Carless Davis and John
Michael Wallace-Hadrill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981),
471–93; Woods, The Aqquyunlu, 34.
Roemer, “Turkmen Dynasties,” 172; Shukurov, “Campaign
of Shaykh Djunayd Safawī,”130.
Charles Diehl, “La Princesse de Trebizond,” in Dans l’Orient
Byzantin (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1917), 203–27; Michel
Kuršanskis, “Autour de la dernière princesse de Trébizonde: Théodora, fille de Jean IV et épouse d’Uzun Hasan,”
Archeion Pontou 34 (1978–79): 77–87; Bryer, Empire of Trebizond, Appendix II, n. 146; Woods, The Aqquyunlu, 88.
Woods, The Aqquyunlu, 242, definitively rejects the idea
that Sara Hatun was Christian. On Uzun Hasan’s supposed
Christianity, see Meserve, Empires of Islam, 226.
For a translation of Zorzi’s text, see Guglielmo Berchet,
La Repubblica di Venezia e la Persia (Turin: G. B. Paravia,
1865; repr. Tehran: Imperial Organization for Social Services, 1976), document 1, 100. For intermarriage as a conversion strategy over a century earlier, see James D. Ryan,
“Christian Wives of Mongol Khans: Tartar Queens and Missionary Expectations in Asia,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society, 3rd ser., 8, 3 (April 1998): 411–21; and Adam Knobler,
“Pseudo-Conversions and Patchwork Pedigrees: The Christianization of Muslim Princes and the Diplomacy of Holy
War,” Journal of World History 7, 2 (1996): 181–97.
See Antonio Medin, “Per l’origine della voce ‘sancassan’:
Le gesta di Husun Hasan in un cantare del sec. XV,” Atti del
Reale Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed Arti 87 (1927–28),
799–814, stanzas 9 and 22. See also Meserve, Empires of
Islam, 228.
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 190; Woods, The
Aqquyunlu, 89–90.
Roemer, “Turkmen Dynasties,” 177.
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 192; Woods, The
Aqquyunlu, 89–90.

99

48. Colin Imber, The Ottoman Empire, 1300–1481 (Istanbul: Isis
Press, 1990), 177; Woods, The Aqquyunlu, 90.
49. Steven Runciman, The Fall of Constantinople, 1453 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 174, notes
that Mehmed stopped to take possession of Koylu Hisar
prior to the final push for Trebizond; see also Woods, The
Aqquyunlu, 90.
50. He is identified as David Komnenos by Callmann, Apollonio
di Giovanni, 49, as well as by Rosamund Mack, Bazaar to
Piazza: Islamic Trade and Italian Art, 1300–1600 (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2001), 156.
51. Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, ed. Martin Kemp (New
York: Penguin Press, 1991), 78.
52. In an earlier, unpublished version of this essay, I proposed
that the subsidiary figure was Uzun Hasan’s defeated
brother, Jahangir. The entry by Krohn in Bayer, Art and
Love, 133, refers to that preliminary work, which I have now
revised.
53. For Akkuyunlu identification with the Timurids, see Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 190; Sholeh A. Quinn, “Notes on
Timurid Legitimacy in Three Safavid Chronicles,” Iranian
Studies 31, 2 (1998): 149–58; Maria Eva Subtelny, “Centralizing Reform and Its Opponents in the Late Timurid Period,”
Iranian Studies 21, 1–2 (1988): 123–51; and Andrew J. Newman, Safavid Iran: Rebirth of a Persian Empire (New York:
I. B.Tauris, 2006), 10–11.
54. Meserve, “From Samarkand to Scythia,” 33; Meserve,
Empires of Islam, 216.
55. Weisbach, “Eine Darstellung,” 264. On Bessarion, see Raoul
Manselli, “Il cardinale Bessarione contro il pericolo turco
e l’Italia,” Miscellanea Francescana 73 (1973): 314–26, and
Johannes Irmscher, “Bessarion als griechischer Patriot,”
Miscellanea Marciana di studi Bessarionei (Padua: Antenor,
1976), 175–85.
56. Meserve, Empires of Islam, 226.
57. Paribeni, “Iconografia, committenza, topografia,” 276; Paribeni, “Una testimonianza iconografica,” 436.
58. Bryer, “Ludovico da Bologna,” 196–98. Questions about the
date and authenticity of the letter have been resolved by
Thierry Ganchou, “La date de la mort du basileus Jean IV
Komnènos de Trébizonde,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 93, 1
(2000): 113–24.
59. Bryer, “Ludovico da Bologna,” 196. Ganchou, “La date de
la mort,” 121–24, argues that Alighieri composed the letter
in David’s name and that scribal error resulted in the false
date of 1459.
60. See Leona C. Gabel, ed., Memoirs of a Renaissance Pope;
The Commentaries of Pius II, trans. Florence A. Gragg (New
York: Putnam, 1959), 181–84. Pius describes the members
of the Asiatic League, whom he eventually considered
charlatans. Scholars are divided over the authenticity of
Lodovico da Bologna, the Franciscan friar who led the mission: see the documentary studies by B. Bughetti, “Nuovi
documenti intorno a Fr. Lodovico da Bologna, O.F.M. Missionario e Nunzio Apostolico in Oriente (1460–1461),” Studi
Francescani, 3rd ser., 35 (1938): 128–46; and Angelo Bargel-

100

61.

62.
63.
64.
65.
66.

67.

68.
69.

70.

CRISTELLE BASKINS
lesi Severi, “Nuovi documenti su fr. Lodovico da Bologna,
al secolo Lodovico Severi, Nunzio Apostolico in Oriente
(1455–1457),” Archivum Franciscanum Historicum 69 (1976):
3–22.
“Celepino” is the Italian diminutive of the Turkish çelebi
(prince). He was secretly taken to Venice after the fall of
Constantinople in 1453; Pius II later suspected that he was
an imposter. See Franz Babinger, “ ‘Bajezid Osman’ (Calixtus Ottomanus), ein Vorläufer und Gegenspieler Dschem
Sultans,” Aufsätze und Abhandlungen zur Geschichte Süd
osteuropas und der Levante, 3 vols. (Munich: Schmidt &
Klaunig Kiel, 1962–76), 1:297–325; Franz Babinger, Mehmed
the Conqueror, 324–25; Giuseppe Zippel, “Un pretendente
ottomano alla corte dei Papi: Il ‘Turchetto,’ ” in Storia e
cultura del Rinascimento italiano (Padua: Antenore, 1979),
463–82; and John Freely, Jem Sultan: The Adventures of a
Captive Turkish Prince in Renaissance Europe (New York:
Harper Perennial, 2005).
Black, Benedetto Accolti, 246–54.
Michael E. Mallett, The Florentine Galleys in the Fifteenth
Century (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), 68.
Black, Benedetto Accolti, 251–52.
These mytho-historical figures are the subjects of my first
book; see Baskins, Cassone Painting, Humanism, and Gender.
Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 63. On eagle heraldry
in the Black Sea region, see Frederick William Hasluck,
“Genoese Heraldry and Inscriptions at Amastra,” Annual
of the British School at Athens 17 (1910–11): 132–44.
The Strozzi-Spini hypothesis was based on a suggestion
by Callmann: see Helmut Nickel, “Two Falcon Devices of
the Strozzi: An Attempt at Interpretation,” Metropolitan
Museum Journal 9 (1974): 229–32; and Callmann, Apollonio
di Giovanni, 80–81.
Paribeni, “Iconografia, committenza, topografia,” 269–74;
Mallett, Florentine Galleys, 166, 171.
Lurati, “Il Trionfo di Tamerlano,” 109. However, Filippo’s
name does not appear in the bottega book of Apollonio di
Giovanni and Marco del Buono. Lurati’s suggestion does
not rest on any new documentary evidence.
In his Cronica, Benedetto Dei describes how Florence
shifted its policy toward Mehmed II and the Ottomans in

71.
72.

73.
74.
75.

76.

77.
78.
79.
80.

the 1460s, while Venice fell out of favor with the sultan. See
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 233–34, 276–77. See also
Venice and the Islamic World, 828–1797, ed. Stefano Carboni
(exhibition catalogue) (New York: Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007).
Callmann, Apollonio di Giovanni, 50; Franz Babinger,
“Lorenzo de’Medici e il corte ottomana,” Archivio Storico
Italiano 121 (1963): 308, 312–13.
Vladimir Minorsky, La Perse au XVe siècle entre la Turquie et
Venise, Publications de la Societè des études iraniennes et
de l’art persan (Paris, 1933); Roemer, “Turkmen Dynasties,”
176; and Woods, The Aqquyunlu, 114, 231–33.
Roemer, “Turkmen Dynasties,” 179; Woods, The Aqquyunlu,
90, 114, 121.
Woods, The Aqquyunlu, pl. II. See the facsimile Hünernâme:
Minyatürleri ve sanatçıları, ed. Nigar Anafarta (Istanbul:
Doğan Kardeş, 1969), fol. 170b.
Babinger, Mehmed the Conqueror, 326–27; Angelo Michele
Piemontese, “La représentation de Uzun Hasan sur scène à
Rome (2 mars 1473),” Turcica 21, 23 (1991): 191–203; Meserve,
Empires of Islam, 223–24. Guy Le Thiec, “Le Turc en Italie:
Divertissements nobiliares à la Renaissance,” Turcs et
turqueries (XVIe–XVIIIe siècles), ed. Lucien Bély (Paris:
Presses de l’Université Paris-Sorbonne, 2009), 116.
For the ballad, see Medin, “Per l’origine della voce ‘sancassan,’ ” 806–14; and for a Venetian proverb referring to Uzun
Hasan, see Venanzio Todesco, “S. Cassiano o uno Scià di
Persia?” Atti del Reale Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed
Arti 86 (1926–27): 1369–78. See also Meserve, Empires of
Islam, 226.
Babinger, “Bajezid Osman,” 316.
Müller, Documenti,182.
Mango, Art of the Byzantine Empire, 253.
Meserve, “From Samarkand to Scythia,” 38–39. For a recent
reconsideration of anachronism in Renaissance art, see
Alexander Nagel and Christopher S. Wood, Anachronic
Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010). For stimulating new interpretations in this field, see James G. Harper,
ed., The Turk and Islam in the Western Eye: 1450–1750: Visual
Imagery before Orientalism (Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2011).

AN ANONYMOUS ILLUMINATED VENETIAN MANUSCRIPT FOR SULTAN SÜLEYMAN

101

ANA PULIDO-RULL

A PRONOUNCEMENT OF ALLIANCE: AN ANONYMOUS ILLUMINATED
VENETIAN MANUSCRIPT FOR SULTAN SÜLEYMAN

This article introduces an anonymous illuminated manuscript created in Venice for Sultan Süleyman the Magnificent (r. 1520–66), prior to his third military campaign
against the Habsburgs in Hungary and Austria in 1532.1
The manuscript is a panegyric in honor of the Ottoman
sovereign (henceforth referred to as Panegyric for Sultan
Süleyman), written in Italian and imbued with strong
political connotations.2 Its fascinating text and superb
illuminations offer a very particular construction of
Ottoman history, one that highlights the most significant military conquests of this dynasty (see Appendix I
for a reproduction of the manuscript [figs. 21–40], and
Appendix II for a translation of the text). Its linear sequence of events begins with an assertion of the alleged
semi-divine origin of the House of Osman from the
Greek god Apollo and Cassandra (daughter of King
Priam and Queen Hecuba of Troy). The celebratory account of a string of victories won by successive Ottoman
sultans culminates with Sultan Süleyman’s 1526 triumph
at the Battle of Mohács, which marked the end of the
Jagiellon dynasty in Hungary and Bohemia with the
death of King Louis II. (Thereafter, the sultan’s semivassal John I Zápolya [d. 1540] and the Austrian
Habsburg ruler Ferdinand I [r. 1531–64] both laid claim
to the throne of the kingdom of Hungary.) Our manuscript praises Süleyman’s victory in Hungary as a feat
none of his ancestors succeeded in accomplishing and
hails the sultan as the “absolute King of the Hungarians”
(absolute ré de li Ungari); it ends with a wish for his
continued successes in the near future.3
The objective of this detailed eulogy of the deeds of
the Ottoman dynasty was, according to the author, to
demonstrate that the empire of Sultan Süleyman
surpassed all others in greatness and duration. Conse-

quently, there was no other monarch alive in those
times who deserved to be called Emperor of the World
but him. The anonymous author of the manuscript
emphasized this claim throughout the work, a claim
that is highly significant in the complex political context of the early sixteenth century, when both the Hapsburgs and the Ottomans vied to establish a universal
empire reminiscent of the Roman imperium, with each
adopting the title of “Emperor” for their respective
rulers. After his imposing coronation by Pope Clement
VII in Bologna as Holy Roman Emperor in 1530, Charles
V (r. 1516–56) began to use the titles “Emperor” and
“Caesar,” much to the dislike of the sultan’s court in
Istanbul.4 The manuscript, however, does not make
any direct reference to Charles V or his brother
Ferdinand I, who was crowned “King of the Romans” in
1531; the latter ruled the Austrian hereditary lands of the
Habsburgs, and laid claim to the kingdom of Hungary
through his wife. The only European who is mentioned
in the text and depicted in a painted vignette is the Doge
of Venice, Andrea Gritti (r. 1523–38): he is shown in a
folio that describes the peace treaty signed with the
Ottoman sultan Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) in 1503 through
Gritti’s mediation as ambassador of the Venetian Republic, prior to his election as doge (see fig. 10 on p. 110). For
this reason, the manuscript sheds light not only on the
political conflict and rivalry between the Ottoman
Empire and the Habsburgs, but also on Venice’s alliance
and artistic exchanges with the court of Sultan Süleyman in the course of his triumphs in Belgrade (1521),
Rhodes (1522), and Hungary (1526), all of which are celebrated by the anonymous author.
Interestingly, we know of another text in praise of an
Ottoman emperor, written in Veneto-Emiliana dialect
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in Northern Italy during the early sixteenth century. In
this case, it is an epic poem dedicated to Sultan Selim I
(r. 1512–20), Süleyman’s father, recently discovered by
Emilio Lippi in the town library of Treviso.5 Written by
an anonymous poet in ottava rima, when Sultan Selim
was still alive, this work extolls his victories over Safavid Iran (1514) and Mamluk Syria-Egypt (1516–18). The
language analysis done by Lippi suggests that the poem
may well have been written in Venice: there are at least
two similarities with the Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman
that make a connection between the two documents
plausible. Firstly, the only European mentioned in the
epic poem is once again Venetian, namely, the Consul
of Damascus, who welcomed the Mamluk Sultan Qansuh al-Gawri during his march through the city prior to
being defeated by the Ottoman sultan in 1516.6 Secondly,
the poem mentions a supernatural visit Sultan Selim
makes to a temple of Mars in Anatolia while on his way
to battle with the Safavid Shah ʿIsmaʾil. At the shrine, he
encounters pagan deities and virtues, who speak favorably about his illustrious ancestors and predict his own
victories, along with a splendid future for his son Süleyman, who is predestined to succeed Selim upon his
death. According to the author of the poem, the procreation of Süleyman is Selim’s most significant endeavor,
for the son will bring the father’s vision of world empire
to its ultimate conclusion.
Another element shared by the two manuscripts is
the anonymity of the respective authors; both the epic
poem and the panegyrical text in prose lack signatures
that could help us identify their authors. Since these are
documents that have only recently been discovered,
there is not enough scholarship from which to draw. The
Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman has been been studied
only by Eleanor Garvey, Phillip Hofer, Alfred Fairbank,
and Vera Law.7 These brief studies, however, have
focused largely on issues of attribution and style of illumination, without scrutinizing the contextual messages
of text and image.8 The manuscript was briefly on display once, in the exhibition Illuminated and Calligraphic
Manuscripts held at the Fogg Art Museum and Houghton Library of Harvard University in 1955. On that occasion, two of its folios were published in the exhibition
catalogue,9 which contains a brief description of the
manuscript, focusing on its general characteristics,

including language, size, materials, techniques, and
binding. The author speculates about the artist of the
miniatures and suggests the Croatian painter Giulio
Clovio (d. 1578).
The present article represents the first time that the
manuscript has been reproduced as a whole, accompanied by an interpretative study of its text and images.
The Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman is a brief document
composed of ten vellum leaves and bound by nine
teenth-century Italian red leather covers. Each one of
its folios has a background of golden paint, over which
the artist drew a white scroll to provide an adequate
space for the text (fig. 1). The script of the Panegyric is
written in a fine, golden-colored Italianate calligraphy;
the identification of the author is still pending. In 1978,
Vera Law attributed the elegant penmanship of the
manuscript to the Vicentine papal scribe and type
designer Ludovico Vicentino degli Arrighi (d. 1527), due
to the strong resemblance of its Italianate calligraphy
to his.10 In spite of the clear formal similarities between
the two handwritings, I find the attribution problematic
because the manuscript refers to the period following
the Battle of Mohács in 1526, and Arrighi died shortly
after the 1527 sack of Rome.11
The design and iconography of the manuscript are
unique, bringing together elements from Northern
European and Italian artistic traditions. Many of its constituents correspond to North Italian book production,
particularly in Padua, Venice, and Ferrara. Artists from
these regions were skilled in trompe l’oeil illusionism
and known for their talent in making the central part of
a folio a scroll-shaped space for the text, as in the pages
of the Süleyman manuscript. Moreover, some of the illumination motifs on the manuscript’s borders also correspond to the North Italian artistic tradition. Examples
include minute cameos with representations of classical motifs, such as Roman soldiers (fig. 2), pagan deities
like Neptune (fig. 3), winged victories (fig. 4), and a twotailed mermaid (fig. 5), among others. Illuminators from
Padua and Venice, according to Jonathan Alexander,
were the artists who most self-consciously introduced
classicizing motifs such as cameos into their manuscripts.12 The layout of the panegyric, however, displays
a Netherlandish influence from the Flemish art of the
second half of the fifteenth century.13 Forming an
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Fig. 1. Folio 5v, Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: Example of an ornamental design from the anonymous Panegyric for Sultan
Süleyman. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)
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Fig. 2. Detail of folio 6v (fig. 32), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
Cameo with a classical motif, this one depicting a Roman
soldier. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 3. Detail of folio 5v (fig. 30), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
Cameo with a classical motif, Neptune holding his trident.
Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of
Houghton Library)

Fig. 4. Detail of folio 7r (fig. 33), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
Cameo with a classical motif, winged victory. Houghton
Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton
Library)

Fig. 5. Detail of folio 6r (fig. 31), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
Cameo with a classical motif, a two-tailed mermaid. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

ordered and multi-colored perimeter around the central
scrolls are ingeniously variegated designs, such as flora
and fauna, as well as jewels and precious stones, joined
together by a slim red cord, as we see in folio 7r of the
manuscript (fig. 6). Most relevant for the study of political relations between Venice, the Hapsburgs, and the
Ottomans are the miniature vignettes painted in gri-

saille on the borders of each folio. These paintings are
closely related to the accompanying text, yet they provide additional information and valuable insights, and
thus deserve a study of their own. Accordingly, this article will focus predominantly on them and the stories
they tell (see Appendix III for the ten miniatures not discussed in this article [figs. 41–50]).
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Fig. 6. Folio 7r, Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532, featuring an ordered and multi-colored border around the central scroll, with
flora, fauna, jewels, and precious stones joined together by a slim red cord. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo:
courtesy of Houghton Library)
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Fig. 7. Detail of Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: Inner side of the binding pasted with a page inscribed with Philip Hofer’s
note. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

The identity of the miniature painter is another question that remains unresolved. When Philip Hofer—Harvard librarian, book collector, and curator of the
Department of Printing and Graphic Arts at Houghton
Library—bought the manuscript for the collection in
1953 he made a note inside its cover that reads: “A Ms in
the B.M. [British Museum] very close to this hand.
J. Wardrop will write me. P.M.L. [Pierpont Morgan
Library] has a Giulio Clovio ‘Hours’ ms” (fig. 7). Hofer’s
trained eye permitted him to establish a connection
between the panegyric he had just acquired and a manu
script similar in style that he had seen at the British
Library. Following this lead, I spent some time doing
research at this institution’s manuscript collection and
I believe that the document Hofer referred to is a book
painted in 1540 by Giulio Clovio for Cardinal Marino Grimani, catalogued as “ ‘Beatissime Virginis Marie Officium,’ preceded by a calendar and followed by the
‘Septem Psalmi Penitentiales.’ ”14 Indeed, several folios
of this manuscript bear a strong resemblance to the Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman. Folio 120r, for instance, has
a very similar layout, and shares a number of formal elements: 1) the left margin is golden-colored and consists
of a vertical row of figures joined together by a slim cord;
2) a ram’s head painted on this page is very close to the
one depicted on folios 3v and 4r of the Süleyman man-

uscript (figs. 8, 26, and 27); 3) the text is written on a
white framed surface; and 4) shiny pearls decorate and
enliven the composition.
In spite of the formal similarities and common iconography, the attribution of the paintings to Giulio Clovio, considered one of the greatest illuminators of the
Italian High Renaissance, is improbable. Particularly in
the degree of detail and in the use of light and shadow,
his illuminations differ significantly from those of the
panegyric. The manuscript made for Süleyman is considerably more solemn; its margins are perfectly symmetrical and decorated austerely with a single, vertical
row of elements, whereas Clovio tends to create his
compositions with a greater number of motifs, densely
filling the margins of the manuscript with varied and
lively figures.
In view of these differences between the two manuscripts, Clovio, who was mostly active in Renaissance
Italy, seems an unlikely illuminator of the panegyric for
the Ottoman sultan. Vera Law has suggested the Italian
miniaturist Vincenzo Raimondi, a French illuminator
who worked for Popes Leo X (r. 1513–21) and Paul IV
(r. 1555–59), as a possible artist, and he is, indeed, a plausible candidate. I believe that the grisailles and cameos
could have been made either by him or by another Italian manuscript illuminator, Girolamo dai Libri (d. 1555),
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Fig. 8. Layout of folio 3v, Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: There are similarities in the layout of Ms. Typ 145 and Ms. Add 20927
(“Beatissime Virginis Marie Officium,” preceded by a calendar and followed by the “Septem Psalmi Penitentiales”). Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)
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who was active mainly in Verona. This conjecture is
based on the similar depiction of classical cameos by
these illuminators.15 For instance, in an early sixteenthcentury North Italian miniature made by dai Libri, now
at the British Library,16 two minute classical cameos
decorating the borders bear a striking resemblance to
those of the Süleyman manuscript. The cameo’s frame
is shaped like two encompassing ovals, painted in pastel colors that resemble gilt wood, just like the examples
in the Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman. The bodies of figures are executed in grisaille over colors that were not
applied uniformly, but with various shades and tones.
A memorandum on the back of the British Library
manuscript, written by collector William Young Ottley,
attributes this illumination to Girolamo dai Libri, Giulio
Clovio’s master. This connection could explain the similarities, as well as the differences, between the works
of the two artists:
This fine border is undoubtedly by the great miniature
painter Girolamo dai Libri of whom Vasari says: “he would
imitate small cameos and other engraved jewels and precious stones in such a manner that nothing could possibly
be more similar” … It would be difficult to speak too highly
of the bea[uty] of the three following specimens which
appear to have belonged to a Vol. written for Cardinal
Giulio de Medici and are decorated with almost inconceivable diligence by the hand of the celebrated Girolamo dei
Libri the master of Don Giulio Clovio.17

The identification of the scribe and illuminator of the
panegyrical manuscript has proved difficult thus far and
requires more research that goes beyond the purview
my article. However, there are various indications in its
text and images that speak about the context and circumstances in which the manuscript was created. I shall
therefore attempt to trace the manuscript’s origin based
on these leads, analyzing its significance and political
implications. It is hoped that this preliminary analysis
may, in turn, help to one day identify the Italian humanist author of the text, as well as its scribe and its illuminator.

A MANUSCRIPT TO ACCOMPANY THE
 RESENTATION OF THE VENETIAN-MADE
P
FOUR-CROWN HELMET TO SULTAN SÜLEYMAN
In 1532, Sultan Süleyman’s grand vizier, Ibrahim Pasha
(g.v. 1523–36), who was born in Parga in Venetian Albania, organized a magnificent series of triumphal parades
during his master’s campaign against the Habsburgs in
Hungary and Vienna. One of these parades staged an
ostentatious display of power and wealth for the Austrian envoys who were present at Nish. The pasha and
his Pera-born adviser-banker, Alvise Gritti (son of the
reigning Doge of Venice, Andrea Gritti), collaborated in
designing several luxurious imperial regalia for the occa
sion, commissioning them from the renowned Venetian
jewelers and goldsmiths of the Rialto—particularly
Luigi Caorlini and Vincenzo Levriero. Standing out
among these costly objects was an elaborate headgear
for the sultan that was very similar in its design to the
papal tiara, but included additional features that symbolized an authority surpassing the combined power of
Pope Clement VII and the Holy Roman Emperor Charles
V: a fourth crown, a crescent-shaped mount on the top,
and the plumes of a “Bird of Paradise.” This distinctive
headgear has been studied by Otto Kurz18 and Gülru
Necipoğlu,19 who have traced the origins of its commission and explained in detail its significance in the complex political landscape of the Mediterranean in the
sixteenth century. According to Necipoğlu, the helmet
“powerfully advertised the sultan’s claims to universal
sovereignty on the eve of a planned anti-Hapsburg/
anti-papal military campaign that would have culminated in the conquest of Rome.”20
Until recently, the only known sixteenth-century representations of this helmet were two anonymous Venetian woodcuts and an engraving signed by the Venetian
artist Agostino Veneziano (in addition to later seventeenth-century imaginary equestrian engravings of the
sultan wearing this enormous helmet).21 The discovery
of the Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman has provided us
with eight hitherto unknown sixteenth-century miniature paintings of the same headgear (figs. 9–16), as well
as various interesting insights regarding its political-cultural connotations.22
Given the fact that the helmet constitutes one of the
central pictorial motifs of the panegyric and that the
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text makes a direct reference to it, I believe the manuscript in honor of Süleyman figured among the various
luxury items commissioned by Ibrahim Pasha and
Alvise Gritti for the sultan’s triumphal parades en route
to Vienna. It is possible that this manuscript was created to accompany the helmet-crown, and that the two
objects were presented together to the sultan in 1532.
Interestingly, the concluding section of the text sheds
light on the purpose of the entire manuscript. In these
last two folios, the anonymous author extols the sultan’s
outstanding virtues and recapitulates themes presented
earlier. This, in turn, leads to the panegyric’s conclusion
and to the anonymous author’s final statement. Everything is summed up in the following reference to the
helmet:
One sees how much you are worthy of every empire, of
every triumph, of every crown, not just of myrtle and laurel,
but of gold and precious, most ornate gems, such as that
Helmet that we now see ornamenting your divine Caesarship.23

This reference to the helmet and to Süleyman wearing
it is particularly noteworthy, as it suggests a direct connection between the panegyric and this headgear. In
addition, there are other clues in the manuscript that
support such an interpretation. If we turn our attention
to the miniature paintings, we notice that the helmetcrown is represented in them so often and in such diverse contexts that it is clear that the artist is drawing
the viewer’s attention to this central motif of the manuscript.
A remarkable aspect about the depiction of the helmet-crown is that the cameo paintings show other Ottoman sultans24 besides Süleyman wearing it. Mehmed II
(r. 1444–46, 1451–81), the conqueror of Constantinople,
is the first sultan shown wearing this distinctive headgear (fig. 9). Drawn over a blue background, we see the
sultan in combat, riding a horse on the left side of the
composition. He raises his sword in the air to defend
himself from the attack of another rider, who is about
to strike him. Several dead soldiers lie on the ground
beneath them, a fierce battle is taking place in the background, and the large number of soldiers in combat can
be sensed even in this small space. Despite its weight,
which would have caused obvious difficulties for a warrior on horseback, the sultan is shown wearing it in
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battle. This is relevant because the helmet-crown was
always displayed but never worn by Sultan Süleyman
during his parades and tent audiences in 1532, judging
by contemporary descriptions.25 By anachronistically
representing Mehmed II wearing this idiosyncratic regalia of power, the illuminator is projecting it onto a distant past, almost a century before it was created in
sixteenth-century Venice.
The black and white cameo depicting the Venetian
ambassador Andrea Gritti signing a peace treaty with
Sultan Bayezid II in 1503 is another example of an early
Ottoman sultan represented with the crown years
before it was even conceived (fig. 10).26 The depiction
of the ambassador of Venice with the headdress of the
doge is likewise an anachronism, alluding to the thencurrent peace between Doge Andrea Gritti and his ally
Sultan Süleyman. There is a remarkable irony in this
image, since Sultan Bayezid II, unlike his father,
Mehmed II, rejected the patronage of Europeanate figural arts and artifacts at the Ottoman court in favor of
Islamicate art forms.27 For this reason the use of a foreign symbol of power such as the four-crown helmet,
which clearly emanates from the European iconographic tradition, is incongruous, and reveals more
about a contemporary interpretation of the Ottoman
past by the Italian manuscript’s producers.
In this manuscript, the helmet-crown extends the
Ottoman present to the past, thereby implying an uninterrupted continuity. This suggests that the headgear
was promoted in 1532 as a dynastic insignia, as implied
by a contemporary witness. When the AustrianHabsburg ambassadors entered Süleyman’s audience
tent in Nish to negotiate a peace agreement, the impressive helmet-crown was on display and, as Gülru
Necipoğlu points out, the observers believed that it was
the Ottoman imperial crown:
Then were the two ambassadors conducted to the e mperor’s
tent, and saw there the Turkish emperor sitting in majesty
and pomp on a golden throne or seat with four columns.
They also saw near him, on a small stool or standing on the
same throne, the imperial crown (Keyserliche kron), which
cost 115,000 ducats and had been made in Venice.28

The particular design of this “imperial crown” was devised to assert in visual terms the superiority of Sultan
Süleyman over the pope and the Habsburg emperor. It
stands out for its clever use of the artistic vocabulary of
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Fig. 9. Detail of folio 4r (fig. 27), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
Sultan Mehmed II in combat on horseback, wearing
the helmet-crown. Houghton Library, Harvard University.
(Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 10. Detail of folio 5v (fig. 30), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: Sultan Bayezid II and the Venetian ambassador Andrea
Gritti shaking hands in confirmation of a peace treaty.
Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of
Houghton Library)

Fig. 11. Detail of folio 7r (fig. 33), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
The coronation of Sultan Süleyman upon his accession to
the throne. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo:
courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 12. Detail of folio 8r (fig. 35), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: Sultan Süleyman wearing the helmet-crown and pardoning the defeated Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes.
Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of
Houghton Library)
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Fig. 13. Detail of folio 9r (fig. 37), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: Sultan Süleyman majestically enthroned, wearing the
helmet-crown and holding an orb and scepter. Houghton
Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton
Library)

Fig. 14. Detail of folio 9v (fig. 38), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: Sultan Süleyman enthroned, wearing the helmet-crown
and flanked by scholars and literati. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 15. Detail of folio 10r (fig. 39), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: Sultan Süleyman enthroned, holding the hand of a man
wearing a hat or helmet, perhaps the donor of the manuscript. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 16. Detail of folio 10v (the last folio of the manuscript
[fig. 40]), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: Sultan Süleyman
enthroned, holding a scepter and being crowned. Houghton
Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton
Library)
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a different culture to communicate effectively a claim
for world dominion. Imperial ceremonial objects such
as tiaras and crowns were of no particular relevance to
the Ottomans. The imperial court historian Celalzade
Mustafa, who described the same reception ceremony,
therefore did not even mention the helmet-crown.29
This regalia was intended for a European audience, on
whom it did make an enormous impression. The universal imperial pretensions of Süleyman were communicated in a compelling manner to the Catholic and
Protestant princes of Europe—the audience in mind—
in a language that was familiar to them.
The history of Süleyman’s reign begins on the seventh folio of the manuscript. After the death of his
father, Selim I, he becomes sovereign of the Ottomans
“without any opposition, and with the greatest universal gratitude of all the people.”30 From this moment on,
Süleyman is depicted in every miniature wearing the
helmet-crown that was designed for him. The painting
on folio 7r represents the coronation ceremony of the
enthroned monarch in a red-and-white composition
(fig. 11). Two turbaned attendants invest the sultan with
the regal crown, while in the background four witnesses
observe this significant event. Aside from the helmetcrown, the scene stands out for the vast array of European symbols of royalty selected by the artist to
represent the image of the Ottoman sultan: the scepter
he holds in the right hand, the throne, and the sitter’s
studied, majestic posture.
No other headdress but this graces the head of Süley
man in the remaining paintings of the manuscript.
Folio 8r refers to the sultan’s third military campaign
against Hungary in 1532 and he is depicted on horseback, with his right arm extended forward in a gesture
of clemency as he spares the life of a kneeling man, identified in the accompanying text as the Grand Master of
the Knights of Rhodes (fig. 12).31 Court scenes and Europeanizing depictions of the sultan with various symbols
of majesty are the subject of the engaging illuminations
of folios 9r, 9v, and 10v (figs. 13, 14, and 16). In folio 9r,
the artist shows Süleyman against a dark background
sitting on this throne and resting his hand on an orb
(fig. 13). In the next image, the sultan is again depicted
on his throne, surrounded by four members of his court;
elegant draperies frame the image of the sovereign
(fig. 14). The last image of the manuscript is very simi-

lar to the latter, but the background is vibrant red and
the members of Süleyman’s court are holding the headdress above his head, as they are about to crown him
(fig. 16).
The persistent representation of the helmet-crown
in this manuscript, and its presentation as the imperial
regalia of all Ottoman sultans, starting with Mehmed II,
reinforces the hypothesis that the panegyric was
designed to be presented to Süleyman together with the
magnificent headgear. The depiction of jewelry in the
manuscript’s margins underscores the artist’s intent to
please the specific tastes of sultan Süleyman, and therefore discloses the familiarity of the patrons and pro
ducers of this panegyric with the Ottoman emperor.
Süleyman had a marked interest in the collection of
gems. He was trained as a goldsmith in his early years,
and, accordingly, upon becoming sultan, he fostered an
intense trade in jewels with Venice and patronized jewelers and goldsmiths in the Ottoman court workshops.32
In fact, one way Alvise Gritti made his fortune in the
Ottoman capital was by selling jewels to Sultan Süleyman and Ibrahim Pasha; this enabled him to enjoy a luxurious lifestyle in Pera, where he built a sumptuous
palace.33
If we take into consideration the sultan’s expertise
and appreciation of precious stones, several features of
the manuscript stand out and permit us to validate the
proposition that it was designed, in text and image, in
accordance with Süleyman’s personal preferences. Two
of these features I have mentioned previously: the visual
representation of the jewel-studded headgear itself, and
the text that makes reference to the jewels ornamenting the gold helmet. A third and more conspicuous element is the presence of images of shiny gems painted
in intense red and green colors on the borders of the
manuscript’s pages. Various interesting motifs figure on
the margins of each folio: lobsters, mice, moths, halfeaten fish, butterflies, and caterpillars, arranged in an
ordered perimeter. But among these images of flora and
fauna—characteristic of Flemish and Italian manuscripts from the sixteenth century—there is a recurrent
use of polished rubies, emeralds, and pearls of different
sizes. The combination of pictorial and textual references to jewelry contributes to making the panegyric
more personal and compelling for its royal recipient, as
we can see in folio 3r (fig. 17).
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Fig. 17. Folio 3r, Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: An example of the jewels—in this case, emeralds and pearls (left-hand
side)—in the borders of the Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman. All the folios in the manuscript feature various gems. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)
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Fig. 18. Detail of folio 1r (fig. 21), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532: Passage in golden calligraphy referring to the alleged semidivine origin of Sultan Süleyman’s family, the House of Osman. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of
Houghton Library)

THE PANEGYRIC FOR SULTAN SÜLEYMAN AND
THE QUESTION OF OTTOMAN IDENTITY
In the opening folio of the manuscript, the first topic
addressed by the author is the origin of the Ottoman
dynasty. Both the beautiful miniature painting on the
right margin of this folio and the passage in golden calligraphy speak about the alleged semi-divine origin of
Süleyman’s family: the House of Osman (fig. 18). The text
goes as follows:
DIVINE SOLIMANO [SÜLEYMAN], MOST INVINCIBLE
But since I have intended to demonstrate with a most
evident argument that your Empire has surpassed in

grandeur and longevity all other Empires that have ever
existed in the world, it seems to me proper, before I arrive
at the particularities of your Empire, to first begin from
the birth of your Glorious House….34

The question of origin was of no small importance to
the Ottomans and to the Western European Renaissance audience for whom the manuscript and the fourcrown helmet were produced. As James Hankins has
pointed out, in the humanist environment in which this
panegyric was created, it was believed that “origins were
destiny and stamped an indelible character on a race.”35
The panegyrical text of the manuscript is an example of
this conviction. As mentioned above, the Ottomans are
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Fig. 19. Detail of folio 1r (fig. 21), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532:
The Greek god Apollo, to whom the “origin” of the Ottoman
dynasty is traced. Houghton Library, Harvard University.
(Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 20. Detail of folio 1v (fig. 22), Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca.
1532: The couple Apollo and Cassandra in an amorous
embrace, conceiving the mythical ancestor of the Ottoman
dynasty. Houghton Library, Harvard University. (Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)

presented here as descendants of the Greek god Apollo
and Cassandra, the daughter of King Priam of
Troy.36Accordingly, the first two images of the manuscript are representations of these two figures executed
in grisaille, enclosed in elaborately drawn, gold-colored
wooden frames (figs. 19 and 20). The nude body of the
young god Apollo is crafted in white and contrasts marvelously with the dark blue background. This is an image
marked by undulating movements, a testament to the
skill of the unidentified miniaturist. Not only does Apollo’s winding scarf flutter smoothly behind him in elaborate pleats of drapery, but the arms and legs of the god
in contrapposto pose echo the curvilinear movement of
the scarf, towards which he turns his head. Similarly,
the image that represents the union of the Greek deity
and the daughter of the king of Troy is playful and erotic.
Apollo and Cassandra, two gray, curvy shapes over a
black background, join together in a dancelike embrace.
In this specific scene, the delicate manner in which the
artist represents the woman’s hair in such tiny, flowing
curls is particularly impressive. The outcome of this

c onjugal embrace is then explicated. Two male sons are
born of Apollo and Cassandra: Franco and Teucro.
Franco moves to Gallia, a region that is later on named
after him, Francia. Teucro, on the other hand, leaves
Troy after its defeat in the war against Greece, and, according to the manuscript, has a “better fortune” than
his brother because he becomes the originator of Süleyman’s “divine house” (Ma Teucro con miglior fortuna fu
quello che dette principio alla divina Casa vostra [fol. 1v,
fig. 22]).37 Sabocho, the first Ottoman emperor, is a descendant of Teucro.
This peculiar aetiology has a history charged with
political and cultural content in terms of dynastic identity and the legitimation of authority. Among fifteenthand sixteenth-century humanist scholars, the notion of
Ottoman descent from the Trojan king Priam’s lineage
was far from unanimously accepted; in fact, there was
a fervent debate regarding this matter. The discussions
were shaped by the Ottoman military threat and sharpened by their expanding dominion over southeastern
Europe. Opinions were divided between those who were
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convinced of the Trojan origin of the Turks and called
them Teucri (henceforth exiles who desired to take
revenge on the Greeks on account of the Trojan War),
and others who attributed to the Turks a Scythian
origin that made them unfit to rule Mediterranean terri
tories.38 The latter faction, out of politico-religious concerns, encouraged a crusade against the Ottomans, and
therefore demonized this polity as the feared “Other,” a
threat to the Christian world.
From these various standpoints regarding the origin
of the Turks sprung an abundant literature known as de
originibus Turcarum (which began roughly around the
1450s, after the fall of Constantinople, and extended
until the end of the sixteenth century). During the reign
of Mehmed II, the faction that James Hankins has called
the “philoturks” wrote in opposition to a religious war
against the Ottomans, seeking rather to incorporate
them into the Western tradition.39 Firm in their belief
that the Turks were the descendants of the ancient Trojans, these intellectuals devoted long hours to the elaboration of texts that could challenge their opponents’
arguments regarding the Asiatic, barbarian origin of the
“Turkish nation.”40 The term Teucri (Trojans), the name
most favored by the turcophiles, was quite polemical.
Italian humanists like Aeneas Silvio Piccolomini (later
the pro-crusade Pope Pius II [r. 1458–64]) refused to
link the “Turks”41 with the Trojans and constructed an
alternative history of the Mediterranean employing different sources. Among these was the text of the GrecoVenetian humanist Niccolò Sagundino who, drawing
from Herodotus, attributed a Scythian origin to the
Ottomans. Pope Pius II enthusiastically supported this
theory and used it in his attempts to unite Europe in a
crusade against the “Turks.” To Piccolomini, the “real”
Teucrians came from Crete and Italy and formed a cultivated nation from which the Romans later arose.42
Italians and Ottomans, however, were not the only
groups that claimed the name Teucri for themselves.
From the fourteenth century onwards, the princes of
northern Europe (France and England) too claimed to
be descendants of Trojan refugees and connected the
legends of Troy with their own local heroes to legitimate
their power.43
In the sixteenth century, the writings of men like
Erasmus of Rotterdam and the Spanish humanist Juan
Luis Vives44 voiced a negative response to the Ottomans

and their presence in the cities of ancient Greece. In
1529, Vives wrote:
Numerous humanist voyagers traveled the Ottoman Empire
to buy ancient Greek manuscripts, or to study the archaeological remains and, when they saw the consequences of the
Ottoman occupation, they deplored the decline of ancient
Greece and its culture.45

These few lines encapsulate the author’s conviction
that, aside from their tyranny, the Ottomans had
brought nothing to the culture and political well-being
of Constantinople, its archaeological remains, or the
Greek population of the empire at large. Another
common misconception regarding origin, fostered in
this case by Erasmus, was the alleged absence of any
reference to the ancestors of the Ottomans in the majority of ancient historical sources. In his Consultatio de
Bello Turcis Inferendo, published in Fribourg in 1530,
Erasmus states that the only classical author who had
mentioned their culture was Pliny, in the sixth book of
his oeuvre: “If you look for the origin of this group, you
will only find an absolute darkness, which can be linked
to their absolute barbarism.”46
In light of these opposing standpoints, the panegyrical text written for Sultan Süleyman becomes extremely
interesting, as it accepts the alleged Trojan descent of
the Ottomans, thereby conferring on them a prestigious
lineage claimed by several Christian European polities
for themselves. The author of the manuscript refashions
a historical narrative that situates the House of Osman,
from which Sultan Süleyman descends, in a highly privileged, semi-divine position. In the midst of a cross-cultural debate with reference to noble descent and
authority, the author addresses the sultan in terms that
are favorable from a Western perspective.
CONCLUSION: THE POSITION OF VENICE IN
A FRAGMENTED EUROPE
Venice’s rulers clearly understood that their city’s economic and political viability was most closely linked to
their ability to maintain good relations with the dominant Mediterranean power of the day. “When presented
with the possibility of obtaining peace with the
Habsburgs, the patrician Lunardo Emo ‘wept at the
speaker’s platform’ as he warned his fellow senators
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against angering the Ottomans by choosing Charles V
over Süleyman.”47
The Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman sheds new light
on Venice’s unique relations and artistic exchanges with
the Islamic world in the years following the Ottomans’
military advances into Eastern Europe. This document
presents the history of Venetian-Ottoman relations in a
diplomatic manner that subtly avoids mentioning any
previous confrontations between the two states. Textually and visually, the manuscript concentrates on the
peaceful alliances between the two polities: regardless
of the military conflicts they may have had, the relationship between Venice and the empire of Süleyman was
marked by fruitful diplomatic and commercial interactions, profitable trade, and periods of cooperation. As
Paolo Preto points out: “Venetians took pains to avoid
conflict with the Turks; at times, they even went out of
their way to congratulate the sultan on his military victories on land and sea.”48
Not surprisingly, one of the manuscript’s folios specifically highlights the pacific relations between Istanbul and Venice. As we have seen above, the miniature
painting on the fifth folio is an image of alliance (fig. 10).
Two figures, carefully drawn in white with a precise, fine
line, face each other, their silhouettes contrasting
sharply with the black background of the composition.
The figure of Bayezid II, on the right, is depicted in profile, on a royal throne that places him slightly above his
interlocutor, Andrea Gritti. The two men are shown
holding each other’s right hands in a symbolic gesture
of peaceful alliance. Behind them, in the background of
the composition, an army painted in grisaille observes
the scene, which was probably an allusion to the Ottoman-Venetian wars between 1499 and 1503. Through
Andrea Gritti’s diplomatic efforts, normal relations were
formalized in 1503, when a peace treaty was signed
between the Republic of Venice and sultan Bayezid II.
The panegyric actually refers to the historical truce of
1503, and mentions that it took place after this sultan’s
occupation of Venetian territories:49
After this, Baiseth [Bayezid II], having rested for some
time, began war with the Venetians, and occupied Modone,
Corfu, and Durazzo, but subsequently, through the mediation of the Magnificent Andrea Gritto (Gritti), a perpetual
peace was established between Baiseth and the Venetians,
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which still continues indissolubly and will endure in perpetuity.50

Hostilities might have taken place in the past, says the
author, but the peaceful relations between the Ottomans and Venetians that began on this date continued
throughout the reigns of Selim I and Süleyman until the
present (war would break out again between the two
states between 1537 and 1540, indicating the date before
which the panegyric must have been composed). The
image of the peace treaty brings out the political aspect
of the manuscript and of the four-crown helmet, since
they both address matters that go beyond a quest for
artistic patronage, a desire to please the sultan, and even
cross-cultural artistic exchanges.
Venice’s singular political relations with the Islamic
world were very polemical in the divided Europe in
which the manuscript was produced. In Spain—the
center of the Habsburg Empire—various intellectuals
raised their voices in concern. For instance, in 1526, Juan
Luis Vives published his essay De conditione vitae christianorum sub turca (On the Conditions Christians Live
in under Turkish Rule), which he dedicated to Emperor
Charles V. In this essay, Vives takes a stand against those
whom he calls “defeatists,” namely European groups
that “due to firm aversion to particular princes or
nations, prefer submission to the Turk…like some Italians.”51 Concerned with the consequences that an alliance between any state of European Christendom and
the Ottomans might have for the Catholic Monarchy,
Vives summons the defeatists, particularly the Italians,52
to transform their hatred towards the Spanish, the Germans, and the French into an equally fierce aversion to
the Ottoman sultan. His polemical text appeals to the
cultural similarities among Christian Europeans, which
he exaggerates in terms of customs, languages, social
habits and, especially, religion.
Pondering the necessity to consolidate a pan-European Christian alliance against the Ottomans, Vives
voices the belief that Süleyman’s victory in Hungary in
1526 owed much to the help of Christian Europeans and
their desire to live under the rule of the “Turk” rather
than a Catholic prince.53 The author voices the widespread fear that the Catholic Monarchy headed by
Charles V might be defeated, and worries in particular
about those powers in Italy that could join forces with
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Süleyman. He accuses the Venetians of being motivated
by short-term material goals, and calls them Christians
who think only about their interests in the earthly life,
instead of the eternal celestial kingdom.54 Not wishing
to antagonize the Italians, however, he also states that
they do not seem to be aware that an alliance with Süleyman, instead of being beneficial, would reduce them
to submission altogether.
In order to provoke a negative reaction against the
Ottomans, Vives fosters an unfavorable image of them.
The hyperbolic quality of his metaphors mirrors his
growing concern. It also highlights his reaction against
the less hostile attitude toward Islam and the Ottoman
Empire recorded in the travelogues of Spanish and Italian voyagers to Istanbul. Other sixteenth-century
descriptions usually fluctuate between fascination and
critique, even when they support an anti-Ottoman crusade. For instance, Paolo Giovio in his Commentario de
le cose de’ Turchi (first published in Rome in 1532, with
a dedication to Charles V encouraging him to mount a
crusade against the Ottomans) wrote with respect and
high regard for the Ottoman military,55 pointing out that
it generally surpassed Christian armies, due to its
remarkable obedience to commands, energy in battle,
and capacity to endure long periods of combat without
food or water. Moreover, his unusually positive characterization of the Holy Roman Emperor’s chief rival, the
virtuous Sultan Süleyman, verges on eulogy.56
The anxious Vives speaks about the situation faced
by the Greek population after 1453 in order to dissuade
possible alliances. He affirms that no men in history
have suffered such an extreme condition of slavery as
the Greeks under “Turkish” domination. He also suggests that the Greeks are waiting for the Christian army
to liberate them from their suffering.57 The worried
humanist attempts to dispel any favorable impression
of the Ottomans by exploiting the classical myths of
Renaissance crusade literature to depict them as barbaric, xenophobic, intolerant, and illiterate, as well as
the kidnappers and murderers of children.58
The panegyric written for Sultan Süleyman, on the
other hand, portrays a pacific image of the Ottoman sultans; they conduct themselves humanely, even in war

and conquest. Speaking to the widespread misconceptions voiced by political leaders and fearful intellectuals, the author of the text throws in a calculated
reference to the alleged lack of violence exhibited by
the Ottoman army during and after the conquest of
Rhodes:
… you spared the lives of all the knights, and of their master, and you spared the citizens from offense and preserved
their belongings and lives, a sure sign of your great integrity
and highest clemency and temperance, and of what matters most in a ruler: to be observant of the faith. Nor do
you delight, as many Kings and Emperors have done, in
spilling human blood, but rather you always give pardon
to all individuals whose deeds the furor of war excused:
with the armed enemy you have war, with the vanquished
perpetual peace.59

Hence, whereas the production of pictorial images and
popular literature in Europe was often oriented to criticizing and discrediting Sultan Süleyman and Ottoman
culture by means of clichés derived from the Greek classics, the Venetian manuscript hailing his impending
1532 military campaign in Hungary and Austria stands
out for its laudatory discourse. In this document, designed to praise the extraordinary virtues of Sultan Süleyman, the author constructs an alternative history in
an attempt to correct the negative image promoted by
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Renaissance humanist
crusade literature.
The miniatures and text of this encomium of Süleyman address various crucial subjects that were debated
in sixteenth-century Western Europe and Istanbul, and
much of its singular content remains to be analyzed in
greater detail and brought into clearer focus. As a splendid luxury item most likely commissioned by Ibrahim
Pasha and Alvise Gritti to accompany the presentation
of the four-crown helmet to Sultan Süleyman, this manuscript constitutes an invaluable source regarding the
complex political and cultural interactions of the Ottoman court with the Habsburgs and Venice.
Department of History of Art and Architecture,
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
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Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532. Houghton Library, Harvard University
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Fig. 21. Folio 1r: An anonymous Venetian panegyric for Sultan Süleyman.
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Fig. 22. Folio 1v: The Greek god Apollo and Cassandra depicted in an amorous embrace that engenders the Ottoman dynasty.
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Fig. 23. Folio 2r: A history of ancient mythical rulers of the Ottoman dynasty and their conquests: Sabocho, Virogrisa, and
Archoto.
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Fig. 24. Folio 2v: A history of known early Ottoman rulers and their conquests: Sultan Osman I, Sultan Orhan, and Sultan
Murad I.
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Fig. 25. Folio 3r: The reign of Sultan Bayezid I.
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Fig. 26. Folio 3v: Bayezid I’s sons and the interregnum.
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Fig. 27. Folio 4r: The conquests of Murad II and his abdication of the throne to his son Mehmed II.
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Fig. 28. Folio 4v: The conquests and death of Sultan Mehmed II, followed by the war of succession between his sons Bayezid
and Cem.
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Fig. 29. Folio 5r: Bayezid II’s wars and his consolidation of the Empire.
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Fig. 30. Folio 5v: The establishment of a treaty of perpetual peace, with a vignette showing Sultan Bayezid II and the V
 enetian
ambassador Andrea Gritti shaking hands.
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Fig. 31. Folio 6r: Sultan Selim I’s battles against the Safavid Shah and the Mamluk Sultan, who form an alliance against him.
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Fig. 32. Folio 6v: Sultan Selim I conquers Aleppo, Cairo, and Egypt.
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Fig. 33. Folio 7r: The death of Sultan Selim I and the accession of Sultan Süleyman I to the throne.
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Fig. 34. Folio 7v: Sultan Süleyman I quells the rebellion in Damascus, restores peace to the provinces of Egypt, and conquers
Belgrade (1521), in the Kingdom of Hungary, and Rhodes (1522).
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Fig. 35. Folio 8r: Sultan Süleyman pardoning the defeated Grand Master of the Knights of Rhodes and waging his first war
in 1526 against the Hungarians, whose king, Louis II, perishes in the Battle of Mohács.
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Fig. 36. Folio 8v: The author’s eulogy of Sultan Süleyman, whom no other king, emperor, or ruler rivals.
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Fig. 37. Folio 9r: The virtues and divinely sanctioned sovereignty of Sultan Süleyman, which make him worthy of becoming
Emperor of the whole world.
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Fig. 38. Folio 9v: The ideal ruler, Sultan Süleyman, as possessor of virtues, patron of scholars and literati, and practitioner
of the fine arts.
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Fig. 39. Folio 10r: Reference to the helmet-crown of Sultan Süleyman, signifying his status as the divinely sanctioned, sacred
Emperor of Emperors.
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Fig. 40. Folio 10v: The closing lines of the panegyric, ending with good wishes and comparing the divine Sultan Süleyman
with Augustus, Trajan, and Alexander the Great.
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APPENDIX II: Panegyric for Sultan Süleyman
Translated by Christopher Brown
Revised, edited, and annotated by Gülru Necipoğlu
[Folio 1r (fig. 21), with a vignette of Apollo (fig. 19)]
DIVINE SOLIMANO [SÜLEYMAN], MOST INVINCIBLE
But since I have intended to demonstrate with a most
evident argument that your Empire has surpassed in
grandeur and longevity all other Empires that have ever
existed in the world, it seems to me proper, before I
arrive at the particularities of your Empire, to first begin
from the birth of your Glorious House, which even in
the [nella ala illegible script] began to become great and
through a long order of succession has continually
grown better, such that it has reached to you, whose
World Monarchy is awaited by all nations and peoples
with the utmost felicity.
Accordingly, Most Sacred Emperor Solimano [Süleyman I, r. 1520–66], the origin of your House was Apollo—
God of wisdom, inventor of medicine, ruler of the
Sun— denoting that your divine House should provide
[Folio 1v (fig. 22), with a vignette of Apollo and Cassandra in an amorous embrace, conceiving the mythical
ancestor of the Ottoman dynasty (fig. 20)]
medicine to the world, make it illustrious, illuminate it,
and rule it. Apollo, as I have said, enamored by the supreme beauty of Cassandra, daughter of Priam, impregnated her, and granted her the gift of prophesying the
events of the future. From this pregnancy were born two
sons, one named Franco and the other Teucro [Teucer].
After the ruin of Troy, the two departed, Franco coming
to inhabit Gaul, and for his virtuous deeds he deserved
to rename it; and thus it was called Francia [France] by
him. But Teucer, with greater fortune, was the one who
initiated your divine House, and from him descended
the heroic and celestial Ottoman Emperors, who for
many centuries have felicitously ruled over the major
part of the world. Now, not just the greater part, but in
fact all the world lies under your Empire, as will be illustrated in this booklet. It was Teucer, therefore, who

first departed from Troy, and subsequently many of his
descendants
[Folio 2r (fig. 23), with a vignette depicting the victory
of a mythical ancient Ottoman ancestor (fig. 41 [see Appendix III for figs. 41–50])]
settled around the Caucasus Mountains, and parts of
Persia and of Media; and through time, with greatest
virtue, they expanded up to the Adriatic. [This expansion continued] until Sabocho, King of your House and
descendant of Teucer, with great valor drove out from
all of Asia the Saracens, who had come from Arabia to
subjugate it; and for many years they had pillaged and
oppressed it. This resulted in the greatest increase of
your holdings. Sabocho was succeeded by Virogrisa,
who further chased away the remnants of the Saracens
from the rugged lands of Syria and Palestine, to which
they had fled. He also acquired and subjugated, with
great spirit, many illustrious cities that were once subject to the Roman people. After Virogrisa succumbed to
death, he was succeeded in the kingdom by Archoto,
who subjugated Mesopotamia and conquered Seleucia
and Laodicea, magnificent and highly populated cities.
Then, with the passage of time, for many years, many
other Kings ruled successively for long periods, but in
order to arrive at your particular deeds
[Folio 2v (fig. 24), with a vignette of Osman’s coronation
(fig. 42)]
in the present, I will remain silent [about them]. One
man, Mano [Osman I, b. 1258-d. 1326], a man of great
spirit and supreme virtue, for the greatness of whom
your house was given its name, was crowned with the
Kingdom. This man prevailed over and ruled almost all
of Asia, Phoenicia, and Media, all the way to the Hellespont; with greatest admiration from all of the people,
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and with greatest order, he imposed law and structure
on the Empire. But having succumbed to death, he was
succeeded by his son, Orcane [Orhan, r. 1326–59], who
with diligent care followed the example of his father,
and he not only maintained the Empire as it had been
left to him, but greatly increased it. At the death of
Orcane, he was succeeded by his first-born, Amaratho
[Murad I, r. 1361–89], who, having subjugated the court
in Bythinia, established the seat of his Kingdom in
Bursa, situated at the foot of the root of Mount Olympus,
and waged war with the Greeks, and became master of
Gallipoli, a city located on the Propontis [Sea of Marmara], on the bank of the sea close to the mouth of the
Hellespont Strait. And he took over the majority of Romania, the principal part of Thrace.
[Folio 3r (fig. 25), with a vignette depicting Bayezid I’s
victories in the West (fig. 43)]
After Amarato died, the succession of the paternal state
passed to Baisete [Bayezid I, r. 1389–1402], who took
over the government, organized the state of Asia, sent
new populations to Europe, and resumed the war
against Greece, and did not leave to the Greek Emperor
anything except Constantinople and Pera. After having
moved the war to the heart of Greece with a course of
astonishing victory, he occupied Thessaly, Phocis, Boeotia, the major part of the province of Attica, Macedonia,
Paeonia, and Paphlagonia [Pelagonia?]: and his men,
raiding Bosnia and Serbia, sacked them all. And in this
manner, he besieged Constantinople, which would have
passed into his hands had he not been impeded by
Tammerlano [Timur] of the Parthian nation, who with
a huge army assaulted Asia. Baisete was forced to abandon the siege of Constantinople and pass with all his
people to Asia to put up resistance against the enemy
[Timur], where in a battle he was defeated and, taken
into captivity, he died. And the sons of Baisete fell
[Folio 3v (fig. 26), with a vignette of Bayezid I’s sons and
the interregnum (fig. 44)]
into the hands of the Emperor of Constantinople, who,
having spared their lives, released them after the death
of Tammerlano. Calepino (Süleyman Çelebi [b. 1377–d.
1411]), the oldest son, passed to Asia and having been

immediately received by the people, recovered the paternal Kingdom. Then, having returned to his state in
Greece and departing for Nicopolis to fight against the
Hungarians, he defeated the army of the Hungarians;
and he made many captains and lords prisoners. On his
death, Calepino left his son Orca [Orhan] to succeed
him in the Kingdom. Moises [Musa], Calepino’s brother, deprived his nephew Orca of his life and reign, but
not having much time to enjoy the Kingdom that he
occupied in this manner, he succumbed to death. He
left as his heir and successor his brother Maumeth
[Mehmed I: r. 1413–21], who assaulted the Wallachians,
ferocious peoples living in the vicinity of the mouth of
the Danube. He brought to them much destruction, and
wasted away the country, and finally forced them to pay
him tribute, and from many lords who inhabited Asia
he took away their states and dominions because of
their rebellions. When Maumeth died, he was succeeded by his son Amrath [Murad II, r. 1421–44, 1446–51],
[Folio 4r (fig. 27), with a vignette of Mehmed II in
combat on horseback, wearing the helmet-crown (fig.
9)]
who defeated Mustapha [Mustafa], the last son of Baiseth [Bayezid I]. Perforce, he conquered the city of Thessalonica, and entering Epirus and the country of the
Aetolians, powerful provinces, he annexed them to his
Kingdom, and he conquered many lands in Illyria, Dalmatia, Croatia, and Istria, and he made Constantine, the
Emperor of Constantinople at that time, his tributary.
He attacked with a great army the Kingdom of Hungary,
and defeated and killed Ladislao [Ladislaus III, d. 1444],
King of the Hungarians, with a huge army and with a
copious victory. But afterward, because he recalled in
his mind the great number of troubles that occur in
governing empires, he summoned to himself all of the
pashas and grandees of the Empire, and with their consensus he put in his place his oldest [living] son, Maumeth [Mehmed II, r. 1444–46, 1451–81] as their Lord. But
later, having been recalled by the people once more [to
reign], he defeated with the greatest of victories the
Hungarians, and their captain the Voivode, returning
again, like before, to a private life, in which he died.
Maumeth, following the example of his father with great
force, subjected
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[Folio 4v (fig. 28), with a vignette of the war of succession between Mehmed II’s sons (fig. 45)]
many cities and lands, and having resolved at all costs
to make himself absolute Emperor of Greece, he set up
camp in Constantinople, which he conquered—during
which its Emperor died. Triumphant with victory, he
then subjugated many other lands in various places, and
he possessed such greatness of spirit that he entered
into Italy and took Otranto. And he would have accomplished many greater things, if he had not died suddenly, not without suspicion of poisoning. After his
death, discord arose between his sons Baiseth [Bayezid
II, r. 1481–1512] and Gem [Cem], with Baiseth convening
the people of Greece, and the other son occupying the
Empire in Asia. Therefore, both drafted grand armies
and came to fight in the plain of Bursa; after a great
slaughter of each other’s armies, Baiseth remained superior. Gem, abandoned by his defeated followers, went
with a few men to Rhodes, and from there was sent to
France, from where he was then conducted to Rome to
Papa Innocentio [Pope Innocent VIII], and there he
died. Thus remaining alone in the Empire, Baiseth ruled
[Folio 5r (fig. 29), with a vignette of Bayezid II defeating
the Karamanid prince (fig. 46)]
the Empire wisely, without any sign of avarice, and he
gained great gratitude from all the people. He then declared war on Caromano called Abrano [the Karamanid
prince Kasım], wanting to avenge the abuse received
from him during the war of succession around the death
of his father, and with him many of his followers battered their arms in very bloody feat, where finally
Abrano Caromano, wounded in many parts of his body,
fell dead.i His army was dispersed, and the majority of
it killed, and thus Baiseth occupied without any resistance the countryside of Cilicia and [Cilician] Trachea,
[thereby ruling] from the Propontis and the Strait of
Gallipoli and all the shores and maritime lands until the
confines of Syria, such that nothing remained unconi The Karamanid prince Kasım Bey died in 1483, not during
a war with Bayezid II but as his vassal, after having obtained the
Ottoman sultan’s pardon.
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quered in between. And with utmost happiness he attended to regulating his state and empire, spreading
through all the lands and countries an orderly way of
living. He went to war with the Soldano di Babilona
[Mamluk Sultan Qaytbay], because of the help that the
latter had given to Caromano [the Karamanid prince],
in violation of the conditions of the previous alliance
he had with Baiseth.ii And after feats of arms and losses
were experienced
[Folio 5v (fig. 30), with a vignette of Bayezid II and the
Venetian ambassador Andrea Gritti shaking hands in
confirmation of a peace treaty (fig. 10)]
by both sides, the two rulers retreated and renewed
their alliance. After this, Baiseth, having rested for some
time, began war with the Venetians, and occupied
Modone, Corfu, and Durazzo, but subsequently, through
the mediation of the Magnificent Andrea Gritto (Gritti),
a perpetual peace was established between Baiseth and
the Venetians, which still continues indissolubly and
will endure in perpetuity.iii Baiseth, freed from all perturbations of war, retired in solitude to Adrianople
[Edirne], where he appointed Salim [Selim I, r. 1512–20],
his son and your father, as the undisputed Emperor of
his entire Kingdom, which was first demanded with
utmost insistence by the janissaries, by the whole army,
and by the majority of the population, for his liberality,
his dexterity, and his greatness of spirit. Supported by
many good parties, having put the affairs of the state in
order and removed the internal threats, he decided to
make war with the Sophi [Safavid Shah Ismaʿil I], and
he raised a huge army, and with great spirit crossed the
Euphrates River, and entered into enemy borders, commencing to pillage

ii The Mamluk Sultan Qaytbay (r. 1468–96) is probably
referred to as “Sultan of Babylon [Baghdad]” due to the legitimization of the Mamluk Sultanate through the presence in Cairo of
the pseudo-Abbasid Caliphate (which was transferred there after
the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols).
iii The peace treaty mentioned in the text was signed in
1503 and remained unbroken until the Ottoman-Venetian war
of 1537–40, during the reign of Süleyman, indicating that the
manuscript dates before this war.
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[Folio 6r (fig. 31), with a vignette of the Safavid Shah and
Mamluk Sultan holding hands in alliance (fig. 47)]
and plunder them. The Sophi, mounted on horseback,
came with all of his people toward the Euphrates against
Selim and met him in the middle of the field about a
four-day distance from the city of Tabriz and with great
spirit the two sides clashed with each another. They
engaged in a terrible and bloody feat of arms and battled
at length, but eventually the Persians were defeated,
due to the virtue and the provident mind of Salim. And
he then ordered a new attack against the Sophi. Frightened, the Sophi made an alliance with the Soldano
[Mamluk Sultan Qansuh al-Ghawri], who, in order to
help, gathered all the Mamluks and other men of war.
Concerning this move, Salim received advice that,
before the two armies united together, he should confront one of them. Turning towards the army of the Soldano, which seemed easier [to defeat], he went to
Cilicia, where he realized that the Soldano was coming
to the border of Aleppo. Hence, he accelerated the
march, and having arrived close to the city of Aleppo,
he learned that the Soldano had arrived on the Singa
River ten miles away.
[Folio 6v (fig. 32), with a vignette of Selim I’s victory over
the Mamluk Sultan Qansuh al-Ghawri, depicted as
having fallen from his horse (fig. 48)]
Therefore, ordering his men in battle with great ferocity and impetuousness, he went to find the enemies, and
when he attacked, they [his people] made a very brave
and bloody, in which he emerged the victor and sent
into flight the army of the Soldano. The latter, fleeing
with the others, fell from his horse and died, and Salim
entered Aleppo, of which he became the ruler and
treated the inhabitants with much affection. After he
heard that the Mamluks had retreated to Damascus, had
made Gazelle (Janberdi al-Ghazali) their leader, and
had ridden toward Cairo, Salim was received in Damascus. Following its example, all the coastal cities of Syria
submitted themselves freely to Salim, who regulated
them with the highest prudence and instituted new
laws for them, removing the laws of the Soldano, which
were wicked and unbearable for the people. But since
Tomabrano [Tumanbay II, the last Mamluk Sultan] had

been made Soldano by the Mamluks, Salim followed
him to Cairo, and by force made him flee from there
down the Nile, and by following him he captured him.
Thus [Salim] became Lord of Cairo and of Egypt, such
that up and down
[Folio 7r (fig. 33), with a vignette of the coronation of
Süleyman with the helmet-crown upon his accession to
the throne (fig. 11)]
the Nile there was not one port that did not obey Emperor Salim, who, still ordering grand things in order to
engage in new wars, was forced to abandon these because of the sickness that overcame him. Consumed by
infirmity at the end of the month of September, after
having reigned for eight years and having managed
many stupendous things, his life came to an end. Upon
his death, you [Süleyman I], his worthy son, at the age
of twenty-eight years, possessing genius and wisdom,
succeeded in the Empire, without any opposition, and
with the greatest universal gratitude of all the people
for the gravity of your habits since the early years of your
youth, your substantive integrity, a divine disposition,
and an almost mature old age. And because on the
death of Salim Syria experienced great commotion, Gazelle, overtaken by ambition, decided to make himself
Soldano and to rule Egypt. He occupied the city of Damascus and attempted to stir up other lands in rebellion
and away from devotion to your Empire. You, with the
greatest celerity and mature counsel, went
[Folio 7v (fig. 34), with a vignette of Süleyman’s early
victories (fig. 49)]
to expel Gazelle, who was subjugated and defeated, and
having reclaimed authority over the city of Damascus,
with your innate clemency, you left its people unharmed
and confirmed the capitulations your father had given
to them. You restored peace to all the provinces of
Egypt, which now live with security and quietude of
spirit under your Emperorship. And then, deeming what
a terrible thing it is to remain in idleness, and imitating
the examples of your ancestors, you put to flight the
Sophi [Safavid Shah Tahmasp I] with a grand strategy
and spoiled his plan to begin a war with you. In this way,
you struck fear into him, and he did not then dare to
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move against you; on the contrary, he remained voluntarily within his own borders. Thereafter, you entered
with your army into lower Hungary and conquered Belgrade, a fortress believed up until that point to be unconquerable. Next, with similarly great spirit, you
initiated a war against the Knights of Rhodes, and you
conquered the City of Rhodes, fortified by nature and
by the sea and targeted many times by your ancestors,
but never before defeated. But you, with your forces and
your superhuman ingenuity,
[Folio 8r (fig. 35), with a vignette of Süleyman wearing
the helmet-crown and pardoning the defeated Grand
Master of the Knights of Rhodes (fig. 12)]
subjugated and conquered it. And what is even more
praiseworthy in you is that you spared the lives of all
the knights, and of their master, and you spared the
citizens from offense and preserved their belongings
and lives, a sure sign of your great integrity and highest
clemency and temperance, and of what matters most
in a ruler: to be observant of the faith. Nor do you delight, as many Kings and Emperors have done, in spilling
human blood, but rather you always give pardon to all
individuals whose deeds the furor of war excused: with
the armed enemy you have war, with the vanquished
perpetual peace. An empire is not a marvel if the gods
favor all of your undertakings. But to return to where I
left off, since you judged that it was a bad thing to
remain in idleness, you entered another time into the
Kingdom of the Hungarians, and came to battle with
them. You defeated their army, and you deprived the
King of his life and his reign with the grandest victory,
subjugating that most ferocious people, against whom
your predecessors fought so many times,
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wish to consider the things achieved by you, what King,
what Prince, what Emperor in such a short time obtained so many glorious victories? If we wish to measure
the grandeur of your reign and your Empire, what Kingdom, what Empire, what Republic, what Monarchy
could we compare to yours? If we would want to preach
your virtues, your great soul, your strength of body, what
excellent language, what happy voice, what speech so
profuse and so prolific will be able to express even a
minimal part of these? If, still, we wish to contemplate
the majesty, the beauty of your most august body, we
would judge you not born, but fashioned by the gods
and divinely sent to earth to rule and govern. What else
is signified by your most serene forehead, that Majesty
of Caesar, that pleasing presence, that firmness of body,
that sidereal splendor of your eyes, that most honest
appearance, that dignity,
[Folio 9r (fig. 37), with a vignette of Süleyman enthroned
wearing the helmet-crown and holding an orb and scepter (fig. 13)]

with captures and losses of men.iv And thus you remained as absolute King of the Hungarians. If, then, we

those most splendid virtues of yours, if not that you
deserve to be Absolute Monarch and Emperor of the
whole world? If, still, we wish to take a look at your age,
you are of that perfect age in which one cannot succumb
to senile imbecility and debility of the body, nor to
youthful temerity, for [you are] of that age of enduring
great efforts, of being brave in the face of dangers, prudent in taking advice, and quick in following it, and of
having all those virtues that one searches for in a perfect
Emperor, which you have conducted not in leisure, not
in languor, not in darkness, having exercised them even
from the cradle. And before you were Emperor, you
were a knight, and you fought grand battles, amassed
victories, and tolerated the dangers of wars, the various
whims of Fortune, sieges, and the treacheries of perfidy,
sweat, and dust, with incredible efforts, with grand
spirit, and with wondrous constancy. What is there in
wars that you have not attempted, that you have not
dared to undertake, that you have not tried? What will
we say about your other virtues,

iv At the Battle of Mohács in 1526, Süleyman vanquished the
Hungarian king Louis II, who lost his life in the battle.

[Folio 9v (fig. 38), with a vignette of Süleyman enthroned, wearing the helmet-crown and flanked by
scholars and literati (fig. 14)]

[Folio 8v (fig. 36), with a vignette that probably depicts
the humanist author of the eulogy, writing at his desk
(fig. 50)]
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and discipline, as much in philosophy as in every other
sort? About this, I will be silent, glorious Solimano, you
who always want near you erudite men, literati, men
excellent in every virtue, always exercising you in the
fine arts; and so as to not stay idle, you execute with
your divine genius and with your hands works and
things of great mastery, imitating nature and the gods,
things which you then sell, and you distribute the
money among the poor and the mendicants: an act that
is certainly laudable, worthy, and pleasing to the gods.
What will I say here about your modesty, your temperance, your justice, your prudence? What will I say about
the faithfulness of your words, than which there is no
more certain or steadfast thing in the world? What will
I say of your chastity: this is understood by the whole
world; the nations hear and the people listen to this
unheard of thing concerning the chastity of such an
Emperor. Posterity will not talk about any King or Sovereigns, because in our age one finds one Emperor:
Solimano.

now not write anything if not what we see in you; that
which can be touched by hand, that which is well known
and manifest to the entire world. Great deeds are not to
be lauded, if they are not mixed with virtues, with humanity, with clemency. God save you, then, Solimano,
Ottoman King of Kings, Emperor of Emperors, with
whom the gods have divided the Empire, they in heaven
and you on earth, and deservedly, because never has the
Sun, with its luster, seen a man on earth endowed with
so many virtues, with so much knowledge, with so much
wisdom. One sees how much you are worthy of every
empire, of every triumph, of every crown, not just of
myrtle and laurel, but of gold and precious, most ornate
gems, such as that Helmet that we now see ornamenting
your divine Caesarship.vi Persevere, then, most sacred
Emperor, in this distinguished theater of virtue and Live
Long.

[Folio 10r (fig. 39), with a vignette of Süleyman enthroned, holding the hand of a man wearing a hat or
helmet, perhaps the donor of the manuscriptv (fig. 15)]

Live and conquer more happily than Augustus, better
than Trajan, more fortunate than Alexander the Great,
with prosperity of body, contentment of soul, and victory in wars, so that the world can benefit from you
longer, and after your death you will be placed among
the number of the gods.

In the hopes of having seen in a ruler some spark of
goodness, or of virtue, they have set a great fire and they
have amplified him with magnificent words. But we will
v The phrase “touched by hand” in the passage below seems
to refer to the accompanying vignette on folio 10r (fig. 15), which
depicts Süleyman enthroned, shaking hands with a man, perhaps
the donor of the manuscript, who may have been Alvise Gritti.

[Folio 10v (fig. 40), with a vignette of Süleyman enthroned, holding a scepter and being crowned (fig. 16)]

vi A reference to the helmet-crown that was made in Venice for Süleyman, according to a design prepared by Alvise
Gritti and Ibrahim Pasha; the latter presented it to the sultan
in 1532.
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APPENDIX III: The Remaining Vignettes of panegyric for sultan süleyman
Ms. Typ 145, Venice, ca. 1532. Houghton Library, Harvard University.
(Photos: courtesy of Houghton Library)

Fig. 41. Detail of folio 2r (fig. 23): Vignette depicting the
victory of a mythical ancient Ottoman ancestor.

Fig. 42. Detail of folio 2v (fig. 24): Vignette depicting Osman’s
coronation.

Fig. 43. Detail of folio 3r (fig. 25): Vignette of Bayezid I’s
victories in the West.

Fig. 44. Detail of folio 3v (fig. 26): Vignette of Bayezid I’s sons
and the interregnum.
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Fig. 45. Detail of folio 4v (fig. 28): Vignette showing the war
of succession between Mehmed II’s sons.

Fig. 46. Detail of folio 5r (fig. 29): Vignette of Bayezid II
defeating the Karamanid prince.

Fig. 47. Detail of folio 6r (fig. 31): Vignette of the Safavid Shah
and Mamluk Sultan holding hands in alliance.

Fig. 48. Detail of folio 6v (fig. 32): Vignette of Selim I’s victory
over the Mamluk Sultan Qansuh al-Ghawri, depicted as
having fallen from his horse.
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Fig. 49. Detail of folio 7v (fig. 34): Vignette of Süleyman’s
early victories.

Fig. 50. Detail of folio 8v (fig. 36): Vignette probably depicting the humanist author of the eulogy, writing at his desk.
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death of King Louis II. The second was a response to the
occupation of northern Hungary by the Habsburg Ferdinand I; this time Süleyman came back to Europe to fight
against the Habsburgs, and besieged Vienna in 1529. Some
historians speculate that Süleyman’s main objective in 1529
was to assert Ottoman control over the whole of Hungary,
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ʿALA AL-DIN KAYQUBAD ILLUMINATED:
A RUM SELJUQ SULTAN AS COSMIC RULER

Whoever knows philosophy, and perseveres in thanking and sanctifying the Light of Lights, will be bestowed
with royal Kharreh [Divine Wisdom] and with luminous
Farreh [Divine Glory], and—as we have said elsewhere—
divine light will further bestow upon him the cloak of
royal power and value. Such a person shall then become
the natural Ruler of the Universe. He shall be given aid
from the High Heavens, and whatever he commands
shall be obeyed; and his dreams and inspirations will
reach their uppermost, perfect pinnacle. And God knows
best what is true.1
Suhrawardi al-maqtūl (d. 1191), Partawnāma

Harry Luke, a British traveler to Konya in the early
1900s, described the renowned Anatolian Seljuq ruler
ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad (r. 1220–37) as “the greatest of
his dynasty and a mighty builder, a veritable Seljuq
Justinian; the memory of his name yet lingers in the
lands over which he ruled.”2 Luke’s statement synopsizes the perception of Kayqubad as the “greatest”
Anatolian Seljuq ruler and architectural patron. In the
meantime, his contemporary, the Holy Roman Emperor
Frederick II Hohenstaufen (r. 1220–50), was known as
“wonder of the world” (stupor mundi). Both rulers were
similarly hailed by early twentieth-century nationalists
attempting to reconstruct their respective histories by
finding precursors for their modern nations.3 In his biography of the emperor, David Abulafia is critical of the
portrayal of Frederick as a modern trapped in a medieval body.4 The same could be said for Kayqubad as well.
Part of the fascination with these two figures involves
their particular civic and secular interests. With respect
to Frederick, the better known of the two, this perception was fueled by his excommunication from the
Church, together with his interest in the ancients and

scientific learning, enjoyment of philosophical debates,
and fondness for sending letters posing questions to different rulers, both Christian and Muslim.5 Kayqubad’s
intellectual curiosity, scientific interest, artistic knowhow, and historical consciousness are described in similar terms by the Seljuq court chronicler Ibn Bibi (active
ca. 1285).6 In fact, both of these rulers experienced the
reality of negotiating the boundaries of the bifurcation
of power and had to come to terms with being temporal rulers under religious superiors, one in the domain
of Christianity, the other in Islamdom. To this end, Frederick accepted the superior status of the pope, while
Kayqubad submitted to the caliph.
By evaluating a number of artifacts associated with
ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad, I argue that the sultan was neither a Sunni revivalist orthodox ruler, as he has been
portrayed, nor secular, but a product of his times and
geography, situated between “East” and “West” (two
terms of problematic use for the medieval period). In
some cases—such as the sultan’s well-known city walls
in Konya—there appears to be, at first sight, an antiquarian penchant for the “classical” or “Roman” past
(fig. 1). With what seem to be borrowings of an imperial
nature, Kayqubad’s commission invites comparison
with Frederick II’s gate at Capua (fig. 2). The questions
of inspiration, influence, and mimesis are complicated
for these two contemporaries. In my own endeavor to
clarify these matters, through detective work that began
with a single object (a lead seal by Kayqubad to be discussed below), I discovered that first impressions can
be misleading. As I will argue below, in addition to obvious “Western” links, Kayqubad was also inspired by
sources further “East,” such as the Artuqids of Hisn
Kayfa and Amid (1102–1232), which, combining classi-
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Fig. 1. Konya, view of the city walls. Léon de Laborde, Voyage de l’Asie Mineure (Paris: Firmin Didot, 1838), 133, pl. LXIII.
(Photo: courtesy of the Harvard Library)

cal and Perso-Islamic impulses, seemed better suited as
models. In fact, upon closer examination, these pagan/
secular Roman imperial (“Western”) signs seemed to be
infused with mystical/Sufi (“Eastern”) readings that
imbued them with new meaning. Most significant was
the emergence of an unexpected undercurrent of light
symbolism.
Although light is a universal theme, it seems not to
have been a coincidence that unusual iconographic and
artistic features began to appear in the late twelfth century, just around the time that Suhrawardi (d. 1191), a
shaykh known as the “Master of Illumination” (Shaykh
al-ishrāq), was active in Seljuq Anatolia (under Qilij
Arslan II [r. 1155–92]) and the Jazira (under various
Artuqid rulers).7 The messages embodied in these forms,

which will be discussed below, included representations
of royal grandeur with overtones of celestial symbolism.
Intriguingly, while Suhrawardi’s texts are not known to
have been translated into European languages, power
hierarchies found expression in familiar Illuminationist terms in a letter dated 1198 from Pope Innocent III
(r. 1198–1216) to the prefect Acerbius and the nobles of
Tuscany; in it he described the pope-emperor relationship through planetary and light symbolism:
Just as the founder of the universe established two great
lights in the firmament of heaven, the greater light to rule
the day, and the lesser light to rule the night, so too He
set two great dignities in the firmament of the universal
church…, the greater one to rule the day, that is, souls,
and the lesser to rule the night, that is, bodies. These
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Fig. 2. Nineteenth-century drawing of the triumphal arch of Frederick II at Capua. (Photo: © Araldo de Luca/Corbis)
dignities are the papal authority and the royal power.
Now just as the moon derives its light from the sun and
is indeed lower than it in quantity and quality, in position and in power, so too the royal power derives the
splendor of its dignity from the pontifical authority…8

As the renowned Italian poet Dante Alighieri (d. 1321)
would immortalize in his Divine Comedy, in terms of
the hierarchy of the “two great lights,” Frederick II
had to accept the Pope as the “sun.”9 Meanwhile, the
cosmic ruler whom Suhrawardi described in the ex-

cerpt dedicated to an Anatolian prince cited above
had the potential to become the “natural Ruler of the
Universe.” Suhrawardi must have been perceived as a
threat by the more conservative Salah al-Din Ayyubi
(r. 1174–93), who ordered his execution. Although Syrian
sources such as the history of Ibn al-Athir (d. 1233) are
pointedly silent about the shaykh, his Illuminationist
teaching seems to be echoed in the light symbolism that
continued to flourish under Anatolian Seljuq sultans
such as Kayqubad.
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ANTIQUARIANISM IN KAYQUBAD’S LEAD SEALS
AND THE LEGACY OF ROME
Extant and well-known objects from Seljuq Anatolia
are often ascribed to Sultan ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad as
the most renowned sultan of the dynasty. In fact, however, artifacts that can be securely dated and associated with this particular ruler are rather few in number.
One of the better-known works is a tapestry fragment
in the Lyon Textile Museum that contains addorsed
lions in gold on a red background and includes the
name and titles of the sultan: “[Highness of the World]
and of religion, Father of Conquest, Kayqubad, son of
Kaykhusraw, Proof of the Commander [of the Faithful]” ([ʿalā al-dunyā] wa ’l-dīn abū’l-fatḥ Kayqubād bin
Kaykhusraw burhān Amir [al-mūʾminīn]).10 The rampant lions surrounded by stylized vines form repeated
medallions framed by a border of rosettes. The medallions are separated by a quatrefoil pattern of stylized
palmettes reminiscent of the fleur-de-lys. The red and
gold color scheme, together with roundels framing animals of heraldic significance, formed part of a common
repertoire of images in the medieval Mediterranean.
The culture of diplomacy, trade, and exchange of the
period meant that ideas traveled great distances, and,
given their “portability,” textiles were particularly conducive to transporting forms and ideas.11 In addition,
specific events—such as the looting that followed the
crusaders’ conquest of Constantinople in 1204—meant
that many works originating in Anatolia and the Levant
found their way into European collections.
The textile fragment with Kayqubad’s name accords
with the signs of sovereignty and images of power of the
era. In its color scheme and iconography, this textile
piece is comparable to both “Eastern” and “Western”
examples. Among heraldic images, lions were universal. From the ancient Hittites and Romans, and Sasanids and Umayyads, to the Ghaznavids and Venetians,
this animal was an immediately recognizable sign of
sovereignty. Sculptures of lions in archaeological museums around the Mediterranean are so ubiquitous that
in many cases it is difficult to date them precisely. More
specifically, in Seljuq Anatolia, lions were employed in
several places, including the city walls of Sinop and
Konya, and the palace at Konya. For Turkic peoples, the
lion (arslan) was also used as a name denoting bravery.

In fact, Arslan seems to have been the Turkic name of
Israʾil, the son of Seljuq—the eponymous founder of the
dynasty—from whom his Anatolian descendants traced
their lineage.12 Thus, it seems no coincidence that Seljuq
rulers carried versions of this name, such as Alp Arslan
or Qilij Arslan.13 Interestingly, Kayqubad had a lead seal
that featured the rampant lion on the obverse and was
inscribed “al-Sulṭān Kayqubād” on the reverse.14
In addition to wax versions, lead seals, or bullae, were
a common device used in Byzantine chancellery practice to verify the signature and security of a document.15
While wax seals were used in the Islamic world, bullae
were not as prevalent.16 The seal that had actual and
symbolic weight was the signet ring. In later centuries,
Ottoman sultans and high-ranking dignitaries had “ringbearers” (sing. muhrdār), who would carry their signet
rings in a special case or burse.17 For the Anatolian
Seljuqs it was the “imperial sign” (ṭughrā and tawqīʿ)
used on official documents that served the function of
a signature, and amirs entrusted with these duties
(ṭughrāyī and parwāna) were important actors in Ibn
Bibi’s text.18 As in Byzantium, seals seem to have been
used for securing tied bundles. Thus, for instance, when
the estates of some amirs were confiscated following a
failed coup to bring down Kayqubad, Ibn Bibi reported
that their goods were recorded and their doors were
“sealed” (muhr nahādand).19 Most importantly, European sources confirm that the Seljuqs of Anatolia
employed bullae in their diplomatic exchanges with
“Western” powers.20 Under Kayqubad’s son and successor, Kaykhusraw II (r. 1237–46), a gold bull is even mentioned (ca. 1242).21
Given the relative novelty of Islamic lead seals, the
number of Anatolian Seljuq examples dating from Kayqubad’s reign is most significant. At a symposium in
2007 dedicated to Rüçhan Arık and Oluş Arık, Kenan
Bilici showed an unpublished group of seals discovered
during the excavations of the Seljuq citadel palace in
Alanya.22 The findings included depictions of an equestrian figure in a manner following the iconography of
military saints—particularly Saint George—which
were not only popular for Byzantine and crusader icons
of the period but are also well attested among copper
and silver Anatolian Seljuq coinage of the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries.23 In fact, Kayqubad issued such
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Fig. 3. Lead seal of Kayqubad. Antalya, Turkey, Antalya Museum, numismatic collection, inv. no. B112. (T. M. P. Duggan,
“A 13th Century Profile Portrait Seal Depicting the Face of the Rum Seljuk Sultan Alaed-Din Keykubat I (1220–37) from
Antalya Province: Precedents and Possible Influence,” Adalya 10 [2007]: 346, figs. 1 and 2)

coins himself, including those from Tokat, which he
governed as a prince (malik), and Ankara, where he
challenged his brother’s rule after their father’s death
in 1211.24 That Kayqubad had lead seals made in the
“Saint George” type demonstrates that these two media
were similarly conceptualized.
A most remarkable seal of Kayqubad’s, representing
a departure from Anatolian Seljuq coinage types, was
found outside Antalya in 2000. Considering that this
seal was produced for an Islamic ruler, its most striking
feature is, no doubt, the inclusion of a “likeness” of the
sultan, in profile, on the obverse; this is framed by an
inscription band with Kayqubad’s name and titles: “The
Magnificent Sultan, the Highness of the World and of
Religion, Kayqubad son of Kaykhusraw” (al-Sulṭān
al-muʿaẓẓam ʿalā al-dunyā wa ’l-dīn Kayqubād bin
Kaykhusraw). Another epigraphic band similarly outlined a rampant lion on the reverse, with the additional
title of “Father of Conquest” (al-Sulṭān al-muʿaẓẓam ʿalā
al-dunyā wa ’l-dīn abū’l-fatḥ Kayqubād bin Kaykhusraw)
(fig. 3).25 Although a comparable seal from Kubadabad
had previously been found and published, it did not
draw as much attention, most likely because of its damaged state (fig. 4).26 T. M. P. Duggan, the scholar who
published the former seal, claims this was a naturalistic representation of the Seljuq sultan that included
unique personalized features, such as a large nose
instead of an idealized aquiline one; he goes as far as to

say that this naturalistic portrait would have circulated
in Europe, where it might have prompted the Renaissance.27 No doubt such a “portrait” (depicting the sultan’s likeness) would have been historically significant,
particularly for a Muslim ruler, although there is little
evidence to support Duggan’s bold statement. Nevertheless, the portrait’s classicizing aspect is important in
that it resonates with the use of spoliated classical
sculpture in the walls of Konya (fig. 1).
In my opinion, the seal depicts not a naturalistic
“portrait” of Kayqubad but instead an idealized “bust”
in the classical Hellenistic-Roman heroic tradition. The
use of such classicizing busts seems to have been a leitmotif among a few other medieval courts with revivalist imperial ambitions at that time, most famously
deployed on Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II Hohenstaufen’s gate at Capua (fig. 2). Imperial busts from the
Komnenian period (1081–1185) also appeared outside
the palace in Constantinople.28 Some “busts” comprised
sculpture reused for apotropaic purposes, as in the
example of the theater friezes of the gate of the Alanya
citadel, which were recorded by Seton Lloyd and Storm
Rice in the late 1950s but are no longer in situ.29 In the
Seljuq context, busts were not just spoliated or deployed
on secular buildings in the Greco-Roman tradition; they
were also included on religious buildings, such as the
well-known purpose-carved busts (now disfigured) at
the Divriği Hospital. Unlike these “Persianate” busts,
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Fig. 4. Lead seal of Kayqubad, found at Kubadabad.
Konya, Turkey, Konya Karatay Ceramics Museum, inv. no.
90.XL-BB.159. Rüçhan Arık, Kubad Abad: Selçuklu Saray ve
Çinileri (Istanbul: Türkiye İş Bankası, 2000), 210, fig. 276.
(Photo: courtesy of Rüçhan Arık)

however, those on Kayqubad’s seals are in the “Roman”
manner and comparable to the “Romanesque” versions
of the Hohenstaufen and Komnenian courts.
Considering the different contexts in which they
appeared, like the lions, classicizing busts did not have

just one meaning. However, spoliated busts strongly
suggest a dialogue with classical, particularly Roman,
imperial antiquity. Curiously, though, this interest did
not always carry over to media such as coinage and
seals. Even though sealing was a common Byzantine
practice and classicizing/antiquarian images were used
in the arts (and especially associated with periods of socalled “Macedonian renaissance” or “renascence”), the
composition and iconography of Kayqubad’s seals do
not find parallels in contemporary Byzantine lead seals
or coins, which were usually epigraphic on one side and
included images of Christ or a saint on the other.30
While Cilician Armenian and Latin crusader coins provide interesting comparanda for the concentric text and
image combination of epigraphy framing crosses and
figural images (even armored heads), the portrait-like
bust in profile seen in Kayqubad’s seals does not appear
among them either.31
At first glance, looking in the immediate vicinity of
the Anatolian Seljuqs, the antiquarian fashion seems to
distinguish Kayqubad’s seals from those of his contemporaries. However, when we try to understand the sultan’s audience and cast a broader net, we begin to see
that he was not alone in these interests. In fact, given
the imperial ambitions of the courts mentioned above
and their competitive discourse with each other, it can
be argued that antiquarianism—and particularly a
Roman imperial one—was a shared language. In his
account of the ruler’s deeds, Otto of Freising (d. 1158)
described Frederick Barbarossa (r. 1155–90)—who led
the Third Crusade and besieged Konya—as a leader
who “earnestly searches the Scriptures and the exploits
of ancient kings.”32 Otto’s statement sounds similar to
Ibn Bibi’s description of Kayqubad as an intellectual
who likes discourse and takes pleasure in reading books
on the “histories of kings” (tavārikh-i mulūk), praising
and imitating their morals and virtues.33 Although Ibn
Bibi’s text emphasizes a Perso-Islamic tradition, Otto
spells out Barbarossa’s consciousness of Rome and what
it embodied, as well as his desire to establish supremacy over Byzantium as “New Rome”:
He prevailed upon Manuel [Komnenos (r. 1143–80)],
the emperor of Constantinople, who voluntarily sought
friendship and alliance with him, to term himself
emperor not of Rome, but of New Rome, whereas he
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had been—like his predecessors—calling himself the
emperor of the Romans.
And, not to prolong the tale, he considered,
throughout the entire period of his reign, that nothing was better, nothing more pleasing, than that the
Roman empire should by his instrumentality and his
efforts thrive and flourish with ancient prestige.34

Barbarossa, who ruled at the time of Kayqubad’s grandfather, Qilij Arslan II, drowned during the Third Crusade (1190), after his siege of Konya and before reaching
Jerusalem. The political context in which Kayqubad
reigned—in the aftermath of 1204, when the Latins had
occupied “New Rome,” forcing the Komnenian dynasty
of Byzantium into exile—was very different. No doubt
he considered himself to be a contender for the legacy
of “Rome,” since Anatolia was known at the time as
“land of the Romans” (diyār al-Rūm) and he was indeed
sultan of “Rum.”35 Thus, in addition to the program of
the Konya walls, Kayqubad’s figural bullae were another
demonstration of the sultan’s “public text.”36 Coupled
with the abstract quality and cut-off necklines of the
“busts” in the two seals (rendered in different ways), and
the heraldic poses of the feline images, the overall “antique” character of Kayqubad’s lead seals was complemented by the adoption of Kufic (or Kufesque) script.
Kayqubad sent a member of the Gabrades family—
which was of Byzantine origin—as envoy to Pope Gregory IX (r. 1227–41) and Frederick II, a successor of the
Holy Roman Emperor Frederick Barbarossa, bearing
documents with bullae.37 Hence, it is likely that he was
staking out his territory as “Sultan of Rum.” Indeed,
among Kayqubad’s contemporaries vying for the legacy
of “Rome,” Frederick II was an energetic and formidable competitor who had inherited Germany—along
with the title of Holy Roman Emperor—from his father,
Henry VI (r. 1190–97), son of Frederick Barbarossa, and
the kingdom of Sicily from his mother, Constance,
daughter of the renowned Norman king Roger II
(r. 1130–54), upon their deaths in, respectively, 1197 and
1198. More importantly, Frederick II had his eye on the
East, in Kayqubad’s neighborhood. He left on a crusade
in 1228, taking Cyprus on his way to the Kingdom of
Jerusalem, which he had inherited from his second wife,
although it was still in the hands of the Ayyubids
(having been taken by Salah al-Din in 1187). In the mean-
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time, Kayqubad, who had captured Kalonoros (across
from Cyprus), built it up, renaming it ʿAlaʾiyya after himself (present-day Alanya). Having recently married an
Ayyubid princess, he must have been wary of the emperor’s actions.38 As Saladin’s sons were in conflict, Frederick II managed to take Jerusalem not by force but by
negotiation with the Ayyubid ruler of Egypt, al-Kamil
(r. 1218–38), on condition that the Muslims would retain
their presence in the city. The emperor’s negotiations
with the Muslim rulers angered the Pope, who, ironically, excommunicated the Holy Roman Emperor and
new King of Jerusalem (1229), and then invaded Sicily.
Frederick returned and defeated the papal armies,
embarrassing the Pope, who restored his titles in 1230.39
Even though Frederick II was forced to leave the Holy
Land to attend to matters at home, his expedition is
another demonstration of the mobility and interconnectedness of medieval courts. Around the Mediterranean, political entities functioned within geographic
and social contexts that required a familiarity with the
“other.” Given rival ambitions, it is not surprising to see
a competitive discourse that constructed, imported, and
invented a history, and even attempted to revive the
“Roman” past in different ways: this phenomenon may
perhaps be interpreted as a shared “Romanesque” legacy. Whether it originated from similar concerns or was
motivated by the trends and exigencies of the time,
there are noteworthy parallels between Kayqubad and
Frederick II. Both claimed descent from emperors (the
Great Seljuq Sultans and Barbarossa) and ruled over
multicultural domains: while Frederick’s territories in
Sicily still had a substantial Muslim population inherited from the Normans, Kayqubad ruled over a predominantly Christian realm. Moreover, both were active
patrons of architectural projects, especially city walls,
(re)fortifications, and other military structures and road
networks that consolidated their terrains. In its octagonal geometric composition, Frederick’s Castel del
Monte has been linked to models known in the Islamic
world, such as the Dome of the Rock.40 Similarly, as
mentioned earlier, his triumphal gate at Capua, which
also reused Roman-late antique statuary, has a counterpart in Kayqubad’s walls in Konya.
Returning to our earlier discussion, Kayqubad’s bulla
finds an interesting echo in the sculptural bust attrib-
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Fig. 5. Augustalis of Frederick II Hohenstaufen (after 1231). London, British Museum, inv. no. 1906, 1103.3558. (Photo:
© Trustees of the British Museum)

uted to Frederick, now in the Barletta Museum in Apulia, as well as in a gold coin the emperor had minted
after his crusade in 1231. This coin, which was part of
Frederick’s monetary reform, was known as the augustalis because it was modeled on that of the Roman
emperor Augustus (r. 27 b.c.–a.d. 14) (fig. 5).41 With its
“portrait” of Frederick II, the augustalis represented a
departure from contemporary European coins, which
usually had text, coats of arms, animals, buildings, or
the cross: both the sculpture and the coin feature a bust
of the emperor wearing a toga and supporting a laurel
wreath tied at the back of his head. Although it was not
delineated (as Kayqubad’s seal was), Frederick’s profile
image on the coin was also framed by an inscription.
These two “busts” portrayed the Holy Roman Emperor
as the legitimate heir of the ancient Roman emperors.
The iconographic mimesis and renaming based on
Augustus’s coin make the interpretation of Frederick’s
works straightforward. What about Kayqubad’s unusual
figural lead seals? Upon closer inspection, differences
between Kayqubad’s two bullae become more apparent. The seal found in Kubadabad (fig. 4) bears a closer
resemblance to the augustalis: the sultan’s clean-shaven
profile is similarly seen from the right and the figure is
shown wearing toga-like draped clothing around the
shoulders (cut off by the text frame). Although the
details of the head are effaced, the indentation in the
hairline possibly indicates a headband or wreath. In

contrast to the Kubadabad seal and augustalis, the
Antalya seal (fig. 3) depicts the left side of the sultan’s
profile and the curved neckline ends well before the epigraphic frame, without a trace of clothing. While there
is again an indentation in the hair, it appears too low
for it to be for a wreath.
Even if the political context explains the reference
to “Rome” for legitimation purposes, what kinds of models were the Rum Seljuqs looking at? If sealing was a
shared diplomatic practice and part of an “East”–“West”
exchange, could the Kubadabad seal have been a
response to the augustalis, or vice versa? The fact that
the sultan’s seals are undated complicates an answer to
such questions. Given the findspots (Antalya and
Kubadabad) and the fact that Kubadabad was built later
in Kayqubad’s reign, perhaps one can hypothesize that
the Antalya seal dates slightly earlier. If we assume that
these figural seals were intended for a “Western”
audience, could the Antalya seal have been related to
Frederick II’s crusade and siege of Cyprus (1228–29) and
the Kubadabad seal to the 1234 treaties? Until more evidence comes to light, this is pure speculation. Further
complicating the matter is the question of a Byzantine
(Nicaean) or—given the demographics of Anatolia—
local Christian audience.
Moreover, when we compare Kayqubad’s seals with
contemporary Islamic coins, the matter becomes even
more complex: while an epigraphic frame, bust, or lion
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could be found on coinage, it is the juxtaposition—particularly of text and image—that sets the iconography
of Kayqubad’s seals apart. Interestingly, a number of
coins with “portraits” from the Jazira, some of them in
profile and framed by Arabic inscriptions, have come
down to us and are housed in different collections. Since
many of them date to the twelfth century and would
have circulated in Anatolia, they are more likely than
Frederick II’s augustalis to have provided a “model” for
Kayqubad’s lead seals.
EXAMINING THE “CLASSICAL” IN “ARCHAICIZING”
ARTUQID COINAGE
After bullae, Islamic coins are the closest medium for
comparing Kayqubad’s seals. Stylized figures of Muslim
rulers that were inspired by Byzantine and Sasanid
prototypes appeared briefly on coins in the Umayyad
period, before being replaced by epigraphic types that
were to become the standard.42 Figural coinage appeared again in the twelfth century, especially among
the post-Seljuq successor states in the Jazira. The most
unusual and wide-ranging assortment of coins was
struck by members of the Artuqid dynasty (1101–1409),
who lived between Byzantium, Armenian Cilicia, and
the crusader kingdoms, in addition to other Islamic
states, and who used antiquarian types, including naturalistic copies of Roman coins.
Coins (and bullae) were directly related to rulership,
particularly in the Islamic world, where striking a coin
was a declaration of independence.43 Therefore, when
Muslim rulers once again started to mint coins with figural images, it must have been a conscious decision
rather than a haphazard one. Thus, understanding the
political context behind these circumstances is crucial.44 Traditional scholarship insists that Jaziran coins
were influenced by “local art.”45 Indeed, in frontier
regions, where the legitimacy of the currency was at
stake, figural representations were oftentimes borrowed
from local types to ensure that they would be familiar
to those who would use them.46 Employing Byzantine
or Byzantine-inspired figures no doubt conferred legitimacy. However, as will be demonstrated below, these
choices, which were selective, conscious, and educated,
were not always based on Byzantine prototypes.
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Although a full discussion of the iconography of Jaziran
coins and how they related to events at the time is
beyond the scope of this essay, I will examine a select
few before eventually returning to Kayqubad’s bullae
and artistic developments under the Rum Seljuqs.
The closest examples of the profile portrait framed
by a Kufesque script on a coin come from Artuqid lands.
Thus, while it may seem surprising for Kayqubad—as a
Muslim ruler—to use figural imagery and claim ownership of the Roman past, he was not unique in doing so.
Early examples of Jaziran coins are often noted for being
almost exact replicas of ancient ones. Yet, this was not
always the case. In relation to the first dated coin (556
[1161]) of the Artuqids, by Fakhr al-Din Qara Arslan (r.
1144–74?), which has a figure with classicizing draped
clothing holding an orb and scepter on the obverse, and
the name and titles of the ruler in angular Kufic script
on the reverse, William Spengler and Wayne Sayles
state:
[t]he artist clearly intended not to copy a specific image;
but to create a representative image. In light of the following issues, which we shall examine, it is clear that this
is an early astrological reference. The scepter and globe
are typical attributes of Jupiter, a planet which figures
prominently in Artuqid astrological iconography.47

Thus, starting with the first dated coin, Spengler and
Sayles link the iconography of Artuqid coinage to astrological signs that embodied cosmological meaning.
The next dated coin of Qara Arslan has portraits on
both sides; the obverse includes a bearded figure with a
crown and pearl pendilia (hanging ornaments for a piece
of metalwork) in Byzantine fashion, while the reverse
has a clean-shaven bust surrounded by an epigraphic
frame reminiscent in its composition of Kayqubad’s
seals. The authors identify the figure on the obverse as
a representation of Jupiter and that on the reverse as
an unknown planet “intended as a zodiacal representation,” with the two perhaps referring “to a planetary
conjunction, as the type fits chronologically amidst a
very coherent series of celestial/astrological issues.”48
Although Qara Arslan had a number of other coins with
seemingly disparate iconographies, the third consecutive coin (560 [1164]) seems to point to the fact that
in many cases the figures on the obverse were meant
to represent the sun (personified as Helios or Apollo).
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Fig. 6. Coin of Qara Arslan dated 560 (1164). Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Collection, inv. no. 15884. (Ersel Topraktepe, ed., Sikkeler
Ne Anlatır?: Ortaçağ Anadolu Sikkelerinde Simgeler ve Çokkültürlülük = What the Coins Tell Us: Symbols and Multicultural
Aspects in Medieval Anatolian Coins [Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları, 2009]), 41)

In this case, the obverse includes a portrait of a figure
with long hair and almond-shaped eyes, in relief, with
a Kufic legend on top, within a beaded frame; the reverse features the name, title, and genealogy of the ruler
(fig. 6).49 The legend included the pious formula “There
is no god but God and Muhammad is his Prophet” (Lā
ilāha illa’llāh Muḥammad rasūlu’llāh), as well as the
name of Caliph al-Mustanjid (r. 1160–70). Qara Arslan’s
coins show that the portraits or busts were not simply
copied for their “local” or “classicizing” features but were
adopted and refashioned for their meaning: the references to Jupiter, Helios, or Apollo were not coincidental.
Significantly, Qara Arslan seems to have been the
patron of a copy of the famed Kitāb Ṣuwar al-kawākib
al-thābita (Book on Constellations), originally dedicated to the Buyid ruler ʿAdud al-Dawla (r. 949–83) by
the astronomer ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Sufi (d. 986), who
was renowned for his work on fixed stars and constellations.50 At the time, interest in the stars, especially
astrology, seems to have been controversial.51 From the
Artuqid incorporation of figural imagery with celestial
references in coinage and its contrast with the coins of
Nur al-Din Zangi (r. 1146/56–1174) or Salah al-Din
Ayyubi, which favored epigraphic types, one can discern notable differences in attitude regarding this matter.52 Ibn al-Athir reports that despite some differences
of opinion with Nur al-Din Zangi, Qara Arslan reluctantly
aided this renowned champion of the faith in his campaigns against the crusaders.53

