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IN MEMORIAM: GYŐZŐ GERŐ (1924–2011) vii

formerly belonged to Hungary but are now outside its 
borders.) In Budapest, the Türbe of Gül Baba, the Király 
Bath, and the Rác Bath were the focus of his attention. 
He took part in the mapping and excavation of the walls 
of the Buda Castle, as well as those of the palace and the 
private bath of the pashas of Buda, and of the Ottoman 
elements of residential buildings within the Buda Castle 
District. Gerő was prompt in sharing his findings: as well 
as publishing studies in specialized periodicals, he com-
piled, as early as 1957, a slim but useful volume entitled 
Buda török műemlékei (The Turkish monuments of 
Buda), on the principal buildings of the one-time admin-
istrative center of the Ottoman vilayet of Budin. 

The Ottoman monuments of Baranya County, in 
southwestern Hungary, were especially close to Gerő’s 
heart. For many years, he and his wife, Mária G. Sándor, 
spent long periods at the guesthouse of the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences in Pécs, concentrating on Turkish 
remains in the surrounding region. In Pécs, he took part 
in the restoration of the Yakovalı Hasan Pasha Mosque 
and the Türbe of İdris Baba, unearthed the ruins of the 
Memi Pasha Bath, and discovered the remains of 
mosques and dervish lodges. His works on the monu-
ments of Pécs include Pécs törökkori emlékei (The 
 Turkish-era monuments of Pécs) (Budapest, 1960), and 
A Jakováli Haszán Pasa Dzsámi és Múzeum kiállítási 
vezetője (The Yakovalı Hasan Pasha Mosque and Mu-
seum: A guide to the exhibition) (Pécs, 1979). In Szigetvár, 
Gerő investigated both the Sultan Süleyman Mosque 
and the Ali Pasha Mosque.

In the northern part of Hungary we should mention 
the town of Eger, where Győző Gerő tried to preserve the 
Valide Sultan Bath from further decay. His efforts in this 
regard, up to the time of his death, proved to be in 

Editors’ note: We are honored to publish Professor Géza 
Dávid’s touching  memorial to the esteemed Profes-
sor Győző Gerő, who died in 2011. Professor Gerő was 
instrumental in advancing the archaeology and study of 
Ottoman architectural monuments in Hungary, as well 
as in preserving and safeguarding those monuments 
with great care and attention. His scholarly accomplish-
ments and contributions as an archaeologist and Otto-
manist, along with his exceptional personal qualities, 
are described below.

Győző Gerő, the dedicated and tireless researcher of 
Turkish monuments in Hungary, passed away during 
the night of October 10–11, 2011.

The grand old man of Ottoman-era archaeology in 
Hungary, Gerő was born in Budapest on May 16, 1924. In 
1952, he earned his university diploma from the Depart-
ment of Archaeology at Loránd Eötvös University, in the 
Hungarian capital. By then, he was already working at 
the Budapest History Museum, having joined its staff as 
a scientific assistant. He would remain there until his 
retirement in 1987, by which time he was a senior re-
searcher. At the same time, he taught the archaeology of 
the Ottoman period at Loránd Eötvös University, reach-
ing the rank of honorary associate professor there.

The archaeology of the Turkish period in Hungary 
was Gerő’s chosen field of research, within which he 
concentrated mainly on architecture. Understandably, 
his work focused principally on two geographical areas, 
namely, today’s Budapest and the southern Transdanu-
bian region, although his interest extended to every part 
of the country. (For much of his career, it would have 
been practically impossible to investigate the somewhat 
scanty Ottoman-era remains located in territories that 

GÉZA DÁVID
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IN MEMORIAM: GYŐZŐ GERŐ (1924–2011)viii

still the only systematic discussion of the topic: Az 
oszmán-török építészet Magyarországon: Dzsámik, tür-
bék, fürdők (Ottoman-Turkish architecture in Hungary: 
Mosques, türbes, and baths), Művészettörténeti füzetek 
12 (Budapest, 1980). An outstanding feature of this work 
is that it offers a thorough survey of the research into all 
individual buildings, listing depictions of the structures 
from the time they were built and from later eras, and 
attempting to discover possible parallels for them in the 
Balkans. Since the data available on those who con-
structed these edifices was rather scant, in the last chap-
ter, entitled “Az alapító-megrendelő, műhely és mester 
kérdése a magyarországi török építészetben” (“The 
question of founders and patrons, workshops, and mas-
ters in Turkish architecture in Hungary”), he broadened 
his inquiries to investigate those who had commis-
sioned them. We can agree wholeheartedly with his 
conclusion: “In the final analysis, then, we may state that 
[Ottoman] architectural art in the province of Hungary 
cannot be regarded as autonomous. Rather, it is con-
nected most directly to the monuments in Ottoman 
Bosnia-Herzegovina, forming an organic unit with them, 
and as such can be regarded from the artistic point of 
view as belonging to that province. By taking this into 
account, we can establish its place in Ottoman-Turkish 
architecture.”

In addition to the above-mentioned works, Győző 
Gerő published many other scholarly studies in Hun-
gary and abroad, including works on Turkish ceramics. 
The earliest of his articles on the latter subject is 
“Türkische Keramik in Ungarn, einheimische und im-
portierte Waren,” Fifth International Congress of Turkish 
Art, ed. G. Fehér (Budapest, 1978), 347–61. It was perhaps 
his last article in which he discussed the Esztergom 
Mosque (“The Place of Esztergom’s Öziçeli Hacı İbrahim 
Cami in the Ottoman Architecture of Hungary,” Thir-
teenth International Congress of Turkish Art: Proceed-
ings, eds. Géza Dávid and Ibolya Gerelyes [Budapest, 
2009], 253–63). He participated in and gave presenta-
tions at many congresses in Hungary and elsewhere. In 
recognition of his work, he received the Ferenc Móra 
Prize, the Hungarian Historical Monument Protection 
Prize, the Pro Communitate Pécs Prize, and the Baranya 
County Scientific Prize. In 1997, he was awarded the Or-
der of Merit (Liyakat Nişanı) of the Republic of Turkey 

vain—although he managed to ensure that an inspec-
tion of its ruins was included in the itinerary of Presi-
dent Süleyman Demirel of Turkey during the latter’s 
visit to Hungary.

Particularly noteworthy are three cases in which 
Gerő was able to identify buildings hitherto undiscov-
ered or known only slightly, perhaps merely from draw-
ings and prints. Two of these successes were in Baranya 
County and one—the earliest—was in Esztergom (in 
Komárom-Esztergom County). Perhaps the most spec-
tacular was his detection of a one-time house of worship 
in Siklós, considered to be the Mosque of Malkoç Bey. It 
was at the time being used as a farm building for storing 
carts, but Gerő’s keen eye noticed what the walls con-
cealed. Because of his role in the first-rate restoration of 
the building (work that was awarded a Europa Nostra 
Prize), he was deservedly made an honorary citizen of 
the town. His second great find was his “conjuring up” 
of parts of the defenses of the castle of Szászvár, which 
served as the seat of a nahiye, or district, during the Ot-
toman period; up to that point, specialists had had no 
idea that these even existed. (The study in question was 
“Siedlungsgeschichte und Baugeschichte der bischöfli-
chen Burg zu Szászvár. Szászvár—a püspöki vár te-
lepüléstörténete és építéstörténete. Die Bischofsburg zu 
Pécs. Archäologie und Bauforschung. Pécs püspökvár. 
Régészet és épületkutatás,” ICOMOS Hefte des Deutschen 
Nationalkomitees 22 [Budapest, 1999], 109–43.) Gerő’s 
third great feat was deducing the original function of the 
Öziçeli Hacı İbrahim Mosque from those parts of it vis-
ible through the crumbling plaster of a residential build-
ing on the banks of the Danube. Gerő had to wait many 
years for the restoration of this mosque, which belongs 
to a building type unusual in Hungary. Here he was able 
to capitalize on his many decades of expertise, and at 
the opening of the restored building on March 21, 2008, 
it was he who gave the inaugural address. It was cold 
inside the unheated building and there was nowhere to 
sit down. He read out his speech unperturbed; he was 
eighty-two at the time.

Gerő was awarded a candidate of sciences degree 
(CSc) in 1975, for a study he wrote on the three main 
types of Turkish architectural monuments in Hungary, 
namely, mosques, türbes, and baths. The defining work 
of his career, it was published a few years later, and is 
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of the latest research findings). This volume remained 
unfinished at his death, although he did write an outline 
of it.

Győző Gerő’s cheerful personality, his delightfully 
expressive use of the language, and his happy smile will 
long be missed by everyone who knew him. His devo-
tion to his field of study and to the safeguarding of 
 historical monuments from the Ottoman period in Hun-
gary will be missed by experts in archaeology and in Ot-
toman studies internationally.

Géza Dávid,
Loránd Eötvös University

by President Süleyman Demirel for his major achieve-
ments in protecting and publishing Ottoman historical 
monuments in Hungary.

Whenever we met, he spoke enthusiastically about 
his scholarly plans for the near future. He would have 
liked to undertake further investigations of architec-
tural remains, whether these belonged to the Ferhad 
Pasha Mosque in Pécs, or to the Ottoman prayer house 
the remnants of which now form part of the fabric of the 
church on Ágoston Square in the same city. He even 
thought of writing a larger treatment of his field, giving 
it the working title “Az oszmán-török építészet Ma-
gyarországon a kutatás legújabb eredményei alapján” 
(Ottoman-Turkish architecture in Hungary on the basis 
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Heba Mostafa

tHe early Mosque revisited:  
introduction of tHe Minbar and Maqṣūra
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the earliest mosques gave expression to some of the 
most compelling facets of islamic architecture. decades 
of scholarship1 have focused primarily on two seminal 
buildings, the Mosque of the Prophet (al-Masjid al-
nabawī, 622) in Medina, and the Great Mosque of da-
mascus (Jāmiʿ banī Umayya al-Kabīr), which was 
constructed between 705 and 715, during the reign of the 
umayyad caliph al-Walid b. ʿabd al-Malik b. Marwan  
(r. 705–15) (fig. 1). the mosques built during the inter-
vening years at Kufa, basra, and later Wasit (ca. 630–
710),2 are certainly defined by these seminal structures, 
but also overshadowed by their prominence.3 for this 
eighty-year period the scholarship has pointed to a rela-
tive stasis in formal and decorative development within 
the mosque. i, however, will argue that the mosque un-
derwent significant changes in this period, largely in 
relation to its movable elements, such as the introduc-
tion of the minbar (pulpit from which the imam delivers 
sermons [fig. 2]) and the maqṣūra (an enclosure screen 
in front of the qibla wall [fig. 3]). although the physical 
remains of these movable elements did not survive with-
in the archaeological record, it is in fact possible to un-
earth their history from primary source material.

i contend that in the period between circa 630 and 710 
certain transformations in the area around the qibla and 
the minbar4 signaled a shift away from the simplicity of 
the Mosque of the Prophet, namely, the evolution of the 
minbar as a platform for the friday sermon (khuṭba), the 
development of the enclosure screen (maqsura) in front 
of the qibla for the caliph, and the opening up of direct 
access to the palace via the qibla wall. 5 these shifts rep-
resented a specific brand of umayyad arabo-islamic 
authority, increasingly self-aware and evoking clear 
royal associations that served islamic functions.6 the 

austerity of the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina thus 
eventually gave way to a space charged with and repre-
sentative of the nature of the emerging caliphate and the 
contested authority of islam’s early rulers. challenges to 
this authority were expressed in terms of a ruler’s posi-
tion within the mosque or palace, emphasizing the per-
ceived qualities of these elements as metonyms of 
authority. this is clear in the case of the umayyad gov-
ernor of iraq, al-Hajjaj b. yusuf al-thaqafi (661–714), 
whose entitlement to an elevated position upon the 
“minbar and sarīr (a movable couch or throne used as a 
seat for the governor at both the mosque and palace)” 
was questioned by a rival during a conversation in which 
the authority of the governor was being challenged.7 

tHe early Mosque and tHe Public audience

it has been suggested that in the period following the 
death of the Prophet in 632, there was a deliberate at-
tempt to maintain the simplicity of the mosque. accord-
ing to this argument, the model of the Mosque of the 
Prophet was disseminated by the second caliph, ʿumar 
b. al-Khattab (r. 634–44), in a bid to thwart unwanted 
innovation in mosque design that could lead to a perver-
sion of orthodox ritual prayer.8 imprinting a coherent 
architectural image for the emerging islamic empire has 
also been suggested as a motivation.9 further to this, it 
has been argued that the nature of the qibla area shifted 
as it took on more of the qualities of an audience hall 
and became more closely connected with the palace 
(Dār al-imāra [House of Government]).10

there is evidence that development of early mosques 
in the provinces was driven by not only practical and 
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economic reasons but also cultural ones. sources de-
scribe the efforts taken to avoid a whimsical approach 
to the architecture of the mosque, that is, an unbridled 
absorption of foreign ritual, practice, form, and orna-
ment that would undermine the vision of islam’s puri-
tanical rituals and practices. these texts convey a 
general sense of anxiety surrounding innovation within 
the mosque. this is true in the case of the actions of 
Ziyad b. abihi, governor, under the umayyad caliph 
Muʿawiya b. abi sufyan (r. 661–80), of basra, between 
664 and 673, and then of Kufa as well, from 670 until his 
death in 673. Ziyad had the floors of the mosques at Kufa 
and basra covered with pebbles to prevent the congre-
gation from clapping dust from their hands following 
prayer on the dirt floor, lest the act eventually become 
a ritual of prayer.11

fig. 1. view of the courtyard of the Great Mosque of damascus, built 705–15 by the caliph al-Walid i, showing the current 
and heavily restored dome above the qibla bay. (Photo: Heba Mostafa)

←
fig. 2. the minbar of the vizier badr al-Jamali (1091–92) 
under the fatimid caliph al-Mustansir (r. 1091–92) at the 
Mosque of abraham, Hebron. originally located in the 
shrine of al-Husayn, ascalon. (Photo: Heba Mostafa) 
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there may also have been a desire to discourage fea-
tures designed to elevate the status of a mosque’s pa-
tron. for example, ʿamr b. al-ʿas (d. 664), the governor 
of egypt, was scolded for sitting upon a minbar, leaving 
the Muslims seated “at his heels.” the caliph ʿumar or-
dered the wooden door to the palace of the governor of 
Kufa, saʿd b. abi Waqqas (d. 674), burnt down so that 
nothing would separate the governor from his subjects.12 
ʿumar’s frugality and shunning of accumulated wealth 
may have also motivated many of his decisions regard-
ing the austerity of the early mosque. He famously stated 
that accumulated wealth would “not affect [him] ad-
versely, but it would be a temptation for those who came 
after [him].”13 it is not difficult to see how his austere 
manner may have driven his restraint. ʿ umar’s behavior 
reflects an awareness of the threat of surrounding cul-
tural practices encroaching upon the nascent islamic 
identity, and it seems to have manifested itself in atti-
tudes towards the design of the mosque.

in early garrison towns the mosque served a critical 
function, providing not only a place for congregational 
prayer but also a public forum in which to discuss the 
affairs of the emerging community. oleg Grabar de-
scribed the early mosques at the garrison towns of basra 
(635), Kufa (639), and fustat (641–42) as “forums open 
on the sides somewhere in the center of the city.”14 in-
dividual tribes within the garrison towns each had their 
own masjid (small neighborhood mosque),15 but it was 
at the centrally located congregational mosque that the 
friday prayers took place and the entire community at-
tended the all-important sermon.16 in this sense, the 
friday mosque offered the ruler a critical public plat-
form for the governance of the community, not unlike 
the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina.17 this becomes 
increasingly relevant in light of the fact that several of 
these early mosques were located in iraq, a hotbed of 
ʿalid counter claims to the umayyad caliphate and later 
a major center of shiʿi presence, particularly in the case 

fig. 3. an early minbar and maqṣūra (862) in carved teak wood, the Great Mosque of Kairouan. (Photo: © bernard o’Kane) 
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of Kufa, which was a de facto capital of the opposition.18 
in fact, the development of the mosques of iraq coin-
cides or is bracketed by watershed moments from this 
period, such as the first and second civil Wars, in 656–
61 and 680–92, respectively. it could be argued that as 
arenas of public debate and leadership the congrega-
tional mosques in these cities19 may have been affected 
by the decades of political upheaval, religious factional-
ism, and contested legitimacy that prevailed during the 
middle of the seventh century. this overlap is also rele-
vant in the context of the overarching contested nature 
of authority in early islam, particularly in light of the 
religious and political strife pervasive during the 
 umayyad period and the dependency of this authority 
upon the public audience in the mosque. a grisly yet 
powerful illustration of this can be found in the infa-
mous sermon that the governor Ziyad b. abihi gave in 
665 following his appointment as governor of basra in 
664. speaking from the minbar at the congregational 
mosque, he threatened to harvest the “ripened heads of 
his enemies,”20 thus using the mosque as a platform to 
broadcast his intention to suppress dissent at any cost.

Within this snapshot of the early mosque, the signifi-
cance of the shifts outlined above becomes apparent. 
take, for example, the development of the mosque at 
Kufa, which began its history delineated by ditches that 
were marked out by shooting arrows towards the qibla, 
as well as the north, south, and east.21 a simply built 
structure of reeds,22 it became an actual building only 
under the governor al-Mughirah b. shuʿbah23 (d. 670), 
on the orders of the caliph ʿ umar.24 the aforementioned 
Ziyad b. abihi is credited with rebuilding the mosque 
and the Dār al-imāra at both basra (665) 25 and Kufa 
(670).26 He replaced the earlier mosque at basra and 
constructed his new mosque of plaster and baked brick 
(al-jiṣṣ wal-ājurr).27 the ninth-century historian-geogra-
pher ibn al-faqih al-Hamadani captures the mixture of 
astonishment and criticism that characterized reactions 
to the construction of this mosque, one of the first that 
aspired to monumentality:

Ziyad built an edifice for the invocation of God of stone 
(sakhr) and plaster (al-jiṣṣ) not mixed with mud,
Had it not been for the scarred hands of its erectors we 
would have thought it the work of demons.28

Ziyad b. abihi’s rebuilding of the Dār al-imāra as well 
as the mosque in the two major provincial cities of early 
islam may be seen as part of a wider policy to create a 
more permanent residence as islam secured control of 
the conquered territories. the rebuilding may also have 
served other commemorative purposes. the mosque at 
Kufa reportedly incorporated material from the castles 
of nearby al-Hira, the former capital of the lahkmids, 
who themselves were vassals of the sasanids. this was 
perhaps a bid to evoke the past glories of the pre-islamic 
arab rulers of the al-Mundhir clan, which was asso ciated 
with the spoliated doors.29 Ziyad’s efforts, how ever, 
seem here to have transcended mere permanence and 
aspired to unprecedented monumentality, as illustrated 
by the aforementioned reaction to the construction of 
the mosque in basra. 

an intriguing aspect of the development of the 
mosque is its relationship to the governor’s palace or 
Dār al-imāra. this relationship is one that evolved early, 
with the ensemble typically located in the center of the 
garrison towns at Kufa and basra.30 the decision to re-
locate the Dār al-imāra directly behind the wall of the 
qibla is credited not only to Ziyad b. abihi at basra but 
also to the military commander and governor saʿd b. abi 
Waqqas at Kufa. al-tabari (d. 923) reports that the gov-
ernor’s residence in Kufa was moved due to a theft in the 
treasury, located within the Dār al-imāra, which at the 
time was situated behind the qibla but separated from 
the mosque by a street.31 on the advice of the caliph 
ʿumar the move was intended to guarantee the safety of 
the treasury, since the mosque was in use both day and 
night.32 in the case of the Dār al-imāra at basra, Ziyad 
b. abihi considered it inappropriate for the imam to 
walk through the congregation in order to lead the 
prayer; the relocation allowed the governor direct access 
from the palace into his maqsura.33 the former Dār al-
imāra at basra had originally been located in the open 
space (raḥba) near the mosque associated with bani 
Hashim and known as al-Dahnāʾ.34 this earlier Dār al-
imāra was thus connected to the premier clan of 
quraysh, that is, the clan of the Prophet Muhammad. 
the removal of the governor’s palace from a public 
space linked to the bani Hashim to an area that con-
solidated the relationship between the governor’s pal-
ace and his public platform in the mosque may perhaps 
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signal a shift away from the tribal authority of the bani 
Hashim and toward the centrally appointed caliphal 
governor.

unlike the garrison-town friday mosques of iraq, 
the post-conquest friday mosques of Greater syria 
were mostly appropriated sites at the city center, as 
was the case in damascus and Jerusalem. at damas-
cus the predecessor of the umayyad friday mosque 
was founded in 634, during the caliphate of ʿumar, on 
the site of the church of st. John the baptist (formerly 
the temple of Jupiter).35 both Muʿawiya and ʿabd al-
Malik b. Marwan (r. 685–705) were thwarted by the 
terms of the post-conquest treaty in their attempts to 
secure the purchase of the temenos (temple enclosure) 
that housed the church-cum-mosque, with the church 
operating until the construction initiated in 705 by the 
umayyad caliph al-Walid i.36 as a result, the original 
post-conquest mosque did not change much from its 
foundation until it was rebuilt under al-Walid i,37 who 
reportedly bribed and threatened the christian com-
munity into agreeing to the sale of the church within the 
temenos.38 under Muʿawiya, the post-conquest mosque 
in damascus exhibited a relationship with the palace 
similar to that observed between the mosque and Dār 
al-imāra in the garrison towns of Kufa and fustat. this 
relationship, however, was a pre-existing one, since the 
Dār al-imāra encompassed the former byzantine gover-
nor’s palace, which was located at some distance behind 
the qibla wall. in other words, the link between the da-
mascus royal palace and the friday mosque echoed a 
former constantinopolitan imperial prototype, whose 
byzantine provincial versions had been associated with 
 governors.39 

Muʿawiya, who was governor of damascus from 640 
to 661 before becoming caliph, further consolidated this 
relationship. according to the damascene historian ibn 
ʿasakir (1105–75), Muʿawiya’s palace while governor was 
either part of the former byzantine governor’s palace or 
one he constructed himself in the pre-islamic style at 
some point after his appointment in 640.40 He report-
edly refurbished his audience hall41 in response to a 
scathing remark by a byzantine envoy that the “the up-
per part will do for birds and the lower for rats.”42 de-
scriptions of the remodeled domed audience hall, called 
the khadrāʾ (lit. green, metaphorically the “dome of 

heaven”), suggest lavishness, with marble revetments 
and a garden setting of lush vegetation and fountains.43 
Muʿawiya constructed his own maqsura at the mihrab 
of the companions of the Prophet in the damascus fri-
day mosque, which he later connected to his palace 
complex through a door in the qibla wall.44 the palace 
was later bought by the caliph ʿabd al-Malik from 
Muʿawiya’s son45 and became an integral part of the 
complex under ʿabd al-Malik’s son and successor, al-
Walid i.46 

in 702–4 the aforementioned governor al-Hajjaj b. 
yusuf constructed a mosque and Dār al-imāra in the 
newly founded city of Wasit, in iraq.47 these structures 
warrant a category of their own, as Wasit cannot be con-
sidered a post-conquest city in the strictest sense.48 like 
Muʿawiya before him, in 703–4 al-Hajjaj b. yusuf incor-
porated a qubbat al-khadrāʾ into the Dār al-imāra to 
function as an audience hall, as at damascus.49 this was 
done at the order of caliph ʿabd al-Malik. the tenth-
century historian ibn rusta describes the dome of the 
palace as a lofty structure (qubba musharrafa khadrāʾ) 
that “could be seen from thirty miles away.”50 al-Hajjaj 
b. yusuf also brought doors for his palace and mosque 
from a group of sites with possible iconic pre-islamic 
associations; the ensuing protests of the local inhabit-
ants51 echoed the reactions provoked by his predeces-
sor, Ziyad b. abihi, when he built a new mosque “of 
stone and plaster” in basra.

it has been argued that this transformation of the 
 qibla space in the early mosque may be related to a 
process of politicization occurring during the decades 
following the death of the Prophet Muhammad.52 cer-
tainly the development of the Dār al-imāra under the 
early governors and caliphs suggests that it, together 
with the mosque, formed the foundation for an evolving 
conception of arabo-islamic rulership. the historian-
geographer al-Masʿudi (d. 956) captures for us a vivid 
description of how the mosque space and palace worked 
together to allow for complementary forms of reception: 
the setting of the mosque allowed congregants more 
open access to the ruler, in contrast to the more for-
mal type of audience held in the palace. al-Masʿudi de-
scribes how the caliph Muʿawiya typically held court five 
times a day, first at the mosque and continuing at the  
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palace.53 described below are the first two of such audi-
ences:

coming out he would ask a page (ghulām) to have his kursī 
ready and he would go to the mosque. after his ablutions 
he sat on the kursī, leaning back against the maqsura, with 
his guards standing by. anybody could come to him, poor 
people, arabs from the desert, women, children, and who-
ever else was destitute. to the one who complained about 
an injustice, Muʿawiya would order comfort. to the op-
pressed he sent guards. to the injured he would order an 
inquiry. and this continued until there was no one left. next 
he returned to his palace, and sitting on the throne (sarīr), 
he let people in according to their rank, but forbade anyone 
to prevent him from answering salutations. this visitor 
would say: How is the commander of the faithful? May 
God give him long life. and Muʿawiya answered: With the 
grace of God. once they were seated he would say: oh ye 
who are called nobles, because, to the exclusion of others, 
you are honored with sitting in this audience hall (majlis), 
tell us the needs of those who have no access to us.54

Muʿawiya negotiated the relationship between the pub-
lic audiences held within the mosque and those held in 
the Dār al-imāra with great care, through the use of dif-
ferent seats for each location—a kursī for the mosque 
and a sarīr for the palace—revealing their specific yet 
complementary functions. the caliph thus preserved 
the pre-islamic model of open access to the tribal leader, 
while adopting the practices of the late-antique ruler 
seated within a lavish audience hall.55 His nod towards 
open access even within his majlis is seen in the request 
he made of his nobles that they inform him of the “needs 
of those who have no access to us.” but when he co-opts 
the byzantine governor’s palace and constructs what is 
described in the sources as a monumental dome—his 
qubbat al-khadrāʾ56—at his audience hall we are pro-
vided with perhaps the best illustration of his desire to 
address his parallel role as ruler of an empire. 

an account by al-tabari vividly captures the caliph 
ʿumar’s reaction to Muʿawiya’s behavior as governor in 
damascus. according to al-tabari, the caliph chided 
Muʿawiya for his use of ceremonial and his general con-
duct as a ruler, saying, “o Muʿawiya, you go with a reti-
nue, and you leave in the same way. i heard that you 
start the day in your residence while petitioners are at 
your door.” Muʿawiya responded, “ o commander of the 
faithful, our enemy is close to us, and they have scouts 

and spies, so i wanted, o commander of the faithful, for 
them to see that islam has power.”57 the confounded 
ʿumar conceded that his actions were indeed warranted 
and that it was “either the ruse of an intelligent man or 
the deception of a clever man.” nevertheless, expressing 
an awareness of what amounted to an irreconcilable 
position regarding expressions of authority at the 
mosque and public spaces of the city, ʿumar retorted, 
“Woe unto you! Whenever we discuss something which 
i disapprove of your doing, you leave me not knowing 
whether i should order you to do it or forbid it.”58 this 
conversation is extremely revealing not only of the sort 
of problems that early rulers of islam confronted regard-
ing expressions of their authority, but also of the direc-
tion the architecture of the mosque was taking. this is 
echoed in an account related by the medieval arab ge-
ographer al-Muqaddasi (ca. 945/946–991), who de-
scribed a conversation with an uncle in which the caliph 
ʿabd al-Malik’s motivations for constructing the dome 
of the rock (691) were questioned and considered un-
islamic, due to the great expense incurred and the lav-
ishness of the structure.59 this was seen as a violation of 
the Prophet’s order not to build in imitation of fallen 
pre-islamic empires.60 in ʿabd al-Malik’s defense, the 
uncle relates his actions to those of al-Walid i, the patron 
of the equally lavish Great Mosque of damascus, and 
both men’s deeds are again explained in terms of psy-
chological warfare against byzantium. Here, buildings 
are considered necessary components in the war against 
the “seduction of the beauty of christian churches,” as 
described by al-Muqaddasi.61

introduction of tHe Minbar 

this brings us to the earliest element deemed crucial to 
the qibla space—the minbar. according to the sources, 
the first minbar was introduced in the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina circa 628–30.62 likely commissioned 
from a byzantine carpenter, it was introduced into the 
mosque space in response to a request by the compan-
ions that the Prophet be seated above visiting delega-
tions.63 according to hadith, the Prophet both stood and 
sat on the minbar during the delivery of the khuṭba and 
when acting as judge. He also reportedly sat on a kursī, 
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or what was considered by commentators to be a 
throne.64 under the first three of the rightly-Guided ca-
liphs, the minbar seems to have been perceived as a 
symbol of caliphal authority. this is exemplified by the 
order of the second caliph, ʿumar, to his governor in 
egypt, ʿ amr b. al-ʿas, not to erect a minbar at his mosque 
in fustat, as “Muslims should not be seated beneath 
[his] heels.”65 that order has been interpreted as evi-
dence of the evolution of the minbar as an exclusive 
caliphal prerogative, and by the time of the caliph al-
Walid i, the minbar of the Prophet itself was being treat-
ed with the same veneration as other pre-islamic 
thrones, such as that of the sasanian ruler (kisra), de-
spite opposition to its relocation from Medina to da-
mascus.66 

the location of the minbar in friday mosques was 
not necessarily fixed throughout the umayyad period. 
according to ibn al-faqih, Ziyad b. abihi was the first to 
move the minbar in the mosque in basra from the middle 
of the building to a location near the qibla.67 His master, 
the caliph Muʿawiya, likewise attempted to move the 
minbar of the Prophet to a location near the mihrab, 
“like all other manābir (sing. minbar),” but abandoned 
the task following an earthquake and lightning.68 in an-
other account, when he attempted to move it to damas-
cus, there was an eclipse of the sun.69 When both events 
were associated with each other, Muʿawiya proclaimed 
that he only meant to preserve it. He abandoned the task 
and covered it instead.70 in another account, Marwan b. 
al-Hakam, governor of Medina (661–69 and 676–77), is 
credited with adding a wooden base and securing it to a 
built base near the qibla.71 this is further supported by 
evidence that under the  umayyads minbars were mov-
able structures that may have been placed either in front 
of or within the mihrab, presumably once it became a 
niche mihrab.72 

Muʿawiya was also reportedly the first to preach 
from a minbar at the haram in Mecca.73 brought by 
him from syria during the Hajj, it was described as a 
small, three-stepped structure, which was not fixed  in 
place, judging by a reference to the governor of Mec-
ca, Khalid al-qasri (d. 743), who ordered the minbar 
brought to the haram when needed.74 it remained 
on site until it was replaced by a larger minbar com-
missioned by the abbasid caliph Harun al-rashid  

(r. 786–809), who relocated Muʿawiya’s minbar to Mount 
ʿarafa in Mecca.75 Muʿawiya also reportedly attempted 
to relocate the staff of the Prophet to damascus, on the 
pretense that neither the minbar nor the staff should re-
main in Medina, the home of the “enemies and murder-
ers” of his ancestor, the third caliph, ʿuthman b. ʿaffan  
(r. 644–56).76 He was challenged again and compro-
mised by instead adding six steps to the original two.77 
When caliph ʿ abd al-Malik similarly attempted to move 
the minbar, he relented when he was reminded of his 
predecessor’s actions and of the hadith of the Prophet 
Muhammad that, “Whoever swears an oath upon my 
pulpit sinfully, his resting place shall be in the fire.”78 

His son al-Walid i expressed a similar interest, but 
failed to secure the minbar’s removal to his newly re-
furbished mosque in damascus. al-Walid’s brother and 
successor, sulayman b. ʿ abd al-Malik (r. 715–17), declared 
his disapproval of the way both his father and brother 
were disparaged for their failed attempts to move the 
minbar, and condemned the inconsistency and “arro-
gance” of the people of Medina in the face of the rightful 
claims of the umayyad caliphs to the Prophet’s minbar. 
He further emphasized his dismay at the treatment of 
his father and brother in this regard, stating, “We took 
over the world, and it is in our hands and we want to 
support one of the symbols of islam sent to it by trans-
porting it to our presence. this is not righteousness.”79 
according to sulayman, the supremacy of umayyad 
caliphal authority entitled them to the minbar of the 
Prophet, whose authority had been ceded to them as the 
world emperors they saw themselves to be. from sulay-
man b. ʿ abd al-Malik’s declaration we can also infer that 
he saw a parallel between the station of the caliph in his 
capital’s mosque and the station of the Prophet upon his 
minbar, in what had now become a universal “symbol 
of islam,” rather than the seat of the Prophet inextri-
cably linked to Medina and its people. these accounts 
illustrate once again the tensions within the community 
regarding the perceived usurpation of symbols of the 
Prophet’s authority by the  umayyads, while highlighting 
how important it was to the umayyads to have posses-
sion of the minbar of the Prophet. 

ʿabd al-Malik ascended the minbar when consulting 
on important matters, such as when he imposed the 
death sentence upon yahya b. saʿid b. al-ʿas (d. 689), 
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following the rebellion in damascus between 688 and 
689.80 Muttarrif b. al-Mughirah, who was made gover-
nor of al-Madaʾin (ctesiphon) in 697, likewise pro-
claimed from his minbar, before revolting against ʿabd 
al-Malik, that he would “sit to receive [the people] 
morning and evening,” and urged the people to come to 
him with their grievances, again an echo of the practices 
of Muʿawiya at both mosque and palace. He then re-
ceived people in his iwan, probably the iwān Kisra (the 
sasanian “arch of chosroes” in ctesiphon).81 the min-
bar, however, was not the only seat used by the caliph 
within the mosque. it is reported that ʿ abd al-Malik also 
had his sarīr (couch or throne) brought into the mosque 
during his audiences and when he acted as judge, per-
haps in imitation of Muʿawiya before him.82 the refer-
ences to the sarīr in the sources suggest that it may have 
been some sort of bench, not unlike the type of thrones 
depicted in later umayyad frescoes such as at qusayr 
ʿamra.83 ʿabd al-Malik is said to have stored the body of 
the governor ʿamr b. saʿid b. al-ʿas, wrapped in a rug, 
beneath his sarīr, following his execution in the khadrāʾ 
palace in 688–89.84 it seems to have been long enough 
to accommodate more than one person seated next to 
each other, as suggested by a reference to the anti-caliph 
ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692) tossing ʿ urwa b. al-Zubayr (d. 713) 
from it while seated next to him,85 and another refer-
ence to ʿamr b. al-ʿas (d. 664) being seated next to 
Muʿawiya upon his sarīr.86 in an honorific act, when the 
Prophet’s companion abu ayyub al-ansari died in 674, 
he was reportedly carried upon the sarīr of yazid b. 
Muʿawiya (r. 680–83), which suggests that it must also 
have been long enough to support a body.87 

the minbar was the place from which to point out 
caliphal misconduct, as can be inferred from the procla-
mations of ʿamr b. saʿid, the umayyad governor under 
the caliph ʿabd al-Malik.88 upon revolting and taking 
control of damascus, he proclaimed from the minbar: 

no one from quraysh ever stood on this pulpit before me 
without asserting that heaven and hell were his,  and that 
he would cause whoever obeyed him to enter heaven, and 
whoever disobeyed him to enter hell. but i tell you that 
heaven and hell are in the hand of God, nothing of that 
belongs to me, save that you have a claim to equal treatment 
and a good stipend from me.89

by 665 the minbar had become the ultimate platform for 
the promotion of ideology. in that year Ziyad b. abihi fa-
mously declared from his pulpit in the mosque of basra 
that, “indeed, lies from the pulpit remain well-known, 
so if you catch me in a lie it is permissible for you to 
disobey me.”90 He continued to proclaim the obligation 
of obedience from the people in return for justice on his 
part. 91 upon completing his speech, ʿ abdallah b. ahtam 
asserted that he had “been granted wisdom and unmis-
takable judgment,” to which Ziyad b. abihi responded, 
“you have lied. that was the Prophet of God, david,” in 
reference to Koran 38:20.92 ideologically charged con-
versations between rulers and the Muslim community 
occurring within the mosque in this period are to be 
expected, but the association with the minbar is cer-
tainly worth noting. the prominence of the minbar in 
these exchanges enforces the argument that the mosque 
space operated as the ultimate locus of audience, well 
before it became articulated in the architecture as such 
under later umayyad caliphs, such as al-Walid i. the he-
gemonic nature of these sermons, with their threaten-
ing tenor, references to the Prophet Muhammad, and 
invocation of the authority of the Prophet-King david, 
only en hances the position of the minbar as the ultimate 
platform for spreading ideology. 

the ruler, however, was not always in a position of 
power within the mosque space, and in these cases the 
maqsura took on a more utilitarian purpose. take, for 
example, the events that occurred in Kufa when Ziyad 
b. abihi was governor, a position he would hold in addi-
tion to his existing position as governor of basra, split-
ting his time between both locations by residing for six 
months in each city.93 upon his arrival in Kufa he spoke 
to the community from the minbar only to be pelted 
with pebbles.94 He responded by “making use of the 
maqsura”95 and then adjudicating from upon a kursī 96 
at the gate of the mosque, punishing the wrongdoers by 
cutting off their hands.97 this event provides insights 
into the very practical impetus behind the introduction 
of measures meant to protect the ruler in the mosque 
space. i would argue here that the precedent of open 
access conflicted with the tendency towards autocratic 
rule, and the mosque responded accordingly. 

the minbar naturally also became the place from 
which to present a crucial message in times of conflict, 
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or to curse an opponent, an act that stirred even more 
controversy given the sanctity of the seat. Muʿawiya only 
refrained from cursing ʿ ali b. abi talib (who was eventu-
ally declared the fourth rightly Guided caliph) from the 
minbar in Medina following the death of the latter’s son 
and the Prophet’s grandson, Hasan b. ʿ ali b. abi talib (d. 
670), when saʿd b. abi Waqqas threatened to leave the 
mosque, never to return.98 after saʿd b. abi Waqqas 
died, however, Muʿawiya not only cursed ʿali b. abi 
talib unrelentingly but also ordered others to do so.99 
the umayyads were not the only ones to curse their en-
emies from the minbar; the ʿalids did so as well. the 
anti-caliph ibn al-Zubayr (d. 692) reportedly cursed his 
opponents from the minbar in Mecca following the 
death of one of his supporters, and refused to praise the 
Prophet to spite his enemies within the mosque, so as 
not to “bring pleasure to their hearts.”100

caliphs were expected to conduct themselves appro-
priately at the minbar, and any transgression was heav-
ily criticized. When al-Walid i visited the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina, he delivered the first sermon seated, 
and the second one standing.101 When the caliph’s com-
panion and advisor rajaʾ b. Haywah (d. 730) was ques-
tioned as to the validity of al-Walid i’s standing and 
sitting during the delivery of his sermons, he answered, 
“yes, Muʿawiya did it this way and so on.” in fact, 
Muʿawiya is considered the first to have sat down be-
tween sermons.102 rajaʾ b. Haywah went on to explain 
that when ʿabd al-Malik was also challenged on his de-
livery of the friday sermon, he insisted that ʿuthman 
had delivered it in a similar fashion. to this the chal-
lenger responded, “We have not seen any [umayyad 
caliph] prouder than [al-Walid].”103

the minbar was also where the oath of allegiance 
(bayʿa) to a new caliph was sworn. in 661 Muʿawiya ac-
ceded to power in Jerusalem, most likely in the al-aqsa 
Mosque, which he had rebuilt.104 Muʿawiya “[refused] 
to go to Muhammad’s throne,” presumably a direct ref-
erence to his minbar in Medina, and instead placed his 
own “throne” (probably an allusion to his capital), in 
damascus.105 the communal nature of this event is em-
phasized by the description of “the emirs and many no-
mads” who gathered to pledge their allegiance to 
Muʿawiya.106 it is also likely that Jerusalem was one of 
the locations where ʿabd al-Malik received the bayʿa.107 

Muʿawiya is said to have solicited the bayʿa for his son 
yazid, whom he declared as heir apparent from the min-
bar in Medina, surrounded by his entourage from the ahl 
al-Shām (people of the levant).108 

the minbar as a seat of authority seems to have been 
reserved exclusively for caliphs and their governors, 
who represented caliphal authority within provincial 
centers. it would seem that no one else could make proc-
lamations from the minbar. after the death of Muʿawiya 
in 680, one of his followers and former commanders, 
al-dahhak b. qays al-fihri (d. 684), stood next to the 
minbar bearing the caliph’s shroud as he eulogized 
him.109 there is also evidence to show that the role of 
the caliph as preacher (khaṭīb) within the mosque had 
become increasingly important as part of the umayyad 
caliphs’ image as rightful rulers.110 it has been suggested, 
for example, that the image of the ruler flanked by two 
attendants on the “orans” drachm of bishr b. Marwan 
(ca. 694–95) may have been a representation of the ca-
liph preaching within the mosque. if so, this would be a 
further affirmation that the mosque space was cultivat-
ed as a metaphor for the vital role the caliph played 
within islamic society while the qibla space emerged as 
the arena for the expression of this identity.111

introduction of tHe Maqsura

the introduction of ritual into the mosque space seems 
to have begun as early as the reign of the third caliph, 
ʿuthman, who belonged to the banu umayya clan of the 
quraysh tribe of Mecca. He reportedly covered the 
Prophet’s minbar in the Medina mosque with cloth in 
an act of veneration, possibly an echo of how the Kaʿba 
was venerated. 112 He is also credited with the introduc-
tion of the first maqsura, which he constructed at the 
mosque in Medina. built of brick and pierced with win-
dows, it seems to have been more monumental than a 
mere wooden partition, as has been generally as-
sumed.113 the maqsura would become an almost fixed 
feature of the friday mosque, its continuation justified 
by contemporary commentators not so much as a parti-
tion to separate the caliph from his congregation, but as 
a security precaution against assassination attempts.114 
after ʿuthman, Muʿawiya constructed a maqsura at the 
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Great Mosque of damascus in 664–65.115 ibn al-faqih 
largely ignored the earlier maqsura of ʿ uthman and con-
sidered Muʿawiya to be the first caliph to introduce 
maḥārib (sing. miḥrāb) and maqāṣir (sing. maqṣūra),116 
along with other innovations such as guards and eu-
nuchs, in reference to the Great Mosque of damascus. 
this is perhaps an allusion to the introduction of cere-
monial into the mosque, likewise attributed to Muʿawiya 
in other sources. the term maqāṣir is also used outside 
the context of the mosque, and may allude in general to 
some form of private enclosure or space, with connota-
tions of distinction and privacy. al-azraqi, an early his-
torian of Mecca writing during the ninth century, refers 
to maqāṣir constructed within the Dār al-nadwa (House 
of deputies) in Mecca for the use of women.117 the 
ninth-century historian al-baladhuri (d. 892) refers to a 
further example of maqāṣir outside the context of the 
mosque: the construction of maqāṣir within city walls. 
However, the precise meaning of the term is not clear 
from the context.118 

Ziyad b. abihi, Muʿawiya’s governor, constructed a 
maqsura at his friday mosque in Kufa that was later 
renovated by the umayyad governor Khalid al-qasri.119 
other governors under the umayyads also constructed 
maqsuras in Kufa and basra.120 Muʿawiya’s governor in 
Medina, Marwan b. al-Hakam (623–83), the father of 
caliph ʿabd al-Malik b. Marwan, rebuilt the maqsura at 
the Mosque of the Prophet in 664–65,121 prior to being 
discharged in 669.122 during his governorship of Medina 
(705–12),ʿumar b. ʿabd al-aziz (the future umayyad ca-
liph ʿ umar ii [r. 717–20]) again rebuilt this maqsura, this 
time as a raised structure of teak wood, rather than of 
unbaked brick, as in the time of ʿuthman. although this 
may not seem to be in keeping with his austerity, the 
sanctity of the Mosque of the Prophet may have been a 
motivating factor in his decision.123 the maqsura that 
ʿabd al-Malik’s notorious governor al-Hajjaj b. yusuf 
built in the friday mosque at Wasit may have been 
topped with a dome, based on the thickened founda-
tions.124 What emerges from this brief survey of the use 
of the maqsura is that nearly every governor and caliph 
invested in building one for himself, in an unending 
cycle of refurbishment and perhaps also competition. 
this suggests that the maqsura may have operated as a 
metonym of authority within this context, in light of its 

pre-islamic use in the Dār al-nadwa in Mecca and its 
association with demarcating seclusion and privilege 
within large, open-plan hypostyle mosque spaces. 

this challenges the views of both the primary sources 
and contemporary scholarship, which present the ca-
liph Muʿawiya and later the caliph al-Walid i as the ones 
who introduced aspects of the “palace into the 
mosque.”125 rather, the evidence here suggests that the 
introduction of the maqsura was the result of a more 
gradual and ubiquitous process, going back to the ca-
liphate of ʿuthman b. affan (an ancestor of the umayy-
ads), who departed from the austere policies of his 
predecessor, ʿumar al-Khattab. that process related 
more to the evolving role of both caliphs and their re-
spective governors as both imam and khaṭīb within fri-
day mosques, and to how they were perceived and 
treated by the public. such a conclusion is further sup-
ported by evidence that shows how, over time, the maq-
sura came to function as a space reserved exclusively for 
the inner circle of the caliph. for example, under the 
umayyad caliph al-Hakam ii (r. 961–76) in cordoba,126 
the maqsura had its own private entrance connected to 
the palace. as we have already seen, Muʿawiya’s gover-
nor Ziyad b. abihi reportedly relocated the Dār al-imāra 
at basra behind the qibla wall in order to provide the 
caliph, governor, or imam direct access to the front of 
the friday mosque.127 an entrance connected the maq-
sura at al-Walid i’s Great Mosque of damascus with the 
khadrāʾ palace of Muʿawiya.128 similarly in Wasit, a 
doorway connected the maqsura constructed by al-Haj-
jaj b. yusuf to his newly built palace, also known as al-
khadrāʾ,129 in a direct echo of the ensemble at damascus. 

the presence of a private entrance allowing access 
between the palace and the maqsura would have essen-
tially created an exclusive intermediary space that com-
bined the security of the palace with the public spectacle 
aspect of the congregational mosque.130 al-Hajjaj b. yu-
suf, like his predecessors, was able to privately exit the 
mosque to his palace using a similar entrance.131 it is also 
suggested in the sources that al-Hajjaj’s commanders 
and close circle would have gathered within the maq-
sura while his troops assembled outside.132 for example, 
it is implied that when armed conflicts spilled into the 
mosque, as they did during the revolt of ʿamr b. saʿid b. 
al-ʿas, the door of the maqsura was locked and had to be 
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broken down.133 seclusion is implied again in a later part 
of the account, when the maqsura was broken into again 
after the “sons of Marwan” (i.e., the Marwanid branch of 
the umayyads) locked themselves within it.134 What 
emerges here is an impression of the maqsura as an ar-
chitectural feature that evolved over time to accommo-
date the inevitable tension between separation and 
exposure at the qibla of the mosque. the maqsura is also 
often connected to subsequent developments at the ca-
liphal palace, for example, the introduction of the cur-
tain or ḥijāb used to limit visual access to the later 
Marwanid umayyad caliphs such as al-Walid ii (r. 743–
44) at his audience hall in the Khirbat al-Mafjar (724–
74).135 nevertheless, the maqsura does seem to present 
its own unique history within the context of the evolving 
nature of the public audience at the friday mosque.

conclusion

the evidence presented here suggests that the friday 
mosques constructed during the period between the 
first mosque in Medina in 622 and the emergence of the 
prototypical domed umayyad caliphal mosques (in Me-
dina, damascus, and Jerusalem) under al-Walid i reveal 
a process of experimentation intrinsically linked to the 
contested nature of early islamic governance. that pro-
cess resulted from the often-conflicting religious and 
political agendas of the early governors and umayyad 
caliphs. the shift away from the austerity and simplicity 
of the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina seems to have 
occurred gradually, beginning perhaps as early as the 
second half of the seventh century under Ziyad b. abihi 
in Kufa and basra, rather than under the umayyad ca-
liphs in damascus. this development is particularly 
worthy of attention. the mosque and palace complexes 
that Ziyad constructed in two vital urban centers of iraq 
exuded an air of unprecedented monumentality—his 
mosque in basra was described as resembling “the work 
of demons.” this is in striking contrast with attitudes 
towards architecture only a few decades earlier, when 
the wooden doors of the Dār al-imāra at Kufa were 
burned upon the order of caliph ʿumar b. al-Khattab, 
and the governor ʿamr b. al-ʿas was scolded for sitting 

upon a minbar in fustat. unlike his predecessors, 
Muʿawiya’s governor Ziyad b. abihi not only sat upon a 
minbar but also ruled from within a fortified Dār al-
imāra and prayed within a maqsura, previously believed 
to be a right reserved for caliphs. it seems possible that 
the actions of Ziyad b. abihi at Kufa and basra may have 
been related to his elevated position and the powers 
vested in him by Muʿawiya, as exemplified by his inclu-
sion in the clan of umayya as the caliph’s kinsman and 
brother. thus, in 665, while governor of basra, Ziyad b. 
abihi became Ziyad b. abi sufyan, losing the moniker 
for illegitimacy (abihi, son of his unknown father)136 and 
the brand of shame resulting from his mother’s promis-
cuity.137 this context, along with the shifts in attitude 
towards the mosque and palace under Muʿawiya, may 
explain his ambitious architectural pursuits in contrast 
to his predecessors, shifts that paralleled those of his 
master in damascus. this is not to argue that the efforts 
of caliph and governor were necessarily in competition 
with one another but they could be interpreted as part 
of a broader attempt at the umayyad consolidation of 
authority through the establishment of secure centers 
from which to govern. they can also be interpreted as 
indicative of how architectural configurations such as 
the maqsura may not have been operating solely on a 
symbolic level but rather emerged as a result of the real-
ity of governing within the mosque space.

the inherent vulnerability of the ruler standing un-
protected within the friday mosque was mitigated by a 
series of measures that allowed the mosque to continue 
to function as a platform for the promotion of a political 
agenda, a tradition necessitated by the immutable im-
portance of preaching from the minbar. in the develop-
ment of the maqsura and the relocation of the governor’s 
residence (Dār al-imāra) or caliphal palace (the qubbat 
al-Khadrāʾ Palace in damascus) behind the qibla we 
seem to find parallel attempts to resolve the tension be-
tween the conflicting needs for security and access to a 
public audience within the mosque. the open access to 
the ruler that had been allowed at the Mosque of the 
Prophet in Medina clearly could not be maintained in 
the turbulent political environment of the first decades 
of islam. this, of course, is not to deny in any way the 
symbolic weight of both the minbar as a pseudo-throne 
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and a relic of the Prophet Muhammad, and the enclo-
sure screen as a pre-existing and ubiquitous architec-
tural feature of the early church and even the 
pre-islamic Dār al-nadwa. the maqsura did not emerge 
exclusively in response to these dynamics, nor does the 
evidence presented here negate the symbolic impact of 
creating a physical and psychological barrier between 
the caliph/governor and the congregation. 

there also seems to have been a drive towards a more 
sophisticated maqsura, from the earliest brick version 
under ʿuthman to the raised teak wood iteration of 
ʿumar b. ʿabd al-aziz and the massive and possibly 
domed maqsura of al-Hajjaj b. yusuf at his mosque in 
Wasit. the maqsura may have been intended as a pre-
caution against assassination attempts, but the history 
of maqsura construction suggests that at some point it 
transcended what may have originally been a purely 
functional role. it is probably not coincidental that every 
umayyad caliph and governor invested in a maqsura in 
the mosques under their control. the governor al-Hajjaj 
b. yusuf perhaps took this process further by adding a 
dome above his maqsura in Wasit, something that the 
window-pierced brick maqsura of the caliph ʿuthman 
did not yet have. al-Hajjaj b. yusuf similarly added a 
qubbat al-khadrāʾ at his nearby palace, in emulation of 
its counterpart in the caliphal palace of damascus, like-
ly as an echo of the caliphal precedent in damascus and 
perhaps as a stamp of umayyad hegemony in a more 
general sense.

With the veneration of the Prophet’s minbar as a 
symbol of islamic authority, this feature symbolically 
became the platform for the voice of authority. this is 
reflected by the increasing importance of preaching 
from the minbar, as expressed in Ziyad b. abihi’s state-
ment that “lies from the pulpit remain well-known.”138 
the attempts to relocate the minbar of the Prophet from 
Medina to damascus only seem to have been successful 
once the umayyad caliphs had secured their position 
as the legitimate leaders of the community. We recall 
how sulayman b. ʿabd al-Malik vented his frustration 
over the caliph’s inability to secure what had become 
a universal symbol of islam. the untenable position 
of the early governors and caliphs seems to have been 
largely resolved through their use of architecture. the 
shift towards the more prescribed form of audience at 

the  friday mosque at damascus that was championed 
by the caliph Muʿawiya still maintained vestiges of the 
Prophet’s audiences in the Medina mosque. for exam-
ple, the use of the mosque space as a gathering place 
for tribesmen to rally freely under Muʿawiya certainly 
evoked the Prophet’s model at his mosque in Medina. it 
is also important to consider how Muʿawiya secured the 
bayʿa in Jerusalem among his fellow tribesmen even as 
he shunned the vestiges of mulk (sovereignty, kingship), 
such as a crown, during his accession and “refus[ed] to 
go to the throne of Muhammad” in Medina. 139 

furthermore, by the end of Muʿawiya’s reign, little 
had changed at the mosque in damascus, save for the 
introduction of various “seats” for use in the qibla space 
and the introduction of a maqsura, whatever its form 
may have been. the mosque still bore traces of the early 
post-conquest adaptations begun in 634, and of course 
the Dār al-imāra underwent a major refurbishment.140 
this is paralleled by the work of his governor, Ziyad b. 
abihi, who undertook ambitious architectural projects 
at both the mosque and Dār al-imāra during the same 
period. What emerges here is a surprisingly consistent 
architectural setting, in terms of sophistication, for both 
caliph and governor. in this sense, the works of the gov-
ernor Ziyad b. abihi seem to warrant further examina-
tion in this specific context.

nevertheless, by the end of the reign of the caliph 
Muʿawiya a series of subtle transformations had oc-
curred within the qibla space and with respect to how 
that space was used. the inclusion of a monumental Dār 
al-imāra should also be noted, topped by a qubbat al-
khadrāʾ at both the caliphal palace in damascus and, 
later, at Wasit, under the governor al-Hajjaj b. yusuf. 
these elements can be seen as operating together to ad-
dress the complementary yet contradicting roles of the 
caliph and of the governor who was his representative. 
it seems the architecture was sensitively responding to 
complex and delicate issues regarding the nature of ca-
liphal authority. the view in the sources that Muʿawiya 
whimsically introduced ceremonial at the mosque 
therefore seems to have been an oversimplification. the 
tension expressed architecturally in early mosques con-
nected with him was best articulated by the parting 
words of the caliph ʿumar when he sparred with 
Muʿawiya over the use of ceremonial within the city and 
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mosque: ʿumar left “not knowing whether [he] should 
order it or forbid it.”
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The Bahri mamluk period (1250–1382) in cairo wit-
nessed the spread of artistic and architectural styles that 
were clearly unique to the cairene tradition. The new 
decorative forms were unprecedented not only stylisti-
cally but also technically, introducing new expertise and 
skills previously unfamiliar to cairene craftsmanship. 

The introduction of new techniques has generally 
been accounted for by the prosperity of trade or by dip-
lomatic relations, where a general milieu of economic 
and political stability and peace encouraged the ex-
change of not only objects but also artists and artisans. 
The introduction of persian influences to cairene mam-
luk architecture is a case in point. ilkhanid influence on 
mamluk art and architectural decoration is well docu-
mented, and accounts of chroniclers often refer to archi-
tects, masons, and calligraphers, as well as sufis, who 
came to cairo from the ilkhanid domain.1 

The FounDaTion oF a TaBrizi Workshop in 
cairo: emir sayF al-Din aiTmish al-ashraFi 

al-muhammaDi

emir sayf al-Din aitmish al-ashrafi al-muhammadi (d. 
1336) was one of the mamlūks (owned slaves) employed 
by sultan al-nasir muhammad (r. 1293–94, 1299–1309, 
and 1310–41) in his diplomatic relations with the ilkha-
nid state. he was originally purchased by al-mansur 
 qalawun (r. 1279–90), who gave him to al-ashraf khalil 
(r. 1290–93), and was therefore commonly referred to as 

aitmish al-ashrafi (a nisba [adjective indicating a per-
son’s place of origin, affiliation, or ancestry] indicating 
his connection to al-ashraf khalil) al-mughuli (the mon-
gol). he first came to attention as a trusted envoy of al-
nasir muhammad during the latter’s exile in al-karak in 
1309–10. When al-nasir muhammad left al-karak to re-
gain the throne during his third rule, he appointed ait-
mish as governor of the city, where he remained until 
1311.2

emir aitmish is known to have had excellent diplo-
matic skills and was well acquainted with the mongol 
language and mongol lands, as well as mongol laws, cul-
ture, and traditions, assets that were primary consider-
ations for choosing him as a diplomatic envoy.3 he 
became a trusted member of sultan al-nasir muham-
mad’s circle, although never rising above the rank of an 
emir of forty.4 Following the proposed peace negotia-
tions, the ilkhanid ruler abu saʿid (r. 1317–35) stipulated 
that the mamluks’ representative be a man of “con-
firmed religion and honesty.”5 Based on these creden-
tials, aitmish was sent by al-nasir muhammad on a 
number of diplomatic missions to the ilkhanid state, 
which ultimately led to the peace of aleppo in 1322–23.6 

Following the peace treaty, many decorative objects 
were exported to cairo, some of which were intended as 
gifts for the sultan, while others may have been sold in 
local markets. The egyptian historian maqrizi (d. 1442) 
records the valuable gifts taken by aitmish on his diplo-
matic missions, but the gifts he received in return for the 
sultan are frequently not documented.7 

in his account of the year 1330, maqrizi records that a 
banna (master mason) accompanied aitmish from Ta-
briz and was responsible for the foundation of a court 
workshop in cairo during the 1330s and 1340s, where he 
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trained artisans in the Tabrizi tradition. The craftsman 
was additionally accredited with the construction of the 
two minarets at the mosque of qawsun in cairo (1329–
30), which he built on the model of the minarets of the 
mosque of ʿali shah (ca. 1318–22) in Tabriz.8 interest-
ingly, ʿali shah was the ilkhanid vizier who signed the 
peace treaty that aitmish brought back from Tabriz in 
1323.9 centuries later, the ottoman traveller evliya cele-
bi (d. ca. 1682) remarked that the minaret located at the 
southern entrance to the mosque was decorated with 
tiles.10 

The inFluence oF The Workshop on BuilDing 
anD DecoraTion in cairo 

michael meinecke has conducted a detailed study of the 
influence of the Tabrizi workshop on tile decoration in 
mamluk cairo, and laila ibrahim has additionally exam-
ined the possible influence of the workshop on the stuc-
cowork of the khanqah of emir qawsun (1335) in cairo. 
aspects of their research will be briefly summarized and 
analyzed during the course of this study. 

The minarets of the mosque of al-nasir muhammad 
at the cairo citadel (originally built in 1313; reconstruct-
ed in 1335) are unparalleled in egypt. Both are decorated 
with tiles of navy blue, turquoise, and white mosaic. 
meinecke attributes these minarets to the same crafts-
man who worked on the construction of the qawsun 
minarets. Behrens-abouseif, quoting Ülkü Bates, addi-
tionally suggests that another source of inspiration may 
have been anatolia, where tile mosaics were extensive-
ly used and often combined with masonry, as opposed 
to the brick common in iran.11

The form of these minarets, topped by a bulbous 
crown, was clearly an innovation in cairo, inspired by 
those commonly seen in mosques and mausolea in 
ilkhanid lands. The minaret of the shrine of ʿabd al-sa-
mad in natanz (1299–1312), and those crowning the en-
tryway of the Friday mosque of yazd (originally built in 
the twelfth century, but largely rebuilt between 1324 and 
1365), are similar examples. Both structures were built 
in the ilkhanid period, but the minarets at yazd unfor-
tunately do not retain much of their original decoration. 
The decoration at natanz, however, is completely origi-

nal. The shape of the minarets, although not necessarily 
the types of tiles used, is clearly linked to the minarets 
of al-nasir’s mosque at the citadel. 

The introduction of a new repertory rapidly led to the 
infiltration of ilkhanid architectural decorative styles in 
cairo, as well as the introduction of new techniques, 
primarily in tile decoration and stuccowork, another 
ilkhanid specialty. 

The Tile DecoraTion oF The mosque oF emir 
alTunBugha al-mariDani

The use of color and glazed tile decoration became in-
creasingly important during the ilkhanid period, pri-
marily for the embellishment of exteriors. in cairo, the 
earliest known example of tile decoration appears on 
the minaret of the khanqah of Baybars al-Jashankir 
(1306–10); it was also seen on the mosque of al-malik 

Fig. 1. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–
39/40), general view. (photo: © k.a.c. creswell photograph-
ic collection, rare Books and special collections library, The 
american university in cairo) 
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courtyard and a dome in front of the mihrab (a prayer 
niche found in religious buildings indicating the direc-
tion to the kaʿba in mecca). Three axial entrances lead 
into the courtyard, which is separated from the prayer 
hall by a fine mashrabiyya screen (a wooden screen that 
covered windows of medieval houses) (fig. 2). Despite 
the mosque’s poor state of conservation today, it still 
manages to retain a great deal of its original splendor 
and remains one of the most beautiful mosques of four-
teenth-century cairo. 

The tile decoration in the mosque of al-maridani, 
which is of a technically high standard, appears on only 
four architectural parts of the structure. rectangular 
tile panels are found on the inner sides of the windows 
over the northeastern and southwestern entryways  
(figs. 3 and 4). Tile roundels occupy the inner (facing 
the courtyard) and outer (facing the street) sides of the 

al-Jukandar (1319). Those precedents, which were tech-
nically still primitive, have largely been destroyed. 

in the 1330s, however, one begins to recognize the 
evolution of a technically advanced tile decoration that 
was clearly foreign to the cairene tradition; it was used 
monumentally and displayed in a variety of colors, two 
practices previously unknown in egypt. meinecke iden-
tified thirteen Bahri mamluk monuments in cairo with 
tile and faience mosaic decoration, most of which were 
built between 1330 and 1350.12 one of these is the mosque 
of emir altunbugha al-maridani, which the contempo-
raneous historian al-yusufi (d. 1358) praised as one of the 
most lavishly and finely decorated buildings in the city 
(fig. 1).13 

The mosque, construction on which began in 1334 
and was completed in 1339–40,14 follows the riwāq (an 
arcade carried on columns or pillars) plan, with an open 

Fig. 2. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–39/40). (plan: courtesy of nicholas Warner)
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Fig. 3. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–
39/40), tile panel over northeastern entryway. (photo:  
© matjaž kačičnik)

Fig. 4. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), tile panel over southwestern entryway. (photo: 
© Diana  Bakhoum)

Fig. 5. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–
39/40), tile roundel facing the courtyard over northwestern 
entryway. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 6. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–
39/40), tile roundel facing the street over northwestern 
entry way. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)
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 central medallion of the northwestern entryway (figs. 5 
and 6). all the panels are strategically placed in promi-
nent positions above the entryways to the mosque.

The panels feature an arabesque design set on a veg-
etal scroll background. These patterns had earlier prec-
edents in cairene architecture, which were produced in 
stone or stucco, but in the mosque of al-maridani we 
find the earliest extant example in glazed tile. The de-
sign and structure of the rectangular tile panels are com-
parable to the stucco grille at the madrasa of emir 
qarasunqur (1300) (fig. 7); they also very closely resem-
ble the stone screen at the funerary complex of sanjar 
al-Jawli (1303–4) (fig. 8). in terms of decorative reper-
tory, it is quite obvious that the designs chosen for the 

decoration drew upon local rather than international 
motifs. The panels look very different from other tile-
work in cairo; at the same time, there is no evidence of 
any iranian parallels, in either design or technique. The 
same can be said of the tile roundels adorning the north-
western portal.15

The rectangular tile panels above the northeastern and 
southwestern entryways

as mentioned above, in both panels, vegetal scroll 
ornaments form the basis of the design. above the 
northeastern entryway, white and navy blue tile pan-
els were combined to form an overall arabesque  design 

Fig. 7. cairo, madrasa of emir qarasunqur (1300), stucco 
screen. (photo: © matjaž kačičnik)

Fig. 8. cairo, funerary complex of sanjar al-Jawli (1303–4), 
stone screen. (photo: © matjaž kačičnik)
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framed by a navy blue rectangle (fig. 9). The same tech-
nique was used in the panel above the southwestern 
entryway, this time to create a different arabesque 
composition, executed in white and turquoise glazed 
tiles surrounded by a cobalt blue rectangular framing  
(fig. 10).16 While both panels are the same width, the one 
above the northeastern entryway is longer, which allows 
for the display of a larger portion of the arabesque pat-
tern.17

Tile roundels above the northwestern entryway

a tile roundel is found on each side of the northwestern 
entryway, one facing the courtyard, the other facing the 
street (figs. 11 and 12). at the center of the panel on the 
inner side, which combines three different colors—
white, turquoise, and dark blue18—is a roundel with the 
name “muḥammad,” a reference to the prophet and per-
haps also an allusion to sultan al-nasir muhammad  
(fig. 11). The inscription is placed in a strategic location 
opposite the mihrab, where it is visible from different 
parts of the mosque. 

The outer roundel combines the same three colors 
in a highly concentric design (fig. 12). according to a 
drawing by Jules Bourgoin (1892), the central medal-
lion contained the word Allāh in naskh script (a type of 
calli graphy in which the letters are rounded and clearly 
formed). meinecke thus suggests that the general lay-
out of this roundel with the surrounding inscription 
band resembles the roundel above the entryway of the 
mosque of al-aqmar (1125). he uses this example to sup-
port his hypothesis about the local origins of the design 
repertory for these panels.19

analysis

These panels are very fine and highly advanced exam-
ples of cairene tilework. Due to the sophisticated tech-
nical skills needed for their production, similar panels 
are quite rare. one earlier example discussed by mei-
necke is at the sahib ata mausoleum in konya (1283),20 
but the design is composed of a geometric pattern and 
was probably executed in one color. in terms of vegetal 
ornamentation, a number of cairene precedents could 

Fig. 9. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), tile panel over northeastern entryway. (photo: 
© matjaž kačičnik)

Fig. 10. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), detail of tile panel over southwestern entry-
way. (photo: ©  Diana Bakhoum)



The Foundation of a Tabrizi Workshop in Cairo 23

be discussed, but these were mainly executed in stone 
or stucco.21

The main question is whether these panels are made 
up of separate pieces of tile attached together or wheth-
er they form one unit composed of different colors. poly-
chrome tiles were generally much harder to produce 
and required the presence of skilled master ceramists. a 
number of techniques were developed to prevent the 
colors from running over and rendering the designs il-
legible.22 in the tiles in question, one can see clear lines 
between the different colored pieces, which could be 
indicative of actual joints or might just be incised lines 
drawn to separate the oxides and prevent the colors 
from running over one another (figs. 13–16). although 
the indented lines or incisions are quite defined on the 
decorated side of the panels, no joints are clearly visible 
on the rear side of the panels, which look as though they 
were produced out of a single block (fig. 17). it is, how-
ever, also possible that a plaster coating may have been 
added to the backs of the tile panels to strengthen the 
adhesive attachment of the different pieces to one an-
other.

another peculiarity of the panels is the use of sgraf-
fiato (lit. “scratched” in italian)23 for the swirls of the 
vegetal ornamentation. This technique was first used 

at the gunbad-i qabud mausoleum (1196–97) at mara-
gha, where the background was scratched away, thereby 
making the glazed foreground stand out. it was later 
used in the Şifaiye madrasa (1220) in sivas, as well as 
at the mihrab of the ʿalaʾ al-Din mosque (ca. 1235) in 
 konya.24 

it is still unclear where the craftsmen found their in-
spiration and techniques, but anatolia, rather than iran, 
may be a plausible source.25 a very similar design is 
found in the tile panels framing the iwan of the sirçalı 
madrasa in konya (1242–43). The pattern used at al-
maridani for the rectangular tile panels closely resem-
bles the one executed at the anatolian madrasa in 
turquoise and dark blue. in konya, however, the design 
is composed of carved tile panels embedded in a plaster 
coating. The technique is not entirely different from the 
cairene examples, except that the ones at al-maridani 
are executed on a much larger scale and are not embed-
ded in plaster. given the scarcity of anatolian seljuq 
tilework parallels, however, further research is needed 
to support this hypothesis.

according to meinecke, azerbaijan may have been 
another possible source of inspiration. he suggests that 
the technique used in konya was also found at the mau-
soleum of uljaitu (1305) at sultaniyya and the tomb 

Fig. 11. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), detail of tile roundel facing the courtyard over 
northwestern entryway. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 12. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), tile roundel facing the street over northwestern 
entryway. (photo © Diana Bakhoum)
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tower (1322) at Barda. on the basis of the connection 
with ilkhanid decoration, meinecke thus suggests that 
the craftsmen working on these panels were those 
trained by the Tabrizi master brought to cairo in 1323.26 

The two rectangular panels and the internal north-
western roundel should generally be considered integral 
parts of the overall decorative program of the mosque. 
The walls surrounding these panels are covered with a 
low-relief carved stone revetment, which would origi-
nally have been painted (figs. 3–5). relief carvings such 
as these forming an overall wall pattern were not very 
common in cairo and should therefore be examined in 
terms of their connection with the tile panels.27 mei-
necke thus suggests that the designs of the panels and 
their surrounds were products of the Tabrizi master, 
who, he consequently infers, worked at the royal court 
workshop, under the supervision of a muʿallim (literally 
“teacher,” but generally used in reference to a master 
craftsman), ibn al-suyufi,28 the chief architect of the 
court, or the raʾīs al-muhandisīn.29

in light of the dearth of definitive parallels, more evi-
dence is needed to prove any hypothesis about the pos-
sible origin of these panels and the craftsmen who 
produced them. The fact that most other tilework in 

cairo was executed in tile mosaic makes these panels 
rare and highly significant for the architectural history 
of tile decoration in cairo. The choice of four different 
designs with different sizes, shapes, and proportions 
could suggest an experimental approach rather than the 
adoption of a well-established tradition. 

one major observation should be made at this stage. 
There is a clear discrepancy in complexity and qual-
ity of execution between the rectangular panels and 
the tile roundel facing the interior of the mosque, as 
opposed to the tile roundel facing the street, which 
displays a much higher level of sophistication, both 
technically and stylistically (fig. 12). The design of this 
roundel is the most complex of the four, and the con-
nections of the different pieces are very intricate and 
finely executed. it could therefore be suggested that 
the tile roundel facing the street may have been pro-
duced by the Tabrizi master himself, and acted as a 
prototype to be copied by those training under his su-
pervision. no concrete evidence, however, can prove 
this hypothesis. in the future, restoration and clean-
ing may help reveal new evidence that can guide us 
in determining the craftsman who produced these  
panels. 

Fig. 13. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), detail of tile panel over northeastern entryway. 
(photo: ©  Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 14. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), detail of tile panel over southwestern entry-
way. (photo: ©  Diana Bakhoum)
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Fig. 15. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–39/40), detail of tile roundel facing the courtyard over north-
western entry way. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 16. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–39/40), detail of tile roundel facing the street over northwest-
ern entryway. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)
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The inFluence oF The TaBrizi Workshop on 
sTucco DecoraTion

The team of artists, or workshop, that was responsible 
for the tile decoration on cairene monuments has also 
been credited with the execution of stucco decoration. 

By the first quarter of the fourteenth century, the tra-
dition of mamluk stucco decoration had become well 
established, and in iran, stucco decoration reached its 
apogee under the ilkhanids. several buildings in cairo 
feature stucco decoration that was alien to the tradition 
of the mamluk period, some of which can still be ob-
served today, though others are no longer extant. 

one of the earliest examples is in the complex spon-
sored by al-nasir muhammad for himself. The mihrab of 
the madrasa of al-nasir muhammad (1296–1304) at Bayn 
al-qasrayn (fig. 18) is quite exceptional in mamluk archi-
tectural decoration and clearly derives from persian 
prototypes. With its pierced bosses, the high-relief carv-
ing on the conch of the mihrab closely resembles ilkha-
nid stucco as well as repoussé30 metalwork. laila ibrahim 
has suggested that the closest parallel is to be found in 
the mihrab of the great mosque (1277) at urumiyya.31 
upon closer examination, however, one sees that the 
two mihrabs share the same bulbous qualities but not 
the same designs. The stucco mihrab found at the pir-i 

Fig. 17. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), tile roundel over the interior of the northwest-
ern entryway, view from the backside of the panel. (photo: 
© Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 18. cairo, madrasa of al-nasir muhammad (1296–1304), 
detail of conch of mihrab. (photo: © matjaž kačičnik)

Bakran mausoleum (1299–1312) (fig. 19), and particularly 
the spandrel design of the mihrab added by uljaitu to 
the great mosque of isfahan in 1310 (fig. 20), provide 
much closer parallels because they share similar ara-
besque designs.32 one should note, though, that mam-
luk-mongol relations had not been well established by 
the time the madrasa of al-nasir was completed in 1303. 
This suggests that unless the conch was decorated at 
least a decade later, the craftsmen who worked on it 
were likely to have been refugees rather than craftsmen 
brought as a result of diplomatic relations.33

The now-ruined qasr al-ablaq (1313–14) of al-nasir 
muhammad at the citadel, known to us through the De-
scription de l’Égypte,34 was also decorated with a medal-
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ʿumila bi-rasm (made by special decree for), commonly 
known from portable objects, but most unusual on ar-
chitectural monuments.37 a careful study and analysis 
of the meaning of this formula suggest that the roundel 
was manufactured in a separate workshop, probably un-
der royal control, to fulfil an order made by the sultan 
for his emir, the presence of the formula being an official 
recognition of this fact.38 During the mamluk period, 
marble and wooden panels were readily transferable 
from one monument to the other and the occurrence of 
this formula may suggest that the roundel was manufac-
tured in a separate workshop rather than on site. it has 
therefore been suggested that this roundel was manu-
factured in the court workshop founded by the Tabrizi 
craftsman brought by aitmish as a diplomatic gift.39  
J. m. rogers has compared the stucco roundel in 
question with a very close parallel at the madrasa-yi 
 shamsiyya at yazd (dated by Wilber to 1365).40 pickett, 
however, proposes a much earlier dating and suggests 
that the madrasa was already finished in 1332, follow-
ing the death of shams al-Din (d. 1332), whose body was 
brought from Tabriz to be buried inside the building.41 
on this basis, the madrasa could therefore be consid-
ered a major source of inspiration or a direct prototype 
for the khanqah of emir qawsun in cairo. yazd was 
not only one of the major weaving centers of iran, but 
also had an additional importance for the mamluks as a 
slave market. The most plausible date for the establish-
ment of yazd as a slave market, as proposed by rogers, 
is 1322, following the peace of aleppo. one of the condi-
tions outlined in the treaty was that the Bahri mamluks 
be allowed to purchase slaves from ilkhanid domains 
and that al-magd al-sallami, a major slave merchant 
of the period, be allowed to travel between egypt and 
the ilkhanid state for this reason.42 in conclusion, one 
may thus suggest the possibility that yazdi craftsmen 
also came to cairo to work on the massive architectural 
 projects undertaken in the city. 

The question is whether there are similar links be-
tween the examples discussed above and the stucco 
decoration at al-maridani. Various types of stucco orna-
ment, including the medallions known as bukhariyyas 
(usually of a round or oval shape, with a palmette at 
either end and filled with patterns) (fig. 22), roundels, 

lion, probably in stucco, which is stylistically very close 
to the ilkhanid tradition. The medallion is distinguished 
by the use of hollow appliqué bosses35 similar to those 
discussed earlier in connection with the madrasa of al-
nasir muhammad. such bosses were very rare in cairo 
and their use is restricted to only a few but significant 
buildings. These bosses also occur in the spandrels of the 
mihrab of the khanqah of princess Tughay, also known 
as khawand umm anuk (pre-1349), who was al-nasir’s 
favorite wife.36

a stucco roundel at the khanqah of emir qawsun 
(1335) in cairo features an inscription surround that is 
now in a ruined state (fig. 21). The major peculiarity of 
the surround is the use of the initial formula mimma 

Fig. 19. linjan, pir-i Bakran mausoleum (1299–1312), conch 
of mihrab. (photo: ©  Bernard o’kane)
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Fig. 20. isfahan, great mosque, spandrel detail of the mihrab added by uljaitu in 1310. (photo: © Bernard o’kane)

and tree patterns (fig. 23), grace the upper portion of the 
walls of the prayer hall. There are, however, very few 
intact stucco roundels on the qibla wall. The density and 
quality of the decoration, as well as the size of the roun-
dels, are not comparable to the examples at the khan-
qah of emir qawsun. The bukhariyyas are finely 
executed but their decoration does not compare to 
those seen at the khanqah.43 it is therefore very unlikely 
that the Tabrizi workshop exerted any influence on the 
stuccowork of the mosque of al-maridani. 

given the evidence available today, one could assume 
that the influence of the Tabrizi workshop on the 
mosque of al-maridani was relatively restricted in scale. 
The decoration of the tile panels as well as the decora-
tions in stucco give the impression of being experimen-

tal and are not found later in any other monuments. 
additionally, they have been used sparingly on the 
structure, mainly on the interior and not on the façade 
or minaret, for instance, where they would have made a 
clear statement regarding the involvement of a foreign 
workshop. on the other hand, parts of the decoration 
that had been a cairene specialty and in which the 
craftsmen were already talented were executed accord-
ing to very high standards of perfection. nevertheless, 
one should always consider the extensive restorations 
carried out at the mosque; original parts of the decora-
tion may have been lost, making it more difficult to be 
certain of the sources of inspiration. restoration and 
cleaning may help reveal new evidence, but until these 
are carried out, no final conclusions can be reached. 
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Fig. 22. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani 
(1334–39/40), stucco bukhariyya. (photo: © Diana Bakhoum)

Fig. 23. cairo, mosque of emir altunbugha al-maridani (1334–39/40), tree representations in stucco. (photo: © matjaž 
kačičnik)

Fig. 21. cairo, khanqah of emir qawsun (1335), stucco roun-
del. (photo: © matjaž kačičnik)
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The Decline oF The TaBrizi Workshop

The scarcity of available material could be misleading in 
the examination of the extent of the influence exerted 
by the Tabrizi workshop in cairo. Based on the current 
evidence, one might assume that following the death of 
al-nasir muhammad, the influence of the Tabrizi work-
shop declined and that the tile decoration adorning the 
windows of the mausoleum of the sultan hasan com-
plex (1356–63), for example, may have been one of the 
last undertakings of the workshop in cairo. in terms of 
stucco decoration, the richly ornamented stucco roun-
dels at the mosque of aslam al-silahdar (1344–45) and 
the nearly contemporary khanqah of princess Tatar al-
hijaziya (1348) were the last products of stucco orna-
mentation for at least a decade.44

Following the death of abu saʿid in 1335, the ilkhanid 
empire disintegrated rapidly, accompanied by a demise 
in the imperial building tradition. With the ensuing tur-
moil and with the Black Death of 1348, many artists fled 
to cairo and brought with them new building tech-
niques and motifs, which included complex muqarnas 
vaults and chinoiserie patterns. The stone architecture 
of anatolia seems to have had lasting effects on mamluk 
façade decoration. The disappearance of persian styles 
of tilework in cairo may have been the result of these 
circumstances. 

Timurid architectural decoration and tilework were 
to exert more influence on the architecture of mughal 
india than on the Western islamic lands. Furthermore, 
there was an increasing interest in the use of stone as a 
building and decorative material in cairo, which seems 
to have affected the use of tile mosaic for decoration. 
The architecture of the later Bahri mamluk period, as 
well as that of the Burji mamluks (1382–1517), thus relied 
heavily on stone decoration, and great advances were 
achieved in the decoration of dome structures, minarets, 
and portals, a factor that gave cairo its unique architec-
tural style. 

This examination of the mosque of al-maridani in 
light of the historical events of the time has resulted in 
a better understanding of how foreign relations influ-
enced the building of this period. The appropriation of 
foreign techniques, probably undertaken by local crafts-
men who were influenced by local motifs, was possibly 

intended as an exercise in experimentation, first to be 
tried in buildings sponsored by emirs, and then to be 
perfected in later architectural projects carried out by 
the sultan. such efforts, however, were instrumental in 
imparting a unique sensibility to their monuments. 

Department of Arab and Islamic Civilizations,
The American University in Cairo
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Tabriz, the former capital city of the ilkhanid and Jalay-
irid rulers (r. 1256–1335 and 1335–1432, respectively), lo-
cated at a commercial crossroad, was a significant 
intellectual and artistic center during the Turkmen qara 
qoyunlu (r. 1380–1468) and aq qoyunlu (r. 1378–1508) 
dynasties (fig. 1). The city remained a state capital until 
1555, during the reign of the Safavid Shah Tahmasp i 
(r. 1524–76).1

during the fifteenth century Tabriz was famous for its 
workshops (sing. kitābkhāna). its manuscript produc-
tion was renowned, as were its ceramics. by the end of 
the century, a Tabrizi craftsman was even said to have 
attempted an imitation of porcelain,2 an episode that 
illustrates the dynamism of the city’s workshops. as far 
as cairo, damascus, bursa, and Shahr-i Sabz, potters 
bearing a nisba (element of a name indicating relation 
or origin) from Tabriz perpetuated the fame of its pres-
tigious workshops.3 Turkmen rulers also built great ar-
chitectural complexes in Tabriz.4 but between the 
sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, a number of earth-
quakes severely damaged this flourishing city, devastat-
ing its historical monuments.5 in addition to these 
natural disasters, in 1514 Tabriz was attacked and its 
treasuries plundered by the ottoman army.6

consequently, very little is known about Tabriz’s 
heritage. The remains of the Mosque of ʿali Shah, the 
rabʿ-i rashidi complex of pious and charitable institu-
tions (named after its founder, whose mausoleum was 
part of the complex), and the former Masjid-i Jamiʿ ap-
pear to be a very faint echo of what may have been great 
architectural complexes erected by the Mongol rulers 
Ghazan khan (d. 1304) and rashid al-din (d. 1318).7 in 
his famous depiction of the city, Matrakçı nasuh 

(d. 1564), a painter who followed the ottoman sultan 
Süleyman during his military campaign in iran and iraq 
between 1533 and 1536, offered a glimpse of the mag-
nificent heritage of Tabriz.8 as for the fifteenth century, 
the famous blue Mosque built in 1465 by the qara qoyun-
lus has long appeared to be the last remnant of Turkmen 
architecture and decoration in the city. it was while 
studying this monument that scholarly attention first 
focused on the innovative distinctiveness of ceramic tile 
production in Tabriz—in the originality of its range of 
“blue-and-white” ornaments, its lusterware, and even its 
gilded cobalt tiles, some of which long constituted the 
only known examples of their type.9 The recovery of the 
Mosque of uzun hasan, however, has brought to light 
new evidence of similar examples. restored by the 
Sazman-i Miras-i Farhangi (organization for national 
cultural heritage) in 2006–7, this structure has been 
identified as the mosque built by the aq qoyunlu ruler 
uzun hasan (r. 1457–78).10 its ceramic decoration, which 
will be presented below, leaves no doubt regarding this 
attribution while also confirming previous assessments 
as to the outstanding and original quality of Tabrizi tile 
production during the Turkmen dynasties.

