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ʿALA AL-DIN KAYQUBAD ILLUMINATED:  
A RUM SELJUQ SULTAN AS COSMIC RULER

Whoever knows philosophy, and perseveres in thank-
ing 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 syn-
opsizes 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 bi-
ography of the emperor, David Abulafia is critical of the 
portrayal of Frederick as a modern trapped in a medi-
eval 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 percep-
tion 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 dif-
ferent rulers, both Christian and Muslim.5 Kayqubad’s 
intellectual curiosity, scientific interest, artistic know-
how, and historical consciousness are described in sim-
ilar 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 tempo-
ral rulers under religious superiors, one in the domain 
of Christianity, the other in Islamdom. To this end, Fred-
erick 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 nei-
ther 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 anti-
quarian 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 dis-
cussed below), I discovered that first impressions can 
be misleading. As I will argue below, in addition to obvi-
ous “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 cen-
tury, 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 Illumination-
ist 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 relation-
ship 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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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.

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 posi-
tion 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-
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In fact, Arslan seems to have been the Turkic name of 
Isra ʾ il, 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 prac-
tice 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 “ring-
bearers” (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, Euro-
pean sources confirm that the Seljuqs of Anatolia 
employed bullae in their diplomatic exchanges with 
“Western” powers.20 Under Kayqubad’s son and succes-
sor, Kaykhusraw II (r. 1237–46), a gold bull is even men-
tioned (ca. 1242).21

 Given the relative novelty of Islamic lead seals, the 
number of Anatolian Seljuq examples dating from Kay-
qubad’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 eques-
trian 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 

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, how-
ever, artifacts that can be securely dated and associ-
ated 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 Faith-
ful]” ([ʿalā al-dunyā] wa ’l-dīn abū’l-fatḥ Kayqubād bin 
Kaykhusraw burhān Amir [al-mūʾminīn]).10 The ram-
pant lions surrounded by stylized vines form repeated 
medallions framed by a border of rosettes. The medal-
lions 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 ani-
mals 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 con-
ducive 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 univer-
sal. From the ancient Hittites and Romans, and Sasa-
nids and Umayyads, to the Ghaznavids and Venetians, 
this animal was an immediately recognizable sign of 
sovereignty. Sculptures of lions in archaeological muse-
ums 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. 
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say that this naturalistic portrait would have circulated 
in Europe, where it might have prompted the Renais-
sance.27 No doubt such a “portrait” (depicting the sul-
tan’s likeness) would have been historically significant, 
particularly for a Muslim ruler, although there is little 
evidence to support Duggan’s bold statement. Never-
theless, 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 leit-
motif among a few other medieval courts with revival-
ist imperial ambitions at that time, most famously 
deployed on Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II Hohen-
staufen’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, 

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 out-
lined a rampant lion on the reverse, with the additional 
title of “Father of Conquest” (al-Sulṭān al-muʿaẓẓam ʿ alā 
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 dam-
aged state (fig. 4).26 T. M. P. Duggan, the scholar who 
published the former seal, claims this was a naturalis-
tic 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 

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) 
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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 so-
called “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 pro-
vide 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 contem-
poraries. However, when we try to understand the sul-
tan’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 suprem-
acy 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 

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 

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)
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time, Kayqubad, who had captured Kalonoros (across 
from Cyprus), built it up, renaming it ʿ Ala ʾ iyya after him-
self (present-day Alanya). Having recently married an 
Ayyubid princess, he must have been wary of the emper-
or’s actions.38 As Saladin’s sons were in conflict, Fred-
erick 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, ironi-
cally, 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 intercon-
nectedness of medieval courts. Around the Mediterra-
nean, 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” leg-
acy. 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 inher-
ited from the Normans, Kayqubad ruled over a predom-
inantly 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 octag-
onal 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 counter-
part in Kayqubad’s walls in Konya. 

 Returning to our earlier discussion, Kayqubad’s bulla 
finds an interesting echo in the sculptural bust attrib-

had been—like his predecessors—calling himself the 
emperor of the Romans.
 And, not to prolong the tale, he considered, 
through out the entire period of his reign, that noth-
ing 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 grand-
father, Qilij Arslan II, drowned during the Third Cru-
sade (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 “an-
tique” character of Kayqubad’s lead seals was comple-
mented 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 Greg-
ory 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 formida-
ble 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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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 epi-
graphic 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 mod-
els 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 evi-
dence 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 

uted to Frederick, now in the Barletta Museum in Apu-
lia, 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 augus-
talis 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 appar-
ent. 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 