Although Spengler and Sayles do not mention it in
their discussion of solar symbolism in Qara Arslan’s
coinage, the portrait type with the clean-shaven diademed or wreathed bust in profile also recalls the wellknown coins of Constantine the Great (r. 306–37), in
which the emperor was depicted with Apollo or Sol
Invictus, the official sun god of the later Roman empire
(fig. 7).54 In addition to the twelfth-century Jaziran
coins, the same could be said of Kayqubad’s thirteenthcentury seals as well as of Frederick II’s augustalis.
These interests demonstrate that Kayqubad was not
alone in his consciousness of the past and borrowings
from pagan solar cults. This was a time when Neo
platonic ideas of kingship were popular among elite circles, as manifested in the plethora of works of advice
dedicated to rulers at the time.55
Regarding the iconography of Jaziran coins, Spengler
and Sayles also underline the philosophical tradition of
the “right to rule” and add that “particularly at Hisn
Kayfa, Mardin, Mosul and Sinjar,” rulers appear “to have
been guided by a very sophisticated and obviously welleducated individual or group of individuals.”56 Additionally, they wonder if this tradition was part of a
“renaissance.”57 This word conjures up a whole body of
scholarly debate that is beyond the scope of the present work: since the early twentieth century, references
to the “Renaissance” versus “renaissances,” or “revivals,”
have been ideologically charged and contested in art
historical scholarship.58 Syrian and Jaziran architecture
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Fig. 7. Roman coin with busts of radiate Sol and laureate Constantine (holding a globe) on obverse. London, British Museum,
inv. no. 1863,0713.1. (Photo: © Trustees of the British Museum)

of this period have similarly been a matter of discussion
in terms of “revival” versus “survival.”59
Interest in the ancient sciences and learning often
went hand-in-hand with the adoption of antiquarian
forms. In my opinion, it may be more productive to consider the function of the borrowings. As Mark Bartusis
articulates for Byzantium, I believe the notion of “permanence” was crucial to the use of, and interest in, the
archaic by Islamic rulers at the time.60 Arts and architecture were important ways in which a ruler often
believed his name would be immortalized. As the distinguished Great Seljuq vizier Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092)
underlined in his celebrated work of political theory,
through patronage for the “advance of civilization,” the
just ruler would be “renowned forever,” both in this
world and in the next.61 I believe Kayqubad’s “public
text” on the walls of Konya demonstrates that he selfconsciously combined select archaic references with
Islamic messages. The aim was not to “revive” Rome by
bringing it back to life. Instead, the borrowings render
the walls and his seals timeless, imbuing them with a
sense of “permanence” in addition to legitimation. This
seems to have been the case for the Artuqids as well.
An unusual and undated coin of Qara Arslan demonstrates a specific instance of Constantinian borrowing: the obverse shows a winged victory advancing to
the right with a tablet inscribed “VOT XXX” under a legend stating “VICTORIA CONSTANTINI AVG” in Roman

letters. The reverse gives the ruler’s title and name in
angular Kufic (fig. 8). Spengler and Sayles note that it is
“remarkably similar to its prototype,” struck in a.d. 335
at Siscia in the Balkans.62 Although Victory gestures
similarly, unlike its prototype, Qara Arslan’s coin omits
the barbarian captive she triumphantly tramples in the
Siscia coin. The selective omission of this feature
denotes that “victory” was not the intended message of
the coin. More significantly, Spengler and Sayles do not
refer to perhaps the most important clue for understanding the coin: while mentioning its rarity, they do
not dwell on the “VOT XXX.” According to Roman tradition, this recorded a ruler’s vow to reign a certain
number of years, in this case thirty (given the numeral
XXX). Since Qara Arslan may have ruled for thirty years,
the coin may have been minted to commemorate his
thirtieth year in power, and would thus reflect an awareness of the ancient tradition.63 As this was not a celebration of a defeat of a barbarian enemy, this would
explain the omission of the figure of the captive from
the Artuqid coin.
As for the depiction of “Victory,” the two authors follow Lowick’s suggestion that it resembles an “Islamic
angel” and that the iconography may have been
intended to portray “Gabriel bearing the Qurʾan.”64 The
modification of the Roman shield to a tablet was similar to adaptations of the Nike/Victory motif in the early
Christian and Byzantine period.65 This argument is sup-
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Fig. 8. Undated coin of Qara Arslan. Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Collection, inv. no. 15888. (Topraktepe, ed., Sikkeler Ne
Anlatır?, 94)

ported by the fact that angels, particularly Gabriel,
enjoyed a special status in the Artuqid realm. As we
shall see below, angels appear on two of the three
known coins of Qara Arslan’s son—who was also the
son-in-law of the Rum Seljuq ruler Qilij Arslan II—Nur
al-Din Muhammad (r. 1175?–85). These figures are significant, as they are among the earliest known representations of angels in Islamic art.66 Understanding
them will help unveil additional meanings of the monumental angels on the Konya gate as well (fig. 9).
I believe the Artuqid examples may show the impact of
Suhrawardi and his Ḥikmat al-ishrāq (Philosophy of Illumination).
As mentioned above, despite his initial reluctance,
as reported by Ibn al-Athir, Qara Arslan aided Nur alDin Zangi in his campaigns against the crusaders, ensuring that in return Zangi would protect his (Qara Arslan’s)
young son, should anything happen to him.67 Thus,
when Qara Arslan died, Nur al-Din Zangi became the
guardian of his young namesake, Nur al-Din Muhammad. This fatherly responsibility seems to have later
been transferred to Salah al-Din, when he took over
Zangi’s territory. As an example of Salah al-Din’s magnanimity, chroniclers noted how he kept his promise to
the Artuqid prince Nur al-Din Muhammad when he
handed over to him the city of Amid (Diyarbakır, 1183),
in reward for his support in the Mosul campaign the
previous year.68 Nur al-Din made additions to the walls
of Amid, and Ibn al-Athir portrays him as a loyal servant
of the Ayyubid ruler Salah al-Din.69

SUHRAWARDI’S ILLUMINATIONISM AND ANGELS
AS CARRIERS OF LIGHT
It was around this time that a certain philosopher-
scientist named Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi was active in
Anatolia and the Jazira (this was not the Abbasid envoy
with the same name who had initiated Rum Seljuq sultans into the chivalric futuwwa brotherhoods, or that
envoy’s uncle, also named Suhrawardi, who founded the
Sufi Suhrawardiyya order). Our philosopher-scientist
arrived in Aleppo in 1183, the year Salah al-Din captured the city and handed it over to his young son, the
prince al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi.70 This Suhrawardi is distinguished by the epithet “the killed one” (al-maqtūl),
since he was executed in Aleppo in 1191, on the orders of
Salah al-Din, due to his philosophical teachings, which
were considered heretical. Salah al-Din seems to have
perceived Suhrawardi’s influence over his son in Aleppo
as a political threat. 71 Many of his works, including his
magnum opus, Ḥikmat al-ishrāq, expanded on the favorite Platonic metaphor of light and vision.72 For this
reason, he was known as the “Master of Illumination”
(Shaykh al-ishrāq) and his doctrine as “Illuminationism” (Ishrāqiyya). The confusion with names and his
violent end mean that details regarding his life are
muddled. However, textual and visual evidence places
him in the region during the reigns of both the Seljuq
sultan Qilij Arslan II and the Artuqid ruler Nur al-Din
Muhammad.73 Moreover, we also know that he dedicated his “Imadi tablets” (Alwāḥ ʿImādi) to Nur al-Din
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Fig. 9. The “Bazaar” Gate in Konya. Charles Texier, Description de l’Asie Mineure, faite par ordre du gouvernement français
de 1833 à 1837, et publiée par le Ministére de l’instruction publique, 3 vols. (Paris: Firmin Didot, 1839–49), 2: pl. 97. (Photo:
courtesy of the Harvard Library)
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Fig. 10. First coin of Nur al-Din Muhammad, dated 571 (1175). Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Collection, inv. no. 15900. (Topraktepe,
ed., Sikkeler Ne Anlatır?, 94)

Muhammad’s brother, ʿImad al-Din (r. 1185–1204), who
was based in Khartpert. Yet, even though Suhrawardi
was present and active in the area, Ibn al-Athir is silent
regarding the existence of the Master of Illumination,
as well as the episode that led to his death and gave
him the epithet al-maqtūl.74 Although memory of
Suhrawardi’s life is thus erased, I believe some of his
ideas may be “present” on Artuqid coins of the period.
In the section below, I examine the coins of Nur al-Din
Muhammad, which were minted prior to Suhrawardi’s
death and before he became persona non grata (in fact,
the Artuqid ruler died six years before him, in 1185).
Since few dated objects are known from the area and
coins are related to and convey ideas of sovereignty,
these traces are important clues for Suhrawardi’s activity in the local courts of the Jazira. The coins also
provide critical comparanda for understanding what
appear to be other unusual artistic choices. As I will
later demonstrate, I believe these ideas also impacted
the Rum Seljuqs.
Like the commemorative coin of Qara Arslan discussed above, the first coin of Nur al-Din Muhammad
(dated 571 [1175]) has the figure of an angel with a halo
(nimbate) on the obverse, with its right wing pointing
up and the left one pointing down (fig. 10). The angel’s
hands, which are difficult to discern, hold a serpentine
object that various scholars have described as a ribbonlike scroll or bandrol, with precedents in Christian ico-

nography as an important attribute of the Archangel
Gabriel.75 The obverse also has a legend with date.
Meanwhile, the reverse features inscriptions in naskhi
script with the titles, name, and genealogy of the ruler,
as well as the name of Caliph al-Mustadi (r. 1142–80).
This coin, commonly interpreted as heralding the new
ruler’s ascent to the throne, most likely appeared soon
after (what I believe to be) his father’s last coin, which
bore the “Victory” (fig. 8), and, as I shall argue below,
helps verify the identity of the angels as the Archangel
Gabriel.
Significantly, Suhrawardi’s allegorical treatise “The
Sound of Gabriel’s Wing” (Āvāz-i par-i Jibraʾīl) “sheds
light” on the Artuqid ruler Nur al-Din’s coin, especially
the meaning of the bandrol and the particular arrangement of his wings pointing in opposite directions. First,
Gabriel’s role in relation to “God’s Word” (kalām-i
Khudā) is described in light symbolism defined in hierarchical terms:
God has several Great Words. They are luminous from
the Splendor of his August Face, and some are higher
than others. The first light is the Highest Word, than
which there is none greater. Its relation in light and
brilliance to the other words is like the relation of the
sun to the stars. This is what the Prophet meant when
he said, “If the face of the Sun were uncovered, it
would be worshipped instead of God.” From the rays
of this word another word [comes to be], and so on
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Fig. 11. Second coin of Nur al-Din Muhammad, dated 576 (1180). Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Collection, inv. no. 15903. (Topraktepe,
ed., Sikkeler Ne Anlatır?, 95)
until the perfect number is reached. These words are
the Incoherents.
The last of these words is Gabriel, and the spirits of
human beings are from this last word, as the Prophet
said in a long narrative on human nature, “God sends
an angel who blows the spirit into it.”76

Through the sage figure in the story, Suhrawardi goes
on to describe Gabriel’s role in the Annunciation and
quotes from the Koran, underlining that “Jesus was
called ‘God’s spirit’ and also the ‘word.’ ”77 The text thus
affirms the hypothesis regarding the “Christian” iconography and the role of the bandrol as a sign of Gabriel’s
role as “God’s Word.”
As the narrative unfolds, the old man goes on to
explain that “Gabriel has two wings”:
[t]he right wing is pure light, the totality of which is an
abstraction of the relation between his being and God.
The left wing has traces of darkness, like the dark spots
on the surface of the moon that resemble peacock’s
feet.78

The definition through light symbolism helps explain
why the angel on the coin has a halo/nimbus. Furthermore, Suhrawardi clarifies the reason for the opposing
orientation of the two wings, which is relatively rare
in angel iconography. The right wing of “pure light”
looks up in the direction that reflects “the relation be-

tween his being and God,” while the left wing, which
“has traces of darkness,” looks down toward the earth.79
Gabriel only has two wings because:
two is the closest of all numbers to one, then three, then
four. Thus, having two wings is nobler than having three
or four. The harmonies of this in the sciences of realities
and apocalypses is more than most can understand.80

Through such symbolic references, Gabriel heralded the
accession of Nur al-Din. Perhaps not surprisingly then,
at first glance, the Artuqid ruler’s second coin, dated
576 (1180), seems to depict an enthronement scene with
angels (fig. 11). On the obverse, angels reminiscent of
winged victories hover above the figure of a crowned
ruler seated in a niche and holding an orb in his right
hand; the scene is accompanied by a legend with the
date. The reverse includes an angular and knotted Kufic
inscription announcing the titles and name of the ruler.
Unlike the depiction of Gabriel, in this case the angels’
wings are placed symmetrically and their positioning
calls to mind those on the gates of Konya illustrated by
Texier (fig. 9).
Spengler and Sayles interpret the scene as one of
ascension or apotheosis, where the figure in the center
is transported to the heavens.81 The theme of ascension
was an ancient one, embodied in both the Hellenistic
story of Ganymede abducted by Zeus in the form of an
eagle, and the tale in the Shāhnāma of baby Zal carried
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Fig. 12. Third coin of Nur al-Din Muhammad, dated 578 (1182). London, British Museum, inv. no. 1865, 0805.73. (Photo: ©
Trustees of the British Museum)

away by the mythical phoenix Simurgh. In the Islamic
tradition, the theme came to have a different meaning
through the account of the Prophet Muhammad’s Night
Journey, as related in the Koran, which later became
associated with the ascent (miʿrāj) from Jerusalem
through the heavens.82 In the medieval period, transportation to heaven was a well-known theme in the arts.
The ascension of Alexander with a chariot seems to
have been especially popular around the Mediterranean, with many representations known from Byzantium, Sicily, and elsewhere.83 The most famous example
from the Islamic world is probably the unique cloisonné-enamel vessel in the Tiroler Landesmuseum Ferdinandeum in Innsbruck, on which are found the name
and titles of an Artuqid ruler (in fact, Qara Arslan’s
father, Daʾud [r. 1109–44]), while the scene in the central medallion depicts Alexander’s ascension.84
Another famed Artuqid object—albeit of a later
date—a cast bronze mirror in the David Collection
made for the last ruler of the Khartpert line, Artuq Shah
(r. 1234), with the zodiac framing a single-headed eagle
in the middle, seems to have included a different rendition of the apotheosis theme.85 This image points to
possible meanings embodied in the single and doubleheaded eagles.86 The heavenly ascent, along with the
mirror as a Neoplatonic symbol of light and purity,
seems to echo Suhrawardi’s Illuminationism, as well as
his image of the ruler, as expressed in the quote from
the Partawnāma (Book of Radiance) at the start of this
article.87 In light of these celestial references, Nur al-Din
Muhammad’s third coin, with the familiar diademed

bust in profile framed by text, representing the ruler as
Apollo or the sun, now resonates with Ishraqi symbolism (fig. 12). Similarly, the two figures on Kayqubad’s
lead seals—the portrait representing the sun on the
obverse and the lion depicted on the reverse—together
became a more recognizable and overtly illustrated sign
under Kayqubad’s son Kaykhusraw II, whose coins
depicting the sun rising over a lion are perhaps among
the best-known examples of figural Islamic coinage.88
Among other parallels between Amid and Konya are
the use of purpose-carved single and double-headed
eagles, which appeared alongside text panels in the city
walls. These, too, might be seen as bearing the symbolism of heavenly transport or, at least, divine kingship.
In the foundation inscription accompanying Nur
al-Din’s additions to the walls of Amid, the ruler is
referred to as the “sphere of eminences” ( falak al-maʿālī),
“hero of the world” (pahlawān-i jahān), and “the Khusraw of Iran” (Khusraw-i Irān).89 The use of such titles in
reference to Nur al-Din (the light of religion) makes
sense in the context of Suhrawardi’s hermeneutical
reading of the Shāhnāma, in which Iranian kings were
understood as manifestations of divine light.90 The mystic’s Alwāḥ ʿImādi, dedicated to Malik ʿImad al-Din, also
included this esoteric reading of the Shāhnāma, interpreting mythical Iranian kings such as Faridun and
Kaykhusraw as embodiments of divine light.91 Thus,
there appears to have been a mystical dimension to the
ancient Iranian borrowings of Artuqid and Rum Seljuq
rulers. This is particularly noteworthy in terms of the
Rum Seljuqs’ use of names from the Shāhnāma—a pref-
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erence that seems to have begun with the naming of
Qilij Arslan’s youngest son, the aforementioned
Kaykhusraw. One may also note the adages selected
from the Shāhnāma that were part of the epigraphic
program of Kayqubad’s Konya walls.92
In Konya, the arrangement of figures on the northern side of the city walls (sketchily illustrated by de
Laborde [fig. 1] and described in more detail by early
nineteenth-century travelers such as Kinneir and Olivier) is also to be noted: above the statue of Hercules was
a reused Roman sarcophagus frieze carved in highrelief; the latter featured a courtly scene with a seated
figure wearing a toga and holding an orb (“a ball, the
symbol of the world” according to Kinneir).93 Above this
image was an Arabic inscription and then winged
“genies” making offerings to the “sun” (as described by
Olivier).94 In Illuminationist terms, the angels, orb, and
sun are all signifiers of light. Besides the presence of
angels on the gate and walls of Konya, the specific
instance of two-winged angels above a seated figure
holding an orb—as on Nur al-Din’s coin (fig. 11)—highlights the Illuminationist iconography common to both
the Artuqids and the Rum Seljuqs. Moreover, these
appeared above the figure of Hercules, believed to be
the effigy of the sage (ḥakīm) who had founded the city,
according to the medieval Andalusian traveler Ibn Saʿid
(d. 1286).95 Given the local Konya cult that included the
“tomb” of Aflatun, this “sage” was none other than the
philosopher Plato, known as Aflatun in the Islamic
world.96 In “light” of Ishrāqiyya theory, the figure of the
“sun” above “Plato” takes on new meaning. Different
components of Illuminationism are thus brought
together in the combination of the angels at the Konya
gate with figures such as “Plato” on the city walls.
Although space limitations do not allow for a fuller discussion of the possible impact of Suhrawardi’s angel
ology, it should be mentioned here that angels in
similar configurations appeared on the coins and in the
illustrated manuscripts of other monarchs in the Jazira
as well.97 In the case of Konya, two seemingly disparate
traditions—the “Eastern” Perso-Islamic Shāhnāma and
the late antique “Western” spolia of Hercules representing Plato—came together under the umbrella of
Suhrawardi’s philosophy of light.
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EXCHANGES BETWEEN THE ARTUQID AND
RUM SELJUQ COURTS
The points of convergence between the Artuqids and
Rum Seljuqs suggest a shared court culture and mobility
among post-Seljuq successor states. Marriage provided
an intimate connection between the courts in Amid
and Konya: Nur al-Din Muhammad was wedded to the
daughter of Qilij Arslan II, Seljuqa Khatun (d. 1188–89),
who, based on the accounts of Ibn al-Athir and the
Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr (d. 1217), seems to have
been a remarkable young woman. The latter author,
who went on the pilgrimage to Mecca under Seljuqa’s
protection, commented:
One of the glories of this princess, who is named
Saljuqah, is that Saladin conquered Amid, the city of
her husband Nur al-Din and one of the biggest in the
world, but left the city to her in honour of her father and
gave her the keys. Because of this, her husband remained
king.98

Ibn Jubayr, who was very taken with this young woman
of “about five and twenty years,”99 underlines the prestige she enjoyed throughout the trip, but does not go
into the reasons behind Salah al-Din’s act of honoring
her.100 After Nur al-Din Muhammad died in 1185, Seljuqa
went from Amid to Baghdad, where she married Caliph
al-Nasir li-Din Allah (r. 1180–1225), who, according to Ibn
al-Athir, “had a great love for her which was manifest
to everyone.”101 When she died soon thereafter, al-Nasir
“built a mausoleum over her tomb on the West Bank
and alongside the mausoleum his celebrated hospice
in al-Ramla.”102 In addition to the high esteem held for
a woman of the Rum Seljuq court with imperial roots,
Seljuqa’s short life demonstrates the agency of women
in regional and “international” affairs. Besides her patronage of a traveler such as Ibn Jubayr, it is also noteworthy to consider what else may have circulated with
her. Her presence creates a more tangible link between
Konya and Amid, two courts that were noted by Ibn
al-Athir for their “heretical” interest in philosophy.103
Considering that Seljuqa Khatun married Caliph alNasir, we can also assume that Illuminationist ideas
reached and were known in Baghdad. From Ibn Jubayr’s
account of the ceremonious entry of her litter into
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Mosul after returning from the Hajj, it is apparent that
she, too, deployed cosmological signs:
The dome (qubba) of her litter was wholly adorned with
pieces of gold shaped like new moons (ahilla), with
dinars the size of the palm of the hand, and with chains
and images of pleasing designs, so that hardly any part
of the dome could be seen.104

Ibn Jubayr’s description of the “new moon” is reminiscent of the Rum Seljuq silver horse trappings in the
David Collection in Copenhagen, where six of the eleven
medallions are in the shape of crescent moons.105 These
moons also appeared in public text such as that on the
walls of Konya.106 The familial links make the comparison between the two courts more compelling. Furthering this connection, Ibn Bibi informs us that when
Kayqubad’s father, Kaykhusraw (r. 1192–96, 1205–11),
was forced into exile by his older brother, Rukn al-Din
Sulaymanshah (r. 1197–1204), among other places he
sought refuge with the ruler in Amid, with whom he
had a “blood” relationship.107 His sister was no longer
alive but (presumably) the ruler was his nephew. During
his brief sojourn into the Jazira, Kaykhusraw must have
been exposed to the flourishing local artistic scene.
Perhaps the most renowned work known to us from
Amid is the medieval Islamic Artuqid manuscript on
automata, “The Book of Knowledge of Ingenious
Mechanical Devices” (al-Jāmiʿ bayn al-ʿilm wa-l-ʿamal
al-nāfiʿ fī ṣināʿat al-ḥiyal), by the inventor and engineer
Ibn al-Razzaz al-Jazari (d. after 1206).108 As a polymath,
al-Jazari here addresses “several categories of ingenious
devices: water-clocks and candle-clocks, wine and water
dispensers, devices for measuring the blood removed
during phlebotomy, fountains, musical automata, and
water-raising devices.”109 The interest in automatic
devices reflected a continuation of a royal tradition, as
such objects were known from earlier caliphs. However,
in al-Jazari’s case, and as noted in his preface, his
Artuqid patron encouraged him to record his work, recognizing his exceptional talent. The artist’s free use of
figural imagery, which combined courtly personages
with eagles and the zodiac, fit into the Suhrawardian
themes outlined above.
Al-Jazari entered the service of Nur al-Din Muhammad in 1174–75 and stayed in Hisn Kayfa for eight years

before moving with his master in 1183 to Amid, where
the court was transferred following Saladin’s generous
handover of the city to Nur al-Din (or to Seljuqa, according to Ibn Jubayr). Unfortunately, none of al-Jazari’s
actual creations survive. The doors that he designed for
the new palace (or its renovation) consisted of an intricate geometrical composition that finds its closest comparison in the extant doors from Cizre housed today in
the Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum in Istanbul.110
After his patron’s death in 1185, al-Jazari worked for his
son, Qutb al-Din Suqman (r. 1185–1201), for whom he
made a number of mechanical devices, and later for
Suqman’s brother, Nasir al-Din Mahmud (r. 1201–22),
upon whose suggestion he compiled and illustrated his
treatise, completed in 602 (1206). Thankfully, this oeuvre records his exceptional work, as well as the creativity of the Amid court. The manuscript in the Topkapı
Palace is a copy of the treatise made by another author
in Hisn Kayfa within three months of the work’s completion.111 As Michael Meinecke summed up, the two
features that distinguished al-Jazari were: “his frequent
and unprecedented inclusion of human figures in his
mechanical devices,” and—“even more informative for
the cultural climate of the Artuqid court”—“his dependence on Greek and early Islamic treatises about
mechanical devices, which were not only used, but also
further improved.”112
Intriguingly, when we study the timing and geography more closely, we see that al-Jazari’s long tenure in
Hisn Kayfa and Amid coincided not only with the
“Shaykh of Illumination” Suhrawardi’s activity in the
region but also with Giyath al-Din Kaykhusraw’s exile
following his deposition and stay in Malik Salih Nasir
al-Din’s court, as reported by Ibn Bibi. Another figure
that most likely emerged from this context of exchange
was the Rum Seljuq Atabeg (a title for the tutors of
princes indicating their status as tribal elders) Asad alDin Ayaz, the commander referred to as Amir Asad alDin “Constable” (Kundaṣṭabl), or “Crazy Ayas” (Ayās-i
majnūn) by Ibn Bibi, who was instrumental in the urban
transformation of Anatolia during the reigns of Kaykaʾus
and Kayqubad. İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılı may have been
the first to take note of Ibn al-Athir’s account of an
Artuqid ghulām (military slave) named Ayas to whom
a Rum Seljuq sultan granted refuge, and to cautiously
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posit whether this may have been Asad al-Din.113 Zeki
Sönmez, a scholar known for his work on Seljuq artists,
has argued that this “mamluke” mentioned by Ibn alAthir, who rose to prominence at the Artuqid court in
Amid as the favorite of Qutb al-Din Suqman II, was
indeed Asad al-Din.114 According to Sönmez and Richards, the sultan who “interceded” on his behalf was
Rukn al-Din Sulaymanshah; however, given Kaykhusraw’s presence at the Artuqid court around the time of
this event, it is more likely that—although deposed—
he was the Rum Seljuq ruler who intervened to save
Ayaz.115
Except for his addition of a few works that I believe
should be associated with another Ayaz (namely, Fakhr
al-Din sharābsalār [wine steward]), Sönmez’s identification of the Artuqid ghulām as Asad al-Din Ayaz is very
compelling and points to exchanges between the courts
in personnel and expertise, as well as in craftsmen and
style.116 Sönmez hypothesizes that Asad al-Din was
among a number of artists who, having left Zangid lands
for employment in the Artuqid court, must have been
involved in the Artuqid renovation of the walls of
Amid.117 For this reason, his expertise was invaluable
for the fortification projects initiated in Anatolia, such
as those in Sinop and Konya.118 Additionally, when
assessing Ayaz’s technical training, it is important to
bear in mind that he had been in the same court as
al-Jazari. Thus, when Ibn Bibi reports the capture in 1226
of the formidable citadel of Çemişkezek by Ayaz—who
was sūbāshī of Malatya at that time—and mentions that
the crack in the walls had to be repaired afterwards by
“construction engineers” (bannāyān-i muhandis), we
understand that Ayaz had the know-how to oversee this
kind of technical work.119 Moreover, although Sönmez
does not mention such details, Ayaz provides a key
link—and not just an intriguing parallel—regarding
features of the decorative program of Amid, such as the
double-headed eagle, which would be repeated in
Konya.
THE ITINERANT SUHRAWARDI
When considering Sufi mystics in Seljuq Anatolia, the
first one that comes to mind is always Jalal al-Din Rumi
(d. 1273). Yet even the religious context that created the
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Mawlana has not been sufficiently understood; although
the primary figures are known, there is little scholarship on the intellectual history of the period. Among
the prominent figures at this time, Ramazan Şeşen believes that Suhrawardi al-maqtūl was as influential as
Ibn Sina.120 Nevertheless, as we have seen, because of
how he died, historical sources such as Ibn al-Athir are
pointedly silent about him. While Suhrawardi’s philosophical ideas have drawn great interest in the twentieth century, there has been little research conducted on
his life and the impact he had on the regions where he
was active—namely, the Jazira, Rum, and Syria. Basic
factual mistakes, such as the assumption that he was
in Kayqubad’s court (impossible given the dates), have
been repeated.121 There are even several different versions of the specifics of his death.122
Ibn Bibi mentions a number of mystics close to the
court in his account of the Rum Seljuqs, starting from
Qilij Arslan II’s partitioning of his realm among his sons.
In his description of the princes, the author has a muddled section on Suhrawardi al-maqtūl.123 Given that
Kaykhusraw (r. 1192–96) and Sulaymanshah (r. 1197–
1204) ruled after Suhrawardi’s death, and that the mystic arrived in Aleppo in 1183, his activity in Rum has to
have been towards the end of Qilij Arslan’s reign, while
the princes were already in their provincial centers.124
However, since this period coincided with the turmoil
of the interregnum and the Third Crusade, it is unclear
exactly where the shaykh traveled and who acted as his
patron. Although Ibn Bibi correctly situates the shaykh
in this milieu and mentions that the Partawnāma (cited
above) was dedicated to one of the maliks, because of
the circular way in which he expresses it, the identity
of the prince remains unclear.125 In my opinion,
Suhrawardi’s impact went beyond his relationship with
one prince. Choices that seem unusual appear to make
sense in terms of Ishraqi theory. For example, Qilij
Arslan’s adoption of the title “Manifestation of the Word
of God” (maẓhar kalimat Allāh) in the palace at Konya
gains meaning and reverberates with light symbolism
once we understand Suhrawardi’s definition of “God’s
Word.”126
Given the silence and covert nature of the sources, it
is difficult to reconstruct the details of Suhrawardi’s stay
in Anatolia. We see his memory indirectly invoked in
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an account by Aflaki (d. 1360) that he attributed to
another controversial itinerant mystic, Shams-i Tabriz,
Rumi’s muse:
[O]ne day he said: ‘In Damascus those dogs were openly
saying Shehāb-e Maqtūl (the Murdered) was an infidel
(kāfer). I said: “God forbid!” How could Shehāb be dark
(kāfer) since he is luminous. Yes, in the presence of the
sun (Shams) a comet (Shehāb) is dark. But when it enters
the sun’s service in complete sincerity, it becomes a full
moon. It becomes whole. I am very humble with the
sincere who are in need. But I am very proud and arrogant with others. Shehāb al-Dīn’s learning (ʿelm) was
predominant over his reason (ʿaql). Reason should predominate over learning and rule over it. His brain, which
is the seat of reason, had become weak ….’127

The manner in which Shams refers to people in Damascus (i.e., the Ayyubids) as “dogs” is telling. The high
esteem he had for Shihab al-Din—aside from the fact
that the latter was “dimmer” than himself—is also very
important, especially when we consider that this must
have transferred to Mawlana as well. Shams himself was
an unusual, enigmatic, and polarizing figure who was
murdered, or “disappeared,” in 1247. However, Aflaki’s
reporting reveals the Anatolian perspective on the differences in attitude concerning ʿilm versus ʿaql. A comparative history of these ideas is difficult to trace, but
Shams’s remarks suggest a key distinction between the
two.128
Despite the differences in attitude between Syria and
Anatolia, it seems that one could still receive philosophical and Ishraqi training even after the shaykh’s execution. Most revealing is the case of Kamal al-Din Kamyar,
who was exiled after the attempted coup against Kayqubad in 1223 but was later pardoned and rose through
the ranks to become commander-in-chief of the army
or “chief of amirs” (malik al-umarāʾ). According to Ibn
Bibi, during his exile Kamyar went to Syria, where he
studied philosophy. The author indicates the high
regard Kamyar had for the “philosopher” (hakīm)
Suhrawardi, also referred to as al-maqtūl.129 Ibn Bibi is
full of praise for the malik al-umarāʾ to whom Kayqubad
had wished to entrust his “last will and testament”
(vaṣiyya), i.e., the fate of the empire, though he was prevented from doing so when the poison that eventually
killed him had advanced to the point of affecting his
speech.130

Ibn Bibi, whose text is noted for its inaccuracies and
eulogies of Kayqubad, conflates two Shihab al-Din
Suhrawardis. In addition to (Yahya) Suhrawardi
al-maqtūl, he also reports on the other and betterknown Shihab al-Din (ʿUmar) Suhrawardi (d. 1234), who
visited different imperial courts on behalf of Caliph
al-Nasir to gather support for the futuwwa initiative created in order to reestablish universal Islamic rule.131
This included the Ayyubid court at Aleppo under
al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi (r. 1186–1216), who had executed
Yahya Suhrawardi on the orders of his father, Salah alDin.132 ʿUmar Suhrawardi also traveled to Anatolia for
Kaykaʾus’s induction into the futuwwa, and again during Kayqubad’s reign. Ibn Bibi mentions that during his
stay, amirs of the state such as Jalal al-Din Qaratay submitted to him, a fact indicating that in addition to his
role as caliphal envoy ʿUmar Suhrawardi may have had
a personal agenda as well.133 Although associated with
ʿUmar Suhrawardi, Qaratay may have had an interest in
illumination and cosmology too; the “stellar” composition of the dome of his renowned madrasa in Konya and
its possible cosmological significance have previously
been noted by James Allan and Eva Baer.134
Within the context described, the significant role of
the caliph should also be noted. His marriage to the
Rum Seljuq princess Seljuqa Khatun has already been
mentioned. Caliph al-Nasir’s efforts to reunite Muslims
under himself meant rapprochement with different
dogmatic groups, and his long reign of forty-five years
(1180–1225) witnessed a range of events.135 Early on,
Salah al-Din disapproved of al-Nasir’s attitude since he
received little help from the caliph as he worked towards
unifying Muslims for Holy War against the crusaders.
Al-Nasir was concerned about his own territory, especially after Salah al-Din’s successful conquest of Jerusalem in 1187. Instead of assisting him, the caliph turned
his attention eastward, believing that the Khwarazmshah posed a threat to Baghdad. Ibn al-Athir reflects Syrian attitudes toward the caliph when in his record of
al-Nasir’s death he comments that the caliph brought
on the Mongol onslaught.136
The now-destroyed Talisman Gate (1221) in Baghdad
was one of the projects the caliph sponsored towards
the end of his reign. The cosmological significance of
the seated ruler holding the tongues of two knotted and
winged dragons has been noted, in particular for the
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parallels with the extant fragmentary reliefs of knotted
dragons and a seated ruler from the walls of Konya.137
Although situated differently, al-Zahir also added dragons to the citadel of Aleppo.138 Given the paucity of
remains from Abbasid Baghdad, a closer study of coins
may yield further information on interactions between
the caliph and sultan and related power hierarchies. As
an initial observation, the symbolic (obverse) sides of
some early Artuqid coins seem to be associated with the
caliph: e.g., Qara Arslan’s coin, which featured a bust
accompanied by the pious formula and the ruling
caliph’s name. The bust personifying the caliph as
Helios or Apollo transforms him into the “sun” (fig. 6).
The year al-Nasir ascended the throne, Nur al-Din
Muhammad issued the coin with the ascension scene
in which the name of the caliph is coupled with the
Artuqid ruler on the epigraphic side instead (fig. 11).
Even though the obverse is not accompanied by a particular name, the issue was perhaps meant to honor
al-Nasir’s enthronement. Although epigraphy has not
been discussed here due to space limitations, a more
complete analysis of the coins would have to take the
text-image relationships into consideration.
COSMOLOGY AND THE RUM SELJUQS
It is well known that celestial and astrological signs existed on many Seljuq buildings.139 The earliest use of astrological symbolism in Anatolia appears to be from the
Artuqid region and predates Suhrawardi, most famously
at the Cizre bridge. The coins of Qara Arslan likewise
point to earlier interest in the kind of cosmology that has
been examined by Oya Pancaroğlu.140 In fact, this was
probably the context from which Suhrawardi emerged.
Some of the astrological interests in Rum seem to stem
from their Seljuq ancestry. In an insightful anecdote
about Qutalmish, the progenitor of the Rum Seljuqs, Ibn
al-Athir reported that he and his successors encouraged
the practice of astrology, despite Islamic injunctions
against it that were prevalent in Ayyubid Syria:
It is remarkable that this Qutalmish understood astrology and had mastered it, notwithstanding that he was
a Turk. Besides this he knew other Turkish lore. His
sons after him continued to seek this learning of the
ancients and to attract its practitioners. This was a blot

171

that stained their reputation for religion. This and other
facts about them will be learnt from their history, which
will be told in due course.141

The Syrian chronicler’s criticism reflects his distaste
not only for astrology—perceived as part of “Turkish
lore”—but also for the “learning of the ancients,” which
he considered a “blot that stained [the Seljuqs’] reputation for religion.” After all, it was in the more conservative milieu of Syria that Suhrawardi was executed and
Sufis such as Ibn al-ʿArabi —one of the most renowned
Sufis of medieval Islam, who found a wide following in
Anatolia (d. 1240)—were denounced. Since Ibn al-Athir
was writing years after the Qutalmish incident, his comments can be interpreted as a critique of Rum Seljuq
learning and piety.142
An excerpt from the author’s “Account of the Battle
between Alp Arslan and Qutalmish” (in the year 456
[1063–64]) provides the background for the rift between
the Great Seljuqs and their Rum Seljuq relatives.
Although Qutalmish had been a faithful commander
under his cousin Tughril Beg, he was also a contender
for the throne. On one side of the battle stood Sultan
Alp Arslan, his vizier Nizam al-Mulk, and the army composed of “the ulema and ascetics,” while on the other
was Qutalmish and his supporters. Referring to the rebel
prince’s knowledge of astrology, Ibn al-Athir wrote:
“[h]e halted and made his observations, and saw that
his star on that day was associated with evil influences.”143 According to the author, although Alp Arslan
was saddened by his cousin’s fate, Qutalmish was killed.
By symbolically placing Qutalmish (and his descendants) on the other side of a swamp, thereby separating
him from an army consisting of “the ulema and ascetics,” Ibn al-Athir relays his belief that the Rum Seljuqs
stood on the wrong side of an unspoken religious or sectarian divide.144
Ahmet Yaşar Ocak, a Turkish historian of heterodox
Sufi sects in Anatolia and the Balkans in subsequent
centuries, believes—he does not cite a reference—that
Ibn al-Athir’s negative sentiments had to do with the
lenience that the Rum Seljuqs demonstrated toward the
Christians who comprised the majority of the population in their realm.145 Another Turkish scholar, Mikail
Bayram, whose works are often considered controversial, relates the interest in philosophy and the sciences
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in Anatolia to the fact that the early Seljuq sultans and
Danishmendid rulers were inclined towards rationalist
Muʾtazilism.146 While many scholars readily accept the
Rum Seljuq enthusiasm for and promotion of the sciences, unlike Bayram they are reluctant to place them
on the opposite end of the spectrum from the mainstream groups in power at the time: anti-rationalist
Hanbalism (the legal doctrine of the Abbasid caliphs,
which was also prevalent in Syria) and Ashʾarism (the
school of thought that mediated between Hanbalism
and Muʾtazilism). Although Muʾtazilism had been
declared the official doctrine of the Abbasid caliphate
in the ninth century, it was later supplanted by
Ashʾarism; serious conflicts took place over the conceptualization of the metaphysical world through reason
and philosophy.147
The Great Seljuqs and the post-Seljuq successorstates of the Rum Seljuqs, Zangids, and Ayyubids, are
usually considered champions of orthodox Sunni Islam
and Ashʾarism. This perception extends to the Rum
Seljuq sultan ʿAla al-Din Kayqubad. Nevertheless, as is
evident from the various comments cited by Ibn
al-Athir, the Ayyubids believed the Rumis to be corrupt
in their beliefs. However, while the latter’s interest in
philosophy and astrology is openly stated in the text, it
is unclear what else these “corrupt beliefs” may have
involved. The study of light and celestial spheres went
hand-in-hand with interest in astronomy and astrology,
as well as the use of planetary and astral symbols. Central Asia seems to have played an important role in
spearheading the construction of observatories and promoting astronomy as a science.148 The Great Seljuq sultan Malikshah (r. 1072–92), too, had set up an observatory
in Isfahan (1072), which was frequented by ʿUmar
Khayyam (d. 1123).149 Yet in the context of violent sectarian concerns and conflicts in the region, the observatory was abolished after Malikshah died. Despite his
denunciation of philosophy, however, even al-Ghazali
wrote a treatise on emanation, Mishkāt al-anwār (The
Niche of Lights), which was emulated by later Sufi
scholars.150
What made Suhrawardi’s “Philosophy of Illumination” especially appealing in Anatolia seems to have
been his attempt to bring the “ancients” of Greece and
Iran together by infusing his understanding of Platonic

philosophy with Zoroastrian principles.151 The “Kharreh” and “Farreh” in the quote cited at the start of this
article refer to the Zoroastrian “divine light.” This concept, often found in advice literature, was also employed
by Ibn Bibi; Kayqubad completed the walls of Konya
thanks to his “divine grace ( farr-i Yazdānī) and sultanic
felicity (dawlat-i sulṭānī).”152 And from the account of
Ibn Bibi, i.e., “Ibn Bibi al-Munajjima, son of the Astrologer Lady,” and his description of how his parents were
invited to the Rum Seljuq court, we know that Kayqubad valued astrology. The author himself was knowledgeable about planets and described Kayqubad in
celestial terms. His portrayal of the sultan as the just
ruler, who was “the light of the great tribe’s eyes and the
sun and moon of the dynasty” (nūr dīda-yi īn dūdmān
va-sarāj-u-māj-i īn khānadān), placed Kayqubad firmly
among sovereigns depicted as a “ruler in a cosmic setting.”153
Visual and epigraphic evidence from the reign of Kayqubad’s brother Kaykaʾus also points to the concept of
a divinely sanctioned ruler. In his “victory inscription”
( fatḥnāma) on the city walls of Antalya, Kaykaʾus not
only reused Qilij Arslan’s maẓhar kalimat Allāh, but also
referred to himself as “the one who is supported by
heaven.”154 Moreover, as scholars interested in celestial
imagery and cosmology have noted, busts with plaited
hair representing the sun and the moon flank the main
iwan in Kaykaʾus’s hospital and tomb in Sivas.155
Pancaroğlu remarks that “in poetry and mystical
thought, the theme of the moon reflecting the luminosity of the sun was often compared to the Prophet
Muhammad reflecting the light of God.”156 The combination of the busts with pious formulae such as “There
is no god but God and Muhammad is his Prophet” (Lā
ilāha illa’llāh Muḥammad rasūlu’llāh) is reminiscent of
the coin of Qara Arslan discussed earlier (fig. 6).157
When we look beyond the figural busts, Kaykaʾus’s
tomb in Sivas—completed early on in Kayqubad’s reign
as an addition to one of the side iwans of the hospital—
features celestial symbolism on the decagonal conical
dome that projects above the roofline of the hospital,
signaling the presence of the “one who is supported by
heaven.” Inside the tomb chamber, the stellar geometric
composition of the entrance portal is repeated in the
design of the stone mihrab and the sultan’s tile-clad
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cenotaph (fig. 13). The most overt light symbolism can
be seen in the image of the commemorative lamp, on
the tomb mihrab.158 This brings to life the prayer stated
in the waqfiyya (endowment deed) of the complex: “may
his tomb be light (nūr) [filled].”159
Seljuq-style portals, particularly the type with stellar
or radial patterns seen on the portal of Kaykaʾus’s hospital in Sivas and repeated on the sultan’s cenotaph,
have previously been linked to cosmology. Semra Ögel
has compared a detail of the geometric composition of
the portal of the Aksaray Sultan Han built by Kayqubad
(fig. 14) with diagrams from a manuscript of Ibn
ʿArabi.160 The comparison is compelling, given that Ibn
ʿArabi resided in Rum for many years and was a spiritual guide for Kaykaʾus. Unfortunately, Ögel’s formal
juxtaposition lacks the textual or historical grounding
that would strengthen her argument. Younger scholars
such as Uzay Peker echo Ögel in their discussion of cosmology but remain similarly ahistorical.161 On the other
hand, Samer Akkach, author of Cosmology and Architecture in Premodern Islam, who does examine Ibn
ʿArabi’s texts and diagrams in detail, fails to consider
them in relation to architecture in a historicized manner.162
The questions posed by geometry and epigraphy
require a more complete discussion than is possible
here. Ideally, such a study would also compare names,
titles, and selections of Koranic citations among the
Artuqids, Ayyubids, and other post-Seljuq successor
states.163 For, even within the same realm, Kaykaʾus’s
Sivas tomb differed considerably in style from the royal
tomb towers in the courtyard of the Konya Friday
Mosque. Regional differences were no doubt an important factor. The Iranian cultural heritage of Artuqid
Amid and Seljuq Malatya, where ceramic tiles and
mosaic faience, for instance, were frequently deployed,
was not shared with Ayyubid Syria, where this kind of
architectural ornament was not common. On the other
hand, Damascene artists such as Khawlan al-Dimishqi
contributed greatly to Rum Seljuq architecture.164
Even though there are a substantial number of extant
medieval Anatolian buildings, due to the paucity of
written material, our understanding of the dynamics
behind artistic decisions and patronage is still in its
infancy. Yet, as is evident from Suhrawardi’s “Sound
of Gabriel’s Wing,” unexpected sources often yield
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Fig. 13. Tiled cenotaph of Kaykaʾus (before recent renovation), in Sivas, Turkey. Rüçhan Arık and Oluş Arık, Tiles,
Treasures of Anatolian Soil: Tiles of the Seljuk and Beylik Periods (Istanbul: Kale Group Cultural Productions, 2008), 52,
fig. 22. (Photo: courtesy of Cemal Emden)

s ignificant information. In her work on poetic sources,
Julie Scott Meisami cites a poem from Seljuq Iran by
Azraqi (d. before 1100?); containing a description of a
palace, it offers important insight for solar representations of rulers:
Adorned in it are square colonnades [ṣuffa];
painted in it are circular roundels [shamsa];
In the ṣuffa are paintings of war-elephants;
in the shamsas are the portraits of the victorious
ruler…165

Unlike the solar imagery of the antiquarian lead seals
and coins discussed above, in which the sun is symbolized through classicizing images, Azraqi’s description
brings to life an “Eastern” tradition of representing a
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Fig. 14. Sultan Han, detail of main portal with stellate geometric border, Aksaray, Turkey. (Photo: Suzan Yalman)

victorious ruler within a “solar disk” (shamsa). As Meisami emphasizes, shamsas “often contain inscriptions
or arabesques,” but here “contain portraits (ṣuvar) of
the ruler,” a fact that “may shed new light on the Eastern traditions of wall-painting.”166 Although not in the
medium of painting, but in ceramic, this kind of image,
representing a “portrait” within a “solar disk,” is known
from the Rum Seljuq palace of Kubadabad (fig. 15). More
recently, other versions of this solar theme have been
expanded, thanks to the discovery of a ceramic cache or
depot with tiles thought to date from the late thirteenth
century.167
In her work on sun and moon imagery in Rum Seljuq
architecture, Gönül Öney has described the shamsa as
a “sun rosette,” or a face with radiating beams.168 These
examples—including the tile from Kubadabad—are
reminiscent of the “August Face” of the Shaykh al-ishrāq,

which has luminous “Great Words” that are worth
repeating:
Its relation in light and brilliance to the other words is
like the relation of the sun to the stars. This is what the
Prophet meant when he said, “If the face of the Sun were
uncovered, it would be worshipped instead of God.”169

Even without the portrait, however, the shamsa could
still signify the sun. In my opinion, the epigraphic tile
found in the excavations of the Alanya citadel palace is
of this kind of shamsa, which did not incorporate the
“face” of the sun (fig. 16).170 Although it is often glossed
over as a decorative “rosette,” I believe this radial sign or
sundial still embodied the cosmological and light symbolism discussed here. This type of shamsa also a ppears
in Kubadabad but without the epigraphic band. While
these examples are no longer in their original context,
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the Alanya epigraphic tile and other examples such as
foundation inscriptions from city walls indicate that
the shamsa appeared next to the name of God or the
sultan in architectural settings. Such pairings demonstrate the symbolic nature of the sign. Furthermore,
with respect to objects from this period, shamsas are
frequently found on sources of light such as metalwork
candlesticks, a fact that confirms the association with
light and lighting.171
James Allan, who has discussed signs associated with
the ideology of the Fatimids (909–1171), has remarked
that: “it is highly likely that the numerous star, rosette
and other geometrical forms used by the Ayyubids and
Mamluks were employed to symbolise light in a general
way, even if they no longer carried the religious ideology of the Fatimids.”172 I believe Suhrawardi’s philosophy of light and emanation provides an important
context for the renewed interest in these particular
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Fig. 15. Star-shaped tile with the “face” of the sun, found at
the Kubadabad palace. Konya, Turkey, Konya Karatay Cera
mics Museum, inv. no. 1332. Rüçhan Arık and Oluş Arık, Tiles,
Treasures of Anatolian Soil, 329, fig. 331. (Photo: courtesy of
Rüçhan Arık)

Fig. 16. Epigraphic tile with shamsa, from the Alanya citadel palace. Alanya, Turkey, Alanya Museum, inv. no. 1.3.97. (Photo:
© Cemal Emden)
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signs. Allan cites the circular medallions from the portal of the mosque of Baybars in Cairo (1266–69), where
twelve-petaled rosettes are framed by inscriptions bearing Sura 24:36 (a verse that follows the Light Verse[Ṣūrat
al-Nūr]); these are striking in their structural resemblance to the Alanya tile with the epigraphic band framing a shamsa.173 This supports the light symbolism of
the rosette/shamsa while also raising the question of
Baybars’s awareness of Rum Seljuq architectural practices and ornament. As Allan underscores, circular
inscriptions were of royal and religious importance for
the Fatimids. However, the Rum Seljuqs also employed
concentric circles, a fact that takes us back to Kayqubad’s seals with circular epigraphic bands framing
the Apollo-like busts or solar “portraits” of the sultan.
Although architectural ornament is often an important bearer of “meaning,” the motivation is not always
obvious. This seems to be particularly the case when
there is no figural imagery. Even though contextualizing political messages may have its challenges, “public
text” is often stated through epigraphic means. Yet
expressions of religious identity—especially mystical
or esoteric ones—are usually more difficult to decipher.
With respect to Anatolia, what complicates matters further is the fact that—apart from the popular figure of
Rumi—our knowledge of faith, Sufism, and Islam in the
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, is still very
limited, as has been admitted in the scholarship.174
Signs that are not overtly religious—such as the figure
of a bust—can seem “secular.” Yet, through Suhrawardi’s philosophy of light we have seen how a pagan solar
cult can be infused with mystical Sufi readings.
CONCLUSION
In the history of Islam, the notion of the divine right
to rule may have reached its ultimate point with the
“heresy” of the “Divine Faith” (Dīn-i Ilāhī) propagated by
the Mughal emperor Akbar (r. 1556–1605). This was an
eclectic belief system that has been described as a “solar
monotheism with an exaggerated preoccupation with
light, sun and fire.”175 Dīn-i Ilāhī was the culmination
of a long tradition that was heir to ancient Greek, Zoroastrian, and Hindu ideas of kingship. In the medieval

world, the pagan understanding of hierarchical Platonic
forms, including “demi-gods” and their corresponding
properties of light and emanation, found their way into
monotheistic beliefs that were eventually adopted by
secular rulers. From Jesus Christ as “divine light” in
Christianity, and the Abbasid caliphs as “the shadow
of God on earth,” to the bestowal of this caliphal title
on sultans such as Kayqubad, such symbolism was pervasive. Given the Light Verse in the Koran and interest
in Neoplatonism, light symbolism found expression in
the arts, particularly under the Fatimids. Further east,
the extensive use of celestial imagery signaled a new
cosmological understanding of the universe in the late
Seljuq period (1150–1250) that went hand-in-hand with
an interest in humanism.176
It is not a coincidence that the emergence of unusual
iconographic and artistic features with light symbolism,
which embodied messages of royal grandeur with overtones of celestial references, occurred at the time of the
Illuminationist shaykh Suhrawardi’s activity in Anatolia
and the Jazira. His Illuminationist teaching seems to be
echoed in the light imagery that continued to flourish
in Rum, which was less conservative than Syria, where,
as mentioned earlier, the shaykh was executed upon the
order of Salah al-Din Ayyubi. Ibn Bibi reveals Kayqubad’s flexible attitude toward his Islamic faith when
he comments that the sultan, although Hanafi, made
his morning prayers according to the school of Imam
al-Shafiʿi.177 Given the violent clashes between these
groups in Iran and Central Asia, the openness of the
Seljuq ruler no doubt made a difference for émigrés
traveling to Rum. For, despite the efforts of the Abbasid
caliphs in the “twilight” period to re-create the ideal of
a unified Dār al-Islām, sectarian conflicts in the medieval period point precisely to the fact that not all Muslims defined their faith in the same way. Even within a
circumscribed area such as Anatolia, there seemed to
be many competing ideas that were constantly fed by
an influx of traveling and migrant intellectuals at the
time, including such figures as the two Shihab al-Din
Suhrawardis (d. 1191 and d. 1234), Rumi’s father Baha
al-Din Valad (d. 1228), Ibn ʿArabi (d. 1241), Shams-i
Tabrizi (d. 1247), and Najm al-Din Razi (d. 1256), to name
a few.178
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Among the wide-ranging ideas brought by the itinerant mystics belonging to different Sufi paths, I believe
Illuminationism remained a significant influence at the
Rum Seljuq court. The different pieces of information
linked to Asad al-Din Ayaz, Kamal al-Din Kamyar, and
Shams-i Tabriz indicate that Suhrawardi al-maqtūl’s
name and teachings were still alive in the Jazira and
Syria. The Rum Seljuqs may have found Suhrawardi’s
ideas particularly appealing since they overtly brought
together ancient Greek and Zoroastrian concepts with
Islamic ones—through a shared “Western” and “Eastern” interest in illumination—providing a new path
that could be shared with the mixed population now
under Rum Seljuq rule. As we have seen with the figural
coinage and seals discussed above, the Artuqids and
Rum Seljuqs adapted classical imagery to Islamic concepts. Most noteworthy in this regard are the angels on
Nur al-Din Muhammad’s coins, since they demonstrate
how pagan images incorporated into Christian iconography could then be given new meaning in an Islamic
context through Suhrawardi’s angelology. However,
these coins were still not as blatantly classicizing as the
life-size “Nike-like” figures of Konya, which also recalled
Taq-i Bustan, the Sasanid royal site that was imbued
with Zoroastrian light symbolism. These statements had
to do with the fact that unlike the Artuqid and Ayyubid
polities, which were among the post-Seljuq successor
states that had military mercenary origins, the Rum
Seljuqs were the “fruit of the tree of Seljuq” and thus had
higher imperial claims, as reflected in their naming
practices, titulature, imagery, and architecture.179
Compared to neighboring states, the self-conscious
deployment of classicizing imagery and sculptural spolia was much more prominent in Rum, where the idea
of Rome and its imperial symbolism resonated among
temporal rulers (as it had for Frederick Barbarossa and
Manuel Komnenos in the twelfth century). In the post1204 context, however, when crusaders occupied New
Rome, this heritage was claimed by more aspirants.
Despite other contenders—the Byzantine courts in
exile, the Komnenians, and the Artuqids—the closest
parallel seems to have been between Frederick II and
Kayqubad, especially in their reuse and rebuilding of
older structures; conspicuous use of spolia and historical references in coinage and public text; and construction of a series of defensive structures as part of an
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urban network program. The sultan’s competitive
nature becomes evident through his use of bullae,
unusual for an Islamic ruler. On the other side, as part
of a political stratagem, Frederick would later marry his
daughter Constance (d. 1307) to the Lascarid ruler
John III Ducas Vatatzes (r. 1221–54), in 1244. Eventually
a Nicaean emperor would prevail in recapturing “the
City.”
In their symbiosis of “Eastern” Perso-Islamic and
“Western” Rumi cultural horizons, Sultan ʿAla al-Din
Kayqubad’s projects mirrored the changing nature of
medieval Anatolia itself. Together, these helped create
new meanings by linking past to present. Reflecting the
Rum Seljuq rulers’ desire for immortality, the mirrorfor-princes author Ravandi (d. after 1205) wished for a
renewal of the ancient Roman world dominion with
fresh Eastern inputs:
In all the country of Asia Minor (Rūm), may they spread
the virtues they gained from their relatives of the people
of Khorasan and Iraq; may knowledge (dānish) be enlivened by the fortune of this just king. May he do it in such
a way that the works of the knowledge (āsar-i dānish) of
the people of Rūm will, as it happened before, spread to
the whole world.180
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sprinkled some of his light on them,’ and unto him ascendeth the good words. (35:11) This light too is from that ray.
The words a parable representing a good word (14:24) mean
that the lesser word is luminous. If this lesser word did not
exist, how would anyone be able to ascend to the presence of God? An indication of the fact that the ‘word’ and
‘spirit’ both have the same meaning lies in the texts unto
him ascendeth the good words, and the angels ascend unto
him, and the spirit” (35:11; 70:4). Both are returning ‘unto
him,’ i.e., to God.” Ibid., 17–18.
Ibid., 17.
Spengler and Sayles, Turkoman Figural Bronze Coins, 1:29.
See Michael Sells, Encyclopaedia of the Qurʾān, s.v. “Ascension.”
See Helen C. Evans and William D. Wixom, eds., The Glory
of Byzantium: Art and Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era,
a.d. 843–1261 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art,
1997), 422–23, no. 281, with full bibliography.
See Scott Redford, “How Islamic Is It? The Innsbruck
Plate and Its Setting,” Muqarnas 7 (1990): 119–35. Also see
Thomas Steppan, “The Artukid Bowl: Courtly Art in the
Middle Byzantine Period and Its Relation to the Islamic
East,” in Perceptions of Byzantium and Its Neighbors: 843–
1261, ed. Olenka Z. Pevny (New York: Metropolitan Museum
of Art; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 84–101.
The David Collection, Copenhagen, inv. no. 4/1996. The
date is read as 600 or 660 (1204 or 1262), which coincides
with either Artuq Shah’s childhood or the period after he
was deposed by the Seljuqs.
The double-headed eagle is a topic deserving of a separate
discussion. To summarize briefly, however, following a
lead from the Swiss epigraphist Max van Berchem (d. 1921),
who was the first to notice a possible connection between
the double-headed eagle and the title sulṭān, Nasser Rabbat has argued that the bicephalic eagle was a sign of the
office of the sultan (al-sulṭān), not just of the ruler himself.
See Nasser Rabbat, “The Bicephalic Eagle: A Symbol of the
Sultan?” (paper presented at l’Institut d’études de l’Islam
et des sociétés du monde musulman [IISMM], École des
hautes études en sciences sociales [EHESS], Paris, France,
June 4, 2009), forthcoming in Beiträge zur Islamischen
Kunst und Archäologie 3 (July 2012); and Max van Berchem
and Josef Strzygowski, Amida: Matériaux pour l’épigraphie
et l’histoire musulmanes du Diyar-Bekr (Heidelberg: Carl
Winter; Paris: Ernest Leroux, 1910), 93–100. As I have discussed elsewhere, I concur with Rabbat that this was no
doubt the case in Kayqubad’s deployment of bicephalic
eagles on the walls of Konya and Kubadabad. See Yalman,
“Building the Sultanate of Rum,” 63–76. Yet I believe the
apotheosis theme points to an added mystical component
that is likely related to ideas of divinely ordained kingship. More importantly, a coin of ʿImad al-Din Zangi II
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(r. 1170–97) with the titulature of Caliph al-Nasir (r. 1180–
1225) emblazoned on the chest of the bicephalic eagle gives
reason to believe that the double-headed eagle may have
been a caliphal sign that was later appropriated by sultans.
Ibid.
For mirrors, see Stefano Carboni, “Narcissism or Catoptromancy?—Mirrors from the Medieval Eastern Islamic
World,” in Sifting Sands, Reading Signs: Studies in Honour of
Professor Géza Fehérvári, ed. Patricia L. Baker and Barbara
Brend (London: Furnace Publishing, 2006), 161–70.
See Gary Leiser, “Observations on the ‘Lion and Sun’ Coinage of Ghiyāth al-Dīn Kai-Khusraw II,” Mésogeios 2 (1998):
96–114.
See van Berchem and Strzygowski, Amida, 76.
Suhrawardi touches on these ancient Iranian themes in
his Ḥikmat al-ishrāq: “Whoso questions the truth of this—
whosoever is unconvinced by the proof—let him engage
in mystical disciplines and service to those visionaries, that
perchance he will, as one dazzled by the thunderbolt, see
the light blazing in the Kingdom of Power and will witness the heavenly essences and lights that Hermes and
Plato beheld. He will see the spiritual luminaries, the wellsprings of kingly splendor and wisdom that Zoroaster told
of, and that which the good and blessed king Kay-Khusraw
unexpectedly beheld in a flash. All the sages of Persia were
agreed thereon. For them, even water possessed an archetype in the heavenly kingdom, which they named ‘Khordad.’ That of trees they named ‘Mordad,’ and that of fire
‘Ordibehesht.’ These are the lights to which Empedocles
and others alluded.” Suhrawardī, Philosophy of Illumination,
108.
See Mehdi Amin Razavi, Suhrawardi and the School of Illumination (Richmond: Curzon Press, 1997), 16. For text, see
Suhrawardī, Opera Metaphysica et Mystica III, ed. and English intro. Seyyed Hossein Nasr, French intro. H. Corbin
(1970; repr. Tehran: Muʾassasah-yi Mutāliʿāt va Tahqīqāt-i
Farhangī, 1993). For selections translated into French, see
Suhrawardī, L’archange empourpré: Quinze traités et récits
mystiques, ed. and trans. Henry Corbin (Paris: Fayard, 1976),
99–130.
In his chapter on the construction of the Konya walls,
Ibn Bibi reports that in addition to verses from the Koran
and the sayings of the Prophet (aḥadīs), there were “the
adages (amsāl) and wisdom (ḥukm) of the poems of the
Shāhnāma.” Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalā ʾiyye fī’l-umūri’lʿalāʾiyye, facs. ed., fol. 254.
See John Macdonald Kinneir, Journey through Asia Minor,
Armenia, and Koordistan, in the years 1813 and 1814 (London:
John Murray, 1818), 219–20. For a more detailed discussion
of the decorative program of Kayqubad’s Konya walls, see
Yalman, “Building the Sultanate of Rum,” chap. 1.
Guillaume Antoine Olivier, Voyage dans l’empire Othoman,
l’Égypte et la Perse, 6 vols. (Paris: H. Agasse, 1807), 6:391–92.
See Ibn Saʿīd al-Maghribī, Kitāb al-Jughrāfīyā, ed. Ismāʿīl
al-ʿArabī (Beirut: Manshūrāt al-Maktab al-Tijārī lilṬibāʿa wa-al-Nashr wa-al-Tawzīʿ, 1970), 186; and Claude
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Cahen, “Ibn Saʿīd sur l’Asie Mineure Seldjuqide,” Tarih
Araştırmaları Dergisi 6 (1968): 44n30.
In his notes on Konya, the medieval travel writer al-Harawi
(d. 1215) had remarked: “The city of Konya (Qūniya) contains the tomb of the philosopher Plato (qabr aflatūn
al-ḥakīm) in a church next to the Congregational Mosque.”
Alī ibn Abī Bakr Harawi, A Lonely Wayfarer’s Guide to Pilgrimage (Kītab al-Ishārāt ilā maʿrifat al-Ziyārāt), trans.
Josef W. Meri (Princeton, N.J.: Darwin Press, 2004), 152. For
the Plato cult in the Konya area, see Frederick W. Hasluck,
Christianity and Islam under the Sultans, 2 vols. (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1929), 2:363–83.
Of particular note is the famed frontispiece of the Book of
Songs (Kitāb al-Aghānī), where the enthroned monarch,
Badr al-Din Luʾluʾ, Atabeg of Mosul (r. 1234–59), is flanked
by attendants, and winged angels carrying a canopy flutter
above him. A more detailed discussion of angelology would
need to take these works into consideration.
Ibn Jubayr, The Travels of Ibn Jubayr, being the chronicle
of a mediaeval Spanish Moor concerning his journey to the
Egypt of Saladin, the holy cities of Arabia, Baghdad the city
of the caliphs, the Latin kingdom of Jerusalem, and the Norman kingdom of Sicily, trans. R. J. C. Broadhurst (London:
Camelot Press, 1952), 239.
Ibid., 190.
Ibn al-Athir describes the crisis in detail: Seljuqa was
abandoned by her husband for a songstress; he was forced
back to his senses—after almost causing a war between
his father-in-law and his protector, Salah al-Din—and rid
himself of the “harlot,” but then died. For the full account,
see Ibn al-Athīr, Chronicle, 2:272.
Ibid., 2:358.
Ibid.
Regarding Kayqubad’s uncle, Rukn al-Din Sulaymanshah
(r. 1197–1204), the author says: “Rukn al-Dīn was fierce
against his enemies and active in the business of the state.
However, people used to attribute to him corrupt beliefs.
It used to be said that it was believed that his doctrine
was that of the philosophers. All those people who were
accused of such a doctrine used to seek refuge with him.
This group received much kindness from him, although
he was himself clever, preferring to conceal his belief so
that people would not turn away from him.” Ibn al-Athīr,
Chronicle, 3:80. As for Nur al-Din Muhammad’s son, Ibn
al-Athir reports: “He was a tyrant who ruled his subjects
badly. It is said that he used to profess the beliefs of the
philosophers, that bodies will not be raised from the dead.
They lied (God curse them). After his death he was succeeded by his son al-Masʿūd.” Ibid., 3:241.
Ibn Jubayr, Travels, 246; and W. Wright, ed., Riḥlat Ibn
Jubayr (The Travels of Ibn Jubayr) (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1907),
237.
The remaining five medallions contain pairs of confronted
lions. For a more complete discussion of the trappings,
see Scott Redford, “A Grammar of Rūm Seljuk Ornament,”
Mésogeios 25–26 (2005): 292–93.
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106. Although the nineteenth-century French traveler Texier
remarked that the adoption of the crescent as a sign was
attributed to Kayqubad, the adornment of Seljuqa Khatun’s
litter—with a dome full of glittering gold new moons—is
evidence of earlier usage. See Charles Texier, Asie Mineure
(Paris: Didot Frères, 1862), 522–23.
107. Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs. ed.,
fol. 45. For the account of Kaykhusraw’s exile, see ibid.,
36–52.
108. See Jazarī, Fī maʿrifat al-ḥiyal al-handasīyah = The Book of
Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical Devices, ed. and trans.
D. R. Hill (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1974).
109. Constantin Canavas, EI3, s.v. “Automata.” Also see D. R.
Hill, EI2, s.v. “al-Djazarī, Badīʿ al-Zamān Abu ’l-ʿIzz Ismāʿīl
b. al-Razzāz.”
110. See Michael Meinecke, Patterns of Stylistic Changes in
Islamic Architecture: Local Traditions versus Migrating Artists (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 62–63.
Also see Tabbaa, Transformation of Islamic Art, 90.
111. See Meinecke, Patterns of Stylistic Changes, 63.
112. Ibid.
113. See İsmail Hakkı Uzunçarşılıoğlu, Kitabeler, 2 vols. (Istanbul: Devlet Matbaası, 1929), 2:212. Ibn al-Athir writes: “This
year Quṭb al-Dīn Suqmān ibn Muḥammad ibn Qarā Arslān
ibn Dā’ūd ibn Suqmān, lord of Āmid and Ḥiṣn Kayfā, died.
He fell from the roof of a pleasure pavilion he had outside
Ḥiṣn Kayfā and died. He had a strong dislike for his brother
and an aversion to him. He banished him and kept him
in Ḥiṣn Manṣūr in a remote part of their lands. He took
up a mamluke called Iyās, married him to his sister and
was greatly enamoured of him, making him his heir apparent. On his death, Iyās became ruler for a number of days
and threatened a former vizier of Quṭb al-Dīn’s and other
emirs of the state. They sent secretly to Suqmān’s brother
Maḥmūd to summon him. He set out post haste but came
to Āmid after Iyās, his brother’s mamluke, had already
arrived there. However, Iyās dared not refuse to obey and
so Maḥmūd took over all the lands and became ruler. The
mamluke was imprisoned and remained confined for a
while, but then the ruler of Anatolia interceded for him
and he was released. He went to Anatolia and became one
of the state’s emirs.” Ibn al-Athīr, Chronicle, 3:60–61.
114. See Zeki Sönmez, “Anadolu Selçuklularında Atabeylik, Atabey Esededdin Ayaz ve 13. Yüzyıl Mimarisine Katkıları,” in
Antalya V. Selçuklu Semineri Bildirileri (Antalya: Antalya
Valiliği, 1998), 6. For his work on artists, see Zeki Sönmez,
Başlangıçtan 16. Yüzyıla kadar Anadolu Türk-İslâm Mimarisinde Sanatçılar (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi,
1989). Also see Mehmet Ali Hacıgökmen, “Türkiye
Selçuklu Devlet Adamlarından Esededdin Ayaz,” Türkiyat
Araştırmaları Dergisi 27 (2010): 471–88.
115. Significantly, Ibn Bibi reports that Ayaz had served
Kaykhusraw faithfully, and was exposed to much hardship (i.e., during the sultan’s exile). Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’lʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs. ed., fol. 236. Considering
all of the evidence, I believe it is likely that Asad al-Din was
formerly in the Artuqid court, came under Kaykhusraw’s
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protection as the ghulām described by Ibn al-Athir, and
rose through the ranks of the Rum Seljuq hierarchy.
I have noted at least four amirs with the name Ayas or
Ayaz in Ibn Bibi who are likely to be different people. Two
amirs from Kayqubad’s reign—Asad al-Din and Fakhr alDin—were involved in architectural projects and need to
be distinguished from one another. See Yalman, “Building
the Sultanate of Rum,” 213n165.
See Sönmez, “Atabey Esededdin Ayaz ve 13. Yüzyıl Mimarisine Katkıları,” 7.
Regarding supervision, Sönmez suggests that Ayaz was
instrumental in the patronage of Syrian artists and cites
the epigraphic record in Sinop that reflected his relationship with Abu ʿAli b. Abi al-Rakha b. al-Kattani al-Halabi,
the person later responsible for the Red Tower of Alanya,
probably the most remarkable extant feat of engineering
from Kayqubad’s reign. Moreover, Ayaz also worked with
the Damascene architect Khawlan as waqf administrator
(mutawallī) in the Friday Mosque in Konya. Ibid., 8.
See Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs.
ed., fol. 288.
See Ramazan Şeşen, “Selçuklular Devrindeki İlme Genel Bir
Bakış,” in III. Uluslararası Mevlâna Kongresi, 5–6 Mayıs 2003;
Bildiriler = 3rd International Mevlana Congress: Papers, ed.
Nuri Şimşekler (Konya: T.C. Selçuk Üniversitesi, 2004), 237.
See Ziai, EI2, s.v. “Al-Suhrawardi.”
See Marcotte, “Suhrawardī al-Maqtūl,” 395–419; and Ziai,
“Source and Nature of Political Authority,” 304–44.
See Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs.
ed., fol. 25.
For an overview of the interregnum as well as of the reigns
of Sulaymanshah and Kaykhusraw, see Selim Kaya, I.
Gıyâseddin Keyhüsrev ve II. Süleymanşah Dönemi Selçuklu
Tarihi (1192–1211) (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Yayınları,
2006).
Turan states emphatically that it was Berkyaruq, while
Bayram and Şeşen say that is must have been Sulaymanshah. See Osman Turan, Selçuklular Zamanında Türkiye: Siyasî Tarih Alp Arslan’dan Osman Gazi’ye, 1071–1318
(1971; repr. Istanbul: Ötüken, 2004), 271; Mikâil Bayram,
“Danişmend Oğulları’nın Dinî ve Millî Siyaseti,” Türkiyat
Araştırmaları Dergisi 18 (2005): 141; and Şeşen, “Selçuklular Devrindeki İlme Genel Bir Bakış,” 239. On the other
hand, Yazıcızade, the Ottoman author who translated and
expanded on Ibn Bibi, says that the prince who was close
to Suhrawardi and made him his confidante was Kaykhusraw: “Şehābe’d-dīn maḳtūli ḳabūl ve muḳarreb ḫātır ve
enīs ḫalvet ḳılmış-ıdı.” Yazıcızâde Ali, Tevârîh-i Âl-i Selçuk
(Selçuklu Tarihi), ed. Abdullah Bakır (Istanbul: Çamlıca
Basım Yayın, 2009), 173.
See Friedrich Sarre, Konya Köşkü, trans. Şahabeddin Uzluk
(Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1967), 85.
Shams al-Dīn Aḥmad Aflākī, The Feats of the Knowers of
God: Manāqeb al-ʿārefīn, trans. J. O’Kane (Leiden and Boston: E. J. Brill, 2002), 466–67.
Additionally, Shams’s play on names indicates how important naming practices were. Combinations of alkab with
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light and cosmological symbolism are noteworthy; besides
Nur al-Din (the light of religion), Shams (sun) and Qamar
(moon) were popular. Also noteworthy are names of Seljuq
women and ghulāms: Mahpari (moon-fairy) and Ayaz
(lunar, a dry coolness associated with the moon, denoting
fairness and beauty).
Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs. ed.,
fols. 478–79. Intriguingly, Ibn Bibi also cites a “philosophical” poem in Arabic by “Shihāb al-Dīn maqtūl,” to which
Kamyar had written a response. Ibid., 479. Unfortunately,
as Sara Nur Yıldız has suggested, in modern studies the
poetry and Koranic citations in Ibn Bibi’s text have been
regarded as exaggerated and superfluous, and have thus
been completely neglected. See Sara Nur Yıldız, “Mongol
Rule in Thirteenth-Century Seljuk Anatolia: The Politics
of Conquest and History Writing, 1243–1282,” 3 vols. (PhD
diss., The University of Chicago, 2006), 3:436–37. A critical
edition that verifies Ibn Bibi’s sources and offers a contextual analysis of these poems has yet to be attempted.
Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs. ed.,
fol. 462.
See Hartmann, EI2, s.v., “al-Suhrawardī, Shihāb al-Dīn Abū
Ḥafṣ ʿUmar”; and Claude Cahen and Franz Taeschner, EI2,
s.v., “Futuwwa.” Also see Erik S. Ohlander, Sufism in an
Age of Transition: ʿUmar al-Suhrawardī and the Rise of the
Islamic Mystical Brotherhoods (Leiden: Brill, 2008).
It is said that al-Zahir, who later regretted his decision,
punished the persons involved in the death of Suhrawardi
and supported Sufis thereafter. See Marcotte, “Suhrawardī
al-Maqtūl,” 418.
See Ibn Bībī, El-Evāmirü’l-ʿalāʾiyye fī’l-umūri’l-ʿalāʾiyye, facs.
ed., fol. 230.
See J. W. Allan, “Solar and Celestial Symbolism in Medieval
Islamic Art,” in Image and Meaning in Islamic Art, ed. R.
Hillenbrand (London: Altajir Trust, 2005), 34–41; and Eva
Baer, “The Ruler in Cosmic Setting: A Note on Medieval
Islamic Iconography,” in Essays in Islamic Art and Architecture in Honor of Katharina Otto-Dorn, ed. Abbas Daneshvari
(Malibu: Undena, 1981), 13–19. Although ʿUmar Suhrawardi
was not sympathetic to philosophy and seems to have been
critical of Ibn ʿArabi for this reason, Fazlıoğlu suggests that
he promoted Illuminationism as well. See İhsan Fazlıoğlu,
“Selçuklular Döneminde Anadolu’da Felsefe ve Bilim,”
Cogito 29 (2001): 157.
See Angelika Hartmann, EI2, s.v. “al-Nāṣir li-Dīn Allāh,
Abu ’l-ʿAbbās Aḥmad”; and Cahen and Taeschner, EI2,
s.v. “Futuwwa.” Also see Angelika Hartmann, An-Nāṣir
li-Dīn Allāh (1180–1225): Politik, Religion, Kultur in d. späten
ʿAbbāsidenzeit (New York and Berlin: de Gruyter, 1975).
“His role in what the Persians attribute to him was correct,
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2:261.
Persis Berlekamp, “Konya Walls and Gog and Magog”
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ed., fol. 227.
Ocak underlines that the Sufi paths introduced by these
earlier figures need to be better understood. See Ocak,
“Türkiye Selçukluları Devrinde Şehirli Tasavvufi Düşünce,”
19–30.
Muḥammad ibn ʿAlī Rāvandī, Rāḥat al-ṣudūr wa-āyat
al-surūr, ed. Muḥammad Iqbāl (Leiden and London: E. J.
Brill, 1921), 28–29. Cited and discussed along these lines in
Gülru Necipoğlu’s essay “Anatolia and the Ottoman Legacy,” in The Mosque: History, Architectural Development and
Regional Diversity, ed. Martin Frishman and Hasan-Uddin
Khan (London and New York: Thames and Hudson, 1994),
142.
Rāvandī, Rāḥat al-ṣudūr, 55.

ABBASID LUSTERWARE AND THE AESTHETICS OF ʿAJAB

187

MATTHEW D. SABA

ABBASID LUSTERWARE AND THE AESTHETICS OF ʿAJAB

This article was the winner of the 2010 Margaret B.
Ševčenko Prize, awarded by the Historians of Islamic Art
Association.
Art history does not yet command the means to integrate
the industrial arts into the fabric of the societies that produced them, and to do that is its primary task.1

The group of ceramics often called “Abbasid lusterware,”
produced in lower Iraq in the ninth and tenth centuries,
has traditionally been discussed in terms of the differences within it evident to art historians and archaeologists today.2 The differences most frequently identified
fall on two axes of comparison. The first is chromatic,
with three widely recognized divisions: polychrome
(fig. 1), bi-chrome (fig. 3), and monochrome (fig. 2).3 The
second is graphic, where a number of motif groups have
been identified that crosscut the recognized chromatic
divisions.4 Two bowls, both housed in the Louvre, exemplify the two extremes of the group according to this
understanding. The first (fig. 1, hereafter the Louvre
Bowl) exemplifies the “polychrome vegetal type.” The
polychrome and bi-chrome types are usually dated to
the ninth century. This small polychrome bowl has a
palette of at least four colors: a dominant ruby red, gold,
yellow, and a greenish silver. It is decorated with tendrils, blossoms, and leaves. The second (fig. 2, hereafter
the Flag-bearer Bowl) exemplifies the “monochrome
figural type,” usually dated to the late ninth or tenth
century.5 It is larger than the Louvre Bowl, and has only
one color of pigment, a highly reflective yellowish
brown, painted over an opaque white glaze; it is decorated with a figure holding a flag or standard, set against
a stippled background.

The distinct color schemes and content identified in
examples like the Louvre Bowl and the Flag-bearer Bowl
are generally assumed to reflect fundamental aesthetic
differences and have thus preoccupied art historians
and archaeologists for decades. What accounts for such
variation in wares thought to come from the same area
of production?6 As I will argue further, there has been
no satisfying explanation for this supposed change in
aesthetic interests, primarily because these arguments
have done little to account for what was actually tasteful or interesting to viewers in the Abbasid period. In
this essay, I reformulate the premise outlined above as
a question: to what extent would the differences identified among Abbasid lusterwares by specialists today
have been pertinent to audiences in Abbasid Iraq? Following from this, to what extent can the differences in
these two bowls be said to represent a change in aesthetic interests? At stake are the terms according to
which early Islamic ceramics have traditionally been
classified: e.g., vegetal vs. figural; monochrome vs. polychrome. By extension, our understanding of the development of Abbasid lusterware, traditionally explained
as part of the larger tendency toward abstraction associated with early Islamic art, will need to be rethought.
To answer these questions I re-examine the development of Abbasid lusterware along the axes of comparison outlined above. Regarding the distinction between
polychrome and monochrome, I argue that the two
types share a basic quality that may have been more pertinent to contemporary viewers than color palette: both
have surfaces that appear to change under different conditions—they are visually unstable, never appearing
quite the same. They are both what an Abbasid viewer
might have called abū qalamūn-like bowls (on which
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Fig. 1. Polychrome luster bowl (hereafter the Louvre Bowl). Iraq, ninth century, 3.8 cm (height) × 31.7 cm (diameter). Paris,
Musée du Louvre, inv. no. OA 6700. (Photo: Herve Lewandowski, courtesy of Réunion des Musées Nationaux, and Art
Resource, New York)

Fig. 2. Monochrome luster bowl (hereafter the Flag-bearer Bowl). Iraq, late ninth or tenth century, 9.8 cm (height) × 31.7
cm (diameter). Paris, Musée du Louvre, inv. no. MAO 23. (Photo: Herve Lewandowski, courtesy of Réunion des Musées
Nationaux, and Art Resource, New York)
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Fig. 3. Bi-chrome luster bowl excavated at Samarra. Iraq, ninth century, 8.5 cm (height) × 26.7 cm (diameter). Berlin,
Museum für Islamische Kunst, inv. no. Sam. 1102. (Photo: courtesy of Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz)

term see below). I then examine how viewers in ninth
and tenth-century Iraq understood this effect and why
they might have appreciated it so much. I argue that the
reflective, semi-iridescent surfaces of Abbasid lusterware fulfilled a specific expectation that people in
Abbasid Iraq had for works of craft, namely that a person should experience pleasurable wonder, expressed
by the Arabic term ʿajab, when viewing such objects.7 I
then turn to the modes of decoration employed and
argue that both the vegetal designs characteristic of the
polychrome types and the figural subjects that adorn
the monochrome pieces can be seen as strategies
intended to induce the desirable experience of ʿajab.
The choice and combination of decorative motifs across
the group serve to obscure the viewer’s ability to read
the designs, and the methods of composition used in
the monochrome variety further complicate the experience of reading the surface by creating a sense of
motion. Such qualities are consistently described as
wonder-producing (ʿajīb) in descriptions of works of
craft.

By examining the case of Abbasid lusterware, this
essay attempts to address a larger methodological issue
in the study of Islamic pottery identified by Oleg Grabar
long ago and encapsulated in the introductory quote
above. Grabar pointed out that while specialists are well
equipped to identify types, workshops, and even “hands”
specific to a time and place, either by taxonomic classification of attributes or by technical studies of glazes
and body fabrics, the objects of analysis are rarely considered in light of the interests of the people who produced and used them.8 The criteria of classification are
derived, rather, from the interests and perceptions of
the specialist or collector, or from the results of material analysis, and while both the “connoisseurly” and the
“technological” approach are useful for describing the
breadth and depth of a group of wares, neither successfully addresses why the objects appeared the way they
did. I proceed here with the contention that ceramic
vessels can furnish a more expansive perspective on the
interests of the societies who made them than the precious things frequently chosen as the objects of inter-
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pretation in art-historical writing. More widely available
and mobile, these “industrial” products were thus
informed by and, in turn, informed the interests of a
larger set of viewers.

I. THE PROBLEM OF STYLISIC DEVELOPMENT
Potters in ninth-century Iraq are credited with the invention of what we call lusterware. At that time, the
luster-painting method may have been referred to as
talwīḥ, a term derived from the Arabic lawwaḥa, among
whose meanings is “to expose to fire,” and “to make
sparkle.”9 The production of lusterware requires two
steps. First, earthenware vessels are coated with an
opaque white glaze, fired, and left to cool. Then pigments composed of diluted metallic oxides are painted
over the glaze and the vessel is fired for a second time
in a reduction kiln. This second firing results in a deposit that produces a reflective and often iridescent
sheen.10 A related technique had been used to decorate
glass in Egypt and Syria for some time, although the
effect was different: in that case, metallic pigments applied to the surface of the vessels were absorbed into
the body of the glass during a second firing, producing
a permanent reddish-brown stain. It was only in ninthcentury Iraq that these metallic pigments were painted
onto the surfaces of glazed ceramics, producing a lustrous effect.11
Both the archaeological record and the material composition of these wares suggest that the luster-painting
technique appeared as part of a range of related innovations in glazing technology that took shape during
the ninth century. Wares coated in an opaque white
glaze of similar composition were also decorated with
cobalt-blue, copper-green, manganese-brown, and ironblack pigments, which seeped into the glaze during firing.12 In all known cases, the in-glaze painted wares that
employ cobalt blue are made of the same ceramic material as the luster-painted wares, suggesting a similar, if
not identical, place of manufacture.13 Moreover, these
in-glaze painted wares have been found at several sites
where lusterware was also unearthed, including
Samarra, Basra, Susa, Nishapur, Siraf, and Aqaba.14
Although glazing technology had existed in the Near

East long before the rise of Islam, the range of techniques,
colors, and motifs that appear on these opaque-glazed
wares was truly unprecedented.
Suggestions as to how and why these innovations
took place in Abbasid Iraq have been debated since the
excavations conducted by Friedrich Sarre and Ernst
Herzfeld between 1911 and 1913 at Samarra, where a
range of opaque-glazed vessels were found. The conventional explanation is that potters in Iraq initially created the white glaze to imitate imported Chinese
porcelain.15 Sarre believed that the entire spectrum of
imported T’ang ceramics was copied in local products,
while others argued for a more limited extent of influence.16 The explanation of this phenomenon solely in
terms of influence and imitation is unsatisfactory, however, as it deflects attention from other interesting questions raised by the Iraqi products. That some of the
opaque-glazed bowls produced in Abbasid Iraq bear
striking resemblances to Chinese products in form, decoration, and surface effect is clear. Why the residents of
ninth-century Iraq would have been so interested in
these qualities is an important issue that has yet to be
fully explored.17
Even with the acknowledged debt to Chinese ceramics, the range of decorations on the surfaces of the
opaque-glazed wares produced in Abbasid Iraq suggested to art historians that local aesthetic sensibilities
were at work. While numerous examples of opaqueglazed wares with little to no further embellishment
exist, potters in Iraq also departed from the Chinese tradition by using the white surface of the vessels as a
medium for colorful decoration, and the motifs and
themes they chose often bore little resemblance to
those that appear on the Chinese wares.18 Nowhere is
this more apparent than in the varieties of lusterware,
where pigment was liberally applied to both the interior and the exterior.
As mentioned in the introduction, art historians have
identified several differences among the lusterwares
themselves. While the dating of the various types is still
tentative (a problem that is beyond the scope of this
article), it appears that monochrome luster eventually
eclipsed the polychrome varieties, although the respective periods in which they were produced may well have
overlapped. Questions have thus been raised as to why
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these supposedly dramatic shifts in color palette and
decoration occurred. Recent studies of glazing technology suggest that the compositions of the pigments and
method of application changed very little from polychrome to monochrome, despite their differences in
appearance, precluding the arguments that either the
materials for polychrome were no longer available, or
that the monochrome variety was easier to produce and
thus a more cost-efficient choice for potters.19 Alternatively, there is the longstanding but increasingly criticized theory that the adoption of a single golden-brown
color indicated a desire for a product that imitated
metal. According to this model, the polychrome phase
represents experimentation, while the monochrome
phase represents perfection of the technique.20 Aside
from the fact that we have very little surviving metalwork from the Abbasid period to support this theory,
some of the finest examples of luster painting were done
in a polychrome palette that mimics the effect of marble and other precious stones (fig. 4). These observations suggest that the desire for a product that looked
like metal was not the only motivating factor in the
development from polychrome to monochrome.21
More puzzling for art historians than the change in
color palette, however, has been the difference in decorative motifs evident between the monochrome and
polychrome types. While the polychrome varieties are
decorated with vegetal and geometric patterns covering the surface of the vessel, the monochrome luster
bowls often contain large, centrally placed figures
whose contours are outlined to distinguish them from
the surrounding decoration. Various sources have been
suggested for these figures, including Central Asian
Buddhist paintings, astrological images, and talismanic
or apotropaic forms, but no single source or significance
seems to apply to the entire group of monochrome
wares.22
There has never been a clear explanation of the difference in style between the polychrome and monochrome varieties. The most detailed discussion is still
Ernst Grube’s survey of Islamic pottery in the Keir Collection, published in 1976. While Grube suggests that
the polychrome type “clearly relates to developments
in Early Abbasid design,” he considers the figures on the
monochrome bowls to be “entirely enigmatic,” attrib-
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Fig. 4. Part of a polychrome luster tile excavated at Samarra.
Iraq, ninth century, 16 cm (maximum height) × 16 cm (maxi
mum width). London, Victoria and Albert Museum, inv. no.
C.620-1922. (Photo © Victoria and Albert Museum)

uting their appearance to a foreign population in Iraq,
perhaps from Khurasan or Central Asia.23 While some
of these figures do suggest sources from outside Abbasid Iraq, this fact alone does not imply a foreign audience. Precious objects from all corners of the Abbasid
Empire entered through the port of Basra during the
ninth and tenth centuries and circulated among the
local population, who took great interest in them.24
More recently, Oliver Watson has argued that the stylistic difference between the polychrome and monochrome varieties should be attributed to a change in
taste within Abbasid Iraq, perhaps related to a change
in the source material the potters used as inspiration
for their designs. The specifics of this change are still
unclear, however, for while the designs on the polychrome wares may be argued to resemble those used in
contemporary manuscript illumination, suggesting an
available source of inspiration, the monochrome variety has no obvious parallels in the material culture of
Abbasid Iraq.25
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The confusion over the appearance of the monochrome type stems from an assumption that merits
closer scrutiny. While the polychrome type is easily
explained as being “influenced” by the style of other,
more valuable media, or by “Early Abbasid design” in
general, the monochrome wares decorated with figures
conflict with the tendency toward abstract, non-figural
decoration assumed for the art of the early Islamic
world, and especially Abbasid Iraq, in many of the field’s
foundational studies.26 It is still taken for granted that
people in Abbasid Iraq favored abstract, vegetal forms
and disliked figural images, and any deviation from such
tendencies is construed as a problem. The terms, however, have been formulated according to polarities such
as “abstract vs. naturalistic,” and “vegetal vs. figural,”
both of which assume that such stylistic categories were
as significant to viewers in Abbasid Iraq as they are in
art-historical interpretation today. Other potential values that may have been more important, such as the
surface effect of the object or the qualities associated
with its materials, have not been taken into consideration.
Rather than insist on a universal impulse toward
abstraction or a taste for vegetal decoration that does
not always reflect what is evident in the material and,
indeed, the verbal records, it is more logical to begin by
looking for concepts or interests demonstrably operative in Abbasid Iraq that resonate with the qualities
inherent to the objects under discussion here. The
remainder of this essay is dedicated to that task. While
subjectivity is unavoidable in this venture, a closer consideration of the terms used in Abbasid Iraq to describe
and evaluate works of craft highlights aspects of these
pieces that were potentially significant to Abbasidperiod viewers.27 As descriptions of ceramic vessels are
rare in the written sources, I turn to discussions of materials with attributes similar to Abbasid lusterware in
order to excavate many of these terms. I have limited
myself to sources from the ninth through early eleventh
centuries, as well as later works that cite earlier references, such as the classical dictionaries. While disparate, these sources offer new perspectives on the appeal
of lusterware to viewers in Abbasid Iraq that will help
explain how these objects developed.

II. A SURFACE AS UNSTABLE AS ABŪ QALAMŪN
Although the lusterware of the Abbasid period comes
in several color schemes, the monochrome and polychrome types share a common surface effect. The sheen
and iridescent colors that appear on the surfaces of
these ceramics, often for fleeting moments in the right
conditions, are two of the most prominent aspects of
the material. This effect has been best preserved in
small fragments, since they have been subjected to the
least amount of reconstruction and cleaning. Take, for
example, photographs of a polychrome luster fragment
housed in the Victoria and Albert Museum (fig. 5). For
the photograph at left, I held the camera directly above
the fragment. Its surface appears dull and the decorative
pattern, a grid with alternating trefoil and crosshatching
motifs, is clearly visible. In the photograph at right, I
held the fragment in front of my camera, so that it was
exposed to sunlight from a large window behind me. At
this angle, a band of reflected light appears across the
surface, nearly obscuring the pattern with a brilliant
sheen. The surface effects of the monochrome variety
can be just as dramatic, as a fragment from the base of
a bowl, also in the Victoria and Albert, demonstrates
(fig. 6). As in the previous example, the photographs
were taken at two different angles. In the photograph
on the left, the surface of the fragment appears matte,
and the large “peacock-eye” pattern is clearly visible. In
the second image, a wash of golds, purples, and blues
appears on the surface. Both sets of photographs were
taken without a flash in a room lit only from tall windows lining one wall. Natural light brings out these
ephemeral surface effects most strongly.
In both cases, the surfaces of these fragments appear
to change according to the position of the viewer or the
object, producing brief and unexpected flashes of light
or color. This type of effect appears to have appealed to
viewers in the early-Islamic world in a range of materials. An oft-quoted passage from the eleventh-century
Safarnāma (Book of Travels) of Nasir-i Khusraw (d.
between 1072 and 1078) serves as a good example. The
passage comes in a discussion of Cairo and its markets:
In Old Cairo they make all types of pottery (sefālīneh)28
so fine and translucent that you can see your hand behind
them when held up to the light. From this [material] they

ABBASID LUSTERWARE AND THE AESTHETICS OF ʿAJAB

193

Fig. 5. Fragment of a polychrome luster vessel excavated at Samarra (shown from two angles). Iraq, ninth century, 6 × 5
cm. London, Victoria and Albert Museum, inv. no. C.817-1922. (Photos: Matthew D. Saba, courtesy of the Victoria and Albert
Museum)

Fig. 6. Fragment from the base of a monochrome luster vessel excavated at Fustat (shown from two angles). Iraq, late ninth
or tenth century, 7.3 × 7 cm. London, Victoria and Albert Museum, inv. no. C.1624-1921. (Photos: Matthew D. Saba, courtesy
of the Victoria and Albert Museum)

make cups, bowls, plates and the like, and they color them
so that their color resembles būqalamūn and different colors appear at every angle you hold them.29

I wish to call attention here to the term būqalamūn,
which Nasir-i Khusraw used to describe the surface of

the vessels. In this case, the word (a contraction of the
Arabic phrase abū qalamūn) probably refers to a type of
cloth distinguished by its peculiar iridescent sheen,
since the author earlier defines it as such.30 As other
scholars have observed, however, abū qalamūn had a
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wider semantic range that included a variety of lustrous,
multi-colored materials.31 I will suggest that abū
qalamūn, understood in its broader sense of something
visually unstable or changeable, would have been a
phrase commonly used in Abbasid Iraq to describe the
surface effects of lusterware. This may lead us to a better
understanding of the appeal of these ceramics to an
Abbasid audience.
References to abū qalamūn in the classical sources
are plentiful and a review of a few of them will serve to
establish the qualities that the term encompassed during the early Islamic period. Ibn Manzur (d. 1312), lexicographer and author of the Lisān al-ʿArab (The Tongue
of the Arabs), provides a standard definition, as it had
crystallized by the thirteenth century. Though the Lisān
postdates the Abbasid period, its definitions are intentionally archaic, incorporating substantial material
from classical Abbasid sources. In his discussion of
qalamūn, for example, Ibn Manzur cites the authority
of al-Sirafi (d. 979) and al-Azhari (d. 980), author of
Tahdhīb al-lugha (Refinement of Language). These in
turn cite Sibawayhi (d. 796) and al-Farraʾ (d. 822). Ibn
Manzur writes:
Qalamūn: Many-colored gowns (maṭārif kathīrat al-alwān).
Sibawayhi used [this term] as an example, and al-Sirafi
glossed its meaning [as above]. In the Tahdhīb’s section
on quadriliteral roots [al-Azhari wrote]: “al-Farra ʾ [said]
qalamūn [follows the pattern] fa-ʿa-lūn like the word qa-rabūs, and it is a place. Others have said that abū qalamūn is
a garment (thawb) that takes on the appearance of various
colors when the sun shines upon it. I do not know why it
is called by that [name]. A person from Egypt told me that
abū qalamūn was a type of water bird (ṭāʾir min ṭayr al-māʾ)
in which various colors are seen and so the garment was
likened to it ….32

As in Nasir-i Khusraw’s text, the first meaning given is
for a type of textile, here with a possible etymology
stemming from an animal with iridescent feathers.33
The qualities of being multi-colored and of having a
surface that appears to change color are mentioned. An
earlier reference from Abbasid Iraq provides more
detail on the textile called abū qalamūn. The text is a
short treatise on mercantile terminology titled Kitāb
al-Tabaṣṣur bi’l-tijāra (Reflections on Commerce), attributed to al-Jahiz (d. 868–69). It is a matter of debate
whether or not Jahiz wrote it, but an attribution of late

Fig. 7. Textile fragment: plain cloth, brocaded with silk and
metal threads. Iraq, ninth century, 16.8 × 10.5 cm. The Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund, 1950.526.
(Photo: courtesy of the Cleveland Museum of Art)

ninth-century Iraq is likely, placing it within close historical range of the ceramics under discussion and suggesting that this cloth was available in lower Iraq, where
the wares were made.34 Here, the author defines abū
qalamūn as “a regal Byzantine tapestry” (min al-zalālī
al-khusruwānī al-rūmī) of deep red, purple, and green
threads whose color varies with the intensity of the sunlight.35 Though references to the cloth called abū
qalamūn do not allow for definite identification of examples in extant collections, art historians have noted
that a class of textiles attributed to Iraq bears a resemblance in both its color palette and shimmering surface
to descriptions of abū qalamūn cloth (fig. 7).36
Several references show that the term “abū qalamūn,”
or “būqalamūn,” was applied to a range of other irides-
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cent, or multicolored, reflective materials. Al-Biruni
(d. after 1050), citing his Iraqi predecessor al-Kindi
(d. 866), uses the term to designate a particular hue of
yellow corundum. The būqalamūn-colored variety,
al-Biruni writes, “contains every color, from light-reds
to yellows to greens and greenish-blues; these colors
appear on it when it is moved.”37 In his Murūj al-dhahab (Meadows of Gold), Masʿudi (d. 956) described a
type of gemstone known as bāqalamūn, which displayed different colors, specifically reds, greens, and yellows, according to the angle from which it was seen.38
Jabir ibn Hayyan, an alchemist or possibly a name
referring to a group of alchemists active in the late
eighth and early ninth centuries, used the term in the
title of a treatise: Kitāb Abī qalamūn. This piece is now
lost, but several of Jabir’s extant works make reference
to it. In one instance, Jabir wrote, “I derived a name for
my book from [abū qalamūn’s] type: that is, that which
has many changes in color (talawwun).”39 More interestingly for our purposes, in the manual on coloring
glass titled Kitāb al-Durra al-maknūna (Book of the Hidden Pearl), Jabir listed a type of lustrous stain whose
hue was “abū qalamūn.” In the instructions he mentions
that the abū qalamūn-colored stain continuously
changes color.40
Abū qalamūn was also used to refer to animals with
iridescent plumage or skin. In addition to the reference
to a bird in the Lisān al-ʿArab cited above, Ibn al-Haytham (d. ca. 1040) mentions in his Kitāb al-Manāẓir
(Optics) a “species” called abū qalamūn, which appeared
to change color according to the angle of the viewer.41
While the animal was not specified, the editor of the
text suggests that it refers to a chameleon, fabled in Arabic lore for its ability to change colors (talawwun),
which may have occasionally gone by this nickname.42
In other instances, it was used for a mollusk whose
beard was used to weave an expensive cloth called “sea
wool” (ṣūf al-baḥr).43 Muqaddasi (d. after 990) reported
that the cloth was golden colored and appeared to
change color every hour.44
The semantic range of the term was not limited to
materials and wildlife, however. “As shifty as abū
qalamūn” was an epithet for someone considered fickle
or two-faced, with a personality that was always changing. This usage appears in the Maqāmāt of Badiʿ
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al-Zaman al-Hamadhani (d. 1008). In the Maqāmat
al-Makfūf, a traveler comes upon a clearing where he
sees a blind man singing for a group of spectators. The
traveler feels pity for the man and offers him a dinar.
After the performance, however, the man is exposed as
Abu al-Fath al-Iskandari, the anti-hero of the Maqāmāt
known above all for his trickery. The traveler exclaims:
“By God, you’re Abu al-Fath!” to which he responds:
I am abū qalamūn!		
I come in every color
Choose a base living
For your age is base
Repel time with stupidity
For time is a kicking camel
Don’t fool yourself with reason
For reason is insanity45

What emerges from these references is that the term
abū qalamūn was associated with a variety of materials
and species, and even a personality type, all characterized by the quality of changeability. In Abbasid Iraq, abū
qalamūn was a flexible term used to signify shiftiness
or instability, and it was regularly employed to describe
visual effects. While it is unlikely that we can label a
surviving object as abū qalamūn, we could say that both
the polychrome Louvre Bowl and monochrome Flagbearer Bowl are abū qalamūn-like. Like the sherds
shown above, the Louvre Bowl appears dull under some
conditions while it glimmers under others. The Flagbearer Bowl has a similarly unstable surface, due to its
high metallic sheen: at each angle, light is reflected and
a different section of the surface gleams. In both cases,
what is visible at one angle is washed away by light and
color at another.
If a taste for the abū qalamūn-like was alive in Abassid Iraq—and indeed, as I shall argue, rather strong—
then these two bowls may be seen as attempts to
produce the same desirable effect rather than as aesthetically incompatible. But first, it will be helpful to
turn to several contemporary discussions of light and
color to see how viewers may have understood the
cause of these unstable visual effects.

MATTHEW D. SABA

196
III. ON THE EXPLANATION OF
ABŪ QALAMŪN-LIKE COLORS

Today we understand the color of an object to be dependent on the light reflected or transmitted from its
surface that then enters our eyes. In my descriptions of
the abū qalamūn-like surfaces of lusterware bowls, I
made use of standardized terms like “iridescence” that
assume such an understanding of color. There was no
universal term for iridescence in Abbasid Iraq, however.
Rather, phrases such as “talawwana alwānan” (to change
between many colors) and “tarāʾā bi-alwān shattā” (to
take on the appearance of various colors) were used to
describe the ephemeral colors of the abū qalamūnlike.46 Descriptions of phenomena like iridescence differed from viewer to viewer and the resulting
expressions, often awkward and phrased with difficulty,
suggest that the relationship between cause and
effect—between light, material, color, and appearance—was not completely resolved in the minds of
contemporary viewers.
It would be an exaggeration to draw such conclusions
from phrasing alone. A survey of scientific texts produced during the first centuries of Islam, however, suggests that the explanation of color was indeed a source
of contention among scholars. Under the patronage of
the caliphs, Abbasid Iraq saw the translation of numerous scientific and philosophical texts into Arabic from
Greek, Syriac, and Pahlavi, a project that sparked significant interest in theories of color and related questions
regarding vision.47 Two matters regarding the ontology
of color were of primary concern in these texts, as well
as in the works of the Arabic scholars who translated
them. The first was whether color should be considered
essential to a colored body or merely an accident
(ʿaraḍ), meaning, in this case, a sensible attribute not
inherent to the substance of the thing itself. The second
question had to do with the perception of color: how
did a color reach the surface of the eye and how did the
eye then differentiate between colors?48 There was to
be no universal consensus on the answer to these questions until centuries later, but some examples from the
major authorities active between the ninth and eleventh centuries reveal various opinions that were propagated in the Islamic world.