The FoundinG oF The uzun haSan MoSque 
and The naSriYYa coMPleX

The Mosque of uzun hasan (known locally as Masjid-i 
hasan Padishah) formed a part of the nasriyya complex, 
located on a former plaza called the Maydan-i Sahib-
abad, on the north side of the river crossing Tabriz.11 This 
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nected with the nasriyya complex, where the uzun 
hasan Mosque was erected.

construction began on the architectural complex 
of nasriyya in 1477–78, under the patronage of uzun 
hasan, and seems to have been completed seven years 
later, during the reign of Sultan Yaʿqub—that is to say, 
around 1484.20 The complex comprised a mausoleum, a 
mosque, a madrasa, and a hospital. karbalaʾi Tabrizi (fl. 
sixteenth century) describes the complex as a mosque 
(jāmiʿ-yi Naṣriyya), but his contemporary qazvini 
also writes about a garden (bāghcha-i Naṣriyya). The 
nasriyya  seems to have had a funereal purpose as well, 
since its patrons—uzun hasan and Yaʿqub—were said 
to be buried there.21 The best architects and craftsmen 
would have worked on the construction of the nasriyya 
complex, and a certain darvish qasim was apparently in 
charge of building the mausoleum erected in the middle 
of a garden.22 khunji isfahani refers to this structure as a 
red and blue monument (surkh va kabūd); this probably 
indicates a brick construction with brick or terra cotta 
ornamental patterns arranged with tiles in dominant 
blue tones.23 on the north side of this mausoleum was 
an older shrine, the Pir-i rumi, dated rabiʿ i 874 or 884 
(September–october 1469 or May–June 1479) by one 
stone inscription, and 768 (1366–67) by another.24

The mosque attached to this complex replaced a 
qara qoyunlu mosque located in the same place. The 
new building was founded by uzun hasan. Yet khunji 

plaza has now vanished and, apart from the newly re-
covered Mosque of uzun hasan, only the Sahib al-ʿamr 
Mosque (founded during the time of the Safavid ruler 
Shah Tahmasp i) remains in the vicinity, on the north 
side of the former complex.12

we know from historical sources that the Maydan-i 
Sahibabad was founded during the time of the qara 
qoyunlu sultan Jahanshah (r. 1438–67), who built his 
own palace there in 1466.13 when the aq qoyunlu rulers 
seized the city in 1467, they added their own buildings 
and decorations to the palace.14 in 1472, the venetian 
ambassador Josafa barbaro described the mosaic panel 
decorations of the audience hall during the reign of 
uzun hasan.15 Some years later, khunji isfahani (d. 1519) 
mentioned the construction of a mazār (tomb) during 
khalil’s reign (r. 1478) and further restorations (or per-
haps a complete reconstruction?) undertaken by uzun 
hasan’s son and successor, Sultan Yaʿqub (r. 1478–90), 
between 1483 and 1486.16 khunji isfahani reports that 
there was an elevated octagonal palace, described as a 
“turquoise throne.” after Yaʿqub’s renovations were 
completed, the palace was apparently renamed the 
“hasht bihisht” (eight Paradises);17 it has been proposed 
that the hasht bihisht may be the first known example 
of this plan type.18 at the beginning of the sixteenth cen-
tury, Francesco romano, a venetian merchant, thor-
oughly described the amazing paintings decorating the 
palace.19 The hasht bihisht was the main palace con-

Fig. 1. Map showing Tabriz and related cities. (Map: Sandra aube)
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isfahani describes the mosque’s state of disrepair during 
the reign of Yaʿqub, when the queen mother, Malika 
Saljuqshah begum, funded its restoration: a new portico 
was built, decorated with tiles (kāshī) and surmounted 
by a cupola covered with blue tile revetments.25 Surpris-
ingly, the mosque is said to have been a stone construc-
tion, which, if true, would make it a rare example of such 
a structure in aq qoyunlu architecture of the region.26 
it seems more likely, however, that the reference to 
stone concerns the many marble panels decorating the 
walls (on which, see below).

during the Safavid era, the uzun hasan Mosque was 
damaged when the ottomans besieged the castle in 
1585: Tabrizi forces apparently used the aq qoyunlu 
mosque as one of their points of departure against the 
assailants. in 1635, when the ottomans again pillaged 
the city, the uzun hasan Mosque seems to have mostly 
been spared, but the adjoining Safavid mosque that had 
previously been built on its east side was ruined. This 
latter mosque was restored in 1679. The earthquake of 
1780, however, severely damaged the entire nasriyya 
complex.27 The adjoining Safavid mosque was restored 

once again in 1794, and the uzun hasan Madrasa was 
rebuilt in 1826, by Mirza Mahdi qadi, a remote descen-
dant of uzun hasan.28 but from this time forward there 
is no longer any mention to be found of the original 
uzun hasan Mosque.

Today, only a part of the great domed chamber of the 
mosque is still standing.29 its east side is obviously miss-
ing, having been replaced by a Safavid and then a qajar 
building. The west side of the room seems to have re-
tained its three original alcoves, formed by two plain 
pillars and two massive corner pillars, whereas rem-
nants of only two alcoves survive on the north and south 
sides (fig. 2). Together the four sides once constituted a 
square domed chamber (around 20 m wide) surrounded 
on each side by four pillars (two plain and two corner). 
but the cupola collapsed and today the height of the 
domed chamber reaches only three meters. This cham-
ber used to be a prayer room and the mihrab niche has 
been preserved. its spatial organization brings to mind 
the architecture of the qara qoyunlu blue Mosque, as 
well as the Safavid Sahib al-ʿamr Mosque in Tabriz, both 
of which are completely covered with cupolas, an archi-

Fig. 2. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, general view of the south side of the domed chamber. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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with a white quatrefoil motif outlined in black, on a co-
balt background (fig. 4). Such “blue-and-white” tiles 
were perhaps arranged along with bannāʾī decorations 
on the outer walls, since the same kinds of tiles and com-
position are still to be found at the back of the qara 
qoyunlu blue Mosque (fig. 5).32 The two Turkmen mon-
uments contain exactly the same tiles and both were 
clearly made by the same team.

The strong links between both of these Turkmen 
monuments in Tabriz are also demonstrated by the in-
ternal decoration of the Mosque of uzun hasan. ce-
ramic tiles remain along the pillars and alcoves. The 
architectural decoration is composed of dadoes section-
ally ornamented with underglazed painted tiles com-
bined with stone polygons (figs.  6 and 16). each 
projecting angle is highlighted with a stone column 
topped with a muqarnas. a calligraphic stone band is 
spread over the dadoes. The upper part of the pillars was 
mostly covered with mosaic tile panels. The mihrab it-
self is not tiled but is instead composed of a rectangular 
alabaster slab, ornamented with a simple sculpted arch 
(fig. 6). The panel above the mihrab is covered with 
square cobalt and gilded tiles; this technique was not 

tectural feature that is closer to ottoman models than 
to iranian architectural traditions.30 alongside this 
mosque one finds the ruins of the former madrasa that 
was rebuilt in the nineteenth century.31

a great number of ceramic revetments have been dis-
covered in the rubble of the mosque. Some of them have 
been restored and replaced on the pillars (fig. 6), but 
most of the tiles are in storage. Their technical and sty-
listic features, presented below, clearly belong to the aq 
qoyunlu period.

ceraMic TileS FroM The uzun haSan MoSque

The exterior of the north wall of the mosque is orna-
mented with cobalt and turquoise bannāʾī bricks that 
probably framed the openings. The border is composed 
of a series of cobalt dots on a turquoise ground, framed 
by cobalt lines (fig. 3). The bannāʾī (lit. “builder’s” deco-
rative brickwork) technique, which was widespread in 
the iranian zone, was primarily used for external decora-
tions. in the rubble of the mosque, some small square 
underglazed tiles have also been discovered painted 

Fig. 3. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, window frame with bannāʾī decoration. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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common at that time, and its use on a wall instead of on 
dadoes is quite surprising (fig. 7).

Many mosaic tile panels have been found in the rub-
ble of the uzun hasan Mosque (fig. 8). The palette em-
ployed floral and vegetal patterns characteristic of the 
Turkmen repertoire that developed during the second 
half of the fifteenth century.33 only some mosaic tile 
panels are still visible on the largely restored pillars. The 
top panels on the pillars display geometrical composi-
tions fitted with fine vegetal designs that were typical of 
the fifteenth-century iranian repertoire (fig. 9). Mixed 
with these compositions are small, lozenge-shaped 
blue-and-white tiles depicting vegetal patterns on a 
white background (figs. 9 and 10).

examples of fifteenth-century blue-and-white tiles 
are very limited in iran and central asia.34 Yet many 
blue-and-whites were found in the uzun hasan Mosque. 
For example, the lozenge-shaped blue-and-whites 
(fig. 11) illustrate the wide range of “blue-and-white” tiles 
produced in Tabriz. in the ruins of the mosque a small 
section of a blue-and-white inscription was also discov-
ered (fig. 12). The fragment shows a part of two white 

Fig. 4. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, blue-and-white square 
tiles, restored into a brick panel (kept in the storeroom). 
(Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 5. Tabriz, blue Mosque, blue-and-white square tiles mounted into a bannāʾī panel, (exterior walls of the mausoleum). 
(Photo: Sandra aube, 2004)
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Fig. 6. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, qibla wall featuring gild ed cobalt tiles over an alabaster mihrab. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2014)

Fig. 7. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, detail of square gilded 
cobalt tiles over the mihrab. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

cursive letters delineated by a black line on a cobalt 
background. although this fragment is too small to read, 
it should probably be compared to a square blue-and-
white tile kept in the Museum of islamic art in doha 
(fig. 13).35 although these kinds of blue-and-white tiles 
have often been dated to the fourteenth century, the 
discovery of such evidence in Tabriz must call this dat-
ing into question, leading us to propose a new late-fif-
teenth century attribution. also found in the rubble of 
the uzun hasan Mosque was one of the most unusual 
examples created in Tabriz: fragments of vegetal-shaped 
blue-and-white decoration in relief. examples of such 
decorations were also found on the minarets of the blue 
Mosque of Tabriz (fig. 14). For a long time, these few 
pieces were the only known evidence of this original 
type of decoration. however, more than two bags full of 
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Fig. 8. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, fragment of a calligraphic mosaic tile panel (found in the ruins of the mosque). 
( Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 9. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, mosaic tile and blue-and-white decoration on the upper part of a pillar. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2014)
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Fig. 12. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, fragment of a blue-
and-white inscription (kept in the mosque’s storeroom). 
( Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 13. Square calligraphic underglazed tile painted with 
cobalt and black on a white background. Tabriz, uzun hasan 
Mosque (?), ca. 1480. doha, Museum of islamic art, inv. no. 
Po.354.2004. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2011, with the kind autho-
rization of the Museum of islamic art, doha)

Fig. 14. Tabriz, blue Mosque, blue-and-white decoration (now kept inside the mosque) from the minarets. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2004)

Figs. 10 and 11. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, two blue-and-white tiles (kept in the mosque’s storeroom). (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2014)

10 11
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similar pieces have now been collected inside the uzun 
hasan Mosque (figs. 15 and 26). This remarkable discov-
ery may constitute the most important extant grouping 
of this unusual architectural decoration.

The range of blue-and-white tiles is even larger. The 
remaining dadoes are composed of geometrical net-
works combining ceramic tiles and stone polygons. The 
composition is based on stars surrounded by lozenge 
shapes, pentagons, and double pentagons. on the qibla 
side, these compositions are filled with various other 
types of similar tiles (fig. 16); hence, the uzun hasan 
Mosque definitely displays an unexpected range of blue-
and-white tiles.

a closer analysis of these blue-and-white dado tiles 
reveals that two different techniques of production 
were employed here. Most of these tiles have an under-
glazed decoration painted with white, cobalt, and black: 

Fig. 16. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, blue-and-white tiles in a geometrical network on the dadoes from the qibla side of 
the mosque. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 15. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, bags filled with hun-
dreds of blue-and-white ceramic decorations featuring veg-
etal designs that were found in the rubble of the mosque. 
(Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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these are clearly the so-called blue-and-white tiles. but 
a very small number of tiles—although presenting the 
same shapes—have an overglazed decoration: they are 
painted in cobalt on a white glazed background and de-
lineated by a black line (fig. 17). This corresponds to the 
“black line”36 (or cuerda seca) technique. evidence of 
“black line” tiles is, however, extremely rare in Turkmen 
lands, and one question still remains: why did tile-mak-
ers employ two different techniques to decorate the 
same kind of tile with the same pattern? although we 
do not have any clues at this point, these examples may 
at least reveal that “black line” decoration was not as 
sparsely employed as the lack of evidence to date had 
seemed to suggest.37

one last feature is worth mentioning. all the bor-
ders framing the dadoes, as well as the polygons from 

 secondary spaces surrounding the courtyard, are orna-
mented with a still more surprising kind of tile. These 
tiles feature vegetal designs with a very fine relief. The 
lower parts are painted with a black slip under a trans-
parent colored glaze. The range of colors is remarkable: 
in addition to a cobalt glaze (fig. 16: see tiles on the 
frame) and a turquoise one (fig. 18), some other panels 
employ a green glaze, as well as an exceptional yellowish 
brown one (fig. 19).

a few examples of black-and-green or black-and-tur-
quoise ceramics are known from the late fifteenth cen-
tury and are generally associated with the “kubachi” 
label (a label encompassing different kind of ceramics 
that were primarily associated with the village of kuba-
chi in the caucasus).38 but this technique was rarely 
employed for ceramic tiles from the aq qoyunlu period. 

Fig. 17. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, detail of two tiles from the dadoes of the qibla: on the right is an underglazed tile 
painted with cobalt and black on a white background (“blue-and-white” type); on the left is an overglazed tile painted with 
cobalt surrounded by a black line on a white glazed background (“black line” type). (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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Fig. 18. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, detail of a dado decoration displaying low-relief painted tiles with a black slip under 
a light blue transparent glaze. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 19. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, detail of a dado decoration featuring low-relief painted tiles with a black slip under a 
green or a yellow transparent glaze. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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besides a series of rectangular tiles painted in black un-
der a turquoise glaze framing the dadoes of the Safa 
camii in diyarbakır (ca. 1450; fig. 20),39 the only other 
known examples are some tiles with inscriptions from 
the region of Yazd.40 Yet all these tiles present a black 
motif instead of a colored design on a black background. 
Thus, the aesthetic of the Tabriz tiles evokes the con-
temporaneous group of “cizhou” wares associated with 
nishapur, the origins of which go back to the “silhou-
ette” wares of the Saljuq period.41 Yet no ceramic tiles 
seem to have been previously associated with this group. 
Moreover there is no other known evidence, during this 
period, of tiles with a green or yellow transparent glaze 
such as the Tabriz ones.42

Finally, it is worth mentioning one last tile fragment 
found in the rubble of the uzun hasan Mosque. This 
item displays a calligraphic design with a light relief ef-
fect and polychrome underglazed paintings (fig. 21). 
This unusual feature highlights even further the origi-
nality of the tile production of Tabriz. The evidence 
found in the uzun hasan Mosque is most certainly note-
worthy.

Fig. 21. Tabriz, uzun hasan Mosque, epigraphic tile fragment 
with underglazed black, cobalt, and turquoise painting on a 
white slip with a slight relief effect. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 20. diyarbakır, interior of Safa camii, detail of underglazed tiles painted in black under a turquoise glaze. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2006)
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make regarding the decorative architectural elements? 
To what extent was he influenced by Tabrizi architec-
ture? it is probably impossible to answer these ques-
tions. nevertheless, the link with the Tabrizi style is 
certain.

The most significant parallel between the two Turk-
men mosques of Tabriz is seen in the presence of blue-
and-white tiles in each. as stated above, this large group 
contains some unique examples. The aforementioned 
small, square blue-and-white tiles (about 5 cm wide) ar-
ranged with bannāʾī decorations are seen in both monu-
ments (fig. 14).48 and the high-relief vegetal-shaped 
“blue-and-white” tiles found on the minarets of the blue 
Mosque were believed to have been exceptional—until 
the recent discovery of numerous such items in the 
rubble of the Mosque of uzun hasan (figs. 15 and 26).49 
This feature demonstrates the originality of Turkmen 
ceramic tile production in Tabriz. Many other blue-and-
white tiles have been attributed to the blue Mosque  
of Tabriz in the archives of the late Professor Turabi 
Tabatabaʾi: lozenge-shaped and square tiles, as well as 
seventy triangular underglazed tiles painted with floral 
motifs in white and cobalt and outlined with black 
(fig. 27).50 These numerous identifications, combined 
with the broad range of blue-and-whites newly discov-
ered at the uzun hasan Mosque, confirm both the diver-
sity and importance of blue-and-white production in 
Tabriz.

The parallels seen between these two mosques il-
lustrate the continuities in the techniques handed 
down from master to disciple in Tabrizi ceramic work-
shops, whether their patronage was qara qoyunlu or 
aq qoyunlu. This artistic transmission is also apparent 
in the geometrical patterns used in Tabriz: both the blue 
Mosque and the Mosque of uzun hasan employed dec-
orative models found in the so-called Topkapı Scroll, 
which Gülru necipoğlu examined in her seminal 1995 
work on this document.51 comprising 114 drawings 
intended as models for architectural decoration, the 
scroll might have been compiled in the kitābkhāna of 
the Topkapı Palace from different designs brought from 
iran to istanbul by ottoman armies. rediscovered in-
side the Topkapı Palace inner Treasury in the 1980s, the 
drawings of this scroll (Ms. h.1956) have been attributed 

Tabriz: a laboraTorY For eXPeriMenTS

The case of the uzun hasan Mosque highlights the con-
tinuity between the qara qoyunlu and aq qoyunlu 
workshops in Tabriz. Many original decorative features 
were brought to light through the example of the fa-
mous blue Mosque of Tabriz, which was endowed in 
1465 by khatun Jan begum, the wife of the qara qoyun-
lu ruler Jahanshah (r. 1438–67).43 Several of its ceramic 
tiles were believed to be unique. it is now known, how-
ever, that the blue Mosque and the uzun hasan Mosque 
share several traits; this observation is significant be-
cause it highlights the distinctiveness of Tabriz’s ceram-
ic tile workshops.

The alabaster slabs illustrate this parallel. The uzun 
hasan Mosque has the same elegant mihrabs as the blue 
Mosque of Tabriz: two of them are conserved in the am-
bulatory of the oratory and another fragment is located 
in the mausoleum (fig.  22).44 Moreover, in the blue 
Mosque, the alabaster dadoes are surmounted by a long 
stone inscription;45 this feature is repeated in the 
Mosque of uzun hasan, where similar sculpted stone 
inscriptions are found above the dadoes, although these 
are less detailed than in the blue Mosque (see the frag-
ment at the bottom of fig. 9).

in the mausoleum of the blue Mosque, the walls and 
inner cupola were completely covered with hexagonal 
cobalt and gilded tiles (fig. 23).46 This technique, which 
is similar to the one used in the uzun hasan Mosque, 
deserves special attention given their unusual place-
ment. although examples of such tiles are most often 
found on dadoes (see, for example, the darb-i imam in 
isfahan, 1453 [fig. 24], and the Safavid shrine of Shaykh 
Safi al-din in ardabil, sixteenth century [fig. 25]), they 
were placed directly on the upper walls in both of the 
Turkmen mosques of Tabriz. The only known example 
of such a placement outside of Tabriz was in the domed 
chamber of the Masjid-i Shah (or Masjid-i haftad va du 
Tan Shahid [Mosque of the Seventy-Two Martyrs (of 
karbala)]) in Mashhad. interestingly, the portal of this 
Timurid mosque, built in 1451 by the amir nizam al-din 
Malikshah Yahya, is signed by an architect-mason 
(bannāʾ) from Tabriz: ahmad Shams al-din Muhammad 
bannaʾ al-Tabrizi.47 what decisions did he personally 
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Fig. 22. Tabriz, blue Mosque, fragment of the mihrab located in the western ambulatory of the oratory. (Photo: Sandra 
aube, 2014)
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by necipoğlu to northwest iran, probably Tabriz, as it 
was the most outstanding artistic center in the region. 
necipoğlu proposes dating the scroll to the second half 
of the fifteenth century.52 This attribution is strongly 
convincing since many of these models can be identi-
fied in qara qoyunlu and aq qoyunlu monuments in 
Tabriz, as well as in other Turkmen decorations in iran. 
For instance, drawing no. 28 from the Topkapı Scroll is 
used as a model for the geometrical composition cov-
ering the upper parts of the pillars of the uzun hasan 
Mosque in Tabriz (figs. 9 and 28); drawing nos. 1, 69b, 
and 42 are used to decorate both the blue Mosque of 
Tabriz and the Masjid-i Jamiʿ of Yazd (restorations from 

Fig. 23. Tabriz, blue Mosque, cobalt and gilded tile decorations inside the mausoleum. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 24. isfahan, darb-i imam, detail of gilded tiles from the 
former vestibule dadoes. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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Fig. 25. ardabil, Shrine of Shaykh Safi al-din, detail of gilded tiles on the dadoes surrounding the tomb. (Photo: Sandra 
aube, 2015)

1457); and  calligraphic compositions seen in the blue 
Mosque of Tabriz echo drawings nos. 51, 65, 68, and 69, 
as well as 71, 74, 75, and 91. we can also mention drawing 
no. 8, repeated on the Turkmen-period minbar of the 
Taqi al-din dada Mosque in bundarabad (ca. 1473–74) 
and on the dadoes of the pīshṭāq (monumental portal) 
of the Masjid-i Jamiʿ of Yazd; drawing no. 41, employed 
on the qara qoyunlu minbar of the Masjid-i Maydan-i 
Sang in kashan (ca. 1463–64); drawing no. 43, which is 
used for the qara qoyunlu-period dadoes of the Masjid-i 
Jamiʿ in bafruye (about 60 km north from Yazd, 1461–
62); and drawing no. 47, used on the darb-i kushk in 
isfahan (1496–97). likewise, the relief effects proposed, 
for example, by drawing no. 49 are developed at the blue 
Mosque of Tabriz, and the darb-i imam and darb-i kushk 

←
Fig. 26. Molded underglazed revetment painted in cobalt 
and black on a white slip. Tabriz, ca. 1465–84. los angeles 
county Museum of art, The Madina collection of islamic 
art, gift of camilla chandler Frost, inv. no. M.2002.1.305. 
(Photo: © lacMa/Public domain high resolution images)
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Fig. 27. Tabriz, blue Mosque, some triangular blue-and-whites. Sèvres, cité de la céramique, Mnc 18958. (Photo: Sandra 
aube, 2009, with the kind permission of the cité de la céramique, Sèvres)
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in isfahan, as well as in the aq qoyunlu mausoleum built 
for zaynal beg at hasankayf (ca. 1473–74), and in some 
Timurid monuments as well.53 Thus, there are plenty 
of examples that illustrate the use of the Topkapı Scroll 
models on qara qoyunlu and aq qoyunlu architectural 
ornament. This illustrates artistic transfers from Tabriz 
to western iranian Turkmen territories. Most of these 
works are located in Tabriz, giving further credence to 

necipoğlu’s hypothesis that they originated there. based 
on all these examples, it seems more accurate to date 
the Topkapı Scroll drawings to the third quarter of the 
fifteenth century, that is to say, to the transitional pe-
riod from the qara qoyunlu dynasty to the aq qoyunlu 
dynasty in Tabriz.

The group of ceramic tiles associated with Tabriz pro-
vides further evidence for the innovative and character-
istic features of Tabrizi workshops. Several of them are 
still unparalleled, while others provide new insights into 
the transmission of techniques in the region, such as the 
“black line” tiles, which establish for the first time that 
this kind of decoration was used in the Turkmen capital. 
examples of “black line” tiles are found in eastern iran, 
in Timurid herat, Mashhad, and khargird (at the Ghiya-
siyya Madrasa, ca. 1436–43 [fig. 29]54), but none of these 
have the same technical properties as the items from 
Tabriz. in western iran, specimens of fifteenth-century 
“black line” tiles are extremely rare. The main evidence 
in Turkmen territories is located in the aforementioned 
Safa camii in diyarbakır (ca. 1450, fig. 30).55 Some others 
are found in Timurid iran: in the Masjid-i Jamiʿ of Sim-
nan, in the khanqah of Shahrukh located in the Shrine 

Fig. 28. Model no. 28 from the “Topkapı Scroll.” (drawing: 
Sandra aube, based on Gülru necipoğlu, The Topkapı Scroll: 
Geometry and Ornament in Islamic Architecture; Topkapı Pal-
ace Library MS H. 1956 [Santa Monica, calif., 1995], p. 300)

Fig. 29. khargird, Ghiyasiyya Madrasa, “black line” and blue-and-white tiles from the southwestern iwan. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2015)
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Fig. 30. diyarbakır, Safa camii, detail of one of the three types of “black line” tiles from the dadoes. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2012)

of imamzada Jaʿfar at damghan (all dated ca. 1405–47, 
fig. 31), and in the imamzada zayn al-ʿabidin in Sari 
(Marʿashi dynasty, late fifteenth – early sixteenth cen-
tury).56 The range of colors and technical features differs 
from the few exemplars recovered in Tabriz. it is clear, 
however, that a great amount of “black line” evidence is 
still missing, since the technique could not have simply 
disappeared from western iran in the fifteenth century. 
The few examples found in Tabriz prove that the 
“black line” technique continued to be used in aq qoyun-
lu lands.

Moreover, it is worth recalling how little is known 
about blue-and-whites in iran during the fifteenth cen-
tury. aside from the case of Tabriz, there are a limited 
number of aq qoyunlu examples. we can mention the 
inscription on the Mosque of Panja-yi ʿali in qum (dat-
ed 1481–82, fig. 32),57 but its style and quality are none-
theless different. in fact, the few examples comparable 
to Tabrizi blue-and-whites are from Timurid khurasan. 
Several blue-and-white tiles of various shapes, along 
with mosaic tile panels and the already mentioned 
“black line” tiles, are found in the Ghiyasiyya Madrasa at 

khargird, commissioned by the Timurid vizir Pir ahmad 
khvafi and signed by the famous qavam al-din b. zayn 
al-Shirazi (figs. 29 and 33).58 The quality of these blue-
and-whites seems to be superior to the Tabrizi speci-
mens. Yet the shape and decoration of some of these 
specimens bring to mind examples from Tabriz: for in-
stance, the lozenge-shaped tiles, or the square ones or-
namented with a quatrefoil motif. in 1444–45, Pir ahmad 
khvafi also patronized the building of the zayn al-din 
Mausoleum in Taybad.59 The largely restored spandrels 
of the entrance’s iwan feature lozenge-shaped blue-and-
whites arranged with mosaic tiles that once again recall 
some of the Tabrizi items (fig. 34). Moreover, in the zayn 
al-din Mausoleum in Taybad we find another interest-
ing analogy with the architectural decoration of Tabriz: 
its dadoes (on the entrance façade as well as in the 
domed shrine chamber) form a geometrical network 
centered on star motifs, combining ceramic panels with 
stone designs (fig. 35). This feature has close parallels 
with the decoration of the dadoes in the uzun hasan 
Mosque—although the techniques employed are differ-
ent. Furthermore, in both monuments the projecting 
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Fig. 32. qum, Panja-i ʿali Mosque, blue-and-white inscription. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)

Fig. 31. damghan, imamzada, detail of a “black line” tile from the khanqah of Shahrukh. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2014)
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angles are ornamented with a marble column topped by 
a sculpted muqarnas. The same disposition is already 
employed in Timurid monuments from Transoxiana: 
these marble decorations are found on the dadoes in the 
so-called bibi khanum Mosque (1398–1406, fig. 36), as 
well as in the ulugh beg Madrasa in Samarkand (1417–21, 
fig. 37).

Parallels between Tabrizi and Timurid workshops 
are unsurprising. both areas share a common cultural 
legacy. Moreover, during his military campaign in 1386, 
Tamerlane brought Tabrizi craftsmen back to his court 
at Samarkand.60 it is also worth recalling the numerous 
exchanges between the courts of Tabriz and herat—in 

←
Fig. 33. khargird, Ghiyasiyya Madrasa, detail of blue-and-
white tiles from the southwestern iwan. (Photo:  Sandra 
aube, 2015)

Fig. 34. Taybad, zayn al-din Mausoleum, detail of the spandrel decoration on the entrance iwan. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2006)
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Fig. 35. Taybad, zayn al-din Mausoleum, dadoes in the main domed chamber. (Photo: Sandra aube, 2015)
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1420, for example, the Timurid baysunghur subdued a 
rebellion in Tabriz and then deported craftsmen and 
intellectuals, and in 1458 the qara qoyunlu Jahanshah 
took herat and returned to Tabriz accompanied by 
craftsmen. indeed, as discussed above, the closest com-
parisons to the technical repertoire developed in Tabriz 
are found in khusarani monuments. The case of the 
gilded tiles well illustrates this point. although mono-
chrome tiles with gilded decorations are not widespread 

during the fifteenth century, some examples are found 
on dadoes: we find them inside the darb-i imam built 
in isfahan during the time of the qara qoyunlu Jahan-
shah (1453, fig. 24), and on the dadoes of the Shirin bika 
aqa Mausoleum in Samarkand (1385–86).61 but there is 
only one known example of the unusual placement of 
gilded tiles on the upper walls, as seen in Tabriz, instead 
of the dadoes, namely, the Masjid-i Shah in Mashhad 
(1451), whose builder bore a Tabrizi nisba. The analogy 

Fig. 36. Samarkand, “bibi khanum” Mosque, detail of inscription above the dadoes in the main entrance. (Photo: Sandra 
aube, 2015)
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 between the Tabrizi and khurasani styles is also well 
illustrated in the architectural decoration of the Çinili 
köşk, built within the Topkapı Palace in istanbul.62 
erected between ca. 1465–66 and 1472–73 for the ot-
toman sultan Mehmet ii (r. 1444–46 and 1451–81), this 
“Porcelain Pavilion” is covered with ceramic tile decora-
tions. The style of the mosaic tile panels that decorate 
the main façade of the pavilion is quite recognizable 
from iranian traditions. on each side and above the 
entrance door, the façade is framed by bannāʾī bricks 
arranged with square blue-and-white tiles (fig. 38). in-
side, the dadoes are covered with cobalt or  turquoise 

Fig. 37. Samarkand, ulugh beg Madrasa, fragment of dado decoration with marble column on projecting angles. (Photo: 
Sandra aube, 2015)

gilded tiles; on some panels, hexagonal gilded tiles are 
framed by rectangular-shaped gilded tiles (fig. 39), while 
on other panels we find triangular gilded tiles. Several 
Turkmen manuscript paintings contain this kind of 
ceramic decoration,63 but this feature was still uncom-
mon in fifteenth-century  ottoman architecture in Tur-
key. necipoğlu has hypo thesized that craftsmen from 
khurasan introduced these decorations in istanbul. 
her hypothesis was supported by an undated petition 
from khurasani tile cutters (kāshī tarāshān-i Khurāsān) 
asking Sultan Mehmet ii to provide further work.64 is 
it possible that this petition could be linked instead to 
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Fig. 38. istanbul, Çinili köşk, blue-and-whites. (Photo: 
 Sandra aube, 2006)

Fig. 39. istanbul, Çinili köşk, inner dadoes. (Photo: Sandra 
aube, 2006)

the group of craftsmen working for Mehmet ii on his 
mosque complex in istanbul and at the Üç  Şerefeli 
Mosque of his father, Murat ii (r. 1421–44 and 1446–51), 
in edirne? in light of the examples of ceramic tiles 
known from  Tabriz, we may wonder how the styles and 
techniques employed at the Çinili köşk might have been 
influenced by Tabrizi traditions instead of khurasani 
ones (see, among others, the blue-and-white and gilded 
tiles).65 in any event, by merely raising the question 
of their origin, we may highlight once more the close 
artistic correlations between Turkmen Tabriz and the 
Timurid khurasani style, probably developed in herat.

concluSion

The characteristics seen in the two Turkmen mosques 
of Tabriz reflect the creativity of the ceramic tile work-
shop in Tabriz, which shares a common legacy with the 
Timurid style from khurasan. on a broader scale, west-
ern iranian art in the second part of the fifteenth cen-
tury combines a regional tradition with some Timurid 
influences from eastern iran—this holds true for both 
architectural decorations and the arts of the book.66 in 
a certain way, it is these associations that create an orig-
inal Turkmen style. These new tendencies were clearly 
introduced in qara qoyunlu and aq qoyunlu lands. let 
us remember, for example, the specific nature of 
aq qoyunlu metalwork productions,67 and the develop-
ment of original calligraphies, such as the “western 
nastaʿlīq,” a writing style that emerged in western ira-
nian manuscripts between the 1430s and the end of the 
fifteenth century and highlighted once again the distinc-
tive traits and originality of Turkmen productions.68 
nevertheless, this type of calligraphy does not seem to 
have been widespread outside the region. The same ap-
pears to be true for some of the ceramic techniques de-
veloped in the Tabrizi workshop. although this center 
developed some extremely original techniques of ce-
ramic tile production, they nonetheless had a limited 
distribution. The very large range of blue-and-white tiles 
seen in both the uzun hasan Mosque and the blue 
Mosque in Tabriz illustrates this point, as do the aston-
ishing small luster tiles located on the bases of the 
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pishṭāq at the blue Mosque.69 These unusual features 
might have been technical experiments that ultimately 
had only limited influence. This is also true for the rare 
examples of experimentation with the “black line” tech-
nique, although it is clear that a great amount of 
“black line” evidence is missing in iran.

This point opens up new perspectives on the history 
of ceramic tiles. For example, how might this finding 
lead us to reconsider past conclusions about the famed 
Masters of Tabriz working in ottoman bursa and ed-
irne? or about productions introduced by Tabrizi crafts-
men in damascus?70 More than ever, Tabriz appears as 
a preeminent artistic center—a laboratory for conduct-
ing experiments that was especially creative during the 
peak of the Turkmen dynasties. The discovery of a new 
range of aq qoyunlu ceramic tiles from Tabriz is obvi-
ously an important advancement in our knowledge of 
artistic transmission in the fifteenth century.

Researcher on Islamic Art,
Centre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS),
UMR 7528 “Mondes iranien et indien,” 
Paris / ANR-DFG “DYNTRAN”
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leafing through an auction catalogue or visiting an ex-
hibition, one occasionally comes across a specimen of 
an indian koran copied in the Bihari script, usually 
grouped with other “curiosities” of the same sort, such 
as chinese, indonesian, or african manuscripts.1 Many 
of these indian korans were dismembered, their pages 
scattered among various public and private collections. 
although the manuscripts that make up this group are 
remarkably homogenous, and strongly resemble one 
another in many respects, there is little information 
available on them, and only recently have studies on the 
subject begun to be published.2 

this corpus was incorrectly considered of secondary 
significance, probably due to the limited number of 
manuscripts known and published, and also to the pe-
riod that it represents, sultanate india (thirteenth to 
sixteenth centuries). the scarcity of information regard-
ing book production during this time is probably one of 
the reasons behind these lacunae.3 But it is important to 
note that the dating of the Bihari korans extends far be-
yond this period, into the nineteenth century. the uni-
formity of the corpus, at least at first glance—the highly 
repetitive character of the script and decorations, for 
example—also constitutes one of the difficulties in ana-
lyzing it. it is not easy to detect the specific features that 
could help to establish a chronology in this category of 
manuscripts, the vast majority of which lack colophons 
or precise information that might serve to determine at 
least relative dates. Furthermore, identifying where they 
were produced has proved to be an even more arduous 
task because the manuscripts themselves offer no clues 
on this matter, either textually or materially, and his-
torical sources reveal nothing about precisely where on 

the indian subcontinent this type of manuscript could 
have been made. 

this article presents research that is still in progress. 
i will attempt to define the main issues raised by the 
korans in Bihari script, which, as we will see, constitute 
a corpus in themselves, with exceptional textual and 
formal characteristics. the systematic inventory of these 
manuscripts was still incomplete at the time of writing, 
in particular the inventories of the rarely published in-
dian collections and of the central asian collections, 
which contain several specimens.4 the information pro-
vided in this article is based on a corpus of one hundred 
and thirty-seven manuscripts in Bihari script, all of 
which, with only two exceptions, are korans. almost 
half of the corpus is made up of codices containing the 
complete text of the koran or a set of ajzāʾ (sing. juzʾ, a 
thirtieth of the entire text, referring to the division of the 
koran into thirty parts, to be recited over the course of 
one month),5 and the other half is made up of isolated 
folios.

Bihari scriPt

the study of the main corpus, which i delimited based 
on the formal criterion of the Bihari script, obviously 
leads to questions regarding this distinctive writing 
form, which was specific to the indian subcontinent. no 
in-depth analysis of Bihari script has yet been published, 
and the bibliography on this subject consists of only a 
few pages.6 while the scope of this article necessarily 
excludes a paleographical analysis of the Bihari script, 
which will be the subject of a more specialized study in 
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the near future, the main characteristics of this style will 
be enumerated below. 

the origin of the term Bihari has been the subject of 
various hypotheses.7 the word does not appear in the 
textual sources, but this is not necessarily because it is a 
late creation: from the sultanate period onwards, writ-
ten information is scant regarding the book arts and 
various calligraphies in india.8 what sources there are 
do not mention korans copied in Bihari, but we do pos-
sess their material reality, which is to say, the numerous 
manuscripts that have survived up to the present and 
that in themselves constitute proof of the importance of 
this calligraphy among arabic writing styles in india.

according to abdullah chaghatai, this calligraphic 
form was named after a finish applied to paper, but the 
references that he provides do not suffice to confirm his 
assertion,9 which is likely based on the phonetic proxim-
ity between the words bihār and āhār, the latter desig-
nating a paper stiffener (a starch-based preparation) in 
Persian. among all the hypotheses on the topic, the one 
that connects the term to the Bihar region of northwest 
india seems the most plausible. however, Jeremiah 
losty, who also favors this explanation, thinks that this 
region would not have been very conducive to such cal-
ligraphic developments, since it was not among the 
great intellectual centers of islamic culture.10 in a book 
published in 1992, David James also supported this point 
of view.11 these claims nonetheless deserve to be recon-
sidered: according to siraj-al-Juzjani’s Ṭabaqāt‑i Nāṣirī 
(nasirian tables), which dates from the second half of 
the thirteenth century, there were many books in the 
fortified city of Bihar (present-day Biharsharif), which 
contained a number of madrasas at that time.12 the use 
of the script is attested in the second half of the four-
teenth century by the gwalior koran (aga khan Muse-
um [akM], Ms. akM00281), as dated by its colophon.13 
since this period, Bihari seems to have been reserved for 
copies of the koran.14 

the script reveals distant links with the script of ghu-
rid korans (eleventh and twelfth centuries),15 but this 
connection remains to be studied with greater precision 
and using a larger corpus of ghurid korans than is cur-
rently available. we also find several interesting exten-
sions of the Bihari script in monumental epigraphy, but 
none of these seems to date back to a period earlier than 

the fourteenth century.16 the majority of architectural 
remnants showing this type of writing originate from the 
northeast region of the indian subcontinent and from 
regions that were under the domination of the Jaunpur 
and Bengal sultanates.17 in 1990, in an article devoted to 
indian epigraphy, Mohammad yusuf siddiq remarked:

“…[t]he twelfth and thirteenth centuries were the tradi-
tional period for arabic writing; in that period a gradual 
transition took place from the use of extremely angular 
styles to more adaptable cursive ones. it was, however, not 
an abrupt change. During the transitional period we find 
semi-angular, semi-kufic styles where elements of both 
kufic and naskh can be seen, and these peculiar kinds of 
writing often resemble the so-called Bihari style of the sub-
continent.”18

the very peculiar physiognomy of Bihari calligraphy 
places it in between angular and cursive scripts, espe-
cially in its earliest forms. old manuscript catalogues 
refer to it, though they do not use the term Bihari, and 
even today we are unsure of the exact origin of this style, 
which has been described as “transitional,” on the cusp 
between angular and cursive scripts.19 a revealing ex-
ample is found in an indian album copied in 1278 (1862), 
in which fourteen different calligraphic styles are pre-
sented separately, and Bihari and kufic are placed on a 
single page, folio 35a.20

in Bihari calligraphy, the script spreads forward in a 
thick horizontal line along the line of writing, while the 
lower strokes remain short. Most striking is the contrast 
between the fine vertical strokes of the letters and their 
horizontal bases, which are always broad. the loops of 
some letters, such as the emphatics ṣād, ḍād, ẓāʾ, and ṭāʾ, 
are amplified. the letter nūn stretches below the line 
into a wide but shallow loop. the final mīm has a tail at 
an oblique angle in relation to the line of writing, where-
as the rāʾ at the end of words has a small tail that curls 
back under the letter. the dāl and its dotted equivalent, 
dhāl, are especially broad and open. some letters, such 
as fāʾ, qāf, wāw, and mīm at the start of a word, have a 
head that ends in a point, which gives this part of the 
letter an almost triangular form. Vowels are placed hor-
izontally over letters, the fatḥa is a long, fine line, and 
the tail of the ḍamma follows the same model. letter 
and word spacing is variable: large intervals between 
words or between letters within a word alternate with 
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groups that appear crowded, almost crushed together. 
letters are often written above or inside other letters. 
this peculiar visual rhythm, which appears deceptively 
irregular, together with the alternation between letters 
with sharp angles and exaggerated loops, produces the 
overall effect of untidiness, at least at first glance.21 how-
ever, a careful examination of the calligraphic line en-
ables us to realize that there is a meticulous system at 
work, one that reflects a binary dynamic: angular and 
curved shapes, empty and full spaces, bold and fine 
lines. 

Bihari should be compared to two scripts whose use 
was developed in india during the sultanate period. 
First, there is a naskhī script reserved for the hermeneu-
tical system in the manuscripts of this corpus, the 
naskhī‑divani,22 a calligraphy that seems to be derived 
from administrative scripts and shows obvious similari-
ties with the script used on the scroll of Muhammad b. 
tughluq’s decree, made in Delhi in 725 (1325) (keir col-
lection, Ms. Vi.39).23 Bihari also resembles another 
script that was administrative in origin, the ṭughrā 
style,24 which underwent some original developments 
in indo-islamic epigraphy during the sultanate period, 
especially in the Bengal region. a stone engraving kept 
at the Varendra research Museum (rajshahi, Bangla-
desh) illustrates the relationship between these two 
scripts: the part of the writing that occupies the horizon-
tal support line shows very clear similarities with Bihari 
(in particular, the drawing of the ṣād), whereas the up-
per strokes are excessively elongated and other letters 
occasionally cross through them, as is usual in the ṭughrā 
style.25 

it thus seems conceivable that the sources of Bihari 
script are to be found in chancery scripts, or that it was 
first developed, at least as early as the fourteenth cen-
tury, by copyists who were working for the administra-
tion of the sultans. 

PrEsEntation oF thE corPus anD tyPology

as mentioned above, one hundred and thirty-seven 
manuscripts in Bihari script were examined in this 
study. with two exceptions, a fiqh (islamic law) text and 
a poetic compilation, they are all korans, nearly three-

quarters of which can be dated between the last quarter 
of the fourteenth century and the end of the sixteenth 
century. the latest manuscripts were copied in the nine-
teenth century, but these represent a very small part of 
the corpus (two works in all). twenty-one manuscripts 
are dated by colophons and in only three is the place of 
production mentioned. Based on stylistic and palaeo-
graphical clues that will be discussed in greater detail 
below, most of these manuscripts can be dated to the 
fifteenth century, most likely the first half. 

the corpus can be divided into three distinct groups 
of a very unequal number of manuscripts.

1. The Pioneer Group

Five manuscripts can be attributed to the last quarter of 
the fourteenth century: three korans26 and two non-
koranic texts, the Kulliyāt (complete works) of the poet 
saʿdi (d. 1292) 27 and one copy of the Al‑Ḥāwī al‑Ṣaghīr 
(the small collection) by najm al-Din ʿabd al-ghaffar 
b. ʿabd al-karim al-Qazwini al-shafiʿi (d. 1266 or 1267), a 
work on shafiʿi jurisprudence.28 two of these manu-
scripts are dated by their colophons, and the other three 
can be ascribed to the fourteenth century, thanks to an 
examination of the palaeography and a study of their 
illuminations.

Al‑Ḥāwī al‑Ṣaghīr, probably the oldest, is dated 781 
(1379) (fig. 1). in this manuscript, the large central script 
is characterized by a particularly broad and uniform 
stroke: the letters are distinctly drawn, and the lines do 
not spread out horizontally, as in the later versions. 
there are broad spaces between words, making the text 
appear light and uncluttered.29 this script does not 
share all the characteristics of Bihari as it appears in 
most manuscripts from the fifteenth century onwards. 
the letters are more simply drawn, there is no excessive 
variation in their size, and none are written inside other 
letters. this form of Bihari is similar to some examples 
of monumental engraving from india datable to the late 
thirteenth century that employ particularly thick lines.30 
the heavy, massive appearance of the writing and its 
horizontality (the ascending and descending shafts of 
the letters are not very developed) suggest a link be-
tween these older writing forms and the Bihari script. 
two folios from a koran formerly in the chester Beatty 
library31 are copied in a similar form of Bihari that 
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 appears nowhere else in the corpus. it seems reasonable 
to suggest a dating that is close to that of Al‑Ḥāwī al‑
Ṣaghīr, or the last quarter of the fourteenth century.

the other manuscripts in this pioneer group include 
two korans, belonging, respectively, to the aga khan 
Museum (the aforementioned Ms. akM00281; figs. 2 and 
3) and to the keir collection (Ms. Pi.1; fig. 4), as well as 
the copy of the works of saʿdi dated 791 (1388), the pres-
ent location of which is unknown. 

the koran in the aga khan Museum, which was cop-
ied and illuminated in gwalior Fort on 7 Dhu ’l-Qaʿda 
801 (July 11, 1399),32 is the earliest illuminated indo-is-
lamic manuscript to be dated by a colophon. several of 
its defining characteristics foreshadow the style that 
would define fifteenth-century Bihari manuscripts, both 
in their calligraphy and their page designs and illumina-

tions. the lines of the text alternate between different 
colors, namely, blue, red, and gold,33 and pages are ar-
ranged as one frame set within another frame, the first 
containing the text of the koran and the second a few 
glosses or decorations. in addition, we find in the gwali-
or koran a number of illumination motifs also present 
in Bihari korans that may be dated to the fifteenth cen-
tury.34 the writing in the gwalior koran is very regular 
and exaggeratedly horizontal. the letters are thick, and 
some are drawn in distinctive ways, such as the final 
nūn, with a loop that spreads out to become quite broad, 
once again in a horizontal movement that closely fol-
lows the line of writing, or the mīm, with a relatively 
short tail drawn diagonally. all these characteristics to-

Fig. 1. Al‑Ḥāwī al‑Ṣaghīr by najm al-Din al-Qazwini al-shafiʿi, 
781 (1379). hyderabad, salar Jung Museum, acc. no. 1098,  
fol. 29a. (Photo: © salar Jung Museum)

Fig. 2. koran, gwalior, 7 Dhu ’l-Qaʿda 801 (July 11, 1399). 
 toronto, aga khan Museum, Ms. akM00281, fols. 166b–167a. 
(Photo: courtesy of the aga khan Museum)
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Fig. 3. koran, gwalior, 7 Dhu ’l-Qaʿda 801 (July 11, 1399). toronto, aga khan Museum, Ms. akM00281, fols. 303b–304a. 
(Photo: courtesy of the aga khan Museum) 

gether suggest that this may be an archaic form of Bihari. 
this writing does not contain imbricated letters or very 
broad ones, such as ṣād, ḍād, ẓāʾ, ṭāʾ, and dāl, and the 
rhythm of the calligraphic sentence is monotonous. this 
form of Bihari does not show the dexterity and skill of 
the Bihari korans of the fifteenth and sixteenth centu-
ries. Furthermore, its decorations remain deeply rooted 
in earlier traditions, which can be dated to the first half 
of the fourteenth century.35 the gwalior koran is a fun-
damental reference point for understanding the illumi-
nated manuscripts of pre-Mughal india and their 
mutations and transformations up to the mid-sixteenth 
century, but it is a complex work that raises more ques-
tions than any other regarding the conditions under 
which prestigious manuscripts like it were produced, 
the artisans who made it, their sources of inspiration 

and, of course, its commissioners and, more generally, 
its intended recipients. this manuscript will only be ex-
amined here in terms of its links with the rest of the 
production of manuscripts copied in Bihari.36 

the koran from the keir collection is copied in a Bi-
hari script close to that used for the gwalior koran, al-
though it is drawn more delicately, prefiguring the 
developments that this writing form would undergo in 
the fifteenth century.37 composed of 440 folios measur-
ing 31.5 × 24 centimeters, its format is close to that of the 
gwalior koran, whose folios measure 29 × 22 centime-
ters. in both of these manuscripts, the text is copied on 
either thirteen lines per page, or on nine lines for pages 
decorated with frontispieces. Finally, the juzʾ dividing 
both of these korans into thirty parts open onto richly 
ornamented double-frontispieces. these formal simi-



Eloïse Brac De La Perrière68

Fig. 4. koran, north india, end of fourteenth century. keir collection, acc. no. Vii.42. (Photo: with the kind permission of 
ranros universal sa)

larities are reinforced by textual parallels that will be 
discussed further below. 

2. Classical Bihari Korans

the second group of manuscripts consists of korans in 
the Bihari script that i will describe as “classical,” i.e., 
those whose page layout, calligraphy, and ornamenta-
tion follow a set of rules that were already well estab-
lished at the time of their production. the copies 
belonging to this second group of manuscripts form a 
particularly homogenous family: they are finely worked, 
feature elegant and confident calligraphy, and are made 
of high-quality materials. the paper, pigments, ink, and 
gold are still in very good condition. it seems that this 

production diminished in quality over time: the least 
polished manuscripts of the group were produced in the 
late fifteenth century, and this downward trend only 
continued in the following century.

the page layout (fig. 5) is composed of a double or 
triple outline, made up of frames set within each other, 
creating three defined spaces. the central rectangle con-
tains the text of the koran itself. the first frame contains 
words taken from the central koranic text but they are 
vocalized differently: these are koranic variants, called 
canonical “readings” (qirāʾāt), which were accompanied 
in these manuscripts by a system of abbreviations indi-
cating the names of the readers or reciters.38 the variant 
readings were transcribed in the codex starting at an 
early date,39 but bibliographical references about these 
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Fig. 5. koran copied in a Bihari script, north india, first half of fifteenth century. Paris, institut du Monde arabe, ai 84-19. 
(Photo: © institut du Monde arabe) 
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variants in the context of their material manifesta-
tions—the manuscripts—are scant.40 From the avail-
able examples, we know that these variants, which 
always appear in the margins or in the interlinear  spaces, 
were either fully written out or else abbreviated using a 
system that referred to each of the possible readings for 
a given term. 

Finally, in the outer frame, we find a gloss comparing 
different levels of the text: words attributed to the 
Prophet (ḥadīths), texts related to the recitation or the 

choice of suras (faḍāʾil),41 and other guidelines that are 
highlighted by the ornamentation of the page, such as 
koranic divisions used as aides for recitation or signals 
for prostration (sajda), inscribed inside medallions and 
illuminated mandorlas. in this group of manuscripts, the 
marginal gloss found in the outer frame is systemati-
cally written in a complicated manner, most often in 
zigzagging lines (fig. 6), and, in the later manuscripts, in 
crisscrossing lines. it is always copied in the same script, 
the naskhī‑dīvānī, which originated in the chanceries, as 
discussed at the beginning of this paper. with some rare 
exceptions, this gloss is contemporaneous with the 
copying of the main text. all these glosses are of utmost 
importance because their existence shows that the man-
uscript was planned as a global work that would indivis-
ibly join the koranic text to its hermeneutical system. 

a number of the decorative elements found in classi-
cal Bihari korans suggest that they were produced in the 
fifteenth century even though none is dated by a colo-
phon.42 seven other manuscripts in the corpus (on 
which see no. 3 below) are dated to the fifteenth cen-
tury by a colophon, but none of these contains exactly 
the same type of decoration as the manuscripts in the 
classical group, and none was produced with as much 
care or with materials of such fine quality. the fact that 
the classical group is at once stylistically homogenous 
and of excellent quality tends to prove that these works 
were all produced in the same area, perhaps even in a 
single workshop, for wealthy patrons. 

3. Common Bihari Korans

the calligraphy, ornamental style, and iconographical 
lexicon of this third group are unmistakably affiliated 
with classical Bihari korans, but the quality of the execu-
tion is inferior, though it varies considerably within the 
group. compared to the classical Bihari korans, the 
script in these works is less elegant and less inventive, 
and the materials are of lower quality. gold is applied in 
a very diluted solution, and the colors are duller—the 
reds especially are less orange and less luminous. the 
brushstrokes are less exact, and the illumination is over-
all less skillful. the page layout no longer relies on a 
complex system of imbricated frames, which was one of 
the distinctive characteristics of the preceding group. 

Fig. 6. Detail of fig. 5, right margin, zigzagging lines in a 
 koran copied in a Bihari script, north india, first half of fif-
teenth century. Paris, institut du Monde arabe, ai 84-19. 
(Photo: © institut du Monde arabe)
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the first frame, which contained variant readings of the 
koranic text, has here generally disappeared, and the 
qirāʾāt are rarely included. the earliest examples of 
these manuscripts are datable to the fifteenth century, 
while the last specimens are from the nineteenth cen-
tury.43

rEcurring charactEristics oF thE corPus 
anD itEratiVE ProcEssEs

the korans grouped together in this corpus have dis-
tinctive features that make it possible to propose certain 
hypotheses regarding the context of their production.  
i will now enumerate their formal and functional char-
acteristics.

Formal Attributes

it is difficult to draw a general conclusion about the di-
mensions of these manuscripts, which have been dam-
aged over time, and, in any case, there is a great deal of 
variety among their formats. if, however, we calculate 
the proportions between the two or three frames drawn 
on a page (the frame surrounding the central koranic 
text, the one that surrounds variants, and the frame 
around the glosses), this ratio suggests the existence of 
a common norm, which varied slightly depending on the 
historical period and the care taken in producing a given 
manuscript.44 this initial observation was based on a 
limited sample of approximately thirty per cent of the 
corpus. in order to confirm that these recurring ratios 
were indeed based on a set of shared guidelines, the 

Fig. 7. koran copied in a Bihari script, frontispiece, north india, fifteenth century. london, nasser D. khalili collection of 
islamic art, Ms. Qur237, fols. 613b–614a. (Photo: nour Foundation, courtesy of the Family trust)
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same calculations will be applied to all the manuscripts 
in the corpus once the necessary information regarding 
their measurements has been gathered.

Line rulings

the pages of koranic manuscripts in Bihari script are 
constructed with an uneven number of written lines: 
almost 40 percent of them have thirteen lines per page 
while most of the other works have either eleven or 
 fifteen lines per page (approximately 25 percent for both 
of these cases). the remaining line rulings are variable, 
and manuscripts with an even number of lines are ex-

ceptional (only two in a corpus of one hundred and 
thirty-seven manuscripts). we can also note that most 
of the manuscripts datable to the late fourteenth cen-
tury and the first half of the fifteenth century have thir-
teen lines per page. this observation confirms that the 
manuscripts are strongly normative, and were produced 
according to rules issuing from a single canon. this rul-
ing pattern remains the most common throughout the 
fifteenth century, but in the later manuscripts from the 
second group, and in those of the third group, the rulings 
are more variable, with eleven or fifteen lines per page 
in most cases.

Fig. 8. Frontispiece of a koran copied in a Bihari script, north india, fifteenth century. Montreal, Mcgill university, Depart-
ment of rare Books and Manuscripts, Ms. a29, fol. 1b. (Photo: courtesy of Mcgill university)
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Ornamentation 

the ornamentation of these manuscripts has no exact 
equivalent elsewhere in the islamic world. the extreme-
ly repetitive character of the decoration in the corpus is 
striking. the general composition is almost always the 
same, a frontispiece or double-frontispiece framing an 
initial text (fig. 7). Mandorlas and other initial circular 
figures, such as the shamsa, are rare (fig. 8), as are all 
other forms of initial decorations such as the sarlawḥ, 
which heads the opening text, or the illuminations that 
cover the entire part of the page contained within the 
frame. the most common layout for frontispieces, recur-

ring in the overwhelming majority of cases, is a compo-
sition in imbricated rectangles, sometimes bordered 
with a frieze of blue fleurons pointing inwards (fig. 9). 
the same established iconographical lexicon is used 
over and over to fill in frames and marginal medallions. 
this includes certain motifs that are not found in the 
islamic repertory outside of india. in particular, there 
are delicate long-petaled flowers (fig. 10), several types 
of which may be seen in other indian manuscripts from 
the same period, such as an anthology in the British li-
brary, Ms. or.4110, datable to the early fifteenth century 
and probably produced in Jaunpur (fig. 11). other ele-
ments seem to be exclusively reserved to these indian 

Fig. 9. Double-page frontispiece of a koran copied in a Bihari script, north india, fifteenth century. Montreal, Mcgill uni-
versity, Department of rare Books and Manuscripts, Ms. a29, fols. 2b–3a. (Photo: courtesy of Mcgill university) 
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korans. these may have been transferred from older 
iconographies, derived from islamic figurative manu-
script painting, which took on an entirely new value, 
devoid of their initial and purely ornamental usage. the 
grassy pyramid motif that is scattered over the back-
grounds of many Bihari korans is a good example of this. 
a renewed version of the tufts of grass dotting the 
ground in outdoor scenes in fourteenth-century Persian 
painting is here used to fill in space between lines and 
letters (fig. 12).45 Finally, the chromatic scale of the orna-
ments, while quite vivid, remains limited. it varies very 
little, if at all, from one manuscript to the next. Most of 
the colored space is occupied by a very orange shade of 
vermillion and a very peculiar indigo. another feature 
of Bihari manuscripts should be noted here, namely, al-

ternating lines of different colors. the distribution of 
colors is apparently random, with no particular mean-
ing: it does not seem to be governed by any rules, other 
than being limited to a range of black, gold, red, and 
blue. 

the older korans, such as the aga khan manuscript 
copied in gwalior, the koran from the keir collection, 
or that of the Museum of islamic art (Mia) in Doha (figs. 
13 and 14),46 contain the richest and most original deco-
rations, quite distinct from the rest of the corpus. the 
ornamentation is different in each of these three manu-
scripts and has no equivalent in the islamic world. the 
elements that make up the ornamentation in each, al-
though separately recognizable, together form very un-
usual compositions.

Fig. 10. Detail showing a leaf pattern on a medallion of a koran copied in a Bihari script, north india, first half of fifteenth 
century. Paris, institut du Monde arabe, ai 84-19. (Photo: © institut du Monde arabe)
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Functional Attributes

three observations relating to the entire corpus will 
help us understand how these codices were used. First, 
nearly a quarter of all the manuscripts contain an inter-
linear Persian translation. second, three of the complete 
manuscripts in the corpus, and probably others as 
well,47 are divided into four parts by double-fronti s-
pieces that mark the following suras: sura 1, al‑Fātiḥa; 
sura 7, al‑Aʿrāf; sura 19, Maryam; and, finally, sura 38, 
Ṣād. this subdivision is infrequent outside the pre-Mu-
ghal indian sphere in contemporaneous or earlier peri-
ods, with the notable exception of a ghurid koran kept 
in tehran (Museum of ancient iran [Muze-yi Īrān-i 
Bāstān, part of the national Museum of iran], Ms. 
3500).48 the parallel is an interesting one because this 
ghurid koran shares other similarities with the Bihari 
corpus. it, too, contains a Persian version copied be-
tween the lines of the text of the koran.49 although they 
are filled in with decorations, the wide frames on the 
pages of the ghurid koran recall the illuminated frames 
in certain Bihari korans,50 and the ornamentation 
shares some features with that of the Bihari manu-
scripts.51 while it is tempting to deduce a relationship 
of filiation between ghurid and sultanate korans, these 
similarities are not precise enough and the examples at 

Fig. 11. leaf pattern on a full-page decoration of an anthol-
ogy, probably Jaunpur, beginning of fifteenth century. lon-
don, British library, Ms. or.4110, fol. 152b. (Photo: © British 
library Board)

Fig. 12. Detail showing tufts of grass in a Bihari koran, north 
india, fifteenth century. Montreal, Mcgill university, Depart-
ment of rare Books and Manuscripts, a29. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Mcgill university)
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Fig. 13. Full-page decoration in a Bihari koran, end of fourteenth century or beginning of fifteenth century. Doha, Museum 
of islamic art, Ms.259.2003. (Photo: © Museum of islamic art)
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Fig. 14. Full-page decoration in a Bihari koran, end of fourteenth century or beginning of fifteenth century. Doha, Museum 
of islamic art, Ms.259.2003. (Photo: © Museum of islamic art)
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our disposal are not sufficiently numerous to warrant 
any more definite conclusions at this stage. there are 
more obvious similarities with other manuscripts dating 
from the second half of the thirteenth century, which is 
to say, after the ghurid period. this is particularly true 
of the koran in Doha (Mia 259.2003) (figs. 13 and 14) and 
of a monumental koran kept in Dushanbe,52 both in Bi-
hari script, with decorations that closely resemble those 
of the koran (Qur573) from the khalili collection dated 
667 (1269).53

returning to the functional attributes of the manu-
scripts in the corpus, we should note that close to a tenth 
of the Bihari korans contain a book of divination, a 
fālnāma, usually found at the end of the manuscript.54 
this is likely an underestimation because almost half of 
the manuscripts are fragmentary or missing their last 
leaves, and publications rarely mention the existence of 
the fālnāma. the example of the gwalior koran is re-
vealing: although the manuscript was published and 
exhibited on a number of occasions over the last four 
decades, until recently it had never been mentioned that 
a book of divination was appended to the text.55 this is 
all the more surprising because it is extremely rare to 
find a fālnāma annexed to a koran before the fifteenth 
century. the gwalior koran and the keir koran are 
probably the oldest known works with this type of ap-
pendix. the latter probably precedes the gwalior work 
by a few years, as indicated by the script and the illumi-
nation style, and may thus contain the earliest fālnāma 
appended to a koran that we know of at present. the 
other Bihari manuscripts with this feature are later; 
many of them were probably made in the sixteenth cen-
tury and the latest are from the nineteenth century. the 
practice of appending a koranic fāl had already become 
more common in the islamic world; in this respect, there 
is nothing exceptional about its presence in the later 
manuscripts, unlike the first two examples. the uniform 
character of the production of the Bihari korans and the 
fragmentary nature of the classical korans of the fif-
teenth century suggest that the production of korans 
with a fāl was probably uninterrupted between the first 
two examples mentioned, i.e., the gwalior and keir ko-
rans, and those from the sixteenth century. the use of 
the koranic fālnāma in the indian context is thus an old 

practice and one that is linked to a corpus for which the 
page layout rules seem to have been rigorously estab-
lished at least as early as the late fourteenth century. 

koranic manuscripts in Bihari writing took on some 
very particular characteristics at this point: the fāl, read-
ing markers (qirāʾāt), broadly developed glosses, and a 
Persian translation may all appear together in a manu-
script, giving the object a practical dimension and trans-
forming it into a type of manual on how to use a koran. 
the normalization of this complex hermeneutical sys-
tem leads us, of course, to wonder who—whether per-
sons or institutions—the intended recipients of these 
manuscripts were, and under what conditions they were 
produced. it is quite possible that these korans, or at 
least some of them, were copied and perhaps also deco-
rated in places of religion and transmission such as ma-
drasas or shrines (sing. dargāh), for an educated public. 
unfortunately, no source evokes this type of production, 
and the colophons and secondhand notes in the manu-
scripts give no indications that might support such a 
hypothesis. the texts, however, frequently mention the 
type of intellectual environment in which these kinds of 
works may have been created, and these were often sufi 
centers. 

Questions arise when we consider the close affinities 
between these works and other objects possessing apo-
tropaic virtues, such as talismanic tunics, which may 
feature not only a type of Bihari script but also the same 
ornamental repertory and palette.56 these tunics also 
form a very homogenous group, though far more limited 
in number,57 the earliest examples of which probably 
date from the sixteenth century. none of these tunics 
has been dated, nor are any likely to be dated easily. the 
dates suggested by publications on the subject are al-
ways later than the fifteenth century, although there is 
no solid proof for such a hypothesis. it is not impossible 
that some of these tunics might date from the fifteenth 
century: their decoration has similarities to that of clas-
sical Bihari korans, as well as to the secular arts of the 
book.58 a talismanic roll containing exactly the same 
type of decoration as the talismanic tunics further sug-
gests a date earlier than the sixteenth century: according 
to the auction catalogue in which it was published, this 
roll, now kept in an unknown collection, contains a 
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chronogram with the year 798 (1395),59 though this date 
still needs to be verified. there are only a few formal 
similarities between classical Bihari korans and the 
group of tunics, but they are striking, the two most im-
portant being the calligraphy used on the borders of the 
tunics for the ninety-nine names of god (asmāʾ al‑
ḥusna), which is close to Bihari, and the chromatic scale, 
dominated by red and blue, which recalls the colors seen 
in classical Bihari korans. Both the tunics and the pages 
of the korans contain concentric circular motifs that 
may simultaneously denote an aesthetic taste that was 
popular at a given time, a decorative technique shared 
by a group of artists, and/or a particular symbolism 
whose meaning we cannot yet precisely define. circular 
motifs appear frequently in india (e.g., the Buddhist 
mandala, or Jain cosmology in the Aḍhāī‑dvīpa [two 
and half continents]), and it is interesting to compare 
the compositions on these tunics with yantra, or dia-
grams with apotropaic virtues. the Victoria and albert 
Museum has in its collections a cloth battle flag showing 
a Jain yantra that should be mentioned here.60 Dated 
1447, it comes from the gujarat region and measures 
86 cm × 59.4 cm. nearly its entire surface is covered with 
a grid pattern filled with numeric formulae and sacred 
mantras; this use of space recalls that seen on islamic 
talismanic tunics. the relative proportion of Bihari ko-
rans containing fālnāma remains to be determined, but 
did the production of Bihari korans more generally in-
volve an esoteric use of the codices? in other words, did 
copying a koran in the Bihari script imply that it would 
be used for magic or divinatory purposes, at least during 
the period when such works were produced in great 
number and following highly codified criteria? 

the page layout for these words is constructed in such 
a way as to emphasize a complex hermeneutical system. 
given the scholarly character of these korans, the differ-
ent levels of reading that they require, and the varied 
uses, both exoteric and esoteric, to which they may have 
been put, i am inclined to think that these works were 
very likely produced in centers of religion and of trans-
mission of knowledge linked to sufi orders, and that they 
were intended for erudite readers who would have been 
sufficiently wealthy to acquire illuminated—sometimes 
sumptuously illuminated—codices such as these. 

a rough chronology

analyzing the available corpus makes it possible to es-
tablish a relative chronology for korans in Bihari script 
and, more broadly, for korans produced in india during 
the pre-Mughal period. with no colophons in the major-
ity of these manuscripts and without any other form of 
information regarding the commissioners, those who 
carried out the work, and the place of production, this 
task is especially difficult. the following hypotheses 
have been formulated through a meticulous diachronic 
study of the decorations, as well as through the estab-
lishment of stylistic parallels with the secular arts of the 
book.

the gwalior koran is what we may call a “pivotal” 
work, a manuscript that connects the main groups of 
koranic manuscripts from the sultanate period. as men-
tioned above, very few manuscripts from earlier periods 
are known to us today, and among these only three are 
incontestably dated by colophons. the first is appar-
ently the work of a certain abu Bakr yaʿqub b. nasir al-
Din, copied in lohri (sind) on 17 rabiʿ i 776 (august 26, 
1374). this koran, mentioned by a. chagatai more than 
thirty years ago, was at that time kept in the national 
Museum in kabul.61 i recently managed to track down 
this manuscript, which is still in the museum in kabul 
(inv. no. 86-17). unfortunately, given the newness of this 
discovery, i was not able to use it for this article. the 
other two manuscripts are the work of shafiʿi jurispru-
dence dated 781 (1379) (fig. 1), and the copy of saʿdi’s 
Kulliyāt made by nur al-Din b. Mahmud and dated 791 
(1388).62 

in the other two manuscripts that fit into this group 
there is no mention of a date or a place: one of them has 
been published by David James, the other is kept in the 
keir collection. only the first two folios of the manu-
script published by David James in 1980 are known. the 
text on these folios shows a similar layout and script to 
those found in the A̱l‑Ḥāwī al‑Ṣaghīr in hyderabad; a 
date circa 1380 is thus conceivable.63 the last manu-
script, the koran from the keir collection (fig. 4), is at 
least contemporaneous with the gwalior manuscript 
(figs. 2 and 3), and perhaps even precedes it by a few 
years. the archaic Bihari style of writing, and the style of 
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the decorations, close to Muzaffarid illumination, sug-
gest a date circa 1370–80.64 

the gwalior koran, the last representative of this pio-
neering group of manuscripts, may at the same time be 
seen as an ancestor in a family tree that would unfurl its 
branches over the following two centuries. it already 
shows several of the fundamental characteristics of the 
later Bihari korans—the writing, of course, which takes 
on a fully mature form here, but also the polychromy of 
the lines of text, which would be seen in several later 
korans (and already existed, in a simpler form, as red 
and black lines, in the keir koran), as well as the page 
layout made up of embedded frames described earlier 
in this article. its decorative program is, nonetheless, 
very original, and only some of its frontispieces contain 
iconographical elements that would later be seen in the 
illumination of other Bihari korans, with a more stan-
dardized ornamentation: backgrounds finely checkered 
in red and studded with stylized tufts of grass, blue lan-
ceolate borders, and edgings made up of peacock-feath-
er motifs side by side. the spectrometric analyses carried 
out on the manuscript have not determined whether 
these are the result of contemporaneous re-paintings or 
later additions to the original illuminations,65 but it is 
entirely possible, even probable, that from the start the 
gwalior koran borrowed from a varied repertory of dis-
tinct styles, some of which lasted into the following cen-
tury or beyond in india. 

in the group of fifteenth-century manuscripts (fig. 
5)—direct descendants of the gwalior koran—we find 
the greatest number dated by colophons, seven in all, 
which remains rare nonetheless. this branch is divided 
into two further groups. the first contains seven korans 
in various styles and with illuminations of varying qual-
ity. some of these manuscripts, such as the one from the 
archaeological Museum of Bijapur (Ms. 912, dated 888 
[1483]), are skillfully illuminated, while others, like the 
ahmadabad manuscript (hazrat Pir Muhammad shah 
Dargah sharif library, dated 894 [1488]), are cruder. the 
dating of these fifteenth-century korans encompasses a 
long period. Most of them are thought to have been pro-
duced in the second half of the century, but the earliest 
manuscript, now found in leiden (university library, 
Ms. or. 18.320), is dated 811 (1408). the second subgroup 
is that of the classical Bihari korans, which are remark-
able for their homogeneity and for the quality of their 

production. Except for Ms. a29, from Mcgill university, 
they are all fragmentary. none is dated with certainty, 
but based on their decorations we may attribute them 
to the fifteenth century. the developments seen in these 
manuscripts are for the most part meticulous and inven-
tive, even if they are governed by norms that give them 
a rather rigid character. in this group, alongside the Bi-
hari script, we encounter new calligraphies artfully used. 
these refined writing styles, the work of confirmed art-
ists, can be studied in parallel with the evolution of the 
contemporaneous monumental epigraphy of pre-Mu-
ghal india, which shows especially skillful and imagina-
tive discoveries. these two types of Bihari korans thus 
apparently coexisted in the fifteenth century. it is likely 
that the major differences between them are related to 
the nature of their patronage. 

the remaining manuscripts can be dated between 
the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. none of these 
shares the high quality of the fourteenth-century pro-
duction and the finest specimens dated to the fifteenth 
century, nor are they as exquisite as the group of classi-
cal Bihari korans. as mentioned previously, this group 
seems to decrease in quality over the decades, starting 
in the sixteenth century. Most examples can be attrib-
uted to the sixteenth century, with five manuscripts that 
are dated. the principal characteristics of the classical 
Bihari korans are maintained, but the materials used are 
of poorer quality: the layouts are simplified, the illumi-
nations less delicate, and the script more awkward. 
these manuscripts appear to have been mass-produced. 
the only Bihari koran conserved at the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France (BnF) (Ms. arabe 7260) is a good 
example of this group.66 though there is no colophon, a 
note on folio 636a written in a second hand indicates the 
date 2 Muharram 1012 (June 12, 1603), its terminus ante 
quem, while a commentary in the margins, identified as 
the Mawāhib ʿalayhi by kamal al-Din husayn kashafi 
(d. 1504), composed in herat in the late fifteenth cen-
tury, gives its terminus post quem.67 the manuscript, 
which contains 639 folios with a ruling of eleven lines 
per page, measures 45 cm × 35 cm; it is thus a rather 
imposing codex. the main text is at the center of the 
pages and embellished with an interlinear Persian ver-
sion. the glosses, in naskhī‑dīvānī script, are arranged in 
the form of crosses in a marginal frame, which is where 
the reading signals—here absent—would have been 
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copied in earlier Bihari korans. the BnF manuscript also 
has a falnāma included at the end. it is decorated with 
a rich decorative program that includes frontispieces, a 
finispiece, and illuminated double-pages marking juzʾ, 
as well as cartouches and marginal medallions. the gold, 
however, is quite diluted and often clumsily applied and, 
more broadly speaking, the drawing strokes seem stiff. 
the Bihari script is used but it is inelegant and some-
times faltering. Despite having been produced with a 
great deal of care, this work nevertheless has some awk-
ward features. 

DEtErMining whErE thE corPus was 
 ProDucED

in the absence of elements of comparison that could 
help ascertain the origin of the manuscripts, it is nearly 
impossible to determine where they were produced. 
this is true for nearly the entire corpus, with a few rare 
exceptions. 

other than the gwalior koran and the older manu-
script discussed by chagatai, which apparently contains 
a mention of the sind city of lohri, only a later koran 
dated 1003 (1594–95) has a colophon indicating where it 
was made: it is specified that the work was copied by a 
certain shaykh ʿabdallah al-saʾif in balād Bihār (coun-
try/province of Bihar).68 a note in this koran mentions 
the existence of an earlier codex, completed in 897 
(1491). we may then surmise that the manuscript from 
the year 1003 (1594–95) was based on a model from ap-
proximately one century earlier. it contains a fālnāma, 
which occurs a number of times in this third group of 
the corpus, and it has all the other characteristics of the 
Bihari corpus. its origin, i.e., “balād Bihār,” cannot but 
remind us of the term Bihari in reference to the script of 
this name. the Bihar region, which was incorporated 
into the Jaunpur sultanate69 between 1394 and 1479, 
could arguably be the birthplace of Bihari calligraphy 
and, perhaps, of the first examples of koranic manu-
scripts copied in this writing style. Jaunpur, which was 
at the height of its power in the mid-fourteenth century, 
was an eminently intellectual city described in the 
sources as “the shiraz of india.”70 Furthermore, the Jaun-
pur sultanate abutted the Bengal territories, where the 
earliest specimens of Bihari script used in monumental 

epigraphy are to be found. while this hypothesis re-
mains plausible, it is nevertheless necessary to keep in 
mind the overall dearth of manuscripts whose places of 
production are known; moreover, the three korans 
whose places of production we know come from three 
distant cities. thus, we are not able to support this no-
tion more than any other.71

inDian korans in MUḤAQQAQ scriPt

the initial research that was carried out in order to 
assemble this first corpus of Bihari manuscripts also 
brought to light another set of works that might belong 
to a more distant branch on the family tree of Bihari 
korans, rather like cousins to the other groups. these 
are korans copied in a script that we find indiscrimi-
nately defined as muḥaqqaq, thuluth, or rayḥānī. this 
script is nonetheless distinct from the latter two calli-
graphic styles, especially thuluth, the main character-
istics of which it does not share. although the existing 
vocabulary of calligraphic styles is too limited to express 
with accuracy the variety of developments in different 
scripts, the script in question here seems closer to the 
muhaqqaq style.72 From a formal point of view, Bihari 
and muḥaqqaq share some features73 and, in the same 
way, there is a subtle but incontestable relationship 
between koranic manuscripts copied in Bihari and 
those copied in muḥaqqaq in india during the fifteenth 
 century.74 

there are far fewer korans in muḥaqqaq script than 
in Bihari: so far i have been able to gather nine muḥaqqaq 
manuscripts, but there is still further research to be 
done. we can make out two broad trends among those 
korans in muḥaqqaq. on the one hand, there are 
muḥaqqaq manuscripts with decorations in the same 
style as the classically made Bihari manuscripts (with 
the same ornamental repertory and chromatic pal-
ette).75 on the other hand, muḥaqqaq manuscripts were 
produced with a great deal of care—and, in some cases, 
are of exceptional quality. some of these are “plurifunc-
tional,” like the Bihari korans, and also share some ele-
ments of their ornamental lexicon. the best example of 
this type is a superb koran now in the walters art Mu-
seum (waM) in Baltimore: Ms. w563 (figs. 15 and 16).76 
although it is painted in a style using later iconographic 
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Fig. 15. koran (Bihari calligraphy in the margins), india, second half of fifteenth century. Baltimore, walters art Museum, 
Ms. w563, fol. 3b. (Photo: courtesy of the walters art Museum)
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Fig. 16. koran, india, second half of fifteenth century. Baltimore, walters art Museum, Ms. w563, fol. 4b. (Photo: courtesy 
of the walters art Museum) 
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that existed in the initial version of the manuscript. it is 
thus interesting to observe that, as with the gwalior ko-
ran and the classically made Bihari manuscripts, this 
copy in muḥaqqaq contains, in addition to a fālnāma, a 
Persian interlinear translation, marginal reading vari-
ants, and glosses related to recitations as well as to read-
ers and reciters of the koran. 

there are some iconographical motifs in this work 
that can be found elsewhere only in koranic manu-
scripts in Bihari writing prior to the sixteenth century. 
the decorations of the waM koran are, however, far 
more homogenous than those of the gwalior koran. the 
waM koran establishes a link between the gwalior ko-
ran, an earlier work, partially anchored in the fourteenth 
century, and some other indian korans in muḥaqqaq 
that have not been dated with certainty but whose or-
namentation is similar to fifteenth-century Persian il-
lumination—more sober but still highly skillful and 
made with high-quality materials.80 with one excep-
tion,81 a koran belonging to a private collection that 
shows great decorative similarities with the waM 
manu script, the muḥaqqaq indian korans do not fea-
ture the combination of functional characteristics that 
is specific to Bihari korans.82

one last manuscript in muḥaqqaq needs to be men-
tioned in this study, even though it differs on a number 
of points from the preceding works. this koran, from 
the British library, (Ms. add.18163), is a large codex of 
752 folios whose original decorative program was never 
completed.83 this manuscript is marked by different 
phases of intervention and shows the traces of multiple 
hands, both in copying and illumination. the chronicle 
of its creation, which extends into the nineteenth cen-
tury, is far from transparent. three things, however, lead 
me to mention this manuscript as part of the present 
study. First, muḥaqqaq script was used for copying the 
text, even if it has a number of peculiarities that deserve 
more thorough examination. second, we must note the 
physiognomy of the illuminations found in the first sec-
tion of the manuscript, the only part containing decora-
tions that are contemporaneous with the text, covering 
forty-eight folios. these illuminations, in the form of 
marginal mandorlas, are very similar to iranian manu-
scripts from the second half of the fourteenth century, 
particularly the decorations of inju and Muzaffarid 

elements that may be dated circa 1430–1450, it also 
shares a number of similarities with the gwalior koran 
(figs. 2 and 3).77 this manuscript should be considered 
alongside the group of classical Bihari korans. to begin 
with, as with several korans from this group and the 
gwalior koran, the waM koran shows a four-part divi-
sion marked by double frontispieces on folios 8b–9a 
(sura 1, al‑Fātiḥa), 137b–138a (sura 7, al‑Aʿrāf), 274b–
275a (sura 19, Maryam), 408b–409a (sura 38, Ṣād), 
549b–550a (sura 113, al‑Falaq, and sura 114, al‑Nās). this 
division is all the more remarkable given how infre-
quent it was in the islamic world. the Bihari script is 
used in the waM manuscript, making it the only 
muḥaqqaq indian koran with this particular feature: 
Bihari was chosen for the repetition of verse 6 of sura 2 
(al‑Baqara) in the margins of one of the first frontis-
pieces (folios 7b–8a)—but the script entirely disappears 
from the manuscript after this occurrence. in addition, 
the first folios of the work (folios 3a–b, 4a–b, 5a–b, 6a–b, 
and 7a) contain a gloss on koranic readings copied in a 
naskhī‑dīvānī script that is very close to that found in 
manuscripts from the first half of the fifteenth century, 
both secular and religious.78 this script is not used after 
folio 8b, when it is replaced instead by a small, elegant, 
and more common naskh script. we may, of course, 
wonder why the scripts were abandoned. were these 
deliberate choices? a belated decision on the part of the 
master of the project? a rectification following the or-
ders of the commissioner of the work? a change in the 
initial composition plan? or are they simply the marks 
of different copyists who followed their own various 
practices—which may imply that the copying took 
place in a workshop? whatever the case may be, these 
transformations, which are silent and discreet, occur 
subtlely, over the course of the first folios, without any 
obvious point of rupture. the overall page construction 
still follows the same principles and the chromatic scale 
remains identical. the inks show no notable change, 
and the pictorial program is perfectly coherent.

the waM koran also contains a fālnāma. unlike in 
the Bihari manuscripts, this fālnāma, copied in rather 
sloppy calligraphy, is placed near the beginning of the 
work (folio 2a), and has no form of decoration. it was 
apparently added later, during restorations to the work 
at an early period,79 and it probably reproduces a text 
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another avenue to consider is the neighboring Mal-
wa sultanate: the production of painted manuscripts 
and the existence of a royal workshop in the capital, 
Mandu, have been confirmed for the late fifteenth cen-
tury.88 Manuscripts from Mandu show a very broad sty-
listic variety, probably due to the presence of painters 
of diverse origins within the sultan's kitābkhāna (work-
shop). later works from the sixteenth century attribut-
ed to this sultanate show obvious stylistic links with 
Deccani painting, in particular a shared palette, the 
same one mentioned above.89 if Mandu could offer the 
services of trained painters from different regions of the 
islamic world, or at least a varied sampling of manu-
scripts of high quality, it is quite possible that the sultans 
of neighboring territories may have employed its artists.