Fig. 5. Augustalis of Frederick II Hohenstaufen (after 1231). London, British Museum, inv. no. 1906, 1103.3558. (Photo:  
© Trustees of the British Museum)
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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 owner-
ship 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 fol-
lowing 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 as-
trological 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 represen-
tation,” 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 consecu-
tive 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). 

could be found on coinage, it is the juxtaposition—par-
ticularly 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 ap-
peared 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 natu-
ralistic 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 fig-
ural images, it must have been a conscious decision 
rather than a haphazard one. Thus, understanding the 
political context behind these circumstances is cru-
cial.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 legit-
imacy. 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 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 dia-
demed or wreathed bust in profile also recalls the well-
known 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 thirteenth-
century 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 cir-
cles, 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 well-
educated individual or group of individuals.”56 Addi-
tionally, 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 pres-
ent 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 

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 re-
verse 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 refer-
ences 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 dedi-
cated 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 constel-
lations.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 dis-
cern notable differences in attitude regarding this mat-
ter.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 cam-
paigns against the crusaders.53

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)
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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 under-
standing the coin: while mentioning its rarity, they do 
not dwell on the “VOT XXX.” According to Roman tra-
dition, 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 aware-
ness of the ancient tradition.63 As this was not a cele-
bration 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 fol-
low 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 simi-
lar to adaptations of the Nike/Victory motif in the early 
Christian and Byzantine period.65 This argument is sup-

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 con-
sider the function of the borrowings. As Mark Bartusis 
articulates for Byzantium, I believe the notion of “per-
manence” was crucial to the use of, and interest in, the 
archaic by Islamic rulers at the time.60 Arts and archi-
tecture were important ways in which a ruler often 
believed his name would be immortalized. As the dis-
tinguished 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 self-
consciously 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 dem-
onstrates a specific instance of Constantinian borrow-
ing: the obverse shows a winged victory advancing to 
the right with a tablet inscribed “VOT XXX” under a leg-
end stating “VICTORIA CONSTANTINI AVG” in Roman 

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)
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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 sul-
tans 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 cap-
tured the city and handed it over to his young son, the 
prince al-Malik al-Zahir Ghazi.70 This Suhrawardi is dis-
tinguished 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 fa-
vorite 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 “Illumination-
ism” (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 dedi-
cated his “Imadi tablets” (Alwāḥ ʿImādi) to Nur al-Din 

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 sig-
nificant, as they are among the earliest known repre-
sentations of angels in Islamic art.66 Understanding 
them will help unveil additional meanings of the mon-
umental 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 Illu-
mination).

As mentioned above, despite his initial reluctance, 
as reported by Ibn al-Athir, Qara Arslan aided Nur al-
Din Zangi in his campaigns against the crusaders, ensur-
ing 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 Muham-
mad. 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 mag-
nanimity, 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

Fig. 8. Undated coin of Qara Arslan. Istanbul, Yapı Kredi Collection, inv. no. 15888. (Topraktepe, ed., Sikkeler Ne  
Anlatır?, 94)
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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)

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 Jibra ʾ īl) “sheds 
light” on the Artuqid ruler Nur al-Din’s coin, especially 
the meaning of the bandrol and the particular arrange-
ment 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 hier-
archical 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 

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 ac-
tivity 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 dis-
cussed 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 ribbon-
like scroll or bandrol, with precedents in Christian ico-
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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 

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” iconog-
raphy 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. Further-
more, 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-

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)
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bust in profile framed by text, representing the ruler as 
Apollo or the sun, now resonates with Ishraqi symbol-
ism (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 symbol-
ism 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 Khus-
raw 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 mys-
tic’s Alwāḥ ʿ Imādi, dedicated to Malik ʿ Imad al-Din, also 
included this esoteric reading of the Shāhnāma, inter-
preting 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-

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, trans-
portation 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 Mediterra-
nean, with many representations known from Byzan-
tium, Sicily, and elsewhere.83 The most famous example 
from the Islamic world is probably the unique cloi-
sonné-enamel vessel in the Tiroler Landesmuseum Fer-
dinandeum in Innsbruck, on which are found the name 
and titles of an Artuqid ruler (in fact, Qara Arslan’s 
father, Da ʾ ud [r. 1109–44]), while the scene in the cen-
tral 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 ren-
dition of the apotheosis theme.85 This image points to 
possible meanings embodied in the single and double-
headed 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 

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)
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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 pres-
tige 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 pa-
tronage of a traveler such as Ibn Jubayr, it is also note-
worthy 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 al-
Nasir, 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 