Though not all of his writings on optics survive, a preoccupation with the question of color is manifest in the
work of al-Kindi, the so-called “Philosopher of the
Arabs,” who resided in Baghdad for most of his adult
life.49 From extant treatises and later Latin translations
of his work, for example, it is clear that al-Kindi viewed
color as an accident, only potential in a colored body
until actualized by light. According to al-Kindi, for a
body to be colored, it must be solid and obstruct rays
emanating both from luminous bodies and from the
eye. The apparent coloration of transparent bodies was
explained as an effect of rays emanating from behind
it.50 Thus, the blue of the sky is not the color of the sky
itself (made up of air, a colorless body), but is an effect
caused by the interaction of luminous rays from stars
and from elements that surround the earth.51
Al-Kindi’s explanation of color relates to his general
understanding of vision: he defended the theory of
extramission, in which the act of seeing was understood
as the result of rays that emanate from the eye outward
toward the visible object.52 Al-Kindi was not alone.
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 877), another scholar active in
ninth-century Baghdad, also subscribed to a theory of
vision through extramission. For Hunayn, both light and
visual rays act upon the air, transforming it into an
instrument of sight. Hunayn also specifies in his writings that the colors in a colored body act upon the air,
transforming the transparent body and endowing it
with their qualities, which enables us to perceive them.
Thus, a white garment under the canopy of a leafy tree
appears green in bright sunlight, since the air between
tree and garment takes on the green of the leaves.53
The group active in the tenth century and collectively
known as the Ikhwan al-Safaʾ (Brethren of Purity) also
explained color as an accident, but a “spiritual accident”
(ʿaraḍ rūḥānī), as opposed to a corporeal accident (ʿaraḍ
jusmānī). The Ikhwan discuss the matter in some detail
in an epistle on sensation.54 Any physical body, they
explain, is composed of primordial matter (hayūlā), and
“forms” (ṣuwar), which, for the Ikhwan, included width,
length, and depth. Anything beyond this (e.g., color or
any other sensible attribute) should be considered “accidents entering on the body, supplemental to its existence as a body, fulfilling it.”55 Two sorts of perceptible
color are then further distinguished: “natural color”
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(lawn ṭabīʿī) and “accidental color” (lawn ʿaraḍī). Visually-complex, transparent bodies like gemstones and
glass, were explained as having “accidental color”:
As for transparent bodies, these are the heavens, fire, air
and water, and some earthly bodies like rock-crystal, rubies,
glass, and other things like that. Transparent bodies do not
have a natural color. A natural color is that which is inseparable from the body (mulāzim li’l-jism), like the blackness
of the eye, the whiteness of snow, the yellowness of saffron,
the redness of safflower, or the greenness of plants. As for
accidental color, it is like the blue seen in the atmosphere
or in deep water.56

Interestingly, the theory that color could be an accident
was supported by pointing to the surface effects of abū
qalamūn-like materials. Such explanations are evident
in the writings of al-Biruni, for example. In his description of the iridescent hue of yellow corundum (cited in
the previous section), al-Biruni explains: “What al-Kindi said regarding the colors that appear upon movement
indicates that they are not within it themselves but are
rather signs (makhāyil) [like those in] abū qalamūn and
abū barāqīsh.”57 “Abū barāqīsh” is not precisely defined
by al-Biruni, but he does mention that it has colorchanging feathers, and from later definitions it is possible to surmise that the term refers here to a bird with
iridescent plumage.58
At approximately the same time that al-Biruni was
writing, Ibn al-Haytham presented in his Optics a quite
different conclusion regarding the nature of color. His
explanation of color strikes the reader as closer to our
own. This is due to the fact that his overarching theory
of vision was based on intromission, the notion that
sight is the result of luminous rays entering the eye. Theories of intromission had been advanced in the Arabicspeaking world before Ibn al-Haytham (by Ibn Sina [d.
1037], for example), but his explanation was to be far
more influential.59 In a statement opposing the conclusions of al-Kindi and al-Biruni, Ibn al-Haytham rejects
the analogy made between the prismatic colors seen on
the surfaces of abū qalamūn-like materials and the colors of other opaque objects.
Some people believed that color has no reality itself, and
that it is something that comes about between the eye and
the light just as irises60 come about, and that color is not a
form in the colored body. But the matter is not as the hold-
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ers of this opinion believe it to be. For irises are due only to
reflection, and reflection can take place only from a particular position and not from all positions. Irises that appear
in the feathers of some animals are due only to reflection
of lights from the surfaces of the feathers of these animals,
and for this reason the forms of these irises vary with the
lights. Thus when these animals, in whose feathers irises
appear, change their position with respect to the eye, or
when the eye changes position with respect to them, the
forms of their irises undergo visible changes …. This is not
the case with colors that exist in colored bodies.61

In the following pages, Ibn al-Haytham describes light’s
effect on the perception of color, maintaining that color
exists on the surface of any non-transparent body in
actuality but that its appearance is affected by the quality of light shining upon it. Furthermore, he writes specifically that abū qalamūn (the cloth) and abū
qalamūn-like materials, such as the feathers of peacocks, appear to be different colors at different times of
day, but that this is due to the lights shining upon
them.62
The examples cited above speak to the fact that the
cause of color was a problem that was still subject to
debate in Abbasid Iraq, much like the question of vision
itself. Moreover, the examples brought forth by Ibn alHaytham, the Ikhwan, and al-Kindi show that explanations of the nature of color were complicated by
observations of visual phenomena like the occasional
coloration of translucent substances and iridescence.
In other words, the explanation of visually unstable, abu
qalamūn-like surfaces, a category that I have argued
should include lusterware, appears to have been an
especially intriguing and perplexing subject for intellectuals in the early Islamic world. As we will see, the
difficulty in understanding the cause of abū qalamūnlike colors may have been one of the very qualities that
made them immensely appealing to people in Abbasid
Iraq.
IV. ʿAJAB-PRODUCTION AS ARTISTIC EXCELLENCE
There was something particularly attractive about the
illusive and difficult-to-describe surfaces that reflected
light and showed the type of colors that the Ikhwan
called accidental (ʿaraḍī), al-Biruni called “signs” or
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“hints” (makhāyil), and Ibn al-Haytham called irises
(taqāẓīḥ). Al-Biruni writes that the colors that “appear
between the eye and the eye of the sun,” like those of
abū qalamūn are “as beautiful as can be” (ʿalā aḥsan mā
takūn), and Ibn al-Haytham specifically mentions iridescence in his Optics, in a section on the perception
of beauty.63
Iridescent surfaces seem to have held substantial
intellectual and aesthetic interest for people in the early
Islamic world, but why exactly? Masʿudi offers a clue in
a description of Indian peacock feathers, whose iridescence, or “color-changing” (talawwun), he has just likened to the surface effect of the gemstone he calls
bāqalamūn:
The talawwun of this type of gemstone—I mean bāqa
lamūn—is like the talawwun of peacock feathers … In India,
I have seen colors on [peacocks] that become apparent to
the sense of sight upon close scrutiny of them.64 They are
imperceptible and innumerable (lā tudrak wa-lā tuḥṣā),
and they do not resemble any other color, since the colors
in their feathers follow successively in a wavelike motion
(tamawwuj). This [effect] is due to their grandeur, their
large bodies and wide feathers, for peacocks in India are
of a wondrous quality (shaʾn ʿajīb).65

For Masʿudi, the iridescent plumage of the peacock is
not merely beautiful (ḥasan), but wondrous (ʿajīb). ʿAjīb
derives from the root ʿ-j-b, which also gives rise to the
nouns ʿajab and taʿajjub (wonder, astonishment, amazement). While ʿajab and ʿajīb may not be especially precise terms, their frequent occurrence in medieval Arabic
descriptions of craft and expressions of beauty suggests
that it is worthwhile to look more closely at what qualities were considered to provoke ʿajab. How was the
experience of ʿajab described, and what was said to
cause it?
In his Lisān al-ʿArab, Ibn Manzur first defines ʿajab as
“the denial or refusal of something that appears to you
due to its lack of ordinariness (qillat iʿtiyādihi),” and
again as “perceiving that a thing is unfamiliar (ghayr
maʾlūf) and abnormal (ghayr muʿtād).”66 For the verb
taʿajjaba (to experience ʿajab), the Lisān offers as synonyms tafattana (to experience fitna, or chaotic temptation) and taṣabbā (to experience ṣabwa, or a child-like,
uncontrollable desire). The intensive form aʿjabahu is
glossed as “it delighted him” (sarrahu). To experience

wonder from something is to be both confused and
delighted by it.67
Continuing with his definition, Ibn Manzur states
that: “man experiences wonder at something if its
impression upon him is great and its cause is hidden.”
The literary critic Jurjani (d. ca. 1078) had similarly written that ʿajab was “a change in the soul (nafs) through
something the cause of which is unknown and is out of
the ordinary.”68 The ʿAjāʾib al-makhlūqāt (Wonders of
Creation), the first known systematic exposition on
wonders in the Islamic world, compiled by Qazwini
(d. 1283), begins with the definition: “ʿajab is a state of
bewilderment that comes to people due to their incapability of knowing the cause of something.” Ibn Manzur thus explains that “the attribution of ʿajab to God is
considered to be metaphorical because the causes of
things are not hidden from Him and taʿajjub arises from
things whose causes are hidden and have not been discerned.”69
ʿAjab, then, is a desirable feeling that stems from
one’s own inability to fully comprehend an event,
object, or phenomenon because it is perceived as too
strange, too great, or too complicated. Masʿudi thus
found “ʿajīb” a fitting word to depict the surfaces of peacock feathers: the numerous colors were difficult to
describe and, as I have suggested, their cause was probably not fully understood by most people at the time.
Masʿudi was, of course, not the only one to express
wonder at the abū qalamūn-like plumage of peacocks.
In medieval compendia of wonders, the peacock almost
always made the list. In his ʿAjāʾib al-makhlūqāt, Qazwini
wrote that the peacock was the “most beautiful” among
birds and the “most excellent in terms of color.” He
explained that it was surely a sign for believers of God’s
wisdom, for how else were its wondrous patterns
(nuqūsh ʿajīb) and varied colors created within an egg,
when it took the labors of many skilled artisans to make
lumps of gold from the earth into attractive objects?70
God is the paradigmatic artisan because His creations
are more ʿajīb.
A sermon attributed to ʿAli ibn Abi Talib (d. 661) contains a vivid description of the wondrousness of the peacock. This work was collated in 1010 by al-Sharif al-Radi
of Baghdad (d. 1016), in his compilation titled Nahj
al-balāgha (Way of Eloquence).71 ʿAli begins by calling
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attention to birds in general as examples of God’s wondrous creations.72 They are, he explains, a visible testament to God’s fine craftsmanship (ṣanʿa).73 Again, the
metaphor of craft is employed and God is the arch-artisan. The peacock is then distinguished as the most wondrous (al-aʿjab) among birds, and though the author
refers to the peacock’s elegant strut and lustful vigor,
the most ink is spilled on its coloration and sheen:
You would think the bases of the feathers to be the teeth
of combs made of silver, and those wondrous (ʿajīb) moons
and suns, which have sprouted atop them, to be pure gold
and chunks of emerald. If you were to compare them with
that which grows in the earth, you would say, “a bouquet
gathered of blossoms from every spring.” If you compared
it to clothing, it would be richly patterned vestments or
fine Yemeni cloaks. If you likened it to jewelry, it would
be multi-colored stones girded with bejeweled silver….The
back of the neck is like an ewer, and the place from where
the neck begins to the belly is the hue of the wasima plant
from Yemen.74 It is like silk covering a polished mirror: it
is as if it is covered in a black veil except that, due to the
excess of its sheen (kathrat māʾihi) and strength of its luster (shiddat barīqihi), it seems a verdant green is mixed in.
Along the openings of its ears, there is a daisy-colored line
as fine as a pen stroke, snowy white. Its brightness (bayāḍ)
glistens through the darkness around it. How few colors
are there that it did not take in portion and improve in
terms of the amount of its polish (ṣiqāl) and luster (barīq),
and glitter (baṣīṣ) and brilliance (rawnaq)? Like scattered
blossoms that neither the rain of spring nor sun of summer
has weathered….If you studied one of the hairs from its
feathers closely, it would show you the red of a rose and
then the green of an emerald and then again the yellow of
refined gold.75

The sermon is written to provoke wonder through allusions to the fantastic and the sensual. The abū qalamūnlike sheen of the feathers is particularly emphasized,
with no less than five words from separate roots used
to describe it: barīq, rawnaq, ṣiqāl, bayāḍ, and baṣīṣ.
Reflectiveness in general emerges here as a significant
ʿajab-inducing quality.76 ʿAli ends with a description of
the experience of ʿajab:
How can those of profound sagacity come to describe
this, or the most gifted minds attain it? [How can] the
expressions of one describing it even hope to form a fitting description? The smallest fraction of it has disabled
imaginations (awhām) from grasping it and tongues from
describing it. Glory to Him who has overwhelmed minds
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(bahara al-ʿuqūl), preventing description of a creation that
He revealed to [our] eyes so that they might perceive it as
a definite, created, formed, and colored entity! [Glory to
Him] who has incapacitated tongues from giving a concise description of it, and paralyzed them, preventing them
from conveying its characteristics!77

The peacock is a tangible entity there for eyes to see, yet
it overwhelms the mind and defies description. It is
sheer sensual inundation: the abū qalamūn-like colors
overload the intellect with more data than it can process. That is precisely why it is al-aʿjab, the most wondrous, of birds.
In the passages above, it is the unstable, inexplicable,
abū qalamūn-like effect of color-changing and of sheen
that is particularly ʿajab-inducing. Given this interest,
it is noteworthy that the surfaces of the bowls under
consideration are often decorated with more explicit
visual links to peacock-plumage. Art historians have
suggested, for example, that the eye-shaped motifs that
adorn the surfaces of many lusterware bowls, both in
the Abbasid era and in later periods (as in fig. 6), may
have been intended to represent peacock feathers, thus
accentuating the analogy between the bowls’ iridescent
surfaces and the plumes.78 This interpretation could be
extended to the use of the herringbone patterns and
overlapping shingle-shaped motifs that figure prominently in the polychrome wares of ninth-century Iraq
(fig. 8). That these would have suggested plumage to
their original audiences is supported by the fact that
they not only appear alone as a pattern but occur regularly on renderings of birds’ wings in the monochrome
wares (fig. 9), as well as in metalwork of the early Islamic
period (fig. 10).79
It is evident from medieval Islamic discussions of
crafts and their fine attributes that ʿajab or taʿajjub was
an appropriate and, moreover, desirable reaction on the
part of those beholding such objects. In her study of geometric ornament in Islamic architecture, Gülrü
Necipoğlu has stressed that in many classical Islamic
theories of aesthetic perception, a reaction of “pleasurable wonder” stemming from extended contemplation
of works of craft was sought after.80 One implication of
these theories, Necipoğlu proposes, is that the modes
of ornament that began to develop in Abbasid Iraq,
characterized by intricate and infinitely extendible geo-
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Fig. 8. Fragment of a polychrome luster vessel found at Bahnasa, Egypt. Iraq, ninth century, 12.7 cm (maximum width).
London, Victoria and Albert Museum, inv. no. C.763-1921. (Photo © the Victoria and Albert Museum)

Fig. 9. Monochrome luster jar. Iraq, late ninth or tenth century, 28.2 cm (height) × 23.2 cm (diameter). Washington, D.C.,
Smithsonian Institution, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery: Purchase, F1953.90. (Photo: courtesy of the Freer
Gallery of Art and Arthur M. Sackler Gallery)
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Fig. 10. Octagonal platter with image of a simurgh (detail of
central medallion on the right). Iran, tenth or eleventh century, gilt silver, 35.8 cm (diameter). Berlin, Museum für Islamische Kunst, inv. no. I. 4926. (Photo: courtesy of Bildarchiv
Preussischer Kulturbesitz)

metric modules, could be seen as a “willful complication of vision” in order to induce a reaction of ʿajab.
The epistles of the Ikhwan al-Safaʾ support this theory. In an epistle on the applied crafts (al-ṣanāʾiʿ
al-ʿamaliyya),81 the Ikhwan explain that while some
works of craft are elevated due to the material from
which they are made, or to the fact that they satisfy a
need, others are of value “by way of the craft itself” (min
jihat al-ṣināʿa nafsihā).82 Like music and juggling, painting is one such craft: it has no inherent monetary or
practical value, but is considered valuable because of
its ability to produce ʿajab in the viewer:
As for the craft of the painters, they do nothing more than
imitate existent forms, be they natural, artificial, or of the
soul, yet their skill is enough to draw the viewer’s eyes to
[the depiction] and away from the existent thing itself due
to taʿajjub regarding its beauty and brilliant appearance. It
also happens that the difference between artisans can be
quite large. It has been said that a man from one place or
another used to paint images and likenesses (ṣuwar watamāthīl) in bright pigments and beautiful, luminous colors, and that viewers who saw them experienced taʿajjub,
due to the [image’s] beauty and brilliance. But there was
deficiency in his work such that a skilled and talented artist passed by, stopped to closely scrutinize them, and then
wished to offer a critique; so he took a piece of charcoal
from the road and depicted next to those images a Zanji

man who appeared to be making a gesture with his hands
at the viewer. After that, the viewers’ attention was diverted
away from the colored images and towards his, and there
was taʿajjub due to his creation being ʿajīb, and the beauty
of its gesture (ḥusn ishāratihi) and the form of its movement (hayʾat ḥarakatihi).83

The work of art, in this case a drawing, is judged by its
ability to induce taʿajjub in passers-by. Bright and shiny
colors appear here again on the list of qualities that are
considered ʿajīb. An additional item may also be added
to our list of wonder-inducing qualities: it is the illusion
of movement that makes the charcoal-drawing more
ʿajab-inducing than the colorful pictures.
In the tradition of Arabic poetry, the idiom of ʿajab
is also used to convey the impression that praiseworthy
works of craft made on those who beheld them. An
excellent example is a poem by Ibn al-Rumi (d. 896)
describing a wine cup, supposedly written for Abu
al-Hasan ʿAli al-Munajjim (d. 888–89), a courtier at
Samarra and son of the famous Baghdadi astronomer
Yahya al-Munajjim. The poet opens by depicting the
cup as a wonder of nature too difficult to describe with
words:84
1. Oh marvel of marvels! (badāʾiʿ)
It captivates every intellect, attracts every eye
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2. So complete in beauty and elegance
That one describing it cannot give a fitting description

He continues, focusing especially on the cup’s translucence. Here, it is the surface effect of the material rather
than the material itself (he never specifies what it is)
that is of primary interest:
5. Crafted from a substance, clear by nature
Not clarified through the process of alchemy
6. The eye penetrates right through it, so that you see [the
eye]
Missing [the cup], due to the thinness of its walls
7. Like air without dust motes mixed with light
Nay—finer than that and clearer

As a final example of the importance of ʿajab to the
evaluation and description of works of craft, I would like
to quote the Abbasid court poet al-Buhturi (d. 897–98)
on the wall paintings in the Arch of Khusraw at Ctesiphon.85 Built by the Sasanians before the rise of Islam,
the Arch (actually the vault of a monumental iwan in a
larger palace complex) was well known to the Abbasids
and widely considered a wonder of craftsmanship.86
Buhturi’s detailed description comes in the middle of
the poem:
21. It [the hall] would inform you of a troop’s wonders
(ʿajāʾib),
Their record does not grey with obscurity
22. When you see the panel [depicting] the Battle of
Antioch
You tremble among Byzantines and Persians
23. The Fates stand still, while Anushirvan
Leads the ranks onward under the banner
24. In a deep green robe over yellow.
It appears dyed in saffron.
25. Men in combat are under his command
Some are quiet and hushed.
26. Some are intense, rushing forward with spear-points.
Others are cautious of them, using shields.
27. The eye describes them as very much alive
They signal to one another mutely
28. My wavering (irtiyābī) about them increases
Until my hands establish them [as being inanimate] through touch.87

The wonders of the building and its decorative program
confound the poet’s senses. The paintings, which the

eye describes as “very much alive,” are imbued with a
sense of movement: the figures appear to be advancing
and retreating, and the gestures appear real. Even after
he reaches out and touches the paintings, the pleasurable illusion continues, the poet imagining that Khusraw Parviz is actually there offering him a drink. He
again expresses bewilderment at the paintings, asking
himself in line 34: “Is this a dream that closed my eyes
to doubt?”
Both Buhturi’s poem and Ibn al-Rumi’s were descriptions of the ʿajab experienced when viewing works of
craft; at the same time, these poems were themselves
works of craft, made to provoke ʿajab. They are examples of a new style of poetry, cultivated in Baghdad and
later at the Abbasid court in Samarra, whose very aim
was to astonish the audience through the use of ingenious turns of phrase and rhetorical conventions. This
style, dubbed badīʿ by the Abbasid prince and poet Ibn
al-Muʿtazz (d. 908), was replete with trickery and wordplay such as the use of antithesis (muṭābaqa) along with
paronomasia (tajnīs), so that two words that sounded
similar but had opposite meanings would appear in the
same line, or two semantically-unrelated words of the
same root would be used together, showing the poet’s
ability to manipulate the Arabic language.88 Another
tactic of the new generation was the use of unexpected
metaphors that destabilized traditional imagery, such
as when the poet Bashshar ibn Burd (d. ca. 783) somewhat infamously compared the strength of his lover’s
perfume to the smell of onions.89 Jurjani explains the
attraction of unexpected comparisons and images in
terms of their ability to elicit ʿajab in his analysis of a
poem in which the petals of a narcissus are compared
first to gemstones and then to flames:
If a thing manifests from an unknown place or is extracted
from an unmined source, then the soul experiences more
longing for it and it is more worthy of [the soul’s] infatuation. The effect of taʿajjub and finding something strange
is similar when you find something in a place that is not its
[usual] place, or if you discover something that was nonexistent or unknown to begin with. If someone were to
liken the narcissus to other plants or to grant it a likeness
with something colorful, you would not find strangeness
(gharāba) in it, and this example would not be considered
beautiful.90
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Badīʿ, of course, not only means “new,” but “marvelous”
and “amazing”: it is a synonym of ʿajīb. In Abbasid Iraq,
just as there was an appreciation for visual phenomena
and works of art that befuddled the intellect, so too was
there a notable taste for poetry that genuinely surprised
or even shocked the audience: excellent art produced
ʿajab.
V. ABBASID LUSTERWARE AND THE AESTHETICS
OF ʿAJAB
This essay has thus far been largely concerned with developing a vocabulary appropriate to understanding
lusterware and other works of craft made in Abbasid
Iraq. I began with the observation that the vocabulary
used to describe the development from polychrome to
monochrome (“less colorful,” “more abstract,” “figural
instead of vegetal”) led to the conclusion that the later
types were aesthetically incompatible with the former.
In the previous section, it emerged that in early-Islamic
Iraq works of craft were expected to be able to elicit
significant reactions of ʿajab in viewers, and that objects
and monuments were often judged according to this
criterion. Some of the qualities consistently described
as ʿajīb included surface effects like reflection or iridescence, a sense of movement, and the unexpected fusion
of forms or images. Taken together, these characteristics
form what I will call an “aesthetics of ʿajab”—a set of
expectations, informed by contemporary interests, to
which Abbasid lusterware could be held.
Again comparing the Louvre Bowl and the Flagbearer Bowl, it is clear that the qualities of both speak
to the aesthetics of ʿajab. Despite their change in palette, they share an aspect that was perhaps of greater
interest to an Abbasid-period audience: they are, as discussed earlier, both abū qalamūn-like. The descriptions
of other abū qalamūn-like objects in the sources cited
above suggest that the appeal of these pieces derived
precisely from the enigmatic nature of the subtle transformations in color and light seen on their surfaces.
Each vessel, with its brilliant, visually unstable surface,
defies succinct explanation. The surface effect was
important to the design of these bowls, but it was not
the only component of their visual appeal. Abbasid lusterwares are covered with motifs encompassing a wide

203

range of subject matter and styles that have traditionally been interpreted as representing different aesthetic
sensibilities. Keeping in mind the expectations and
interests outlined above, however, the seemingly disparate themes and modes of composition employed in
these bowls may, in fact, be seen as complementary
expressions of a similar concern with the ʿajīb.
The surface of the Louvre Bowl is covered with fleshy
blossoms and tendrils. Adding to the somewhat chaotic
effect of these motifs is the application of different colors of luster that are encouraged to bleed into one
another. At the base, a blossom is one of the few forms
to emerge relatively easily out of the sea of curves and
spirals. The motif is simply constructed: a central teardrop flanked by two volute-like forms. In the latter, ruby
red runs into a brighter yellow orange and swirls of moss
green appear in the yellow stain at the tips of the volutes’
spirals. It is difficult to tell where one shape ends and
the next begins, and colors often merge seamlessly into
one another. The phrase Masʿudi used to describe the
wondrous qualities of the peacock comes to mind: lā
tudrak wa-lā tuḥṣā—these patterns are indecipherable,
the shapes innumerable. The methods of composition
and coloration on this bowl make the design difficult to
perceive without extended, close observation, suggesting the same “willful complication of vision” identified
as an ʿajab-producing strategy in other forms of art mentioned in the previous section.
Even the choice of patterns in some of the polychrome vessels may be seen to evoke opposing sensations, thus encouraging prolonged, active engagement
on the part of the viewer. Pointed herringbone patches
are juxtaposed with rounded leaf-like forms (as in fig.
8), and curvilinear flowers alternate with rectilinear diamond patterns (as in fig. 3). The tactile sensations
evoked by some of these patterns, ranging from rough
(the stippled surface in fig. 4) to soft (the fleshy leaves
depicted in fig. 1), encourage the viewer to reach out and
touch, suggesting again an interest in visual trickery and
prolonged contemplation. It is interesting to note that
the juxtaposition of variegated patterns such as these
was, in fact, a wondrous quality of marble paneling
praised in descriptions of architecture during the Abbasid period and, contemporaneously, in Byzantine litera
ture.91 In a poem describing the al-Kamil palace, built
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by the Abbasid caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847–61), B
 uhturi
calls attention to the decorations of the interior, pointing toward the juxtaposition of patterns in the stone:
19. Its roofs raised to the gusting winds
The marvels (ʿajāʾib) of its fantastic beauty
resplendent
20. As if the glass wall of its interior
Were waves beating upon the seashore
21. As if the striped marble
Where its pattern meets the opposite prospect
22. Were streaks of rainclouds arrayed between clouds,
dark and light
And striped, coming together and mingling…92

While the designs on the polychrome specimens added
to the wondrous, abū qalamūn-like surface effect
through their complexity and variety, a different strategy appears to have been at work in the monochrome
types like the Flag-bearer Bowl, although it would have
been no less wondrous to Abbasid-period viewers. In
this example, the figure is quite clearly rendered, and
actually seems to leap out of the bowl. This effect is due
to the use of patches of stippling to create the illusion
of a background. The painter has also left white spaces
around the main figures (the flag bearer, the peacock,
the vegetal form on the right-hand side, and the flag),
which are, by contrast, rendered in fat strokes of luster.
The result of this technique is that one layer momentarily appears to be on top of the other, raising the
monochrome figures up off the surface, toward the
viewer.
In the descriptions of wondrous objects discussed
above, the illusion of movement is mentioned consistently as a wonder-producing quality. The peacock and
other abū qalamūn-like surfaces are characterized by
changes in color and the appearance of sheens that represent one sort of motion. Buhturi describes the vivid
gestures of the apparently advancing and retreating soldiers: this sense of motion is the primary cause of the
poet’s amazement at the images. The Ikhwan al-Safa ʾ
also identify the illusion of movement in the depiction
of a man rendered in charcoal as a source of ʿajab.
Indeed, motion figures prominently in the oft-quoted
passage from Maqrizi’s Khiṭaṭ (fifteenth century)
describing a contest held by the Fatimid vizier al-Yazuri
(r. 1040–58) in which two painters were each asked to
submit an image for judgment.93 After the first boasted

that he could paint a dancer as if she were emerging
from the wall, he was one-upped by the second, who
claimed that he could paint the dancer as if she were
retreating into the wall. The latter was dubbed aʿjab
(more wondrous) by the crowd, perhaps because it was
a less common effect. Both, however, elicited wonder
though the illusion of movement engendered by the layering of colors (white on black and yellow on red).
Though it is risky to take this anecdote as evidence
of extant techniques, the use of contrasting colors to
create a sense of depth would have been one strategy
available in contexts where single-point perspective
was not employed, and this strategy is actually evident
in the monochrome figural lusterware bowls. Restricting the color palette allowed the potter to experiment
with such techniques in order to convey a sense of
motion in the designs, making an otherwise unremarkable image more wondrous.
Even in the Flag-bearer Bowl the sense of outward
motion is unstable. Inside the flag, white patches appear
that complicate what is intended as foreground and
background. The large white circle in the center of the
flag could be read as a hole cutting through the fabric,
revealing white ground behind with raised patches of
stippling and pseudo-Arabic script; or it could be read
as a decoration on the flag. The block of white with
forms resembling Arabic letters to the right of the peacock is similarly unstable: it can be viewed as either
white on gold or gold on white.
The tendency toward figure-ground ambiguity is
more pronounced in a bowl excavated at Susa and now
housed in the Louvre (fig. 11), where one’s initial impulse
is to read the design on the front as white palmette
motifs with gold pseudo-script on a gold ground.94 From
this perspective, the design is executed in reserve,
meaning that the painters had completely reversed the
relationship that governs the more easily legible pieces,
which feature figures painted in luster against a white
ground with stippling. Turn these bowls over, however,
and the opposite pertains: the backs of almost all monochrome bowls are decorated with quick brush-strokes
of luster, re-establishing the gold-on-white relationship
overturned in the front. The relationship between foreground and background is thus never quite stable on
the surfaces of the monochrome bowls.
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Fig. 11. Fragmentary monochrome luster bowl excavated at Susa. Iraq, late ninth or tenth century. Paris, Musée du Louvre,
inv. no. MAO S. 454. (Photo: Claire Tabbagh, courtesy of the Musée du Louvre / Réunion des Musées Nationaux)

The potential to destabilize figure and ground on the
surfaces of vessels rendered in only one color of luster
is taken yet a step further in a group of monochrome
wares found in several collections characterized by vegetal designs that completely dissolve foreground and
background. For example, the design of a bowl in the
David Collection (fig. 12)95 can be read two ways: as a
series of white s-hook tendrils on a golden ground or as
a vine composed of long leaves with volutes at one end
painted on a white ground. They are both equally convincing, and as viewers shift their perspective back and
forth between the two possibilities, one appears to rise
up from the ground while the other recedes. Not only is
the design characterized by complete visual instability,
but it also provides the illusion of unceasing forwardbackward motion.
The pattern on this bowl immediately recalls the socalled “Beveled Style” of carved architectural decoration, first identified in the stuccos of Samarra but also
attested in carved and painted woodwork, as well as in
marble and rock crystal dating from ninth- and tenthcentury Iraq and Egypt.96 This style, long understood as

a hallmark of the Abbasid period, is characterized by
the use of repeat-patterns loosely based on vegetal
forms that are carved into the surface with beveled
edges, making it difficult for the viewer to discern foreground and background. Ernst Herzfeld, the first to
explain the development of this style in an Islamic context, understood its emergence and spread as the result
of a Muslim aversion to images and a Semitic impulse
toward abstraction.97 While the “Islamicness” of this
style has rightly been contested, Herzfeld’s ideas still
remain influential today.98 It makes more sense in light
of the evidence presented above, however, to understand the proliferation of strategies for figure-ground
reversal apparent in the Beveled Style and in other
forms of Abbasid material culture, such as the monochrome luster bowls discussed above, as a response to
an increased interest in the ʿajab-producing qualities of
motion and visual complexity. This could be achieved
in the depiction of both figural and non-figural subject
matter.
The seemingly disparate range of styles and motifs
represented by the Abbasid lusterware housed in muse-
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Fig. 12. Monchrome luster bowl. Iraq, late ninth or tenth century, 6 cm (height) × 20.5 cm (diameter). Copenhagen, the
David Collection, inv. no. 26/1962. (Photo: Pernille Klemp, courtesy of the David Collection)

ums today may, then, be understood as speaking to the
same underlying motivation: the creation of a product
that is ʿajīb. The polychrome and monochrome types
may have different colors and motifs but both have surfaces as unstable as abū qalamūn. The complex and contrasting, difficult-to-read vegetal forms often used in the
polychrome varieties, the monochrome motifs that
destabilize figure-ground relations, and the monochrome figures that appear to jump out of the bowl: all
suggest strategies intended to complicate the reading
of the overall design on the piece in question. The
designs are complex, full of movement and pleasurable
contrasts. Abstract or naturalistic, vegetal or figural,
monochrome or polychrome, they can be seen as an
attempt to fulfill what has emerged as a far more important expectation of art in the Abbasid period.

CONCLUSION
When viewed in terms that reflect the interests of
people who lived during the Abbasid period, the various
types of Abbasid lusterware do not appear to be aesthetically incompatible with one another, but rather
represent a set of different approaches, evolving over
time, to producing ʿajab, the experience of being pleasurably wonder-struck. The survey of texts and objects
conducted here suggests that surface effects like reflection, sheen, and iridescence were considered to be particularly conducive to eliciting this reaction in viewers.
Also important were the use of complex, difficult-todecipher motifs, the creation of a sense of motion, and
the juxtaposition of dissimilar patterns, textures, and
forms.

ABBASID LUSTERWARE AND THE AESTHETICS OF ʿAJAB
While the reflective, semi-iridescent surfaces of
Abbasid lusterwares are unique to the medium, other
characteristics of these pieces that have been identified
as ʿajab-inducing are shared with different types of craft.
For example, the interest in figure-ground reversal and
a sense of motion is amply evident in fragments of
carved stucco and wood dating from the ninth and
tenth centuries that once covered architectural surfaces. Thus, while lusterware has been particularly germane to this discussion, the “aesthetics of ʿajab,” if
fleshed out further, could be a productive framework
for understanding broader developments in the material culture of Abbasid Iraq that are not limited to one
medium or type of object.
In taking up Grabar’s challenge to further integrate
one type of pottery into the fabric of the society in
which it was produced and used, I hope to have made
a case for further research on ceramics and other “industrial arts” as a way to establish resonances between
material culture and the history of aesthetic experience.
Ceramics are justifiably valued by archaeologists and
art historians for the evidence they provide regarding
the movement of goods, the history of technology, and
the dating of buildings and sites. As I have argued in this
essay, their form and decoration can also speak volumes
about the aesthetic interests alive in the societies that
produced them and even the sorts of aesthetic experiences possible among the people who used and took
pleasure in them.
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…the Beauty (sic) will arise from the harmony and correspondence between the whole and its various parts, and of
the various parts between themselves; for then the building
will appear one complete and perfect body in which one
member answers to another, and all together to the whole;
so that it may seem absolutely necessary to its existence.
A. Palladio, Architecture in Four Books1

This paper documents and analyzes the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, one of the most sumptuous buildings in
the old city of Bukhara and deserving of special study
due to its architectural merits. However, the monument
also provides important clues to better understanding
cultural life in Bukhara in the first half of the sixteenth
century, a historical period still seldom analyzed.2
The prominent role played by Bukhara in Transoxiana after the fifteenth century has already been recognized with respect to its literary production.3 Building
activities can be seen as further evidence of the city’s
leading position. Nevertheless, unlike the second half
of the sixteenth century, little is known about the urban
development of Bukhara4 in the first half of that century (1500–1557), under the rulers from the house of
Shah Budaq b. Abu’l-Khayr Khan (d. 1460).5
By 1512 the Safavid threat had been eliminated and
the battles of Kul-i Malik and Gijduvan, which also took
place that year, had put an end to Timurid attempts to
reconquer the region. At that time ʿUbayd Allah b.
Mahmud Sultan (d. 1540) was reinstated by Kuchkunji
Muhammad b. Abu’l-Khayr Khan, Supreme Khan of the
Abu’l-Khayrids (r. 1512–30), as ruler over his “old realms,”
the apanage of Bukhara.6 Soon afterwards, ʿUbayd Allah
b. Mahmud Sultan ordered the reconstruction of the Friday mosque, the Masjid-i Kalan, which was completed
in 1514, as can be seen in the inscription above its main

entrance.7 The mosque of Mulla Aridi was founded in
1515–16 (fig. 1).8 Some years later, the Taq-i Sarrafan
(Dome of the Moneychangers) was erected in front of
the mosque, having been commissioned for Amir Yari
b. Jan Wafa Bi in 1539.9 The endowment deed for the
shrine of Abu Hafs-i Kabir, just outside the northern city
wall, was reinstated,10 and a memorial mosque, which
still exists today, was probably built slightly thereafter.11
Around 1533, a complex containing a mosque (known
as the Mulla Amiri), a bath, and several caravanserais
was commissioned on the street stretching from Taq-i
Tilpaq Furushan (Dome of the Hatsellers) to Taq-i Tirgaran (Dome of the Fletchers) (fig. 1). The benefactor is
identified as Mirak Latif b. Baba Bikchi, a vizier of
ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud.12 The mosque, a domed rectangular structure clearly recognizable in historical photographs, stood there until the end of the nineteenth
century.
Building activity in Bukhara increased after the capital was relocated there from Samarqand in 1533, when
ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud Sultan was declared Supreme
Khan of the Abu’l-Khayrid apanages (r. 1533–40). A particular emphasis was placed on the south street, leading from the mosque of Mulla Aridi to the city gate of
Salar-i Haj. Along this street, a madrasa, no longer
extant, was constructed in the Gaziyan quarter.13
Opposite the northeast façade of the Masjid-i Kalan,
another madrasa was built (1527–36); commissioned for
Mir-i ʿArab, it still exists today (fig. 1).14 In 1540, the
mosque of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah was built extra
muros,15 not far from the Shaykh Jalal city gate, named
after a shaykh buried in its vicinity.16
On the street stretching from Taq-i Sarrafan to the
Namazgah city gate in the south, the mausoleum of
Turki Jandi was rebuilt, this time with a mosque annexed

Fig. 1. Map of the medieval city of Bukhara: 1) Mulla Aridi Mosque; 2) Mulla Amiri Mosque; 3) Gaziyan Madrasa; 4) Masjid-i Kalan (Friday mosque);
5) Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa; 6) Valida-i ʿAbd al-Aziz Khan Mosque; 7) Mausoleum of Turki Jandi; 8) Shaykh Rangriz Mosque; 9) Maghak-i Attari Mosque;
10) Baland Mosque; 11) ʿAbd Allah Khan Madrasa; 12) Gawkushan Madrasa; 13) Qul Baba Kukaltash Madrasa; 14) ʿAbd al-Aziz Khan Madrasa; 15) Bala Hawz
Mosque. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr, after the map of Parfenov-Fenin and the version published by Anette Gangler, Heinz Gaube, and Attilio Petruccioli,
Bukhara: The Eastern Dome of Islam [Stuttgart, 2004], 69, fig. 5.05)
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to it (fig. 1).17 The northeastern fringe of the old city saw
the construction of the Shaykh Rangriz Mosque (fig. 1).18
And the most famous mosque of Bukhara, the
Maghak-iAttari (fig. 1), was completely reconstructed
in 1546–47.19
After the death of ʿUbayd Allah Khan in 1540, Nawruz Ahmad (Barak) b. Suyunjuk Sultan, ruler of the apanage of Tashkent, who was to become Supreme Khan
between 1552 and 1556, undertook two unsuccessful
sieges of Bukhara before he ultimately succeeded in taking the city in 1543–44.20 However, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b.
ʿUbayd Allah was able to reclaim Bukhara, ordering a
reinforcement of the city walls in 1544–45.21 One of the
most impressive buildings from the first half of the sixteenth century, a khanqah at the burial site of Bahaʾ
al-Din Naqshband, was also constructed at that time,
and still dominates the complex today.22
Little is known about the dignitaries—the sultans,
amirs, and shaykhs—who played a role in the politics
and cultural life of Bukhara during the first half of the
sixteenth century. The history of the period has been
presented mainly as a series of military campaigns. This
is especially evident in the case of ʿUbayd Allah b.
Mahmud, whose name is primarily connected with his
attempts to re-establish the Abu’l-Khayrids’ control over
Khurasan.23 Even less is known about the reign of his
son and successor, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah, aside
from the fact that he ruled as governor of Bukhara from
1533 onwards and as sovereign of the entire apanage
between 1540 and 1550.24 The history of the city prior to
the conquest of ʿAbd Allah b. Iskandar in 1557 is similarly shrouded in mystery.
Consequently, nothing is known about the history of
the two buildings that are often mentioned as the most
important architectural monuments in Bukhara from
the first half of the sixteenth century: the Baland Mosque
(fig. 1) and the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Research on
the well-preserved interior decoration of the former,
built in the southwestern part of the city, not far from
the Khiyaban roadway, has been published in Russian.25
However, this article did not recognize the importance
of the Baland Mosque as an example of the aesthetic
conceptions behind the interior design of early Abu’lKhayrid buildings, and although its interior decoration
was compared with Timurid buildings from the last
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quarter of the fifteenth century, this was primarily done
to prove that the ornament of the Baland was, from the
author’s perspective, inferior in quality. No attempt was
made to analyze its architecture in terms of the formal
trends, continuities, and innovations that informed the
planning and construction of Central Asian buildings
after the Timurid period.26 The Baland Mosque also
bears a great resemblance to the Khoja Zainuddin
Mosque (figs. 2 and 3), in its building type, dimensions,
and decoration. The present article presents an extensive study of the latter, with a focus on its building
history.
DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS
The Khoja Zainuddin Mosque is situated close to the
Ark, the city citadel (235 meters to the north of the
mosque), which was the seat of the Abu’l-Khayrid ruler
of the apanage of Bukhara from the sixteenth century
onward. The mosque lies approximately 160 meters
southwest of the qibla wall of the city’s Friday mosque
(the Masjid-i Kalan). Built at the intersection of two
small streets, the building forms the core of a cluster of
relatively intact traditional houses, with a large pool
(ḥawz) to the northeast (fig. 2).
The complex was erected within the walls of the
medieval city of Bukhara, a rectangular area clearly recognizable in the relief (fig. 1).27 By the beginning of the
sixteenth century, the medieval walls, which had
guarded the city on the eve of the Mongolian conquest,
no longer existed. However, historical sources still distinguished between an “inner city” (shahr-i darūn), or
“old city” (ḥiṣār-i qadīm), and an “outer city” (shahr-i
bīrūn).28 These designations provide an important clue
to Bukhara’s urban development between the second
half of the fifteenth century and the middle of the sixteenth century, after which the city’s expansion is easier to follow.29
The main façade of the building faces south while the
cenotaph of “Khoja Zainuddin,” the eponymous patron
saint of the complex, lies in the northwestern corner of
the mosque. Several adjoining rooms are aligned in the
west and open toward the street. The core of the construction consists of a square-shaped, domed prayer
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Fig. 2. Site plan of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 3. The Khoja Zainuddin Mosque: view from the minaret of the Masjid-i Kalan. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 4. Reflected ceiling plan of the first floor of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Rooms 4.0, 5.0, and 6.0 are situated below
the corresponding upper levels visible in this plan, Rooms 4.1, 5.1, and 6.1. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 5. Southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

hall. An L-shaped portico, erected on a platform, makes
up the northeastern part of the building (fig. 4).
The southern façade
Symmetrically designed, the southern façade is dominated by a central pīshtāq (a portal projecting from the
façade of a building), which is enframed on each side
by three superposed blind niches (fig. 5). On both sides
of the iwan, lower niches can be seen under pointed
arches. The pointed arches are each flanked by two
blind niches, one above the other, similar to those on
the sides of the iwan. Under the niches with pointed
arches, two entrances lead to the compartments behind
them, the western one opening onto a room in the
southwestern corner (Room 3) and the eastern one onto
a spiral staircase linking the portico with the roof of the
mosque. The eastern entrance was walled up at some
point, as is made clear by the gray plaster in the opening,

in contrast to the unplastered bricks of the façade. An
additional, taller blind niche can be seen in the southeastern corner of the façade. The iwan has a semi-octagonal plan with reticulated vaulting in its upper part.
The prayer hall was accessible through three entrances
under the iwan. At present, the front of the iwan is enclosed by a wooden screen.
Remnants of decoration in the spandrels of two blind
niches on the right side of the iwan point to the fact that
a tile mosaic ornament originally graced the main
façade (fig. 6). The frame of the pīshtāq was probably
meant to bear an inscription, also made of tile mosaic.
All the spandrels above the blind niches were plastered
in the last twenty years. It is likely that tile mosaic was
also applied in those areas, but it was either not preserved or remains in very bad condition under the mortar. Remnants of underglaze tile work in dark blue,
turquoise, and white are found in the spandrel of a blind
niche in the southeast corner of the building (fig. 7).
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Fig. 6. Tile mosaic in the spandrel of a blind niche in the
southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo:
Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 7. Underglaze tile in the spandrel of a blind niche in
the southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo:
Jasmin Badr)

The prayer hall (Room 1)
The importance of the prayer hall, which measures 9.5
by 9.4 meters,30 is emphasized by its central position
and reinforced by its huge dome, measuring approximately 8.2 meters in diameter and 16 meters in height.31
The design of the dome is unique, and its existence does
not simply highlight the importance of the building: it
makes the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque a remarkable exception among the many other quarter mosques in
Bukhara. Unlike most of the neighborhood mosques,
which have simple, flat, wooden roofs, the domed Khoja
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Zainuddin Mosque is clearly recognizable in the skyline
of the old city.
A new type of dome construction, known as the
chahār tāq, made its appearance in Timurid architecture during the second half of the fifteenth century,
allowing for larger spans. In this type of construction,
two huge parallel arches and two arches in the orthogonal direction were erected, creating a base on which
the dome rests and also reducing the surface to be covered.32 In the corners, two vault segments converge
towards the supporting arches of the squinches. These
caps are visible from the outside and do not fulfill any
structural function. The large supporting arches are usually enclosed by half-domes. In some cases, a combination of crossing arches and a double-shelled dome was
used to increase the external height of the dome; such
a solution was often employed in the Timurid era.
However, even though this construction method was
already known in Bukhara at that time, it was not used
in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Here, eight small supporting arches above the walls of the prayer hall serve
as a transition zone to the dome. Four of the supporting arches are filled with squinches (fig. 8). The four
windows in the arches above the sidewalls, each covered with a grille (pandzhara), provide the prayer room
with diffuse lighting from above. The pendentives
between the supporting arches are filled with grids of
crossing ribs, forming a kite-like pattern. Their upper
corners lead into a thirty-two-edged cavetto molding
with an inscription from the Koran.33 The dome itself
is divided into two zones. The lower zone is decorated
with four rows of muqarnas; the upper one is divided
into thirty-two segments, separated by ribs that end in
a ring around an omphalos.
The ground plan of the prayer hall is square-shaped,
with two bigger recesses in the east and west. While the
western recess is 5 meters wide and 2.8 meters deep, the
eastern one measures only 4.9 meters by 1.9 meters, thus
emphasizing the direction of prayer. The design concept of the walls comprises several areas; above the tile
panels covering the dados, there are deep blind niches
with frames and fillings (fig. 9).
The western recess of the prayer hall is covered by a
half-dome composed of eight rows of muqarnas, ending in a fan-shaped hood. The wall beneath it is divided
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Fig. 8. Interior view of the transition zone and the dome in
the prayer hall of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo:
Jasmin Badr)

into two horizontal zones, separated by a cavetto molding, and decorated with Koranic inscriptions.34 The
mihrab lies in a further small recess, its upper part filled
with plane muqarnas cells (fig. 10). The eastern recess
contains the main entrance to the prayer hall (fig. 11).
Above the entrance, a window with a pandzhara fills
the main space of the building with natural light. The
recess is covered by a half dome composed of eight rows
of muqarnas, identical to the ones on the western side.
The zones above the dados of the western and eastern
walls are covered with blind niches, with square-shaped
recessed panels above them.

A similar division is visible in the design of the north
and south walls of the prayer hall (fig. 9). Large blind
niches in the middle, reminiscent of the recesses in the
east and west walls, are flanked by the same narrow
niches and squares as in the east and west. But unlike
the east and west walls, they are not highly decorated,
and are dominated by three doors and three windows
on each side. A panel with a hadith is placed above the
central window niche.35 The walls end up with a cornice running along all four sides. The similar composition of the walls and the cornice highlights the harmony
of the design in the interior and emphasizes the central,
square-shaped space of the prayer hall.
The dados of the prayer hall are decorated with panels of mosaic faience. Today, only eighteen of the original twenty panels, each with a different design, can be
seen: two panels were completely destroyed and twothirds of another panel was severely damaged. In historical photographs dated to 1947, traces of the latter
panel, which is located on the left side of the mihrab,
are still visible (fig. 12).36 On its right side, a recess
behind the place of the minbar marks the place of one
of the now-missing panels.37 The edges of each panel
are framed with tendrils, with leaves and blossoms in
white, green, turquoise, and ocher (fig. 13). Although the
forms of the tendrils and leaves differ, the buds and
blossoms in the frames are always the same. The colors
of the tiles used in the mosaics are white, green, turquoise, blue, manganese purple, and ocher.
The largest panels are on the sidewalls of the western recess. Within the repeating frame, the design consists of a central medallion, tapering to smaller motifs
above and below on the vertical axes. The inside of the
medallion features arabesques on a predominantly
green background. The corner pieces repeat the same
design, and even the smaller floral motifs were meticulously designed. The spaces in between are filled with a
delicate ocher vine on a blue background (fig. 14).
On both sides of the western recess, panels are subdivided into three arched rectangles, similar to the
design of a prayer rug (fig. 15).38 The border motif is here
replaced by a shape resembling a maple leaf. A similar
composition is present on the now-damaged panels to
the left of the mihrab, within the large recess. The rectangle in the middle is filled with an ocher floral design,

Fig. 9. Longitudinal section of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 10. Western wall of the prayer hall. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 11. Eastern wall of the prayer hall. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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with blossoms and forked leaves on a blue background.
On the longitudinal axis, five leaves, each with a distinct
shape, one on top of the other, tie the tendrils of the floral composition together. The side rectangles are of a
different design. Under a curved arch as in the central
rectangle, an ocher palmette with a very thin blue stem
in the middle of its trunk bears larger blooming flowers
in its axis and small blossoms on the sides. The green
spandrels are filled with arabesques.
The decoration of the remaining panels in the prayer
hall is a stark contrast to that chosen for the qibla and
the mihrab area. Designed with the help of an underlying polygonal matrix, which itself is organized according to a rigid geometry, these panels present a type of
decoration highly appreciated in Transoxiana, Khura
san, and Iran from the fifteenth century onwards (fig.
16). Known as the “star-and-polygon design” or girih
←
Fig. 12. Photograph dated to 1947 showing the western
recess. Tashkent, Archive of the General Directorate of
Scientific Production for the Preservation and Utilization of
Cultural Heritage Buildings, inv. no. 25882, code 136. (Photo:
courtesy of the General Directorate of Scientific Production
for the Preservation and Utilization of Cultural Heritage
Buildings)

Fig. 13. Detail of the frame surrounding the mosaic panel to the left of the main entrance. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 14. Mosaic panel on the southern wall of the western recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 15. Mosaic panel on the left side of the western recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 16. Mosaic panel on the left side of the eastern recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

(Persian for “knot”), both terms are used synonymously,
as a contrast to islimi, “the spiraling ivy or vine-and-tendril motif.”39 The method for creating such a design is
well known from surviving scrolls (tumar) with muqarnas and girih designs, drafts for bannāʾī (builder’s)
inscriptions, and even ground plans of a domed structure on a geometrical grid. Some other scrolls found in
Bukhara and dated to the sixteenth century on the basis
of the paper used are also significant for the Khoja
Zainuddin Mosque.40
An identical design is applied to the dados on the
south and north wall, though in one of the panels on the
south wall the dodecagon star is filled with a different
motif: in place of the six-pointed snow crystals occupying the centers of the other three panels is an ocher bud,
from which the dodecagon star emerges in radiating circles of different colors. Two new types of girih are introduced in the panels on the east wall, with a new color
scheme containing far less white and no manganese
purple; instead, turquoise, blue, and ocher are predominantly employed. The panels on the sidewall of the

eastern recess appear to be far more delicate as a result
of the smaller star pattern used.
The parts of the walls between the dados and the cornice, the transition zone, and the dome are covered with
paintings. Three different phases are clearly distinguishable. The remains of the first one, recognizable on all
surfaces of the walls in the transition zone, as well as in
the window niches, can be identified on the basis of the
color scheme of blue, green, brown, and black.41 The
first phase shows a floral design painted with ink, with
a characteristic onion-shaped bud and a split leaf emerging from it in brown or green, set against a blue background (fig. 17). Only the central window niche has a
different design, consisting of interconnected oblong
cartouches and rosettes (fig. 18).
The second phase can only be observed in the spandrel above the blind niche of the south wall (fig. 19). The
remains show that the decorators started to apply the
qizil kesak (red clay)42 above the first phase within the
central blind niche. The planned design, a very dense
vegetal ornament, was presumably applied with a
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Fig. 19. Spandrel of the central blind niche in the south wall.
(Photo: Jasmin Badr)
Fig. 17. First decoration phase on the south wall. (Photo:
Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 18. Central window niche in the south wall. (Photo:
Jasmin Badr)

s tencil. For unknown reasons, this decoration was not
finished.
A clearly distinguishable third phase with kundal
paintings decorates the large recesses in the east and
west of the prayer hall, the muqarnas in the squinches
of the transition zone, and the dome (fig. 20).43 Kundal
is a decoration technique characterized by its final
result: a slightly elevated, gilded surface on a shallow
background.44 It is generally assumed that in the first
step of the process the ornament to be gilded is drawn
on the wall,45 as can also be observed in the Khoja
Zainuddin Mosque. A relief is then created by applying
multiple layers of qizil kesak directly on the wall with a
paintbrush. Sometimes a gypsum mortar (ganch) mixed
with glue was used to create the relief, after which the
qizil kesak was applied. The material that forms the
underlying relief is applied in three different layers, the
thickest stratum being the first. The relief may be as high
as 2 millimeters.
A thin layer of plant glue (cheresh)46 was spread on
the surface of the ornament as a binder for the gold
leaf.47 The spaces between the gilded motifs were
painted, most often in blue, using lapis lazuli as a coloring pigment. Tiny flowers with bending branches and
leaves were drawn on the blue background, in a slightly
darker shade of the color, hardly visible as a silhouette.
Finally, a very fine embellishment was applied. With
delicate blossoms and tendrils, this was intended to
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s imilar to that seen in the dome, although in the dome
the blossoms are separated by ribs, whereas in the
mihrab they are placed between the ribs.
The portico

Fig. 20. Kundal paintings on the south wall of the western
niche. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

further accentuate the plasticity of the gilded parts of
the decoration.
The paintings of the third decoration period do not
simply cover the first phase: they incorporate it. This is
clearly recognizable in the western and eastern recesses,
which seem to have been completely ornamented. The
spandrels above the niches were embellished with fine
arabesques, while medallions with a characteristic form
fill the corners. The wall areas below the muqarnas were
divided into narrow, vertical rectangles filled with vegetal motifs. Although the inscription band above the
mihrab was meant to be decorated in kundal, it was not
finished.48 Historical photographs reveal that the upper
part of the mihrab was also decorated with kundal
paintings.49 The blossom pattern here seems to be

The portico is constructed on a raised platform with an
outer shell of limestone, creating a buffer zone between
the main space of the mosque and prayer hall, and the
small open courtyard, as well as the ḥawz to the northeast (fig. 4). Four niches, covered by pointed arches,
subdivide the walls of the northern portico; three of
these contain doors to the prayer hall, each with a
window above. A small mihrab, framed by differently
sized recessed panels, is located in the western wall.
Three large niches subdivide the wall of the eastern
portico. The central niche with the main entrance to
the prayer hall is covered by reticulated vaulting, the
corners containing squinches filled with five rows of
muqarnas. The lateral niches flanking the entrance are
covered with half-domes, executed as reticulated
vaulting.
The portico prevents the symmetrical niches in the
northern and eastern façades from appearing as prominently as they do in the southern façade. Eight wooden
columns on bases of grayish marble support this wooden
construction, composed of eight bays. However, the
intercolumniation of the portico is not regular: the bays
above the longitudinal and orthogonal axes, containing
the main entrances, are much narrower than the adjacent ones. This serves to stress the importance of the
entrance bays as well as the ceiling decorations (fig. 21).
The entrances are both decorated with star patterns,
the northern one with a decagon, and the eastern
one with a dodecagon. Both ornamented panels are
mounted on plain wooden planks, supported by crossbeams, which are suspended from the beams of the roof
construction by iron chains.
In both cases, small muqarnas domes form the center of the star pattern. The interior of the stars is further
divided into smaller geometrical forms. Even the surface of the different polygons that form the star is filled
by another grid of geometrical figures, made of fine
wooden sticks.50 A cornice with either three or four
rows of muqarnas links the panels with the vertical cladding on the walls. All elements of this composition were
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Fig. 21. Dodecagonal star pattern on the ceiling of the entrance bay in the east. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

originally painted.51 The ceiling features a similarly
extravagant decoration only in the northeastern corner;
instead of the small muqarnas dome, two small hexagonal stars are set in the center.
The remaining bays are all decorated with paneled
ceilings. A trace of the richness of forms can be seen in
the preserved ceiling in the southeastern bay (fig. 22).
There, two main types of wooden panels are arranged
in an alternating pattern. The first one reveals a motif
of connected stars of varying sizes. Pigment remains
found on the wooden boards indicate the use of a decoration technique similar to kundal.52 In the second
type of panel there are seven varying patterns made of
wooden sticks, as in the polygons forming the stars
above the entrance bays. Only two capitals have been
preserved in the eastern side of the portico, with each
consisting of five rows of wooden muqarnas.53
Historical photographs show that the frieze on top of
the portico was originally decorated with rectangular

mosaic tiles of blue, turquoise, white, green, and ocher.
The only remains of this geometrical pattern can be
seen on the southern part of the eastern portico.54
The staircase (Room 2)
A spiral staircase in the southeastern corner of the complex, accessible from the eastern portico, leads to the
roof of the building. The entrance to the staircase is
situated in the southern niche of the eastern portico,
thus connecting it and the staircase through a small
vestibule. The latter is covered by a small dome and
widens towards the southeast, where a window—and
perhaps a former door—open toward the street. The
graffiti-covered walls and traces of small holes 4 to 6
centimeters in diameter show that a light wooden structure once divided this tiny room into two levels (even
though no proper access to the upper level may have
ever existed). However, the fact that the moldings in the
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Fig. 22. Paneled ceiling in the southeastern bay of the portico. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

corners have been hammered away is proof that a ceiling was not originally planned. The steps of the spiral
staircase rely on small wooden beams and are built of
mud bricks. A small pointed vault, oriented towards the
south, covers the upper part of the staircase.
The western façade
The western façade, which looks onto the narrow and
ancient Khoja Zainuddin Street, is much simpler in appearance than the other sides of the mosque (fig. 4).
With several small rooms (sing. hujra) arranged along
it, the façade also presents the back wall of the qibla,
which is usually not decorated. In the middle, a huge
iwan highlights the cenotaph of “Khoja Zainuddin.”
However, the iwan does not subdivide the façade in a
symmetrical manner, as in the south. The unfinished
upper part of its frame suggests that a pīshtāq was originally planned, but that construction on it stopped at

some point. It is assumed that an inscription, never realized, was meant to run around the niche.
The small rooms on the western façade are more or
less square-shaped, with side lengths of 3.5 to 4 meters.
The only exception to this is Room 5, which is slightly
smaller (3.15 meters). Whereas Room 3, in the southwestern corner of the building, consists only of one single space, Rooms 4, 5, and 6 are divided into two levels
(a ground level [level 0] and an upper level [level 1]).
Roofing constructions are nearly identical for all the
rooms. Ceilings on the first floor are flat, constructed of
wooden beams and a filling of bricks and mortar; the
upper-level ceilings, on the other hand, are covered by
cloistered vaults. However, the domes of the rooms in
the corners are much more elaborate than the constructions in Rooms 4 and 5.55
Room 3 is widened by a semi-octagonal niche in the
north that is covered by reticulated vaulting. The western wall contains an arched recess, while the other two
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walls have blind niches. The main entrance is in the
south wall, while a secondary access in the east wall
leads to the prayer hall. There was probably a third
entrance in the north wall, which linked Room 3 with
Room 4.0. A small niche still provides evidence of this
opening, which is presently walled up. The room was
recently plastered; in one damaged spot, the former
monochrome plaster and a number of small graffiti are
visible.
Room 4 is much simpler. Whereas the lower level
(Room 4.0) is currently used for the storage of biers, the
upper level (Room 4.1) has been abandoned due to the
bad condition of its floor. The actual entrance to the
lower level is situated in the western wall, but this opening was obviously only recently created. As seen in historic photographs dated to 1954, there was once only a
small window in the place where the door to the west
is currently located; this was aligned with the window
in the upper level.56 Prior to this, access to the room was
provided by a door in the northern wall, leading directly
to the iwan with the tomb. Although this entrance no
longer exists, its location can be determined from the
cracks in the plaster of the northern wall of Room 4.0.
On the opposite side (the southern wall of the iwan), no
traces of an opening can be observed, which is not surprising, considering that the bricks of the iwan have
clearly been replaced in recent years. Room 4.1 could be
reached through a door in the northern wall. Although
no decorative elements were applied on the ground
floor, in the upper level remnants of wallpaper can still
be seen on the southern and western walls.
The hujras to the east of the iwan (Rooms 5.0 and 5.1)
are accessible from a narrow corridor in the north of the
building (Room 7). Two niches are visible in the western wall of Room 5.0. Although the northern wall has
been only crudely closed up, the southern wall is completely plastered. The original ceiling was damaged and
a second one was installed underneath. 57
The room was apparently equipped with a heating
device, situated at the horizontal niche in the eastern
wall. Evidence that the room at some point had a fireplace is provided by the wooden lintel, several layers of
plaster (the lowest layer bearing evident traces of soot),
and a hole in what seems to have once been a chimney.
A simple loam rendering containing a high percentage
of straw was used to plaster the other small niches.

As in Room 4.1, the upper level (Room 5.1) can be
accessed from the western iwan through a door. A second opening is situated in the center of the western
wall. A charred hole in the middle of the room indicates
where a sandal (brazier) was once found.58 As the
wooden ceiling construction and the delicate mortar
could not bear constant exposure to heat, the ceiling
beams burned through. The upper level was consequently abandoned and only the lower level was still
occupied. As mentioned above, a new ceiling was then
installed below the original one.
In the southeastern corner, a fireplace is connected
to the same chimney observed in the lower level.59
Small shelves flank the arched opening of the fireplace,
whose surfaces were decorated with wallpaper. The
chimney has no visible outlet on the roof. However, a
small rising in the northeastern corner indicates that it
was redirected along the eastern wall of Room 5.1
towards the north. An outlet in the southeastern corner
would have been too close to the walls of the prayer hall.
In Room 5.0, only the shelves on the western wall
bear traces of paint—in blue. Room 5.1 shows the
remains of several decorative phases. The first phase
consisted simply of a monochrome plaster. The northern and eastern walls, as well as the sidewalls of the
northern opening in the western wall, are covered with
graffiti. In the second phase of decoration, a horizontal
line was scratched into the plaster, thus creating a dado.
This demarcating line was then decorated with leaf-like
elements made of paper, reminiscent of carpet tassels.
Above this, another decorated area is visible, at least on
the northern, southern, and western walls. Several rows
of horizontal or vertical rectangles have been drawn in
ink or are also scratched into the plaster. It seems that
these areas were at least partly decorated with paper.
One sheet is preserved on the west wall. The niche in
the north wall was also surrounded by paper bands.60
On the eastern wall, scratched drawings of musical
instruments (dutar)61 can be seen above the dado. Small
holes in the northern wall and in the northern parts of
the eastern and western walls provide evidence of what
was probably a wooden structure. As the graffiti indicate that students occupied the room, it is reasonable
to assume that a sleeping platform existed, similar
to those generally installed in the cells of a madrasa.
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At present, a light wooden construction is fitted into the
small vestibule to the south.
As was the case with Room 3, Room 6 also becomes
wider towards the west due to a semi-octagonal niche.
The lower level (Room 6.0) is accessed from Room 7,
where four steep steps lead to a very low door, which in
turn leads to the upper level (Room 6.1). There, the
eastern wall is raised, with an equal thickness from the
ground level to a height of approximately 1 meter. Above
this point, the wall is much thinner, suggesting that the
only intention was to close the space, regardless of any
supporting functions. As both levels are presently occupied and were recently plastered, no traces of the former
decoration can be seen.
Room 7 currently serves only as a vestibule providing access to Rooms 5.0, 6.0, and 6.1. A fourth opening
in the north links the space with the courtyard. A deep
recess can be observed in the eastern wall, starting at a
height of 3.55 meters and reaching even beyond the
height of the barrel vault of Room 7. The niche measures
0.95 meters in depth, which corresponds to the thickness of the wall. It is closed on the eastern side, with
fragments of a former layer of plaster still exhibiting
traces of molding and painting. On the opposite side
(the western wall of the northern portico), no traces of
an opening can be determined. The superposition of the
two wall elevations shows that the niche is situated
exactly on the axis of the outside mihrab, where an
ornamented square is applied as a relief in the plaster.
The rather strange construction of the eastern wall
of Room 6.1 indicates that it was added in a later period.
Therefore, Rooms 6.0, 6.1 and 7 were once one single
space to which the separating ceiling in Room 6 was
later added. The fact that the access to Room 5.0 from
the southern wall of Room 7 seems to have been created in a previously existing wall also supports this thesis. The door was directly inserted into the corner and
the thickness of the eastern wall in Room 5.0 was even
reduced to widen the opening. The floor level of Room
5.0 is also lower by a step, so as to make the two rooms
level. It is also remarkable that the floor of the western
iwan is level with that of Room 5.0. It is therefore likely
that the original access was through one or two niches
in the western wall. In the southern niche, no cracks are
visible in the mortar and its composition seems to be
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very similar to one of the older layers. That is why it is
also reasonable to assume that this niche was already
closed in an earlier period.
No physical evidence of a means of access to the
upper levels of Rooms 4 and 5 has been preserved. However, it is noticeable that scaffolding holes in the eastern wall of the western iwan are covered with mortar at
a height that could very possibly correspond to the floor
level of the upper floor. Similar to the wooden stair constructions that are still often preserved in private
houses, it is likely that a light wooden construction provided access to the upper level.
The courtyard
The courtyard connects the complex with the pool
(ḥawz). Historic photographs dating to 1954 show that
a passage linking the ḥawz to Khoja Zainuddin Street
once existed where the courtyard is now found (fig. 2).62
A wooden fence separated the building from the public
passage. The well in the northeast corner of the courtyard has no evident current function; at some point it
may have provided the mosque with fresh ground water
for ablutions.
The current taharatkhāna (ablution house) is a modern building constructed in 2002–3. In historic photographs dated to 1945, a building can be seen that was
directly attached to the foundation on the eastern side
of the mosque.63 This former taharatkhāna was measured during the architectural survey executed by
French students in 2001, before it was torn down.64
The ḥawz
The ḥawz of Khoja Zainuddin is situated in the northeastern part of the building complex, the other sides of
which are bordered by private dwellings (fig. 2). The
huge pool, measuring approximately 37 by 26.5 meters,
is the second largest ḥawz in the ancient water system
of Bukhara.65 It features a typical elongated octagonal
form and has seven steep steps of worked limestone. A
wooden barrier separates the wall construction of the
ḥawz from the unworked limestone foundation. The
northern and southern sides have more gradual steps,
and on the northern side, they seem to lead to what was
once a platform where residents could fetch their water.
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In the southeastern corner, a waterspout made of
marble and decorated with a chronogram is still preserved.66
The ḥawz was filled with water from the Rud-i Shahr
canal. An extra conduit provided water exclusively for
the Khoja Zainuddin ḥawz and the Lesak ḥawz through
a covered channel (tazar).67 This conduit apparently
had a strategic importance, as it is said to have been
linked to the Citadel (Ark) of Bukhara. Only a member
of the ruling family could have ordered such a measure.68 The fact that a conduit was specially dug for only
two pools shows the importance of the Khoja Zainuddin complex, a fact reinforced by its connection to the
ruler’s residence.
STYLISTIC ANALYSIS
The design of the panels on the sidewalls of the western
recess is unequaled in other known panels of the same
period in Transoxiana. The closest parallels seem to be
in bookbindings and title pages known from Herat and
Safavid Persia from the beginning of the sixteenth century.69 Panels similar to the “prayer rug” panels on the
west wall also decorated the qibla wall of the no-longerextant mosque in the Shaykh Rangriz Quarter, in the
northeastern part of the old city.70 A tendril of a similar
design is also found in book art, on the title pages of
manuscripts, some of which were commissioned in the
kitābkhāna (scriptorium) of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd
Allah in Bukhara.71
An identical ocher tendril with a thin blue stem in
the middle is preserved in the decoration of other buildings in Bukhara. There is a rosette with a similar tendril
in a square above the mihrab of the Baland Mosque
(ca. 1530) (fig. 23). At the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa, this is also
seen in the intrados of the main entrance, as well as
framing a window in the west courtyard iwan (1527–36)
(fig. 24). A palmette with a thin stem in the middle is
also found in the decoration of different Safavid buildings from the sixteenth century—though in a different
color scheme—in the Friday mosque of Isfahan,72 in the
spandrel of the qibla iwan in Imam Reza’s sanctuary in
Mashhad,73 and in pieces of ornament from the qibla
iwan of the Masjid-i ʿAtik in Shiraz.74 Another example
of the motif can be found in the Char Bakr complex

Fig. 23. Rosette above the mihrab of the Baland Mosque.
(Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

(1558–62), five kilometers west of Bukhara, where the
same tendril decorates a spandrel above the entrance
of the khanqah.
Panels with a star-and-polygon pattern similar to the
ones visible on the southern and northern walls of the
Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, yet in different colors and of
varying quality, are preserved in a mosque dated to 1519
in Katta Langar, a village in Kashkadarya province
(fig. 25).75 They can also be seen in the mausoleum (gūr
khāna) of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa (fig. 26).
In the great variety of motifs in the tile decoration of
the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque it is possible to observe
close connections with many of the examples quoted
above. Indeed, the arrangement of the different motifs
within the building can be seen as symbolic of a hierarchy among the different parts of the structure. The qibla
wall is obviously of great importance. However, details
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Fig. 24. Tile ornament on the intrados of the main entrance of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

Fig. 25. Mosaic panel in the Katta Langar Mosque. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

in the artwork show that the main entrance is also of
major significance, as can be discerned at the borders
of the tile panels: while the buds and blossoms on these
walls are the same as on the lateral walls, the shapes of
the leaves are more variegated and intricate.
On the exterior, the mosaic remains in the spandrels
on the right side of the south iwan are stylistically similar to those in the tile mosaic in the interior of the
mosque, suggesting that they are from the same period.
The underglaze tile fragment in the southeast spandrel
(fig. 7), as well as the window grille in the transition
zone, indicates that minor decorating efforts were made

in a later period, most probably in the 1560s. Several
buildings constructed in that decade were decorated
with such tiles. The fragments found on the façade of
the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque have their closest equivalents in the spandrels of the main façade of the
Gawkushan Madrasa (1562–66) (fig. 1). A similar window grille is found in the courtyard of the Qul Baba
Kukaltash Madrasa in Bukhara (1569) (fig. 1).
As to the wall paintings of the first phase, there are
no other similar examples preserved in Transoxiana.
Historical sources from the second half of the sixteenth
century mention the arrival of decorators who came to
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Fig. 26. Mosaic panel in the gurkhāna of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

Fig. 27. Panel with interconnected cartouches and rosettes
in the darskhāna of the Shir Dor Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa
Tupev)

Bukhara, most probably from Balkh, after ʿAbd Allah II
invited them to work on the construction site of the
Char Bakr.76 A clue is found in the decoration of the
Khoja Abu Nasr Parsa Mausoleum in Balkh.77 The
memorial building, founded in 1460, was extensively
reconstructed, enlarged, and refurbished in the second
half of the sixteenth century.78
Two of the most characteristic elements of the paintings in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, the onion-shaped
blossom and the split leaf, can be seen in a tile mosaic
on the main pīshtāq of the building. However, the star
ornament applied in the middle window niches on the
northern and southern walls of the prayer hall bears a
striking resemblance to the minarets of the Husayn Bayqara Madrasa in the Gawhar Shad Musalla complex in
Herat, dated to 1492–93.79 A graffito in the southwestern window niche of the prayer hall, dated to 1008
(1599–1600), might be connected to this phase.80
The third decoration phase in the Khoja Zainuddin
Mosque, characterized by paintings done in the kundal
technique, finds its strongest resemblance in two dated
buildings from Samarqand: the Shir Dor Madrasa and
the adjoining Tilla Kari. There are striking parallels in
the composition of the paintings, in the palette as well
as in single motifs. Different elements of decoration,
which seem to have been used interchangeably (such
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entrances, were reserved for special buildings.84 The
closest parallels occur in the courtyard surrounding the
tomb of Bahaʾ al-Din Naqshband, 12 kilometers to the
east of Bukhara. Unfortunately, a detailed comparison
between the paneled ceilings of the Khoja Zainuddin
Mosque and the porticos of the Bahaʾ al-Din Nakshband
complex is no longer possible, as the latter was reconstructed in 1995. A clue that the (re)construction85 of
the portico in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque must have
taken place in the seventeenth century is provided by
the remaining mosaic decoration on the cornice on the
eastern side. A similar motif appears on the main façade
of the Tilla Kari Madrasa in Samarqand, as well as in the
ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan Madrasa in Bukhara.
Fig. 28. Undated historical photograph of muqarnas elements in the dome of the mosque in the Tilla Kari Madrasa.
Tashkent, Archive of the General Directorate of Scientific
Production for the Preservation and Utilization of Cultural
Heritage Buildings, inv. no. 11327, code 70-11. (Photo: courtesy
of the General Directorate of Scientific Production for the
Preservation and Utilization of Cultural Heritage Buildings)

as the form of the medallions, a combination of Koranic
inscriptions and hadiths in panels, and muqarnas leading into vertical rectangles on the wall below them,
filled with vegetal motifs), are found in the kundal painting of the lecture hall (darskhāna) in the Shir Dor
Madrasa (built in 1616–36 and decorated in the 1660s)
(fig. 27), and in the Baland Mosque in Bukhara. Elements resembling little trees, a characteristic detail seen
in the cells of the muqarnas of the Khoja Zainuddin, are
also found in the decoration of the Tilla Kari Madrasa
(1647–59) (fig. 28). The clear differences from the paintings of the ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan Madrasa in Bukhara
(probably 1651–54 or later) (fig. 1) point to its decoration
in a slightly earlier period.
A combination of a central hall with porticos on one,
two, or even three sides is quite a common composition
in the region; several neighborhood mosques dating
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century follow the
same scheme.81 Simple ceiling constructions, consisting of wooden beams with semicircular rods in between,
were often used in porticos in different mosques in
Bukhara.82 The decoration of the paneled ceilings seems
to have been quite widespread as well.83 The more
elaborate hanging ceiling constructions above the

FORM AND FUNCTION
It is not an easy task to reconstruct the function and
meaning of a building when no written sources on its
history have been preserved and very little is known
about its architect or patron. In the case of the Khoja
Zainuddin Mosque, the structure itself provides a key
to interpreting the building history, especially its ground
plan, elevation, and decorative artifacts.
The plan and orientation of mosques throughout the
Islamic world are determined by the qibla, most often
without consideration of the surrounding urban fabric.
In the case of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, this is only
true with respect to the prayer hall and the porticos at
the northeastern corner. Here, the east–west axis running through the main entrance and the mihrab also
serves as an axis of consistently applied symmetry in
the prayer hall. A second axis in an orthogonal direction was nearly as important as the longitudinal axis: it
is crucial to the shape of the prayer hall and the south
iwan, as well as to the decoration of the interior. A deviation from the scheme can be observed in the northern
part of the portico. Here, the accentuated ceiling of the
middle bay is located over the side entrance rather than
emphasizing the middle entrance to the prayer hall.
In the interior of the prayer hall, the longitudinal axis
determines a certain hierarchy in the design patterns
used, as is evident in the arrangement of the panels. The
arabesque design (islimi) is reserved only for the panels
in the mihrab area; the remaining panels all have a girih
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pattern. The hierarchical scheme seems to have been
carried out even further in the different girih panels, the
most elaborate ones (with a dodecagonal star in the
middle that contains a six-pointed snow crystal) being
reserved for the south and north walls. The remaining
panels on the eastern wall and eastern recess introduce,
as mentioned earlier, a different design and color
scheme, with far less white, no manganese purple, and
a focus on turquoise, blue and ocher; this may have been
intended to emphasize that wall, mirroring the mihrab
area over the lateral walls.
At the same time, the longitudinal axis serves as a
line of symmetry: most of the panels on both sides of it
are identical (with the one exception mentioned above).
In a building as sophisticated as the Khoja Zainuddin
Mosque, one would expect a hierarchical development
from the back to the mihrab, so as to see the most elaborate tile decoration on the qibla wall. Such tiled mihrab
niches are well known in Bukhara from the first half of
the sixteenth century (cf. the Masjid-i Kalan, the Baland
Mosque, and the Masjid-i Valida-i ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan).
The present appearance of the Khoja Zainuddin mihrab
is overwhelmingly plain. However, remains of a tile
mosaic can still be seen in the lower part, which indicates that it may also have once been decorated.
The importance of the orthogonal axis is especially
relevant for the design concept of the interior paintings.
This can be observed both in the division and decoration of all four walls, as well as in the paintings in the
window niches of the north and south walls. This axis
also determines the arrangement of the southern
façade.
In an Islamic religious building, the adjoining rooms
would normally be designed according to the axes of its
main space, namely, the prayer hall. It is, then, necessary to consider why the compartments and the iwan
in the west do not seem to conform to the strict plan of
the prayer hall and the porticos. This deviation from the
geometrical grid could be explained by the fact that that
the mosque was built in an already-existing, dense
urban fabric. The divergence in the orientation of the
adjoining hujras and the iwan was either the result of a
deliberate division of the complex’s functions, or it mirrors the course of the street in the period of construction. Apparently, the tomb of the saint, which was
already there at the time of construction, also played a

role in the decision of the architect. This is shown in
another example of a tomb integrated into a public
building, the Taq-i Tilpaq Furushan (Dome of the Hatsellers), which was also erected in the sixteenth century.
In this project, the tomb of Saint Khoja Muhammad Parran was not relocated.86
For over a hundred years, the complex of Khoja
Zainuddin seems to have served alternately as a mosque
or a khanqah, and there is evidence of both functions.87
Although the adjacent rooms in the western part of the
complex seem to have lost their original function or to
have been partly abandoned, it is obvious that they once
played an integral role in the life of the mosque. The
preceding study indicates that Rooms 4.0 and 4.1, and
Rooms 5.0 and 5.1, were most probably used as a
chillakhāna (meditation room), while rooms 3 and 6
seem to have had a special function. As mentioned earlier, some graffiti with small verses, as well as writing
exercises found on the walls, suggest that in a later
period, Room 4.1, as well as Rooms 5.0 and 5.1 and Rooms
6.0 and 6.1, served as lodging facilities for students. The
remains of cotton mattresses show that the rooms were
used at least until the middle of the twentieth century.
The main space may have also served as a gathering
place for a Sufi community, another indication that the
building functioned as a khanqah.88 Its use as a mosque
is attested to by the hadiths in the prayer hall.89 The
inscription plaque, found in one of the adjoining rooms,
again mentions a mosque (masjid).90
DATING THE KHOJA ZAINUDDIN MOSQUE
The following dating of the mosque is the result of preliminary research, which has still to be confirmed or
disproved by the further study of historical manuscripts
and the results of radiocarbon analyses of samples taken
from wooden construction elements.
The earliest known reference to a mosque with the
name of Khoja Zainuddin is in deeds of sale from the
second half of the sixteenth century (table 1).91 The purchase of property close to the mosque and the pool from
top-ranking family members of the Juybari clan, among
them Khoja Muhammad Islam (Khoja Juybari) and his
son and successor Khoja Saʾad al-Din Juybari (Khoja
Kalan), is of certain interest for the history of the q uarter
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Table 1. Deeds of sale from the Juybari family archive. (The
first column refers to the way in which the deeds were numbered in P. P. Ivanov’s Khoziaistvo dzhuibarskikh sheikhov.)92
No.

Date

Living quarter

96.
77.
87.
68.
64.
70.
95.

Jan. 23, 1552
Jun. 11, 1554
Jun. 16, 1554
Jun. 29, 1555
Jun. 2, 1564
Apr. 25, 1568
Apr. 6, 1569

Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
Khoja Zainuddin
Masjid-i Khoja Zainuddin
Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
Masjid-i Khoja Zainuddin

around the mosque, but it does not answer the question
of the patron’s identity or provide specific information
as to when the mosque was erected.
During the first half of the sixteenth century and
especially after the Safavid conquest of Khurasan, the
city of Bukhara attracted a significant number of Sunni
emigrants who had left Herat out of fear of Shiʾi persecutions. The memoirs of one of these emigrants, Zain
al-Din Wasifi, are an important source for the cultural
life and literary activities at the court of ʿUbayd Allah b.
Mahmud Sultan, who was himself a talented poet.93 His
fame in this regard exceeded the boundaries of his
realms,94 and he also possessed a lively interest in literature and theology. Indeed, the high esteem in which
contemporaries held his court is evident in the commentary of his opponent and brother-in-law, Haydar
Dughlat:
I have neither seen nor heard speak of such an excellent
ruler as he (Ubaid Ullah Khan), during the past hundred
years. In the first place, he was a true Muslim, religiously
inclined, pious and abstinent; he also regulated all the
affairs of the religion, of the state, of the army, and of his
subjects, in conformity with the ordinances of the Holy
Law; never deviating from it in one hair’s breadth. He
was pre-eminent for his valour and for his generosity. He
wrote seven different styles of handwriting, but best of all
he wrote the Naskhi. He made several copies of the Koran
and sent them to the two holy cities (Mekka and Medina).
He also wrote Naksh Taalik well. He possessed the divans
of the various Turkish, Arabic, and Persian poets. He was
versed in the science of music, and several of his compositions are still sung by musicians. In short, he was a king
endowed with every excellence, and during his lifetime,
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his capital Bokhara reminded of Herat in the days of Mirza
Sultan Husain.95

It has often been emphasized that cultural life in Herat
under the reign of Husayn Bayqara, the last Timurid
ruler (r. 1470–1506), deeply influenced Ottoman Turkey
and Safavid Persia.96 This heritage could not have failed
to exert an influence on Bukhara, the capital of a state
that claimed to follow in the footsteps of the Timurid
rulers. ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud Khan’s numerous attempts to conquer Herat indicate the significance that
the Timurid capital had for him, and even after his death
a certain nostalgia for the metropolis of Khurasan was
cultivated in Bukhara.97 During the reign of his successor, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan (r. 1540–50), who was mostly
known as an impassioned collector and connoisseur of
the production of costly manuscripts, Bukhara was to
become a renowned center for manuscript illustration,
where some of the most famous calligraphers and painters of the time lived and worked.98 Apart from his excellent library, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah was also
known as a “friend of the Sufis,” who had a fondness for
building Sufi convents (khanqahs). In general, the
extent of his building activity in Bukhara in a period of
“troubles” is remarkable.99 Besides reconstructing the
city walls of his capital, he built several mosques, a madrasa, a kitabkhāna, and several khanqahs, among them
the impressive Bahaʾ al-Din Naqshband site.
Based on a stylistic comparison of its interior decoration, it could be suggested that the Khoja Zainuddin
complex was constructed in the era of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz
Khan or slightly thereafter, under his successors Yar
Muhammad Sultan (r. 1550–53) and Borhan Sultan
(r. 1550–57). The aforementioned parallels in its tile decoration also speak in favor of dating the construction to
the second quarter of the sixteenth century. The complex of Khoja Zainuddin may have originally been
larger. One of the aforementioned deeds of sale, dated
to June 16, 1554, mentions a college in the quarter known
as New Madrasa. Yet, the contractor of the building
remains a mystery. The same act identifies Shaykh
Nazar Bi, one of the most influential amirs of ʿUbayd
Allah Khan, who supported ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan in his
struggle for the throne of Bukhara after the death of his
father, as a resident of the quarter, and thus a possible
patron for the building.100
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The striking similarities between the architecture in
the background of miniature paintings from Bukhara
and the existing design concept of the interior walls of
the prayer hall may suggest a further hypothesis,
namely, that the mosque of Khoja Zainuddin served as
a model for the paintings.101 Even if the contractor of
the building is assumed to have belonged to the ruling
family of Bukhara, this would not explain its extraordinary plan, with the high dome, and the rich decoration,
or the existence of the huge ḥawz on a strategic water
channel supplying the citadel with water: such constructions would not have been possible without the
personal permission of the ruler. Could the clearly recognizable name of Yar Muhammad Sultan in a “building inscription” with the year 1553–54 (960), together
with the reference to the mosque in deeds of sale from
the 1550s, be only a coincidence?
A number of modifications, alterations, and restorations were made in subsequent centuries. The remains
of underglaze tiles on the southern façade and a window grille in the transition zone, probably dating to the
1560s, seem to indicate repairs rather than phases of
redecoration. The first phase of painting can be dated
to the second half of the sixteenth century, perhaps as
late as the end of the 1500s.102 A major redecoration of
the western and eastern interior walls of the prayer hall
using the kundal technique was undertaken in the seventeenth century. A concept for a similar painting on
the south wall, with a different pattern, was abandoned.
Instead, a blue painting above the reddish substrate was
applied, repeating the motifs of the first, blue phase.
The stylistic resemblance of the paintings in the Tilla
Kari Madrasa in Samarqand (unfortunately heavily
restored) and of the geometric mosaics in its court to
the decoration in the Khoja Zainuddin complex suggests a dating of this phase to between 1641 and 1660.
Yalangtush Bi Alchin, the patron of both the Shir Dor
Madrasa and the Tilla Kari, was one of the wealthiest
men in the khanate of Bukhara, as well as a major amir.
Known for his military skills, he was also fond of architecture. In 1641, Yalangtush Bi Alchin came to Bukhara,
where he participated in the dynastic struggles resulting from the blindness of Imam Quli Khan.103 In the

spring of 1643, he took a position of great responsibility
in the capital, where he was left in charge when Nadir
Muhammad went hunting in Qarshi.104 Although he
supported ʿAbd al-ʿAziz II (r. 1651–81) in his attempt on
the throne, Yalangtush Bi Alchin refused to become his
commander-in-chief (ataliq), using his age as an excuse.
He most likely returned to Samarqand at that point.
There, his second madrasa, the Tilla Kari, was erected
between 1647 and 1659–60. There is no explicit evidence
that Yalangtush Bi Alchin was the patron of the painted
decorations of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Nevertheless, he remains a likely candidate, due to his stay in
Bukhara in a period after the construction of the Shir
Dor was completed and before the construction work
on the Tilla Kari began.
Almost nothing is known about the fate of the Khoja
Zainuddin Mosque between 1680 and 1900. A final
period of reconstruction in the mosque is datable to the
period between 1913 and 1915. Inscriptions found on the
waterspout and a memorial plaque mention the name
of the patron, details about the renovation that was carried out, and, most importantly, a construction date.105
In this last renovation, the adjacent rooms in the western part of the complex, especially Rooms 4.1, 5.0, 5.1,
6.0, and 6.1, which seemed to have by then lost their
original function and were partly abandoned, were used
as living space.
These last renovations and the use of the complex in
a period shortly before the conquest of the city by the
Red Army show that the Khoja Zainuddin complex
played an important role in the cultural life of the urban
center of Bukhara. Throughout the centuries, the building was repeatedly renovated and decorated even as it
retained a significant part of its original plan and decoration. This makes the mosque one of the most important monuments in the architectural history of Bukhara,
as well as a significant memorial to the cultural life of
Transoxiana after the “century of princes.”
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SHĀHNĀMA-I SHĀHĪ

An earlier version of this article was the winner of the 2009
Margaret B. Ševčenko Prize, awarded by the Historians of
Islamic Art Association.

Few works of Islamic art are as well known for the history of their ownership as the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, the
celebrated copy of the Persian Book of Kings made for
the Safavid ruler Shah Tahmasp I (r. 1524–76).1 Begun
in the reign of Tahmasp’s father, Ismaʿil (r. 1501–24),
and completed in the 1540s, this magnificent illustrated
manuscript was given in 1568 as an accession present to
the Ottoman sultan Selim II (r. 1566–74). It remained in
Ottoman hands until the nineteenth century, passing
thereafter into the Rothschild Collection before being
bought in 1959 by Arthur A. Houghton, Jr. (d. 1990), who
infamously dismembered it eleven years later and dispersed the resultant fragments among various institutions and collectors.2
While Houghton’s brief but momentous ownership
of this manuscript has naturally enough attracted considerable attention, scant regard has been paid to what
was by far the longest phase of the book’s provenance:
that under the Ottomans. This lack of scholarly interest
in the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī’s Ottoman afterlife reflects an
apparent belief that the Ottomans themselves cared little for the book, an assumption based largely on the
absence in Turkish painting of works inspired by its
miniatures. Typifying this viewpoint, J. M. Rogers argues
that the “mint condition of most of [the Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī’s] paintings shows that neither the Shah nor the
Sultan can ever have looked at it often, nor did it have
the slightest influence on Ottoman painting of the later
sixteenth century: as such, it is a good demonstration
that bibliophily often stops at the library door.”3

Though it may be true that the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī was
of negligible artistic impact after its transfer to the Ottomans, it is far from the case that the book somehow fell
into obscurity during this stage of its ownership. Indeed,
this is confirmed by the little-known fact that the manu
script was, at the start of the nineteenth century, provided with a series of royally sponsored inserts bearing
Turkish synopses and commentaries.4 Matching in
number the book’s 258 miniatures, these texts represent
a major undertaking that immediately disproves the
view that the Ottomans either neglected or forgot Tahmasp’s gift to them, a corrective that in turn demands a
more thorough investigation of the Ottomans’ relationship to the manuscript than has hitherto been
attempted.
Such an investigation is the aim of the present article, in which I shall analyze a sample of the Turkish
inserts in the hope of arriving at a better appreciation
of the place of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī in the late Ottoman context. In addition, I shall also demonstrate the
ways in which the inserts are of broader value to understanding how illustrated manuscripts, as well as Firdawsi’s epic, were more generally regarded and used in the
Islamic world.
TAHMASP’S GIFT AND ITS IMPACT:
THE BACKGROUND TO THE INSERTS
Shah Tahmasp’s gifting of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī to
Sultan Selim II was an event that attracted considerable
attention in its time, occurring against the backdrop of
Selim’s accession to the throne in 1567. Eager to secure
good relations with his neighbor, Tahmasp judiciously
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Fig. 1. Nakkaş ʿOsman, Presentation of Gifts by the Savafid Ambassador, Shahquli, to Sultan Selim II at Edirne in 1568. From
Seyyid Lokman, Şehnāme-i Selīm Ḫān, Istanbul, 1581, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, A. 3595, fols. 53b–54a. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapı Palace Museum Library)

decided to send the new sultan a rich panoply of gifts
that included a courtly pavilion tent, a sumptuous array
of jewels and textiles, a copy of the Koran attributed to
Ali b. Abi Talib, and, not least of all, the Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī. Headed by the governor of Yerevan, Shahquli
Sultan Ustajlu, the stately Safavid embassy charged with
bearing these gifts reached the Ottoman city of Edirne—
where Selim was then residing—in February 1568.5 The
moment of presentation is vividly captured by the Otto
man painter Nakkaş ʿOsman in a double-page miniature
from the Şehnāme-i Selīm Ḫān (fig. 1 [figs. 2–18 are
grouped together before the appendix]), a chronicle of
Selim’s reign dated 1581 and composed by Seyyid
Lokman (d. after 1601–2).6 At the right of the painting,
Shahquli is shown being made to bow in humble obei-

sance before the enthroned Selim, while in the foreground stands a line of janissaries carrying the various
gifts brought by the Safavid embassy, with books—
among them the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—taking pride of
place at the front.7
If it should seem strange that Tahmasp was willing
to part with a manuscript in whose production he had
been so heavily invested during his youth, it should be
remembered that the increasingly pious shah had in
later life renounced his love of painting.8 Given his new
attitude to illustrated books, what better reuse could
Tahmasp have made of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī than to
give it as a luxurious diplomatic offering?9 Indeed, his
gesture was both admired and appreciated, as is amply
attested by contemporary responses to the gift. Otto-
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man and Western observers alike enthusiastically
recorded the array of objects brought by the Safavid
embassy, with the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī ranking high in
their listings.10 One Ottoman writer, the chancellor Feridun Ahmed Bey (d. 1582), begins his list in the chronicle Nüzhetü’l-esrāri’l-aḫbār der sefer-i Zigetvār (1568–69)
thus:
The Holy Koran—one copy; one Shāhnāma—the copy is
cited in the name of Shah Tahmasp himself, has 259 [sic:
actually 258] miniatures and a richly embossed binding.11

It is clear from this and other records that of the gifts
presented by Shahquli’s embassy, the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī
was considered second in rank only to the Koran supposedly penned by Ali. This is confirmed by the prominence given to the books in Nakkaş ʿOsman’s pictorial
document of the event.
Considering the impression made by the manuscript
upon its delivery to Selim, one might indeed expect it
to have had a corresponding impact on Ottoman painting, a tradition that had previously demonstrated considerable openness to Persian influences. Yet, as Rogers’s
earlier-quoted observation stresses, such was not the
case.12 To be sure, it is probable that a group of so-called
truncated Shāhnāmas with Persianate miniatures was
produced in the Ottoman Empire in the decades immediately following Selim’s accession, but these are commercial, and perhaps provincial, works painted in a style
very different from that of Tahmasp’s manuscript.13 At
the level of courtly production, meanwhile, the last
quarter of the sixteenth century did see a rise in the
number of illustrated Ottoman şehnāmes, books like the
aforementioned Şehnāme-i Selīm Ḫān that were modeled on Firdawsi’s epic but documented the real-life
exploits of the sultans,14 and it might be argued that
these works—coming as they did soon after the gifting
of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—were in some way stimulated
by the acquisition of that manuscript. On the other
hand, the genre of the Ottoman şehnāme already existed
well before 1568, its origins reaching back to the end of
the fifteenth century,15 and the increase in the number
of such works in the later sixteenth century might just
as well have been the result of developments internal
to the Ottoman bookmaking tradition. Moreover, these
şehnāmes are artistically quite unrelated to the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, and even the use of a Firdawsian Per-
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sian for the books’ texts was, by the seventeenth century, abandoned in favor of Turkish prose.16 Simply put,
concrete evidence for the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī’s influence
on Ottoman painting is entirely lacking, and it is not difficult to see why art historians have taken this as an indication that the book fell into obscurity after coming to
the Empire.
But as intuitive as it may seem, the urge to measure
an artifact’s impact in terms of its “influence” or otherwise can be—and in this case most certainly is—a misguided one.17 Two basic points should be noted here.
The first is that the Safavids came from a culture close
enough to that of the Ottomans that they were not likely
to make such a blunder as to present a gift that would
be consigned to the back of the cupboard, so to speak.18
The Ottomans certainly received many foreign gifts that
were not to their liking, but these were usually recycled
or disposed of;19 the care with which the Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī was preserved is thus an indication not of any lack
of interest on the part of the Ottomans, but rather of the
high value that they placed on the book.20
The second point to note concerns the history of
Ottoman painting at the time of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī’s
presentation. One reason that the production of illustrated royal chronicles flourished so in the last quarter
of the sixteenth century is that Ottoman painting had
itself reached a highly developed state by this period:
where the tradition had previously been characterized
by experimentation, eclecticism, and borrowing, it was
now a well-established and fully synthesized genre with
a tenor all its own. As exemplified by Nakkaş ʿOsman’s
depiction of the Safavid embassy, the defining features
of this style were its documentary clarity and stylistic
sobriety; small wonder that the artists so successfully
working in this manner remained unaffected by the fantastic and lyrical mode of the miniatures filling the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī.21
If reception is measured by “influence” alone, then
the impression one gets is that Persian painting was
more generally losing its appeal to Ottoman audiences
by the later sixteenth century;22 but a very different picture emerges if we look to another way of tracing the
afterlife of Persian manuscripts in the Empire: additions
made to such works by their Ottoman owners. These
additions usually take the form of ex libris and other
marks of ownership, and they demonstrate that Persian
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illustrated books continued to be collected, exchanged,
and prized long after the sixteenth century.23 A notable
case in point is a Safavid copy of the hagiographical
work Ās̱ār-i Muẓaffar, dated 1568 and containing seven
fine miniatures in the Khurasan style.24 Appearing in
this manuscript are numerous owners’ marks recording
its movement to and within the Empire: these reveal
that the book entered the Ottoman treasury sometime
in the late sixteenth century, probably a gift from the
shah, and remained in royal possession until the late
seventeenth century, when it passed—most likely as a
wedding present—to Mehmed IV’s vizier and son-inlaw, Musahib Mustafa Pasha; after the latter’s death in
1686, it ended up back in the palace, to be stamped
in or after 1703 with the seal of Sultan Ahmed III
(r. 1703–30). Gifted and regifted, bestowed and
reclaimed, the manuscript was neither forgotten nor
undervalued by its Ottoman owners, remaining in
currency years after the date of its production. Also
significant in this regard is an illustrated Timurid
Shāhnāma—dated 1439 and probably made in Shiraz—
which is today in the Süleymaniye Library.25 Having
come to the Ottoman Empire at some unknown date,
the book—probably because it was damaged or unfinished—was substantially reworked at the end of the sixteenth century, most of its nineteen miniatures being
either retouched or added from scratch. Thereafter, as
a flyleaf inscription dated 1745–46 tells us, the manuscript entered one of the libraries endowed by the chief
black eunuch Hacı Beşir Agha (d. 1746), whose seal
appears on the same page. Like the Ās̱ār-i Muẓaffar, this
Persian work continued to appeal to Ottoman audiences long after its initial acquisition, stamped as it is
with the ex libris of one of the most important bibliophiles and benefactors of the eighteenth century.
Many similarly marked books also prove the sustained interest the Ottomans had in illustrated Persian
manuscripts.26 None, however, is as significant or telling as the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. Though apparently never
provided with any Ottoman (or indeed Safavid) seal or
owner’s inscription,27 at the start of the nineteenth century this splendid work received an altogether more
substantial addition: a series of inserts inscribed with
Turkish summaries of the Shāhnāma narrative, one for
each of the 258 miniatures. As well as instantly belying
the notion that the Ottomans neglected the manuscript,

these inserts constitute a singularly comprehensive document of how such books were used and understood by
those with access to them.
THE SHĀHNĀMA REINSCRIBED: MEHMED ʿARIF
AND THE ADDITION OF THE INSERTS
The Shāhnāma-i Shāhī inserts are the product of a monumental undertaking, rendered all the more impressive
considering that they are the work of a single author.
How he came to write these remarkable texts is explained to us on a separate sheet serving as a colophon
that was once between the manuscript’s last two folios:
In accordance with the decree of Sultan Selim III…I,
Mehmed ʿArif, now serving in the Privy Chamber as Head
Keeper of His Majesty’s Guns (ḫāṣṣ odada ser-tüfengīlik
ḫidmet-i hümāyūnıyla) … have, in the course of a single
year [1215 (1800–1801)], completed this synoptic translation of the 60,000 couplets of the Shāhnāma and thereby
provided the purport, both general and specific, behind
each of the 258 miniatures (mecālis-i taṣvīr) drawn by the
Bihzadesque masters of the art.28

This inscription indicates that Müderriszade Tüfengcibaşı Mehmed ʿArif Efendi, as he is called in the sources,
was a man of considerable standing in the court of
Selim III (r. 1789–1807). Born in Izmit in 1757–58, he was
taken into the palace at the age of nine after the death
of his father, Müderriszade Mustafa Efendi, a scholar
and poet from Ankara who was descended from Hacı
Bayram-ı Veli (d. 1430), and who had been called to Istanbul by Mustafa III (r. 1757–74) for his skills in astrology. The young Mehmed ʿArif received a palace
education and demonstrated enough talent to progress
to the Privy Chamber, being there appointed tüfengci
başı (gunkeeper) in 1794 and anaḫtar aġası (keeper of
the keys) in 1801. For reasons that are unclear, he left
the palace in 1803–4 and began a successful career in
the ulema, seeing out Selim’s fall and holding various
provincial mollaships before becoming a kadi of Istanbul in 1826–27. He died at some point between 1829 and
1833.29 Besides his services to the court and state,
Mehmed ʿArif was also known as a poet and scholar,30
and he is the author of a short but valuable history of
the end of Selim III’s reign and the start of Mustafa IV’s
(r. 1807–8), which survives in two known copies.31 His
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interest in history writing is further attested by a series
of marginal comments he added in about 1793 to a copy
of the eighteenth-century chronicle Tārīḫ-i Enverī,32 as
well as by a commentary (şerḥ) that he wrote on Vassaf’s
fourteenth-century history of the Ilkhanid period.33 Preceded and followed by these various projects, the inserts
that Mehmed ʿArif produced for the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī
thus appear to have sprung largely from his own demonstrable enthusiasm for writing and glossing, even if the
colophon credits the sultan with having ordered the
enterprise. Regardless of who instigated the project,
however, the inserts bespeak the concerns not of any
single person, but of the members of Selim’s inner circle
more generally. Significant in this regard is the reference
made in the colophon to the Privy Chamber, the most
exclusive area of the inner palace and also the site of
some of the sultan’s most valuable possessions, including books. Indeed, it is likely that the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī
was itself kept in this rarefied setting, which would explain how it remained at once pristine and in use.34 The
small but important group of individuals with access to
the Privy Chamber was, then, probably the same as that
with access to the manuscript, and it is out of the collective interests and attitudes of such a group that
Mehmed ʿArif’s undertaking arose.
Like the manuscript itself, the inserts have suffered
considerably as a result of Houghton’s ownership of the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. Removed from the book even before
it was taken apart, the inserts were inevitably in danger
of becoming disassociated from their pictures or, worse
still, lost altogether.35 In my efforts to trace at least a
portion of them, I contacted the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York, which houses seventy-eight of the
Shāhnāma’s miniatures, the largest number of any
American collection.36 The response I received was
both encouraging and dispiriting: though the museum
had forty-two of the related summaries, written on a
total of forty-one sheets, it could not account for the
remaining thirty-six, which constitute almost half of
what should be there. Moreover, once I visited the
museum to study the inserts for myself, I discovered
that a further sheet, insert 76b,37 had gone missing
(though a photographic record of it fortunately survives), and that one of those still preserved, 123vs,
belonged not to any miniature at the Metropolitan, but
in fact to a picture now in Cleveland (as discussed
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below).38 Despite its regrettably incomplete state, this
group of inserts was still sufficient to give me a good
sense of Mehmed ʿArif’s larger undertaking, and it is on
this sample that the present article is based.39
The inserts are of a thin and polished cream-colored
paper that has been unevenly cut; no two sheets are
exactly alike (figs. 2, 4, 6, 9, 10, 12, 14, 16, and 18). Their
irregularity notwithstanding, all but one of the inserts
are rectangular or squarish, the sole exception being a
pentagonal example, 123vs (fig. 9), whose shape can be
explained by the somewhat unusual format of the picture it faced (fig. 8).40 Most of the sheets are oriented
vertically and have sides measuring between twenty
and thirty-five centimeters. Each bears an Ottoman
Turkish text (two—one on either side—in the case of
insert 43b41) written in black ink in a robust and idiosyncratic nastaʿlīq-like hand distinguished principally
by its raised and sideways isolated nūns. These inscriptions are, all in all, neatly written and attractively organized, in most instances tapering off at the end. The
majority are fairly short, filling less than half of one side
of the sheet, and a few are supplemented with marginal
addenda, as will be discussed below. At the end of each
text is a number corresponding to the ordinal of the
accompanying miniature.
The overall tidiness of the inserts and the paucity of
corrections within them might have suggested the hand
of a professional copyist transcribing Mehmed ʿArif’s
words. However, the marginal comments that our
author had, as noted above, earlier added to a copy of
the Tārīḫ-i Enverī are written in exactly the same hand
as the Shāhnāma inserts, meaning that he must also
have penned the latter himself. In terms of content, too,
Mehmed ʿArif’s hand is very much manifest in the texts:
despite their general succinctness, they are composed
with all the hallmarks of the bombastic style expected
of courtly Ottoman writing of the time, peppered as they
are with numerous Persian and Arabic borrowings. But
though clearly the work of a learned man, they are not
free of error, particularly as concerns the misuse of the
ordinary n where context demands the genitive ñ. Further discussion of the style and content of the inscriptions will follow.
Prior to their removal, the inserts could be found
actually glued to the pages of the manuscript, each sheet
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having been pasted along one edge to the margin nearest the spine.42 The vast majority of the sheets would
have been affixed to the same page as their pendant
miniatures: the only exception to this among the Metropolitan Museum’s inserts is the aforementioned pentagonal example, 123vs, which, again because of the
unusual format of its picture, was pasted instead onto
the inner margin of the facing folio, the associated
painting now being in Cleveland (fig. 8).43 In their present, loose condition, the sheets exhibit traces of gilt
along their once-glued edges, vestiges of the book’s
gold-sprinkled margins. Although large enough to have
veiled the pictures over which they lay, the inserts can
hardly have been intended, as Dickson and Welch suggest,44 as protective sheets, since they were placed in
such a manner that the sides containing text faced
towards rather than away from the miniatures.45 The
result of this arrangement was that each insert, once
lifted back to reveal the underlying image, would provide that image with no less than an alternative text to
the Persian, which was now itself obscured. Clearly, far
more was at stake in such a substantial refurbishing of
the book than a mere desire to interleave it with protective overlays.
THE SHĀHNĀMA REREAD: THE FUNCTION OF
THE INSERTS
Before proceeding to an analysis of Mehmed ʿArif’s
texts, a word or two must be said on the tradition out
of which they arose. The Shāhnāma-i Shāhī was not the
first or only Persian manuscript to be fitted with Ottoman-inscribed inserts. The practice of placing such
sheets into foreign books was, in fact, a long-standing
one, with several examples known from the sixteenth
century onwards.46 Perhaps the most notable case is
that of the richly illustrated Timurid Miʿrājnāma that
was once in the possession of the Ottoman sultans and
is today in the Bibliothèque nationale, Paris.47 Containing a main text written in Chaghatai Turkish, this fine
manuscript was furnished in the late sixteenth century
with a series of white sheets bearing short Ottoman
inscriptions and inserted so as to face the miniatures.
Like those by Mehmed ʿArif, these inscriptions generally occupy the upper portion of the page and taper as

they descend. Their basic purpose is to provide captions
for the miniatures alongside which they appear, and in
this they are largely representative of other Ottoman
inserts of this type.48 Such inserts are in turn connected
to the custom of adding Turkish rubrics to the illustrations of Ottoman books written in Persian; many instances of this practice can be found in the great
sultanic chronicles of the sixteenth century.49
Though related to this established tradition of captioning in terms of their format, the texts prepared by
Mehmed ʿArif are, in scope and purpose, quite unlike
other examples.50 Most fundamentally, they are not
mere captions to the miniatures that they faced but
rather—and true to Mehmed ʿArif’s claim in the colophon—synoptic translations of the entire Shāhnāma
text, paraphrasing in summary form Firdawsi’s complete narrative. Within this textual continuum, the miniatures serve almost as halting places, each Ottoman
summary picking up the story as it had been left in the
preceding picture and bringing it up to the point shown
in the current one. In every instance, the text is formulaically concluded with the words etdiği (or etdikleri,
olduḳları, etc.)51 meclisdir, “This is the scene in which
…,” signaling the importance of the pictures to determining the end point of the inscriptions rather than
their content. A minority of the texts deviate from this
convention in going somewhat beyond the moment
shown in the pictures they accompany, but this is an
unusual variation that occurs only where narrative
coherence demands it, or, in the case of the final insert,
when no more images remain to illustrate Firdawsi’s
text, and even in these instances Mehmed ʿArif is careful to end the précis by returning to the depicted episode (see Appendix [containing transliterations and
translations of Mehmed ʿArif’s inserts]: nos. 19–21, 29,
34, 39, 41–42).52 Where the rate of illustration is lower
in the book, the number of events bracketed by the miniatures naturally rises, usually leading to a corresponding increase in the length of the Ottoman texts. For
example, insert 48b, which was separated from the preceding summary by seven folios, recapitulates multiple
events in the story of Kay Khusraw’s great war with Afrasiyab, and only its final words have any direct bearing
on the facing picture (Appendix: 30).
The use of the inserts for the purpose of summarizing the whole of the book rather than merely explain-
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ing its miniatures tells us much about how Mehmed
ʿArif and his peers would have read the Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī. It should be stressed that the verb “to read” is here
being used in its broadest possible sense, to include
modes of perusal and recounting that could operate
without direct recourse to a textual stimulus. Because
the inserts basically encapsulate all that is told by the
pages of Persian that once surrounded them, it is evident that they were designed to facilitate a reading of
the book that essentially elided Firdawsi’s original text,
not to say the story told by it. Indeed, the very manner
in which the sheets were incorporated into the book
would have encouraged such an elision, for, as noted
above, Mehmed ʿArif’s texts could not be read without
obscuring the Persian verse. At the same time, however,
it cannot be said that the inserts were simply intended
to provide a Turkish translation of the epic. For one
thing, such a translation as a translation would not have
been necessary: the courtly Ottoman audience to which
the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī was available would have known
more than enough Persian to read and understand
Firdawsi’s work in the original,53 and several Turkish
translations of the narrative in any case existed.54 Secondly, and more importantly, the inserts are not always
composed in such a way as to make adequate sense as
self-sufficient texts: their content is often too condensed
or abbreviated to have been properly appreciated by
anyone who did not already know the stories being
told.55
Insert 48b, for instance, reduces some 800 of
Firdawsi’s couplets into a mere half page, the result
being a text that moves at breakneck speed and gives
the reader little more than the bare outlines of the
events it claims to recount (Appendix: 30). More telling
is the case of insert 23b, which describes the desperate
ploys of Sudaba, the favorite wife of Shah Kavus, to
seduce her stepson Siyavush (Appendix: 14). Her
advances rejected by the prince, Sudaba raises an outcry and falsely accuses him before his father of having
made attempts on her honor. Kavus, in a bid to get at
the truth, smells his wife and son, and “[o]n Sudaba’s
mouth, cheek, and hands,” to quote Mehmed ʿArif, “he
detected the odor of clear wine and the scent of liquid
musk, whereupon he reproached and reprimanded her.”
To one not familiar with the story, the exact outcome
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of Kavus’s olfactory trial, as well as the precise reason
for his reproof of Sudaba, would be hard to understand
from the Ottoman summary alone, since Mehmed ʿArif
has failed to include the vital detail that Siyavush was
found to be free of these smells and thus innocent of the
charge. This omission—difficult to attribute to mere
clumsiness in an insert that is otherwise one of the most
detailed and comprehensive—is best explained as the
understandable oversight of one who was writing in a
context where such a mistake could go unnoticed.
Mehmed ʿArif was, in other words, writing for an audience to whom the Shāhnāma was to begin with familiar, and for whom his “translations” were, in fact, little
more than prompts by which to recall a set of stories
that were already largely known.56 To be sure, not all
readers could have been acquainted with every episode
of Firdawsi’s monumental work, and in places where
the narrative became more obscure, Mehmed ʿArif’s
texts would certainly have taken on greater functional
importance.57 Overall, however, the texts appear to
have been written with an informed readership in mind,
with many of the stories having become almost proverbially famous: in summarizing the episode of Kavus’s
flight on the eagle-borne throne in insert 21b, for example, Mehmed ʿArif begins with the words vech-i meşhūr
üzere, “as is well known” (Appendix: 13). This presumption of the audience’s existing knowledge of the epic
would explain why the inserts in a sense supplant the
Persian without providing an adequate substitute for it:
the real replacement for Firdawsi’s text was the reader’s own recollection of it, the Ottoman inscriptions
serving, then, as mnemonic aids.
And because the incidence and narrative pacing of
these textual prompts were determined by the manuscript’s illustrations, it would seem that the inserts were
to a large extent reduplicating a function already fulfilled by the pictures. That is, an Ottoman reader, in
mentally retreading the book’s events, could just as well
have used the visual cues afforded by the miniatures.
Indeed, that the pictures would have played such a role
is on a few occasions betrayed by Mehmed ʿArif himself. Take, for example, insert 5b, which tells of Shah Faridun’s warm reception of his grandson Minuchihr upon
the latter’s triumphant return from battle (fig. 4; Appendix: 2). In Firdawsi’s version of events, the prince dis-
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mounts from his horse out of respect for the aged shah,
who is himself on foot, but Faridun orders him back on
the animal before he will kiss him. Mehmed ʿArif, however, describes the kiss as taking place when both men
are on foot, a deviation from the narrative that must
have been based on the accompanying miniature,
which also contradicts Firdawsi’s description by showing the pair standing in close embrace (fig. 5).58 Another
instance is provided by insert 11b, in which the ruler of
Kabul, Mihrab, talks to his wife, Sindukht, after learning of Sam’s plans to attack the city (fig. 6; Appendix: 7).
While Firdawsi’s original has a furious Mihrab vent his
anger on Sindukht, even threatening to kill her, Mehmed
ʿArif’s retelling presents a far calmer interaction, the
worried husband earnestly seeking his wife’s advice.
The milder Ottoman reworking of the episode much
better reflects the mood of the accompanying miniature (fig. 7), where there is little to suggest a menacing
confrontation. Further proof of Mehmed ʿArif’s indebtedness to the pictorial lead is found in his description
of the couple as sitting together, a detail supported by
the painting but not found in Firdawsi’s text.59 These
two examples support the argument that Mehmed
ʿArif’s inserts—far from marking or instituting a new
way of looking at the Shāhnāma—largely recorded an
existing mode of reading the book that presupposed an
audience already conversant with its content and able
to reconstruct the broad lines of its narrative with the
aid of certain cues—cues that had been entirely pictorial before the nineteenth century but which assumed
written form as well after Mehmed ʿArif’s undertaking.
If, as I am here suggesting, Mehmed ʿArif’s texts basically verbalized an existing and image-based way of
reading the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, they may well tell us
something about how books such as this with high rates
of illustration were more generally used in the Islamic
world, thereby shedding light on the still little-understood relationship between text and image in these
works.60 Using the evidence provided by the inserts, it
is possible to suggest a model whereby at least some
illustrated Islamic books were “read” primarily by skipping or skimming over the text pages and heading
straight to the pictures, the viewer mentally filling in
the intermediate events from his prior knowledge of the
book’s content. It is important to note in this regard that

many of the titles most commonly illustrated in the
Islamic world were popular works that would have been
widely encountered in the form of plain copies without
images. A wealthy individual choosing to buy or commission an illustrated version is likely to have done so
because he already knew and admired the work in question.61 According to the model I have just proposed, the
relationship between text and image in books of this
type—at least as far as it functioned on the level of the
viewer’s experience—was such that the images were
grounded in the content of the text but not, strictly
speaking, in the text itself; that is, the viewer’s ability to
appreciate the pictures was dependent on an anterior
acquaintance with their textual framework and not on
an actual (re)reading of that framework. In the case of
the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, we are fortunate enough to have
a record of this manner of reading in the form of
Mehmed ʿArif’s inscriptions, which, though verbal in
nature, seem to stress the importance of the book’s
images to facilitating the viewer’s own retelling of a narrative with which he was already familiar.62
Such a characterization of the inserts is borne out not
only by their relationship to the manuscript’s miniatures, but also by their relationship to Firdawsi’s text.
Although firmly grounded in the Persian narrative and
largely accurate in their paraphrasing of it, the Ottoman
synopses sometimes behave more as recollections of
the epic than as faithful summaries of it. This is especially evident when Mehmed ʿArif recapitulates dialogue: instead of conveying a character’s words as
reported speech, he usually relates them in the form of
direct quotations, creatively reshuffling Firdawsi’s dialogue in the manner of one remembering, rather than
slavishly following, the Persian. The results of this practice can be anything from elaboration—such as in insert
123vs, when Shah Kavus’s description of the antidote to
his blindness adds musk to Firdawsi’s original specification of demon’s blood (fig. 9; Appendix: 11)—to conflation, as in insert 40b, where an earlier-spoken
soliloquy by Rustam regarding the inability of his
exhausted horse Rakhsh to participate in battle is transposed to the moment when he tells Tus of his intentions
to fight Ashkabus (Appendix: 24). Inevitably, this manner of recollecting the narrative sometimes leads to significant deviations from it, and even to basic errors.
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Insert 54b, which tells of Rustam’s dealings with
Isfandiyar prior to their combat, has the former temporarily agree to be taken in chains by the latter to Shah
Gushtasb (Appendix: 34), a stark contrast to Rustam’s
outright refusal in the original story. And in insert
47b, Mehmed ʿArif mistakenly dubs Lahhak and
Farshidvard the sons of Piran rather than his brothers
(Appendix: 29).
This highly mediated relationship between the Ottoman and Persian texts also operates on a linguistic level,
the diction of the précis again stressing the reader’s
agency in recollecting the stories more than Firdawsi’s
in telling them. This is not to say that the original text
did not influence Mehmed ʿArif in his lexical choices,
as it clearly did: the prose of his inserts contains conspicuously more Persian than does that of his later history, and, in several instances, he uses words and
compounds that are evidently lifted from Firdawsi’s
verse.63 Overall, however, the Ottoman texts have a flavor all their own, being composed, as mentioned above,
in a manner entirely in keeping with the florid literary
Turkish current in Mehmed ʿArif’s period, and incorporating far less of Firdawsi’s diction and phraseology than
might have been expected. Again, passages of dialogue
in particular stand out for their relative independence,
since they are often written in a far more vernacular register of Turkish than the surrounding text, distinguishing them still more from Firdawsi’s Persian. It is even
possible to detect in such dialogue the influence of the
meddāḥ, or coffeehouse storyteller, another means by
which well-known narratives such as the Shāhnāma
would have been made familiar to the Ottomans.64 The
somewhat free and colloquial manner in which Mehmed
ʿArif has his characters speak is surely not unlike the
tone that the meddāḥs would have employed—sometimes with the aid of pictures65—when bringing the
same dialogues to life before their audiences, and it is
not improbable that the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī was itself
used to facilitate an elite version of such a gathering,
involving the sultan and his inner circle.66 Once again,
then, the inserts bespeak a manner of using illustrated
books that depended above all on the reader’s close
acquaintance with the work.
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THE SHĀHNĀMA REITERATED: THE MOTIVATION
FOR THE INSERTS
But the question is then raised: if Mehmed ʿArif’s texts
largely register an existing approach to viewing such
works as the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—one that was possible
on the basis of pictures alone—why, then, should they
have been added to the manuscript in the first place?
The key to answering this lies, I believe, in the pronounced human urge to reflexively record that which
is already known, felt, or experienced, an urge whose
products include such phenomena as keeping a personal diary and doodling one’s own name. When people
jot down the day’s events or scribble their own appellations, they are not telling themselves anything new, but
rather giving emphasis and presence to things already
past or existing. More often subconscious than not, the
motivation behind these acts might reflect, as in the
case of a diary, a desire to process and think about one’s
day-to-day existence, or, as when tracing one’s name, a
need to reassure oneself of one’s standing in the world.
In all instances, the result is the actualization of a
thought or feeling that might otherwise remain latent.
This urge, though never entirely dormant, is especially
pronounced at times of great activity and flux, when the
sense of stability, control, and self-possession offered
by such reflexive record-making can most readily be
appreciated.67
It is in these terms that I believe the Ottoman additions to the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī should be understood.
What I am suggesting is that the project undertaken by
Mehmed ʿArif was born of a desire felt by him, Selim III,
or the two of them to give concrete expression to a way
of reading the book that was already current among
those with access to it. Because the intended audience
was a small one, limited to a select group of individuals
none of whose perspectives would have substantially
differed from Mehmed ʿArif’s or the sultan’s, and
because the effect was to confirm rather than change
that audience’s relationship with the book, the project
was essentially a reflexive and reiterative one. This
proposition in turn engenders two others: firstly, that
the book—far from languishing in obscurity after being
given to Selim II—remained both known about and
appreciated by the Ottoman elite, even into the late
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period; and secondly, that certain conditions must have
been at play around 1800 to have caused this long-standing acquaintance to be recorded and reaffirmed at that
time.
What these conditions may have been is not difficult
to guess. Selim III’s was a tumultuous and troubled reign
indeed, punctuated by a series of internal disturbances
and occurring against a background of worldwide political upheaval.68 Expectations of Selim were high when
he ascended the throne in 1789, and not without reason:
intelligent and energetic, the sultan was deeply committed to reforming the Ottoman Empire and set about
instituting a host of measures aimed at improving its
economy, administration, and military. His most significant and ambitious act was the establishment in 1793
of the Niẓām-ı Cedīd, the New Order, a small corps of
soldiers modeled on Western lines and intended eventually to displace the traditional janissaries, who were
regarded by reformists such as Selim as an obstacle to
the Empire’s progress. Though supported by many,
Selim’s efforts to reshape the Ottoman realm were met
with considerable resistance from those, like the janissaries, who stood to lose power, the result being a series
of provincial rebellions. Exacerbating these internal
problems were various conflicts with outside powers,
particularly Russia, with which the Empire was twice at
war during Selim’s reign, and France, which between
1798 and 1801 succeeded in occupying the Ottoman
province of Egypt. Weakened and compromised, Selim
was compelled to dissolve his new army in 1807, when
a rebellion led by the janissary Kabakçı Mustafa and
backed by the grand mufti reached Istanbul. Even this,
however, was not enough to spare the sultan, and a few
days later, he was forced to abdicate. He was executed
the following year by his cousin and successor, Mustafa
IV.
In short, this was a period of far-reaching change in
Ottoman history. Though it ended in failure, Selim’s
reign nevertheless set in motion the momentous program of reforms that would ultimately overtake and
redefine the Empire during the nineteenth century.69
Moreover, quite apart from the events surrounding
Selim himself, much was happening contem
po
raneously on the international stage, from specific political events, such as the assumption of power by the

Qajars in Iran in 1794, to more generalized phenomena
such as the Industrial Revolution. Of particular importance were the major shifts in power affecting the
world’s great polities during this period: these were the
years in which the French and American Revolutions
were still playing out their consequences, while the
Habsburg Empire—the once-mighty enemy of the Ottoman state—very nearly fell to Napoleon. The milieu in
which Mehmed ʿArif took up the pen and began inscribing his inserts must, then, have seemed of rare historical and political consequence to those living in it.70
But what has all this to do with the Shāhnāma? It has
been amply demonstrated that Firdawsi’s magnum
opus, while conceived in part as a literary epic, was also
designed and understood as a work of history, recording as it did the succession of rulers and dynasties—
some mythical, others real—that had shaped Iran from
its origins up to the Arab invasion.71 Though telling a
particular national story, the Shāhnāma was never limited in appeal to a Persian audience, and it enjoyed
widespread popularity across the Islamic world. This
was due in no small measure to the universality and
timelessness of many of its tales, which evoked such
enduring themes as the rise and fall of dynasties, the
enthronement and dethronement of rulers, internal
rebellion and outside aggression, and the vicissitudes
of warfare. The political resonances of the Shāhnāma
would have been sensible to readers in any age,72 but at
certain moments in time, when the kinds of events
described in the epic appeared to be playing out in the
real world, the book must have seemed particularly relevant and topical, inviting the deeper interest of an
audience already familiar with it. It is my contention
that the start of the nineteenth century was, to a courtly
Ottoman readership, just such a moment, and that the
heightened significance taken on by Firdawsi’s work in
this climate prompted certain individuals—out of a
probably subconscious desire to grapple with all that
was going on around them—to reaffirm their existing
relationship to the Shāhnāma by adding Ottoman
inscriptions to a particular copy of it.73
The confluence of factors could not have been more
favorable. All Shāhnāmas would have been appreciated
for their political import, but what more charged copy
could there have been than the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī,
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which, besides being one of the most luxurious in existence, had been offered up to Selim III’s forebear and
namesake by none other than his Safavid rival? And
who better to record the intensified Ottoman engagement with this exemplary manuscript than Mehmed
ʿArif, a man of both the pen and the sword who belonged
to the sultan’s inner circle and who was, as his wider
oeuvre demonstrates, especially sensitive to the unfolding of history? The parallelism between the Shāhnāma
inserts and his other projects cannot have escaped
Mehmed ʿArif, who surely recognized that many of the
themes and episodes recounted by Firdawsi were commensurate with the events described in his own historical writings, and thus with history itself.74
In proposing to explain the inserts in this way, I am
essentially placing Mehmed ʿArif’s undertaking within
a much longer tradition of politically stimulated reinvigorations of the Shāhnāma. Although countless copies of the epic were produced and illustrated throughout
the Islamic world in many periods, there appeared at
certain times and places versions of such exceptional
nature that they clearly bespoke a renewed or enhanced
engagement with the book. Most famous among these
is the so-called Great Mongol Shāhnāma, a copy that
was probably made in Ilkhanid Tabriz during the 1330s
and that many art historians agree was commissioned—
at least in part—to assert the Mongols’ legitimacy
within Iran’s history of kingship by pictorially stressing
those episodes most topical in the Ilkhanid context.75
Another copy of the epic that appears to have come out
of a moment of heightened political consciousness is
the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī itself, for as Robert Hillenbrand
has convincingly argued, the timing, lavishness, and
thematic emphases of the book suggest that it was conceived as a statement of the early Safavids’ resolve to
consolidate their rule in the face of outside threats.76
Whereas these two earlier Shāhnāma projects had
entailed the creation of new manuscripts, Mehmed
ʿArif’s foregrounding of the epic involved instead the
modification of an existing copy, one that had itself, as
we have just seen, been born of political concerns. This
difference in approach is not difficult to explain. To
begin with, the Ottoman book-painting tradition had
come to a near standstill by the nineteenth century, and
was certainly in no position to illustrate a lavish new
Shāhnāma. Moreover, the act of adapting an existing
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copy of the book—particularly one that already resonated with its own history and provenance—carried
just as much charge as making a manuscript from
scratch, if not more. Indeed, by recording in this sixteenth-century Iranian Shāhnāma the reading of his
own time and locale, Mehmed ʿArif was doing no less
than stamping the work with a new and specifically late
Ottoman identity.77
THE SHĀHNĀMA REMARKED UPON:
MEHMED ʿARIF’S MARGINAL COMMENTARIES
I have so far considered the inserts as the result and
reflection of a collective approach to reading the
Shāhnāma that may have itself been typical of the more
general behaviors surrounding the use of illustrated
books in the Islamic world, but just as worthy of attention are those aspects of the texts that relate more specifically to the particular circumstances of Mehmed
ʿArif’s project. It should be noted that these aspects are
seldom explicitly manifested: the majority of the inserts
do no more than summarize the Shāhnāma in the
manner that I have discussed, and it is only occasionally that a more topical or personal comment finds its
way onto the sheets. Though limited in number, these
cases are nevertheless extremely revealing, not only
with regard to the late Ottoman context in which the
additions were made, but also as further evidence of
wider viewing and reading practices.
On the relatively few occasions that Mehmed ʿArif
clearly sounds his voice, he does so mainly in the form
of marginal notes, additional inscriptions written below
or beside the main text and at an angle to it. Such
inscriptions appear on five of the Metropolitan inserts,
and while some may have been added as afterthoughts,
others, if not most, were probably planned addenda, as
can be inferred from insert 37b, where the placement
of the main inscription slightly to the right of the page
suggests that it was written from the outset with the
knowledge that a marginal note would be put alongside
it (fig. 14). Indeed, far from filling in details accidentally
left out of the summaries, these addenda behave much
in the same way as the modern footnote, supplying
items of information deemed relevant but outside the
flow of the main text.78 This in itself is significant: these
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notes are not integrated into the main inscriptions
because they do not fulfill the ordinary task of providing a mnemonic summary of the Shāhnāma, their relegation to the margins thus confirming the chief purpose
of Mehmed ʿArif’s texts.
The information that these marginal inscriptions do
provide varies from case to case. The note of insert 34b,
for instance, does precisely that which the text above is
not designed to: provide a caption specific to the facing
picture (figs. 12 and 13; Appendix: 22):
Standing before Kaykhusraw is Giv, to whom—when the
turn was his to receive favor—he [Kaykhusraw] granted
two hundred brocades, an imperial crown, and ten girdles,
on condition that he would conquer and lay waste Kasa
Rud.