Finally, the more or less obvious resemblances be-
tween the muḥaqqaq and Bihari korans might be ex-
plained by the fact that the latter were certainly the 
most frequently used model on the indian subcontinent 
during part of the medieval period. these korans in Bi-
hari script were destined for a specific readership that 
sought a book as an object with specific textual and for-
mal characteristics, to which they probably attributed 
apotropaic virtues, as suggested by the links between 
this group of manuscripts and talismanic tunics in the 
same style. was this also true of the korans in muḥaqqaq 
script from the same period? Based on the quality of the 
manuscripts, which must have made them very expen-
sive, we may wonder if they might have been commis-
sioned by those at the highest levels of state. it is 
plausible that such patrons wished to own luxurious 
works with decorations that were inspired by the most 
beautiful Persian specimens, which were fashionable in 
sultanate india, but simultaneously maintained the vir-
tues attributed to the more common works, Bihari ko-
rans, which were doubtlessly publicly displayed and 
used during ceremonies in holy places such as sufi sanc-
tuaries.

conclusion

this preliminary study of korans in Bihari script has 
generated more questions than it has answered. none-
theless, it reveals the existence of a large group of manu-
scripts that were produced following immutable rules. 

manuscripts; we may then posit that the original codex 
was made fairly early in the first half of the fifteenth cen-
tury, probably the first decade.84 these skillfully made 
illuminations are clearly the work of talented artists 
who were, it may be supposed, attached to a court. last-
ly, the seal of Mahmud shah i, popularly known as 
Mahmud Begada, sultan of gujarat from 1459 to 1511, ap-
pears on folio 338a and is dated 894 (1488), giving us a 
precise terminus ante quem. 

while no formal element establishes with certainty 
that this manuscript was copied in india before being 
taken to the library of the sultan of gujarat (which might 
indicate that this is a Persian copy exported to india85), 
the seal proves that the manuscript, even though it is 
incomplete, was considered interesting enough to be 
kept among the works of this library. similarly, the 
waM koran also bears a seal, that of the ottoman sul-
tan Bayezid ii (r. 1481–1512), who reigned during ap-
proximately the same period (folio 8a). Based on an 
account by the ottoman chronicler tursun Beg dated 
1490, simon rettig has suggested that this manuscript 
may have been among the embassy gifts sent by sultan 
Muhammad shah iii (r. 1463–82) of the Bahmani dy-
nasty in the Deccan to the ottoman sultan Mehmed ii 
(r. 1452–81).86 

this information, when considered in conjunction 
with the quality of these works, reinforces the hypo-
thesis that they were destined specifically for a royal 
court, and perhaps even produced in a court workshop. 
it is still a delicate task to determine which sultanate 
might have hosted a workshop capable of producing 
works of such quality in the mid-fourteenth century. it 
is not likely to have been gujarat, since in this case the 
paintings in Mahmud Begada’s koran probably would 
not have been left in their nearly embryonic state. the 
Bahmani sultanate of the Deccan is another possibility 
that cannot be neglected, as the unique palette used in 
some illuminations, and especially those of the Balti-
more koran, recalls the colors used in Deccani painting 
of the sixteenth century.87 unfortunately, we know 
nearly nothing about the painted manuscripts that may 
have been produced in this sultanate during earlier pe-
riods, but the diplomatic and commercial relations that 
it maintained with the ottoman Empire are attested, 
and this might explain how the waM koran came to be 
in sultan Bayezit ii’s library. 
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Author’s note: some of the questions addressed within this article 
were discussed in my presentation at the third Biennial sympo-
sium of the hiaa, held in new york in october 2012.
1. concerning indonesian korans, i must mention annabel 

gallop’s fundamental work on this corpus. while more 
articles have been devoted to the african korans (for a 
synthesis of which, see constant hamès, “les manuscrits 
arabo-africains: Des particularités?,” in “la tradition manu-
scrite en écriture arabe,” ed. geneviève humbert, special 
issue, Revue des Mondes Musulmans et de la Méditerranée 
99–100 [november 2002]: 169–82), these works have gen-
erally been marginalized in exhibitions and publications 
about the production of koranic manuscripts.

2. Eloïse Brac de la Perrière, L’art du livre dans l’Inde des sul‑
tanats (Paris, 2008), 81–86, 117–21, and 132–37; and Eloïse 
Brac de la Perrière, “le coran de gwalior: nouvelles per-
spectives sur l’histoire des corans enluminés dans l’inde 
pré-moghole,” Journal of Islamic Manuscripts 6 (2015): 
219–38.

3. Brac de la Perrière, L’art du livre.
4. i wish to thank Maria szuppe (cnrs, uMr 7528—Mondes 

iranien et indien) for this information.
5. this division is very frequently marked in indian koranic 

manuscripts.
6. the principal definitions of this style are found in M. 

abdullah chaghatai, Encyclopaedia of Islam, New Edition 
(henceforth EI2) (leiden, 1954–2002), s.v. “Khaṭṭ—iV. 
india,” which is the section devoted to Muslim india (it 
is nevertheless very incomplete and contains a number of 
inaccuracies). see as well Mohammad yusuf siddiq, “an 
Epigraphical Journey to an Eastern islamic land,” Muqar‑
nas 7 (1990): 83–108; Eloïse Brac de la Perrière, “Bîhârî et 
naskhî-dîwânî: remarques sur deux calligraphies de l’inde 
des sultanats,” in “Écriture, calligraphie et peinture,” ed. 
houari touati and abraham l. udovitch, special issue, Stu‑
dia Islamica 96 (2003): 81–93; Mohammad yusuf siddiq, 
“calligraphy and islamic culture: reflections on some new 
Epigraphical Discoveries in gaur and Pandua, two Early 
capitals of Muslim Bengal,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies 68, no. 1 (2005): 21–58; sheila s. Blair, 
Islamic Calligraphy (Edinburgh, 2006), 386–89; and Brac de 
la Perrière, L’art du livre, 132–37.

7. Blair, Islamic Calligraphy, 386.
8. Brac de la Perrière, L’art du livre, 31–56.
9. chaghatai, EI2, s.v. “Khaṭṭ—iV. india.” 
10. “why it would be named after this region of india, how-

ever, is unclear, for no great islamic centre flourished there, 
unless Jaunpur could also be included in Bihar in Persian 
terminology.”: Jeremiah P. losty, The Art of the Book in India 
(exh. cat.) (london, 1982), no. 21, illus. p. 38. in Islamic Cal‑
ligraphy, Blair employs arguments that are quite close to 
those of losty, Art of the Book in India: see Blair, Islamic 
Calligraphy, 386. 

these rules were perpetuated over time because they 
gave tangible form to the usages of mystical circles and 
were thus disseminated to large audiences. the highly 
conservative character of these works is not unusual in 
the indian context, where the arts of the book, in both 
the islamic and non-islamic traditions,90 demonstrate 
a certain conformism in the early centuries of their de-
velopment that is manifested in the use of an icono-
graphical repertory tending towards archaism.91 here, 
however, there are distinct signs of not only older inspi-
rations in the iconography but also the implementation 
of a system of page layout certainly destined for a spe-
cific recitation practice.

a large number of manuscripts belonging to the cor-
pus of my study have lost their margins, and thus prob-
ably the variants and accompanying glosses that they 
contained. this process of deterioration over time may 
not always have been as accidental as it at first seems. 
From the frequency with which missing margins are en-
countered, the care apparently taken in cutting them 
off, and the way in which the text of the koran was re-
inserted into blank margins, we may infer that excising 
these texts from the margins of the manuscripts was a 
way of materially eradicating certain practices, such as 
the use of qirāʾāt or the consultation of the fâl. this may 
perhaps have occurred because these practices had 
been discredited or because they no longer had any 
meaning for those who were currently in possession of 
the manuscripts. in other words, this excision reintro-
duced the works into a more orthodox and more ordi-
nary corpus. likewise, the variant readings offered in 
the margins seem to have progressively disappeared 
from the Bihari manuscripts beginning in the late fif-
teenth century. it is probable that this phenomenon 
corresponds to the evolution of certain rituals within 
the institutions where these korans may have been 
used, though we should not exclude the possibility of 
their use in a private context. these more anthropo-
logical perspectives should not be ignored in future re-
search seeking to better comprehend the history of this 
corpus of manuscripts. 

UFR d’art et d’archéologie,
Université Paris‑Sorbonne
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Fortune: Islamic Art from the Collection of Edmund de Unger 
(Munich, 2007), 29, no. 18.
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25. siddiq, “Epigraphical Journey,” fig. 17. this is an early and 

still clumsy manifestation of what would become the very 
elegant “bow and arrow” Bengal style. 

26. toronto, aga khan Museum, Ms. akM00281; Dallas, keir 
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in the nascent yet burgeoning field of deccani art his-
tory, ibrahim ʿadil shah II (r. 1580‒1627), the sixth ruler 
of the ʿadil shahi dynasty (1490–1686), has attracted 
considerable scholarly attention. ibrahim ruled for near-
ly fifty years, and many of the masterpieces of deccani 
architecture date to his reign, including the ibrahim 
rauza (ca. 1627‒35), popularly dubbed “the taj of the 
south.” in Mark Zebrowski’s pioneering Deccani Paint-
ing (1983), ibrahim was heralded as “the greatest patron 
of the arts the deccan produced,”1 a sentiment repeated 
a decade later in the second installment (1994) of yale’s 
islamic art survey and several subsequent publications.2 
in addition to panegyric praising ibrahim’s proficiency 
in music, calligraphy, and poetry, the presumption of his 
prolific patronage has stemmed from his sixteen con-
temporary portraits; in other words, the ruler’s place as 
subject has secured his stature as patron.3 an exquisite 
portrait of “ibrahim hawking,” now preserved in st. Pe-
tersburg,4 graced the cover of Zebrowski’s book and was 
later described as “one of the greatest images in indian 
or islamic art.”5 

ibrahim’s elevation as a “genius” patron has been fu-
eled equally by his religious tolerance and eclecticism, 
which have inspired comparison to the Mughal emper-
or akbar (r. 1556–1605).6 nominally a sunni, ibrahim 
adopted Hindi titulature (Jagat Gurū, World teacher) 
and founded a composite religious system devoted to 
the Prophet Muhammad, the Hindu goddess saraswati, 
and the deccan’s most famous sufi saint, sayyid Mu-
hammad gisu daraz (d. 1422). it is an oft-repeated staple 
of scholarship that the ruler’s Kitāb-i Nawras (Book of 
nawras),7 an innovative collection of fifty-nine songs in 
dakhni,8 opens with invocations to the Prophet, god-
dess, and saint.9 such syncretic proclivities have led 

scholars to conclude that “ibrahim was the product of a 
hybrid civilization. it is hard to label him either a Mus-
lim or a Hindu.”10 

notwithstanding the noted risks of scholarly venera-
tion11—culminating in richard eaton and Phillip Wag-
oner’s insistence “to qualify the conventional image of 
ibrahim II as something of a beads-and-flowers hippie 
avant le temps”12—the ruler remains the axis mundi of 
Bijapuri art. in the catalogue accompanying the Metro-
politan Museum of art’s recent exhibition on the dec-
can (2015), it is argued, “ibrahim’s court attracted some 
of the most talented artists of the age, who gave expres-
sion to the sultan’s inner vision and whose works offer a 
glimpse into an opulent and sensuous world [emphasis 
added].”13 Building on (and dramatizing) such senti-
ment, a reviewer for the New York Times offered a con-
clusion replete with “neo-Orientalist undertones”:14 
“One source of the deccan’s instability may have been, 
as the show’s subtitle of ‘opulence and fantasy’ suggests, 
that the sultans had a greater interest in culture and lei-
sure than governing [emphasis added].”15 While ac-
knowledging the deserved iconic status of ibrahim’s 
Kitāb-i Nawras and the contemporary description of Bi-
japur as an “elixir of mirth and pleasure,”16 this article 
attempts to investigate the ruler as but one link in a long 
chain of intercultural production, rather than the singu-
lar source of inspiration, and the deccan itself beyond 
the tropes of “otherworldliness,” “leisure,” and “mystery.” 

Much of the recent emphasis on ibrahim’s syncretism 
and patronage can be traced to a portrait of the goddess 
saraswati, the focus of his spiritual devotion, seated on 
a gold throne (fig. 1).17 although the major iconographi-
cal elements of “saraswati enthroned” rely heavily on 
the ruler’s Kitāb-i Nawras, the composition is fundamen-
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Fig. 1. “saraswati enthroned,” signed by Farrukh Husayn, Bijapur, ca. 1595–1609. jaipur, Brigadier sawai Bhawani singh of 
jaipur, City Palace, jC-1/rjs.1326-rM 177. (From Chandramani singh and Madhvendra narayan, From the Collection of 
 Maharaja of Jaipur: Six Multicoloured Prints, Surat Khana, Jaipur, 16th–17th Century, Mughal and Deccani [jaipur: jaigarh 
Public Charitable trust, 2003], pl. C)
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and ʿadil shahi Bijapur as a courtly culture enmeshed 
in wider Perso-islamic systems (as attested by the mate-
rial record in its broadest sense, including seals, coins, 
titulature, library collections, metalwork, bookbinding, 
and wall painting).27 in many ways, Farrukh and his por-
traits bridge the divide between ibrahim and his court 
while stimulating larger questions about agency, recep-
tion, and translation across the indo-Persian world. in 
turn, the art historical conversation shifts away from the 
often impenetrable question of original hand, at least 
partially. For the general field of deccani studies, artist 
and oeuvre also challenge the deep-rooted deccani-
Westerner binary, which is applicable in certain con-
texts but tends to be unilaterally emphasized.28

COnneCted systeMs OF iranian  
PeregrinatiOn and PatrOnage

unlike their consistently shiʿi contemporaries in Qutb 
shahi golconda, the rulers of ʿadil shahi Bijapur vacil-
lated between sunnism and shiʿism, and routinely shift-
ed their allegiances between local and foreign factions. 
since the mid-twentieth century, some scholars have 
argued that ibrahim’s reign witnessed the tipping of 
the scales in favor of the former. evidence in support of 
this theory has included the ruler’s restoration of Hanafi 
sunnism in 1583, as well as his broken (shikasta) Persian, 
use of Hindi titulature (Jagat Gurū), devotion to saras-
wati, and the collection of songs (Kitāb-i Nawras) he 
wrote in the deccani vernacular (dakhni).29 as recently 
as 2006, it was argued that “the height of Persian and shiʿi 
influence was  during the reign of ʿ ali ʿ adil shah (r. 1558– 
80), who had the shiʿi khutba read in mosques. a brief 
sunni restoration, coupled with a move away from Per-
sian influence, took place under his grandson [actually 
his nephew] ibrahim ʿadil shah II (d. 1618) [actually d. 
1627].”30

the above conclusions are problematic on several 
levels. First, they presume a linear relationship between 
religious sectarianism and culture, that is, shiʿism = Per-
sian and sunnism = non-Persian. second, although the 
first decade of ibrahim’s rule was indeed marked by a 
series of Dakkanī regencies led by former african slaves 
(habashī, deriving from al-Habash, abyssinia or ethio-

tally rooted in the conventions of late sixteenth-century 
Persian painting. the explanation for this Bijapuri-ira-
nian fusion rests in the peregrinations of its maker, Far-
rukh Husayn (as he signs on the steps), whose identity 
has been the subject of debate since robert skelton’s 
seminal 1957 thesis that the Mughal Farrukh Beg and 
Bijapuri Farrukh Husayn were one and the same.18 the 
prevailing consensus supports skelton19 and favors the 
following biography: Farrukh perhaps hailed from shi-
raz20 and subsequently migrated to Khurasan, where he 
was associated with the Mashhad library-atelier of ibra-
him Mirza (d. 1577). the painter and his brother siya-
vush then became “trusted companions” (muʿtamidān) 
of the safavid heir apparent Hamza Mirza (d. 1586).21 in 
Khurasan, Farrukh adopted many of the stylistic traits 
of Muhammadi (fl. late-sixteenth century), and the two 
artists may have worked together.22 Farrukh next trav-
eled to the independent kingdom of Kabul, ruled by 
Mirza Muhammad Hakim (d. 1585), akbar’s half-broth-
er and rival.23 in december 1585, the artist entered ak-
bar’s service at rawalpindi and spent approximately a 
decade at the Mughal court, where he was known as 
Farrukh Beg.24 around 1595‒1600, he migrated to ibra-
him’s Bijapur, where he signed “Farrukh Husayn” and 
became a leading court portraitist.25 By 1609 at the lat-
est, he had reentered Mughal service under jahangir (r. 
1605–27), where he was again known as Farrukh Beg.

an investigation of Farrukh’s decade-long tenure in 
Bijapur leads to the ostensible crux of medieval and 
early modern deccani history: the ongoing conflict be-
tween local-born Muslims (Dakkanī) and foreigners 
(gharībān) from western islamic lands.26 Farrukh’s me-
teoric success in Bijapur was conditioned by a court 
hierarchy dominated by iranian immigrants, and it is 
the contention here that a deeper understanding of the 
painter’s Bijapur period requires contextualization 
within this diasporic climate. i begin with a preliminary 
mapping of book culture at the ʿ adil shahi court. Which 
Perso-islamic intellectual patterns, archetypes, and pre-
rogatives prevailed? How did they foster ibrahim’s par-
ticipation in connected systems of sovereignty between 
iran and the subcontinent? the goal is to balance the 
narrative between ibrahim as an isolated and eccentric 
“genius” patron (as understood through panegyric, the 
Kitāb-i Nawras, and a narrow prism of album portraits) 
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of nizami’s Khamsa (Quintet), as confirmed by his sig-
nature reading Mīr Khalīl mulaqqab pādishāh-i qalam.38 

Khalilullah’s counterpart in the field of painting was 
Farrukh Husayn, who painted at least five portraits of 
ibrahim during his tenure in Bijapur between circa 1595 
and 1609. Farrukh’s “ibrahim hawking” (st. Petersburg) 
and “ibrahim playing the tambur” (fig. 2) are celebrated 
icons of deccani painting. Closely related to the former 
is a lesser-known portrait of the ruler holding a ṣafīna 
(small oblong album) while seated on a throne in a land-
scape (fig. 3). Farrukh’s final two portraits of ibrahim 
depict him riding atish Khan, his favorite elephant, 
praised throughout the Kitāb-i Nawras.39 a variant of 
one of the elephant compositions appears as a wall 
painting in the artist’s “saraswati enthroned” (fig. 1), 
which has been heralded as a “masterful representation 
of the idealized vision of self, state, and culture that ibra-
him espoused,” despite its inaccessibility.40 

the final three courtiers described in the Khān-i 
Khalīl—Haidar Zehni, Malik Qummi, and Zuhuri—
were the leading iranian literati of ibrahim’s court. 
Zuhuri served as ibrahim’s poet laureate from circa 
1601 until his death in 1616, and he often collaborated 
with his father-in-law, Malik Qummi (d. 1616). Probable 
partnerships between the two include the Khān-i Khalīl 
itself and Nawras, both part of the trilogy known as Sih 
Naṣr (three essays), as well as an imitation (nāḍira) 
of nizami’s Makhzan al-Asrār (treasury of secrets) 
entitled Manbaʿ al-Anhār (source of the rivers).41 al-
though not mentioned in the Khān-i Khalīl, two addi-
tional iranian intellectuals in ibrahim’s Bijapur deserve 
mention yet require little introduction: Muhammad Qa-
sim Hindushah astarabadi (known as Firishta, d. 1611) 
and rafiʿ al-din shirazi (d. 1620). Firishta composed his 
well-known history Gulshān-i Ibrāhīmī (rose garden 
of ibrahim) upon the ruler’s request (the two recen-
sions are dated 1015 [1606–7] and 1018 [1609–10]). shi-
razi’s major work was his Tadhkirat al-Mulūk (History 
of Kings, completed between 1608 and 1611), a history of 
the ʿadil shahi dynasty and contemporary indian and 
iranian courts that has been largely neglected in favor of   
Firishta.

the careers of the iranian migrants discussed above 
were all characterized by continual peregrination in 

pia), the Khān-i Khalīl (table of the Friend of god) of 
nur al-din Muhammad Zuhuri (d. 1616) and Malik Qum-
mi (d. 1616) confirms that by the turn of the seventeenth 
century the ruler’s inner entourage was dominated by 
six iranian émigrés (the biases of the iranian authors 
notwithstanding).31 the first individual, shah navaz 
Khan (Khvaja sa’d al-din ʿinayatullah shirazi, d. ca. 
1611), hailed from shiraz and was a student of the re-
nowned polymath Mir Fathullah shirazi (d. 1590),32 a 
pupil of jamal al-din Mahmud, in turn a student of jalal 
al-din davani (d. 1501). Fathullah spent time in Bijapur 
during the reign of ʿali i (r. 1558‒80), and his presence 
may explain his student’s migration to the city (talent 
lures talent). shortly after ibrahim assumed power in 
1590, in the wake of the regencies described above, shah 
navaz Khan became prime minister (jumda al-mulk). in 
addition to being an accomplished mathematician and 
astronomer, he supervised the construction of Bijapur’s 
sister city, nawraspur, in 1599, encouraged ibrahim’s 
education in Persian language and literature, and estab-
lished a welcoming climate for foreigners (gharībān).33 
several itinerant poets enjoyed shah navaz Khan’s pa-
tronage, and tenure at his court seems to have been a 
critical stop in poetic peregrinations among iran, the 
deccan, and the Mughal north. Mirza abu talib Kalim 
Kashani (d. 1651), for example, composed a lengthy in-
scription in maṣnavī, classified as “architectural panegy-
ric,” for the prime minister’s nawraspur palace, Qasr-i 
nawras Bihisht.34

like shah navaz Khan, the calligrapher Khalilullah 
Butshikan (idol destroyer, in reference to his namesake, 
the prophet ibrahim) (d. 1626) played a significant role 
in Bijapur’s political and cultural circles. Khalilullah be-
gan his career in Khurasan, followed shah ʿabbas  
(r. 1588–1629) to Qazvin, and migrated to Bijapur circa 
1596.35 He served as ibrahim’s ambassador to iran on 
two occasions (1613‒14 and 1618‒20), and shah ʿabbas 
was particularly enamored of his calligraphy, even com-
posing a quatrain in his honor.36 Khalilullah’s stature as 
ibrahim’s leading calligrapher in nastaʿlīq is attested by 
his writing of an imperial copy of the Kitāb-i Nawras, 
which was presented to ibrahim in 1027 (1617‒18) and 
earned the calligrapher the title pādishāh-i qalam (King 
of the Pen).37 He subsequently copied a fine manuscript 
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golconda (possibly with Mir Muhammad amin shah-
ristani/ruh al-amin)44, and Mughal india, until his 
death in 1651 in lahore.45 

the widespread celebrity of iranian intellectuals in 
the early modern deccan and the relative ease with 
which they circulated were conditioned by heightened 
proximity and diplomacy associated with military con-
flict. in his account of his mission to the deccan in 
1591‒93, the Mughal poet Fayzi (abu’l-Fayz b. Mubarak, 
d. 1595) praised both Malik Qummi and Zuhuri and 
singled them out for recruitment, and Malik Qummi ap-
pears to have briefly entered the service of ʿabd al-ra-
him Khan-i Khanan (d. 1627) after the Mughal general’s 
siege of ahmadnagar in 1595.46 Once Malik Qummi had 
settled in Bijapur, his works continued to circulate via 
the hands of fellow peripatetic iranians. the shirazi sa-
vant Mir jamal al-din Husayn inju (d. 1625–26), whom 
akbar had dispatched as ambassador to ibrahim in 1600, 
reportedly transported Malik Qummi’s work back to 
agra and presented it to the still smitten Khan-i 
 Khanan.47 

For his part, ibrahim had to contend with steady Mu-
ghal incursions into the deccan, initiated by akbar in 
the 1590s, and the northern empire’s dismissal of him as 
a mere khān rather than shāh.48 Concurrently, the Bija-
puri ruler exchanged embassies with shah ʿabbas, who 
faced his own military engagement with the Mughals in 
Qandahar.49 in one letter transported by Khalilullah in 
1612‒13, ibrahim described Bijapur and the deccan as 
part of the safavid empire, declared that the names of 
the safavid monarchs were recited in the Friday sermon, 
and titled himself a manṣabdār (subordinate, lit. “holder 
of rank”) ruling on “His Majesty’s behalf.”50 such letters 
underscore the fluidity and practicality of sectar ianism 
during ibrahim’s reign. although Hanafi sunnism was 
restored in Bijapur in 1583, it was in ibrahim’s best in-
terest to join his shiʿi deccani neighbors—especially 
Muhammadi Quli Qutb shah (r. 1580–1612) and Mu-
hammad Qutb shah (r. 1612–26) of golconda—in the 
cultivation of brotherhood with safavid iran.51 as aptly 
summarized by sanjay subrahmanyam, this deccani-
safavid alliance was more symbolic than practical: “it 
was clear of course that no military alliance was really 
possible that might straddle the distance between Chaul 
and dabhol, and the ports of Fars, but other forms of 

Fig. 2. “ibrahim playing the tambur,” ascribed to Farrukh 
Beg (Farrukh Husayn) at the Mughal court by Muhammad 
Husayn Zarin Qalam, Bijapur, ca. 1595–1609. Folio from the 
salim/jahangir album, north india, ca. late 1590s–1620s. 
Prague, nápstrek Museum of asian, african and american 
Cultures, a. 12182. (Photo: courtesy of the nápstrek Museum)

search of patronage, both within iran and across the 
subcontinent.42 Malik Qummi, Firishta, and Zuhuri, for 
example, spent their initial years in the deccan at the 
nizam shahi court of ahmadnagar and only later mi-
grated to ibrahim’s Bijapur.43 the poet Kalim perhaps 
best exemplifies the interconnectedness of knowledge 
systems and peripatetic networks. His courts of tenure 
and associates included ʿadil shahi Bijapur (with shah 
navaz Khan), safavid isfahan (ca. 1618–20), Qutb shahi 
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Fig. 3. “ibrahim offering obeisance to jahangir,” attributed to Farrukh Husayn, Bijapur, ca. 1595–1609. Folio from the salim/
jahangir album, north india, ca. late 1590s–1620s. tehran, gulistan Palace library, no. 1663, fol. 87. (Photo: Keelan Overton)
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real and symbolic affinity tied the predominantly shiʿi 
sultans of the deccan to iran rather than to the sunni 
Mughals who were gradually encroaching upon them 
from the north.”52 it is to these “other forms of real and 
symbolic affinity” that we now turn.

BOOK Culture in iBraHiM’s BijaPur

a perusal of ibrahim-era portraiture underscores the 
privileged status of books, and, by extension, erudition, 
in Bijapuri iconography. a number of single-page paint-
ings conform to the indo-Persian trope of a noble youth 
holding a book symbolic of his intellect, and many are 
remarkable for the detail afforded to the depiction of the 
codices. in “a youth with swans and rabbits,”53 a court-
ier holds a book whose Persian-style binding is embel-
lished with red stones, and in “Mullah,”54 a sensitive 
portrait of one of Bijapur’s religious dignitaries, the 
book’s endband (stitching reinforcement at the head 
and tail of the text block, often in a chevron pattern) is 
subtly indicated by a red line. in “ibrahim feeding a 
hawk,”55 a luxurious red velvet case protecting an es-
teemed volume is held by an attendant behind the ruler, 
and in “ibrahim visiting a sufi saint,”56 the pages of the 
book next to the saint are bookmarked for future read-
ing by the binding’s envelope flap. 

despite the prominence of bound codices in ibrahim-
era portraiture, only a handful of manuscripts dating to 
the ruler’s reign are extant.57 the text surviving in the 
highest number is the Kitāb-i Nawras, and the most well-
known manuscripts include a copy by ʿabd al-rashid 
dated 990 (1582–83) (appendix, no. 15) (fig. 4),58 one by 
ʿabd al-latif Mustafa with a terminus ante quem of 5 
Muharram 1022 (February 24, 1613) (appendix, no. 16),59 
and the aforementioned luxury example by Khalilullah, 
transcribed after 1617 (appendix, no. 17).60 Other surviv-
ing ibrahim-era manuscripts include an unillustrated 
Ikhtiyārāt-i Badīʿī (selections of Badiʿi) dated 990 (1582–
83) (appendix, no. 10); an illustrated Pem Nem (toils of 
love) datable to circa 1591–1604 (thirty-four minia-
tures);61 an illustrated Niʿmatnāma (Book of delights) 
(two miniatures, one of which is a portrait of ibrahim);62 
the above-mentioned unillustrated Khamsa of nizami 
copied by Khalilullah after 1617;63 and an illustrated 

Fig. 4. Flyleaf with a type d Bijapuri notation dated 17 ju-
mada i 1037 (january 24, 1628). Folio from a Kitāb-i Nawras 
of ibrahim ʿadil shah ii, copied by ʿabd al-rashid, Bijapur, 
dated 990 (1582–83) (see appendix, no. 15). Hyderabad, salar 
jung Museum, M. 177, fol. 1r. (Photo: courtesy of the salar 
jung Museum)

Shāhnāma (Book of Kings) datable to circa 1600–10 (ap-
proximately two dozen paintings are known).64 the 
Niʿmatnāma portrait of ibrahim confirms the impor-
tance of text-image relationships in Bijapuri painting 
while demonstrating that the city’s nawras—“nine 
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kingship. the seals of ibrahim’s bibliophile predeces-
sors—ismaʿil (r. 1510–35) and ʿali i (r. 1558–80)—are 
known,69 and shirazi observed both the latter’s fond-
ness for books and the size of his collection and 
kitābkhāna (comprising “sixty men, calligraphists, gild-
ers of books, book-binders and illuminators”).70 the 
likelihood that ibrahim inherited a well-oiled library 
bureaucracy is attested by acquisitions and protocols 
dating to the regency period (1580–90). as early as 1586, 
when the ruler was just fifteen, his books were being 
marked with a distinct ex libris (fig. 5) and a small, oval 
seal inscribed Ibrāhīm nawras (fig. 6). given ibrahim’s 
youth and recent accession, the word nawras might 
again warrant a Persian interpretation, hence translat-
ing the legend as “ibrahim freshly sprouted” (into youth, 
nawjavān) or “ibrahim newly arrived” (as Bijapur’s 
king).71 regardless of precise meaning, the use of nawras 
during the volatile regency period raises questions of 
agency. Who was responsible for developing it as a word 
and concept at this early stage? 

at present, it is possible to track approximately sev-
enty books associated with ibrahim specifically and/
or Bijapur’s royal library (kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira or kitāb-
khāna-i maʿmūra) during his reign. approximately 50 
were among the 430 books discovered in Bijapur’s asar 
Mahal (completed 1647)72 in 1853 and subsequently 
transferred to the india Office library (now British li-
brary).73 although the asar Mahal collection was once 
part of Bijapur’s royal library, it cannot be considered 
representative of the institution’s original quality, size, 
or scope (in 1604, upon the marriage of his daughter to 
akbar’s son, ibrahim gave 2,000 books alone to the Mu-
ghal ruler).74 the majority of the books are fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century arabic texts on sufism, ethics, logic, 
and law (noticeably absent are Korans and historical 
texts),75 and the collection includes just seventeen Per-
sian volumes and only a single literary classic (nizami’s 
Makhzan al-Asrār).76 although some of the asar Mahal 
volumes were rated first class (avval) by Bijapur’s librar-
ians,77 few, if any, can be classified as “luxury” codices in 
holistic art-historical terms, that is, utilizing the finest 
materials (paper, pigments, gold, leather) and includ-
ing exceptional calligraphy, illumination, painting, and/
or binding.78 We can presume that these manuscripts 
remained in the asar Mahal until the British discovery 

moods,” based on the rasas of indian aesthetic theory, 
or “new arrival,” from the Persian naw and rasīdan—and 
Persianate cultures were anything but exclusive. the 
Persian couplet above the ruler reads, “the master/lord 
of all existing things, who made this workshop / Had as 
his intention love, [but] he made nawras a pretext.”65 
as elsewhere, the precise meaning of nawras remains 
elusive. if a Persian interpretation is favored, the “pre-
text” in question could be defined as aesthetic freshness 
and innovation, qualities that indeed exemplify ibra-
him-era art. 

although a few of the manuscripts listed above have 
been the focus of individual studies, the current under-
standing of ibrahim-era painting is framed by single-
page album portraits, especially of the ruler himself, of 
the type described at the beginning of this article. the 
majority of these paintings have been ruptured from 
their original parent albums, and the result is that it can 
be difficult to move beyond formal analysis and con-
noisseurship toward an emic understanding of function 
and reception. to date, the Kitāb-i Nawras has provided 
the most useful launching point for deeper understand-
ing. in “ibrahim playing the tambur” (fig. 2), the ruler’s 
iconography—red nails, necklace of rudraksha (dried 
berries) beads, tanbūr (long-necked lute), and elephant 
atish Khan—parallels his verbal self-portrait in songs 15 
and 56,66 and in “saraswati enthroned” (fig. 1), verses 
from song 56 appear in the composition.67 While ac-
knowledging that the Kitāb-i Nawras was synonymous 
with ibrahim both at home and abroad,68 the present 
goal is to explore additional knowledge systems that 
permeated Bijapuri culture and in turn impacted sover-
eignty and artistic production. toward this end, the 
books collected into ibrahim’s and the city’s libraries 
present a valuable resource, because many bear pre-
cisely what the detached album portraits do not: con-
crete data concerning provenance and traceable 
connections to the ruler himself. it is through an exam-
ination of book culture that we can begin to map pat-
terns of intellectual taste and circulation in Bijapur, 
trace the literary fluency of the court, and further con-
sider ibrahim’s multivalent identities. 

 as was the case at virtually all early modern islamic 
courts, the formation of a comprehensive library of ara-
bic and Persian classics was a prerogative of ʿadil shahi 
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Fig. 5. illuminated ex libris of ibrahim ii dated 21 dhu’l-
Hijja 994 (december 2, 1586). Partially visible to the left is 
the word avval and a type B Bijapuri notation dated 8 rabiʿ 
i 1003 (november 21, 1594). Folio from a gloss by jurjani on 
the Commentary by Qutb al-din al-razi on the Maṭāliʿ al-
Anwār of urmawi, apparently copied by taqi al-din al-Hu-
sayni (d. 1476–77). london, British library, loth 525/B 181 
(former B 181a), fol. 3r. (Photo: courtesy of the British li-
brary)

Fig. 6. impression of the oval seal of ibrahim ii (inscribed: 
Ibrāhīm nawras; dimensions: 13 x 20 mm). Folio from a Ko-
ran, shiraz, ca. 1570 (see appendix, no. 11). Hyderabad, jagdish 
and Kamla Mittal Museum of indian art, 76.851, Ms. 1. (Pho-
to: courtesy of the jagdish and Kamla Mittal Museum of in-
dian art)

precisely because they were not lavish enough to incite 
removal.79 

to locate the finest books in ibrahim’s possession, we 
must look outside of the British library’s asar Mahal 
collection. Based on textual evidence summarized be-
low (see “ibrahim’s marks of ownership”), i have to date 
identified seventeen manuscripts once owned by the 
ruler and now in collections across the globe: nine Per-
sian literary classics, one Persian medical treatise, three 
arabic volumes (two Korans, one dīwān), and four Bija-
puri texts (Persian or dakhni) (appendix, nos. 1–17).80 

as a whole, these books are of a far higher aesthetic qual-
ity than those in the asar Mahal collection. a few de-
serve an art-historical, first-class valuation (avval) and 
include the work of famous calligraphers and illumina-
tors (yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi, d. 1298; shah Mahmud 
nishapuri, d. 1564–65; jalal al-din Baghnavi, fl. in late 
sixteenth-century shiraz). Others have illustrious prov-
enances in greater iran (abu saʿid, r. 1458–69; rustam 
b. Maqsud, r. 1493–97; shah ismaʿil, r. 1576–78) and/or 
subsequently entered royal collections in india 
(ʿalamgir, r. 1658–1707; tipu sultan, r. 1782–99). in addi-
tion to these seventeen bound manuscripts, two album 
folios with calligraphy framed by marbled borders (ap-
pendix, nos. 18–19) bear evidence of ibrahim’s owner-
ship.81

notwithstanding its severe limitation in number, this 
dispersed corpus rounds out the better known asar Ma-
hal collection and in turn underscores the dual function 
of books in Bijapur’s courtly culture: as prerequisites in 
established intellectual curricula (primarily asar Mahal 
texts) and as luxury enterprises in the visual arts (mainly 
dispersed examples). Moreover, ibrahim’s nine import-
ed Persian classics (from shiraz, Herat, and isfahan)—
in tandem with the Khalilullah Khamsa and illustrated 
Shāhnāma produced in Bijapur—suggest that Persian 
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Fig. 7. “rustam recognizing the dying sohrab.” vault a, north arch, Kumatgi, Bijapur, early seventeenth century. see fig. 8 
for a line drawing of this now badly damaged wall painting. (Photo: Keelan Overton)

literature occupied a privileged place at the ʿadil shahi 
court, as it did at all Persianate courts of the day. 

the latter assertion is borne out by related visual 
evidence suggesting the widespread popularity of Per-
sian classics in Bijapur. at Kumatgi, a pleasure palace 
located approximately ten miles east of the capital, two 
wall paintings in the central bath hall, which is  datable 
to ibrahim’s reign, illustrate iconic episodes from the 
Shāhnāma and Khamsa.82 the Shāhnāma scene is lo-
cated directly across from the entrance and depicts 
rustam’s agony—his tearing open of his shirt—upon 
realizing that he has stabbed his son, sohrab, who 
identifies himself by pointing to the armband given to 
him by his mother, rustam’s wife (figs. 7 and 8).83 this 
same scene was chosen for illustration in the Bijapuri 

Shāhnāma,84 and its privileged location in the bath hall 
stimulates questions about meaning and relevance.85 
the second wall painting shows an emaciated Majnun 
in the wilderness being visited by his mother and his 
uncle salim ʿamiri (fig. 9).86 While the rustam-sohrab 
tragedy appears to have been a rather exceptional selec-
tion for a palatial wall painting, the Majnun example 
conformed to architectural trends throughout contem-
porary india.87 

Ibrahim’s marks of ownership

in addition to illuminating patterns of Persianate liter-
ary taste in Bijapur, ibrahim’s books include marks of 
ownership that shed light on the ruler’s self-representa-
tion outside of the Kitāb-i Nawras framework. this evi-
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dence can be divided into three categories: seal 
impressions (versus the actual matrices, none of which 
have been identified), ex libris, and scribal notations by 
librarians.88 like many rulers of the day, ibrahim (or at 
least his librarians) employed several seals. One of the 
most common—appearing in both asar Mahal (British 
library) volumes and dispersed ones—was the afore-
mentioned oval example inscribed Ibrāhīm nawras 
(fig. 6). a second far larger, circular seal (fig. 10) has been 
erroneously associated with ibrahim Mirza of Mashhad 
(d. 1577), and its known impressions are currently lim-
ited to the dispersed corpus.89 its long inscription is a 
Koranic verse concerning the prophet ibrahim (abra-
ham):

and who turns away
From the religion of abraham
But such as debase their souls

Fig. 8. line drawing of “rustam recognizing the dying 
sohrab” (see fig. 7). (From Henry Cousens, Bij̄āpūr and Its 
Architectural Remains, With an Historical Outline of the ʿĀdil 
Shāhi Dynasty [repr., delhi: Bharatiya Publication House, 
1976], pl. cxiii)

Fig. 9. “Majnun in the wilderness visited by his uncle and mother.” vault B1, south arch, Kumatgi, Bijapur, early seventeenth 
century. as with fig. 7, this wall painting is badly damaged. (Photo: Keelan Overton)



Keelan Overton102

Fig. 10. impression of the circular seal of ibrahim ii (in-
scribed with Koran 2:130; diameter: 41 mm). Folio from 
a Dīvān of jami, copied by shah Muhammad al-Katib  
al-shirazi, probably shiraz, dated 971 and 972 (1563–65) (see 
fig. 19 and appendix, no. 1). doha, Museum of islamic art, 
Ms. 260. (Photo: Keelan Overton)

Fig. 11. dish, Bijapur, ca. 1600. Copenhagen, the david Col-
lection, 11/1992. (Photo: Pernille Klemp)

Fig. 12. tympanum with Koran 2:130, ibrahim rauza, Bijapur, ca. 1627. (Photo: ameen Hullur)
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With folly? Him We chose
and rendered pure in this world:
and he will be in the Hereafter
in the ranks of the righteous (2:130). 

the inscription reads from top to bottom in bold thu-
luth, and elongated letters (kashīda) in the words millat, 
fī, and iṣṭafaynahu create a series of four horizontal reg-
isters (see how the yāʾ of fī extends backwards across the 
middle of the seal). like the nawras example, the Ko-
ranic seal is double-ruled, and its background features 
an even spiral accented with small leaves and floral blos-
soms. stylistically, the seal closely resembles a number 
of Bijapuri bronze dishes with stacked thuluth inscrip-
tions, often including exaggerated horizontal exten-
sions, on delicately spiraling grounds (fig. 11).90 

the codification of Bijapuri epigraphic arts acknowl-
edged, ibrahim’s Koranic seal is unique in several re-
spects. unlike the seals of his contemporaries, it features 
neither a date nor the monarch’s full name or titulature. 
the seal’s allusion to ibrahim is just that: the chosen Ko-
ranic verse honors his namesake, the prophet ibrahim, 
by way of his pure path (millat-i Ibrāhīm). in doing so, it 
alludes to the Bijapuri ibrahim’s repentance (tawba), 
which was spearheaded by the city’s “landed” and “re-
formist” Qadiri and shatarri sufis in reaction to his syn-
cretic Hindu-Muslim spirituality.91 this assertion is 
supported by the same verse’s prominent position in the 
tympanum over the east door of the ibrahim rauza, the 
ruler’s tomb (fig. 12).92 recent analysis of the tomb’s 
epigraphic program reveals the widespread and deliber-
ate selection of verses honoring the prophet ibrahim 
Khalilullah (Friend of god) and encouraging the life of 
a hanīf (a pure believer who submits to god and true 
monotheism).93 the exclusive selection of 2:130 for ibra-
him’s large seal must therefore be contextualized in light 
of the ruler’s reorientation toward orthodox islam, a 
process desirable for public broadcasting in propagan-
dist visual terms.94 

the two ex libris and four types of scribal notations 
(types a–d) present in ibrahim’s books constitute fur-
ther raw data through which to explore the ruler’s iden-
tity/identities. each ex libris can be associated with one 
of the royal seals (nawras or Koranic). the first is in the 
form of an illuminated rectangle, cartouche, or shamsa 

(sunburst) framing a stacked inscription written direct-
ly on the plain paper (fig. 13; see also fig. 5).95 the pri-
mary color scheme is red and blue—alternating between 
the inscription and illumination—and the latter in-
cludes simple floral designs and minimal gold. although 
the illumination is unremarkable in comparison to 
timurid and Mughal ex libris, the inscription is notable 
for its length and detail pertaining to the codex in ques-

Fig. 13. Flyleaf with the illuminated ex libris of ibrahim ii 
dated 27 rabiʿ ii 10[0]3 (january 8, 1595) and a type B Bija-
puri notation dated 27 rabiʿ ii 1003 (january 8, 1595). Folio 
from a Dīvān of jami, possibly an autographed copy, prob-
ably Herat, dated 5 rajab 871 (February 10, 1467) (see ap-
pendix, no. 2). Hyderabad, salar jung Museum, M. 276, fol. 
1r. (Photo: courtesy of the salar jung Museum)
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perpetuate his kingdom,” a variant of which can alone 
comprise many ex libris (fig. 13).97 alternatively, it can 
record the volume’s provenance (as a gift, pīshkash, 
from a specific individual) and the presence of the 
nawras seal (muhashshā bā sikka [?] nawras) (fig. 5).98 
in sum, this ex libris blends conventions of such owner-

tion, hence necessitating modification for each applica-
tion.96 it always opens with the name and author of the 
book and type of script (khaṭṭ), but what follows is rare-
ly consistent. it can describe the binding (jild) and in-
clude the phrase “collected into the library of the refuge 
of the World (ʿĀlampanāh) ibrahim ʿ adil shah, may god 

Fig. 14. Flyleaf with the Koranic seal ex libris of ibrahim ii, 
type B Bijapuri notation dated 22 ramazan 1014 (january 31, 
1606), and type C Bijapuri notation in raqam equivalent to 
1,555 rupees. Folio from a Majālis al-ʿUshshāq of Kamal al-din 
Husayn gazurgahi, copied by ahmad al-Hafiz, shiraz, ca. 
1580s (see appendix, no. 3). Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, sP 1559, fol. 3r. (Photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque 
nationale de France)

Fig. 15. Flyleaf with the Koranic seal ex libris of ibrahim II, 
type a Bijapuri notation (largely effaced), and type B Bija-
puri notation dated 20 r[…] 1014 (1605–6). Folio from a 
Kulliyāt of saʿdi, iran, late sixteenth century (see appendix, 
no. 6). london, British library, add. 17961, fol. 2r. (Photo: © 
the British library Board)
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mination.100 above the seal is an inscription in two lines 
separated by a lengthy extension (kashīda) of the letter 
bi in the opening word kitāb (book). it typically reads, 
“Book of the . . . from the library of,” followed by a series 
of honorifics (ashraf, most noble; aqdas, most holy; aʿlā, 
most sublime; arfaʿ, most high; humāyūn, blessed) cul-
minating in ibrahim’s name (Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh) in the 
top line (where it is sometimes effaced, as in fig. 14). the 

ship marks (illumination, the name of the ruler) with 
codex-specific detail usually reserved for notations. all 
currently known examples are dated and reveal its con-
sistent use for the duration of ibrahim’s reign.99 

the inscriptional content of the second ex libris (figs. 
14–16) is abbreviated and formulaic, but its design is ex-
ceptional for its inclusion of ibrahim’s Koranic seal as 
the central unit of a tripartite composition lacking illu-

Fig. 16. Flyleaf with the Koranic seal ex libris of ibrahim II, type B Bijapuri notation dated 28 ramazan […]4, and the word 
nawras. also visible is the seal impression of ibrahim’s father and predecessor ʿali i (circular, triple ruled, with the names 
of the twelve imams). Folio from a Khamsa of amir Khusraw dihlavi, yazd (?), 1430–40 (see appendix, no. 8). doha, Mu-
seum of islamic art, Ms. 302, fol. 1r. (Photo: courtesy of the Museum of islamic art)
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Fig. 17. Flyleaf with the Koranic seal of ibrahim II and a type a Bijapuri notation in the inverted triangle format. Folio from 
a Yūsuf va Zulaykhā of jami, copied by shah Mahmud nishapuri, tabriz, dated 950 (1543–44) (see appendix, no. 5). Paris, 
Bibliothèque nationale de France, SP 1919, fol. 2r. (Photo: courtesy of the Bibliothèque nationale de France)
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Fig. 18. Flyleaf with a type a Bijapuri notation dated 11 rajab 1029 (june 12, 1620) and the word nawras. Folio from a Laylā 
va Majnūn of Hatifi, copied by shah Mahmud nishapuri, Herat, dated 969 (1561–62) (see appendix, no. 9). st. Petersburg, 
the state Hermitage Museum, VR-995, fol. 1r. (Photo: © the state Hermitage Museum. Photo by vladimir terebenin)
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 offers critical updates. the type d in ibrahim’s Yūsuf va 
Zulaykhā (appendix, no. 5), for example, reiterates por-
tions of the now-cropped type a on the subsequent folio 
(see fig. 17) while adding two lines about a refurbish-
ment: “newly bound with yellow lining and red bind-
ing.”107 

Bijapur’s libraries

the marks of ownership summarized above reveal that 
ibrahim’s books were preserved in at least two, and 
probably three, repositories. the main distinction ap-
pears to have been between Bijapur’s royal library 
(kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira) and ibrahim’s wardrobe (jāma-
dārkhāna). the precise location of the royal library is 
unknown, but we can assume that it was the source of 
the 2,000 volumes, some with paintings “entirely the 
work of masters,” that ibrahim presented to akbar in 
1604.108 as for the jāmadārkhāna, we can presume a 
smaller collection and a greater degree of physical prox-
imity to the ruler (within his palace?). upon entry into 
the jāmadārkhāna, many books were decorated with 
the illuminated ex libris and impressed with the nawras 
seal.109 some were subsequently transferred to the 
kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira, as documented in type a and/or 
type d notations. a large-scale relocation of books 
seems to have occurred in 1615, on the eve of ibrahim’s 
final decade of rule. Other transfers took place after his 
death in 1627 (see fig. 4, where the type d notation is 
dated 1037 [1628]).

One particular first-class fifteenth-century manu-
script—glosses by the timurid scholar sayyid sharif 
jurjani (d. 1413) on the commentary by Qutb al-din  
al-tahtani al-razi (d. 1364) on the Maṭāliʿ al-Anwār 
(rising of lights) of siraj al-din Mahmud urmawi  
(d. 1283)110— bears three dated ownership marks span-
ning three decades that support the hypotheses above. 
the earliest is ibrahim’s illuminated ex libris with the 
following stacked inscription in blue (fig. 5): 

glosses (hāshiya) of Mir sayyid sharif on the commentary 
(sharḥ) of Qutbi on the Maṭāliʿ al-Anwār of urmawi, com-
pleted in logic. in shikasta script. annotated (muhashshā) 
with the [?] nawras seal (sikka) [indeed visible on fol. 3v] 
of the refuge of the World (ʿĀlampanāh), may god per-
petuate his kingdom. gift (pīshkash) of Mir Zahid, on the 
twenty-first of dhu’l Hijja, year 994 [december 2, 1586].111 

final component of the ex libris is the phrase kitābkhāna-i 
ḥuḍūr, which is inverted on a diagonal to the upper left 
of the seal (sometimes overlapping the impression, as in 
fig. 16). read in conjunction with the seal, it can be pre-
liminarily interpreted as “library in the presence of 
[ibrahim],” in other words, a privy library.

the titulature outlined above presents an important 
Persian counterpart to the locally inspired Hindi title, 
Jagat Gurū, by which ibrahim is most commonly known. 
the term ʿālampanāh was a popular laqāb (epithet, ti-
tle) also employed at the contemporary safavid, Mu-
ghal, and Ottoman courts.101 similarly, the honorifics 
ashraf, aqdas, aʿlā, arfaʿ, and humāyūn reflect global 
trends in Persian titulature from the timurid to Otto-
man courts and beyond, and, in the case of shah ʿ abbas, 
were often combined with ʿālampanāh.102 used at the 
onset of ibrahim’s reign, this titulature placed him on 
equal footing with contemporary islamic sovereigns 
while perhaps serving as yet another level of symbolic 
affinity with iran specifically.103

the first scribal notation (type a) is associated with 
the royal library (kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira), ranges from two 
to nine lines (often in the shape of an inverted triangle, 
as in fig. 17), and may have been written by a variety of 
hands (compare the precision of fig. 17 to the sloppiness 
of fig. 18). in addition to describing the book’s physical 
appearance (script, binding, rulings, paper), it can re-
cord its provenance (bābat [estate] and/or pīshkash 
[gift]), the date it entered the royal library, the presence 
of a particular seal (ibrahim’s nawras or Koranic exam-
ples, or that of a different owner),104 and, less frequent-
ly, its ranking (avval, duvvum, sivum) and/or presence in 
a subcollection. the second notation (type B) is an 
ʿarżdīda (inspection notice) typically dated 1003 (1594–
95) or 1014 (1605–6) (figs. 13 and 14). the third (type C) 
is a monetary valuation sometimes rendered in raqam, 
an accountant’s system of numerical symbols, which is 
rare in the known corpus (fig. 14).105 the fourth and final 
notation (type d) comprises two to five lines of fine 
nastaʿliq written by a single librarian who appears to 
have subsequently worked for ibrahim’s successor, Mu-
hammad (r. 1627–56) (see the date of 1037 [1628] in  
fig. 4).106 its simplest form records ibrahim’s titulature 
and possession of a “special” book (fig. 21), while its lon-
ger iteration repeats information in the type a and 
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tion (see fig. 18), it entered the royal library (kitābkhāna-i 
maʿmūra) on 11 rajab 1029 (june 12, 1620) from the ḥuḍūr 
nawras (bābat-i ḥuḍūr nawras). the notation further 
records that it was impressed with the nawras seal, and 
the word nawras is written prominently on the upper 
edge of the same folio (fig. 18).118 this volume therefore 
reveals that both the nawras and Koranic seals were 
used to impress luxury manuscripts kept in ibrahim’s 
presence (ḥuḍūr). Was the ḥuḍūr nawras a subcollec-
tion within the kitābkhāna-i ḥuḍūr? Why were some 
luxury manuscripts associated with nawras (vis-à-vis 
the seal and word itself), while others were marked with 
the Koranic seal or Koranic seal ex libris?119 Finally, why 
were no volumes impressed with the latter seal present 
in the asar Mahal at the time of the British discovery in 
1853? at present, we can only speculate while acknowl-
edging the existence of a sophisticated library adminis-
tration and a collection of books divided among several 
repositories depending on rank, value, and probable 
use.

Value, reception, and refurbishment

the application of ibrahim’s Koranic seal presents an 
opportunity to explore further the reception and valua-
tion of certain books in his collection. two of the ruler’s 
finest manuscripts were marked with multiple impres-
sions of this seal. His Dīvān of jami copied by shah Mu-
hammad al-Katib al-shirazi and dated 971 and 972 
(1563–65) features nineteen such impressions (appen-
dix, no. 1).120 the first appears on the opening flyleaf (fol. 
1r) above a largely effaced type a notation in the invert-
ed triangle format.121 the remaining eighteen are lo-
cated in the borders of all but one of the book’s nineteen 
illustrated folios (fig. 19). in a few instances, they slight-
ly overlap the rulings and picture plane.

the second example of multiple seal impressions oc-
curs in ibrahim’s Dīwān of al-Hadira (Qutba b. aws) 
dated 629 (1231–32) (appendix, no. 13).122 Here the num-
ber of impressions is far less (just two), but their place-
ment speaks volumes. the first appears in the border of 
the incipit page (opening page of text) next to the bis-
millah (fig. 20), and the second in the border adjacent to 
the colophon reading “end of the poetry of al-Hadira … 
written by yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi” (fol. 36v). the great 

the second is a type B notation (ʿarżdīda) written next 
to the ex libris and dated 8 rabiʿ i 1003 (november 21, 
1594). the third and final mark is a nine-line type a no-
tation in the inverted triangle format on the previous 
folio (fol. 2r). it confirms the book’s earlier presence in 
the jāmadārkhāna, where it presumably received the 
illuminated ex libris and nawras seal, and its accession 
into the kitābkhāna-i ‘āmira on 5 rajab 1024 (july 31, 
1615).112 this transfer took place with the permission of 
the keeper of the wardrobe (bi parvānigī-i jāmadārkhān) 
and was carried out by one Farrukh aqa, presumably a 
young page (khursāla) in ibrahim’s entourage. 

since most of the jāmadārkhāna books are of average 
quality in aesthetic terms, this repository may have been 
a mundane functional collection, a source of canonical 
books of the “textbook” sort that ibrahim would have 
consulted regularly as part of his intellectual syllabus. 
the inclusion of the phrase kitābkhāna-i ḥuḍūr in the 
ruler’s Koranic seal ex libris suggests that an additional, 
more luxurious collection was also kept in his immedi-
ate presence. the value of the kitābkhāna-i ḥuḍūr vol-
umes likely explains their physical separation from the 
more routine jāmadārkhāna ones.

the Paris Majālis al-ʿUshshāq (assemblies of lovers) 
(appendix, no. 3)—including a double-page illumina-
tion signed by jalal al-din Baghnavi (fols. 3v–4r) and 
seventy-five paintings attributable to shiraz circa 
1580—supports these preliminary conclusions.113 in ad-
dition to the Koranic seal ex libris (with the standard 
phrase kitābkhāna-i ḥuḍūr), it includes a type C notation 
recording its value as 1,555 rupees (fig. 14).114 this high 
valuation suggests that the Paris Majālis was especially 
esteemed and therefore suitable for the kitābkhāna-i 
ḥuḍūr.115 the volume traveled fairly quickly from its 
place of production (shiraz) to Bijapur, as attested by its 
type B notation (ʿarżdīda) dated 22 ramadan 1014 
( january 31, 1606) (fig. 14). it may have been a treasured 
gift to ibrahim from one of Bijapur’s leading shirazi émi-
grés (shah navaz Khan?). alternatively, it could have 
come directly from a shirazi atelier of the type known 
to have supplied the Ottoman court.116 

the recently identified Laylā va Majnūn (appendix, 
no. 9) copied by the famed shah Mahmud nishapuri in 
Herat further complicates our understanding of Bija-
pur’s library collections.117 according to its type a nota-
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Fig. 19. illustrated folio with the Koranic seal of ibrahim II. Opening from a Dīvān of jami, copied by shah Muhammad 
al-Katib al-shirazi, probably shiraz, dated 971 and 972 (1563–65) (see appendix, no. 1). doha, Museum of islamic art,  
Ms. 260, fols. 77v–78r. (Photo: Keelan Overton)

ʿabbasid calligrapher yaqut (d. 1298) was widely eulo-
gized in Persian poetry at ibrahim’s court,123 and the 
presumption of his hand likely explains the two seal im-
pressions bookmarking the text.124 the manuscript’s 
high value is further confirmed by the two-line type d 
notation appearing at the top of the title page: “special 
book of the blessed, most noble, most holy, most high, 
ibrahim ʿadilshah” (fig. 21).125 

in possessing a volume thought to be the work of 
yaqut, ibrahim found himself on equal footing with 
its previous bibliophile owners, who also left their 
marks on the title page (fig. 21). a signed reader’s note 

 written diagonally across the lower edge suggests that 
the manu script circulated at the early timurid court.126 
two royal seals in the middle of the folio—the circular 
one belonging to rustam b. Maqsud (r. 1493–97) and the 
niche-shaped one to a descendant of yaʿqub (r. 1478–
90)—confirm its subsequent presence in aqqoyunlu 
tabriz.127 thereafter, the book migrated southeast to 
safavid Qazvin, as documented by the seal of ismaʿil II 
(r. 1576–78) on the previous folio.128 the latter court of 
tenure reveals that the volume likely entered Bijapur 
(and india in general) for the first time during ibrahim’s 
reign (beginning 1580), presumably via the hands of an 
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Fig. 20. incipit page with the Koranic seal of ibrahim II. Folio from a Dīwān of al-Hadira (Qutba b. aws), said to be copied 
by yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi, dated 629 (1231–32) (see appendix, no. 13). rampur, the raza library, 5207, fol. 4v. (Photo: cour-
tesy of the raza library)

←
Fig. 21. title page with a type d Bijapuri notation and vari-
ous aqqoyunlu and timurid (?) seals and notations. Folio 
from a Dīwān of al-Hadira (Qutba b. aws), said to be copied 
by yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi, dated 629 (1231–32) (see appendix, 
no. 13). rampur, the raza library, 5207, fol. 3v. (From W. H. 
siddiqi, Raza Library: Monograph [rampur, U.P.: rampur 
raza library, 1998], pl. 7)

iranian immigrant previously engaged at the safavid 
court.

like the adoption of titulature echoing that of shah 
ʿabbas, the use of multiple seal impressions may have 
been part of a larger cultural effort to align Bijapur sym-
bolically with iran. the excessive impressions of shah 
ʿabbas’s 1017 (1608–9) ardabil waqf seal are well known. 
Well over half of the twenty-nine illustrated folios in 
ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang (seven thrones) of jami 
dated 963–72 (1556–65) were stamped with this seal,129 
and the same can be said for five of the eight illustrated 
folios in the Manṭiq al-Ṭayr (language of the Birds) dat-
ed 892 (1487).130 in the deccan, redundant seal impres-
sions also appear in the Qutb shahi context, as attested 
by the seal of Muhammad Qutb shah (r. 1612–26) on 
each of the five illuminated title pages in the renowned 
timurid Khamsa of nizami dated 835 (1431–32).131 Con-
sidered together, these safavid, ʿadil shahi, and Qutb 
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the only known Koran ostensibly copied for abu saʿid  
(r. 1458–69) and later owned by tipu sultan of Mysore 
(r. 1782–99).139 the stamp is not visible on the binding’s 
covers (fig. 23), whose eclectic central panel combines 
the favored geometry of timurid Herati illumination140 
with safavid-style floral embellishment, the latter carry-
ing over into the twelve stamps of the outer border (four 
cornerpieces [kunjī] and eight cartouches [katība]).141 
instead, it is found in the center of each doublure  
(fig. 24), where it is framed by two small pendants 
(turanj va sar turanj or turanj va barg, as in appendix, 
no. 16) and four corner pieces, a typical arrangement. 

thanks to their protected internal placement, the 
two stamp impressions are in excellent condition. every 
detail remains in sharp relief, including the fine spiral 
ground familiar from the original seal and the bold floral 
scroll of the “new” scalloped frame, replete with clev-
erly placed curves. in addition to implying the sophisti-
cation of Bijapuri metallurgy and bookbinding, the 
stamps break a 350-year silence (ca. 1440–1790) in the 
Koran’s biography, illuminate an earlier sojourn on the 
subcontinent (its first?), and confirm that volumes of 
the highest pedigree made their way to ibrahim’s Bija-
pur.142 the latter underscores the city’s cultural and 
commercial centrality despite its physical location in a 
region deemed peripheral (at least in contrast to the 
Mughal, Ottoman, and safavid “centers”). 

the decision to commemorate ibrahim’s possession 
of this esteemed Koran on the inside of its new Bijapuri 
binding was anything but standard. When ownership is 
recorded on a binding, it generally takes the form of an 
elongated horizontal stamp on the exterior of the fore-
edge flap or spine.143 Moreover, such inscriptions name 
the owner in explicit terms, rather than Koranic allu-
sion, and begin with the common ex libris phrase bi-
rasm-i kitābkhāna-i (or a variant thereof).144 at present, 
the closest parallel to the st andrews binding (more spe-
cifically, its doublures) can be found in a Koran made 
for the Mamluk sultan Qansuh al-ghawri (r. 1501–16) 
while he was still amir.145 the composition of the Mam-
luk doublures is familiar—a large medallion framed by 
axial pendants—and the epigraphic commemoration 
again appears in the central element. in this instance, 
however, the owner/amir is named in the conventional 
terms described above (bi-rasm-i khizāna-i), the inscrip-

shahi practices sharply contrast with contemporary 
Mughal ones. although the seals of jahangir’s librarians 
and disciples appear frequently in his manuscripts, the 
emperor’s seal was used rather sparingly, and he pre-
ferred to compose his own lengthy inscriptions on fly-
leaves, illuminated frontispieces, and/or colophons.132 
given that ibrahim spent the majority of his reign 
thwarting threats from the Mughals and the abyssinian 
military leader Malik ʿambar (d. 1626), it can be tempt-
ing to suggest that his incessant seal impressions were 
symptomatic of both value and fear, the latter parallel-
ing safavid anxieties.133 although the doha Dīvān and 
rampur Dīwān seem to have evaded confiscation, some 
(many?) of ibrahim’s books were accessioned into the 
Mughal library upon, or shortly after, the conquest of 
Bijapur in 1686 (appendix, nos. 5, 8–10). 

a final mark of ownership closely related to ibrahim’s 
Koranic seal is found not on the pages of his books but 
rather on their bindings, many of which were likely 
practical refurbishments in the Bijapuri workshop (the 
binding taking the brunt of a codex’s damage and often 
requiring replacement).134 the mark in question is a 
large (height: 95 mm), diamond-shaped medallion (like-
ly turanj in contemporary usage) with scalloped edges 
that frames an inner circle with stacked thuluth inscrip-
tions in four registers on a spiral ground (fig. 22). this 
central epigraphic portion is immediately recognizable 
as a replica of ibrahim’s Koranic seal (see fig. 10), albeit 
slightly larger (diameter: 47 mm versus 41 mm).135 We 
can presume that the original seal and stamp matri-
ces—the first for impression on paper, the second for 
pressing into leather, and not to be confused as a single 
object—were produced by the same designer/engraver/
workshop, whose style can in turn be associated with 
contemporary examples of Bijapuri metalwork (see  
fig. 11).136 to date, a comparable phenomenon of a royal 
seal refashioned as a binding stamp, with minimal al-
teration to the seal’s epigraphic design, has not been 
identified.137 

ibrahim’s “scalloped seal stamp,” as i prefer to call 
it, has hitherto been identified on only one bind-
ing: the example sheathing the Koran transcribed 
by  Muhammad Muʾmin b. ʿabdullah Murvarid (ap-
pendix, no. 12).138 this important manuscript is well 
recog nized by both islamicists and south asianists as 
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shall see.149 it was perhaps vis-à-vis such an iranian émi-
gré that the st andrews Koran and other esteemed 
books arrived in Bijapur in the first place, and that sug-
gestion leads us to the question of how the city’s collec-
tions were built. 

Building collections: gharībān contributions 

in contrast to the genial nature of Mughal collecting, 
wherein a new ruler absorbed the library of his prede-
cessor/father and genealogical seals were common, 
ʿadil shahi collecting appears to have been more of an 
individual, rather than dynastic, enterprise.150 Only a 
handful of manuscripts in ibrahim’s known collection 
were previously owned by his predecessor and father, 
ʿali i (r. 1558–80), or subsequently acquired by his suc-
cessors (Muhammad, r. 1627–56; ʿali II, r. 1656–72).151 
the former circumstance raises questions about how, 
where, and from whom ibrahim obtained his books. the 
extant scribal notations reveal that, with the exception 
of volumes acquired during military conflict (especially 
the conquest of Muhammadabad/Bidar in 1619), the ma-
jority were gifts from individuals or their estates. the 
notations therefore function as a veritable “Who’s Who” 
of Bijapur’s courtly culture, particularly its iranian con-
tingent.

given Zuhuri and Malik Qummi’s praise of shah na-
vaz Khan’s literary knowledge and other sources’ insis-
tence that the prime minster played an instrumental 
role in ibrahim’s linguistic and literary education, it is 
not surprising that this illustrious immigrant had a sig-
nificant impact on Bijapur’s libraries.152 in 1617, shah 
navaz Khan’s son (farzand) presented at least thirteen 
books as gifts (pīshkash) to the kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira, a 
process at times overseen by one salim Khan.153 We can 
presume that shah navaz Khan himself had acquired 
many of these volumes in iran and, more specifically, in 
shiraz. a few are impressed with the prime minister’s 
seal,154 the majority belong to the shiraz school of phi-
losophy,155 and some were copied in the city and/or as-
sociated with its rulers. examples include a first-class 
sixteenth-century manuscript of davani’s gloss on the 
commentary by ʿ ala al-din Qushji (d. 1470) on the Tajrīd 
al-Kalām (abstract of theology) of nasir al-din tusi (d. 
1274), with davani’s preface dedicated to the aqqoyun-

tion is continuous between the front and back dou-
blures (instead of being repeated), and the technique in 
question is gilded filigree (rather than a gold-blocked 
stamp). 

although ibrahim’s scalloped seal stamp remains  
a confounding unicum—What explains the cross- 
fertilization with the royal seal? Who developed this 
“dual-purposing”? Were there any precedents?—it 
none theless magnifies the incessant seriality, and hence 
significance, of the Koranic verse in question (2:130). 
this verse was not only selected for a prominent tympa-
num of ibrahim’s tomb (fig. 12), but was also cast as his 
royal seal (fig. 10), and that circular form was in turn 
elevated to an ex libris (figs. 14–16) and replicated as the 
central portion of a laborious binding stamp (fig. 22). 
these visual variations of a single verse—in stone, met-
al, paper, and leather—leave open the question of ad-
ditional iterations, perhaps including a metal dish of the 
standard type (fig. 11). For the moment, we are left with 
a poignant and pervasive verbal portrait of ibrahim as a 
hanīf on the pure path, one that stands in sharp contrast 
to his figural image as a syncretic seeker (as perpetuated 
in “masterpiece” paintings such as figs. 1 and 2). 

there can be little doubt that the metal binding 
stamp—an outstanding work of art in its own right—
was used to mark and beautify other books in ibrahim’s 
possession, and the future discovery of additional vol-
umes will yield exciting results.146 Moving forward, the 
sole known application in the st andrews Koran pro-
vides a concretely Bijapuri point of reference for the 
study of “deccani” metalwork (fig. 11),147 while under-
scoring that we have hardly scratched the surface of 
understanding the Bijapuri codex in holistic terms. For 
this reason, we must be wary of attributions of the type 
recently applied to the Khamsa transcribed by Kha-
lilullah in Bijapur (see page 94)—“the manuscript’s 
extremely fine safavid binding indicates that the man -
uscript made its way [from Bijapur] to the safavid court 
in isfahan”148—which presumes that style is fixed in 
place, rather than potentially in the hand of the maker. 
in the interconnected Perso-deccani context in ques-
tion, the Khamsa’s Safavid-style (not necessarily safav-
id) binding could have been made in Bijapur by an 
iranian immigrant operating in a conservative Persian-
ate mode, much like the painter Farrukh Husayn, as we 
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Fig. 22. impression of the scalloped seal binding stamp of ibrahim II (dimensions: H: 95 mm). detail from the front doublure 
(fig. 24) of the Bijapuri binding, ca. 1580–1627, of the Koran copied by Muhammad Muʾmin b. ʿabdullah Murvarid (see ap-
pendix, no. 12). university of st andrews library, Ms. 19 O. (Photo: courtesy of the university of st andrews library)



Book Culture, Royal Libraries, and Persianate Painting in Bijapur 115

Fig. 23. Front cover of the Bijapuri binding, ca. 1580–1627, 
of the st andrews Koran (see appendix, no. 12). university 
of st andrews library, Ms. 19 O. (Photo: courtesy of the uni-
versity of st andrews library)   

Fig. 24. Front doublure of the Bijapuri binding, ca. 1580–1627, 
of the st andrews Koran (see appendix, no. 12). each dou-
blure features an impression of the scalloped seal stamp of 
ibrahim II (fig. 22). university of st andrews library, Ms. 19 
O. (Photo: courtesy of the university of st andrews library)

lu ruler sultan Khalil (r. 1478), who was earlier the gov-
ernor of shiraz (1471–78);156 a late sixteenth-century 
shirazi copy of davani’s gloss on the Tahdhīb al-Manṭiq 
wa’l-Kalām (Manual of logic and theology) of saʿd al-
din taftazani (d. 1389);157 a volume dated 3 rabiʿ II 984 
(june 30, 1576) of jurjani’s gloss on the commentary by 
Qutb al-din al-razi on the Maṭāliʿ al-Anwār of ur-
mawi;158 and a second-class copy of the supergloss by 
sayyid ʿ ali (d. 1455) on the preceding glosses of jurjani.159 
the shah navaz Khan group also included one book 
with an illustrious deccani provenance: a manuscript 
dated 4 rabiʿ i 824 (March 8, 1421) of the commentary by 
Muhammad b. abi Bakir al-damamini (d. 1424) on the 

Mughnī al-Labīb (a compendium of arabic grammar) of 
ibn Hisham (d. 1360) impressed with two seals of Bidar’s 
famous merchant-turned-statesman Mahmud gavan  
(d. 1481).160

in addition to shah navaz Khan, the names that ap-
pear frequently as donors in the scribal notations in-
clude Mir Muhammad tahir Mousavi, Mir Muhammad 
amin, rustam Khan, Mulla Payanda, shaykh ʿalam al-
lah, and shah abu’l Hasan. While the identities of these 
individuals remain to be unraveled, the final name like-
ly referred to shah abu’l Hasan Qadiri (d. 1635), a “re-
formist” sufi who arrived in Bijapur during the first year 
of ibrahim’s reign (1580) and has been credited with per-
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gré families that contributed to Bidar’s rapid rise as a 
“pan-islamic” Qadiri center in the fifteenth century.169 
it is therefore not surprising that a manuscript owned 
by a leading niʿmatullahi shaykh of Bahmani Bidar 
would have been acquired by a prominent Qadiri saint 
of ʿadil shahi Bijapur a century later. 

Books with illustrious Bahmani provenances also en-
tered the Bijapur library in a different manner, namely, 
as war booty from the conquest of Bidar in 1619. at least 
three such codices—a mid-fifteenth century copy of the 
first half of the Hidāya (guidance) of Burhan al-din 
Marghinani (d. 1196), a commentary on his own Bidāyat 
al-Mubtadī on Hanafite law;170 an anthology including 
taftazani, transcribed by one of his pupils;171 and a fif-
teenth-century manuscript of the Tāj al-Maṣādir (Crown 
of sources), a dictionary of arabic infinitives, by abu 
jaʿfar Bayhaqi (Bu jaʿfarak; d. 1150)172—were previously 
in the possession of Mahmud gavan, as confirmed by 
his double-ruled, circular seal.173 

the current corpus of approximately seventy vol-
umes associated with ibrahim and/or Bijapur’s royal li-
brary during his reign allows us to draw some broad 
conclusions about book culture and intellectualism in 
the deccani city. First, Bijapuri collecting patterns were 
deeply informed by transregional precedents and tastes. 
during the Bahmani period, which witnessed the initial 
influx of many iranian immigrants to the deccan, the 
stage was set for the long-term appreciation of promi-
nent timurid and turkmen thinkers.174 the Khurasani 
polymath taftazani was the teacher of Mir Fazlullah 
inju, the prime minister of Firuz shah Bahmani (r. 1397–
1422), and davani of shiraz dedicated his Shawākil al-
Ḥūr (the Houri’s Haunches) to Mahmud gavan. second, 
Bijapur’s royal library was far from a provincial backwa-
ter but rather a vibrant, cosmopolitan institution. as in 
the Bahmani period, this reality was in large part condi-
tioned by peripatetic gharībān, whether those residing 
in Bijapur (and some associated with ibrahim’s inner 
circle) or passing through temporarily (as ambassadors, 
military officials, merchants, artists, or poets). these 
“foreigners” physically transmitted the canonical texts 
of arabic and Persian literature to Bijapur, and the result 
was a courtly culture poised to participate in knowledge 
systems prevalent at the major islamic courts of the day 
(Mughal, safavid, and Ottoman).175 

suading the ruler to revert to orthodox islam.161 accord-
ing to the type a notation in a mid-fifteenth-century 
copy of the commentary by shams al-din Mahmud is-
fahani (d. 1345) on the Ṭawāliʿ al-Anwār of ʿabdullah b. 
ʿumar Baydavi (d. 1286),162 the saint appears to have 
presented the book to the jāmadārkhāna no later than 
4 rajab 1003 (March 15, 1595), the date recorded in a type 
B notation (ʿarżdīda) immediately below. the volume 
was assigned a first-class valuation, impressed with ibra-
him’s nawras seal (as described in the type a notation), 
and adorned with the ruler’s illuminated ex libris in the 
form of a large red shamsa (the inscription was never 
completed).163 By the order of the jāmadārkhān, the co-
dex was subsequently transferred to the kitābkhāna-i 
maʿmūra on 2 ramadan 1024 (september 25, 1615), an 
event that seems to have signaled the composition of 
the type a notation.

that this volume was a gift from the Qadiri reformist 
saint in question, rather than some other shah abu’l 
Hasan, is reinforced by its provenance, which in turn 
illuminates networks of taste, collecting, and knowledge 
within the deccan’s gharībān circles. according to its 
colophon, the manuscript was transcribed by jaʿfar b. 
jaʿfar al-riza al-urayzi al-Husayni on 30 rabiʿ i 861 (Feb-
ruary 25, 1457) for shah Habib al-din Muhibullah (d. ca. 
1506), a member of the niʿmatullahi sufi family based in 
Bidar.164 in the early fifteenth century, ahmad i Bah-
mani of Bidar (r. 1422–36) invited shah niʿmatullah vali 
of Kirman (d. 1431), the spiritual head of the order, to 
relocate to the deccan.165 the shaykh declined, sending 
his grandson nurallah (d. ca. 1430) in his stead, and his 
son shah Khalilullah (d. ca. 1442–54) eventually led a 
second migration (arriving some time before 1435).166 
One of shah Khalilullah’s sons, shah Muhibullah (for 
whom the volume in question was copied and whose 
seal appears on the flyleaf discussed above), married the 
daughter of ʿalauddin ahmad II (r. 1436–58), became 
Bidar’s most prominent religious figure, and received 
statesmen such as Mahmud gavan at his feet.167 the 
link between shah Muhibullah of mid-fifteenth-century 
Bidar and abu’l Hasan of late sixteenth-century Bijapur 
is that the latter’s family had also migrated to Bidar (in 
this case, from Baghdad) during the Bahmani period.168 
in fact, it was a combination of niʿmatullahis from Ma-
han/Kirman/taft, Qadiris from Baghdad, and other émi-
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for nearly five decades (1580–1627), a phenomenon also 
equated with akbar’s longevity. 