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 north-
ern 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 Oliv-
ier) is also to be noted: above the statue of Hercules was 
a reused Roman sarcophagus frieze carved in high-
relief; 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)—high-
lights 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 dis-
cussion 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 represent-
ing Plato—came together under the umbrella of 
Suhrawardi’s philosophy of light.
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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, accord-
ing 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 intri-
cate geometrical composition that finds its closest com-
parison 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 oeu-
vre records his exceptional work, as well as the creativ-
ity 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 com-
pletion.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 depen-
dence 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 geogra-
phy 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 al-
Din Ayaz, the commander referred to as Amir Asad al-
Din “Constable” (Kundaṣṭabl), or “Crazy Ayas” (Ayās-i 
majnūn) by Ibn Bibi, who was instrumental in the urban 
transformation of Anatolia during the reigns of Kayka ʾus 
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 

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 reminis-
cent 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 com-
parison between the two courts more compelling. Fur-
thering 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, rec-
ognizing 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 Muham-
mad in 1174–75 and stayed in Hisn Kayfa for eight years 
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Mawlana has not been sufficiently understood; although 
the primary figures are known, there is little scholar-
ship on the intellectual history of the period. Among 
the prominent figures at this time, Ramazan Şeşen be-
lieves 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 philo-
sophical ideas have drawn great interest in the twenti-
eth 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 ver-
sions 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 mud-
dled 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 mys-
tic 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 

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 al-
Athir, 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 Rich-
ards, the sultan who “interceded” on his behalf was 
Rukn al-Din Sulaymanshah; however, given Kaykhus-
raw’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 identifi-
cation 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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 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 better-
known 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 cre-
ated 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 al-
Din.132 ʿUmar Suhrawardi also traveled to Anatolia for 
Kayka ʾ us’s induction into the futuwwa, and again dur-
ing Kayqubad’s reign. Ibn Bibi mentions that during his 
stay, amirs of the state such as Jalal al-Din Qaratay sub-
mitted 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” composi-
tion 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, espe-
cially after Salah al-Din’s successful conquest of Jerusa-
lem in 1187. Instead of assisting him, the caliph turned 
his attention eastward, believing that the Khwarazm-
shah posed a threat to Baghdad. Ibn al-Athir reflects Syr-
ian 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 

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 arro-
gant with others. Shehāb al-Dīn’s learning (ʿelm) was 
predominant over his reason (ʿaql). Reason should pre-
dominate 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 Da-
mascus (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 dif-
ferences in attitude concerning ʿilm versus ʿaql. A com-
parative 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 philosoph-
ical and Ishraqi training even after the shaykh’s execu-
tion. Most revealing is the case of Kamal al-Din Kamyar, 
who was exiled after the attempted coup against Kay-
qubad 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 pre-
vented from doing so when the poison that eventually 
killed him had advanced to the point of affecting his 
speech.130
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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’] reputa-
tion for religion.” After all, it was in the more conserva-
tive 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 com-
ments 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 com-
posed 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 influ-
ences.”143 According to the author, although Alp Arslan 
was saddened by his cousin’s fate, Qutalmish was killed. 
By symbolically placing Qutalmish (and his descen-
dants) on the other side of a swamp, thereby separating 
him from an army consisting of “the ulema and ascet-
ics,” Ibn al-Athir relays his belief that the Rum Seljuqs 
stood on the wrong side of an unspoken religious or sec-
tarian 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 popula-
tion in their realm.145 Another Turkish scholar, Mikail 
Bayram, whose works are often considered controver-
sial, relates the interest in philosophy and the sciences 

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 drag-
ons 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 par-
ticular 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 ex-
isted on many Seljuq buildings.139 The earliest use of as-
trological 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 astrol-
ogy 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 
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philosophy with Zoroastrian principles.151 The “Khar-
reh” and “Farreh” in the quote cited at the start of this 
article refer to the Zoroastrian “divine light.” This con-
cept, 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 Astrol-
oger Lady,” and his description of how his parents were 
invited to the Rum Seljuq court, we know that Kay-
qubad valued astrology. The author himself was knowl-
edgeable 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 set-
ting.”153

 Visual and epigraphic evidence from the reign of Kay-
qubad’s brother Kayka ʾus also points to the concept of 
a divinely sanctioned ruler. In his “victory inscription” 
( fatḥnāma) on the city walls of Antalya, Kayka ʾus 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 Kayka ʾ us’s hospital and tomb in Sivas.155 
Pancaroğlu remarks that “in poetry and mystical 
thought, the theme of the moon reflecting the luminos-
ity of the sun was often compared to the Prophet 
Muhammad reflecting the light of God.”156 The combi-
nation 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, Kayka ʾ us’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 geo metric 
composition of the entrance portal is repeated in the 
design of the stone mihrab and the sultan’s tile-clad 