Having already outlined the narrative framework of this
moment in the main text, Mehmed ʿArif saw fit here to
dwell more specifically on the depicted scene. It is unclear why this picture should have attracted his attention more than any other, though it may be that, as a
dignitary in the service of the Ottoman sultan, he would
naturally have been drawn to a miniature such as this
that addressed the topic of courtly gift-giving.79 Others
in Mehmed ʿArif’s circle may well have reacted similarly to this particular image. Considered on a less specific level, the note may also tell us something about the
more general way in which audiences moved through
illustrated books. It suggests a mode of looking whereby
the viewer usually took in the pictures as overall entities
but stopped to pay greater attention to certain details
when they piqued his interest, while perhaps also isolating the accompanying textual description. In the case
of insert 34b, Mehmed ʿArif has evidently looked closely
at the text surrounding the image, for he has accurately
(though only partially) reproduced the list of items
given by Firdawsi.80 The specificity of the resultant caption stands in contrast to the far more generalized and
recollected nature of the main text above.
A similar function is performed by the note of
another of the inserts, 40b, though here it is the manuscript’s words and not its images that are the subject of
Mehmed ʿArif’s commentary. The miniature that the
insert originally faced shows Rustam about to launch a
fatal arrow at the breast of Ashkabus, an episode that
Mehmed ʿArif recounts in his usual fashion in the sum-

mary (Appendix: 24). The marginal note, meanwhile, is
used to make a more specific observation, alerting the
reader to the fact that “Firdawsi’s eloquent, worldfamous, and enchanting couplet on Rustam’s discharging of the arrow” is to be found among the text pages
immediately following the miniature. The couplet in
question is quoted directly beneath the note, complete
with vocalized final syllables to explicate the rhyming
scheme. There are two main points to note here. Firstly,
the inscription makes clear that Mehmed ʿArif was writing in a culture in which the Shāhnāma was a familiar
enough text that certain passages had earned especial
fame.81 Secondly, the note again suggests to us that a
viewer’s largely recollected “reading” of an illustrated
book was punctuated by certain moments in which the
text would come into greater prominence and merit
closer perusal; the miniatures in such instances served
almost as bookmarks, helping the viewer to find a favorite passage that he might want to reread. With the marginal note of insert 40b, Mehmed ʿArif has spared the
reader the trouble of isolating the passage by writing it
out for him.
In the note of insert 23b, meanwhile, Mehmed ʿArif
acts in the capacity of a well-informed editor, supplementing Firdawsi’s narrative with a piece of information designed to elucidate a point in the main text
(Appendix: 14). The insert’s lengthy summary, which
centers on Sudaba’s attempts to seduce the young
prince Siyavush, begins by relating the discovery of the
maiden who would become Siyavush’s mother in a
wooded hunting ground near the Turanian frontier, and
it is with the whereabouts of this hunting ground that
Mehmed ʿArif’s marginal note is concerned. Telling us,
as Firdawsi himself does, that the place in question is
known as Daghu (also called Daghvi and Daghuvay),
Mehmed ʿArif goes on to give details not found in the
Persian narrative, identifying Daghu as “a desert near
Ribad [a mountainous district northwest of Nishapur]
on the border of the land of Turan.” The brief note is
squeezed into the margin at the top left of the page,
appropriately close to where the hunting ground is
referred to in the summary itself, and Mehmed ʿArif
probably included it because of the rather arcane nature
of the place name in question. Mentioned fleetingly
only twice in the whole Shāhnāma, Daghu would have
been neither familiar to nor readily locatable by most
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readers, and this seems to have prompted Mehmed
ʿArif, most likely after some investigation into the matter, to add his explanatory note for the benefit of others.82 To be sure, a detail of this kind is unlikely to have
mattered much to one carrying out the type of abbreviated and recollected reading that I have proposed, but
Mehmed ʿArif—though largely recording such a reading—was obliged in the course of his undertaking to
conduct a closer study of Firdawsi’s text than might otherwise have been usual, with such notes as that on insert
23b documenting those observations that most interested him in the course of this endeavor.
Another marginal note reflecting this editorial
approach is that of insert 37b, with Mehmed ʿArif now
pointing out a discrepancy between Firdawsi’s account
of a certain event and that given in the manuscript’s
preface, the well-known introduction that had been
composed for the Timurid prince Baysunghur (r. 1414–
33) in 1425–26 (fig. 14; Appendix: 23). The episode in
question is the fate of the Iranian commander Tus after
he had disgraced himself in battle with the Turanians.
Firdawsi’s version—summarized as usual by Mehmed
ʿArif—is that Tus, having been dismissed from his post,
meekly returned to the court of the outraged Kaykhusraw, who spared his life but had him imprisoned. Baysunghur’s preface, however, gives a quite different
account, telling us, as Mehmed ʿArif’s explains, that
Tus—because he was anxious and fearful, and lacked the
courage to return dismissed from Turan and do obeisance
to Kaykhusraw—stayed in the place in which he had been
discharged and there founded a city; naming it after him,
they called it the City of Tus, [the preface] says.

Mehmed ʿArif seems unconvinced by this alternative
version, concluding his comment by noting that
“Firdawsi writes nothing in this connection.”83 Again,
such a detail is likely to have escaped the notice of what
I have proposed as the usual sort of reader, and it is as
the epic’s officially appointed translator that Mehmed
ʿArif has spotted and seen fit to comment on the noted
discrepancy. Indeed, that he felt obliged to record this
observation at all shows he was bringing to light a piece
of information that someone carrying out an ordinary
“reading” of the book was unlikely to have discovered
for himself. This marginal note is also significant in suggesting that Mehmed ʿArif was conscious of belonging
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to a long tradition of individuals who had added their
voices to Firdawsi’s core text: the specific reference he
makes to the Baysunghurid preface demonstrates his
awareness of the additions that the epic had already
undergone in the course of its reception.84
A discrepancy of a different kind is the subject of the
last of the marginal notes, which is also the most interesting. Appearing on insert 19b, this note represents the
second and only other instance in which Mehmed ʿArif
makes an explicit observation regarding the facing miniature, which here depicts Rustam slaying the King of
the Mazandaran before Shah Kavus (figs. 10 and 11;
Appendix: 12). This episode follows Rustam’s killing of
the White Demon, by whose blood Shah Kavus and his
courtiers—earlier blinded by the King of Mazandaran—were restored to sight. For reasons that remain
obscure, Kavus here appears—as elsewhere in the
manuscript—with blackened face and hands, and
though this is evidently the result of later tampering,85
Mehmed ʿArif interprets it as the conceit of the original
artist. His judgment of the device as recorded in the
marginal note is most telling:
The painter’s depicting Shah Kavus with a black veil was
fitting for as long as he was blind, but his depicting him with
a black veil after this is nonsense. There is never anything
written or indicated by Firdawsi concerning the veil.

Once more, Mehmed ʿArif’s remarks are extremely valuable for what they reveal about the kinds of details that
are likely to have arrested the viewer’s attention in the
course of reading. In this case, it is the curious convention of showing Kavus with a blackened face that
Mehmed ʿArif (and no doubt others besides him) found
noteworthy, and his comments shed considerable light
on the way in which such visual departures from the
text—which indeed abound in Islamic painting—were
understood by viewers. Despite the lack of any reference
to it by Firdawsi, and though probably meant as a simple
act of defacement by whoever added it, the “veil” is not
in itself disturbing to Mehmed ʿArif. On the contrary, he
calls it “fitting” as a device by which to signify blindness.
What he does find objectionable, however, is the appearance of the feature in a miniature that comes after
Kavus’s restoration to sight, and the strength of his
criticism is only emphasized by his straightforward use
of the plain Turkish ṣaçma, “nonsense,” instead of a
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more grandiloquent Ottomanism. This fascinating response—if its implications are more broadly applied—
may indicate that viewers of illustrative miniatures
were quite tolerant and even welcoming of artistic embellishments to the text, and that it was only those
elaborations that openly contradicted the narrative that
were subject to disapproval.
THE SHĀHNĀMA REINTERPRETED:
THE APPROACH OF A SUNNI OTTOMAN
Outside the five marginal notes, which are explicitly and
self-evidently subjective in nature, Mehmed ʿArif only
seldom betrays his own responses, or those of his milieu,
to the narratives being translated. It is, to be sure, possible to detect a certain editorial hand in what he chooses to recollect in the Turkish, particularly in the case of
those summaries that have to deal with greater chunks
of Firdawsi’s original text. Insert 54b, for example, condenses hundreds of verses concerning Rustam’s interaction with Isfandiyar into a fairly short précis, skimming
over numerous details, confusing others, and placing
clear emphasis on the battle that marks the culmination
of the two paladins’ dealings (Appendix: 34). That this
battle is the subject of the facing miniature may have
been part of the reason that Mehmed ʿArif chose to
focus his summary on it, but surely the major factor
behind his weighting of the text was his own sense of
good storytelling. What he skips of Firdawsi’s version
includes a long and rather tedious exchange between
Rustam and Isfandiyar on the eve of their combat, as
well as two other conversations—neither of much narrative consequence—held the same night, and it is not
surprising that such dialogue, while of poetic and even
psychological value in the original, is passed over by
Mehmed ʿArif in favor of the dramatically more interesting events of the story. A revealing comparison can be
made between this insert and 24b, which deals with
only a single episode but is nonetheless significantly
longer and more detailed (Appendix: 15). Here, the subject is Sudaba’s extraordinary scheme to regain the favor
of Kavus—who had earlier discovered her attempted
seduction of his son Siyavush—by trying to pass off the
aborted twins of a witch as her own and blaming Siyavush for the purported miscarriage. Ending with the

revelation of Sudaba’s deceit, this remarkable affair is
one of obvious narrative appeal, and entirely worthy of
Mehmed ʿArif’s unusually full retelling. Ironically, as in
this case, Mehmed ʿArif devotes the most attention to
those episodes that would have been among the best
known to the book’s readership, further evidence that
the inserts are less a functional translation than they
are a document of existing approaches to the narrative.
Examples such as these tell us much about how a typical “reading” of the manuscript might have unfolded,
revealing the kinds of details that were apt to be forgotten or dwelt on as one moved through the book, but
they do not suggest any sort of ideological or programmatic intent on the part of the reader: Mehmed ʿArif’s
editorial bias, on the few occasions that it does come to
the fore, seems largely to have been motivated by what
he found most engaging with respect to the narrative.86
Even a theme such as the protracted war between Iran
and Turan, which might have been expected to stir
deeper feelings in an Ottoman context, does not elicit
any discernible reaction from Mehmed ʿArif, who keeps
to his usual policy when translating the various episodes
that relate to the conflict. To take one example, insert
37b (fig. 14; Appendix: 23), which summarizes the text
leading up to the Turanians’ decisive win over the
Iranians at Pashan, closes in such a way as to give no
hint of the impending Turanian victory, an ambiguity
shared also by the facing picture (fig. 15):
[T]he Iranians spent the month assembling as many troops
and supplies as they were able, and at the end of the month,
they returned to combat and set about battling and fighting
with the Turanians and Turks, drawing up in rank and file
for warfare and carnage, of which [event] this is the scene.

If Mehmed ʿArif’s treatment of the theme is at all representative, it tells us that modern preoccupations with
characterizing the Iran-Turan conflict in nationalist or
ethnic terms are highly problematic when applied to
historical receptions of the Shāhnāma.87 Although
racial considerations may have been relevant in certain
times and places, they were clearly of negligible importance to an Ottoman reader in 1800, an observation that
probably holds true for most audiences before the age
of nationalism. Indeed, the Shāhnāma was widely appreciated by readers of Turkic origin, including the Safavids themselves, suggesting that the most prevalent
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understanding of the Iran-Turan dialectic was an allegorical one, “Iran” standing for the just and proper
order, and “Turan” for the ever-present and often outside threat. Even then, the dichotomy is not a crude one,
for Firdawsi never portrays the Turanians as entirely
despicable, or the Iranians as wholly admirable.
Mehmed ʿArif’s seeming neutrality in this matter is thus
partly born of Firdawsi’s own ambivalence.88
But if ethnicity was not a noteworthy issue to an
Ottoman reading the Shāhnāma in the early 1800s, one
topic that evidently would have excited the reader’s
emotions was the religion of Islam. This is clearly not a
major subject of Firdawsi’s narrative, and only three of
the inserts relate to it. Nevertheless, in all three cases,
Mehmed ʿArif reveals the sort of subjective, culturally
specific stance that—with only one exception to be discussed later—is all but indiscernible in his other texts.
His staunchly Sunni position is established near the
start of the book with insert 1b, which originally faced
the third painting of the manuscript, an illustration of
Firdawsi’s eulogy of the Prophet and his family (figs. 2
and 3; Appendix: 1). Appearing in the prologue of the
Shāhnāma, the eulogy—the work’s only substantial
Islamic statement—takes the form of a parable in which
the world is likened to an ocean hosting seventy ships;
occupying one of them is the Prophet and his kinsmen,
who represent the sole hope of those aboard the other
vessels—that is, of mankind at large. Though writing
for a Sunni patron, Firdawsi himself was an avowed
Shiʿi,89 as his words on the salvific ship’s passengers
make amply clear:
Keep close beside the Prophet and ’Alí,
And, should ill follow, lay the blame on me,
Who take myself the course that I advise.
In this Faith was I born, in this will die;
The dust upon the Lion’s [i.e., Ali’s] foot am I.
Thy heart, if prone to err, is thine own foe,
And can the world more abject miscreants know
Than haters of ’Alí, for born in shame
Are they, and destined to eternal flame?90

In the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, the parable’s unmistakably
Shiʿi tenor is underscored by the miniature, which
shows the Prophet and Ali seated beneath an honorific
baldachin with Hasan and Husayn, all four figures veiled
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and nimbused (fig. 3). As well as stressing the imamate
in religious terms, the miniature gives the Shiʿi doctrine
a distinctly political aspect, showing the holy family in
Safavid headdresses and including a prominent sunburst—the age-old symbol of Iran—in its corner.91
To a Sunni Ottoman viewer, such ideological overtones would have been distasteful to say the least, but
it was nevertheless possible to adjust one’s reading so
as to redeem the parable and its illustration. Indeed, the
model of reading that I have proposed would have facilitated precisely this kind of adjustment, leaving the
reader free to depart from the original text and recount
the parable as he would rather have it told, and this is
exactly what Mehmed ʿArif has done in his summary of
the story. First, he recasts the metaphor of the seventy
ships as a straightforward creation story, thus turning
Firdawsi’s admonishing parable into a didactic allegory:
The Almighty Creator, who made the universe, engendered
and vivified this world of being and passing as an ocean,
and in that ocean did He launch and anchor seventy ships,
the intention being [the creation of] various nations…

Second, those aboard the holy vessel are transformed from
mediators between God and Man—a conception of the
Prophet’s family grounded in Shiʿi ideology—to agents of
God’s mission as it was understood in Sunni terms:
He installed and established upon one of the ships His
Majesty the Pride of Creation—on whom be the best of
prayers!—our Most Excellent Lord [the Prophet Muhammad], His Majesty Ali the Chosen One, and the Prophet’s
most excellent family and kinsmen, the intention being
the True Religion and illustrious sacred law brought about
by our Lord, His Majesty the Messenger of God, may God
Almighty bless him and grant him peace!

Though still considerable, the rank here accorded to Ali
is entirely in keeping with Sunni doctrine, and far below
that indicated by Firdawsi. Moreover, where the Persian
text presents Muhammad and Ali as partners, the Ottoman inscription is clear in privileging the Prophet above
all others, lauding him alone as the bringer of faith and
law. This portrayal of the Prophet as lawgiver is particularly significant, as it evokes the distinctly Sunni
emphasis on the codified sharia, of which the Ottomans
saw themselves as the chief protectors. The closing line
of the insert further conveys the idea of the Ottomans
as the inheritors of Muhammad’s legacy, dubbing Ali
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Emirü’l-Müʾminīn, Commander of the Faithful. This
style, which Shiʿis used only of Ali, was applied by
Sunnis to all of the four Rightly Guided Caliphs and their
legitimate successors, being the selfsame title adopted
by the Ottoman sultans in their capacity as caliph. By
honoring him with this appellation, Mehmed ʿArif
brings Firdawsi’s Ali firmly into the Sunni fold, minimizing his personal cult and stressing instead his place
within a long caliphal tradition at whose helm now
stood the Ottomans.
More explicit expressions of Ottoman religiosity
appear at the other end of the book with the last two of
Mehmed ʿArif’s inserts, which document the decline of
the Safavid dynasty and its final demise at the hands of
the armies of Islam. In both these inserts, Mehmed ʿArif
goes much further than merely adjusting the original
Persian, instead breaking entirely with his usual practice by interpolating his own Sunni-Ottoman viewpoint
directly into the main texts of the sheets. The penultimate insert, 75b (Appendix: 41), which tells of the usurpation and execution of Khusraw Parviz by his son
Shiruya, begins normally enough, but towards the middle, Mehmed ʿArif becomes uncharacteristically judgmental, desiring that Shiruya “receive what he deserves”
for his misdeed before calling down curses on the notables who later made Shiruya execute his fifteen brothers. This shift in tone is immediately followed by an
extraordinary attack on Khusraw Parviz himself: after
criticizing earlier chroniclers for having been too favorable in their accounts of the shah, Mehmed ʿArif goes
on to condemn him as a “dung-eating swine and…pissswilling Jew-faced boar” whose angry mind—“a sewer
of pride and haughtiness and a cesspit overbrimming
with conceit and arrogance”—caused him to tear up a
letter sent by the Prophet himself inviting him to convert to Islam. Upon this, Mehmed ʿArif continues, the
Prophet
rendered Parviz the target of the piercing curse and malediction “May God rend his kingdom as he rent my letter”;
and immediately that year, just as had come out of [the
Prophet’s] auspicious and most pure jewel-scattering
mouth, [Parviz] was killed and exterminated, his kingdom
and state annihilated and made no more: “He loseth both
the world and the Hereafter” [Koran 22:11].92

This scathing attack, which constitutes almost half the
insert, is followed by a sudden return to Firdawsi’s narrative of Shiruya, before the conventional recapitulation
of what is being shown in the facing picture. That
Mehmed ʿArif felt the need to depart so drastically from
his usual method in the middle of the insert further
demonstrates the kinds of strong feelings that issues of
religion could stir among pious Muslim Ottomans, even
into the nineteenth century. Though not anywhere
mentioned by Firdawsi, the probably apocryphal story
of Khusraw Parviz’s tearing of the Prophet’s letter was
well known enough to any educated Muslim that recollection of it at the relevant moment of the Shāhnāma
would have been all but unavoidable. Mehmed ʿArif’s
vehement outburst thus very likely reflects what many
of his peers would have felt while “reading” this part of
the epic.
That these final sections of the Shāhnāma deal with
a historically more tangible and proximate period may
also have encouraged a less removed and abstract
approach to their content. It is significant that, as noted
above, Mehmed ʿArif precedes his attack on Khusraw
Parviz with uncharacteristic imprecations against those
who had brought about his downfall. The Khusraw Parviz with whom Mehmed ʿArif here seems to be sympathizing is not the Khusraw Parviz of the subsequent
outburst—the shah known by Muslims to have rejected
the invitation of their Prophet—but still the Khusraw
Parviz of Firdawsi’s account, the rightful monarch
whose God-given authority has been treacherously
usurped. And because this literary version of the shah
overlaps with the historical one, Mehmed ʿArif—himself the loyal courtier of an embattled monarch—treats
the former’s regicide with the seriousness due a real, as
opposed to legendary, injustice of this kind, even though
he goes on immediately after to give a very different
report of the same shah’s reign. This shift in approach
vividly illustrates how the Shāhnāma was understood
at once as history—Firdawsi is presumably among the
flattering “chroniclers” being criticized by Mehmed
ʿArif—and as a literary work whose portrayals of historical personages, however inaccurate, had to be respected
as far as narrative coherence required. Thus, rather than
try to reconcile the two versions of Khusraw Parviz or
suppress one of them, Mehmed ʿArif enthusiastically

THE AFTERLIFE OF A ROYAL GIFT: THE OTTOMAN INSERTS OF THE SHĀHNĀMA-I SHĀHĪ
retells Firdawsi’s positive account of the shah in full,
and only thereafter interjects his own condemnatory
description of the same figure. It is easy to imagine other
religiously minded readers handling this part of the narrative in a comparable manner.
Mehmed ʿArif’s Islamic sentiments are again apparent in the last of the inserts, 76b, which tells of the troubled succession of rulers after Shiruya’s death, and the
miserable fate of the final Sasanian shah, Yazdigird,
murdered in a mill on the orders of a traitorous governor after fleeing the encroaching Arab armies (Appendix: 42). Firdawsi deals only cursorily with the Muslim
invasion of Iran, avoiding elaboration or explicit commentary on the event, but Mehmed ʿArif takes a very
different approach, devoting a disproportionate amount
of text to the Arab campaign, and scattering his account
with pro-Islamic details and statements extraneous to
the Persian original. Even when relating Firdawsi’s narrative, he shifts the emphasis in favor of the Muslims,
so that in describing the battle fought at Karkh, for
example, he omits any mention of the slaughter of Arabs
that Firdawsi tells us initially took place there, and
instead skips to the Muslim victory that came at the battle’s end. As before, however, Mehmed ʿArif is careful to
end the insert in the usual manner, the result being a
somewhat erratic change of tone between the penultimate passages, which contain information mentioned
nowhere by Firdawsi, and the conventional final summary:
The People of Religion then took so many riches and
spoils that all of them were [fully] contented with booty,
so much so that they seized even the bejeweled Standard
of Kava and distributed it among the Muslims.
And the killing of Yazdijird and the destruction of
the Persian state happened in the thirty-first year of
the Hegira of His Majesty, the Commander of the Army
of Prophets [Muhammad], upon whom be the best of
prayers and salutations!
In a word, this is the scene in which Shiran-Guraz [sic]
kills and destroys Shah Farayin Guraz in battle by thrusting a fatal dagger [at him], [thereby] claiming success and
victory.

Apart from its overlap with the history of Islam, another
factor that may have rendered this final chapter of the
Shāhnāma particularly susceptible to Mehmed ʿArif’s
charged reading was the Ottomans’ pronouncedly anti-
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Shiʿi stance. Though the vanquished Sasanians were
Zoroastrians, it is not improbable that the celebratory way
in which Mehmed ʿArif interprets their defeat relates to
the Ottomans’ own longstanding and sometimes violent
antagonism toward their, as they saw them, heretical
Iranian neighbors. Indeed, in relating the dispatch of
the Muslim armies against Iran, Mehmed ʿArif explicitly
praises Omar, the second Sunni caliph, while the banner
in the Safavid miniature anachronistically hails Ali.93 Such
a divergence from the Persian manuscript is, as we have
seen, typical of Mehmed ʿArif’s approach in those inserts
pertaining to Islam. Taken together, these three texts
document with remarkable clarity the viewer’s share in
reading a book like the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, exemplifying
the kinds of alterations to which both text and image were
liable in the eye and mind of the subjective—in this case
Sunni Ottoman—reader.94

THE SHĀHNĀMA AND THE FRENCH REVOLUTION:
FIRDAWSI’S EPIC AS POLITICAL HISTORY
None of the inserts, however, reveals more clearly the
political resonances of the Shāhnāma to its late Ottoman audience than the last example to be discussed,
insert 68b (figs. 16 and 18; Appendix: 36). This is the most
remarkable of all the texts, a fact already signaled by its
extraordinary length: it is the only summary to extend
to the second side of the sheet. Moreover, other than
the final two inserts, whose extraordinary nature derives from their Islamic subject matter, it is also the only
one of Mehmed ʿArif’s texts to interrupt the summary
with a culturally specific digression. The miniature to
which the insert was originally attached depicts the
newly crowned Sasanian shah Nushirvan promulgating
his reforms (fig. 17), an image immediately preceded by
one showing the paladin Sufara(y) defeating the White
Huns before installing Nushirvan’s father, Qubad, onto
the throne. Between these two pictures, then, runs the
whole of Qubad’s reign, entirely unillustrated, so that
one of the reasons for insert 68b’s atypical length is
simply the span of narrative that it has to cover.95 On
the other hand, one of the inserts discussed above, 48b,
summarizes almost half again the number of couplets
as 68b in less than a quarter the amount of text
(Appendix: 30),96 a clear indication that more is at play
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in the latter text than only the gap between it and the
preceding picture. Indeed, though stylistically in keeping with the other summaries, insert 68b is markedly
more detailed than usual in its paraphrasing of the Persian, describing at considerable length the events of
Qubad’s reign as they led up to his son’s succession. True
to Firdawsi’s portrayal, Qubad emerges from the summary as a rather inadequate monarch, frequently guilty
of bad judgment and poor conduct. Having appointed
Sufara his chief minister, the shah grows jealous of his
power and so has him executed, only to be dethroned
for his unfair act and handed over to Sufara’s son,
Zarmihr (also called Rizmihr). Far from seeking revenge, however, Zarmihr becomes Qubad’s faithful servant and helps him to escape to the land of the
Hepthalites (White Huns). There Qubad fathers a son—
the future Nushirvan—and forges an alliance with the
Hepthalites, who help him re-ascend the Iranian throne.
All appears well again, but Qubad soon botches this
second chance by giving ear to the charismatic Mazdak,
a false prophet who institutes a new egalitarian religion
whereby all distinctions of rank and wealth are abolished. The magi are naturally outraged, but none is as
disturbed by this turn of events as Nushirvan, who by
now has grown into a fine young man. Determined to
expose Mazdak’s falsehood, Nushirvan stages a disputation with the heresiarch, at which a wise magus eloquently demonstrates the error of the Mazdakite faith.
Chastened, Qubad delivers Mazdak and his followers to
Nushirvan, who has them all executed. The wise prince
is then proclaimed the heir apparent, and upon the
death of his father, he ascends the Iranian throne, ushering in a glorious period of reform.
Much of this narrative would have struck a chord
with Mehmed ʿArif, and it is not surprising that he
should have dwelt on it to the extent that he did.
Although ostensibly dealing with the reign of Qubad,
the insert is in many ways concerned with setting the
stage for Nushirvan’s succession, establishing a contrast
between the inept father and the judicious son. The reason for this emphasis is not difficult to guess. After all,
was not Nushirvan—popularly dubbed “the Just”
(ʿĀdil)—a perfect analogue of Mehmed ʿArif’s own
patron, Selim III? Both were intelligent and cultivated
princes who ascended the throne to the acclaim of their
people; both were committed reformists who instituted

various measures to improve the conditions of their
hitherto mismanaged realms; and both were living in a
political milieu defined by sudden shifts in power, the
threat of internal disorder and factionalism, and the
interference of foreign polities. The sense that some sort
of equation is being made between the two monarchs
is especially strong in the closing line of the insert,
where Mehmed ʿArif’s description of Nushirvan’s
enlightened reign could just as well have been written
of his own royal master:
He set about [establishing] justice and equity, and so that
the entire world might prosper and flourish, he drew up
orders and decrees and issued them to the governors and
subjects of [his] lands…

Indeed, when penning his own history a few years later,
Mehmed ʿArif cast Selim in a similar role as the bringer
of laudable—though in this case unpopular—change:
Thirteen years ago, our Sovereign, His Majesty Sultan Selim
Khan III, laid down and established the law and New Military Order (Niẓām-ı Cedīd-i ʿaskeriyye) by which barracks
were erected and built in Levent, Üsküdar, and several districts of Anatolia, and were filled with trained soldiers; and
because of this, there arose various quarrels and conflicts,
as well as baseless rumors and chatter, manifestations of
the deep spite and ugly hostility of the janissaries.97

But the clearest indication that this segment of the
Shāhnāma was unusually topical to Mehmed ʿArif and
his peers concerns not Nushirvan directly, but the false
prophet Mazdak.98 Of all the episodes recounted in the
summary, the rise and fall of the Mazdakite faith receives the longest treatment. The reason for this is suddenly revealed to us by Mehmed ʿArif in the middle of
his retelling of the narrative:
It seems that the French—God Almighty vanquish and subjugate them!—probably took their false Jacobin doctrine
from this Mazdakite egalitarianism.

This fascinating remark holds the key to understanding
the peculiar attention lavished on the summary, and
proves beyond doubt the general impulses underlying
Mehmed ʿArif’s project as a whole. To one reading the
Shāhnāma in Selim III’s age, the tenets of the Mazdakite
faith must have seemed uncannily close to the stated
aims of the French Revolution, an event still fresh in the
world’s memory.99 Those like Mehmed ʿArif who be-
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longed to a staunchly royalist system must have felt a
deep unease at what had happened in France, fearing
for the security of their own established hierarchy and
order. Firdawsi’s damning treatment of the strangely
parallel Mazdakite anarchy would thus have made welcome reading for such an audience, particularly since
the French were even then occupying Egypt.100 And if
I am correct in proposing an identification between
Nushirvan and Selim, is it not probable that the former’s
crushing of Mazdak would have resonated all the more
strongly given the sultan’s own commitment to fighting—at least in principle—the French and other threats
to the rightful order? It is significant that this comment
on the Jacobins is, outside the inserts concerning Islam,
the only instance in which Mehmed ʿArif breaks his rule
concerning non-narrative addenda by placing his observation not at the foot of the main text, but d irectly
in the middle of it. Unlike the Islamic statements of the
final two inserts, the Jacobin remark is short enough
that it could easily have been written in the margins like
Mehmed ʿArif’s other subsidiary notes, but the digression in this case was evidently considered important
enough to merit inclusion in the summary itself, even
if it did not properly belong there. Much about the inserts supports the argument that they were a response
to a particular set of historical circumstances, but
here—in this telling reference to a coeval event—is
clear proof that the project arose out of such factors.
Moreover, this reference to the French Revolution is, as
far as I know, the only concrete evidence we have from
a Shāhnāma manuscript that audiences read the epic
in contemporary political terms;101 as such, it is important confirmation of something long felt to be true.
CONCLUSION
The Ottoman inserts that Mehmed ʿArif added to the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī at the start of the nineteenth century thus constitute a document of signal value to the
study of illustrated Islamic manuscripts. Despite the
negligible attention that they have received in the scholarship, the sheets provide us with a wealth of important
information touching on some of the most interesting
and little-understood areas of the field, not least of
which is the afterlife of Tahmasp’s splendid Shāhnāma.
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Though the inserts proceeded from and are a fascinating
record of a set of circumstances peculiar to their milieu,
they are, as I have sought to demonstrate, much more
than just a product of their time, serving also to elucidate the kind of concerns and responses—critical, connoisseurial, ideological, and topical—that would have
been more generally at play in the reading of the
Shāhnāma on the one hand and illustrated Islamic
books on the other. Such modes of reading have, in the
vast majority of cases, gone unrecorded, but the special
status of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—a highly prized royal
gift and among the finest copies ever made of Firdawsi’s
great epic—ensured for it a rare and perhaps unique
honor: the engagement it inspired in its viewers came
to be written out and preserved between its leaves, thus
reaffirming the manuscript’s remarkable ability to speak
to—and be spoken to by—those who looked at it.
Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architecture,
Department of History of Art and Architecture,
Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
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How and when the manuscript left Istanbul is unknown, but
it was acquired by Baron Edmund de Rothschild certainly
no later than 1903, when he lent it for exhibition at the
Musée des Arts Décoratifs, Paris. By 1936, the manuscript
had passed into the collection of the Baron’s son Maurice,
from whom it was subsequently stolen by the Nazis before
being recovered after the War. Baron Maurice had already
begun selling works from his collection before his death in
1957, and it was from his heirs that Houghton bought the
Shāhnāma two years later. See Christopher de Hamel, The
Rothschilds and Their Collections of Illuminated Manuscripts
(London, 2005), 28, 32, 35, 37, 42, 43, 45, 46, 58. Houghton
is rumored to have initially promised the Shāhnāma to the
library named after him at Harvard University, and it is
not clear why he instead decided to take the book apart:
his motivation cannot have been entirely financial, as he
donated the folios now at the Metropolitan Museum. In any
event, the process of dispersing the manuscript’s parts was
not completed until 1993, three years after his death, when
his son and namesake arranged for the remaining chunk
to be given to the Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art in
exchange for Willem de Kooning’s Woman III, a nude from
the collection of the deposed shah that was being kept in
the museum’s storage. See Irina Tarsis, “Among Harvard’s
Libraries: Eleven Lithographed Shahnamahs Come to Harvard,” Harvard Library Bulletin, n.s., 14, 3 (Autumn 2003): 6;
and Michael Gross, Rogues’ Gallery: The Secret History of the
Moguls and the Money That Made the Metropolitan Museum
(New York, 2009), 362–64.
J. M. Rogers, trans. and ed. from the original Turkish of Filiz
Çağman and Zeren Tanındı, The Topkapı Saray Museum:
The Albums and Illustrated Manuscripts (Boston, 1986),
157. A similar viewpoint is expressed by Jonathan Bloom,
who writes that “[t]he great Shahnama manuscript prepared for Shah Tahmasp…remained in pristine condition
in the Ottoman palace in Istanbul until the twentieth century, precisely because nobody looked at it!” Jonathan M.
Bloom, “The Great Mongol Shahnama in the Qajar Period,”
in Shahnama: The Visual Language of the Persian Book of
Kings, ed. Robert Hillenbrand (Aldershot, 2004), 25. A very
different—and much more convincing—inference is made
from the manuscript’s lack of wear by Stuart Cary Welch (A
King’s Book of Kings, 17), who argues that “its extraordinarily
fresh condition, showing few ill effects from damp, insects,
or the many other hazards of Eastern libraries, proves that
it was always treated with due regard.” The same view is
reiterated in Welch’s joint monograph with Martin Dickson
(Houghton Shahnameh, 1:4), in which the two authors add
that the book’s condition shows it to have been “highly
considered and carefully preserved.”
My attention was drawn to these summaries by two brief
references to them in Dickson and Welch’s monumental
study of the manuscript: see Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1:4, and appendix 2, p. 270. They are also
mentioned in Welch’s earlier and shorter monograph
(A King’s Book of Kings, 17), though here Mehmed ʿArif’s
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6.
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9.
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11.

12.

name and position at court are erroneously given. The only
other sources in which I have seen the inserts referred to
are, first, a French entry for the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—“Les
commentaires qui expliquent les miniatures seraient écrits
en turc”—from the Répertoire des biens spoliés, a handlist
of works stolen from France by the Nazis (quoted in de
Hamel, The Rothschilds and Their Collections, 35), and, second, Sheila Canby’s introduction to the recent full-color
publication of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī’s paintings in Mariani,
The Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp, 17.
For the embassy and the gifts it bore, see Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall, Geschichte des Osmanischen Reiches, 10 vols.
(Pest, 1827–35), 3:517–22; and Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1: appendix 2, pp. 270–71.
Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, A. 3595, fols.
53b–54a. For this painting, see Rogers, Albums and Illustrated Manuscripts, 211–12, cat. no. 157. On the manuscript
and its creation, see Emine Fetvacı, “The Production of the
Şehnāme-i Selīm Ḫān,” Muqarnas 26 (2009): 263–316.
Dickson and Welch (Houghton Shahnameh, 1: appendix 2,
p. 271) identify the larger of the two books held by the second janissary as the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, the smaller being
Ali’s Koran, but this is by no means certain.
Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1:45. In an interesting break from established opinion, Abolala Soudavar,
followed by David Roxburgh, discusses the possibility that
diminished eyesight was behind Tahmasp’s growing indifference to painting: see Abolala Soudavar, “Between the
Safavids and the Mughals: Art and Artists in Transition,”
Iran 37 (1999): 51–52; and David J. Roxburgh, Prefacing the
Image: The Writing of Art History in Sixteenth-Century Iran
(Leiden, 2001), 199–200.
As discussed by Hillenbrand, “Iconography of the Shāhnāma-yi Shāhī,” 71, another factor that may have encouraged Tahmasp to part with the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī was that
the manuscript had lost its topical and ideological charge
(addressed later in the main text) after the shah had managed to secure peace with the Ottomans in 1555.
See Hammer-Purgstall, Geschichte des Osmanischen Reiches,
3: 517–22; and Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1:
appendix 2, pp. 270–71.
Kelām-ı Mecīd bir cild ve Şāh Ṭahmāsb’ıñ kendi adına
denilmiş iki yüz elli doḳuz perde taṣvīr-i meclis olunmuş
muraṣṣaʿ cildle bir ḳıṭʿa Şāhnāme: Istanbul, Topkapı Palace
Museum Library, H. 1339, fol. 236b. The source is unpublished, and both the Ottoman transliteration here and
the English translation given in the main text above are
taken from Dickson and Welch (Houghton Shahnameh, 1:
appendix 2, pp. 270–71, 271n5), with minor typographic and
orthographic changes.
Dickson and Welch (Houghton Shahnameh, 1:4) nonetheless argue that the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī did influence Ottoman painters, citing as evidence the miniatures of Lokman’s
Hünernāme (1588), in which, they claim, “the Ottoman artists appear to have drawn specific compositional ideas and
actual motifs from paintings in the Houghton manuscript.”
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14.
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What these supposed borrowings were, however, are not
precisely explained by the authors, and those devices that
they do specify—“the open framing of a miniature” and
“complete groups of figures”—are features that had long
been part of the Ottoman painting tradition. To be sure,
the second volume of the manuscript does exhibit certain
details of Safavid inspiration, particularly in the landscapes
(see Güner İnal, “The Influence of the Ḳazvīn Style on Ottoman Miniature Painting,” in Fifth International Congress of
Turkish Art, ed. Géza Fehér [Budapest, 1978], 464; and Filiz
Çağman and Zeren Tanındı, “Firdevsi’nin Şahnâmesi’nde
Geleneğin Değişimi,” Journal of Turkish Studies 32, 1 [2008]:
156), but these are general borrowings rather than specific
derivations from Tahmasp’s Shāhnāma. Dickson and
Welch’s assertion remains, then, unsubstantiated and
unconvincing. Indeed, further proof that Persian models
were of limited direct influence on Ottoman painting of the
late sixteenth century is provided by the case of illustrated
manuscripts from Qazvin, the Safavid capital between 1548
and 1598, and related works from other Iranian centers.
Though a number of these books found their way into the
Empire, their impact on courtly Ottoman painting was
minimal at best, and it was only in provincial centers such
as Konya and Baghdad that their style was imitated in
any notable way. See İnal, “Influence of the Ḳazvīn Style,”
457–76.
For this group, see Karin Rührdanz, “About a Group of
Truncated Shāhnāmas: A Case Study in the Commercial
Production of Illustrated Manuscripts in the Second Part
of the Sixteenth Century,” Muqarnas 14 (1997): 118–34;
Will Kwiatkowski, The Eckstein Shahnama: An Ottoman
Book of Kings (London, 2005); and Çağman and Tanındı,
“Firdevsi’nin Şahnâmesi’nde Geleneğin Değişimi,” 150–56.
These Shāhnāmas, which omit the historical part of the
narrative and include interpolations from other Persian
epics, contain no colophons or the like to show where
they were produced, though the case for their Ottoman
origin has been well argued. I am not convinced, however,
by Rührdanz’s suggestion that these books were made
in Istanbul: the Persianate character of their miniatures,
which bear little relation to the kind of painting then flourishing in the capital, would, to my mind, indicate a place of
production like Baghdad. Indeed, Filiz Çağman and Zeren
Tanındı suggest Baghdad or Ottoman-occupied Tabriz, if
not a center in Safavid Iran itself, as the likely provenance.
For these şehnāmes, see Serpil Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim
Sanatı (Istanbul, 2006), 109–28, 152–55.
Ibid., 48–50, 91–94, 96–109.
Ibid., 155, 176–83, 208–16.
This criterion is also used to questionable effect in Oleg
Grabar’s discussion of the Tazza Farnese, the famous Ptolemaic phiale that appears to have been in Timurid possession before being acquired by Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1471.
The phiale’s presence in Timurid Iran is evidenced by a
drawing after it by a certain Muhammad Khayyam, who is
known to have been active in Herat and Samarkand during
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the early fifteenth century. Grabar gives this drawing as
an example of what he dubs the “ ‘graphemic’ function of
medieval Islamic art,” which served “to transmit things or
subjects without understanding anything about them”; he
further argues that “[i]t was not [the Tazza Farnese’s] origin
nor its subject that were important until it reached the collection of the Medici; it was its high cost as a gem.” Grabar
never explicitly lays out why he feels that the Timurids
were unable to properly apprehend the phiale, but it is
clear enough that the main reason is that the item did not
exert the artistic influence it later would in Europe: “[I]t
would,” he writes, “be the visual curiosity of a court artist
which preserved traces of an antique gem in the fifteenthcentury world of the Timurids, even though there is absolutely no evidence that it had any impact on the arts of the
time, not even in its collective memory.” See Oleg Grabar,
“Islamic Art and Architecture and the Antique,” in Islamic
Visual Culture, 1100–1800 (Aldershot, 2006), 426–27. Like
Rogers before him, Grabar is here relying too much on the
flimsy criterion of influence as a means by which to reconstruct an object’s reception. For a more considered discussion of the place of the Tazza Farnese and other objects in
Iranian courtly culture, see David J. Roxburgh, The Persian
Album, 1400–1600: From Dispersal to Collection (New Haven
and London, 2005), 1–3.
18. Tahmasp clearly knew what he was doing when he sent
the manuscript, since the Safavids presented the Ottomans
with copies of the Shāhnāma on numerous occasions. In
1576, Tahmasp marked the accession of the next Ottoman
sultan, Murad III (r. 1574–95), by sending an even grander
embassy bearing a still more splendid array of presents,
again including a Shāhnāma. There was also the lavish
festival surrounding the circumcision of Murad III’s son
Mehmed in 1582, where the Safavids presented—among
a host of other gifts—a Shāhnāma filled with gilt miniatures. See Bekir Kütükoğlu, “Şah I. Tahmasb’ın III. Murad’a
Cülus Tebriki,” İstanbul Üniversitesi Edebiyat Fakültesi
Tarih Dergisi 11, 15 (1960): 1–24, esp. 6; Dickson and Welch,
Houghton Shahnameh, 1: appendix 2, p. 270n3; and Orhan
Şaik Gökyay, “Bir Saltanat Düğünü,” Topkapı Sarayı Müzesi:
Yıllık 1 (1986): 31. For the great quantity of illustrated Safavid
books that passed into the Ottoman Empire more generally
during the second half of the sixteenth century, see Lâle
Uluç, “A Persian Epic, Perhaps for the Ottoman Sultan,”
Metropolitan Museum Journal 29 (1994): 57–69; and Filiz
Çağman and Zeren Tanındı, “Remarks on Some Manuscripts from the Topkapı Palace Treasury in the Context
of Ottoman-Safavid Relations,” Muqarnas 13 (1996): 132–48.
19. See Hedda Reindl-Kiel, “East is East and West is West, and
Sometimes the Twain Did Meet: Diplomatic Gift Exchange
in the Ottoman Empire,” in Frontiers of Ottoman S tudies:
State, Province, and the West, ed. Colin Imber, Keiko
Kiyotaki, and Rhoads Murphey, 2 vols. (London and New
York, 2005), 2:113–24.
20. See n. 3 above.
21. Interesting to note in this regard are the illustrations that
Nakkaş ʿOsman added to a Turkish translation of the
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Shāhnāma (Topkapı Palace Museum Library, H. 1522).
Despite the Persian origins of the text in question, and a
certain programmatic overlap with the miniatures of the
famous Mamluk copy of the same translation, ʿOsman’s
paintings here are no less Ottoman in style than his other
works, as discussed in Serpil Bağcı, “An Iranian Epic and an
Ottoman Painter: Nakkaş Osman’s ‘New’ Visual Interpretation of the Shâhnâmeh,” in Frauen, Bilder und Gelehrte:
Studien zu Gesellschaft und Künsten im Osmanischen Reich
= Arts, Women and Scholars: Studies in Ottoman Society and
Culture, ed. Sabine Prätor and Christoph K. Neumann, 2
vols. (Istanbul, 2002), 2:421–50. For the Turkish translations
of the Shāhnāma and their illustrated copies more generally, see nn. 54–55 below.
22. See n. 12 above.
23. See Çağman and Tanındı, “Some Manuscripts from the
Topkapı Palace Treasury,” 132–48. The Ottomans also
made artistic additions to these Safavid and other Iranian
works: see Priscilla P. Soucek and Filiz Çağman, “A Royal
Manuscript and Its Transformation: The Life History of a
Book,” in The Book in the Islamic World: The Written Word
and Communication in the Middle East, ed. George N. Atiyeh
(Albany, 1995), 179–208; Zeren Tanındı, “Additions to Illustrated Manuscripts in Ottoman Workshops,” Muqarnas 17
(2000): 147–61; Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 50–53;
and n. 84 below.
24. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, H. 1233. For this
manuscript, see Çağman and Tanındı, “Some Manuscripts
from the Topkapı Palace Treasury,” 133–34.
25. Istanbul, Süleymaniye Library, Hacı Beşir Ağa, no. 486. For
this manuscript, see Çağdaş Adıyeke, “Süleymaniye Kütüp
hanesi Hacı Beşir Ağa 486 Numaralı Firdevsî Şehnâmesi
Minyatürleri” (master’s thesis, Mimar Sinan University of
Fine Arts, 2006).
26. Another notable example is an album of paintings and
calligraphies (Istanbul University Library, F. 1422) made for
Shah Tahmasp and presumed to have been sent by him to
Sultan Murad III with the embassy of 1576 (see n. 18 above).
On the flyleaf of the album is a note recording its transfer
from the treasury to the harem in 1682, while the presence
of Ahmed III’s seal on fol. 1a shows that the album was
afterwards relocated to the newly built library of that sultan (completed 1719). Later still, under Abdülhamid II, the
album was provided with a protective box. See Roxburgh,
Persian Album, 196–212, 343n35.
27. Indeed, whatever owners’ marks or ex libris may have originally been in the manuscript had entirely disappeared by
the twentieth century, as noted in Welch, A King’s Book of
Kings, 17; and Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh,
1:3–4.
28. Quoted (with corrections to the Ottoman transliteration,
and Shāhnāma substituted for Shāhnāmeh) from Dickson
and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1: appendix 2, p. 270n1.
I have not been able to ascertain where this colophon
sheet—if it survives at all—is currently located. The only
published record of its contents is the above-given quota-

tion. On the same page as this quotation, in the main text of
the appendix, Dickson and Welch state that Mehmed ʿArif
worked on the inserts between May 1800 and April 1801. In
the absence of more information, I can only assume that
Mehmed ʿArif, in an unquoted part of the colophon, dated
his project 1215, which corresponds to May 1800–May (not
April) 1801.
29. For Mehmed ʿArif’s life and career, see Aḥmed Fāʾiz Efendi,
III. Selim’in Sırkâtibi Ahmed Efendi Tarafından Tutulan
Rûznâme, ed. V. Sema Arıkan (Ankara, 1993), 182, 360;
Esʿad Meḥmed Efendi, Esad Mehmed Efendi ve Bağçe-i
Safâ-endûz’u, ed. Rıza Oğraş (Burdur, Turkey, 2001), 140;
ʿĀrif Ḥikmet, “Şeyhülislâm Ârif Hikmet Beyin Tezkiretü’ş
Şu’ârâsı ve Transkripsiyonlu Metni,” ed. M. Nuri Çınarcı
(master’s thesis, Gaziantep University, 2007), 82; Dāvud
Faṭīn Efendi, Teẕkire-i ḫātimetü’l-eşʿār (Istanbul, 1271 [1854–
55]), 261; Meḥmed S̱ üreyyā, Sicill-i ʿOs̱mānī, yāḫūd teẕkire-i
meşāhīr-i ʿOs̱māniyye, 4 vols. (Istanbul, 1308–11 [1890–93]),
3:270; Bursalı Meḥmed Ṭāhir, ʿOs̱mānlı müʾellifleri, 3 vols.
(Istanbul, 1333–42 [1914–28]), 3:105; Franz Babinger, Die
Geschichtsschreiber der Osmanen und ihre Werke (Leipzig,
1927), 349; Sadeddin Nüzhet Ergun, Türk Şairleri, 3 vols.
(Istanbul, 1936–45), 1:79–80; the introduction by Fahri
Ç. Derin (who, however, mistakenly quotes Fatin as saying that Mehmed ʿArif was from Izmir) in Müderriszāde
Meḥmed ʿĀrif Efendi, “Tüfengçi-başı Ârif Efendi Tarih
çesi,” ed. Fahri Ç. Derin, Belleten 38, 151 (1974): 379–80;
Fuat Bayramoğlu, Hacı Bayram-ı Veli: Yaşamı, Soyu, Vakfı,
2 vols. (Ankara, 1983), 1:115–17; and Müjgan Cumbur, Türk
Dünyası Edebiyatçıları Ansiklopedisi (Ankara, 2002–7), s.v.
“Ârif (1757/8–1831/2).” The year of Mehmed ʿArif’s death
is variously recorded in the sources. The earliest date,
given by Mehmed Süreyya, is 12 Shawwal 1243 (April 27,
1828), but Mehmed ʿArif cannot have died before the end
of 1829, as proved by a document (C. ADL, 49/2973) in the
Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives, Istanbul, that is dated
14 Jumada I 1244 (November 22, 1828) and grants him the
fief (arpalıḳ) of the Aegean district of Sultanhisar. From
Şanizade, we learn that Mehmed ʿArif was a müderris at the
Koca Mustafa Pasha Mosque before being appointed to his
first mollaship in 1814, that he was married to the sister of
the erstwhile chief royal physician Mustafa Mesʿud Efendi,
and that he had a yalı (waterside mansion) at Baltalimanı:
see Şānīzāde Meḥmed ʿAṭāʾullāh Efendi, Şânî-zâde Târîhî
(1223–1237/1808–1821), ed. Ziya Yılmazer, 2 vols. (Istanbul,
2008), 1:662; 2:1009, 1220. He is mentioned also by Lutfi in
connection with his appointment to an Istanbul kadiship,
but this later chronicler fails to record—and thus substantiate—the year of his death: see Aḥmed Luṭfī, Vak’anüvis
Ahmed Lûtfî Efendi Tarihi, ed. Ahmet Hezarfen, 8 vols.
(Istanbul, 1999), 1:182–83. For details of Mehmed ʿArif’s
family, the Müderriszade branch of the descendants of
Hacı Bayram-ı Veli, see Bayramoğlu, Hacı Bayram-ı Veli,
1:84, 90, 104–5, 113–15, 117–118; 2:40–43. Mehmed Süreyya
(Sicill-i ʿOs̱mānī, 3:270) records that among Mehmed ʿArif’s
own children was a certain Ahmed Hayır Efendi, who similarly went on to become a provincial molla.
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For Mehmed ʿArif’s activity as a poet and examples of his
work, see Esʿad Meḥmed, Bağçe-i Safâ-endûz, 140; ʿĀrif
Ḥikmet, “Tezkiretü’ş Şu’ârâ,” 82; Faṭīn, Ḫātimetü’l-eşʿār,
261; Ergun, Türk Şairleri, 1:80; Bayramoğlu, Hacı Bayram-ı
Veli, 1:116–17, 2:227; and Hasan Aksoy, Türkiye Diyanet
Vakfı İslâm Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul, 1988–), s.v. “Enîs Receb
Dede,” 242. In his Mirʾāt-ı şiʿr, written in 1796 when they
were both members of the inner palace, the poet Enderunlu ʿAkif states that Mehmed ʿArif was “knowledgeable in
the grammar of Arabic and the niceties of Persian” (ʿulūm-ı
ʿArabiyye ve deḳāyıḳ-ı nikāt-ı Fārisiyyeye āşinā), and that
he composed poetry in both these languages as well as
Ottoman. Quoted in Ergun, Türk Şairleri, 1:80. A much
later, and rather less complimentary, record of Mehmed
ʿArif’s activity as a poet is provided by a document dated 29
Dhu ’l-Hijja 1242 (July 24, 1827) in the Prime Ministry
Ottoman Archives, Istanbul (HAT, 670/32708). The document—a memorandum written by the grand vizier to the
sultan, whose response is inscribed above—concerns two
versified chronograms (tārīḫ) composed on the occasion
of the birth of Prince ʿAbdülhamid Efendi, one by Meḥmed
ʿĀrif (İstanbul pāyesi olan Tüfengci-başı-ı esbaḳ ʿĀrif Efendi)
and the other by the court chronicler Esʿad Efendi. The
grand vizier deems the latter chronogram the better of the
two, and the sultan, agreeing with this judgment, orders
that 1,000 rubʿiyye gold pieces be awarded to Esʿad Efendi.
Neither of the chronograms is quoted in the document.
For a full transliteration of this history, which is untitled,
see Meḥmed ʿĀrif, “Tüfengçi-başı Ârif Efendi Tarihçesi,”
379–443. Mehmed Tahir (ʿOs̱mānlı müʾellifleri, 105) records
that a copy of the work was presented to the library of the
Bayezid Mosque by Cevdet Pasha, who acknowledges it
as one of the sources for his own much longer history:
see Aḥmed Cevdet Pasha, Tārīḫ-i Cevdet, rev. ed., 12 vols.
(Istanbul, 1309 [1893–94]), 1:11. Indeed, Mehmed ʿArif must
have been well regarded as a chronicler, for an undated
sultanic decree in the Prime Ministry Ottoman Archives
(HAT, 31485) reveals that he was among the candidates
considered as a replacement for the official court historian Şanizade before the latter’s dismissal in 1825: see Ziya
Yılmazer, introduction to Şânî-zâde Târîhî, 1:lvi. A rather
less positive reference to Mehmed ʿArif’s attested interest in the political events of the Ottoman Empire is made
by another sultanic decree housed in the same archive
(HAT, 463/22690). Addressed from the sultan to the grand
vizier and dated 29 Dhu ’l-Hijja 1240 (August 14, 1825),
the document in question concerns a certain Kuyucuklu
Hüseyin Efendi, an exile who had reportedly returned
without permission to the capital. After ordering Hüseyin
Efendi’s capture and re-banishment, the sultan goes on to
accuse Mehmed ʿArif, together with Nakib Sıddik Efendi,
of spreading gossip on the matter, and commands that
their tongues be stilled. (Bir de sābıḳ Naḳīb Ṣıddīḳ Efendi’yle
mevālīden Tüfengçi-başı[-ı] esbaḳ ʿĀrif Efendi’den pek
çoḳ ḥavādis̱ rivāyet olunmaḳdadır. Bunları daḫi ḫafīce [?]
getirdüp lisānlarını ḥıfẓ etmelerini tenbīh eyleyesin.)

32.

33.
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Istanbul, Atıf Efendi Library, no. 1829. I discovered these
annotations quite by chance while consulting images of
the manuscript. Written in the same distinctive hand as
the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī inserts, they include a flyleaf inscription dated 1 Rajab 1207 (February 11, 1793) and signed with
Mehmed ʿArif’s monogram, thus proving that he is the
scribe as well as the author of the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī texts.
Some of the annotations taper as they descend, while
others are written at an angle, arrangements that anticipate the ways in which Mehmed ʿArif would compose the
inscriptions of his later project. In content, the Tārīḫ-i
Enverī notes include additional information meant to supplement Enveri’s entries, as well as personal remarks made
in response to certain historical events. On folio 40a (41a
modern foliation), for example, he has written two annotations relating to Enveri’s opening entry for 1189 (1775–76),
which records the promotion of Mehmed Emin Agha from
the post of swordbearer (silaḥdār) to that of grand vizier.
The first of Mehmed ʿArif’s annotations tells the reader
that the newly vacated post of swordbearer was that day
filled by Seyyid Mehmed Efendi, a favorite of the sultan
who would later become grand vizier, earning the popular epithet of Karavezir (Black Vizier). Directly below this
information is Mehmed ʿArif’s second note, in which he
remarks that those occupying the high rank of swordbearer
would certainly be removed from the post if they ignored
their prescribed duties and instead interfered with outside matters, and especially if they took bribes or actively
sought power: Rütbe-i vālā-yı silaḥdārīde müstaḫdem olan
ẕevāt kendüye bā-ḫaṭṭ-ı / hümāyūn üzere şipāriş buyrulan
umūrunu bıraġup / ṭaşra umūruna müdāḫelesi ol / ẕātı
mesnedinden devr ede- / ceği bedīhīdir, bā-ḫuṣūṣ / istiqlāl
suʾālinde / ola ve rişvet / ala. While this second remark at
first seems like a warning about demotion, it may in fact be
a veiled admonishment of the by-then deceased Karavezir
Seyyid Mehmed, who is elsewhere said to have wielded
inordinate power as swordbearer and to have engineered
his own appointment as grand vizier by rendering the existing viziers so impotent. Both of these annotations relate
intimately to Mehmed ʿArif’s own experiences and concerns as an aspiring member of the inner palace, and if the
flyleaf inscription is indicative, they were written shortly
before his promotion to the post of gunkeeper. For further
evidence of Mehmed ʿArif’s keen interest in Ottoman politics, see the preceding note.
See ʿĀrif Ḥikmet, “Tezkiretü’ş Şu’ârâ,” 82; Bayramoğlu,
Hacı Bayram-ı Veli, 1:117; Erdoğan Merçil, İslâm Ansiklopedisi (Istanbul, 1940–88), s.v. “Vassâf.” Merçil gives
the title of the commentary as Şerḥ-i tārīḫ-i Vaṣṣāf and
records the existence of a copy of it dated 1251 (1835–36)
in the Istanbul University Library (TY 1595), but he offers
no further information about what form the work takes,
and I myself have not had the opportunity to consult it.
Mehmed ʿArif was only one of several Ottoman writers to
produce explicatory works on Vassaf’s much-admired but
floridly written h
 istory, the known cases ranging in date
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from the early eighteenth to the nineteenth century, and
in type from glossaries to translations. For a brief overview
of these works, see Merçil, “Vassâf”; and for discussion of
one example in particular—Ahmed Neyli Efendi’s Şerḥ-i
luġāt-ı Vaṣṣāf, a lexical commentary written in the second quarter of the eighteenth century—see Abdülkadir
Dağlar, “Vassâf Tarihi Şerhinden Hareketle Şerh Kaynakları
Meselesi,” Turkish Studies: International Periodical For the
Languages, Literature and History of Turkish or Turkic 2, 4
(Autumn 2007): 293–307.
34. I am grateful to Gülru Necipoğlu for bringing this point to
my attention. The Privy Chamber was actually a complex
of rooms in the northwest corner of the third court of the
Topkapı Palace. At its heart was the room that served until
the end of the sixteenth century as the sultan’s bedchamber
and thereafter as a shrine for relics, which it remains to
this day. The functions of the other areas are more difficult
to reconstruct, but, based on written and visual sources,
Necipoğlu has convincingly demonstrated that a private
library for the sultan was most probably located either
within or very near the Privy Chamber, and it is known
that readers were appointed to entertain the sultans during
or after mealtimes in the complex: see Gülru Necipoğlu,
Architecture, Ceremonial, and Power: The Topkapı Palace in
the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (New York, and Cambridge, Mass., 1991), 141–58, esp. 153. Although Necipoğlu’s
findings relate mainly to the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, it is likely that the practices of keeping and reading books in the Privy Chamber continued into the later
period. It should be noted that the library built in the third
court by Ahmed III in 1719 was tied to the Palace School,
and thereby to the Privy Chamber (see Barnette Miller, The
Palace School of Muhammad the Conqueror [Cambridge,
Mass., 1941], 68–69, 110–11), but although it housed certain
luxury royal manuscripts, including the famous copy of
the Sūrnāme-i Vehbī illustrated by Levni, the Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī is unlikely to have been among them, for it was never
stamped with Ahmed III’s seal. Indeed, the absence of any
Ottoman seal or ex libris in the manuscript could very well
be explained by its having been kept in a still more private
setting such as the Privy Chamber.
35. I am very grateful to the late Stuart Cary Welch, who was
fortunate enough to have examined the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī
before it was dismembered, for sharing with me his memories of how the inserts appeared when they were still part
of the book. He told me that “because they had been added
much later, and were disturbing to see, they were removed
with infinite care, and preserved.” Though the inserts may
have been treated with due care during and immediately
after their removal, they have not been so fortunate since,
as I discuss in my main text.
36. The only institution with more miniatures from the manuscript is the Tehran Museum of Modern Art, with ninetyone of the pictures as well as fragments of the text pages
(see n. 2 above). Stuart Cary Welch explained to me that
the inserts for these images were “presumably sent back to

Iran with the remains of the manuscript.” If this is indeed
the case, then the largest group of Mehmed ʿArif’s texts are
now to be found in Tehran.
37. Regarding the way in which the inserts are inventoried, see
the note at the start of the appendix.
38. Taking this anomaly into consideration, we are left with
thirty-seven summaries that are unaccounted for. Of these,
three may very well have been written on sheets that were
never affixed to the Metropolitan Museum’s folios to begin
with: those pertaining to the miniatures on fols. 123a, 342a,
and 404a. Each of these three paintings originally faced
another, and would therefore have been accompanied by
an insert inscribed on both sides; it may be that the relevant
insert was in each instance affixed to the folio bearing the
facing miniature, which is not among those kept at the
museum. One of the Met’s own inserts, 43b, is itself a case of
such a double-inscribed sheet: it was originally sandwiched
between the paintings on fols. 342b and 343a, though glued
only to the margin of the former. There is also the possibility that one or two of the summaries are absent because
they were, for some reason or other, affixed to facing text
pages in the same manner as 123vs (see n. 40 below), though
this is unlikely given the information communicated to me
by Stuart Cary Welch (see n. 42 below). While it is impossible to give a definitive count, the number of summaries
inexplicably missing from the Metropolitan Museum’s
holdings thus stands at about thirty-four, to which must
be added the sheet, insert 76b, that appears to have been
lost since being photographed for the museum’s records
(see n. 312 of the appendix).
39. I am grateful to Francesca Leoni and Britt Eilhardt for giving me access to the Metropolitan Museum’s collection of
inserts.
40. This insert is in the form of a long sideways pentagon, and is
further distinguished from the other forty sheets by having
originally been attached not to the page of the miniature it
accompanied, but to the facing folio; this was because the
painting extended beyond its borders in such a way as to
leave insufficient margin-space for the pasting of the insert
beside it. The image in question—which, in fact, is not in
the Metropolitan Museum, but in the Cleveland Museum
of Art—shows Rustam’s slaying of the White Demon, and
spills out into the margins on both sides; to the right, it
is Rakhsh’s hind that interrupts the field where the insert
would ordinarily have been stuck, while to the left, the
Demon’s cavern abode breaks out of the border in an
arcuate sweep (fig. 8). The result is an unusually elongated
composition with a distinct protrusion at its left, and it is
precisely this silhouette that is registered—albeit in mirror form—in the insert that originally faced the miniature.
Although, as earlier noted in the main text, the inserts can
never really have been meant as protective covers to the
pictures, the case of 123vs illustrates that there was at least
some notional attempt at rendering the sheets such that
each would seem to appropriately veil its pendant image.
41. See n. 38 above.
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42. Stuart Cary Welch shared with me his recollection that the
inserts had been “affixed with a narrow band of glue on the
left side of each”—left, that is, when they are viewed face
down (though see n. 40 above for an exception to this).
Dark traces of glue are visible in the reproduction of the
manuscript’s penultimate painting—The Assassination of
Khusraw Parviz (fol. 742b)—which appears in Welch, A
King’s Book of Kings, 185; and Mariani, The Shahnama of
Shah Tahmasp, 280.
43. See n. 40 above and n. 37 of the appendix.
44. Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 1:4, and appendix 2, p. 270. However, see also n. 40 above.
45. Stuart Cary Welch confirmed this fact, which I initially
deduced from the traces of glue on the inserts.
46. For discussion of the earlier examples, see Christiane Jacqueline Gruber, “The Prophet Muḥammad’s Ascension
(Mi‘rāj) in Islamic Art and Literature, ca. 1300–1600” (PhD
diss., University of Pennsylvania, 2005), 307–20.
47. Suppl. Turc 190.
48. For the Miʿrājnāma inserts, see Gruber, “The Prophet
Muḥammad’s Ascension,” appendix 3, 387–412. It is worth
mentioning two other manuscripts to which Ottoman
inserts were later added. The first—discussed by David
A. King in a forthcoming article that was kindly brought
to my attention by Eleanor Sims—is another profusely
illustrated book from the sultan’s collection, in this case
a mid-sixteenth-century Egyptian astrological treatise
in Arabic entitled al-Qānūn fī ’l-dunyā (Topkapı Palace
Museum Library, A. 6562). In about 1800—that is, about
the time that Mehmed ʿArif wrote his summaries—most
of the book’s many illustrations were provided with Ottoman captions, some written in the margins and others
on little paper inserts. Professor King was kind enough
to share with me a draft of his paper, which focuses on
a particular painting and its caption, and which will be
published in a forthcoming festschrift for Paul Walker.
The second example, and a particularly relevant one, is
the late-sixteenth-century Eckstein Shāhnāma, one of the
truncated Shāhnāmas mentioned above. In his study on
the manuscript, Will Kwiatkowski (Eckstein Shahnama,
11–12) notes that its miniatures have been overlaid with
sheets of European cream paper, which in some instances
bear seventeenth-century Ottoman texts describing the
facing pictures. Although superficially comparable to the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī inserts, the inscriptions added to these
two manuscripts are still very much unlike Mehmed ʿArif’s,
for reasons that will be discussed presently in the main text.
49. For illustrations of this practice, see Bağcı et al., Osmanlı
Resim Sanatı, figs. 117–21. Eleanor Sims was kind enough
to bring to my attention a case of a non-Ottoman book
that is similarly annotated: a large, untitled Timurid volume of Persian historical texts kept in the Topkapı Palace
Museum Library (B. 282). Most of the manuscript’s twenty
miniatures, which appear to have been done in or near
Shiraz in the early fifteenth century, were later provided
with Ottoman captions summarizing the illustrated sub-
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jects; these are written in red ink in the margin above the
picture, exactly as we find in the Persian-language Ottoman
chronicles. See Eleanor Sims, with a contribution by Tim
Stanley, “The Illustrations of Baghdad 282 in the Topkapı
Sarayı Library in Istanbul,” in Cairo to Kabul: Afghan and
Islamic Studies Presented to Ralph Pinder-Wilson, ed. Warwick Ball and Leonard Harrow (London, 2002), 222–23.
Another example of a non-Ottoman manuscript whose
margins were later inscribed with Turkish captions is the
richly illustrated copy of the Alexander romance made
for Alexios III Komnenos of Trebizond (r. 1349–90), taken
by the Ottomans following their conquest of that city in
1461 and now preserved at the Venice Hellenic Institute
(Codex Gr. 5). Probably added in the fifteenth or sixteenth
century, the Ottoman captions here are written in black
rather than red, the latter being the color of the Greek text,
and though they are generally brief, they serve to provide
an alternative narrative that is sometimes significantly at
odds with the original story. I owe my knowledge of these
captions to my colleague Merih Danalı, who presented
her research on them in a paper entitled “Interpreting at
the Margins: The Byzantine Alexander Romance and Its
Ottoman Commentator” (presented at the annual conference of the College Art Association, Los Angeles, February
25–28, 2009). For a facsimile of the manuscript showing the
Turkish inscriptions, see Pseudo-Callisthenes, The Greek
Alexander Romance, ed. Nicolette S. Trahoulias (Athens,
1997). For the purpose and effect of Ottoman captions more
generally, see n. 62 below.
50. Their ultimate effect on the reader, however, was probably not unlike that of more traditional captions: see n. 62
below.
51. These are merely Turkish auxiliary verbs that directly follow a verbal noun or compound of Arabic and/or Persian
derivation.
52. The one real exception to this is insert 7b (Appendix: 4).
Insert 51b (Appendix: 32) ends slightly after the depicted
moment, though in a manner that still clearly relates to the
miniature.
53. For the thorough education in Persian received by the
students of the palace school, see Elias Habesci, The
Present State of the Ottoman Empire, trans. from French
(London, 1784), 162–63; and Miller, Palace School, 109–10.
For Mehmed ʿArif’s own knowledge of Persian, see n. 30
above. Outside the palace too, educated Ottomans typically had a good enough understanding of Persian to read
the famous poetic works in that language: see John Carne,
Letters from the East: Written during a Recent Tour through
Turkey, Egypt, Arabia, the Holy Land, Syria, and Greece, 2
vols. (London, 1826), 1:36; and M. Şükrü Hanioğlu, A Brief
History of the Late Ottoman Empire (Princeton, N.J., and
Oxford, 2008), 38–40.
54. For these translations, which are conventionally titled
Şehnāme-i Türkī, see Orhan Şaik Gökyay, “Şehnâme ve
Türkçe Tercümeleri,” Yücel: Aylık Bilgi ve Kültür Mecmuası,
2nd ser., 4 (April 1950): 61–63, repr. in Orhan Şaik Gökyay,
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Destursuz Bağa Girenler (Istanbul, 1982), 45–49; and Osman
G. Özgüdenli, Encyclopaedia Iranica, online ed., s.v. “Šāhnāma. Translations i. Into Turkish,” last modified November 15, 2006, http://www.iranica.com/articles/sah-namatranslations-i-into-turkish. Of the Turkish translations, the
three most notable are the prose version produced by an
anonymous author in 1450–51 for Sultan Murad II (r. 1421–
51), the early-seventeenth-century version by Mehdi, also
in prose, for Osman II (r. 1618–22), and the verse version
written between 1501 and 1514 by Sharif Amidi for the Mamluk sultan al-Ghawri (r. 1501–16). Together with another
Ottoman prose version of unknown authorship and patronage, these three royally sponsored translations are the only
ones known to have illustrated copies, for which see Güner
İnal, “The Ottoman Interpretation of Firdausi’s Şahname,”
in Ars Turcica: Akten des VI. internationalen Kongresses für
türkische Kunst, München, vom 3. bis 7. September 1979, ed.
Klaus Kreiser et al., 3 vols. (Munich, 1987), 2:554–62; Serpil
Bağcı, “From Translated Word to Translated Image: The
Illustrated Şehnâme-i Türkî Copies,” Muqarnas 17 (2000):
162–76; Bağcı et al., Osmanlı Resim Sanatı, 94–96, 112–13,
216–18; Tülay Artan, “A Book of Kings Produced and Presented as a Treatise on Hunting,” Muqarnas 25 (2008):
317–21; Bağcı, “An Iranian Epic and an Ottoman Painter,”
2:421–50; Edwin Binney, Turkish Miniature Paintings and
Manuscripts from the Collection of Edwin Binney, 3rd, catalogue of an exhibition held at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, and the Los Angeles County Museum of
Art (New York and Los Angeles, 1973), 58–61, cat. no. 17;
R. Gottheil, “The Shahnâmeh in Turkish: An Illuminated
Manuscript in the Spencer Collection,” Bulletin of the New
York Public Library 36, 8 (1936): 8–11; and F. I. Abdullaeva,
“A Turkish Prose Version of Firdawsī’s Shāh-nāma in the
Manuscript Collection of the St. Petersburg State University
Library,” Manuscripta Orientalia: International Journal for
Oriental Manuscript Research 3, 2 (June 1997): 49–57.
Quite how unlike a true translation Mehmed ʿArif’s texts
are can be gauged by comparing them with actual Turkish
translations of the epic (for sources on which see the previous note). Mehdi’s rendering for Osman II, for example, is
in a far more sober and readable language than Mehmed
ʿArif’s summaries, recounting the episodes of the epic in
lucid and vivid terms. Pages from an illustrated copy of
this translation can be found reproduced, complete with
text, in Abdullaeva, “A Turkish Prose Version of Firdawsī’s
Shāh-nāma,” 49–57. Also notable in this regard is an incomplete and anonymous seventeenth-century prose translation known from a three-volume copy of 1,778 folios kept
at the Istanbul University Library (TY 6131–33). Copied in
1773, not long before our inserts were written, and illustrated with miniatures taken from earlier manuscripts, this
translation, too, is in a relatively straightforward language
that retells Firdawsi’s narrative clearly and fully, if not
always accurately, making much use of informal dialogue
and supplementary interpolations from other sources: the
overall result is very different from Mehmed ʿArif’s usually

56.

57.
58.
59.

60.
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hurried summaries. This text is currently being transliterated in a series of master’s theses—all with the main title
“(17. Yüzyılda Yapılmış) Mensur Şehnâme Tercümesi”—by
students of Marmara University, the first part completed
by Sadettin Şahin in 2000, and the most recent by Seval
Cav in 2010, bringing the transliteration up to fol. 573b. For
the manuscript’s paintings, see Serpil Bağcı, “Old Images
for New Texts and Contexts: Wandering Images in Islamic
Book Painting,” Muqarnas 21 (2004): 27.
The Shāhnāma’s status as one of the standard works of a
late Ottoman library is evidenced by the travel account
of mid-nineteenth-century Istanbul written by the welleducated British soldier Charles White. In a detailed and
informed chapter devoted to the topic of Ottoman book
culture, White gives a list of the typical volumes kept in an
Istanbul library, arranging it after the model of an Ottoman catalogue; the sixth item of the final part of the list,
which comprises works of belles-lettres, is the Shāhnāma
of Firdawsi. See Charles White, Three Years in Constantinople; or, Domestic Manners of the Turks in 1844, 3 vols.
(London, 1845), 2:160–75, esp. 173. For further illustrations
of the Shāhnāma’s importance in Ottoman culture and
consciousness, see nn. 54–55, 64, and 72 of the present
article.
I am grateful to Emine Fetvacı for emphasizing this point
to me.
For the miniature, see Dickson and Welch, Houghton
Shahnameh, 2: no. 46; and Mariani, The Shahnama of Shah
Tahmasp, 66.
For the miniature, see Dickson and Welch, Houghton
Shahnameh, 2: no. 69; and Mariani, The Shahnama of Shah
Tahmasp, 89. For further examples of the paintings’ influence on Mehmed ʿArif’s readings, see nn. 36, 49, and 134 of
the appendix.
To be sure, it would be wrong to characterize Mehmed
ʿArif’s texts as representing a mode of reading that can be
applied wholesale and unqualified to all illustrated Islamic
manuscripts. The inserts were, after all, products of a particular time and place, and contain much that is peculiar
to their milieu, as will presently become apparent. On a
basic and general level, however, the texts do indeed offer
several insights that may prove to be of wider utility, as
I hope to demonstrate in this article.
Such plain unillustrated copies of the Shāhnāma are well
represented in the Ottoman libraries of Istanbul (see also
n. 56 above). Exemplifying the chronological and qualitative range of these Shāhnāmas are three copies, two of
them dated, that are today in the Süleymaniye Library,
Istanbul. The earliest of these (Ayasofya, no. 3288) was,
according to its colophon, copied in Isfahan in 1457; it is
a fine manuscript with illuminated headings and a richly
painted shamsa roundel containing a dedication to Sultan
Mehmed the Conqueror (r. 1444–46, 1451–81), and as befits
its owner’s status, it came to be housed in the library built
by Mahmud I (r. 1730–54) in the Hagia Sophia. Whether
this royal copy was specially commissioned by the sultan,
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sent as a gift to him, or bought on the market before being
later provided with its shamsa is unclear. The other dated
copy (Esad Efendi, no. 2300) is a handsome but unremarkable manuscript produced in 1829–30 for a certain Nawwab
Amir-zada ʿAzam Muhammad Zaman Mirza, evidently a
Persian or Indian dignitary, from whose possession the
book must have found its way to the Ottoman capital by
some unknown means. The third, undated Shāhnāma
(Ayasofya, no. 3289) is a rather rough copy that is typical
of the sort of unfussy manuscript readily obtainable on
the open market, and was probably made in Iran after the
sixteenth century. Despite its workaday quality, this copy,
too, was among the holdings of the Hagia Sophia Library.
62. A similar argument is made by Serpil Bağcı (“From Translated Word to Translated Image,” 164–65) in relation to
the Ottoman practice of captioning miniature paintings:
“Ironic though it may seem, the text and its illustrations
can therefore appear as independent entities to be read
and interpreted in their own right, as representing different
branches of artistic production. That there exists a difference between reading a text and deciphering or reading
illustrations should have been in the minds of the artist
and the audience at the time, for, in order to aid the reader,
short notes about the story reproduced were at times added
on the edges of the illustrations .… Like the paintings
themselves, these notes were abbreviated versions of the
stories in the text. In most instances, they were not entirely
dependent on the text, but related to a tradition which had
the same cultural roots as the text. Either the owner or a
person who sought to make the painting more understandable for a potential reader, owner, or client, would write a
brief statement giving the subject matter of the painting. At
other times, the note on the margin might be a summary of
the story or an incident in the story which was illustrated.
These notes suggest that the paintings had their own say
in a manuscript.”
63. These borrowings include words of Arabic as well as of Persian origin. Among the examples I noted are: ḳalb-i sipāh
(insert 40b) from qalb-i sipah (Abū al-Qāsim Firdawsī,
Shākh-nāme: Kriticheskii tekst, ed. E. E. Bertel’sa et al., 9
vols. [Moscow, 1960–71], 4:195, couplet 1273); and ġār,
bizişkān, and maġz (insert 123vs) from ghār, pizishkān, and
maghz (Firdawsī, Shākh-nāme, 2:105–6, couplets 548 and
553).
64. It is known from Evliya Çelebi’s mid-seventeenth-century
description of the coffeehouses of Bursa that the Shāhnāma
was among the meddāḥs’ repertoire. Evliya mentions a
storyteller who was particularly famed for his renditions
of the epic: “And in [reciting] the Shāhnāma of Firdawsi
of Tus, the storyteller Şerif Çelebi was as Firdawsi himself,
such that they [his audience], like the very angels of Paradise (firdevs), would sit amazed at his sunray-like tales;
he was a captivating gentleman.” (Ve meddāḥ Şerīf Çelebi
Şāhnāme-i Firdevs[ī]-i Ṭūsī’de gūyā Firdevsī kendi idi kim
firdevs melekleri gibi pençe-i āfitāb ḳıṣṣasına oturup ḥayrān
ḳalırlardı; tesḥīr ṣāḥibi çelebi idi.) See Evliyā Çelebi, Evliya
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Çelebi Seyahatnâmesi, ed. Orhan Şaik Gökyay et al., 10 vols.
(Istanbul, 1996–2007), 2:18; Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall,
trans., Narrative of Travels in Europe, Asia, and Africa, in the
Seventeenth Century, by Evliya Efendi, 2 vols. (London, 1834–
50), 2:13, where the relevant section is paraphrased into
English; Erbil Göktaş, “Evliya Çelebi Seyahat-nâme’sindeki
Mukallit, Mudhik, Kıssahan ve Meddahlar,” Güzel Sanatlar Enstitüsü Dergisi 5 (1999): 49–50; and Suraiya Faroqhi,
Subjects of the Sultan: Culture and Daily Life in the Ottoman
Empire (London and New York, 2000), 219, where, however,
Şerif Çelebi is misnamed. Some sense of how Şerif Çelebi
and other meddāḥs might have recited the Shāhnāma is
given to us by the anonymous seventeenth-century Turkish translation of the epic that is today kept in the Istanbul
University Library (for which see n. 55 above).
65. It is known from written sources and from extant artworks
that large-format miniature paintings—single-leaf images
and manuscript illustrations alike—were used in the Ottoman Empire, as in other Islamic and Asian cultures, for
recitations by story- and fortune-tellers: see Nurhan Atasoy,
“Illustrations Prepared for Display during Shahname Recitations,” in The Memorial Volume of the Vth International
Congress of Iranian Art & Archaeology: Tehran–Isfahan–
Shiraz, 11th–18th April 1968, ed. M. Y. Kiani and A. Tajvidi, 2
vols. (Tehran, 1972), 2:262–72; Banu Mahir, “A Group of 17th
Century Paintings Used for Picture Recitation,” in Art turc:
Actes. 10ème Congrès international d’art turc, Genève, 17–23
septembre 1995 = Turkish Art: Proceedings; 10th International
Congress of Turkish Art, Geneva, 17–23 September 1995, ed.
François Déroche et al. (Geneva, 1999), 443–55; and Massumeh Farhad and Serpil Bağcı, eds., Falnama: The Book
of Omens, catalogue of an exhibition held at the Sackler
Gallery (Washington, D.C., 2009).
66. I am grateful to András Riedlmayer for first suggesting this
to me. Sources demonstrate that the sultans of preceding
centuries had books read to them in the Privy Chamber (see
n. 34 above). An interesting record of the sultans’ consumption of images, meanwhile, is provided by a source closer to
our period, a rūznāme (journal) kept between 1774 and 1775
documenting the movements of Abdülhamid I (r. 1774–89).
The entry for 24 Jumada I 1188 (August 1, 1774) describes
the sultan’s reposing at the so-called Pool Pavilion (Ḥavuż
Ḳasrı) by drinking coffee and viewing royal portraits—both
of himself and of his predecessors—brought there specifically for the purpose. (Ḥavuż Ḳasrı’nda istirāḥat içün bir
miḳdār ārām ḳaḥve nūş, merḥūm ḫüdāvend-i sābıḳ Sulṭān
Maḥmūd Ḫān ve Sulṭān ʿOs̱mān Ḫān ve Sulṭān Muṣṭafā
Ḫān Efendilerimiziñ Ḫazīne-i Hümāyūn’da muḥāfaẓa olan
taṣvīrlerini ḥużūra ʿarż ve temāşā buyrulduḳda taṣnīʿ ü taṣvīr
etdirdiği muṣavverlerini getirilüp temāşādan soñra …). See
Muṣṭafā Aġa, “Abdülhamid I. Hakkında 8 Aylık Ruznâme
(1188:1774/1775),” ed. Necati Öndikmen (undergraduate [?]
thesis, Istanbul University, 1952), 9. This fascinating entry
gives us some idea of how the sultans, in their private
settings and among their closest circles, would view and
presumably discuss images. The place called Ḥavuż Ḳasrı
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was, according to other entries in the journal (Muṣṭafā
Aġa, “Ruznâme,” 12, 20, 27, 29, 32), located in the Ṣofa-ı
Hümāyūn, the Fourth Court of the Topkapı Palace, though
I have not been able to identify it with any of the pavilions
that are found there and called by other names; it is perhaps to be interpreted as the arcaded portico that borders
the court’s large marble pool. The suggestion that elite
groups discussed scenes from the Shāhnāma with the aid
of images has also been made by Marianna Shreve Simpson
with regard to a much earlier, non-Ottoman context. Analyzing the famous late-twelfth-century minaʾi (enameled
fritware) beaker with scenes from the narrative of Bizhan
and Manizha (Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., Purchase F1928.2), Simpson hypothesizes that the beaker was
used—both drunk from and looked at—during festive aristocratic recitals of the story. See Marianna Shreve Simpson,
“The Narrative Structure of a Medieval Iranian Beaker,” Ars
Orientalis 12 (1981): 15–24, esp. 22.
67. Significant in this regard is the extensive work done by
the neuroscientist Matthew Lieberman on the emotionally beneficial effects of putting one’s thoughts and feelings
down in writing: see Matthew D. Lieberman et al., “Putting
Feelings into Words: Affect Labeling Disrupts Amygdala
Activity in Response to Affective Stimuli,” Psychological
Science 18, 5 (2007): 421–28; and Matthew D. Lieberman,
“Why Symbolic Processing of Affect Can Disrupt Negative Affect: Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience
Investigations,” in Social Neuroscience: Toward Understanding the Underpinnings of the Social Mind, ed. Alexander
Todorov, Susan T. Fiske, and Deborah A. Prentice (Oxford
and New York, 2011), 188–209. Lieberman’s findings have
been widely reported in the media, where the phenomenon
he describes has been dubbed “the Bridget Jones effect.”
An article in Times Online quotes Lieberman as saying,
“Our hypothesis is [that putting feelings into words] is an
unintentional form of emotion regulation. The way we’ve
approached this is by looking at the brain, because if you
ask people they don’t think that putting feelings into words
serves much of a regulatory function. But when you look
at the brain it looks a whole lot like emotion regulation is
going on when people put emotions into words.” He continues, “I think that diaries probably serve as a form of daily
regulation for those individuals [who keep them].…Our
suspicion is that it’s probably more effective to the extent
you use more abstract language, rather than truly vivid
emotional language that might be reactivating the negative experience.” Mark Henderson, “Feel Upset? Writing
It Down Helps You to Calm Down, Scientists Say,” Times
Online, February 15, 2009, http://www.timesonline.co.uk/
tol/news/science/article5739285.ece. It is interesting—and
relevant to my own argument—that the cathartic effect
Lieberman analyzes seems to be most powerful when the
party benefitting from it is least conscious of the process
underway.
68. For primary sources on Selim III’s life and reign, see İsmail
Hakkı Uzunçarşılı, ed., “Topkapı Sarayı Arşivi 4819: Üçüncü

Sultan Selim Zamanında Yazılmış Dış Ruznâmesinden
1206/1791 ve 1207/1792 Senelerine Âit Vekayi,” Belleten 37,
148 (1973): 607–62; Aḥmed Fāʾiz Efendi, Rūznāme; [Aḥmed
Fāʾiz Efendi,] “III. Selim Devri,” in Saray Günlüğü (25 Aralık
1802–24 Ocak 1809), ed. Mehmet Ali Beyhan (Istanbul, 2007),
109–201; Dihḳānīzāde ʿUbeydu’llāh Ḳuşmānī, Nizâm-ı
Cedîd’e dair bir Risâle: Zebîre-i Kuşmânî fî Ta‘rîf-i Nizâm-ı
İlhâmî, ed. Ömer İşbilir (Ankara, 2006); Meḥmed ʿĀrif,
“Tüfengçi-başı Ârif Efendi Tarihçesi,” 379–443; Georg Ogulukian, Georg Oğulukyan’ın Ruznamesi: 1806–1810 İsyanları:
III. Selim, IV. Mustafa, II. Mahmud ve Alemdar Mustafa
Paşa, trans. and ed. Hrand D. Andreasyan (Istanbul, 1972);
Aḥmed ʿĀṣim, Tārīḫ-i ʿĀṣim, 2 vols. (Istanbul, n.d. [1867]);
Cābī ʿÖmer Efendi, Câbî Târihi (Târîh-i Sultân Selîm-i Sâlis
ve Mahmûd-i Sânî): Tahlîl ve Tenkidli Metin, ed. Mehmet Ali
Beyhan, 2 vols. (Ankara, 2003), 1:1–179; and Cevdet, Tārīḫ,
4:234–8:311. For secondary literature, see Ahmet Rasim,
İstiʿbāddan ḥākimiyyet-i milliyyeye (Istanbul, 1923) (available in a modern Turkish rendering as Osmanlı’da Batışın
Üç Evresi: III. Selim, II. Mahmut, Abdülmecit, trans. and ed.
H. V. Velidedeoğlu [Istanbul, 1989]); Necati Elgin, Üçüncü
Sultan Selim (Ilhâmî) (Konya, 1959); Thomas Naff, “Reform
and the Conduct of Ottoman Diplomacy in the Reign of
Selim III, 1789–1807,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 83, 3 (August–September 1963): 295–315; Ahmet Cevat
Eren, Selim III.’ün Biyografisi (Istanbul, 1964); Stanford J.
Shaw, Between Old and New: The Ottoman Empire under
Sultan Selim III, 1789–1807 (Cambridge, 1971); Sipahi Çataltepe, 19. Yüzyıl Başlarında Avrupa Dengesi ve Nizam-ı Cedid
Ordusu (Istanbul, 1997); Virginia Aksan, The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (henceforth EI2) (Leiden, 1960–2005),
s.v. “Selīm III”; Hanioğlu, Late Ottoman Empire, 6–56; İlber
Ortaylı et al., Bir Reformcu, Şair ve Müzisyen: Sultan III.
Selim Han, catalogue of an exhibition held at the Topkapı
Palace Museum in 2008–9 (Istanbul, 2008); Seyfi Kenan,
ed., III. Selim ve Dönemi: Nizâm-ı Kadîm’den Nizam-ı Cedîd’e
= Selim III and His Era: From Ancient Régime to New Order
(Istanbul, 2010); and Coşkun Yılmaz, ed., III. Selim: İki Asrın
Dönemecinde İstanbul = İstanbul [sic] at a Turning Point
between Two Centuries (Istanbul, 2010).
69. For a late Ottoman understanding of Selim’s role in initiating the major reforms of the nineteenth century, see Ahmet
Rasim, İstiʿbāddan ḥākimiyyet-i milliyyeye, whose title, significantly, translates as “From Despotism to National Sovereignty.” As mentioned in n. 68, the work is also available
in a modern Turkish rendering as Osmanlı’da Batışın Üç
Evresi.
70. Indeed, Mehmed ʿArif was only one of several Ottomans
who felt compelled to record the turbulent events surrounding Selim’s reign. Among the other works of contemporary history from this period is a treatise written
in support of the Niẓām-ı Cedīd by a rather mysterious
figure named Dihkanizade ʿUbeydu’llah Kuşmani, a selfproclaimed “dervish traveler” whose traceable activities
date between 1790 and 1806. For a transliteration and discussion of his work, see Ḳuşmānī, Nizâm-ı Cedîd’e dair bir
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Risâle. Also significant in this regard is the journal kept
in Armenian between 1806 and 1810 by a certain Georg
Ogulukian, an Armenian-Ottoman native of Istanbul who
worked as an official in the Imperial Mint. Though often
romanticized, his writings are an important source on the
series of rebellions that plagued the Empire during these
years. For a Turkish translation and discussion of his work,
see Ogulukian, Ruzname.
71. For the Shāhnāma as a work of history, see Julie Scott Meisami, “The Past in Service of the Present: Two Views of History in Medieval Persia,” Poetics Today 14, 2 (Summer 1993):
247–75. See also the following note.
72. Indeed, passages from the epic were frequently quoted
or paraphrased in much later didactic and historical
works, for discussion of which see Julie Scott Meisami,
“The Šâh-nâma as Mirror for Princes: A Study in Reception,” in Pand-o Sokhan: Mélanges offerts à Charles-Henri
de Fouchécour, ed. Christophe Balaÿ, Claire Kappler, and
Živa Vesel (Tehran, 1995), 265–73. A revealing example
from the Ottoman context is provided by the first version
of the history of the Ottoman dynasty written by HasanBeyzade Ahmed Pasha (d. 1636–37). After describing the
death in 1622 of the erstwhile grand vizier Kara Davud
Pasha—executed for bringing about the murder of the
newly deposed Osman II—Hasan-Beyzade interpolates a
fairly long digression that, as Gabriel Piterberg notes, is
clearly based on Firdawsi’s apocryphal story of the foundation of the Sasanian dynasty, itself a synthesis of earlier
sources. Hasan-Beyzade’s retelling focuses on the wise and
selfless actions of a certain vizier (recast from Firdawsi’s
original figure of a priest) who dedicated himself to ensuring the fledgling dynasty’s success and continuation. It is
clear, as Piterberg discusses, that Hasan-Beyzade is using
the exemplary conduct of this Sasanian vizier to provide a
moralizing contrast to the deplorable behavior of his negative Ottoman counterpart, Kara Davud Pasha. See Gabriel
Piterberg, An Ottoman Tragedy: History and Historiography
at Play (Berkeley, 2003), 101–6.
73. Something similar may have been happening almost contemporaneously in Iran, where it seems that the so-called
Great Mongol Shāhnāma (discussed presently in the main
text) was reworked by the Qajars as part of a more general
effort to revive interest in Firdawsi’s epic, an endeavor that
was principally literary in aim but which may also have
had a political dimension. See Bloom, “The Great Mongol
Shahnama,” 25–34.
74. For an example of another Ottoman writer who drew connections between the events of the Shāhnāma and those
of his own time, see n. 72 above.
75. See Oleg Grabar and Sheila S. Blair, Epic Images and Contemporary History: The Illustrations of the Great Mongol
Shahnama (Chicago and London, 1980). For a rather overzealous interpretation along the same track, see Abolala
Soudavar, “The Saga of Abu-Sa‘id Bahādor Khān. The
Abu-Sa‘idnāmé,” in The Court of the Il-khans, 1290–1340,
ed. Julian Raby and Teresa Fitzherbert, Oxford Studies in

76.

77.
78.

79.

80.

81.