“sarasWati entHrOned” (as BilQis): 
FarruKH Husayn’s translatiOn  

OF tHe sOlOMOniC MetaPHOr

With an understanding of Perso-islamic intellectual pat-
terns in ibrahim’s Bijapur, we now turn to the question 
of how such systems may have impacted its painting 
ateliers. Perhaps the most effective way to map this re-
lationship is through an actual immigrant, Farrukh Hu-
sayn, the artist singled out for praise in the Khān-i Khalīl. 

the degree to which this gharībān-dominated book 
culture can be linked to ibrahim specifically remains to 
be determined. the large number of sufi texts, includ-
ing the Majālis al-ʿUshshāq, could be indicative of the 
ruler’s mystical inclinations; alternatively, they could 
simply reflect widespread popularity. in some cases, the 
marks of ownership do seem to communicate a more 
precise, and perhaps intimate, relationship between 
ibrahim and his collection. Consider, for example, the 
volumes preserved in the kitābkhāna-i ḥuḍūr (appendix, 
nos. 3, 6, 8) or jāmadārkhāna (wardrobe) (appendix, no. 
15), described as khāṣṣ (special, outstanding) (appendix, 
nos. 4, 10, 13), bearing multiple seal impressions imply-
ing high worth and associated paranoia (appendix, nos. 
1, 13), and sheathed in bindings with the scalloped seal 
stamp (appendix, no. 12). as a whole, ibrahim’s book 
collection likely served two purposes for him person-
ally: to contribute universality, depth, and discipline 
to his daily intellectual syllabus,176 one that was influ-
enced by learned gharībān such as shah navaz Khan 
and shah abu’l Hasan, and to position him as a monarch 
who participated in a chief prerogative of Perso-islamic 
kingship, that is, the formation of a coveted and com-
pre hensive library. 

this consideration of ibrahim’s book collection has 
thrown into sharp relief the ruler’s cultural fluency and 
mutability. nominally a Hanafi sunni, ibrahim sur-
rounded himself with notable shiʿi iranian émigrés, in-
tervened on behalf of shiʿi causes,177 employed a Nād-i 
ʿAliyyān seal,178 and issued coinage with the simultane-
ous legends Ghulām-i Murtażā ʿ Alī and Ibrāhīm Ablā Balī 
(Hindi, “strength of the Weak”) (fig. 25). as Ablā Balī and 
Jagat Gurū, ibrahim excelled in creative endeavors of a 
personal and deccan-centric kind, as exemplified by his 
Kitāb-i Nawras and trifold devotion to the Prophet Mu-
hammad, saraswati, and gesu daraz. as ʿĀlampanāh, 
Ghulām-i Murtażā ʿ Alī, and Khalīlullah (the title held by 
his namesake), he participated in the universal para-
digms of islamic kingship and, in this capacity, was also 
cast as a repentant hanīf (recall his Koranic seal and its 
mutations; see figs. 10, 12, 14–16, 22). these multifarious 
identities were not rigid binaries but rather comple-
mentary and strategic conversations. indeed, ibrahim’s 
(and his court’s) skills of reconciliation and inclusivity 
must have played a central role in securing his kingship 

Fig. 25. Copper coins of ibrahim II (legends: Ghulām-i 
Murtażā ʿAlī [obverse] and Ibrāhīm Ablā Bālī [reverse]).  
(diagram: courtesy of Klaus rötzer)
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rooted in Kitāb-i Nawras iconography. the remaining 
three—“ibrahim hawking” (st. Petersburg), “ibrahim of-
fering obeisance to jahangir” (fig. 3), and “abu’l ghays 
al-yamani and the lion” (fig. 26)180—immediately strike 
the viewer as conservatively Persian in both style and 
content. 

the painting that initially seems the most indebted 
to the Kitāb-i Nawras and deccani context—“saraswati 
enthroned” (see fig. 1)—is in fact a brilliant exercise of 
visual translation and hence facilitates the exploration 
of Bijapuri art in light of the complementary (local/
translocal) conversations called for above.181 to depict 
the foreign (to him) subject of a Hindu goddess, Farrukh 

at stake are the following questions: to what degree did 
a Khurasan-trained painter integrate Persian conven-
tions into his deccani repetoire? How did he negotiate 
his personal itinerant experience with the local para-
digms espoused by ibrahim? Finally, did his Bijapuri 
production in any way complement the Perso-islamic 
knowledge systems outlined above? 

during his decade-long tenure in Bijapur (ca. 1595–
1609), Farrukh painted at least five album portraits of 
ibrahim and two manuscript illustrations. Four of these 
paintings—“saraswati enthroned” (fig. 1), “ibrahim 
playing the tambur” (fig. 2), and two portraits of the 
ruler riding an elephant179—appear fundamentally 

Fig. 26. “abu’l ghays al-yamani and the lion” (“sufis/saints in a landscape”), attributed to Farrukh Husayn, probably Bija-
pur, ca. 1595–1609. st. Petersburg, national library of russia, dorn 489, fol. 24v. (Photo: courtesy of the national library of 
russia)



Book Culture, Royal Libraries, and Persianate Painting in Bijapur 119

relied heavily on ibrahim’s book of songs, wherein 
saraswati has four arms, wears a white dress, and sits on 
a throne (song 53). the Kitāb-i Nawras was also sourced 
for the verses in nastaʿlīq that appear just beneath the 
arch (song 56: “ibrahim whose father is guru ganapati 
[ganesh], and mother the pure saraswati”).182 addi-
tional details of local dress and accoutrement—striped 
gold patkas (sashes), large necklace pendants (known 
as urbasī), thick arm bracelets—contribute a Bijapuri 
spirit to the scene. 

upon sustained inspection of the painting, however, 
one increasingly exits the Bijapuri sphere of the patron 
and enters the peripatetic referents of its iranian artist. 
the composition is neither a “fantastic” nor “dreamlike” 
landscape (of the type unilaterally associated with dec-
cani painting), nor is it populated with the naturalistic 
elements favored by the Bijapuri painter ʿali riza.183 
apart from a handful of album paintings and manu-
script illustrations from the Pem Nem, “saraswati en-
throned” is one of the few ibrahim-era compositions 
framed by an architectural backdrop (landscapes being 
preferred, at least in the current known corpus). Where-
as the palatial settings in the Pem Nem are conspicu-
ously Bijapuri (low-springing ogee arches, bulbous 
domes on lotus-petal bases, projecting eaves and balco-
nies),184 the arrangement in “saraswati enthroned” is 
resolutely Persianate. the architectural backdrop re-
calls Farrukh’s earlier manuscript illustrations (espe-
cially “Babur receives a courtier,” fig. 27,185 and “the 
Prophet’s bier”186) but is aggressively condensed into 
three zones: a foreground garden with a fountain out-
lined in burgundy and rendered parallel to the picture 
plane; a large arch suggestive of a deep iwan; and the 
rear wall of the palace. saraswati sits on a magnificent 
throne adjacent to the fountain (note the throne’s simi-
lar placement in fig. 27), a peacock strolls by, and an 
attendant approaches with a bejeweled ostrich egg ves-
sel. the spandrels of the arch feature swans amid Chi-
nese-style clouds, and the rear wall includes, from 
bottom to top, a dado of brickwork, an unadorned white 
zone, the aforementioned Kitāb-i Nawras verses, and a 
mural painting of ibrahim riding an elephant. the lower 
zones of the wall are punctuated by a door leading to an 
exterior green space, yet another one of Farrukh’s favor-
ite tropes (see fig. 27, where the white wall is embel-

lished with tinted drawings of the type seen on the 
vases in “saraswati enthroned”). 

like the formulaic Persian-style composition, addi-
tional details in “saraswati enthroned” stand out as dis-
connected from Bijapuri iconography and the Kitāb-i 
Nawras.187 the sizable gold throne with a high scalloped 
back is at odds with the low-lying takht (lit. “throne”) 
ubiquitous in deccani painting,188 and the prominent 
parīs shading the goddess with a gold brocade are a curi-
ous addition.189 the latter winged creatures provide the 
most conspicuous clue for understanding Farrukh’s 
masterful recasting of his Hindu-deccani subject into 
more familiar terms. the iconography of parīs shading 
an enthroned figure (with their wings or other items) 
immediately recalls solomonic imagery. in his Qiṣaṣ al-
Anbiyāʾ (tales of the Prophets), abu ishaq ahmad b. 
Muhammad al-thaʿlabi (d. 1035) describes solomon’s 
divan as protected by birds who shade the sun and cre-
ate shadows with their wings.190 such textual accounts 
have led Priscilla soucek to conclude, “the use of flying 
creatures who hover over the ruler’s head is one of the 
most characteristic themes in solomonic imagery.”191 in 
“saraswati enthroned,” three sets of winged creatures 
(parakeets, parīs, cranes) constitute a veritable “living 
baldachin” above the goddess.192 the parakeets, in par-
ticular, recall the bejeweled pigeons perched on solo-
mon’s throne who sang every hour.193

the solomonic allusions of “saraswati enthroned” are 
confirmed by comparison with contemporary shirazi 
painting, specifically, the illustrated frontispieces of 
solomon and Bilqis enthroned in luxury manuscripts.194 
the architectural backdrop of the Bilqis painting in a 
Shāhnāma of circa 1580–85195 closely parallels that of 
“saraswati enthroned”; it, too, has a small fountain in the 
foreground and a door in the rear leading to a green ex-
terior. like saraswati, Bilqis sits on an extravagant 
throne and faces left toward an approaching female at-
tendant carrying a vessel, as a pair of parīs hover above 
(in this instance, they swoop down carrying gold ves-
sels). even more explicit parallels can be drawn between 
“saraswati enthroned” and the Bilqis side of a Khamsa 
frontispiece of circa 1580.196 in both images, the wings 
of the parīs flanking the throne rise upward and nearly 
touch, thereby echoing the large arch above. in addition, 
both thrones feature a high scalloped back, vertical pan-
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the precise mechanics of Farrukh’s casting of saras-
wati in solomonic terms remain to be determined. did 
the artist rely on an actual shirazi model in one of Bija-
pur’s libraries? to date, a shirazi depiction of solomon 
and/or Bilqis enthroned has not been located in a Bija-
puri repository,199 but there is a high probability that 
such imagery existed in the city, especially given the 
prominence of shirazis in elite society (shah navaz 
Khan, rafi al-din shirazi) and the existence of  illustrated 

els enclosing the figure and topped with finials, dangling 
fabric along the lower edge, and small steps.197 in a re-
lated, yet earlier, tabrizi drawing of solomon’s ascen-
sion,198 two parīs shade him with a piece of rectangular 
cloth in keeping with the brocade held above the god-
dess in “saraswati enthroned.” in all of these safavid 
examples, the parīs wear short-sleeve jackets on top of 
long robes, again of the type visible in the Bijapuri paint-
ing (with the addition of the deccani patka).

Fig. 27. “Babur receives a courtier,” attributed to Farrukh Beg (Farrukh Husayn), Kabul or lahore, ca. 1580s. Folio from a 
Bāburnāma, lahore, ca. 1589. arthur M. sackler gallery, smithsonian institution, Washington, d.C.: Purchase—smithsonian 
unrestricted trust Funds, smithsonian Collections acquisition Program, and dr. arthur M. sackler, s1986.230.  
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puri courtly culture steeped in such allusions. the dated 
inscription on the south side of the ibrahim rauza de-
scribes ibrahim’s wife taj sultan as “dignified like 
Zubayda and exalted like Bilqis,” and the first four vers-
es on the turban worn by the ruler in the Copenhagen 
Bust Portrait of Ibrahim210 read: “He is Khalil / the celes-
tial sphere has no pearl in the shell like you / Faridun 
and jamshid have no offspring like you / throne of sol-
omon [rest of inscription effaced].”211 With the excep-
tion of the opening huwa ’l khalīl (a common reference 
to ibrahim via his namesake),212 these verses were ex-
trapolated from the Sāqīnāma (Book of the Cupbearer) 
of Hafiz (d. 1392).213 Of relevance here is the fact that the 
final words alluding to solomon vis-à-vis his throne 
(takht-i Sulaymān) were deliberately changed from 
Hafiz’s original reference to Sikandār (alexander), 
thereby solidifying the solomonic metaphor. similar 
solomonic language characterizes the poems in the Sih 
Naṣr. in Nawras, ibrahim’s castle is compared to that of 
solomon, and the Khān-i Khalīl proclaims, “just as the 
wind carried aloft the throne of solomon [takht-i 
Sulaymān], so, also, the throne of his [ibrahim’s] fame 
is wafted on the shoulders of breath.”214 a less explicit 
solomonic reference can be found in the central bath 
hall of Kumatgi, the aforementioned pleasure palace 
east of Bijapur. One of the building’s ceiling paintings 
depicts alternating peacocks and parīs, the latter dressed 
in Persian garb (one with a topknot, one with a lobed 
Persian crown) and carrying a variety of vessels.215 such 
imagery held widespread solomonic allusion in bath 
halls throughout the subcontinent.216 

given the pervasiveness of the solomonic archetype 
in ibrahim’s Bijapur,217 the formal dependency of “saras-
wati enthroned” on shirazi prototypes, and the fact that 
such Persianate models were commonly composed in 
double format, we are left with a final important ques-
tion: in its original codex, was “saraswati enthroned” 
possibly the left-hand side of a double-page composi-
tion?218 if so, did the right-hand folio depict a male 
counterpart cast in a solomonic light, perhaps ibrahim 
himself or the elephant god ganapati (ganesh)? Would 
this male figure have been enthroned in a landscape sur-
rounded by lions, leopards, hares, and other animals, as 
opposed to the architectural setting favored for Bilqis? 
at present, we can only speculate, but because the 

shirazi manuscripts in the royal library (Dīvān of jami, 
Majālis al-ʿUshshāq; appendix, nos. 1, 3, 4). even if Far-
rukh did not have a direct model at his disposal in Bija-
pur—and that seems unlikely—others would have 
circulated nearby. Qutb shahi golconda was a vital cen-
ter of shiraz-inspired manuscript production, and at 
least three major golconda manuscripts—a Sinbadnāma 
of circa 1575,200 a Dīvān of Muhammad Quli (r. 1580–
1612),201 and a Falnāma (Book of Omens) of circa 1610–
30202—include paintings of solomon and Bilqis 
enthroned. We can presume a high degree of cultural 
flow between Bijapur and golconda during Farrukh’s 
tenure, for ibrahim and Muhammad Quli shared a fond-
ness for Persian classics and ordered their best émigré 
poets (Malik Qummi, Zuhuri, ruh al-amin) to compose 
imitations of nizami.203 Moreover, important paintings 
and manuscripts were exchanged between the two 
courts. shortly after its creation in circa 1605, the most 
famous of Bijapur’s yogini paintings was assembled into 
an album for Muhammad Quli,204 and at least one of 
Muhammad Quli’s books—an anonymous commentary 
on the Fuṣūṣ al-Ḥikam (seals of Wisdom) of ibn ʿarabi 
(d. 1240)205—entered Bijapur’s royal library. 

Farrukh also may have been prescient of shirazi pro-
totypes from his artistic training in iran. skelton has 
argued that the artist hailed from shiraz and was per-
haps raised in the household (under Mawlana darvish 
Husayn) that hosted Zuhuri prior to the poet’s depar-
ture for india (skelton’s next conclusion being that 
Zuhuri later lured Farrukh to Bijapur).206 that Farrukh 
was at least proficient in shirazi models is suggested by 
his signature on the throne’s steps in “saraswati en-
throned,” which echoes the placement of ʿabd al-jalal’s 
in the topkapı Khamsa frontispiece.207 unlike ʿabd al-
jalal’s simple ʿamal formula, however, Farrukh signed 
with the more extensive ḥarrarahu (?) Farrukh Ḥusayn 
muṣavvir-i Ibrāhīm ʿ Ādilshāhī ([drawn by?] Farrukh Hu-
sayn the painter [in the service of] ibrahim adil shah 
[II]).208 the ḥarrarahu-muṣavvir formula was common 
in late sixteenth-century Khurasani circles, and Farrukh 
had employed it about fifteen years earlier in his por-
trait, dated 992 (1584‒85), of the ruler of Kabul, “Mirza 
Muhammad Hakim with Hajji yaqut” (fig. 28).209

Farrukh’s translation of the solomonic metaphor in 
“saraswati enthroned” was but one reflection of a Bija-
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Fig. 28. “Mirza Muhammad Hakim with Hajji yaqut,” signed by Farrukh Husayn, Kabul, dated 992 (1584–85). Folio from 
the salim/jahangir album, north india, ca. late 1590s–1620s. tehran, gulistan Palace library, no. 1663, fol. 199. (Photo: 
Keelan Overton)
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“yOutH WitH ṣAFīNA”: FarruKH Husayn’s 
 MediatiOn OF MuHaMMadi 

as early as 1957, robert skelton emphasized Farrukh’s 
Khurasani training and drew stylistic parallels to Mu-
hammadi, a topic that has been expanded by abolala 
soudavar in particular.222 Muhammadi is best known 
for his portraits of smiling, moon-faced youths holding 
cups, ṣafīnas, and flowers (particularly narcissus).223 
that this genre of portraiture became popular in india 
and was there specifically associated with Farrukh is 
confirmed by seven paintings with Mughal ascriptions 
to the painter (ʿamal-i nādir al-ʿaṣr Farrukh Big [work of 
the Wonder of the age, Farrukh Beg]) in a Khamsa of 
amir Khusraw dihlavi copied in Herat and dated 978 
and 979 (1570–72).224 the intimate gestures in the 
manu script’s “entangled pair” (fig. 29) can be compared 
to those in Muhammadi’s “young man offering a wine 
cup to a girl,”225 while “standing woman with cup”226 is 
closely related to several of the Khurasani artist’s por-
traits of ladies holding wine cups or flowers.227 since the 
faces and backgrounds of the Khamsa paintings have 
been heavily overpainted and extended, it is difficult to 
assess the viability of Farrukh’s hand.228 their ascrip-
tions nonetheless confirm that, within Mughal circles, 
Farrukh was closely aligned with Muhammadi and the 
Khurasan school.

Farrukh’s affinity with Muhammadi during his sub-
continent sojourns is further demonstrated by a group 
of four closely related portraits of a standing youth hold-
ing narcissus (fig. 30).229 the subject retains the sinuous 
and elegant form of the Muhammadi type but now 
sports three conspicuously deccani items of dress and 
accoutrement: a flat turban wrapped in a gold sash, a 
long gold patka, and a gold belt that could secure the 
former or a sword. One of these portraits was inscribed 
in the picture plane ʿamal-i Farrukh Big,230 while an-
other (fig. 30) was assembled into the famed salim/jah-
angir album,231 where it was surrounded by excellent 
illumination and ascribed to Farrukh by the emperor 
himself (“drawn by Farrukh Beg in his seventieth 
year”).232 regardless of actual hand (Farrukh or a fol-
lower),233 the four paintings confirm the widespread 
appeal of the Muhammadi poetic type in Mughal and 

Kitāb-i Nawras verses selected for “saraswati enthroned” 
positioned ganapati as ibrahim’s father and saraswati 
as his mother, i currently favor the elephant god as the 
subject of a possible right-hand page.

“saraswati enthroned” is one of the most successful 
known visual reconciliations of Bijapur’s local and 
translocal cultures. its duality parallels the coinage de-
scribed above (Ibrāhīm Ablā Balī and Ghulām-i Murtażā 
ʿAlī; see fig. 25), but the effect is subtler. the painting 
would have been immediately legible to its patron (ibra-
him), yet simultaneously familiar to the court’s iranian 
notables, particularly its shirazi savants. On a more per-
sonal level, “saraswati enthroned” was a quintessential 
example of what is perhaps best termed “a painter’s 
painting.” While conforming to the expectations of the 
deccani patron, as dictated by the Kitāb-i Nawras, it 
concurrently spoke an internal dialogue perhaps appre-
ciated in full only by Farrukh himself. in this classic ex-
ample of peripatetic visual translation, the artist 
synthesized more than two decades of artistic experi-
ence: his possible upbringing in shiraz, formative train-
ing in Khurasan, tenure on the Mughal periphery in 
Mirza Hakim’s Kabul, decade in lahore at akbar’s court, 
and present circumstances in ibrahim’s Bijapur. When 
we set aside the painting’s obvious shirazi (solomon 
and Bilqis) and Bijapuri (Kitāb-i Nawras) iconographies, 
we are left with an image whose technical precision in 
illumination, drawing, and calligraphy finds its closest 
parallels in the manuscript illustrations of safavid 
Khurasan, particularly those attributed to Muhammadi 
and his school.219 Farrukh’s exactitude is exemplified by 
his handling of the throne, which is not filled with loose-
ly painted floral designs in the typical shirazi manner220 
but rather with intricate, voluminous drawing recalling 
the borders of the Freer jami (see the serrated leaves 
overlapping blossoms, and the lotuses with feathery 
edges).221 the artist’s apparent use of the ḥarrarahu-
muṣavvir formula was apropos, for the painting does 
indeed synthesize a wide range of artistic skill and spe-
cialization best conveyed by these two words in combi-
nation.
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Fig. 29. “entangled pair,” ascribed to Farrukh Beg (Farrukh Husayn) at the Mughal court, probably Khurasan or lahore, ca. 
1580–95. Folio from a Khamsa of amir Khusraw dihlavi, Herat, dated 978 and 979 (1570–72). Cambridge university, King’s 
College, Pote 153, fol. 101v. (Photo: courtesy of King’s College)
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deccani circles and further position Farrukh as its chief 
ambassador-conduit from Khurasan to india.

Farrukh’s mediation of Muhammadi provides a suit-
able foundation upon which to explore “ibrahim offer-
ing obeisance to jahangir” (fig. 3), his most sophisticated 
portrait of the Bijapuri ruler in the guise of the Persian-
ate collector and intellectual, as discussed earlier. Of 
Farrukh’s five portraits of ibrahim, the tehran example 
(fig. 30) has received the least attention, perhaps be-
cause it lacks conspicuous Bijapuri references (by way 
of the Kitāb-i Nawras) and its landscape is not as impres-
sive as the celebrated st. Petersburg “ibrahim hawking.” 
it is, however, closely related to this masterpiece, and 
there can be little doubt that the two portraits were 
painted in tandem. in both, ibrahim’s youthful, heavily 
shaded face features rosy highlights, and he wears a pink 
robe accented with gold rosettes in combination with a 
Bijapuri turban sash and patka. in the st. Petersburg im-
age, he holds a formidable hawk while seated on a rich-
ly caparisoned horse,234 and in the tehran one, he sits 
on small gold throne and tilts his head toward an in-
scribed ṣafīna. Both landscapes invite the patient view-
er to pore over their meticulous brushwork (note the 
incessant stippling), atmospheric waterfalls, dark hills 
streaked with golden highlights, and delicate trees 
perched incongruously on cliffs, but the st. Petersburg 
portrait is more elaborate and colorful (the tehran ex-
ample has been cropped and repainted on its lower 
edge). 

the tehran painting’s presentation of ibrahim as a 
poetic youth is firmly grounded in the Muhammadi fig-
ural type genre described above, as well as the Khurasani 
artist’s expanded pastoral compositions in nīm qalam 
(lit. “half pen,” or tinted drawing). these landscapes de-
pict princes participating in the leisurely prerogatives of 
kingship (feasting, poetic recitation, music making), as 
emphasized by various props (cup, ṣafīna, instru-
ment).235 the popularity of the Muhammadi nīm qalam 
model persisted through the turn of the seventeenth 
century, when it was translated into fully saturated 
paintings. in “youth and dervish in conversation,”236 a 
prince holding a ṣafīna sits before an ascetic in a tripar-
tite composition (lower vegetation and stream, middle 
mountains, upper sky) closely paralleling that of “ibra-
him offering obeisance.” yet another safavid point of 

Fig. 30. “youth with narcissus,” ascribed to Farrukh Beg (Far-
rukh Husayn) at the Mughal court by jahangir (see his shaky 
handwriting above), probably Bijapur, ca. 1595–1609. Folio 
from the salim/jahangir album, north india, ca. late 1590s–
1620s.  tehran, gulistan Palace library, no. 1663, fol. 86. 
(Photo: Keelan Overton)
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was written by jahangir’s favorite calligrapher, Mir ʿali 
(fl. ca. 1505–45), and refurbished in the Mughal atelier, 
strengthens the assumption that the emperor was in-
deed familiar with the poem in question.244 that jahan-
gir sanctioned ibrahim’s message and appreciated the 
portrait in general is further implied by the painting’s 
assembly into the salim/jahangir album.245 

the question of who exactly bore responsibility for 
the portrait’s sophisticated interpolation of text and im-
age returns us to the literary culture discussed earlier 
and the elusive issue of agency. Was this successful dip-
lomatic painting a group effort—among the painter 
(Farrukh), the subject (ibrahim), and various iranian 
savants (shah navaz Khan, Zuhuri, Malik Qummi)—or 
should we assign credit to the artist alone? it may not be 
farfetched to imagine that Farrukh would have been 
capable of recasting poetic verse as political allegory.246 
the extrapolation of Hafiz in the Copenhagen Bust Por-
trait of Ibrahim suggests, however, that such word-im-
age combinations may have been common practice in 
the Bijapuri atelier, as in most indo-Persian kitābkhānas 
of the day. 

as far as ibrahim is concerned, we can infer a degree 
of involvement, or at least accommodation. the ruler 
appears to have favored nizami and imitations of his 
work, as attested by the Bijapuri Khamsa copied by 
Khalilullah, the collected Khamsa of amir Khusraw and 
Laylā va Majnūn of Hatifi (appendix, nos. 8, 9), and the 
commissioning of the Manbaʿ al-Anhār after the Makh-
zan al-Asrār.247 some viewers of the portrait—Bijapuri 
ones, at least—may therefore have interpreted the cou-
plet in a positive light, as emblematic of ibrahim’s liter-
ary fluency and patronage, rather than just his political 
fragility. a second level of intimacy vis-à-vis the ruler-
subject can be found in his red nails, which derive from 
his Kitāb-i Nawras iconography (cf. fig. 2). Once again, 
Farrukh successfully integrated his patron’s local and 
translocal identities (in this case, the emphasis being on 
the latter). Moreover, while positioning ibrahim as com-
pliant and metaphorically on his knees, he simultane-
ously cast him as a literary connoisseur capable of subtly 
extrapolating nizami. it is difficult to imagine a more 
complementary and graceful image of submission. 

While the precise agent or agents responsible for the 
poetic and political subtleties of “ibrahim offering obei-

comparison is riza ʿabbasi’s “seated page,”237 which 
includes a similar throne and ṣafīna-holding subject, as 
well as the artist’s explicit inscriptional debt to Muham-
madi: “likeness of the work of Master Muhammadi of 
Herat.”238 

the widespread popularity of the ṣafīna genre in the 
early modern indo-Persian world hinged on the codex’s 
varied functions. as a generic metaphorical prop, it con-
veyed its holder’s status as a literary aesthete, and in this 
symbolic context, its surface was often unadorned (lon-
don “seated page”) or minimally embellished (toronto 
“youth and dervish”). alternatively, when inscribed 
with legible writing, the ṣafīna functioned as a canvas 
for explicit messages presented by its bearer.239 in this 
case, a reciprocal and interactive dialogue was intended 
between the internal subject and an external recipient/
viewer/reader. 

it is to the latter performative category that ibrahim’s 
ṣafīna belongs. its two lines of sizable nastaʿlīq read: 
“Fortunate is that head, on which your foot rests/ luck 
[is] in that heart in which there is room for you.”240 this 
couplet was drawn from nizami’s Makhzan al-Asrār 
(treasury of secrets), and through this verbal allusion to 
the physical act of prostration, ibrahim conveyed his 
unequivocal allegiance to the portrait’s recipient: jah-
angir.241 By implying that his head was literally beneath 
jahangir’s foot, the Bijapuri ruler joined countless def-
erential individuals who knelt before the emperor and/
or kissed his foot, forms of internal ritual and interna-
tional diplomacy that were routinely visualized in Mu-
ghal painting and pervasive throughout the subcontinent 
and elsewhere.242 ibrahim presented this pledge of 
obeisance to his Mughal rival in light of the northern 
empire’s increasing incursions into the deccan and po-
sitioning of its rulers as mere tributaries (khāns versus 
shāhs).

two layers of related circumstantial evidence sug-
gest that ibrahim’s visual-verbal acquiescence was both 
understood and well received by its intended Mughal 
recipient. jahangir was undoubtedly familiar with 
the poem in question, for nizami was widely popular 
at indian courts of the day and the emperor owned a 
fine Bukhara copy of the Makhzan al-Asrār dated 944 
(1538).243 While ownership does not necessarily guar-
antee use and understanding, the fact that this volume 
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 enlivening his compositions with a variety of trees in 
different scales. 

as noted above, Farrukh’s “ibrahim offering obei-
sance to jahangir” was ultimately incorporated into the 
salim/jahangir album. there it was appreciated in tan-
dem with the artist’s five other pastoral portraits of in-
dividuals and figural types: his two Kabul drawings of 
Mirza Hakim (fig. 28); “youth holding narcissus” (fig. 30); 
“Falconer,”251 which has been argued to be jahangir, al-
beit as Prince salim;252 and a second portrait of the Bi-
japuri ruler, the Prague “ibrahim playing the tambur” 
(fig. 2). although the latter is routinely positioned as the 
iconic visualization of ibrahim’s verbal self-portrait in 
his Kitāb-i Nawras, it, too, is rooted in the conventions 
of Persian painting—specifically, enthronement scenes 
in which a seated ruler gazes down at courtiers (often 
overlapped to imply depth) while an attendant or at-
tendants stand behind. Farrukh employed comparable 
figural groupings in his earlier manuscripts’ illustra-
tions, including “Babur receives a courtier” (fig. 27) and 
“youth holding a wine cup listens to the recitation of 
verses,” from a Dīvān of Hafiz.253 the Prague “ibrahim 
playing the tambur” (fig. 2) and the rampur “youth 
holding a wine cup” are virtually identical in their han-
dling of the main subject’s posture (seated indian-style 
against large bolsters, with conspicuously flayed toes) 
and inclusion of a prominent tree trunk next to the 
standing attendant. the most significant differences 
rest in the background (landscape versus architecture). 

Considered together, Farrukh’s six portraits in the 
salim/jahangir album—which span at least two de-
cades (ca. 1585–1605)—confirm a well-known fact: as 
both prince and emperor, salim/jahangir was especially 
fond of Persianate painting. the individual who played 
a formative role in influencing this taste was aqa riza, 
who was in the prince’s envoy by 1588‒89 and then led 
his allahabad studio (ca. 1600–1604). Prior to entering 
central Mughal lands, aqa riza appears to have worked 
in Mirza Hakim’s Kabul with Farrukh,254 an assumption 
borne out by close parallels between aqa riza’s portrait 
of Mirza Hakim255 and Farrukh’s two drawings of the 
same subject (see fig. 28).256 aqa riza was likely the ini-
tial supervisor of the salim/jahangir album and respon-
sible for some of its exceptional borders and paintings.257 
given his probable tenure in Kabul with Farrukh, we 

sance to jahangir” may never be known, we can be con-
fident that Farrukh himself developed the painting’s 
visual mechanics. like “saraswati enthroned,” “ibrahim 
offering obeisance to jahangir” was a culmination of de-
cades of itinerant artistic experience. the portrait was 
far from Farrukh’s first depiction of a ruler in a pastoral-
leisurely guise of the type associated with Muhammadi. 
His first documented forays into this genre occurred at 
the Kabul court of Mirza Hakim (d. 1585), where he cre-
ated two tinted drawings of akbar’s half-brother. “Mirza 
Muhammad Hakim and Hajji yaqut” (fig. 28) depicts the 
ruler and his eunuch-counselor in animated conversa-
tion in a springtime landscape. Farrukh’s lengthy upper 
inscription, dated 992 (1584–85), identifies the subjects 
and clarifies the garden setting (shahrara garden, Ka-
bul). On the lower left, he has signed the drawing 
“ḥarrarahu al-muznib Farrukh Ḥusayn-i muṣavvir,” a 
typical Khurasani formula likewise used by Muham-
madi (also see the earlier discussion concerning “saras-
wati enthroned”).248 in “Mirza Muhammad Hakim and 
two pages,”249 two courtiers flank the seated ruler, a 
similar willow tree with birds engulfs the background, 
and Farrukh has signed his name on a rock (rāqimahu 
Farrukh Ḥusayn). Both portraits are rendered in Mu-
hammadi’s favored technique of nīm qalam and include 
his codified vocabulary of forms (willow and almond 
trees, foreground stream with rocks, moon-faced youths, 
and striped turbans with fluttering endings).

When Farrukh painted “ibrahim offering obeisance 
to jahangir” fifteen to twenty years later in Bijapur, his 
Kabul portraits surely loomed large in his mind. For 
ibrahim’s pose, the artist recycled that of Mirza Hakim 
in his portrait dated 992 (1584–85) (fig. 28). He again 
perched his subject on the edge of a gold throne, and 
although he altered aspects of the lower body (legs not 
crossed), he repeated the upper part (right arm across 
the body and left hand gripping a waist sash, with the 
elbow jutting forward). What remained was to translate 
the Kabul ruler’s headgear and waist sash into their Bi-
japuri equivalents, replace the cup with an inscribed 
ṣafīna, and paint a more dynamic background. While 
the latter suggests a new direction in Farrukh’s land-
scapes—the dark hills with golden accents appear here, 
and in other Bijapuri works, for the first time250—it 
 simultaneously reflects his long-standing interest in 
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how, after a lion had killed his ass, the saint made the 
animal carry his wood and used a snake to whip him.263 

Four aspects of this unsigned painting have prompt-
ed its attribution to Farrukh, and, more specifically, to 
his Bijapur period (ca. 1595–1609): the cityscapes with 
distinctly Bijapuri basalt architecture (note the bulbous 
domes with gold finials and lotus-petal bases, and the 
slender minarets or towers with comparable forms), the 
hunter wearing a deccani sword hilt-belt (cf. fig. 30), the 
precise and vibrant landscape filled with the artist’s fa-
vorite trees (chinār, willow, almond, and unidentifiable 
examples that are overlapped and stippled), and simi-
larly, his stock figural types.264 if the painting is indeed 
a product of Farrukh’s Bijapur period,265 it further con-
firms his freedom to embrace Khurasani paradigms as 
he saw fit in his adopted deccani sphere. in this in-
stance, the Khurasani references occur on two levels. 
the four men in the foreground immediately recall the 
figural types of late timurid Herat, as practiced by 
 Bihzad (d. 1535–36) and his immediate circle (see their 
gaunt faces, long beards, turbans with fluttering edges, 
plain scarves, and robes with extended sleeves).266 if the 
image was conceived as an illustration to jami’s Nafaḥāt 
al-Uns, we may wonder if Farrukh deliberately adopted 
Bihzadian figures to lend a degree of contemporaneity 
between text and image. Concurrently, he placed his 
timurid-style figures in an exuberant landscape recall-
ing those of safavid Herat and Mashhad in more recent 
memory (late sixteenth century).267 the painting’s over-
whelmingly Khurasani, archaic, and foreign (to Bijapur 
and india more generally) aesthetics are underscored by 
comparison with the same scene in the Mughal Nafaḥāt 
al-Uns dated 1012 (1604–5) and copied by the celebrated 
ʿabd al-rahman ʿanbarin Qalam.268 the Mughal illus-
tration includes standard akbari figural types and a 
staid landscape, with the inclusion of the dead ass in the 
background.

Farrukh’s “abu’l ghays al-yamani and the lion” 
stimulates a series of new questions while returning 
the discussion to Bijapur’s culture of Persian intellec-
tualism. What is the likelihood that an illustrated copy 
of jami’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns was produced at ibrahim’s 
court? although only a handful of ibrahim-era manu-
scripts survive (Kitāb-i Nawras, Pem Nem, Niʿmatnāma, 
Shāhnāma, Khamsa), just two of which are Persian clas-

can imagine that he was instrumental in selecting his 
colleague’s six Persianate portraits for inclusion.258 We 
might further wonder if aqa riza was responsible, in 
theory or execution, for framing some of Farrukh’s 
works in exceptional Khurasani-style landscapes.259 un-
til the salim/jahangir album is published in full, such 
speculations can be neither confirmed nor denied. it 
seems likely, however, that the personal connection be-
tween these two iranian migrants played a significant 
role in the formation of this illustrious muraqqaʿ (al-
bum), thereby underscoring the importance of the art-
ist-artist relationship in indo-Persian production, not 
just the artist-ruler one.260 if a lack of safavid court 
benefaction often created the “push” out of iran, itiner-
ant colleagues frequently provided the initial “pull” to 
india and subsequently influenced circulation and pa-
tronage patterns within the subcontinent.261 

COnClusiOn

the landscapes of “ibrahim offering obeisance to jahan-
gir” (fig. 3) and “ibrahim hawking” lead us to a final work 
attributed to Farrukh: “abu’l ghays al-yamani and the 
lion” (fig. 26). in this painting, the artist essentially re-
versed the landscape of “ibrahim hawking”: the pastel-
colored mountains now engulf the composition and the 
gold-streaked hills are limited to the background. a 
large chinār (plane tree) frames the scene, and Farrukh’s 
other staple trees and flowers are rendered throughout. 
in addition to numerous birds and animals, several an-
ecdotal passages are visible: a hunter sits patiently while 
a ram peers down at him (a humorous element), two 
shepherds rest with their flock, and a man leads a pair 
of oxen bearing two women seated sidesaddle, one 
holding a baby, across a bridge (the latter two passages 
are in minute scale). Four large male figures stand in the 
foreground, and one holds a snake and is accompanied 
by a lion carrying wood. skelton has identified the scene 
as a possible illustration to jami’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns min 
Ḥaḍarāt al-Quds (the Breaths of divine intimacy), a col-
lection of 611 sufi biographies composed in 883 (1478) 
for Mir ʿ ali shir navaʾi (d. 1500) of Herat.262 the Nafaḥāt 
al-Uns section on abu al-ghays jamil al-yamani relates 
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ture. although scholarship to date on ibrahim-era paint-
ing has emphasized local dakhni texts such as the Pem 
Nem and Kitāb-i Nawras, and while the latter has condi-
tioned an emphasis on the ruler’s personality and pa-
tronage,271 the material presented here calls for 
increasingly integrative and decentralized approaches 
moving forward. the intersections between Bijapur’s 
local and translocal ideologies, as conspicuously juxta-
posed in ibrahim’s coins (fig. 25) and delicately synthe-
sized in Farrukh’s paintings (figs. 1–3), and the expansion 
of Bijapur’s patronage base to include its iranian dias-
pora yield intriguing insights into a courtly culture 
poised at the crossroads of indo-Persian experience.

in terms of art-historical practice, “abu’l ghays al-
yamani and the lion” also urges a degree of pause and 
revision, as it underscores the limitations of the extant 
visual record, complicates notions of agency and schools 
of production, and warns against the formation of rigid 
binaries (Mughal versus deccani, naturalistic versus 
fantastical, sunni versus shiʿi, āfāqī versus Dakkanī). 
like many of Farrukh’s paintings, it is a complex inter-
mingling of artistic reference that is most appropriately 
investigated as an “object of translation.”272 the media-
tions inherent to it rest first and foremost with its itiner-
ant maker rather than in its place of physical production. 
While it can be tempting to classify its “fanciful” land-
scape as quintessentially deccani, many of its tropes—
including pastel-hued cliffs with tortuous surfaces and 
a variety of meticulously rendered trees—were far from 
“new” but rather established practices of the artist.273 
the painting is therefore less a product of place (Bija-
pur? agra?) or patron (iranian notable? ibrahim him-
self?) and more a reflection of an artist’s mobility within 
a cultural network linking greater iran, the Mughal em-
pire, and the deccan. 

although this article has sought to illuminate con-
nections between Bijapur’s visual culture and its iranian 
diaspora, it has only begun to explore the resonance of 
Persianate painting in the deccani city. in addition to 
Farrukh’s Khurasan-inspired works, a number of ibra-
him-era images can be compared to contemporary sa-
favid painting, as practiced in Qazvin and isfahan by 
artists like riza ʿabbasi. in “the kiss,”274 a princely type 
kisses a woman as she places her hands erotically in his 
lap, and in “siesta,”275 an effeminate prince reclines lan-

sics, the extant record must not be read at face value. 
this article has shown that Persian literature permeated 
many aspects of courtly culture and artistic production 
in Bijapur: recall Zuhuri and Malik Qummi’s imitation 
of the Makhzan al-Asrār, the portraits of ibrahim ex-
trapolating nizami and Hafiz, the Kumatgi paintings of 
rustam and Majnun. Moreover, it must be remembered 
that Bijapur’s library, which was substantial enough to 
supply akbar with 2,000 books in 1604, suffered consid-
erably during later centuries. With an increased under-
standing of ibrahim’s marks of ownership and Bijapur’s 
library practices, new volumes will surely come to 
light, including those misattributed to other courts and   
ibrahim’s.269 

if we return to the book culture outlined above, the 
possibility of an ibrahim-era manuscript devoted to ja-
mi’s Nafaḥāt al-Uns is left open. ibrahim’s mystical in-
clinations are well known, and the extant corpus of his 
books suggests an interest in jami and, by extension, the 
sufi literary culture of late fifteenth-century Herat (ap-
pendix, nos. 1, 2, 5). the ruler also appears to have been 
fond of a second compilation of sufi biographies written 
in late timurid Herat, the Majālis al-ʿUshshāq of gazur-
gahi (d. 1470), as attested by his two heavily illustrated 
shirazi volumes, one of which was assigned the high 
value of 1,555 rupees (appendix, nos. 3, 4). that jami’s 
biography of sufi saints was known on the subcontinent 
and selected for luxurious production is further con-
firmed by the Mughal Nafaḥāt al-Uns.

despite the mysteries surrounding it—part of a 
manu script (albeit lacking a text block), a single-page 
unicum intended for an album, or an image whose fate 
and function simply shifted with time and circum-
stance?—“abu’l ghays al-yamani and the lion” exem-
plifies the privileged place of Perso-islamic systems in 
ibrahim’s Bijapur. Between circa 1600 and 1610, at least 
nine illustrious iranian immigrants (shah navaz Khan, 
rafiʿ al-din shirazi, Firishta, Malik Qummi, Zuhuri, Hai-
dar Zehni, Kalim, Khalilullah, and Farrukh Husayn) oc-
cupied key positions in the fields of government, history 
writing, poetry, and the visual arts.270 given this excep-
tional pool of expatriate iranian talent, it is hardly sur-
prising that the ʿadil shahi court participated in 
widespread patterns of Perso-islamic sovereignty, as 
evinced in titulature, diplomacy, collecting, and portrai-
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nently by shah ʿabbas,277 leaves little doubt that por-
table examples of Bijapuri art (books, calligraphies, 
paintings, bejeweled items, metalwork, textiles) made 
their way into safavid collections, whether as diplomat-
ic gifts or endowments to religious institutions.278 such 
circumstances leave open the question of the Bijapuri 
impact on safavid art, a topic of increasing significance 
from the mid-seventeenth century onward.279 Future 
research will ideally balance the scales of cultural ex-
change and bring the dialogue full circle. 

Independent scholar,
Santa Barbara, Calif.

guidly as attendants fan him and rub his feet.276 Were 
these androgynous, corporal, and informal figures inde-
pendent Bijapuri developments, or were they indicative 
of increased aesthetic dialogue with the safavid center? 

the latter question underscores that this article has 
investigated visual translation primarily as a one-way 
street: from iran and Khurasan to Bijapur via immi-
grants like Farrukh. it is imperative to emphasize, how-
ever, that many of these itinerants returned to their 
homeland, whether as temporary ambassadors or long-
term residents. the case of the calligrapher-cum- diplo-
mat Khalilullah, who traveled to the safavid court on 
two occasions and was encouraged to return perma-
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aPPendiX

Manuscripts and album Folios belonging to ibrahim ʿadil shah II (r. 1580–1627) in global Collections 
(excluding the British library’s asar Mahal collection)

  
* = not studied firsthand

Manuscripts: Persian

Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)

Provenancea and Select 
Bibliography

1.
Dīvān of jami
 
 
doha, Museum of 
islamic art, Ms.260

– shah Muhammad al-Katib 
al-shirazi
– Probably shiraz, dated 971 and 
972 (1563–65)
– 2 double-page illuminated 
frontispieces and 19 paintings 
attributed here to shiraz, ca. 1565–80

19 impressions of ibrahim’s Koranic seal: 
– opening flyleaf, largely effaced (fol. 1r)
– 18 illustrated folios (fig. 19) (one 
illustrated folio does not bear the seal, fol. 
217v)
type a notation: illegible, effaced (fol. 1r)

sotheby’s 1988, lot 208; 
Christie’s 2000, lot 79; Overton 
2011, 334

2.
Dīvān of jami
 
Hyderabad, salar 
jung Museum, 
M.276

– autograph copy? attributed by 
ashraf as “most probably by the 
poet himself”
– Probably Herat, dated 5 rajab 871 
(February 10, 1467)
– illuminated ʿunvān (fols. 2v, 8v)

ibrahim’s illuminated ex libris: dated 27 
rabiʿ ii 10[0]3 (january 8, 1595): “Dīvān of 
jami in naskh taʿliq. newly bound with red 
binding with gold lines. Collected into the 
library of the refuge of the World, ibrahim 
ʿadil shah, may god protect his kingdom, 
on the 27th of rabiʿ  al-thani, in the year 
103 [sic]” (fol. 1r, fig. 13)
type B notation: dated 27 rabiʿ ii 1003 
(january 8, 1595) (fol. 1r, fig. 13)

ashraf 1967, no. 1568; Overton 
2011, 335

3.
Majālis  
al-ʿUshshāq of 
Kamal al-din 
Husayn gazur gahi
 
Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale de 
France, sP 1559

– ahmad al-Hafiz
– shiraz, ca. 1580s
– 75 paintings, attributed by uluç to 
shiraz ca. 1580; most faces repainted 
in the deccani style of ca. 1700
– double-page illumination signed 
by jalal al-din Baghnavi (fols. 3v–4r), 
attributed by uluç to shiraz, ca. 1580
– the original shirazi binding has 
been tampered with (see uluç)

ibrahim’s Koranic seal ex libris (fol. 3r, fig. 
14)
type B notation: dated 22 ramazan 1014 
(january 31, 1606) (fol. 3r, fig. 14)
type C notation: “Price” (qīmat), followed 
by a valuation in raqam equivalent to 1,555 
rupees (fol. 3r, fig. 14)

richard 1993–94, 100, fig. II; 
richard 1997, cat. no. 135; 
richard 2000, fig. 6–8, 243–45; 
uluç 2006, 191n18; Overton 
2011, 336–37



Keelan Overton132

Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)

Provenancea and Select 
Bibliography

4.
Majālis 
al-ʿUshshāq of 
Kamal al-din 
Husayn gazurgahi 
 
london, British 
library, iO islamic 
1138

– shiraz, late sixteenth century
– illuminated double-page fronti-
spiece (fols. 1v–2r)
– 49 paintings attributed by 
robinson to shiraz, ca. 1590–1600; 
attributed by richard to isfahan, 
ca. 1600

type d notation: “special book of the 
Majālis al-ʿUshshāq of the most noble, 
most holy, ibrahim ʿadilshah. Collected 
into the royal library” (fol. 1r)

ʿabd al-Khaliq: oval seal dated 
116[2?] (1748–49), regnal year 
1 (fol. 1r)
 
tipu sultan (r. 1782–99) 
 
ethé 1980, no. 1871; robinson 
1976, no. 464; richard 2000, 
243–44; Overton 2011, 337 

5.
Yūsuf va Zulaykhā 
of jami 
 
Paris, Biblio thèque 
nationale de 
France,  
sP 1919

– shah Mahmud nishapuri
– tabriz, dated 950 (1543–44) 
(fol. 54v)
– illuminated ʿunvān (fol. 2v) and 
title pieces, attributed by richard 
to Bijapur
– 2 paintings (fols. 17r, 32v) attributed 
by richard to Bijapur, reign of 
ibrahim ii (this attribution is 
supported here)

ibrahim’s Koranic seal (fol. 2r, fig. 17)
 
type a notation, directly below the 
Koranic seal, in five lines, cut off on the 
left edge but completed and expanded in 
the type d (fol. 2r, fig. 17)
 
type d notation, middle of the folio, in 
six lines: “Yūsuf va Zulaykhā of Mawlana 
jami in beautiful nastaʿliq. Written by 
shah Mahmud nishapuri. With the large 
seal [Koranic] of the refuge of the World 
[ibrahim]. eggplant binding with gold 
lines. gift of the estate of shah Mirza 
naqib, head of the royal library collection. 
newly bound with yellow lining 
[doublure] and red binding” (fol. 1r)

ʿalamgir (r. 1658–1707): a 
notation records that the book 
entered the Mughal library 
as “booty from the victory of 
Bijapur”; seal of Qabil Khan 
khānazāda-i ʿĀlamgīr dated 
1097 (1685–86) (fol. 1v)
 
Blochet 1928, vol. 3, no. 1701; 
seyller 1997, 297; simpson 
1997, 388; richard 2000, figs. 
9–12, 245–46; Overton 2011, 
338–39

6.
Kulliyāt of saʿdi 
 
london, British 
library, add. 17961

– attributed by rieu to iran, “the 
close of the 16th century”
– double-page illumination 
(fols. 2v–3r)
– no paintings

ibrahim’s Koranic seal ex libris (fol. 2r, fig. 
15)
 
type a notation, largely effaced, only two 
precisely written lines remain visible; 
assumed to have read: “Kulliyāt of saʿdi 
in nastaʿliq. gilded binding with the large 
seal. Collected into the royal library” (fol. 
2r, fig. 15)
 
type B notation: dated 20 r[…] 1014 (1605–
6) (fol. 2r, fig. 15)

rieu 1966, 599; Overton  
2011, 340–41
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Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)

Provenancea and Select 
Bibliography

7.
Shāhnāma of 
Firdawsi 
 
london, British 
library, iO islamic 
3254

– Qazvin or isfahan, late sixteenth 
century 
– double-page illumination  
(fols. 1v–2r)
– 49 paintings attributed by 
robinson as “a transitional style 
between Qazvin and isfahan . . . 
provincial work”; two paintings are 
unskilled indian additions

ibrahim’s Koranic seal (fol. 1r)
 
type a or d notation, partially effaced: 
“Collected into the royal library” (fol. 1r)

ethé 1980, no. 880; robinson 
1976, nos. 953–1001; Overton 
2011, 341

8.
Khamsa of amir 
Khusraw dihlavi 
 
doha, Museum of 
islamic art, Ms. 
302

– attributed by Black and saidi to 
yazd (?), 1430–40
– 10 paintings, attributed by Black 
and saidi to yazd (?), 1430–40

ibrahim’s Koranic seal ex libris (fol. 1r, fig. 
16)
 
type B notation: dated 28 ramadan […]4 
(1014 in light of other examples?) (fol. 1r, 
fig. 16)
 
the word nawras: upper edge (fol. 1r, fig. 
16)

ʿali ʿadil shah i (r. 1558–80): 
circular seal with a radiating 
inscription naming the twelve 
imams (fol. 1r)
 
Mughal library: a purchase 
note records acquisition in 
aurangabad on 1 rabiʿ i 1107 
(October 10, 1695) (fol. 1r) 

Muhammad shah (r. 1719–48): 
seal dated 1156 (1743), regnal 
year 26

Black 2005, no. 27; Overton 
2011, 342

*9.
Laylā va Majnūn 
of ʿabdullah jami 
Hatifi
 
st. Petersburg, 
state Hermitage 
Museum, vr-995

– shah Mahmud nishapuri
– Herat, dated 969 (1561–62)
– illuminated ʿunvān (fol. 1v)

type a notation, dated 11 rajab 1029  
(june 12, 1620), in a variety of hands, with 
sloppy addendums, legible portions read: 
“Book of the Laylā va Majnūn of Hatifi in 
naskh taʿliq. gilded binding. impressed 
with the nawras [?] seal. Written by 
Mahmud al-nishapuri. estate of the 
special nawras (bābat-i ḥużūr nawras). 
Collected into the royal library on the 11th 
of rajab 1029” (fol. 1r, fig. 18)
 
the word nawras: upper edge (fol. 1r,  
fig. 18)

ʿalamgir (r. 1658–1707): seal 
of Qabil Khan khānazāda-i 
ʿĀlamgīr
 
nadir shah (r. 1736–47): 
presumably booty from the 
sack of delhi
 
adamova 2012, no. 5, 287–90
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Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)

Provenancea and Select 
Bibliography

*10.b
Ikhtiyārāt-i Badīʿī 
of ʿali b. Husayn 
al-ansari
 
Calcutta, national 
library, no. 229

– Bijapur, dated 990 (1582–83) ibrahim’s Koranic seal (fol. 1r)
 
type d notation: “Collected into the royal 
library” (fol. 1r)
 
type d notation, considerable stacking 
of words: “special book of the Ikhtiyārāt-i 
Badīʿī of the blessed, prosperous, most 
noble, most holy, most high, ibrahim ʿadil 
shah II” (fol. 43r)

Muhammad Khan, son of 
dilavar Khan ʿadil shahi: 
written for his library

ʿalamgir (r. 1658–1707): seal 
of Qabil Khan khānazāda-i 
ʿĀlamgīr dated 1097 (1685–86) 
(fol. 1r)
 
seyller 1997, 343;c Ḥasir̄ 
raḍawi ̄1921, no. 229; Overton 
2011, 346

Manuscripts: Arabic

11.
Koran
 
Hyderabad, jagdish 
and Kamla Mittal 
Museum of indian 
art, 76.851, Ms. 1

– shiraz, ca. 1570 ibrahim’s nawras seal (flyleaf, fig. 6)
 
type B notation, dated 14 safar 1003 
(October 28, 1594) (flyleaf)

Overton 2011, 343

 
12.
Koran 
 
university of st 
andrews library, 
Ms. 19 O

 
– Muhammad Muʾmin b. ʿabdullah 
Murvarid
– dated 845 (1441–42) (reworked, not 
original)
– Binding: Bijapur, ca. 1580–1627 
(reign of ibrahim ii)

 
2 impressions of ibrahim’s scalloped 
seal binding stamp (one on each 
doublure, figs. 22, 24)

 
abu saʿid (r. 1458–69): said to 
be the original patron in the 
colophon (requiring further 
assessment)
 
tipu sultan (r. 1782–99): note 
adhered to the front cover and 
flyleaf inscription
 
east india Company: inscriptions 
dated august 15, 1805 and 1806, the 
latter recording the presentation 
of the Koran to the university of 
st andrews
 
lentz and lowry 1989, cat. no. 
141; Overton 2011, 102–15; Overton 
forthcoming (research conducted 
at st andrews in august 2016 
[at the time of press] has 
significantly altered and enhanced 
understanding of the manuscript 
and will be presented in the co-
authored Overton forthcoming.)



Book Culture, Royal Libraries, and Persianate Painting in Bijapur 135

13.
Dīwān of al-Ḥadira 
(Qutba b. aws)
 
rampur, raza 
library, 5207

– colophon signed by yaqut al-
Mustaʿsimi and dated 629 (1231–32) 
(spurious?)

2 impressions of ibrahim’s Koranic seal 
(opening and closing pages of text: fol. 
4v, fig. 20, and fol. 36v)
 
type d notation: “special book of the 
blessed, most noble, most holy, most 
high, ibrahim ʿadil shah” (fol. 3v, fig. 21)

early timurid court, ca. 1400 
(?): reader’s note by shaykh 
Muhammad al-tabrizi al-sultani 
(fol. 3v)
 
aqqoyunlu tabriz: 
– rustam b. Maqsud (r. 1493–97): 
seal (fol. 3v)
– a descendant of yaʿqub (r. 1478–
90): seal (fol. 3v)
 
shah ismaʿil ii (r. 1576–78): seal 
(fol. 3r) 
 
siddiqi 1998, pl. 7; Quṭba b. aws 
2010, esp. 43–44, 76; Overton 2011, 
96–101, 343  

 
Manuscripts: Bijapuri Texts (Persian or Dakhni)

14.
Nujūm al-ʿUlūm of 
ʿali ʿadil shah I
 
dublin, Chester 
Beatty library, 
Ms. 2

– Bijapur, dated 978 (1570–71)
– 400 paintings

Misc. notation (does not appear to be 
the standard type a): “Book of the Nujūm 
al-ʿUlūm by order of the king of Bijapur, 
ibrahim, the world teacher (Jagat Gurū), 
bought by navab sayyid rustam Khan” 
(fol. 1r)

navab sayyid rustam Khan 
(period of ibrahim ii): 
purchase note on fol. 1r
 
leach 1995, 2:819; Hutton 2006, 
50–69; Flatt 2011; Overton 2011, 
344

15.
Kitāb-i Nawras of 
ibrahim II 
 
Hyderabad, salar 
jung Museum, M. 
177

– ʿabd al-rashid
– Bijapur, dated 990 (1582–83) 
(questioned)

type d notation, dated 17 jumada i 1037 
(january 24, 1628): “Kitāb-i Nawras in 
rayhān. Written by ʿabd al-rashid. newly 
bound with a red binding with a gold 
medallion (turanj) [in reference to the 
central stamp] and chain (zanjīra) [in 
reference to the outer thin border]. From 
the wardrobe. Collected into the royal 
library on the 17th of jumada i in the year 
1037. thirty-two pages. Colored lines (?)”d 
(fol. 1r, fig. 4) 

ibrāhīm ʿĀdil shāh ii/aḥmad 
1956, 84–86; Haidar 2011, 26–
27, fig. 3; Overton 2011, 344

Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)

Provenancea and Select 
Bibliography
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*16.
Kitāb-i Nawras of 
ibrahim II 
 
Hyderabad, Central 
records Office

– ʿabd al-latif Mustafa
– Bijapur, before 5 Muharram 1022 
(February 24, 1613) (the type d 
notation provides terminus ante 
quem)

a third seal of ibrahim II: circular, 
inscribed ʿahd Ibrāhīm ʿ Ādil moḥur tabdīl 
(title page)
 
type d notation: “Kitāb-i Nawras written 
by the most noble, most holy, most high, 
the shadow of god [ibrahim]” (title page)
 
type d notation, dated 5 Muharram 1022 
(February 24, 1613): “Kitāb-i Nawras in the 
two pens [in reference to naskh and suls] 
of ʿabd al-latif. newly bound with a gilt 
binding with a gold medallion (turanj) 
and pendants (barg) [in reference to a 
central stamp framed vertically by two 
smaller ones] and rope (ṭanāb) and chain 
(zanjīra) [in reference to the outer thin 
borders]. Forty pages. Collected into the 
royal library on the 5th of Muharram in 
the year 1022” (title page)e

ibrāhīm ʿĀdil shāh ii/aḥmad 
1956, 84–86; Haidar 2011,  
26–27, fig. 3; Overton 2011, 344

17.
Kitāb-i Nawras  
of ibrahim II 
dispersed: *delhi, 
national Museum, 
69-22/1-6; Cleveland 
Museum of art, 
2013.284.b

– Khalilullah 
– Bijapur, ca. 1617–18
– likely the copy presented to 
ibrahim by Khalilullah in 1027 
(1617–18)
– Finely illuminated text blocks with 
drawings of birds and animals in 
landscapes 

*Flyleaves have not been located ibrāhīm ʿĀdil shāh ii/aḥmad 
1956, 37, 92; skelton 1982, no. 
43; Haidar 2011, figs. 5–12; 
Haidar and sardar 2015, cat. 
no. 45

Album Folios

*18.f
Opening 
calligraphic folio, 
from an album 
with marbled 
borders
 
delhi, national 
Museum, Ms. 55.45, 
page 61  
(fol. 31r)

Per jake Benson, 2015:
 
– Ms. 55.45 is comprised of at least 
three albums
– the folio in question features the 
bismillah and a portion of Koran 2:58 
– the folio in question is likely the  
opening of a distinct marbled album

ibrahim’s Koranic seal: central calligraphic 
field, directly below the bismillah (the 
irregular piece of uncolored paper bearing 
the calligraphy and ibrahim’s seal was 
framed in a thin gold border and in turn 
enclosed in a perfect rectangle of borders 
and rulings)

the word nawras: in the peach border 
framing the central field (same orientation 
as ibrahim’s seal)

Mir Hafiz Khan: seal dated 
1155 (1742–43) or 1175 (1761–62) 
(the same seal is visible on 
the Ms. 55.45 folio reproduced 
as cat. no. 77 in Haidar and 
sardar 2015)

Title Details of the Codex Ibrahim II’s Marks of Ownership 
(and/or the Bijapur Library)
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*19.
Calligraphic folio, 
originally part 
of the Qitʾāt-i 
Khushkhaṭṭ Albumg
 
delhi, national 
Museum, Ms. 55.45, 
page 15  
(fol. 8r) 

Per jake Benson, 2015:
– Ms. 55.45 is comprised of at least 
three albums
– the folio in question bears a series 
of prayers in arabic
– the folio in question is from the 
Qitʾāt-i Khushkhaṭṭ Album, which is 
generally attributed to ahmadnagar, 
late sixteenth century (research 
ongoing). the majority of this album 
is preserved in the university of 
edinburgh (Or. Ms 373) 

Probable type a notation, on a strip of 
white paper in the lower left corner of 
the outermost marbled border: “From the 
wardrobe. Collected into the royal library 
on the 6th of [loss])”h

Misc. notation, beneath the above, in the 
gold ruling: “two pens” (in reference to  
naskh and suls, as in no. 16) 

Haidar and sardar 2015, cat. 
nos. 18–19 (dispersed folios 
attributed to the Qitʾāṭ-i 
Khushkhaṭṭ Album)

a When available, evidence of provenance (e.g., seal, inscription) is briefly described.
b i thank john seyller for kindly sharing photographs.
c seyller’s citation of the Buhar catalogue as no. 181 requires correction to pp. 181–82 (no. 229).
d since ibrahim died in september 1627 and he was the author of the book in question, it is safe to presume that the jāmadārkhāna 

(wardrobe) mentioned in the notation was indeed his and that the volume was transferred to the royal library upon or shortly after 
the accession of his son Muhammad.

e i thank jake Benson for his comments on these bookbinding terms.
f i am sincerely grateful to jake Benson for bringing this folio (and no. 19 below) to my attention, sharing photographs, and offering 

his insight on the original albums. these critical folios expand our scope of inquiry into Bijapuri collecting beyond the manuscript 
alone.

g Benson’s essay on the Qitʾāt-i Khushkhaṭṭ Album is forthcoming in Overton, Iran and the Deccan.
h since the type d notation was continued by a librarian who worked for ibrahim’s son and successor, Muhammad (see no. 15, fig. 4, 

where it is dated 17 jumada i 1037 [january 24, 1628]), we must leave open the possibility that this type a notation post-dates 1627. 
However, because it describes a type of transfer common during ibrahim’s reign (from the wardrobe to the royal library), i currently 
favor his ownership (as with no. 15).
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[emphasis added].” john seyller, “indian subcontinent, s 
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art, 55.121.10.40), where the innermost circle elsewhere 
reserved for shah jahan’s titles (55.121.10.39) features 
the seal of ʿalamgir (r. 1658–1707), clearly a later owner 
of the album.

101. For this laqāb and shah ʿabbas, see Christie’s, Art of the 
Islamic and Indian Worlds Including Art from the Collec-
tion of Dr. Mohammed Said Farsi, london, October 5, 2010, 
lot 249, discussed further in Overton, “Collector and His 
Portrait,” 276. in the Mughal context, the phrase  khusraw-i 
ʿĀlampanāh appears on a silver jahangir-period rupee 
dated 1019 (1610–11), and Mughal officials often styled them-
selves ghulāmān-i ʿĀlampanāh (slaves of the refuge of the 
World). 

102. Christie’s, Art of the Islamic and Indian Worlds, lot 249. For 
a manuscript that passed before “the vision of the most 
noble, most holy” (naẓar-i ashraf-i aqdas), in reference to 
jahangir, see a. H. Morton, “notes and seal imprints,” in 

arts Museum Malaysia, in association with the British 
library and the British Museum, 2012); Muḥammad javād 
jiddī, Dānishnāma-i Muhr va ḥakkākī dar īrān (tehran: 
Kitābkhāna, Mūzih va Markaz-i asnād-i Majlis-i shūrā-yi 
islāmī, 1392 [2013]); and the Chester Beatty library’s islamic 
seals database, http://www.cbl.ie/islamicseals/ (accessed 
november 15, 2015). john seyller’s meticulous cataloguing 
of indian seals, and their related inscriptions, for over two 
decades requires little introduction (see some of his find-
ings in “inspection and valuation”). the author and many 
others continually build upon his foundational work; see, 
for example, the exemplary adel t. adamova and Manijeh 
Bayani, Persian Painting: The Arts of the Book and Portrai-
ture (london: thames & Hudson ltd, 2015), 435–42. as 
this article was in press, jake Benson informed me of an 
important essay on Qutb shahi seals: ʿali ̄ Ṣafari ̄ Āqqalʿa, 
“Muhrhā va yāddāshthā-yi sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh va 
muhr-i sulṭān ʿ abdullah Quṭbshāh dar barkhi nuskhahā-yi 
Kitābkhāna-i Quṭbshāhīyān,” Awrāq-i ʿ Atīq 4 (2015): 221–50. 

89. this seal was correctly attributed to ibrahim II in seyller, 
“inspection and valuation,” 297; and Francis richard, 
“some sixteenth-Century deccani Persian Manuscripts in 
the Bibliothèque nationale de France,” in The Making of 
Indo-Persian Culture, ed. Muzaffar alam, Françoise ‘nalini’ 
delvoye, and Marc gaborieau (new delhi: Manohar, 2000), 
244. it was nevertheless misattributed to ibrahim Mirza in 
Christie’s, Islamic Art and Manuscripts, london, april 11, 
2000, lot 79, 52–53 (concerning appendix, no. 1); and Crof-
ton Black and nabil saidi, Islamic Manuscripts (Catalogue 
22) (london: sam Fogg rare Books and Manuscripts, 2005), 
72–73, no. 27 (concerning appendix, no. 8), which further 
misidentifies the book with ibrahim i (r. 1535–58). My cur-
rent understanding is that this seal does not appear in any 
of the British library’s asar Mahal manuscripts. 

90. also see new york, Metropolitan Museum of art, 1983.227; 
Paris, Musée du louvre, MAO 2089, among others. the 
approximately twenty vessels of this type are the focus 
of ongoing research by abdullah ghouchani and navina 
Haidar. see their preliminary findings, with Marika sardar, 
in “inscribed sacred vessels,” in Haidar and sardar, Sultans 
of Deccan India, 259–67.

91. richard eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 1300–1700: Social Roles of 
Sufis in Medieval India (Princeton, n.j.: Princeton uni-
versity Press, 1978), 110–11. For ibrahim’s devotion to the 
Prophet, saraswati, and gesu daraz, see ibrāhīm ʿ Ādil shāh 
II, Kitāb-i Nauras [Kitāb-i Nawras], ed. and trans. ahmad, 
128.

92. abdullah ghouchani and Bruce Wannell, “the inscriptions 
of the ibrahim rauza tomb,” in Haidar and sardar, Sultans 
of the South, 290 (e-1-9).

93. Bruce Wannell, “the epigraphic Program of the ibrahim 
rauza in Bijapur,” in Haidar and sardar, Sultans of the 
South, 255–56, 259, 266.

94. For Koranic verses appearing on royal seals (for example, 
all of sura 112), see Porter et al., Arabic and Persian Seals and 
Amulets, 17, 60. 
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same phenomenon in appendix, nos. 8 and 9, figs. 16 and 
18).

110. london, British library, loth 525/B 181. On the legacy of this 
text in safavid and Ottoman circles, see Francis robinson, 
“Ottomans-safavids-Mughals: shared Knowledge and Con-
nective systems,” Journal of Islamic Studies 8, 2 (1997): 177, 
180. For a supergloss on this text completed in Bursa in 
918 (1512) for the library of selim i (r. 1512–20) (Baltimore, 
Walters art Museum, W. 591), visit http://art.thewalters.
org/detail/18627/book-on-logic-2/ (accessed june 1, 2016).

111. the word avval is written in the same hand and blue ink as 
the ex libris and located to its lower left. 

112. two lines written on a diagonal (an oversight or after-
thought?) further record the date of the original gift (21 
dhu’l Hijja 994), as first documented in the illuminated ex 
libris (fig. 5).

113. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, SP 1559, previously 
analyzed in ivan stchoukine, Les peintures des manuscrits 
safavis de 1502 à 1587 (Paris: librairie Orientaliste Paul geu-
thner, 1959), no. 146; Francis richard, Splendeurs persanes: 
Manuscrits du XIIe au XVIIe siècle (Paris: Bibliothèque 
nationale de France, 1997), cat. no. 135; richard, “some 
sixteenth-Century deccani Persian Manuscripts, ” 244–45, 
figs. 6–8; lale uluç, “the Majālis al-ʿushshāq: Written in 
Herat, Copied in shiraz, read in İstanbul,” in M. Uğur Der-
man Armağanı: Altmışbeşinci Yaşı Münasebetiyle Sunulmuş 
Tebliğler = M. Uğur Derman Festschrift: Papers Presented 
on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. İrvin Cemil 
schick (istanbul: sabancı Üniversitesi, 2000), 574n18; lâle 
uluç, Turkman Governors, Shiraz Artisans and Ottoman 
Collectors: Sixteenth Century Shiraz Manuscripts (istanbul: 
türkiye İş Bankası Kultur yayınları, 2006), 191. a detail of 
jalal al-din’s signature is reproduced in Francis richard, 
“la signature discrète d’un doreur persan à la fin du XVè s.: 
Mīr ʿ azod al-Mozahheb,” Revue des Études Islamiques 61–62 
(1993–94): fig. 2. 

114. the valuation is in raqam and opens with qīmat (price). 
john seyller has confirmed Francis richard’s original read-
ing in Splendeurs persanes, 197. e-mail correspondence, 
april 3, 2014.

115. in the Mughal context, most illustrated manuscripts were 
valued between 500 and 1,500 rupees, and manuscripts 
appraised at 1,500 or higher were all ranked first class 
(avval). seyller, “inspection and valuation,” section entitled 
“the valuation of Manuscripts,” 255–73.

116. as discussed throughout uluç, Turkman Governors. 
117. st. Petersburg, state Hermitage Museum, VR-995. My iden-

tification of this book’s Bijapuri provenance was made 
possible by the reproduction of fol. 1r in adel adamova, 
Persian Manuscripts, Paintings and Drawings from the 15th 
to the Early 20th Century in the Hermitage Collection, trans. 
j. M. rogers and ed. simon Hartly (london: azimuth edi-
tions, 2012), 287. adamova emphasizes that shah Mahmud 
nishapuri is typically associated with tabriz (under tah-
masp, r. 1524–76) and Mashhad, where he died in 972 
(1564–65), but presents convincing evidence that the Laylā 

Barbara Brend, Muhammad Juki’s Shahnamah of Firdausi 
(london: royal asiatic society and Philip Wilson Publish-
ers, 2010), 167, no. 10. 

103. an inscription at the gulbarga dargāh (tomb complex) of 
ibrahim’s spiritual guide gesu daraz (d. 1422) opens with 
the following: ḥażrat-i navāb-i kāmyāb-i gardūn iqtidār-i 
humāyūn-i arfaʿ-i aqdas-i aʿlā Ibrāhīm ʿĀdilshāh (the pros-
perous, as potent as the celestial sphere, blessed, most 
high, most holy, most sublime, ibrahim ʿadilshah). it then 
records how the young ruler made a pilgrimage to the 
shrine on 3 Muharram 989 (February 6, 1581), just a year 
after his accession, and that his “mother” (actually his aunt, 
Chand Bibi) ordered the digging of a well and planting of 
an orchard at the dargāh in Muharram 994 (december–
january 1585–86). see Major t. W. Haig, “inscriptions in 
gulbarga,” in Epigraphia Indo-Moslemica, ed. e. denison 
ross (Bombay: education society’s Press, 1907–8), 5. 

104. the type a notation dated 992 (1584–85) in london, Brit-
ish library, loth 463/B 185, fol. 3r, includes the confound-
ing phrase bā sikka āya wa man yarghabu / buzurg ʿAlī 
ʿĀdilshāh. this description seems to refer to two distinct 
seals, which are physically separated in the notation by 
their mention on two different lines. the first features a 
verse (āya) with the phrase wa man yarghabu (i thank Pey-
vand Firouzeh for her reading) and must refer to ibrahim’s 
Koranic example with 2:130 (indeed opening with wa man 
yarghabu). Curiously, this seal is neither impressed on the 
flyleaf nor mentioned in loth (the manuscript needs to 
be rechecked in full), and i am currently unaware of its 
impression in any of the British library’s asar Mahal manu-
scripts. the second seal is visible below the type a nota-
tion and is indeed the large seal of ʿali i. this triple-ruled, 
circular example features explicit shiʿi content, including 
textual and visual references to Zulfiqar (the sword of ʿali, 
d. 661); the phrase wa man yarghabu is definitely not part of 
its legend. We are likely dealing with a mistake on the part 
of a librarian, a circumstance supported by a thick “slash” 
through the phrase āya wa man yarghabu (indicating inac-
curacy) and the underlining of buzurg ʿAlī ʿĀdilshāh (indi-
cating accuracy). For visualizations of Zulfiqar on seals, 
including an Ottoman example of circa 1600, see gallop 
and Porter, Lasting Impressions, 176–77.

105. On raqam, see seyller, “inspection and valuation,” 256, 
whom i thank for kindly sharing his raqam chart. 

106. For additional type d notations naming Muhammad ʿadil 
shah and written below his circular seal, see the 1555 
Khamsa of nizami (ahmedabad, lalbhai Collection) and 
a commentary on the Koran (london, British library, loth 
97/B 299, fol. 1r), among others. i thank Pramod Kumar for 
sharing information on the former. 

107. Āstār-i zard / jild-i surkh naw basta. 
108. skelton, “Mughal artist,” 98. 
109. this is not a firm rule. london, British library, loth 

299/B 323, includes the illuminated ex libris (fol. 1v) but 
no nawras seal (at least on the existing folios). the word 
nawras is, however, written prominently on fol. 1r (see the 
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i thank for sharing her expertise). also see nourane Ben 
azzouna, “Manuscripts attributed to yāqūt al-Mustaʿsimī 
(d. 698/1298) in Ottoman Collections: thoughts on the sig-
nificance of yāqūt’s legacy in the Ottoman Calligraphic 
tradition,” in Thirteenth International Congress of Turk-
ish Art Proceedings, ed. géza dávid and ibolya gerelyes 
(Budapest: Hungarian national Museum, 2009), 113–23, 
esp. 116. For another example of a forgery, see nourane 
Ben azzouna, “the gulistān of saʿdī attributed to yāqūt 
al-Mustaʿṣimī and its Multiple identities: From the Mon-
gols to the Mughals and Beyond,” Ars Orientalis 42 (2012): 
139–49. For an overview of yaqut and his legacy, see Blair, 
Islamic Calligraphy, 243–60. 

125. Kitāb-i khāṣṣ-i hum[ā]yūn-i ashraf-i aqdas-i arfaʿ / Ibrāhīm 
ʿĀdilshāh. in this context, khāṣṣ (lit. “royal”) refers to some-
thing particularly special or outstanding in a royal collec-
tion. see Morton, “notes and seal imprints,” 170, where 
the term is discussed as “another form of appreciation” in 
luxury Mughal manuscripts. the Dīwān’s title page was 
first reproduced in siddiqi, Raza Library: Monograph, pl. 
7, where the author observed (p. 2) that the volume “once 
decorated the royal library of ibrahim adil shah of Bija-
pur.” also see Qutba b. aws, Dīwān shiʿr al-Ḥādira, 43.

126. “this book is in the script of the ‘Qibla of calligraphers’ 
(qiblat al-kuttāb) . . . yaqut al-Mustaʿsimi . . . and each line is 
worth one piece of gold, written by shaykh Muhammad al-
tabrizi al-sultani.” it is possible that the scribe in question 
was shaykh Muhammad b. al-Hajj Muhammad al-tughraʾi 
(fl. late fourteenth to early fifteenth century), an expert in 
writing tughra, who was known as Musharriji al-tabrizi 
(after his father Hajji Muhammad Bandgir of tabriz) and 
who signed both “shaykh Muhammad” and “Hajji Muham-
mad.” i thank Marianna shreve simpson for sharing her 
thoughts on this matter. this shaykh Muhammad worked 
for several timurid rulers and princes—including timur (r. 
1370–1405) and Khalil sultan (r. 1405–9) at samarkand, and 
shah rukh (r. 1405–47) and Baysunghur (d. 1433) at Herat—
and his dated works span 1405–7. Biography drawn from 
roxburgh, Persian Album, 119–21. yaqut’s Dīwān al-Ḥādira 
was copied by shams Baysunghuri, an accomplished callig-
rapher under Baysunghur, in 829 (1426). istanbul, ayasofya 
3936, discussed in Ben azzouna, “Manuscripts attributed 
to yāqūt,” 116. it is possible that a second copy of the text—
the rampur example—could have circulated at Baysun-
ghur’s court and there caught the attention of shaykh 
Muhammad. these hypotheses demand confirmation. 

127. each seal is accompanied by an identifying notation.  
i thank denise teece for responding to queries about these 
seals (e-mail correspondence, april 2010). 

128. inscribed Ismāʿīl bin Ṭahmāsp al-Ḥusaynī al-Mūsavī.
129. Washington, d.C., Freer gallery of art, 46.12. see simpson, 

Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang, 345 (15.b). 
130. new york, Metropolitan Museum of art, 63.210. see yumiko 

Kamada, “a taste for intricacy: an illustrated Manuscript 
of Manṭiq al-Ṭayr in the Metropolitan Museum of art,” 

va Majnūn in question is his work in Herat. On the calligra-
pher, see Marianna shreve simpson, Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s 
Haft Awrang: A Princely Manuscript from Sixteenth-Century 
Iran (new Haven: yale university Press; Washington, d.C.: 
Freer gallery of art, smithsonian institution, 1997), 254–69; 
sheila Blair, Islamic Calligraphy (edinburgh: edinburgh 
university Press, 2006), 433–36.

118. Fol. 1r (see fig. 18) also contains a finely written valuation of 
200 rupees (beginning with qīmat, but not in raqam). this 
valuation may be a Bijapuri notation and is distinct from 
the surrounding Mughal ones (thanks to john seyller for his 
comments). For further information, see adamova, Persian 
Manuscripts, 289, requiring some corrections informed by 
seyller, “inspection and valuation.”

119. the answer could rest in chronology; that is, the nawras 
seal may have been developed before the Koranic one. the 
earliest known application of the nawras seal is december 
1586 (fig. 5), whereas the earliest Koranic impression is 
1605–6 (figs. 14, 15) (the discovery of additional volumes 
may certainly modify these numbers). ibrahim’s shirazi 
Koran (appendix, no. 11) further refutes any presumed par-
allel or consistency between the content of the volume and 
the selected seal (for the Koran’s nawras seal, see fig. 6).

120. doha, Museum of islamic art, Ms. 260, discussed fur-
ther in Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” 89–96. the 
manuscript’s Koranic seal impressions have been errone-
ously associated with ibrahim Mirza: “the only name in 
this quotation [Qurʾān 2:130], abraham or ibrahim, could 
refer to sultan ibrahim Mirza a son of Bahram Mirza, and 
the nephew of shah tahmasp who reigned from 1524 to  
1576. . . . it is likely that this manuscript was either produced 
in the workshop of sultan ibrahim Mirza or entered his 
library in his lifetime.”: Christie’s, Islamic Art and Manu-
scripts, april 11, 2000, lot 79.

121. Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” fig. 41.
122. rampur, raza library, 5207. For the library’s publications, 

see W. H. siddiqi, Raza Library: Monograph (rampur, u.P.: 
rampur raza library, 1998), and Quṭba b. aws, Dīwān 
shiʿr al-Ḥādira, copied by al-yāqūt al-Mustaʿṣīmī, with an 
introduction and commentary by Mukhtār al-dīn aḥmad 
(rampur, u.P.: Maktaba riḍā, 1431 [2010]). i thank abusad 
islahi for bringing the latter to my attention. My examina-
tion of the manuscript in 2010 was brief (see preliminary 
findings in Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” 96–101). 
the discussion here sets aside the question of authenticity 
(see note below) and focuses on the volume’s presence in 
ibrahim’s collection.

123. One excerpt from the Sih Naṣr reads, “if yaqut were living , 
[he] too would have [his] head bowed down [before ibra-
him] like the letter vov:” Ẓuhūrī, Sih Naṣr, ed. and trans. 
ghani, 439. 

124. yaqut’s original Dīwān al-Ḥadira was widely copied and 
forged, particularly during the timurid period, and the 
rampur manuscript’s early date of 629 (1231–32) imme-
diately raises suspicion (e-mail correspondence with 
nourane Ben azzouna, October-november 2010, whom 
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ing stamps, but the marks in question belong to bookbind-
ers (saḥāf or saḥafbāshī), and i do not see an example of 
direct replication comparable to the ibrahim case study. 
For signed Mamluk stamps, see gulnar K. Bosch et al., 
Islamic Bindings & Bookmaking (Chicago: Oriental institute 
Museum, university of Chicago, 1981), nos. 2, 36, 41.

138. university of st andrews library, Ms. 19 O. Francis richard 
(“some sixteenth-Century deccani Persian Manuscripts,” 
244) was the first to emphasize a connection between 
ibrahim’s seal and the st andrews binding. My research is 
indebted to his initial and most critical observation. 

139. the Koran’s richly illuminated incipit pages were displayed 
in the momentous 1989 timurid exhibition. see thomas W. 
lentz and glenn d. lowry, Timur and the Princely Vision: 
Persian Art and Culture in the Fifteenth Century (los ange-
les: los angeles County Museum of art; Washington, d.C.: 
arthur M. sackler gallery, 1989), cat. no. 141, color illus. 
252. the same opening was previously exhibited in 1976 
and published in Martin lings and yasin Hamid safadi, 
The Qurʾān: Catalogue of an Exhibition of Qurʾān Manu-
scripts at the British Library, 3 April–15 August 1976 (london: 
World of islam Publishing Co. for the British library, 1976), 
cat. no. 127 (no illustration). a detailed interdisciplinary 
and technical analysis of the codex is forthcoming by the 
author, Bruce Wannell, and Kristine rose Beers—“Between 
Herat, Bijapur, and Mysore: the Qurʾan in the university 
of st andrews library,” in Overton, Iran and the Deccan—
and will address the colophon and inconsistencies in dat-
ing, among other issues. i thank Kristine rose and rachel 
sawicki for their initial structural assessment of the binding 
in March 2011, which informed preliminary conclusions in 
Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” 108–12. 

140. For examples of timurid illuminated frontispieces with 
a central lobed medallion set in a twelve-pointed star 
extending into an interlace of polygons, see lentz and 
lowry, Timur and the Princely Vision, cat. no. 102, color illus. 
203 (dublin, Chester Beatty library, Ms. 1500), and the 837 
(1434) Koran copied by shams al-Baysunghuri (istanbul, 
turkish and islamic Museum, TIEM 294), forthcoming as 
the cover image of Massumeh Farhad and simon rettig, 
eds., The Art of the Qurʾan: Treasures from the Museum of 
Turkish and Islamic Arts (Washington, d.C.: smithsonian 
Books, 2016). 

141. For a comparable handling of the border stamps, and asso-
ciated terms in Persian, see ʿ ali ̄Ṣafari ̄Āqqalʿa, Muḥammad 
Bāhir, and ir̄aj afshār, Nuskhashinākht: Pizhūhishnāma-’i 
nuskhahshināsi-̄i nusakh-i khaṭṭi-̄i Fārsi ̄(tehran: Markaz-i 
Pizhūhishi-̄i Mir̄ās-̠i Maktūb, 2011), 398. 

142. that esteemed volumes continued to enter Bijapuri collec-
tions after ibrahim’s reign is confirmed by the 1555 Khamsa 
of nizami (ahmedabad, lalbhai Collection), which bears 
Muhammad’s seal and a type d notation. 

143. an exception to this convention can be found in a Maghribi 
Koran dated 745 (1344) (jerusalem, al-Haram al-sharif 
islamic Museum), whose front and rear covers include bor-
der panels recording the name of the Marinid ruler-copyist 

Orient 45 (2010): 129–76; ekhtiar et al., Masterpieces from 
the Department of Islamic Art, no. 127a-d. 

131. st. Petersburg, state Hermitage Museum, VR-1000, dis-
cussed most recently in adamova, Persian Manuscripts, 
no. 1. in addition to the five impressions of Muhammad’s 
1020 (1612) seal, the manuscript features one impression 
of his more elaborate example dated 1021 (1612–13) on the 
opening frontispiece (for a reproduction, see ibid., 45). just 
below this impression is the seal of ʿ abdullah Qutb shah (r. 
1626–72) dated 1037 (1627–28). an analysis of Qutb shahi 
seals and inscriptions is forthcoming in Overton and Ben-
son, “deccani seals.”

132. seyller, “inspection and valuation,” documents three of 
jahangir’s seal impressions: the first dates to his tenure 
as Prince salim (p. 311); the second is dated 1015 (1606–7) 
(p. 336); and the third is dated 1025 (1616) (p. 289). the 
Muhammad juki Shāhnāma is exceptional, because it bears 
two impressions of jahangir’s 1015 seal. Morton, “notes and 
seal imprints,” 170–71. For seals of jahangir’s murīds, see 
seyller, “inspection and valuation,” 255n44. 

133. shah ʿabbas’s librarians clearly feared the looting of vol-
umes from the ardabil shrine. an inscription accompany-
ing the waqf seal reads, “Whosoever wishes to read [this 
work] may do so, provided that he does not take it out-
side the shrine; anyone who takes it will be [considered] 
responsible for the blood [martyrdom] of imam Husayn, 
may god’s blessings be upon him, 1017.” simpson, Sultan 
Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang, 35. this paranoia was war-
ranted, given the imminent uzbek threat and the Freer 
jami’s eventual accessioning into the Mughal library. For 
the Mughal seals and notations on fol. 304v, see simpson, 
Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang, 345–46 (15.c–d); 
seyller, “inspection and valuation,” 285–86. 

134. although very few Bijapuri bindings survive (only a handful 
can be identified), scribal notations provide useful insight 
into acts of refurbishment. see figure 4, where the type 
d notation reads “newly bound with a red binding with 
a gold (ṭalā) medallion (turanj; in reference to the cen-
tral element) and chain (zanjīra; in reference to the outer 
thin border),” and figure 13, where ibrahim’s illuminated 
ex libris reads “newly bound with red binding with gold 
lines.” some of ibrahim’s books were also refurbished with 
new paintings and illumination, as was common. see the 
Paris Yūsuf va Zulaykhā (appendix, no. 5).

135. in addition to size, the most conspicuous difference 
between the paper seal impression and the leather stamp 
one is that the latter is not double-ruled. Minor variations 
in the calligraphy can also be discerned. 

136. On the interplay among engraving, bookbinding, and 
painting/drawing at the Ottoman court of Mehmed II  
(r. 1448–81), see julian raby and Zeren tanındı, Turkish 
Bookbinding in the 15th Century: The Foundation of an Otto-
man Court Style, ed. tim stanley (london: azimuth edi-
tions, 1993), 47 –80, in particular. 

137. jiddī, Dānishnāma-i Muhr va hakkākī, 550–64 and figs. 
497–99, explores the relationship between seals and bind-
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language in Mughal Politics,” Modern Asian Studies 32 
(1998): 326–27.