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 sci-
ences, unlike Bayram they are reluctant to place them 
on the opposite end of the spectrum from the main-
stream 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 concep-
tualization of the metaphysical world through reason 
and philosophy.147 

The Great Seljuqs and the post-Seljuq successor-
states 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. Cen-
tral Asia seems to have played an important role in 
spearheading the construction of observatories and pro-
moting astronomy as a science.148 The Great Seljuq sul-
tan 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 sec-
tarian concerns and conflicts in the region, the obser-
vatory 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 Illumina-
tion” 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 
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 significant 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 representa-
tions 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 symbol-
ized through classicizing images, Azraqi’s description 
brings to life an “Eastern” tradition of representing a 

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 Kayka ʾ us’s hos-
pital 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 spiri-
tual guide for Kayka ʾ us. 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 cos-
mology but remain similarly ahistorical.161 On the other 
hand, Samer Akkach, author of Cosmology and Archi-
tecture 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 man-
ner.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, Kayka ʾ us’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 impor-
tant 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 

Fig. 13. Tiled cenotaph of Kayka ʾ us (before recent renova-
tion), in Sivas, Turkey. Rüçhan Arık and Oluş Arık, Tiles, 
Treasures of Anatolian Soil: Tiles of the Seljuk and Beylik Peri-
ods (Istanbul: Kale Group Cultural Productions, 2008), 52, 
fig. 22. (Photo: courtesy of Cemal Emden)
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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 sym-
bolism discussed here. This type of shamsa also  appears 
in Kubadabad but without the epigraphic band. While 
these examples are no longer in their original context, 

victorious ruler within a “solar disk” (shamsa). As Mei-
sami emphasizes, shamsas “often contain inscriptions 
or arabesques,” but here “contain portraits (ṣuvar) of 
the ruler,” a fact that “may shed new light on the East-
ern 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, 

Fig. 14. Sultan Han, detail of main portal with stellate geometric border, Aksaray, Turkey. (Photo: Suzan Yalman)
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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 demon-
strate 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 ideol-
ogy of the Fatimids.”172 I believe Suhrawardi’s philoso-
phy of light and emanation provides an important 
context for the renewed interest in these particular 

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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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 per-
vasive. 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 over-
tones of celestial references, occurred at the time of the 
Illuminationist shaykh Suhrawardi’s activity in Ana tolia 
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 Kay-
qubad’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 medi-
eval period point precisely to the fact that not all Mus-
lims 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

signs. Allan cites the circular medallions from the por-
tal of the mosque of Baybars in Cairo (1266–69), where 
twelve-petaled rosettes are framed by inscriptions bear-
ing Sura 24:36 (a verse that follows the Light Verse[Ṣūrat 
al-Nūr]); these are striking in their structural resem-
blance to the Alanya tile with the epigraphic band fram-
ing 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 prac-
tices 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 Kay-
qubad’s seals with circular epigraphic bands framing 
the Apollo-like busts or solar “portraits” of the sultan.

Although architectural ornament is often an impor-
tant bearer of “meaning,” the motivation is not always 
obvious. This seems to be particularly the case when 
there is no figural imagery. Even though contextualiz-
ing 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 fur-
ther 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 Suhrawar-
di’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, Zo-
roastrian, and Hindu ideas of kingship. In the medieval 
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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 mirror-
for-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 enliv-
ened 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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al-Din Kayqubad (r. 1220–1237)” (PhD diss., Harvard University, 
2011). I would like to express my gratitude to my advisor, Gülru 
Necipoğlu, and to committee members David J. Roxburgh and 
Scott Redford, for their comments on earlier drafts. Further 
research and presentation of the material was made possible by 
the Barakat Trust, which supported a postdoctoral fellowship 
I held at Oxford University. Special thanks go to colleagues at 
the Khalili Research Centre, especially Zeynep Yürekli-Görkay, 
James Allan, and Luke Treadwell, for sharing their thoughts and 
encouraging me to publish this material. In Istanbul, Duygu 
Kızılaslan Paçalı and A. Deniz Özdinler at the Koç Univer-

Among the wide-ranging ideas brought by the itiner-
ant 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 “East-
ern” 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 con-
cepts. Most noteworthy in this regard are the angels on 
Nur al-Din Muhammad’s coins, since they demonstrate 
how pagan images incorporated into Christian iconog-
raphy 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 spo-
lia 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 post-
1204 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 histori-
cal references in coinage and public text; and construc-
tion of a series of defensive structures as part of an 
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Bakanlığı, 1990); and Sedat Çetintaş, Sivas Darüşşifası, 641–
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