273

Islamic Art 12 (Oxford, 1994), 95–218. In a later article on
the manuscript, Blair somewhat distances herself from
her earlier stance, writing that she is “less convinced now
than…26 years ago by the whole reading of epic images as
contemporary history, for the argument skips the question
of intended audience. Who would have seen the manuscript and appreciated its visual references?” Sheila S. Blair,
“Rewriting the History of the Great Mongol Shahnama,”
in Shahnama: The Visual Language of the Persian Book of
Kings, ed. Robert Hillenbrand (Aldershot, 2004), 47. However, as I seek to demonstrate in the main text of the present essay, a manuscript did not require a large viewership
to be topically and politically charged. Rather than being
considered items of propaganda designed to convince an
outside audience, such works are, in my opinion, better
understood as reflexive exercises, vehicles by which small
elite groups re-presented to themselves a worldview that
they already held. The impulses behind such reflexive
behavior are discussed in my main text.
See Hillenbrand, “Iconography of the Shāh-nāma-yi
Shāhī,” 53–78. For a similarly topical interpretation of the
Shāhnāmas that were commissioned by the Timurids, see
Eleanor Sims, “The Illustrated Manuscripts of Firdausī’s
Shāhnāma Commissioned by Princes of the House of
Tīmūr,” Ars Orientalis 22 (1992): 43–68.
For another prized royal Persian work that has undergone
a different sort of Ottomanization, see n. 84 below.
As such, the notes belong to a very long and widespread
tradition in Islamic literary culture, for many categories
of book produced in the Muslim world—from Korans to
scientific manuals—include such marginal addenda, usually written, as in Mehmed ʿArif’s inserts, at an angle to the
main text.
An interesting record of Mehmed ʿArif’s own experiences
of courtly gift-giving is provided by the rūznāme (journal)
kept by Ahmed Faʾiz Efendi, Selim III’s privy secretary. In
the entry for 29 Dhu ’l-Qaʿda 1210 (June 4, 1796), we learn
that Mehmed ʿArif was sent by the sultan to the grand vizier
with an imperial decree and the gift of a dagger, and that
upon delivering these items to the vizier, he was himself
rewarded with a sable coat and fifteen kīses (one kīse being
a sum of 500 ġuruş or piasters). See Aḥmed Fāʾiz Efendi,
Rūznāme, 220.
For this list, see Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh,
2: no. 137, where it can be read in the Persian text immediately above the painting, and where it is translated into
English in the facing narrative summary. In their monumental translation of the epic, the brothers Arthur and
Edmond Warner construe the “two hundred” as applying
only to the word khazz (which they translate as “beaver
skins” rather than “silks”), though it can also be understood
as quantifying the brocades too. See Arthur George Warner
and Edmond Warner, trans., The Sháhnáma of Firdausí, 9
vols. (London, 1905–25), 3:28.
Indeed, the second line of our couplet can also be found
quoted in the last Ottoman prose sūrnāme (festival book),
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the Peyām-ı Sūr, an account of the festivities held in 1858
to mark the marriages of two of Sultan Abdülmecid’s
daughters. In describing the splendor of the festival decorations, the work’s author, Nafiʿ, repeats Firdawsi’s words
for their general eulogistic effect rather than in reference
to their original context: Felek güft aḥsent, melek güft
zih (“The heavens cried: ‘Excellent!’ the angels: ‘Good!,’ ”
as translated in Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:181).
See ʿAbdü’n-Nāfiʿ ʿİffet Efendi, “Mensur Sûrnâmeler’in
Son Örneği: Nâfi‘ Sûrnâmesi (Peyâm-ı Sûr),” ed. Mehmet
Arslan, in Osmanlı Edebiyat-Tarih-Kültür Makaleleri (Istanbul, 2000), 480. One of the reasons for the couplet’s more
general fame was the prominent mention it receives in the
Shāhnāma’s Baysunghurid preface, which tells the legend
of how Firdawsi, after impressing Mahmud of Ghazna with
a recitation of the lines describing Rustam’s discharging of
the arrow, was visited in a dream by Rustam, who revealed
to him the location of some buried treasure. See Warner
and Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:109.
82. I myself have been unable to determine how Mehmed ʿArif
came to locate Daghu as he did. Firdawsi gives no indication of its proximity or otherwise to Ribad, and the only
other references to it that I have found are in the index
to Warner and Warner’s translation, where it is called a
“desert in Turkistán,” and in Steingass’s and Dehkhoda’s
غ
dictionaries (s.v. )د ��و�ی, which respectively describe it as
a “forest” and as a “desert hunting-ground” featured in the
Shāhnāma. As for Ribad, although more readily identifiable (s.v. “Raibad” in Warner and Warner’s index), it is a
place name with numerous variants and several overlapping denotations, for discussion of which see A. V. Williams Jackson, From Constantinople to the Home of Omar
Khayyam: Travels in Transcaucasia and Northern Persia for
Historic and Literary Research (New York, 1911), 211–12, esp.
the accompanying footnotes. See also n. 62 of the appendix.
83. The very same discrepancy was noted rather more recently
by Warner and Warner (Sháhnáma, 3:14).
84. I am grateful to David Roxburgh for bringing this point
to my attention. Notable in this regard is the calligraphy
album made for Baysunghur that passed into Ottoman
possession in the late sixteenth century, perhaps—like the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī—as one of the gifts sent by Tahmasp to
Selim in 1568. The Ottomans reworked this album at least
twice during their ownership of it, the first time in about
1600, and the second, during the reign of Abdülhamid II
(r. 1876–1909). Though substantial, neither reworking
sought to change the basic Timurid constitution of the
album; on the contrary, much effort was made to maintain the records of its provenance, particularly those
explicitly connected to Baysunghur, who had earned the
reputation of a model patron and connoisseur. As well as
being another work whose value the Ottomans reaffirmed
by refurbishing it, the calligraphy album also bears witness to the Ottomans’ concern for revealing rather than
obscuring the chain of transmission through which such
works passed, an approach already noted above in relation
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to Mehmed ʿArif. For the Baysunghur album and its reception by the Ottomans, see Roxburgh, Persian Album, 76–83.
This is noted by Dickson and Welch (Houghton Shahnameh,
2: nos. 91, 93–94, 100, 105–7, 111), though they offer no suggestion as to why Kavus’s face and hands may have been
vandalized in this curious fashion. In their updating of an
article originally written for The Grove Dictionary of Art by
Diane Apostolos-Cappadona, Sheila Blair and Jonathan
Bloom state that “Kay Kavus, a major but unpopular figure in the Shāhnāma, has probably been painted black to
underscore his foolish character”: The Grove Encyclopedia of
Islamic Art and Architecture (Oxford and New York, 2009),
s.v. “Iconoclasm.” There are, however, a good many unpopular and foolish figures depicted in the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī,
and it is not easy to explain why Kavus should have been
singled out in this way. Dick Davis offers a more cautious
and considered explanation for the detail: “Why this [blacking out] should have been done is a mystery: Kavus is a very
unsatisfactory king, and it may be that some royal personage was recording his irritation with Kavus’s bad example.
Or perhaps a partisan of Rostam, who is shabbily treated
by Kavus, felt enraged enough to deface the manuscript
in this way.” Dick Davis, trans., Fathers and Sons: Stories
from the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, Volume II (Washington,
D.C., 2000), 11. Whatever the reasons may have been, this
alteration of Kavus must have been carried out well before
Mehmed ʿArif’s time, as he takes it to be the work of the
original artist.
Most of Mehmed ʿArif’s editorial decisions are extremely
sound from a storytelling perspective. Indeed, in summarizing insert 72b (Appendix: 38), Mehmed ʿArif omits the
very details left out by Davis in his translation and Welch
and Dickson in their summary of the same events.
An example of such an approach is the analysis of Firdawsi’s
representation of the Turks by Tadeusz Kowalski, who
argues that Firdawsi based his portrayal of the Turanians
on firsthand knowledge of the contemporary Turkic peoples he encountered in Khurasan. Because these peoples
had to a large extent been Persianized, Kowalski tells us,
“the Turks represented by Firdawsī…displayed few idiosyncratic traits—so much so that his Turks did not greatly
differ from Iranians.” See Tadeusz Kowalski, “The Turks in
the Shāh-nāma,” in The Turks in the Early Islamic World,
ed. C. Edmund Bosworth (Aldershot, 2007), 121–43, esp. 122.
But is it not more likely that this overlap reflects precisely a
lack of concern on Firdawsi’s part for the kinds of literalist
ethnic characterizations that Kowalski seeks to trace in the
Shāhnāma?
This lack of a clear-cut dichotomy between the Iranians
and Turanians is hardly surprising given that the two
races are presented as having a common ancestor in Faridun. Furthermore, one of the great shahs of the epic, Kay
Khusraw, is himself born of a Turanian mother, the daughter of Afrasiyab: see Şener Aktürk, “Representations of the
Turkic Peoples in the Shahnameh and the Greco-Roman
Sources,” Akademik Araştırmalar Dergisi 8, 29 (May–July
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2006): 15–26; and Cemal Kafadar, “A Rome of One’s Own:
Reflections on Cultural Geography and Identity in the
Lands of Rum,” Muqarnas 24 (2007): 21–22n4.
See Djalal Khaleghi-Motlagh, Encyclopaedia Iranica (London and Boston, 1982–), s.v. “Ferdowsī, Abu’l-Qāsem.”
Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:107.
That the figures wear Safavid headdresses is noted in
Welch, A King’s Book of Kings, 84; and Dickson and Welch,
Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 6.
Despite his criticism of others’ more favorable accounts of
the shah, Mehmed ʿArif was certainly not alone in thinking so ill of Khusraw Parviz, even at such a late date. In a
fascinating footnote in his History of Persia, Sir John Malcolm, the British governor of Bombay from 1826 to 1830,
describes an exchange he had with an Iranian in 1800 while
encamped near the Qarasu River in Western Iran, Parviz’s
reported location upon receiving Muhammad’s letter: “I
remarked…that the banks [of the river] were very high,
which must make it difficult to apply its waters to irrigation. ‘It once fertilized the whole country,’ said the zealous Mahomedan: ‘but its channel sunk with horror from
its banks, when that madman, Khoosroo, threw our holy
Prophet’s letter into its stream; which has ever since been
accursed and useless.’ ” John Malcolm, The History of Persia,
from the Most Early Period to the Present Time: Containing
an Account of the Religion, Government, Usages, and Character of the Inhabitants of That Kingdom, rev. ed., 2 vols.
(London, 1829), 1:126n.
Though not as enthusiastic as Mehmed ʿArif’s, mention
and praise of Omar is also found in Firdawsi’s text (or at
least in versions of it), so that the Safavid illustration itself
becomes a sort of corrective commentary on the part of the
subjective reader. See Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 9:72,
76, 121.
A comparable kind of Ottomanization, this time on the
level of production, can be seen in the text and images of
certain Turkish translations of the Shāhnāma, as discussed
by İnal, “Ottoman Interpretation of Firdausi’s Şahname,”
2:554–62, and Bağcı, “From Translated Word to Translated
Image,” 162–76.
It is a feature more generally of the latter part of the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī that its rate of illustration decreases: see
Hillenbrand, “Iconography of the Shāh-nāma-yi Shāhī,” 63.
About 800 couplets versus 550, the corresponding summaries being 247 and 1,025 words respectively.
Translated by me from Meḥmed ʿĀrif, “Tüfengçi-başı Ârif
Efendi Tarihçesi,” 380–81.
Numerous sources exist to attest the actual existence of
Mazdak and his religion: see Abū Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn
Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, The Sāsānids, the Byzantines, the Lakhmids,
and Yemen, trans. and ed. C. E. Bosworth, vol. 5 of The History of al-Ṭabarī (Albany, 1999), 132–35, 148–49, 155–57;
Niẓām al-Mulk, The Book of Government or Rules for Kings:
The Siyar al-Muluk or Siyasat-nama of Nizam al-Mulk,
trans. Hubert Darke, 2nd ed. (London and Boston, 1978),
190–206; David Shea and Anthony Troyer, trans. and ed.,
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The Dabistán, or School of Manners (= Dabistān-i maẕāhib),
3 vols. (Paris, 1843), 1:372–78, including passages quoted
from the probably spurious Mazdakite book Disnād; Theodor Nöldeke, “Ueber Mazdak und die Mazdakiten,” in Abū
Jaʿfar Muḥammad ibn Jarīr al-Ṭabarī, Geschichte der Perser
und Araber zur Zeit der Sasaniden, trans. and ed. Theodor
Nöldeke (Leiden, 1879), 455–67; Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia: From the Earliest Times until Firdawsí
(London, 1908), 166–72; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma,
7:188; Ehsan Yarshater, “Mazdakism,” in The Cambridge History of Iran, ed. Yarshater, vol. 3, pt. 2, Seleucid, Parthian
and Sasanian Periods (Cambridge, 1983), 991–1024; Patricia
Crone, “Kavād’s Heresy and Mazdak’s Revolt,” Iran: Journal
of the British Institute of Persian Studies 29 (1991): 21–42; and
M. Guidi [M. Morony], EI2, s.v. “Mazdak.” For the minority
view that Mazdak was a figure invented for propagandistic purposes, see H. Gaube, “Mazdak: Historical Reality or
Invention?” Studia Iranica 11 (1982): 111–22.
99. Mehmed ʿArif was not alone in the improbable belief that
Mazdak’s tenets were taken up by European revolutionaries: the same view is expressed by the Iranian pan-Islamist
Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897) in his Persian essay “Refutation of the Materialists” (1880–81). Al-Afghani dubs Mazdak a naturalist (nīcharī, from the Urdu nēcharī, a term
first applied—usually disparagingly—to the controversial Indian Muslim reformer Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan [d.
1898]), and he goes on to say that the heresiarch’s teachings
survived his demise and spread among heretical groups
in the Islamic world, to be appropriated later by Voltaire
and Rousseau—fathers of the French Revolution—and
thus inherited by contemporary socialists, communists,
and nihilists. See Sayyid Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, “Refutation of the Materialists,” trans. Nikki R. Keddie and Hamid
Algar, in Nikki R. Keddie, An Islamic Response to Imperialism: Political and Religious Writings of Sayyid Jamāl ad-Dīn
“al-Afghānī” (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1968), 130–74, esp.
155–60. It is unclear whether al-Afghani arrived independently at his conclusions or was relating a more widespread belief of which Mehmed ʿArif’s statement is an
earlier manifestation. In favor of the latter possibility is
the fact that the Ottoman report on the French Revolution
written in 1798 by Ahmed ʿAtıf Efendi (for which see the
following note) anticipates al-Afghani’s essay by presenting Voltaire and Rousseau as the materialist and heretical
founders of the French Revolution, though no mention is
made here of Mazdak. As Christoph Neumann has shown,
al-Afghani’s essay, which was translated into Arabic and
Turkish shortly after being written, seems in turn to have
inspired Ahmed Cevdet Pasha, who penned a short piece
that similarly describes modern socialism, communism,
and nihilism as being heirs to Mazdakism, since all promote the sharing of property and women. Summing up his
argument, Cevdet Pasha writes, “In short, the Mazdakite
creed, having originated in Iran, later transformed in the
countries of Islam into the doctrines of heretical Batinite
groups, cloaking itself above all in Alevism. It subsequently
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went to Europe and, disguising itself in Frankish terms,
assumed such names as Communism, Socialism, and Nihilism.” (El-ḥāṣıl Īrān’da ẓuhūr eden Merdekī [sic] mesleki
ṣoñra memālik-i İslāmiyyede Bāṭıniyyeden olan fıraḳ-ı
ḍālle meẕāhibine münḳalib olmuşdur ve eks̱eriyyā ʿAlevīlik
fırḳasına bürünmüşdür. Baʿdehu Avrupa’ya gidip elbise-i
ṣadā-yı efrenciyye telebbüs ederek Ḳomünizm ve Sosyalist Nihlist gibi nāmlar taḳınmışdır.) See Aḥmed Cevdet
Pasha, “Ahmet Cevdet Paşa’nın Sosyalizme dair Makalesi,”
in Türkiye’de Sosyalizmin Tarihine Katkı, ed. A. Cerrahoğlu
(Istanbul, 1975), 487–99, esp. 494–99; and Christoph
K. Neumann, “Mazdak, nicht Marx: Frühe osmanische
Wahrnehmungen von Kommunismus und Sozialismus,”
in Türkische Wirtschafts- und Sozialgeschichte (1071–1920):
Akten des IV. Internationalen Kongresses, München 1986, ed.
Hans Georg Majer and Raoul Motika (Wiesbaden, 1995),
222–24. Despite their strikingly modern application, these
references to the supposed survival of Mazdakism in fact
come out of a much older Islamic tradition that held various “heretical” sects to be descended from this pre-Islamic
religion. Among the maligned groups were the Ismailis,
portrayed as Mazdakites by Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092); the
Alevis and Kızılbaş, as accused by Cevdet Pasha; and,
reflecting the extraordinary tenacity of the topos, even the
nineteenth-century Babis. See Niẓām al-Mulk, Book of Government, 206–39; Browne, A Literary History of Persia, 172,
312–13; Cevdet, “Sosyalizme dair Makale,” 496–97; and Neumann, “Mazdak, nicht Marx,” 222–23. While such beliefs
clearly had more basis in prejudice than in fact, we do have
evidence from a less biased source as to the continued existence of Mazdakites in the Islamic period. The Dabistān-i
maẕāhib, a Persian account of South Asian religions written in the mid-seventeenth century by an author whose
identity remains disputed, records that Mazdak’s followers
could be found at that time secretly practicing their religion among the Muslims. This claim may hold some weight,
since the book’s author is in general both well informed
and remarkably nonjudgmental in his descriptions. Indeed,
not only does he stop short of identifying the Mazdakites
with any of the “heretical” groups usually associated with
them, but he also quotes extensively from a book of Mazdak’s teachings, which, he says, was shown to him by followers of the religion. Though the book, called the Disnād,
was probably spurious, our author’s claim to have been
shown it by contemporary Mazdakites should not be dismissed outright. See Shea and Troyer, Dabistán, 1:378, and
the preceding note of the present article. It is interesting
to observe that in Europe, too, the Jacobins’ detractors
accused them of being only the most recent manifestation
of a much older cultic tradition—in this case including the
Templars and Masons—bent on destroying Church and
Crown: see, for example, Abbé Barruel, Memoirs, Illustrating the History of Jacobinism, trans. Robert Clifford, 2nd ed.,
4 vols. (London, 1798).
100. For Ottoman and Arab responses to the French Revolution
and occupation of Egypt, see Uzunçarşılı, “Dış Ruznâme,”

650–51; Aḥmed ʿĀṭıf Efendi, “Muvāzene-i politiḳaya dāʾir
Reʾīsü’l-Küttāb ʿĀṭıf Efendi’niñ lāyiḥası,” in Cevdet, Tārīḫ,
6:394–401 (partially translated into English in Bernard
Lewis, “The Impact of the French Revolution on Turkey: Some Notes on the Transmission of Ideas,” Cahiers
d’histoire mondiale: Journal of World History 1 [1953]:
121–22); ʿĀṣim, Tārīḫ, 1:61–384; Cevdet, Tārīḫ, 6:158–7:136;
ʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī, Napoleon in Egypt: Al-Jabartī’s
Chronicle of the French Occupation, 1798, trans. and ed. Shmuel Moreh, rev. ed. (Princeton, N.J., 2004); al-Jabartī, ʿAbd
al-Raḥmān al-Jabartī’s History of Egypt: ʿAjā’ib al-Āthār fī’lTarājim wa’l-Akhbār, trans. and ed. Thomas Philipp and
Moshe Perlmann, 4 vols. (Stuttgart, 1994), 3:1–291; Niqūlā
al-Turkī, Histoire de l’expédition des français en Égypte par
Nakoula El-Turk, trans. and ed. Desgranges Ainé (Paris,
1839); Lewis, “Impact of the French Revolution on Turkey,” 105–25; Leon Zolondek, “The French Revolution in
Arabic Literature of the Nineteenth Century,” The Muslim
World 57, 3 (July 1967): 202–11; Orhan Koloğlu, “200 Yıl Sonra
Fransız Devrimi II: Doğu’nun Fransız Devrimi’ne Bakışı,”
Tarih ve Toplum 12, 68 (August 1989): 31–37; Zeki Arıkan,
“Fransız İhtilâli ve Osmanlı Tarihçiliği,” in De la Révolution
française à la Turquie d’Atatürk: La modernisation politique
et sociale. Les lettres, les sciences et les arts. Actes des Colloques d’Istanbul, 10–12 mai 1989, ed. Jean-Louis BacquéGrammont and Edhem Eldem (Istanbul, 1990), 85–100;
Wajda Sendesni, Regard de l’historiographie ottomane sur
la Révolution française et l’expédition d’Égypte: Tarih-i Cevdet (Istanbul, 2003); and Fatih Yeşil, “Looking at the French
Revolution through Ottoman Eyes: Ebubekir Ratib Efendi’s
Observations,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 70, 2 (2007): 283–304. The once prevalent view
that the Ottomans were largely uninterested in the French
Revolution until faced with Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign
has been convincingly called into question by more recent
scholarship. Testifying to the Ottomans’ early interest in
the event is the anonymous rūznāme (journal) published
by Uzunçarşılı (see citation above), which includes an
entry dated to September 1792 that describes the revolution and its aftermath in some detail, from the rise of the
Jacobins and dethronement of Louis XVI to the invasion of
France by Prussia and Austria. Perhaps the most important
contemporary Ottoman response to the French Revolution
and its consequences is the memorandum prepared by the
reʾīsü’l-küttāb (foreign secretary) Ahmed ʿAtıf Efendi for the
Divan in the spring of 1798 (see citation above). Besides
giving a general account of the revolution, and stressing
in particular its secularist aims (see also the preceding
note), ʿAtıf Efendi discusses the risk posed by the French
revolutionaries to other European powers as well as to the
Ottoman Empire. His fears would be realized in July of that
year when the French invaded Egypt.
101. To be sure, it is well attested that the Shāhnāma was at
various times understood as providing relevant precedents
to then-current events (see n. 72 above), and the frequency
with which scenes from the epic appear in works of art,
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not to mention in illustrated manuscripts, partly reflects
the desire of elite patrons to equate their own habits and
achievements with those of Firdawsi’s heroes. A particularly interesting example of such an artifact is the wellknown early-thirteenth-century minaʾi bowl showing a
battle or siege, today in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C. (inv. no. 43.3). Though it has yet to be identified
in any written source, the depicted event, which fills the
interior of the bowl, is evidently real: its key players are
even labeled by name. On the outside of the bowl, meanwhile, are five heroic scenes apparently drawn from the
Shāhnāma, their presence on the object endowing the
real battle image with all the rich associations of the epic’s
exemplary warriors. See Esin Atıl, “The Freer Bowl and
the Legacy of the Shāhnāme,” Damaszener Mitteilungen 11
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(1999): 7–12, esp. 10, where Atıl writes, “The fascination with
the heroic deeds of past kings and warriors promoted an
association of actual events with legendary ones, using the
Shāhnāme episodes as models. Thus the Shāhnāme became
personalized and localized, blending the past with the present.” Seeking classical literary models for contemporary
events is not the same, however, as reading a classical text
and seeing one’s own time reflected and even prefigured
in it. This latter model, which, as discussed above in the
main text, has been proposed in the Ilkhanid context for
the Great Mongol Shāhnāma and in the Safavid for the
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, is rather more contentious (see n. 75
above). Mehmed ʿArif’s reference to the French Revolution
is thus highly important as proof of such an approach.
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Note: In each two-page spread, the insert and its accompanying miniature are juxtaposed according to their original codicological sequence. The present spread shows the leaves to approximate relative scale and with their irregular edges included.
(Figs. 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 15, and 17 are taken from www.metmuseum.org.)

Fig. 2. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 1b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr.,
inv. 1970.301.01b. Originally affixed to fol. 18b (Firdawsi’s Parable of the Ship of Faith) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo:
Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 3. Attributed to Mirza ʿAli, Firdawsi’s Parable of the Ship of Faith, Tabriz, ca. 1530–35. Fol. 18b of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.1. (Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 4. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 5b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.05b. Originally affixed to fol. 59b (Faridun Embraces Minuchihr) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 5. Attributed to Qadimi, Faridun Embraces Minuchihr, Tabriz, ca. 1525. Fol. 59b of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.5. (Photo © The Metropolitan Museum
of Art)
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Fig. 6. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 11b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.11b. Originally affixed to fol. 83b (Mihrab Vents His Anger upon Sindukht) of Firdawsi’s
Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 7. Attributed to Qadimi and ʿAbd al-Vahhab, Mihrab Vents His Anger upon Sindukht, Tabriz, ca. 1525–30. Fol. 83b of
Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.11.
(Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig 8. Attributed to ʿAbd al-Vahhab and Mir Musavvir, Rustam’s Seventh Labor: He Kills the White Demon, Tabriz, 1520s–40s.
Fol. 124a of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Cleveland Museum of Art, Leonard C. Hanna, Jr., Fund, inv. no. 1988.96.a. (Photo:
courtesy of the Cleveland Museum of Art)
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Fig. 9. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 123vs, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.123vs. Originally affixed to fol. 123b and facing fol. 124a (Rustam’s Seventh Labor: He Kills the
White Demon) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art)
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Fig. 10. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 19b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.19b. Originally affixed to fol. 127b (Rustam Brings the King of Mazandaran to Kay Kavus for
Execution) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum
of Art)
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Fig. 11. Attributed to Mir Musavvir and Qasim ibn ʿAli, Rustam Brings the King of Mazandaran to Kay Kavus for Execution,
Tabriz, ca. 1525–30. Fol. 127b of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.19. (Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 12. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 34b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.34b. Originally affixed to fol. 225b (Kay Khusraw Distributes Gifts among His Warriors) of
Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 13. Attributed to Aqa Mirak, Kay Khusraw Distributes Gifts among His Warriors, Tabriz, ca. 1525–30. Fol. 225b of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.34. (Photo
© The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 14. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 37b, Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.37b. Originally affixed to fol. 243b (The Battle of Pashan Begins) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 15. Attributed to ʿAbd al-Vahhab and Muzaffar ʿAli, The Battle of Pashan Begins, Tabriz, ca. 1530–35. Fol. 243b of
Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.37.
(Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 16. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 68b (side 1), Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.68b. Originally affixed to and facing fol. 602b (Nushirvan Promulgates His Reforms) of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 17. Attributed to Muzaffar ʿAli, Nushirvan Promulgates His Reforms, Tabriz, ca. 1530–35. Fol. 602b of Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i
Shāhī, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.68. (Photo © The Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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Fig. 18. Mehmed ʿArif, Insert 68b (side 2), Istanbul, 1800–1801, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A.
Houghton, Jr., inv. no. 1970.301.68b. Originally affixed to and covering fol. 602b (Nushirvan Promulgates His Reforms) of
Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma-i Shāhī. (Photo: Ünver Rüstem, published with permission of the Metropolitan Museum of Art)
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APPENDIX: Transliterations and Translations of Mehmed ʿArif’s Texts
Author’s note: The inserts are numbered as they appear
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s inventory, the
number of each sheet relating to that of the folio from
which it was detached. Thus insert 1b (in full 1970.301.01b)
belongs to the folio inventoried as 1970.301.1, insert 5b
to folio 1970.301.5, etc. The one exception to this is insert
123vs (1970.301.123vs), which, because it was attached to
the unpainted text side of the folio, has instead been
inventoried by the museum according to the original
foliation of the manuscript (this insert is in other ways
also a special case: see n. 40 of the main article). I have
adapted the titles of the inserts from those in existing
use for the paintings, particularly as coined by Dickson
and Welch in their Houghton Shahnameh monograph.
For each insert, I have indicated the corresponding summary by Dickson and Welch, as well as the relevant
pages in the translations of the epic by Warner and
Warner and, where applicable, Dick Davis (this latter
translation is not complete). All of the manuscript’s 258
paintings have recently been published in full color with
an introduction by Sheila Canby (as cited in n. 1 of the
main article), but because the images are clearly identified by title and folio number and thus easily locatable,
and because they have been reproduced without any
accompanying commentary, I have not seen it necessary
to refer to individual pages from this publication in the
notes below.
There is no one accepted standard for the transliteration of Ottoman Turkish, and I have tried to produce
renderings that are at once scholarly and readable. As
is to be expected for his period, Mehmed ʿArif’s texts are
entirely unpunctuated and unparagraphed, and all
punctuation, capitalization, and paragraphing is my
own. Compound words that are formed of separately
written elements in the inserts are hyphenated in the
transliterations (e.g., bī-nişān, ṣaff-ārā), while those that
have been written as single words are transliterated as
such if the closed form is attested in the modern Redhouse dictionary, and hyphenated if not (e.g., çemenzār
ن
for  چ��م ن�� ز�ا ر, but Īrān-şāhī for )ا�یرا � ش����ا �هی. Hyphenation has
also been used to clarify certain Turkish constructions
that appear in the inserts as closed compounds but

would today be written as separate words (e.g., bundanṣoñra and, more curiously, dedi-ki, oldu-ki, etc.). I have
supplied additional punctuation where necessary or
helpful, including apostrophes to separate proper
names and titles from any suffixes attached to them.
In transliterating native Turkish words, I have
avoided slavish adherence to the conventional and historical orthography with which they are written, preferring instead to use spellings that come closer to the
pronunciation of Mehmed ʿArif’s own time (as he himself has done in several of the inserts: see nn. 2 and 92
below). To give one example, I have rendered  ايتديروبas
etdirüp, a form that I hope strikes a reasonable balance
between the faithful but archaizing itdirüb and the modern ettirip. Many of my choices have been informed by
the pronunciations given in the original Redhouse Lexicon of 1890. I have therefore preferred to represent the
kef of the “soft G” and Y varieties with ğ, and not g as is
conventional (the ġayn “soft G” is transliterated in the
usual way with ġ), and in the small class of words where
it produces a D sound (e.g., oda), I have rendered the
letter ṭı as a simple d, though indicating the original
spelling in my notes. A few thoroughly naturalized nonTurkish words have also been affected by this policy:
thus Arabic ʿishq and Persian kūr and zūr are transliterated respectively as ʿaşḳ, kör, and zor.
Misspellings, mistakes, and unusual forms are indicated and explained as necessary. There is one exception to this, and that is Mehmed ʿArif’s not infrequent
misuse of nūn in genitive constructions that correctly
require ṣaġır kef (ñ), an error I have pointed out only on
its first occurrence.
Translation too involves various decisions, and I have
done my best to render the texts into idiomatic English
without forfeiting the flavor of the original Ottoman.
Perhaps the most striking foreignism the reader will
notice in my translations is the frequent occurrence of
paired synonyms (“seized and captured,” “battling and
fighting,” “executed and destroyed,” etc.), a device that
seems tautological in English but is a highly characteristic feature of literary Ottoman. In certain cases, particularly where Mehmed ʿArif is more faithfully
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paraphrasing Firdawsi, I have drawn inspiration from
the magisterial English translation by Warner and Warner.
Proper names are translated in their Persian or Arabic, rather than Ottomanized, forms, or in their naturalized English versions where they exist and are
appropriate (e.g., Zoroaster, Omar), though I have
avoided such obsolescent English forms as “Chosroes.”
Even when translating, I have reflected Mehmed ʿArif’s
manner of writing certain compound names as closed
forms and others as open, hyphenating the latter as
appropriate (e.g., Kaykhusraw, Sin-dukht); and in cases
where he uses a variant or even erroneous form of a
name, I have again followed suit, indicating the usual
or correct forms in my notes. When “shah” is used as a
title, I have, in accordance with English convention,
consistently placed it before the name of the bearer,
whereas Mehmed ʿArif will often place it after.
I should like to thank András Riedlmayer for his kind
and generous help in various matters relating to these
transliterations and translations. All errors are my own.

ocean, and in that ocean did He launch and anchor seventy ships, the intention being [the creation of] various
nations; and He installed and established upon one of
the ships His Majesty the Pride of Creation—on whom
be the best of prayers!—our Most Excellent Lord [the
Prophet Muhammad], His Majesty Ali the Chosen One,
and the Prophet’s most excellent family and kinsmen,
the intention being the True Religion and illustrious
sacred law brought about by our Lord, His Majesty the
Messenger of God, may God Almighty bless him and
grant him peace! The nation which is honorably established aboard this ship will be saved from drowning and
dwell ashore in safety.
This is the scene in which Firdawsi, through such a
representation of the ocean and ship, delivers and
declares in his prologue the Sacred Eulogy [of the
Prophet Muhammad] and the legend of His Majesty the
Commander of the Faithful [Ali]. 3

1. Insert 1b, originally affixed to fol. 18b (Firdawsi’s
Parable of the Ship of Faith) (figs. 2 and 3)1

Minūçihr ser-i Selm’i Ferīdūn’a Şīrvī ile irsāl edüp ṭaraf-ı
Çīn’den sūy-ı Ferīdūn Şāh’a ġanāyim ü emvāl-i kes̱īre
ile ʿavdet / edüp ḳudūm-ı Minūçihr ḳarīb-i pāy-i taḫt
olduḳda Ferīdūn Minūçihr’i istiḳbāl edüp Minūçihr
Ferīdūn’u / gördükde esbinden nüzūl ile piyāde olduḳda
Ferīdūn daḫi piyāde olup miyān-ı ʿasākir ü meydānda /
lede’l-mülāḳāt Ferīdūn-ı pīr Minūçihr-i perī-peykeri ser ü
çeşm ü gerdeninden / būs etdiği / meclisdir. / 43

Cihān-āferīn olan Cenāb-ı Bārī bu ʿālem-i kevn ü fesādı
deryā gibi ḫalḳ u īcād edüp o deryāda yetmiş keştī icrā
vu irsā eyledi-ki murād milel-i muḫtelifedir; ve sef īneniñ
/ birinde Cenāb-ı Faḫr-ı Kāʾināt—ʿaleyhi efḍalü’ṣṣalavāt—Efendimiz Ḥażretlerini ve Cenāb-ı ʿAlī Mürtażā
ve ehl-i beyt ü āl-i Nebī ḥażerātlarını mekīn ü cāygīr etdiki murād Cenāb-ı / Resūlu’llāh—ṣalla’llāhü teʿālā ʿaleyhi
ve sellem—Efendimizin [sic]2 ityān etdiği Dīn-i Ḥaḳḳ ve
şerʿ-i / şerīf ü ġarrādır. Bu sef īnede istiḳrār-yāb-ı mekānet
olan ümmet / necāt-gīr-i ġarḳa ve kenāra dār-ı selāmet
olur.
Zemīninde bu / gūne tems̱īl-i deryā vu keştī ṭarīḳıyla
Firdevsī / Naʿt-i Şerīfi ve menḳabet-i Cenāb-ı / Emīrü’lMüʾminīn’i īrād u / beyān etdiği / meclisdir. / 3
The Almighty Creator, who made the universe, engen
dered and vivified this world of being and passing as an

2. Insert 5b, originally affixed to fol. 59b (Faridun Em
braces Minuchihr) (figs. 4 and 5)3

Having sent the head of Salm to Faridun by Shirvi,
Minuchihr made back from China towards Shah
Faridun with plentiful spoils and riches,4 and when
Minuchihr was nearly arrived at the capital, Faridun
went to meet him, and when Minuchihr saw Faridun,
he dismounted from his horse and went afoot, whereat
Faridun also went afoot, and upon their meeting,
amidst the host and in the open, the old Faridun did
kiss the fairy-faced Minuchihr upon his head and eye[s]
and neck,5 of which [event] this is the scene. 43
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3. Insert 6b, originally affixed to fol. 71b (Rudaba’s
Maids Return to the Palace)6
Ġulām-ı mezbūr gelüp Zāl’e māddeyi yegān yegān naḳl
etdikde hemān Zāl bi-lā ārām u ḳarār cāriyeler nezdine
ġulām ile mürūr ve cāriyeler ile ṣoḥbet ederek maṣlaḥat-ı
/ Rūdābe kemāliyle īżāḥ olunup Zāl cevāhir ü altun-ı7
bisyār getirdüp cāriyeler ile Rūdābe’ye ihdā ve cāriyelere
daḫi küllī enʿām / ve bu ḫuṣūṣda bu ġulāmdan ġayri
ferd-i āḫar maḥrem olmamaḳ üzere muḳāveleler olundu.
Pes cāriyeler ʿavdet edüp sarāy-ı Mihrāb’a / ḳapudan
duḫūl ederler iken derbān-ı sarāy “Böyle bī-vaḳt ʿaskerlik
zamānı leşker ayaḳda iken teferrüc-i seyrāngāh / ve
şükūfe devşirme zamānı-mıdır?” deyü ḳabucu Rūdābe
cāriyeleriyle / muḥāvere etdikleri meclisdir. / 55
The aforementioned slave boy came and related the
matter to Zal piece by piece, whereupon Zal immediately, without delay or dalliance, went with the slave
boy to the damsels, and by his conversing with them,
the matter of Rudaba was explained [to him] in its entirety; and Zal [then] had brought abundant jewels and
gold, and gifted them through the damsels to Rudaba,
and to the damsels also [did he give] many presents;8
and it was agreed that no one but this slave boy should
be a confidant in this matter.9
Afterwards, the damsels returned, and while they
were entering the palace of Mihrab by [its] gate, the palace doorkeeper said [to them], “Is this inappropriate
hour—when soldiers are about and troops afoot—the
time to be strolling around in promenades and picking
flowers?,” of which conversation between the gatekeeper and Rudaba’s damsels this is the scene. 55
4. Insert 7b, originally affixed to fol. 72b (Rudaba
Makes a Ladder of Her Tresses)10
Vaḳtā ki cāriyeler Rūdābe’ye ʿavdet ve hediyyeleri teslīm
ü edā ve selām ve iştiyāḳ ve ʿaşk u muḥabbet ve olunan
ṣoḥbetleri cümle taḳrīr etdiklerinde Rūdābe’niñ / ser ü
sāmān u ḳarārı rübūde ve şekīb ü ṣabrı fersūde olup
“Amān! Zāl ile mülāḳātıñ ṭarīḳı ne gūne olur?” deyü
endīşede iken cāriyeler / mülāḳātıñ ṭarīḳını buldular.
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Mihrāb’ıñ būstān-ı serāda ṭarīḳa müşrif bir ʿālī ve metīn
kāḫ vālāsı var idi. Gece beytūtet olunmaḳ / üzere Rūdābe
ol maḥalle Sīn-duḫt’dan iẕn ile geldi. Ġulām-ı rāz-āşnāya
bir cāriye gelüp bu gece Zāl zīr-i / kāḫa gelmek üzere tenbiye etdi.
Gece Zāl zīr-i kāḫa geldi. Rūdābe bālā-yı kāḫdan nāẓır,
Zāl zīr-i kāḫda / ḥāżır ṣoḥbet ü cilvelere serāġāz eylediler. Rūdābe bālādan Zāl’e dedi-ki “Şu kemend gīsūlarıma
pīçīde / ol, ṣarıl ṣuʿūd et” deyerek şīveler es̱nāsı Zāl kāḫ-ı
mezbūra ṣuʿūda çārecūy / olup yanındaki ġulāmdan
kemend alup ḫalḳa [sic]11 vu ḫamīde etdi ve bālā-yı kāḫa
perrān edüp / ṭutdurdu. Hemān ʿankebūt gibi kemende
āvīḫte ve bālā-rev olup ṣuʿūd / etdi ve tā be-ṣabāḥ Rūdābe
ile cünbüş ü ʿişveler ve muʿāmele-i ʿaşḳ u muḥabbetler ve
/ ʿahd ü peymānlar ve yemīn ü ḳasemler olundu.
Kūs-i nevbet-i ṣabāḥ-ı sulṭānī / gūş-zedi olduġu sāʿat
yine kemend ile kāḫdan nüzūl ve ṭaraf-ı / muʿaskere
ʿazīmet ve der-ān sāʿat / bārgāhında ḥāżır / bulunduġu /
meclisdir. / 56
Whenas the damsels returned to Rudaba and delivered
to her the gifts and related to her all that had been
spoken, including [Zal’s] salutation and [expressions
of] love and desire and affection, Rudaba was robbed of
her faculties and repose, and drained of her patience
and forbearance, anxiously uttering, “O! By what means
will [my] tryst with Zal take place?,” whereat the damsels hit upon the means for the tryst. There was in the
palace garden of Mihrab a lofty and sturdy pavilionbelvedere overlooking the road; to that place did
Rudaba come with Sin-dukht’s permission to pass the
night.12 A damsel [meanwhile] came to the entrusted
slave boy and notified [him] that Zal was to come that
night to the foot of the pavilion.13
That night, Zal came to the foot of the pavilion. With
Rudaba looking out from the pavilion’s height and Zal
present at its foot, they began to chat and flirt. From up
high, Rudaba said to Zal, “Entwine yourself with these
dangling tresses of mine—cling [to them] and ascend,”
in the course of which encouragements Zal, seeking a
means to ascend the aforementioned pavilion, took a
lasso from the slave boy next to him and looped and
coiled it before flinging it up to the summit of the pavilion, where it caught. He immediately suspended him-
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self from the lasso as if it were a spider’s web and,
climbing high, ascended [the building]; and till the
morning did he and Rudaba frolic and flirt, and treat
each other with love and affection, and make promises
and oaths and pledges and professions [of love].
When he heard the morning royal drum-call, [Zal,]
again by means of the lasso, descended the pavilion and
set out for [his] encampment, and was in that hour [i.e.,
before long] present at his court, of which [events] this
is the scene.14 56
5. Insert 8b, originally affixed to fol. 73b (Zal Consults
the Magi)15
Zāl mūbidleri cemʿ ü āverde edüp Rūdābe māddesini keşf
ve rāzı dermiyān ve ʿaḳd ü tezvīc ḫuṣūṣlarını beyān etdikde çoḳ muḥāverāt / cereyān etdi-ki Mihrāb Ż aḥḥāk
neslinden, Zāl Ferīdūn evlādı ḫademesinden, beynlerinde
tebāġuż u kīn-i ḳadīm ve nefsāniyyet-i / pāyidār olmaġla
biḫredān dediler ki “Şehd ü nūş ve zehr ü semm-i mār
hem-cüft olmaḳ ne münāsebet? Dünyāda ḳız dükendi-mi?
/ Olmaz, olur” deyü münāzaʿāt u meşveret etdikleri
meclisdir. / 57
Zal brought and convened the magi and revealed [to
them] the matter of Rudaba, disclosing the secret and
divulging the subject of [their] betrothal and marriage,
whereupon ensued much disputation, for Mihrab was
of the lineage of Zahhak, while Zal was one of the servants of the progeny of Faridun, and between them [the
two royal lines] was an ancient hatred and enmity and
an enduring animosity, because of which the wise men
said, “What sense is there in intermingling honey and
elixir with the venom and poison of a snake?16 Are there
no [other] girls left in the world? It will not do,” [and
then,] “It will,”17 of which debate and deliberation this
is the scene. 57

6. Insert 10b, originally affixed to fol. 81b (Zal
Questions Sam’s Intentions regarding the House of
Mihrab)18
Minūçihr Rūdābe’niñ Zāl’e tezvīcini istiḳbāḥ u nāpesen
dīde edüp19 Sām’a emr etdi-ki sevḳ-ı cüyūş ile Hindūstān
ṣavbına reh-girāy-ı ḳasd olup / Kābulistān u Zābulistān
ve kāḫ-ı Mihrāb’ı taḫrīb ve nesl-i Ż aḥḥāk’ı istīṣāl ede. Sām
ʿasākir-i kes̱īre ile ʿazm-i Kābulistān etdi ve bu ḥavādis̱
Kābulistān / ve Zāl’e resīde ve şāyiʿ olduḳda Zāl pederi
Sām’ı istiḳbāl edüp Rūdābe’ye ʿaşḳ u muḥabbetini ve bu
sevdādan fāriġ olmayacaġını ve bu taḫrīb-i / memālik
māddesiniñ defʿini ṣaded-i gūnāgūn īrādıyla pederi
Sām’dan niyāz etdiği meclisdir. / 64
Minuchihr, abhorring and disapproving Rudaba’s marriage to Zal, ordered Sam to set forth with troops towards Hindustan and raze Kabulistan and Zabulistan20
and the palace of Mihrab, as well as to annihilate the
lineage of Zahhak. Sam [thus] set out for Kabulistan
with a large army, and when news of this reached Zal
and became known in Kabulistan, Zal went to meet his
father Sam and besought him with regard to various
matters, telling him that he loved and adored Rudaba
and would not forsake his love for her,21 and that he
would oppose any attempt to raze the dominions [of
Mihrab], of which [meeting] this is the scene. 64
7. Insert 11b, originally affixed to fol. 83b (Mihrab
Vents His Anger upon Sindukht) (figs. 6 and 7)22
Sām’ıñ Kābul’ü taḫrībe geldiği şāyiʿ olduḳda vālī-i Kābul
Mihrāb zevcesi Sīn-duḫt ile oturup / “Ne yapalım? Ne kāra
mübāşeret edelim? Hemān Rūdābe’yi girībānından ṭutup
/ Sām’ıñ pīşine mi götürsem? Ne gūne ḥareket etsem?” /
deyü telāş u efkār ile meşveret / etdikleri meclisdir. / 66
When it became known that Sam was come to raze
Kabul, Mihrab, the ruler of Kabul, sat down with his wife
Sin-dukht and said, “What shall we do? What course
shall we embark upon? Should I immediately seize
Rudaba by her collar and take her before Sam? How
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should I act?,” of which worried and anxious d eliberation
this is the scene.23 66

in which Zal answers each and every one of the questions without delay, one after the other. 70

8. Insert 13b, originally affixed to fol. 86b (The Shah’s
Wise Men Approve of Zal’s Marriage)24

10. Insert 17b, originally affixed to fol. 120b (Rustam’s
Fourth Labor: He Cleaves a Witch)30

Zāl nāme-i Sām ile Minūçihr Şāh’a vāṣıl olup ʿarīżaʾ [sic]25
ḳırāʾat olunup mefhūmu maʿlūm olduḳda Minūçihr /
derʿaḳab sitāre-şināsān u mūbidānı iḥżār ve Rūdābe Zāl’e
tezvīc olunmaḳ münāsib-midir ve / müstaṣveb-midir
suʾālini etdikde aḫter-şināsān u müneccimīn istiḫrāc-ı
zāyice [sic]26 ve meclisde beyān-ı aḥkām edüp / Zāl
ṣulbünden bir pehlevān-ı cihāngīr velūd27 edecek ki /
cihāna ġālib olup āb-ı ruḫ-ı Īrān / olacaġını ʿayān u beyān
/ etdikleri / meclisdir. / 69

Ḫvān-ı siyūmda Rüstem bir çemenzār ve leb-i rūda vāṣıl
oldu-ki bir zen cādū leb-i rūdda ʿişret ve sāz-nevāz olur
idi; / Rüstem’i gördükde yeksū vu pinhān oldu. Rüstem
leb-i rūda nüzūl ve biryān-ı daġ-keçisi31 ve bāde ve sāz-ı
ḥāżır32 taʿaccüb edüp33 / ekl-i biryān ve nūş-ı bāde ile sāzı
nevāzişe mübāşeret etdikde zen cādū efsūn ile kendine zīb
ü zīnet / verüp nezd-i Rüstem’e geldi. Rüstem böyle deşt-i
dehşet-fezāda böyle esbāb-ı ẕevḳiñ ictimāʿından
müteʿaccib olup / Cenāb-ı Cihān-Āferīne niyāyiş ü
teşekkür etdikde zen cādū ism-i Bārī’yi gūşzed etdiği gibi
ḳır reng / olup müteġayyir oldu; meğer zişt bir zen cādū
imiş, nīreng ile kendine ḥüsn ü ārāyiş vermiş. / Rüstem
cādū olduġunu derk etdiği gibi kemend atup żabṭ u aḫẕ
etdi / ve tīġ-i bürrān ile miyānından dü-pāre / etdiği
meclisdir. / 85

Zal reached Shah Minuchihr with Sam’s letter, and once
the petition had been read and its purport understood,
Minuchihr immediately summoned the astronomers
and magi and asked whether it was proper and
approvable that Rudaba should marry Zal, whereat the
astrologers and stargazers made deductions from the
horoscope and announced their judgments at the
[shah’s] assembly, declaring that Zal would sire from his
loins a world-conquering hero who would be victor of
the world and the pride of Iran,28 of which [announce
ment] this is the scene. 69
9. Insert 14b, originally affixed to fol. 87b (Zal
Expounds the Mysteries of the Magi)29
Minūçihr redān u biḫredānı cemʿ edüp Zāl’iñ dāniş ü
maʿlūmātını āzmāyiş mülābesesiyle mesāʾil-i / mülġaze-i
ʿulūm pürsān olduḳları ve Zāl’iñ her bir suʾāle bi-lā
tevaḳḳuf / cümlesine birer birer pāsuḫ-rān olduġu meclisdir. / 70
This is the scene in which Minuchihr has assembled
sages and wise men to test Zal’s knowledge and learning
by asking [him] about abstruse matters of science, and

During his third [sic] labor,34 Rustam came to a verdant
spot by a stream where a sorceress35 had been drinking
and playing the lute before seeing Rustam and hiding
to one side. Rustam alighted [from his horse] at the
stream-side and marveled at the dinner of roast mountain goat, the wine, and the lute that he found there, and
he began to eat the roast dinner and drink the wine and
play the lute, whereupon the sorceress, by means of a
spell, gave herself beauty and elegance, and came next
to Rustam. Wondering at the confluence of such s ources
of pleasure in such a dreadful wilderness, Rustam
praised and thanked the Almighty Creator, whereupon
the sorceress, as soon as she heard the Lord’s name,
became gray36 and putrid—and lo! she was nothing but
a hideous sorceress who had given herself comeliness
and grace through magic. As soon as Rustam realized
that she was a sorceress, he threw a lasso and seized and
captured [her] before cleaving her through the middle
into two with a sharp sword, of which [event] this is the
scene. 85
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11. Insert 123vs, originally affixed to fol. 123b and
facing fol. 124a (Rustam’s Seventh Labor: He Kills the
White Demon) (figs. 8 and 9)37

12. Insert 19b, originally affixed to fol. 127b (Rustam
Brings the King of Mazandaran to Kay Kavus for
Execution) (figs. 10 and 11)43

Kāvus Rüstem’e dedi-ki “Şimdi dīvler amān leşker çekerler. Cümle dīvlerin reʾīsi ve ser-i dīvān38 Dīv-i Sepīd’in
çāresiz kūrānı ḳatl etmedikce reyāhāb / olmasınıñ ṭarīḳı
yoḳdur.39 Yedi kūh güẕerān edüp baʿdehu bir ġār-ı bī-ḳaʿr
u bün ve hevlnāk vardır; Dīv-i Sepīd anıñ içindedir. / Anı
helāk edüp maġz u cigerini baña getir, zīrā gözlerimiz kör
oldu. Eṭibbā vu bizişkāna bu ʿilletiñ defʿini suʾāl etdim. /
ʿİlācı Dīv-i Sepīd’iñ ḫūnunu ve cigerini müşk ile sāyīde40
edüp gözlerimize üç ḳaṭra ḳan-ı41 Dīv-i Sepīd’den çekīde
vü / idḫāl ile gözlerimiz pür-nūr olup ḫīre vü tīrelik
derʿaḳab zāʾil olur deyü ḫaber verdiler” dedikde Rüstem
ʿāzim-i ġār olup / yollarda nice biñ dīvler ile ceng ederek
resīde-i ġār olup delīl Ūlād’ı42 nezd-i ġārda bir diraḫta
pīçīde vü bend edüp / dāḫil-i ġār-i Dīv-i Sepīd olup derūn-ı
ġārda Dīv-i Sepīd ile ceng ederek āḫirü’l-emr ġālib olup /
ḳatl ü ihlāk ve cigergāhını ḫancer ile çāk etdiği meclisdir.
/ 89

Rüstem ciger-i Dīv-i Sepīd’i Kāvus Şāh’a götürdükde ḫūn-ı
cigeri keşīde-i çeşm etdikde gözü açıldı. Baʿdehu
pehlevānlardan Ferībürz ve Rühhām ve / Ṭūs ve Gīv ve
Behrām ve Gūderz ve Gürgīn44 ve sāʾirler45 gözlerine
çekende46-i ḫūn-ı Dīv-i Sepīd olduḳlarında cümlesiniñ
gözleri / açıldı.
Derʿaḳab tertīb-i ʿasākir edüp Şāh-ı Māzenderān
üzerine yürüdüler, ve Māzenderān’ı żabṭ ve Ūlād’ı /
Rüstem’iñ vaʿdine bināʾen Kāvus Şāh şāh-ı Māzenderān
naṣb etdi, ve Māzenderān şāhını cengde Rüstem aḫẕ ü /
girift etdi. Baʿdehu ḥużūr-ı Keykāvus’da miyānından
dü-pāre etdikleri / meclisdir. / 90

Kavus said to Rustam, “Alas, the demons are now leading an army. Unless you kill the head and chief of all the
demons, the White Demon, there is no means of cure
for the hopeless men blinded by him. You will pass over
seven mountains, beyond which is a fearsome cavern
without end or limit; the White Demon is inside it. Destroy him and bring his heart and liver to me, for our
eyes have been blinded. I asked the doctors and physicians how to expel this malady, and they informed me
that the way to treat it is to dissolve the White Demon’s
blood and liver with musk, and to drip and instill three
drops of the blood of the White Demon into our eyes,
wherewith our eyes will fill with light, and gloom and
sightlessness immediately disappear.” With this said,
Rustam set out for the cavern, battling with many thousands of demons on the way. Having thus reached the
cavern, he lassoed and fastened the guide Ulad to a tree
right by it, and then he entered the White Demon’s
cavern and within it did battle with the White Demon,
till finally he gained victory, slaying and destroying [the
Demon] and tearing out his vitals with a dagger, of
which [event] this is the scene. 89

[Marginal note:] Kāvus Şāh’ı muṣavvir siyeh niḳāb ile taṣvīr
etmesi kör iken / çesbān [sic]47 idi; lākin bundan-ṣoñra siyeh
niḳāb ile / taṣvīr etmesi ṣaçmadır. Firdevsī’niñ niḳāba dāʾir
her kez / taḥrīr ü işāreti yoḳdur.

When Rustam took the liver of the White Demon to
Shah Kavus and drew the blood of the liver across [Kavus’s] eyes, they opened. Then, when the blood of the
White Demon was dripped into the eyes of the paladins—including, among others, Fariburz, Ruhham, Tus,
Giv, Bahram, Gudarz, and Gurgin—the eyes of them all
opened.
Then, having at once organized an army, they
marched upon the King of Mazandaran, and they conquered Mazandaran;48 and Shah Kavus, in accordance
with Rustam’s promise, appointed Ulad the king of
Mazandaran; and Rustam seized and captured the
[dethroned] King of Mazandaran in battle, and afterwards, in the presence of Kaykavus, they cleaved him
down the middle into two,49 of which [event] this is the
scene. 90
[Marginal note:] The painter’s depicting Shah Kavus with
a black veil was fitting for as long as he was blind, but his
depicting him with a black veil after this is nonsense. There
is never anything written or indicated by Firdawsi concerning the veil.
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13. Insert 21b, originally affixed to fol. 134a (Kay Kavus
Ascends to the Sky)50
Vech-i meşhūr üzere Kāvus ıḍlāl-i Şeyṭān ile51 ve ʿuḳāblar
iʿānetiyle sūy-ı āsmāna ʿurūc edüp nīrū vu ḳuvvet-i bāl ü
per-i / ʿuḳābān52 nefād u żaʿf bulmaġla Āmül53-zemīn’de
bir bīşe-zāra sūy-ı āsmāndan fütāde olup gebermemekle
/ cüst-cū ile aʿvān u leşkeri Kāvus’u yine buldular. Ḥāṣılı
Kāvus’uñ tanẓīm-i ḥīle-i maḫṣūṣa-ı müzaḫrefe ile sūy-ı /
āsmān u bālāya pervāz u ʿurūc etdiği meclisdir. / 92
As is well known, Kavus, led astray by Satan and with
the aid of eagles, ascended heavenward, and when the
strength and power of the eagles’ wings diminished and
expired, [he] fell from the heavens down to a forest in
the land of Amul without dying;54 and his guards and
soldiers searched for and again found Kavus. In short,
this is the scene in which Kavus, having devised a special and artful scheme, ascends and soars upwards to
the heavens. 92
14. Insert 23b, originally affixed to fol. 163b (Siyavush
Stands Accused by Sudaba before Kay Kavus)55
Bir gün Ṭūs ve Gīv ve Gūderz ve Nevder nezd-i serḥadd-i
Tūrān-zemīn pīşesinde [sic]56 ṣayd u şikāra çıḳup ḳırḳ
gün ḳadar meşġūl-i naḫcīr oldular. Bir bīşede / Ṭūs ve Gīv
bir duḫter-i āftāb-ruḫsār buldular. “Sen kimsin?” deyü
suʾāl etdiler. Duḫter dedi-ki “Gersīvez aḳrabāsındanım;
Ferīdūn Şāh nijādındanım. / Dün gece pederim mest ü
serḫvoş gelüp baña ḫancer çeküp ḳaṣd-ı helāk etdikde
firār etdim. Bu bīşede nihān oldum.” “Piyāde ne gūne
geldiñ?” dediklerinde, / “Zīr-i rānımda esbīm var idi.
Fürūmānde oldu ḳaldı; süst oldu. Beni nişānde-i zemīn
etdi. Pederim yarın hüşyār olduḳda süvārān irsāl / edüp
beni taʿḳīb ve aḫẕ ederler. Amān, beni alıñ!” dedikde Ṭūs
ve Gīv miyānında “Bu duḫteri sen bulduñ, ben buldum”
nizāʿı olup duḫteri serbürīde / edecek oldular. Āḫir
miyāncı tavassuṭ edüp ḥükm etdiler ki bu duḫteri Kāvus
Şāh’a götürüp her ne fermān u ḥükm eder ise o gūne
ḥareket / edecek oldular. Nehāle57-gāhdan ʿavdetle
duḫteri Kāvus’a āverde ve māddeyi ifāde etdiklerinde
duḫteri temīzce ellerinden alup şebistānına irsāl / ve
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izdivāc ve andan bir ferzendi vücūde gelüp ismini Siyāvuş
vażʿ etdi.
Bir gün Rüstem dergāh-ı Kāvus’a gelmişidi; Şehzāde
Siyāvuş’u gördü. / Necābet ve şemāʾil ü maḫāʾil-i
şāhānesin pesendīde edüp Kāvus’dan terbiye etmekiyçün
Siyāvuş’u istedi, aldı. Zābulistān’a götürüp atabeğ / ü
lālāsı ve mürebbīsi olup her gūne fürūsiyyet ve dilāverliği
taʿlīm ile bī-ʿadīl-i aḳrān u etrāb edüp bir gün alup Kāvus
Şāh’a / alay u leşkerle Rüstem getirdi.
Bir gün Kāvus’uñ zevcesi Hāmāverān duḫteri Sūdābe
Siyāvuş’u revzençe-i ḥaremden görüp irādesi / gitdi.
Aḫşamı Kāvus’a dedi-ki “Yarın Siyāvuş’u ḥareme irsāl et.
Hīrbüd58—yaʿnī bevvāb-ı ḥarem—ḳapuyu açup Siyāvuş’u
tenbīh-i Kāvus üzere / getirsin” dedi. Kāvus Siyāvuş’a
dedi-ki “Yarın ḥareme git, ḳız-ḳarındaşların ve üveği
māderin Sūdābe Bānū ile mülāḳāt et. Ḳārirü’l-ʿayn-ı /
dīdārıñ olsunlar.” Siyāvuş istinkāf etdi. Kāvus ibrām
ḳılmaġla ḥarem-sarāya duḫūl ḫvāherleri ve Sūdābe ile
mülāḳī oldu. Lākin Sūdābe / Siyāvuş’a bir derecelerde
ʿāşıḳ u üftāde oldu-ki taʿbīr olunmaz. Kāvus’a Sūdābe
dedi-ki “El-bette Siyāvuş’a ferzendlerin Key Āreş ve Key
Püşīn59 / duḫterlerinden birini ʿaḳd edelim” dedi. Siyāvuş
pür-şerm olup birini istemez idi. “El-bette cāriyelerden
birini ʿaḳd ederim” deyüp bütün cevārīyi / ʿarż etdi. Ż arūrī
birisine ḫafiyyeten baḳup beğendi. Ḥāṣılı Sūdābe gūnāgūn
muḳaddemāt basṭına mübāşeret edüp her gün bir iş
peydā eder idi. /
Yine bir gün Sūdābe Hīrbüd’e tenbīh edüp Siyāvuş’u
ḥareme getirtdi. ʿAşḳ u muḥabbetini ve rāz-ı derūnunu
küşāde etdi. Hemān ruḫ u ʿiẕarını / ṣarılup būs etdi ve
“Teklīf-i viṣāl ve nihānī merāmımı ḥāṣıl ḳılup beni şād et
ve rūz-ı cevānīliğini baña baḫş et” deyü ibrāmlar etdikde
/ Siyāvuş istinkāf edüp bir vechile rām ve kām-ı şenāʿat
fercāmına müsāʿade vü iltiyām etmedikde Sūdāde [sic]
ḳalḳup Siyāvuş’a / aṣılup “ʿĀḳıbet beni rüsvā edeceksin”
deyüp feryād u fiġāna başlayup cāmesini çāk ve yüzünü
ve mūyunu kende edüp baṣdı yayġara / ve ṣadāyı eyvān-ı
şāhinşehīden bu āvāzı Kāvus gūş etdikde şebistāna
şitābān olduḳda Sūdābe ḳarşılayup “Siyāvuş baña sūʾ-i /
ṣanīʿ ve şenāʿat ḳaṣdında olup ‘Ben bir cāriye ve duḫter
istemem; seniñle bir kerre hem-pehlū olalım’ diyor” deyü
baṣdı sersem Kāvus’a feryādını.60 /
Kāvus bir odaya61 girüp ikisini-de iḥżār ile tażyīḳ u
istiʿlām-ı mādde ile tedḳīḳ etdi. Sūdābe “Ḥālā senden
ḥāmile iken baña böyle ḫıyānet / ḳaydındadır” dedi.
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Kāvus Siyāvuş’uñ dest ve rūyunu būyā oldu ve Sūdābe’niñ
dest ve rūyunu būyā oldu. Sūdābe’niñ / fem ve ruḫsār ve
destinden nekhet-i bāde-i nāb ve būy-ı müşkin-āb ḥiss
etdikde Sūdābe’ye ʿitāb u āzār etdi. Lākin Kāvus’uñ /
Sūdābe’ye farṭ-ı ʿaşḳ u mecbūriyyeti olmaġla ḳabāḥat
Sūdābe’de olduġunu derk etdi ammā Siyāvuş’a tenbīh
etdi-ki / “Zinhār bu sırrı kimseye fāş edüp reng verme”
dedi. Sūdābe müttehim ü ḫvār ve / nezd-i Kāvus’da cürüm
kimde olduġu maʿlūm oldu.
Netīce Siyāvuş ve / Sūdābe’yi Kāvus ḥużūruna getirüp
istinṭāḳ-ı / mādde-i maʿhūde etdiği / meclisdir. / 102
[Marginal note:] Ol bīşe-zāra / Deşt-i Daġū / derler idi, / ve
Daġū Tūrān- / zemīn ḥudūdunda / Rībed62 ḳurbünde / bir
ṣaḥrā / ismidir.

One day, Tus, Giv, Gudarz, and Nawdar63 went hunting
and chasing in woods near the frontier of the land of
Turan, occupying themselves with forty days’ worth of
hunting.64 In a certain wood, Tus and Giv found a faircheeked maiden. “Who are you?” they asked. The maid
said, “I am of the kinsmen of Garsivaz and the lineage
of Shah Faridun. Last night, my father came at me drunk
with a dagger, intending to kill [me], whereupon I fled
and hid in this wood.” When they said, “How came you
on foot?,” she said, “I had a horse under me, but it grew
fatigued and stopped exhausted, planting me on the
ground. Tomorrow, once my father is sober, he will send
horsemen to follow and capture me. I pray you, take
me!”65 Upon her so saying, Tus and Giv quarreled [so
vehemently] with each other as to who had found the
maiden that they were ready to behead the girl. Finally,
a mediator intervened, and they decided to take this
maiden to Shah Kavus and to act according to whatever he might decree and decide. When, having returned from the forest, they brought the maid to Kavus
and explained the matter to him, he took her from them
cleanly and sent her to his harem; and he married her,
and by her begot a son to whom he gave the name Siyavush.
One day, Rustam came to the court of Kavus and saw
Prince Siyavush. Admiring his nobility and his regal features and attributes, he asked Kavus for Siyavush so that
he might educate him, and he got him. He took him to
Zabulistan and became his tutor, educator, and guard-

ian, instructing him in all matters of horsemanship and
valor and thereby rendering him matchless among his
peers and contemporaries, till one day Rustam took him
[back] to Shah Kavus in state with an army.66
One day, Kavus’s wife Sudaba, the daughter of Hamavaran, spied Siyavush from the harem through a little
window67 and lost control of herself. She said that evening to Kavus, “Send Siyavush to the harem tomorrow.
Let Hirbud68 (that is to say, the harem gatekeeper) open
the door and bring in Siyavush upon Kavus’s command.”69 Kavus [then] said to Siyavush, “Go tomorrow
to the harem and meet with your sisters and your stepmother, the Lady Sudaba; let them rejoice in seeing
you.” Siyavush refused, [but] upon Kavus’s insistence,
he entered the harem and met with his sisters and Sudaba. But Sudaba had so fallen in love with Siyavush that
it cannot be expressed in words. Sudaba said to Kavus,
“Let us certainly betroth to Siyavush one of the daughters of your sons [sic] Kay Arash and Kay Pushin.”70
Bashful, Siyavush wanted none of them. [Then] saying,
“I will certainly betroth [to Siyavush] one of the harem
maids,” she presented [to him] all of the maids. Of
necessity, he stealthily looked at and liked one of them.71
In short, Sudaba, by raising various issues, would every
day bring about some mischief.
Another day, Sudaba commanded Hirbud to bring
Siyavush to the harem,72 and she revealed [to him] her
love and affection, and the secret of her heart. Embracing him, she immediately kissed his face and cheeks,
and entreated insistently, “Make me happy by assenting to my amorous proposition and my inner desire, and
grant me [a share of] your days of youth!” Siyavush
refused, and did in no way yield, nor allow [her] wicked
wish to succeed, whereat Sudaba rose and clutched
Siyavush, saying, “You will in the end disgrace me publicly.” And she began to cry and wail, rending her garments and tearing her face and hair, and raising an
outcry; and when Kavus heard this noise and clamor,
he rushed from the imperial throne room to the harem
and was met by Sudaba, who cried, “Siyavush has evil
and wicked intentions against me, saying, ‘I want no
harem girl or [royal] daughter; let’s you and I be bedfellows this once’ ”—and thus did she wail to the astonished Kavus.
Kavus entered a room and, having summoned the
both of them, carefully investigated the matter by ques-
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tioning and cross-examining [Siyavush and Sudaba].
Sudaba said, “[Even] while I am pregnant by you, he has
such treacherous intentions against me.” Kavus [then]
smelled the hands and face of Siyavush, and he smelled
the hands and face of Sudaba. On Sudaba’s mouth,
cheek, and hands, he detected the odor of clear wine
and the scent of liquid musk, whereupon he reproached
and reprimanded her.73 But Kavus had such an excess
of love for and dependence on Sudaba that even though
he understood that the fault was hers, he enjoined Siyavush, “Do not under any circumstances divulge this
secret to anyone: reveal nothing.” Sudaba stood culpable and contemptible, and it became known to Kavus
where the guilt lay.
In conclusion, this is the scene in which Kavus brings
Siyavush and Sudaba into his presence and questions
[them] on the indicated matter. 102
[Marginal note:] They called that place abounding in woods
the Desert of Daghu, and Daghu is the name of a desert near
Ribad on the border of the land of Turan.74

15. Insert 24b, originally affixed to fol. 164b (Sudaba’s
Second Accusation against Siyavush Is Judged)75
Sūdābe nezd-i Kāvus’da müttehim olmaḳdan nāşī bir
mekr ü ḥīle taṣnīfine mübāşeret etdi-ki şebistān-ı Kāvus’da
bir saḥḥār ve pür-mekr ü füsūn ve cādū-fen / zen var idi
ve ḥāmile idi. Sūdābe zene çoḳ direm ü dīnār iḥsān edüp
rāz-daş olup şikemindeki dü cādū / beçeyi bi’l-muʿālece76
ısḳāt etdirdi ve bir ṭaşt-ı zerrīn içine ḳodurdu ve bir pister
[sic]77 ferş etdirüp feryād u fiġān u nāleler etdi. Yine
Kāvus / ṣadāyı işidüp ḥareme seğirtdi. Sūdābe’niñ ḥālini
ve sıḳṭı78 görüp “Bu ne gūne şeydir? Bu cādū beçeler kimdendir? Benden değildir” / dedikde Sūdābe “Siyāvuş’uñ
etdiği ḫıyānetden ẓuhūr etdi” dedikde sersem Kāvus
müteḥayyir olup ne çāre edeceğini şaşırdı. /
Ve aḫter-şināsānı cemʿ edüp żarūrī bu rāz-ı nihānı
cümlesine mine’l-bāb ile’l-miḥrāb naḳl ve tamāmen beyān
edüp bu cādū beçeler kimden / vücūd bulduġunu istifsār
etdi. Müneccimler daḫi zeyc ü usṭurlāb ve sāʾir ālāt-ı
lāzime-i istiḫrācı āverde edüp bu ḥuṣūṣu diḳḳatle / lede’ttetebbuʿ79 Kāvus’a cevāb verdiler ki “Bu dü kūdek puşt-ı
şāhdan ve Sūdābe’den değildir, ġayri kimseden ve zenden-
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dir,” ve / zen-i mezbūreniñ nişānını bir bir Kāvus’a ʿiyād
etdiler.
Bunuñ üzerine bir hafta mürūr etdikde beçeler geberdi.
Yine Sūdābe dād / u feryād-ḫvāhīliğe serāġāz ile Kāvus’u
cānından bīzār etdi. Kāvus Sūdābe’ye dedi-ki “Sen işiñ
nihāyetine naẓar et. Bu gün / yarın meydāna mādde80
çıḳar” dedi ve emr etdi maʿhūd zeni çüst-cū etdiler. Yaḳın
bir maḥallde buldular ve hużūr-ı Kāvus’a getirdiler.
Terġīb / ü terhīb ile māddeyi söyletdiler. Kāvus Sūdābe’ye
dedi-ki “Müneccimlerin ḥaber verdiği gibice żuhūr etdi.”
Sūdābe dedi-ki “Müneccimler / Siyāvuş ḫavfından ve
atabeğ ü lālāsı Rüstem ḳorḳusundan böyle bir yalan ve
dürūġ teʾlīf etdiler ve zen-i maʿhūd ḳatl ü / ṣalb ḫavfından
sitāre-şümürleri taṣdīḳ etdi.” Sūdābe81 “Cümlesi ekāzībdir
[sic]82” deyerek nālān u giryān olup bir vechile durmayup83 / żabṭ olunmaz oldu.
Ḥāṣıl-ı kelām Sūdābe ve sıḳıṭlar ve müneccimler ve zen
cādū tecessüs ile bulunup / ḥużūr-ı Kāvus’da serzede-i
ẓuhūr olan / vaḳāyiʿ-i meẕkūreyi ḥāvī / meclisdir. / 103
Because Sudaba was guilty in Kavus’s eyes, she began
to devise a wily trick. There was in Kavus’s harem a
sorceress, one full of wiles and skilled in charms and
witchcraft, and she was with child. Sudaba granted the
woman many dirhams and dinars, and she, now a conspiratress, caused the two witch-infants in her belly to
miscarry by means of a drug. [Sudaba] had them placed
upon a golden salver, and, having had a mattress laid
down,84 cried and wailed and moaned [upon it]. Hearing the cries, Kavus again hastened to the harem and,
upon seeing Sudaba’s condition and the miscarriage,
said, “What manner of thing is this? Whose issue are
these witch-infants? They are not mine.” Upon his so
stating, Sudaba said, “They appeared as a result of Siyavush’s treachery,” whereat the stupefied Kavus grew
bewildered and lost sense of what he was to do.
He gathered the astrologers and, of necessity, related
and fully revealed to all of them this concealed secret,
from entryway to final bay,85 asking for information as
to whence these witch-infants had sprung. For their
part, the astrologers—bringing planispheres, astrolabes, and other instruments necessary for their deduction—carefully investigated the matter, whereupon
they answered Kavus, “These two little boys are not of
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royal issue or of Sudaba; they are of another person and
woman.” One by one, they repeated the description of
this said woman to Kavus.
Upon this, after a week’s passing, the infants died.86
Sudaba once more began wailing and crying for justice,
wearying Kavus of his life. Kavus said to Sudaba, “Reflect
upon the matter’s conclusion. Sooner or later, the truth
will out.”87 And he ordered that they seek out the said
woman, and they found her in a nearby place and
brought her into the presence of Kavus. With encouragement and threats, they had the matter divulged.
Kavus said to Sudaba, “It has turned out as the astrologers heralded.” Sudaba said, “The astrologers have composed such a lie and untruth for fear of Siyavush and
out of dread of his tutor and guardian, Rustam, and that
woman has affirmed the stargazers for fear of being executed and hanged. It is all lies!” And so saying, Sudaba
lamented and wept, and would not cease or be stilled
by any means.
In a word, this is the scene containing the events,
described above, that came to pass in the presence of
Kavus, with Sudaba, the miscarried infants,88 the astrologers, and the sorceress involved in inquiry. 103
16. Insert 26b, originally affixed to fol. 180b (Siyavush
Plays Polo before Afrasiyab)89
Efrāsiyāb Siyāvuş’a fevḳa’l-ḥadd iʿzāz u taʿẓīm ve her gün
ʿale’ṣ-ṣabāḥ envāʿ-ı hedāyā-yı mülūkāne taḳdīm ve bir ān
Siyāvuş’u nezdinden dūr etmeyüp tekrīm eder idi. /
Şehzāde Siyāvuş fürūsiyyet ü şehsüvāriyyet90 be bāzī-i
çevgān ve iʿmāl-i esliḥada ve şimşīr-zenīde yegāne-i
rūzgār ve meşhūr-ı her şehr ü diyār olmaġla Efrāsiyāb
ricā / edüp ḥużūrunda ilʿāb91-ı çevgān etdirip dü alay
tertībiyle bir ṭarafda Tūrān pehlevān u nāmdārlarından
Efrāsiyāb oġlu Şīde ve diger / oġlu92 Cehen ve Pīrān ve
birāderi Hūmān ve diger birāderi Nestīhin ve Enderīmān
ve Aḫvāşt93 ve bir ṭarafda Īrānīler / ve Siyāvuş bāzī-sāz-ı
çevgān olup Siyāvuş ol-ḳadar hüner ve fürūsiyyetler iẓhār
etdi-ki cümlesi / müteḥayyir oldular. Ḥaṣıl-ı kelām Siyāvuş
gūy u cevgān / oynayup Efrāsiyāb seyr ü temāşā / etdiği
/ meclisdir. / 112

Afrasiyab showed Siyavush exceeding honor and respect, and every day, in the morning, presented him
with various kingly gifts, and he did not remove Siyavush from his side for one moment, treating him [continually] with reverence. Because Prince Siyavush was
unique in [his] age and famed in every city and land for
his horsemanship and equestrianism, his [playing of
the] game of polo, and his gunmanship and swordsmanship, Afrasiyab requested of him that he play polo in his
presence, [whereupon] two divisions were formed. And
on one side were those from among the heroes and notables of Turan, being Afrasiyab’s son Shida, and his
other son Jahan; Piran, and his brother Human, and his
other brother Nastihin; Andariman; and Akhvasht;94 and
on the other side were the Iranians. Siyavush played,
and he exhibited such skill and horsemanship that
everyone was amazed. In a word, this is the scene in
which Afrasiyab observes and enjoys the sight of Siyavush playing polo. 112
17. Insert 27b, originally affixed to fol. 183b (Siyavush
and Jarira Married)95
Sipehbüd Pīrān ile Siyāvuş baba oġul olup Pīrān ṣadīḳ ve
maḥrem-i rāz ve ġamküsār-ı Siyāvuş olmaḳtan nāşī bir
gün Siyāvuş’a / dedi-ki “Efrāsiyāb’ıñ saña kemāl-i mihr ü
muḥabbeti var. Seniñ gibi ẕāt-ı bīnaẓīr lāyıḳ-mıdır ki
Tūrān-zemīn’de bir birāder yoḳ ve ḫvāher yoḳ / ve zen yoḳ?
Pederin Kāvus pīr oldu. Bundan-ṣoñra taḫt-ı Īrān seniñdir. Saña bir zen tezevvüc edelim. Efrāsiyāb’ıñ ḳızlarından
/ birisini ʿaḳd edelim: Efrāsiyāb’a ḫvīş olup vesīle-i mezīd-i
muḥabbet olur. Yāḫūd benim dört duḫterim birisi
yetişmişdir; / Cerīre96 derler. Anı ʿaḳd edelim” dedikde
Siyāvuş dedi-ki “Sen benim pederimsin, ben ferzendinim—pek güzel! Kimseniñ / duḫterini istemem; seniñ
duḫterini isterim. ʿAḳd et” demek ile Pīrān şād oldu ve
devān olup / zevcesi Gülşehr’e97 “Müjde! Nebīre-i
Keyḳubād dāmādım olacaḳ” deyü māddeyi naḳl edüp
hemān / Cerīre’ye Siyāvuş’u tezvīc ü nikāḥ ve ol gece
nezd-i Cerīre’ye / Siyāvuş dāḫil ve hemḫvābe olduġu / meclisdir. / 115
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Because the commander Piran and Siyavush were [as]
father and son, with Piran being Siyavush’s faithful
friend, confidant, and companion, he one day said to
Siyavush, “Afrasiyab feels perfect love and affection towards you. Is it fitting that one as matchless as you
should have no brother or sister or wife in the land of
Turan? Your father Kavus is old; the throne of Iran will
be yours hereafter. Let us wed to you a wife. Let us betroth to you one of Afrasiyab’s daughters, which, rendering you his kinsman, will cause [his] affection [for you]
to increase. Or else one of my four daughters is ripe—
they call her Jarira. Let us betroth her to you.” Upon this,
Siyavush said, “You are [as] my father, and I [as] your
son—most excellent! I want no one’s daughter but
yours. Betroth her [to me].” At this was Piran overjoyed,
and he hastened to his wife Gulshahr and informed her
of the matter, saying, “Good news! A grandson of Kayqubad is to be my son-in-law.” And he immediately wed
and married Jarira to Siyavush, and that night, Siyavush
joined Jarira and became her bedfellow, of which
[event] this is the scene. 115
18. Insert 28b, originally affixed to fol. 185b (Siyavush
and Farangis Wedded)98
Yine bir gün Pīrān Siyāvuş’a dedi-ki “Nezd-i Efrāsiyāb’da
füzūnī-i ḥaşmet ü menziletiñ var, līkin saña ümīdi üstüvār
olmaz. Eger nezd-i / Efrāsiyāb’da bālāter-pāye olup gün
begün meyl ü muḥabbeti müzdād olsun der iseñ
Efrāsiyāb’a bir ittiṣāl ü ḳarābet kesb / etmek saña lāzım
dır. Ferengīs99 nām bir duḫter-i zībende-aḫteri vardır ki
ḥüsn ü ānda bir naẓīr ü ʿadīli yoḳdur. Eger anı ṭaleb ü ricā
/ etseñ münāsibdir.100 Baña emr et, rābıṭa vereyim” dedikde Siyāvuş “Sen baña ḫayr-ḫvāhsıñ; münāsibini sen
bilirsiñ” deyüp ruḫṣat verdi. /
Pīrān Efrāsiyāb’a gelüp ifāde-i ḫuṣūṣ-ı merḳūm etdikde
Efrāsiyāb dediki “Bu māddeyi senden evvel baʿż-ı ʿuḳalā
ile istişāre / etdim. Dediler ki ‘Ey dāye-i beçe-i şīr! Ne
zaḥmet çekiyorsun. Cānını rehāyāb edemezsin. Saʿy edüp
anı pür-hüner edeyorsun [sic]. / Ol diraḫt-ı meyve-dār
olduḳda sen bī-s̱emer olursun. Pençesine ḳuvvet geldikde
ibtidā perverde edeni helāk edeceğinde şübhe / yoḳdur’
dediler. Hem müneccimān u remmālīne bu māddeyi suʾāl
etdim. Benim nebīremden—ki ol Keyḫusrevdir—kişver-i
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Tūran-zemīn ḫarāb / ve mülk ü ḫazīne vü mālim ġāret
olup bu dü101 nijāddan mürzūbūm-ı Tūrān ve salṭanat u
taḫt tebāh olacaġını ḫaber verdiler. / Neçün ẓann ile nūş-ı
zehr edeyim? Neçün mār-ı ḫīreniñ ḳuyruġuna baṣayım?
Siyāvuş Tūrān’da olduḳca birāderim gibi / mürāʿāt
ederim. Lākin duḫterimi ʿaḳd102 ü tezvīc etmem” dedikde
Pīrān dedi-ki “Ey Şehriyār! Bu ḫuṣūṣa mülāḥaẓa iḳtiżā /
etmez. Nijād-ı Siyāvuş’dan vücūde gelen ḫıredmend ü
bīdār olur. Müneccimlere ne iʿtımād? ʿAḳla mürācaʿat et
ki bu iki aṣl-zādeden / ḫvurşīd-menzilet bir ferzend vücūde
gelir ki Īrān u Tūrān kārzāndan āsāyiş kesb eder. Tuḫm-ı
Ferīdūn / u Keyḳubād’dan bundan raḫşān nijād mı olur?
Şöyle olur, böyle olur” deyerek dil-i Efrāsiyāb”ı / müstemāl
ḳılup icāzet-yāb-ı ʿaḳd ü tezvīc olmaġla ʿaẓīm sūr u şehrāyīnler / olup baʿdehu itmām-ı kār-ı ʿarūsīyle Ferengīs ve
Siyāvuş / hemḫvābe-i pister-i103 kāyiş [sic]104 ü zifāf /
olduġu / meclisdir. / 116
Another day, Piran said to Siyavush, “You stand most
majestic and rank high indeed in Afrasiyab’s estimation,
but the hope he has placed in you is not [necessarily]
fixed. If you want your rank in Afrasiyab’s eyes to increase, and his love and affection [for you] to grow daily,
you must acquire some connection and kinship to Afrasiyab. He has a fair-starred daughter named Farangis
who is in grace and beauty without equal or parallel; it
would be well if you were to request and ask for her.
Give me the word and I shall see that it is done.” Upon
his so saying, Siyavush gave him leave, saying, “You are
benevolent towards me; you know what is most fitting.”
Piran came to Afrasiyab and explained the aforementioned subject to him, whereupon Afrasiyab said,
“Before you, I [already] consulted some wise men on
this matter. They said, ‘O fosterer of a lion’s cub! Why
do you trouble yourself so? You will not be able to save
your life. Through your endeavors you are turning him
into a paragon. When he becomes a fruitful tree, you
will be barren. Once his hand is strong enough, doubtless the first thing he will do is destroy him who has
nourished him.’ I also asked the astrologers and geomancers about this matter. They informed me that the
land of Turan would be destroyed and my property,
treasure, and possessions plundered by my grandson
(who is Kaykhusraw105); and that owing to [the conflu-
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ence of] these two lines, the country of Turan would be
lost together with [my] rule and throne. Why should I
drink poison knowingly? Why should I step on the tail
of a malignant serpent? As long as Siyavush is in Turan,
I shall regard him as my brother, but I will not marry my
daughter to him.” Upon this, Piran said, “O Sovereign!
You need not trouble yourself in this regard. He who is
the issue of Siyavush will be wise and circumspect. Why
trust the astrologers? Resort to [your own] mind, for
from these two lineages will spring a child exalted to
the sun, who will replace war with peace in Iran and
Turan. Will the seed of Faridun and of Kayqubad ever
produce progeny more brilliant than this?,” and so on
and so forth. So saying, he soothed the mind of Afrasiyab, and with permission being given for the marriage,
a great wedding feast was held and the city decked out
in celebration, and afterwards, with the business of marriage completed, Farangis and Siyavush became mates
of the conjugal and nuptial bed, of which [event] this is
the scene. 116
19. Insert 30b, originally affixed to fol. 202b (Rustam
Blames Kay Kavus for the Slaying of Siyavush)106
Ḥāl-i Siyāvuş Kāvus’a resān olduḳda Īrān mātem-serā
oldu. Zābulistān’da Siyāvuş’uñ mürebbīsi Rüstem
ḫaberdār-ı zevāl-i Siyāvuş olduḳda bīhūş / olup ḳan
aġladı, ve mātemler edüp techīz-i ʿaskerler edüp Kāvus’a
geldi. Girībānını çāk ve feryād u fiġānlar edüp cān tende
olduḳca / intiḳām-ı Siyāvuş’u ber-āverde vü taḥṣīl
edeceğini107 ve “Seniñ bedḫūyluġundan ve Sūdābe’niñ
mekrinden ve ʿasḳından Īrān’a rezāletler ṭārī oldu. / Zene
mütābaʿatiñ netīcesi budur” deyüp feryādlar ederek
şebistān-ı Sūdābe’ye Rüstem hücūm ve Sūdābe’yi keşān
ber-keşān iḫrāc ve ḫancer / ile dü-nīme etdi. Kāvus ḳaṭʿā
bir şey söyleyemedi.
Ve’l-ḥāṣıl Rüstem’iñ derd ü fürḳat-i Siyāvuş ile
Nīmrūz’dan gelüp / Kāvus’a serzeniş ü tevbīḫ etdiği
meclisdir. / 123
When [news of] Siyavush’s state reached Kavus, Iran
became a house of mourning. And when, in Zabulistan,
Siyavush’s tutor Rustam was informed of Siyavush’s

demise, he lost his senses and cried blood. Lamenting,
he equipped an army and went to Kavus. Rending his
collar and wailing and bawling, he [swore] that he
would seek to avenge Siyavush for as long as he had life
in his body, and he cried [to Kavus], “It is because of
your ill bent and the tricks and passions of Sudaba that
[these] scandals have befallen Iran. This is what comes
of conforming to women.” So crying, he burst in on
Sudaba’s quarters and dragged her out before cleaving
her into two with a dagger. Kavus was unable to say
anything at all.
In short, this is the scene in which Rustam, grieving
the absence of Siyavush, has come from Nimruz and is
reproaching and reprimanding Kavus. 123
20. Insert 31b, originally affixed to fol. 204b (Surkha,
Captured by Faramarz, Is Condemned by Rustam)108
Īrān’da ol-ḳadar techīz-i ʿasākir ve cemʿ-i leşker olundu-ki
ḥadd ü pāyānı yoḳ etdi, ve cümle pehlevānlar intiḳām-ı
Siyāvuş içün ʿaẓīm ʿahd ü peymānlar edüp Direfş-i
Kāviyānīyi küşād ve Rüstem ser-ʿasker-i / ecnād olup oġlu
Ferāmerz’i109 talīʿa vu çarḫa naṣb edüp ʿazm-i semt-i
Tūrān etdiler.
Mürzūbūm-ı Tūrān’dan İspīcāb110 ḥākimi Verāzād111
muḥafaẓasında olduġu / belde üzerine çarḫacı Ferāmerz
vāṣıl olduḳda Verāzād muḳābil olmaġla der-ceng-i evvel
Verāzād’ı Ferāmerz ihlāk edüp leşkeri münhezim oldu. /
Pes ol ṭarafdan Efrāsiyāb’a ḥavādis̱āt112-ı Īrāniyye vāṣıl
olduḳda kerān tā be-kerān113 taḥsīd-i cüyūş-ı kes̱īf edüp
oġlu Sürḫa’yı114 ṭalīʿa edüp bi’n-nefs kendi / ʿasākir-i kes̱īre
ile merḥale be-merḥale ḥareket etdi. Nāgāh Tūrān çarḫası
ve Īrān çarḫası birbirine resān olduḳda germā-germ
perḫāş-sāz olduḳlarında Tūrān / çarḫası münhezim
olmaġla sergerde-i çarḫa Efrāsiyāb oġlu Sürḫa’yı Ferā
merz giriftār u dest-beste edüp verādan ordu ile vāṣıl olan
/ pederi Rüstem ḥużūruna āverde etdikde Rüstem Sürḫa’yı
birāderi Zevāre[’ye]115 verüp Siyāvuş gibi ṭaşt üstünde
iʿdām / etdirüp nigūnsār berdār etdirdi.
Netīce Rüstem oġlu Ferāmerz Efrāsiyāb oġlu Sürḫa’yı
/ giriftār edüp sipehsālār Rüstem pīşgāhına dest-beste /
iḥżār etdiği / meclisdir. / 124
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So great an army was equipped and so many troops
were gathered in Iran that all limits were exceeded, and
all the paladins made solemn oaths and vows to avenge
Siyavush. The Standard of Kava was flown, and with
Rustam as the chief of the army and his son Faramarz
appointed [the head of the] vanguard, they set out for
the region of Turan.
When the skirmisher Faramarz reached the region
governed by Varazad, lord of the Turanian borderland
of Ispijab,116 Varazad confronted [him], and in the
course of [this] first battle, Faramarz slew Varazad and
routed his army.
Consequently, when news of the Iranians traveled
from that place to Afrasiyab, [the latter] assembled a
thronging host stretching as far as the eye could see,117
and he made his son Surkha [the head of its] vanguard,
and he [Surkha] personally set out with the multitudinous army, marching from post to post. Suddenly, the
Turanian skirmishers and the Iranian skirmishers came
into confrontation with one another, whereupon they
did heated battle, and with the routing of the Turanian
skirmishers, their chief Surkha, son of Afrasiyab, was
captured and manacled by Faramarz, who brought him
into the presence of his father Rustam, who had arrived
with an army from behind. Rustam gave Surkha to his
[Rustam’s] brother Zavara and had him executed over
a bowl as Siyavush had been, and he [then] had him
hanged upside-down.
In conclusion, this is the scene in which Faramarz,
son of Rustam, has captured Surkha, son of Afrasiyab,
and brought him with hands bound before the commander Rustam. 124
21. Insert 32b, originally affixed to fol. 210b (Kay
Khusraw Is Discovered by Giv)118
Bundan-ṣoñra Keşvād pehlevānıñ ferzendi Gūderz119
pehlevān bir gece rüʾyāsında deryādan120 bir seḥāb
ṣunuñ121 üstünde bedīdār / olup ol ebrin üstünde bir melek
ü sürūş122 seğirdir ve Gūderz’e der ki “Gūşunu aç,123 işit ki
Tūrān’da bir nāmdār / vardır: ismi Keyḫusrev’dir.
Siyāvuş’uñ ferzendidir; tuḫme-i Keyḳubād’dır; sūy-ı
māderden nesebi Tūr’a muttaṣıldır. Īrān’a gelir ise kīn-i /
pederine miyān-bend olub Tūrān’ı zīr ü zeber edüp Deryā-
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yı Ḳulzüm’ü pür-cūş ve Efrāsiyāb’ı bīhūş eder ve anıñ
nişānını / gerdenkeşān u gürdān124-ı Īrān’dan ferzendin
Gīv’den ġayri kimse125 bilmez ve bulamaz—ancaḳ Key
ḫusrev’i Gīv bulur” deyüp ġāʾib olduḳda / Gūderz bīdār
olup ferzendi Gīv’e rüʾyāyı naḳl ile Gīv’i cüst-cūy-ı
Keyḫusrev içün Tūrān’a ferīd ü vaḥīd / irsāl etdi.
Yedi sene Gīv Tūrān’da Keyḫusrev’i tecessüs eyleyüp
suʾāl etdiği Türkān “ʿÖmrümüzde Tūrān’da Keyḫusrev /
isminde adam işitmedik” derler idi, ve suʾāl etdiği adamlara tenhāda ḫafīce pürsiş edüp ḥerifi iʿdām eder idi-ki
yed-i / ḫaṣma serrişte girmesin deyü Gīv cānından bīzār
olup menūn[un]u126 temennī eder idi-ki heft sāldir
Keyḫusrev’den nām u nişān / yoḳ.
Yedi seneden ṣoñra bir gün Gīv bir merġzār127 u çemen
zāra gelüp ārām etdi ve dūrdan bir çeşme-i tābān gördü,
ve bir serve / beñzer bir maḥbūb-ı perī-peyker bir elinde
cām-ı mey ve bir elini nihāl ü şāḫ-ı diraḫt-ı pür-şükūfeye
nihāde128 etmiş durur;129 lākin nāṣiyesinde ferr-i necābet
/ lāmiʿ ve çehresinde nūr-ı aḳl u kiyāset ṭāliʿ, ke-ennehu
bu bir pādişāhdır ki serine vażʿ-ı tāc ile taḫt-nişīn olmuş.
Gīv’e Ḥaḳḳ / Keyḫusrev’i böyle gösterdi. Gīv’in ḫāṭırına
geldi-ki bu bir pādişāhzādedir. Gīv yanına gelüp “Ey Şeh-i
Serferāz! İsmiñ nedir? Sen Siyāvuş’uñ / oġlu mısıñ?”
dedikde Keyḫusrev dedi-ki “Sen Gīv-i Gūderz misin?”
deyüp muṣāḥabet ederek bilişdiler, āşnā oldular. Çūnki /
Siyāvuş Ferengīs’e Gīv Īrān’dan gelüp Keyḫusrev’i Īrān’a
naḳl edeceğini bir bir beyān etmiş idi, Keyḫusrev daḫi
Gīv’in dürūduna / her gün muntaẓır idi.
Ol maḥallden Keyḫusrev Gīv’i alup ḫafiyyeten sarāyı
Siyāvuş-gird’e āverde / edüp vālidesiyle mülāḳāt etdirdi
ve görüşdü. /
Netīce yedi yıldan-ṣoñra cüst-cū ederek / Gīv Keyḫus
rev’e bir çeşme nezdinde / ẓaferyāb olduġu / meclisdir. /
126
After this, the paladin Gudarz, son of the paladin Kashvad,130 one night saw in his dream a cloud [formed] from
the sea appear over the water,131 and on that cloud flitted
an angel,132 and he said to Gudarz, “Open your ears and
hear that in Turan is one celebrated: his name is
Kaykhusraw. He is the son of Siyavush and the seed of
Kayqubad, and on his mother’s side is he descended
from Tur. If he comes to Iran, he will gird himself to
avenge his father, and will turn Turan upside down and

308

ÜNVER RÜSTEM

make the Red Sea boil, and will confound Afrasiyab.
And of the brave and exalted of Iran, no one but your
son Giv knows or can find his [Kaykhusraw’s] mark; Giv
alone will find Kaykhusraw.” So saying, [the angel] disappeared, whereupon Gudarz awoke and related the
dream to his son Giv before sending the latter alone and
singly to Turan in order to seek out Kaykhusraw.133
For seven years did Giv search Turan for Kaykhusraw, and the Turks whom he questioned would say, “We
have never in our lives heard of any man in Turan by
the name of Kaykhusraw”; and having interrogated each
of these men secretly in a deserted spot, he would execute the fellow so that no clue [of his enterprise] might
fall into the hands of the enemy. Giv grew weary of his
life and became desirous of [his own] death, for a septenary had passed without sign or trace of Kaykhusraw.
After [these] seven years, Giv one day came to a
grassy meadow and [there] rested, and he saw in the
distance a sparkling stream and an enchanting fairyfaced youth standing there cypress-like, one hand holding a cup of wine and the other hand placed on a
blossoming tree branch;134 and on his brow shone
brightly the radiance of nobility, and in his countenance
appeared the light of intelligence and sagacity, as if he
were an emperor enthroned with a crown placed upon
his head. Thus did the Lord reveal Kaykhusraw to Giv.
It occurred to Giv that this was the son of an emperor.
Having come next to him, Giv said, “O Eminent Prince!
What is your name? Are you the son of Siyavush?,” to
which Kaykhusraw said, “Are you Giv [son] of Gudarz?,”
wherewith they made friendly conversation and became
familiar and acquainted [with each other]. For because
Siyavush had explained in detail to Farangis that Giv
would come from Iran and take Kaykhusraw there,
Kaykhusraw had every day waited expectantly for Giv’s
salutation.
Kaykhusraw [then] took Giv from that place and
secretly brought him to his palace [at] Siyavushgird, and
[there] introduced him to his mother and [himself] met
with her.135
In conclusion, this is the scene in which Giv, having
searched for seven years, succeeds in [finding] Kaykhusraw near a stream. 126

22. Insert 34b, originally affixed to fol. 225b
(Kay Khusraw Distributes Gifts among His Warriors)
(figs. 12 and 13)136
Keyḫusrev kīn ve aḫẕ-i intiḳām-ı pederi içün bir ʿahdnāme taḥrīr etdirüp Rüstem ve cümle pehlevānlar imżā
ile şāhid oldular.
Baʿdehu gencīne vü ḫazīneleri küşād ve emvāl-ı ferāvān
ve eşyā-yı nefīse ve cevāhir / ü aḳmişe-i bīgirānı ḥużūruna
tūde tūde edüp cümle pehlevānlara rütbe ve lāyıḳınca
iḥsān ve cümlesini şükrān u memnūn-ı iḥsān etdiği
meclisdir. / 134
[Marginal note:] Ḥużūr-ı Keyḫusrev’de istāde olan Gīv’dir, ki
nevbet-i iḥsān aña / gelmeğle ikiyüz dībā ve bir ḫusrevī tāc ve
on kemer / Kāse Rūd’u żabṭ u vīrān etmek / şarṭıyla iḥsān etdi.

Kaykhusraw had an oath written up vowing enmity [to
Afrasiyab] and vowing vengeance for his father, and
Rustam and all the paladins witnessed it with their signatures.
Afterwards, he opened the treasuries and storehouses and had the copious riches, rare objects, and
innumerable jewels and stuffs [thereof] heaped before
him, and he then bestowed them on all the paladins
according to their rank and what was fitting, rendering
them grateful and pleased with the favor, of which
[event] this is the scene. 134
[Marginal note:] Standing before Kaykhusraw is Giv,
to whom—when the turn was his to receive favor—he
[Kaykhusraw] granted two hundred brocades, a princely
crown, and ten girdles, on condition that he would conquer
and lay waste Kasa Rud.

23. Insert 37b, originally affixed to fol. 243b (The Battle
of Pashan Begins) (figs. 14 and 15)137
ʿAsākir-i münhezime-i Īrāniyān u pehlevānlar hele ne ḥāl
ise bir maḥalle cemʿ olduḳları evān berīd-i bād-mesīr ile
fermān-ı Keyḫusrev’i Ferībürz’e vuṣūl bulduḳda /
gürdān138 u pehlevānlar bārgāh-ı Ferībürz’e terāküm ve
istimāʿ-ı fermān edüp Ṭūs’u ʿazl ve Direfş-i Kāviyānīyi aḫẕ
ve Ferībürz’e tebrīk-i / sipehbüdī ile Ṭūs’u āsitāneye
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ʿicāleten irsāl etdiklerinde Ṭūs ḥużūr-ı Keyḫusrev’e
dürūdunda birāderi Ferūd ve etdiği fażāḥatler içün / ʿitāb
u āzār edüp “Seniñ aḳ ṣaḳalına merḥamet ve nijād-ı
Minūçihrīden olduġuna ḥürmet etdim. Şimdi seni ḳatl
eder idim” deyüp / zindān-bend etdi.
Bu ṭarafda Ferībürz pehlevānlarla meşveret-i çārecūy
olduḳlarında bir māh ḳadar mütāreke-ḫvāh olmaḳ reʾy-i
/ münāsibleri olmaġın Rühhām’ı bir māh mütāreke
ṭalebiyçün Pīrān’a lede’l-irsāl Pīrān müsāʿade etmeğin
iḫtilās-ı vaḳt-i / furṣatla Īrāniyān bir māhda ḳādir
olduḳları ḳadar cüyūş ve mühimmāt tedārik edüp māh
tamāmında / perḫāşa ʿavdet ve Tuvārāniyān [sic]139 u
Türkān ile rezm ü kārzāra mübāşeret ve140 reste vü / ṣaffārā-yı ḥarb ü ḳıtāl / olduḳları / meclisdir. / 144
[Marginal note:]141 Lākin bu Şehnāme dībācesi Bay
sunġuriyye’de142 Firdevsī’den / naḳl eder ki Ṭūs Tūrān’dan
maʿzūlen / ʿavdet edüp nezd-i Keyḫusrev’e dürūd etmekde
/ bīm ü endīşe ve ʿadem-i cesāret ḥasebiyle ḥālā / Ṭūs ıṭlāḳ
olunan maḥallde iḳāmet / ve bir şehir binā etmeğle ismine
nisbet / edüp Şehr-i Ṭūs / dediler der. Bu / maḥallde Firdevsī
/ buña müteʿalliḳ / bir şey taḥrīr / etmez.

When the defeated Iranian army and paladins had, at
any rate, convened at some location, a wind-swift messenger delivered to Fariburz the decree of Kaykhusraw,
whereupon the paladins and heroes gathered in audience before Fariburz and heard the decree. Tus was
dismissed [as commander-in-chief] and the Standard
of Kava taken from him, and having congratulated Fariburz on [his consequent] captainship of the army, they
sent Tus with haste to the royal court, and upon his
saluting Kaykhusraw, [the latter] scolded and reprimanded him because of his shameful actions and because of [what had befallen] his [Kaykhusraw’s]
brother Farud, saying, “I have shown mercy to your
white beard and honor to your descent from Minuchihr,
else I would slay you now!”; and with that, he confined
[Tus] to a dungeon.
On this side, Fariburz and the paladins deliberated
together in search of a solution, and they judged that it
would be well to request a month’s truce, and so Ruhham was sent to Piran to ask for the month-long truce,
whereupon Piran gave his assent. Seizing the opportunity, the Iranians spent the month assembling as many
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troops and supplies as they were able, and at the end of
the month, they returned to combat and set about
battling and fighting with the Turanians and Turks,
drawing up in rank and file for warfare and carnage, of
which [event] this is the scene. 144
[Marginal note:] However, the preface to this Shahnama, in
[its] Baysunghurid [section],143 quotes Firdawsi as saying
that Tus—because he was anxious and fearful, and lacked
the courage to return dismissed from Turan and do obeisance to Kaykhusraw—stayed in the place in which he had
been discharged and there founded a city; naming it after
him, they called it the City of Tus, [the preface] says. Here,
Firdawsi writes nothing in this connection.