156. london, British library, loth 417/B 243. the word avval 
is written prominently at the top of fol. 1r, just above the 
three-line type d notation dated 27 shawwal 1026 (October 
27, 1617). the type a notation on fol. 2r includes the phrase 
jamʿ kitābkhāna-i maʿmūra / avval shuda (collected into the 
royal library, first [class]).

157. london, British library, loth 539/B 140.
158. london, British library, loth 526/B 181a. For this same text, 

also see loth 525/B 181, discussed above, and fig. 5.
159. london, British library, loth 528/B 210. the type a nota-

tion includes the phrase jamʿ kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira duvvum.
160. london, British library, loth 967/B 7. One of the seals is 

dated 876 (1471–72). On Mahmud gavan, see eaton, Social 
History of the Deccan, 59–77.

161. eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 108–12.
162. london, British library, loth 428/B 223a, fol. 3r. One Mulla 

Payanda also presented the same commentary. loth 427/B 
206.

163. With the exception of ibrahim’s nawras seal, all of this 
material appears on the opening flyleaf (fol. 3r). the word 
avval is written at the top of the folio and at the end of 
the type a notation below (in turn followed by the type 
B notation). ibrahim’s illuminated ex libris occupies the 
lower half of the page, and five seals are impressed on the 
left edge.

164. For a transcription of the colophon, see loth, Catalogue 
of the Arabic Manuscripts, 111. shah Muhibullah’s circular 
seal is second from the top on the flyleaf described above 
(fol. 3r). the volume apparently passed to his son Waliullah 
(Valī Allah), as attested by the octagonal seal immediately 
below. i thank jake Benson for reading both of these seals. 

165. ahmad i also patronized the construction of shah 
niʿmatullah’s tomb in Mahan, and the ruler’s own tomb at 
ashtur-Bidar is decorated with verses by the saint. For the 
latter, see Helen Philon, “the Murals in the tomb of ahmad 
shah near Bidar,” Apollo 152, no. 465 (2000): 3–10; Peyvand 
Firouzeh, “sacred Kingship in the garden of Poetry: aḥmad 
shāh Bahmanī’s tomb in Bidar (india),” South Asian Studies 
31, 2 (2015): 187–214. Peyvand Firouzeh’s recent dissertation 
(“architecture, sanctity and Power: neʿmatollāhī shrines 
and Khānaqāhs in Fifteenth-Century iran and india,” uni-
versity of Cambridge, 2015) is an eagerly awaited study of 
the visual culture of niʿmatullahi sufism between iran and 
india. Her essay on the shirazi calligraphers of Khalilullah’s 
tomb is forthcoming in Overton, Iran and the Deccan.

166. i thank Peyvand Firouzeh for sharing a detailed unpub-
lished document (“Mausoleum of Khalīlollāh, near Bidar”) 
that reassesses and clarifies many of the dates associated 
with the niʿmatullahi saints who migrated to the deccan, 
and their associated architectural monuments.

167. eaton, Social History of the Deccan, 60. 
168. eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 108–9.
169. ibid., 54–58.

abu al-Hasan (r. 1331–52) and his donation of the manu-
script to the Bayt al-Maqdis. see Khidr ibrahim salamah, 
The Qurʾan Manuscripts in the al-Haram al-Sharif Islamic 
Museum, Jerusalem (reading: garnet Publishing limited, 
2001), no. 3, esp. 70–73.

144. For a fore-edge flap reading bi-rasm-i khizāna-i (by the 
order of the treasury of), followed by the name of the Otto-
man ruler Mehmed II (r. 1444–46; 1451–81), see raby and 
tanındı, Turkish Bookbinding, no. 33. similarly, the spine 
of a Mamluk Koran features the following stamped inscrip-
tion: “by order of the library of the most just and most noble 
abu Muzaffar shah ismaʿil [r. 1501–24].” see arthur upham 
Pope and Phyllis ackerman, eds., A Survey of Persian Art 
from Prehistoric Times to the Present, 3rd ed., 16 vols. (teh-
ran: soroush Press, 1977), vol. 5, p. 1983, and vol. 10, pl. 966; 
david james, Qurʾāns of the Mamlūks (new york: thames 
& Hudson, 1988), cat. no. 20. 

145. istanbul, turkish and islamic Museum, TIEM 508, repro-
duced and discussed in alison Ohta, “Filigree Bindings of 
the Mamluk Period,” Muqarnas 21 (2004): fig. 11 and 272–73.

146. the largely effaced type a notation in ibrahim’s Kulliyāt 
of saʿdi (appendix, no. 6) reads: “gilded binding / with the 
large seal” (see fig. 15). although the phrases “gilded bind-
ing” and “with the large seal” are likely meant to be read as 
separate descriptions (the latter referring to the Koranic 
seal ex libris located below), we cannot discount the possi-
bility that some type a notations would have described the 
exceptional scalloped seal stamp in question. the volume 
has been rebound.

147. see the many objects assigned this broad attribution in 
Haidar and sardar, Sultans of Deccan India, 258–67.

148. sotheby’s, Arts of the Islamic World, lot 60.
149. alternatively, a local-born deccani artist could have simply 

copied a safavid Persian model.
150. i again refer the reader to seyller, “inspection and valua-

tion.” For the Mughal genealogical seal, see gallop and Por-
ter, Lasting Impressions, 140–43; annabel teh gallop, “the 
genealogical seal of the Mughal emperors of india,” Jour-
nal of the Royal Asiatic Society, 3rd ser., 9, 1 (1999): 77–140.

151. as elsewhere, the future identification of additional vol-
umes may necessitate amendments to these preliminary 
conclusions. For a first-class asar Mahal volume bearing 
the Zulfiqar seal of ʿali i and an ibrahim II–period type 
a notation describing this large seal, see n. 104 above. 
ibrahim’s illustrated Khamsa of amir Khusraw (appendix, 
no. 8) bears an even larger circular seal of ʿali i, this one 
inscribed with the names of the twelve imams (fig. 16) 
(i thank abdullah ghouchani for his insights; e-mail cor-
respondence, june 22, 2015). 

152. devare, Short History, 83–86. 
153. the scribal notations generally read pīshkash-i farzand-i 

(sometimes shortened to farz-i) Navāb Shāh Navāz Khān. 
154. For example, london, British library, loth 526/B 181a 

(originally published by loth as B 181B, see p. 144), fol. 1r.
155. For some of these thinkers in the Persian syllabus at the 

Mughal court, see Muzaffar alam, “the Pursuit of Persian: 
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183. For the characterization of deccani painting as reveling 
in “dream and fantasy,” in contrast to the “logic and verisi-
militude” of the Mughal school, see Michell and Zebrowski, 
Architecture and Art of the Deccan Sultanates, 1. this par-
ticular “branding” of the deccan persists, as demonstrated 
by the tagline of the Metropolitan Museum of art’s 2015 
exhibition, Opulence and Fantasy. the Bijapuri painter 
ʿali riza is discussed in Overton, “ʿali riza (the Bodleian 
Painter).” 

184. see, in particular, fol. 87, reproduced in Hutton, “Pem Nem,” 
fig. 10. 

185. Washington, d.C., arthur M. sackler gallery, s1986.230. 
186. tehran, gulistan Palace library, no. 1663, fol. 170, most 

recently discussed in skelton, “Farrukh Beg in the deccan: 
an update,” 20, fig. 8.

187. Mark Brand has argued that the setting of “saraswati 
enthroned” is Bijapur’s Farakh Mahal/Chini Mahal. Brand’s 
argument and the one presented here (in favor of a generic 
setting codified in late sixteenth-century Persian painting) 
are not mutually exclusive but rather differ in their empha-
sis on maker versus audience. Whereas Farrukh undoubt-
edly drew upon established shirazi and Khurasani tropes 
to create his composition, local audiences may have inter-
preted the scene through a Bijapuri lens. e-mail correspon-
dence with Mark Brand and deborah Hutton, based on 
the former’s conference presentation entitled “nauraspur 
after Bijapur: re-Constructing the sultanate of ibrahim 
adil shah II,” january 2015, delhi.

188. see, for example, Hutton, “Pem Nem,” figs. 32, 33. 
189. Haidar, “Kitab-i Nauras,” 37–38, suggests that the angels 

could have been drawn from song 17 of the Kitāb-i Nawras, 
in which the dargāh of gesu daraz is described as being 
attended by angels. i prefer to interpret them within the 
solomonic shirazi paradigm. 

190. serpil Bağcı, “a new theme of the shirazi Frontispiece 
Miniatures: the divan of solomon,” Muqarnas 12 (1995): 
104–5.

191. Priscilla soucek, “solomon’s throne/solomon’s Bath: 
Model or Metaphor?,” Ars Orientalis 23 (1993): 122. 

192. the phrase “living baldachin” is borrowed from ebba Koch, 
“notes on the Painted and sculptured decoration of nur 
jahan’s Pavilions in the ram Bagh (Bagh-i nur afshan) at 
agra,” in skelton et al., Facets of Indian Art, 59. 

193. Bağcı, “new theme of the shirazi Frontispiece Miniatures,” 
104. 

194. this shirazi paradigm is discussed in Bağci, “new theme 
of the shirazi Frontispiece”; uluç, Turkman Governors, 291–
301; Marianna shreve simpson, “the illustrated shāhnāma 
in sixteenth-Century shiraz,” in In Harmony: The Norma 
Jean Calderwood Collection of Islamic Art, ed. Mary McWil-
liams (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard art Museums, 2013), esp. 
88–90, figs. 7, 8. 

195. istanbul, topkapı Palace Museum, H. 1475, reproduced in 
uluç, Turkman Governors, fig. 229.

196. istanbul, topkapı Palace Museum, a. 3559, fols. 1v–2r, 
reproduced in Bağcı, “new theme of the shirazi Frontis-
piece,” fig. 5a–b.

170. london, British library, loth 211/IO islamic 605. this 
manuscript was not discovered in Bijapur’s asar Mahal, 
which explains its accession number of “IO islamic 605” 
rather than the “B” preface assigned to all asar Mahal 
volumes. as part of the British library’s tipu sultan  
(r. 1782–99) collection, it presents an intriguing case study 
in the movement of manuscripts between indian courts 
(and possibly beyond) of the fifteenth through eighteenth 
centuries. the volume, which was copied on 9 shawwal 
861 (august 30, 1457) and embellished with an illuminated 
title page, entered Mahmud gavan’s collection in Bidar 
(his seal appears in the margin of fol. 6r and is glossed 
“seal of Khwaja jahan”), was accessioned into Bijapur’s 
royal library (kitābkhāna-i ʿāmira or kitābkhāna-i ḥużūr-i 
ʿāmira) upon the conquest of Bidar in 1027 (1619) (see the 
notations on fol. 3r and fol. 283v), received the oval seal 
dated 1145 (1732–33) of one ʿabd al-Majid Khan (see fol. 6r; 
this seal appears in several other British library volumes), 
and “finally” (in terms of its subcontinent peregrinations) 
entered the library of tipu sultan in Mysore. an additional 
hexagonal seal on fol. 6v likely dates to the mid-fifteenth 
century and may belong to the niʿmatullahi sufi order of 
Bidar. this seal is also present in a second ibrahim volume 
acquired upon the conquest of Bidar and embellished with 
the ruler’s illuminated ex libris (loth 299/B 323).

171. london, British library, loth 426/B 203, 234.
172. london, British library, loth 994/B 38. 
173. the distinguishing feature of this seal is the prominently 

rendered Maḥmūd, with the letter ḥāʾ dramatically 
extended (kashīda) across the length of the circle. 

174. Overton, EI3, s.v. “Bahmanī, forthcoming. 
175. For the legacies of these texts, see robinson, “Ottomans-

safavids-Mughals,” app. 1–3. 
176. the Ottoman sultan’s syllabus is discussed in shahab 

ahmed and nenad Filipovic, “the sultan’s syllabus: a Cur-
riculum for the Ottoman imperial Medreses Prescribed in 
a Fermān of Qānūnī i süleymān, dated 973 (1565),” Studia 
Islamica 98–99 (2004): 183–218. For authors mentioned 
here, see pp. 191–92, 197. 

177. during ʿashura in 1596, ibrahim ordered the house arrest 
of an anti-shiʿi shattari sufi who had disrupted the celebra-
tions. eaton, Sufis of Bijapur, 116. 

178. reproduced in ravinder lonkar, ʿAdil Shahi Farmans 
(Pune: diamond, 2007), 4–5.

179. Private collection and former sitaram sahu collection (now 
missing), reproduced in Haidar and sardar, Sultans of Dec-
can India, cat. no. 31, fig. 50. 

180. this painting is also known as “sufis/saints in a landscape.” 
i use the more specific title proposed in skelton, “Farrukh 
Beg in the deccan: an update.” 

181. this discussion of “saraswati enthroned” expands my origi-
nal solomonic/Bilqis interpretation in Overton, “Collector 
and His Portrait,” 163–68.

182. ibrāhīm ʿĀdil shāh II, Kitāb-i Nauras [Kitāb-i Nawras], ed. 
and trans. ahmad, 146. 
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can be translated literally as “penned this,” “inked this,” 
“outlined by,” or “written by,” depending on context, see 
simpson, Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft Awrang, 253n3. given 
that the artistic product in question is a painted portrait, i 
here favor the generic “drawn by.” 

209. On Muhammadi’s use of the ḥarrarahu-muṣavvir formula 
in two tinted drawings of ca. 1580, see soudavar, Art of the 
Persian Courts, no. 94, fig. 37. also see ibid., 177, where the 
author argues, “the word mosavver . . . was here used to 
oppose the word harraraho, which has calligraphic con-
notations.” 

210. Copenhagen, david Collection, 105/2007. 
211. i am grateful to Wheeler thackston and Bruce Wannell for 

their amended translations of Zebrowski, Deccani Paint-
ing, 73. also see the most recent translation by abdullah 
ghouchani at the onset of cat. no. 27 in Haidar and sardar, 
Sultans of Deccan India, 93.

212. For this phrase on a farmān dated 1034 (1624–25), see 
lonkar, ʿAdil Shahi Farmans, 5–6.

213. i thank navina Haidar for sharing the Sāqīnāma source, 
as identified by abdullah ghouchani, in advance of the 
publication of the Metropolitan Museum of art’s catalogue: 
Haidar and sardar, Sultans of Deccan India, cat. no. 27.

214. Ẓuhūrī, Sih Naṣr, ed. and trans. ghani, 326, 443.
215. Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” 146–47, figs. 157–61.
216. ebba Koch, “jahangir and the angels: recently discovered 

Wall Paintings under european influence in the Fort of 
lahore,” in Koch, Mughal Art and Imperial Ideology: Col-
lected Essays (new delhi: Oxford university Press, 2001), 
12–37; Koch, “notes on the Painted and sculptured decora-
tion.”

217. this circumstance was far from unique in the deccan. On 
the solomonic paradigm in Bahmani kingship, see Helen 
Philon, “the great Mosque at gulbarga reinterpreted as 
the Hazar sutun of Firuz shah Bahmani (1397–1422),” in 
Parodi, Visual World of Muslim India, 116. like ibrahim, 
Muhammad Quli also cast himself in solomonic terms. the 
title of his Dīvān reads: “divan of the solomonic royal high-
ness, may god perpetuate his reign.” Weinstein, “variations 
on a Persian theme,” 175.

218. Overton, “Collector and His Portrait,” 168–69.
219. Consider the same burgundy-outlined fountain, tinted 

drawings of foxes, peach brickwork, and soaring cranes 
amid Chinese-style clouds in “a devout Man Being 
Beheaded unjustly,” from a Būstān (Orchard) of saʿdi 
dated 987 (1579), reproduced in soudavar, “Patronage of 
the vizier,” fig. 12. 

220. see the throne in uluç, Turkman Governors, fig. 229. 
221. For the fullness of the floral patterns in the borders of 

the Freer jami, see simpson, Sultan Ibrahim Mirza’s Haft 
Awrang, 65. Farrukh employed similar patterns in the gold 
robe of the “Falconer” (tehran, gulistan Palace library, 
no. 1663, fol. 47), reproduced in Beach, “Farrukh Beg,” 
fig. 6 (cropped to the picture plane); Muḥammad ʿalī 
rajabī, Iranian Masterpieces of Persian Painting (tehran: 
tehran Museum of Contemporary art, 2005), 443 (full 

197. the throne does not include the superstructure comprised 
of stacked colored bands visible in some shirazi paintings. 
uluç, Turkman Governors, fig. 229.

198. Washington, d.C., Freer gallery of art, F1950.1.
199. We can, however, locate a shirazi prototype in the con-

temporary Qutb shahi royal library. a solomon and Bilqis 
frontispiece (fols. 1v–2r) opens a finely illuminated and 
illustrated Shāhnāma bearing Muhammad Qutb shah’s 
1021 (1612–13) seal (Cambridge university library, Ms. add. 
269, fol. 1r). the place of production is unknown, but it is 
likely shiraz, and Muhammad’s seal provides the terminus 
ante quem. For a reproduction of the flyleaf, see Āqqalʿa, 
“Muhrhā va yāddāshthā-yi sulṭān Muḥammad Quṭbshāh,” 
fig. 8. 

200. london, British library, IO islamic 3214. see Weinstein, 
“variations on a Persian theme,” 124–25, figs. 4.31–4.32; 
Weinstein, cat. no. 97, in Haidar and sardar, Sultans of 
Deccan India, 203–4. Here the thrones are held aloft by 
demons in landscapes, thereby conforming to an earlier 
shirazi mode, pre-1565. 

201. Hyderabad, salar jung Museum, urdu Ms. 153. see Wein-
stein, “variations on a Persian theme,” 190–91, figs. 5.13–
5.14; Weinstein, “the dīwān of Muhammad-Quli Qutb shah 
and the Birth of the illustrated urdu Dīwān,” in Parodi, 
Visual World of Muslim India, figs. 8.3, 8.4. the paintings 
are neither at the front of the manuscript nor side-by-side, 
and the depiction of Bilqis, like that of saraswati, conforms 
to the post-1565 mode (the throne on the ground in an 
architectural setting). 

202. london, Khalili Collection, Ms. 979, fol. 21v, in which solo-
mon and Bilqis are seated on a single throne. see j. M. 
rogers, The Arts of Islam: Masterpieces from the Khalili Col-
lection (london: thames & Hudson, 2010), no. 251.

203. For the Khamsa-i Rūḥ al-Amīn of Mir Muhammad amin 
shahristani (ruh al-amin), which he dedicated to Muham-
mad Quli, see ethé, Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts, 841–
42, nos. 1539–40. 

204. dublin, Chester Beatty library, in. 11a. 31. see david james, 
“the ‘Millennial’ album of Muhammad-Quli Qutb shah,” 
Islamic Art 2 (1987): 243–54; Hutton, Art of the Court, 87–89, 
pl. 16. 

205. london, British library, loth 650/B 401. three Qutb shahi 
seals appear on the opening flyleaf (fol. 1r). Muhammad 
Quli’s impression is at the top, followed by those of ibrahim 
(r. 1550–80) and Muhammad dated 1021 (1612–13). 

206. skelton, “Mughal artist,” 401–2, is a persuasive argument, 
but the evidence remains circumstantial.

207. ʿabd al-jalal signed on the steps of solomon’s throne. Bağcı, 
“new theme of the shirazi Frontispiece,” fig. 6. 

208. the opening line of Farrukh’s signature has been read vari-
ously as kutuba, kamtarīn, and ḥarrarahu (Beach, “Farrukh 
Beg,” 189, no. 11; Haidar, “Kitab-i Nauras,” 34–35; Overton, 
“Collector and His Portrait,” 195, 207–8). i continue to favor 
the latter, which is based on the best available color repro-
duction (singh and narayan, Six Multicoloured Prints). On 
ḥarrarahu, which was often employed by calligraphers and 
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notations in red ink on folios in the gulistan Palace library. 
although this album is typically associated with jahangir, 
it was in fact begun in the late 1590s, while he was still 
Prince salim. Milo Cleveland Beach, “jahangir’s album: 
some Clarifications,” in Arts of Mughal India: Studies in 
Honour of Robert Skelton, ed. rosemary Crill et al. (london: 
victoria and albert Museum, 2004), 111–18, esp. 117. 

232. soudavar, “Between the safavids and the Mughals,” 60–61.
233. For the attribution of the private collection example to 

Muhammad ʿali, see seyller, “Muhammad ʿali,” 286–87. 
234. For a Khurasani comparison in which the horse has been 

transformed into a composite, see rajabī, Iranian Mas-
terpieces, 515 (tehran, riza ʿabbasi Museum). the closest 
“Mughal” (yet tellingly by an iranian immigrant) example 
of the ruler-horse-hawk triumvirate is ʿabd al-samad’s 
“Hunting scene” of ca. 1585 (los angeles, Catherine and 
ralph Benkaim Collection), where the horse’s raised legs 
similarly imply his speed through space. see sheila Canby, 
“ʿabd al-samad,” in Beach et al., Masters of Indian Painting, 
vol. 1, 1100–1650, fig. 11.

235. see, for example, Washington, d.C., Freer gallery of art, 
F1946.15a–d; Boston Museum of Fine arts, 14.587.

236. toronto, aga Khan Museum, 00074.
237. london, British Museum, 1920,0917,0.298.3. 
238. Canby, Rebellious Reformer, no. 113. On riza’s debt to 

Muhammadi, also see soudavar, “age of Muhammadi,” 69. 
239. artists also used the ṣafīna and other paper surfaces 

(scrolls, flat sheets) to record their signatures and/or com-
mentary. among many examples, consider the self-portrait 
of Mir sayyid ʿali (los angeles County Museum of art, 
M.90.141.1) and dust Muhammad’s portrait of shah abu’l 
Maʿali (toronto, aga Khan Museum, M. 126). the latter is 
discussed in laura Parodi and Bruce Wannell, “the earli-
est datable Mughal Painting: an allegory of the Celebra-
tions for akbar’s Circumcision at the sacred spring of 
Khwaja seh yaran near Kabul (1546 ad) [staatsbibliothek 
zu Berlin—Preussischer Kulturbesitz, libr. Pict. a117, fol. 
15a],” Asian Art, november 18, 2011, asianart.com, http://
www.asianart.com/articles/parodi/index.html (accessed 
november 2013).

240. Dawlat-i ān sar ki barū pāy-i tūst / bakht dar ān dil ki darū 
jāy-i tūst. 

241. as argued in Overton, “Vida de Jacques de Coutre,” 250–52, 
where i proposed the retitling of the painting from the 
previous “ibrahim reading” to the more specific “ibrahim 
offering obeisance to jahangir.” the couplet in the painting 
is identical to that in the sole copy of nizami’s Makhzan 
al-Asrār known to have been in the Bijapur library (former 
asar Mahal; see ethé, Catalogue of Persian Manuscripts, 
no. 3061/B 132). i have not had the opportunity to consider 
the couplet’s wording in the recently surfaced Khamsa of 
nizami copied by Khalilullah.

242. On Krishna raya’s insistence that ismaʿil ʿadil Khan  
(r. 1510–34) come to vijayanagara to kiss his foot, see eaton, 
“‘Kiss My Foot,’ said the King,” 306–8. 

folio). “Falconer” is signed in the picture plane kamtarīn 
banda-hā Farrukh muṣ[avvir]. the letters vav  and rāʾ of 
muṣavvir are cut off on the left edge, but the still visible 
mīm and the beginning of the ṣad imply that this word was 
indeed muṣavvir, as published in Badrī ātābāy, Fihrist-i 
Muraqqaʿāt-i Kitābkhāna-yi Salṭanatī (tehran: Chāp Zībā, 
1353 [1974]), 357.

222. skelton’s theory is supported in B. W. robinson, “Muḥam-
madī and the Khurāsān style,” Iran 30 (1992): 17–29; sou-
davar, “Between the safavids and the Mughals”; amina 
Okada, Indian Miniatures of the Mughal Court (new york: 
Harry n. abrams, 1992), 116–24, among others. 

223. safavid court painters such as shaykh Muhammad had 
earlier codified the ṣafīna and/or narcissus genre of por-
traiture. sheila Canby, The Rebellious Reformer: The Draw-
ings and Paintings of Riza-yi Abbasi of Isfahan (london: 
azimuth editions, 1996), figs. 17, 20.

224. Cambridge university, King’s College, Pote 153. the seven 
paintings of figural types appear at the end of each poem 
(as singles or in pairs) and bear no relation to the text itself. 
in one instance, the word bahādur appears to follow Far-
rukh’s name but has been effaced. i am grateful to yas-
min Faghihi for facilitating my study of the manuscript in 
december 2014. 

225. Boston, Museum of Fine arts, 14.595. also see Washington, 
d.C., arthur M. sackler gallery, s1986.295. 

226. Cambridge university, King’s College, Pote 153, fol. 149r, 
reproduced in skelton, “Mughal artist,” pl. 2, fig. 4; sou-
davar, “Between the safavids and the Mughals,” pl. XVIIIb; 
robinson, “Muḥammadī,” pl. IXb, all of which emphasize 
the painting’s Muhammadi-Khurasani style. 

227. see, for example, Boston, Museum of Fine arts, 14.588; new 
york, Metropolitan Museum of art, 55.121.42.

228. it is likely that the seven ostensible Farrukhs were added 
to the manuscript at the Mughal court, at which time they 
were overpainted and extended, often poorly. scribal nota-
tions appearing to be Mughal are dated 998 (1589–90) and 
1004 (1594–95), and the folios with the paintings in ques-
tion bear the remnants of two seals, suggesting their value 
and appeal. i thank john seyller for his preliminary com-
ments on these marks.

229. all four (san diego Museum of art, 1990.318; tehran, 
gulistan Palace library, no. 1663, fol. 86 [see fig. 30]; pri-
vate collection, jaipur; private collection, city unknown) 
are discussed in john seyller, “Muhammad ʿali,” in Beach 
et al., Masters of Indian Painting, vol. 1, 1100–1650, 286–87, 
fig. 6 (private collection). On Farrukh’s figural types, see 
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the iranian city of isfahan, located in a rich oasis on the 
western side of the dashti-i kavir (great desert) and 
close to the geographical center of the country, has long 
been the site of urban settlement, favored not only by its 
position at a nodal point on the ancient routes from the 
Caucasus down to the Persian gulf, but crucially by the 
Zayanda rud (or life-giving river) on which it stands—
one of the few perennial streams on the iranian Plateau 
and a vital resource for irrigation and agriculture. as is 
the case with many other provincial centers, isfahan has 
at different times been more than merely a regional 
capital, but has served as the principal seat of a major 
ruling dynasty. this was particularly so under the seljuks 
in the twelfth century,1 but never more so than under 
the safavids (1501–1722), when shah ʿabbas (r. 1588–
1629) made isfahan his capital around the turn of the 
seventeenth century. the definitive date of this move 
remains a subject of scholarly debate,2 and is one of the 
topics to be addressed here. under ʿabbas and his suc-
cessors, the city saw a rapid expansion, particularly in 
the districts south of the old center and on either bank 
of the Zayanda rud, most dramatically with the devel-
opment of the Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan (square on the 
Plan of the world) and the palace quarter to the west of 
it. this is still the area with the greatest concentration 
of architectural monuments of the safavid epoch and 
the district with the main buildings described by con-
temporary chroniclers (fig. 1).3 despite the attention 
paid to the city and the descriptions that abound in both 
the travel literature of the period and later scholarly 
studies, there remains considerable imprecision in es-
tablishing when individual buildings were started and 
completed. this is partly due to the nature of construc-
tion work, which might continue over a lengthy period 
and not be adequately recorded in the fabric of the 

buildings themselves, but also to the tendency of the 
documentary sources to record a description of all ongo-
ing architectural patronage under one or two fixed 
dates. when a new source of information is found—
such as the work on which this study is based—it is not 
always easy to harmonize the evidence it provides with 
the existing body of information. in the present case, 
indeed, fresh information may raise as many issues as it 
resolves. this paper aims to address some of these ques-
tions, with respect to the main architectural develop-
ments inaugurated during the long and prosperous 
reign of shah ʿ abbas, concluding that building work was 
almost continuous throughout the first two decades of 
the seventeenth century rather than being concentrated 
in a few discrete phases.

the starting point for this discussion is robert 
McChesney’s seminal article “four sources on shah 
ʿabbas’s building of isfahan,”4 which made accessible 
the descriptions of ʿabbas’s development of the city in 
afushta’i Natanzi’s Nuqāwat al-āthār fi dhikr al-akhbār 
(the Choice traces in Mentioning events), Munajjim 
Yazdi’s Tārīkh-i ʿAbbāsī (the history of ʿabbas), iskan-
dar beg Munshi’s celebrated Tārīkh-i ʿĀlam-ārā-yi 
ʿAbbāsī (the history of the world-adorning ʿabbas), 
and Junabadi’s less well-known Rawḍat al-ṣafawiyya 
(the safavid garden). two of these texts have been 
made more accessible since McChesney’s article through 
the publication of printed editions.5 as he noted, “the 
third volume of fadli al-isfahani’s Afḍal al- tawārīkh, if 
located, may also provide new information about 
ʿabbas’s great urban design.”6 since then, the Afḍal al-
tawārīkh (the best of histories) has been located,7 al-
though not yet fully utilized, and a more substantial 
study of the manuscript did indeed suggest that the 
work might contain further details of the embellishment 
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it turns out that fazli’s history of ʿ abbas does not pro-
vide as much new data on the urban development of 
isfahan as on other aspects of his reign. on reflection, 
however, it is clear that, combined with details already 
published in my earlier article, much of the “new” infor-
mation provided by fazli beg is not without interest and 
gives a sense of the scope for further research. there are 
indeed many fresh passages to be found in the Afḍal al-

of the new safavid capital.8 the opportunity provided 
by a visiting fellowship at the aga Khan Program for is-
lamic architecture at harvard university in early 2014, 
together with work on the edited text of the chronicle 
of fadli b. Zayn al-ʿabidin Khuzani isfahani (hereafter 
 fazli beg),9 has prompted a return to this question, with 
the aim of identifying additional evidence of ʿabbas’s 
building program in isfahan and indeed elsewhere.   

fig 1. the Maydan-i shah, showing the main monuments referred to by fazli beg. Map derived from Masashi haneda, “the 
Character of the urbanisation of isfahan in the later safavid Period,” in Safavid Persia: The History and Politics of an Is-
lamic Society, ed. Charles Melville, Pembroke Papers 4 (london, 1996), 374, fig. 2. (Map: C. scott walker, harvard Map 
Collection)
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Ms. dd.5.6 is dated 1045 (1635); volume 2 (now in the 
british library, or. 4678) was completed in the author’s 
own distinctive hand in india in 1049 (1639). this ex-
ample of fazli beg’s handwriting allows us to identify his 
authorship of the numerous marginalia in the volume 
on ʿabbas. the fact that this was not only written out-
side iran, but was never finished, helps to explain both 
why it had no impact on later safavid historiography 
and why the author takes a more independent and dis-
tinctive line, remote from the pressures of court patron-
age. it may also explain discrepancies in details, although 
factual divergences are common enough in medieval 
historical writing and it is often impossible to decide 
where the “truth,” or greater accuracy, lies. 

the misidentification of the Christ’s manuscript is 
not surprising, given that the first two pages of the text 
are indeed copied from iskandar beg Munshi’s ʿĀlam-
ārā-yi ʿAbbāsī, no doubt to replace pages missing from 
the beginning of the volume at the time of its sale to 
Jean-baptiste gentil in fayzabad (faizabad, awadh) in 
the 1770s. the relationship with iskandar beg’s work 
does not end there, however; apart from the fact that it 
is the only other contemporary chronicle to cover the 
whole reign, it follows the ʿĀlam-ārā closely in terms of 
its annalistic structure and the choice and sequence of 
topics covered. furthermore, fazli beg himself refers to 
his relationship with iskandar beg and explains how the 
latter began his work on the ʿ Ālam-ārā-yi ʿ Abbāsī in 1010 
(1601) and he himself began work on the Afḍal al-
tawārīkh over the winter of 1025–26 (1616–17), a point 
seemingly reflected in the manuscript (fol. 375r), sug-
gesting a heavy reliance on iskandar beg up to this date, 
which also marked the completion of the first volume of 
the ʿĀlam-ārā-yi ʿAbbāsī.14 both sources share the same 
flawed chronological system, which tries unsuccessfully 
to combine the hijri lunar calendar with the twelve-
animal solar calendar and the regnal year of the shah.15 
for all the great wealth of information it contains, fazli 
beg’s chronicle provides very few dates. he was no ven-
erable bede, and events or information that he places in 
one annal are often reported by iskandar beg—and 
other sources—in a different year. there are few ways 
to control this and anyway, there is no guarantee that 
dates, when given, are reliable; for now, it is enough to 
observe that some of fazli beg’s information departs 
quite significantly from that given by iskandar beg, 

tawārīkh that will be of interest to historians of islamic 
architecture: they concern not only isfahan, but other 
important building complexes in ardabil, farahabad, 
and Mashhad, which will be the subject of future stud-
ies. here, we will focus on isfahan. in view of the consid-
erable volume of work already written on this topic, the 
modest aim of this paper is to present the relevant pas-
sages in fazli’s chronicle as an addition to the existing 
documentary evidence.10

the AfḍAl Al-TAwĀRīkH aNd other safavid 
ChroNiCles

first, a very brief introduction to the Afḍal al-tawārīkh 
and its importance as a source for the history of ʿabbas, 
with regard to its previous misidentification and the ex-
tent to which it offers a different view of the reign from 
that found in the other Persian chronicles.11 as previ-
ously noted, for many years the manuscript dd.5.6, 
housed in the library of Christ’s College, Cambridge, was 
miscatalogued as a copy of iskandar beg Munshi’s 
Tārīkh-i ʿĀlam-ārā-yi ʿAbbāsī before being identified by 
the present author as the third volume of a little-known 
chronicle of the first safavid rulers of iran; like the other 
two extant volumes, which cover the reigns of, respec-
tively, shah ismaʿil (r. 1501–24) and shah tahmasp (r. 
1524–76), it is a unique copy. Consisting of 579 folios 
(1158 pages), the manuscript deals with the long and cru-
cial reign of shah ʿabbas in very great detail. 

the author, whose name is given in a crossed-out pas-
sage on fol. 20r, belonged to a well-established family of 
bureaucrats and officials, and the work contains many 
references to other Khuzani family members.12 he was 
born in 1593 and served in various capacities in the pro-
vincial administration, mainly in the Caucasus, between 
1608 and 1624, which accounts for the enormous wealth 
of data on the province and on safavid relations with 
georgia.13 he then gained a post in Kirman in 1625, pos-
sibly short-term, after which he evidently remained at 
court. after the death of shah ʿabbas and the political 
purges that soon followed the accession of his grandson, 
shah safi I (r. 1629–42), fazli beg left iran for india. 
there, he continued to work on his chronicle, which was 
never completed; in fact, all three volumes are in some 
way defective and bear the signs of continuing revisions. 
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and follows only a loose chronological framework, with 
relatively few precise dates.22 as noted by McChesney, 
Junabadi concentrates his information about the devel-
opment of isfahan in one main section, under the year 
1012 (1603–4), following an earlier, “undated” passage.23 
like Natanzi, therefore, Junabadi was also a contempo-
rary of the reign of ʿabbas, for the knowledge of which 
he claims his own direct experience and participation 
in events.24 

iskandar beg’s chronicle of the reign of shah ʿabbas 
needs no introduction, long being regarded and used as 
the standard primary source for the period.25 unlike the 
work of Natanzi and Junabadi, his chronicle is organized 
in annals, though the significant problems with his chro-
nology have already been noted. Nevertheless, his nar-
rative of the reign can generally be equated with the 
sequence of events provided by other authors, including 
fazli beg (who provides even fewer precise dates than 
iskandar beg). for the present purposes, it is useful to 
underline the fact that, not unlike Junabadi, iskandar 
beg concentrates his account of ʿabbas’s construction 
of isfahan under two annals, namely 1006 (1597–98) and 
1020 (1611), giving the impression of two distinct mo-
ments of building activity, of which he also provides a 
separate summary list.26 iskandar beg was a munshī 
(secretary-scribe), closely connected with the court and 
the bureaucracy, and therefore well placed for access to 
reliable information. Nevertheless, despite being his ju-
nior, fazli beg considers the material he received from 
his own relatives, such as his brother Muhammad beg, 
to be much superior, for instance, in his account of the 
reception of the ottoman Mehmed Pasha in 1017 
(1609).27 like those of Junabadi, iskandar beg’s descrip-
tions of the construction of isfahan were written by 1025 
(1616), after which neither author refers to the matter 
again.

all these documentary sources present chronological 
problems, which to a large extent can be calibrated 
against the detailed framework provided by the court 
astrologer Jalal al-din Munajjim Yazdi, whose work is 
arranged in annals according to the islamic hijri lunar 
calendar, with other chronological or astrological indi-
cations, in the form of a diary—hence its apt secondary 
title, Rūznāma-yi Mullā Jalāl (the Journal of Mulla Jalal). 
it does indeed read at times like a daily record of events 
at court and, bearing in mind his professional qualifica-
tion and the fact that he was in regular attendance on 

 calling into question, at least, the reliability of what has 
been universally considered up till now to be the prin-
cipal contemporary source for the reign of shah ʿabbas. 
in some cases the Afḍal al-tawārīkh does not merely 
complement or expand the information found else-
where, but contradicts it in ways that complicate what 
we currently understand about the building program of 
isfahan.

since most of these conflicts concern chronology, a 
very rapid survey of the characteristics of the other “four 
sources” is desirable, since any resolving of the discrep-
ancies between them must be informed by an apprecia-
tion of the context in which these four authors were 
writing and their respective merits as historians.16 

afushta’i Natanzi’s chronicle covers the period from 
the death of shah tahmasp in 984 (1576) to 1007 (1598).17 
he began his work in 1590, at the age of 60, inspired by 
shah ʿabbas’ expedition to shiraz that year to deal with 
the rebellious Yaʿqub Khan, and ends it with ʿabbas’s 
defeat of ʿabd al-Muʾmin Khan uzbek and reconquest 
of herat in august 1598, both major stages in the shah’s 
taking control of his kingdom.18 for the present purpos-
es, it is important, therefore, to note that he was actively 
composing his work at the time of the shah’s first visit 
to isfahan, that he was an exact contemporary of the 
events he describes and must have been an eye-witness 
to some of them, and that he had access to well-placed 
sources of information. in terms of its structure, Natan-
zi’s chronicle is episodic, not organized in annals, but he 
does give dates, rather sparingly, with reference to the 
hijri lunar calendar, and follows a broadly chronological 
narrative, although this is not always clear, nor consis-
tent with other accounts.19 as reported by McChesney, 
Natanzi records building activities in isfahan in the 
years 998–99 (1590-91), 1002 (1593), and 1004 (1595– 
96). 

Junabadi’s Rawḍat al-ṣafawiyya is similar in many re-
spects to Natanzi’s chronicle, notably in that he appears 
not to have been a court official or in government em-
ployment, and shared with Natanzi an interest in poet-
ry.20 the Rawḍat covers the history of the safavids from 
the reign of shah ismaʿil I until ʿabbas’s conquest of 
baghdad in 1034 (1624). the work was begun in 1023 
(1614) and completed in 1036 (1626–27); he mentions 
that he was writing about isfahan in 1026 (1617), a little 
after the events concerned.21 More importantly, like Na-
tanzi’s, his work is episodic in its treatment of history 
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the first chronological discrepancy arises here, for 
fazli makes this statement in connection with ʿabbas’s 
lengthy sojourn in the city on his way south to deal with 
affairs in fars, that is, in early 1590, before setting off for 
shiraz in June, whereas Natanzi mentions ʿ abbas’s plans 
for the city on his return from Yazd and before heading 
back to Qazvin in late december 1590.33 this is only a 
minor difference, but it does mean that fazli’s state-
ment, if correct, is evidence that the shah initiated de-
velopment of the city during his first visit there. 

we may concur with stephen blake that this should 
be seen in the context of ʿabbas’s assertion of control 
over southern iran, a major concern in the early years of 
his reign.34 this does not necessarily mean, however, 
that the capital was shifted at the same time and that 
Qazvin ceased to be the center of government from this 
date, although there appears to be a statement to this 
effect in the account by the later chronicler, Junabadi.35 
apart from questions of terminology and the fluid use 
of epithets such as Dār al-Mulk and Dār al-Salṭana (seat 
of rulership) for both these (and other) cities, it is inter-
esting to note that on his return to Qazvin in January 
1591, ʿ abbas drew up plans for new streets and buildings 
around the bagh-i saʿadatabad,36 which suggests that he 
had not lost interest in developing Qazvin. 

Junabadi specifically mentions that the maydān 
(square) in isfahan was at this time extended to the 
front of the shrine (imāmzāda) of harun-i vilayat;37 the 
square was thus enlarged and developed, thereby im-
proving it for polo, qabaq (literally “gourd,” referring to 
the wooden target used for a royal archery game), and 
other sports. this certainly makes sense, and is consis-
tent with the account in Natanzi, who also mentions the 
preparation of the maydān for qabaq, polo, and eques-
trian sports, along with the rebuilding of the old bazaars 
(the word taʿmīr, “rebuilding,” does not indicate new 
construction). it seems this much can logically be as-
sociated with the existing urban space, rather than a 
fresh development. it is also clear from the context of 
his report, and the date 999 (1590–91) immediately pre-
ceding this narrative, that Junabadi is associating these 
first building plans with ʿabbas’s presence in the city at 
the time of the fars campaign.38 

we will consider the arguments surrounding this is-
sue shortly. Meanwhile, Natanzi states that the whole 
first stage of development of the bazaars and extension 
of the maydān was finished in a short time, which may 

the shah,28 his evidence carries great authority. unfor-
tunately, his diary continues only down to late 1020 
(february 1612);29 although it is rich in dated informa-
tion, the details he provides are not always internally 
consistent. it remains, however, a valuable corrective to 
the work of less punctilious authors, such as iskandar 
beg and fazli beg. as noted by McChesney, Yazdi gives 
a more continuous account of the building works in is-
fahan, under the years 1000 (1591–92), 1005 (1596), 1006 
(1598), 1011 (1602–3), and 1020 (1611).  

all these sources, therefore, are more or less contem-
porary and involved in the events they recorded; fazli 
beg actually represents the next generation, writing 
somewhat later, though still within ʿ abbas’s reign, large-
ly on the strength of evidence from family members who 
were themselves important figures in the safavid bu-
reaucracy.  

a ChroNologiCal surveY of buildiNg worK 
iN isfahaN

with these points in mind, let us start with the informa-
tion provided by the Afḍal al-tawārīkh on the construc-
tion of the new safavid capital, drawing attention to 
where this differs from or expands upon existing evi-
dence. 

998–1001 (1590–93)

first, it is noteworthy that, unlike some later authors, 
fazli confirms the early interest of ʿ abbas in developing 
isfahan that was reported by Natanzi.30 in 998 (1590), 
fazli records that the shah went to isfahan and stayed 
at the Mahdi Palace in the Naqsh-i Jahan (ʿimārat-i 
mahdī-yi naqsh-i jahān) created by shah ismaʿil, where 
he drew up plans for buildings and gardens.31 Qadi ah-
mad Qummi (d. ca. 1606) also refers to the shah entering 
isfahan and residing in the dawlatkhāna (palace) of the 
Naqsh-i Jahan, an exemplar of the gardens of paradise.32 
we note here already something of a persistent problem 
of terminology and a lack of precision in the descriptive 
sources; it is not clear what distinguishes an ʿimārat 
(single edifice) from a dawlatkhāna (perhaps a palace 
complex) containing the royal residence and offices, 
and later, a sarā (palace).
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qayṣariyya but perhaps implies that ʿabbas’s intention 
from the outset was indeed a radical relocation of the 
center of the city’s commercial activity, rather than a 
simple redevelopment of the old quarter. only Junabadi 
gives a hint of the rivalries and opposition caused by the 
creation of ʿ abbas’s new quarter, but he does so in terms 
of ʿabbas’s original intention to modernize and restore 
the old quarter, which, he says, was misconstrued by the 
powerful owners of the shops there, leading the shah to 
desist from this plan and start afresh elsewhere.45 
among those mentioned is Mir Muhammad amin, the 
naqīb (leader of the sayyids) already encountered in 
connection with the destruction of the castle of tabarak. 
Junabadi dates this opposition to 1012 (1603–4), that is, 
in the context of the completion of the shah’s definitive 
shift to the Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan; but it serves as an 
introductory background to the move and makes it clear 
that ʿabbas’s original building activities were at least 
partly directed at the harun-i vilayat area, as argued by 
blake.46 

before progressing further, it might be useful to sum-
marize the position so far. Natanzi, Yazdi and fazli beg 
all provide very similar, laconic statements about 
ʿabbas’s initial orders concerning isfahan, given over 
various early visits to the city between 998 and 1001 
(1590–93), involving repairs, extensions, and possibly 
some destruction, as well as new building, in the bazaar 
area, the maydān, and the qayṣariyya. Junabadi, writing 
in 1026 (1617), states that at least some of this activity 
concerned the old commercial center, as indeed is logi-
cal. blake’s contention that these developments were 
connected exclusively with the area round the harun-i 
vilayat has attracted considerable opposition,47 and it 
is worth reviewing the evidence once more, before turn-
ing to the subsequent passages that clearly refer entire-
ly to the development of the Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan. 

in support of Junabadi’s observation about the exten-
sion of the old maydān (maydān-i kuhna), we may note 
that it should be taken together with his later statement 
about opposition to ʿabbas’s plans for the old center, 
and that the two reports are compatible and consistent. 
if, as seems to be the case, his remarks about the con-
cerns of the local notables have been accepted in the 
secondary literature, it is necessary to accept the re-
marks also about the expansion of the maydān near the 

be accurate if it refers to the area round the harun-
i  vilayat. fazli continues that before leaving isfahan 
for Qazvin, ʿabbas acquiesced to the request by some 
of the notables of isfahan, such as Muhammad amin 
 husayniyya and Mir taqi al-din Muhammad, the 
kalāntar (mayor), to destroy the castle of tabarak, to pre-
vent rebels from using is as a stronghold to dominate the  
city.39

three years later, according to fazli, in his annal for 
1001 (1592–93), ʿabbas was again in the city and be-
stowed many favors on the people, granting a one-year 
remission of taxes. he drew up a plan for the con-
struction of a lofty building (ʿimārat; within the 
dawlatkhāna?), the bazaar, the maydān, and the 
qayṣariyya (covered bazaar).40 it is unclear to what ex-
tent, if at all, this refers to the old city center, or to the 
development of a new area round the Naqsh-i Jahan gar-
den, but his information is essentially similar to that 
provided by both him and especially Natanzi for 1590 (as 
above). fazli places this in the context of the shah’s pres-
ence in isfahan on his return from eastern iran after 
abandoning his intention to visit Mashhad, which Na-
tanzi puts in Muharram 1001 (autumn of 1592), stating 
that ʿabbas went to isfahan in view of his concern to 
develop the city (binā bar tavajjuhī kih nisbat bih ʿ imārat 
wa tartīb-i dār al-salṭana-yi Iṣfahān dārad).41 Yazdi, 
whose chronology is generally much more rigorous and 
reliable, does not mention any visit to isfahan at this 
time, but he does give details of work planned a year 
earlier, in safar 1000 (November 1591), before ʿ abbas left 
for Yazd and soon afterwards for ardabil.42 Yazdi gives 
essentially the same information as fazli beg, referring 
to ʿabbas drawing up plans for the maydān of isfahan, 
the bazaar, and the qayṣariyya;43 it is reasonable to as-
sume that both accounts refer to the same single occa-
sion, but not clear which date (1591 or 1592) is to be 
preferred. 

interestingly, however, fazli continues that ʿabbas 
ordered that the old qayṣariyya (qayṣariyya-yi kuhna, 
i.e., the bazaars in the old center) should be destroyed; 
after touring and feasting in the gardens of isfahan, he 
set off back to the Dār al-Salṭana, Qazvin, for the 
 winter.44 

this echoes the earliest report, by Natanzi, on the re-
building of the bazaars and construction of a new 
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dis ap pearance.54 it is important to note that it was still 
used for polo games well into the reign of ʿabbas.55 the 
same absence of information means that we have no 
real idea of the shape or development of the Maydan-i 
Naqsh-i Jahan before ʿabbas’s constructions there, oth-
er than that it was a maydān in the garden area (bāgh). 
the question of antecedents, particularly the matter of 
the orientation of the new maydān, is best tackled by 
Masashi haneda, but his comments are also pertinent 
to the question of its demarcation and the buildings that 
may have ringed it.56 

if ismaʿil’s patronage of the city, such as it was, seems 
incontrovertibly to refer to the old city center, it is also 
clearly the case that he himself resided outside the ur-
ban core in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan, where he evident-
ly rebuilt or restored the existing structures later 
associated with his name, including the ḥarīm (private 
quarters) and sarā mentioned by amini above, and re-
ferred to as the ʿimārat-i mahdī by fazli beg.57 

it appears that little changed in isfahan during the 
reign of shah tahmasp, although by the end of Muham-
mad Khudabanda’s reign (1578–87) there was evidently 
considerable destruction of the original dawlatkhāna, 
or palace buildings, which had become uninhabit-
able,58 necessitating ʿabbas’s earliest instructions for 
 refurbishments. 

this is not to say that there are no problems with 
Juna badi’s account of the extension of the old maydān, 
chiefly that he says it was 300 jarīb long, a dimension he 
also gives later for the Naqsh-i Jahan square, suggesting 
a confusion in his mind between the two spaces;59 the 
figure he gives is anyway a gross exaggeration.60 Never-
theless, i believe the main problem is with the interpre-
tation of his evidence, which concerns only the maydān 
and its enlargement, rather than with the information 
itself. it is consistent to suppose that Natanzi also refers 
to this space, and some rebuilding round it. fazli beg 
specifically refers in his annal for 1001 (1592–93) to or-
ders for the destruction of the old qayṣariyya, which 
must be seen in the context of continuing development 
there, as one would expect from the newly active shah. 
at the same time, however, for reasons well-rehearsed 
elsewhere, there seems little doubt that ʿabbas quickly 
appreciated the opportunities for developing the  bagh-i 
Naqsh-i Jahan as a focus for the royal residence and 

shrine of harun-i vilayat: an extension of this square 
presumably would have necessitated some modifica-
tion to the surrounding buildings. if it were simply a 
case of accepting or rejecting Junabadi’s testimony (and 
rejecting it is to deny him any credibility as a source), it 
would be a straight choice, but other evidence must be 
taken into account. 

in the first place, we are told that shah ismaʿil also 
made some adjustments to the maydān at the start of 
his reign, on the occasion of his stay in the city in 915 
(1509–10), after passing the winter in shiraz: the maydān 
seemed narrow (tang) and he ordered that it be broad-
ened. he spent a week there riding (asb tākhtan) and 
shooting at qabaq, before heading for hamadan.48 this 
is echoed by his exact contemporary, the author amini 
haravi: the shah pitched his tents there (isfahan) and 
enjoyed riding (asb tākhtan) and practicing archery (qa-
baq andākhtan) in the maydān there.49 we may also 
note the same author’s statement that ismaʿil’s earlier 
prolonged residence in isfahan for his winter and sum-
mer quarters in 910 (1504–5) had been profitable for the 
merchants’ business while the shah and his entourage 
(khadam va ḥashar) were there. “the ruined houses 
were restored through the auspicious arrival of the roy-
al army (lashkar-i īrān); the palace (sarā) and recently 
destroyed places were revived and the shah made the 
ḥarīm of isfahan a mansion (nishīman).”50 the same 
year saw the elimination of the rebel Muhammad Karra, 
who, after being captured in Yazd, was brought in a cage 
to the maydān in isfahan and burned alive.51 the ques-
tion is, which maydān? iskandar beg places this in the 
Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan, and this is followed by later 
scholars, including blake.52 this seems to me illogical, if 
for no other reason than that such an event would best 
achieve its desired effect in a heavily populated public 
place, and forces a choice: is iskandar beg, writing after 
the construction of the new maydān, more accurate in 
his account of the reign of shah ismaʿil, than Junabadi, 
writing at exactly the same time, about the reign of shah 
ʿabbas? it would be more natural for Junabadi also to 
refer automatically to the new, recently completed 
maydān for ʿ abbas’s patronage, but he specifically men-
tions the old one.53 unfortunately, in view of our defec-
tive knowledge about the maydān-i kuhna, it is all too 
easy to airbrush it out of history along with its physical 
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the 15,000 troops lined up to greet him assembled “in the 
maydān in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan.” here, the shah, 
having left the dawlatkhāna and entered the maydān, 
went onto the roof of the madrasa of Khwaja Malik Mus-
tawfi, “which is situated opposite the bagh-i Naqsh-i Ja-
han,” to watch the parade; this is presumably the roof 
referred to by Munajjim Yazdi. the discharge of volleys 
from the 15,000 musketeers caused darkness and terror. 
the event ended with ʿabbas pouring fruit down from 
the roof as largesse for the stampeding crowd below.67

fazli beg is the only author to contribute additional 
information to this account, providing further details of 
the shah’s progress to the city via displays of lights 
(chirāghān) in the main towns on the way, organized by 
alpan beg, the Yasaʾul-bashi (aide-de-camp) going on 
ahead of the party, and an istiqbāl at the caravanserai at 
sardehan, flanked by 30,000 troops (sic) for the benefit 
of the Chinggisid chiefs.68 beyond the tuqchi gate, the 
ground was spread with carpets and precious textiles.69 
fazli beg continues:

the buildings (ʿimārāt) of Naqsh-i Jahan had been appoint-
ed for the accommodation (nuzūl) of the Chinggisids and 
when they had arrived for feasting and conviviality (ṣuḥbat), 
alpan beg was to accompany them to his own residence 
(makān-i khud), while the shah would hasten to the build-
ings (ʿimārāt). as had been decreed, the most and the best 
of it (the palace?) had been built.70 

the shah then spent several days relaxing in isfahan, 
and:

during that time drew up the plans for the Chahar bagh and 
the building of the guldasta. […] the qayṣariyya and the 
chahār bāzār, which had been founded beforehand, were 
half finished; more planners (ṭarrāḥīhā) then came to the 
shah’s attention and they designed a ḥammām in the gul-
dasta;71 prostitutes and singers were then given permission, 
on the orders of alpan beg, to entertain the Chinggisid sul-
tans while they waited for news from Khurasan.72

these texts by Natanzi and fazli beg indicate clearly 
that—whatever the initial developments may have 
been around the old maydān—the qayṣariyya and the 
chahār-bāzār must be associated with the development 
of the northern side of the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan. as for 
the palace complex, however, the dawlatkhāna was 
 evidently still inadequate for royal entertainment, and 

 surrounding amenities, and started to draw up plans for 
a new qayṣariyya and, with it, the extension of the mar-
kets towards the new square.61 the identity of the 
dawlatkhāna clearly refers to the construction or recon-
struction of the royal palace in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan, 
previously used by shah ismaʿil and earlier rulers.62 that 
these developments proceeded apace is clear from the 
accounts that follow (see below). 

in other words, we can perhaps already discern a twin 
focus in ʿabbas’s activities, one involving the bazaars 
and commercial district round the harun-i vilayat and 
the other the development of the residential and impe-
rial area to the south—similar to other examples of 
royal quarters being located in garden areas away from 
the busy urban center, but now also consistent with the 
safavid vision of incorporating them into an integral 
part of the seat of government.63  

1002–1005 (1594–97)

returning to fazli beg’s text, the following year, 1002 
(1593–94), the shah organized a trip to isfahan as a way 
to entertain the uzbek chief Nur Muhammad Khan, to-
gether with the Khwarazmian hajji Muhammad Khan, 
both of whom had taken refuge at the court in Qazvin.64 
the visit is dated from 9 safar 1002 (November 4, 1593) 
to 2 Jumada I 1002 (January 24, 1594) by Munajjim Yazdi, 
who does not mention either the Central asian guests or 
any construction work, confining himself to recording 
a bon mot concerning riddles uttered by ʿabbas on the 
roof (sic) of the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan.65 the visit is re-
corded in considerable detail by Natanzi, together with 
important information about the construction of a new 
palace on the maydān, which unequivocably refers to 
the new square, and also mentions another building 
round it; his dating of the visit is also rather precise, re-
ferring to the dispatch of alpan beg in early safar (No-
vember) to build a suitable residence beside the Naqsh-i 
Jahan dawlatkhāna, which he accomplished on the east-
ern (sic) side of the building in a short space of time.66 
the shah himself left Qazvin on 1 rabiʿ I (November 25) 
and arrived a week later at dawlatabad, just outside 
the city, having meanwhile dispatched hajji (or hajim) 
Khan to rayy. a magnificent istiqbāl (welcoming party) 
at the tuqchi gate had to be postponed due to a heavy 
downpour, and the shah entered the city five days later; 
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un-i vilayat: as noted above, it is not reasonable to pick 
and choose the information that seems to agree with 
what we think we know, and reject what does not fit, any 
more than it is logical to accept a “new” piece of infor-
mation and then reject everything that contradicts it. 
rather, as our knowledge base increases, we have more 
elements of the puzzle to fit together into a coherent 
narrative. as for fazli’s statements about the city this 
year (1002 [winter 1593–94]), we should note first that it 
is internally consistent with his previous reports, and 
second that it is logically acceptable. the context of the 
first of many visits of Chinggisid khans from transoxa-
nia (as well as other potentates) provides a rational pre-
text for the need to develop appropriate accommodation 
in a royal residential district that was just beginning to 
take shape, and is consistent with the evidence of the 
earlier author, Natanzi. the existence of a madrasa op-
posite the dawlatkhāna must have suggested to ʿabbas 
a suitable site for developing a royal counterpart sym-
bolizing religious as well as secular authority—and here 
there is also a context that makes such a development 
at this moment understandable. 

fazli beg’s account of the visit to isfahan follows im-
mediately on his report of the suppression of the Nuqtavi  
heresy (a sufi movement founded in 1397 by Mahmud 
Pasikhani) of darvish Khusraw, which saw the shah ab-
dicate for three days in favor of Yusuf the quiver mak-
er.76 shaykh lutf-allah is named by fazli beg as one of 
the senior ʿ ulama whom ʿ abbas involved in deciding the 
fate of the Nuqtavi s and carrying out their punish-
ment.77 what better moment to follow up this crisis 
with a powerful endorsement of shiʿi orthodoxy and 
begin to give this concrete form in the shape of religious 
patronage. it is notable that fazli states that the mosque 
would be used to perform friday prayer, the legitimacy 
of which had been a rumbling issue throughout the first 
safavid century.78 sussan babaie has already noted how 
the conjunction of such factors helps account for the 
development of the mosque;79 here, we merely suggest 
that fazli’s description underlines the fact that these 
factors were already applicable in 1594. although the 
bulk of the information comes in an authorial marginal 
note and was therefore written some time later than the 
other contemporary accounts, this does not alter the 
fact that it is embedded at a point in the text clearly 

it was necessary to erect a separate building to house the 
shah’s guests, while the maydān itself in this garden 
quarter was perhaps still not fully delineated and cer-
tainly contained no new structures suitable for the shah 
to use as a vantage point to survey the square. the ma-
drasa of Malik Mustawfi, opposite the palace grounds, 
was evidently situated near the later location of the 
shaykh lutf-allah Mosque, which must have been con-
structed close to the same site.73 

according to fazli beg, the shah brought shaykh lutf-
allah with him on the journey from Qazvin, and drew 
up the plan for the mosque opposite the ala (sic ʿĀlī) 
Qapu (gate) of the dawlatkhāna, which is very tall and 
well arranged. overseers (sar-kārān) were appointed, as 
fazli adds in a marginal note at this point, to: 

bring it to completion and to call it the Masjid-i shaykh 
lutf-allah. the great shaykh himself was appointed to su-
pervise the rooms and nighttime prayer halls (shabistāns) 
and the places allocated for ascetics and worshippers. after 
it was completed, the friday prayer and other religious ob-
ligations would be performed there, the reward for which 
would be a legacy for the fortunate era of the shah (hażrat-i 
aʿlā); and it was decreed that, for the renewal of the perfor-
mance of retreat and worship, a sum would be allocated 
for the needs of his mosque from each of the incomes of 
the properties and commercial establishments of the crown 
land administration (khāṣṣa-yi sharīfa), and every year the 
tax collectors of the settlements (qaṣabāt) round isfahan 
should give the amount requested by the refuge of the 
sadarat (ṣadāratpanāh, i.e., the shaykh).74 

this very precise account, if accurate, provides evidence 
(missing elsewhere) showing not only that shaykh lutf-
allah was indeed closely associated with the construc-
tion and even design of the mosque from the outset, but 
that this development occurred a decade earlier (in 
1593–94) than usually assumed: the conventional date 
for the construction is 1011 (1602–3), supported by in-
scriptions from 1012 (1603–4) and 1028 (1618).75 it also 
gives explicit details about how the project was to be 
funded. 

since this is the first passage in fazli’s chronicle that 
departs radically from the other literary sources, the 
question arises of his reliability. first, a general observa-
tion that applies equally well to how we read all our 
sources—including Junabadi’s text, which has caused 
such dissension over the question of the Maydan-i har-
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visit under different years), although we may note that 
iskandar beg puts the design of the Chahar bagh in 1006 
(see below), and quotes the same chronogram that 
Yazdi gives for 1005.87 in other words, much of Yazdi’s 
information for 1005 is unique, and it is perhaps not im-
possible that it could equally well be associated with the 
following year. 

1006–1011 (1598–1603)

according to Munajjim Yazdi, isfahan became (muqar-
rar shud) the safavid capital in mid-rajab 1006 (mid-
february 1598), due to the need to counter persistent 
uzbek raids on the Yazd district. the date of the transfer 
is also recorded by iskandar beg over the winter of 1006 
(1597–98), the first time he mentions the subject of 
ʿabbas’s vision for the city. both authors give several 
details about the work accomplished or initiated that 
year, which there is no need to repeat.88 there is no par-
ticular reason to accept blake’s belief that this occurred 
earlier, although it is entirely plausible that the move 
may have been in ʿabbas’s mind from the outset. 
Junabadi’s statement that the town became a Dār al-
Mulk may be taken to reflect its reclamation as an offi-
cial center of regional government after falling out of 
imperial control in the previous reign. fazli beg pro-
vides additional information about the progress and 
continuation of construction in the city, once more 
mainly in a marginal note. 

after Nawrūz (New day, i.e., the first day of the Per-
sian solar year),89 the shah set off for isfahan (here as 
always, fazli provides a detailed list of the senior offi-
cials who went out to greet him, including Mirza hi-
dayat). he goes on, “the splendid buildings of the 
dawlatkhāna, the gardens, the hammams, the chahār-
khiyābān and the sūq having been designed, problem-
tackling architects (muʿāmirān-i mushkil-guzīn) were 
appointed to bring them to completion.” in the margin, 
fazli adds the following more precise information, as far 
as i know, not found elsewhere:90

the shah went to a madrasa opposite the bathhouse 
(ḥammām) at the end of the chahār-sūq, which is by the 
qayṣariyya and the polo maydān, beside the ʿ ali Qapu, and 
determined that it should be completed according to the 
wishes (farmūda) of Mawlana ʿabd-allah-i sani shushtari. 
they should make a water channel (nahr, the fadin Canal) 

written much earlier. finally, we may note that his kins-
man Mirza hidayat Najm-i sani was among those senior 
officials involved in the arrangements for the shah’s 
visit that year and would have been a source of eyewit-
ness information.80 

we can therefore accept that plans for the develop-
ment of the maydān in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan area 
were already well under way by the end of 1594, with 
some projects in progress (the qayṣariyya and chahār-
bāzār, the dawlatkhāna), and others being initiated at 
this date (the Chahar bagh, and Mosque of shaykh lutf-
allah), as ʿabbas began to assert his authority in both 
the political and religious spheres. from the start, by 
these instructions, the shah may well have been initiat-
ing a coherent vision for long-term development of the 
city,81 anticipating a transfer of the capital from Qazvin, 
but this did not take place until the building works were 
more advanced. 

the chronological problems remain, however, as we 
note that Munajjim Yazdi dates the design of the Chahar 
bagh to the shah’s visit in late safar 1005 (october 
1596),82 a visit not specifically mentioned by either fa-
zli beg or iskandar Munshi.83 as there are several such 
discrepancies in the dating of specific building projects, 
it is perhaps easier to assume that they reflect different 
stages, from first conception to foundation to comple-
tion, rather than a one-to-one correlation between a 
building and a particular date, as many of them must 
have been several years in the making.   

of more concern is the need to reconcile the informa-
tion provided by Natanzi, who under the year 1004 
(1595–96) provides an extremely detailed account of 
building works in isfahan and especially the decoration 
of the walls surrounding the maydān, and Munajjim 
Yazdi.84 the latter refers briefly to the shah’s visit to is-
fahan in Jumada I 1004 (January 1596), and the astonish-
ing display of lights and fireworks that greeted him—the 
main topic also of Natanzi’s account, with dates that 
more or less match, although they do not agree.85 by 
contrast, Natanzi does not mention any visit in 1005 
(1596–97); indeed, he appears to pass over this year en-
tirely, following the shah’s visit to isfahan in 1004 with 
the start of the expedition to Khurasan in 1006 (1597–
98).86 this permits Yazdi’s account to stand uncontest-
ed (rather than supposing that both refer to the same 
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pilgrimage on foot to Mashhad in early 1010 (late sum-
mer 1601).95 fazli beg also has ʿabbas in isfahan for 
Nawruz at the beginning of the Year of the ox, in March 
1601 (which fell in 1009), but incorrectly records this in 
his annal for 1010. he mentions that the shah feasted and 
relaxed in the city, in the gardens and buildings that had 
been designed.96

Munajjim Yazdi has some interesting information 
about ʿabbas’s activities in isfahan during the winter of 
1009 (1600–1601), first about a trip he made along the 
banks of the Zayanda rud to explore the possibilities of 
bringing its water to isfahan,97 and, more interestingly, 
about his visit to the parks and gardens on 10 shawwal 
(april 14, 1601), as well as his outing to see the uzbek and 
georgian envoys and watch a polo game on the May-
dan-i harun-i vilayat.98 whatever else one may con-
clude about the rival development of the new maydān, 
this remark makes it clear that the old maydān was still 
functioning and could serve as a polo pitch.  

in fact, Munajjim Yazdi provides further details of the 
progress of ʿabbas’s plans in his annal for 1011 (1602–3), 
following the shah’s return from his balkh campaign 
(November 1602). he mentions the completion of the 
maydān at the entrance to the palace, surrounded by 
two rows of shops and other amenities, as well as the 
qayṣariyya and buildings in the bazaar, which was the 
focus of attention in the first phase of development. to 
signal and confirm the completion of the project, Yazdi 
records that on thursday, 27 Jumada II 1011 (december 
12, 1602), the bazaaris (merchants of the marketplace) 
moved their operations from the Maydan-i harun-i 
vilayat.99 they occupied the new quarters, which were 
endowed in the name of the infallible imams, along 
with the parks and gardens of the Chahar bagh. he also 
mentions that by 12 rajab (december 26), all this con-
struction work, including the allahverdi Khan bridge, 
was completed.100 essentially the same information is 
given by Junabadi, including the hints about opposition 
from the interested parties in the old maydān area (but 
no report that they moved to the new maydān), and also 
in the context of ʿabbas’s return from the disastrous 
balkh campaign, although he concentrates his account 
of the development all into one text, dated 1012 (1603–4). 
his report, written fifteen years later, is anachronistic, 

that ran from the maydān and the gate of the qayṣariyya 
on the Naqsh-i Jahan to flow through the madrasa. this was 
begun on the shah’s orders and in two years it was com-
pleted. a post was established for students and researchers 
according to the decision of the refuge of excellence, Maw-
lana ʿabd-allah, who would teach in that lofty dome every 
day and a place (makān) was assigned beside the mosque 
(ṭaraf-i masjid).91 it was decided that, with the permission 
of the divan of the lofty razawi-deputyship of guidance 
(Dīwān al-Hidāyat al-wilāyat al-ʿAliyyat al-Raḍawiyya), the 
clerks of the land holdings and commercial enterprises of 
the crown estates (khāliṣa), which he himself had set up in 
isfahan, should treat this as an urgent matter. it was known 
as the madrasa of Mawlana ʿ abd-allah and the ʿ ulamā and 
fużalā prayed and studied and discussed learning there.

once more, as in the case of the lutf-allah Mosque, fa-
zli provides clear information about the establishment 
of a major shiʿi religious building in the environs of the 
maydān, this time for one of shaykh lutf-allah’s main 
contemporaries and rivals, ʿ abd-allah shushtari (d. Mu-
harram 1021 [March 1612]), a scholar from Najaf. fazli 
also indicates how the building was to be financed from 
the royal budget, with reference to a specific council 
(dīvān) whose task was to advise on matters of imami 
doctrine, in this case presumably questions of indepen-
dent reasoning (ijtihād).92 assuming his report is accu-
rate, we may conclude that the construction of the 
madrasa was completed circa 1008 (1600). 

fazli makes no specific reference to the change of 
capital this year and his rather general statement in the 
body of the text implies that work was still continuing 
on the royal projects in the palace area and especially 
on the northern side, not that they were inaugurated or 
completed at this time. it also suggests that ʿabbas was 
actively trying to bring these projects to completion. we 
may note in passing that on his triumphant return from 
the conquest of herat in rajab 1007 (february 1599) lav-
ish tents and awnings were erected in the bagh-i Naqsh-
i Jahan for a prolonged spell of feasting.93 shortly 
afterwards, in connection with the festival of lights or-
ganized to mark the shah’s visit to isfahan in 1009 (1600), 
fazli beg records the qayṣariyya and the chahār-bāzār 
of the maydān in isfahan as being recently completed.94 

according to Munajjim Yazdi, ʿabbas arrived in is-
fahan on 14 rabiʿ II 1009 (october 23, 1600) and stayed 
there over the winter and for Nawruz, leaving for his 
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al-Salṭana of the [seljuk?] sultans of iran, he put it in 
order and, buying many properties from the owners of 
those districts, he planned gardens and cultivation.”102 
it is not clear whether this refers to an area round the 
old city center, or, as might be assumed, locations with-
in the new palace precincts to the southwest.

by this date then, early 1603, there is concrete, con-
sistent and reliable evidence of the completion of the 
commercial buildings at the northern end of the square 
and the perimeter development of Maydan-i Naqsh-i 
Jahan (except on its southern edge), the construction 
of the Madrasa of ʿabd-allah shushtari, and the start of 
work on the Mosque of shaykh lutf-allah, while other 
 projects seem to have continued to be under construc-
tion (see table 1 and fig. 1; see also table 2 on page 171). 

not least in referring also to the Masjid-i shah (friday 
mosque), which was not begun for another eight years 
after 1012.101  

fazli beg has nothing much to add to these accounts 
(especially the combined summaries of the whole de-
velopment of the city by iskandar beg and Junabadi), 
but he does document ʿabbas’s continuing efforts to 
develop the capital, once again in the context of the 
shah’s return from the balkh campaign in the winter of 
1602–3. he writes that after celebrating the Nawruz of 
1603 and dispatching hasan Khan to recapture the fort 
at Nihavand, the shah busied himself with the “restora-
tion of gardens and the organization (tartīb) of build-
ings, striving for an increase of lofty constructions. 
Casting his eye on the location that had been the old Dār 

table 1. fazli beg’s chronology of the construction of isfahan.

Hijri 
annal

Date AD Description Alternative dates Source

998 early 1590 ʿabbas draws up plans for buildings and gardens; orders for 
tabarak to be demolished. 

late 1590 Natanzi

1001 1592–93 Plans for dawlatkhāna, maydān, bazaar, and 
qayṣariyya; old qayṣariyya to be demolished.

october 1591 Yazdi

1002 1593–94 buildings in bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan for visitors; 
plans for Chahar bagh, 
guldasta, and hammam in guldasta;
qayṣariyya and chahār-bāzār “half finished”;
founding of Mosque of shaykh lutf-allah.

1005/1596
1006/1598

1012/1603

Yazdi 
Munshi

Junabadi
1006 1598 Dawlatkhāna, gardens, hammam, and 

chahār-bāzār urged towards completion;
work starts on Madrasa of ʿabd-allah shushtari.

1008 1600 Madrasa completed (implied).
1009 1600–1601 Qayṣariyya and chahār-bāzār recently completed.
1011 1602–3 restoration of buildings and some new constructions; old palace 

area restored; 
purchases land for development.
begins development of ʿabbasabad for tabrizis.

1020/1611 Yazdi

1013 1605 begins development of New Julfa for armenians.
1016 1607–8 work starts on allah verdi Khan bridge. 1006/1598

completed
1011/1602

Munshi
Yazdi

1017 1608 ʿabbas inspects progress on bridge. 
1018 1609 urges progress on bridge and further constructions.
1019 1611 Dawlatkhāna and qayṣariyya noted as finished. 
1020 1611 founding of Masjid-i shah (friday mosque) (under 1019/1610).
1033 1624 urges progress on completion of mosque.
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once more, fazli throws new light on the development 
of this district and its timing, although his account is 
somewhat imprecise, combining the development of 
ʿabbasabad, to the west of the city, for the tabrizis, with 
new Julfa, to the south, for the armenians. either way, 
fazli here provides much more precise information 
about the development of ʿabbasabad, including its 
planners; his account is much earlier than the equally 
precise information provided by Yazdi, according to 
whom the tabrizi quarter was established six years lat-
er, at the end of safar 1020 (May 13, 1611).106 

the evacuation of the armenians in 1605 is well doc-
umented.107 if correct, fazli shows that the tabrizis 
were already there before the arrival of the armenians 
in 1605, possibly as a result of the prolonged ottoman 
occupation of the city and the slow return of the inhab-
itants in the wake of ʿabbas’s reconquest of tabriz in 
1012 (1603).108 the alternative, discussed by McChesney, 
is their arrival in the aftermath of the campaigns around 
tabriz in 1019 (1610).109 the movement of tabrizis to is-
fahan seems equally likely on either occasion, in view of 
the destruction of property and the effects of the shah’s 
scorched earth policy. this would require a straight 
choice between the exactly contemporary evidence of 
Yazdi and the somewhat later but more circumstantial 
report of fazli beg. it is possible that there is some con-
fusion here between the development of the urban sub-
urb (shahr) of ʿabbasabad and the gardens, later called 
hazar Jarib, situated further away to the south, at the 
end of the Chahar bagh, the development of which is 
described much earlier by both Yazdi and iskandar 
beg.110 however, the hazar Jarib was situated south of 
(behind) New Julfa, whereas fazli’s account of the loca-
tion opposite the tabrizis on the other side of the river 
seems unequivocal, so it is not easy to discern whose is 
the correct version of events. 

in the course of his general description of building 
works in the city in 1012 (1603), Junabadi also gives an 
account of the bagh-i ʿabbasabad, clearly to be identi-
fied with the site south of the river, and connected to the 
north via the Chahar bagh and the allahverdi Khan 
bridge (see below).111 like iskandar beg, he says he will 
refer to the development of the suburbs of “tabrizabad,” 
Julfa, and shamsabad in due course, but he does not do 
so in a way that explains these developments in relation 

 fazli’s evidence confirms what one would actually 
 expect to be the case, that work continued on various 
projects and was not all completed by 1603. our other 
sources, by contrast, do not refer to any further con-
struction work until the years 1020–21 (1611–12).

1012–1020 (1603–1611)

shah ʿabbas was absent from the capital between sep-
tember 1603 and November 1607, when he was on his 
successful campaign in northwest iran against the ot-
tomans.103 Nevertheless, according to fazli, after 
Nawruz of 1013 (March 1605), ʿabbas gave orders to re-
settle the silk-weaving (julāhī) armenians of Chukhur-
saʿd (Yerevan), who had been earmarked for deportation 
to isfahan. the shah instructed Mirza Muhammad, the 
vizier of isfahan, and Mir Jamal al-din Muhammad 
sukhta of the khāliṣa (crown estates) administration to 
give a district for buildings and houses to “those who 
were merchants” on the far side of the Zayanda rud, 
opposite the tabrizi community. fazli notes that two 
years earlier (i.e., in 1011 [1602–3], according to his chro-
nology), 

by royal command, hajji ʿlnayat-allah and sayyid hasan 
Mutafarriqa tabrizi were brought from iraq and drew up 
the plan for ʿabbasabad. each of the groups mentioned 
was allocated 3, 10 or 20 jarībs (each jarīb being 62 cu-
bits) for building, according to his needs. the shah pur-
chased the area for development from the lsfahani owners 
of the nearby shamsabad and bidistan104 and other vil-
lages, and gave them [the incomers] the land. each accord-
ing to his circumstances spent from 3,000 to 100 tumans 
on construction, and 2,000 houses or more were planned 
on a grid (ṭarḥ) and on a street most of them having water 
running through the middle of the houses; hammams and 
gardens were designed and they strove to bring it to com-
pletion. 
 each of the armenians built a house according to his 
circumstances and ability and set up his trade and manage-
ment of his affairs. Khwaja safar and Khwaja Nazar, who 
were mayors (kalāntars) and nobles among the Julfans, on 
entering isfahan, came opposite the tabrizi community 
[i.e., on the other side of the Zayanda river], and they too 
built lofty buildings. lands and excellent properties were 
given in quarters near the city also for those who engaged 
in agriculture and cultivation, and houses were arranged 
for them.105
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much less reliable (consolidating all his information to-
gether into two single accounts), dates the completion 
of the work even earlier, in 1006 (1598), though from a 
later perspective, in connection with the laying out of 
the bagh-i ʿabbasabad.117 Junabadi also, like iskandar 
beg, links the construction of the bridge—which he de-
scribes in some detail—to the development of 
ʿabbasabad and the Chahar bagh continuing across the 
river, in his account of the year 1012 (1603), i.e., implying 
agreement with the earlier date given by Yazdi, except 
that his general description is undifferentiated as to the 
sequence of building; he says it took three to four years 
to complete.118 fazli’s account is also clearly linked to, 
and a logical consequence of, the development of Julfa 
on the other side of the river, mentioned previously. 
support for his (later) date is that he continues to pro-
vide evidence of the work in progress on the bridge after 
1607 (see below). it may be possible to reconcile the de-
tails given by Munajjim Yazdi and fazli beg by suggest-
ing that the project was begun in 1011 (1602), following 
Yazdi, and brought (almost) to completion five years 
later, in 1016 (1607), following fazli beg. a similar solu-
tion, in reverse, could be applied to the development of 
the ʿabbasabad quarter for the tabrizis, supposing its 
initiation in 1011 (1602–3) (following fazli beg) and its 
completion in 1020 (1611) (following Yazdi). the logical 
necessity of the bridge for the development of the  bagh-i 
ʿabbasabad and Chahar bagh, the district of New Julfa, 
and, to a lesser extent, the urban suburb of ʿabbasabad, 
suggests that 1011 (1602) is the correct date for the initia-
tion of work on the bridge, which in reality must have 
taken several years to complete.  

the bridge clearly became a major amenity even be-
fore its completion, and we find ʿ abbas himself enjoying 
it. after overseeing more projects at farahabad in Ma-
zandaran, he returned to isfahan in early 1017 (1608),119 
where he spent several days touring the city and saw 
that work was in progress on the allahverdi Khan bridge 
as planned—before going to inspect the site of his 
Kuhrang river (Āb-i kūhrang) project, the goal of which 
was to divert its water into the Zayanda rud (more than 
doubling its flow).120 the coincidence of the work on the 
bridge and the investigation of the potential for increas-
ing the flow of the river is understandable, as a success-
ful diversion would surely have affected the design of 

to each other. he mentions only Julfa and thus implies 
that tabrizabad followed later, perhaps supporting the 
evidence of Yazdi and iskandar beg (although we might 
accuse Yazdi also of simply conflating earlier develop-
ments into a single account under 1020 [1611–12]).112 

similar issues are raised by another piece of detailed 
evidence provided by fazli beg that is not consistent 
with information given in other sources. according to 
the Afḍal al-tawārīkh, the Year of the sheep, 1016 (1607–
8), was a critical one for ʿ abbas’s building ambitions; his 
annal contains accounts of work in ardabil, Mashhad 
and Mazandaran, which will be the subject of a separate 
study. in the late autumn of 1607, ʿabbas returned to 
isfahan after a prolonged absence on campaign in 
northwestern iran and a devotional visit to Mashhad to 
give thanks for his successes, travelling over the stone 
causeway across the salt desert, which had now been 
completed.113 once in isfahan, he was presented with a 
petition from allahverdi Khan, governor of fars, to build 
a bridge over the Zayanda rud. fazli clearly presents 
this as the Khan’s initiative—most other sources men-
tion that it was the shah’s idea and that he assigned the 
work to allahverdi Khan. the shah gave permission for 
the work to be started and urged every effort to be made 
to complete it. in a marginal note, fazli adds that 

the architectural work on that elevated construction should 
be entrusted to Mir Jamal al-din Muhammad Jabiri, son of 
one of the great isfahani families and in the service of al-
lahverdi Khan. good builders and carpenters with their 
tools were sought from the province of fars and its envi-
rons. the design of the building of the bridge was to be on 
three levels (storeys), such that the eyes of the beholders 
were astonished. No one had ever seen such a good building 
over the water, which could become a place for the world 
to stroll (sayrgāh-i ʿālam), with structures that allowed 
people to decamp [from their homes] for a few days and 
nights and stay there without becoming weary of it. it was 
all built of marble and yellow dolomite (yaraqān) stone and 
grey granite (abgha), which the pen is powerless to de-
scribe. by the good fortune of the shah, it took [only]  five 
years to complete.114

this account is interesting for a number of reasons, first 
for the details about the architect, previously unknown, 
and also for the date.115 Munajjim Yazdi, essentially reli-
able with his chronology, puts the completion of the 
work five years earlier, in 1011 (1602);116 iskandar beg, 
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tour of the city and its newly constructed buildings 
proudly shown off: the dawlatkhāna and the qayṣariyya, 
from the roof of which the visitors watched a mighty 
artillery display before descending to a feast in the fa-
mous Mahdi Palace (khāna-yi mahdī) in the bagh-i 
Naqsh-i Jahan.128 fazli beg expands on this detail, men-
tioning that the shah had allocated a place for the Khan 
to stay in the private quarters of the dawlatkhāna 
(dawlatkhāna-yi khāṣṣ), but wali Muhammad Khan was 
not content with this,129 and it was determined that car-
pets would be spread out in the ʿimārat-i mahdī, which 
the late shah ismaʿil had built in the Naqsh-i Jahan.130 it 
will be recalled that fazli also notes that this is where 
ʿabbas stayed on his first visit to the city (see above), 
though its separate existence is not identified in other 
sources: it was presumably the prototype of the later 
dawlatkhāna. fazli remarks that ʿ ali-Quli Khan, charged 
with organizing the uzbek visit, had already been in-
structed to spread carpets in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan 
palace (ʿimārat) and arrange a place for them by the 
royal workshops (kār-khānajāt). the shah himself rose 
to propose they retire to rest, and ʿali-Quli Khan sug-
gested that they be taken to the lofty buildings that had 
been prepared for them.131 Many other details are sup-
plied by fazli—including the placing of entertainers in 
the upper rooms of the shops overlooking the maydān—
and by other sources.132 the main point to emphasize is 
that, by this date, the bulk of the new construction in 
the city was complete and in use, including the second 
line of shops facing the maydān, and that ʿabbas used 
the opportunity provided by the Chinggisid’s visit to 
show off the new capital in all its splendor.

this year (1020) is of particular importance in the 
documentary sources because it is the date usually given 
for the foundation of the Masjid-i shah or friday mosque 
on the maydān. Yazdi mentions the decision to start 
work on friday, 15 safar (april 29, 1611), and has the fur-
ther information that on thursday, 5 rabiʿ II (June 17), 
the ʿ ulama congregated and determined the direction of 
the qibla.133 iskandar beg also mentions the founding of 
the mosque this year, before the arrival of wali Muham-
mad Khan.134 there remains some residual ambiguity 
about the year, as some of the chronograms quoted to 
mark this event (and the visit of wali Muhammad Khan) 
yield the date 1019, the year also given by Junabadi for 

the bridge. but it is neutral in terms of deciding when 
the project was begun, for Yazdi documents ʿabbas’s 
interest in the scheme from 1012 (1603), which is consis-
tent with his date for the founding of the bridge the pre-
vious year;121 fazli beg, who first mentions the scheme 
in 1016 (winter of 1607–8),122 is similarly consistent. the 
shah was also reported to have been at the end of the 
bridge, the plan for the footings of which had been laid 
out (ṭarḥ-i asās-i ān mīrīkhtand), discussing the honest 
handling of financial transactions with the iʿtimad al-
dawla (chief minister), hatim beg urdubadi.123 later, in 
the autumn, when the latter returned from overseeing 
work on the Kuhrang scheme, he organized a great feast 
on the bridge that allahverdi Khan had started, to cel-
ebrate the fact that some of it had been completed (evi-
dently enough for it to be serviceable):124 

for a week the shah relaxed and partied with the nobles 
and great ones of isfahan, as well as the poor, the needy, 
and the ragamuffins (rinds). each level (ṣuffa) and iwan of 
the building above the bridge was assigned to one of the 
ladies (khātūns) and sultans and intimates (muqarrab); 
each was decorated [differently], from majlis (gathering) 
to majlis and occasion to occasion, each one adorning the 
party face to face with the other, so it became the envy of 
the gardens of paradise. 

these details suggest that fazli’s account is essentially 
reliable and consistent with the chronology of the pe-
riod. he reports the shah again strolling with his entou-
rage, including the refugee ottoman Jalali (Celālī) rebels, 
in the gardens and walking at the end of the allahverdi 
Khan bridge during the Nawruz holidays of 1609, and 
urging the sultans and the pillars of state to arrange 
buildings and gardens to develop and beautify the par-
adise-like city.125 the shah’s interest in these projects 
and impatience to see the work finished shines clearly 
through all these accounts.  