24. Insert 40b, originally affixed to fol. 268b (The
Combat of Rustam and Ashkabus)144
Ferdā ṭarafeyn sipāh-pīrā-yı maṣāff olduḳlarında Tūrān
iʿānet-āverān-ı leşkerinden Eşkebūs145-ı Keşānī bāre-rān-ı
meydān-ı rezm olup mübāriz-cūy / olmaġın Īrāniyāndan
Rühhām-ı dilāver muḳābele ḳaydında olup tāb-āver-i
ḥamle vü ʿamūd-ı Eşkebūs’u edememek ile / sūy-ı kūha
firār ü rūgerdān olduḳda sipehsālār-ı Īrān Ṭūs āşüftesāmān olup ḫvāhişmend oldu-ki ḥamle / vü hücūm-ı
Eşkebūs ede. Rüstem rāżı olmayup “Sen ḳalb-i sipāhı ve
ʿaskeri ḥıfẓ et; yerinde pāyidār ol. Esb-i gülgūnem / çend
rūzdur şitāb ile ḳaṭʿ-ı menāzilden bītābdır. Ben piyāde
anıñla perḫāş ederim” deyüp piyāde Rüstem / muḳābele-i
Eşkebūs’u edüp nuḫustīn esbine bir tīr endāḫtıyla zemīne
ġalṭān edüp baʿdehu Eşkebūs’a / daḫi bir ḫadeng endāht
edüp sīne-i Eşkebūs-ı Keşānī’ye tā be-per146 bir tīr ḫalīde
ḳıldı-ki / derʿaḳab Eşkebūs fütāde vü ṭapān147-ı rūy-ı arż /
olup vedāʿ-ı cān / etdiği / meclisdir. / 156
[Marginal note:] Bu māddeye düvümīn148 terceme-i meclis-i
taṣvīrde işāret / olundu idi, ve Firdevsī’niñ tīr ü küşād-ı / şaṣt-ı
Rüstem ḥaḳḳında belīġ ve meşhūr-ı / āfāk ve siḥr-i ḥelāl beyti
bu maḳālededir:
Ḳażā güft gīr ü ḳader güft dih;
Felek güft aḥsent, melek güft zih149

On the morrow, once the two sides were arrayed for
combat,150 there rode onto the battlefield Ashkabus of
Kashan, one of the succors of the Turanian army, and
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he sought a duel, whereupon the courageous Ruhham,
one of the Iranians, entered into confrontation [with
him], but being unable to withstand Ashkabus’s assault
and mace, he deserted, fleeing towards the mountains.
At this, Tus, Iran’s commander-in-chief, grew agitated,
and desired to attack and assault Ashkabus. Rustam
withheld his assent, saying [to Tus], “You keep the
center of the host and army; remain fixed in your position. My rosy-colored steed is exhausted from all these
days of journeying in haste across [many] stations. I will
fight him [Ashkabus] on foot.” So saying, Rustam confronted Ashkabus on foot, and, before anything else,
brought him tumbling to the ground by shooting an
arrow at his horse. Then he shot a bolt at Ashkabus too,
the arrow piercing the breast of Ashkabus of Kashan
down to the feathers,151 such that Ashkabus instantly
fell convulsed to the surface of the earth, bidding farewell to life, of which [event] this is the scene. 156
[Marginal note:] What follows this subject matter [i.e.,
the moment shown in the miniature, where Ashkabus is
still standing] has been indicated in the translation of the
depicted scene, and Firdawsi’s eloquent, world-famous,
and enchanting couplet on Rustam’s discharging of the
arrow is in this [following] section:
Then destiny cried: “Take!” and fate cried: “Give!”
The heavens cried: “Excellent!” the angels: “Good!”152

25. Insert 41b, originally affixed to fol. 276b (Shangul
Stirs the Khan’s Council to War on Rustam)153
Rüstem ṣulḥ u āştī ve reʾy-i Pīrān’a rāżı oldu. Pīrān
Ḫāḳān’a ʿavdet etdi-ki ifāde-i mādde ede; bārgāh-ı
Ḫāḳān’da Kāmūs ve Eşkebūs ve Çingiş /—maḳtūlān-ı
Rüstem—ḫvīşān u aḳrabā ve leşkeri milʾān [sic]154 ve
feryād u fiġān edüp “Rüstem’i iʿdām ve Īrān’ı nābūd etmedikce bize ḥayāt ḥarāmdır” / vā-veylāları peyveste-i
āsmān olmuş. Pīrān āştī māddesini Ḫāḳān’a ifāde etdikde
Ḫāḳān “Biz Efrāsiyāb’a imdāda geldik; neden ʿaczimiz
var? / Se ten helāk olmaġla ne var? Bu ḳadar Çīn ve Sind
ve Hind ve Ṣıḳlāb ve Gehān ve Çaġān ve Şeken155 ve Rūm
pehlevānları ve leşker-i / bī-pāyānı var. Üç-yüz biñ
leşkerimiz var. Perḫāş edüp Rüstem’i ve Īrān’ı tāmāmen
nābūd ederiz” deyüp Hind / emīrü’l-ümerāsı Şengül-i
Hindī’yi156 Ḫāḳān bārgāhına daʿvet ve bu āştī ṣoḥbetini
ve münāsebetsizlik-i Pīrān’ı157 ifāde / etdikde Şengül “Biz

Efrāsiyāb’a imdāda ve yarlıġa geldik, ve bu ḳadar māl ü
hediyyesini aldıḳ. / Şimdi bu ṣulḥ ṣoḥbeti neden iḳtiżā etdi.
Eger Pīrān Rüstem’den ḫavf etdi ise yarın / cenge bürūz
edüp cihānda ne Rüstem terk ederim158 ve ne Keyḫusrev
ve ne / Īrān” deyü Şengül’üñ Ḫāḳān nezdinde lāf ü güzāf
/ ve küp ü zevret [sic]159 etdiği / meclisdir. / 160

Rustam assented to peace and concord and to the opinion of Piran.160 Piran returned to the Khan161 in order to
tell him of the matter. At the Khan’s court, the kinsmen,
relatives, and troops of Kamus, Ashkabus, and Chingish—those slain by Rustam—were ready to burst, and
they wailed and lamented, “Life will remain anathema
to us for as long as we have not destroyed Rustam and
annihilated Iran,” which cries reached the heavens.
When Piran told the Khan about the business of peace,
the Khan said, “We have come to Afrasiyab’s rescue.
How are we weak? What does the killing of three persons matter? There are [on our side] multiple paladins
and countless troops from China, Sind, Hindustan,
Slavia, Gahan, Chaghan, Shakan,162 and Rum—we have
three hundred thousand troops. We will fight and completely annihilate Rustam and Iran.” So saying, the Khan
called to his court Shangul the Indian, the commander
of commanders of Hindustan, and when he told him of
this talk of peace and of Piran’s foolishness, 163 Shangul
said, “We have come to Afrasiyab’s rescue and aid, and
we have taken this much of his wealth and gifts. Why,
then, is it now necessary to speak of peace? If Piran is
fearful of Rustam, then tomorrow will I go forth into
battle and spare not Rustam nor Kaykhusraw nor Iran.”
Thus did Shangul boast and brag and arrogantly declaim164 in the presence of the Khan, of which [oration]
this is the scene. 160

26. Insert 43b, side 1, originally affixed to fol. 342b
(The Fifth Battle of the Champions: Ruhham Kills
Barman)165
Baʿdehu Gūderz-zāde Rühhām-ı Īrānīyle Bārmān-ı
Tūrānī vaḥīden166 muḥārebe-i kes̱īreden-ṣoñra āḫirü’lemr Rühhām rān-ı Bārmān’a nīze-zen-i / jerf olduḳda
ḍarb-ı nīzeden Bārmān fütāde-i zemīn olmaġla Rühhām
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bir nīze daḫi cigergāh-ı Bārmān’a rekz etmekle / ihlāk ve
naʿş-ı Bārmān’ı beste-i ḫāne-i serc etdiği / meclisdir. / 176
Afterwards, Ruhham the Iranian, son of Gudarz, and
Barman the Turanian did much battle by themselves,
till eventually Ruhham became a spearman most injurious to the thigh of Barman, who fell to the ground with
the blow of the spear, whereupon Ruhham planted another spear into Barman’s heart and thereby slew him,
[thereafter] fastening his corpse to the seat of [his]
saddle, of which [combat] this is the scene. 176
27. Insert 43b, side 2, originally affixed to fol. 342b and
facing fol. 343a (The Sixth Battle of the Champions:
Bizhan Kills Ruyin)167
Baʿdehu Bījen ile Pīrān’ıñ oġlu Rūyīn168 yek-tene çep ü rāst
neberdler edüp nihāyetü’l-emr / Bījen ser-i Rūyīn’e bir
ʿamūd-ı girān ḍarbına dest-yāft olmaġla maġz-ı ser-i
Rūyīn’i āb gibi rīzān / ve ihlāk ve mürdesini ḫāne-i zīne
taʿḳīl [sic]169 etdiği / meclisdir. / 177
Afterwards, Bizhan and Piran’s son Ruyin fought left
and right by themselves, till finally Bizhan succeeded in
dealing a blow to Ruyin’s head with a heavy mace, scattering the brains in Ruyin’s head like water and [thus]
slaying him, [after which Bizhan] tied his corpse to the
seat of [his] saddle, of which [combat] this is the scene.
177
28. Insert 44b, originally affixed to fol. 343b (The
Seventh Battle of the Champions: Hajir Kills
Sipahram)170
Baʿdehu Gūderz ferzendi Hecīr-i Īrānī Efrāsiyāb
ḫvīşānından Sipehrem171-i Tūrānīyle münferiden kārzār
edüp / Hecīr miġfer-i Sipehrem’e ḥavāle-i şimşīr-i
bürrān172 ile miġferi ve ser-i Sipehrem’i dü-pāre ḳılmaġla
ihlāk / ve lāşesini rabṭ-ı kūhe-i zīn etdiği / meclisdir. / 178
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Afterwards, Hajir the Iranian, son of Gudarz, and Sipahram the Turanian, kinsman to Afrasiyab, did combat by
themselves, [till] Hajir, striking Sipahram’s helmet with
a sword, cleaved the helmet, together with the head of
Sipahram, into two, slaying him and [then] binding his
corpse to the seat of [his] saddle, of which [combat] this
is the scene. 178
29. Insert 47b, originally affixed to fol. 349b (Gustaham
Slays Lahhak and Farshidvard)173
Pīrān oġulları Lehhāk ve Ferşīd’e vaṣiyyet etmiş idi-ki
“Eger ben helāk olur isem, siz Tūrān’a firār ediñ” deyü
vaḳtā ki Tūrān dīde-bānları Kūh-ı Kenābed’den māddeyi
görüp / Pīrān’ıñ ve Tūrān pehlevānlarınıñ helākini idrāk
etdiler, Lehhāk ve Ferşīd’e iḫbār-ı mādde etdiklerinde firār
etdiler, ve firārları Gūderz’in maʿlūmu olduḳda
verālarından / Güstehem’i ihlākleriyçün vaḥīden irsāl
etdi, gitdi. Lākin Bījen mülāḥaẓa etdi-ki “Güstehem
ferīden bunlar ile muḥārebe eder ise şāyed bir ḫaṭar-dīde
olur” deyüp Güstehem’i ḳollayarak / verāsından ʿāzim
oldu.
Güstehem Lehhāk ve Ferşīd’e yetişdi-ki bir çeşme-sārda
cālis olmuşlar idiler; atlandılar ve Güstehem ile peykārsāz olduḳlarında Güstehem ser-i Ferşīd’e bir tīr-i /
cānsitān endāḫt u rekz ile ihlāk etdi. Lehhāk daḫi Güste
hem’e bir ḫadeng endāḫt u īḳāʿıyla ḫasta-dil ḳıldıḳda
Güstehem yine ġayret edüp dest-yāft / olup gerden-i
Lehhāk’a tīġzen-i ihlāk olup kendi daḫi mecrūḥ-ı tīr ve
żaʿīfü’l-ḳuvā ve revān-ı ḫūn serçeşme-i maʿhūda gelüp
esbinden nüzūl ve āb-ı çeşmeden / nūş edüp vücūdünden
ḫūnlar çekān ve bītāb ḫāke ġalṭīde vü pīçīde olup bīhūş
düşdü ve ṣabāḥa dek mār-ı pīçān gibi ġalṭān u nālān oldu.
Ol ḥālde / Bījen maḥall-i merḳūma vāṣıl olup vāḳıf-ı
mādde olduḳda lāşeleri ve Güstehem-i mecrūḥ-şüdeyi
beste-i ḫāne-i zīn edüp ve bir Türk esīr edüp çekdirerek /
ve yeddirerek ṭaraf-ı orduya ʿavdet etdi.
Ve’l-ḥāṣıl Güstehem Lehhāk / ve Ferşīd ile muḥārebe
edüp ikisini daḫi iʿdām / etdiği / meclisdir. / 181
As his last command, Piran had said to his sons [sic]
Lahhak and Farshid,174 “If I should be slain, flee to
Turan,” and whenas the Turanian watchmen saw the
event from Mount Kanabad and perceived the slaying
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of Piran and the paladins of Turan, they informed
Lahhak and Farshid of the matter, whereupon they [the
two brothers] fled.175 When Gudarz learned of their
flight, he sent Gustaham alone after them to kill them,
and he went. But Bizhan, considering [the matter], said,
“If Gustaham does combat with these [two] on his own,
he will, perchance, encounter some peril,” and so saying,
he set out after Gustaham to protect him.176
Gustaham reached Lahhak and Farshid, who were
sitting by a stream; they mounted their horses, and
when they did battle with Gustaham, Gustaham shot
and planted a fatal arrow in the head of Farshidvard,
thus killing him. Lahhak, for his part, shot and propelled
a bolt at Gustaham, rendering him distraught, whereupon Gustaham, exerting himself once again, found
advantage and became a swordsman deadly to the neck
of Lahhak. Himself being arrow-wounded, weak of
strength, and pouring with blood, he went to the aforementioned fountainhead and, having dismounted his
steed, drank of the spring water. Dripping with blood
and exhausted, he fell dizzy to the ground, writhing and
twisting, and he remained squirming and moaning like
a wriggling serpent till morning.
Such was the situation when Bizhan arrived at this
place and became aware of what had happened, whereupon he fastened the corpses and the wounded Gustaham to [two] saddles, took a Turk captive, and had
him lead [the horses] as they made back to the army.177
In short, this is the scene in which Gustaham does
battle with Lahhak and Farshid and destroys them both.
181
30. Insert 48b, originally affixed to fol. 367b (The Night
Battle of Kay Khusraw and Afrasiyab)178
Vaḳtā kim Efrāsiyāb’a ḫaber-i helāk-i Şīde resīde olduḳda
ʿasākir-i müteheyye [sic]179 ile ṣufūf-ı Īrān’a hücūm nice
ceng-i germā-germden-ṣoñra Tūrāniyān / hezīmet-i şenʿā
ile münhezim olup Efrāsiyāb orduyu terk ile gecesi
Efrāsiyāb ve ʿasākir-i mevcūde Ceyḥūn’u ʿubūr ve firār /
etdikde Keyḫusrev daḫi sipāh-ı kes̱īre ile ʿaḳabinden
Ceyḥūn’u mürūr edüp Tūrān-zemīne geçdi180 ve ʿasākiri
tefrīḳ edüp yüz ferseng / ḳadar maḥalle tāḫt u tārāc ve
nice ḳalʿeleri żabṭ ve Gülzeryūn’da nezd-i Keyḫusrev’e

cemʿ oldular, ve sālārān-ı eṭrāf-ı Rüstem ve sāʾirler /
itmām-ı meʾmūriyyetleriyle ʿavdet ü vāṣıl-ı dergāh-ı
Keyḫusrevī oldular.
Efrāsiyāb daḫi pāy-i taḫt olan Geng-diz’de yine tertīb-i
ʿasākir / edüp Gülzeryūn’da se rūz u şeb yine ḳavī perḫāş
edüp yine münhezim olup firār eyledi ve Geng-diz
ḳalʿesine / varup taḥaṣṣun etdi, ve Faġfūr-ı Çīn’e nāme
taḥrīr edüp istimdād etdi.
Ezīn cānib Keyḫusrev Geng-diz’e gelüp muḥāṣara etdi,
/ ve nice günler ʿarrāde vü mencenīḳlar ile hezārān zed ü
bürd ü neberdler olup ṭarafeynden ḳatı çok merdān hice
ṣatıldı,181 ve aralıḳ aralıḳ / Efrāsiyāb ferzendi Cehn182
vāsıṭasıyla Keyḫusrev’e rüsül ü resāʾil irsāl etdi. Āḫirü’lemr Geng-diz ve şāristān’ı ʿanveten / Keyḫusrev żabṭ u
dāḫil oldu ve ḳātil-i Siyāvuş olan Gersīvez ve ferzend-i
Efrāsiyāb olan Cehn destgīr ü esīr oldu. / Efrāsiyāb
zīrzemīnde olan ṭarīḳ-ı pinhāndan ikiyüz dilāver ile firār
etmeğle derūn-ı şāristān ḳıyāmet-nişān olup / emvāl ü
ḥarem-i Efrāsiyāb cümle żabṭ olundu.
Efrāsiyāb Faġfūr-ı Çīn’e firār etmeğle Efrāsiyāb’a
imdād edüp ʿasākir-i kes̱īre ile / Efrāsiyāb ve Faġfūr-ı Çīn
Geng-diz’e Keyḫusrev üzerine gelmeleriyle yine bir ʿaẓīm
/ ḳıtāl etdikleri / meclisdir. / 184
Whenas news of the death of Shida reached Afrasiyab,
he attacked the Iranian ranks with a primed army, and
after much heated battle, the Turanians were utterly
crushed and defeated. Afrasiyab abandoned the camp
and fled by night, crossing the Oxus with his remaining
troops, whereat Kaykhusraw, immediately behind him,
also crossed the Oxus with a large army, passing [thereby] into the land of Turan. He [then] divided the host,
and they marauded and pillaged a hundred leagues’
worth of land, and took numerous fortresses, and convened [thereafter] around Kaykhusraw at the Jaxartes;
and having fulfilled their commands, the chiefs led by
Rustam and the others made back for and arrived at
Kaykhusraw’s encampment.183
Afrasiyab, meanwhile, reorganized his army at the
capital Gang-diz, and after battling again fiercely for
three days and nights at the Jaxartes,184 he was again
utterly defeated, and he fled. Having reached and taken
refuge in the fortress of Gang-diz, he wrote a letter to
the Emperor of China beseeching his aid.
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Meanwhile, Kaykhusraw came to Gang-diz and
besieged it, and for many days, myriad battles, assaults,
and combats ensued by means of the catapult and the
ballista, and a great number of men on each side perished as if of no account; and from time to time, Afrasiyab sent messengers and letters with his son Jahn to
Kaykhusraw.185 In the end, Kaykhusraw forcibly took
and invaded Gang-diz and the city, and Garsivaz, who
was the killer of Siyavush, and Jahn, who was the son of
Afrasiyab, were taken prisoner and made captives. Afrasiyab fled with two hundred brave men through an
underground passage, whereupon the city was filled
with tumult, and Afrasiyab’s possessions and harem
were all taken.186
Afrasiyab fled to the Emperor of China, who came to
his aid, and the two of them marched on Gang-diz
against Kaykhusraw with a copious army,187 doing great
battle once again, of which [event] this is the scene. 184

The Chinese Emperor, regretful of his deed and of his
unfortunate assistance, sent Kaykhusraw an embassy
bearing his apologies,192 after which Kaykhusraw set out
in the direction of China in search of Afrasiyab, therewith meeting the Emperor. The Emperor gave [Kaykhusraw] splendid gifts as well as provisions.
Afterwards, Kaykhusraw journeyed in search of Afrasiyab to the land of Mukran, and sent to the King of
Mukran an embassy requesting supplies and provisions.
Because the King of Mukran spurned Kaykhusraw’s
embassy, Kaykhusraw marched on the king and did
great battle and combat [with him], therewith destroying the King of Mukran in battle, routing his army, and
bringing Mukran into his possession, of which [event]
this is the scene. 185

31. Insert 49b, originally affixed to fol. 376b
(Kaykhusraw Defeats the Army of Mukran)188

Heft-ḫ vāndan menzil-i s̱ā lis̱ aḥvālini İsfendiyār
Gürgsār’dan istifsārda Gürgsār “Ferdā pīşine bir ejdehā
ẓuhūr eder-ki dem çekdikde deryādan māhīleri āverde
ḳılar / ve dehen ü kāmı āteş-efrūz ve endāmı kūh-ı ḫārādır”
[dedi].
Pes İsfendiyār emr etdi bir gerdūneli ṣandıḳ perdāḫte-i
neccārān olup aña tīġler ḫalīde ḳılınup / dü esb-i
girānmāyeye taḥmīl ve derūn-ı ṣandıġa İsfendiyār cāygīr
olup merḥale-i s̱ālis̱e vürūdlerinde ejdehā bedīdār olup
maḥallinden kūh-ı siyāh gibi ḥareket / ve dü çeşmi dü
çeşme-i ḫūn gibi tābān ve kām u dehānı āteş-feşān ve
dehānını ġār-ı siyāh gibi küşāde ḳılup hücūm ve demkeş
olduḳda esbān ve ʿarabayı firū-bürde / etdikde İsfendiyār
derūn-ı ṣandıḳda pür-dijem olup tīġler kām-ı ejdehāya
ḫalīde olmaġın ḫūn-efşān ve ṣaḥrāyı baḥr-i ḫūn eyleyüp
tīġler kāmına ḫalīde olmaḳ / ḥasebiyle ʿarabayı ve ṣandıġı
iḫrāc edemeyüp ejdehā süst olduḳda İsfendiyār ṣandıḳdan
ḫurūc194 ve ejdehāyı195 ḳatl etdikde semmiyyet ü zehrinden bīhūş olduġu / meclisdir. / 198

Faġfūr imdādıyla olan cengde daḫi Efrāsiyāb münhezim
olup biñ ḳadar müteʿalliḳātıyla beyābāna doġru189 firār
eyledi.
Ve Faġfūr etdiği kārdan ve imdād-ı müdbirden / nādim
olup Keyḫusrev’e iʿtiẕārı ḥāvī sefīrler baʿs̱ ile bundanṣoñra Keyḫusrev Efrāsiyāb’ı cüst-cū ile ṣavb-ı Çīn’e ʿazīmet
etmeğle Faġfūr / ile mülāḳī oldu. Faġfūr ʿaẓīm hediyyeler
verdi ve ẕaḫīreler verdi.
Baʿdehu Keyḫusrev Mükrān190-zemīne ṭaleb-i Efrāsiyāb
ile ʿāzim olup / Şāh-ı Mükrān’dan zād u ẕaḫīre istidʿāsını
ḥāvī191 sefīr baʿs̱ etmeğle Şāh-ı Mükrān sefīr-i Keyḫusrev’i
ṭard etmekden nāşī Keyḫusrev Şāh-ı Mükrān / üzerine
varup ʿaẓīm perḫāş u ceng ile Şāh-ı Mükrān’ı cengde
iʿdām ve ʿaskerini perīşān / ve Mükrān’ı āverde-i ḳabża-ı
tesḫīr / etdiği / meclisdir. / 185

Routed also at the battle fought with the aid of the Chinese Emperor, Afrasiyab fled into the wilderness with
one thousand of his kin.

32. Insert 51b, originally affixed to fol. 434b
(Isfandiyar’s Third Labor: He Kills the Dragon)193

When Isfandiyar enquired of Gurgsar about the circumstances of the third stage of [his] seven labors, Gurgsar
[said], “Tomorrow will appear before you a dragon
which draws forth fish from the sea and breathes fire
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through its mouth, and whose form is [as] a mountain
of rock.”
Isfandiyar then ordered a carriage with a box [on it]
to be wrought by the carpenters, and it was fitted with
swords and tied to two noble steeds, and Isfandiyar
established himself inside the box. Upon their arrival at
the third stage, the dragon appeared, coming from its
abode like some black mountain, its two eyes glistening like two fountains of blood and its gullet and mouth
issuing fire. Opening its mouth like a black cavern, it
attacked, and when it drew breath, it swallowed the
horses and carriage, whereupon Isfandiyar grew full of
dismay within the box. The swords [fitted to the carriage] pierced the dragon’s gullet, and so [its] blood
gushed forth and turned the [surrounding] wilderness
into a sea of blood; and because the swords were piercing its gullet, the dragon, being unable to expel the carriage and box, grew weak, whereupon Isfandiyar came
out of the box and slew the dragon, by whose venomousness and poison he lost consciousness, of which
[events] this is the scene.196 198
33. Insert 52b, originally affixed to fol. 435b
(Isfandiyar’s Fourth Labor: He Kills the Sorceress)197
Heft-ḫvāndan menzil-i rābiʿde ẓuhūr edecek ḥāli
İsfendiyār Gürgsār’dan suʾālde “Bu menzilde bir zen cādū
vardır—Ġūl derler. Bundan muḳaddem çoḳ leşkerleri /
gördü ve ihlāk etdi; kimse anı bīcān edemedi. İstese
beyābānı deryā ve şemsi ḳāmetiyle pinhān u nāpeydā
eder” dedi.
İsfendiyār menzil-i mezbūrda tek ü tenhā / bir ṭanbūr
ve bir ṣürāḫī198 bāde alup bir çeşme-sāra geldi. Bādeyi nūş
ve ṭanbūru nevāḫt ile sürūda āġāz ve kelle-germ olduḳda
“Her menzilde ded ü / sibāʿ-mı ẓuhūr etsin? Yā rabbī, bu
maḥallde bir perī hüveydā olsun” temennīsinde oldu. Bu
evān zen cādū İsfendiyār’ın ṣadāsını işitdikde zer ü /
zīvere müstaġraḳ bir perī-çehreye temes̱sü̱ l ḳılup nezd-i
İsfendiyār’a geldikde İsfendiyār “Maṭlabıma vāṣıl oldum”
deyüp bir cām bāde ṣunup Zerdüşt’üñ / “Cennetden teberrük getirdim” deyü Güştāsb’a verdiği silk-i [?]199 pūlād
zencīr (ki İsfendiyār’ın bāzūsunda nihān idi)—ki

İsfendiyār ol teberrük ile cānından / emīn olmuş idi—anı
gerden-i zen cādūya taṭvīḳ ḳıldı-ki zen cādū olduġunu
İsfendiyār idrāk etmişidi. Baʿdehu muḥārebeye200 āġāz
larında zen cādū / ḥālet-i evvelīsine ʿavdetde İsfendiyār
kelle-i zene ḥavāle-i şimşīr ve cihān tīre olup bir ṭarāḳa
ḳopdu / ve cādū geberdi. Ṭarāḳa vu hevl ü ṣayḥadan
İsfendiyār birāderi / Bişūten şītābān olup gelüp cādūnuñ
/ lāşesini temāşā ḳıldıġı / meclisdir. 199
When Isfandiyar questioned Gurgsar as to what would
happen at the third stage of his seven labors, [Gurgsar]
said, “At this stage is a sorceress—they call her Ghul.
She has encountered and killed many warriors before
now; no one has been able to take her life. If she wanted,
she could turn the wilderness into an ocean, and with
her stature blot out the sun.”201
At this said stage, Isfandiyar came by himself to a spot
abounding in springs, bringing with him a lute and a
ewer of wine. He drank the wine and, playing the lute,
began to sing, and once he was merry with drink, he
made [aloud] a wish, [singing,] “Must wild and ferocious beasts emerge at every stage? O Lord, at this place
may a nymph appear!” At that time, the sorceress heard
Isfandiyar’s voice and transformed herself into one of
fairy aspect, dripping with gold and ornaments, and
when she went next to Isfandiyar, he said, “I have
attained my wish,” and he offered [her] a goblet of wine.
[There was] a chain of linked steel [?]202 that Zoroaster
had given Gushtasb with the words, “I have brought
[you] an auspicious object from heaven,” and it was
kept concealed around Isfandiyar’s upper arm, protecting his life; and Isfandiyar tied this auspicious object
around the sorceress’s neck, for he had understood that
she was a sorceress. Afterwards, when they began to
fight one another, the sorceress returned to her original
state, whereupon he smote the woman’s head with [his]
sword, and the world grew gloomy, and a mighty blast
sounded, and the witch was dead. The dreadful blast
and clamor brought Isfandiyar’s brother Bishutan rushing, and having come, he observed the corpse of the sorceress, of which [event] this is the scene. 199

THE AFTERLIFE OF A ROYAL GIFT: THE OTTOMAN INSERTS OF THE SHĀHNĀMA-I SHĀHĪ
34. Insert 54b, originally affixed to fol. 461b (Rustam
and Isfandiyar Begin Their Combat)203
Baʿdehu Behmen Rüstem ile mülāḳī olup ifāde-i mādde
etdikde “Zābulistān’a İsfendiyār teşrīf buyurmuşlar;
ḫāne-i faḳīre çend rūz mihmān olsunlar. Ḫāk-pāy-ı
ʿulyālarına yüz süreyim.204 Ne emirleri olur ise ol-minvāl
üzere ḥareket / ederim. İster muḳayyed ister dest-beste
etsinler, efendilerimiziñ bendeleriyiz” deyerek Behmen’i
Rüstem sūy-ı İsfendiyār’a ircāʿ eyledi.
Baʿdehu Rüstem kenār-ı Hīrmend’e205 ʿāzim ve İsfen
diyār’ı istiḳbāl ile mülāḳāt ve / beynlerinde ʿaẓīm mihr ü
muḥabbet cereyān eyledi. Ve dest-beste hużūr-ı Güştāsb’a
gitmeğe vaʿdler eyledi. Lākin “El-bette baña şerefdir: çend
rūz ḫānemde mihmān u teşrīf buyurmalısıñız” dedikce
İsfendiyār imtināʿ eyledi. Rüstem-de / “Ben-de bend ile gitmem” deyüp bunuñ üzerine mecālis-i müteʿaddidede
mübāḥas̱ u münāẓara-ı kes̱īreler cereyān ve ṭuvel ü dirāz
soḥbetler ve muḥāvereler güẕerān eyleyüp āḫirü’l-emr
İsfendiyār “Ben seni zor u / ḳuvvet-i bāzūm ile deste-beste
[sic] Güştāsb’a iḥżār ederim” deyüp kimse meded-res
olmamaḳ şarṭıyla ferīden ü vaḥīden cenge yekāyek ḳarār
ve İsfendiyār Şūlük206 nām yaġız esbine süvār / ve
meydāna çıḳup müteheyyiʾ-i ḳitāl olmaġla Rüstem daḫi
esbine süvār olup muḳābil ve cenge duruşdular.207 Evvelā
nīze ile firāvān ḥamleler etdiler ki cevşenlerden ḫūn rīzān
oldu. Sinānlar taḥammül etmeyüp / şikest olmaġla sell-i
seyf-i neberd etdiler. Ṭuvel ü dirāz zed ü ḍarbdan tīġler
daḫi şikeste olmaġın gürz-i girānlar ile ṣavleler208 ḳıldılar.
Gürzler tāb-āver-i ḥamelāt olamayup pāre pāre olunca
eḥadühümā / āḫara āvīḫte olup düvāl-i kemerden aḫẕ
etdiklerinde iki esbiñ başları bir maḥalle mülāṣıḳ oldu ve
iki pehlevān-ı pīlten zor u nīrūlar etdiler, lākin ḫāne-i
zīnden birbirisini bir şibr ḳadar münfekk / ü taḥrīk edemediler ve birbirlerine ġalebe edemeyüp taʿab-zede olmaları
ḥasebiyle birbirlerinden / ayrıldılar ve ārām içün
āverdgāhdan bīrūn oldular.
Ve’l-ḥāṣıl / İsfendiyār ile Rüstem yekāyek ceng / ve
birbirlerine ġalebe edemediği / meclisdir. / 205
Afterwards, Bahman met Rustam and explained the
matter,209 whereupon Rustam said, “Isfandiyar has honored Zabulistan with his visit; may he be a guest for
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several days in the house of this humble servant. Let me
rub my face on the dust under his most eminent feet. I
will act according to whatever he commands. Let him
bind or manacle me if he wishes; I am our liege’s
slave”;210 and so saying, Rustam sent Bahman back to
Isfandiyar.
Afterwards, Rustam set out for the banks of the
[River] Helmand and [there] met and had audience
with Isfandiyar, with great love and affection passing
between them. And he [Rustam] made promises to go
before Gushtasb manacled. But when he insisted,211 “It
would certainly be an honor for me: you must grace my
house and be my guest for several days,” Isfandiyar
refused, and so Rustam said, “Then I shall not go [to
Gushtasb] bound.”212 About this ensued much debate
and discussion at various meetings, with long and protracted conversations and dialogues taking place, till
finally, Isfandiyar said, “I will take you manacled before
Gushtasb by my own force and strength.”213 They [then]
agreed to do battle one against the other, alone and by
themselves, with the condition that no one should come
to [their] aid. When Isfandiyar mounted his black steed
Shuluk214 and went out to the [battle] field ready to kill,
Rustam too mounted his steed, and, coming face-toface, they confronted each other in battle. First, they
attacked [each other] repeatedly with spears, such that
blood poured forth from their mail. [Their] spearheads
unable to endure and breaking, they drew their swords
in battle. When, after very many strikes and blows, the
swords too broke, they attacked [each other] with heavy
maces. With the maces [too] being unable to withstand
the onslaught and dismembering into pieces, the twain
took grasp of each other by [their] leathern belts, whereupon the heads of the two horses were brought into contact. The two elephantine paladins used all of their
strength and might, but neither was able to dislodge or
remove the other from the seat of his saddle by even
one span, and neither being able to best the other, and
both being exhausted, they parted and left the battlefield in order to rest.
In short, this is the scene in which Isfandiyar and Rustam do battle one against the other, with neither being
able to best the other. 205
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35. Insert 61b, originally affixed to fol. 551b (Bahram
Gur before His Father, Yazdigird I)215

36. Insert 68b, originally affixed to fol. 602b
(Nushirvan Promulgates His Reforms) (figs. 16–18)224

Bir gün Behrām Münẕir ve Nuʿmān bin Münẕir ile bāriz-i
deşt-i şikārgāh olup bir şīr-i ġarīn216 ü derende bir gūru
ṣayd ile puştun derīde / vü pāre pāre etdiğini müşāhedede
Behrām ṣavle edüp bir tīr-i cāngüdāz şöyle endāḫt ḳıldı-ki
şīri gūra dūḫte-i ḫadeng-i dildūz / ḳıldı.
Yine bir gün naḫcīrgāhda Münẕir Behrām’dan bir
ṣanʿat ve dilīrlik ṭaleb etmeğin bir deve ḳuşu deştde devān
olur idi; / Behrām destine çār tīr alup şütür-mürġ-i mez
būra peyāpey serīʿan endāḫt ile tīrleri birbiri üstünde
şikāfte ve rekz / eyleyüp “Tekessereti’n-niṣālü ʿale’nniṣāl” 217 mażmūnu bedīdār olmaġla Münẕir bu hünerleri
taṣvīr içün hemān bir muṣavvir ihżār / ile naḳş u taṣvīr ile
Behrām’ıñ pederi Yezdicird’e218 irsāl ḳıldıḳda Yezdigird
püseri Behrām’ı rüʾyete ārzūmend / ü müştāḳ olmaġın
Münẕir hedāyā-yı Yemenī tertībiyle oġlu Nuʿmān ile
maʿan Şehzāde Behrām’ı pederi / Yezdigird’e irsāl etmek
ile Behrām’ıñ pederiyle / mülāḳāt etdiği / meclisdir. / 222

[Side 1:] Çūnki Keyḳubād maḥżā Sūferā225 iʿānetiyle cālis-i
serīr-i şāhī oldu, Sūferā’yı cümletü’l-mülkü ḳılmaġın
merciʿ-i nās ve medār-ı umūr ve müstebidd-i dād u sitād
/ olup mülke külliyyen istīlā ile cümle ekābir ü aṣāġir
ṭarafına ʿarż-ı ʿubūdiyyetden nāşī Ḳubād Şāh’a pādişāhlı
ġıñ sāde isminden ġayri bir şeyi / ḳalmayup cümlesi
memḥuvv ü bī-nişān ve serāpā mülk ü salṭanat Sūferā’dan
ʿibāret ü müstebān olup yiğirmi üç sene ḳadar kevkeb-i
iḳbāli evc-i / devletde raḫşān oldu.
Bir gün Keyḳubād’dan vuṣlat-ı masḳaṭ-ı reʾsi içün
icāzet-ḫvāh olduḳda meʾẕūn olmaġın Şirāz’a ʿāzim / ü
vāṣıl olduḳda Sūferā’nıñ hengām-ı iḳbāl ü mecdinde
maḳhūr ve gūşe-gīr-i iḫtifā ve sükūt olan mūbidān-ı
ḥussād u kīne-āverān bürūz-ı / meydān ẓuhūr edüp
Ḳubād Şāh’a Sūferā’yı envāʿ-ı isnādlarla ġamz ü siʿāye
ederek Ḳubād’ı ḳatl-i Sūferā’ya imāle vü niyyet etdirdiler,
/ ve tedbīrine teşebbüs̱ edüp ol evān şecāʿat ü ḥamāset ve
rāy-ı rezīn ile müşārün bi’l-benān olan Şāpūr Rāzī nām
merd-i hūşyārī Rey’den226 āverde / ḳılup Ḳubād Şāh ile
mülāḳī etdiklerinde Sūferā’yı dest-beste aḫẕ ü iḥżār etmesini emr etmeğin Şāpūr taʿahhüd edüp miḳdār-ı kifāye
ecnād / ile Şīrāz’a resīde olup Sūferā ile beynelerinde nice
güft ü şenīd güẕerānından ṣoñra Sūferā’yı dest-beste
ḥużūr-ı Ḳubād’a Şīrāz’dan iḥżār u naḳl etdikde Ḳubād /
Şāh Sūferā’yı iʿdām u izāle vü nābūd ve Şīrāz’da olan
cümle ḫazāyin ü defāyin [sic]227 ve eşyāsını aḫẕ ü ḳabżālūd etdi.
Lākin Sūferā’nıñ dār-ı mülk228 ü / bilād-ı Īrān’da çirāġ
u müntesib ve kerem-dīde vü iḥsān-çeşīdesi ve ṭarafgīri
bī-nihāye olmaġın bu mādde bāʿis̱-i fitne olup pāy-i taḫta
herc / ü merc ve zorbalar ẓuhūr ve ḥalḳ berpā olup sarāy
u eyvān-ı Ḳubād’a hücūm ve yaġma vu ġāret ve Ḳubād’ı
aḫẕ ü ḫalʿ ve ḳayd ü bend ile ḥabs ve Ḳubād’ın / birāder-i
ṣaġīrini Şehzāde Cāmāsb’ı iclās-ı mesned-i şāhī ḳılup
Ḳubād’ı muḳayyeden Sūferā’nıñ oġlu Zermihr229 nām
kimesneye siperde vü teslīm etdiler ki / pederiniñ inti
ḳāmını aḫẕ ede.
Zermihr ise dūr-endīş ü ʿāḳıl adam olmaġın Ḳubād’a
fevḳa’l-ḥadd riʿāyet ü taʿẓīm ü ikrāmda daḳīḳa fevt etmez
idi. / Ḳubād Zermihr ile muvāneset ve kesb-i emniyyet
edüp bu mürr mehlekeden rehāyāb olur ise envāʿ-ı ʿāṭıfet

One day, Bahram went out to a hunting ground with
Mundhir and Nuʿman son of Mundhir,219 and upon
seeing a wild and ferocious lion chasing down an onager
and tearing its hide into pieces, Bahram attacked [the
creatures] with a [single] consuming arrow, so firing it
that he pinned the lion to the onager by the heart.
Another day at the hunting ground, Mundhir requested from Bahram an act of skill and bravery, and so
when an ostrich220 came running across the wilderness,
Bahram took into his hand four arrows and swiftly fired
them one after the other at the aforementioned ostrich,
splitting each arrow with the next and planting them
one atop the other, thus manifesting the witticism “The
points break upon the points,”221 whereat Mundhir, in
order that these accomplishments might be depicted,
immediately summoned a painter,222 and once the
depiction was completed, he sent it to Bahram’s father
Yazdijird.223 Upon this, Yazdigird became desirous and
wishful of seeing his son Bahram, and so Mundhir sent
Prince Bahram, together with his [own] son Nuʿman
and an array of Yemeni gifts, to [Bahram’s] father Yazdigird, wherewith Bahram and his father met, of which
[event] this is the scene. 222
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ü ikrāmlar vaʿdini etdi; ve bendini pāyından fekk etdirüp
/ maḥrem-i rāz oldular.
Pes Ḳubād kendi maḥrem-i serāʾiri emekdār-ı dīrīne
lerinden beş kimesneyi ḫafiyyeten Zermihr’e tedārik
etdirüp tertīb ḳıldıḳları rāy ü tedbīr üzere / yedi merd
dār-ı mülk-i Īrān’dan sūy-ı merz-i Heytāl’e bir gece firār
ile Ehvāz’a vuṣūl ve bir dihḳānıñ ḫānesine mihmān oldular. Dihḳānıñ bir duḫter-i pākīze- / aḫteri var idi; Ḳubād
kendine tezvīc ü zifāf ile bir hafta ḳadar ol-maḥallde ārām
ve duḫter-i merḳūma bir engüşterīn-i girān-ḳıymet
yādigār u iʿṭā edüp andan / sūy-ı Şāh-ı Heytāliyāna resān
ve şāh-ı mezbūra sergüẕeştini naḳl ile istimdād etdikde
mülkü olan Çaġānī’ye [sic]230 fīmā baʿd dest-yāb-ı
salṭanat olduḳda iṭāle-i / yed etmemek şarṭıyla otuz biñ
şücʿān ile imdād u incād ḳıldı.
Pes Ḳubād Īrān’a cüyūş-ı kes̱īre ile iyāb edüp tezevvüc
etdiği köye / vürūdünde bir püseri velūd231 etmek ile Kisrā
nāmıyla mevsūm u benām etdi. Ve ḳayın pederi
dihḳānīden nesebini suʾālde silsilesi Ferīdūn’a müntehī /
ve anıñ nijādından olduġunu müstebān olduḳda mesrūr
oldu.
Baʿdehu Ḳubād’ın āvāze vü kevkebe-i vürūdü dār-ı
mülk-i Īrān’a resīde olunca / ekābir ü mūbidān-ı Īrān
istişāre edüp terk-i ceng ü peykār ile Ḳubād’ı yine
pādişāhlıġa ḳabūle imżā-yı tedbīr etmeleriyle istiḳbāl /
edüp deh sāle olan Cāmāsb232 Şāh’ı ḫalʿ ile Ḳubād’ı ke-mā
kān iclās-ı serīr-i pādişāhī ḳılmalarıyla Ḳubād Şah bi-lā
cidāl sühūletle / yine salṭanat-ı Īrān’a mālik olup Zermihr
vekīl-i muṭlaḳ ve cümletü’l-mülkü etdi.
Pes Şehzāde Kisrā gün begün neşv ü nemā bulup
taḥṣīl-i / her-gūne fünūn ü hüner ile recül-i kāmil olmaġın
Rūm üzere leşkerkeş olup nice memālik küşūd ve nice
belde ve āteşgede bünyād etdi. /
Ve Ḳubād Şāh’ıñ bu evān-ı ʿaṣrında Nīşābūr’dan
Mejdek233 nām bir ḥakīm ẓuhūr edüp Ḳubād’a taḳarrüb
ve iddiʿā-yı nübüvvet eyledi. Mezbūr, nūr [u] ẓulmet
ḳadīm / ve nūrun fiʿli iḫtiyārī ve ẓulmetin fiʿli ḫabṭī ve
ittifāḳīdir, ve āyīn-i āteş-perestī ḥaḳḳ ve cümle eşyā
mubāḥdır, ve nās birbiriniñ emvāl ü ezvācında / müşterik
dir, zīrā cümle insān eben ve ümmen234 aḫdır, anaları
Ḥavvā ve babaları Ādem (ʿaleyhime’s-selām)dır, mecmūʿ
ḫalḳıñ emvāl ü aḥvāli müsāvāt üzeredir, / yaʿnī herkes
birlikdedir, bi-ḫuṣūṣihi235 bir kimesnede taṣarruf yoḳdur,
heme merdümān müsāvī vü müşteriklerdir, bir mücerred
kimesne gelüp ezvāc-ı müteʿaddide ṣāḥibi / kimesneden
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zevcesiniñ birisini ṭaleb eylese redd olunmayup ve aġniyā
zümre-i fuḳarādan mālların dirīġ etmeyüp mühimmāt u
levāzımların görmek lāzımdır / zuʿmunda idi.
Ġālibā Fransız—ḳaherehümu’llāhü teʿālā esrā236—
Yaḳobin meẕheb-i bāṭılını bu müsāvāt-ı Mejdekiyyeden
aḫẕ etmek fehm olunur.
Pes bu / meẕheb ü zuʿm-ı bāṭıl eks̱er nāsıñ mizācına
muvāfıḳ gelmeğle ḳatı çok kimse tābiʿ oldu. Ḳubād Şāh
daḫi zendost kimesne olmaġla anıñ daḫi / ṭabīʿatine
mülāyim ü münāsib geldiğinden nübüvvetini taṣdīḳ edüp
āyīnine revāc verdi. Lākin Ḳubād Şah’ıñ püseri Kisrā—ki
Nūşirān’dır [sic]237—bu bāṭıl / [Side 2:] āyīni ḳabūl
etmedi, ve “Mejdek’in meẕhebi bāṭıldır; buṭlānını beyān
ederim ve sen-de bu meẕheb-i ḫabīs̱den rücūʿ et, Mejdek’i
ve meredesini baña teslīm ḳıl” / deyüp pederinden
istimhāl-i müddet-i beyān-ı buṭlān etdi, ve ol müddet
içinde eṭrāf-ı bilāddan mūbidān-ı dānā ve ʿulemāyı cemʿ
edüp / Şehzāde Nūşirevān238 pederi Ḳubād Şāh ḥużūrunda
Mejdek ile ʿaḳd-i münāẓara vu mübāḥas̱e edüp mūbid
āġāz-ı kelām ile Mejdek’e tevcīh-i / ḫiṭāb ḳılup dedi-ki
“Ezvācda müsāvāt mūcib-i iḫlāl-i nesl ü neseb olmaġın
peder püserine, püser pederine cehālet iḳtiżā eder; / ve
nāsda ve mālde müsāvāt müstelzim-i teşvīş-i niẓām-ı
ʿālem ve perīşānī-i mülk ü salṭanat ü ḥaşem olup şāh u
gedā ve āmir ü meʾmūr / ve sāyis ü mesūs yek-nesaḳ olup
herkes maḫdūm olunca ḫādim kim olur, ve herkes
gencīne-dār olunca gencver kim olur? Bu seniñ / bāṭıl
suḫenlerinden cihān u Īrān vīrān olur. Bu müsāvātdan
Pādişāhımız ne gūne Şāh-ı Īrān olabilir?” deyüp / muḳad
demātını ve mülāzemeleri beyān ile Mejdek’i tamām
ibhāt239 u ilzām etmeleriyle buṭlān-ı āyīni ẓāhir olunca
Keyḳubād Mejdek’i üç / biñ ḳadar merede-i benāmıyla
püseri Nūşirevān’a teslīm etmeğin Nūşirevān cümle
merīdlerin ṭuʿme-i şimşīr ve Mejdek’i ḥayyen sernigūn
berdār / ve hedef-i bārān-ı tīr-i ḫūnbār ḳılup bu zuʿm u
iʿtiḳād-ı nekūhīdeyi ṭams u maḥv etdi.
Keyḳubād ḳırḳ sene ḳadar mesned-ārā-yı / şāhī olup
ḥayātında püseri Nūşirevān Kisrā’yı veliyy-ʿahd-i salṭanat
ḳılup sekizinci sālde / kefen-berdūş-ı merg olmaġın
Nūşirevān taḫt-zīb-i pādişāhī-i Īrān olup / ʿadl ü dāda
mübāderet ve iʿmār u ābādānī-i ʿālem ü eḳālīm içün vülāt
/ u reʿāyā-yı memālike ıṣdār u taḥrīr-i evāmir ü ferāmīn
/ etdiği / meclisdir. / 234
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As it was only with the aid of Sufara that Kayqubad
came to sit on the imperial throne, he made Sufara his
grand vizier, whereupon he [Sufara] became the recourse of the people, the pivot of all affairs, and the
overlord of trade. He took full dominion, and all—high
and low alike—paid servile homage to him, such that
nothing remained of Shah Qubad’s kingship except in
name, his sovereignty being wholly obliterated and
made no more; and with all dominion and authority
resting in and proceeding from Sufara, his lucky star
shone at the apogee of prosperity till the twenty-third
year [of Qubad’s life].240
One day, he requested of Kayqubad permission to go
to his place of birth, and when it was granted, he set out
for and arrived in Shiraz, whereupon the jealous and
vengeful magi—who, in the period of Sufara’s ascend
ancy and glory, had withdrawn defeated and silent into
obscurity—emerged out into the open, and, by
denouncing and slandering Sufara to Shah Qubad with
various imputations, they convinced and inclined
Qubad to kill Sufara. Embarking upon this course, he
had brought from Ray a sensible man by the name of
Shapur Razi, who was noted in that age for his courage
and valor and wise judgment,241 and upon his meeting
Shah Qubad, he was ordered to take Sufara captive and
bring him; and so Shapur, engaging [in this task],
reached Shiraz with an army sufficient in number, and
after much conversation passed between him and Sufara, he took Sufara captive and brought him from Shiraz into the presence of Qubad, whereupon Qubad
executed and destroyed Sufara, and took and seized all
his treasures, fortunes, and possessions in Shiraz.
However, because there was no end in the capital and
lands of Iran to those who were his clients and dependents, to those who had experienced his goodness and
tasted of his benevolence, and to those who were his
partisans, this action became a cause for rebellion; and
tumult, confusion, and mutiny arose in the capital, and
the populace revolted, storming and sacking and pillaging the palace of Qubad; and they seized and dethroned
Qubad, and fettered and imprisoned him, and they
placed on the imperial throne the younger brother of
Qubad, Prince Jamasb, and they delivered and committed the bound Qubad to one named Zarmihr242 who was
the son of Sufara, so that he might avenge his father.

But Zarmihr, being a wise and prudent man, lost no
opportunity of treating Qubad with exceeding respect,
honor, and courtesy. Qubad grew familiar with Zarmihr
and felt secure with him, and he promised him various
benevolences and honors if he ever escaped this peril.
He had the fetter removed from his foot, and they
became confidants.
Qubad then had Zarmihr secretly fetch his personal
confidants, five individuals from among his old and
faithful retainers, and one night, according to the plan
and scheme that they had laid, the seven men fled the
capital of Iran in the direction of the land of the Hep
thalites, thus reaching Ahvaz and becoming guests in
the house of a chieftain. The chieftain had a fair-starred
daughter, and Qubad took her for his bride and married
her, whereupon he rested in that place for a week, and
after giving the aforementioned daughter a costly signet ring as a keepsake, he went thence to the King of
the Hepthalites, and he told the aforesaid king of his
adventures and sought his help, whereat [the king]—
on the condition that [Qubad], once successful in sovereignty, would not lay hands on his domain of
Chaghan—rendered [such] help and assistance by [giving Qubad] thirty thousand brave men.243
Qubad then started back to Iran with a copious army,
and on his arrival [en route to Iran] in the town in which
he was married, a son was born to him, and he named
and designated him Kisra. He asked his father-in-law,
the chieftain, from whom he was descended, and when
it was revealed that his ancestry reached back to Faridun and that he was of his lineage, he [Qubad] was
gladdened.
Afterwards, when Qubad’s great and clamorous retinue arrived in the capital of Iran, the nobles and the
magi of Iran consulted one another and, refraining from
war and battle, passed a measure to reaccept Qubad as
emperor, whereupon they welcomed him; and having
dethroned the ten-year-old Shah Jamasb, they placed
Qubad as before on the imperial throne. Thus Qubad—
undisputed and with ease—once more became possessor of sovereignty over Iran, and he made Zarmihr
his chief minister and grand vizier.
Prince Kisra then grew and flourished day by day,
studying all manner of arts and sciences till he became
a perfect man, whereupon he commanded an army
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against Rum, and conquered many lands, and founded
many cities and fire-temples.244
And in this period of the reign of Shah Qubad, there
appeared from Nishapur a wise man by the name of
Mazhdak,245 and he became close to Qubad and made
claim to prophethood. The aforesaid [Mazdak] was of
the false opinion that light and dark are ancient, and
that acts of light are freely willed, and acts of darkness
misguided and accidental; that the rite of fire worship
is true and all things permissible; that the people should
share in each other’s property and women, for all persons are paternally and maternally siblings, their mother
being Eve and their father Adam (upon them be peace!);
that the whole populace be equal in its possessions and
conditions, meaning that all be one with each other, and
that no one have anything at his private disposal; that
all men be equal and common partakers; that if an
unmarried person should go to one who has several
wives and request one of them, he is not to be refused;
and that the rich are not to withhold their possessions
from the poor folk, but must see to their needs and
requirements.246
It seems that the French—God Almighty vanquish
and subjugate them!247—probably took their false Jacobin doctrine from this Mazdakite egalitarianism.
And being that this false doctrine and belief was
agreeable to most people’s disposition, a great many
persons became followers [of it]. It was suited and
appropriate also to the nature of Shah Qubad, for he was
a man fond of women,248 and so he affirmed his [Mazdak’s] prophethood and gave currency to his creed.
However, Shah Qubad’s son Kisra—who is Nushirvan—
did not accept this false creed. He said [to his father],
“Mazhdak’s doctrine is false; I will expose its invalidity,
and you [will] renounce this abominable doctrine and
deliver Mazhdak and his band of heretics to me.” So saying, he requested from his father a period of delay in his
exposition of [Mazdak’s] falsehood, and in that period,
he gathered together the wise magi and learned men
from all corners of the land. [Thus] Prince Nushirvan
held a debate and disputation with Mazhdak before his
father, and a magus commenced to speak, addressing
himself to Mazhdak and saying, “Sharing in women will
cause the corruption of family and kinship, such that a
father will not know his son, nor a son his father; and
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equality in society and property will bring about the
upheaval of world order, as well as chaos in state, kingship, and service: if the prince and the pauper, the commander and the commanded, and the governor and the
governed are all made one and turned into masters,
then who will be the servants? And if all become owners of treasures, then who will be the treasurers? Iran
and the world will be ruined by these false revelations
of yours. With such equality, what kind of King of Iran
can our Great King be?” So saying, he enunciated his
premises and corollaries, leaving Mazhdak entirely
silenced and confounded; and when, thereby, the falseness of Mazhdak’s creed became evident, Kayqubad
gave him, together with three thousand men of name
who were his heretical followers, to his son Nushirvan,
whereupon Nushirvan rendered all the heretics prey to
the sword, and hanged Mazhdak alive upside down and
made him the target of a shower of bloodletting arrows,
thus obliterating and annihilating this despised faith
and creed.
Kayqubad had been on the royal throne for forty
years when, while still alive, he appointed his son Nushirvan crown prince, and eight years later, upon [Kayqubad’s] donning the shroud of death, Nushirvan
ascended the imperial throne of Iran.249 He set about
[establishing] justice and equity, and so that the entire
world might prosper and flourish, he drew up orders
and decrees and issued them to the governors and subjects of [his] lands, of which [event] this is the scene.
234
37. Insert 70b, originally affixed to fol. 633b (Nushirvan
Greets the Khan’s Daughter)250
Sefīr ile vürūd eden ʿarīża-ı Ḫāḳān’ıñ maġzāsı ḳarīn-i
dirāyet-i Nūşirevān olduḳda ṣadede mülāyim ve vech-i
münāsibi / üzere cevābnāme ile elçi-i mezbūr iʿāde-i
ṣavb-ı Ḫāḳān olduḳda Ḫāḳān Nūşirevān ile ʿaḳd-peyvend-i
ḳarābet / ü ḫvīşāvendī dāʿiyesinde ve dü mülk ü salṭanat
yek-laḫt olmaḳ istidʿāsında olmaġın duḫterini /
Nūşirevān’a tezevvüc içün teklīf ve istircādan nāşī nice
rüsül ü resāʾil tevārüd ve nice / güft ü şenīd tetābuʿıyla
mādde-i mezbūra rābıṭa-peẕīr olmaġın alay-ı ʿuẓmā ile
Ḫāḳān / duḫter-i Nāhīd-peykerini Süġd-i Semerḳand’dan
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ṣavb-ı Cürcān’a irsāl / etmeğin duḫter-i mezbūrun
Cürcān’da ḥaremsarāy / u şebistān-i Nūşirevān’a / dāḫil
olduġu / meclisdir. / 239
Once the purport of the letter of the Khan that had arrived with the envoy was understood by Nushirvan, the
aforementioned ambassador was sent back in the direction of the Khan with a reply that was fitting and suitable to the matter, whereupon the Khan—being
desirous to reach an agreement of kinship and affinity
with Nushirvan, and petitioning for the unification of
[their] two states and kingdoms—offered his daughter
to Nushirvan in marriage, and because of [this] entreaty, many messengers and messages went back and
forth, and much talk passed to and fro, by means of
which the aforementioned matter was agreed upon.251
Thus did the Khan send his Venus-faced daughter in
great state from the Vale of Samarkand towards Gorgan,
wherewith the aforementioned daughter did in Gorgan
enter the harem and bower of Nushirvan, of which
[event] this is the scene. 239
38. Insert 72b, originally affixed to fol. 707b (The Battle
between Khusraw Parviz and Bahram Chubina)252
Pes Ḳayṣer minvāl-i mübeyyen üzere Meryem nām
duḫterini Pervīz’e ʿaḳd ü tezvīc ve alay-ı ʿuẓmā ile irsāl ve
emr-i zifāf berṭaraf olduḳdan-ṣoñra Ḳayṣer / Nāṭūş253
nām ḳarındaşını ser-ʿasker edüp cüyūş-ı kes̱īre-i Rūmiyye
ile Pervīz’e irsāl ü ibʿās̱ [sic]254 ve imdād etmeğin Pervīz
Rūm’dan ḥareket ve / ecnād-ı biḥār-ḫurūş ile Āẕerābādegān’a āheste-ḫirām vāṣıl oluncaya değin eṭrāf-ı
bilāddan daḫi mesmūʿı olan Īrāniyān daḫi fevc fevc gelüp
/ mültaḥiḳ-ı ordu-yı Pervīz olurlar idi.
Vaḳtā ki bu vuḳūʿāt ve ferr ü dārāt u şükūh-ı Pervīz’den
ve ʿasākir-i emvāc-şümār ile üzerine leşker-keş /
olduġundan Behrām ḫabīr olduḳda Baġdād’dan sipāh-ı
rīg-taʿdād tehyiʾe vü techīziyle rikāb-engīz-i ḳaṭʿ-ı merāḥil
olaraḳ / ol-daḫi Āẕerābādegān’a resān ve ṭarafeyn meymene vü meysere tertībiyle ṣaff-ārā-yı kārzār / u perḫāş
olduḳları / meclisdir. / 251

Then Caesar [i.e., the Byzantine emperor], in the
manner described, gave his daughter Maryam in marriage to Parviz, sending her in great state, and after the
matter of the nuptial ceremony was done with, Caesar
appointed his brother Natush255 chief of the army, and
sent and dispatched him to Parviz with many Romaean
troops,256 and with their aid, Parviz set out from Rum
with a host as clamorous as the oceans, and as they
marched slowly towards Azerbaijan,257 those Iranians
in the surrounding lands who heard them would come
group by group to join Parviz’s army.258
Whenas Bahram was informed of these events, and
of Parviz’s splendor, magnificence, and majesty, and of
his leading an army as numerous as the waves against
him, he prepared and equipped a host as plentiful as
the sand,259 and with it set out from Baghdad [i.e., Ctesiphon] and spurred onwards, and when he too reached
Azerbaijan, the two sides drew up in array for battle and
combat, one on the left and one on the right, of which
[event] this is the scene. 251
39. Insert 73b, originally affixed to fol. 708b (The Angel
Surush Rescues Bahram Chubina from a Gorge)260
Pervīz ile Behrām Çūbīne beyninde nār-ı sitīz ü ceng
iştidād-efzā ve bālā-keş-i şuʿle olmaġın ṭarafeynden nice
tenler sūḫte-i lehb-i şimşīr261 ve nice cānlar zehrābe-çeş-i
tedmīr olduġu es̱nāda Ḫusrev Pervīz / pīş-nihād-ı cerāʾet
ü ḥamāset olup çend dilīrān-ı veġā-āverān ile bi’n-nefs
Behrām üstüne hecme-efzā-yı besālet olmaġın Behrām
daḫi nezdinde olan şücʿān ile cest-i ḥamelāt-ı / hücūm-ı
Pervīz’i defʿa ṣavle-nümāy-ı iḳtiḥām olduḳlarında
hempāyān-ı Pervīz ʿadem-i tāb-āverī-i kūpāl ü şimşīrden
nāşī vüche-gerdān-ı teʾeḫḫür ve ʿaṭf-ı ʿinān-ı teḳāʿüs ve
bāz-reftenī etmeleri / etmeleri [sic] ḥasebiyle Pervīz
maḥall-i kārzārda vaḥīd ü tenhā mānde olduġunu
Behrām ve ḳafādārları rüʾyet etdikde Pervīz’i āverde-i
kemend-i tesḫīr etmek bābında beẕl-i tūvān u nīrū ile /
ṭaraf ṭaraf ıṭlāḳ u irḫā-yı aʿinne-i hücūm etdiklerini Pervīz
müşāhede ḳıldıḳda gürīz ü firāra şitābān ve cān-endāz262
olup pīş-i firārına bir ġār-ı teng sedd-i rāh / olmaġla esbinden nüzūl ve ġār-ı mezbūr derūnune cān atdı-ki bün-i
ġār kūh ile mesdūd olduġundan ḫurūc iḥtimāli berṭaraf
olduġundan ne cāy-ı direng ve ne cāy-ı / gürīz böyle bir
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mażīḳa fütāde ve dü-çār ve giriftār olmaġla ḥayātından
ve beḳāsından meʾyūs etdi-ki verāsından Behrām
rüfeḳālarıyla ḫirmen-i vücūd-i Pervīz’i ṣāʿiḳa-āsā sūḫte-i
/ hebā etmek içün resān-ı Pervīz’e “Seni şimdi benim dest-i
demār u ḳahrımdan kim rehāyāb eder” deyü naʿra-ı
zehre-terāk ile erġande ve cūş u ḫurūş eder idi. / Pervīz’e
çūnki bu sūret-i żayḳ u şiddet nümāyān oldu-ki pes
puştunda şimşīr-i āhīḫte ve pīşinde seng-i ḫārā-yı pūlād
āmīḫte ki necātın imkānı yoḳ, merg / ü ḫatfini ʿiyānen
müşāhede etdi. Pes bu evān-ı yeʾs ü nevmīdī Cenāb-ı Bārī
teʿālā’ya teveccüh-i tāmm edüp “İlāhī, bu bīçārelikde baña
destgīr ü muʿīn ol” / deyerek ez cān u dil sūz u güdāz ile
münācāt u niyāz eder iken ṭaraf-ı kūhdan bir ḫurūş bedīd
oldu-ki sebz cāmeli bir firişte-i süvārī / ẓuhūr ḳılup berḳ-ı
ḫaṭıf-āsā nezd-i Pervīz’e resān ve destinden girift ve
zemīnden āverde-i puşt-ı esbi eyleyüp ṭarfetü’l-ʿaynda
sühūletle / naḳl-i sūy-ı muʿaskeri etdi, ve bu leʾvā vu
şiddetden necāt-yāb ḳıldı; ve āḫirü’l-emr ḳarīben Beh
rām’a pīrūzī vü ġalebe ile otuz sekiz sāl / serīr-ārā-yı Īrānşāhī263 olacaġını tebşīr ile sürūş-ı ḫuceste-i merḳūme
dīde-i Pervīz’den nihān / u ġaybūbet eyledi.
Ve’l-ḥāṣıl melek ü firişte Pervīz’e / meded-res olup desti tedmīr-i Behrām’dan ve mażīḳ-ı / ġār-ı tengden rehāyāb
eylediği / meclisdir. / 252
With the fire of combat and battle between Parviz and
Bahram Chubina blazing ever more fervently and fiercely, many a man on both sides was burnt by the flame of
the sword, and many a soul came to taste the poison of
destruction;264 and in the meantime, Khusraw Parviz,
with brave and courageous resolve, himself led several
heroic warriors in a valorous attack on Bahram, whereat Bahram, together with the champions by his side,
once more overcame by [his own] assault Parviz’s impetuous onslaught, whereupon the companions of
Parviz, being powerless of mace and sword, about-faced
in retreat, turning their reins in desistance and withdrawal, thus leaving Parviz alone and by himself on the
battlefield.265 When Bahram and his comrades perceived this, they charged all around Parviz in attack,
endeavoring with their strength and might to subjugate
him by the lasso, and when Parviz saw this, he threw his
soul with all speed into escaping and fleeing, [but] in
the course of his flight was a narrow gorge blocking his
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path, and he entered it for the sake of his life, but the
end of the gorge was obstructed by a mountain, and so
the chance of escape was snatched away. Having fallen
victim to such a narrow pass—a place to be neither
tarried in nor fled from—he despaired of his life and of
his future, while behind him Bahram, intending with
his companions to burn Parviz’s body to dust in the
manner of a thunderbolt, approached Parviz, [calling,]
“Who will save you now from my hand of destruction
and subjugation?,” with which blood-curdling loud cry
did he boil and rage with fury. Since it was manifest to
Parviz what kind of difficulty and affliction this was—
drawn swords behind him and stone hard as steel ahead,
with no chance of escape—he envisaged plainly his
death and demise. Then, at this time of despair and
hopelessness, he addressed himself with perfect zeal to
the Almighty Creator, saying, “My God, help and succor
me in this hopeless situation!”; and while he prayed and
supplicated, weeping and sorrowing with his heart and
soul, a clamor rose from the direction of the mountain,
and there appeared a green-clad mounted angel who,
with a blinding flash of lightening, came next to Parviz
and seized him by the hand, placing him on the back of
his steed and taking him in the blink of an eye and with
all ease to his encampment,266 and he [thus] saved him
from this suffering and hardship. And finally, having
given Bahram the glad tidings that he would shortly
victor and prevail to grace the imperial throne of Iran
for thirty-eight years,267 the aforementioned blessed
angel vanished and disappeared from Parviz’s sight.
In short, this is the scene in which the angel comes
to the aid of Parviz, who [thereby] finds escape from
Bahram’s hand of destruction and from the straits of the
narrow gorge. 252
40. Insert 74b, originally affixed to fol. 715b (Bahram
Chubina Slays Shir-Kappi the Lion-Ape)268
Vaḳtā ki Pervīz meded-resī-i firişte ile tengnāy-ı ġār ve
merg-i żarūrīden rehāyāb-ı girībān-ı cān eyledi ve
muʿaskerine rücūʿ ḳıldıkda birāder-i Ḳayṣer olan Nāṭūş-ı
Rūmī ve duḫter-i / Ḳayṣer olan zevce-i Pervīz Meryem
şādān oldular. Ve ez ser-i nev maʿreke-ārā-yı şedīd
olmalarıyla Behrām ʿaskerinde olan Īrāniyān cümle
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Pervīz’e tābiʿ ve / ve [sic] ʿaskerine mülḥaḳ olmalarından
nāşī Pervīz ḳuvvet-i cedīde kesb etmek ḥasebiyle Behrām’a
żaʿf ve nikbet ṭareyān ve cüyūşuna ḳıllet-i sereyān
ḳılmaġla nāçār cümle bār u bengāh / ve ordusunu terk ve
ḳarārı firāra tebdīl ve sūy-ı Türkāna gürīzān u şitābān ve
dār-ı mülk-i Ḫāḳān’a resān ve Ḫāḳān-ı Çīn ile mülāḳī ve
bezm-ṭırāzān olduḳda Ḫāḳān / Behrām’a ikrām u tevḳīrefzā ve yek-laḫt ittifāḳ olmaḳ bābında muʿāhede-peymā
olmaḳdan nāşī Behrām içün cümle levāzımātı ḥāvī
sarāylar ferş ve āverde-i zīr-i cenāḥ-ı / mihmāniyyet269
ḳıldı.
Ezīn cānib Pervīz Behrām’ı perīşān u münhezim ve
cümle ordusunu baʿde’ż-żabṭ bi-lā māniʿ dīhīm-efrūz-ı
Īrān-şāhī olup Ḳayṣer’e ve eṭrāf u bilāda fetiḥnāmeler
taḥrīr / ü tesyīr ve cümleye sezāvārı üzere iḥsān u ʿavārifin
tevfīr ve Ḫorāsān’ı Güstehem’e ve Şehr-i Çāç’ı Bālvī’ye270
tevcīh ve fermānını taṣdīr ve şevḳ u sürūra bünyād-sāz-ı
/ tevfīr oldu.
Behrām ise Ḫāḳān ile şeb ü rūz hemdem ve Ḫāḳān
Behrām’a mezīd-i ikrām ḳıldıḳca Behrām daḫi her rūz
envāʿ-ı hüner ü besāletler ibdā271 eder idi.
Bu evānda / kūhistān-ı Çin’de Şīr-Kebbī272 nāmında bir
sebuʿ-ı şedīdü’ş-şekīme ẓuhūr edüp reh-i āmed ü şüdü
sedd ve nice ebnā-yı sebīli / derīde ve nice māder ü pederi
sūgvār etmiş idi, ve bir kimse muḳāvemet edemedi. Ḫāḳān
cānver-i mezbūrun ihlāk ü iʿdāmını / Behrām’dan ricā
etmeğin Behrām kūhistān-ı sebuʿ-gāha resīde olup d ev-i273
merḳūm ile / perḫāş ve mezbūr Şīr-Kebbi nāmında olan
cānveri / ḳatl ü ihlāk eylediği / meclisdir. / 253
Whenas Parviz, with the aid of the angel, escaped by the
skin of his teeth274 the narrowness of the gorge and the
certainty of death, and returned to his encampment,
Caesar’s brother Natush the Romaean and Caesar’s
daughter Maryam, wife of Parviz, rejoiced. And when
they decked the battlefield anew with combat, all of the
Iranians in Bahram’s army became followers of Parviz
and joined his army, because of which Parviz acquired
new strength, thus bringing weakness and misfortune
to Bahram, and rendering his troops thinly spread. Helpless, [Bahram] abandoned all of his goods and effects
and his army, his tack now changed to fleeing, and he
ran off and made haste in the direction of the Turks, and
when he reached the capital of the Khan and met and

feasted with the Khan of China,275 the Khan showed
Bahram exceeding respect and honor, and they made a
pact of unity and alliance, because of which he furnished for Bahram palaces encompassing all of his
needs, and he took him under the wing of his hospitality.
On this side, Parviz, having ruined and routed Bahram and conquered all his army, unimpeded became
the lustrous wearer of the imperial crown of Iran, and
he wrote and dispatched letters of victory to Caesar and
to the surrounding lands, and he heaped rewards and
favors on all according to their merits, conferring
Khurasan on Gustaham and the City of Chach276 on
Balvi,277 and he had his decree proclaimed, and built a
foundation on which mirth and joy might escalate.
As for Bahram, he and the Khan were night and day
companions, and as the Khan increasingly honored
Bahram, Bahram for his part daily evinced various kinds
of skill and courage.
At this time, a fierce unyielding beast by the name of
Shir-Kabbi278 appeared in the highlands of China and
blocked the path along which people came and went,
tearing apart many a user of the road and rendering
mournful many a mother and father, and no one was
able to repel [it]. The Khan requested of Bahram that
he destroy and execute the aforementioned creature,
wherewith Bahram went to the highlands that were the
beast’s abode and battled with the aforesaid fiend, killing and destroying the aforementioned creature that
was named Shir-Kabbi, of which [event] this is the
scene. 253
41. Insert 75b, originally affixed to fol. 742b (The
Murder of Khusraw Parviz)279
Ol gün zed ü berd ve ġırīv ile derūn-ı Ḫurre-i Erdeşīr pür
olup Ḫusrev Pervīz’in cān başına ṣıçradı ve dermāndan
lā-ʿilāc ḳalup Müşkūy280-ı Şīrīn’e iḫtifā ve şebhengām
pāsbānān-ı şehr nām-ı Ḳubād / Şīrūye Şāh ile gülbāngzen olduḳların Pervīz ġunūde iken Şīrīn gūş etmeğin
Pervīz’i bīdār ḳılaraḳ iḫbār-ı mādde etdikde Pervīz cezm
etdi-ki sepīde-dem ġāretgerān281 sarāya hücūm u iḳtiḥām
/ ederler. Pes Pervīz Faġfūr-ı Çīn’e ʿazīmet ve istimdād
niyyetiyle nıṣfu’l-leylde bir ḫādimle sarāydan nihānī
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ḫurūc ve nezd-i sarāyda olan bāġ-ı büzürg-i şāha vülūc
eyleyüp subḥdem ġāretgerān sarāya hücūm / ve nehb ü
tārāc ve Pervīz’i cüst-cūda ihtimām eyleyerek bāġ-ı
mezbūrda nihān-şüde olduġu maʿlūm olunca Zād Ferruḫ
bāġ-ı merḳūma vürūd ve Pervīz ile mülāḳī ve bir fīle irkāb
ü süvār ḳılup / ferzendi Şīrūye Şāh ḥużūruna āverde etdiklerinde Şīrūye pederi Pervīz’i Gelīnūş nām bahādırı
müʾekkel ü bāsbān [sic]282 ḳılaraḳ biñ süvārī terfīḳıyla
Baġdād’a irsāl ve ḥabs eyledi. /
Baʿdehu Şīrūye iklīl-zīb-i Īrān-şāhī olmaġın cümle
Īrāniyān beyʿat eylediler.
Andan-ṣoñra bi’l-vāsıṭa pederiyle beynehümāda nice
esvile vü ecvibe ve rüsül ü resāʾil mütevārid olup āḫirü’lemr ricāl-i devlet-i / Īrān ibrāmıyla Sīrūye nāçār olup Zād
Ferruḫ’uñ tedārikiyle Mihr-Hürmüz nām dijḫīm
kimesneyi Baġdād’a irsāl ile şebistānında pederi Ḫusrev
Pervīz’i ḫançer-i sertīz ile ḳatl ve ciger-gāhını / derīde vü
pāre pāre etdirdi, ʿaleyhi mā yesteḥıḳḳ. Ekābir-i devleti
Sīrūye[’ye]283 ġālib ü ḥākim olmaları ḥasebiyle ḫilāf-ı
merżīsi olaraḳ on beş birāderi şehzādeyi daḫi izāle vü
iʿdām eylediler, / āb-ı kibrīt be-bīḫ-i īşān bād.284
Bu Ḫusrev Pervīz Şāh dedikleri laʿīn-i māder-be-ḫaṭā-yı
[sic]285 vu zāyīde286-i ist otuz sekiz sene serīr-ārā-yı Īrānşāhī olup şükūh u salṭanatı / ḥaḳḳında müverriḫīn
mübālaġāt-ı firāvān u ġulüvv-i fāḥis naḳl ü beyān ederler.287 Bu ḫınzīr288-i poḫ289-ḫvor ve bu gürāz-ı şāş-nūş ve
Yahūdī-peykere Cenāb-ı Müfaḫḫar-ı Mevcūdāt,
Sipehsālār-ı / Kāʾināt, Seyyidü’l-Evvelīn ve’l-Āḫirīn,
Ḫātemü’l-Enbiyāʾ ve’l-Mürselīn—ṣalla’llāhü teʿālā ʿaleyhi
ve sellem—Efendimiz baʿs̱etini290 mübeyyin ve Īmāna
daʿveti muʿlin ü mülaḳḳın mübārek ü eşref nāme-i nāmī-i
/ hümāyūnların ibʿās̱291 eyledikde ol kāfir-i bīdīn-i
Yahūdiyyet-āyīniñ292 kārīz-i kibr ü naḫvet ve ābrīz
bā-sūr-ı ḫıyelā vu ruʿūnet olan dimāġ-ı necāsāt u ḳāẕūrātbūy-ı / kāfirīsi cūşān-ı ʿucb293 u ḫışm olup ḥāşā s̱ümme
ḥāşā ol nādān kāfir nāme-i hümāyūn-ı ʿArş u Levḥ-i
Maḥfūẓ-sāyı çāk-kerde-i dest-i melʿūniyyet 294 etmeğin
Eṣdaḳu’l-Ḳāʾilīn, / Müfaḫḫarü’l-ʿAlemīn Efendimiz
Ḥażretleri melʿūn Pervīz’i hedef-i nüşşābe-i duʿāʾun
ʿaleyh295 ü inkisār-ı “Mezzeḳa’llāhü mülkehü ke-mā
mezzeḳa kitābī”296 buyurmalarıyla ḫuceste dehān-ı pāk
ü aṭher-i cevāhir-feşānlarından / ẓuhūr etdiği gibi hemān
ol sene ḳatl ü istīṣāl olunup mülk ü salṭanatı mużmaḥill
ü nābūd oldu: “Ḫasire’d-dünyā ve’l-Āḫire” [Koran 22:11].
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Oġlu Şīrūye Şāh daḫi yedi māh ḳadar / ekābir-i Īrān
yedinde maġlūben ü maḳsūren [sic]297 mānend-i heyūlā
Īrān-şāhı olup tesmīm ü zehr-dāde olunmaġın şehzādesi
/ Erdeşīr dīhīm-fürūz-ı Īrān-şāhī oldu.
Ve’l-ḥāṣıl Mihr-Hürmüz / nām kimesne Ḫusrev Pervīz’i
ḫançer-i sertīz-i zehrābe-fām ile / ciger-şikāfte ve ḳatl ü
iʿdām u izāle / eylediği / meclisdir. / 257
That day, Khurra-i Ardashir298 became filled with conflict and terror and screams, and Parviz’s heart leapt
into his mouth,299 and being hopeless of a remedy, he
concealed himself in Shirin’s [Palace of] Mushku;300 and
[that] night, while Parviz slept, Shirin heard the city
watchmen cry out the name of Shah Qubad Shiruya, and
so she woke Parviz and informed him of the matter,
whereupon Parviz concluded that pillagers would
charge and storm the palace at dawn.301 Parviz therefore
secretly left the palace at midnight with a manservant,
intending to journey to the Emperor of China and seek
his aid, and he entered the large royal garden that was
next to the palace. At daybreak, the pillagers stormed
the palace and sacked and plundered [it], and, exerting
themselves in search of Parviz, they learned of his being
concealed in the aforesaid garden, whereupon Zad Farrukh came to the aforementioned garden and met with
Parviz, and when they mounted him on an elephant and
brought him into the presence of his son Shah Shiruya,302
Shiruya, having appointed a hero named Galinush as
guard and watchman [over him], sent his father Parviz,
together with a thousand horsemen, to Baghdad, and
[there] had him detained.
Afterwards, Shiruya was bedecked with the imperial
crown of Iran, wherewith all the Iranians professed their
loyalty [to him].
After that, by means of intermediaries, there flowed
between his father and him a numerous succession of
petitions and replies, and messengers and messages,303
till finally, upon the insistence of the great men of the
state of Iran, Shiruya—of necessity and by Zad Farrukh’s arrangement—sent a villainous person named
Mihr-Hurmuz304 to Baghdad to kill his father Khusraw
Parviz in his bedchamber and tear his heart into pieces
with a sharp dagger—may he [Shiruya] receive what he
deserves! Because his men of state dominated and com-
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manded Shiruya, against his will did they also remove
and destroy fifteen princes, his brothers—may they [the
men of state] be as plants fed on vitriol!305
This misbegotten and anus-born reprobate they call
Shah Khusraw Parviz graced the imperial throne of Iran
for thirty-eight years, and the chroniclers relate and tell
of his majesty and pomp with great exaggeration and
excessive hyperbole. To this dung-eating swine and this
piss-swilling Jew-faced boar did our Master His Majesty
the Pride of Creation and the Commander-in-Chief of
the Cosmos, the Lord of the Ancients and Moderns and
the Seal of the Prophets and Messengers [Muhammad]—may God Almighty bless him and grant him
peace!—send his blessed and most honorable letter—
celebrated and august—explaining his divine mission
and proclaiming and promoting the call to Faith, upon
which that Jew-like faithless disbeliever’s heathen
mind—which, being a sewer of pride and haughtiness
and a cesspit overbrimming with conceit and arrogance,
reeked of feces and excrement—did boil with vanity
and rage, and—would that it were not so!—that ignorant disbeliever tore the august letter—which was as
the Throne of God and the Preserved Tablet [of Fate]—
with his accursed hand, whereat the Most Truthful of
Speakers and Pride of the Worlds, His Majesty our Master [Muhammad], rendered Parviz the target of the
piercing curse and malediction306 “May God rend his
kingdom as he rent my letter”;307 and immediately that
year, just as had come out of [the Prophet’s] auspicious
and most pure jewel-scattering mouth, [Parviz] was
killed and exterminated, his kingdom and state annihilated and made no more: “He loseth both the world and
the Hereafter” [Koran 22:11].308
As for his son Shah Shiruya, for seven months was he
the ghostlike309 emperor of Iran, subjugated and vanquished in the hands of the notables of Iran, and with
his being poisoned and baned, his son Ardashir became
the lustrous wearer of the imperial crown of Iran.310
In short, this is the scene in which someone named
Mihr-Hurmuz cleaves the heart of Khusraw Parviz with
a sharp dagger of baneful steel,311 killing and destroying
and annihilating him. 257

42. Insert 76b, originally affixed to fol. 745b (The Coup
against the Usurper Farayin Guraz)312
Erdeşīr daḫi bir buçuḳ sāl ḳadar Īrān-şāhı olup evlād-ı
mülūk ve Sāsāniyān nijādından olmayaraḳ bālāda ẕikri
güẕerān eden nigehbān-ı Rūm olan Gürāz313—ki aña
Ferāyīn daḫi derler—taġallüb ve ḫurūc ve Erdeşīr Sāh’ı
Pīrūz Ḫusrev nām / kimesne yediyle tedmīr ü küşte ḳılup
taḫt-nişīn-i Īrān ve bu evān mürzūbūm-ı Īrān bī-ser ü bün
ve iḫtilāl-yāb ve herc ü merc-āgīn ve serīr-gāh-ı şāhī “limen ġaleb”314 mā-ṣadaḳı zemīn oldu.315 Şāh-ı mecʿūl
Gürāz-ı mezbūr meẓālim ve / ve [sic] aḫẕ-i emvāl-i nāsa
tecāsür ve żaym u taʿaddīye tebādür etmeğin Iṣṭaḫr’dan
Şīrān-Gürāz [sic]316 nāmında bir merd-i dilīr ü mübāriz
bürūz u ẓuhūr ve ġāfilen bir şikārgāh-ı Baġdād’da Gürāz
Ferāyīn Şāh’ı baṣup ceng ü sitīz-nümā ve bir tīr-i dildūz /
ile Gürāz Şah’ı ifnā ve leşkerini perīşān u tālān ve feyfāpeymā ḳılmaġın317 yine taḫt-ı Īrān bī-şāh u tācdār oldu.
Pes ahālī-i Īrān mülūkden bir kimesne bulamayup
nāçār tuḫme-i Pervīz’den olan Tūrān [sic]318 nām duḫteri
iclās-ı mesned-i şehriyārī / ḳıldılar. Pes Tūrān-duḫt Şāh
ʿadl ü ḥüsn-i sīrete ibtidār ve Erdeşīr Şāh’ı iʿdām eden
Pīrūz Ḫusrev nām kimesneyi izāle ile aḫẕ-i intiḳām ḳılup
ʿömr-i Pūrān-duḫt daḫi resīde-i serḥadd-i encām olmaġın
mezbūreniñ/ Āzerm nām duḫteri 319 hemḫvābe-i şūy-ı sal
ṭanat-ı Īrān olup ol-daḫi çār māh mürūrunda siperīrūzgār-ı zindegānī oldu.
Baʿdehu aʿḳāb-ı Sāsāniyāndan Ferruḫ-zād nām
kimesneyi mesned-efrūz-ı tācdārī-i Īrān eylediler. Yek
māh / mürūrunda bir ġulāmı tesmīm ḳılmaġın nice320
merge cāndāde olunca münḳażī-zamān oldu.
Pes āḫir-i mülūk-i ʿAcem ü Sāsāniyān olan Yezdicird—
ki Pervīz Şāh nebīresi idi—taḫt-pīrā-yı Īrān ve şehriyār-ı
mülk-i ʿAcemistān oldu.
Bu evān Emīrü’l-Müʿminīn, / İmāmü’l-Müslimīn Ḥaż
ret-i ʿÖmer—raḍiya’llāhü teʿālā ʿanh—Efendimizin
ḫilāfeti vaḳti idi-ki Ḥażret-i Saʿd bin Ebī Vaḳḳāṣ
(raḍiya’llāhü teʿālā ʿanh)ı321 devlet ü ikbāl ile ser-ʿasker
naṣb u taʿyīn ve Cüyūş-ı Müʾminīn ile Īrān üstüne tesyār
etdiklerinden / Yezdicird āgāh olduḳda tuḫme-i HürmüzŞāh’dan olan Rüstem nām bahādırı ecnād-ı külliyye-i
Īrāniyyeye sipehbüd ḳılup muḳābele vü ceng-i Ehl-i
İslām’a tesbīl eyledikde Herāt nezdinde Ḳādis [sic]322 nām
mevżiʿde leşker-i Ehl-i Īmān ile perḫāş / u neberd-sāz
olduḳlarında Rüstem-i sipehbüd ḳatl olunup fiʾe-i Īrāniyye
külliyyen maġlūb u münhezim ü perīşān oldular, ki Yez-
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dicird Baġdād’da idi; derḥāl perīşān-ı dijem-şuʿūr olup
Baġdād’da ārām u sükūt u emniyyet mefḳūr olmaġın /
Baġdād’ı taḫliye ile Ṭūs vālisi Māhū’dan323 istimdād içün
ḫurūc ve Merv şehrine vürūd ü vülūcda Māhū gelüp
mülāḳī oldu ve imdāda vaʿd ile naʿl-i bāzgūn324 desīse vü
nireng-sāz olup Semerḳand vālisi Bījen’i iġrā ile /
Yezdicird’e hücūm etdirdikde bir miḳdār ceng-i zergerī
göstererek Māhū firār etmek ile Yezdicird tenhā ḳalup325
nāçār yek-tene gürīzān olaraḳ Merv’de bir āsyāya duḫūl
ve iḫtifā eyledi.
Ezīn cānib ʿAsākir-i İslām / Rüstem ve ʿaskerini berṭaraf
etdikten-ṣoñra Kerḫ’e ṣavle-efzā-yı hücūm ḳıldıḳlarında
Ferruḫ-zād nām bahādır “Muḳābele edeyim” ẓann etdi.
Hizebrān-ı bīşe-i veġā olan Cüyūş u Merdān-ı Dīn derceng-i evvel derīde-sāz-ı ṣaff-ı / mürettebi [?]326 olmaġın
Ferruḫ-zād siper-endāz-ı gürīz ve Baġdād’a bīm-i cān ile
ʿinān-rīz olduḳda Yezdicird Baġdād’ı terk ü iḫlā ile firār
ḳılmaġın tāḫt u ġanāʾim-āverān ve leşker-şükūfān-ı Dīn
her sūya irḫa-yı / fetḥ ü küşūd ḳıldılar.
Bu ṭarafda Yezdicird āsyābda pinhān olduġundan
Māhū ḫabīr olmaġla firistādegān irsāliyle Yezdicird’i
değirmende ḳatl ü iʿdām etdirmek ile yiğirmi sene ḳadar
Īrān-şāhlıġıyla mülk ü devlet-i / Fürs ü ʿAcem ve şükūh u
salṭanat-ı Sāsāniyān-ı pür-ḥaşem Yezdicird’de tamām u
inḳırāż-yāb u mużmaḥill oldu.
Pes Ehl-i Dīn ol-ḳadar emvāl ü ġanāyimle [sic]327
muġtenim oldular ki cümlesi dilsīr-i enfāl oldular, ḥattā
Direfş-i Kāviyānī-i / pür-cevāhiri daḫi iġtinām ve beyne’lMüslimīn taḳsīm eylediler.
Ve Yezdicird’in ḳatli ve devlet-i ʿAcemiñ münḳariż
olması / Hicret-i Server-i Ketībe-i Enbiyā—ʿaleyhi efḍa
lü’ṣ-ṣalavāti ve’t-teʿḥāyā—Ḥażretleriniñ otuz birinci sāli
idi. /
Ḥāṣıl-ı kelām Şīrān-Gürāz Ferāyīn Gürāz Şāh’ı bir
ḫadeng-i / cānsitān pertābıyla cengde ḳatl ü ihlāk ve
pīrūzī / vü ẓaferi iḥrāz u iḥtivā eylediği / meclisdir. / 258
Ardashir was emperor of Iran for one year and a half,328
when Guraz, whom they also call Farayin—being neither the progeny of kings nor of the Sasanian line, and
being the watchman against Rum329 to whom reference
was made above—gained ascendancy and burst forth,
having Shah Ardashir killed and destroyed by the hand
of someone named Piruz Khusraw,330 and [thus] coming
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[himself] to sit on the throne of Iran; and at this time,
the land of Iran was turned upside down,331 abounding
in rebellion and filled with confusion and turmoil, and
the imperial capital became a land confirming the
saying “Might is right.”332 Because the fabricated emperor, the aforementioned Guraz, ventured to commit
injustices and to seize the property of the people, and
[because he] hastened to inflict oppression and inequity, a brave and courageous man by the name of Shiran-Guraz [sic]333 sprang forth from Istakhr and attacked
Shah Guraz Farayin unawares in a hunting ground of
Baghdad, assaulting and assailing [the enemy], and he
destroyed Shah Guraz with a piercing arrow and routed
and plundered his troops, leaving them to wander the
desert,334 and so the throne of Iran was again without
emperor or sovereign.
Then the people of Iran, being unable to find a king,
were compelled to place a daughter of the seed of Parviz named Turan [sic]335 on the imperial throne. Shah336
Turan-dukht then set about instituting justice and righteousness, avenging Shah Ardashir by executing the person named Piruz Khusraw who had slain him, [after
which] the life of Puran-dukht too reached its end,
wherewith the daughter [sic]337 of the aforementioned
[queen]—one named Azarm—became bride to the
groom of kingship, and she completed her mortal course
after four months.
Afterwards, they made one of the progeny of the
Sasanians named Farrukh-zad the lustrous bearer of
Iranian sovereignty. Upon being poisoned by a slave boy
of his one month later, he gave his life to death and
reached the end of his time.
Then the last of the Persian and Sasanian kings, Yazdijird,338 who was Shah Parviz’s grandson, came to grace
the throne of Iran, becoming emperor of the Persian
dominion.
This was the time of the caliphate of our Master the
Commander of the Faithful and the Imam of the Muslims, His Excellency Omar—may God Almighty be
pleased with him!—and with a Godspeed did he appoint
His Excellency Saʿd bin Abi Waqqas—may God
Almighty be pleased with him!—as commander-inchief and send him against Iran with the Army of Believers, and when Yazdijird was informed of this, he
designated a warrior named Rustam, who was of the
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seed of Hurmuz-Shah,339 as chief over all the Iranian
troops, and dispatched [them all] to combat and war
against the People of Islam, upon which they battled
and fought with the People of Faith in a place near Herat
called Qadis [sic],340 whereat Chief Rustam was killed
and all the Iranian army vanquished, defeated, and
routed, at which time Yazdijird was in Baghdad. His
mind becoming immediately perturbed and sorrowful,
and the peace and security of Baghdad being broken,
he fled Baghdad to seek the aid of the governor of Tus,
Mahu,341 and upon his reaching and arriving in the city
of Marv, Mahu came and met him,342 and promised him
assistance, [but] plotting and scheming underhandedly,
he incited the governor of Samarkand, Bizhan, to attack
Yazdijird, whereupon Mahu made a show of fighting
before running off. Abandoned, Yazdijird of necessity
fled alone, and so doing entered a mill in Marv and concealed himself [there].
On the other side,343 the Armies of Islam, having done
away with Rustam and his army, attacked and stormed
Karkh, whereupon a warrior named Farrukh-zad
thought, “Let me confront [them].” In the first battle,
the Soldiers and Combatants of Religion, being as they
were lions of the forest of warfare, tore through his [Farrukh-zad’s] arrayed ranks [?],344 whereat Farrukh-zad
threw down his shield in desertion and rode for dear life
full-gallop to Baghdad, [but] he fled thence [also] with
Yazdijird’s abandoning and vacating of Baghdad.345 And
so the People of Religion—the winners of spoils and the
smashers of armies—extended their conquest and victory in every direction.
On this side, when Mahu learned of Yazdijird’s being
concealed in the mill, he sent men to kill and execute
him there, and with his twenty-year reign as Emperor
of Iran, the dominion and state of the Persians and
Iranians, as well as the majesty and sovereignty of the
richly retinued Sasanians, came to end and perish with
Yazdijird.
The People of Religion then took so many riches and
spoils that all of them were [fully] contented with booty,
so much so that they seized even the bejeweled Standard of Kava and distributed it among the Muslims.
And the killing of Yazdijird and the destruction of the
Persian state happened in the thirty-first year of the
Hegira of His Majesty the Commander of the Army of

Prophets [Muhammad], upon whom be the best of
prayers and salutations!
In a word, this is the scene in which Shiran-Guraz
kills and destroys Shah Farayin Guraz in battle by
thrusting a fatal dagger [at him], [thereby] claiming success and victory. 258
notes
1.

2.
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Accompanying miniature: The Metropolitan Museum
of Art, New York, gift of Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., inv. no.
1970.301.1 (henceforth, only the inventory number will be
given, except in the one case where the painting is housed
elsewhere [see n. 37 below]). For the painting and summaries of Firdawsi’s accompanying text, see Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 84–87; and Dickson and Welch, Houghton
Shahnameh, 2: no. 6. For an English translation of the corresponding Persian text, see Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma,
1:106–07.
As is not infrequently the case in the inserts, Mehmed ʿArif
has here erroneously spelled the Turkish genitive suffix
ف
with a ye-nūn (�ا ���ن�د ی��م ز��ی ن, efendimizin), in the manner of the
archaic accusative of the third-person possessive, rather
ف
than with the correct ṣaġır kef (ا ���ن�د �ی���م ز�ك, efendimiziñ). This
recurrent mistake shows the ṣaġır kef was already losing
its distinctive pronunciation in the educated speech of
Mehmed ʿArif’s time (it can still be heard in provincial
accents of modern Turkish). Subsequent occurrences of
this error in the inserts will not be indicated other than by
their transliteration.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.5. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 46; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:229–31; and Dick Davis, trans., Shah
nameh: The Persian Book of Kings (New York, 2006), 61.
In the original, an anonymous messenger is sent with
Salm’s head to Faridun, after which Shirvi is ordered to
take the war booty. Mehmed ʿArif confuses Shirvi with the
unnamed messenger and has Minuchihr himself take the
spoils to his grandfather.
Firdawsi’s version is somewhat different: Faridun having
dismounted, Minuchihr does likewise and humbly kisses
the ground before the feet of the shah, who orders him back
on his horse before kissing him. Mehmed ʿArif’s rather free
retelling of this episode appears to be a response to the
equally divergent miniature, which shows the shah and
his grandson standing cheek-to-cheek in embrace.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.6. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 58; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:265–68; and Davis, Shahnameh,
75–76.
It is rather unusual for a native Turkish word like altun to
form, as here, part of a Persianate iżāfet. See also nn. 31 and
41 below.
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In Firdawsi’s version, Zal has his slaves deliver the gifts to
the damsels before he himself meets them.
No such agreement is made in the original narrative.
Mehmed ʿArif is perhaps here garbling a slightly earlier
conversation in which one of the damsels, in trying to
secure a face-to-face meeting with Zal, tells the slave boy
to advise his master to come himself to discuss the matter,
so that the affair might remain secret.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.7. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 59; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:268–73; and Davis, Shahnameh,
76–79.
The word is properly spelled with a ḥā.
Sindukht is not here mentioned in the original narrative.
Firdawsi’s original has the maiden communicate directly
with Zal.
This is the only insert that does not end by returning to the
specific subject of the facing picture.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.8. See Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 132–35; Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shah
nameh, 2: no. 60; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:273–75;
and Davis, Shahnameh, 79–80.
Cf. “none had heard of antidote / And bane combined.”
Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:275.
According to the original narrative, the magi keep silent
after hearing Zal’s revelations, and only inwardly express
their misgivings. Sensing their disapproval, Zal promises
to reward them for their guidance, and the magi then offer
their support. Mehmed ʿArif differs from Firdawsi in giving
voice to the magi’s initial reservations and not indicating
the reason for their subsequent change of heart.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.10. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 67; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:292–94; and Davis, Shahnameh,
89–90.
Replaces a crossed-out etmeyüp.
Zabulistan is not here mentioned by Firdawsi.
This is a somewhat romanticized departure from Firdawsi’s
version, where Zal mollifies Sam not with reference to his
love for Rudaba, but by reminding him of his—Sam’s—
unfatherly conduct past and present.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.11. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 69; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:299–300; and Davis, Shahnameh, 92.
As discussed in the main text of the present article (see
p. 252), Mehmed ʿArif’s retelling of the episode gives no
sense of the very angry nature of Mihrab’s address to
Sindukht in the original narrative.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.13. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 72; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:306–07; and Davis, Shahnameh,
96–97.
The hemze of iżāfet has mistakenly been added to the word.
Properly spelled zāyiçe.
An adjective meaning “prolific, having (many) young,” the
word, here being used as a verbal noun, is a rather unsuit-
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able form of the correct Arabic root, even if the intended
meaning is clear.
More literally “the water on Iran’s cheek.”
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.14. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 73; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 1:308–11; and Davis, Shahnameh, 97–98.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.17. See Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 148–51; Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 88; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:50–52;
and Davis, Shahnameh, 155–56.
This rather amusing construction has a Turkish iżāfet (daġkeçisi, “mountain goat”) as the qualifying element of a Persianate iżāfet construction. The word daġ is spelled طاغ.
Although seeming to belong grammatically only to sāz
(lute), ḥāżır (present) would appear semantically to be
qualifying all the items that Rustam finds by the stream.
Taʿaccüb etmek (to marvel) properly requires the thing(s)
being marveled at to take the dative suffix, which Mehmed
ʿArif has failed to add.
The episode in question is actually Rustam’s fourth labor.
A party of sorcerers in Firdawsi’s version.
In the original narrative, the sorceress turns black. Mehmed
ʿArif’s description may have been influenced by the accompanying miniature, where the witch appears rather more
gray than black.
Accompanying miniature: Cleveland Museum of Art,
Leonard C. Hanna, Jr., Fund, inv. no. 1988.96.a. Originally
affixed to the unillustrated verso of Metropolitan Museum
of Art, inv. no. 1970.301.18 (see n. 40 of the main article),
though the Metropolitan Museum’s own records describe
it as belonging to the non-existent 1970.301.77. See Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 92; Warner
and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:58–61; and Davis, Shahnameh,
160–62. See also Mary McWilliams, “Rustam’s Seventh
Course: He Slays the White Div: A Painting from the Tahmasp Shahnama,” The Bulletin of the Cleveland Museum of
Art 80, 4 (April 1993): 148–53.
The construction, though not in itself difficult, has been
written with a kesre at the end of the first word and a sükūn
at the end of the second, probably to clarify its relationship
to the surrounding words.
Its grammar being somewhat unclear, the sentence is apt
to be misread as calling for the death of the blinded men
rather than of the Demon, though logic soon militates
against such an interpretation.
The correct spelling in Persian is sāʾīda.
Because it is unusual for a native Turkish word like ḳan to
form, as here, part of a Persianate iżāfet, Mehmed ʿArif has
placed a kesre beneath the word in order to make explicit
the intended construction.
The opening elif is vocalized.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.19. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 93; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:61–76; and Davis, Shahnameh, 162–
72.
The first two and last in this list of names are vocalized.
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45. The -ler has been latterly inserted.
46. The word has been unnecessarily amended by Mehmed
ʿArif. It was originally written with medial ye, giving the
perfectly fitting çekīde (dripped, distilled), but the dots of
the letter have evidently been scratched away, the tooth
being recast as a nūn. The resultant word is not attested in
Steingass’s dictionary—which does, however, list the verb
chakāndan (to make drop, distill)—but it is, interestingly,
the modern Persian word for stalactite. Its intended meaning, then, is no different from that of the word Mehmed
ʿArif originally wrote.
47. The word is properly written çespān; Mehmed ʿArif’s spelling appears to have been influenced by the variant Ottoman form cüsbān.
48. Mehmed ʿArif has omitted a considerable amount of
intervening narrative. In the original version, the war with
Mazandaran is preceded by two failed attempts on the part
of Kay Kavus to obtain the King of Mazandaran’s fealty
through diplomacy.
49. Firdawsi states only that the king was hacked into pieces.
Mehmed ʿArif’s more specific description must be based
on the painting, which shows the king sliced through his
midriff.
50. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.21. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 95; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:102–05; and Davis, Shahnameh, 184–85.
51. The word replaces a crossed-out üzere.
52. A şedde is mistakenly placed over the ḳāf.
53. The place name is fully vocalized.
54. The Turkish verb meaning “to die” that is being translated
here—gebermek—is only used contemptuously, being not
dissimilar in tone to the modern slang “to croak.”
55. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.23. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 105; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:193–213; and Davis, Shahnameh, 215–24.
56. Bīşe, which is elsewhere correctly spelled by Mehmed ʿArif,
is here erroneously written with a pe.
57. The usual form is nihāle, but Mehmed ʿArif has here indicated the variant vocalization.
58. The name is thus vocalized. The usual Persian form is
Hīrbad.
59. Both names thus vocalized. The usual Persian form of the
second is Pashīn.
60. This passage includes two instances of inverted word
order, a construction common in spoken Turkish but normally eschewed in the written language. Its effect when
employed in literature is to lend an almost colloquial vigor,
and indeed, Mehmed ʿArif here very effectively uses the
device to describe Sudaba’s wild cries.
61. Oda is spelled اوطه.
62. Daġū and Rībed are thus spelled and vocalized by Mehmed
ʿArif. In Persian, the first place name is more usually written
غ
( د ��و�یDaghvī or Daghuvay), while the second can also be
rendered with a diphthong (Raybad). See also n. 82 of the
main article.

63. The father of Tus. He is not mentioned at this point in the
original narrative.
64. Mehmed ʿArif’s formulation of this detail is ambiguous, and
he may himself have misunderstood Firdawsi’s intended
meaning, which is that the quantity of game hunted by the
party was enough to last forty days.
65. The girl makes no such explicit plea in Firdawsi’s version.
66. Mehmed ʿArif omits to mention the death of Siyavush’s
mother, which occurs at this point in the original narrative.
67. This detail appears to be an elaboration of Mehmed ʿArif’s.
68. See n. 58 above.
69. In the original narrative, Sudaba makes her request to
Kavus the next day, without specifying a time for Siyavush’s
visit or mentioning Hirbad/Hirbud. Moreover, her request
comes after a failed attempt—not mentioned by Mehmed
ʿArif—to invite Siyavush by means of a messenger.
70. They are actually Kavus’s brothers. The usual Persian form
of the latter’s name is Pashīn.
71. Mehmed ʿArif’s highly abbreviated retelling is difficult to
understand without knowing the original narrative, which
is itself rather convoluted, and from which the Ottoman
summary somewhat diverges. In Firdawsi’s version, the
plan to marry Siyavush to one of the daughters of Kay Arash
and Kay Pashin comes to nothing without being explicitly refused by the prince; and when Siyavush is asked by
Sudaba to select one of the beauties she parades before
him in the harem, he answers that he will have none but
her daughter, a decision intended, it appears, to discourage
Sudaba’s non-maternal advances. Mehmed ʿArif’s variant
telling has Siyavush admire a girl in secret, and no mention
is made of Sudaba’s daughter, an omission that matters
little since the match never comes to fruition.
72. Again, Hirbad/Hirbud is not mentioned here by Firdawsi.
73. Mehmed ʿArif omits to mention that Kavus does not detect
the same smells on Siyavush, which is how he understands
Sudaba’s guilt. See p. 251 of the main article.
74. See n. 62 above and n. 82 of the main article.
75. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.24. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 106; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:214–217; and Davis, Shahnameh, 224–25.
76. The word has been superscribed.
77. Bister is the usual form.
78. The medial kesre is written.
79. A crossed-out edüp follows this word.
80. The word can also be read as māde, “woman.” Whether
intended or not, the pun works well.
81. The word has been superscribed.
82. Ekāzīb is a simple misspelling for ekāẕīb.
83. The word is spelled with a ṭı.
84. A detail not found in the original, which tells us only that
Sudaba lay moaning on her bed.
85. Mine’l-bāb ile’l-miḥrāb, literally “from the door to the
mihrab,” a common Arabic idiom in Ottoman meaning
“from end to end, entirely.”
86. This puzzling and inconsistent detail (the babies were
already dead upon their miscarriage) appears to be
Mehmed ʿArif’s invention.
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87. See n. 80 above.
88. Mehmed ʿArif has done well to spot the infants, who are
represented rather inconspicuously as small red forms in
a salver held by a woman in a balcony at the top right of
the image.
89. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.26. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 115; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:263–65; and Davis, Shahnameh, 248–49.
90. A nonce form that combines a Persian compound with an
Arabic suffix.
91. The kesre of ilʿāb is written.
92. In both instances of oġlu here, Mehmed ʿArif has unusually
dispensed with traditional Ottoman orthography, writing
غ
the word as it would have been pronounced ( )ا و���لوrather
ا غ
than as it was conventionally spelled () و���لی. In subsequent
occurrences of the word, he alternates freely between the
phonetic and the conventional spelling, with the former
prevailing.
93. The less well-known names in this list of personages are
spelled and vocalized as indicated by Mehmed ʿArif, though
three of his spellings differ somewhat from the usual Persian forms, which are Jahn, Nastīhan, and Akhvāst. In insert
48b, Mehmed ʿArif indicates the more usual vocalization
for Jahn.
94. The last-named is not mentioned at this point in the original narrative. See also the preceding note.
95. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.27. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 118; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:268–70; and Davis, Shahnameh, 251.
96. The name is vocalized all three times in the insert.
97. The name is vocalized.
98. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.28. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 119; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:270–76; and Davis, Shahnameh, 251–53.
99. The name is vocalized both times in the insert.
100. The word has been superscribed.
101. The word is vocalized.
102. The ḳāf has mistakenly been left undotted.
103. The usual form is bister.
104. The word is written ���کا ی� ش
� , which I have not found in any
dictionary. It is most likely a misspelling for the Persian ������ی ش
ک
(kaysh), “matrimony, a dowry,” and indeed, the entry for
this word in Meniński’s dictionary refers the reader also
کا ��� ن
to the synonymous �کا � نب
� (kābin), alternatively spelled �ی
�ب
(kābīn), which is formed analogously to the unattested ���کا ی� ش
�
of our insert. Mehmed ʿArif’s misspelling is thus probably
the result of an accidental confusion of these semantically
related words. It is also possible that he mistook ���کا ی� ش
� for a
viable variant of ������ی ش
 کbased on the fact that another sense
and vocalization of the latter word—kayish (strength,
power)—has the alternative form ���کا ی� ش
��( یkiyāyish), whose
pronunciation in Turkish would be almost indistinguishable from that of the spurious kāyiş.
105. This information has been added by Mehmed ʿArif, and
should not be considered part of Afrasiyab’s speech.
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106. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.30. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 126; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:338–40.
107. This report of indirect speech properly requires a verb
such as söylemek to complete it. Mehmed ʿArif has instead
imposed this function on the deyüp that follows the subsequent direct speech.
108. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.31. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 127; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:340–48.
109. The name is vocalized.
110. Thus spelled and vocalized. In Firdawsi’s original, the
place is named Sipanjāb, a toponym that has been tentatively identified with Fergana in Uzbekistan. The Ottoman
İspīcāb, on the other hand, is a name for the city of Sayram
in Kazakhstan.
111. The name is vocalized.
112. The word is a popular pseudo-Arabic pluralization of what
is already an Arabic plural.
113. The phrase, the usual form of which is kerān tā kerān, is
vocalized.
114. The name is vocalized.
115. Mehmed ʿArif has mistakenly omitted the dative suffix,
rendered necessary by the following verb.
116. See n. 110 above.
117. Literally “from end to end.”
118. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.32. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 129; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 2:363–73.
119. Both names are vocalized. The usual Persian form of the
first is Kishvād.
120. The word replaces a crossed-out ṣudan.
121. Properly, and more usually, declined ṣuyuñ.
122. Melek is vocalized. The Persian word surūsh is both a general term for “angel” and the name of a particular angel
who features in this and other episodes of the Shāhnāma.
Mehmed ʿArif consistently uses the word as an appellative
rather than as a proper name.
123. Spelled, however, ac.
124. The word is vocalized.
125. The word has been superscribed.
126. There appears to be an undotted tooth after the nūn of
menūn. This may represent an additional nūn, which would
change the meaning of the word from “death” to “his [own]
death.”
127. The word is vocalized.
128. The word has been superscribed.
129. The word is spelled with a ṭı.
130. See n. 119 above.
131. Mehmed ʿArif’s somewhat imprecise description is more
elaborate than Firdawsi’s, which makes no mention of the
sea in relation to the cloud.
132. In the original narrative, the angel is sitting, not moving,
on the cloud.
133. The dream is summarized quite fully, while the details of
Giv’s departure are almost entirely skimmed over.
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134. Firdawsi’s version describes Kay Khusraw as wearing
a wreath rather than touching a flowering branch, but
Mehmed ʿArif has instead followed the miniature, where
the prince, turbaned, holds such a branch.
135. The verbal phrase mülāḳāt etmek and the verb görüşmek are
basically synonymous, both meaning “to meet (with),” but
Mehmed ʿArif has used the first causatively and the second
reciprocally. This may reflect some intended semantic distinction, which I have preserved in my translation, but it
may also be the case that Mehmed ʿArif mistakenly failed
to render both verbal components in the same mood.
136. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.34. See Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 152–55; Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 137; and Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:21–
30.
137. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.37. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 147; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:83–89.
138. The żamme is written.
139. This curious word seems too deliberate to be, as it first
appears, a misspelling for Turāniyān. Mehmed ʿArif probably intended it as a learned synonym thereof based on
the word Ṭuwārān, itself an Arabic variant of Ṭūrān/Ṭurān,
the medieval Islamic name for a mountainous region of
East-Central Baluchistan. Ṭūrān is also the normal Arabic form of the Persian Tūrān—that is, the Turan of the
Shāhnāma—and this would explain how the unrelated
Ṭuwārān came erroneously to be used in that sense by
Mehmed ʿArif, though not before he replaced its ṭā with
a te. See V. Minorsky, The Encyclopaedia of Islam, 1st ed.
(Leiden, 1913–36), s.v. “Ṭūrān”; and C. E. Bosworth, Encyclopaedia Iranica, online ed., s.v. “Ṭurān,” last modified
February 11, 2011, http://www.iranica.com/articles/turan.
140. Replaces a crossed-out ile.
141. The comment is placed to the left of the main text rather
than beneath it, its first sentence aligning, appropriately
enough, with the part of the summary that tells of Tus’s
imprisonment.
142. The nisba here is apparently being used as a substantive,
with Baysunghur’s preface construed as one part of the
overall preamble that precedes the Shāhnāma’s main narrative.
143. See preceding note.
144. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.40. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 159; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:174–81.
145. The name is fully vocalized.
146. Be is written separately as  ب��هand, together with per, vocalized.
147. The Persian dictionaries define the word ṭapān (also spelled
tapān) as meaning “restless, agitated.” Redhouse’s Lexicon,
which records the tepān form only, gives the extended
Ottoman sense of “kicking and struggling convulsively, in
a fit or in the agony of death.”
148. The first żamme is written.
149. Firdawsī, Shākh-nāme, 4:197, couplet 1304. The final syllable
of each line has been vocalized.

150. Firdawsi’s account of the arraying of the two armies
includes a considerable amount of description and dialogue, all of it omitted by Mehmed ʿArif.
151. This detail is taken from Firdawsi’s account of what happens immediately after Ashkabus’s death: “the Khán dispatched / A cavalier, who drew the arrow forth / All bloody
to the plumes!” Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:181.
152. Qażā guft gīr u qadar guft dih / Falak guft aḥsant malak
guft zih. The translation is taken from Warner and Warner,
Sháhnáma, 3:181. Dickson and Welch (Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 159) misleadingly translate another known version of the couplet in which malak is substituted by u mah:
“‘Give!’ calls fate; ‘Take!’ cries the sky; while to heaven’s
clapped ‘Encore!’ the moon clamors ‘More!’ ”
153. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.41. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 163; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:204–10.
أن
154. The word is spelled and vocalized � ��م�ل,ِ but evidently in
error:
the intended form can only be melʾān (Arabic malʾān,
آن
� �)�م�ل, “full,” a literary synonym for the Turkish dolġun, “full
or ready to burst with emotion.” What Mehmed ʿArif has
written—and even then incorrectly, for he should in any
case have used a medd-elif—is a contraction of mine’l-ān
(Arabic min al-ān), meaning “henceforth.”
155. This place name, which, like the previous two, is vocalized
by Mehmed ʿArif,
ُ شought to be Şekn.
�������ن ک.
156. Written ��ل �ه��ن�د ی�ی
157. So unusual is this iżāfet, which has a Turkish-suffixed Arabic word as its first component, that Mehmed ʿArif has had
to make clear the construction by writing the linking kesre.
158. The grammatically necessary -rim was evidently squeezed
in later.
159. It is difficult to make full sense of the second word in this
pairing. Küp, from the Persian kup, “mouth,” is here used as
a learned synonym of the Turkish aġız, evoking the Turkish
expression aġız etmek, “to try to persuade; to talk in a theatrical manner, to swagger” (cf. the very similar Persian word
kab, “mouth; boast, vainglory”). Zevret, however, is not so
easily explained, for the only word it corresponds to in the
dictionaries is the Arabic zawra, whose meaning—“a single
visit”—would here be nonsensical. The word is probably
best interpreted as an Arabicized misspelling of the Persian
zavra, “elegant oration.”
160. In Firdawsi’s version, Rustam’s assent is dependent on the
Turanian side sending its chief aggressors in bonds to Kay
Khusraw, and on Piran himself going with Rustam to the
shah.
161. Following Warner and Warner, I have used the word “Khan”
in translating the title of the figure whom Firdawsi calls
Khāqān, or, more fully, Khāqān-i Chīn. Though the full title
literally means “Emperor of China,” it is used not of the
Chinese emperor proper, who is termed Fāghfūr, but of
the ruler of Turkestan, an ambiguously defined region that
bridges Turan and China.
162. See n. 155 above.
163. In the original narrative, the khan remains all but silent,
and it is only Shangul—already present at the scene—who
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speaks so forthrightly against Piran. Some of the words that
Mehmed ʿArif here puts into the khan’s mouth reflect Shangul’s arguments, while others represent details imported
from elsewhere in the narrative. For example, that the
warriors on the Turanian side number 300,000 is remarked
upon by Piran somewhat later in the story (see Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:223), while the nationalities of the
troops are listed both before and after (see Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 3:177, 204, 222).
See n. 159 above.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.43. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 179; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:102.
The more correct form is vaḥīdeten.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.44, recto. See Dickson
and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 180; and Warner
and Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:102–3.
The name is vocalized.
Evidently written in error instead of the intended taʿḳīd.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.44, verso. See Dickson
and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 181; and Warner
and Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:103–4.
The name is vocalized.
Redhouse’s Lexicon describes the pronunciation bürrān,
which Mehmed ʿArif has indicated with a şedde, as vulgar
compared with bürān, though burrān is the standard form
in Persian.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.47. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 184; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:112–26. With its relatively short sentences and preponderance of simple Turkish verbs, this
summary has a somewhat more oral and vernacular flavor
than most of the others.
They are, in fact, Piran’s brothers. The usual Persian form
of the second brother’s name is Farshīdvard.
Mehmed ʿArif omits to mention that the rest of the Turanian army, with whom Lahhak and Farshidvard consult
before their flight, are advised to stay and ask quarter of the
Iranians, and that Lahhak and Farshidvard, early on in their
escape, are confronted by an Iranian patrol, which kills the
party of ten Turanian cavaliers accompanying them.
In the original narrative, Bizhan’s father, Giv, initially tries
to dissuade his son from risking his life thus.
Mehmed ʿArif’s retelling is highly abbreviated and rather
unclear at this point, though he seems to be implying that
the Turkish captive is made to lead the horses onto whose
saddles the injured Gustaham and the slain Lahhak and
Farshidvard have been tied. In Firdawsi’s version, however,
the Turk is captured before Gustaham and the Turanian
brothers are raised onto the saddles, and rather than leading the horses, he is ordered to ride with and cradle Gustaham.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.48. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 187; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:176–227. This summary is highly
abbreviated, though Mehmed ʿArif still manages to refer,

179.
180.
181.

182.
183.

184.
185.

186.
187.
188.
189.
190.
191.
192.
193.
194.
195.
196.

197.
198.
199.

331

however cursorily, to nearly all the major events of the narrative. As with insert 47b, the sentences here are relatively
short and include a preponderance of simple Turkish verbs,
thus giving the text a rather oral quality.
The correct form would be müteheyyiʾe.
Spelled ���ی�� ج��د �ی
 �ک.
ت
�ه��ی�� ج��ه �ص�ا ��ل�د �ی. This appears to be a variant of the more
usual expression hiçe ṣaymaḳ, “to hold as of no account.”
Mehmed ʿArif has treated the Persian hīç as a Turkish word
and softened its final consonant upon adding a suffix to it.
The name is fully vocalized.
Mehmed ʿArif’s summary is both unclear and inaccurate.
In the original narrative, Kay Khusraw divides his army and
sends the divisions—one under Rustam, the other under
Gustaham—to attack the Turanians at different locations.
Having successfully completed their tasks, the divisions
rejoin Kay Khusraw, though contrary to Mehmed ʿArif’s
chronology, they do so as the second battle is drawing to a
close, just before Afrasiyab’s flight to Gang-diz.
Mehmed ʿArif has confused the details of the original narrative, where it is the Iranian army’s march to battle, and
not the battle itself, that lasts three days.
Mehmed ʿArif’s retelling is at variance with Firdawsi’s version, in which Jahn is sent only once with a message to Kay
Khusraw, prior to the storming of the city, and in which
the Iranians’ attack, far from lasting many days, is swiftly
prosecuted.
Firdawsi’s version has Kay Khusraw spare the women of
Afrasiyab’s harem.
In the original narrative, the Chinese emperor seems not
to participate personally in the battle itself.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.49. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 188; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 4:227–44.
غ
Written طو� ر�ی.
The place name is vocalized.
The word has been superscribed.
At this point in the original narrative, Khusraw sends the
spoils and prisoners of war to his grandfather Shah Kavus
with a letter, and receives a letter of approbation in return.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.51. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 201; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 5:125–28.
The word has been superscribed.
Followed by a crossed-out ve zehr.
In the original narrative, Isfandiyar’s men then rush to
and resuscitate him. Mehmed ʿArif’s version, on the other,
merely picks up the story in the next insert with a revived
Isfandiyar.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.52. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 202; and Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 5:128–31.
خ
Spelled �صرا ��ی, a hybrid of the standard  �صرا �حیand the popuخ
lar misspelling �صورا ��ی.
The word is very difficult to make out. Its initial and final
letters—a sīn and a kef/gef—are clear enough, but the cen-
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tral letter, which is connected to both the others, presents
a conundrum, resembling as it does an enlarged, slightly
looped, and undotted tooth. Because the sīn is somewhat
raised in relation to it, this letter is most probably a badly
rendered lām, and indeed, the resultant word—silk, “line,
series”—is the most fitting of all the possible readings.
The ḥā is accidentally dotted as if a cīm.
Cf. “She turneth waste to sea / At will and maketh sunset
at mid day.” Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 5:128.
See n. 199 above.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.54. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 208; Warner and
Warner, Sháhnáma, 5:184–225; and Davis, Shahnameh,
379–403. Also see the translation by Jerome W. Clinton, In
the Dragon’s Claws: The Story of Rostam & Esfandiyar from
the Persian Book of Kings (Washington, D.C., 1999), 52–98.
The word has been superscribed.
The dots of the ye are misplaced beneath the tooth of the
nūn, which has been left undotted.
The name is thus vocalized. Shūlak is the more usual Persian form.
The word is spelled with an initial ṭı.
Initially miswritten as �صو�لر, and emended with a  �ل�هover
the vāv. Ṣavle (from Arabic ṣawla) is the form consistently
employed by Mehmed ʿArif, though ṣavlet is the usual Ottoman spelling.
Isfandiyar has been ordered by his father, Shah Gushtasb,
to bring Rustam to Iran in chains, and has sent his own son,
Bahman, to relate this information to the paladin.
This is very far indeed from Firdawsi’s original narrative,
in which Rustam, though respectful in his reply to Bahman
(see the previous note), is nowhere near as obsequious, and
agrees to accompany Isfandiyar only if he, Rustam, is left
unfettered.
For dedikce.
Again, Mehmed ʿArif’s version is quite unlike the original
story, where Rustam, while indeed enjoying a cordial meeting with Isfandiyar, never agrees to be bound in the first
place, and where Isfandiyar snubs Rustam not by refusing
his invitation, but by failing himself to summon the paladin
to feast with him.
This is a highly condensed retelling of some 300 couplets,
all of which in fact describe a single protracted meeting
between Isfandiyar and Rustam at which the two men
exchange thinly veiled threats and insults, each vaunting
his own ancestry and deeds. Mehmed ʿArif also omits any
mention of two subsequent exchanges held on the eve of
the battle, one between Isfandiyar and his brother Bishutan, and the other, Rustam and his father, Zal.
Shūlak is the more usual form. Firdawsi does not give the
name or color of the steed at this point in his narrative,
though he does during the telling of Isfandiyar’s seven
labors.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.61. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 225; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 6:384–86; and Davis, Shahnameh, 605–7.

216. Mehmed ʿArif appears to have used this word partially
in error. The construction makes clear that it should be
synonymous with derende, “ferocious,” but its meaning
is in fact “a forest; the haunt of a wild beast.” The word
appears to be a Persian variant of the Arabic ʿarīn, which
in Ottoman carried the additional sense “strength.” Perhaps
Mehmed ʿArif was unfamiliar with the precise meaning of
the word and paired it with derende because of its general
associations with powerful
wild animals.
ّ
ّ ت ّ ت
217. � ا � نل����ص�ا ل ع��لی ا � نل����ص�ا ل
��ک��سر. These words constitute a hemistich
taken from an elegy recited in 948 by the renowned Arab
poet al-Mutanabbi (d. 965) on the death of the mother
of his patron, the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawla. The
forty-five-verse poem has been translated into English by
A. J. Arberry, whose rendering of the fifth and sixth verses,
with our hemistich italicized, is as follows: “Time has shot
me with misfortunes until my heart is an envelope of
shafts / So that I have reached the point that when arrows
strike me, the points are broken upon the points.” See Abū
al-Ṭayyib Aḥmad ibn al-Ḥusayn al-Mutanabbī, Poems of
al-Mutanabbī: A Selection with Introduction, Translations
and Notes by A. J. Arberry (London, 1967), 56–62, where
the original Arabic is also reprinted. These verses, and our
hemistich in particular, became almost proverbial in the
Islamic world, being frequently quoted even into our own
time. A medieval instance occurs in the eyewitness Persian account of the Mongol invasion written in the 1230s by
Muhammad ibn Ahmad Nasawi, formerly secretary to the
Khwarazm-Shah Sultan Jalal al-Din Mankubirni, who was
routed by the Mongols. Nasawi’s quotation of al-Mutanabbi, which consists of the sixth verse of the elegy, is used
to emphasize the severity of the hardships suffered at the
hands of the Mongol invaders, including by Nasawi himself: see Muḥammad ibn Aḥmad Nasawī, Nafs̱at al-Maṣdūr
= Nafthatu’l-Maṣdūr, ed. Amīr Ḥasan Yazdegerdī (Tehran,
1343 [1965]), 7. Writing later in the same century, the Shafiʿi
scholar Ibn Khallikan quoted both verses in an entry on
al-Mutanabbi that forms part of his biographical dictionary
of eminent men, completed in the 1270s. The couplet, Ibn
Khallikan tells us, is one of two that the rival poet al-Nami
(d. 1008) cited in recognition of al-Mutanabbi’s singular
talent: see Ibn Khallikān, Kitāb Wafayāt al-aʿyān: Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary, trans. William MacGuckin
de Slane, 4 vols. (Paris, 1842–71), 1:103–4, where the couplet is translated, “Misfortune shot at me with the arrows
of calamity, till my heart was covered with them, so that
the darts which struck it broke against those which were
fixed in it already.” More recently, Taha Hussein, who
himself wrote a study on al-Mutanabbi, recited the two
verses in 1950 while bemoaning the conditions of Egypt to
a newspaper reporter, as discussed in Pierre Cachia, Ṭāhā
Ḥusayn: His Place in the Egyptian Literary Renaissance (London, 1956), 105, where an alternative (and less accurate)
translation of the lines is given: “Fate has directed so many
misfortunes against me that my heart now has a covering of
darts; / So that when (more) arrows strike me, their shafts
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but break upon the shafts.” Our hemistich was again quoted
that same year by another Egyptian intellectual, Ahmad
Amin, in relation to the deaths of his children: see Aḥmad
Amīn, Ḥayātī (Cairo, 1950), 118; and Ali Mahmud Husain
Mazyad, Aḥmad Amīn (Cairo 1886–1954): Advocate of Social
and Literary Reform in Egypt (Leiden, 1963), 6n2. As these
cases show, the hemistich is usually and most aptly quoted
in reference to relentless misfortunes, making it a rather
ill-fitting “witticism” for use in the Ottoman insert—unless,
of course, we are considering events from the point of view
of the ostrich! Mehmed ʿArif’s knowledge of the poem is
not surprising given the popularity of al-Mutanabbi among
the Ottomans: his divan is the first item to be mentioned
in the belles-lettres section of Charles White’s list of the
typical holdings of an Ottoman library, and a copy of it is
recorded by Toderini as having been kept, together with a
related şerḥ (commentary), in the library of Ahmed III at
the Topkapı Palace. See Charles White, Three Years in Constantinople, 2:173 (and see also n. 56 of the present article’s
main text); and Giambattista Toderini, Letteratura turchesca, 3 vols. (Venice, 1787), 2:82 and appendix, p. xxxii.
The spelling with cīm is an accepted Arabicizing variant; it
is interesting that Mehmed ʿArif should use it within only
a few words of the standard Persian spelling. In the final
insert, writing of Yazdigird III, Mehmed ʿArif consistently
uses the Arabicizing spelling.
Firdawsi does not specifically name Bahram Gur’s com
panions at this point of the narrative.
A flock of ostriches according to Firdawsi.
See n. 217 above. I have adapted the translation from that
of Arberry.
Several painters according to Firdawsi.
See n. 218 above.
Though labeled 68b, the insert is also inventoried as 68b
and 68c, presumably because it is two-sided. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.68. See Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 237 (and no. 236 for part of the relevant narrative); Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 7:188–211,
220–30; and Davis, Shahnameh, 679–84.
The name is vocalized. The form Sūfarāy also occurs in
Persian.
Rey is vocalized.
These are common misspellings for what should be written
ḫazāʾin and defāʾin.
The fully Arabic dārü’l-mülk is the more usual form.
The name, which is thus spelled and vocalized by Mehmed
ʿArif, has several variants, of which the usual is Rizmihr.
Mehmed ʿArif has inexplicably used the nisba of the place
name.
See n. 27 above.
The name is vocalized.
The name is thus spelled and vocalized. In Persian, the
more
ًّ ً usual form is Mazdak.
ا ب�ا وا �م�ا.
�ب.
�خ���صو�ص�ه
ق
ت
����هر�ه ا �ل�ل�ه ��ع�ا لی ا ��سرا. I am extremely grateful to Edhem Eldem for
م
helping me to recognize this section of the text as an Arabic
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imprecation. The final word is an adverbial accusative of
specification and has been transliterated in its pausal form,
its full form being esren (asran in Arabic). See also n. 247
below.
This can only be a simple misspelling of the name.
The name is well known enough not to require vocalization. Nūşirevān, and not Nūşirvān, is the usual form in Turkish, and the one I have used here in the transliteration, but
not in the translation, where “Nushirvan” is employed.
This appears to be a nonce word, fashioned as a form-IV
verbal noun on the basis of the Arabic verb buhita, “to confound.”
Warner and Warner (Sháhnáma, 7:190) follow a variant
reading that gives Qubad’s age as twenty-one.
Shapur’s good reputation is not mentioned by Firdawsi, and
Mehmed ʿArif may have derived this detail from another
source on the Sasanians.
See n. 229 above.
Warner and Warner (Sháhnáma, 7:198) follow a variant
reading that gives the number as 40,000.
Warner and Warner (Sháhnáma, 7:200–01) are uncharacteristically misleading at this point in their translation,
seemingly crediting Qubad with what are in fact his son’s
achievements. I have consulted the translation by Alexander Rogers (The Shah-namah of Fardusi, 2 vols. [London,
1907], 2:440) for clarification in this regard.
See n. 233 above.
Several of the preceding details relating to Mazdak and his
teachings are based on sources other than the Shāhnāma,
since Firdawsi makes no mention, for example, of the heresiarch’s place of origin, or of the dualistic cosmology of his
religion. Such details are amply recorded in the historical
sources (including Niẓām al-Mulk, Book of Government,
190–206; and Shea and Troyer, Dabistán, 1:372–78) and
would not have been obscure to Mehmed ʿArif. One source
with which Mehmed ʿArif’s account shares some telling
commonalities is Nedim’s summarized Turkish translation of the famous Arabic world history of Müneccimbaşı
(d. 1702): both use the same expression to denote Mazdak’s
claim to prophethood (iddiʿāʾ-ı nübüvvet in Müneccimbaşı/
Nedim’s text; iddiʿā-yı nübüvvet in Mehmed ʿArif’s), and
both include the same rather incongruous reference
to Adam and Eve. Indeed, as regards this latter overlap,
Mehmed ʿArif’s version is quite obviously a close adaptation of Müneccimbaşı/Nedim’s, which reads: zīrā cümle
nās birbiriyle ana baba bir ḳarındaşlarıdır, anaları Ḥavvā ve
babaları Ādem’dir. See Müneccimbaşı Aḥmed b. Luṭfu’llāh,
Ṣaḥāʾifü’l-aḫbār, trans. and ed. Aḥmed Nedīm, 3 vols.
(Istanbul, 1285 [1868–69]), 1:433. The same detail, again
similarly phrased, was later parroted by Ahmed Cevdet
Pasha in his short article on socialism: see Cevdet, “Sosyalizme dair Makale,” 494.
More literally, “God Almighty vanquish them by rendering
them captives.” See also n. 236 above.
I have not been able to determine the source of this characterization, which is certainly not taken from Firdawsi.
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Müneccimbaşı (Ṣaḥāʾifü’l-aḫbār, 1:433) attributes Qubad’s
acceptance of Mazdakism to his lack of good sense (żaʿīfü’lʿaḳl olmaġla) rather than to his sexual appetite.
Firdawsi does not give the length of Qubad’s reign as fortyeight years. Rather, he implies that the shah died not long
after naming his son crown prince, and indeed, his reign is
usually calculated as lasting forty-three years. It seems that
Mehmed ʿArif has confused the length of the father’s reign
with that of the son’s, which Firdawsi and other sources
reckon at forty-eight years.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.70. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 242; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 7:342–58; and Davis, Shahnameh, 694–98.
Mehmed ʿArif’s retelling is at once highly summarized and
misleadingly complex. In Firdawsi’s original narrative,
the arrangements for the marriage do not necessitate the
exchange of multiple messengers and messages. Rather,
Nushirvan sends a trusted sage, Mihran Sitad, to select for
him the noblest of the khan’s five daughters. The khan and
his wife are reluctant to part with the favorite daughter,
who is the only one born of the khan’s wife herself rather
than of a concubine, and so when Mihran Sitad asks to see
the princesses, this daughter is purposely left unadorned
so that the Persian sage might prefer one of her four lesser
sisters. Mihran Sitad, however, spots the ruse for what it is,
and insists that none other than the fairest princess, whose
qualities he recognizes despite her lack of finery, will do for
his master the shah. The khan thus consults his astrologers,
and after being reassured by them as to the auspiciousness
of the match, he and his wife are rendered content to give
their daughter in wedlock to Nushirvan.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.72. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 254; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 8:278–88; and Davis, Shahnameh, 783–85. It
is interesting to note that many of the narrative details that
Mehmed ʿArif omits in this insert are the same as those left
out by Dickson and Welch in their summary and by Davis
in his partial translation.
Niyāṭūs is the usual Persian form. I have not been able to
determine whether Mehmed ʿArif’s rendering is a known
variant or simply a misspelling, though the name was obviously subject to considerable variation: Dickson and Welch
(Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 254) note that the version
used in the Shāhnāma-i Shāhī is Bināṭūsh.
İbʿās̱ is a pseudo-Arabic Ottoman word derived from the
Arabic root �( ب��ع� ثwhence baʿth, “a sending”) and coined on
analogy with the form-IV verbal noun irsāl.
See n. 253 above.
In the original narrative, Caesar’s daughter and brother
travel together to Parviz.
From the Persian Āẕarābādagān, originally the name of
a fire temple in ancient Tabriz, then of the city itself, and
then, by extension, of the region corresponding to modern
Iran’s East Azerbaijan Province.
Most important among those joining Parviz’s army is his
uncle Bandvi, whose meeting with Parviz is described at
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some length by Firdawsi, but entirely omitted by Mehmed
ʿArif.
In Firdawsi’s version, Bahram’s decision to meet Parviz in
battle is preceded by an exchange of letters between the
two sides.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.73. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 255; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 8:288–99; and Davis, Shahnameh, 785–87.
The dots of the ye have accidentally been omitted.
This appears to be a Persian calque of the Turkish idiom
cān atmaḳ, which itself appears in the next line of text.
Today meaning “to desire,” the idiom is translated in graver
terms in Redhouse’s Lexicon, which gives the meaning “to
stake one’s life, to risk life in some endeavor,” and it is in
this more serious and urgent sense that I have rendered the
phrase in my translation.
Derived from the Persian compound Īrān-shāh, a designation for the ruler of Iran, the Persianate Īrān-şāhī is apparently being used as an abstract noun meaning “Iranian
kingship,” or perhaps as the concept’s identical adjective.
In either case, the form is unusual. There is also the possibility of reading it with a Turkish possessive suffix as
Īrān-şāhı, which, when written as two separate words, is
the normal Turkish designation for the shah of Iran, but
while this reading is appropriate elsewhere in the inserts,
it is hardly tenable in the context of the larger construction
to which the compound here belongs, an observation that
holds true for several analogous uses of the compound in
the subsequent inserts.
Mehmed ʿArif has skimmed over a considerable amount
of narrative detail here, coming straight to the battle’s dramatic climax.
In the original narrative, three of Khusraw Parviz’s warriors
stay with him on the battlefield, but the shah cuts away his
horse’s barding in order to flee more quickly, leaving his
companions lagging.
Firdawsi tells us only that Khusraw Parviz was set down in
a place of safety.
The version of the epic translated by Warner and Warner
omits the revelation concerning the length of Parviz’s reign,
though it is found in other versions of the text.
Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.74. See Dickson and
Welch, Houghton Shahnameh, 2: no. 256; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 8:299–326; and Davis, Shahnameh, 787–93.
The summary omits many events and details, including
the development of tensions between the Iranians and
Romaeans before the latter are sent back with gifts to Byzantium, Bahram Chubina’s slaying of a Turkish enemy at
the khan’s court, and the killing of one of the khan’s daughters by Shir-Kappi prior to Bahram’s confrontation with the
beast. It is also in this part of the narrative that Firdawsi
inserts his lament for his dead son, of which Mehmed ʿArif’s
summary gives no indication.
A pseudo-Arabic abstract nominalization of the Persian
mihmān, “guest.”
Written ��ا �لو�ی�ه.ب
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271. The word has been superscribed.
272. The name, which Mehmed ʿArif vocalizes, is in Persian
more usually spelled Shīr-Kappī.
273. The internal fetḥa and kesre of iżāfet are both written, a
curious precaution given that the only possible misreading,
dü (two), would soon be dismissed as untenable, but one
perhaps taken because the word—being a Turkish corruption of the more literary Persian dīv—would not have been
fully expected by the educated reader.
274. Literally “by the collar of life.”
275. See n. 161 above.
276. Now Tashkent.
277. It is significant that Mehmed ʿArif should mention only
these two examples out of all the regions that the shah is
described by Firdawsi as having conferred on his nobles.
This editorial choice suggests that of the listed regions,
Tashkent and Khurasan resonated the most with an elite
Ottoman reader.
278. See n. 272 above.
279. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.75. See Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 184–87; Dickson and Welch, Houghton
Shahnameh, 2: no. 260; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma,
8:415–22, 9:8–42; and Davis, Shahnameh, 820–31.
280. The word is vocalized.
281. The ġayn has been left undotted.
282. Common misspellings are used for both words in this pairing, which should be written müvekkel and pāsbān.
283. The dative suffix has been accidentally omitted, no doubt
because it is identical to the end of the word to which it
should be attached.
284. Though written in Persian, this curse is in fact a calque
of the peculiarly Turkish imprecation Köküne kibrīt ṣuyu!,
“Vitriol be [poured] on its root!” Mehmed ʿArif’s attempt
at translating the idiom into something seemingly more
refined is rather amusing.
285. Mehmed ʿArif has added the ye as if he meant to connect
the word to what follows by means of an iżāfet, though
he has failed to realize the construction as apparently
intended.
286. In Persian, properly written zāʾīda.
287. The -ler has been subsequently superscribed.
288. One of the necessary consonantal dots has accidentally
been omitted.
289. Poḫ is a variant—labeled “provincial” even in Redhouse’s
Lexicon—of the more usual boḳ, which in modern Turkish
is the exact equivalent of the English “shit.” Mehmed ʿArif’s
preference here for the variant is probably the result of
his wanting to use a less recognizable (and thus perhaps
mitigated) form of the word that would sit better in the Persianate construction for which he employs it. And indeed,
ق
Dehkhoda’s dictionary records �و خ, پbut not ��بو, as a word
�
of Turkish origin meaning “human excrement.”
290. The usual Ottoman form is baʿs̱e rather than baʿs̱et.
291. See n. 254 above.
292. The second word of the compound contains an erroneous
extra tooth.
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293. The word is vocalized.
294. Seemingly a pseudo-Arabic nonce form.
295. د ع�ا ء ع� ی�ل��ه. The term, which I have vocalized according to its
Arabic reading, can also be construed as the Persianate
duʿāʾ-ı
 ّ ق تʿaleyh.
ّق
���ه ك
296. كا �بى
�� ���م�ا �م ز
�م ز�� ا �ل�ل�ه �م��ل �ك. The tearing of the letter and the
Prophet’s curse are widely reported in the Islamic sources,
but the only ones I have been able to determine for the
particular wording of the curse given by Mehmed ʿArif are
rather unexpected. One is a local history of Fars written
in Persian in the early twelfth century by an anonymous
author who has been dubbed Ibn al-Balkhi, and the other
a seventeenth-century Shiʿi collection of hadith by the
Safavid cleric Muhammad Baqir Majlisi: see Ibn al-Balkhī,
The Fársnáma of Ibnu’l-Balkhí, ed. G. Le Strange and R. A.
Nicholson (London, 1921), 106; and Muḥammad Bāqir ibn
Muḥammad Taqī Majlisī, Biḥār al-anwār al-jāmiʿa li-durar
akhbār al-aʾimma al-aṭhār, 44 vols. (Beirut, 2001), 9:209 no.
20/381. If my findings are indicative, the form of the curse
used by Mehmed ʿArif occurred mainly in literature of the
Persian world, and even then was of fairly limited currency,
and it is therefore curious that it is this version—and not a
better-known equivalent from an authority such as Tabari
or Bukhari—which should have found its way into the
insert.
297. The second in this pair of Arabic adverbs is, in fact, a nonce
form, as the passive participle maqsūr is not attested in
the dictionaries, though its ostensible source—the verb
qasara—does indeed carry the appropriate meanings
of “to force, compel; conquer, subdue, etc.” It is likely
that Mehmed ʿArif’s use of this pseudo-form was in part
informed by the existence of the viable participle maqṣūr,
whose sense of “restricted, limited” is not unrelated to what
our author is trying to say.
298. Modern-day Firouzabad.
299. Literally “his soul jumped into his head.”
300. As well as meaning palace or harem more generally,
Mushku is specifically the name of the palace built by
Khusraw Parviz for Shirin.
301. Mehmed ʿArif’s version of these events is somewhat altered
from Firdawsi’s. In the original narrative, Khusraw Parviz is
unaware of his imminent deposition until woken by Shirin,
and so there is no mention of his fearfully retreating to
the Mushku Palace. Furthermore, the only name cried by
the watchmen in Firdawsi’s version is Qubad, a name that
Khusraw reveals was secretly given to his son upon the
latter’s birth. Rather than include Khusraw’s explanation
of the sentries’ call, Mehmed ʿArif has simply put the name
Shiruya itself into the mouths of the watchmen.
302. Again, Mehmed ʿArif’s retelling is at variance with Firdawsi’s version. In the original narrative, those who storm the
palace search only the interior of the building for Khusraw
Parviz, and it is Zad-Farrukh and Shiruya who learn that
he is hidden in the garden when a gardener sent out by the
shah to buy some food unwittingly reveals his whereabouts.
After his capture, moreover, Khusraw Parviz is not taken
before Shiruya in Firdawsi’s version.
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303. Though extremely lengthy in the original narrative, the
exchanges between Khusraw Parviz and Shiruya involve
much less in the way of back-and-forth communication
than Mehmed ʿArif’s hasty and minimal summary suggests.
As well as skimming over these messages, Mehmed ʿArif
entirely skips the lament of the musician Barbad for the
imprisoned Khusraw Parviz.
304. The usual form in Persian is Hurmuzd, though the variant
dād-less spelling is elsewhere attested.
305. Literally “vitriol be [poured] on their root!” See also n. 284
above.
306. Literally “the target of the arrow of the curse and malediction of …”
307. See n. 296 above.
308. The translation is taken from Marmaduke Pickthall, The
Meaning of the Glorious Koran: An Explanatory Translation
(New York, 1930), 340.
309. Mānend-i heyūlā. Despite his use of a Persian construction,
Mehmed ʿArif is relying on a peculiarly Turkish sense of
the Arabic word hayūlā, a technical term for (primordial)
matter that, as Redhouse’s Lexicon attests, came to denote
in Ottoman “an apathetic, listless person.” Şemseddin
Sami gives the related sense “an unimportant person or
thing” (ehemiyyetsiz şaḫṣ veyā şeyʾ). The modern Redhouse
dictionary records the further Turkish meaning “bogey,
apparition, spook,” as well as the Turkish idiom heyulâ gibi
(literally equivalent to Mehmed ʿArif’s mānend-i heyūlā),
meaning “huge and nightmarish.” It is clear that the word
underwent significant semantic extensions and changes in
late Ottoman usage, and that the sense in which it is being
used by Mehmed ʿArif—conveying as it does Shiruya’s
miserable impotence as shah—falls somewhere between
the Turkish definitions provided by the nineteenth- and
twentieth-century dictionaries. Cf. the English “ghost/
shadow/shell of a man.”
310. Mehmed ʿArif does not mention the episode following
Khusraw Parviz’s death during which Shiruya attempts to
make Shirin his wife and thus prompts her suicide.
311. Zehrābe-fām, literally “the color of liquid poison,” but
Steingass defines the analogous zahrāb-gūn as meaning
“of the finest steel.” I have tried in my translation to capture
something of both the literal and figurative senses.
312. Accompanying miniature: 1970.301.76. See Welch, A King’s
Book of Kings, 184–87; Dickson and Welch, Houghton Shah
nameh, 2: no. 261; Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 9:44–63,
70–112; and Davis, Shahnameh, 832–50. This insert was
not with the others when I went to view the sheets at the
Metropolitan Museum in 2008, and it remains missing as
of June 2012. The museum does, however, possess a lowresolution photographic reproduction of it, and it is on
this reproduction that my reading is based. Unsurprisingly
given the extent of Firdawsi’s narrative that it has to cover,
the summary is highly abbreviated and leaves out many
details, particularly as regards the traitor Mahu(y), whose
short-lived and ultimately fatal attempt to make himself
shah is entirely omitted by Mehmed ʿArif.

313. The name is vocalized.
314. From the Arabic aphorism al-ḥukm li-man ghalaba.
315. The grammar here is noteworthy. In keeping with Ottoman
usage, the Arabic phrase mā ṣadaqa (that which is true) is
treated in the form mā-ṣadaḳ as a noun meaning “proof,
confirmation,” with the Turkish possessive suffix added in
order to link it to the preceding aphorism. This compound
is in turn used to modify the following noun, zemīn (land),
in a somewhat unusual construction that is more clearly
parsed by recognizing the implicit olan bir after mā-ṣadaḳı.
316. This appears to be a simple misspelling later repeated by
Mehmed ʿArif in the insert: the name should be written
Şehrān-Gürāz (from the Persian Shahrān-Gurāz). It is probable that Mehmed ʿArif misread and mistranscribed the
medial he of the first name as a ye.
317. See n. 334 below.
318. The usual form of the name in Persian, and indeed the
one used only a sentence later by Mehmed ʿArif himself,
is Pūrān(dukht), though the Tūrān(dukht) variant is elsewhere attested.
319. See n. 337 below.
320. The exact function of the word nice—whose meanings
range from “many a …” to “howsoever”—is difficult to
account for here. It appears in any case to be serving as
some kind of intensifier.
321. The Turkish accusative ending has been added directly to
the Arabic formula ()… �ع ن����هی, another example of Mehmed
ʿArif’s sometimes idiosyncratic approach to grammar.
322. Mehmed ʿArif has here confused his geography. The confrontation to which he is referring is in fact the Battle of
al-Qadisiyya, fought in 636 near the town of al-Hira in
Southern Mesopotamia, though in his version, the locations are misidentified as Herat (here written with the hisة
torical Arabic spelling �  )�هراand the nearby town of Qadis.
It is an interesting coincidence—and perhaps partly the
source of Mehmed ʿArif’s confusion—that legend held that
Qadisiyya was named after a dihqān of Herat called Qadis:
see Michael G. Morony, Iraq After the Muslim Conquest
(Princeton, N.J., 1984), 271n28.
323. Māhūy is the usual form of the name.
324. This is a Persian calque of the Ottoman Turkish phrase ters
naʿl, literally “upside-down horseshoe,” which is used to
describe an inauspicious, underhand business.
325. The word is spelled without a medial elif and therefore
resembles ḳılup, but ḳalup seems the more logical reading,
especially since Mehmed ʿArif elsewhere consistently spells
ḳıl- with a medial ye.
326. The word is very difficult to make out from the reproduction.
327. The more correct spelling, used earlier in the very same
insert, is ġanāʾim.
328. Mehmed ʿArif has misrelated the information: Ardashir
ruled for only six months.
329. He was one of the chief generals serving Khusraw Parviz in
the latter’s war against the Byzantine Empire: see Warner
and Warner, Sháhnáma, 9:50.
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330. This individual is called “Pírúz, son of Khusrau” by Warner
and Warner, and it is possible to read Mehmed Arif’s identification as Pīrūz-ı Ḫusrev, “Piruz [son] of Khusraw,” though
it seems likelier that he is simply treating Ḫusrev as part of
Piruz’s own name.
331. Literally “[was] without head or tail.”
332. Literally “[Power] to him who victors.” See also n. 314 above.
333. See n. 316 above.
334. Firdawsi says nothing of the troops’ being plundered or left
to wander the desert.
335. See n. 318 above.
336. It is interesting to note that Mehmed ʿArif has used the
male royal title unchanged.
337. She is, in fact, the sister.
338. See n. 218 above.
339. “Shah” here is part of a proper name, and not a title: see
Warner and Warner, Sháhnáma, 9:69, 78n1. See also n. 304
above.
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340. See n. 322 above.
341. See n. 323 above.
342. Mehmed ʿArif has reversed the two locations: Mahu(y)’s
seat is at Marv, and he goes to greet Yazdigird at Tus.
343. Literally “on this side.”
344. See n. 326 above.
345. Mehmed ʿArif’s version of events reflects somewhat
more positively on the Arabs than Firdawsi’s, where Farrukhzad—the vengeful brother of the slain Rustam—at
first utterly defeats the enemy at Karkh before more troops
arrive from Baghdad and turn the tide in the Arabs’ favor.
Mehmed ʿArif has also moved this episode from its proper
place in the narrative, interposing it between the divided
account of Yazdigird’s flight and murder. The result of—
and perhaps the reason for—this shift is greater dramatic
contrast and suspense, even if the effect is at the expense
of chronological coherence.
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There is no doubt that Osman Hamdi Bey (1842–1910) is
one of the most studied characters of late Ottoman cultural history. Quite a number of reasons can be invoked
to explain this phenomenon, from Osman Hamdi’s pioneering role in the arts to his striking character of a polymath, from his prolific artistic production to the relative
dearth of any serious rival during his lifetime. The list
could be extended endlessly, and would, at any rate, be
confirmed by what is probably one of the best indicators of public interest: the incredible market prices that
his paintings have come to command in the last ten
years or so. Yet, the “over-studying” to which Osman
Hamdi has been subjected is largely characterized by
much disregard for historical context and a clear tendency to seek meaning in the artist’s paintings, almost
to the exclusion of any other form of documentation.
The risk, as I see it, is that every point in the artist’s life
and activity becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: given a
basic knowledge of Osman Hamdi Bey’s general artistic,
intellectual, and political inclinations, a proper “reading” of one or another of his paintings will easily reveal
what was intended from the very beginning. The overall agenda, moreover, seems rather narrow: discussions
generally revolve around the question of whether or not
Osman Hamdi was an Orientalist, and if so, whether his
Orientalism can in any way be compared with that of
his Western peers. The verdict, by and large, is almost
unanimous: he may have been an Orientalist in style,
but his intentions were quite different from those of
his European colleagues. His representations of the
Orient are seen as more dignified, respectful, accurate,
and personal, while Western painters, on the contrary,
produced an exotic, erotic, violent, and timeless image
of the East.

This vision of Osman Hamdi Bey as an Orientalist
“redeemed” by his patriotism has been used for almost
a century now, starting with Adolphe Thalasso in 1911.1
True, a few authors of the 1930s and 1940s, at the height
of Kemalist nationalism, considered Osman Hamdi
Bey’s painting to have been of doubtful authenticity,2
decadent,3 or even corrupt.4 In subsequent decades,
however, and thanks especially to the biography of
Osman Hamdi Bey by Mustafa Cezar,5 he was once again
hailed as a major artist whose Orientalism was attenuated, excused, or even cancelled out by his national and/
or local identity. This has become the dominant paradigm and has been taken up by a number of authors
with varying degrees of emphasis on Osman Hamdi
Bey’s autonomy in his artistic and intellectual production. İpek Aksüğür Duben saw in the man a combination of empathy and reformism that differentiated him
from Western Orientalists, but also noted that he was a
victim of the Tanzimat dilemma between East and West,
a fact that was reflected in the coexistence of bi- and tridimensionality in his paintings.6 A rather similar stand
was adopted by Emine Fetvacı,7 as well as by Semra Germaner and Zeynep İnankur.8 Some, however, have
opted for a more political reading by noting Osman
Hamdi’s ambiguous position with respect to Orientalism. Ussama Makdisi has characterized him as an active
promoter of an Ottoman Orientalism directed against
the peripheral populations of the Empire,9 while Zeynep
Çelik has insisted on his capacity to “speak back to Orientalist discourse,”10 suggesting that his use of Orientalist forms may have been directed against Western
Orientalism.11 The strongest statement in this vein
belongs to Wendy Shaw, who sees Osman Hamdi’s art
as a form of “subversion of Orientalism,” attributing to
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him a conscious desire to undermine the very essence
of this ideology by seemingly agreeing with it through
stylistic emulation.12
While these pioneering arguments have all greatly
contributed to our understanding of the complexity and
intricacies of Orientalism in its Ottoman dimension, the
time may have come to propose a discussion on sources
and methodology, coupled with a critical appraisal of
the possible discrepancies between art historical as
opposed to historical approaches to the same subject.
The urge I feel for such a “confrontation” clearly stems
from the very different way I have approached Osman
Hamdi and his career. To be clear, I am a latecomer to
this matter, considering that it took me almost fifteen
years to write my first piece on his painting. Indeed, my
work until then had been about his correspondence and
writings13—his intellectual environment—and about
his career as director of the Imperial Museum.14 It was
only in 2004 that I first addressed the issue of his painting and explicitly criticized art historians who had
worked on the subject for not giving the existing documentation the attention it deserved, and for tending to
“over read” the only concrete source they did use—his
paintings.15 Some years later, I experienced an epiphany upon discovering the (printed) source of inspiration for Osman Hamdi’s so-called Tortoise Charmer (or
Trainer), which, I claimed, proved my point beyond any
possible doubt, by invalidating a number of farfetched
interpretations that had been given of this celebrated
work.16 In the past two years, I have fully concentrated
on Osman Hamdi, trying to combine textual and visual
dimensions to retrace the real and imaginary Baghdad
of his youth,17 the details of his expedition to Mount
Nemrud,18 and the evolution of his Orientalism.19 I then
tried to fit almost everything I knew on the subject into
a cathartic encyclopedia entirely devoted to him.20
In the present essay, therefore, I propose a critical
appraisal of the fragile balance and possible tensions
between a document-based approach to his art and
more interpretive ways of deducing his intent and political/ideological stand from an art historical reading of
his major pictorial works. There is no need to hide the
fact that I stand at the former end of this spectrum, and
that I defend the need for a methodology based on documentary evidence to avoid what I consider to be the
pitfalls of “over-reading.” Nor will it come as a surprise

that I will extensively engage with Wendy Shaw’s work,
not just because I disagree with some of her assumptions and methods, but mostly because she has invested
the most in a long-term reflection on the topic. That is
why I hope that my effort will be perceived not as a sterile dispute between opposite views but rather as a
debate that may help us converge toward a more complete and sophisticated understanding of a common
subject of study.
THE ISSUES
The main issues will be discussed in five distinct sections, each relating to a specific way of understanding
Osman Hamdi’s works. The first, and most general,
will examine what I consider the most blatant illustration of documentary weakness, the (often unconscious) misnomer of the artist’s paintings. The second,
much more specific, will propose to use one painting
as an example of the complex relationship between the
extant documentation and the artwork: the so-called
Tortoise Charmer is a perfect candidate, given that this
particular painting has triggered most of the ongoing
discussion between Shaw and myself. The third section is devoted to an analysis of Osman Hamdi’s admittedly most mysterious work, known to all as the Mihrab.
This case study might convincingly prove the need for a
constant interaction between textual documentation,
visual observation, and contextual interpretation. In
the fourth section, I examine what I consider to be a
crucial element in the analysis, namely, the existing
evidence concerning the reception of Osman Hamdi’s
paintings by Western audiences. Finally, and just before
concluding, I will propose a more neutral way of looking at his artistic production, as an aesthetic claim to
“authenticity,” rather than a desire to force a message
onto an unsuspecting and naïve audience.
Before proceeding, however, some preliminary observations should be made about a number of issues that
are of crucial importance when studying a complex personality like Osman Hamdi. The first of these has to do
with the considerable variation he is likely to have
shown in his acts, thoughts, behavior, and style throughout the long span of his life, from his student years in
Paris in the 1860s to his first hesitant steps in the bureau-
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cracy in the 1870s, and from the beginning of his archaeological vocation as the head of the Imperial Museum
in the 1880s to the apogee of his professional and artistic career, in the last decade of his life (1900–1910). I have
explicitly addressed this issue with respect to his memories of Baghdad: there is a striking difference between
the way in which he actually lived these years, as documented in his correspondence with his father, and the
totally romanticized and exoticized way in which he
revisited them some thirty years later, through the surrogate pen of Rudolf Lindau.21
Obviously, the same applies to every other aspect of
his life, not the least his painting. I have tried elsewhere
to propose a periodization of the principal phases of his
career as a painter, especially with respect to his ambiguous relationship to Orientalism.22 During the first
phase, corresponding to his early years in Paris, he was
drawn into Orientalism and eventually entrapped by it,
first as a model for his master, Boulanger, then as a
painter, whose cultural and religious identity created
the expectation among the Western public that he
would provide them with an “authentic” representation
of the Orient. Despite the understandable temptation
to follow the current that secured him some notoriety
and visibility, Osman Hamdi occasionally tried to resist
by producing “normal” paintings, and eventually
painted a number of very conventional still lifes and
landscapes in the 1870s. In the 1880s, however, the Orient caught up with him again, through a series of harem
interiors, populated with innocent-looking odalisques.
Interestingly enough, this new, and very feminine, wave
rapidly led to exterior scenes depicting “Ottoman ladies”
(surrounded by a few vendors and bystanders) in front
of “snapshots” containing partial views of typical Ottoman buildings, mostly the outer walls of the Sultan
Ahmed Mosque in Istanbul, and the entrance to the
Muradiye Mosque in Bursa. The most characteristic
aspect of the paintings in this series was that, contrary
to the somewhat timeless harem interiors, these were
solidly anchored in the present, as suggested by the typical outdoor cloak (ferace) worn by the women. Then
came the final phase of his artistic career: no less than
eight paintings—in fact twelve, when counting variations—that fairly consistently repeated the pattern of
a central figure in Oriental garb, surrounded by typical
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Islamic objects and located in an explicitly religious but
only partly visible interior. Additionally and quite
importantly, one should not forget that paralleling his
“public” artistic production, Osman Hamdi had at an
early date begun a rather systematic series of portraits
of family members and close friends, in a style that had
practically nothing in common with his Oriental(ist)
scenes.
It is striking, then, that most interpretations of his
painting have never really taken into account the chronological dimension of his artistic production. To my
knowledge, no art historian has tried to create a critical
inventory of his paintings with a view to examining, for
example, possible patterns in the choice of certain subjects, or in the use of certain pictorial elements. Instead,
most of the scholarship has tended to single out one or
another of his paintings, without any concern for a contextualization that might reveal continuities or ruptures
in time, style, or theme. In fact, it seems that most interpretive analyses of Osman Hamdi Bey’s work are based
almost exclusively on about half a dozen of his paintings, generally from the last period of his career. While
such a choice is not surprising in itself given the symbolic potential unleashed by these paintings, it does
impede a more general assessment of an artistic career
that spanned almost fifty years. It should therefore be
clear that if the present essay focuses on only half a
dozen paintings of the “high” period, this is primarily
because it takes up an earlier scholarly trend.
This essay also omits consideration of one particular
achievement of Osman Hamdi’s career that has very
often been used to describe and define his political and
ideological positioning with respect to Istanbul’s control over the empire’s periphery, namely, Les costumes
populaires de la Turquie, the illustrated volume he prepared with Victor-Marie de Launay for the Vienna Exposition of 1873.23 This source has repeatedly and very
convincingly been used as an example of Ottomanism
tainted with Orientalism,24 but I have serious reservations about whether Osman Hamdi was directly
involved in the creation of this work, especially in its
textual dimension. Indeed, I have been able to ascertain that the section of the book devoted to Constantinople was a slightly longer version of what de Launay
had written on “Popular Costumes of Constantinople”
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in an 1867 publication for the Paris Exposition, and that
the section on Baghdad was largely borrowed from an
1852 travelogue by Ferdinand Hoefer.25
Finally, there is one major aspect of Osman Hamdi’s
paintings that scholars of his work have to this day
rarely taken into consideration: the audience. True,
every interpretation that attributes a message to one or
another of his paintings implicitly assumes the existence of an audience. Yet, no one has ever attempted to
define the audience for Osman Hamdi’s works or find
traces of its reactions to his paintings. The only exception has been Cezar’s discovery of a series of articles
(later used by others) written by a certain Abdullah
Kâmil in the newspaper Osmanlı following the 1880 and
1881 ABC Club of Constantinople exhibitions, at which
Osman Hamdi showed one and six paintings, respectively.26 This, however, was one of the only occasions
on which Osman Hamdi exhibited his work in his own
country. The only other works of his shown in Istanbul
seem to have been an unidentified landscape at the 1901
Pera exhibition, a Landscape from Sidon announced, but
never received, at the 1902 Pera exhibition,27 and a Portrait de M. Labany exhibited at the Leduc shop in 1906.28
This is of crucial importance, since it means that not a
single one of the paintings that have been analyzed and
interpreted in depth has to this day ever been exhibited
in Istanbul, while, on the contrary, all of his most celebrated works were featured no less than fifteen times
in major European and American cities— Paris, London, Berlin, Chicago, Liverpool, and Munich—between
1891 and 1909. This information, as I will try to show,
runs counter to most of the assumptions made about
the possible meanings of his paintings.
NAMING OSMAN HAMDİ’S PAINTINGS:
FACT OR FANTASY?
There are troubling variations in the names attributed
to Osman Hamdi’s paintings. It is rather striking, then,
that historians working on the subject have almost
systematically neglected the basic exercise of trying to
document the original titles given to the works that
they have analyzed and interpreted. True, there is a
major difficulty to be faced in this respect, since most of
Osman Hamdi’s paintings were never formally named,

with the notable exception of those that were exhibited
at specific artistic events and appeared in the associated catalogues. Moreover, even then one can never be
completely sure that these names were actually given
by the artist himself. Although it is more than likely
that the organizers would have asked him to name the
works he submitted and respected his choices in this
matter, some examples suggest that they may have occasionally added their “creative” touch to the process. A
case in point would be the famous Young Emir Reading
(1905), which was first exhibited in the Paris Salon of
1905 under the rather surprising name of Jeune croyant lisant la Bible (Young Believer Reading the Bible)
(fig. 1).29 This was eventually corrected on the official
photograph for the Salon (fig. 2) and the following year
it was exhibited at the Royal Academy in London as
Jeune émir à l’étude (Young Emir Studying).30 Nevertheless, and despite the possible risks involved, there may
be some advantage in revisiting the studies of some of
the artist’s best-known and most analyzed works, to
trace the way in which their names may have affected
scholarly interpretations.
A good example would be Osman Hamdi’s famous
painting representing three men in Oriental garb—in
fact three different representations of himself—under
the awning of the Nefise Sultan madrasa in Karaman.
One figure is standing, holding a book in his left hand,
and speaks with his right hand extended; the second
sits, holding a closed book on his lap with his right hand,
while listening intently to the speaker, his left hand supporting his chin; the third man, standing slightly further
back, seems to be rolling up his right sleeve with his left
hand (fig. 3). According to İpek Aksüğür Duben, in this
work “the artist challenged traditional ideas” and distanced himself from the Orientalist genre by depicting
characters who represented a “new type of a rational
man who refused to bow before God.”31 Emine Fetvacı
also considered this painting a manifest for the reform
of Islam.32 Zeynep Çelik, referring specifically to this
painting, claimed that “he presented Islam as a religion
that encouraged intellectual curiosity, discussion,
debate, even doubt.”33 Semra Germaner and Zeynep
İnankur argued in the same vein, with an emphasis on
the fact that the painting depicted these men very differently from Western Orientalist art, as “men of the
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Fig. 1. “Au salon des artistes français,” with a photograph of Jeune croyant lisant la Bible, in Le Journal du Dimanche: Revue
hebdomadaire de la famille 3316, July 16, 1905: 453. Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. (Reproduction: courtesy of the
Bibliothèque nationale de France): The short comment that accompanies the picture is worth noting: “Did we not tell you
that modern ideas made their way more and more among Muslims? Here is one of the best paintings of the Salon, done by
one of them, Hamdy Bey, a student of Gérôme, who lives in Constantinople. It is from there that he has been kind enough
to send us the permission to reproduce his work, which is very light, very luminous, and shows us a young Turk studying
the holiest of books. The expression on his face and the pose of his body are perfectly rendered; yet who will tell us what
is on this young student’s mind?”

Fig. 2. Jeune émir à l’étude. Photograph taken for the 1905 Paris Salon, ed. J. Leroy, 14 x 27 cm. (Photo: courtesy of Zerrin
and Faruk Sarç)
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Fig. 3. Clerics before a Mosque, ca. 1890. Oil on canvas, 140 x 105 cm. Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Museum of Painting
and Sculpture, Istanbul. (Photo: courtesy of Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Museum of Painting and Sculpture)
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cloth who dispute with books in their hand: statuesque
figures in possession of self-confidence.”34 Obviously,
then, the meaning of the painting depends to a great
extent on the interpretation of the attitude of, and activity carried out by, the protagonists of the scene. The
basic argument, apparently shared by all these scholars,
is that these men are doing more than just reading or
reciting a holy text; rather, they are engaging in a discussion, or even better, a dispute, which elevates them
to the rank of rational men, instead of the simple faithful—not to say fanatics—that Western Orientalism
generally chose to represent. Yet, unless one assumes
from the start that Osman Hamdi Bey had precisely that
intent in mind, it is difficult to determine with any
degree of certitude that what is depicted in this painting is a rational discussion instead of a more traditional
form of recitation or preaching. At any rate, I believe
this painting constitutes yet another telling example of
the ambiguous interplay between the historian’s interpretation, the name of the work, and the artist’s identity.
Because this painting was never formally exhibited,
it does not have a proper and fixed name. As a result, it
has generally come to be known as Clerics Talking before
a Mosque Entrance, with many possible variations.
Interestingly, Germaner and İnankur provide an example of this flexibility in a single page of one of their
works: while the caption under the painting’s reproduction makes use of the traditional Clerics Talking before
a Mosque Entrance, in the very passage of the text where
the authors argue about the rationality of the characters, the painting is suddenly renamed Clerics Discussing before a Mosque Entrance (my emphasis).35 Interestingly, it had also been Çelik’s choice to call this
painting Discussion in Front of the Mosque.36 Are these
simply innocent slips of the pen? Certainly, but they do
show to what extent the historian’s interpretive intentions and convictions are prone to overriding factual
information or to filling it in when it is missing. Innocent as it may be, the insertion of a qualifying and
loaded term in the title of a work, without any explicit
discussion of the way in which it was named, bears the
risk of hijacking the artist’s possible intentions.
Strangely, many historians working on Osman Hamdi
seem to have shown the same propensity. Analyzing
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one of his last paintings, which features two men in a
vaulted basement surrounded by old weapons, Wendy
Shaw reads a multilayered message relating to his
ambiguous stand as a promoter of Western-inspired
archaeology and museology who also protects his
national heritage from Western greed and depredations.37 One may or may not agree with the dense layering of hidden and implicit meanings that she sees in
the painting. Indeed, one cannot help but wonder
whether the same would have been deduced from this
work if its original name had been researched and documented. It is rather striking that the name by which it
has come to be known—the Arms Vendor or Weapons
Merchant, translated from the Turkish Silah Taciri—is
only remotely related to the name under which it was
first exhibited in Paris in May 1908. Indeed, at that year’s
Salon, this painting, numbered 822, was displayed under
the name Le tranchant du cimeterre, a proper translation of which would be “The Cutting Edge of the Scimitar” (fig. 4).38 The following year, when it was exhibited
in Munich at the Tenth International Art Exhibition (X.
Internationale Kunstausstellung), it bore a very similar
name in German: Die Schärfe des Säbels. We also know
that the first time this painting was reproduced with a
Turkish caption, in 1912, it bore the name Seyf-i Kātıʿ,
that is, the “Sharp Sword.”39 None of this is incompatible with the idea that the two men in the scene—who,
by the way, are the artist himself and his son, Edhem—
should have been concerned with the sale of a sword.
In all likeliness the intended mise en scène was probably to have the older trader praise the quality of a sword
to his younger customer as the latter took a closer look
at the merchandise. Nevertheless, the name given to the
painting puts an emphasis on the practical quality of
the sword—its sharpness—which is exactly what the
young man seems to be examining, rather than any
artistic or symbolic aspect of the object. In that case,
one would have to consider the possibility that this was
simply intended as a historic scene, in which the painter
tried to bring together characters, objects, and activities of an undefined—not to say timeless—past.
A very similar analysis was made of a painting that
has sometimes been called the Keeper of the Mausoleum,
in which a dervish-like character—again the artist himself—stands with his right hand on his heart and his left
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Fig. 4. Le tranchant du cimeterre. Photograph taken for the 1908 Paris Salon, ed. J. Leroy, dedicated by Osman Hamdi to his
son, Edhem, 19.7 x 14 cm. (Photo: courtesy of Zerrin and Faruk Sarç)

hand raised from the elbow at the threshold of a tiled
mausoleum with two small-sized cenotaphs in the middle. This has been interpreted by Shaw as a museological metaphor: the relationship between the dervish and
the cenotaphs is an “obvious transposition” of the link
between Osman Hamdi, director of the Imperial Museum, and the Sidon sarcophagi he had unearthed in
1887, and, as such, it was meant as a message promoting the preservation of the Ottoman heritage.40

This painting was produced in two versions, both of
which were exhibited in Europe. The first was displayed
at the 1903 Paris Salon, with the rather explicit name of
Derviche au turbey des enfants, translated as “Dervish at
the Children’s Tomb.”41 Six years later, in 1909, a second
version was shown at the Royal Academy Exhibition in
London under the shorter name of Le tombeau des
enfants (The Children’s Tomb [fig. 5]).42 Both of these
names were based on a rather straightforward descrip-
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Fig. 5. Le tombeau des enfants, 1908. Oil on canvas, 122 x 92 cm. Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Museum of Painting and
Sculpture, Istanbul. (Photo: courtesy of Mimar Sinan Fine Arts University, Museum of Painting and Sculpture)
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tion of the scene, with an obvious choice to emphasize
the age of the deceased. Not surprisingly, these names
have been modified rather freely ever since. Today,
especially in Turkey, this painting is most commonly
called Şehzade Türbesinde Derviş (Dervish at the Prince’s
Mausoleum), a typical misnomer due to a very superficial documentation. The confusion stems from the fact
that the two cenotaphs have been identified as those of
the son and daughter of Bosnalı Damad İbrahim Pasha
(ca. 1550–1601), located in their father’s mausoleum,
which is itself situated in the graveyard of the Şehzade
Mosque (Mosque of the Prince[s]), thus named because
the mausoleum of two of the sons of Süleyman the Magnificent is found in its graveyard.43 In other words, the
fact that these cenotaphs are located in a mausoleum
that happens to be in the same graveyard as the mausoleum of two famous Ottoman princes led to some
confusion between the two. From the perspective of my
argument, this is only a minor distortion, which still
respects the general idea of a dervish visiting a mausoleum, sacrificing only the original stress on the very
young age of the children buried under the cenotaphs.
Yet, can one say the same of a name like The Keeper of
the Mausoleum?44 The children are gone, and so is the
dervish, now replaced by a “keeper,” a türbedar in Ottoman Turkish, who was responsible, one would assume,
for taking care of the mausoleum. This becomes the
basis of the metaphor between mausoleum and museum
that is supposed to give its meaning to the painting,
since the “keeper” is “an alter ego specifically charged
with the maintenance of a tomb and thereby metaphorically of memory.”45 Yet there is a serious flaw in this
argument: the character depicted on the painting is
explicitly described—in all likelihood by Osman Hamdi
himself—as a dervish, and nothing else, and a dervish
is not a mausoleum caretaker, nor would a dervish ever
be allowed to perform such a duty, typically the province of a specially appointed and paid türbedar. Should
we then assume that Osman Hamdi did not know the
difference between the two, or should we consider the
possibility that he had not intended to create a metaphor?46
There is a serious risk of turning the analysis of
Osman Hamdi’s work into what I have earlier called a
self-fulfilling prophecy, i.e., the collection of evidence
that teleologically builds up in the direction of what we

know, or expect, of him. The assumption that every, or
most of, Osman Hamdi Bey’s paintings had some sort
of message for the viewer makes us overlook the possibility that he might have been first and foremost a genre
painter, whose main aim was to recreate plausible and
aesthetically pleasant scenes, sometimes to the point of
practicing collage-like variations by transferring characters or objects from one painting to another. Is it not
true that before even asking the most basic questions
about what is represented in his paintings, from details
to composition, we tend to put the cart before the horse,
seeking an answer to the much more complex question
of why he painted them?
THE MYSTERY OF THE TORTOISE CHARMER
Since it was bought for 1,750,000,000 TL (Turkish lira)
(approximately $600,000) in 1990, and even more so
when it was auctioned in 2004 at the record price of
5 trillion TL (approximately $3.5 million), Osman Hamdi’s Tortoise Charmer has become the most iconic painting in Turkey, bringing a renewed fame to its author
(fig. 6). This sensational aspect soon spilled over into
the realm of art history, with the burning question of
what this painting represented and, eventually, what
it really meant. Shaw was one of the first to give this
matter serious thought. In a first interpretation, in
1999, she saw this “enigmatic” painting as a metaphor
for Osman Hamdi’s role as an intellectual, an educator,
and a bureaucrat in charge of the preservation of local
heritage and with a particular allegorical reference to
“the Ottoman administration which was often reluctant to follow the antiquities laws he had drafted and
failed to understand the symbolic importance of the
museum for Ottoman power.”47 Shaw read much disillusionment into Osman Hamdi’s metaphor, deriving
a critique of an uncooperative Ottoman state. Moreover, her analysis clearly relied on the interpretation
of a series of paintings, linking through the common
theme of heritage this particular work with the Keeper of
the Mausoleum (alias the Dervish at the Children’s Tomb)
and the Weapons Merchant (alias the Cutting Edge of the
Scimitar). A few years later, in their study of the Orientalist painters of Istanbul, Semra Germaner and Zeynep
İnankur devoted a similar paragraph to the significance
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Fig. 7. “Charmeur de tortues.” Illustration by L. Crépon, in
Aimé Humbert, “Le Japon,” Le Tour du monde 19 (1869): 402.
Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. (Reproduction:
courtesy of the Bibliothèque nationale de France)

Fig. 6. L’homme aux tortues, 1906. Oil on canvas, 221.5 x 120
cm. Pera Museum, Istanbul. Suna and İnan Kıraç Collection.
(Photo: courtesy of the Pera Museum)

of this painting’s message, but with a greater emphasis
on the ethnographic elements of the scene, namely,
the reed flute, the kettledrum, the cap, and an effort at
integrating the arts as part of the dervish’s concern.48
True to her focus on Osman Hamdi’s primordial role
as a museum director, Shaw revisited the same painting in 2003, reaching conclusions revolving around the
protection and preservation of the empire’s heritage.49

One problem with these interpretations of the paint
ing has been their reliance on the notion of tortoise
training, a mysterious activity that remains undocumented, at least in an Ottoman context. The authors
carefully circumvented this issue by simply assuming
that a number of details in the painting about the way
in which the animals were to be trained were self-evident. For Germaner and İnankur, since the animals
could not be forced into obedience, they had to be
charmed by playing the flute and the drum. Shaw, on
the contrary, claimed that tortoise training also involved
some violence, and that the tongs-like tool hanging
from the dervish’s neck was the stick used to punish
uncooperative tortoises. Other art historians have
sought to harmonize this scene with Ottoman cultural
history by clinging to anecdotal references to candle-
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bearing turtles in the gardens of Sadabad during the socalled Tulip Period, but with little overall success.50
Strangely, no one seems to have considered a possible
link with Alexandre-Gabriel Decamps’s Enfants turcs
jouant avec une tortue (Turkish Children Playing with a
Tortoise, [1836]) or Henriette Browne’s La joueuse de
flûte (The Flute Player [1861]) as a possible inspiration
for this painting.51
The answer to the mystery was much more convoluted than one would have readily thought. In early
2009,52 I discovered the probable source of inspiration
for this painting: an engraving of a Charmeur de tortues
(Tortoise Charmer) illustrating an article on Japan by
the Swiss diplomat Aimé Humbert (1819–1900), which
was published in 1869 in the popular French travel magazine Le Tour du monde (fig. 7).53 The text explained
that in Japan Korean tortoise charmers performed on
fairgrounds, using a small metallic drum to get half a
dozen of these animals to walk in a row and eventually
pile up on top of each other.54 What convinced me of
the link between the two images was more than just the
similarity. I had previously published Osman Hamdi’s
correspondence with his father in 1869, and one of the
letters explicitly mentioned that particular magazine:
“I have read the ‘Tour du Monde’ that you have sent
me.”55
There is little doubt, then, that the so-called Tortoise
Charmer (1906) was a “translation” of Humbert’s engraving. How such an idea may have come to Osman Hamdi’s mind is another question, and one that will probably
have to remain unanswered. Was he immediately struck
by the image to the point of keeping it in the back of his
mind for almost forty years, until he decided to paint an
Ottoman version of it? Or was it simply that, decades
later, he came across that volume in his library and suddenly felt the urge to revive it in his own way? Whatever the scenario, there is little doubt that his painting
ended up being a translation-like adaptation of a Japanese image to an Ottoman context: Korean trainer into
Ottoman dervish; musical and other instruments used
by the charmer into instruments associated with Islamic
mystical orders; performing tortoises into lettuce-eating tortoises. In fact, I would even argue that he probably never had any intention of adapting the Japanese
“training” or “charming” process to an Ottoman context,

since the painting’s original name made no reference
to this mysterious trade. When it was first exhibited at
the Paris Salon of 1906, it was catalogued under the
name L’homme aux tortues (The Man with Tortoises),56
while an illustration of the painting bore a bilingual caption with the same name in French and just Tortoises in
English (fig. 8).57 As late as 1911, Adolphe Thalasso would
use the same French name.58 It was only in 1912—two
years after Osman Hamdi’s death—that this painting
was first referred to as the “Tortoise Trainer” (Kaplum
bağa Mürebbisi), in the Society of Ottoman Painters
Gazette (Osmanlı Ressamlar Cemiyeti Gazetesi), and this
only in Turkish, while the French remained unchanged.59
Even then, one should note that the term used in Ottoman Turkish—mürebbi—does not really translate as
“trainer,” but rather as “caretaker” or “feeder” (hence the
use of the feminine form, mürebbiye, to describe a
nanny).60 The painting was first explicitly referred to as
the Tortoise Charmer in English in 1915, in Lucy Garnett’s
Turkey of the Ottomans.61
Given that all the serious interpretations of this
painting rely on the assumption that the dervish
depicted in it is a trainer, and that, therefore, the work
describes a scene of taming/charming/training, the possibility that the man might simply be feeding and taking care of his pets seems to me of crucial importance,
since it renders the educational interpretation much
less likely. Indeed, there is clearly nothing in either the
painting or its name that allows us to claim that Osman
Hamdi Bey meant this as an allegory or a metaphor on
education and training. On the contrary, one gets the
impression that in the face of the irrelevance, from an
Ottoman point of view, of a scene depicting the training of tortoises, Osman Hamdi knowingly transformed
a Far Eastern fairground attraction into a Near Eastern
scene of contemplative mysticism, with no other intent
than to reproduce a composition that he found appealing and adaptable to an Ottoman environment. Ironically, then, it seems that had the painting’s source of
inspiration and actual name been known earlier, historians would have probably looked for different ways of
interpreting it.
It is strange that no one ever considered the inscription above the window, which reads: “Shifāʾal-qulūb
liqāʾal Maḥbūb” (The solace of hearts is to meet with the
Beloved [the Prophet Muhammad]).62 Why should the
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Fig. 8. “L’homme aux tortues—Tortoises,” in Catalogue illustré du Salon de 1906 (Paris: Bibliothèque des Annales, 1906), 23.

most graphic of all signs be ignored, if not because what
it has to say does not correspond to what one assumes
is the intention of the artist? We are making clear
and subjective choices, assuming that one element
“counts”—the tortoises—and that another does not—
the inscription. But what allows us to do so, if not the
presupposed notion that one bears a message and the
other not? Every interpretation thus ends up being a
rather selective (and eventually teleological) process by
which meaning is ascribed not in absolute terms—quite
a challenge, I admit—but in relative terms, according
to preconceived notions of intent or, maybe worse,
according to the result sought. If one is convinced that
Osman Hamdi’s prime concern was to use his paintings
to convey messages about a matter that was indeed of
great importance to him, namely the preservation of
heritage, then we can obviously find all sorts of symbols

and hints that would point in that direction, starting
with a very convenient misnomer.
Yet, is it impossible to “read” the same painting in a
completely different way, perhaps as an extremely
Orientalist statement about the degenerate state of the
Orient? Missing and broken tiles, cracks in the wall,
peeled coating revealing bricks and mortar, spider webs
at the corners—these are elements typically associated
with an Orientalist rendering of a decaying Islam, frozen in time. Yet no historian has ever proposed such an
interpretation, or even drawn attention to these elements. In light of the dervish’s contemplative attitude,
the tortoises’ rather passive nature, and the religious
inscription dominating the whole scene, is it so impossible to see these elements as echoing the traces of physical decay, by suggesting meditation, apathy, or even
fatalism?
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I find partial confirmation of my argument in the
most recent interpretation Wendy Shaw proposes of the
same painting.63 To begin with, she restores the painting’s original name from the Paris Salon of 1906, and
mentions the Arabic inscription and its meaning, without, understandably, linking it to the work’s possible
context. She also acknowledges the source of inspiration I have discovered, and agrees with my vision of this
painting as a “translation from traditional Japanese culture as depicted in European travel literature.”64 More
importantly, she completely abandons her previous
interpretation of the painting as a metaphor for education and the artist’s efforts to promote a new law on
antiquities. Instead, she suggests a new reading, this
time based on the Japanese “connection,” arguing that
“Eldem’s discovery of a clear source for the image provides a stunning indication of the level of esoteric metaphor that may have been embedded in Osman Hamdi’s
work.”65
I find this new argument interesting on two counts.
First, because Shaw implicitly agrees with my claim that
the Japanese engraving invalidated previous interpretations, including her own. The second point, however,
runs counter to this impression by insisting on the need
to find a new metaphor, this time derived from the Japanese image itself:
This is particularly noteworthy as in late nineteenth and
early twentieth century Ottoman culture, Meiji Japan
was heralded as the premier example of modernization for an Eastern country. It provided a model which
could both help the Ottoman Empire escape the binary
of Western dominance and Eastern subservience, and
also serve as a guide for the maintenance of tradition
within the adoption of modern technologies. Preceding this perception, the 1869 article, which described a
voyage of 1863–4 (before the Meiji restoration of 1868),
used a discussion of the tortoise charmer as an example
of the kind of activities, particularly practiced by Buddhist priests and enjoyed among the commoners, that
pervaded traditional Japanese society and which made
the author “fear for the future of the Japanese people.”66

Of course, it is not easy to know what the Japanese artist
exactly had in mind, and Shaw agrees with me that it
is “impossible to know why…Osman Hamdi reprised
the image so many years later.” Nevertheless, she does
suggest that he “may have remembered [it] as a synec-

dochic symbol for the failures that might be embedded
within the Japanese success story as it unfolded in subsequent decades.”67
Clearly, Shaw hesitates between two contradictory
positions. She is tempted to draw a parallel between
Japanese and Ottoman history but also reluctant to link
this image to Osman Hamdi’s “authorial intent.” In the
end however, she seems to have made up her mind in
the direction of connecting the two:
Tortoises do not belong in mosques. They are intractable and they do not respond to the kind of instruments
carried by the dervish—they do not communicate, and
they cannot be trained. Thus the figure, and by extension
the artist, expresses himself as engaged in an exercise
in patient futility somehow associated with religion.
The painting comes to express a very effective translation of Humbert’s critique of Japanese progress into an
Ottoman setting. Its interpretation needs no recourse
to the source image and is ultimately not altered by its
discovery.68

I largely agree with part of this interpretation, insofar
as it has now moved in the direction of suggesting that
Osman Hamdi may have chosen to depict a somewhat
futile esoteric or “mystical” activity. It is doubtful,
however, that this can be substantiated through the
analysis of the Japanese source of inspiration. First of
all, there are serious contradictions between some of
the arguments above. The interpretation cited above
claims that the Japanese image reveals a stunning level
of esoteric metaphor in Osman Hamdi’s work, but at
the same time, it does very little to elucidate the artist’s authorial intent; the painting gives a very effective
translation of Humbert’s critique of Japanese progress,
and yet its interpretation is not altered by the discovery
of its actual source of inspiration. This last point is particularly surprising, as it seems to suggest that any effort
at documenting the possible inspiration of the painting
is actually useless and futile—in a sense, redundant.
The real problem lies in the difficulty of substantiating the link between the (Ottoman) Man with Tortoises
and the (Japanese) Tortoise Charmer. According to
Shaw, the imitation of the image is not sufficient: Osman
Hamdi must have also been aware of the exact context
in which this image was set, and must have understood
the multilayered critique that Humbert was making of
Japanese society and modernity. I personally find this
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to be too elaborate, especially compared to what I
believe must have been a much less “learned” inspiration. But if one were to accept that Osman Hamdi combined this visual inspiration with a thorough and
in-depth reading of Humbert’s article, it would then
appear that there are serious differences between what
Humbert really argues and what Shaw claims he does.
Indeed, while it is true that he spoke of some ills of Japanese society and that he linked them to Buddhist practices and traditions, a closer look at his text reveals that
he established absolutely no link between these remarks
and his description of the tortoise charmer, who, in
actual fact, was depicted as an enjoyable curiosity
and an example of patience witnessed at the Asaksa
(Asakusa) fairground.69 More specifically, Humbert’s
remarks on a possible degeneration of the Japanese people were triggered by his observation of popular prints,
one category of which he deemed “ridiculously gross
and foolish” because of its tendency to narrate “tales
whose heroes are monstrous characters, half-human
and half-animal or vegetal.”70 True, Buddhism is accused
of major crimes, in the context of the enslavement and
ill treatment of women and children;71 but this amounts
to about a page out of a total of fifteen, not really enough
to label Humbert as the “interpreter of the Japanese
malady.”72
Still, Shaw does provide a link between Buddhism
and tortoise charming, explaining that “[Humbert] used
a discussion of the tortoise charming as an example of
the kind of activities, particularly practiced by Buddhist
priests and enjoyed among the commoners, that pervaded traditional Japanese society and which made
[him] ‘fear for the future of the Japanese people.’ ”73
This, however, is a misreading or misunderstanding of
Humbert’s words: tortoise charmers were not monks or
priests but simply “Korean entertainers” (bateleurs
coréens), who purchased fairground space from the
bonzes of Asakusa in order to perform at the Quannon
(Kannon) fair.74 Nowhere in the text is there the slightest suggestion that this activity should be associated
with Buddhism and fanaticism. Quite the contrary, this
is one of the many snapshots the author gives of a
charming and popular Japan, characterized by fairground attractions such as animal vendors, acrobats,
dancers, tasteful handicrafts, and jugglers.75
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It is possible—indeed, probable—that what Osman
Hamdi saw in Humbert’s tortoise charmer was a traditional scene that could be easily translated into an Ottoman context. One may even claim that he viewed it,
somewhat against Humbert’s opinion, as symbolizing
the permanence of tradition in the face of Western challenges. In that sense, I would very much agree with the
way in which Shaw herself suggests the likelihood of a
link between Osman Hamdi’s description of a stagnant
Orient, as exemplified by his comments in his letters to
his father from Baghdad, and the dervish figure in the
Man with Tortoises.76 Probably the most explicit passage
of all would be his long diatribe against the Oriental
“nature” of his fellow Ottomans:
With the exception of my dear family and a few others, please, Dear Father, just look around you! What do
you see in families? Nothing but corruption, depravation, fights, divorces. They are infested by slavery and
lose their morality to odalisques. The wife does not
submit to her husband’s will, and the husband fails
to respect his wife. He goes his way, as she goes hers.
They have never held hands. They have never formed
a family. The children are abandoned. The mother has
never thought of them. Entrusted to a slave who thinks
s/he is movable property, these poor children are left
to vegetate, while the mother goes to the Sweet Waters
to dirty and roll in the mud a name she carries but
hates. And all of this happens just because a ridiculous
convention in our degenerate customs requires that a
man should close his eyes before taking a wife. A convention which requires that marriage should not result
from the free will of a man and a woman, but rather
from an agreement between their p
 arents ….
Please note, my Dear Father, that by demolishing
in such a way our customs, which are no longer those
of the Muslims, I am not praising European customs
either. I have many objections to them, too, but nevertheless, I must say that I prefer them, if only because
they are generally depraved, corrupt and immoral only
outside the marriage. The rich do not keep alongside
their wives a stream of young slave girls, and if they do
have illegitimate and illegal affairs, it is in the street
with free women labeled as prostitutes, and therefore
outside of the realm of law.
Please note that I am speaking only of the powerful, of the rich, and not of the people, of the artisans.
Bourgeois families are all more or less irreproachable,
especially in Germany.
Just go to the mosque on a Friday, and look at the
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artisan, at the bourgeois, the only source of wealth of
a country. He is nothing but a wretch dressed in rags,
a shadow that only inspires pity. No industry, no trade,
nothing! Just a patient form of fatalism! Everything is
God’s making. He goes to a half-ruined hut he calls a
shop and finds it robbed: it is God’s making. He returns
to a shanty he calls home and finds it in flames: it is
again God’s making. And never the administration’s
fault! There you have the artisan; there you have the
taxpayer; there you have the people.77

Osman Hamdi wrote these lines less than a year after
having received the volume of the Tour du monde.
I believe his view of the “masses” in the Ottoman
Empire remained much the same until the end of his
life, which may explain why he chose to paint subjects
that often described situations deeply anchored in an
atmosphere of Islamic timelessness, incorporating a
number of references to a sense of decay, from spider
webs to broken tiles, and from religious inscriptions
to the somewhat ragged clothes worn by the central
figures. Yet I do not think that the Japanese image he
first saw in 1869 contributed to this in any significant
way, other than to provide an appealing and transposable image of a traditional (and somewhat futile) occupation. There is no need, then, to seek in the image
of a Korean turtle charmer a repertoire of references
and meanings that would help us understand Osman
Hamdi’s intent behind the Man with Tortoises. It seems
to me that a basic reading of Osman Hamdi’s own writings, including his correspondence, already provides
sufficient meaning to substantially reduce the need for
a quest for possible metaphors and influences. I would
even argue that the contribution provided by the discovery of the Japanese image is fairly negative, in the
sense that, as Shaw points out, it does not elucidate the
artist’s intent, but rather, as I have tried to demonstrate,
allows us to discard quite a number of interpretations
that were somewhat forced upon the work.
This should allow us to maintain a more critical
approach to much of Osman Hamdi’s artistic production, especially with respect to a certain consistency
with whatever writings of his are available at the time
being, and with other sources that can be directly linked
to his life and career. Such documentary and historical
rigor would lay a more solid ground for possible interpretations of some of his paintings. And it would cer-

tainly give us more reliable tools with which to analyze
some works whose symbolic and metaphorical aspects
simply cannot be ignored.
SYMBOLISM UNLEASHED: OSMAN HAMDİ’S
GENESIS
Scholars have consistently seen a political intent in a
number of Osman Hamdi’s paintings, ranging from a
desire to promote and protect the empire’s historic and
archaeological heritage to a broader need to oppose
Western Orientalism by questioning its categories
and clichés. In my effort to counter the sense of over
determinism that I felt dominated these arguments,
I have insisted that his only explicitly political painting
was a portrait of his cousin Tevfik holding an issue of
the French newspaper Aurore, with a dedication that
unmistakably defines both the artist and the sitter as
Dreyfusards (fig. 9).78 Most historians have paid little
attention to this painting, probably because it was
political in a way that did not correspond with their
concerns about Osman Hamdi’s relation to the West
through Orientalism.79
This overtly politicized painting indicates the extent
to which Osman Hamdi’s political concerns were clearly
“eccentric” by Ottoman standards; they revealed a
vision centered on the Paris of his youth, with a con
sequent tendency to view his own country from a
distinctly Western perspective. My view on this is
admittedly somewhat exaggerated, considering that the
Dreyfus affair elicited strong reactions among Ottoman
intellectuals of the time, but it does characterize Osman
Hamdi’s general attitude within the context of the
notion of super-Westernization introduced by Şerif
Mardin in 1974.80 Within such a framework, it becomes
possible to advance the argument that Osman Hamdi
was intrinsically Orientalist, if only because he viewed
the West as a model to be emulated and the East as a
society in dire need of transformation in accordance
with the norms of this particular model. Such an attitude is not necessarily incompatible with a certain form
of patriotism, as exemplified by a tendency to depict
Oriental characters in a simple but dignified way.
Nevertheless, before a general framework for interpreting Osman Hamdi’s late paintings can even be pro-
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Fig. 9. Portrait of Tevfik. Eskihisar, September 1899. Oil on canvas, 14 x 21 cm. Private collection. (After Mustafa Cezar,
Sanatta Batıya Açılış ve Osman Hamdi, 2nd ed. [Istanbul: Erol Kerim Aksoy Kültür, Eǧitim, Spor ve Sağlık Vakfı, 1995], 2:709)

posed, it would be useful to study one particular work
that, in my opinion, stands apart from all others, given
the rather blatant way in which its author seems to have
endowed it with a great dose of symbolism. This famous
painting, known as the Mihrab and dated 1901, depicts
a woman sitting rather stiffly in a bright yellow décolleté dress on a Koran lectern, with her back to a highly
ornate tiled mihrab. At her feet, a dozen large books, all
manuscripts, lay strewn on the floor, while a thin curl
of smoke rises from a gilt brass incense burner (fig. 10).
This is, no doubt, one of Osman Hamdi Bey’s most enigmatic paintings, and it has provoked a number of speculative interpretations about its possible meaning(s).
Chronologically and in terms of form and content,
this painting clearly belongs to the rather consistent
series of oversize works Osman Hamdi produced during the last decade of his life. Like the Theologian (1902),
the Dervish at the Children’s Tomb (1903), the Miraculous Fountain (1904) (fig. 11), the Young Emir Reading
(1905), the Believer Counting His Rosary (1905), the Man
with Tortoises (1906), and the Cutting Edge of the Scimitar (1908), this is a large canvas depicting a central fig-

ure in Oriental garb, in a typically Oriental/Islamic/
Ottoman architectural space, with typical Oriental decorative elements, surrounded by typically Islamic
objects, that was exhibited in one of the major Western
capitals. The points setting it apart from these other
works, however, are too obvious to be ignored. First, it
is the first of the series, which may be significant for contextualizing these differences. Second, it is the only one
that uses a woman as its central figure. Third, it is the
only one in which the costume is not timeless, but contemporary. Fourth, and most importantly, it is the only
one where the relationship between the central figure
and the space and objects that surround her is defined
not by the “plausible normality” of an Oriental/Islamic
scene that characterizes the other works of historical
reconstitution, but rather by a blatant incompatibility
of a rather challenging nature.
Quite naturally, it is this last element of “tension” that
has caught the attention of a number of scholars since
the 1970s. Insisting on the fact that the painting represented “an attractive woman sitting straight up with
holy books at her feet,” Aksüğür Duben discovered in it
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Fig. 10. Genèse, 1901. Oil on canvas, 210 x 108 cm. Private collection. (After Cezar, Sanatta Batıya Açılış [1995], 2:713)
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Fig. 11. La fontaine miraculeuse, 1904. Contemporary photograph, 22 x 16 cm. (Photo: courtesy of Zerrin and Faruk Sarç)

a “radical and rebellious attitude.”81 Sezer Tansuğ was
less appreciative, and saw it as an extreme and shocking case of Orientalism: “No Orientalist painter in
Europe has gone so far as to seat a young Armenian
female model on a Koran stand in a mosque mihrab and
to spread pages from the Holy Koran at her feet.”82 Some
even saw in it a proto-feminist manifesto, based on the
glorification of women.83 The list could be extended to
include non-Turkish sources, which tend to repeat the
same arguments.84 Interestingly, Wendy Shaw is the
only scholar who seems to have been less concerned
with the painting’s possibly blasphemous nature, focusing instead on a museological reading of the work,
whereby it would stand as a metaphor for the secular-

izing mission of the Imperial Museum and its collection
of Islamic objects. She does, however, bring two new
elements into the equation, suggesting that the placement of the woman, whom she identifies as Osman
Hamdi’s wife, in front of a prayer niche refers to Hafez’s
description of the beloved as the qibla (direction of
Mecca), and adding that this image dovetailed into the
late nineteenth-century use of a woman to portray the
Ottoman nation, thus qualifying the museum’s mission
as one of love and devotion towards the nation.85
For most other interpreters of this image, the emphasis was much more specifically on the blasphemous and
“feminist” message the painting presumably conveyed.
Holy books strewn all over the floor, trampled by a
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woman in a bright yellow décolleté dress, who sits on
the very stand that should be devoted to cradling the
Koran, her back turned to a prayer niche: by any standard of the time, it seems impossible to imagine a more
offensive or explicit way of combining an attack on the
very foundations of Islam with a vision of female emancipation and empowerment. In her latest study, Shaw
has slightly modified her vision of the work, bringing to
the fore the painting’s focus on a single woman, and
thereby its radically new Western gaze:
…Osman Hamdi’s Mihrab (1901) uses the image of his
wife to characterize the ongoing shift in visual culture
as nothing less than revolutionary. Wearing an antique
gown, she sits on a Quran stand, books scattered at her
feet in front of a giant tiled prayer niche (mihrab) with
a giant candle beside it and an incense burner in the
foreground. Smoke from the wick suggests that the
candle has been recently extinguished. Although many
of the objects, mostly from the collection of the Imperial Museum had appeared in his earlier works, their
conjunction here within a Western-style painting and
with a female form uses a western artistic modality to
render a common theme in Islamic mystical poetry, in
which the image of the beloved represents a vision of the
divine. The painting may also allegorize the museum,
an institution which displaces works of devotion and
resituates them as works of the gaze, thus secularizing
them. The painting’s use of perspective organizes this
secularization. Like someone performing ritual prayers,
the spectator looks at the mihrab from a low angle. But
something comes between him and his worship, less a
woman, and less Osman Hamdi’s wife, than a personification of a new order: that of the gaze, and that of the
West.86

In contrast with the amount of interest it has drawn
from art historians, the existing documentation on
this painting is amazingly thin. In concrete terms, the
only elements that have been clearly identified are the
mihrab itself, taken from the imaret (hospice) of İbrahim
Bey in Karaman and brought to the Imperial Museum
around 1893, the lectern (rahle) and the candlestick,
both preserved today at the Turkish and Islamic Arts
Museum, and the dress worn by the woman, a typical
nineteenth-century Ottoman house dress—and not an
“antique gown”—that was donated by the artist’s family
to the Sadberk Hanım Museum.87 One piece of information can immediately be discarded as anachronistic:

the depiction of the Ottoman nation as a woman is a
phenomenon that appeared only after the 1908 Young
Turk Revolution; in 1901, at the height of Abdülhamid
II’s autocracy, such a metaphor would have been simply
unthinkable. Yet for the rest we are faced with a number
of very legitimate questions: Was the sitter his wife, a
Frenchwoman, or was she, as some claim, an Armenian
model? Is the slightly protruding belly an indication of
pregnancy? Are the books scattered over the floor really
Korans? And most of all, given my obsessive quest for
original names, are we really sure that this painting was
always called the Mihrab?
A good starting point could be to look back at what
Osman Hamdi’s biographer and earliest commentator,
Mustafa Cezar, had to say about this particular painting:
It seems that with this interesting painting, the most
meaningful and intriguing of all his works, Osman
Hamdi Bey, by placing a young woman in the midst
of objects of great value to mankind, wanted to symbolize the privileged status of love and affection. As
to the incense burner and its smoke, they indicate the
warmth of these feelings and by pointing in their direction they give greater clarity to the painting’s meaning.
Apart from having been infused with a rather bold
symbolism for its time, this painting reveals the artist’s
tolerant attitude toward religious matters; however, we
have not been able to determine what name Hamdi
Bey had given it. All we have been able to discover,
thanks to one of his grandsons, Cemal Bark,88 is that
the model who sat for this painting was the daughter of
an Armenian housemaid.
This painting, which tries to explain the most powerful feeling shared by all mankind, and, from the perspective of men, the place of women in the world of
the sublime at the center of these feelings, we have
chosen to name Mihrab. In doing so, we have taken
into consideration the fact that mihrab means “the
eyebrows of the beloved” and “the abode of hope,” but
our readers will perhaps find a more appropriate name
for it.89

Cezar’s commentary is interesting in more than one
way. Intent on rehabilitating Osman Hamdi in the eyes
of Turkish nationalism, he cautiously avoided spelling
out the religious implications of the painting, opting for
a softer reference to religious tolerance and emphasizing the assumed message of love and affection. Part of
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this argument is evidently the source of inspiration for
Shaw’s reading of a poetic metaphor from Hafez. Yet
the most striking element in this commentary on the
Mihrab is without doubt the explicit way in which Cezar
takes responsibility for the naming of the painting, with
his expression of hope that someone else might eventually come up with a better name. It appears, then, that
the entire art historical community had simply taken
for granted a name that was in fact coined in 1971 by
one of its own.
Understandably, Cezar did not have easy access to
the sources that might have revealed the “real” name of
the painting. Today, however, the most basic research
reveals that this painting was exhibited for the first time
in Berlin, in May 1901, and then in London, in May 1903,
as entry number 135 at the Royal Academy Exhibition.
Its name had nothing to do with the tiled mihrab in the
background: the painting was called Genèse, in French—
that is, Genesis.90 This is certainly not the kind of name
that might have been imposed by the organizers or by
anyone other than Osman Hamdi Bey himself. His clear
intention to set the whole scene around the central
character of a young pregnant woman should put an
end to the speculation surrounding the question of
whether or not the slightly protruding belly had a particular meaning.
Who could that woman have been? The idea that he
would have “retrospectively” painted his wife’s last pregnancy, almost ten years earlier, is not very convincing;
all the less so, when one considers that the sitter bears
little, if any, resemblance to his wife Marie/Naile. The
suggestion that he might have painted the maid’s
daughter is tempting, if only because it was reported by
a relative, albeit one ten years younger than the painting in question. However, this seems unlikely for a
painter known to have used himself and his family
members almost exclusively as models for his Oriental
scenes. It seems, therefore, that one should more carefully consider Osman Hamdi’s close relatives, in the
hope of finding a young (and preferably pregnant)
woman who might fit the role (fig. 12): his daughter,
Leyla, born in or around 1880, gave birth to her first
child, a little girl by the name of Nimet, on May 1, 1902.
It is more than likely, then, that the young woman in a
bright yellow dress with a slight potbelly was none other
than his daughter, whom he chose to glorify in a highly
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symbolic painting. One major problem with this interpretation, however, is that the painting was apparently
finished months before Leyla’s pregnancy (fig. 13).
Interestingly, however, and despite our present-day
conviction that the painting was of a shocking and revolutionary nature, contemporaries seem to have been
much less impressed. The Academy Notes had not much
to say, except for a very descriptive comment of the
scene depicted:
135. “La Genèse,” Osman Hamdy. In yellow-lemon Oriental robe, sitting upright in an x-shaped seat on a dais.
Behind her is a blue-tiled Cairene wall-background; a
censer and a number of Arabic books are scattered at
the feet.91

Surprisingly, every detail was mentioned, but there
seemed to be absolutely no consciousness of the possible implications of the setting and props: the robe,
generally considered to be Western by Turkish scholars,
was labeled “Oriental”; the Koran stand had become an
x-shaped seat, the mihrab a “blue-tiled Cairene wall,”
and the books were simply qualified as “Arabic.” Apparently even less impressed, and probably inspired
by the woman’s rather stiff posture, Punch also took
notice of the painting, calling it “The Genesis of Aunt
Sally,” an allusion to the target doll in a pub throwing
game (fig. 14).92
Was the British public too blasé to pay attention to
the implications of this image? Was it just oblivious to
the meanings we now ascribe to the many symbols put
forward in the painting? Or was the painting simply not
powerful enough to attract the attention of viewers in
the midst of hundreds of other works of art? There may
be some truth to all of the above, but there was at least
one critic who considered the painting to be “startling.”
His astonishment, however, was for rather different reasons, which have to be contextualized within the larger
framework of a comparison between Western and Eastern art. What triggered this comment was the “lifelessness” and “lack of emotion” displayed by the otherwise
skilled “Monsieur Lybaert, of Ghent,” another artist at
the exhibition.93 The critic regarded Osman Hamdi’s
Genesis almost as the antithesis of the Belgian artist’s
work.
Compare with this the startling “Genèse” of the Turkish painter, Osman Hamdy Bey, of Constantinople—a
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Fig. 12. Detail of Genèse (fig. 10): the young woman’s face and
her slightly protruding belly.

Fig. 13. Osman Hamdi’s daughter Leyla (ca. 1880–1950). Photograph taken ca. 1905. Author’s collection. It is difficult to
say whether she might have been the model for her father’s
Genèse.

surprising work to come from a Turk, and still more surprising as a picture accepted by the Academy. A woman
of some depravity of air, clad in violent yellow, sits high
against a powerful blue-tiled background, and around
her is strewn a number of Persian books flung, half
destroyed, upon the ground. But after a moment’s contemplation the shock suffered by the spectator appears
to pass away, and we are enabled to appreciate the skill
displayed in the qualities of tones within the violence of
tint. How colourless must our Western tints appear to
M. Hamdy’s Eastern sun-tried eyes! Even Mr. MacBeth’s
vigorous “Pirate’s Wife,” virile in colour and handling, yet
instinctively refined and artistic in arrangement, may
strike as tame the painter of the Orient; and the “Flower
of Wifely Patience,” the graceful Grissel, or Mr. Joy, with
its graceful lines and delicate flesh, must appear a vision
of another and a sadly weakly world.94

The surprise, then, did not stem from the subject treated. And not a single one of the many religious props
and references seemed to have been perceived as
such by the critic. The shock was instead due to the
woman’s “depravity” and, most of all, to the violence
of the colors and contrasts, which were attributed to
an Oriental taste, the rawness of which was thought to
be particularly appealing to a Western audience tired
of the blandness of its own art. Three years later, when
Osman Hamdi was proposed—together with Auguste
Rodin—as a possible foreign member of the Academy,
he was remembered as “Osmond [sic] Hamdy, the Turk,
whose strange ‘La Genèse’ was on the line in Gallery III,
at the 1903 Academy.”95
By any standard, then, the commentators of the socalled Mihrab have failed to establish the painting’s original name, identify the sitter and her relation to the
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Fig. 14. “The Genesis of Aunt Sally,” in Punch 124 (January–June, 1903), May 6, 1903: 323. www.archive.org/details/punchvol124a125lemouoft, accessed April 27, 2012.
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artist, or find the least bit of information concerning the
work’s reception. Instead, they have focused on what
was immediately visible and accessible, namely, the
tiled prayer niche, the Koran stand, the woman’s posture, and the books strewn across the floor. Yet, even
within these purely visual analyses, one is surprised that
no effort was made to identify some of the details, especially the ubiquitous books. It is understandable that
British critics in 1903 should have discarded them as
“Arabic” or “Persian,” but what of specialists of Ottoman
painting and visual arts? Can their contribution really
be limited to Belgin Demirsar’s remark that the binding
of one such book resembles that of a Koran preserved
at Topkapı Palace?96
This indifference is all the more frustrating when one
considers the love and care with which Osman Hamdi
had placed (calli)graphic details throughout this painting, as in many others. The closed black book in the center of the foreground, for example, bears the name
“Osman Hamdi,” a playful way of signing a painting in
Turkish to which the artist very often resorted in his
works, including books and inscriptions (fig. 15). Closer
to our concerns, at least three of the open books—the
one just to the right of the incense burner, and the two
at the extreme right—can be safely identified as Korans
from their page layout, some decorative elements, and
a recognizable portion of the very characteristic basmala (fig. 16). Yet among these books one tome stands
out as truly exceptional, lying directly between the right
skirt of the young woman’s dress and the smoking
incense burner. One can see its title page, richly decorated in blue and gold, and bearing the astounding title
of Zend-i Avesta, the famous exegesis of the Avesta, the
sacred text of Zoroastrianism (fig. 17). Why that book?
What had inspired Osman Hamdi? I have not been able
to locate a single copy of the Zend-i Avesta in the manu
script collections of Istanbul, but it is rather clear that
his intention revolved around the idea of having the
young woman trample sacred texts. But why, then, were
there no Bibles among all these books?
The mystery of Osman Hamdi’s Genesis does not end
there. My recent work on the artist has uncovered yet
another striking truth about this painting and its probable source of inspiration. No Japanese print was
involved this time, but rather a direct transfer from a
contemporary French painter. Genesis had always trig-

Fig. 15. Detail of Genèse (fig. 10): the book bearing Osman
Hamdi’s name in Arabic characters (left). On the right is
probably the title of the manuscript, but I have been unable
to decipher it.

Fig. 16. Detail of Genèse (fig. 10): Islamic books, probably
Korans.

Fig. 17. Detail (rotated 90 degrees) of Genèse (fig. 10): the
Zend-i Avesta.
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good state of conservation. When the sculpture of Tanagra that you saw during your latest trip was painted, it
gained a hundred percent in beauty, and this attempt
was well received by the majority of painters and sculptors. Some followers of routine have protested, which
is yet another proof in favor of this attempt. Hence,
encouraged by this success, I pursue my experiments,
and I have just finished the model for a life-size statue
of Bellone, which will be made of all sorts of materials.99

Fig. 18. Left) Jean-Léon Gérôme, Tanagra, 1890. Statue in
wax-colored marble, 154.7 x 56 x 57.3 cm. Musée d’Orsay,
Paris. (Photo: Albert Giraudon [1890], © Patrice Schmidt,
Musée d’Orsay)
Right) Detail of Genèse (fig. 10), reversed for purposes of comparison.

gered a vague feeling of familiarity in me, as if the image
of a very similar scene lurked in the recesses of my memory. I had even considered for a moment Lecomte du
Nouÿ’s Mademoiselle de Maupin, only to discard it as
being a little too risqué and, more particularly, because
it is dated a year later than Hamdi’s Genesis.97 It was
Édouard Papet who identified Tanagra as the inspiration for Osman Hamdi’s painting. True, Tanagra was a
sculpture and the woman it represented was naked. But
her pose and her attitude left little doubt as to the strong
connection that linked it to Hamdi’s Genesis (fig. 18).98
Given the influence that Gérôme had had on Osman
Hamdi and the friendship that eventually developed
between the two men, such a connection made sense.
There is also a piece of written evidence that, though it
does not explicitly prove the connection, demonstrates
that Tanagra was a prominent subject of conversation
between Gérôme and Hamdi. In a letter dated January
23, 1891, the French painter addressed his Ottoman colleague on what was then his major preoccupation—
polychromic sculpture:
I am all the more interested by your discoveries because
I am very busy with coloring sculptures and you have
unearthed numerous examples of this technique in a

Indeed, Hamdi had been to Paris in 1889, an occasion for
him to visit Gérôme. That is evidently how he became
privy to the making of Tanagra, which Gérôme unveiled
the following year. It is extremely plausible that Hamdi
was impressed by this piece of sculpture, of which he
would have most likely received a signed photograph, as
was the case with other sculptures by Gérôme.100 This
image, together with his memories of some ten years
earlier, probably triggered Osman Hamdi’s desire to use
Tanagra as an inspiration for one of his paintings. One
can only begin to imagine what Osman Hamdi had in
mind when he started this painting. Was this meant to
be some sort of tribute to Gérôme? Did he intend an
oblique reference to archaeology through the famed
terra cotta statuettes that bore this name? There is little
doubt that this work was an intentionally radical painting, a tribute to womanhood and motherhood, with a
little pagan twist that turned it into a statement against
established religion, principally Islam. The painting’s
rather unequivocal name suggests that Osman Hamdi
was not shy about this message. After it was exhibited
in London, the artist tried (unsuccessfully) to have it
shown in New York.101 Yet, what remains most striking
is the relatively flat way in which the painting was received, at least from the evidence of the few comments
found in the contemporary British press. It is hard to believe that a painting by an Ottoman Muslim of a young,
pregnant woman seated on a Koran stand, turning her
back to a prayer niche, and apparently trampling sacred
texts should have stirred so little emotion among the
British public.

THE QUESTION OF AUDIENCES AND RECEPTION
Nevertheless, and despite our expectation to the contrary, Osman Hamdi’s paintings met with a rather con-
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sistently conventional response in the West. Generally
speaking, there was always a more or less explicit emphasis on the fact that he was a “Turk,” i.e., a Muslim,
meaning that his inclination and talent should be considered with a blend of curiosity, admiration, and encouragement. When it came to the artistic nature of
his work, however, most of the critics agreed on the
importance of the combined effect of color, detail, and
a “touch” that was assumed to be inherent and innate
to his identity as an “Oriental.” The commentaries on
Genesis were along this line, and similar arguments
followed in practically every one of the rare reviews
of his later paintings. In 1906, his Young Emir Reading
was evidently seen as an Orientalist piece, considering
that The Times pronounced it “almost as good as a good
Jérôme (sic).”102 Another critic gave a more detailed list
of its merits:
Conspicuous in the fourth room is an oriental picture
by an Oriental—the “Jeune Emir à l’étude,” by Osman
Hamdy Bey—showing the subject reclining at full length
on his stomach, supporting his shoulders by his elbows,
and reading a substantial tome a few inches from his
nose. The position of the figure is truly oriental in its
entire lack of strenuousness and its suggestion, to
Western eyes, of mild discomfort. Artistically the chief
attraction of the week [sic, for work] is its extraordinarily
finished craftsmanship. There is not a square inch on the
canvas that has not received the most minute attention;
the robe, the skin, the interior surroundings, are masterpieces of complete imitation. The actuality of the blue
tiles at the back challenges that of Sir Alma Tadema’s
marble. What is its artistic merit we are as unable to
guess as we are to deny the months of care and labour
it must have involved.103

Another, shorter, commentary adopted a similar attitude: “a curious and effective picture, remarkable for its
precise reproduction of the blue tiles and other accesso
ries of the divan.”104 It was clear that the Young Emir had
received a treatment very similar to the Genesis. There
was little, if any, concern for what we today consider
to be the most striking element of the picture—the
casual, magazine-like reading of the Koran—but instead a great degree of appreciation for the painstaking
craftsmanship displayed, together with its corollary, an
assumed “cultural” accuracy that could compensate for
the lack of true artistic merit. In 1909, Osman Hamdi

participated in the London Exhibition for the last time.
The longish review of the two paintings he exhibited
there, the Theologian and the Children’s Tomb, can be
read as a summary of his reception in London throughout that decade:
Among the genre pictures, one re-discovery is to be
made of great interest, the work of Osman Hamdy Bey,
who exhibited one picture, “Jeune Emir à l’Etude,” in
1906. A Constantinopolitan, he wisely treats Oriental
subjects in a manner reminding Englishmen of Lewis.
He has the fine Oriental feeling for the harmony of vivid
colour more properly Persian than Turkish, and he is
capable of a dignified pathos not to be found in Lewis’s
work. The graduated harmony in his lesser work, “Le
Théologien,” from the brilliant turquoise wall-tiles,
the clear yellow of the figure’s silken coat and the gold
diapered white cotton of his shirt, through the motherof-pearl ornaments of the Koran-stand, to the faded
hues of the worn prayer-rug on which it stands, could
only have been seen by an Oriental; while the material
of the highly-glazed wall-tiles is exceedingly skillfully
given according to European methods. He fails here in
the flesh tints and modelling of the face, but succeeds
much better in the figure of his other, finer picture, “Le
Tombeau des Enfants.” In this it would be difficult to
surpass the richness and harmony of his colouring. It is
comparable to some of the finest periods of Persian illumination. The full, purplish-ultramarine of the wall-tiles,
with their neutral tinted frieze, the brownish madder of
the tablets depending from them, the little grey stone
tombs, with their decorations in faint colour, the Persian
leopard’s skin, the clear ochre of the rush-matting, the
greyish ochre of the carved entry, with the note of red
in the socket of the taper, and of sanguine in the roof of
the entry, form a perfect harmony of brilliant contrasts.
The material of the somewhat spoiled tiles, of the stonework, of the rush-matting, and of a covering to one of
the tombs are admirably rendered. It is to be hoped that
this beautiful and interesting example of hybrid art will
not be allowed to leave this country.105

The problem, then, is to make sense of the discrepancy
between these contemporary views and most of the
present-day interpretations of Osman Hamdi’s work.
This discrepancy can be identified at two different levels.
First, in terms of the perception of a message “embedded” in the paintings: where present-day art historians
see allegories, metaphors, and messages, contemporary
Western viewers (or at least critics) saw only a quaint,
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curious, and unquestionably Oriental scene. Second, in
terms of the nature of the artist’s Orientalism: contrary
to some recent views on resistance, rebellion, and subversion, Western audiences did not appear to have felt
in any way threatened or challenged by Osman Hamdi
Bey’s paintings. At most, critics, as above, seemed to
have felt that he had a “dignified pathos” absent from
the average Western Orientalist, and tentatively tried
to label his art as “hybrid,” evidently because they felt
it was Western in style, but Oriental at heart.
This difference derives largely from the fact that present-day interpretations concentrate almost exclusively
on the painter and his paintings, with little reflection
on their reception and their audience. It is striking that
most of the meanings and messages deciphered in his
work assume almost exclusively a local (Ottoman, Oriental, Turkish) audience: museological metaphors, calls
for preservation, secularist undertones, challenges to
religious dogma, the stress on books, the glorification
of women. This, it seems, is what induces Shaw to conclude her earliest study of Osman Hamdi’s paintings
with a discussion of the ways in which this subversive
form of Orientalism was able to escape Ottoman censorship and avoid shocking Ottoman audiences.106
The problem, however, is that Osman Hamdi had no
“Ottoman audiences” and almost never exhibited his
work in his own country.107 And the few times he did,
only a very limited number of earlier paintings were
included, none of which belonged to the group of
“meaningful” scenes examined in the preceding pages.
The latter paintings, on the contrary, were all—exclusively—displayed before Western audiences. An interesting witness to this was Ahmed İhsan [Tokgöz], the
owner and chief editor of the illustrated Servet-i Fünun,
an avowed admirer of Osman Hamdi, both as an artist
and as the director of the Imperial Museum. In one of
the many articles he devoted to his hero, Ahmed İhsan
described the artist’s studio in his seaside mansion of
Kuruçeşme, together with a photograph that showed
him in front of a partially identifiable Cutting Edge of
the Scimitar. Yet the text did very little to enlighten the
reader beyond a few details: Osman Hamdi was a
“famous painter,” and his studio was “lit by the sun in
conformity with the art of painting”: it was cluttered
with “various costumes and objects,” and its walls were
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covered with “studies of various spots in Ottoman cities, used as a base for the greater canvasses.” About the
painting half visible in the photograph he had very little to say, apart from the fact that the setting was an
enlargement of a study Hamdi had personally made of
an old han in the Covered Bazaar, and that “the young
man wearing an Oriental costume” was a model who
had posed in that very studio.108 Ahmed İhsan could not
have been unaware that this “young man” was none
other than the artist’s son, Edhem. Why he may have
chosen not to reveal it, we can only surmise, but it was
striking that this description ended with a reference to
the painter’s international fame:
It is in this studio, which we have tried to describe, that
this respected artist has created the paintings that have
been accepted and admired in the fine arts exhibitions
of Europe. All these paintings are today in the respectful
hands of the art lovers of the West.109

It is clear, then, that what counted most for Ahmed
İhsan was not what the paintings looked like, but that
Osman Hamdi had attained international fame. There
is little doubt that this was more or less the image that
the general Ottoman public (in its relatively learned version) also had of the artist—as a man who had acquired
international recognition and earned the respect of the
West. This was certainly a reassuring feeling, given the
constant insecurity the Ottomans felt in the face of European scorn, but it did not entail any knowledge of
the paintings themselves. In fact, according to Ahmed
İhsan’s memoirs it was not just that the larger public did
not see them, but that Osman Hamdi made it a point to
keep them hidden from public view:
He would take me to his studio. The studio was hidden
in the inner section of the mansion. Hamdi Bey would
paint his canvasses there in secret and then send them
to Europe; hardly anyone could set foot there. For he
feared the monster of fanaticism.110

Under these circumstances, the messages imputed to
the paintings, including that of his presumed opposition
to Orientalism, then become all the more difficult to
sustain, for we must assume either that Osman Hamdi’s
messages never really existed or that he rather naively
expected them to be meaningful to a Western audience.
This last point would, in effect, lead us to Zeynep Çelik’s
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Fig. 19. Osman Hamdi dressed in ragged Oriental clothes,
ca. 1890. Photograph, 22 x 16.4 cm. Author’s collection. The
artist used this pose in his In the Green Mosque (1890), Clerics before a Mosque (n.d. [fig. 3]), and The Cutting Edge of the
Scimitar (1908 [fig. 4]). Note the pencilled grid used by the
artist to reproduce the image on the canvas.