ʿabbas then spent another substantial period away 
from the capital,126 during which time he could not per-
sonally supervise construction work in isfahan. shortly 
after the shah’s return in early 1611, the uzbek chief wali 
Muhammad Khan sought refuge with ʿabbas. he was 
welcomed in spectacular style by the shah and, on enter-
ing isfahan via the tuqchi gate, was escorted into the 
city.127 all authors give extended accounts of the recep-
tion of the Khan and his entourage, which included a 
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ʿabbas spent some time receiving delegations, visiting 
the gardens and the buildings of the capital, dispensing 
justice, and rotating the office holders. also, “he ordered 
a great effort to be made to complete the noble friday 
mosque, which the shah had built in the Dār al-Salṭana 
of isfahan [and] lala beg was overseeing.”141 this con-
firms that the work was still continuing and that the 
shah maintained his interest, but as it happens, this was 
to be the last time he came to isfahan, and thereafter his 
attention and creativity in urban development was fo-
cused almost entirely on Mazandaran. the only aspect 
of the construction of isfahan in which he seemed to 
take a persistent interest was the project to divert water 
from the ab-i Kuhrang to the Zayanda rud, to guarantee 
ample water for the city,142 and, less immediately, to 
enhance communications between farahabad and is-
fahan by completing the extension of the stone cause-
way that cut across the edge of the salt desert through 
the Mazandaran jungle.143 it is indeed rather remark-
able, given the enormous energy the shah devoted to 
constructing a worthy capital at isfahan, how quickly he 
moved on to other projects once this was as good as ac-
complished, and how little time he felt like spending in 
the city. the change from public display to more private 
seclusion as an aspect of his building projects is also 
noteworthy. Magnificent as his development of fara-
habad may have been, it was hardly a public statement 
of his majesty or his policies, tucked away in one of the 
most inaccessible parts of his kingdom.

CoNClusioNs

My aim in this paper has been to present the materials 
found in fazli beg’s chronicle that refer to ʿabbas’s de-
velopment of isfahan, focusing on information that sup-
plements or questions the pool of existing data, referred 
to as necessary for comparison. table 1 (on page 166) 
provides a chronological summary of this information 
and table 2 pre sents it according to the main buildings 
discussed. fazli beg provides several items of informa-
tion not mentioned by other contemporary Persian 
sources, falling into two groups: first, details not given 
elsewhere—such as the construction work on the ma-
drasa (cum-mosque?) of ʿabd-allah shushtari in 1006 

the Khan’s visit,135 but the correct date seems to be clear, 
namely 1020.136 

fazli beg nevertheless places the founding of the fri-
day mosque in his annal for the Year of the rat, 1021 
(1612–13), although the chronogram he cites for the work 
by the poet wafaʾi, cited also by MunajjmYazdi and is-
kandar beg, yields the date 1020. the indications he pro-
vides about the shah’s movements and whereabouts 
between 1019 and 1021 are evidently confused and can-
not be reconciled entirely with the data provided by 
other authors.137 Chronology aside, compared with the 
level of information he usually gives about the shah’s 
enthusiasm for the construction of his capital, fazli’s 
account of the founding of the friday mosque on the 
maydān is rather slight, although not without interest. 
he writes: 

it occurred to the shah to draw up plans (ṭarḥ andāzad) for 
a friday mosque opposite the qayṣariyya in the Dār al-
Salṭana of isfahan, which would remain a memorial of the 
mighty Padshah—for there was a mosque opposite the 
lofty gate (Ālā Qāpū) for the teaching of shaykh lutf-allah, 
but nothing comparable for the qayṣariyya [i.e., his concern 
was for symmetry]. at an auspicious moment, the founda-
tion for the lofty masjid-i jāmiʿ was laid; the oversight 
(sarkārī) of the noble site was entrusted to Muhibb-ʿali beg, 
lala (tutor) of the ghulāms (slave corps), controller of the 
buildings (taḥvīldār) of the royal household and superin-
tendent (amīn) of the affairs of the city. 

in a subsequently erased passage, fazli notes that it was 
not completed by ʿabbas’s death, but only in the reign 
of his successor, shah safi.138 as noted in the secondary 
sources, information about isfahan dwindles from this 
point, and indeed ʿabbas’s interests became increas-
ingly preoccupied with other things—not least, his de-
velopment of the new royal establishments of ashraf 
and farahabad in Mazandaran, to which he resorted 
repeatedly in the last decade of his reign.139 in addition, 
he spent long periods on campaign in northwestern 
iran, the Caucasus, and iraq. although he visited isfahan 
a few times after 1612, it was seldom for long and, apart 
from quite detailed descriptions of the welcome he was 
given by local officials, there are almost no references to 
any persisting interest in the city’s development. one 
exception briefly noted by fazli beg is in connection 
with the shah’s triumphant return to isfahan in rama-
dan 1033 (July 1624), after his conquest of baghdad.140 
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beg and Mirza beg Junabadi, who concentrate all their 
accounts of the city’s development into a couple of com-
posite descriptions, he gives a strong sense of the con-
tinuous construction of the city and the work done on 
different buildings over a long period, together with the 
shah’s tireless energy in pushing the projects forward on 
all his visits to the city. 

whether we are willing to accept his data when they 
conflict with the apparently extremely precise records 
of the court astronomer Munajjim Yazdi may have to 
await further research. in the meantime, perhaps the 
best way to reconcile conflicting data is to be cautious 
about accepting dates for the “completion” of substan-
tial building projects, which probably continued over 
several years.

fazli beg confirms the shah’s interest in developing 
isfahan from the time of his earliest visit in 1590, al-
though he sheds almost no light on the vexed question 
of the initial activity around the old city center and the 
Maydan-i harun-i vilayat. for the rest, his evidence sup-
ports sussan babaie’s belief in shah ʿabbas’s systematic 

(1598); and secondly—and more numerously—details 
that supplement information provided by other au-
thors. this would include the dates for the founding of 
the Masjid-i shaykh lutf-allah (1002 [1593–94]), the 
suburb of ʿabbasabad for the tabrizis (1011 [1602]), and 
the allahverdi Khan bridge (1016 [1607)]. in each case 
the date he provides differs substantially from previ-
ously received information, and it is not always possible 
to suggest where the correct interpretation lies. 

all the sources consulted were contemporary with 
the events they describe, although fazli beg was of a 
slightly later generation than the others. for much of the 
crucial period he was in the Caucasus (1608–24), rather 
remote from events in isfahan, and only completed his 
compilation in india. Nevertheless, he clearly had access 
to authoritative information from members of his fam-
ily who held important administrative posts in isfahan, 
and his evidence is both internally consistent and re-
ported in a coherent historical context. apart from the 
specific new information he provides, the main value of 
fazli beg’s narrative is that, unlike the work of iskandar 

table 2. fazli beg’s information on specific buildings.

Buildings/sites Development history

Qayṣariyya and chahār-bāzār Planned on ʿabbas’s visit in 1592.
half completed in 1594. 
architects still working on it in 1598.
Completed winter 1600–1601.  

Dawlatkhāna Planned on ʿabbas’s visit in 1592.
buildings in palace precinct for visitors in 1593–94.
architects still working on it in 1598.
Completed by 1611.

Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan Planned on ʿabbas’s visit in 1592.
Chahar bagh Planned in 1593–94.
guldasta and hammam Planned in 1593–94.
Mosque of shaykh lutf-allah founded 1593–94.
Madrasa of ʿabd-allah shushtari development of existing building in 1598.

Completed two years later, 1600.
ʿabbasabad residential quarter started in 1602–3.
New Julfa founded in 1605.
allahverdi Khan bridge founded in 1607–8; took five years.
Masjid-i shah (friday mosque) founded 1611.

still in progress 1624.
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ghulām riżā Ṭabāṭabāʾī Majd (tehran, 1999) [hereafter cit. 
as Junābadī, Rawḍat].

6. McChesney, “four sources,” 105.
7. Charles Melville, “a lost source for the reign of shah 

ʿabbas: the Afzal al-tawarikh of fazli Khuzani isfahani,” 
Iranian Studies 31, no. 2 (1998): 263–65.

8. Charles Melville, “New light on the reign of shah ʿabbās: 
volume III of the Afżal al-tavārīkh,” in Society and Culture in 
the Early Modern Middle East: Studies on Iran in the Safavid 
Period, ed. andrew J. Newman (leiden, 2003), esp. 71, 80–81. 
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74. fażlī, Afḍal, 146/fol. 74v. the text is not entirely clear: cf. 
Melville, “New light,” 81.

75. McChesney, “four sources,” 123–24; blake “shah ʿ abbas and 
the transfer,” 157; babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces, 96–97. 
see further rula Jurdi abisaab, Converting Persia: Religion 
and Power in the Safavid Empire (london, 2004), 81–87, 
with references to the career of lutf allah and the religious 
context of the period. 

76. Yazdī, 120–22, dates this episode to late 1001 (late summer 
1593).
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against any development of the maydān under ismaʿil.

58. Naṭanzī, Nuqāwat, 233, under 996 (1588), wrongly inter-
preted by babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces, 124; there is no 
record of ʿ abbas going to isfahan at this time: cf. blake, Half 
the world, 60, 86–88; for farhad beg’s constructions in the 
bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan before the accession of ʿabbas, cf. 
Nuqāwat, 239–41.  

59. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 714; McChesney, “four sources,” 112; also 
noted by babaie in her review of blake’s Half the world, 479.

60. according to a. K. s. lambton, landlord and Peasant in 
Persia: A Study of land Tenure and land Revenue Admin-
istration (oxford, 1953; repr. 1969), 407, an isfahani jarīb is 
1,495 square yards; this would yield a total for the maydān 
of nearly 450,000 square yards or 375,000 square meters, 
whereas in fact the Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan is not quite 
90,000 square meters. 

61. for a discussion of the qayṣariyya, see McChesney, “four 
sources,” 117–19.

62. for this, see babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces, 123–25, and the 
sources quoted. 

63. ibid., esp. 42–47.
64. the standard narrative is by Munshī, 464, 468, 473, trans. 

savory, 637, 642, 646, with the previous background. for a 
detailed account of Nur Muhammad’s reception in Qazvin, 
see fażlī, Afḍal, 132–33/fols. 67v–68v. the visit seems not to 
have been recorded by Junabadi.

65. Yazdī, 125–27. iskandar beg says the shah spent the winter 
in isfahan, returning to Qazvin at the end of Pisces (late 
March). the question of the roof is noted below.

66. if this is correct, it suggests that the existing dawlatkhāna 
was set back from the perimeter of the maydān and that 
the new accommodation fronted the square. 

67. Naṭanzī, Nuqāwat, 536–40, only partly trans. in McChesney 
“four sources,” 106–7.

68. sardehan Caravanserai is some 14 farsakhs or 50 miles 
north of the city, indicating the great honor shown to the 
visitors. the caravanserai is discussed briefly by Maxime 
siroux, “les caravanserais routiers safavids,” Iranian Studies 
7, nos. 1–2 (1974): 348–75, at 361–62. 

69. fażlī, Afḍal, 145–46/fol. 74r–v. he makes no reference to the 
rain and gives no dates.

70. ibid., 146/fol. 74v. fazli’s language is not the most elegant 
and his meaning is not always entirely clear. Perhaps 
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98. Yazdī, 203; also noted by blake, Half the world, 22. Yazdi 
also reports a ceremony of spreading flowers on the water 
at the royal hammam.

99. the edited text, 237, reads maydān bīrūn vilāyat, clearly a 
misreading. 

100. see Yazdī, 236–37, trans. McChesney, “four sources,” 109, 
for the whole account, which there is no need to reproduce 
here; see also below for the discussion of the bridge and 
ʿabbasabad.

101. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 758–62, trans. McChesney, “four 
sources,” 112–14. Junābadī, 765, briefly notes ʿ abbas’s return 
to isfahan from his trip to Mashhad, undated, but early in 
1012 (June 1603): see next note. 

102. fażlī, Afḍal, 327–29/fols. 150r–151r, at the start of his annal 
for 1012, but this was still in 1011 (start of the Year of the 
hare). he follows this with ʿ abbas’s expedition to azarbai-
jan, neglecting entirely (as does iskandar beg) to mention 
another trip to Mashhad in May–June 1603, before return-
ing to isfahan and inspecting the possibilities for diverting 
the ab-i Kuhrang to the city; on which, see Yazdī, 328–29; 
cf. Melville, “shah ʿabbas and the Pilgrimage to Mashhad,” 
195, 197. 

103. ʿabbas departed from isfahan on 7 rabiʿ II 1012 (september 
13, 1603) and returned on 26 rajab 1016 (November 16, 1607); 
Yazdī, 245, 330; Munshī, 638, 755, trans. savory, 828, 947.

104. Presumably the same as bidabad.
105. fażlī, Afḍal, 372–73/fol. 172r–v. this passage is translated by 

hirotake Maeda, “the forced Migrations and reorganisa-
tion of the regional order in the Caucasus by safavid iran: 
Preconditions and developments described by fazli Khu-
zani,” in Reconstruction and Interaction of Slavic Eurasia 
and Its Neighboring worlds, ed. osamu ieda and tomohiko 
uyama (sapporo, 2006), 237–71, at 262–63. 

106. Yazdī, 413, trans. McChesney, “four sources,” 110. see  
p. 180 in the present volume for the excellent map cre-
ated by farshid emami for his article “Coffeehouses, urban 
spaces, and the formation of a Public sphere in safavid 
isfahan.”

107. for the settlement of the armenians in isfahan, see e. her-
zig, “the deportation of the armenians in 1604–1605 and 
europe’s Myth of shah ʿabbas I,” in History and literature 
in Iran: Persian and Islamic Studies in Honour of P. w. Avery, 
ed. Charles Melville, Pembroke Persian Papers 1 (london, 
1990): 59–71; fażli’s statement that this was decided at 
Nawruz of 1605 (or shortly before, see Afḍal, 370/fol. 171r) 
is consistent with the other evidence adduced by herzig. 
it is worth remarking that Junabadi gives information not 
confirmed elsewhere about the initial stages of this: her-
zig, “deportation of the armenians,” 62–63; cf. Junābadī, 
Rawḍat, 771. 

108. Munshī, 638–43, trans. savory, 828–33. 
109. McChesney, “four sources,” 125, citing Munshī, esp. 825, 

trans. savory, 1032. Cf. blake, Half the world, 185. for 
ʿabbas’s efforts to assist the tabrizis after the defeat of the 
ottomans in 1019, see also fażlī, Afḍal, 470–71/fol. 275r.

83. Munshī, 522, 529, trans. savory, 698, 706, refers to the shah 
being in isfahan once or twice in his annal for the Year of 
the Monkey (1596–97), as does fażlī, Afḍal, 216–17, but both 
their chronologies are very vague and confused as to the 
correct hijri year. 

84. Naṭanzī, Nuqāwat, 573–79, trans. McChesney, “four 
sources,” 107–8. it is interesting that the list of towns he 
gives from which troops were to be recruited is the same 
as that given by fażlī, Afḍal, 89/fol. 47v, in the year 999.

85. Yazdī, 147; he also mentions the orders to erect the portico 
(sar-i dar) over the dawlatkhāna at an auspicious hour, 
under the supervision of Manuchihr Khan beg, a mem-
ber of the ghulāmān-i khāṣṣa-yi sharīfa (slaves of the royal 
household), but this perhaps refers already to the shah’s 
return to Qazvin.

86. Naṭanzī, Nuqāwat, 579. Munshi also omits almost all the 
details of ʿabbas’s movements that are recorded by Yazdi 
under 1005: cf. n. 83 above.

87. Yazdī, 151; Munshī, 545, trans. savory, 725.
88. Yazdī, 161–63; Munshī, 544–45, trans. savory, 724–25; 

McChesney, “four sources,” 109, 110–11. Yazdi’s account 
otherwise mainly concerns bringing water supplies into 
the city.

89. he says Nawruz of 1007, March 1599, presumably intend-
ing 1006. Yazdī, 162, indicates that ʿabbas was already in 
isfahan for Nawruz in 1598. soon afterwards, the shah set 
off on his expedition to recapture herat. 

90. fażlī, Afḍal, 244/fol. 109v. for the madrasa, see blake, 
Half the world, 158, with references cited, esp. hunarfar, 
Ganjīna, 470–75. Mihrābādī, Āsār-i Millī, 496, proposes 
the date 1007 (1599) on the strength of his more detailed 
account of shushtari’s encounter with the shah and invita-
tion to isfahan, where he resided fourteen years before his 
death in 1021. 

91. this sentence is not very clear and the identity of the 
“mosque” is uncertain. blake’s note (Half the world, 158) 
confusingly represents iskandar beg’s two texts (Munshī, 
831, 1110), but it is possible that in referring to the madrasa 
on the northern side of the maydān this ʿabd-allah 
Madrasa is intended; cf. McChesney, “four sources,” 111 
and n. 26. 

92. abisaab, Converting Persia, 81.
93. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 747–48; for the date and further details 

of this visit, see Yazdī, 91–92.
94. fażlī, Afḍal, 294/fol. 133r.
95. Yazdī, 201; Munshī, 605, trans. savory, 796, leaves him in 

isfahan without noting details of a hunting trip round 
Qumishah and shahr-i Kurd. for the pilgrimage, see 
Charles Melville, “shah ʿ abbas and the Pilgrimage to Mash-
had,” in Melville, Safavid Persia, 191–229.

96. fażlī, Afḍal, 297/fol. 133v; Munshī, 609, trans. savory, 799, 
no details.

97. Yazdī, 201. earlier, in 1006 (1598), he reports the diversion of 
one canal from the river to the bagh-i ʿ abbasabad and other 
gardens: Yazdī, 162, trans. McChesney, “four sources,” 109.  
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Muhammad Khan on 13 rabiʿ II, which would be over a 
week after he arrived and only two days before he left. 
Yazdi was an eyewitness to and participant in the khan’s 
visit and his record should be reliable, but the printed text 
has various inconsistent dates and there are numerous 
departures from the Ms. or. 6263 in the british library: cf. 
Melville “Qars to Qandahar,” 209–13.  

128. Yazdī, 442. 
129. a crossed out phrase mentions that he felt it would be the 

cause of impoliteness and impudence (gustākhī).
130. fażlī, Afḍal, 584/fol. 293v.
131. ibid., 584/fol. 293v–294r. 
132. especially Junābadī, Rawḍat, 831–33, who says they stayed 

one month: Munshī, 836–40, trans. savory, 1044–48. i am 
preparing a paper on the entire journey of wali Muham-
mad Khan; fazli’s account of the visit altogether extends 
over pp. 576–95. 

133. Yazdī, 411, 414; cf. McChesney, “four sources,” 111–12, omit-
ting the latter statement. 

134. Munshī, 831, trans. savory, 1038–39, without dates. 
135. fażlī, Afḍal, 585, and Junābadī, Rawḍat, 830, for the visit (he 

does not mention the founding of the mosque); valī Qulī 
shāmlū, a later source, gives 1019 for both the visit and the 
foundation of the mosque, in Qiṣaṣ al-khāqānī, ed. sayyid 
Ḥasan sādāt Nāṣirī (tehran, 1992), 198. 

136. according to the inscriptions recorded in the mosque, 
the first date mentioned is 1025 (1616): hunarfar, Ganjīna, 
427–29.

137. the most reliable of these is Yazdi, whose chronicle ends 
this year with the shah in Mazandaran late in 1020 (early 
1612). later authors make no mention of the shah being 
in isfahan again until early 1022 (late spring 1613). fazli’s 
account of the founding of the mosque is placed between 
a return from Qazvin and departure for Mazandaran, which 
seems to fit better with other indications for 1020; the very 
uneven length of his annals for 1019–1021 also suggests the 
possibility of the disorganization of his material for these 
years. 

138. fażlī, Afḍal, 617–18/fol. 313r–v.
139. Melville, “Qars to Qandahar,” 213–17; blake, “shah ʿabbas 

and the transfer,” 157–58.
140. the date given by Munshī, 1012, trans. savory, 1234, writing 

exactly contemporary with these events.
141. fażlī, Afḍal, 876/fol. 483v. as is often the case, fazli’s sen-

tence is grammatically tortuous, which makes his precise 
meaning unclear.  

142. the shah visited the site in 1028 (1619), on which see 
Melville, “Qars to Qandahar,” 216–17, and again in 1030 
(1621): Munshī, 949–50, 959, trans. savory, 1170–71, 1180. 
fażlī, Afḍal, 746/fol. 383r, refers to ʿ abbas’s decisions about 
the scheme, involving Jamal al-din Muhammad sukhta 
Khuzani, the kalāntar of isfahan, in 1026 (1617), and further 
financial dispositions in 1037 (1628) are mentioned in fażlī, 
Afḍal, 963/fol. 552r.  

143. fażlī, Afḍal, 877–78/fol. 484r–v, under 1033 (1624). iskandar 
beg puts this in 1031 (1622): Munshī, 989–91, trans. savory, 
1211–12. 

110. Yazdī, 162, refers to the bagh-i ʿabbasabad in 1006 (1598); 
Munshī, 544, 545, trans. savory, 724, 725, mentions the 
garden being laid out in the same year, and says that he 
will discuss the development of the town later—which, as 
noted in McChesney’s discussion, “four sources,” 124–25, 
he does not do.

111. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 760–61, trans. McChesney, “four 
sources,” 113. see also blake, Half the world, 74–75, 185–86.

112. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 762. similarly, referring to the orders for 
the construction of Julfa during the azarbaijan campaign 
of 1012 (1603), he says (p. 772) that he will mention this in 
its own place, but does not do so.

113. fażlī, Afḍal, 465/fol. 225r; six years previously, in 1010, it was 
constructed for the pilgrimage on foot (see Melville, “shah 
ʿabbas and the Pilgrimage to Mashhad,” 212–13), and later 
extended into Mazandaran (see below).

114. fażlī, Afḍal, 466 /fol. 225v; cf. Melville, “New light,” 71. 
thanks to Kioumars ghereghlou for help with translating 
the building materials used.  

115. Quiring-Zoche, Isfahan, 237–42, provides an account of the 
Jabiri ansari family, without reference to this figure.

116. Yazdī, 237; trans. McChesney, “four sources,” 109. Cf. above.
117. see above; Munshī, 544–45, trans. savory, 724; McChesney, 

“four sources,” 111.
118. Junābadī, Rawḍat, 761–62, trans. McChesney, “four 

sources,” 113–14, and his discussion, 125.
119. Yazdī, 339, dates his return to isfahan as 7 safar (May 23) 

this year, via an inspection of the work on the causeway 
across the salt lake, and his re-entry following his excursion 
to silakhur, on 23 rajab (November 2) (ibid., 349).  

120. fażlī, Afḍal, 476/fol. 230r.
121. Yazdī, 244; cf. Melville, “Qars to Qandahar,” 217.
122. fażlī, Afḍal, 472/fol. 229r.
123. ibid., 478/fol. 231v. fazli excised a sentence to the effect 

that this was the previous year, before the shah went to 
Mazandaran. 

124. ibid., 483/fol. 234r. the phrase “some of which” is added in 
the margin.

125. ibid., 497/fol. 241r, start of the annal for 1018, though Nawruz 
fell at the end of 1017 this year. Yazdī, 360–61, confirms 
ʿabbas’s presence in isfahan for Nawruz, in honor of which 
he arranged a festival of lights in the bagh-i Naqsh-i Jahan, 
had flowers scattered at the end of the bridge, and decreed 
the Chahar bagh open for women only on wednesdays.

126. leaving for the north after once more inspecting the 
Kuhrang water project: fażlī, Afḍal, 508/fol. 247v. Yazdī, 
363, 398, has rabiʿ II 1018 (July 1609) for the shah’s depar-
ture and shawwal 1019 (december 1610) for his return; the 
movements are echoed, without dates, by iskandar beg. 
fażlī, Afḍal, 575/fol. 287v, however, has the shah in fara-
habad in the winter of 1610–11, returning to isfahan only 
after Nawruz of 1020 (March 1611).

127. Yazdī, 414–15, gives the dates 4–15 rabiʿ II, 1020 (June 16–27, 
1611) for the khan’s stay in the city, though his detailed 
account of the visit (441–45), is rather less precise and 
somewhat inconsistent, saying the shah went to visit wali 
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on a summer evening in June 1619, foreign envoys resid-
ing in isfahan gathered at the northern side of the city’s 
new plaza, maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan (plan of the World 
square), to attend a reception with the safavid ruler 
shah ʿabbas i (r. 1587–1629). the shah arrived in the 
maydan mounted on horseback. after strolling around 
the square, which had been illuminated by numerous 
lanterns (chirāghān), the envoys were led to a brilliant 
space in the market: with myriad hanging lamps, reflect-
ed in a central basin, it resembled a starry sky. seated in 
the alcoves, the emissaries were then entertained by 
young boys dancing and performing acrobatic feats. af-
ter the meal, a bitter black liquid called “cahue” was 
served in porcelain cups, but most of the ambassadors 
refused to drink it, preferring wine.1 

the bitter, dark beverage was, of course, nothing but 
coffee, and the setting a recently erected coffeehouse in 
isfahan, a bustling metropolis of seventeenth-century 
Eurasia and the royal seat of the safavid dynasty (1501–
1722). the dual sense of aversion and exoticness that 
coffee aroused in European visitors of the time is per-
haps best articulated by the Englishman thomas her-
bert (d. 1682), who described coffee as a drink “black as 
soot, thick and strong scented,” that “please[s] neither 
the eye nor taste.”2 nevertheless, just two or three de-
cades earlier few even in isfahan were familiar with cof-
fee. indeed, before the sixteenth century, no one in the 
world had tasted the beverage, save for the inhabitants 
of the southern shores of the red sea—i.e., the Yemen 
and Ethiopia—whence coffee began to spread around 
the globe. it was first in the Yemen, sometime in the 
fourteenth or fifteenth century, that the ground, roasted 
seeds of the berries plucked from the coffee tree (Coffea 
arabica, a plant native to highlands of southern Ethio-

pia) were mixed with boiling water to make a beverage 
destined to spread far beyond southern arabia. a taste 
for coffee was initially cultivated among members of 
certain Yemeni sufi orders, who found the awakening 
effect of coffee useful for their nightly rituals (dhikr), and 
the substance was subsequently disseminated by mer-
chants, who turned coffee into a lucrative commodity.3 
With coffee came a novel social institution: the coffee-
house, a new phenomenon in the realms of the otto-
mans in the eastern mediterranean, and later, in safavid 
territories in iran. over the course of the sixteenth cen-
tury, as physicians discussed coffee’s medicinal proper-
ties and jurists debated its legal status, coffeehouses 
grew in number and popularity, proliferating despite 
periodic bans issued by authorities anxious about the 
socio-political milieu engendered by the new institu-
tion. by the middle decades of the sixteenth century, 
major cities circling the eastern mediterranean basin, 
from Cairo to istanbul, were dotted with coffeehouses. 
by the early 1600s the habit of coffee drinking had spread 
eastward to iraq and iran. prior to its popularity in Eu-
rope, the coffeehouse had been integrated into the so-
cial and urban fabric of southwest asia.

and yet, despite coffee’s novelty, early-seventeenth-
century European visitors often regarded it as a long-
established substance that had originated in ancient 
times: the italian aristocrat and adventurer pietro della 
valle (d. 1652), one of those present at the above-men-
tioned royal reception held in 1619, believed that coffee 
had been known in antiquity.4 in a similar vein, herbert 
was certain that coffee pre-dated the prophet muham-
mad.5 an equally inaccurate and prejudiced notion un-
derlies the orientalist discourse of the nineteenth 
century, according to which near Eastern coffeehouses 



Farshid Emami178

this indeed provides a more useful model for under-
standing coffeehouses as public sites in all historical 
contexts, including, as we shall see, safavid isfahan. and 
in analyzing Eurasian societies in the early modern pe-
riod, one needs to consider public spheres as intercon-
nected realities, informed in the context of an 
unprecedented circulation of commodities and humans 
throughout the globe.

the intertwining of a local context with broader glob-
al transformations was a quintessential characteristic of 
safavid isfahan, where the introduction of the coffee-
house was concomitant with the restructuring of the 
political order, flowering of long-distance trade, and in-
tegration of diverse social groups into a unified built 
environment.11 initiated as state-sponsored establish-
ments, isfahan’s coffeehouses were one of the main sites 
where the safavid king represented himself to, and in-
teracted with, the city’s cosmopolitan publics.12 (ʿabbas 
even received ambassadors in an urban coffeehouse, as 
the opening anecdote of this essay illustrates.) scholar-
ship has shown how both the royal palaces and urban 
spaces of isfahan were marked by a distinct notion of 
kingship based on “two opposing ideas of humility and 
absolutism,” and how this peculiar image of authority 
was mediated through rituals, feastings, and ceremo-
nies.13 Yet this performative function did not remain a 
royal prerogative and was appropriated by the emergent 
publics of the safavid capital. if the space of the coffee-
house acted as a stage set, it was not merely a venue for 
representations of kingship; it also hosted varied forms 
of cultural subversion and, at times, political dissent. 
the coffeehouse opened up a novel arena of public life 
operating, both physically and socially, between the 
spheres of royal authority and that of ordinary domestic 
existence.

this essay explores the ways in which the formation 
of a public sphere in safavid realms, and particularly in 
the capital city of isfahan, was closely associated with 
new architectural forms and conceptions of urban 
space. through an analysis of the topography, urban 
configuration, and physical structure of the major cof-
feehouses of isfahan, i show how these establishments 
contributed to the creation and expansion of a distinct 
public arena in the city, and how they altered the social 
meaning and perceptual character of the urban spaces 
along which they were erected. this will particularly be 

epitomized the quintessential indolence of oriental 
men, who wasted their time chatting and smoking in 
these venues. in keeping with the orientalist view, some 
recent studies have conceptualized coffee through a 
similar lens: as an exotic substance with essentially dif-
ferent social implications across the boundary that de-
marcates East from West. in this view, the “oriental 
café”, unlike its “Western” counterpart, is an emblem of 
continuity over millennia, a distinct category that 
should be analyzed within a fundamentally different 
framework.6 at the core of this approach is an attempt 
to reconcile what is assumed to be the static and un-
changing nature of asian societies—a key trope of ori-
entalism and colonialism—with the rapid rise of a 
socially transformative substance such as coffee and the 
proliferation of a novel social institution: the coffee-
house. 

in recent years, nevertheless, the study of coffee-
houses, particularly in ottoman territories, has wit-
nessed new methodological approaches. as elsewhere, 
the emerging scholarly discussion has been influenced 
by Jürgen habermas’s conceptualization of the public 
sphere and the role of the coffeehouse in the genesis of 
what he calls a bourgeois public sphere (bürgerlichen 
Öffentlichkeit) in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
Europe.7 the extent to which the habermasian model 
provides an adequate framework for analyzing the pub-
lic sphere in early modern European societies, let alone 
other settings and time periods, has of course been con-
tested.8 Yet, as several studies have shown, the notion 
of a public sphere—broadly understood as a terrain of 
social interactions distinct from both state institutions 
and the private realm—can indeed provide new in-
sights into the workings and transformations of the pre-
modern societies of Eurasia.9 more important, the 
concept of the public sphere allows us to account for 
material conditions and social dynamics particular to 
each society, and to adopt a comparative approach that 
goes beyond the prevalent critiques of orientalism.10 at 
any rate, rather than considering a monolithic public 
sphere, a more nuanced approach is to conceptualize it 
as a site of overlapping publics and divergent social 
groups. if the coffeehouse constituted a public sphere, 
it was not an abstract domain of rational-critical debate, 
but rather a material site closely entangled with con-
crete aspects of everyday life and spatial configurations. 
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ular beverage. in an untitled epistle on coffee, tea, and 
other substances (composed ca. 1600), salik al-din mu-
hammad hamavi Yazdi, a physician active in the first 
quarter of the seventeenth century, discussed the me-
dicinal properties of coffee in greater detail, while offer-
ing a more extensive account of the origin and spread of 
the substance. describing coffee as the fruit of a tree 
native to the Yemen, hamavi relates the popular narra-
tive about the discovery and brewing of coffee by the 
disciples of the sufi shaykh abu’l-hasan shadhili  
(d. 1258), concluding that now,

in arab cities and particularly in mecca […] drinking coffee 
is common, and illuminated abodes and ornamented 
 houses (masākin-i nayyira va manāzil-i muzayyan) have 
been constructed for this pastime. those who seek pleasure 
gather there and all engage in carnal desires (mushtahīyyāt-i 
nafsānī) by the decree of nature. Gradually the practice has 
spread to the lands of iran (mamālik-i ʿ Ajam). in chief cities 
plenty of edifices  have been built, where accouterments of 
pleasure are prepared and assemblies of the wits and com-
panions take place.17

the author further notes that “in arab cities everyone 
and in most cities of iran people of healthy tempera-
ment are accustomed to drinking coffee.”18 a remark-
able aspect of this account is how the dissemination of 
coffee is associated with the development of public 
“houses” for its consumption: from the outset, coffee 
was known as a social beverage consumed in exquisite 
public structures. 

other sources suggest that inhabitants of safavid ter-
ritories first encountered coffee and coffeehouses in the 
arabic-speaking regions of the ottoman Empire, par-
ticularly the cities of iraq. according to hamavi, imbib-
ers (arbāb-i mashārib)  referred to coffee as the “wine of 
the arabs” (khamr al-ʿArab).19 in a prose piece, the 
famed safavid painter and litterateur sadiqi beg afshar 
(d. 1610) alludes to Yemeni coffee, and refers to “com-
panions of the coffeehouse” and “youthful coffee-ven-
dors” as among the primary joys of baghdad in winter.20 
indeed, the first dated mention of a coffeehouse in a 
safavid chronicle refers to an incident that transpired in 
1596 in ottoman-controlled baghdad.21 the existence of 
coffeehouses in baghdad is confirmed by the account of 
the portuguese traveller pedro teixeira, who reported 
seeing several coffeehouses in the city in 1604. teixeira 
specifically highlighted a coffeehouse by the tigris 

illustrated through a reconstruction of the drinking 
houses that existed in the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan and 
the Chaharbagh, the two grand urban spaces of seven-
teenth-century isfahan (fig. 1). this analysis not only 
leads to a fuller picture of the morphology of safavid 
coffeehouses but also elucidates a less appreciated as-
pect of urban development in the age of shah ʿabbas.

recent historical studies have shed light on various 
aspects of coffee and other stimulants in early modern 
iran, such as the role of commerce in their dissemina-
tion and the social functions of the coffeehouse.14 build-
ing upon these studies, this essay probes the less-known 
architectural and urban features of safavid coffeehous-
es. in doing so, it balances on-site investigations with an 
examination of visual evidence, such as earlier architec-
tural drawings and nineteenth-century photographs. 
together with evidence culled from a wide array of tex-
tual sources—court chronicles, biographical dictionar-
ies, literary works, and travel narratives—the remaining 
physical traces of isfahan’s coffeehouses permit us to 
sketch out their architectural layout and their relation 
to urban spaces. 

dissEmination oF CoFFEE and  
thE CoFFEEhousE

Coffee was introduced into safavid territories in the last 
quarter of the sixteenth century through overland trade 
routes. by the middle decades of the seventeenth cen-
tury, however, coffee was primarily shipped from the 
Yemeni port of mocha to the shores of the persian Gulf, 
a trade route along which European maritime compa-
nies as well as local sailors were active.15 medicinal trea-
tises reveal a great deal about the perceptions of coffee 
and the coffeehouse in the early years of its dissemina-
tion. as aladin Goushegir notes, the earliest persian-
language text to discuss coffee appears to have been a 
treatise by the physician ʿimad al-din shirazi (d. after 
1577). in a brief section at the end of his manual, ʿimad 
al-din describes coffee’s medicinal properties and refers 
to its method of preparation and popularity in mecca, 
implying that pilgrimage was one of the channels 
through which coffee was introduced to iran.16 the writ-
ings of the succeeding generation of physicians and 
pharmacologists reflect the rapid rise of coffee as a pop-
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Fig. 1. plan of isfahan, ca. mid-seventeenth century, showing the main elements of the city and the sites studied in this 
article. (plan: © Farshid Emami) 
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river (fig. 1). the allah verdi Khan bridge, completed 
circa 1607–12, connected the two portions of the prom-
enade, which was bisected by the river.27 in terms of 
physical layout, the Chaharbagh was conceived as an 
“elongated garden,” lined with four rows of plane trees 
(chinār), covered with pools and flowerbeds, and bor-
dered with pairs of monumental gatehouse pavilions 
leading to gardens of various forms and functions  
(fig. 2).28 While the Chaharbagh functioned as a thor-
oughfare, connecting the newly developed neighbor-
hoods of new Julfa (inhabited by armenian merchants) 
and ʿabbasabad (settled by merchants from tabriz) to 
the city’s commercial center, it was first and foremost 
a public promenade. the public character of the Cha-
harbagh was particularly apparent in its northern part, 
which stretched between the dawlat Gate and the 
 allah verdi Khan bridge. adjoining the palace complex 
(dawlat khāna) and closer to the more populated areas 
of the city, the northern part of the Chaharbagh featured 
public institutions such as coffeehouses and sufi con-
vents, giving it a distinct social character. the southern 
portion of the Chaharbagh, between the bridge and the 
hizar-jarib Garden, was lined with gardens erected by 
the military and bureaucratic elites.29

Yet in its present state, isfahan’s Chaharbagh avenue 
retains little trace of its original landscape elements, 
gatehouse pavilions, and drinking houses. indeed, the 
chief safavid monument still standing on the Chahar-
bagh is the madrasa-cum-mosque complex erected by 
the last effective ruler of the safavid dynasty, shah sul-
tan husayn (r. 1694–1722)—almost a century after the 
completion of the project under ʿ abbas i.30 interestingly, 
the most telling visual clue to the original layout of the 
Chaharbagh and its coffeehouses can be gleaned from 
a plan of the madrasa drawn up by the French archi-
tect pascal Coste, who surveyed the building in 1840.31 
Coste’s plan depicts not only the entire complex (with 
the linear market and caravanserai) but also a portion 
of the Chaharbagh with its now-lost plane trees, canals, 
pools, stairs, and waterfalls (fig. 3). the most remarkable 
aspect of the Coste plan for this study, however, is the 
area in the northwest of the complex, south of the mar-
ket’s entrance portal, which he labeled as a café (no. 35 
on the plan); a cursory glance at the plan and façade of 
this part of the building reveals that the covered space 

 river, with multiple windows and upper-floor galleries, 
as “a very pleasant resort,” further adding that there 
were many more coffeehouses in the city and “through-
out turkey and persia.”22 

these reports indicate that by the early seventeenth 
century, coffee was ubiquitous in ottoman lands and 
quite popular in elite milieus of safavid iran. the intro-
duction of the coffeehouse in safavid domains thus co-
incided with the period of territorial expansion and 
material prosperity that ensued after the accession of 
shah ʿabbas. With the intensification of mercantile in-
teractions came an influx of commodities and sub-
stances that particularly converged in isfahan, which 
became the capital in the 1590s.23

CoFFEEhousEs oF thE ChaharbaGh

Chronicles of the reign of shah ʿabbas suggest that cof-
feehouses were part of the original building program of 
the Chaharbagh, the famed promenade of isfahan (con-
structed ca. 1596–1602). in his Rawżat al-ṣafavīyya (com-
pleted ca. 1626), the chronicler mirza beg Junabadi 
reports that “taverns and coffeehouses” (maykhānahā 
va qahvakhānahā) were prepared for “wine-drinking 
companions and poor opium-consuming people.”24 
likewise, in the narrative of the court astrologer and 
chronicler Jalal al-din munajjim Yazdi, the coffeehouse 
plays a central role: on december 26, 1602, upon the 
completion of the Chaharbagh, shah ʿabbas spent the 
evening in the coffeehouse, and there he composed a 
three-verse poem containing a chronogram indicating 
the year of the project’s inauguration.25 as i will discuss 
below, several European reports also refer to venues for 
drinking coffee along the Chaharbagh in the seven-
teenth century.

the Chaharbagh (also known as khīyābān-i chahār-
bāgh) was a ceremonial pathway and public promenade 
that constituted the fulcrum of the new safavid develop-
ments in the southern outskirts of isfahan.26 Four kilo-
meters long and forty-seven meters wide, it stretched 
from a gate of the medieval walled city (dawlat Gate) 
to an enormous royal garden known as the ʿabbasabad 
Garden or bagh-i hizar-jarib (thousand acres Gar-
den) in the foothills on the south side of the Zayanda 
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located next to the auspicious madrasa” as one of the 
endowed properties and explicitly asserts that the es-
tablishment, which was “standing in the lands” of the 
complex, “had been purchased for [the use of] the 
madrasa” (bi jahat-i madrasa-yi maẕkura ibtīyāʿ shuda 
būd).33 the passage reveals that the pre-existing cof-
feehouse was regarded as a piece of private property at 
the time of the construction of the madrasa, not a royal 
estate. another piece of evidence that hints at the exis-
tence of a coffeehouse before the erection of the madra-
sa is a schematic plan of the Chaharbagh (fig. 4a) drawn 

designated as a coffeehouse was not originally laid out 
as part of the complex. rather, it appears that it was an 
existing structure incorporated into the madrasa. more-
over, it is evident in Coste’s plan that only this part of 
the building is aligned with the flowerbeds and stairs of 
the Chaharbagh, suggesting that it was laid out together 
with these landscape elements.32 

this hypothesis about the earlier provenance of the 
coffeehouse is further confirmed by the madrasa’s en-
dowment deed (vaqfnāma), which mentions “the entire 
land and building (ʿarṣah va aʿyān) of the coffeehouse 

Fig. 2. old photograph of the Chaharbagh, taken ca. 1880s, showing the axial walkway bordered by plane trees, looking 
north from the middle of the northern section of the Chaharbagh. tehran, iranian Cultural heritage organization docu-
mentation Center. (photo: Ernst höltzer) 
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in the 1680s by the German physician and adventurer 
Engelbert Kaempfer (d. 1716). despite its sketchiness, it 
shows that a series of self-contained structures (two of 
them bearing the label kaf)34 stood in the same part of 
the Chaharbagh before the construction of the shah sul-
tan husayn madrasa in the early eighteenth century.35 
moreover, the existing building, as it stands today, does 
not seem to have a sound structural relationship with 
the rest of the complex.36 thus, while the coffeehouse’s 
external decoration is consistent with the rest of the 
madrasa, textual, visual, and physical evidence suggests 
that the structure itself had its origin in an earlier period, 
or was at least refurbished on the basis of a pre-existing 
construction.

a close study of Kaempfer’s plan shows that the ex-
tant coffeehouse was not a self-contained structure but 
was rather paired with another building on the west-
ern side of the Chaharbagh; in his plan both structures 
bear the same label.37 the plan further indicates that 
to the south of this pair was another pair of structures 
(i.e., those labeled “kaf”), which in all likelihood would 
have flanked the other octagonal basin depicted fur-
ther to the south on Coste’s plan (fig. 4b), in the area 
of the Chaharbagh illustrated in an engraving by Coste  
(fig. 4c).38 the existence of this second pair of coffee-
houses is corroborated by the account of the dutch 
painter and traveler Cornelis de bruyn (d. 1726), who vis-
ited isfahan in 1703–4, a few years before the construc-
tion of the madrasa; in his sequential description of the 
Chaharbagh, he refers to “two other buildings” farther to 
the south of the first area with coffeehouses, “where they 
retire to smoke.”39 indeed, such a symmetrical configu-
ration conforms to the overall layout of the promenade, 
where the bordering pavilions were all arranged in pairs 
flanking a sequence of large and small pools (figs. 1 and 
5b). by the same token, it would be reasonable to as-
sume that the southern pair of pavilions resembled the 
standing structure in terms of overall layout. these vi-
sual and textual records allow us to sketch out a hypo-
thetical reconstruction of the Chaharbagh coffeehouses 
(fig. 5).40 located at the very center of the northern part 
of the promenade, they lay at the corners of bagh-i tut 
(mulberry Garden) and bagh-i angur (Grape Garden), 
where roads leading east and west linked the Chahar-
bagh to the adjoining areas (fig. 5b).41

Fig. 3. Excerpt from a plan of the shah sultan husayn ma-
drasa, showing the original layout of the Chaharbagh and the 
coffeehouse (no. 35), as surveyed by pascal Coste in 1840. 
(after pascal Coste, Monuments modernes de la Perse [paris, 
1867], pl. xix–xx) 
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Fig. 4. a) Engelbert Kaempfer, schematic plan of the northern part of the Chaharbagh. london, british library, ms. sloane 
5232, fol. 42a. (photo: provided by the british library); b) plan of the Chaharbagh madrasa (see fig. 3); c) Engraving after a 
drawing by pascal Coste, showing the Chaharbagh with the shah sultan husayn madrasa in the background. before the 
construction of the madrasa, there were drinking pavilions on either side of the Chaharbagh, in front of the two platforms 
depicted in Coste’s drawing. (after pascal Coste, Monuments modernes de la Perse [paris, 1867], pl. xviii)
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Fig. 5. a) hypothetical reconstruction of the coffeehouses 
along the Chaharbagh. the building rendered in black rep-
resents the coffeehouse that was embedded in the shah sul-
tan husayn madrasa and still stands today; b) reconstructed 
plan of the northern part of the Chaharbagh, showing the 
location of the drinking houses along with the chief struc-
tures and gateway pavilions that bordered the promenade: 
1) dawlat Gate; 2) World-displaying (jahānnamā) pavilion; 
3) tent (khargāh) Garden; 4) sweet-smelling (musamman) 
Garden; 5) nightingale (bulbul) Garden; 6) throne (takht) 
Garden; 7) mulberry (tūt) Garden; 8) Grape (angūr) Garden; 
9) sufi convents (takiyyas of the niʾmat-allahi and haydari 
dervish orders); 10) allah verdi Khan bridge. (plans: Farshid 
Emami) 
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tion of coffee, and hence both establishments were in-
cluded in the program. moreover, the existence of a 
tavern may not have been unrelated to the presence of 
a vineyard in this area of the Chaharbagh. according to 
the account of the French jewel merchant and traveler 
Jean Chardin, as well as Kaempfer’s map, the garden lo-
cated on the western side of the thoroughfare in the area 
of the drinking houses was known as bagh-i angur 
(Grape Garden).47

the juxtaposition of a coffeehouse and a wine tavern 
on the Chaharbagh of isfahan is emblematic of the close 
historical affinity between the two social institutions. as 
elsewhere in the early modern world, in terms of social 
milieu, the coffeehouse was first and foremost akin to 
the tavern (or similar establishments serving alcoholic 
or non-alcoholic beverages).48 When the coffeehouse 
first appeared in mecca, in the early sixteenth century, 
it was often compared to the tavern, and, as hattox 
notes, the origin of the coffeehouse as a social institu-
tion should probably be sought in the wine tavern, rath-
er than sufi circles.49 the perceived similarity between 
the two beverages is also reflected in the etymology of 
the word itself: before the emergence of “modern cof-
fee,” the arabic term qahwa referred to a type of thick 
wine with an acrid taste.50 in the early years of its intro-
duction to safavid iran, too, the coffeehouse was remi-
niscent of the tavern, as a couplet by sadiqi beg suggests:

i did not sit in the coffeehouse for the sake of coffee;
it is with the thought of wine that i drink coffee every mo-
ment.

Bi qahvakhāna na az bahr-i qahva jā kardam 
Bi yād-i bāda kasham jām-i qahva rā har dam.51

Yet compared to the urban centers of neighboring em-
pires, in safavid realms wine appears to have been con-
sumed with greater liberty in public spaces.52 as 
matthee has shown, despite the islamic prohibition on 
intoxicating drinks, except for periodic bans, public 
consumption of wine was generally allowed by the sa-
favids.53 in the 1620s, ʿ abbas even ordered Qazi b. Kashif 
al-din, another physician active in isfahan in the first 
half of the seventeenth century, to compose an epistle 
on the benefits and rules of drinking wine.54 rather than 
substituting for wine, coffee was seen as complementing 
it.55 indeed, the proximity of a coffeehouse to a wine 
tavern provided a convenient amenity for the revelers 

literary sources, however, suggest that initially these 
structures functioned not just as coffeehouses but also 
as wine taverns. our first source is a biographical com-
pendium of poets completed in the 1620s by taqi al-din 
muhammad awhadi balyani (d. ca. 1629). in his entry on 
baba shams-i tishi of shiraz, awhadi relates that in 1603 
(1012) shah ʿ abbas had a wine tavern (maykhāna) set up 
for baba shams in the Chaharbagh of isfahan, noting 
that now he is still “inebriated from the cup of leisure” 
in that royal wine-house (maykhāna-yi shāhanshāhī), 
and that “whoever drinks wine in that tavern is exempt 
[from punishment].” this exemption was in effect, he 
further adds, “even if there was a prohibition on wine.”42 
interestingly enough, awhadi, who was a contemporary 
witness, does not refer to any coffeehouses. in fact, un-
like later literary sources, throughout his voluminous 
compendium the terms coffee and coffeehouse barely 
figure at all. (since he moved to india in 1606, it is likely 
that he was not very familiar with coffee or had sim-
ply missed the popularization of urban coffeehouses 
in iran.43) the second source is a later biographical 
dictionary of poets, completed in the 1670s by muham-
mad tahir nasrabadi (d. ca. 1688). nasrabadi describes 
shams as an ordinary person (avāsiṭ al-nās) specializing 
in “the knowledge of music,” but relates that it was a 
coffeehouse that was built for shams-i tishi, and that a 
wine-house (sharābkhāna) was set up beside (pahlū-yi) 
it.44 regarding the special dispensation granted for wine 
drinking, nasrabadi gives a more detailed account: shah 
ʿabbas decreed that anyone who drank at this tavern 
would have his hand stamped and that the magistrate’s 
fellows would know not to harass anyone so marked.45 
according to awhadi, the reason for this order was 
shah ʿabbas’s interest in a young boy named Ganji who 
worked for shams-i tishi.46 

these two literary reports corroborate the conclu-
sions reached on the basis of architectural drawings and 
sketches, suggesting that when Junabadi mentioned the 
establishment of “coffeehouses and taverns” on the Cha-
harbagh in his chronicle, it was not a figurative but a 
literal statement. nasrabadi’s reference to a tavern 
erected beside a coffeehouse is indeed consistent with 
the proposed reconstruction, whereby two pairs of pa-
vilions stood near one another. based on these accounts, 
we can surmise that the conception and erection of a 
tavern coincided with the introduction and populariza-
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Fig. 6. plan showing the Chaharbagh coffeehouse along with the adjoining platform and landscape elements. drawn on 
the basis of old photographs and surveys of the madrasa. (plan: Farshid Emami) 

Fig. 7. interior view of the extant structure along the Cha-
harbagh (which once served as a coffeehouse), showing the 
central hall and the upper-floor gallery. (photo: Farshid 
Emami, 2013) 

Whether initially conceived as coffeehouse or tavern, 
the extant structure along the Chaharbagh still offers a 
glimpse of its original form and sensory experience.57 
measuring approximately thirteen by ten meters on pe-
rimeter, it consists of a double-height domed space, 
square in plan and about twelve meters high, sur-
rounded by recesses on three sides (fig. 6). While the two 
lateral recesses are rectangular, opposite the entrance is 
a semi-octagonal alcove (shāhnishīn) carved with niches 
in the walls. Judging from Coste’s plan, an octagonal ba-
sin once stood at the center of the coffeehouse. the 
dome is supported by four piers with chamfered sides, 
from which spring pendentives covered with a pattern 
of intersecting arches that, together with the load-bear-
ing connecting arches, form a base on which the dome 
rests (fig. 7). a staircase in the northeast corner provides 
access to a u-shaped gallery overlooking the central hall 
and offering screened views of the Chaharbagh land-
scape outside. in its present state, the structure is con-
nected to a small room on the south side, which probably 
functioned as the service area of the coffeehouse, where 
coffee was brewed for clients.58

Composed of a full-height arch flanked by two verti-
cal bays, the coffeehouse’s elevation reflects the tripar-

of isfahan: in his description of the benefits of coffee, 
Qazi b. Kashif al-din had noted the ameliorating effect 
of the substance on a hangover (dafʿ-i khumārī).56 and 
of course frequenters of the Chaharbagh tavern re-
mained exempt from the sporadic prohibitions on wine 
drinking, although, as awhadi pithily wrote, in safavid 
isfahan “no one cares” (kas rā bi kas kār nīst). 
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ing pavilion from its contemporary or earlier prototypes 
is the omission of one of the four sides of the cross-
shaped central space, a modification that provides a 
more direct link between the covered internal hall and 
the outside landscape. indeed, the main novelty of the 
structure does not lie in its plan (variations of the cruci-
form layout were indeed common) or its façade per se, 
but rather in its urban configuration—that is, the man-
ner in which the pavilion’s open plan sits along an elon-
gated promenade/thoroughfare to serve as a public 
institution. rather than self-contained pavilions, the 
Chaharbagh’s coffeehouses were street buildings with a 
single elevation. here the perforated wooden façade 
does not screen a private reception hall from an en-
closed courtyard but rather provides a transparent in-
terface for a public building, from whose alcoves one 
could peer into the urban space. like the mid-seven-
teenth-century ipshir pasha Coffeehouse in ottoman 

tite layout of the interior (fig. 8). the central arch has an 
elaborate wooden latticed screen through which air and 
light penetrated into the covered hall. supported by two 
wooden columns, the screen featured glass panes and 
sashes (urusī or sliding panels). the lateral bays contain 
two arched windows of the same size, screened with 
perforated brickwork and surmounted by square tile 
panels bearing identical Koranic inscriptions in square 
kufic script. added during the construction of the ma-
drasa, the epigraphic panels, as i will discuss later, were 
an explicit proclamation of the coffeehouse’s integra-
tion into a religious institution in the early eighteenth 
century. 

in terms of architectural typology, the plan of the cof-
feehouse represents a variation of the cross-in-square 
model, the most common scheme for residential build-
ings and garden pavilions since pre-islamic times.59 
What distinguishes the layout of the Chaharbagh drink-

Fig. 8. old photograph showing the Chaharbagh coffeehouse in the late nineteenth century. Washington, d.C., Freer Gal-
lery of art and arthur m. sackler Gallery archives, smithsonian institution. (photo: antoin sevruguin, ca. 1880) 
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fahan in the early 1700s, de bruyn observed that this area 
of the Chaharbagh was covered with “benches, wooden-
chairs, and tables,” and “in the evening you always see a 
great number of persians, smoking and drinking coffee.” 
de bruyn also noted the distinct character of the Cha-
harbagh in the vicinity of the coffeehouses: “the ground 
here has a slope, where there are trees which afford the 
finest shade in the world.”62 

the public character of the Chaharbagh drinking 
houses, however, does not mean that they were used by 
all social classes in a similar fashion. lying to the west 
of the Chaharbagh was the elite neighborhood of 
ʿabbasabad and across the river was the armenian quar-
ter of new Julfa (fig. 1).63 With these well-to-do residen-
tial areas in its vicinity, it is no surprise that the 
Chaharbagh coffeehouses were used by the upper strata 
of safavid society as a public stage for the demonstration 
of social status.64 this performative function was explic-
itly commented upon by the English traveler John Fryer, 
who when he visited isfahan in 1677 found the Chahar-
bagh similar to london’s hyde park: “a place to see and 
to be seen.”65 he further noted that at nightfall all “the 
pride” of isfahan was met in the Chaharbagh: “the Gran-
dees were airing themselves, prancing about with their 
numerous trains, striving to outvie each other in pomp 
and Generosity.”66 Fryer’s observation illustrates how 
the physical setting of the Chaharbagh made certain 
socially-coded behaviors possible: “near these ponds, or 
Tanks, are Coffee-houses, which furnish them when 
they dismount, with Coho, tea, or sherbets; while they 
sit in state, and smoak tobacco with their attendance 
about them.”67 riding on horseback on the lateral path-
ways of the Chaharbagh—the central alley was exclu-
sively for pedestrians—an elite isfahani would dismount 
for a cup of coffee while a servant attended his horse.68 
one such member of the merchant class matching 
 Fryer’s description is illustrated in a painting attributed 
to muʿin musavvir (active ca. 1630s–90s), which portrays 
a middle-aged merchant named mirza muhammad-
taqi tabrizi, mounted on horseback and accompanied 
by a groom (fig. 9).69 as massumeh Farhad has noted, 
the figure’s epithet suggests that he was a scion of the 
tabrizi émigré families who resided in the neighbor-
hood of ʿ abbasabad. the painting is a visual representa-
tion of the manner in which an upper-class isfahani was 

aleppo, the Chaharbagh coffeehouses present a new 
conception of urban elevation: a perforated curtain fil-
tering light, air, and views of the outside landscape 

the urban significance of the drinking houses is also 
reflected in the way they were laid out in relation to the 
open-air space of the Chaharbagh. as old photographs 
and Coste’s drawings show (fig. 3), a square platform 
stood in front of each drinking house.60 between each 
pair of platforms, along the canal that ran down the 
middle of the Chaharbagh, lay a small octagonal pool, 
preceded by a water chute and flanked by two flights of 
stairs—all created through a sculptural terracing of the 
land’s sloping. as one strolled down the stone-paved 
axial pathway of the Chaharbagh, these pools and their 
flanking platforms marked the presence of coffeehous-
es/taverns: together, they formed a visual axis perpen-
dicular to the axial walkway, directing one’s gaze toward 
the bordering structures. the area was given a further 
distinct character by a dramatic shift in planting: on the 
platforms were willow trees, which broke the rhythm of 
the regularly-spaced plane trees and, with their slender 
hanging branches, created a contrast of shade, texture, 
and color. on a hot summer day, seated in the shade of 
the weeping willows, patrons of the drinking houses 
would sip coffee, drink wine, or smoke tobacco while 
relishing the richest sensory experience that the Chahar-
bagh landscape had to offer. the dappled light of the sun 
filtering through the leaves, they enjoyed air cooled by 
fountains and scented by flowers, along with the gur-
gling sound of water flowing on the carved surfaces of 
the water chutes—all mingled with the scents of coffee 
and tobacco, which were as exotic in seventeenth-cen-
tury isfahan as they were anywhere else in the early 
modern world. 

the direct spatial and visual connection between the 
covered space and an open-air sitting area, which suited 
the public function of taverns/coffeehouses, was re-
marked upon by multiple European visitors. Kaempfer 
noted that those in charge of the drinking houses spread 
carpets and mats on the bordering platforms, where 
people could sit, watch shows, and listen to poets and 
storytellers, all while drinking and smoking; only when 
the weather was hot would they move to the cooler ad-
joining rooms.61 it also appears that the coffeehouses 
were later outfitted with outdoor furniture. While in is-
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vendors (zanān-i ahl-i ḥirfa) were allowed in.70 since the 
main “vending spots” of the Chaharbagh were its drink-
ing houses, it is reasonable to assume that on such days 
coffee and wine were also served by women. Yet the fe-
male participants of these weekly outings were not lim-
ited to royal ladies and their servants. della vale reports 
that one Wednesday his wife was invited to join the 
noble women of isfahan for an outing with the court 
ladies.71 the presence of the local nobility, members of 
other religions (della valle’s nestorian Christian wife 
and her peers), and female vendors suggests that on 
such days the domain of women was relatively exten-
sive. as public spaces used by both genders, albeit seg-
regated by day of the week, the coffeehouses of the 
Chaharbagh were not exclusively masculine spaces; 
they also provided a rare venue for women to socialize 
in a public setting.72 

these manifestations of class and gender reflect the 
myriad ways in which the presence of the coffeehouses 
affected the meaning and uses of the Chaharbagh as a 
public space. Consider the elongated space stretching 
between the dawlat Gate and the Zayanda river (fig. 5): 
the novelty of the coffeehouses did not lie in their layout 
or decoration per se, but rather in the way they sat at the 
heart of a public promenade, and in the way their cov-
ered rooms and open-air platforms created a public 
venue for utterly new social pastimes such as drinking 
coffee and smoking tobacco. in its incipient form, a 
khīyābān was not merely a planted road or an elongated 
garden for age-old leisurely activities: it was a prome-
nade lined with street cafés, if you will, a public space 
accommodating and shaping the social practices and 
habits of a new age.

thE CoFFEEhousEs at thE maYdan-i naQsh-i 
Jahan

in the urban landscape of seventeenth-century isfahan, 
the Chaharbagh coffeehouses stood out for their asso-
ciation with the institution of the wine tavern and for 
their integration into a monumental promenade. Yet, 
the city’s most famous coffeehouses were those erected 
on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan (also known as the may-
dan-i shah, or royal square). in his detailed description 

seen in public spaces such as the Chaharbagh on a day-
to-day basis. it was not merely the ability to afford a 
drink, but also the very design of the Chaharbagh and 
its drinking houses, with their interconnected indoor 
and outdoor spaces, that enabled the elites of isfahan to 
enact their social status in the public domain. 

another unique function imparting a novel social 
character to the Chaharbagh coffeehouses was its exclu-
sive use by women once a week. in 1609, shah ʿabbas 
decreed that on Wednesdays the Chaharbagh and allah 
verdi Khan bridge would become an entirely feminine 
domain, so that the women of the court would not, as 
he had allegedly feared, be deprived of “the delight of 
strolling and conversing (siyr u suḥbat) on the Chahar-
bagh.” according to munajjim Yazdi, on such days men 
were prohibited from entering the area and only female 

Fig. 9. muʿin musavvir (attributed), “portrait of muhammad 
taqi tabrizi.” london, the nasser d. Khalili Collection of 
islamic art. (photo: nour Foundation, courtesy of the Khali-
li Family trust)
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size of the location, and are made out of masonry or 
scaffolding, on which one sits in the oriental manner.”79 
sources suggest that the coffeehouses were located on 
the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, in the 
arcades stretching on either side of the entrance portal 
of the Qaysariyya. modified over the past century and 
taken over by shops, the present condition of the may-
dan’s north side gives little clue to its original form and  
 function (fig. 10). 

to reconstruct the original layout of the coffeehouses 
it is essential to situate them in the broader framework 
of the maydan’s development. as Eugenio Galdieri pro-
posed in 1970 on the basis of an archaeological investiga-
tion, the arcades surrounding the maydan were 
constructed in two stages: in the first phase, the plaza 
was circled by a one-story arcade leading to a row of 
shops on the outer perimeter; the row of shops facing 
the plaza as well as upper-level loggias (sing. bālākhāna) 
were added during a second stage of construction.80 in 
a detailed study of four safavid chronicles, robert 
mcChesney proposed a textual basis for Galdieri’s hy-
pothesis, arguing that in the first phase, finished before 
1595, the maydan was primarily intended for festivities 
and sports, and that it was in the second phase, com-
pleted by 1602–3, that the plaza took on a commercial 
character.81 

the nature and historical circumstances of this two-
stage development, however, are not entirely clear, par-

of the safavid capital, Chardin refers to those establish-
ments as “the most beautiful and the most spacious cof-
feehouses in the whole city.”73 the significance of the 
maydan’s coffeehouses is also reflected in the referenc-
es made to them in literary sources. in a versified travel 
narrative, for instance, the poet bihishti of herat de-
scribes the coffeehouses along with the palace complex 
and royal market, a reflection of their perceived signifi-
cance in safavid isfahan.74 

Chronicles suggest that, as in the Chaharbagh, the 
coffeehouses of the maydan were integral to its main 
building program. munajjim Yazdi’s account is indica-
tive of the commercial nature of the development pro-
gram, which comprised coffeehouses, the Qaysariyya 
(royal market), stores, caravanserais, and bathhouses.75 
likewise, in Junabadi’s flowery description, one can get 
a sense of the close association of the coffeehouses with 
the maydan and its elements: “through the maydān 
flowed a large canal resembling the stream of paradise, 
and pleasant coffeehouses were built along it of marble, 
brick, and stucco. in those coffeehouses, the tulip-faced 
and rosy-cheeked ones served coffee, symbolizing the 
darkness surrounding the fountain of life.”76 

European reports render a vivid picture of the may-
dan coffeehouses. according to Chardin, the rooms 
were very high and large, open from top to bottom, 
with scaffoldings inside made like the benches of tai-
lors (établis des tailleurs), allowing one to sit or lean 
easily.77 similarly, according to the French traveler and 
merchant Jean-baptiste tavernier, the coffeehouses 
of the maydan consisted of rooms opening onto the 
square, where people go to smoke tobacco or drink 
coffee. these rooms, he wrote, had amphitheater-style 
seating, and, in the center, a simple basin with running 
water, used for filling water pipes.78 Fryer, too, compares 
the coffeehouses to theaters: “they are modeled after the 
nature of our theatres, that every one may sit around, 
and suck choice tobacco.” an oft-quoted passage in 
Chardin’s travelogue, which gives a generic description 
of safavid coffeehouses, was most probably based on 
his observations of the maydan establishments: “sev-
eral of them, especially those in the big cities, have a 
water basin in the middle. around the rooms are plat-
forms, which are three feet high and approximately 
three to four feet wide, more or less according to the 

Fig. 10. Elevated view of the northeast side of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan, showing the restored arcades where the cof-
feehouses were once located. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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ticularly with respect to the northern side of the maydan, 
where the coffeehouses were once located.82 as markus 
ritter notes, in the northern side “the building mass sur-
rounding the plaza is twice as deep as the other sides”; 
here an additional one-story gallery stands in front of 
the main gallery, which is lined with two rows of shops 
and encircles the plaza (fig. 11).83 Judging from physical 
additions and restorations, Galdieri erroneously sug-
gested that this extra arcade dated from a later time. 
Galdieri’s plan (fig. 11) thus reflects the state of the north-
ern side of the maydan in the 1960s, when the arcades 
containing the coffeehouses had long been modified 
and integrated into the market.84 Yet, as ritter remarks, 
a sketch plan of the maydan drawn by della valle re-
veals that the additional gallery already existed in the 
early 1600s, during the reign of shah ʿabbas.85 among 
modern scholars, heinz Gaube and Eugen Wirth were 
probably the first to identify the three-bay-wide gallery 
on the north side as the original site of the coffeehouses 
described in European reports. they particularly high-
lighted the distinctive vaulting of this area, which is 
characterized by an alternation between tunnel vaults 
and domes.86 Every four bays surrounding a central hall, 
they noted, formed a quadripartite layout, which con-
stituted one of the original coffeehouses.87 

Yet the key to the original layout of the coffeehouses 
lies in a plan of the maydan drawn up in 1932 by the 

French architect Eugène-Elie beaudouin.88 in contrast 
to Galdieri’s plan, this plan depicts the coffeehouses as 
six interconnected octagonal spaces stretching on the 
eastern side of the Qaysariyya portal (fig. 12). the above-
mentioned sketch plan by della valle confirms that the 
coffeehouses were located in exactly this part. more-
over, this layout is consistent with the peculiar vaulting 
scheme of this area, as noted by Gaube and Wirth. (in 
the eastern four bays the original vaults of the coffee-
houses are still preserved.) it is thus reasonable to as-
sume that beaudouin’s plan was based on the existing 
condition of the area in the early 1930s, i.e., prior to the 
modern renovation of the maydan.89 more important, 
the plan matches another sketch by della valle (fig. 13), 
which depicts the coffeehouse where shah ʿabbas held 
an audience with foreign ambassadors in 1619.90 della 
valle’s drawing shows two of the six octagonal halls that 
constituted the coffeehouses on the north side of the 
maydan.

these visual records, together with the physical re-
mains and textual descriptions, allow for a rough recon-
struction of the safavid coffeehouses of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan (fig. 14). occupying the entire western 
wing of the plaza’s northern side—what is today known 
as the bazar-i sarrafha (money-Changers’ market)—
“the coffeehouse complex” consisted of six domed halls 
with chamfered corners (each approximately seven me-
ters across and six meters high). the domed chambers 
were lit through an aperture in the ceiling and, judging 
from della valle’s sketch, featured octagonal basins at 
the center. alternating with these domed halls were 
lower barrel-vaulted spaces (measuring five by four-
and-a-half meters), which both separated and connect-
ed the domed halls (fig. 15). (shah ʿabbas sat in one of 
these alcoves to receive ambassadors). della valle’s 
sketch (fig. 13) suggests that these interconnecting al-
coves were lined on both sides with platforms, traces of 
which still remain in situ. this reconstruction conforms 
to the description of della valle, who noted that with no 
barriers between them, the coffeehouses appeared as 
one complex. 

the overall scheme of the coffeehouses can be de-
scribed as a series of cruciform spaces with overlapping 
alcoves on the sides. by using two different types of 
vaulting and by chamfering the corners of the main 

Fig. 11. schematic plan by Galdieri of the northern side of 
the maydan, showing original safavid constructions and 
later additions. (after Eugenio Galdieri and roberto orazi, 
Progetto di sistemazione del Maydān-i Šāh [rome, 1969]) 
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Fig. 12. Excerpt from the plan of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan drawn up by Eugène-Elie beaudouin in 1932, 
showing the original layout of the coffeehouses on the 
northeast side of the plaza. (after Eugène-Elie beaud-
ouin, “ispahan sous les grands chahs, Xviie siècle,” Ur-
banisme, revue mensuelle de l’urbanisme français 2, no. 
10 [January 1933], 25) 

Fig. 13. a sketch from the diary of pietro della valle, showing the 
layout of the coffeehouse where shah ʿabbas held a reception for 
foreign envoys in 1619. vatican, vatican library (biblioteca apos-
tolica vaticana), ott. lat. 3382, fol. 126v. (photo: courtesy of the 
vatican library) 

Fig. 14. plan showing the northeast side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan along with the reconstructed layout of the coffee-
houses: 1) row of coffeehouses consisting of six octagonal rooms alternating with alcoves; 2) bazar-i Qannadha (Confection-
ers’ market); 3) Chaharsuq-i shah; 4) Qaysariyya market; 5) sherbet houses; 6) covered market leading to the old maydan. 
(plan: Farshid Emami) 
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the Chinese teahouse (chāy-i khaṭāʾī-khāna), and the 
coffeehouse (qahvakhāna)—and gave a fairly different 
picture of the prevalent milieu in each of them: the wine 
tavern was mostly frequented by “low people” (un-
züchtige Leute), who would watch the lewd dancing of 
young servers; in the teahouse, meanwhile, they drank 
a “foreign warm drink,” and played chess and backgam-
mon; and the coffeehouse was where tobacco smokers 
and coffee drinkers could be found. in all three, olearius 
observed, poets and storytellers could be seen seated on 
tall chairs in the middle of the room, reciting with a stick 
in their hands.91 no other source refers to these types, 
but since olearius, who visited isfahan in the 1630s, is 
one of our earliest sources, it is likely that at least ini-
tially such a functional categorization did exist in the 
maydan’s establishments.92 if so, as with the Chahar-
bagh drinking houses, here we can see a similar juxta-

halls, the unknown architect of the complex master-
fully created a new spatial configuration, suitable for the 
function of the drinking houses, without discarding the 
modular framework that underlines the overall design 
of the shops surrounding the maydan. in addition to the 
eastern and western entrances, the coffeehouses were 
directly accessible from the open-air space of the plaza, 
and probably from the bazar-i Qannadha (Confection-
ers’ market) to the north. alternating with the entrance 
bays on both sides were alcoves facing the maydan in 
the south and the gallery in the north. Earlier plans in-
dicate that small niches were carved into the walls, 
which would have provided ample space for storing 
china cups and other utensils. 

in his description of the maydan’s drinking houses 
(Schenke, Tavernen), olearius referred to three distinct 
types of establishments—the wine tavern (shīrakhāna), 

Fig. 15. axonometric view showing the overall structure of the coffeehouses as they originally stood on the northeastern 
side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan. (drawing: Farshid Emami) 
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platforms.98 this formal affinity is of course not without 
social implications. as in other islamic contexts, the 
public bath was a social space in the urban centers of 
medieval iran, where people gathered not just for bath-
ing but also to meet and talk. What differentiated the 
architecture of the maydan coffeehouses from that of 
the public baths was their dynamic relationship with 
the surrounding urban spaces. in contrast to bathhous-
es, which were introverted buildings constructed lower 
than ground level, the coffeehouses of the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan were open and permeable structures, in-
terconnected with the open-air space of the maydan 
and the nearby markets. accessible from multiple direc-
tions, they integrated the rhythm and flow of movement 
in and around the city’s main plaza into their very spa-
tial structure.

the original articulation of the main elevation of the 
coffeehouses and the bays facing the maydan, however, 
are not entirely clear. according to the russian traveller 
Kotov, who was in isfahan in 1624, on two sides of the 
coffeehouses there were “wooden lattices from where 
the Kizuilbashi [sic] watch the sport but pay no mon-
ey.”99 the two renditions of the northern side of the 
maydan, produced some time between 1670 and 1674, 
are the only available contemporary depictions. the en-
graving published in Chardin’s travelogue (fig. 16) de-
picts the coffeehouses as single-story structures with 
openings set at two-bay intervals.100 above the bay 
along the entrance of each coffeehouse stands a small 
lantern marking the main spaces. a comparison with 
the existing appearance of the portal and late nine-
teenth-century photographs suggests that, despite its 
obvious errors in perspective, the engraving provides a 
fairly accurate depiction of the overall shape of the 
structure and its major components. moreover, it gives 
a sense of the way in which the water canal and trees 
encircling the maydan were laid out in relation to the 
configuration of the coffeehouses.101 

regardless of their original appearance, there can be 
no doubt that the coffeehouses offered the most spec-
tacular view of the maydan. Clustered in the south side 
of the plaza, the triad of monumental structures—the 
shah mosque, the ali Qapu, and the shaykh lutfallah 
mosque—was best viewed from the north, where the 
coffeehouses were located (fig. 17). this placement was 
not lost on contemporary observers. in a prose piece 

position of the wine tavern and the coffeehouse. also 
remarkable is the reference to a teahouse: sources sug-
gest that tea was another “soft drug” popularized in the 
very same period, and although less common than cof-
fee, it was consumed in elite circles.93 Writing in the 
early 1600s, hamavi reports that the royal gardeners of 
shah ʿabbas had even experimented with cultivating 
tea seeds, a deed indicative of the existence of a pen-
chant for domesticating exotic substances.94 thus, even 
if the drinking houses on the northern side of the may-
dan were formally identical and spatially intercon-
nected, they were probably further distinguished by the 
type of drinks served in them. 

there is no evidence in safavid literary sources for the 
three types of establishments described by olearius. the 
sources nevertheless suggest that the coffeehouses of 
isfahan, including those on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, 
were known as distinct locales. in nasrabadi’s oft-quot-
ed compendium of poets, one finds references to  several 
coffeehouses (qahva or qahvakhāna) with little indica-
tion of their exact locations. the arab Coffeehouse 
(qahvakhāna-yi ʿArab) was probably one of the first es-
tablished in isfahan; nasrabadi relates two anecdotes 
about shah ʿabbas’s ad hoc conversations with poets in 
this establishment.95 the coffeehouse’s name suggests 
that it was probably run by a person from arab lands, 
which hints at the role individuals from abroad likely 
played in introducing coffee and its drinking customs. 
some coffeehouses were known for their attractive cof-
fee-servers (sing. qahvachi): one poet was infatuated 
with a server named tufan (deluge), and the son of haji 
Yusuf Qahvachi had at least two admirers among isfah-
ani poets.96 the central asian litterateur muhammad 
badiʿ maliha of samarqand, who visited isfahan in 1679–
81, refers to a coffeehouse in the maydan-i shah called 
agha Qiyasa, which was “the seventh coffeehouse” on 
the Qaysariyya side.97 While the drinking establish-
ments of the maydan were similar in form and spatially 
unified, the fact that they were known after their propri-
etors or servers indicates that each coffeehouse had a 
distinct character, probably attracting a regular clien-
tele.

it has been suggested that the architecture of the cof-
feehouse had its origins in public baths (sing. hammām), 
particularly the cloakroom (sarbīna or maslakh), which 
commonly consisted of octagonal spaces surrounded by 
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Fig. 16. Engraving showing the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, with the entrance portal of the Qaysariyya 
market at the center and the arcades containing the coffeehouses on the right-hand side. (after Jean Chardin, Voyages du 
chevalier Chardin, en Perse, 4 vols. [amsterdam, 1635], 2: n. xxxvii) 

Fig. 17. view looking south on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, showing the ʿali Qapu (right), shah mosque (center), and shaykh 
lutfallah mosque (left). (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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unhealthy to drink coffee on an empty stomach).109 
moreover, according to Kaempfer, “sherbet houses” 
flanked the Qaysariyya portal (fig. 14).110 it was the con-
centration of these functions that turned the north side 
of the maydan into the primary hub of social life in sa-
favid isfahan. here, the monumentality of the royal pal-
ace and mosques gave way to the messy reality of 
everyday life, day and night. Exotic substances such as 
coffee, tea, and tobacco imbued all mercantile and so-
cial activities with the distinctive tastes of the early 
modern world. 