Fig. 20. Osman Hamdi posing in Oriental garb, ca. 1903. Photograph, 36 x 24.3 cm. (Photo: courtesy of Zerrin and Faruk
Sarç): This is the pose of the dervish in the two versions (1903
and 1908) of the Dervish at the Children’s Tomb (fig. 5).

rather pessimistic conclusion about the efficacy of his
struggle against Orientalism:

the depiction of Oriental scenes that shared a common
grammar, rather than a common message? Would this
not enable us to reduce the disturbing gap between
our reading of his paintings and that of contemporary
audiences in Paris and London? My impression is that
Osman Hamdi knew exactly what he was doing, and
that, after a couple of decades of hesitations, he had
finally found a combination that ensured him almost
foolproof success with a Western audience, a perfect
‘bon pour l’Occident’ type of formula.
Osman Hamdi’s relationship to his subjects and to
his audience could be critically assessed by examining
his almost obsessive use of himself as a model (figs. 19
and 20). This trait has often been presented as something that set him apart from Western Orientalist paint-

Despite several exhibitions of his work in Paris and at
the world’s fairs, Osman Hamdi’s attempts to correct
the epistemological status of Oriental representations
remained overlooked in France and were not incorporated into art history’s discourse on Orientalism until
very recently.111

But what if there had not been any struggle? What if, on
the contrary, Osman Hamdi’s whole effort was geared
toward pleasing a Western audience by fulfilling most
of their expectations? What if Osman Hamdi really was
what Western critics took him to be, a peintre de genre
who had gradually found his calling—or his market—in
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Fig. 21. Pietro Montani (?) (right) posing as an inhabitant of
Jiyaddele, near Mecca. (After Osman Hamdi and VictorMarie de Launay, Les costumes populaires de la Turquie en
1873. Ouvrage publié sous le patronage de la Commission impériale ottomane pour l’Exposition universelle de Vienne
[Constantinople: Imprimerie du Levant Times and Shipping
Gazette, 1873], pt. 3, pl. XXXIX)

Fig. 22. Victor-Marie de Launay (left) posing as a Muslim
hodja in Shkoder. (After Hamdi and de Launay, Les costumes
populaires, pt. 1, pl. XIII)

Fig. 23. Victor-Marie de Launay (left) posing as an inhabitant of Mostar. (After Hamdi and de Launay, Les costumes
populaires, pt. 1, pl. XXIII)

Fig. 24. Ahmed Midhat Efendi (right) posing as a Lebanese
Bedouin. (After Hamdi and de Launay, Les costumes populaires, pt. 3, pl. XXXI)
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Fig. 25. Osman Hamdi posing in Vienna, ca. 1873. Author’s
collection. (Photo: Fritz Luckhardt Studio)

Fig. 26. Kurd from Mardin (center). (After Hamdi and de
Launay, Les costumes populaires, pt. 3, pl. XXI)

Fig. 27. Kurd from Palu (right). (After Hamdi and de Launay,
Les costumes populaires, pt. 3, pl. XXIII)
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ers, if only because it reduced the distance between the
painting, the painter, and, eventually, the viewer. Apart
from the fact that there are many cases of Orientalized
self-portraiture in Western Orientalist art, especially in
photography, this interpretation excludes the possibility of a purely pragmatic explanation—a lack of models perhaps—or that of a certain taste for role playing
and exoticism. Indeed, it should not be forgotten that
the much discussed volume of popular costume he published in 1873 with Victor-Marie de Launay was full of
such examples, involving (possibly) the architect Pietro
Montani, who donned the costume of an inhabitant of
Jiyaddele, near Mecca (fig. 21),112 the volume’s co-editor, de Launay, who appeared twice, once as a Muslim
hoca (hodja) of Shkoder (fig. 22) and the other time as
an inhabitant of Mostar (fig. 23),113 and Hamdi’s friend,
the famed novelist Ahmed Midhat Efendi, dressed up
as a “Lebanese Bedouin” (fig. 24).114 In Vienna that same
year, Osman Hamdi did not hesitate to pose in a local
photographer’s studio in a costume (fig. 25) that was a
composite of the “Kurd from Mardin” (fig. 26) and the
“Kurd from Palu” (fig. 27), both from the same album.115
For most art historians, this self-portrayal in Oriental
garb and pose is intimately linked to the assumption
that the general public understood that this was what
Osman Hamdi was doing, as Shaw assumes in her latest
reevaluation of Hamdi’s paintings:

369

and exhibitions.117 The assumption that any British,
French, or German visitor of these shows would have
recognized Osman Hamdi is unconvincing. Among the
few comments I have been able to find on his works,
not a single one identifies him as the central character.
As to his identity as an artist, his name is once misspelled as “Osmond,”118 and in 1909 one critic was convinced that “he [was] no other than the man who, on
April 27, as Clerk to the Committee of the Chamber for
the revision of the Constitution, read the fetva whereby
the despotism of Abdul Hamid, the ‘Red’ Sultan, was
finally shattered.”119 So, although as an artist he was
systematically presented in exhibition catalogues as
the director of the Imperial Museum—a fact that was
often influential in the decision to accept his paintings—there was simply no way the public could have
known about his passion for representing himself in
the Oriental scenes he submitted to the appreciation
of Western audiences.
Interestingly, the only contemporary observer who
explicitly referred to Osman Hamdi’s use of Orien
tal(ized) self-portraiture was the archaeologist James
Theodore Bent, who noted the ironic twist he associated
with this practice:

Likewise, no more sophisticated than spectators today,
the original viewers of these works would very likely
have understood the images as self-portraits, and thus
would have wondered why this suit-wearing, very
modern and famous artist, Osman Hamdi, director
of the Imperial Museum and of the Academy of Fine
Arts, would dress up as a tortoise trainer/dervish/oldfashioned Ottoman with weapons. By establishing his
image in an anachronistic setting, and indeed at times
communicating with his double as though talking to a
mirror, Osman Hamdi projected his own identity into
settings rife with contradictions.116

In point of fact, if he [Hamdi Bey] had been an Englishman he would probably have been a rival of Mr. Grossmith’s on the stage,120 for nothing gives him keener
pleasure than a photograph he had taken a short time
ago representing him as one of the contorted ragged
beggars of Stamboul, with all the appliances of mendicity [sic] around him, including the wallet, the staff,
and the dish for alms, and with the most abject look
of distress on his visage that any beggar could possibly
assume.
“I am thinking,” says his Excellency with bitter irony,
“of sending this photograph to all the directors of
museums in Europe who speak of me, the Director of
the Imperial Ottoman Museum at Constantinople, as a
savage; it will be a satisfaction to the poor things to feel
that they have been right for once.”121

This might have been true if his works had been exhibited in Istanbul, where he was indeed a relatively
recognizable celebrity. But they were not, except for a
few in 1881 and 1882, none of which involved any form
of self-portrayal. The only audience he really had, with
the exception of his family, was in European salons

Bent hated Hamdi, whom he described as a duplicitous character whose only aim in life was to counter
the actions undertaken by Europeans in the domain of
archaeology, while at the same time leading them to
believe he shared their ideals and values. Yet, from our
perspective, it is particularly interesting to note that
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Bent’s comment was dated 1888, two years before Inside
the Green Mosque, the first example we know of his use
of self-portraiture in an Oriental scene. From the start
of his career, when he had sat as an Oriental model for
Boulanger in 1865, to its end, Hamdi’s Oriental poses
had become almost second nature, ranging from the anthropological curiosity rendered by photography to the
artistic depiction of a timeless Orient through painting.
There is no denying that Osman Hamdi’s obsession with
self-portrayal deserves our full attention. But to reduce
this to a mere strategy of communication would amount
to suggesting that he expected the (Western) viewer to
identify him as the character in Oriental garb. Apart
from the fact that this is highly unlikely, indeed, practically impossible, I would like to believe that Osman
Hamdi himself was not that naïve.
Given the difficulty of verifying the existence of certain messages in the reactions of his Western audiences,
I propose that this quest be set aside for a moment and
invert the process by looking at what these audiences
did perceive as the main features of Osman Hamdi’s
paintings. As I have tried to show through a number of
examples, the consistent leitmotif dominating Western
comments and critiques revolves around the presumed
veracity and accuracy of the depiction of elements
deemed essentially Oriental. It appears, then, that
Osman Hamdi’s real success lay in his ability to convince his viewers that he, as an Oriental, possessed the
necessary skills and, most of all, the intrinsic and innate
capacity, to represent his familiar environment with
greater truth than Western painters. To do this, he
needed to develop a strategy, or rather a method, consisting mostly of an intelligent way of assembling the
constitutive elements of each of his paintings. This, to
me, is Osman Hamdi’s grammar of Orientalism.
OSMAN HAMDI’S GRAMMAR OF ORIENTALISM
The most characteristic aspect of the paintings Osman
Hamdi produced during the last decade of his life is the
impression they give of belonging to a series: many identical or similar elements are carried from one canvas
to another, creating a very strong sense of repetition.
A strangely telling, but somewhat anecdotal, proof of
the “subliminal” interchangeability that characterized

Fig. 28. Sketch, ca. 1908. Oil on canvas, 36 x 25 cm. (Photo:
courtesy of Zerrin and Faruk Sarç)

Osman Hamdi’s works is hidden in a letter he received
from Edward J. Poynter in 1906. The famed British
painter, then president of the Academy, thanked him
for the photograph of the Man with Tortoises he had
just received. Poynter charmingly added that he had
seen the painting the previous year, at the Paris Salon
of 1905. However, in 1905 the Man with Tortoises had
not yet been painted. What had happened, then? At the
1905 Salon, Hamdi had exhibited two works, the Young
Emir Reading, and the Believer Counting His Rosary. In
all probability, it was this last painting that Poynter had
seen, mistaking it for the Man with Tortoises. And why
shouldn’t he have? Although the two paintings were evidently different, they spoke the same language, depicting a single, bearded Oriental wearing a typical Oriental
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costume, who stands in a characteristically Oriental setting, projecting an attitude that could only be qualified
as Oriental. Once this “essence” was perceived, and with
the help of the passage of time, it was relatively unimportant whether the dress was red or yellow, the tiles
inscribed or plain, or whether there were tortoises or
slippers on the floor. By essentialist standards, the two
paintings were almost identical.
Another striking and, I believe, convincing, example
of how “flexible” Osman Hamdi’s paintings were is a
small sketch in which he seems to have toyed with the
idea of bringing the two characters of the Cutting Edge
of the Scimitar and the dervish of the Man with Tortoises
together against the background of the steps leading to
a mosque door, which he had already used in 1883 and
1897 in scenes depicting two Ottoman ladies wearing
their feraces (fig. 28).122 Although this painting never
came to be, the fact that he considered juggling his characters and settings in such a way seems to speak against
the idea of a planned and conscious message behind
every work. More importantly, perhaps, it points to the
existence of a grammar that made it possible to compose scenes from a variety of interchangeable elements.
To describe this grammar, and to understand how it
may have functioned, one would need to examine its
basic constitutive elements. These can be listed under
three major headings:
a) the character: a central figure in Oriental garb
b) the objects: a number of artifacts that help “authenticate” the scene
c) the setting: an architectural structure, always in partial view, bearing a number of decorative elements
and communicating a certain atmosphere.
Perhaps a practical, if somehow reductionist, way to
reveal the remarkable consistency, and, in some ways,
the repetitiveness, of Osman Hamdi’s work during the
last decade of his life is to “deconstruct” each of these
paintings and force their constitutive elements into a
simple analytical table (table 1).
In this table, the contents of Osman Hamdi's paintings have been tentatively mapped with a view to identifying trends and patterns. It shows rather clearly to
what extent Hamdi consistently used and reused certain elements: a central male figure (generally himself);
a colorful Oriental costume (very often yellow); a pose
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or occupation generally associated with Islam; the interior of a recognizably Oriental/Islamic/Ottoman building, almost always defined, if not architecturally then
contextually, as religious; the almost systematic presence of physical signs of wear and tear in that structure
and its decoration; and repetitive decorative architectural elements and objects of an Oriental/Islamic
nature: tiles, calligraphy, carpets, and, of course, books,
identifiable by either their script and layout, or their
leather binding. With such a systematic repetition of
themes and references, it becomes difficult to individualize the possible message of each of these paintings,
beyond a general impression of this as an Oriental/
Islamic scene.
While largely agreeing that Osman Hamdi had made
depictions of the Orient and/or Islam his trademark,
researchers have understandably wanted to qualify how
he depicted this world. This approach has generally
been based on the assumption that Orientalism can be
measured against a concrete set of criteria and that
Osman Hamdi somehow managed to “pass” this crucial
test to avoid being lumped together with Western Orientalists. This process is much older than is generally
thought: its genealogy can be traced back to Adolphe
Thalasso, who insisted, only a year after Hamdi’s death,
that his work depicted an Orient that was clearly and
simply “Turkish”: “All his paintings are, essentially, Turkish and therefore give clearly the impression that they
could have been made only by a Turkish artist.”123 After
decades of indifference and disapproval, fed by the
nationalist and anti-imperialist discourse of the Kemalist republic, Cezar took up Thalasso’s argument to
explain that although “it is true that Osman Hamdi gives
the impression of an Orientalist painter,” it was also
obvious that “he could only have had a different sensitivity from Europeans towards subjects relating to this
country, and that these feelings would necessarily
reflect on his work,” simply because “he was a man of
this land, and a member of this society.”124 To this, Cezar
added a modernist argument that was clearly meant to
redeem Osman Hamdi’s image as an uprooted intellectual and Orientalist artist: he was the founding figure of
an Ottoman cultural renaissance that would directly
feed into the modernist project of the Republic.125
From the late 1980s on, there has been an interesting
development of this argument, mostly due to a post-
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Table 1. A Breakdown of the Constitutive Elements of Osman Hamdi’s Orientalist Paintings, 1901–8: For those paintings
that were exhibited, the year of production is given in bold type; colors are represented by their initials: Yellow, Green,
Red, and Blue.
Particulars of the paintings

CharacterS

OBJECTS

SETTING

Genesis
[Mihrab]

1901

Berlin 1901
London 1903

Theologian
[Reading the Koran]

1902
1908

Paris 1902
M + Y S R + +
London 1909

Dervish at the Children’s Tomb
Old Man at the Children’s Tomb
[Dervish at the Princes’ Tomb]
[Mausoleum Keeper]

1903
1908

Paris 1903
M + G S R
London 1909

Miraculous Fountain
[Fountain of Life]
[Arab Reading]

1904

Young Emir Reading
1905
Young Believer Reading the Bible
Believer Counting His Rosary
1905
[In front of Rüstem Pasha Mosque] 1905
Man with Tortoises
Tortoises
[Tortoise Trainer/Charmer]

1906
1907

Cutting Edge of the Scimitar
[Arms Vendor]
[Weapons Merchant]

1908

Paris 1904

F + Y F L + +

M + Y

+ +

+ + +

I R +

Paris 1906

M + R S R

leopard
skin
stick

+

stool

I L + + + + +

cushion

I L + + + + +

+ +

Paris 1908 M
R S L
+
+
Munich 1909 M
B F L

Saidian realization of the complexity of Orientalist discourse. Roughly speaking, two main trends seem to have
emerged. The first and main one followed somewhat
along Thalasso and Cezar’s argument about the specific
characteristics that set Osman Hamdi apart from Western Orientalists. To Aksüğür Duben, his resemblance to
European painters did not extend beyond the use of certain objects; he was first and foremost a Tanzimat
reformist, who painted for a cause, but that was precisely also the reason why his paintings bore so many
hallmarks of the “epistemological and ontological par-

+ +
+

+ + + +

+ + +

Paris 1905
London 1906 M + Y F R + + + + +
Liverpool 1906
M + Y S R +

Interior / Exterior
Religious / Lay
Oriental decoration
Calligraphic panels
Tiles
Broken or missing tiles
Cracks in the wall
Spider webs
I R + + + + +

+ +

R + + +

Paris 1905

Other particular objects

Character(s) M / F
Oriental costume
Costume color
Self-portrayal / Family
Religious / Lay
Book(s)
Koran(s) stand / box
Calligraphy
Candles and incense
Carpets and textiles
Vessels
Lamp
Slippers and shoes
Rosary

[Given] names are those coined after
Osman Hamdi’s death, generally by
art historians.)

Year painted

(Original names are those
documented as having been used
by Osman Hamdi or in exhibition
catalogues during his lifetime.

Exhibition place and year

Original and [Given] names

I R + + + + + +

E R +

+

+ +

musical
instruments I R + + + + + +
tortoises

+

+

weapons

I L +

+

adox” that would continue to plague Turkish painting
throughout the Republic.126 Somewhat along the same
line, Germaner and İnankur would insist on Hamdi’s
conscious choice of representing clerics “who questioned the dogmatic aspect of religion,” as well as “Ottoman intellectuals reading or discussing,” rather than
“fatalist, idle and lascivious Orientals,” thus introducing
a distinction between Hamdi’s Orientalist style and his
reformist intentions as illustrated in his work.127 A further step in this direction was taken by Ahmet Ersoy,
who evoked Osman Hamdi’s ambiguous position “both
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inside and outside Orientalism,” and associated his
paintings with a purpose that betrayed a “romantic and
proto-nationalist dialogue with the Ottoman and
Islamic past.”128
It is to Zeynep Çelik, however, that we owe the idea
that Osman Hamdi might have been “speaking back to
Orientalist discourse”; in other words, his aim was more
specifically directed at the West, rather than contained
within the rhetoric of reform and modernity at home.129
This was taken up by Ussama Makdisi, but only to show
how Osman Hamdi, viewed from the Arab lands,
acquired a strongly Orientalist and colonial undertone,
for “ ‘[s]peaking back’ (as Çelik has called it) to Western
Orientalist discourse entailed the creation of an Ottoman Orientalist discourse with its own internal complexity.”130 Wendy Shaw’s position somewhat straddles
the two trends, arguing mostly in favor of an educational and reformist message embedded in the paintings, while at the same time seeing this as a way of
“subverting” Orientalism.
My main objection to the arguments that insist on
seeing Osman Hamdi as essentially different from his
Western colleagues is that they tend to set a bar where
I would see a very blurred and flexible boundary. I find
it risky to assume that Western Orientalism will reveal
its evil intentions so easily; many painters of the nineteenth century produced and contributed to Orientalism and its discourse without resorting to images of
Sapphic orgies, bloodbaths, rolling heads, or misery and
filth. To me, the claim that Osman Hamdi should be set
apart because his men of religion are erect, hold and
read books, and have a dignified posture, or because his
women are not naked and/or lasciviously reclining on
sofas, is somewhat too minimalist: this leaves enough
space for a myriad of Western artists to get away with
very insidious forms of Orientalism.
Let us consider in closer detail some of the points
raised. True, books are present in almost every one of
his paintings. His Theologian does resemble a meditative Saint Jerome, and his other clerics—or whatever
they are, as we do not really know—have an air of dignity about them.131 But is this not something one could
find in the work of a number of Western painters, such
as Ludwig Deutsch (1855–1935), who has some Orientals even reading a newspaper? Moreover, why should
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the presence of a book, or rather the Book, and the fact
that people are reading it, be systematically taken as the
sign of a different, and potentially critical, approach to
religion? No nineteenth-century Orientalist would have
ever denied the central importance of the Koran and its
teachings in Islam. In fact, the main argument would
have been that this was precisely what characterized
the backwardness of this religion, imprisoned within
the sacredness of a single text and the straitjacket of its
exegeses and interpretations. The argument that Hamdi’s characters are not just reading but discussing needs
to be proven otherwise than through intuition. Moreover, this does not preclude a scene depicting very
orthodox scholars commenting on sacred texts.
Nor am I convinced by the argument that “meticulously articulated architectural details” should be seen
as part of a “local” sensitivity that sets him apart from
Westerners.132 One could even claim that this kind of
photographic rendering was precisely a trademark of
Western Orientalist painting, as was the practice—
often Osman Hamdi’s, too—of using identical architectural spaces for very different contexts, and of turning
decorative elements into freely interchangeable props.
More importantly, however, this architectural and decorative precision came, as I tried to show earlier, with
a rather systematic depiction of broken tiles, cracked
walls, peeling plaster, and spider webs. Are these not
very typical symbols of decrepitude and dereliction, so
often present in Orientalist representations of the East,
frozen amidst its own ruins?
Orientalism (or its absence), then, is often in the eye
of the beholder: depending on the particular aspect on
which one focuses, one’s interpretation of Osman Hamdi’s ideological stance may change considerably. The
real challenge, then, is to make sure that one’s vision is
consistent enough to incorporate the major constitutive elements of his pictorial art. To say that Osman
Hamdi was a man of mission, a patriot, a modernist, and
a reformist is relatively easy: the few writings we have
from him, combined with his brilliant career as an
archaeologist and, especially, as a museum director,
would largely suffice to prove this point. Yet, are we not
somehow inverting the analytical process by “discovering” in his painting the very ideology he stood for
throughout his life and career? Are we not turning our
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study of his art into a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy, a
form of circular reasoning, whereby we claim to read a
meaning in his paintings, when we are in fact imposing
it from what we already know, or think we know, about
the man himself?
As to the question of opposing Orientalism or subverting it, I remain skeptical. For this, I have very little
to present as evidence, other than that Western audiences seem never to have taken it that way. Of course,
one could even claim that this is precisely the point of
subversion, and that he had them fooled. But I doubt
that the “subverter” would have been satisfied if his
actions had remained a well-kept secret. Obviously, it
is true that Osman Hamdi never went as far as presenting a demeaning image of the Orient he depicted.
According to Edwin Pears, he strongly objected to Pierre
Loti’s description of Ottoman women.133 Yet, does that
exclude the possibility that he may have himself been
at the same time deeply entrenched in an Orientalist
vision of that same world? Objecting to Western Orientalism, while at the same time exhibiting one’s own Orientalism towards “others” is not unheard of, and I
would, only half-jokingly, evoke the history of the Turkish Republic to prove my point. In Osman Hamdi’s case,
I believe Orientalism came all the more naturally, since
he branched out rather early into a lifestyle and career
path that made it almost inevitable. Although certainly
a patriot at heart, he possessed a very strong base of
“acquired” Orientalism of a Western kind, which in time
came to dominate his vision of the world that surrounded him. From the perspective of his archaeological career, allegiance to and recognition by the Western
scientific community were essential to his survival in a
world from which he felt estranged to a great degree.134
This was all the more true of his artistic production,
which espoused most of the forms, subjects, and inclinations of Western Orientalist painting. For a man who
had spent eight years in Paris, was married twice to
French women, and spoke and wrote French more readily than Turkish with his family and colleagues, Orientalism had most probably become both a side effect and
an expression of his way of life. He thus shielded himself and his most intimate entourage from an environment with which he had, or thought he had, very little
in common. Under such circumstances, while it is more
than likely that he understood that Western views of

the Orient could often be extremely demeaning due to
the combined effect of ignorance and clichés, this did
not preclude him from sharing some of these views,
albeit with a much more conscious and mindful attitude towards the culture he depicted in his paintings.
What, then, might have been the driving force behind
his painting? The sheer enjoyment he derived from it
was quite obviously the main motivation behind fortyfive years of practically uninterrupted artistic production. Salomon Reinach, in a long obituary, insisted that
Hamdi “was an artist at heart” and that “he had painted
all his life.” It was probably also true that Hamdi had
often told him that he considered himself a “ ‘raté’
because he had not excelled in painting as much as he
had wanted to,” a bitter admission of his passion for
art.135
Yet artistic enjoyment and a passion for painting are
not sufficient explanation in the specific case of those
large paintings depicting Oriental scenes that he produced in the last decade of his life. These were clearly a
pictorial program of some sort, which most scholars
have tried to link to political and/or ideological motivations. Disappointing as it may sound, I believe that
his main motivation there was to cater to the expectations of a Western audience by offering an aesthetically
pleasing, technically convincing, and culturally consistent vision of an Islamic Orient. Conscious of the fact
that his works were received with the knowledge that
he himself was “from there,” he played the card of
authenticity and verisimilitude that drew so many
appreciative comments about the “truth” of the details
and colors of “his” world. In so doing, he was, of course,
implicitly challenging Western Orientalism, by giving
the impression he was doing things differently. This
challenge was rendered all the more easy by the fact
that Gérôme’s type of Orientalism was by then much
snubbed by the art critique. Because people knew he
was not a Westerner, Osman Hamdi acquired a relative
aura that allowed him to do things very similarly while
seemingly setting himself apart from the rest. Ultimately, then, his Orientalist works are aesthetic constructions designed to attract the attention of a Western
public by intelligently combining clichés with the privilege of being an “insider within the outside.”136 We
should never forget that Osman Hamdi was a professional, and a man with a keen sense of opportunity.
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Since his early years in Paris, he had moved from one
style to another, seeking acceptance, appreciation, and
recognition. By the 1890s, the combined effect of his
skills at representing the Orient and his power as the
head of the Imperial Museum had finally given him the
visibility and success he desired. During the following
decade, he would perfect this formula by concentrating
on the large-size paintings we have discussed here.
Robert Irwin recently mentioned how the French
Orientalist painter Fromentin, tired of constantly having to reproduce the same Algerian landscapes with
horses and Arab boys in order to satisfy his clients,
showed Maxime Du Camp one of those canvasses and
said: “This is what I have been sentenced to do for
life!”137 One wonders if Osman Hamdi ever experienced
the same ennui, or if he perhaps avoided it by resorting
to playful little details like portraying himself and family members, referring to long-forgotten Japanese prints,
inserting Zoroastrian prayer books, or transforming the
statue of a naked woman into a young Ottoman woman
clad in bright yellow. The dedication with which he continued to paint intimate portraits of family members
until the end is probably the best illustration of the line
he drew between his “professional” production and his
private art.
CONCLUDING REMARKS
I will most certainly be—in fact, I have already been—
criticized for an unimaginative approach that systematically views with skepticism the interpretations
that have been made to this day of Osman Hamdi’s
paintings.138
Although I am not an art historian, I have no objection to interpretation, even beyond the artist’s possible
intent, especially when considered from the perspective of the much longer lifespan of the works under
examination. In that sense, I am perfectly conscious
that the present status and meaning of the Tortoise
Trainer or Charmer—and no longer the Man with Tortoises—is a subject that can be treated completely independently of Osman Hamdi and his time. Nevertheless,
as a historian, I happen to be more interested in Osman
Hamdi than in his paintings. Therefore, I would prefer
to understand that particular painting in the context of
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Osman Hamdi’s time, rather than through the truly fascinating, but to me marginal, story of its present-day
iconic success. Moreover, the autonomy of a painting
works both ways: if it is true that one cannot limit the
study of a work to the historical context of its creator,
it is also extremely risky to use present perceptions of
an artwork to understand the intentions of its long gone
artist. Nevertheless, I do not see any incompatibility
between these two very different approaches. In the
case of Osman Hamdi, I think that the systematic way
in which his paintings were and still are misnamed, the
almost total ignorance about how they were received,
and the absence of a comprehensive and critical catalogue of his oeuvre, as well as the lacunae and basic
errors that still plague his biography are sufficient proof
that the most basic work of the historian has not yet
been properly done. Inevitably, then, most of the art historical studies related to Osman Hamdi have to this day
had to rely on a very thin, and what is even worse, very
incorrect, documentary base. This, to me, is a major
problem, which I do not believe can be solved by critical interpretation alone. We need to do the basic historical groundwork if we want to break free from it.
I hope that the way I have treated Osman Hamdi’s
Genesis—formerly known as the Mihrab—may convince the reader that I do not deny the possibility of the
existence of a message, and that I wish for an investigation in the direction of a more interpretive approach. I
may be overly cautious in this respect, by avoiding and
warning against assumptions that are too hasty and
shaky. Indeed, I am concerned that we may end up having more to say on what Osman Hamdi should have
meant in his paintings than on what he may actually
have intended to. Yet, as a final gesture in that direction—an offering to the gods of interpretation, as it
were—I would like to conclude this long essay with a
speculative question that has never been addressed
before: If Osman Hamdi had not died on February 24,
1910, that is, a mere year and a half after the Young Turk
Revolution of July 22, 1908, what would his artistic production have looked like in its wake?
In reality, this question is not merely speculative; it
is triggered by a number of clues indicating a possibly
radical change in his artistic inclinations. If we take the
years 1908 and 1909 into consideration, his (explicitly
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Fig. 29. Portrait of Enver Bey, 1324 (1908–9). Oil on canvas, 120 x 70 cm. Collection of Cengiz Çetindoğan. (Photo: courtesy
of Cengiz Çetindoğan)
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dated) artistic production is limited to a total of five
paintings. Of these, two are Oriental scenes that can be
discarded as part of the “prerevolutionary” series discussed here: his Tombeau des enfants (1908) was a
smaller copy of his 1903 painting on the same subject,
and was exhibited in London in 1909; the Cutting Edge
of the Scimitar (1908) was new, but it was exhibited in
Paris in May 1908, that is, before the revolution, and, at
any rate, we know that this painting was in the making
since at least 1906, when, as mentioned earlier, part of
it appeared in a photograph of Osman Hamdi in his
workshop that was published in the illustrated magazine Servet-i Fünun.139 Another two (1908, and June
1909) are portraits of his youngest daughter, Nazlı, and,
as such, cannot be expected to have reflected any revolutionary zeal. That leaves us with a single canvas
explicitly linked to the political context of the time: a
large portrait of Enver Bey, one of the heroes of the
Young Turk Revolution and a future member of the
Unionist triumvirate of World War I (fig. 29).140 This is
a very striking painting in many respects. It is one of the
very few portraits we know of by Osman Hamdi depicting a named individual outside his family circle. It is
also one of his largest portraits (120 x 70 cm), second
only to his wife Marie/Naile’s famous portrait holding
a bouquet of mimosas (130 x 93 cm). And, contrary to
practically every other painting by the artist, it is dedicated, signed, and dated in Turkish: “Enver Bey’e
yadigârımdır. Osman Hamdi 1324” (My souvenir to Enver
Bey). Given that the Rumi (Ottoman solar Hijri) year
1324 ended on March 13, 1909, we must assume that this
portrait was realized somewhere during the seven or so
months that followed the revolution. Clearly this was
the first obviously, if not explicitly, political painting the
artist had produced since the “Dreyfusard” portrait of
his cousin Tevfik mentioned earlier. In that sense, it perfectly fits the image we have of Osman Hamdi’s enthusiastic support of the Young Turks.141 One could
legitimately expect, then, that had he lived somewhat
longer, Osman Hamdi would have geared his artistic
production toward a greater consistency with the new
political turn of events.
A passage from Sir Edwin Pears’ memoirs concerning the enthronement (cülus) of the new sultan,
Mehmed V Reşad (r. 1908–18), seems to suggest that this
was truly the case:
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While on the subject of coronation, I may mention a
conversation I had with my old friend Hamdi Bey, director of the Imperial Museum, in reference to a proposed
pictured connected with the ceremony…He had many
studies in hand for his contemplated picture when he
died, about three years ago, for the picture in question
was well adapted to his talent and an excellent subject
for a painter.142

If Pears is to be trusted—and I do not see why he should
not be—it may be the case that following his last “ancien
régime” piece, the Cutting Edge of the Scimitar, Hamdi
had decided to set aside his career as a purely Orientalist
painter to move into the much more political avenue
of a painter “by appointment” to the new regime and
the new constitutional monarch. In doing so, he would
have in a sense replaced the Italian artist Fausto Zonaro,
fallen from grace after Abdülhamid II’s deposition, his
career having been largely dependent on his appointment as the former autocrat’s official painter.
Hamdi died in early 1910, and nothing, to my knowledge has survived of the sketches of his projected painting. Yet the mere possibility of such a significant turn
in his career and artistic inclinations, and the openended question of what he might have chosen to paint
under the rapidly changing political circumstances of
the time is, in my opinion, interesting enough to revisit
his former works with this perspective in mind.
Department of History,
Boǧaziçi University, Istanbul
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Author’s note: I have greatly benefited from the insight and comments of three friends and colleagues, Zeynep Çelik, Amy Singer,
and Reina Lewis, who took the time to read this article in great
detail in its initial version. Their very different backgrounds
have provided me with a rich and balanced perspective that has
helped me focus more clearly on the central issues at hand. Even
though I have tried to address all the points they raised, I am not
sure I have done justice to their precious advice. For one thing,
I know that I have failed to shorten a text they all found to be far
too long, even for the most patient and dedicated reader. At the
end of the day, the responsibility for whatever errors, blunders,
and inconsistencies still remain is entirely mine.
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HULBUK: architecture and MATERIAL CULTURE OF THE
CAPITAL of the BANIJURIDs in central asia
(NINTH–ELEVENTH CENTURIES)
The aim of this paper is to present a major site of medieval Central Asia well known to archaeologists in Russia
and Central Asia but less familiar to other scholars of
Islamic art and the wider public in general.The medieval
town of Hulbuk provides unique information about the
Banijurids (ca. 847–963), a Turco-Iranian dynasty in the
eastern part of Central Asia long overshadowed by the
Samanids (875–999). This site, which sheltered a rich
and powerful court, as shown by its palatial and monumental architecture as well as its scenery, was most
certainly the center of the Banijurid dynasty, from
which it ruled Khuttal, in Tukharistan (the region of
Balkh, Talaqan, Andarab, and Panjshir).
While writing my dissertation,1 I was surprised to discover that even though A. M. Belenitskii and B. A. Litvinskii had each conducted considerable research in the
early 1950s on the Banijurids,2 the archaeologist Ėrkinoi
Guliamova, who studied this site for more than three
decades (between 1953 and circa 1990), never correlated
her archaeological data with their respective historical
studies. Belenitskii and Litvinskii both examined how
the Banijurids ruled Hulbuk under the patronage of
larger dynasties such as the Samanids and the Ghaz
navids (977–1186); such matters have been only partially
addressed, if not totally neglected, until now. The aim
of this paper is to propose a coherent hypothesis
explaining why the Samanid amirs destroyed the two
successive palaces of the Banijurids. By definitively reconciling the archaeological data with the historical evidence, something only imperfectly done until now, one
may achieve a better understanding of the site and its
background.
I will first briefly contextualize the site geographically
and historically. This will be followed by an account of

the history of the archaeological excavations conducted
on the citadel of Hulbuk and the discovery of the two
palaces there. Lastly, I will present hitherto unpublished
results arising from the excavations, which will serve to
complete our vision of the material culture of this capital city.
THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE AND THE TEXTUAL
EVIDENCE
Geographical location and toponymy
The medieval town of Hulbuk is located in southwestern
Tajikistan, in the Kuliab district, 7 kilometers southwest
of Vosé, in the center of the village of Kurbanshaid (37°,
46′, 44″ N, 69°, 33′, 20″ E).3 It developed along the narrowest point of an alluvial plain about 7 kilometers
wide, located between the piedmont of the Pamir and
the Khoja Mumin Mountain (around 1300 meters high)
in the southeast. Hulbuk is situated slightly downstream
of the confluence of the Kyzylsu4 and the Yakhsu (Aqsu)
(figs. 1–5). To the south, about 25 kilometers downstream, the Kyzylsu joins the Amu Darya, the latter constituting the border of Tajikistan with present-day
Afghanistan. In maps based on medieval sources,
Hulbuk is the last town before the mountainous regions
of Badakhshan, Shughnan, and Wakhan (all currently
divided between southern Tajikistan and northern Afghanistan).5
Despite Belenitskii’s publication in 1950 of an indepth study of the relevant medieval sources, in which
he summarized Arabic and Persian historical documents relating to the history of Khuttal in general and
Hulbuk in particular (see n. 2), archaeologists do not
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Fig. 1. Map of Central Asia with the sites mentioned in the text

Fig. 2. Detail of a satellite landsat® image, ca. 2000 (N-45-35-2000)
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Fig. 3. Map of Tajikistan, based on U.N. map no. 3765 Rev. 11. (Map: Vladimir Bessarabov [UNCS Cartographer], April 13,
2005)

seem to have been drawn to the area until recently. A
complete update of these sources, which describe this
region, the Banijurids, and the Abu Dawudids (ca. 847–
963), is still in progress. In this paper we will introduce
only a historical outline and toponymic data essential
for our comprehension of the area under examination.
At the end of the nineteenth century, R. Michell
reported that there was a village named Albak. Barthold
mentioned that Hulbuk was near the modern city of
Hulbagh.6 He also alluded to the Greek-Bactrian name
identified by the historian Wilhelm Tomaschek, following Ptolemy’s usage: Hulbuk corresponds to the Greek
Χολβισίνα or Χόλβυσσα.7 A recent study by Rapin based
on Ptolemy’s Geography associates the Greek toponym
Χολβισίνα with Hulbuk.8 However, no remains or ancient
ceramics have been found on the site. More recently,

we note the frequent use of the toponym Khisht Tepe
meaning stricto sensu “brick hill” in Persian.
According to historical sources from the tenth century, Hulbuk was the main city and capital of Khuttal,
or Khuttalan, a small region9 in the southeast of
Ma wara ʾ al-nahr (Transoxiana), as reported by Ibn
Hawqal.10 During the last quarter of the tenth century,
we find the toponym Hulmuk in the Ḥudūd al-ʿālam
(translated by Minorsky as The Regions of the World),
where it is described as the king’s place of residence and
the capital (qaṣaba) of Khattulan.11
Two other authors of the second half of the tenth century, al-Istakhri and al-Muqaddasi, mention Khuttal and
Hulbuk as the places where a sultan resided.12 Muqaddasi further specified that Hulbuk was the qaṣaba of
Khuttal and that it had a Friday mosque.13
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The Islamic conquest of Khuttal

Fig. 4. Alluvial plain from the piedmont, situated in the
northwest toward the Khoja Mumin Mountain (June 2005).
The arrow points to the citadel of Hulbuk. (Photo: Pierre
Siméon)

In addition to their expeditions against Constantinople
and Northern Africa and Spain in 647, between 642 and
665 the Muslims also made incursions into Central Asia.
This was the first stage of the Umayyad conquests (642–
715) from northern Khurasan. The great region of
Tukharistan was the first target of the invasion: Saʿid b.
ʿUthman reached Tirmidh (Termez) and then conquered Khuttal in 675–76.14 Various sources inform us
of the resistance shown by the kings (sing. malik) of
Khuttal15 against the Muslim armies. Indeed, Tabari
mentions that the princes of Bukhara, Khuttal, and Saghaniyan, in alliance with Tarkan Nizak, the Turkic
prince of Tukharistan, led a military campaign in 704
against the Umayyads in Tirmidh.16 Tabari also points
out that the Arab commander Asad b. ʿAbd Allah
al-Qasri tried to reconquer Khuttal in 726.17
It is clear that Turks inhabited Khuttal during the seventh and eighth centuries. The region was not fully

Fig. 5. Topographic scheme: Hulbuk, in the village of Kurbanshaid, based on a land registry plan created in 1970. (Map:
Pierre Siméon)
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under Umayyad control until the end of the dynasty in
750–51. In that year, the governor of Balkh, Abu Dawud
Khalid b. Ibrahim, defeated the king of Khuttal, who
sought shelter among the Turkic tribes and then in
China.18 From the History of Tabari, we know the names
of five rulers of Khuttal between 699 and 751: al-Sabal
and his son al-Hanash; al-Saʾiji; Badr Turkhan; and “the
brother of Jīsh.”19 After this, there is a lacuna in the historical sources from the mid-eighth to the mid-ninth
century.
The first local Muslim dynasties: The Banijurids and
their successors, the Abu Dawudids
While from 850 the Samanids ruled Samarqand, Farghana, the region of Tashkent, and Herat, Khuttal was
under the control of the Banijurids, who were probably
of Iranian origin20 and ruled on both sides of the upper
Amu Darya. The latter are also referred to as the ruling
dynasty in Balkh during this era.21 The Banijurids were
the vassals of the Samanid amir from at least the first
quarter to the middle of the tenth century; however, it
is evident that they had a special status, since they did
not pay taxes22 and struck coins in their own name.23
Around the years 944 to 948, the rebellion of Abu ʿAli
of Saghaniyan against the Samanids was supported
militarily by the Banijurids, specifically, the Khuttalan
Shah Jaʿfar b. Abu Jaʿfar b. Abu Dawud, who ruled
Tukharistan and Khuttal, and his son, Ahmad b. Jaʿfar.
In retaliation, in September–October 948 (Rabiʿ 337)
the Samanid Nuh b. Nasr (r. 943–54) destroyed the city
of Saghaniyan and burned down the palace of AbuʿAli.24
It is probable that the palace of the amir of Khuttal, who,
according to Gardizi, also took part in the rebellion and
had sheltered Abu ʿAli for the previous fifteen years,25
was also destroyed and burned down at this time.
The violent fire that consumed the first palace of Hulbuk was confirmed during the excavations; ceramic
materials discovered there were found to match ones
dating to the end of the ninth and middle of the tenth
centuries. Moreover, some coins found in the lower levels of the citadel give a final antequem date of 318 (930);
current studies of numismatic data relating to the Banijurids and, later, to the Abu Dawudids point clearly to
the break up of the former starting in the first third of
the tenth century (322 [934]).
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Nevertheless, with no evidence to the contrary, it
seems that the Banijurid family survived under the
Ghaznavids. Numismatic data also confirm that the
dynasty continued into the first quarter of the eleventh
century.26 In 1024, Khuttal was conquered by the
Ghaznavid sultan Mahmud (d. 1029).27 It appears that
the Ghaznavid and Qarakhanid28 princes brokered a
deal with respect to this region, despite the fact that
Khuttal, according to Bayhaqi, was still officially
regarded as part of the lands belonging to the caliphate
at the inauguration of the Abbasid caliph al-Qaʾim in
1031.29
Hulbuk and Khuttal: Favorable conditions between
Ma waraʾ al-nahr and Khurasan
Since this has already been documented in my dissertation, I will not refer here in detail to the roads, the micro-regional and regional network that linked Khuttal
to the other regions of Central Asia, from Iran, northern
Afghanistan, and India. However, I will briefly describe
the advantage of this geographical location.
As mentioned earlier, the Khuttal region, which was
initially in the Turkic-Hephthalite sphere, was relatively
late in rallying against the Muslim invaders. Local power
was maintained until the ninth century, which later
helped to legitimize the local dynasty that was gradually gaining autonomy vis-à-vis the powerful rulers of
Ma waraʾ al-nahr, the Samanids. Although Hulbuk is on
the outskirts of the great urban center of Ma wara ʾ
al-nahr, this town, like others (such as Tirmidh, Halawand, Lawakand, Munk, and Qubadhiyan), held a propitious position on the margins of the Turkic territories
and the surrounding major roads, along the Amu Darya
and its secondary affluents (Surhon Darya, Vahs, and
Kyzylsu). Hulbuk is located 250 kilometers from Balkh,
via Tirmidh;30 from Balkh to Amul (currently Chardzhou
in Uzbekistan),31 the road follows the Amu Darya and
then branches off to the north to reach Bukhara. From
Balkh and Tirmidh, several roads from India and
Khurasan cross the Kashka Darya,32 running through
Kish, then Kandak, toward the center of Ma waraʾ alnahr, Samarqand (around 300 km away from Hulbuk),
and then Bukhara in the west (fig. 1).
Beginning in the first half of the eighth century, Khuttal also had a special relationship with China, as demonstrated by the exchange of ambassadors and presents,
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and confirmed by contemporary Chinese sources.33 One
of the roads links Merv to Balkh, then proceeds through
Darvaz and the north of Badakhshan, going through the
mountains of Alay before joining Kashgar and inland
China.
THE EXCAVATIONS CONDUCTED IN HULBUK
For more than forty fears, from 1953, when the initial
excavation took place, through 2009, archaeologists
have focused mainly on the citadel of Hulbuk. No topographic map has been drawn of the city as a whole and
its remains, nor has a systematic prospecting survey yet
been conducted. It is hoped that personal fieldwork
observations regarding the lower city (shahrestan)
might prompt local researchers to broaden the scope of
their study of Hulbuk. Despite the twenty articles written by Guliamova, the main excavator of the site, no
synthetic review incorporating all her research has yet
been published. It was only in 2006, as part of the celebrations commemorating 2,500 years since the founding of Kuliab, that two overviews of the site were
produced. The first one (in Russian) was written by
Sergei Khmel’nitskii (1925–2003) and published posthumously by his son. Based on the archives of Guliamova,
it is a monograph on the palace of Khuttal, with Hulbuk
as the main site.34 It carries on the architectural analysis of the site begun by Vladimir Bazhutin, drawing on
his archives and numerous maps and axonometry, but
often omits the historical and archaeological context.
The second one, written in Tajik, is a review for the
general public by Iusuf Iakubov, who has been in charge
of the excavation of the site since 2000.35
I will now turn to the lower city and the two successive palaces built on the citadel. Finally, I will examine
the exceptional mosque (and possibly courtroom)
found in the second palace.
The lower city (shahrestan)
The center of the medieval city would cover an area of
70 hectares, but recent assessments indicate that the
city extended to 280 hectares in its entirety.36 The fortified, rectangular citadel, measuring 170 meters by 60

meters (ca. 1 hectare), is located in the southwest part
of the city. The shahrestan is to the east and north of the
citadel, and is still unknown, apart from the remains of
glass and pottery workshops37 and two burial areas, one
to the northwest and one to the east. During our first
visit there, numerous buildings and structures belonging to the medieval city had recently been excavated by
Iakubov, as well as by Abdallah and Sheir-Ali Khodjaev,
two brothers who are, respectively, the director of the
local museum and the vice director of Southern Tajikistan Antiquities. Among the buildings not yet mapped
are a bathhouse, a mausoleum, and a brick kiln. The
current study thus lacks an exact topographical survey
that includes the rabads (suburbs) and burial grounds.38
The reader can refer to the schematic map that we have
drawn based on the land registry of 1972 (fig. 5).
The shahrestan has, then, scarcely been explored at
this time, and, as far as we know, there is no map of the
streets and districts, nor has the extent of the areas
inhabited in the medieval period been completely
determined. Most of the archaeological investigations
carried out in Hulbuk have been conducted on or at the
foot of the citadel.
Indeed, at the southern foot of the stronghold stands
a large building with two courtyards laid out in brick,
one a rectangle (10 m × 15 m) opening onto eleven
rooms, the other a square (12.5 m × 12.5 m), giving access
to three large rooms; this part is independent of the
other half of the house (fig. 6). The fact that this building directly abuts the southern wall of the stronghold
suggests the household was close to the ruling power.
The building may have been an extension of the palace
on the citadel or it might also have been intended as a
place to welcome visitors, a hostel (khan), a residence,
a place for economic activities (such as a bazar), or a
garrison building; the question remains open.39 The
area, cut across by the present-day road, was perhaps
linked to a large bath complex (fig. 7[a and b]).40 The
plan of this bathhouse is similar to another one located
20 meters away, in the northeast corner of the stronghold, which was excavated by A. Khodjaev in 1980 (fig.
8[a and b]).41
A wide trench dug out in the lower medieval city to
make way for the railway route, 200 meters northwest
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Fig. 6. Plan of a building in the lower south of the citadel.
(Sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin, in Sergei Khmel’nitskii, Dvortsy
Khuttalia: Idei i formy grazhdanskoi arkhitektury Srednei Azii
IX–XII vekov [Berlin, 2006], 93, fig. 61)

of the stronghold, has revealed the residential area of
the shahrestan. The stratigraphic levels of the medieval
city are visible for more than 100 meters. In 1957, during
her first campaign, Guliamova excavated eight garbage
pits in this area.42 This campaign has not been published in detail: the excavation and its discoveries have
been described only in general terms, in just one article, written in a regional newspaper.43 The ceramics I
have studied are very homogenous, and match the
material found in the remains of the first palace of the
ninth/tenth century (about which, see below).
In the lower city, a handicraft workshop area, which
included two pottery kilns, was partially excavated
before 1971.44 Two burial grounds have been identified
on the outskirts of the medieval city, about a kilometer
northwest of the citadel, on the edge of the piedmonts.
Two square structures (2 m x 2 m) built of arched fired
bricks, they are both vaulted, one in a corbel vault (fig.
9d), the other laid edgewise45 (fig. 9[a–c]) and holding
human bones. These structures have not been taken
into account since they were fortuitously discovered in
the 1970s, when the Russian government tried to grow
crops in this area. We do not know if they belong to a
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bigger complex. The bricks (rectangular: 15 cm × 25–27
cm; square: 20 cm × 20–23 cm) are the same size as those
used for the repair of the citadel’s external walls (first
half of the eleventh century).
About 500 meters east of the citadel, an interesting
discovery was made when the restrooms of the village
school were being built: workers found in the north the
ruins of a monumental building (13.5 m × 8 m, with walls
1 m thick): it included two burial chambers containing
several tombs, each with their own mihrab oriented
toward the southwest. The northern half of this building was destroyed, possibly during the construction
of a foundation trench for a fence at the school
(fig. 10[a–c]). The regularity of the top of the walls suggests that only the first ten to fifteen layers were made
of fired bricks; the higher parts were probably built with
unfired bricks covered by a structure in perishable
material, as was most likely the case for most of the citadel’s structure.
The citadel
An archaeological survey in the Kuliab region and the
first test pit excavation on the citadel were carried out
as early as 1953, by Boris Litvinskii and his wife, Elena
Davidovich.46 All subsequent research focused on the
rectangular stronghold, which, as mentioned above, is
around 60 meters by 170 meters and located in the
southeastern section of the medieval city. The southern
part of the citadel (50 m × 60 m) is located 15 meters
above the plain. This is the highest part of the site
(fig. 11[a and b]). The northern part is a rectangularshaped space equivalent in size to the southern part,
though this area is lower, only 10 meters above the
plain.47 In the center of the citadel, there is a big trapezoidal esplanade 30 meters wide; it was paved with
fired bricks arranged in a circle during the last stage of
construction.
In addition to the excavations at the citadel, Gulia
mova examined other parts of the structure, but they
are not well documented and no results have been published on the two long trenches that were dug in 1962
on the northeastern side. Recent excavations in the
southern half of the citadel have highlighted an important period in the Bronze Age during which the site was
occupied.48
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Fig. 7. a) Plan of a bathhouse in the lower southeastern part of the citadel. (After I. Iakubov, D. Dobutov, and A. Kulemin,
“Arkheologicheskie raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v 2004 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 30 [2005]: 273, fig. 1);
b) View from north to south. (Photo: Pierre Siméon, October 2009)

a 						
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Fig. 8. a) Plan of a bathhouse at the northeastern foot of the citadel. (Sketch: Ėrkinoi Guliamova [1980 excavations], in
Khmel’nitskii, Dvortsy Khuttalia, 141, fig. 108); b) View of the two square rooms. (Photo: Pierre Siméon, June 2005)

What first strikes the visitor approaching the stronghold of Hulbuk is its proportions; the eastern side,
which opens onto the Pamir and Badakhshan and
Wakhan, is strongly defensive; the last stage of fortification is still well preserved and gives an idea of the
imposing appearance of the citadel (figs. 11[a and b] and
12). The eastern half was rebuilt with the second palace
and a circular tower in one corner; a large square

b uttress must have been added subsequently, since it
lies against the last visible stage of fortification (fig. 13).
Archaeologists have observed two main construction
stages in that part of the citadel: in the first, repairs were
done on walls made of pahsa (a mixture of earth and
straw shaped into layers);49 in the second, the two eastern corner towers were extended (and the southern palace leans on a platform).
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Fig. 9. Two burial grounds, northwest of the citadel: a) interior view of the entrance (western façade); b) trompe d’anglevault; c) second grave; d) corbel vault, details of the northeast
corner. (Photos: Pierre Siméon, June 2005)
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Fig. 10. Mausoleum in the garden of the school of Kurbanshaid: a) overview, south–north; b) detail of the first mihrab;
c) detail of the second mihrab. (Photos: Pierre Siméon, June 2005)

b

Fig. 11. The citadel of Hulbuk, last stage of reconstruction: a) panoramic view (photo: Pierre Siméon, June 2005); b) map and western elevation (Vladimir
Bazhutin, unpublished).
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Fig. 12. Hypothetical restitution of the citadel of Hulbuk, view north–south, last stage of reconstruction. (Sketch: Vladimir
Bazhutin, unpublished)

Fig. 13. The eastern side of the citadel, during the last stage of reconstruction. (Photo: Pierre Siméon, June 2005)
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There is a monumental entrance almost in the center of the western façade; it is about 8.5 meters wide and
approximately 13 meters high. This was accessible
through two sets of stairs, each with three steps, according to Bazhutin’s plottings (fig. 14[a–d]). This new monumental entrance faces west, opposite the northern
entrance to the first palace (fig. 15). The plottings
(fig. 14[a–d]) also indicate the presence of crenels and
embrasures on two levels; it is not possible to ascertain
from published sources which archaeological elements
are original.50
The entrance to this fired brick portal (the last stage
of fortification) is framed by two stocky pilasters made
of bricks (the drawing shows a simple construction but
in some photographs there is a pilaster with a crossshaped brick design). The “Verse of the Throne” (āyat
al-kursī), Sura 2 (al-Baqara [The Cow]), verse 255, is
transcribed on a Koranic epigraphic banner in knotted,
foliated Kufic script; it is surrounded by a frieze decorated with swastikas. Fourteen square-molded bricks
with two lines of writing form a bridge over the door,
but they have not been well preserved and none of the
text could be deciphered. The portal brings to mind that
of Ribat-i Malik (a khan on the old caravanserai road
between Bukhara and Samarqand).51 Inside, three
rooms restricted access to the central square (fig. 16[a–
f]), probably built during the last phase of occupation.
The campaigns of 1985 and 1989 were devoted to
excavating the western walls of the stronghold: what
was preserved was over 71 meters long, with a height
between 0.8 and 3 meters. Several stucco panels were
discovered in the rubble, some with friezes displaying
animals and flowery epigraphic banners in foliated
Kufic. The wall, built on a 60-centimeter base, is 90 centimeters wide. It is punctuated by two semicircular buttresses spaced 10 meters apart, each with a base 2 meters
in diameter; these buttresses are notable for their
unusual conical shape.52 A large circular tower, 4 to 6
meters in diameter and over 3 meters high, is still well
preserved in the southwest corner. The entire western
front wall displays a certain unity in the dimensions of
the bricks used and the semicircular shape of the towers. This stage could be later than the stage of fortification found in the northern half of the stronghold, the
buttresses of which are square shaped (fig. 11[a and b])
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and may be older.53 A large rectangular and conical buttress belongs to the last stage of repair of the wall on the
northern part of the western façade (fig. 11a).54
Fieldwork done in 2004 in front of the entrance and
on the western façade of the citadel revealed, about 20
meters before the portal, a courtyard wall made of pahsa
and unfired bricks, visible over a space 12 meters long
and 2 meters wide. In spite of our scant knowledge, we
can conjecture that this wall may have been used
directly with the monumental portal as a defensive
front wall. This wall might also be linked to the first
stage of occupation of the citadel (that is, the ancient
palace).55
The central part of the eastern side of the stronghold
was damaged, as was probably the entire area located
at the eastern foot, when the tarmac road leading from
Dangara to Kuliab was built in the Soviet era. The fortifications in the north and northeastern corner are not
currently visible. Moreover, in anticipation of the celebrations between 2004 and 2006 commemorating the
establishment of the Kuliab region, the government of
Tajikistan initiated an intensive reconstruction campaign on the front façade of the stronghold and the
monumental portal (figs. 11a and 14[c and d]). Unfortunately, the extant stratigraphy was not systematically
recorded nor were the original walls preserved.
The second palace (ca. 970s–1060s)
As early as 1953, archaeologists discovered several
rooms opening onto a corridor. The three rooms have
a stucco decoration preserved at a height of over 1.5
meters.56 The rooms are linked together by a monumental cross-shaped corridor 3.75 meters wide by 30 meters
long north to south, which allows one to traverse the
stronghold from east to west to reach the fortification
walls (fig. 11b); these are massive (0.8 m thick) and, in
some cases, covered by twenty-five layers of plaster.
Some of the walls had been embellished with decorated
stucco, now fallen on the ground. The only stratigraphic section published to date shows that the floor of the
rooms and the corridor was positioned between 20 and
45 centimeters above its initial level, indicating two
phases of monumental construction, with stuccos visi
ble in both stages.57

398

PIERRE SIMÉON

a 		

b

c
Fig. 14, a–d. a) Hypothetical restitution of the monumental
gate of the citadel (western side), during the last stage of
monumental construction. (Sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin,
unpublished); b) Monumental gate, contemporary with the
second palace. (Sketch and restitution: Vladimir Bazhutin);
c and d) Rebuilding in June 2005 in preparation for the celebrations commemorating the establishment of Kuliab.
(Photos: Pierre Siméon)
d
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Fig. 15. Plan and floor details (fired bricks) of the first palace, built in the southern half of the citadel. (Sketch: Vladimir
Bazhutin, unpublished)

Guliamova continued excavating in this area in 1957.
The corridor begins at a monumental entrance in the
middle of the south side of the central square, which
was discovered in 1959 (fig. 16d). It leads to four rooms
on each side, which were conjectured to be living and
ceremonial quarters (rooms 10, 11, and 12, with iwan),
opening onto the western side.58 A central-plan building with large walls (2 m and 2.5 m [figs. 11b and 16e])
was attached to the corridor on the north side, lengthening it from 20 meters to 70. According to archaeologists, the roof was of two different types: arched in the
corridor and flat in the rooms, supported by pilasters or
pillars.
Guliamova fully excavated the branches of the crossshaped corridor painted in blue and orange.59 The western branch is filled with stucco decorations with vegetal

ornamentation. The rooms along the corridor were
rebuilt and each time decorated with stuccos and paintings. The corridor was used during the final period in
which the site was occupied.
Excavations were carried out on the southern half of
the citadel until 1961: in the rooms opening onto the central courtyard more stucco decorations were discovered,
as well as paintings on the iwan wall. Guliamova estimated that five hundred stucco pieces and fragments
were discovered on the site.60
The dimensions of the building and the way in which
the spaces were utilized, together with the stucco decorations and paintings, were clearly designed to make
a strong impression on visitors. The architecture of the
second palace displays many similarities with the central and south castles in Lashkar-i Bazar (850 km to the
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Fig. 16. The citadel: a) overview of the residential quarter, view from the northeast; b) detail of the entrance to the largest
iwan, opening on the northern side; c) view to the east, beyond the monumental portal; d) entrance to the palatial complex
and southwest corner of the central courtyard; e) southern part of the citadel building with thick wall, northwest corner
of the palatial quarter, view south–north; f) view to the east, part of a building on the northwestern side of the courtyard,
with three cross-shaped basins. (Photos: Pierre Siméon, October 2009)
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southwest, in present-day Afghanistan). The central castle also has a cruciform corridor with a prominent central axis (50 m long, also oriented from south to north),
with a similar distribution of rooms 4, 5, 6, and 12 in that
structure (indicating a strong hierarchy in the layout of
the rooms); the corner towers also present a strong relationship with the stronghold in Hulbuk.61 In the case of
the south castle in Lashkar-i Bazar, there are, among
other things, similarities in the distribution of spaces
on both sides of a big central courtyard, in the plan of
the small mosque, and in certain ornamental patterns.62
In this palatial context, numerous ceramics with pigments on slip (a fine clay surface coating) under clear
lead glaze were found in the settlement layers, allowing
us to date the occupation of the second palace to
between the second half of the tenth and the middle of
the eleventh century.63 The second palace could be
more conclusively dated thanks to the forty coins discovered in the rubble, including ones dating from the
last third of the tenth century and numerous coins from
the first half of the eleventh.64 Only one coin was found
dating from the first third of the tenth century.65
A fire put an end to the princely occupation of this
part of the citadel: fire marks are noticeable on the walls
of the cross-shaped corridor, ashes and charcoal covered the floor in some rooms, and numerous nails, probably from doors, ceilings beams, and the roof were
discovered on the doors and along the walls.66
A close reading of the medieval sources gives new
clues regarding the fiery destruction of the second palace of Hulbuk. In 1059, the new Ghaznavid sultan, Ibrahim b. Masʿud (d. 1098), signed a peace treaty with the
Eastern Seljuk ruler Alp Arslan b. Chagri Beg Dawud (d.
1071) (the nephew of Toghril Beg), in which he ceded
Khuttalan, Saghaniyan, and Qubadhiyan.67 But around
1064, the amirs of Khuttal, Herat, and Saghaniyan
rebelled against Alp Arslan. According to Ibn al-Athir,
the amir of Saghaniyan was besieged, captured, and
killed in his mountain fortress.68 The amir of Khuttal
might have met a similar fate at his residence. A few
years later, the Qarakhanid Böritigin (r. 1052–68) (son
of Ilig Nasr [of the Western Qarakhanid dynasty], d.
1068) allied himself with the Kumijis (of the Buttaman
mountains [in present-day Tajikistan]), and easily
destroyed Khuttal, Wakhsh, and Saghaniyan.69 Those
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repeated wars marked the definitive destruction of the
second palace of Hulbuk, between 1064 and 1068. The
archaeological data presented above show the definitive end of the period in which the citadel was inhabited, although people probably continued to live in the
lower city, and in Maraz Tepe, seven kilometers to the
northeast.
The ancient palace (ca. 800s–950s)
In 1961, deep test pit excavations were initiated in the
middle of the southern half of the stronghold. Beneath
the palace that had previously been discovered, researchers found a platform made of the remains of an
earlier palace that had been leveled.70
The center of a large square building, 35 meters wide
and with four corner towers, was soon revealed; fourteen rooms open onto a courtyard that is paved with
fired bricks and has a basin in the center; the courtyard
has ribbon decorations made of fired bricks and large
stucco fragments (up to 70 cm long and 10 cm thick),
sometimes embellished (fig. 15). The central courtyard
is lined on all four sides with colonnades, with the
square bases remaining for the wooden pilasters. The
northeast wall is made of pahsa and is 2.7 meters thick.71
The architecture of the first palace is linked to the patterns of the mid-eighth century, as is found in Dar alImara in Samarqand, which is one of the oldest examples
preserved in Central Asia.72
Ceramics with sgraffito (decoration that is scratched
through the slip) and splashed glaze were found in the
rubble.73 Unfortunately, few other ceramics relating to
this building have been preserved in the storerooms of
the Sciences Academy and the Museum of Hulbuk
(either because they were not selected for the collections or because of the havoc caused by by the Tajik civil
war [1992–97]). Two types of wares found in rooms 3
and 6 are remarkable. The shape, glaze, and type of decoration on the sherds are very distinct: lusterware,
green-colored glaze, and mineral colorant under a semitransparent glaze.74 The study of this archaeological
material allows us to propose an early date for the
Islamic occupation of the palace—around the middle
of the ninth century, despite the fact that no coins were
clearly associated with the rubble and the most ancient
coins found at the site were dated 325 (937).
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A review of the sources and of the most current
numismatic data highlights remarkable and heretofore
unpublished details relating to the destruction of this
first palace of Hulbuk. We have observed that the Banijurid dynasty had been in power since the last quarter
of the ninth century in Balkh, Andarab, and Panjshir, as
well as in Khuttal (from Hulbuk) beginning in the first
quarter of the tenth century;75 however, following a
short guardianship by the Samanids around 940,76 it
suddenly ceased to exist after the reign of Ahmad ibn
Jaʿfar, around 947.77 Moreover, as mentioned earlier, we
know through some sources that the latter was an ally
of the amir of Saghaniyan, AbuʿAli Ahmad (Saghani) b.
Muhammad (of the Muhtajid family), who rebelled
against the Samanid Nuh b. Nasr in 945. In 948, the
Samanids sacked the city of Saghaniyan and burned the
palace down.78 It is not difficult to imagine that the palace of Hulbuk (around 200 km away) was destroyed as
well.
The princely mosque and courtroom (?) in the second
palace
A mosque (which may have also served as a courtroom)
is enclosed in the structure of the second palace; at 15
meters by 15 meters, this is the largest room of the complex, opening up onto the main branch of the crossshaped corridor. It is accessible in the east from a door
at the back of an iwan surrounded by two luxuriously
decorated rectangular rooms.79 The iwan opens onto
the prayer room, a 15-meter-wide square that features
painted stucco decoration with traces of blue painting
on three levels (fig. 17a). No studies have yet been published on this exceptional building, which is no longer
extant. Researchers noticed that the floors in all of the
rooms were made of a thick layer of plaster.80 Bazhutin’s
plottings based on the excavations showed a lower register made of rectangular stucco panels (1 m × 2 m) with
stylized foliage, pearly friezes, and epigraphic and braided bandeaus (fig. 17b). One of the distinguishing features of this decoration is the representation of animals,
specifically, cats, parrots, and ibexes (fig. 17[b and d]).
The middle register (preserved on the south side of the
room) consists of a circular bandeau or stylized floral
design (fig. 17e). The higher register, underlined by a
stucco frieze81 inside each of the three arcades, consists

of claustras (about 0.8 m × 1.5 m) alternating with four
small columns with zoomorphic capitals (in this case,
the head of a wildcat): the two central capitals have
heads side by side, whereas on the lateral capital they
form an angle (fig. 17[f, g, and h]).
The two rooms and the iwan have been modified,
with the initial layout of the main room (and the roof
cover) undergoing a major transformation. Archaeologists have in fact recorded two stages of building for the
mosque: the first is a square (15 meters per side) divided
into nine parts by large square pilasters, about 1 m wide
and spaced 3.5 meters apart, presumably surmounted
by domes, with three openings in the southern side onto
the western terrace (fig. 18[a and b]).82
The plan and the proportions of the first stage of the
Hulbuk mosque are similar to four other mosques,
which all date from the ninth/tenth century (but without unquestionable archaeological evidence such as
coins, foundation texts, etc.): three of these are the Nuh
Gumbad mosque in Balkh,83 the Chor-Sutun mosque in
Tirmidh, and the mosque in Digaron (near Bukhara).84
There is also a similar, small mosque, probably contemporary, that was built in the south palace of Lashkar-i
Bazar, datable to between the last years of the tenth century and the second quarter of the eleventh century.85
Thus, the original plan (i.e., the first stage) of the
mosque of the Hulbuk citadel might have been built following a model from the ninth century:86 indeed, such
a plan was still used in the region by Ghaznavid architects in the beginning of the eleventh century (i.e., in
Lashkar-i Bazar). On the other hand, archaeological evidence concerning the internal décor indicates a phase
of construction during the decades following the
destruction of the first palace in the middle of the tenth
century. This means that the Hulbuk mosque shows the
survival of this “simple” plan, with an additional room
or “inner iwan” devoted to the throne, until the middle
of the tenth century. This therefore suggests that the
dating of mosques such as the Nuh Gumbad and Digaron, determined through a comparative study (and not
by archaeological data), could actually be between the
tenth century and the second quarter of the eleventh
century; the question is still unresolved.
In the second stage, we find the building completely
repaired and extended with a rectangular colonnade of
ten pilasters supporting a roof cover (fig. 19[a and b])
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a
Fig. 17. Stucco decorations from the mosque (and possibly courtroom) of Hulbuk: a) hypothetical restitution of interior
south wall (sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin, unpublished); b, c, and d) lower register, southwestern wall to the right of the mihrab
(sketch and b/w photo: Ėrkinoi Guliamova; color photo: Pierre Siméon); e) middle register (sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin,
unpublished); f) plottings of the high register (sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin, unpublished); g and h) frontal and
corner stuccos on the capital of the high register (photos: Pierre Siméon).
→

and opening up through three doors onto the western
terrace. To the southwest of the monument, the foundations of a tower or minaret were preserved.87 The
internal structure of the mosque and its decoration were
perhaps repaired between the first half of the eleventh
century and the terminus ante quem of the plausible
destruction of the palace around 1060.
The stucco decorative program, which is truly exceptional, has not yet been studied in detail. Since 1987, only
a partial palaeographic study has been undertaken, by
Lola Dodkhudoeva.88 However, more extensive study
would reveal information relating to the dating of this
kind of decoration. There are comparable stucco decorative programs in the area, probably carried out by the
same craftsmen.89 Indeed, during the excavation of
room 6 in 1957, Guliamova noticed a remarkable difference between the stucco panel made in the first stage,
which had only geometric elements, and the ones made
after the repair, which feature zoomorphic and epigraphic decoration.90

The stucco discovered in Hulbuk belongs to a long
Middle Eastern tradition91 and displays similarities with
several decorative programs (in stucco and wood) from
Central Asia, especially Samarqand, Tirmidh, Nishapur,
Nayin, Balkh, and Lashkar-i Bazar, among others, all
generally dated from the ninth and tenth centuries. The
characteristics of the decoration and the associated
stratigraphic data allow us to regard it as one of the
missing links between the programs mentioned earlier
and the stucco decoration produced during the Seljuk
era (in the mid-twelfth century) in western Iran, in the
Kashan region (for instance, in the Ardistan and Zavareh mosques, Nushabad, and Qamsar) and in northern
Afghanistan (especially in Sar-i Pul).92
The other function of this princely mosque—as a
courtroom—is still, it seems, subject to debate. The
dimensions and the decoration indicate that it was
surely more than just a private oratorical room for the
families of the Khuttal princes and their relatives; it was
likely meant to be a prestigious room intended for pub-
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lic reception. It might have been, as in Lashkar-i Bazar,
a royal reception hall.
The royal living complex
The second palace took up the southern half of the
citadel and was separated by a residence, probably for
the royal family, that occupied the entire northern half
of the citadel (fig. 20[a and b]). The two areas are separated by a large trapezoid-shaped space, paved with

fired bricks laid out in a circle, which was excavated in
1964 (from the southwest corner).
The private area includes at least four large houses
(or apartments, each with a courtyard and one iwan),
three of which open onto a large hexagonal water container (of fired brick). They had running water, as indicated by a ceramic pipe and cross-shaped basins (figs.
16f and 20a). The rooms are oriented towards the Khoja
Mumin Mountain. Parts of the houses were lavishly decorated, as shown by the monumental paintings uncov-
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Fig. 18. The first stage of the Hulbuk mosque: a) plan; b) axonometric projection. (Sketches: Vladimir Bazhutin)

ered in 1978; all the walls are made of pahsa (1 to 2
meters thick), with the floors made of square fired
bricks (fig. 16[a and b]).93 In the southwestern corner
there was a large room featuring paintings (in orange,
blue, white, and black) portraying a young soldier in his
ceremonial orange-red outfit and holding a black and
white stick in his right hand (fig. 21a).94 In room 19, a
hoard of thirty-one silver coins was discovered under a
sofa.95 The cistern is surrounded by six adjoining rooms
on the eastern side (rooms 13 to 18 [fig. 11b]). Researchers have noted that they were all built at the same time:
no adjustments or repairs are visible, unlike with most
of the other rooms in the complex. Looking at figure
16(a and b) and the plan in figure 20a, we see that the
highest part of the wall is made of baked bricks and that
only the first 50 to 60 centimeters of the walls are made
of fired bricks; we must also note the high quality of the
building finishes, with a baseboard and paved floor in
square bricks in staggered rows.
In 1982 and 1983, the area on the western front of the
citadel was completely excavated. Five rooms open
onto a courtyard with a painted iwan. The painting pro-

gram, on the southern wall, is truly exceptional: the
lower register features a woman in a shroud sitting
under pointed arches and playing a mandolin-type
instrument (tor), while birds fill the corners.96 The second register is epigraphic, made of large entwined and
knotted, foliated Kufic letters, painted in white and yellow on a turquoise blue background with a fine black
line. This calligraphic decoration is lined with ribbons
embellished with red pearls (fig. 21b).97
THE MATERIAL CULTURE OF HULBUK:
AN OVERVIEW OF THE PRINCELY FAMILY OF
THE BANIJURIDS
Ceramics and glass
We have studied the ceramic material discovered
during the several excavation campaigns undertaken
by Guliamova between 1957 and 1978. The ceramics
belong mainly to two distinct excavation areas—the
lower city (shahrestan) (which includes ten refuse wells
[badrabs] and two potter’s kilns) and the two palaces
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Fig. 19. Plan of the second stage of the mosque: a) plan (sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin, after Sergei Khmel’nitskii, Mezhdu
Samanidami i Mongolami: Arkhitektura Srednei Azii XI–nachala XIII vv., 2 vols. [Berlin, 1996], 2:23, fig. 15); b) hypothetical
restitution of wood roofing (sketch: Vladimir Bazhutin, after Khmel’nitskii, Dvortsy Khuttalia, 67, fig. 42).

(five rooms in the first palace and seven rooms in the
second).
This analysis brings to the fore important evidence
justifying a reinterpretation of the chronology and dating of the archaeological stages of occupation of the two
palaces. It became apparent during our study that the
collection of ceramics discovered in the ancient palace
was very different (in technology, form, and decoration)
from the ceramics discovered in the rubble of the second. Briefly, some luxury ceramics (such as monochrome and polychrome luster) imported from Iraq
(probably Basra)98 (fig. 22[a–d]) were only found in the
first palace (ninth to mid–tenth century); such imports
were nonexistent in the second palace (second half/end
of the tenth century and first half of the eleventh century) and were superseded by high-quality polychrome
regional glazeware (fig. 23[a–d]). Such findings yield
interesting information regarding the history of related
trading networks: Hulbuk was not on a main road, but
the markets of Tirmidh and Balkh supplied the royal
court with all it required, including items from Abbasid
Iraq.

Through comparison and contextualization of the
evidence,99 as well as typological studies and technical
observations,100 it can be clearly demonstrated for the
first time that there existed a specific pattern in local
and regional ceramics in Khuttal; these products were
related to those created in the largest cities of Ma
waraʾ al-nahr (Transoxania). A ceramic workshop, partially excavated in the city of Hulbuk, suggests a local
origin for some of these wares. The influence of TurcoIranian culture is also more pronounced in this region,
as was seen in various others aspects of the material culture (e.g., ceramics and bronze artifacts).
The numerous excavation campaigns conducted in
Hulbuk have brought to light many other materials
besides ceramics, including glass artifacts such as small
flasks, bottles, bangles, and plates. Two containers made
of moulded glass with zoomorphic decorations were
found during the excavation of the ancient palace courtyard (northwestern corner) in 1961: the first (diameter
48 cm) features galloping horses in a unique style
(fig. 24a), the second (10.5 cm in diameter and 5 cm
high) shows an enigmatic animal moulded on the base
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Fig. 20. Northern half of the citadel: a) plan of the palatial housing complex with cross-shaped basins (sketch: Vladimir
Bazhutin); b) the northeast corner (photo: Ėrkinoi Guliamova, ca. 1970).

(fig. 24b).101 However, the remains of a glassmaker’s
shop found in the shahrestan have not yet been fully
investigated, and many local products could not be evaluated.
Other objects discovered on the site
This research has also yielded many fragments of containers made of soapstone, for example, cooking pots
(showing fire marks) of various sizes, with straight or
slightly slanted rims, as well as handles and etched
decorations (these were not studied) and an incense
burner found, we surmise, in a badrab of the lower city
(fig. 24c).102 Copper staples were sometimes visible.
Also found on the site were chess pawns made of bone
and portraying a rider on a horse (4 cm × 2.5 cm),103 as
well as two conical pawns (with a rectangular base). The
Donish Museum has on display twenty-seven cylindrical and ribbed-shaped pawns (fig. 25a). We can also
report that animal bones were not collected during the
excavation of the site.

Among the bronze objects discovered104 is an incense
burner shaped like a lynx, currently in the Museum of
the Institute of History in Dushanbe: signed on one side
“ʿamal ʿAli ibn Abi Nasr” and on the other “kullu ʿamalin
rijāl” (every work belongs to a worker/craftsman), it was
found in the rabads of the lower city, to the northeast
of the citadel. The neck is attached to the body by a
hinge (fig. 25b): this fits perfectly with the production
of many similar objects from northern Khurasan.105
Another remarkable object is a copper candelabrum
with a square rod (44 cm), with epigraphical decoration
on two of the four sides reading “baraka min Allāh
li-ṣāḥibihi” (blessing of Allah to its owner) (fig. 25c). The
mentioned objects are currently preserved at the Donish Museum in Dushanbe.
In 1986, thirty-two artifacts were brought to the State
Hermitage Museum in Saint Petersburg; among these
were eight complete ceramic pieces, including two
bowls with light decoration and a mould, and a few
other artifacts.106 More recently, small bronze pliers and
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a 					
Fig. 21. a) Wall painting (35 cm × 50 cm), in room 34, northern half of citadel complex. (After Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki
srednevekovykh gorodise Khul’buk i Saiiod (1978 g.),” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 18 [1978]: 204, fig. 4); b) Sketch
of a painting discovered in the iwan of room 5, northern half of citadel complex. (Right part published by Ėrkinoi Guliamova,
“Raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v 1983 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 23 [1983]: 305, and Khmel’nitskii, Dvortsy
Khuttalia, 85, fig. 55; left part unpublished, Vladimir Bazhutin)
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a 						
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c 						
Fig. 22. Ceramics from the shahrestan and first palace of the citadel: a and b) sgraffiato decoration, through white slip,
under transparent glaze with green, black, and brown splashes (Type G12), (a) room 1 (sherds nos. 332-4 and 9) and (b)
badrab (refuse well) 9 (nos. 332-112); c) ceramic with monochrome luster decoration, on opaque glaze, without slip (Type
G1), room 9 (sherds unnumbered); d) ceramic with green or turquoise decoration on opaque glaze, without slip (Type G2),
Iraqi import (Basra?), badrab 2 (nos. 332-89). (Drawings and photos: Pierre Siméon)
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d 					
Fig. 22, d.

a 						
Fig. 23. Polychrome decoration (black, red, and olive green) on white slip, under transparent glaze, ceramics from the
second palace of the citadel (Type G10): a) western façade (sherd nos. 458-586); b) room 11 (sherds unnumbered); c) western façade (nos. 458-310-525); d) room 20 (sherd unnumbered). (Drawings and photos: Pierre Siméon)
→
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Fig. 24. Glass and soapstone objects discovered during the excavations at the citadel of Hulbuk: a) glass container with
galloping horses, 48 cm, and b) glass container, with an animal figure (perhaps a simurg) moulded on the base, 10.5 cm
(both after Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” Trudy Instituta Istorii Ahmada Donisha 42 [1964]: 110, 112,
figs. 4 and 5); c) lamp or incense burner in soapstone, maybe an import (after Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na
gorodise Khul’buk v 1957 g.,” Trudy Instituta Istorii Ahmad Donisha 27 [1961]: 154, fig. 4).
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a 		

b
Fig. 25. Various objects from the site: a) chess pieces (horn, 3–4 cm high) (drawing after Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Shahmaty
figury s goroditsa Khul’buk,” Izvestia Otdelenie Obshestvennych Nauk Tadzhikistan 22, 1 [1960]: 70, fig.1; photo: Iusuf Iakubov
and Ėrkinoi Guliamova, Khul’buk, stolitsa drevnego Khatlona: Putevoditel’ [Dushanbe, 2006], 49, fig. 31 [Ahmad Donish
Museum, Dushanbe]); b) bronze incense burner shaped like a lynx, discovered to the north of the shahrestan of Hulbuk,
27.5 cm high, 23 cm long (photo: courtesy of the Ahmad Donish Museum); c) bronze candlestick (?), 44 cm high (photo:
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, 1978).
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the cultural context indicates strong ties between the
region of Khuttal and the area to the south (around
Khurasan). The family ties between the ruling dynasty
in Khuttal and Balkh without doubt enabled the flow of
goods, men, and ideas into this part of Central Asia.
The artistic and cultural vibrancy of the Banijurid
princes of Hulbuk is clearly demonstrated in the architecture of the palace on the citadel, as well as in the
stucco decoration, epigraphic data, and luxurious material culture. The art and history of the regions and dynasties that flourished far from the central caliphate should
not be further neglected.
Pierre Siméon, Postdoctoral Fellow,
Unité mixte de recherche, Orient et Méditerranée, 
Espaces, réseaux et pratiques culturelles, Islam Médiéval
(UMR 8167), Centre national de la recherche scientifique
(CNRS), Université Panthéon-Sorbonne et Paris-Sorbonne
(Paris I and IV)
NOTES

Fig. 25, c.

the handle of a bronze caldron with a stylized bird were
found in the residential area.
CONCLUSION
The archaeological discoveries relating to Hulbuk and
Khuttal have to date appeared primarily in Russian and
Tajik publications. In addition to having contributed to
the gathering and dissemination of this research, I hope
to have increased interest in these discoveries by
making them available to a wider audience. The research currently underway may help to initiate a complete revision of our knowledge of the history of the
material culture of the minor Turco-Iranian dynasties
in the eastern part of Central Asia in the medieval
period, about which little is known. As has been seen,

Author’s note: Hulbuk was the particular passion of Ėrkinoi
Guliamova, the archaeologist who was in charge of the citadel
excavations for more than thirty years. In 1953, Guliamova participated in the first campaign at the site as a student of Boris Litvinskii, who was head of the archaeological team of Khuttal (Khuttalskaia arkheologicheskaia otriad); she was put in charge of the
group at the time of the second campaign in 1957. Even after
Tajikistan achieved its independence in 1991, the research group
maintained its affiliation with the Institut Istorii, arkheologii i
etnografii Ahmad Donisha (Institute of History, Archaeology,
and Ethnography Ahmad Donish), which was associated with
the Academy of Sciences in Tajikistan. Between 1956 and 1987
Guliamova published brief yet comprehensive annual reports on
the project (in Russian) in the journal Arkheologicheskie Raboty v
Tadzhikistan (Archaeological Works in Tajikistan). The draughtsman/architect Vladimir Bazhutin (d. 1999), who mapped and
recorded the documents that I have used in this article, joined
the excavation in the 1980s. I would like to pay tribute here to
both Guliamova and Bazhutin, since the material they compiled
forms the basis of my analysis.
1.

I completed my doctorate at the Université de Paris I: Panthéon-Sorbonne, and defended my dissertation in January
2008. Entitled “Étude du matériel de Hulbuk (Mā warāʾ
al-nahr-Khuttal), de la conquête islamique jusqu’au milieu
du XIe siècle (90/712–441/1050). Contribution à l’étude de
la céramique islamique d’Asie central,” it was published in
British Archaeological Reports as BAR S1945 2009 (Archaeopress, 2009). The present article was written in 2009 and
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I would like to thank the anonymous reader for his comments, and Dr. Karen A. Leal, Managing Editor, for her
embroidery work on this piece.
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on a ford, at the intersection of several roads, one of which
links Ma waraʾ al-nahr to Khurasan; it is one farsākh (a unit
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Planning for the 2006 celebrations in Kuliab drew attention
to the excavations in this area; the related publication is
currently under preparation.
I. Iakubov, D. Dobutov, and A. Kulemin, “Arkheologicheskie
raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v 2004 g.,” Arkheologicheskie
Raboty v Tadzhikistan 30 (2005): 270–72, fig. 1. This is located
75 m southeast of the stronghold, on the other side of the
road, currently between the garden of a mosque and the
Kurbanshaid Museum.
Not published and without any archives preserved, as conveyed verbally by A. Khodjaev; the main room is rectangular (3 m × 8 m), with four smaller rooms (2 m × 3.5 m).
Badrab (refuse well) nos. 2, 9, 10, 13, 15, 17, 18, and 19 have
a width between 0.80 and 1.2 m; badrab 2 dates back to
the eleventh century: Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk v 1957 g.,” Trudy Instituta Istorii
Ahmad Donisha 27 (1961): 152. A comparative study of the
ceramics with sgraffiato decorations points to a date in the
ninth to tenth centuries. Cf. Siméon, Étude du matériel de
Hulbuk, type G12; see also fig. 22(a and b).
Ėrkinoi Guliamova and Boris Marshak, “Drevnii Khul’buk,”
Tadzhikistan 8 (1957): 20–21.
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, Khul’buk: Stolitsa Khuttalia (Dushanbe,
1969), 19. North of the citadel, on the southeast edge of the
city, the area is divided by the railway.
This technique, known as trompe d’angle-vault, is still well
known in Iran and Afghanistan: see, for instance, Roland
Besenval, Technologie de la voûte dans l’Orient ancien, 2
vols. (Paris, 1984), 1:65; 2: pls. 45–47. A wrong outline is
given in Iakubov and Guliamova, Khul’buk, stolitsa drevnego Khatlona, 11, fig. 2. A survey was carried out during
the 2003 campaign: I. Iakubov, D. Dobutov, and A. Kulemin, “Raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v 2003 g.,” Arkheologi
Rasskazyvaiut Tadzhikistan 29 (2004): 337.
Litvinskii and Davidovich, “Predvaritel’nii otchet o rabotakh Khuttal’skogo,” 40–52.
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” Trudy
Instituta Istorii Ahmada Donisha 42 (1964): 103.
After Perestroika in 1991 and during the Tajik civil war
(1992–97), the archaeological campaigns at Hulbuk ceased
until the middle of the year 2000, when they began again
under the supervision of Iakubov and the Institut Istorii,
arkheologii i etnografii Ahmad Donisha. In 2003, a deep
(4 m) stratigraphic trench (21 m × 3 m) was dug in the
southern half of the strongold: archaeologists found an
earthen platform (on top of which the second palace was
built), as well as a big wall (3.1 m), which corresponded to
the reconstruction and enlargement of the western wall of
the first palace. Iakubov, Dobutov, and Kulemin, “Raskopki
na gorodise Khul’buk v 2003 g.,” 336, 339, 341.
Pahsa is equivalent to the cobwork (ṭābya).
See, for example, the drawings in Khmel’nitskii, Dvortsy
Khuttalia, fig. 53, p. 79.
N. B. Nemtseva, “Rabat-i Malik, arkheologicheskie issledovannia 1973–1975, 1977 g.,” in Khudozhestvennaia kultura Srednei Azii IX–XIII veka (Tashkent, 1983), 112, 119. The

caravanserai is from the last quarter of the eleventh century, built in 1078–79; its wall is adorned with semicircular
abutments.
52. They perhaps formed an arcade, as is the case in the central
castle and south castle of Lashkar-i Bazar: Schlumberger,
Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin, Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale, pl. 52(a–c). This façade also had two other features in common with the Hulbuk façade: a platform at the
bottom of the north, west, and east façades, forming a large
set of stairs in the west; and the presence of gaps in the
breast wall, in which wood posts might have been embedded (present on the eastern façade of the Hulbuk citadel).
These two elements are visible in the archival photographs
that were examined: for the restitution of the stairs, see figs.
11b and 14a: Schlumberger, Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin,
Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale, 20–21, pl. 4, platform
(2.3 m wide).
53. Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadel Khul’buka v 1985 g.,”
Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 25 (1984): 224.
54. During the reconstruction on the western side in July 2005,
a large pahsa wall was clearly visible from north to south
behind the brick wall; this observation suggests that only
the front part of the wall was made of fired bricks; it could
also indicate that this was an earlier stage.
55. Iakubov, Dobutov, and Kulemin, “Arkheologicheskie raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk,” 264–65; for a general plotting of the citadel, see Iakubov and Guliamova, Khul’buk,
stolitsa drevnego Khatlona, 66 (general view of the artist).
Part of a sidewall between the stronghold wall and this
one was found in 2005 on the northern part of the portal.
Similar plans were found in eleventh-century Ribat-i Malik:
Nemtseva, “Rabat-i Malik, arkheologicheskie issledovannia,” 119, 128 (plan), 144 (restitution).
56. The first rectangular room, measuring 8.6 m × 5.9 m, is
paved with fired bricks displaying various patterns.
Researchers noticed the presence of numerous iron nails in
the room, probably the remains of the roof structure. Room
2, 8.85 m wide, is square-shaped, with two entrances. Room
3, measuring 7.8 m × 4.4 m, is smaller in size and adjoins
the fourth room.
57. Litvinskii and Davidovich, “Predvaritel’nii otchet o rabotakh Khuttal’skogo,” 40–44; for the stratigraphic section,
see fig. 5, p. 45. The ground floor of the corridor was located
2 m beneath ground level; the floor of room 1 was 2.2 m
beneath ground level. The first stage of room 1 shows a
maṣṭaba (seat) 60 cm by 85 cm, which covered a flow of
water and a refuse well (badrab 1, 60 cm). The upper part
is filled with architectural debris, decorative elements, and
stucco fragments, as well as fired and unfired bricks. The
ancient stage of the badrab is here called badrab 2 (distinct from the badrab 2 discussed later in this paper). We
retained the inconsistency in the numbers given by the
archaeologists. The lower part of the refuse well functioned
during the first phase of occupation of room 1, and when
the inside of the mosque was reconstructed.
58. Investigated in 1960, they were published in 1962: Ėrkinoi
Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk v
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59.

60.
61.

62.

63.

64.

1960 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 8 (1962):
118–29. Room 10 (5 m × 3 m) had a fired-brick floor coated
with thin layers of plaster. Room 11 (ca. 3 m × 5 m) is paved
with rectangular and square fired bricks. It has a rectangular basin in the western half, and the western wall bears
a stucco decoration. Room 12 is attached to the previous
two rooms, equal in size, and is accessible from the central
courtyard. Rooms 10 and 11 initially opened up onto an
iwan (in room 12) pointing west. There were a few stuccos
in rooms 10, 11, and 12, and the walls were covered with 3
to 5 layers of plaster; researchers have interpreted them as
utilitarian rooms: Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk v 1960 g.,” 121.
The walls of the corridor and rooms were preserved up to a
height of 1.5 to 3.5 m. The average width of the four branches
of the corridor is 3.75–4 m. The southern branch is 12.3
m long, the western branch 10.4 m. The northern branch
measures 14 m in length and the drawing on the paving,
with alternating bricks on the edge (visible in figs. 11b and
18a), is more complex than those in the other branches
(it is identical to the one in the monumental entrance of
the stronghold). Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na
gorodise Khul’buk v 1957 g.,” Trudy Instituta Istorii Ahmad
Donisha 27 (1961): 148–49.
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki srednevekovykh gorodise
Khul’buk i Saiiod (1978 g),” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v
Tadzhikistan 18 (1978): 186.
Schlumberger, Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin, Lashkari
Bazar: Une résidence royale, 75, pls. 25 and 26. In his reexamination of the historical sources, Terry Allen, “Notes on
Bust,” Iran 27 (1988): 61–66, posits a date in the middle of
the tenth century.
Schlumberger, Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin, Lashkari
Bazar: Une résidence royale, pl. 4. The south castle is generally dated to the reign of Mahmud of Ghazna (r. 388–421
[998–1030]): Allen, “Notes on Bust,” 61–63.
Based on a typo-morphological and comparative study of
the ceramics; for details, see Siméon, Étude du matériel de
Hulbuk, 101–24, 133–34, ceramics types G8 to G11, G14. In
sum, the excavations yielded no sgraffiato ceramics in the
second palace levels (which are characteristics of a ninth/
tenth-century Central Asian set) and only four residual
fritware sherds under a colored turquoise alkaline glaze
(generally considered to have been introduced in the second half, or at the end, of the eleventh century).
In badrab 1 of room 1, there were several Ghaznavid copper coins: one struck in the name Masʾūd (r. 1030–41) was
published by Litvinskii and Davidovich, “Predvaritel’nii
otchet o rabotakh Khuttal’skogo,” 50; and E. A. Davidovich,
“Raskopki Khul’buka, stolitsi Khuttalia,” Arkheologicheskie
Raboty v Tadzhikistan 5 (1959): 99, 107. Some silver coins
and a few fragments dating from the second half of the
eleventh century were also found in rooms 1, 2, 3, and 4 of
the second palace (western front); these were published in
Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk v 1960
g.,” 122, while a silver coin dating from the eleventh century
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and found in room 1 of the second palace was published in
Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” 103. On the
southwestern front, on the floor of room 2, eight silver coins
(four whole ones and four fragments) stamped in the name
of Masʾūd and Abū al-Asad (second quarter of the eleventh
century) were published in Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Raskopki
na gorodise Khul’buk v 1984 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty
v Tadzhikistan 24 (1984): 336. See also E. A. Davidovich,
Klady drevnih i srednevekovyh monet Tadzhiskistan (Moscow, 1979), 141–43.
Dated 318 (930), it was found, in the residential quarter,
room 19: Guliamova, “Raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v 1984
g.,” 340.
A third and last period of occupation (which may have
involved squatters) is visible in the southwestern part of
the stronghold, excavated in 1960; the walls were made of
mixed material, salvaged from the ruins, as seen in a drawing in Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk
v 1960 g.,” 122. See also Guliamova “Raskopki tsitadeli na
gorodise Khul’buk v 1957 g.,” 147–48.
Bosworth, “Rulers of Chaghāniyān,” 14; Janine SourdelThomine, EI2, s.v. “Ghaznawids.”
Ibn al-Athīr, al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, ed. C. J. Tornberg, 14 vols.
(Leiden, 1866–71), 10:34.
Barthold, Turkestan, 300–301, based on Bayḥaqī, Tārīkh-i
Bayḥaqī, ed. William H. Morley and William N. Lees (Calcutta, 1862), 558–60, and Gardīzī, Zayn al-Akhbār, ed.
Nazim M. Pontecorvo (Berlin, 1928), 105.
We studied the ceramics from the deep test pit in this area
(pit no. 3, ceramics designated “KP/503,” year 1962). The
ceramics are very significant, made of a yellow paste, and
covered with a white opaque glaze with turquoise-green
decorations (Siméon, Étude du matériel de Hulbuk, type G2,
pl. 69), and clearly belong to the ninth-century production,
demonstrating that researchers reached the early medieval
levels of the stronghold.
Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” 107, map; 108,
fig. 3 (complete map showing the rooms that open onto the
courtyard).
See Yury Karev, “Un palais islamique du VIIIe siècle à
Samarkand,” Studia Iranica 29, 2 (2000): 279; 281, fig. 4 (65
m × 55 m). Though it was built between 750 and 754, the
building survived until the mid-tenth century. This kind
of fortified palace, which included rooms around a central
courtyard, was already a common feature under the Sassanids and in the Byzantine world: cf. H. Stern, “Notes sur
l’architecture des châteaux Omayyades,” Ars Islamica 11–12
(1946): 72–97; Karev, “Un palais islamique du VIIIe siècle à
Samarkand,” 284–86 (regarding the origin of such a plan,
which does not correspond to local Central Asian traditions). In that case, it is strongly related to the Umayyad
castles Qasr al-Kharana, Umm al-Walid, and Qasr al-Hir
al-Gharbi.
Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” 109.
We studied a small number of sherds from rooms 1, 2, 3, 4,
and 6 (KP 332, 458 and 657); the rest must have been lost.
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This material as a whole can be dated to the production of
the ninth and tenth centuries. For details and a comparative study, including notes and dating regarding the three
types of ceramics described, see Siméon, Étude du matériel
de Hulbuk, 86–95, types G1, G2, and G4.
As demonstrated on coins struck in Khuttal in 260 (874),
which that show the titles of the Banijurid amir, and
on coins struck there in 285 (898–99): see, for example,
Michael Mitchiner, The Multiple Dirhems of Medieval
Afghanistan (London, 1973), table 3 (without photographs).
Yahya (one of the four sons of the Samanid Nasr I b. Ahmad
[r. 864–92]), was first the governor of Samarqand, before
being appointed prefect (wālī) in Khuttal in 940. Even if
there is doubt as to whether he lived in Hulbuk, such an
appointment would have punished the ruling family and
is evidence of the stronger grip the Samanids had on the
region.
His reign began following the guardianship of the Samanid Nasr I b. Ahmad, which ended in 944. No coins were
struck in Khuttal after this until the second quarter of the
eleventh century, when a new Ghaznavid commander took
over the rule of the region. For more information on the
Ghaznavids’ coins, see Fedorov, “New Data on the Appanage Rulers of Khuttalān and Wakhsh.”
According to Gardīzī, Zayn al-Akhbār, ed. Pontecorvo,
35–38, and Ibn al-Athīr, al-Kāmil fī al-Tārīkh, ed. Tornberg,
8:462–65, 492.
Rooms 4 and 6, the former displaying polychrome paintings and the latter some stucco, were excavated in 1959:
Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk
v 1957 g.,” 155–57. The area of the prayer room, the iwan,
and the two adjoining rooms is equal to 375 square meters
(25 m × 15 m).
Ibid., 159, 5 to 8 cm.
Very similar to some carving patterns excavated in Lashkar-i Bazar (room 7): Schlumberger, Sourdel-Thomine, and
Gardin, Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale, pls. 130(a) and
131(a, c) (drawings); pls. 67(a) and 141(d, f) (photographs).
The way in which those ceremonial rooms open onto the
terrace suggests that the western façade, on both sides of
the monumental portal, was not defensive in nature, given
the presence of another wall in front of it.
Plan and decorations in Lisa Golombek, “Abbasid Mosque
at Balkh,” Oriental Art 15, 3 (1969): 173–89; plan, elevation,
and decorations in A. G. Pugachenkova, “Nu-Gumbed v
Balkhe (Afganistan)” Sovietskaia Arkheologiia 3 (1970): 241–
50. The mosque measures 20 meters on each side, with 9
domes, and square rather than circular pillars.
Plan in Valerii Alexandrovish Shishkin, “Kurgan i mechet’
Chor-sutun v razvalinakh starogo Termeza,” Trudy AN
Uzbekistan SSR 1, 2 (1945): 98–132; photographs of stucco
decorations in L.I. Rempel, Iskusstvo srednego vostoka
(Moscow, 1978), 283. Chor-Sutun is 10 meters on each
side, with circular pillars (ca. 1 meter) made of fired bricks
and mortar. Concerning the origin of this plan type and
for a complete overview of mosques with it, see T. Bittar,
“La mosquée de Tchor Soutoun à Termez, sa place dans
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86.

87.
88.

89.

90.
91.
92.

l’architecture Islamique,” in La Bactriane au carrefour des
routes et des civilisations de l’Asie centrale: Termez et les
villes de Bactrianne-Tokharestan; Actes du colloque de Termez, ed. Pierre Leriche et al. (Paris, 1997), 392–96.
This mosque, which unfortunately was only partially excavated in the eastern half, had pilasters on the north and
south sides as well as square pillars (1 m × 1 m) at intervals
of 4 meters, which seemingly supported 9 domes. We can
reasonably restore the same kind of pillars in the eastern
part to obtain a square room of 15 × 15 meters (3 meters
more on the east side could have been, for example, a corridor allowing access to room 16, or to rooms 17, 18, and 19,
all of them partially excavated). The entire south palace
is datable to the reign of Mahmud of Ghazna (998–1030
[388–421]). The mosque (no. 21 on pl. 4 in Schlumberger,
Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin, Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale) was added during the construction of the palace: it appears clearly on the plan and archaeologists have
also made note of it: see Schlumberger, Sourdel-Thomine,
and Gardin, Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale, 69–70,
pl. 4 (plan); and 92 (photographs).
Although the connection with the first palace is not clear
and, in light of the archival data and the evidence yielded
during my personal investigation, barely arguable, we are
not aware of another room in the first palace that has been
interpreted as a mosque by Guliamova.
This was 4.6 meters in diameter, after Khmel’nitskii,
Dvortsy Khuttalia, 64.
Lola Dodkhudoeva, “Spécimen d’épigraphie monumentale à Khuttal,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 2 (1992):
40. The lettering surrounding the mihrab of the mosque
belongs to the well-known and popular Sura 18 (al-Kahf
[The Cave]), verses 81–83. However, Dodkhudoeva does
not bring any new information to what was noted by the
archaeologists themselves regarding the dating of a specific epigraphical style. Likewise, she takes no account of
the two architectural stages of the mosque, which are also
supposed to have had two stages of decoration.
Was there either a team of—or individual—skilled craftsmen creating expensive works of art for the princely courts
of the Samanids, the Banijurids, and the Muhtajids? No
textual data or signatures on these works prove such a conjecture. Only a precise comparative stylistic study and new
analyses of tools and techniques (based on original material) could begin to answer this question.
Guliamova, “Raskopki tsitadeli na gorodise Khul’buk v 1957
g.,” 159.
Sassanid, then Abbasid, of the ninth century, as discovered
in Samarra, Sumaka, and Basra.
I do not intend to propose an argument here regarding
the decorative elements. This will be addressed systematically in a comparative study on decoration that I am presently writing. A preliminary investigation has identified an
important, and heretofore unknown, Russian bibliography
related to stuccos and woodcarving decorations. Moreover,
no comprehensive comparative study of the decorations
discovered in Iran (which have been published since the
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94.
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96.

97.
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1930s) has been conducted vis-à-vis those discovered in
Central Asia, despite the geographical proximity and the
obvious circulation of craftsmen.
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “O rabotakh Khul’bukskogo i Moskovskogo otriadov v 1979 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v
Tadzhikistan 19 (1979): 266; the excavation of the northern
half started in the southeastern corner of the stronghold.
Described in Russian as “palitsei.” Despite the small size,
the garment and the guard/soldier’s position are similar
to those of two of the forty-four figures partially preserved
on the wall of room 1 in Lashkar-i Bazar: Schlumberger,
Sourdel-Thomine, and Gardin, Lashkari Bazar: Une résidence royale, fig. 16, pl. 22b. Note the color of the caftan and
the black boots; the position of the fingers of the left hand
(with the forefinger and little finger outstretched) recalls
the left hand of the dignitary of the Qarakhanid court on a
wall painting in Samarqand: see Yury Karev, “Qarakhanid
Wall Paintings in the Citadel of Samarqand: First Report
and Preliminary Observations,” Muqarnas 22 (2005): 58–59.
Davidovich’s study of these coins (as cited in Ėrkinoi
Guliamova, “O rabotakh Khul’bukskogo i Moskovskogo
otriadov v 1979 g.,” 272) revealed that these were dirhams
struck in northwestern Afghanistan or in southern Tajikistan, some in the name of Mahmud, from the second half
or last third of the tenth century until 1030, under the Samanids and the early Ghaznavids.
The enshrouded female figures are similar to the decoration of a Qarakhanid fresco recently discovered in the royal
pavilion in Samarqand: F. Grenet, Y. Karev, M. Isamiddinov,
“Arkheologicheskie raboty na gorodise Afrasiab,” Vestnik
MITsAN (Mezhdunarodnogo Instituta Tsentralno aziatskikh
issledovanii) 1 (2005): 32, fig. 2. In Hulbuk, two women are
sitting and one is lifting her foot, like the male figure in
Samarqand, perhaps a distant memory of a female musician sent by the king of Khuttal to the Tang court in 733:
Edward H. Schafer, The Golden Peaches of Samarkand: A
Study of T’ang Exotics (Berkeley, 1963), 55.
Published in Guliamova, “Raskopki na gorodise Khul’buk v
1983 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v Tadzhikistan 23 (1983):
304–7.
On this subject, see the arguments and discussion in
Siméon, Étude du matériel de Hulbuk, 87, 89.
That is, in comparison with the medieval Islamic sites in
Central Asia (Uzbekistan, Southern Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Tajikistan and Kirghizstan), which have been abundantly studied by Russian and local archaelogists.
This is to date the first published ceramic typological study
on the unglazed and glazed pottery of medieval Central
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Asia. Substantive conclusions on the development of a
handicraft sector and the transmission of technology are
beyond the scope of this study: for details, see Siméon,
Étude du matériel de Hulbuk.
Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” 110, fig. 4; 112,
fig. 5. For an overview of glass objects (bottles, shallow
bowls, flasks, plates, and a beaker with applied decoration) found in Hulbuk, see Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “Steklo s
gorodisa Khul’buk,” Izvestia Otdelenie Obshestvennych Nauk
Tadzhikistan 24, 1 (1961): 11–24. We do not know where
these objects are stored.
Ėrkinoi Guliamova, “O rabotakh Kuliabskogo otriada na
gorodise Khul’buk v 1959 g.,” Arkheologicheskie Raboty v
Tadzhikistan 7 (1961): 154, fig. 4.
Some horsemen holding shields and on horses and elephants were also found in Samarqand (National Museum
of Samarqand). Two of this type are preserved in the British Museum (inv. 1991.10.12.1; 1980.7.30.1), while some from
Afghanistan or Iran are preserved in private European collections. Recent excavations in the lower city of Hulbuk
have brought to light six clay chess pieces (horsemen or
elephants [?]), and a warrior with a shield: see the illustrations in S. Khodjaev, “Arkheologicheskie issledovaniia
v okrestnostiakh seleniia Khul’buk,” Arkheologi Rasskazyvaiut Tadzhikistan 32 (2008): 193, pl. 5.
Cf. Guliamova, “Raskopki v Khul’buke v 1961 g.,” 105, 107,
illus. 2.
See, for example, two artifacts in the Metropolitan Museum
of New York. The first one is signed Jaʿfar b. Muḥammad ibn
ʿĀlī and dated 577 (1181–82) (illustration in M. S. Dimand,
“A Saljuk Incense Burner,” The Metropolitan Museum of
Art Bulletin, n.s., 10, 5 [New York, 1952]: 150–53); the second is closer to the one in Hulbuk in its generally stocky
morphology, the shape of the ears and muzzle, and the
patterns engraved on the top of the thighs (illustration in
M. S. Dimand, “A Persian Incense Burner of the Twelfth
Century,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art Bulletin 32, 6
[New York, 1937]: 153). Two examples preserved in the Reza
ʿAbbasi Museum in Tehran share similar features with the
one discovered in Hulbuk (e.g., in body and leg shape,
and in decoration patterns). We can also mention, among
others, the Louvre’s specimen (given as AA19).
A list, without illustration, is given in N. N. Negmatov, E. A.
Bazhenov, M. D. Azizov, Istoriia i kul’tura Kuliaba (proshloe
i nastoiashchee): Tezisy nauchno-prakticheskoi konferentsii
(g. Kuliab, 17–20 marta 1988 g.) (Dushanbe, 1988), 60–63.
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