From the intense commercial and artisanal activity 
going on in the northern side of the maydan one can 
conclude that perhaps more than the literati, the cof-
feehouses attracted craftsmen and merchants. (several 
of the poets who frequented these establishments were 
in fact engaged in crafts as well.) if men of letters were 
the main clients of the coffeehouses by day, the estab-
lishments probably hosted a more diverse roster of pa-
trons at night. the immediate urban context of these 
establishments also points to an ethnically diverse and 
cosmopolitan clientele. visiting isfahan’s markets in its 
heyday, olearius noted that “there is not any nation in 
all asia, nor indeed of almost of Europe, who sends not 
its merchants to isfahan,” and mentioned traders from 
Khurasan, bukhara, and China, as well as turkish, Jew-
ish, armenian, Georgian, English, dutch, French, ital-
ian, and spanish ones.111 a persian-language scroll on 
isfahan’s caravanserais (composed in the second half of 
the seventeenth century) conveys a similar sense of the 
staggering ethnic and confessional diversity of the mer-
chants who traded in the nearby commercial spaces: 
Jews of shiraz, armenians of aleppo, hindu indians, 
sunni arabs, and ottomans (Rūmīyān), as well as sa-
marqandi merchants. to this list of asian tradesmen, 
one could also add the agents of the dutch and English 
East india Companies who were stationed in their re-
spective compounds in the northeast of the Qaysariyya 
market, just a short walk north of the coffeehouses.112 
armenians in particular were very much integrated into 
the commercial fabric of isfahan. at the time of della 
valle’s visit, there were ten shops in the Qaysariyya run 
by the armenians of Julfa, as well as a shop belonging to 
a venetian.113 to be sure, all these merchants would 
have been able to spare a few coins to puff some to-

(inshāʾ) composed in the middle decades of the seven-
teenth century, for instance, the poet iʿjaz hirati men-
tioned that the coffeehouses faced “the mihrab of the 
shah mosque.”102 similarly, in a poem on isfahan com-
pleted in 1674, mir nijat described the shah mosque and 
the maydan before referring to the coffeehouses them-
selves, which “appeared in front [of the maydan], like 
the arches of the brows of the cruel beloved.”103

the most impressive feature of the maydan coffee-
houses, however, was not their physical shape but rath-
er their nighttime appearance. the sources refer in 
particular to elaborate lighting structures hung from the 
ceilings inside the establishments. according to Kotov, 
“above the height of a man is stretched plaited iron wire 
like a net or a chessboard, and in every hole is placed a 
glass bowl and in these is poured rose water with oil and 
they light these glasses with oil.”104 the observation of 
the russian merchant is repeated by Fryer: “at night 
here are abundance of lamps lighted, and let down in 
glasses from the concave part of the roof, by wires or 
ropes, hanging in a circle.”105 since its first use by the 
Yemeni sufi orders, coffee drinking had always been as-
sociated with nighttime activities and prolonged wak-
ing hours.106 in that sense, the coffeehouses had a 
tremendous impact on the appearance and uses of the 
maydan as a public space: illuminating the plaza, they 
extended the social life of the city’s main public square 
beyond the working hours of daytime. nocturnal activ-
ity was particularly intense during the month of rama-
dan, when Kotov observed that “in the kafs and on the 
maidan they play and dance and have all sorts of games 
the whole night, with candles and tapers and lamps.”107 
it is hard to conceive of any substance other than coffee 
that would be conducive to such a prolonged nighttime 
euphoria. at night, with other shops closed, the arcades 
of the northern side of the maydan would have ap-
peared as a row of bright arches, lit by a myriad of lamps 
burning in the coffeehouses.108 

to nighttime or daytime revelers of isfahan, coffee 
and tobacco were just two of the pleasures available in 
the northern area of the maydan. indeed, it was proba-
bly no coincidence that directly behind the coffeehous-
es was the market of confectionaries (bāzār-i qannādhā), 
offering sweets (such as nabāt or ḥalvā) that could be 
consumed with coffee (safavid physicians deemed it 
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side.”117 maliha’s description is echoed by Chardin, who 
referred to takhtgah as one of “the famous places of the 
city,” with numerous cabarets of coffee and kūknār (a 
beverage made from the opium poppy). in takhtgah, 
Chardin noted, one could always find large crowds of 
people gathering to drink, converse, or visit the shrine.118

maliha’s reference to two still-extant spots—the 
porch overlooking the tomb chamber of harun-i vilayat 
and the portal of the ʿali mosque—leaves little doubt 
that the elongated space delineated by the main façade 
of the mosque and the east façade of the shrine complex 
was known as takhtgah in safavid times and that it fea-
tured drinking houses in the seventeenth century, if not 
earlier.119 indeed, the symmetrical configuration of the 
blind arched panels on the façades of the two structures 
suggests that they were laid out to form an articulated 
space, with the shrine porch and the mosque portal 
standing at the center (fig. 18). old photographs, and a 
view drawn by the French painter Eugène Flandin in 
1840, indicate that the arched panels featured doorways 
leading to now-altered covered spaces (fig. 19). hovering 
above the complex was the still-extant 50-meter-high 
minaret of the ʿali mosque, the tallest structure of old 
isfahan. despite massive transformations, one can still 
imagine takhtgah, with its tile mosaic ornaments and 
lined with drinking houses.

since the two structures defining the area were built 
during the reign of shah ismaʿil (r. 1501–24), it is likely 
that the construction of takhtgah dates from the same 
period and that wine or other drinks were served there 
before the introduction of coffee and tobacco.120 never-
theless, compared to the coffeehouses of “new isfahan,” 
it appears that the establishments at takhtgah were of 
a relatively different character. the sources refer to a 
widespread use of opium in this locale. in fact, as Char-
din relates, the houses bordering the old maydan were 
known primarily as opium dens (kūknārkhāna) rather 
than coffeehouses.121 located adjacent to the shrine of 
isfahan’s “patron saint,” venerated by all the city’s sects 
and minorities (including the Jews and Christians), 
these establishments were probably frequented by a 
broader spectrum of the populace, especially the resi-
dents of the old city. moreover, if the old maydan of 
isfahan was indeed the model for the new plaza that 
shah ʿabbas constructed, then it is likely that takhtgah 

bacco or savor a few sips of coffee, engaging in pastimes 
that had become pervasive around the globe.114

a broader knowledge of the configuration of the cof-
feehouses and their relationship with the open space of 
the plaza allows for a new interpretation of the entire 
maydan. the addition of a second ring of shops looking 
onto the plaza fundamentally transformed the relation-
ship between the surrounding built mass and the open-
air space of the plaza. “the initial project,” wrote 
Galdieri, “did not foresee a row of privileged shops open 
towards the square.”115 With this addition, rather than a 
unified monolithic space, the maydan was now experi-
enced as a continuous promenade, delineated by shops 
on one side and the water canal and a row of trees on 
the other. it was a space whose defining boundaries 
were formed, almost literally, by the flow of consumer 
goods and substances. the coffeehouses constituted an 
integral component of this emergent form of the public 
space. indeed, they may have been the very motive for 
reshaping the space of the maydan by adding a row of 
shops with a “street front.”  

thE CoFFEEhousEs oF isFahan

in addition to the maydan and the Chaharbagh, takht-
gah (literally the “throne-place”) was another locale of 
safavid isfahan famed for its coffeehouses. adjoining 
the shrine of harun-i vilayat (the city’s most popular site 
of pilgrimage), takhtgah was located on the south side 
of the maydan-i harun-i vilayat or old maydan 
(maydān-i kuhna), the pre-safavid square of isfahan (see 
fig. 1). one of the earliest references to takhtgah can be 
found in a biographical dictionary dating from the early 
years of the reign of ʿabbas, in which the author refers 
to “takhtgah-i harun-i vilayat located at the end of the 
maydān,” and relates an anecdote about two poets “who 
were exploring the maydān atop takhtgah.”116 in his 
biographical compendium, maliha refers to a poet 
whom he met in “the coffeehouse of takhtgah-i sifah-
an”; with his back to the steel screen of harun-i vilayat’s 
tomb, he would sit on a porch (ṣuffa) that lay opposite 
the ʿali mosque (masjid-i ʿAlī). maliha further remarks 
that in isfahan there is no place finer than takhtgah, 
where “one hundred coffeehouses are located side-by-
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outside the Jubarah Gate, which was located north of 
the walled city.123

Coffee was also available on the hasanabad (now Kh-
vaju) bridge, which was completed in 1659 (fig. 20). vis-
iting isfahan in the early eighteenth century, de bruyn 
saw many isfahanis who, in “an infinite number of both 
sexes,” flocked to the bridge in the evening, smoking and 
drinking coffee.124 de bruyn’s observation illustrates 
how social interactions on the bridge were enlivened 
by coffee and tobacco. Coffee was either prepared in 
one of the closed rooms on the lower level of the bridge, 
or perhaps sold by wandering vendors. Equally signifi-
cant is de bruyn’s reference to the presence of both 
sexes, which belies the notion of strict segregation by 

was the inspiration for building a row of coffeehouses 
on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan.

Except for takhtgah, which lay at the heart of the old 
city, other coffeehouses of seventeenth-century isfahan 
were located in new safavid developments. maliha re-
fers to one near the gate of Chaharbagh-i saʿadatabad, a 
tree-lined avenue (khīyābān) on the eastern border of 
the now-vanished saʿadatabad Garden, laid out under 
shah ʿabbas ii (r. 1642–66) (see fig. 1). this coffeehouse 
might have been one of the two structures that flanked 
the southern gate of the avenue, as depicted in the plan 
drawn by beaudouin in 1932.122 similar coffeehouses 
were located in other suburban areas. in his compen-
dium, maliha refers at least three times to a coffeehouse 

Fig. 18. restored plan of takhtgah: 1) maydan-i harun-i 
vilayat (old maydan); 2) tomb chamber of harun vilayat; 3) 
porch (ṣuffa) overlooking the tomb chamber; 4) entrance 
portal of the ʿali mosque. (plan: Farshid Emami) 

Fig. 19. Eugène Flandin, drawing showing an impressionistic 
view of takhtgah, ca. 1840. (after Eugène Flandin, Voyage en 
Perse de MM. Eugène Flandin et Pascal Coste, Perse moderne 
[paris, ca. 1850], pl. lXiii) 
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at its original function.127 according to an endowment 
deed dating from the early 1700s, there was a coffee-
house, along with a bakery and candle-making shop 
(shammāʿī), “behind the Chihil sutun.” these were like-
ly located along the public pathway running on the 
northern and western borders of the Chihil sutun Gar-
den and connecting the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan to the 
Chaharbagh.128 the coffee trade also left its mark on 
 urban topography. Judging from the aforementioned 
british library scroll, coffee was one of the major com-
modities imported to isfahan’s markets. a 1924 map of 
isfahan indicates that there was an entrance known as 
the Coffee Gate (darvāza-yi qahva) on the eastern bor-
der of the city. moreover, a market branching off from 
the main bazaar was known as the coffee bazaar (bāzār-i 
qahva), which led to a coffee market (tīmcha-yi qahva), 

gender in later safavid times, suggesting that as late as 
the early eighteenth century, and despite the measures 
taken under later safavid monarchs, social pastimes 
such as drinking coffee, smoking tobacco, and strolling 
in public spaces were enjoyed by both male and female 
 urbanites.125

From the early seventeenth century onward, the cof-
feehouse also became an integral component of com-
mercial and charitable complexes. Chardin alludes to a 
coffeehouse in the district of hasanabad, which the sec-
retary of the provinces (munshī al-mamālik) mirza razi 
had built, along with a bazaar, caravanserai, mosque, 
and bathhouse.126 similarly, in a complex developed by 
the vizier saru taqi, there appears to have been a cof-
feehouse alongside the market. its form, which closely 
resembles those on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, hints 

Fig. 20. hasanabad (Khvaju) bridge. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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of the mosque, suggesting that the coffeehouse was built 
as part of the same building campaign. inscribed in a tile 
panel on a portal of the mosque is a poem by nasrabadi 
himself, indicating that the renovation of the mosque 
was completed in 1669; it was around the same year that 
the poet, according to his autobiography, decided to 
build a coffeehouse and seclude himself in the lunban 
area.133 a study of old plans and photographs shows that 
the coffeehouse originally faced a verdant rectangular 
courtyard on the southeastern side of the mosque. the 
building’s tripartite layout is reminiscent of the coffee-
houses on the Chaharbagh. despite its dilapidated state, 
one can imagine the view of old plane trees framed in 
the arched iwan of the coffeehouse.

provinCial and suburban CoFFEEhousEs

not long after they became established in isfahan, cof-
feehouses began to proliferate in provincial cities. testi-
fying to their spread, Chardin pronounced coffee houses 
“the most beautiful places in the cities” of safavid iran. 

where this commodity was probably traded and 
stored.129 perhaps coffee beans were also roasted and 
ground here, to be distributed in isfahan’s coffeehouses. 
according to Kaempfer, one could see “all over persia 
and in the bazaars and in the roads day laborers” en-
gaged in the roasting and grinding of coffee beans.130

another famed coffeehouse of isfahan, located in the 
vicinity of the lunban mosque, was built by the poet 
nasrabadi, who in his autobiography tells us that it was 
after the passing of his dear friends that he decided to 
abandon the coffeehouse he used to frequent and seek 
seclusion in the lunban mosque.131 located to the west 
of ʿabbasabad, the lunban area was closer to the poet’s 
ancestral home in the southwestern outskirts of isfahan 
(fig. 1). maliha, who met nasrabadi in 1679, reports that 
the latter walked from his home to the coffeehouse ev-
eryday.132 

nasrabadi’s coffeehouse is probably the modest 
structure that is still standing in the rear area of the 
mosque (fig. 21). although the building is undated, it is 
aligned with the seventeenth-century additions to the 
complex and its brick decoration is consistent with that 

Fig. 21. views of the structure in the rear area of the lunban mosque in isfahan, probably the coffeehouse built by the poet 
nasrabadi in the 1670s. (photos: Farshid Emami) 
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a similar sense can be gleaned from Kaempfer’s travel 
journal, which refers to at least four coffeehouses along 
the route from isfahan to bandar abbas on the shore of 
the persian Gulf.144 

a safavid coffeehouse is preserved in the mahyar 
Caravanserai, located some fifty kilometers south of is-
fahan (fig. 22). according to Fryer, coffee was served 
here in the safavid period.145 With a double string of 
shops and a five-sided recess at the entrance, the design 
of the mahyar Caravanserai is unusual, though it closely 
resembles the northern side of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan (fig. 23). here, merchants and travelers heading 
north towards isfahan were presented with an overture 
of the tastes and sights of the capital. situated at the end 
of a row of shops, the caravanserai’s café is accessible 
both from the covered lane in the rear and directly from 
outside. the coffeehouse has a tripartite layout, with a 
central hall flanked by two alcoves. also noteworthy is 
the pairing of the coffeehouse with a bakery; together 
they would have provided an apt mix of light meals and 
drinks to refresh weary travelers.146 as the example of 
the mahyar Caravanserai shows, the coffeehouse per-
haps played an integral role in shaping a new concep-
tion of caravanserais, too; no longer a castle-like 
impregnable structure, the roadside inn had also be-
come more integrated into the surrounding landscape. 

thE milliEu oF isFahan’s CoFFEEhousEs: 
visual and litErarY rEprEsEntations

While the proliferation of coffeehouses in provincial cit-
ies and commercial complexes testifies to the rapid dis-
semination of coffee in safavid iran, nowhere was the 
institution as intertwined with safavid society and cul-
ture as in the cosmopolitan capital. the coffeehouses of 
isfahan provided venues for rendezvous and hosted lit-
erary gatherings—which at times involved heated de-
bates.147 several poets and artists spent their entire days 
in coffeehouses, and some practiced their crafts there 
too: mulla Ghururi, who earned a living through draw-
ing marginal rulings in manuscripts (jadval-kashī), for 
instance, “resided in the coffeehouse” (dar qahvakhāna 
sākin būd).148 Coffeehouses were not only the main sites 
of literary circles in safavid realms but also acted as hubs 

in tabriz, he saw several public houses for drinking cof-
fee and smoking tobacco (cabarets á Cahvé et tabac).134 
the author of a local history of Yazd completed in the 
third quarter of the seventeenth century mentions 
several coffeehouses in the city, and refers to tarrying 
in the coffeehouse as “the habit of the time” (ʿādat-i  
ahl-i zamāna).135 maliha, who travelled city by city from 
samarqand to isfahan around 1680, also visited several 
provincial coffeehouses. indeed, so central were coffee-
houses to his itinerary that mcChesney suggests maliha 
actually traveled “by way of the coffeehouses of those 
cities.”136 as in isfahan, it was in the coffeehouses that 
he would encounter the literati.137 

little is known about the layout of the coffeehouses 
in provincial cities, but the sources suggest that, as in 
isfahan, they were also situated in major urban spaces. 
in Kashan, the agha Qiyasa Coffeehouse was located on 
the maydan-i sangin, the main public square of the city, 
originally developed in the mid-fifteenth century.138 in 
Yazd, there were coffeehouses in the maydan-i Khvaja 
and the maydan-i vaqt-i saʿat; even the cistern 
(chāhkhāna) of the famous Friday mosque of the city 
had been turned into a coffeehouse.139 a review of the 
plan of Yazd reveals the degree to which the addition of 
coffeehouses had transformed the meaning and func-
tion of the city’s main public spaces, such as the Friday 
mosque’s courtyard and the maydāns. in mashhad, 
there was one coffeehouse near the shrine of imam riza; 
according to maliha, it was located “opposite the steel 
screen (shabakah) of the imam’s tomb.”140 this coffee-
house was probably built on the urban spaces of mash-
had developed around the shrine under ʿabbas i. as in 
the capital, these large-scale projects were not merely 
representations of imperial order but also conduits 
through which new social habits were disseminated 
across safavid domains.141

by the mid-seventeenth century, the coffeehouse had 
become an integral component of caravanserais, too. 
according to maliha, coffee was served in a caravanserai 
outside a gate of the city of sabzavar in Khurasan.142 
traveling from the Gulf shore to isfahan, Fryer stayed in 
a caravanserai near the city of ashkdez, where he took 
up residence “in a convenient room, formerly designed 
for a Coffee-house, having a tank of Water in the mid-
dle, with broad seats around, either to lie or sit on.”143 
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Fig. 22. plan of the mahyar Caravanserai, with the coffeehouse in the southwest corner. (after maxime siroux, Caravan-
sérails d’Iran et petites constructions routières [Cairo, 1949], 59) 

Fig. 23. view of the main façade of the mahyar Caravanserai in 1937. Washington, d.C., Freer Gallery of art and arthur m. 
sackler Gallery archives, smithsonian institution. (photo: myron bement smith) 
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(story of abu-muslim), as well as a growing number of 
newly forged narratives, which cast the deeds of the 
early safavid kings as quasi-mythical heroic adventures. 
Yet storytelling was not merely a static oral recitation 
but was also accompanied by music and theatrical en-
actments. nasrabadi tells us about a certain sabuhi, who 
was not only good at reciting the story of hamza and the 
Shāhnāma but was also unparalleled in adorning the 
scene (majlis-ārāʾī) and a master in music.155 likewise, 
mulla muʾmin, who recited the Shāhnāma in coffee-
houses, was known for his peculiar demeanor and ap-
pearance: “he would wear a gown with printed designs 
(qabā-yi bāsma), which he embroidered in various col-
ors, while placing the scroll [that he used for reciting] in 
his headgear.”156 in all likelihood, storytellers who used 
illustrated figural screens (sing. ṣūratkhvān) were also 
active in coffeehouses.157 the centrally planned archi-
tecture of the coffeehouses, with their surrounding 
raised platforms, provided an apt setting for such per-
formances. the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i 
Jahan, in particular, would have allowed multiple story-
tellers to perform simultaneously.

Gradually, coffee and the coffeehouse permeated the 
capital’s literary parlance, and verses with coffee-related 
imagery began to appear. the new poetic imagery was 
largely derived from wine culture. the cultural trope of 
praising the young male sāqī (cup-bearer) was carried 
on into the coffeehouse, as indicated by the multiplicity 
of references to the fetching servers of isfahan’s coffee-
houses. shams, who ran the drinking house on the Cha-
harbagh, hired good-looking youths as servers, and also 
composed new songs for each of them.158 nasrabadi re-
lates several anecdotes about poets infatuated with the 
youthful servers of isfahan’s coffeehouses. in the homo-
erotic milieu of the coffeehouse, the sāqī—the conven-
tional beloved of arabic, persian, and turkish 
poetry—had found a new counterpart in the qahvachī 
(coffee server).159

From the early seventeenth century onwards, a simi-
lar dynamism between wine and coffee imagery emerg-
es in safavid visual culture. one of the earliest 
examples—and indeed one of the first visual represen-
tations of coffee in iran—is a 1630 work by the famed 
painter riza ʿabbasi (d. ca. 1635). typical of riza’s later 
style, it depicts a youth kneeling on a golden landscaped 

in a broader network of cultural exchange in the per-
sianate world. to meet with the city’s preeminent men 
of letters, a learned samarqandi visitor such as maliha 
did not require an invitation to a courtly assembly or a 
literary salon (majlis) at a private mansion—he need 
only step into a coffeehouse.149 in a similar vein, it was 
in isfahan’s coffeehouses that artworks began to be sold 
on an open market to a broader range of clients: to pur-
chase a single-page painting of sadiqi beg, an indian 
merchant would only have to look for the artist himself 
in the coffeehouse.150 the coffeehouse was thus central 
to the formation of interconnected regional and trans-
regional publics and audiences, whose patronage and 
engagement had a lasting impact on the formats and 
contents of both literary and artistic creations. the in-
tegration of coffeehouses into orderly urban spaces, in 
isfahan and elsewhere, would no doubt have accentu-
ated their public function.

the habit of drinking coffee altered the rhythms of 
everyday life in and around the urban spaces of isfahan. 
in his aforementioned treatise, Qazi b. Kashif al-din rec-
ommended a few cups in the morning, and two to three 
cups after a meal.151 the popularization of coffee drink-
ing likely increased the consumption of certain other 
substances, too. to achieve humoral balance according 
to the prevalent Galenic precepts, coffee was often con-
sumed with a wide range of spices, including cloves (qa-
ranful), nutmeg (jauz), and ginger (zanjabīl).152 Eating 
habits and the order of meals were also affected by cof-
fee: by the end of the seventeenth century a new type of 
meal that was taken in the morning had become known 
as taḥt al-qahva (literally, “before coffee”).153 many mer-
chants and artisans working in the markets of isfahan 
probably started their days in coffeehouses, with coffee 
and something sweet, in a manner that was becoming 
more and more cosmopolitan. 

in coffeehouses patrons were entertained by story-
tellers (sing. qiṣṣakhvān). performed around the clock in 
covered illuminated structures, storytelling was now 
unaffected by cycles of day and night or the vicissitudes 
of the climate, as it had been in medieval times.154 in 
addition to Firdawsi’s Shāhnāma (book of Kings), which 
had its own professional narrators (sing. Shāhnāma-
khvān), there were popular romances such as the 
Hamzanāma (story of hamza) and the Abū-Muslimnāma 
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Fig. 24. riza ʿabbasi, “Kneeling youth offering coffee.” tehran, Gulistan palace library, ms. 1668 (muraqqaʿ-i Gulistan or 
Gulshan), fol. 37. (photo: courtesy of the Gulistan palace library) 
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represents an attempt at incorporating new objects—
and the bodily gestures associated with them—in a rep-
ertoire of familiar forms. Whether based on a live 
model or an impression, it is more likely that an urban 
coffeehouse of safavid isfahan, rather than a courtly or 
private assembly, was the source of inspiration for riza’s 
painting.162 moreover, the idealized facial features of 
the servant do not necessarily mean that contemporary 
beholders regarded the picture as a generic depiction; 
like one of the much admired coffee-servers praised in 
poetry of the time, the image may have been seen as a 
likeness of an individual server.163 

in addition to these cultural tropes, the painting re-
flects another novel aspect of safavid coffee culture: 
the utensils used for drinking coffee. beginning in the 
seventeenth century, a relatively new shape of ves-
sel—porcelain coffee cups—began to be imported and 
manu factured in far greater quantities, which is indica-
tive of the rapid development of coffee drinking as a 
social habit.164 For instance, the records of the dutch 
East india Company indicate that in 1634 100,000 cof-
fee cups were shipped to bandar abbas (Gomboron), 
the chief entrepôt of safavid iran on the persian Gulf.165 
the elements forming the moment rendered in riza’s 
painting thus point to a broader web of maritime trade 
that emerged in the early modern period. perhaps it was 
not just coffee that reached the safavid capital from afar 
through a ship sailing from mocha to bandar abbas; the 
porcelain coffee cups depicted in the painting may also 
have arrived in isfahan from China by way of a dutch 
vessel. 

riza’s painting is thus emblematic of the unprece-
dented ways in which seventeenth-century safavid vi-
sual culture engaged with aspects of urban life. in both 
words and images, what was largely a metaphoric topos 
in medieval persianate culture was now expressed with 
a more pronounced degree of realism.166 the emerging 
practice had multiple roots, to be sure, but one could 
argue that it was the very space of the coffeehouse that 
fostered an audience for such single-figure paintings, 
while encouraging a higher degree of social realism by 
contributing to the rapid expansion of material life. the 
youth in riza’s painting might have been seen as a 
 depiction of a real server in one of isfahan’s coffee- 
houses—perhaps on one of the Chaharbagh outdoor 

background, offering a tray with three Chinese-style 
blue-and-white cups filled with coffee (fig. 24).160 While 
the overall posture and facial features of the subject fol-
low conventional renditions of youthful cup-bearers, 
certain unprecedented features set this painting apart: 
unlike wine, coffee is served on a tray (sīnī), and the tra-
ditional long-necked crystal flask (ṣurāhī), often depict-
ed half-filled with red wine, is here replaced with a drab 
metal coffee pot (qahva-jūsh or qarā-āftāba).161 Yet per-
haps the most distinctive feature of the painting lies in 
the rendition of the figure’s hand gesture: in contrast to 
shallow wine cups (pīyāla or qadaḥ), which are custom-
arily held from below with the forefinger and thumb 
poised in a delicate fashion, here the porcelain coffee 
cup (finjān) is gripped from above, with all the fingers 
placed around the rim, a gesture clearly suggesting that 
the beverage was hot, as do the undulating lines of 
steam rising from the cups. (indeed, sources confirm 
that coffee was consumed very hot.) as sheila Canby 
notes, the stance of the figure, the direction of his gaze, 
and even the swirls of steam rising from the cups, are all 
suggestive of a space extending beyond the picture 
plane. Exuding an instantaneous aura, the painting cap-
tures the moment the server has knelt, poured coffee, 
and placed the pot back down, before offering a cup to 
a client seated on the ground, as the direction of his gaze 
suggests. For the person being served, the aroma of cof-
fee mingled with the scent of the narcissus tucked in the 
back of the server’s sash, a sensory experience further 
augmented by the sight of the server’s shining garment. 
(note also the yellow wad underneath the server’s 
knees, which was probably laid on the ground to pre-
serve his delicate garment.) rather than the wine flask 
and shallow cup, here the coffee pot and porcelain cups 
point to the role of the represented figure.

although the extent to which such portraits were 
drawn from life is contested, in this particular painting 
a sort of naturalism is definitely at work. Even if the styl-
ized rendition of the youth’s face—as manifest in his 
bowed brows and fair complexion, as well as the tresses 
on his temples (zulf)—points to established tropes of 
beauty, the hand gestures, coffee cups, tray, and metal 
pot capture the new realities of everyday life for the 
elites of isfahan, reflecting a yearning for desire and 
beauty in an evolving mundane context. the painting 
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 signals a vibrant subversive milieu, achieved through 
conversation. Equally remarkable were the measures 
taken by shah ʿabbas, indicating that such activities 
were seen as a serious threat to the authority of the mon-
arch. shah ʿ abbas’s frequent visits to coffeehouses were 
also noted by Kotov, who wrote that “the shah himself 
rides out to disport himself almost everyday and goes to 
the kafs.”170 

obviously, the unplanned presence of the patriarch 
in the coffeehouse was not simply for the purpose of 
entertainment: it was also an instrument of control 
and surveillance. the imbrication of the realms of the 
ruling authority and the public sphere appears to have 
been a distinctive feature of the institution in early 
seventeenth-century safavid society. during the reign 
of ʿabbas i, coffee houses were instrumental in repre-
senting the shah as a highly visible ruler; they consti-
tuted one of the main, and perhaps the most significant, 
 spaces of the city in which the monarch appeared, and 
interacted with, the public. as stages for representation 
of power, then, the coffeehouses of isfahan played an 
important role in the promulgation of an image of the 
omnipresent safavid king, who relied on visibility to 
legi timate his power.171 in habermasian terminology, 
the coffeehouse not only was an institution of the pub-
lic sphere, but also acted as a stage for “representative 
public ness.”172  

in reality, however, this was not a consistent practice. 
over the last two decades of his reign, shah ʿ abbas spent 
limited time in isfahan. nor was the omniscience of the 
safavid ruler perpetuated by ʿabbas’s successors, who 
became more aloof and removed from the urban land-
scape, confining court ceremonies to the spaces of the 
palace.173 While royal patronage was initially significant 
in the formation of coffeehouses, the publics of late sa-
favid times altered and appropriated these spaces. as 
the royal presence waned, the new publics and social 
associations formed in isfahan’s coffeehouses, urban 
spaces, and public institutions were further invigorated. 

throughout the middle decades of the seventeenth 
century, efforts to control coffeehouses and the social 
atmosphere they encouraged were waged under the 
banner of religion rather than politics. the first recorded 
campaign against the “immoral deeds” common in cof-

platforms—whose new spatial conception paralleled 
the transformations occurring in safavid visual and lit-
erary culture.

thE CoFFEhousE and thE publiC sphErE: 
EXpansion, appropriation, and dEmisE

European reports hint at a subversive political atmo-
sphere in isfahan’s coffeehouses. in these establish-
ments, wrote Chardin, “people engage in conversation, 
for it is there that news is communicated and where 
those interested in politics criticize the government in 
all freedom and without being fearful.”167 a similar nar-
rative is found in Fryer’s description: “hither repair all 
those that are covetous of news, as well as barterers of 
Goods; where not only Fame and common rumour is 
promulged, but poetry too, for some of that tribe are 
always present to reherse [sic] their poems, and disperse 
their Fables to the Company.”168 Even more telling is  
a passage in tavernier’s travelogue, which is indicative 
of the great opportunity for free political discussion 
spawned by the coffeehouse, as well as the attempts of 
the state to control the public sphere:

all the Persians that have any spare time, fail not every day 
to resort to those places between seven and eight in the 
morning, where the owner of the room presently brings 
them every one their pipe and their dish of Coffee. but the 
Great Shah ʿ Abbas, who was a man of a great understanding, 
finding those places were only so many meeting-houses, 
where men assembled to talk and prattle of state-affairs, a 
thing which no way pleased him; to break the neck of those 
petty cabals, he ordered that a Moullah should be sure to 
be betimes at every place before the rest of the people came 
thither, and that he should entertain those tobacco-
whiffers, and Coffee-quaffers, sometimes with a point of 
the law, sometimes with history, sometimes with poetry. 
this custom is still observed: so that after this entertain-
ment has lasted two or three hours, the Moullah rising up, 
crys to everyone in the Coffee-room, Come my Masters, in 
good time, let’s all now retire every man to his business. 
straight every one retires upon the Moullah’s words, who 
is liberally entertained all the while by the society.169  

tavernier’s evocative description of those “talk[ing] and 
prattl[ing] of state-affairs” as well as “petty cabals” 
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such castigations were coupled with royal action af-
ter the accession of shah sultan husayn, who, upon as-
suming the throne in 1694, embarked on an extensive 
campaign against violations of the shariʾa: wine, wher-
ever it was found in isfahan, was poured out on the 
ground in the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan, and the vessels 
used to drink it were smashed; gambling was banned 
and brothels were dismantled.178 indeed, the enormous 
royal madrasa built by sultan husayn must have been 
deliberately placed on the site of the drinking houses in 
the very heart of the Chaharbagh. When the coffeehouse 
reopened after the construction of the madrasa, it pro-
jected a very different message: physically incorporated 
into a religious establishment and decorated with vers-
es from the Koran, the coffeehouse was now a beacon of 
piety rather than a bastion of hedonism, or so it seemed 
(fig. 25). 

despite these developments, it appears that until the 
early eighteenth century, coffeehouses continued to 
function as vigorously as they had in the earlier period. 
it was rather the fall of the safavids in 1722 that ushered 

feehouses was instigated in 1645 by Khalifa sultan, the 
devout vizier of shah ʿ abbas ii.174 distancing itself from 
the folk sufi ethos, a clerical shariʿa-based version of 
shiʿism had come to dominate the safavid state. Wan-
dering dervishes and storytellers, who were instruments 
of propaganda in the formative period of the safavid 
polity, were now seen as threats to the centralized bu-
reaucratic state in the urbanized metropolitan context 
of isfahan. by the mid-seventeenth century, the coffee-
house had turned into the most contested space of the 
capital, and was at the center of a heated dispute among 
clerics, the literati, and dervishes. 

it has been suggested that following these actions 
against coffeehouses a fundamental transformation oc-
curred in the prevalent social milieu of the institution, 
which began to accommodate less sensitive activities, 
such as games and light conversations. For nasrabadi, 
settling in the coffeehouse was synonymous with dis-
tancing himself from forbidden practices and entering 
an erudite circle of poets. a similar sense is conveyed in 
the aforementioned poem by mir nijat, which describes 
the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan as a 
gathering place of the spiritual and learned, likening its 
platforms to “the kingdom of Greece.”175 the addition of 
coffeehouses to the lunban mosque in isfahan and to 
the Friday mosque in Yazd is also suggestive of an ex-
pansion in the social purview of the establishment, 
which is likewise confirmed by Kaempfer’s observation 
that coffeehouses were included in madrasas.176 this 
integration of the coffeehouse into madrasas and 
mosques can be read as the co-opting of a predominant-
ly secular institution by the expanding religious public 
sphere of the late safavid era. obviously, the coffee-
house could coexist with normative religious institu-
tions in a manner that would have been inconceivable 
for other establishments. if in the early years of its intro-
duction, the coffeehouse had something of the antino-
mian ethos of the medieval wine tavern, it was now 
more aligned with the pursuit of piety and erudition. 
nevertheless, this was by no means a pervasive transfor-
mation: even in this later period the coffeehouse was 
much vilified for the “improper behaviors” that it fos-
tered. a late safavid source, for instance, compared 
coffee houses to “schools of  satan” (madāris-i shayṭān).177

Fig. 25. detail of the façade of the Chaharbagh madrasa, 
showing one of the two epigraphic tile panels on the eleva-
tion of the coffeehouse. (photo: Farshid Emami) 
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ConClusion

by bringing the architectural layout and urban configu-
ration of safavid coffeehouses into sharper focus, this 
study examined the role of the coffeehouse in fashion-
ing new forms and conceptions of the built environment 
in safavid iran. seen in this light, the grand maydāns and 
khīyābāns of early modern iran were not merely expres-
sions of power or venues of royal leisure but also public 
spaces containing and shaping a wide range of novel 
social practices. the coffeehouses on the maydan-i 
naqsh-i Jahan altered the perceptual character and so-
cial meaning of the city’s main urban plaza. as venues 
for poetic circles, meetings of merchants, and political 
discussions—hosting daytime and nocturnal assem-
blies animated by new stimulants— coffeehouses were 
indeed central to the transformation of the maydan into 
a constituent part of the public domain. in a similar 
vein, the drinking houses of the Chaharbagh played a 
key role in transforming the khīyābān from a suburban 
tree-lined road into a public space. the overall shape of 
the major coffeehouses of isfahan was in turn informed 
by their urban positioning. Consider the coffeehouses of 
the maydan, the Chaharbagh, or even takhtgah: they 
were all constructed in rows or pairs along urban spaces.

the concentration of coffeehouses in the newly de-
veloped areas of safavid isfahan reflects the dichoto-
mous social structure of the city in the seventeenth 
century. in contrast to the cities of the eastern mediter-
ranean, which featured a multitude of coffeehouses op-
erating at different urban scales, the coffeehouses of 
isfahan were mostly located in the quarters inhabited 
by the elite. in isfahan, coffee clearly had a polarizing 
effect. indeed, the sources give little indication that cof-
fee was consumed beyond the urban coffeehouses of the 
new safavid developments, a far cry from istanbul in the 
same period, which reportedly contained more than six 
hundred coffeehouses.183 the urban topography of is-
fahan’s coffeehouses therefore supports matthee’s con-
clusion that, in safavid times, coffee was primarily a 
luxury commodity “enjoyed by the upper and middle 
strata of late safavid urban society.”184 this dichotomy 
was manifested in the dual urban form of isfahan, in the 
contrast between the opium dens lining the old may-
dan and the coffeehouses of the maydan-i naqsh-i 

in a rapid decline in coffee culture. traveling in the late 
eighteenth century, the Frenchman Guillaume-antoine 
olivier was struck by the unattractive appearance of cof-
feehouses, a condition at odds with what he had read in 
the narratives of Chardin and tavernier. unlike in tur-
key, coffeehouses were not popular in iran, and indeed 
coffee was rarely served in them.179 by the end of the 
nineteenth century, safavid coffeehouses had utterly 
receded from the minds of isfahan’s inhabitants. noth-
ing is more telling in this regard than the statement of 
mirza husayn Khan, a local official who compiled a geo-
graphical study of isfahan in 1893. referring to the new-
ly established coffeehouses of the city, he noted that 
earlier “the coffeehouse in the middle of the old Chahar-
bagh” was the only one functioning in isfahan. “a few 
coffeehouses have been built in recent years,” he further 
adds, but people avoid them, “yet soon they will get used 
to it.” 180 the coffeehouse had returned to the city again, 
serving tea this time, and seen, yet again, as a novel phe-
nomenon with a potential for political subversion.181

Coffee was not produced in safavid lands. While it 
was initially disseminated by way of overland connec-
tions to ottoman territories, by the mid-seventeenth 
century it was mainly traded through sea routes domi-
nated by European companies. by the turn of the 
eighteenth century, the coffee imported to safavid ter-
ritories came not just from Yemen but also from the 
dutch colonies in Java.182 the prosperity of isfahan in 
the seventeenth century stemmed from a global equilib-
rium between overland and maritime trade networks. 
Coffee and tobacco were exotic commodities consumed 
by a privileged group of urbanites who enjoyed a culture 
of consumption made possible by a prosperous urban 
economy that relied on long-distance commerce as a 
major source of wealth. in the nineteenth century—
when the elite quarters of isfahan were all in ruins, when 
the drinking house of the Chaharbagh was the only one 
functioning in the city and the coffeehouses on the may-
dan had been taken over by the market—it was hard to 
imagine the once vibrant coffeehouses that had existed 
in the safavid era. When commodities ceased to flow, 
so too did the beat of life in isfahan’s foremost public 
 institution.
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merely as a gesture of piety but also to create spaces that 
would mediate between the ruling elite and subjects. 
When the chronicler Junabadi wrote that taverns and 
coffeehouses were prepared for “wine-drinking com-
panions and poor opium-consuming people,” he cast 
the creation of coffeehouses in a similar fashion: as a 
benevolent royal action for needy subjects. but as this 
study has attempted to show, there was much more to 
safavid coffeehouses than serving the indigent. indeed, 
rather than solidifying the social fabric, the coffeehouse 
was a source of tension. the distinctive nature of the 
coffeehouse as an urban institution affected the medi-
eval social dynamic in various ways. the spatial struc-
ture of safavid isfahan encapsulated this altered social 
configuration.

all in all, safavid coffeehouses should be explained as 
a transformative social phenomenon that emerged in 
the context of heightened interactions in the early mod-
ern world. as a novel public institution, the coffeehouse 
not only shaped and contained new forms of sociability 
but also affected established social practices and the 
urban spaces in which they were taking place. Embed-
ded in a cosmopolitan metropolis, the coffeehouses of 
safavid isfahan contributed to the expansion of the pub-
lic domain and engendered new conceptions of urban-
ity, civic space, and public architecture. seen in this 
light, the impact of coffee—and the physical setting and 
social practices associated with it—on seventeenth-
century safavid urban society is fairly comparable to 
other contexts in the early modern world: the coffee-
house was a social institution flourishing in a realm of 
commodity exchange—the primary locus of an emerg-
ing public sphere.
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 Jahan. Compared with its medieval counterparts, the 
coffeehouse was definitely a more inclusive social insti-
tution. Yet rather than obliterating class differences, the 
presence of a broader spectrum of society in the space 
of the coffeehouse gave rise to new performative expres-
sions of social distinctions. the coffeehouses gave shape 
to the elites of isfahan and, by framing their bodies and 
cosmopolitan social habits in public spaces, spawned 
new patterns of social behavior and urban leisure.

in terms of architectural layout, coffeehouses drew 
on a variety of older prototypes—garden pavilions, 
bathhouses, and probably wine taverns. Yet despite this 
typological diversity, it appears that a centrally planned 
space with surrounding raised platforms was the most 
common scheme. resembling theaters to European 
visitors, this layout was not only more suitable for 
watching performances and listening to storytellers but 
also provided an intimate space for socializing. the so-
cial practices that were scattered in the spaces of the 
medieval city had now found a permanent space, which 
heightened their intensity and influence.

indeed, this performative aspect, shaped by architec-
ture, was central to the politically and culturally subver-
sive roles that the coffeehouse came to play. it was in 
these spaces of performance that the state and different 
societal groups confronted each other: the mullah in-
stalled by shah ʿabbas in isfahan’s coffeehouses was an 
instrument of state propaganda, intended to maintain 
a degree of social order and curb the social leverage of 
wandering dervishes. it was not merely an action against 
unaccepted religious practices instigated by the fledg-
ling shiʾi orthodoxy of later safavid times but also a mea-
sure against social mobilization and anti-state agitation. 
the theatrical physical character of the coffeehouse was 
thus central to its dual function as the locus of both po-
litical propaganda and social dissent. the coffeehouse 
was not simply a setting for the enactment of state pow-
er but also a venue for performing against its authority.

the earliest safavid coffeehouses were state-spon-
sored public institutions, erected as integral compo-
nents of the extensive building programs of the age of 
shah ʿabbas i. in that sense, their construction shares 
an affinity with an established practice in medieval 
muslim cultures, whereby princes would build hospices, 
soup kitchens, or similar charitable institutions, not 
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mass., 1989). For a study of ottoman coffeehouses using the 
habermasian model, see selma akyazıcı Özkoçak, “Coffee-
houses: rethinking the public and private in Early modern 
istanbul,” Journal of Urban History 33, no. 6 (september 
2007): 965–86. For an alternative interpretation, see alan 
mikhail, “the heart’s desire: Gender, urban space, and 
the ottoman Coffee house,” in Ottoman Tulips, Ottoman 
Coffee: Leisure and Lifestyle in the Eighteenth Century, ed. 
dana sajdi (london, 2007), 133–70. Focusing on neigh-
borhood coffeehouses, mikhail questions the notion of a 
strict dichotomy between public and private in habermas’s 
framework. drawing on Foucault’s concept of heterotopias, 
he posits ottoman coffeehouses as spaces of multiple func-
tions.

8. habermas’s model has been criticized for its teleological 
premises, its elite-centered and exclusive notions, and its 
idealization of rationalist discourse as the primary func-
tion of a public sphere. For more recent reflections and 
criticisms, see nick Crossley and John michael roberts, 
eds., After Habermas: New Perspectives on the Public Sphere 
(oxford, 2004); Craig Calhoun, ed., Habermas and the Public 
Sphere (Cambridge, mass., 1992).

9. see, for instance, miriam hoexter, shmuel n. Eisenstadt, 
and nehemia levtzion, eds., The Public Sphere in Muslim 
Societies (albany, 2002). Following the lead of marshall 
hodgson, the authors of this volume argue that institu-
tions such as the waqf and madrasa, as well as sufi orders, 
constituted a religious public sphere in pre-modern islamic 
societies. also see babak rahimi, Theater State and the 
Formation of Early Modern Public Sphere in Iran: Studies 
on Safavid Muharram Rituals, 1590–1641 CE (leiden, 2012), 
which analyzes the formation of a public sphere in safavid 
iran, with a focus on the muharram ritual. 

10. this point is expounded in shmuel n. Eisenstadt, “Con-
cluding remarks: public sphere, Civil society, and political 
dynamics in islamic societies,” in hoexter, Eisenstadt, and 
levtzion, Public Sphere in Muslim Societies, 139–161.

11. on the socio-political reforms and transformations of the 
safavid household under ʿabbas i, see sussan babaie et al., 
Slaves of the Shah: New Elites of Safavid Iran (london, 2004). 

12. For a comparative analysis of safavid isfahan as a reflection 
of the informal rule of ʿ abbas i, see Gülru necipoğlu, “Fram-
ing the Gaze in ottoman, safavid, and mughal palaces,” Ars 
Orientalis 23 (1993): 303–42.

13. sussan babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces: Statecraft, Shiʿism 
and the Architecture of Conviviality in Early Modern Iran 
(Edinburgh, 2008), 7.

14. For the most comprehensive study of coffee and other sub-
stances in safavid iran, see rudi matthee, The Pursuit of 
Pleasure: Drugs and Stimulants in Iranian History, 1500–1900 
(princeton, n.J., 2005) (henceforth cited as matthee, Pur-
suit). also see aladin Goushegir, “le café et les cafés en 
iran, des safavides à l’époque actuelle,” in Cafés d’Orient 
revisités, ed. hélène desmet-Grégoire and François Geor-
geon (paris, 1997), 141–76. the present study is indebted to 
the thorough examination of primary sources and inter-

rial inputs and suggestions. Finally, i am grateful to my friends 
hessam Khorasani Zadeh and mira schwerda, who assisted me 
with translations from italian and German, respectively.
1. accounts of the royal reception can be found in the travel 

narratives of the spanish ambassador don García de silva 
y Figueroa (d. 1624) and the roman aristocrat and traveler 
pietro della valle (d. 1652). For della valle’s narrative in 
original italian, see pietro della valle, Viaggi di Pietro della 
Valle, il Pellegrino, ed. G. Gancia, 2 vols. (brighton, Eng., 
1843), 2:22–28. For an account of the reception based on 
della valle’s diaries, see mahvash alemi, “i ‘teatri’ di shah 
ʿabbas nella persia del Xvii secolo dai disegni inediti del 
diario di pietro della valle,” in Il mondo islamico: Imma-
gini e ricerche (milan, 1988), 19–25. For silva y Figueroa’s 
narrative in the original spanish, see García de silva y 
Figueroa, Comentarios de la embaxada al rey Xa Abbas de 
Persia (1614–1624), ed. rui manuel loureiro, ana Cristina 
Costa Gomes, and vasco resende, 4 vols. (lisbon, 2011), 
2:535–36. also see García de silva y Figueroa, L’ambassade 
en Perse (paris, 1667), 307. a study of the royal audience 
based on these sources was first provided in naṣr allāh 
Falsafī, Zindagānī-yi Shāh ʿAbbās-i avval, 5 vols. in 3 tomes 
(tehran, 1364 [1985]), 2:703–8. 

2. thomas herbert, Travels in Persia, 1627–1629, ed. William 
Foster (new York, 1929), 45, 261. herbert accompanied the 
English ambassador sir dodmore Cotton.

3. For the most comprehensive available study of the early 
history and social aspects of coffee and coffeehouses, see 
ralph s. hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origins of a 
Social Beverage in the Medieval Near East (seattle, 1988). 
see p. 74 for the use of coffee in sufi rituals. also see C. van 
arendonk and K. n. Chaudhuri, Encyclopaedia of Islam, New 
Edition (henceforth EI2) (leiden, 1954–2002), s.v. “Ḳahwa”; 
michel tuchscherer, ed., Le commerce du café avant l’ère des 
plantations coloniales: Espaces, réseaux, sociétés (XVe–XIXe 
siècle) (Cairo, 2001); sami Zubaida and richard tapper, ed., 
Culinary Cultures of the Middle East (london, 1994). For a 
comparative study of the spread and reception of coffee 
and other stimulants in the early modern period, see rudi 
matthee, “Exotic substances: the introduction and Global 
spread of tobacco, Coffee, Cocoa, tea, and distilled liquor, 
sixteenth to Eighteenth Centuries,” in Drugs and Narcotics 
in History, ed. roy porter and mikuláš teich (Cambridge, 
1995), 24–51.

4. della valle, Viaggi, 1:75.
5. relating an anecdote that coffee was invented and brewed 

by Gabriel “to restore mahomet’s decayed moisture,” her-
bert concluded that coffee is certainly “more ancient than 
mahomet.” see herbert, Travels in Persia, 261.

6. For an example of such views, see bernard lewis, The Mid-
dle East: A Brief History of the Last 2,000 Years (new York, 
1995), which begins with a cliché-ridden description of a 
typical “middle Eastern café.”

7. Jürgen habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Pub-
lic Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, 
trans. thomas burger and Frederick lawrence (Cambridge, 
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1596 (1005). as noted in matthee, Pursuit, 148, this is the 
earliest reference to a coffeehouse in a safavid chronicle.

22. pedro teixeira, The Travels of Pedro Teixeira, trans. William 
F. sinclair (london, 1902), 61–63.

23. it has been suggested that the coffeehouse was first estab-
lished in Qazvin, the safavid capital under shah tahmasb, 
yet we have no evidence to support this claim. mathee’s 
thorough examination of the primary sources has shown 
that there is no mention of coffee in local or European 
sources before the 1590s. see matthee, Pursuit, 146–47.

24. mīrzā bēg Junābādī, Rawżat al-ṣafavīyya, ed. Ghulām-riżā 
Ṭabāṭabāʾī majd (tehran, 1378 [1999]), 761. For the English 
translation, see robert d. mcChesney, “Four sources on 
shah ʿabbas’s buildings of isfahan,” Muqarnas 5 (1988): 
103–34, at 114. 

25. mullā Jalāl al-dīn munajjim Yazdī, Tārīkh-i ʿAbbāsī, yā, 
Rūznāma-yi Mullā Jalāl, ed. sayf allāh vaḥīdniyā (tehran, 
1366 [1987]), 237. 

26. the term khīyābān originally designated pathways in gar-
dens. it was probably in the fifteenth century, in timu-
rid Khurasan and Central asia, that khīyābān came to 
designate monumental tree-lined promenades outside 
gardens as well. For a study of the etymology of the term 
and the earliest references to khīyābāns, see Jalal matini, 
“Khīyābān,” Irān-nāma 1, no. 1 (1361 [1982]): 57–99; and 
muḥammad dābīrsīyāqī, “Khīyābān,” Khurāsān-pazhūhī 
3, no. 1 (1379 [1990]): 199–208. on the khīyābāns of herat, 
see terry allen, Timurid Herat (Wiesbaden, 1983). 

27. Khūzānī iṣfahānī, Chronicle of the Reign of Shah ʿ Abbas, 466. 
Khuzani isfahani reports the construction of the bridge in 
his account of the year 1607 (1016), adding that the bridge 
was finished in five years. Judging from munajjim Yazdi’s 
report, the coffeehouse and sufi hostels of the north Cha-
harbagh were completed in 1602. 

28. For the conception of the Chaharbagh as an elongated 
garden, see mahvash alemi, “the royal Gardens of the 
safavid period: types and models,” in Gardens in the Time 
of the Great Muslim Empires: Theory and Design, ed. attilio 
petruccioli (new York, 1997): 72–96, at 76; mahvash alemi, 
“Chahar bagh,” Environmental Design: Journal of the Islamic 
Environmental Design Research Centre 1 (1986): 38–45.

29. For other studies of the Chaharbagh and the safavid gar-
dens of isfahan, see mahvash alemi, “princely safavid Gar-
dens: stage for rituals of imperial display and political 
legitimacy,” in Middle East Garden Traditions: Unity and 
Diversity; Questions, Methods and Resources in a Multicul-
tural Perspective, ed. michel Conan (Washington, d.C., 
2007), 113–37; mahvash alemi, “safavid royal Gardens and 
their urban relationships,” in A Survey of Persian Art from 
Prehistoric Times to the Present, vol. 18, Islamic Period: From 
the End of the Sasanian Empire to the Present, ed. abbas 
daneshvari (Costa mesa, Calif., 2005), 1–24; mahvash 
alemi, “urban spaces as the scene for the Ceremonies 
and pastimes of the safavid Court,” Environmental Design: 
Journal of the Islamic Environmental Design Research 
 Centre 1–2 (1991): 98–107; stephen blake, Half the World: 

pretations offered by matthee and Goushegir. in addition 
to engaging with neglected visual and physical evidence, i 
have revisited primary textual sources, many of which are 
now available in print. a greater knowledge of the architec-
ture and urban topography of isfahan’s coffeehouses allows 
us to make better sense of otherwise generic or vague tex-
tual descriptions. For other studies of coffee and coffee-
houses in iran, see ʿalī Āl-e dāwūd, Encyclopaedia Iranica, 
ed. Ehsan Yarshater (london, 1982–), s.v.v. “Coffee” and 
“Coffeehouses”; Willem Floor, The Economy of Safavid Per-
sia (Wiesbaden, 2000), 140–43; naṣr allāh Falsafī, “tārīkh-i 
qahva va qahvakhāna,” in Chand maqāla-yi tārīkhī va adabī 
(tehran, 1342 [1963]), 271–83. safavid coffeehouses are 
also discussed in Kathryn babayan, Mystics, Monarchs and 
Messiahs: Cultural Landscapes of Early Modern Iran (Cam-
bridge, mass., 2002), 439–73. For a general study of iranian 
coffeehouses, see ali bulookbashi, Qahvakhānahā-yi Īrān 
(tehran, 1375 [1996]). 

15. see matthee, Pursuit, 145–59. 
16. ʿimād al-dīn maḥmūd b. masʿūd shīrāzī, Risāla-yi afyū-

niy ya, ed. rasūl Chūpānī, umīd Ṣādiqpūr, and vajīha 
panāhī (tehran, 1388 [2009]), 165–69. at the end of his 
treatise, ʿimad al-din shirazi (b. ca. 1515) relates that he 
used coffee as a cure for his addiction to opium, which 
suggests that coffee was available to him at the time. 
Yet since the treatise is undated and the date of the 
author’s death is not known, we do not have a precise 
date for this early reference to coffee. ʿimad al-din shi-
razi was the chief physician at the court of shah tahmasb  
(r. 1525–76), during the latter part of his reign. as one of his 
last works, the treatise on opium probably dates from the 
1560s or 1570s. For a biography, see Cyril Elgood, Safavid 
Medical Practice, or, The Practice of Medicine, Surgery and 
Gynaecology in Persia between 1500 A.D. and 1750 A.D (lon-
don, 1970), 21–25. in an earlier version (aladin Goushegir, 
“le café en iran des safavide et des Qājār [sic] à l’époque 
actuelle,” in Contributions au thème du et des cafés dans 
les sociétés du Proche-Orient, ed. hélène desmet-Grégoire 
[aix-en-provence, 1991], 53–100, at 55) of his 1997 article, 
Goushegir proposed the date 1537 for this early reference 
to coffee, and Āl-e dāwūd (in Encyclopaedia Iranica, s.v. 
“Coffee”) later repeated Goushegir’s suggestion; this date, 
however, is merely conjectural and untenable.

17. sālik al-dīn muḥammad Ḥamavī Yazdī, [Risāla fī qahva 
va chāy va fādzahr va bīkh-i chīnī]: leipzig uni ver si täts-
bibliothek, b. or. 205-06: fols. 68b–77b, at 69a–b. available 
online at http://www.islamic-manuscripts.net/receive/
islamhsbook_islamhs_00014268 (last accessed February 
2016).

18. ibid., fol. 70a.
19. ibid.
20. sādiqī bēg afshār, “Ḥaẓẓīyyāt,” ed. Īraj afshār, Āyna-yi 

Mī rās 1, no. 4 (Winter 1382 [2004]): 145–84, at 163, 174–175.
21. Fażlī bēg Khūzānī iṣfahānī, A Chronicle of the Reign of Shah 

ʿAbbas, ed. Kioumars Ghereghlou, 2 vols. (Cambridge, 2015), 
1:226–27. the event is reported in the account of the year 
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36. Even in its present state, there is a gap between the struc-
ture and the adjoining façade of the madrasa. the awkward 
structural relationship between the coffeehouse and the 
rest of the madrasa is also alluded to by siroux, who sur-
veyed the building during a restoration effort in the 1960s. 
not recognizing the earlier origin of the coffeehouse and 
some other elements of the madrasa, siroux referred to this 
structural disjunction as a sign of concern over appearance 
in iranian architecture. siroux, Anciennes voies, 285.

37. Kaempfer uses the same label for both structures, which 
is indicative of their similar function. the label is yet to be 
deciphered.

38. as more accurate plans and old photographs show, a pre-
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the aerial photograph of the madrasa published in henri 
stierlin, Iran of the Master Builders: 2500 Years of Architec-
ture, trans. robert allen and nicolas Ferguson (Geneva, 
1971), 92.

39. Cornelis de bruyn, Travels into Muscovy, Persia and Part of 
East-Indies, 2 vols. (london, 1737), 1:198.

40. Coste’s survey is not accurate in terms of scale and details. 
the plans offered here are based on more recent surveys of 
the madrasa and my own fieldwork. the plan of the upper 
section of the Chaharbagh (fig. 5b) is part of my ongoing 
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41. in his oft-quoted description of the Chaharbagh, Chardin 
did not mention the coffeehouses. he did, however, refer 
to the “jardin des vignes” (vine garden) and “jardin des 
mûriers” (mulberry garden) on the sides of “the fifth pool” 
of the Chaharbagh, which corresponds to the area where 
the coffeehouses were located. see Jean Chardin, Voyages 
du Chevalier Chardin en Perse et autres lieux de l’Orient, ed. 
louis m. langlès, 10 vols. (paris, 1810–11), 8:26.
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a compendium of short biographies and selected verses of 
3,492 poets, one of the largest anthologies of this sort ever 
composed in persian.
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in the 17th Century)” (phd diss., technische universität, 
munich, 2012). 

30. Known as the madar-i shah madrasa or sultani madrasa, 
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(isfahan, 1346 [1967]), 151. the rhetorical emphasis on the 
purchase of the coffeehouse seen here is typical of endow-
ment deeds, which generally show a marked concern for 
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ing his twenty-month-long stay in isfahan, he surveyed 
the gardens and drew sketches of buildings. part of his 
observations appeared in the latin-language Amoenitatum 
Exoticarum, published in 1712. Kept at the british library, 
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in the newly constructed market of bandar ʿabbas, too, 
herbert saw, in 1628, taverns (with plenty of shiraz wines 
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mukātabāt-i tārīkhī hamrāh bā yāddāshthā-yi tafṣīlī (teh-
ran, 1350 [1971]), 513–14. before the introduction of coffee, 
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relatives and from attending public shows (pl. maʿārik). see 
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tolerate.” Engelbert Kaempfer, Die Reisetagebücher, ed. Karl 
meier-lemgo (Wiesbaden, 1968), 115; trans. from Floor, Eco-
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Churches and Other Buildings (oxford, 1968), 65–67; Kara-
pet Karapetian, Iṣfahān, New Julfa: Le case degli armeni; Una 
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conceived after a specific connotation of the maṣṭaba. the 
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Wehr, A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic, ed. J milton 
Cowan [Wiesbaden, 1979], s.v. “maṣṭaba”). in medieval per-
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commenced on the maydan-i naqsh-i Jahan in 1602—are 
not supported by the available evidence. the second phase 
may have followed the first in rapid succession, though this 
is not necessarily reflected in textual sources.

83. see markus ritter, “das königliche portal und die nord-
seite des maidāns von schah ʿabbās i. im safawidischen 
iṣfahān,” in Iran and iranisch geprägte Kulturen: Studien 
zum 65. Geburstag von Bert G. Fragner, ed. markus ritter, 
ralph Kauz, and birgitt hofmann (Wiesbaden, 2008), 
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89. all other plans of the maydan totally dismiss the coffee-
houses. see, for example, the plan of the isfahan bazaar in 
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ture of Iran and Turkistan (new York, 1990), in which the 
arcades containing the coffeehouses are eliminated from 
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Iranian Studies 42, no. 5 (2009): 745–64.  
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The Maltese islands, situated at the crossroads of the 
central Mediterranean basin between sicily and the 
north african coast of Tunisia and libya, have through-
out their history been ruled by diverse foreign powers, 
ranging from the romans (ca. 218 b.c.–a.d. 395), the 
Byzantines (535–869), the arabs (870–1090), the nor-
mans (1090–1265), the angevins (1266–82), the ara-
gonese (1283–1529), the order of saint John (1530–1798), 
the French (1798–1800), and the British (1801–1964). 
with the notable exception of Malta’s prehistoric tem-
ples dating to 5000 b.c., the imposing network of mili-
tary fortifications and the renaissance city of valletta 
founded by the knights of the order of saint John have 
overshadowed other architectural legacies. in the after-
math of the great siege of 1565, the island of Malta, now 
under the rule of the order, established itself as a strate-
gic military base and bulwark of Christianity against the 
westward expansion of the ottoman empire. local his-
torical studies have tended to depict a heroic, predomi-
nantly Christian island state that throughout different 
periods in its history managed to successfully repel in-
cursions by foreign Muslim powers. one unintentional 
result of this has been that the few local art and archi-
tectural forms emanating from non-Christian cultures 
have been underappreciated and not given the attention 
they deserve. 

The main objective of this paper is to highlight the 
historical and architectural significance of a unique 
nineteenth-century Muslim cemetery complex built un-
der the auspices of the ottoman sultan abdülaziz (r. 
1861–76). it is the final culmination of several Muslim 
cemeteries that were discreetly established on the island 
in various historical periods. The way in which a Muslim 
cemetery has been represented from a western cultural 

perspective—through orientalist imagery and the con-
ceptual ideals of romanticism—will be explored with 
specific reference to the establishment of this late otto-
man cemetery in a British island colony. however, prior 
to considering this subject in detail it would be useful to 
briefly trace the historical backdrop of the Muslim pres-
ence on the island. 

Muslim cemeteries have been found in Malta since at 
least the eleventh century. The conquest of the island in 
a.d. 870, spearheaded by the aghlabids in Muslim sicily, 
would suggest the establishment of Muslim burial sites.1 
recent historical studies have postulated the theory that 
initially it was more the case of a violent razzia leading 
to a virtually depopulated island, rather than a whole-
scale occupation of Malta during the tenth century.2 
although roger the norman did temporarily conquer 
the island in 1091, political instability was still the order 
of the day and the Muslim presence and influence re-
mained widely prevalent. it was not until the year 1224, 
subsequent to further military expeditions by the nor-
mans from sicily, that the latin Christianization of Mal-
ta was virtually complete. architectural remains and 
artifacts dating from the arab period are sparse and no 
notable structures or buildings from this period have 
survived.

in 1881, archaeological excavations conducted on the 
site of the roman Domus, just outside the walls of the 
settlement of Melite (Mdina), revealed the presence of 
an extensive eleventh-century Muslim cemetery esti-
mated to have more than 245 graves placed directly over 
roman-era floors.3 The bodies were buried in an east-
west orientation, lying on their sides with the heads fac-
ing south. Between 1920 and 1925, sir Themistocles 
Zammit led further archaeological investigations on a 
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number of fragmented tombstones made predominant-
ly of local globigerina limestone and prismatic in form. 
The type of tombstones referred to here are known as 
mqabriyyah, with origins in the Maghreb region of north 
africa. The kufic inscriptions carved into the tomb-
stones were mostly quotations from the koran, although 
some record the name of the deceased along with their 
dates of death.4 

some five hundred years later, in 1675, another Mus-
lim cemetery was established along the strada Croce 
della Marsa, in the Menqa area and a short distance from 
spencer hill, Blata il-Bajda. That year, grand Master 
nicolo Cotoner granted land to be used as a cemetery to 
the predominantly Turkish Muslim slave community.5 
it replaced an earlier one that had been destroyed by the 
knights when the Floriana line of fortifications was built 
after 1635. an eighteenth-century map shows the cem-
etery, designated as the “Cimitere de Turchi,” situated 
along the “sciat el kuabar,” underlying the kortin head-
land (fig. 1).6 The Muslim cemetery remained in use un-
til 1873, when the main road network leading to Floriana 
and valletta was completely re-planned, necessitating 
the transfer of the cemetery to its present location in 
Marsa.7 

on July 12, 1873, the local newspaper, The Malta Times 
and United Service Gazette, published the following 
short announcement:

a new Mahomedan Cemetery at Malta—we are credibly 
informed that the local government has acceded a grant of 
wasteland on the rise to Casal luca from the Marsa, in the 
vicinity of the former Paper Manufactory to the ottoman 
Consul general for the formation of a more decent place of 
sepulture, than has heretofore been appropriated to those 
dying in Malta, professing the creed of Mahomet. we have 
also been given to understand that in this concession there 
is a special reference that the Consul general for the empire 
of Morocco and the regency of Tunis is to have the right of 
holding a key; but why a like privilege has not been stipu-
lated in the contract in favour of the Consul for Persia, for 
the subjects of the shah, is likely to form the subject of of-
ficial enquiry through the Minister in london.8

even before this formal notice in the local press, nego-
tiations had been underway for quite some time. Cor-
respondence dating to 1865 between antoine naoum 
duhany, representing the ottoman consulate, and vic-
tor houlton, the chief secretary of state, reveals several 

issues relating to the repair and maintenance of the old 
cemetery and ambiguities as to the title of ownership.9 
in a letter dated March 2, 1865 and addressed to the lo-
cal British governor, duhany claimed that he “had been 
authorized by the government of the sublime ottoman 
Porte to make some repairs in the cemetery destined 
for the internment of Mussalmans dying in the islands 
and requesting [sic] that before incurring the expense 
necessary for effecting those repairs that that [i.e., the 
ottoman] government be recognized as the sole and 

Fig. 1. Map showing the location (circled in blue) of the 
seventeenth-century Muslim cemetery designated as the 
“Cimitere de Turchi” along the “sciat el kuabar.” (Map: cour-
tesy of the national library Malta, valletta) 
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 exclusive owner of that ground.”10 almost six months 
later, the chief secretary of state responded to duhany, 
saying, “i am directed to state that on receipt of that 
communication, his excellency [the British governor] 
caused a careful inquiry to be made in to the circum-
stances connected with the original acquisition as well 
as the present possession and management of that 
burial ground.”11 houlton’s letter sheds light on the es-
tablishment of the cemetery and its administration over 
the years:

The result of that investigation is that the property of that 
cemetery the ground for which was purchased and paid for 
by the government of the knights of st John in 1674 is now 
vested in the present government of Malta, that the man-
agement of it was in 1842 placed in the hands of the late 
Mr antonio Farrugia, the Consul for the ottoman Porte as 
well as for the empire of Morocco and the regency of Tunis, 
and that gentleman as it appears from the correspondence 
as also from an epigraph on the door of the cemetery, 
caused in that year several repairs to be made in it, by direc-
tion and at the expense of the Tunisian government with 
the consent of the government of Malta and under such 
circumstances it is impossible for his excellency to accede 
to your request.12

The letter also makes reference to previous discussions 
held between duhany and Maltese administrators as to 
how the eventual transfer of the cemetery to another 
location would be financed. The presumption that the 
original cemetery was the property of the ottoman gov-
ernment had led to the expectation that any expense 
incurred in transferring the cemetery would be borne by 
the treasury of the local colonial government. houlton, 
however, explicitly stated that in light of the inquiry that 
had established that it was not the ottoman Porte but 
the Maltese government that was the sole legitimate 
owner of the land, this proposition could no longer be 
entertained. Furthermore, besides ownership rights 
held by the Maltese government, it was also stated that 
the regency of Tunis could potentially make their own 
claim, having in the past financed extensive repairs to 
the existing cemetery. 

The official contractual agreement relating to the 
transfer of land and terms regulating the establishment 
of a new Muslim cemetery was signed on June 11, 1873.13 
The deed was registered by the notary Francesco saverio 
Camilleri and signed by naoum duhany as the ottoman 

consul in Malta and giovanni Battista Trapani in his ca-
pacity as collector of the department of land revenue 
and Public works and representative of the governor of 
Malta.14 The transfer of the land necessitated the termi-
nation of the existing rental lease, with the lessee being 
compensated by being given full ownership of an adjoin-
ing parcel of land fronting the public road. The agree-
ment made it amply clear that the Maltese government 
could dispose of the land occupied by the old Muslim 
cemetery as it deemed fit without any other form of 
compensation being due. 

details of the deed were published in the form of a 
legal government notice. attached to the government 
notice was a block plan signed by the architect emanu-
ele luigi galizia (d. 1907) and bearing the date septem-
ber 27, 1871 (fig. 2).15 The plan provides details as to the 
location of the site, the boundaries of the proposed cem-
etery, and the basic dimensions of the land allocated. 
The site designated for the new cemetery is referred to 
as “Ta sammat” in Marsa, on the road leading to luqa 
and Qormi. The allocated land had a superficial area of 
543 square canes (a local unit of measurement, the 
square cane or qasba kwadra is equivalent to approxi-
mately 5.25 square yards), which was precisely double 
the area of the old cemetery. The designated land had a 
rectangular configuration, or, more precisely, a double-
square plan specifying a width of 113 feet and a depth of 
226 feet. it was stipulated that the cemetery was to be 
separated from the surrounding fields belonging to third 
parties by means of a continuous open passage referred 
to as a strada on the plan. This passage was to have a 
width of 20 feet on three sides, widening to a 30-foot 
setback from the main public street. it was also stated 
that a boundary wall was to be erected around the entire 
open passage, with all expenses for its construction to 
be borne by the ottoman sultanate.16 

The contractual deed stipulated that all Muslims, ir-
respective of their nationality, could be buried in the 
new cemetery. Furthermore, it was decreed that the old 
cemetery had to be vacated within six months from the 
date of the contract. The bones of all those interred in 
the cemetery would be removed under the supervision 
of the police and the direction of the governor’s princi-
pal medical officer. The deed also secured the vested 
rights of the regent of Tunis, stipulating that once the 
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new cemetery was completed a key to the complex had 
to be submitted to lorenzo Farrugia in his capacity as 
the Tunisian consul in Malta. a few months prior to the 
signing of the agreement, the Tunisian consulate had 
officially requested that the governor ensure that the 
past rights enjoyed by Tunisian subjects be safeguarded 
within the context of the new cemetery.17

The dynamics of patronage and the dissemination of 
neo-Ottoman architecture

as patron of the new Muslim cemetery, sultan abdül-
aziz committed himself to financing the entire project. 
The choice of the architect emanuele luigi galizia to 

undertake the design must have been a natural one 
given the success of his earlier addolorata Cemetery, 
coincidentally situated in relative proximity to the site 
of the Muslim cemetery (figs. 3 and 4).18 The manner by 
which galizia was awarded the commission is not clear, 
but one can assume that he would have been highly rec-
ommended to the sultan by the British colonial admin-
istrators. The Maltese architect had already proven 
himself to be highly capable, having designed and com-
pleted two major funerary complexes, at Ta’ Braxia and 
the addolorata Cemetery. even more relevant may have 
been the fact that emanuele luigi’s brother, Joseph gal-
izia, was then the consul for Malta in Constantinople, 
and his official position and contacts would have been 

Fig. 2. Manuscript plan signed by the architect emanuele luigi galizia and dated 1871, delineating the boundaries and 
dimensions of the land designated as the site for the new Muslim cemetery, Marsa. (Plan: courtesy of the national archives 
of Malta) 
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great siege of 1565 under sultan süleyman i (r. 1520–
66).22 The local British colonial authorities had been 
given prior notice of a short visit by the sultan while he 
was in transit from Messina on his way to naples and 
then the port of Toulon.23 a few weeks before, Mahmud 
nedim Pasha, the governor-general of Tripoli (1860–67), 
had also visited Malta. Mahmud nedim was a close con-
fidant of abdülaziz and his trip could have been related 
to the sultan’s planned stay on the island later that 
month.24 The exact program of the sultan’s visit to Mal-
ta remains unclear.

sultan abdülaziz continued to actively pursue the 
reform of conservative ottoman institutions as he navi-
gated the difficult and, at times, treacherous transition 
from a militant and expansionist imperial state to a 
modern sovereign nation that cultivated good relations 
with western europe.25 however, within this political 

Fig. 3. The architect emanuele luigi galizia in ceremonial 
uniform during his tenure as superintendent of public 
works, between 1880 and 1888. (Photo: courtesy of the rich-
ard ellis archive—Malta) 

Fig. 4. Carte de visite of sultan abdülaziz, albumen print by 
J. Cook, (london, 1867). (Photo: private collection of Conrad 
Thake) 

useful in securing the project.19 Furthermore, the pres-
ence in Constantinople of the famous and well-connect-
ed Maltese artist Count amadeo Preziosi (d. 1882) could 
also have led to a further endorsement of galizia’s abili-
ties, should this have been necessary.20

upon his accession on June 25, 1861, sultan abdülaziz, 
the thirty-second sultan of the ottoman empire, culti-
vated good relations with both the second French em-
pire and the British.21 in 1867, he was the first ottoman 
sultan to visit western europe. his trip included a visit 
to Paris for the exposition universelle and to england, 
where he was inducted as a knight of the garter by 
Queen victoria and attended a royal navy review with 
isma’il Pasha of egypt (r. 1863–79). it was during this 
tour that sultan abdülaziz appears to have briefly vis-
ited Malta, on June 26–27, 1867, to commemorate and 
pay homage to the ottomans who had died during the 
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context it is relevant to note that abdülaziz was a direct 
beneficiary of the earlier Tanzimat reforms initiated by 
his brother and predecessor, abdülmecid (r. 1839–61). 
abdülaziz’s position within the Tanzimat period is rep-
resentative of the later period, when “modernizing re-
forms were reconsidered and revised from within a 
more conservative perspective—hence the emergence 
of a revivalist trend in ottoman art and architecture.”26

within the realm of architecture he promoted the 
concept of a classical revival of traditional ottoman ar-
chitectural forms through the formulation of a code of 
architectural principles. The propagation and dissemi-
nation of a neo-ottoman architectural language in a 
symbiotic relation with western european tradition is 
clearly manifested in Uṣūl-i Miʿmāri-i ʿOsmānī (Funda-
mentals of ottoman architecture, henceforth abbrevi-
ated as Uṣūl), or L’architecture ottomane (istanbul, 1873), 
which was published by the ottoman government on 
the occasion of the 1873 world exposition in vienna.27 
The publication sought to elucidate and articulate the 
principal rules, geometry, and science of ottoman archi-
tecture, within a comprehensive framework laid out “in 
accordance with the standards of the Beaux-arts mod-
el.” it was intended as an instrument of architectural 
discourse that propagated the dissemination of a new 
ottoman architectural style on par with other eclectic 
and revival historical styles on the european continent. 
according to ahmet ersoy, one of the main objectives 
of the Uṣūl was to create “a model for contemporary ar-
chitects who, inspired by prevailing experiments in eu-
ropean eclecticism, were striving to devise a new 
synthetic idiom for late ottoman architecture.”28 

in Displaying the Orient: Architecture of Islam at Nine-
teenth-Century World’s Fairs, Zeynep Çelik describes 
how the ottomans actively participated in a number of 
world’s fairs in the latter half of the century. This, she 
says, had a major impact on the course of ottoman ar-
chitectural history. léon Parvillée’s Architecture et déco-
ration turques (Paris, 1874), published following the 
Parisian exposition universelle of 1867, sought to dis-
seminate theoretical concepts and principles of otto-
man architecture to a wider european audience.29 The 
new era in ottoman architecture has to be viewed with-
in the context of a dual, symbiotic relationship that de-
veloped between ottoman and western european 

architectural schools of thought. Çelik identifies sultan 
abdülaziz as a leading agent of change and modernity 
in the search for a “neo-ottoman” architecture that had 
the capacity to absorb western influences and meld 
them with traditional ottoman architecture.

sultan abdülaziz’s desire to partake in the cultural life of 
europe was reflected in the meticulous attention given to 
the design and construction of the ottoman pavilions for 
the 1867 universal exposition in Paris.…The 1867 pavilions 
marked a turning point in ottoman architectural history as 
the end products of a theoretical study whose terms were 
defined in europe. although the change appears to have 
been enforced from the outside, it should be understood 
within the general framework of westernizing reforms un-
dertaken by the ruling elite.…if they heralded a new theo-
retical viewpoint from which the ottoman architectural 
heritage could be assessed and recycled, they also revised 
european architects’ and architectural critics’ stereotypes 
of islamic architecture as a merely sensuous play of decora-
tive devices.30

The Paris exhibition can be regarded as the internation-
al launch of a distinctive new ottoman islamic architec-
tural style.31 This wave of ottoman revivalism found 
fertile ground within the nineteenth-century architec-
tural scene and was fuelled by strong sentiments of pa-
triotism. sibel Bozdoğan argues that “some of the 
orientalized and pseudo-islamic styles that had been 
feeding the european imagination in the public spec-
tacle of the great expositions had also made their way to 
istanbul.”32 

during the reign of sultan abdülaziz, various italian 
and French architects were invited and commissioned 
to conduct both theoretical research and architectural 
work in istanbul.33 a number of projects reflected ab-
dülaziz’s ambitions of cultivating a neo-ottoman archi-
tectural style that merged traditional ottoman forms 
with classical western european forms.34 For example, 
the new Beylerbeyi Palace, which served as the sultan’s 
summer residence between 1861 and 1865, reconciled 
French neo-Baroque architecture with traditional otto-
man elements. other manifestations of the neo-otto-
man style include the Ministry of defense gatehouse 
(1867), by the French architect Marie-auguste antoine 
Bourgeois, and the Malta kiosk (1870) at yıldız Park, de-
signed by the architect sarkis Balyan (d. 1899).35 Balyan’s 
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Malta kiosk is of particular interest in this context, as it 
utilized limestone imported directly from the island for 
the construction of some of its specific architectural ele-
ments.36

The project of the new Muslim cemetery in Malta 
raises a series of challenging issues that are best ad-
dressed through a critical assessment of the dynamics 
of patronage. several lines of inquiry arise. what was the 
political significance of this orientalist project that was 
primarily intended as an architectural representation of 
the ottoman empire and conceived within a small Brit-
ish colonial island in the Mediterranean at the southern-
most edge of europe? To what degree was this “blatantly 
exotic orientalist building on foreign land” dictated and 
directed by the ottoman sultanate? how did the project 
contribute to the “revised meaning and role of oriental-
ism in ottoman hands,” particularly in light of the fact 
that the architect was Maltese? Beyond purely stylistic 
considerations, how did the project relate to the “vari-
ous forms of revivalism at the ottoman centre”?37 The 
responses to these multifarious lines of inquiry do not 
conform to one linear discourse or narrative. The otto-
man sultanate, in the “process of positioning itself in 
relation to european cultural traditions,” perceived this 
project of a new Muslim cemetery in Malta on various 
ideological levels.38 The project represented an ideal 
opportunity to establish a tangible physical presence 
of “neo-ottoman culture” on an island whose inhabit-
ants historically associated the ottomans with the van-
quished invaders of the great siege of 1565, when under 
the rule of the order of st. John, and against all odds, 
they had managed to repel sultan süleyman’s forces. 
on a symbolic level, the implementation of a grand ar-
chitectural statement in Malta can be interpreted as a 
catharsis of this historical episode. at the same time, 
it was also a way to project an image of a new “coming 
of age,” an energized and revived ottoman state that 
would be viewed on a cultural par with western euro-
pean powers, and specifically, in this case, with the Brit-
ish empire. The other ideological motive was that the 
establishment of the new Muslim cemetery was being 
undertaken under the exclusive patronage of the otto-
man sultanate, hence propagating the notion of the ot-
toman state’s benevolence and guardianship of islam in 
a foreign land that was overwhelmingly Christian and 

with no substantial Muslim community residing there. 
Malta was situated along the main trading routes within 
the Mediterranean; Muslims traveling in the area might 
stop briefly in valletta along the island’s grand harbour, 
on their way to egypt, Constantinople, and Mecca. The 
majority of Muslims buried in the cemetery had died in 
conflicts overseas or on mercantile or military vessels, 
and very few were permanently based in Malta. even 
then, the ethnic roots of several of those buried there 
originated beyond the strict territorial boundaries of the 
ottoman state. Thus, the new Muslim cemetery served 
to position the ottoman state in Malta as the sole offi-
cial representative of Muslims within a British colonial 
outpost in the Mediterranean. 

sultan abdülaziz’s willingness to engage a Maltese 
architect in the production of an overtly exotic and ori-
entalist building is intriguing, since it seemingly “revers-
es the power dynamics traditionally associated with 
orientalism.”39 within this context one can argue that 
there were various interlocutors who participated in the 
process underpinning the project. The influential role 
played by naoum duhany as an ottoman diplomat and 
culture broker was not only pivotal in his dealings with 
the British colonial government but would possibly have 
extended to the management and implementation of 
the project.40 The other seminal interlocutor was the 
architect emanuele luigi galizia, who ultimately had 
the onerous task of translating this neo-ottoman vision 
into stone. at this point it would be relevant to trace the 
development of the architect’s career prior to his being 
entrusted with the project.

eManuele luigi galiZia and his vision For 
The new MusliM CeMeTery

emanuele luigi galizia was one of the most prolific ar-
chitects active in Malta during the second half of the 
nineteenth century. For most of his architectural career 
he was employed by the government Public works de-
partment, although at a later stage he also accepted pri-
vate commissions. in 1846, when he was sixteen years 
old, he embarked upon an apprenticeship under the 
British civil engineer william lamb arrowsmith, who 
was then superintendent of public works in Malta. 
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 Following his apprenticeship he quickly rose through 
the ranks in government service, being appointed archi-
tect (perito) no. 1 in 1859, chief architect in december 
1860, and, in 1880, superintendent of public works, 
which post he held until 1888.41 galizia was involved in 
work that was wide-ranging and diverse in scope, and 
included the maintenance of roads, bridges, lighthouses, 
palaces, hospitals, schools, courts of justice, prisons, 
markets, granaries, cemeteries, and public buildings.42 
in 1888, he was admitted as a fellow of the royal institute 
of British architects. he was very influential in local af-
fairs and for a time even had a seat on the executive and 
legislative Council of the government.

galizia’s architectural magnum opus was undoubt-
edly the planning of the new addolorata Cemetery, with 
its church dedicated to our lady of sorrows, completed 
in 1867. This was an extensive extra-mural Catholic cem-
etery built on a hillside, with the church and entrance 
buildings designed in a neo-gothic architectural style.43 
This choice of style appears to have gone against the 
grain, since the vast majority of local Catholic churches 
were built in a Baroque idiom. galizia’s choice of neo-
gothic could be interpreted as a conscious decision to 
be au courant with the historic revivalist styles prevail-
ing at the time. Politically, it could also be considered a 
subtle move to appease the sentiments of the British 

Fig. 5. Muslim cemetery, Marsa, Malta, ca. 1880s. (Photo: richard ellis, courtesy of the riBapix Collection) 
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Fig. 6. Postcard dating to ca. 1900, entitled “Mohomedans Cemetery, Malta.” adjoining the Muslim cemetery is the smaller 
Jewish cemetery. (Postcard: private collection of Conrad Thake) 

Fig. 7. Photograph postcard, dating to the 1930s, of the Muslim cemetery, Marsa, Malta. (Photo: private collection of Conrad 
Thake) 
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colonial government, which had a closer cultural affin-
ity for the neo-gothic than the roman Baroque. 
Throughout his architectural career, even when design-
ing other Catholic churches, galizia never succumbed 
to the local pressures of adopting the popular Baroque 
style but always preferred a neo-gothic or neoclassical 
style. in this respect, galizia’s architectural philosophy 
appears to have been relatively insulated from the pop-
ular trappings of local Baroque architecture in favor of 
the historical revivalist styles that prevailed on the eu-
ropean continent. his formative years working under 
the direction of British civil engineers and architects 
would have nurtured his interest and preference for 
these contemporary revivalist styles. Furthermore, his 
close political and cultural ties with officials of the Brit-
ish colonial government ensured that although galizia 
was Maltese, the architect was still very much a product 
of an anglo-Maltese culture whose allegiance and loy-
alty were to the British Crown. 

in the absence of a formal architectural education 
galizia was given various opportunities to travel exten-
sively on architectural visits. in 1860 and 1862, in prepa-
ration for the addolorata Cemetery project, he embarked 
upon a grand architectural tour of italy, France, and eng-
land.44 his visit to the Cimitière du nord in Paris proved 
to be particularly useful as it served as the model for the 
planning of the addolorata Cemetery in Malta. how-
ever, it does not appear that he travelled further afield 
before undertaking the commission of the new Muslim 
cemetery. it was only after the completion of the Muslim 
cemetery that he visited Cyprus, in 1878 and 1879, to re-
port on the state of the island with a view to establishing 
a Maltese agricultural settlement there. he also toured 
syria and egypt in 1878, athens and Constantinople in 
1879, and Tunis in 1903.45 The later visits certainly do 
indicate that galizia had a strong cultural interest in the 
near east, but there is no evidence that he travelled to 
these lands prior to embarking upon his designs for the 
new Muslim cemetery. 

galizia did, however, have access to material depict-
ing architectural views and urban scenes from istanbul, 
such as Count amadeo Preziosi’s 1861 album of chromo-
lithographs titled Stamboul, Souvenir d’Orient. galizia’s 
copy was personally signed by Preziosi and contained a 
dedication to the architect. The circulation of this album 

and of similar etchings, lithographs, and prints encour-
aged a growing appreciation of architecture in distant 
lands. Through the office of Public works, galizia likely 
established an extensive network of overseas contacts, 
with whom he exchanged prints and related material.46

in the absence of the direct experience of visiting a 
building, illustrated books and engravings were an alter-
native source of influence. as an employee of the Public 
works department, galizia may very well have consult-
ed owen Jones’s monumental two-volume work on the 
alhambra Palace, published in 1842 and 1845,47 as well 
as his other seminal book, The Grammar of Ornament, 
published in 1856, which contains a profusely detailed 

Fig. 8. Plan entitled “Block Plan of the new Mahomedan 
Cemetery and of the space surrounding the same, showing 
in dotted red lines from a to B the proposed railing.” (Plan: 
courtesy of the national archives of Malta) 
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Fig. 9. Main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake) 

Fig. 10. doorway of the main entrance pavilion of the Mus-
lim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

selection of illustrations. These works would have of-
fered galizia much information on the details and de-
signs on islamic architecture and decoration, with 
particular reference to andalusian architecture of the 
twelfth to fourteenth century.48 galizia was an avid ad-
mirer of the alhambra Palace complex at granada, as 
later evidenced by the summer residence named after it 
that he built for himself in sliema, a town on the north-
east coast of Malta.49 Moreover, in the 1860s and early 
1870s, there are several examples of public buildings, 
particularly synagogues, that were built on the europe-
an continent in a Moorish revival style.50

The construction of the new Muslim cemetery proved 
daunting to galizia. There was no local historical prec-
edent of Muslim architecture to follow. Furthermore, 

situated as it was, relatively close to the addolorata 
Cemetery, the new Muslim cemetery had to reflect its 
own distinctive image.51 For galizia, the cemetery con-
jured a highly esoteric, magical, and exotic setting that 
transcended the physical confines of the traditional lo-
cal landscape.

in his mind’s eye, the new Muslim cemetery would 
embody a romantic fantasy of orientalist imagery (figs. 
5–7).52 he was certainly firmly inclined to seek a stylistic 
break from the Baroque and neo-gothic architectural 
styles so closely associated with Christianity and west-
ern europe. By resorting to orientalism, galizia could 
create a mystical and fantastical setting that brought 
together a wide range of architectural forms, such as 
horseshoe and ogee arches, bulbous onion domes, and 
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decorative pencil minarets.53 orientalist european ar-
chitecture was at times called “indo-Mughal,” in refer-
ence to the architecture of Far eastern countries and the 
indian subcontinent. The term “Moorish” was also very 
loosely applied, to imply a hybrid style derived from a 
generic view of islamic architecture, based primarily on 
regions of spain and north africa under Muslim influ-
ence.54 Both terms have their shortcomings as they are 
not sensitive to the rich cultural diversity manifested in 
islamic architecture.

galizia, although prolific in terms of his architectural 
output, did not indulge in writing about his design con-
cepts and philosophies. if we keep in mind that he was an 
anglophile architect in the service of the British  colonial 

government, the most obvious architectural sources of 
inspiration were likely to be the seventeenth-century 
Taj Mahal in agra, india, and John nash’s design for the 
Prince regent’s royal Pavilion at the seaside resort of 
Brighton (1815–23).55 The Taj Mahal is widely recognized 
as the finest embodiment of indo-Mughal architecture 
and it was perceived as combining elements from Per-
sian, Turkish, and indian architectural styles.56 The way 
in which the complex incorporates a mausoleum within 
the setting of an islamic quadripartite garden must have 
been particularly appealing to him. Furthermore, one 
can safely assume that galizia had ready access to visual 
images of the Taj Mahal, such as etchings, lithographs, 
and printed media.

on a conceptual level, galizia was also inspired to 
pursue the imagery of a walled-in paradisiacal garden. 
Traditionally, an islamic garden is a place of rest and 
meditation, and a reminder of paradise. Furthermore, 
the giardino segreto or walled-in garden, enclosed and 
bounded by high masonry walls and set off from the 
public surroundings, is widely prevalent in the Mediter-
ranean region. with no distracting, external sensory 
stimuli, it provided an ambience that was conducive to 
personal introspection and meditation. These qualities 
are equally appropriate for a cemetery.

realiZing The vision: The new MusliM 
 CeMeTery

Construction on the new Muslim cemetery project start-
ed in earnest in March 1873, a month after the formal 
transfer of the land. a detailed series of correspondence 
reveals how the collector of land revenue and public 
works, g. B. Trapani, and the chief secretary to govern-
ment, victor houlton, agreed upon all the financial as-
pects related to the land transfer, after which work must 
have proceeded at a brisk pace: in september 1873, the 
ottoman consul naoum duhany requested permission 
from the local authorities to construct an iron railing 
that would physically separate the cemetery from the 
public street.57 Permission was granted on condition 
that all expenses were to be borne by the ottoman sul-
tanate and that the enclosed open space would remain 
the property of the local colonial government. a plan 

Fig. 11. Main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake)
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Fig. 12. upper part of main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

Fig. 13. details of stonework on the upper part of the main entrance pavilion of the Muslim cemetery. (Photo: Conrad 
Thake)



Conrad Thake234

Fig. 14. decorative detail of corner of prayer lodge. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)

was approved showing the precise location and align-
ment of the aforementioned iron railing (fig. 8). The en-
tire project was completed by 1874, in less than two 
years.

galizia’s plan for the Muslim cemetery at Marsa is 
based on a well-articulated geometrical design in which 
the two main physical structures are placed along the 
central axis at the front and back. The main entrance is 
the dominant architectural element of the front eleva-
tion (fig. 9). access to the cemetery is through a grand 
horseshoe-arched doorway flanked by columns and sur-
rounded by multiple decorative stone carvings (fig. 10). 
Centered over the main portal was the ṭughrā (calli-
graphic monogram) of sultan abdülaziz khan and the 
date of the cemetery’s construction, 1290 (1874). at each 

corner of the square-plan kiosk are rounded pilasters 
that project beyond the decorative stone parapet bal-
cony and emerge as round minaret-like pencil-shaped 
towers (fig. 11). unlike the minarets found in mosques, 
these are solid and purely decorative. overlying the en-
trance is a smaller superstructure capped by an onion-
shaped dome terminating with the crescent moon as the 
insignia of the ottoman sultanate (figs. 12 and 13). at 
each corner of the rectangular enclosure of the cemetery 
is an imposing decorative minaret-like tower (figs. 14–
16). a combined triple-window screen with intricate 
arabesque stone relief flanks each side of the entrance 
kiosk along the front boundary wall (fig. 17). The highly 
scenographic frontage of the cemetry works its way to a 
climax at the central entrance, where the crowning bul-

Fig. 15. detail of decorative minaret-like structures. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)
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bous dome looms over the four decorative pinnacles. 
Photographs taken when the cemetery was completed 
reveal how impressive the overall appearance was. To-
day, overgrown trees within the complex, along with 
new building developments in the background, have 
diminished the dramatic impact of the cemetery’s sky-
line and detract from the clear articulation of architec-
tural forms as originally expressed. The cemetery fronts 
a busy thoroughfare and faces the disused Marsa race 
track, which further diminishes the impression it now 
makes on an observer.

once through the entrance, the cemetery is symmet-
rically divided by a central passageway that leads to the 
funerary lodge building in the back. The lodge combines 
two identical rooms at each corner that are connected 

by a covered arcade (fig. 18). The arcade has a central 
arched opening, a hybrid of a horseshoe and ogee arch 
flanked on each side by narrower horseshoe-arched 
openings (fig. 19). The two identical rooms at opposing 
ends have rounded corners that project over the roofli-
ne, mutating into vertical pinnacles that terminate in 
the form of a lotus bud. The roofs of both rooms are 
capped by identical bulbous domes. in addition to the 
distinctive onion-shaped domes, horseshoe arches, and 
minaret-like towers, galizia embellished parts of the 
wall surface with eleborate stone carvings of geometric 
forms inspired by nature. The two rooms within the 
lodge have specific functions: to the east was the prepa-
ratory room for burial according to the Muslim rite, and 
to the west was the prayer room, where prayers were 

Fig. 16. detail of decorative minaret-like structures. (Photo: 
Conrad Thake)

Fig. 17. The jali screen that forms part of the front boundary 
wall. (Photo: Conrad Thake)
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Fig. 18. lodge at the rear of the cemetery, ca. 1880. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

Fig. 19. The arcade passageway, a central feature of the lodge. (Photo: Conrad Thake)
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alors – Que – le – soleil – sera – CourBÉ60
eT – les – ÉToiles - ToMBeronT61

des - ToMBeauX – sCellÉs - Par - la - MorT
seronT - BouleversÉs62

eT - de - Ce – liT - de - PoussiÈre
eveillÉs - du - soMMeil

sorTironT – royonnanTs
les – enFanTs – de – la – Foi – eT – de – la - PriÈre

__________________________________

dieu - n’esT - il - Pas - asseZ - PuissanT
Pour – Faire – revivre - les - MorTs

__________________________________

ÉrigÉ – en - l’annÉe – de - l’hÉgire – 1290 [1874]
sous – le – rÈgne – de – sa – MaJesTÈ – iMPÉriale

aBdul – aZiZ – khan
eMPereur – des – oTToMans

naouM – duhany- eFeendy [sic] 
son – Consul – gÉnÉral – À – MalTe

_____________________________________

e. l. galiZia – arChiTeCTe

in addition to the Taj Mahal and alhambra, another 
source of inspiration closer to home and in the spirit of 
British orientalism is John nash’s royal Pavilion at 
Brighton. however, the eclectic combination of archi-
tectural elements and motifs adopted by galizia is, in 
effect, a hybrid of indo-Muslim and Moorish architec-
ture. architectural features such as the treatment of the 
main entrance pavilion, with its cusp-rounded arches 
flanked by columns, recall elements of Muslim architec-
ture identifiable with the Maghreb region, particularly 
the great Mosque at kairouan and, later, the alhambra 
palace complex. These were fused with a few select clas-
sical ottoman elements, mainly in the form of pencil-
shaped, multi-galleried minarets and bulbous domes 
crowned with crescents, which give the cemetery com-
plex its variegated skyline. The propagation of a “neo-
ottoman” architectural style that combined “an eclectic 
array of ottoman, orientalist, and gothic elements” was 
avidly promoted by abdülaziz, both on a theoretical 
level, as in the Uṣūl, and in architectural projects in is-
tanbul such as the sultan’s seaside palace at Çırağan 

recited before the actual burial. at the back wall of the 
arcade, connecting the two back rooms, is a marble 
plaque set within an arabesque decorative stone frame 
that forms a horseshoe arch shape in relief (fig. 20). The 
plaque bears two inscriptions, one in ottoman and the 
other in French. The inscription at the top states in one 
line: Bu mezārlıḳ hicretiñ 1290 yılında ʿOsmānlılarıñ 
pādişāhı ʿAbdülʿAzīz Sulṭān Ḫān zamān-ı salṭanatında 
inşā edilmişḑir. (This cemetery was built in the year 1290 
[1873–74], during the reign of the ottoman sultan ab-
dülaziz khan.)58 The French text in a separate lower 
field reads as follows:59

Fig. 20. Marble plaque with decorative stone surround set 
within the end wall of the lodge, commemorating the foun-
dation of the Muslim cemetery by the ottoman sultan ab-
dülaziz and the Maltese architect emanuele luigi galizia. 
(Photo: Conrad Thake)
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(1864–71) and the Pertveniyal valide Mosque in aksaray 
(1869–71).63 The Çırağan Palace went beyond this com-
bination of ottoman and western classical styles, even 
incorporating an overlay of Moorish elements.

The variegated skyline of minaret towers and bulbous 
domes, together with the intricate jali screens of win-
dow openings and arbaesque surface decoration, all 
contributes to the creation of a flamboyant building. 
The intricate geometric surface of incised stonework has 
a razor-like precision and, combined with multifoil 
horseshoe-arches, muqarnas, and filigree-like ara-
besques, is very much indebted to the alhambra Palace 
at granada. The bulbous onion domes and slender min-
arets can be interpreted as an additional architectural 
overlay that is overtly ottoman in terms of representa-
tion. 

The neapolitan painter girolamo gianni (d. 1895)  
was commissioned to prepare two drawings and an 
oil painting of the new Muslim cemetery.64 gianni 
had first visited Malta in 1867 to evaluate the local art 
market. shortly after his visit, he established a bottega 
on the island, selling small souvenir paintings to visi-
tors and undertaking commissioned works of art.65 he 
mainly produced topographically accurate landscapes, 
streetscapes, and seascapes. Besides depicting scenic 
views of his hometown, naples, and Malta, gianni oc-
casionally ventured further afield and painted views of 
cities in the orient. in Panoramic View of Constantinople, 
from Beyazit, signed and dated 1868, the artist depicts 
a spectacular topographical view of most of Constan-
tinople, highlighting its most iconic landmarks—the 
süley maniye Mosque, the Topkapı Palace, and the 

Fig. 21. girolamo gianni, “Martyrs’ Cemetery in Malta,” 1874. oil painting. istanbul, harbiye Military Museum. (Photo: 
courtesy of the harbiye Military Museum)
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Figs. 22 and 23. drawings (22.9 cm × 35.5 cm) of the Muslim cemetery by the neapolitan artist girolamo gianni (1837–95). 
(drawings: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

22

23
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haghia sophia.66 The two drawings of the Muslim cem-
etery in Malta are signed and dated 1875. although they 
depict a high level of architectural detail, they appear to 
have been preparatory studies for the oil painting titled 
Martyrs’ Cemetery in Malta, which now forms part of the 
fine arts collection of the harbiye Military Museum in 
istanbul (fig. 21).67 

in the first pencil drawing, an external frontal view of 
the cemetery (fig. 22), two persons in traditional arab 
attire are seen walking towards the entrance along the 
uneven dirt road leading to the cemetery. To the right 
one sees a horse-drawn carriage with a seated lady along 
the graveyard fence. The second drawing highlights the 
prayer lodge behind the cemetery (fig. 23).68 The façade 
of the lodge is recorded in its minutest architectural 
detail. a man and woman in traditional Middle east-
ern attire walk along the central passage way towards 
the lodge, while another couple is situated at the top 
right-hand corner, the figure on the left with arm out-
stretched seemingly extolling the architectural virtues 
of the building. The foregound depicts a grave in the 
process of being dug, while other covered graves have 
low headstones capped by turbans and the fez. vegeta-
tion in the cemetery is sparse except for a row of exotic 

Fig. 24. The medal of the order of Mecidiye (fourth class), 
bestowed upon galizia by the ottoman sultan, probably dur-
ing the sultan’s short visit to Malta on June 26, 1867. (Photo: 
courtesy of Francis galea naudi)

Fig. 25. Photograph of a gathering of dignitaries with the Bey of Tunis, in an unidentified location in Tunis in July 1903. 
galizia is standing third from left with hat in hand. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)
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though it has been suggested that the ceremony may 
have taken place during the sultan’s brief visit to Malta 
in June 1867. galizia also visited Tunis, in the summer 
of 1903, where he was one of the recipients of an honor 
bestowed probably by the Bey of Tunis. Contemporary 
photographs show galizia and others dressed in formal 
attire, in the presence of the Bey (figs. 25 and 26). it is 
very unlikely, however, that he received the Mecidiye 
honor as late as 1903, as more than twenty-five years 
would have elapsed since the completion of the Muslim 
cemetery. This scenario is even more improbable when 
one considers the changing political situation. The Bey 
of Tunis, who was historically a vassal of the ottoman 
empire, only acted in this capacity until 1881, when the 
ottoman era in Tunisia came to an end and the coun-
try became a French protectorate.70 given the Muslim 
cemetery’s secondary historic connections with the re-

Fig. 26. Photograph of dignitaries standing on the external 
staircase of the residence of the British consul-general at la 
Marsa, Tunis, July 1903. galizia is standing halfway up the 
staircase, wearing a black top hat. (Photo: courtesy of Fran-
cis galea naudi) 

palm trees neatly planted along one of the boundary 
walls of the cemetery. it appears that these two drawings 
were commissioned shortly after the cemetery was com-
pleted and the viewpoints in both maximize the archi-
tectural merits of the complex. it is quite possible that 
these drawings were commissioned by galizia himself, 
to be forwarded as lithographs to the sultan. 

The ottoman sultan bestowed on galizia the or-
der of the Mecidiye (Mecidiye Nişanı) (fourth class)  
(fig. 24).69 when this honor was conferred is still unclear, 

Fig. 27. Mummified hand with lapiz lazuli bracelet around 
wrist, on crimson velvet and displayed within a box with 
glass panel. (Photo: courtesy of Francis galea naudi)
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gency of Tunis (mentioned earlier), it could well be that 
the Bey of Tunis bestowed upon galizia another honor 
distinct from that of the order of Mecidiye.71

galizia also acquired an unusual gift, a small wooden 
box with a glass cover containing the mummified hand 
of a young female, allegedly that of an ancient egyptian 
princess (fig. 27).72 The donation of such exotic (and 
morbid) gifts by influential patrons in recognition of 
services well rendered was popular during the late nine-
teenth century. nevertheless, various superstitions and 
myths alluding to mystical spells emanating from these 
artifacts are purely the product of nineteenth-century 
western literary sources, fuelled by cultural misrepre-
sentations of the orient.73 

The oTToMan CeMeTery in The TwenTieTh 
CenTury

The cemetery was repaired and restored between March 
1919 and october 1920, on the initiative of kuşcubaşı 
eşref Bey, one of the ottoman officers interned by the 
British in Malta after the end of the First world war.74 
a monument was erected by him to commemorate all 
the ottoman soldiers who had died in Malta as prisoners 
of war during the First world war and were buried in 
the cemetery,75 their names inscribed on the marble 
plaques of the octagonal base (fig. 28).76 The restoration 
was undertaken after the 1918 armistice of Moudros, at 
a time when several Turkish nationalists,77 including 
five parliamentary deputies, had been exiled by the Brit-
ish authorities to Malta.78 Most of these were leading 
political figures, high-ranking soldiers and intellectuals 
of the ottoman empire, such as Ziya gökalp (d. 1924), 
an eminent sociologist, writer, poet, and intellectual of 
the nationalist movement, whose personal memoirs re-
lating to his detention in Malta were recorded in Limni 
ve Malta Mektupları, published after his death.79 in the 
absence of a mosque, the detainees were permitted to 
attend Friday prayers at the new Muslim cemetery.80

Following the abolition of the sultanate and his ex-
pulsion from Constantinople, the last ottoman sultan, 
Mehmed vi (r. 1918–22), briefly stayed in Malta in 1922 
before proceeding to Mecca and eventually taking up 
residence in san remo.81 he regularly visited a garden 

Fig. 28. Monument erected in 1919–20 on the initiative of 
kuşcubaşı eshref Bey, Commander of the Muslim warriors 
in Malta, to commemorate all those buried in the cemetery 
who died in world war i. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

along the fortifications of valletta that is known to this 
day as Ġnien is-Sultan (sultan’s garden). in March 1928, 
Chevalier F. k. gollcher, in his capacity as the Turkish 
general consul, visited the cemetery and noted that 
there were 103 unidentified Muslims buried there. he 
made specific reference to the burial sites of twenty-
three Muslims, mainly Moroccans, who had perished in 
the sinking of the passenger ship ss Sardinia, just off the 
grand harbour, in november 1908.82 also buried at the 
cemetery were at least nine soldiers belonging to the 
2nd regiment of the algerian infantry who perished at 
sea on september 22, 1939, at the onset of the second 
world war. 

The Muslims buried in the cemetery came from alge-
ria, egypt, libya, Morocco, somalia, and Turkey, as well 
as the more distant lands of Burma, india, indonesia, 
and French Polynesia. They were mostly members of the 
military corps and navy personnel, or prisoners of war 
who died while detained in Malta. The cemetery contin-
ued to be used for burials of Muslims until the establish-
ment, in 2007, of a new cemetery, officially designated 
“The Malta islamic Cemetery,” on a parcel of land in Cor-
radino, adjoining the modern mosque and islamic cen-
ter that were built in the 1970s. Before the mosque was 
built, the ottoman cemetery was also used for weekly 
Friday prayers.83 
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that this could have been the work of foreign builders, 
as local craftsmanship in stone was of the highest level, 
and exalted and marketed abroad. a decade later, at 
the Colonial and indian exhibition held in london in 
1886, galizia, in his official capacity as superintendent 
of public works, was appointed chairman of the Maltese 
exhibition committee.84 The entrance to the Maltese 
Pavilion was specially constructed of local limestone 
and carved by local artisans working under galizia’s 
supervision.85 The stone blocks of the gateway were in-
dividually numbered, crated, and shipped to england. 
on exhibit in the Maltese Pavilion were the traditional 
crafts of stoneware, lace, and jewelry, and galizia ar-
ranged a varied display of local craftsmen’s stone carv-
ings, including decorative stone balustrades, capitals, 
columns, and finials, in order to promote Maltese ma-
sonry and increase exports to Britain and the Continent 
(fig. 29).86

orienTalisT arChiTeCTure in MalTa

galizia’s Muslim cemetery was the first architectural 
manifestation in Malta of the exotic orientalist style. 
his consummate skill in borrowing and assimilating tra-
ditional elements from both andalusian and ottoman 
architecture produced a distinctive representation of 
islam and the orient. To the Maltese, whose collective 
historical memory was dominated by the ottomans’ re-
peated attacks on the island in the name of islam, the 
cemetery was a solitary nineteenth-century symbol of 
neo-ottoman and Muslim resurgence.

To date, no records have been found that provide us 
with the names of the masons and stone carvers who 
worked on the cemetery’s construction. The many deco-
rative carvings in local globigerina stone on the various 
building components are testimony to the exquisite-
ness of local craftsmanship. There is no reason to believe 

Fig. 29. display of an example of ornamental stonework by Maltese craftsmen at the indo-Colonial exhibition, london, 
1886. (Photo: courtesy of the richard ellis archive—Malta)
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Fig. 30. ensemble of three terraced houses named alcazar, Pax, and alhambra on rudolph street, sliema, all designed by 
e. l. galizia. (Photo: Conrad Thake)

a few years after the Muslim cemetery was complet-
ed, galizia constructed a series of three terraced houses 
in the orientalist indo-Mughal style. Built between 1876 
and 1878 and named alcazar, Pax, and alhambra, they 
were situated on rudolph street in sliema, in what was 
then a rural countryside setting commanding scenic 
views over Marsamxett harbour (fig. 30). The alhambra 
was designed as his own family summer residence, and 
the ornate decorative treatment of the façade is directly 
indebted to the ottoman Muslim cemetery. oriental-
style architecture in Malta never quite established itself. 
it was perceived as a hybrid and alien style exclusively 
associated with the British affluent classes and having 
no affinity with the local artistic milieu, which favored 
the Baroque and neoclassical styles. galizia’s trio of 
houses in sliema would mark the definitive end of the 
short-lived oriental style in Malta. 

The contemporary writer and artist T. M. P. duggan 
has described galizia’s cemetery as “the ottoman Taj 
Mahal.” it is “the least known and certainly today the 
most important surviving nineteenth-century ottoman 
building to have been built beyond the borders of the 
ottoman sultanate, in the new ottoman islamic style. 
This building is an architectural statement of great beau-

ty, and also of boldness and authority.”87 duggan argues 
that this new ottoman style was directly related to the 
“increasing stress laid by ottoman rulers in the second 
half of the nineteenth century on their Caliphal title, 
stressing their leadership of the sunni Muslim commu-
nity worldwide, and thus, through the employment of 
this architectural style … their international commit-
ment to the wider islamic community.”88 This state-
ment assumes even greater political significance when 
one considers that abdülaziz’s new Muslim cemetery 
was built in Malta, a British colony and a bulwark of Brit-
ish imperial power along the main sea trade routes in 
the Mediterranean. The cemetery represented an alter-
native set of values and beliefs in sharp contraposition 
to the architectural imagery associated with the British 
colonial authorities in Malta. This manifestation of ot-
toman revivalism can be interpreted as the fulfillment 
of “an aspiration to claim a place for ottoman architec-
ture among the ‘modern styles’ or revivalisms of the 
nineteenth century.”89 galizia’s new Muslim cemetery 
was intended as an idealized representation of the ori-
ent and islam in Malta. in the words of Zeynep Çelik, a 
“generic domed ottoman mosque with pencil minarets” 
encompasses a wider vision whereby “indeed the power 
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today one of the most popular and iconic monuments 
of istanbul, the sultan ahmed mosque had a famously 
unpromising start.1 its young founder, the ottoman sul-
tan ahmed i (r. 1603–17), embarked on the building in 
the face of considerable opposition from the empire’s 
religious authorities, for he had won no major victories 
in war with which to fund or justify the project. not only 
did ahmed choose to ignore his critics, but he pulled 
no punches in visually asserting his right to build: im-
planted into the very heart of the ottoman capital, 
the mosque, with its six minarets and cascading tiers 
of domes, was designed as a transformative landmark, 
and continues to define modern impressions of the city 
(fig. 1). though art historians have tended to view the 
result as overblown,2 this unbridled aesthetic magnifi-
cence must have played a large and deliberate role in 
quelling the controversy that surrounded the mosque, 
whose splendor allowed it to emerge from its inauspi-
cious beginnings as a fitting monument to both islam 
and the empire.

But it was not only through physical grandeur that 
ahmed sought to win over his subjects. as soon as 
construction began in 1609, the mosque became the 
focus of an unusually high level of ceremonial activity, 
hosting numerous events—some singular, some recur-
ring—that propelled the building into the public con-
sciousness and cemented its status as a fruitful addition 
to istanbul’s fabric. among the most remarkable in this 
festive roster was a lavish ceremony to celebrate the clos-
ing of the central dome in June 1617, only two months 
before the building would be inaugurated. marked by 
a grand procession from the topkapı palace and the 
raising of stately tents in the mosque’s courtyard, this 
ceremony appears to have been a unique experiment 

in ottoman history, specifically intended to boost the 
profile of ahmed’s endeavor and reassert its legitimacy 
in preparation for the official opening.

Basic details of the dome-closing ceremony have long 
been known from contemporary chronicles, but a far 
fuller and rarer source of information has hitherto es- 
caped notice: an anonymous manuscript of nearly fifty 
folios written shortly after the event and devoted to 
its description. as unusual as the occasion itself, this 
text—the inspiration for the present article—sheds 
valuable new light on the ceremonial as well as discur-
sive means by which the sultan and his backers strove 
to vindicate the new mosque. of particular note is the 
account’s portrayal of the festivities as a triumph over 
the infidel, a characterization that suggests that the 
ceremony itself—with its prominent inclusion of an 
encampment—was aimed at glossing over ahmed’s 
military deficiencies and presenting him in the guise of a 
victorious holy warrior. staged against the symbolically 
charged act of closing the building’s dome, both the cer-
emony and its textual commemoration were telling re-
sponses to the challenge that the sultan had set himself, 
encapsulating the concerns that underlay his ultimately 
successful campaign to preserve his memory in stone.

Defiance anD magnificence: the creation 
of ahmeD’s mosque

When sultan ahmed, still in his teens, resolved to build a 
new imperial mosque, he must have anticipated the resis-
tance his plans would meet. it had been many years since 
a sultan had erected such a monument in the  capital: the 
last had been that of ahmed’s great-great-grandfather,  



ÜNVER RÜSTEM254

fig. 1. sultan ahmed mosque, from the northeast. (photo: Wikimedia commons/arnstein rønning)

the mighty süleyman the magnificent (r. 1520–66), 
whose prominent hilltop mosque complex was built 
by the architect sinan (d. 1588) between 1550 and 1557  
(fig. 2).3 this, the süleymaniye mosque, had been pre-
ceded by a number of other grand sultanic foundations, 
but the second half of the sixteenth century witnessed 
a lull in imperial construction that reflected growing 
anxieties about the decorousness of such lavish archi-
tecture. in a book of advice written in 1581 for murad iii 
(r. 1574–95), the historian mustafa ʿĀli (d. 1600) asserts 
that sultans should refrain from building even chari-
table or religious institutions if they “have not enriched 
themselves with the spoils of holy War and have not 
become owners of lands through gains of campaigns of 
the faith.” the reason for this objection, ʿĀli explains, 
is that “the Divine laws do not permit the building of 
charitable establishments with the means of the pub-
lic treasury, neither do they allow the foundations of 

mosques and medreses that are not needed.”4 voiced 
at a time when the ottoman empire was not expand-
ing at the rate it had under earlier sultans, such views 
were further fueled by the effects of a global inflation.5 
süleyman had more than fulfilled the conditions set 
forth by mustafa ʿĀli, but his less impressive successors 
duly chose not to follow in his architectural footsteps,6 
with the exception of his son, selim ii (r. 1566–74), who 
used booty gained from his conquest of cyprus in 1571 
to finance the construction of the selimiye mosque, de-
signed by sinan and completed in 1574.7 yet although 
widely regarded as sinan’s masterpiece, the selimiye 
still stopped short of challenging süleyman’s legacy: it 
was built in edirne, the empire’s second city, rather than 
the capital, in part because selim, unlike his father, had 
not personally led his army.8

such restraint evidently held little sway with ahmed, 
who was keen to buck the trend by boldly presenting 



THE DOME-CLOSING CEREMONY OF THE SULTAN AHMED MOSQUE 255

sociate himself with his grandmother’s failed enterprise, 
the sultan managed to acquire a site that was as promi-
nent as it was licit, buying and demolishing two large 
sixteenth-century palaces that occupied a choice area 
of land next to the hippodrome and opposite the hagia 
sophia.13

the legality of the site did not, however, settle the 
questions raised by the construction itself. the grand 
mufti pointed out that the mosque would be needless 
in its intended setting, which lacked a large congrega-
tion,14 and the more serious issue of the sultan’s military 
shortcomings still loomed. in a report dated 1612, sim-
one contarini (d. 1633), who had just completed his ten-
ure as venetian bailo to istanbul, noted that the mosque 
was deeply unpopular among those who would have 
preferred ahmed to pour his resources into conquer-
ing christian lands.15 how this controversy played out is 
described in an account written later in the seventeenth 
century by the french traveler guillaume-Joseph grelot 
(d. after 1680):

[t]hough the Mufti, the Mulla’s, the Cheiks, and other Doc-
tors of the law, laid before [ahmed] the sin of undertaking 

himself in süleyman’s image.9 the comparison was not 
well deserved, however: far from expanding the em-
pire, ahmed lost important territories to the safavids in  
1604–5, and was forced in 1606 to concede parity with 
the habsburg emperor, who no longer had to pay the 
annual tribute that had been instituted in süleyman’s 
time.10 nevertheless—and apparently driven by his 
well-known piety—the sultan made known his plans 
to found a mosque worthy of the empire’s heyday. his 
advisers, perhaps seeking a middle way, initially recom-
mended that he complete the sizeable mosque that his 
grandmother safiye sultan (d. 1618) had started to build 
in 1598 on the shore of eminönü, one of the capital’s bus-
iest districts. But ahmed, who disliked his grandmother 
intensely, had personally put a stop to her project upon 
his accession and had no desire to resume it, especially 
since its enviably conspicuous site was considered by 
many as having been illegally expropriated.11 (it would 
take many years and another queen mother, turhan ha-
dice sultan [d. 1683], to finish safiye’s mosque, which 
was finally opened in 1665 and is now known as the 
yeni cami.12) preferring to start afresh rather than as-

fig. 2. süleymaniye complex, from the southwest. (photo: reha günay)
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couraged only inasmuch as it would oblige ahmed to 
pursue a commensurate martial victory. 

attempts to retroactively legitimize the mosque in-
deed followed, though they came to nothing. ahmed de-
clared war against the safavids in 1609, shortly after the 
mosque’s foundations were laid, but the conflict, which 
would end in the safavids’ favor, was still ongoing when 
he died.18 the sultan’s clerics, meanwhile, urged him to 
invade crete so that he might triumph over a christian 
enemy, and while he seemed willing, he never under-
took the task.19 one might wonder whether ahmed’s 
desire to build was motivated in part because of, and 
not despite, his lack of military promise:20 perhaps he 
felt a great mosque gracing the capital would prove a 
meritorious enough legacy by which to compensate for 
his failure to win new territories.

sure enough, the mosque was to emerge from its 
problematic gestation unscathed. if accounts such as 
grelot’s reveal that ahmed’s obstinacy was not for-
gotten, the monument itself was soon accepted as an 
integral and apparently uncontroversial fixture of the 
city: its usual name in the decades following its com-
pletion was Yeñi Cāmiʿ, “new mosque,” a neutral label 
that makes no reference to its founder’s transgression.21 
several factors contributed to the ultimately warm re-
ception with which the finished building was greeted. 
notwithstanding the project’s many detractors, the sul-
tan was supported in his actions by various sympathetic 
voices that helped to balance the discourse in his favor. 
these individuals included two men who would play 
instrumental roles in the dome-closing ceremony. one 
was the highly revered sufi shaykh mahmud hüdayi (d. 
1628), who, acting as a spiritual adviser to the sultan, 
pushed for the cretan campaign without questioning 
ahmed’s overall right to build.22 the second of these 
important backers was the chief harem eunuch hacı  
mustafa agha (d. 1624), whom ahmed appointed as 
 superintendent (nāẓır) over the mosque’s construc-
tion,23 and who countered the grand mufti’s objections 
to the site by proposing that new houses be built to 
boost the population surrounding the mosque.24 

hacı mustafa’s suggestion is recorded in a chronicle 
penned by the royal imam mustafa safi (d. 1616), an-
other ally to ahmed.25 Describing the circumstances in 
which the mosque was conceived, safi recasts events to 

to erect such a costly fabrick, since he had never been in any 
other combats, than those which are daily to be seen for 
the exercise of the pages, and divertisement of the prince, 
nevertheless he gave little heed to their admonitions, but 
carried on the work with a vigour answerable to his reso-
lution; and when he had finish’d the pile, because he had 
slighted his chaplains exhortations, call’d it Imansis Gianisi 
[Īmānsız Cāmiʿsi], or the temple of the incredulous.16

a more complicated picture is painted by the english 
ambassador sir thomas glover (d. 1625), who, in a dis-
patch sent in early 1610, links the mosque to a curious 
ailment of the throat that was weekly bringing the sul-
tan to the verge of choking on his food. fearing that the 
condition “happeneth rather by the permition of the 
allmightie, then otherwise,” ahmed

be[took] himselfe to an extraordynarie devotion, and whol-
lie to have his conversation amongste sofies [sufis], and 
Dervishes, as much to saye, purytans . . . ; and it is reported 
that this accident is the onlie cause of the buildinge of the 
sumptuous meschit. . . , thinkinge that therby he shall, not 
onlie obtayne salvation of his soule, but that the allmightie 
will withdrawe this dreadfull infirmitie from him, beinge 
therto counselled and assured, by all his above named so-
fies, and his cheefe ministers, and inpticuller his muftie; 
whoe sayeth to have seene a vision, or a dreame, that un-
lesse this be performed wth. a good will and harte, with-
out any sparinge of gould or sylver, or any mans laboure, 
(allsoe with contynuall prayers to theire divill mahoma, or 
mahemet) the gran sigr. is like to incurre a verie speedie 
danger of his life.17

With its claim that ahmed was being spurred on rather 
than discouraged, glover’s account seems to contradict 
those of other observers, though even his version of 
events bespeaks an uneasy genesis for the mosque. the 
circumstances he describes are hardly flattering to the 
sultan, who acts not from a position of strength, but out 
of mortal fear in response to the admonishments of his 
clerics. moreover, glover goes on to say that those advis-
ing ahmed, besides promising an end to his illness, also 
affirmed that construction of the mosque would bring 
“greate and incredible victories, againste all the gran 
sig:rs enemies, whersoever he shall please to wage any 
warre.” in spite of its otherwise idiosyncratic content, 
then, the dispatch still ties the mosque to the hawkish 
rhetoric of conquest, and glover is in broad agreement 
with other sources that tell us that the project was en-
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numerous exemplary elements making up the edifice, 
claiming that “no other such high and solid building has 
been erected” before it.33 

hyperbolic as this statement may seem, caʿfer efendi 
is hardly exaggerating the mosque’s sheer visual impact. 
the advocacy of ahmed’s backers, together with the 
written records of their support, would have amounted 
to little had the architecture itself been any less persua-
sive than it is. Writing at the same time as caʿfer efendi, 
contarini reports that the “superbissima” mosque would 
resemble and compete with the süleymaniye,34 and he 
is right on both counts. the mosque, which comprises a 
domed prayer hall and porticoed courtyard, stands im-
posingly in an expansive walled precinct, around which 
are scattered numerous dependencies that make up the 
remainder of the complex (figs. 3 and 4).35 modern con-
noisseurs and art historians have frequently denigrated 
the building as a pretentious rehashing of sinan’s style, 
but, as emine fetvacı has shown, the sultan ahmed 
mosque’s dramatic design was carefully tailored to, and 
highly appreciated in, its own seventeenth-century con-
text.36 a student of sinan, the architect mehmed agha 
judiciously adapted the prestigious mode of his master 
with the aim of rivaling it. the plan of the prayer hall is 
thus an aggrandized reworking of that of sinan’s first 
major work, the Şehzade mosque (1543–48), which sü-
leyman the magnificent had built to commemorate his 
favorite son, the deceased mehmed (d. 1543):37 in this 
so-called quatrefoil plan, the main dome rests on four 
piers and is braced by four semi-domes, with cupolas 
filling the remaining corners (figs. 5 and 6). at the sultan 
ahmed, the scheme is on a much larger scale and further 
elaborated with the addition of exedrae flowing down 
from three of the semi-domes (figs. 1, 4, 7, and 8).38 By 
reviving the Şehzade’s plan, which sinan himself had 
not returned to, the sultan ahmed mosque posits its 
founder as a scion of süleyman and preserver of his leg-
acy. it is notable in this regard that safiye sultan’s abor-
tive foundation at eminönü had preceded the sultan 
ahmed in being designed on the Şehzade’s model;39 her 
grandson’s halting of that project and cooption of the 
quatrefoil plan for himself thus stressed his privileged 
status as süleyman’s rightful heir.

mehmed agha’s decision not to adopt the vaulting 
arrangement of the süleymaniye—which, like the hagia 

present ahmed’s 1606 treaty with the habsburgs, which 
was largely a stalemate, as an unqualified ottoman vic-
tory, and he also lauds the sultan’s suppression in 1608 
of the celalis, rebels in anatolia who were often viewed 
as subscribing to a qizilbash—that is shiʿi—ideology.26 
safi thus lays a religio-legal groundwork for the mosque, 
and some, at least, seem to have shared his view, as we 
learn from another of glover’s dispatches, this time writ-
ten as the monument’s foundations were being dug in 
late 1609:

[t]he gran sig:r in respecte of his victorie againste the [ce-
lali] rebells in asia, or in that he hath, contrarie to all mens 
expectations, soe suddaynlie subdued and whollie rooted 
them out, hath comaunded to pull downe many goodlie 
and sumptuous pallaces, belonginge to some of his vizereis, 
or vizereis sonnes (payinge them well for it) and insteade 
therof to be builte a verie sumptuous church or meskite, 
which shall be bigger then any as yet in constant:ple and to 
be named by his name, sultan achomat.27

given the continuing calls for ahmed to invade crete, 
relatively few can have accepted the defeat of the ce-
lalis as a valid pretext to build (and as we have seen, 
glover himself would offer a quite different reason for 
the undertaking in a dispatch written only a few months 
later). But safi’s extended defense of the mosque pre-
empts further opposition by noting that the grand mufti, 
while objecting to certain aspects of the project, could 
cite nothing in religious law to forbid it.28 as well as de-
fending ahmed’s military record, safi commends the 
mosque as evidence of the sultan’s atypical piety and 
fondness for good works,29 and he also reaffirms the 
suitability of the building’s location, declaring the hip-
podrome to be “a magnet for the people of the world” 
that would draw enough worshippers to fill “many 
mosques like ayasofya.”30

safi’s praise for the chosen site is echoed by the au-
thor caʿfer efendi in his Risāle-i miʿmāriyye, an archi-
tectural treatise centered on the life and career of the 
chief imperial architect sedefkar mehmed agha (d. 
1617), who designed the sultan ahmed.31 completed in 
1614 as the mosque was being built, the Risāle, which 
devotes a whole chapter to the monument, presents it 
as a regenerative blessing to “one of the finest locations 
of the city,” for it replaced “aged palaces . . . filled with 
the nests of owls.”32 caʿfer efendi goes on to describe the 
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fig. 3. sultan ahmed complex, from the northeast, with the Bathhouse of hürrem sultan in the left foreground. (photo: 
reha günay) 

sophia, has only two semi-domes flanking its dome—
might be construed as a decorous concession,40 but it 
also allowed the patron to distinguish his own monu-
ment from his ancestor’s. comparison between the two 
buildings is rendered inevitable by their stylistic resem-
blance and the similarity of their dimensions,41 and the 
later mosque’s doubling of semi-domes and emphasis on 
pyramidal verticality arguably make for a more impres-
sive effect. the same principle is at work in the use of 
minarets: the sultan ahmed replicates the süleymaniye 
in placing four minarets of uneven height at the corners 
of its porticoed courtyard, but it also adds a further two 
to the qibla side of the prayer hall. the resultant total of 
six minarets was unprecedented in ottoman mosque 
architecture and never to be repeated.42 consciously 
avoiding a direct correspondence with any one model, 
then, mehmed agha opted for an augmented combi-
nation of süleymanic references drawn from both the 
Şehzade and the süleymaniye, creating a distinctive 
synthesis that stands in its own right even as it evokes 
the past.43

this shrewd design also equips the sultan ahmed 
mosque against its more immediate rival, the hagia 
 sophia, which faces it directly across a large open square 
(fig. 9). the use of four semi-domes serves again—and 
still more clearly—to differentiate the newer structure, 
whose rhythmic cascade of domes presents a marked 
contrast to the rather ungainly exterior of the convert-
ed sixth-century church. the earlier Şehzade mosque 
had already been credited in one of sinan’s (auto)biog-
raphies with eclipsing the hagia sophia’s style, which 
“did not possess elegance.”44 Building on this trope, the 
sultan ahmed’s emphatically beautiful exterior is able  
to challenge the hagia sophia despite being smaller in 
size.45 its unyielding visual appeal is once more bol-
stered by its six minarets, which on the one hand  mirror  
the hagia sophia’s placement of four towers at the cor-
ners of the prayer hall, but on the other surpass their 
earlier counterparts in number as well as aesthetic 
coherence—the minarets of the hagia sophia are mis-
matched accretions of different periods.46 the overall 
effect of the sultan ahmed’s gracefully deployed mina-
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fig. 4. plan of the surviving elements of the sultan ahmed complex and the neighboring hippodrome: 1) mosque; 2) ma-
drasa; 3) mausoleum; 4) primary school; 5) royal pavilion; 6) hippodrome; 7) garden platform; 8) marketplace (arasta). 
(Drawing: arben n. arapi. courtesy of gülru necipoğlu)

fig. 5. Şehzade mosque, from the southwest. (photo: reha 
günay)

fig. 6. plan of the Şehzade mosque. (Drawing: arben n. 
arapi. courtesy of gülru necipoğlu)



ÜNVER RÜSTEM260

fig. 7. sultan ahmed mosque, entrance façade from the inner courtyard, showing the cascading domes of the prayer hall. 
(photo: güven erten)

rets is to conflate the arrangements of both the  hagia 
sophia and the süleymaniye, underscoring the new 
mosque’s competitive dialogue with these two venerable  
models.

inside, too, the sultan ahmed sets itself apart from 
its prototypes. the four piers supporting the dome take 
the form of gigantic fluted cylinders that art historians 
have criticized as excessively bulky,47 though their heft 
can only have been an intentional departure from the 
leaner proportions employed in other monuments, as if 
to bear out caʿfer efendi’s assertion that no earlier build-
ing was as solid (figs. 10–12).48 the walls likewise strive 
for a fresh approach, eschewing the decorative reserve 
of istanbul’s existing sultanic mosques in favor of a com-
prehensive coating of floral iznik tiles, whose rich hue is 

the reason the building is popularly known as the Blue 
mosque (fig. 13).49

observers in the seventeenth century were duly im - 
pressed with what they saw. grelot writes that the 
mosque “may be said to be the most beautiful in Con-
stantinople, if not in all the east,”50 a sentiment shared 
by his ottoman contemporary, the famous traveler ev-
liya Çelebi (d. 1682), who calls it “the most beautiful of 
all sultanic mosques in istanbul.”51 having ignored the 
dictates of tradition and pushed ahead with his plans, 
ahmed had produced an architectural fait accompli, so 
striking and magnificent that any lingering objections 
to it were swiftly obviated. the success of this audacious 
artistic feat was not, however, due to its design alone: 
the sultan may have raised a splendid new edifice, but 
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fig. 8. sultan ahmed mosque, interior view of the domical superstructure. (photo: istock.com/wrangel)
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fig. 9. aerial view from the south of the sultan ahmed mosque and, behind it, the hagia sophia. (photo: istock.com/
BerKo85)

only by enlivening it with activity could he prove that it 
was more than a needless extravagance.

ceremonial anD sociaBility: the sultan 
ahmeD mosque in the puBlic eye

among the more novel elements of the sultan ahmed 
mosque is an l-shaped structure that is attached to its 
southern corner and entered by a ramp (figs. 1, 9, 14, 
and 15). Dwarfed by the adjacent prayer hall and easily 
missed by modern visitors, this building would not have 
escaped attention in ottoman times, when it served as 
a pavilion to host the sultans during their ceremonial 
visits to the mosque.52 the upper story of the struc-
ture contained decorated and furnished rooms for the 

sovereign’s respite, while a corridor on the same floor 
gave direct access to the royal prayer loge that occupies 
the neighboring corner of the prayer hall. true to its 
function, and in order not to detract from the mosque 
 proper, the pavilion follows the stylistic norms of resi-
dential building: its walls are of alternating courses of 
brick and stone, unlike the pure stone of the prayer hall, 
and its roof is externally hipped rather than domed. this 
palatial annex was the first structure of its kind in ot-
toman mosque architecture, introducing a feature that 
would become canonical and increasingly prominent in 
later imperial mosques.53 the advent and subsequent 
development of this type of pavilion coincided with a 
larger shift whereby the sultans—no longer absent on 
distant campaigns—were becoming ever more visible 
on home turf.54 it was already routine for a sultan to ride 
in dazzling procession to one of the capital’s mosques 
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fig. 10. sultan ahmed mosque, interior toward the west, showing the domical superstructure. (photo: Ünver rüstem) 
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fig. 11. sultan ahmed mosque, interior toward the qibla (southeast) wall. (photo: Ünver rüstem)

fig. 12. süleymaniye mosque, interior toward the qibla (southeast) wall. (photo: reha günay) 
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fig. 13. sultan ahmed mosque, iznik tilework in the upper gallery. (photo: Ünver rüstem)

fig. 14. sultan ahmed complex, royal pavilion viewed from 
the northwest toward its entrance side, with the attached 
mosque on the right. (photo: güven erten)

fig. 15. sultan ahmed complex, royal pavilion viewed from 
the southeast, with the mosque on the left. (photo: güven 
erten)
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for the sultan to “view and observe the construction and 
investigate the conditions of the poor and weak,”58 a 
description that links ahmed’s care for the mosque with 
his care for his people, who could in turn look to the 
structure as a constant symbol of their ruler’s benefi-
cence. it was from this pavilion, safi states, that ahmed 
watched the groundbreaking ceremony, which was held 
at an auspicious hour on october 7, 1609, and entailed 
a packed gathering of courtiers, clerics, and officials. 
led by the grand mufti and by mahmud hüdayi, whom 
evliya Çelebi dubs the “shaykh of the foundations” 
(temel şeyḫi), members of the assembly started to dig 
the ground. they then stopped and cleared the way for 
the sultan, who descended from the pavilion and him-
self began to dig using a silver-decorated mattock with 
a velvet-lined handle.59 in a dispatch sent a few weeks 
later, the english ambassador glover, whose knowledge 
of the event may have been secondhand, gives a differ-
ent order to the day’s proceedings while adding interest-
ing details not found in safi’s description:

[t]he gran sig:r himselfe in persone, with the muftie, and 
all his vizereys, and other ministers and officers, went to 
the [site of the mosque], and there first offered sacrifice (as 
they doe call it curban) of 500. sheepe, and 140. oxen, this 
beinge devided amongste the people, they ioyntlie went 
to prayers wherin contynued fower howers by the clocke, 
which allsoe beinge ended, the gran sig:r tooke the mat-
hoocke or pickaxe, and soe himself for halfe a quarter of 
an hower, digged the grounde for to laye the foundation of 

fig. 16. Zacharias Wehme, The Friday Procession of Sultan Selim II to the Süleymaniye Mosque. Detail of a scroll painted 
after a lost habsburg album, 1581–82. Dresden, Die sächsische landesbibliothek, mscr.Dresd.J.2.a. (photo: sluB/Deutsche 
fotothek, Brigitta paetzold) 

in order to perform the friday prayer there (fig. 16); the 
placement of a pavilion at the culmination of this parade 
would only enhance the ceremony’s splendor and prom-
inence, concretizing the royal visit even after its end. 

that this move towards amplified spectacle began 
with the sultan ahmed should not surprise us.55 Both 
during and after its construction, the mosque witnessed 
a level of ceremonial activity that amounted to a relent-
less public-relations exercise, intended to reiterate the 
sultan’s devotion to the project while also exciting his 
subjects’ interest in it. the staging of festivities to mark 
the establishment of a new imperial mosque was, to be 
sure, a well-established practice, and two occasions in 
particular—the foundation-laying and the inaugura-
tion—were typically celebrated on a grand scale with 
processions, prayers, animal sacrifices, and the distri-
bution of gifts.56 even so, the ceremonies associated 
with the sultan ahmed mosque stand out as extraor-
dinary, not only in their elaboration, but also in their 
number. ahmed’s supporters had promised a building 
that would buzz with new life, and it seems the sultan 
was anxious to deliver on their assurances with a series 
of events jointly implicating himself and his subjects in 
the mosque’s formation.

 the tone was set from the very beginning. indeed, 
the pavilion attached to the prayer hall is the adapted 
version of a structure that had been erected even be-
fore work on the mosque commenced.57 the purpose 
of this “exalted pavilion” was, according to mustafa safi, 
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as work on the building progressed, the sultan con-
tinued to make himself present and visible at the site, 
which he could survey—and be seen surveying—from 
his pavilion. glover, reporting in January 1610, notes that 
the mosque was “daylie verie dilligentlie solicited, by the 
vizereis, and often visited (at leaste once a weeke) by 
the gran sig.r himselfe.”67 a letter written seven months 
later by the french ambassador Jean de gontaut-Biron 
(d. 1636) stresses ahmed’s “marvelous diligence” in con-
nection with the project, whose progress he personally 
urged on by “staying at the scene for seven or eight 
days”—presumably in the pavilion.68 gontaut-Biron 
adds that many in istanbul questioned whether the 
sultan would succeed in his ambitious enterprise, and 
it was surely in part to counteract these doubts and in-
spire confidence in the building that ahmed made such 
a show of his dedication to it. another kind of royal ap-
pearance during the mosque’s construction is recorded 
by evliya Çelebi, who tells us that the sultan one day 
“pitched his tent on . . . the courtyard of the mosque 
. . . and gave a feast to all the vezírs and great men of 
the capital, which surpassed even that which was given 
at the feast of [his] circumcission.”69 after most of the 
assembly dispersed, ahmed remained in his tent with 
a select group of men that included mahmud hüdayi, 
who exhorted the sultan to fulfil his plan to invade 
crete. the gathered company then prayed, probably 
aware that the mosque would be completed whether 
or not the sultan ever delivered a victory against the in-
fidel.70 holding this supererogatory ceremonial feast in 
a tent—a structure as much associated with warfare as 
with festivities—may well have been an intentionally 
bold conceit, emblematically lending ahmed the very 
martial credibility he lacked in life. a similar banquet, 
on this occasion hosted by lala mustafa pasha (d. 1580) 
at an army camp outside iznik, is depicted in the 1584 
copy of mustafa ʿĀli’s Nuṣretnāme, which commemo-
rates the ottomans’ successful campaign against the sa-
favids in the caucasus (fig. 17). the semiotic potential 
that such military references offered the mosque would, 
as we shall see, be more overtly realized with the dome-
closing ceremony.

Beyond drawing attention to the project’s scale 
and development, the sultan was keen also to earn 
his mosque a rightful place in a city already teeming 
with religious foundations. the proximity of the hagia 

the churche, and soe the muftie, and all the vizereys fol-
lowed him, whoe contynued in digginge, for space of two 
good howers, and soe delivered their instrumentes unto 
the labourers.60

ahmed’s participation in the digging—a highly unusual 
step—harked back to certain fifteenth-century foun-
dation ceremonies in which the sultan personally laid 
the first stone of his mosque as a vow before setting off 
on campaign.61 Besides demonstrating his pious humil-
ity, ahmed’s comparable act many years later may thus 
have been intended as a pledge of his own ostensible 
commitment to a future (though never realized) holy 
war. the handing out of sacrificial animal meat, which 
is also mentioned by safi,62 served to involve the wider 
public in the ceremony’s votive symbolism. on the days 
that followed, several groups tied to the state, from the 
janissaries to vizierial officers, took it in turns to contin-
ue digging, in each case being rewarded for their efforts 
with a feast.63 the care that went into organizing this 
activity is recounted in glover’s next dispatch, written 
a month into construction:

theise do verie earnestlie followe, w.th all forces, and ce-
leritie they can, the buildinge of the meskit. . .and all the 
vizereis of the Bench are comaunded, every day by turne, 
one of them to attend, and to oversee, all the day longe, the 
buildinge therof, and soe they doe. and because the gienis-
saries, of their owne voluntarie will, for the gran sig:rs sake 
(as allsoe supposinge to be a charitable deed to further the 
same) have offered themselves inpersone, for the space of 
the wholl weeke, to worke in digginge of the foundations 
therof, (as they have done) the gran sig.r hath bestowed 
on them, five lode of mony for theire paynes, which is five 
thowsand crownes.64

already more embellished and prolonged than other 
recorded groundbreakings,65 the initiation of the sul-
tan ahmed mosque was further heralded with a second 
foundation ceremony that took place on January 3, 
1610, when another great assembly gathered to ritually 
lay the first stones of the qibla wall. the grand mufti 
and mahmud hüdayi again led the proceedings, which 
ahmed once more watched from his pavilion before de-
scending to lower a number of stones into the base of 
the mihrab using a sling specially made of silver rings 
and silken cord. mustafa safi’s lengthy description of the 
event tells us that some 150 individuals received robes 
of honor that day.66
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1603), had already introduced the ritual at the hagia 
sophia. in 1599, however, the grand mufti put an end to 
this “ugly innovation,” which was criticized for, among 
other things, its exclusionary nature: those administer-
ing the ceremony distributed candies and sherbets to the 
grandees but not to the poor.73 By reviving the Mevlūd, 
ahmed aimed to distinguish his mosque as the ritual’s 
new permanent venue, where his subjects might experi-
ence something that no other site offered.74 he learned 
from the mistakes of the ceremony’s failed past by stipu-
lating a more lavish and inclusive affair at which the en-
tire congregation, rich and poor alike, would be served 
food and drink, even coffee.75 a preliminary Mevlūd had 
already been held at the sultan ahmed’s building site 
in late 1610, not on the prophet’s birthday, but to bring 
good luck to the fledgling project. cushioned sofas and 
other temporary furnishings were installed for the ritu-
al, which was attended by all the notable men of state 
and religion, including mahmud hüdayi, who delivered 
a sermon.76 the mosque was still being built when, in 
1614, it hosted its first endowed Mevlūd, for which oil 
lamps were hung from the scaffolding. a contemporary 
account by the janissary scribe ʿabdülkadir efendi (d. 
1644 [?]) describes a busy gathering of dignitaries and 
clerics engaged in “sociable conversation” (ṣoḥbet), evi-
dence of ahmed’s success in establishing a new and live-
ly tradition even before the mosque was finished.77 the 
last Mevlūd to be celebrated during construction was in 
march 1617, when the monument was nearing its final 
form. shaykh mahmud hüdayi was again prominent 
among the assembly, which, according to ʿabdülkadir 
efendi, was so large on this occasion that the mosque 
could not contain it.78 incense burners wafted the scent 
of ambergris while the poem was recited, and the over-
flowing crowds “helped themselves to endless sherbets 
and candies.”79 the royal account books confirm that 
these refreshments were plentiful enough to satisfy all, 
“high and low.”80 such vibrant scenes offered important 
proof that the mosque, once opened, would not struggle 
to attract and engage the public, and they also made 
a virtue of the mosque’s uncrowded setting: the open 
spaces bordering it rendered the building ideally suited 
for large-scale festivities that might overspill its walls.81

so remarkable was ahmed’s achievement in giving 
his mosque a unique ritual and social identity that the 

fig. 17. Lala Mustafa Pasha Giving a Feast at a Military En-
campment in Iznik. from mustafa ʿĀli, Nuṣretnāme, istanbul, 
1584. istanbul, topkapı palace museum library, h. 1365, fol. 
34b. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)

 sophia—the empire’s principal mosque and the most 
frequent destination for the sultans’ friday parades—
made it especially important to demonstrate that the 
new monument would not be superfluous.71 ahmed’s 
waqfiyya (foundation deed), which was written in 1613, 
addressed this concern by providing for the annual fes-
tive recitation of the Mevlūd poem, chanted in honor of  
the prophet’s nativity (every 12 rabiʿ i).72 this was not 
the first time that the Mevlūd would take place at an im-
perial mosque, for ahmed’s father, mehmed iii (r. 1595–
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in consequence of the beautiful site of the atmeidan, and its 
open and free communication on every side, the mosque of 
sultan ahmed is the theatre of the great ceremonies of reli-
gion and court processions. aja sofia may be termed, from 
its vicinity to the palace, the court church, the ahmedje, 
the state church, or cathedral of constantinople; for it is 
hither that the sultan generally repairs, accompanied by his 

practice of celebrating the Mevlūd would continue there 
under his successors until the empire’s final years, sur-
viving even into our own time (fig. 18).82 John murray’s 
much-used nineteenth-century travel guide to istanbul 
gives a vivid account of the mosque’s enduring—and 
indeed expanded—ceremonial function:

fig. 18. françois Denis née after charles-nicolas cochin, Celebration of the mevlūd at the Sultan Ahmed Mosque. engraving 
from ignatius mouradgea d’ohsson, Tableau général de l’empire othoman, vol. 1 (paris, 1787), pl. 25. (photo: courtesy of the 
houghton library, harvard university)
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scholarship, and i discovered it quite by chance among 
the digitized holdings of the süleymaniye library, 
where it is listed with the title Tarih-i Bina-yı Cami-
i Sultan Ahmed-i Evvel (history of the construction 
of the mosque of sultan ahmed i) and the classmark 
fotokopi no. 294.87 as this classmark indicates, the li-
brary houses only a black-and-white photocopy of the 
book, whose actual location, as recorded by a modern  
arabic slip photocopied together with one of the end-
papers, is (or was) the iraqi academy of sciences in 
Baghdad. this slip gives the simpler title Sulṭān Aḥmed 
cāmiʿ[i] tārīḫi (history of the sultan ahmed mosque) 
in the arabic/ottoman script,88 which suggests that 
the endpaper beneath it bears the same heading writ-
ten in late ottoman times; the longer and more typically 
ottoman-sounding title found in the süleymaniye’s re-
cords may well be a modern cataloguer’s coinage. in the 
absence of a more definitive alternative, i shall refer to 
the work as the Tarih, an abbreviation of both available 
titles. there is no mark of ownership on the manuscript, 
at least as revealed by the photocopy; the arabic slip, 
which may be obscuring relevant information on the 
endpaper itself, gives the book’s provenance only as the 
national center for the preservation of Documents, part 
of the ministry of information in Baghdad.

the book comprises forty-nine folios and, accord-
ing to the arabic slip, measures 22 by 18 centimeters. 
the text, which runs from fol. 0b to fol. 45b,89 is written 
in an elegant and large naskh that is extensively vocal-
ized, punctuated by rosettes and occasional rubrics, and  
framed by ruled borders (see the reproduction of the 
manuscript on pp. 300–324). it is apparent even from 
the photocopy that the borders, rosettes, and rubrics 
are gilt. there are seven lines of text to the page except 
for a few easily explained exceptions, including the illu-
minated opening page, whose five lines start beneath a 
colored and gilt headpiece that is filled with arabesques 
and crowned by a lobed arch.90 Distinguished above all 
by its beautifully inscribed and liberally voweled large-
scale text, this fine format is reminiscent of fair-copy im-
perial waqfiyyas—indeed, the sultan ahmed mosque’s 
own waqfiyya manuscript is almost identical in arrange-
ment (figs. 19 and 20)—and it therefore seems that we 
are dealing with a presentation copy made for an elite 

whole suite, on the two great festivals of the Bairam [eid 
al-fitr and eid al-adha].83

it is during the “Mewlud,” the book adds, that “the sultan 
appears in his greatest splendour” at the mosque, “sur-
rounded by all the functionaries of the court and state, 
to assist in the praises of the prophet, which are sung by 
the most melodious voices.”84

But if the Mevlūd is the longest lived of the sultan 
ahmed’s festive innovations, the most striking is surely 
the dome-closing ceremony, which was held less than 
three months after the nativity ritual of 1617 and would, 
by contrast, remain a one-off extravaganza.85 no ear-
lier or later mosque is known to have been the object of 
such an event, and the closest recorded parallels—other 
celebrations tied to constructional milestones—were 
less grand affairs. the completion of the süleymaniye’s 
tympanum arches in 1555, for example, was marked with 
the distribution of sherbet and gifts of money to the 
workforce. ottoman sources note the closing of its dome 
the following year without making reference to any ac-
companying festivities, though a much later venetian 
dispatch, to be discussed below, states that for three 
days the dome’s exterior was draped with fabrics that 
were then presented as gifts to the workforce and su-
perintendents. Whether the dome was bedecked upon 
its closing or for the later inauguration is not specified 
by the dispatch, whose description is in any case uncor-
roborated. But even if, as seems plausible, the comple-
tion of the süleymaniye’s dome was proclaimed in this 
colorful manner, we still have nothing to rival the far 
showier production that attended the same moment at 
the sultan ahmed.86 the 1617 dome-closing ceremony 
stands, then, as a singular event not only in the life of the 
mosque, but also in ottoman history. already apparent 
from the known sources, the unusualness of the festival 
is substantiated by the equally exceptional monograph 
that is its written outcome, and to which my discussion 
now turns.

capping it all off: the Dome-closing 
 ceremony anD its teXtual recorD

the manuscript describing the sultan ahmed mosque’s 
dome-closing ceremony appears to be unknown in the 
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fig. 19. Waqfiyya of sultan ahmed, opening text pages, istanbul, 1613. istanbul, topkapı palace museum library, e.h. 3036, 
fols. 1b–2a. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)

fig. 20. Waqfiyya of sultan ahmed, introductory encomia, istanbul, 1613. istanbul, topkapı palace museum library, e.h. 
3036, fols. 14b–15a. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)
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experimental character—it does not belong to an es-
tablished genre of its own—but they also confirm the 
Tarih as part of the officially sanctioned discourse sur-
rounding the mosque. this evocation of the waqfiyya 
format would, moreover, have been readily appreciated 
by mustafa agha, whose role as chief harem eunuch 
also entailed overseeing the endowments—and hence 
endowment deeds—of several major religious sites, in-
cluding the sanctuaries of mecca and medina.

the text itself acknowledges mustafa agha’s role as 
“superintendent of the pious foundations of the two 
holy places” in the section immediately following the 
introductory encomia, when the subject turns to the 
mosque.96 We are told that the sultan, upon embark-
ing on the project, entrusted its superintendence to the 
agha, who is hailed as, among other things, “the trustee 
of kings and sultans.”97 the account then fast-forwards 
to the days leading up to the dome-closing ceremony, 
which was to be held on thursday, June 8, 1617 (4 Juma-
da ii 1026).98 With completion of the dome imminent,

his excellency the aforesaid superintendent—long may 
he live—was ordered to set up a place for the sultan of the 
seven climes in the mosque’s honorable courtyard [ḥarem-i 
muḥtereminde], whereupon the faithful superintendent, in 
accordance with the imperial command, pitched that heav-
enly tent—whose azure cupola reached the heavens and 
whose golden finial shone upon the word—in that graceful 
and noble location, as befitting ottoman law and imperial 
custom; and he had curtains of cloth of gold and silver hung 
all around it, completing the imperial tent as well as one 
could wish.99

Whether the location of the tent was the mosque’s por-
ticoed forecourt (the inner courtyard) or its surround-
ing precinct (the outer courtyard) is unclear from the 
account’s terminology, and the question is not settled 
by the shorter descriptions of the event found in other 
seventeenth-century sources, which include the chroni-
cle of ʿ abdülkadir efendi and the Feẕleke of Katib Çelebi 
(d. 1657), whose entry on the ceremony is reproduced 
almost verbatim in the later official history of mustafa 
naʿima (d. 1716).100 these alternative sources do, how-
ever, note the presence of additional tents that are not 
mentioned in the Tarih, and though it would have been 
possible for several large tents to fit inside the mosque’s 
spacious inner courtyard (fig. 21), such an assemblage 
may have been better accommodated—not to mention 
more publicly visible—in the outer court (fig. 22), which 

reader with close personal interest or involvement in 
the mosque. a likely candidate is the building super-
intendent, hacı mustafa agha, whom the text singles 
out for lavish praise.91 that he was exiled to cairo in 
1620 before being recalled to the capital in 1623 may ac-
count for why the book left istanbul and ended up in the 
arab world.92 even if catering to the agha, however, the 
text would also have been intended for wider circula-
tion at the court, and, more specifically, to gratify the 
sultan himself, who is, as we might expect, its overall 
hero. Whether further copies were ever made or have 
survived remains to be investigated, but the work must 
in any case be reckoned an extremely rare product, a 
point to which i shall return.

Written in a florid courtly register of ottoman turkish, 
the Tarih is made up of a prose account of the ceremony 
followed by two related qasidas, the first composed for 
the sultan and the second for mustafa agha (see the ap-
pendix for a full transliteration and translation of the 
manuscript). the prose section, which constitutes about 
three-quarters of the total work, is itself peppered with 
poetic couplets, some of them drawn from the second 
qasida. at the end of the manuscript are two additional 
borderless folios inscribed in a different (and far more 
workaday) hand with an unrelated tract whose conclu-
sion the photocopy omits.93 as for our text, there is no 
indication of an author for any of its components, all 
three of which are probably the work of the same man.94 
neither does the book give any details of its scribe or the 
circumstances of its copying, though it was very likely 
produced (and must certainly have been drafted) be-
tween august 18, 1617, which is the last date mentioned, 
and november 22, 1617, the death date of the sultan, who 
is nowhere referred to as deceased.

the prose account that forms the heart of the text 
opens with fulsome praise for god, for the prophet and 
his family and companions, and for the sultan, who is 
termed the “protector of muslims and monotheists and 
slayer of pagans and heretics.”95 While eulogistic pref-
aces are typical of many categories of ottoman litera-
ture, the introduction again exhibits notable similarities 
to ahmed’s waqfiyya, particularly in the manuscripts’ 
shared use of gilding to highlight the first mention of the 
sultan’s name and titles (fig. 20 and the reproduction of 
fol. 7a on p. 303). such typological overlaps, which build 
on the broader artistic resemblance between the Tarih 
and the waqfiyya, are partly a reflection of the former’s 
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fig. 21. sultan ahmed mosque, porticoed inner courtyard and domed ablution fountain. (photo: güven erten) 

fig. 22. sultan ahmed mosque, outer courtyard from the northwest, with the mosque on the right and the royal pavilion 
in the distance. (photo: güven erten)
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bordered the vast open space of the hippodrome. ei-
ther way, these histories make no reference to mustafa 
agha’s role in setting up the encampment, nor indeed 
in organizing any part of the ceremony. the Tarih in 
this regard is both a more complete and a more biased 
record.

our text continues with the day of the ceremony it-
self, when the agha spent the morning furnishing “both 
sides of the sultanic road [from the topkapı palace to 
the mosque]. . .with variegated cloths of gold and sil-
ver and tricolor silk,” held in place by several hundred 
doorkeepers as the expectant crowds gathered.101 such 
use of precious textiles to form decorative roadside bar-

fig. 23. Victory Procession of Murad III. from taʿlikizade, Şehnāme-i Meḥmed Ḫān, istanbul, ca. 1596–1603. istanbul, topkapı 
palace museum library, h. 1609, fols. 68b–69a. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)

riers was customary for sultanic processions, and the 
practice is vividly attested—albeit with the spectators 
themselves shown holding the lengths of fabric—in a 
double-page manuscript illustration that depicts the 
victory parade of sultan ahmed’s father, mehmed iii, 
following his conquest of eger in 1596 (fig. 23).102

having thus prepared the route, mustafa agha re-
turned to the palace with a gorgeously caparisoned horse 
for the sultan, who, meanwhile, sent the grand vizier, 
halil pasha (d. 1629), to the royal tent. there, accompa-
nied by his retinue, the vizier “awaited a propitious hour 
to invite that cheer-spreading sultan and world-nourish-
ing emperor,” and when the time came, he went back to 
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the palace to inform the sultan, receiving robes of honor 
in reward.103 the sultan then mounted the bejeweled 
steed prepared for him by mustafa agha, whereupon 
the grand vizier and other court dignitaries (who, Katib 
Çelebi tells us, were likewise invested with robes104) set 
out from the palace on horseback in solemn procession, 
with ahmed and two of his sons—“the apples of his im-

fig. 24. Diagram of the site of the dome-closing ceremony and its surroundings, with a dashed line representing the hy-
pothetical route of the procession as it left the topkapı palace (the starting point, not shown, was the door of the privy 
chamber in the palace’s third court): 

1) outer gate (imperial gate) of the topkapı palace; 2) hagia sophia; 3) mausolea of the hagia sophia; 4) Bathhouse of 
hürrem sultan; 5) Divan yolu (the main processional route into the city); 6) hippodrome; 7) hypothetical location of 
the european ambassadors’ loggia. 
Within the Sultan Ahmed Complex: 8) site of the madrasa and mausoleum (then under construction); 9) outer courtyard, 
the probable site of the tents; 10) inner courtyard; 11) prayer hall; 12) royal prayer loge; 13) royal pavilion.

(Drawing: güven erten)

perial eye and the fruits of his prosperous lineage”—fol-
lowing on as the parade’s climax (figs. 24 and 25). as the 
cortege made the relatively short passage to the mosque, 
those lining the route “viewed [the sultan] avidly while 
praying for the continuance of his majesty’s rule.”105 it 
is at this point that the text introduces us to the “ruth-
less”—that is foreign—ambassadors who are among the 
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Çelebi’s account adds that the two princes stood to their 
father’s right.108 ottoman paintings again allow us to 
visualize the scene with some confidence: a depiction 
from fifty years earlier of the enthronement of selim ii at 
Belgrade, for example, shows the newly ascended sultan 
seated in an encrusted gold throne that is flanked by 
standing figures and set under a canopy before the open 
entrance to a grand tent (fig. 28).109 cutting the same 
sort of figure as his ancestor, ahmed called into his pres-
ence shaykh mahmud hüdayi, who was to reprise the 
privileged role he had played at earlier occasions related 
to the mosque. the sultan presented mahmud and a 
number of other clerics with robes before commanding 
“that the said saint, together with all the viziers, distin-
guished ulema, and the building superintendent, should 
climb and close [baġla–, lit. “tie”] the lofty dome with 
prayer and eulogy.”110

exactly how this part of the ceremony was enacted is 
not explained, and we have to turn to other sources that 
are more informative in this regard. ʿabdülkadir efendi 
tells us, somewhat ambiguously, that “the marble in [the 
dome’s] center received a nail,”111 and he also suggests 

throngs of spectators,106 and whose presence on the day 
is, as we shall see, pivotal to explaining the event.

the parade almost certainly entered the precinct 
through one of the gates opening onto the hippo- 
drome, where thousands of onlookers would have 
been standing. some sense of the scene is offered by a  
late eighteenth-century french watercolor of another 
procession to the mosque, though here, in an example 
of artistic license, the public is omitted from view and 
the hippodrome widened in order to accommodate 
the sultan and his entourage, who snake their way to 
the mosque’s pavilion through the gate at the northern 
corner of the precinct (fig. 26). in the case of the dome-
closing ceremony, the cortege very likely proceeded in 
a more straightforward line and, since it was not head-
ing for the pavilion, may well have entered through the 
more central northwestern gate, which had the advan-
tage of aligning with the mosque’s principal axis (fig. 27). 

upon reaching the royal tent, the sultan dismounted 
and was escorted by mustafa agha to “a splendid bejew-
eled throne—variegated with diverse gemstones—that 
had been placed inside the portico of the tent.”107 Katib 

fig. 25. aerial view of the location and surroundings of the dome-closing ceremony, showing (from foreground to back-
ground) the hippodrome and sultan ahmed complex, the hagia sophia, and the topkapı palace. (photo: istock.com/asikkk)



THE DOME-CLOSING CEREMONY OF THE SULTAN AHMED MOSQUE 277

fig. 26. Jean-Jacques-françois le Barbier, Procession of the Sultan through the Hippodrome to the Sultan Ahmed Mosque. 
unused watercolor design for d’ohsson’s Tableau général de l’empire othoman, 1770s. (photo: © christie’s images/ Bridgeman 
images)

fig. 27. sultan ahmed mosque and its precinct wall, from the hippodrome toward the main entrance axis. (photo:  guillaume 
Berggren [1835–1920], 1880. courtesy of the ljungström foundation)
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that the dome was already leaded and decorated.112 a 
more evocative account is offered by the venetian bailo 
almorò nani (d. 1633), who, as i shall discuss below, 
viewed the ceremony firsthand and wrote an extremely 
valuable description of it in a dispatch dated June 13. 
nani reports that after preliminary sacrifices, which are 
not mentioned in the other sources, “they placed the 
last stone of the cupola in position, and set a large gilt 
moon upon it.”113 this powerful image makes clear that 
the focus was on the summit of the dome, where a num-
ber of workmen must have secured some sort of stone 
before installing over it the giant crescent that crowns 
the mosque (fig. 29). neither ʿabdülkadir efendi nor 
nani mentions the party of supplicants whom ahmed 

sent up the building, and whether all of them made it 
as high as the dome is doubtful—shaykh mahmud was 
seventy-six at the time. in theory, at least, these men 
could have climbed through passages and staircases to 
reach either the catwalk along the dome’s interior base 
or, for a more eye-catching effect, the dome’s exterior, 
where some scaffolding must have remained to enable 
the completion of work. it is likely that the men were 
spread across various levels and galleries of the mosque, 
with most perhaps standing on the interior catwalk and 
a few venturing onto the scaffolding outside the dome. 
given that the dome was built of brick and, like the rest 
of the mosque, essentially complete by this point, the 
act of closing it as staged for the ceremony was evident-

fig. 28. Selim II Enthroned in Belgrade. from feridun ahmed, Nüzhetü’l-aḫbār der sefer-i Sīgetvār, istanbul, 1568–69.  istanbul, 
topkapı palace museum library, h. 1339, fols. 110b–111a. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)
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it still likelier that ahmed had spent the preceding part 
of the ceremony in his prayer loge, which, as discussed, 
directly communicated with the neighboring royal pa-
vilion. from this second throne, the sultan oversaw the 
granting of more robes of honor, this time to certain 
officials involved in building and staffing the mosque, 
including the chief imperial architect, mehmed agha, 
and the building supervisor (emīn), İdris agha.117 this 
is the only reference the text makes to mehmed agha, 
whose role as the building’s designer seems not to have 
been marked with any special distinction on the day.

the ceremony drew to an end with the sultan’s return 
to his tent, where he ordered his courtiers and ulema 
to kiss his hand.118 he and his retinue then processed 
back to the topkapı palace as they had come, and once 
there, ahmed showered still more robes and other gifts 
on mustafa agha and his staff.119

With the narrative description of the day over, the 
text turns to elaborating on the sultan’s munificence, 
which was such that “the people of the world sweated 
with embarrassment at the selfless favor that the mighty 
emperor had shown them.”120 (Katib Çelebi notes this 

ly more emblematic than it was substantive, involving 
the placement of a symbolic capstone and finial while 
shaykh mahmud and his companions looked on and 
offered their blessings. they were joined in this chorus 
by the watching crowds, who stood, according to the 
Tarih, both “inside and outside the mosque,” which 
tells us that the prayer hall too was filled with people.114 
many, if not most, of the mosque’s interior decorations 
and furnishings must already have been in place.

after the men descended, the sultan commanded 
that shaykh mahmud preach to those “present at the 
mosque,” and himself “witness[ed] the faithful words 
of the reverend saint.”115 the text is again unclear in lo-
cating the action or players, but if, as seems to be case, 
the sermon was delivered inside the prayer hall, the 
sultan must have moved from the tent to his private 
prayer loge within the mosque (figs. 30 and 31). robes 
of honor were then distributed (still apparently inside 
the mosque) to the viziers, ulema, and other men of re-
ligion, after which the sultan “ascended the command-
ing throne that had been placed in the glorious pavilion 
adjoining his exalted mosque.”116 this relocation makes 

fig. 29. sultan ahmed mosque, central dome and its finial. (photo: güven erten)
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fig. 30. sultan ahmed mosque, royal prayer loge. (photo: 
Ünver rüstem)

fig. 31. sultan ahmed mosque, interior of the royal prayer loge. (photo: Ünver rüstem)

generosity in more prosaic terms, telling us that ahmed 
conferred a thousand robes in all.121) likewise lauded is 
the uncommon diligence of mustafa agha, whose ser-
vice fully merited the rewards heaped on him.122 this 
excursus on the sultan’s largesse also includes an ex-
traordinary subsection about the effect of the ceremony 
on the foreign ambassadors and other non-muslim spec-
tators, as further discussed below.

the Tarih ends its prose account with a brief epilogue 
concerning the mosque’s inauguration a few months lat-
er, on august 18, 1617 (16 shaʿban 1026), when the build-
ing was formally opened with the performance of the 
friday congregational prayer. mahmud hüdayi again 
had the job of preaching, and the sultan once more dis-
tributed gifts and honorific robes.123

this conclusion is followed by the two qasidas, which 
are not known from other sources but are nonetheless 
fairly typical examples of their genre.124 Dedicated to the 
sultan, the first poem extols his virtues and admiringly 
enumerates the various parts of the mosque, whose “like 
or counterpart cannot be found,” and whose crowning 
dome is “unique, engulfed by mother-of-pearl.”125 the 
sentence introducing the qasida informs us that it was 
“composed for the completion of the noble mosque” 
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included brief accounts of a range of official ceremo-
nies,132 the Tarih appears to be the only example thus far 
uncovered of an ottoman monograph that describes a 
ceremony centered on architecture. it belongs, further-
more, to a select handful of ottoman texts devoted to 
particular buildings, among them a late fifteenth-cen-
tury history of the hagia sophia and a mid-eighteenth-
century account of the nuruosmaniye mosque (built 
1748–55).133 these works are too few and dissimilar to 
constitute a cohesive category, but all of them concern 
high-ranking religious monuments that excited particu-
lar attention from their observers. indeed, the sultan 
ahmed had, as noted, already helped to inspire another 
kind of rare architectural text, the Risāle of caʿfer efendi, 
whose chapter on the mosque was written even as it was 
being built, when construction had reached the level of 
the dome.134 picking up where the Risāle left off, then, 
the Tarih amplifies caʿfer efendi’s verbal celebration of 
the monument against the background of a ceremony 
that was itself designed to glorify the building.

But what specific functions was this ceremony in-
tended to perform that the official opening could not? 
after all, there was much that both events shared, in-
cluding a grand parade from the palace and the distri-
bution of sultanic gifts, and the two were sufficiently 
close in date that one might well overshadow the other. 
sure enough, the seventeenth-century chronicles record 
only the dome-closing ceremony without mentioning 
the later inauguration, an omission that has led mod-
ern scholars invariably to misdate the mosque’s open-
ing.135 that the dome-closing ceremony took place on a 
thursday shows that it was never meant to be conflated 
with the actual inauguration, which coincided, as tradi-
tion required, with the friday prayer. nevertheless, the 
shared elements of the two events, together with their 
chronological proximity, would have made comparison 
between them unavoidable, with the earlier ceremony 
emerging as the more memorable of the two. the Tarih 
reveals as much in its cursory treatment of the opening, 
which is discussed almost as a muted replay of what had 
occurred two months previously.136 What set the pre-
cursor event apart—and explains why it was devised in 
the first place—was that it allowed ahmed to announce 
the completion of his mosque in a far more original 
manner than was possible with the more codified form 
of an official inauguration. this is not to say that real 

before being presented to ahmed,126 and the poem 
itself describes the monument as if it were in its final 
state. this portrayal is in part imaginary, however, for 
it extends to ancillaries of the mosque that were a long 
way off from being finished.127 it is possible, then, that 
the qasida was given to the sultan as early as the day 
of the dome-closing ceremony, when work was far 
enough advanced that the finalized complex could be 
convincingly evoked. as with many such compositions, 
the poem’s final line is a chronogram, which is a feature 
often accompanied by a reference to the identity of the 
author, though none is provided here.

the second qasida, which lacks a chronogram, was 
prepared for mustafa agha and, we are told, given to 
him “upon the completion of the sultan’s mosque.”128 
Because the poem in this case refers back to the events 
of the dome-closing ceremony, it cannot have been 
written until after that occasion. several of its couplets 
are embedded into the Tarih’s prose narrative, whose 
arrangement and content are in turn mirrored by the 
poem. the latter, however, places even more emphasis 
on the agha’s excellent service, which now constitutes 
the main subject: “in truth,” one couplet asserts, “no 
one has trod this gentleman’s path, / he sacrificed his 
all with heart and soul.”129 as well as singing mustafa’s 
praises, the qasida loudly applauds the sultan, and its 
final acclamations—spoken by the adulatory crowd—
might well be directed at either man. these enthusiastic 
compliments bring the overall text of the Tarih to a fit-
ting, if predictable, close.130

closing the Dome, Winning the Day:  
the symBolism of the ceremony

the importance of the Tarih as a descriptive document 
of an unusual event is obvious enough, but the text’s 
most distinctive value lies in what it reveals about the 
motivations behind the ceremony, which are in turn 
bound up with the conceptualization of the mosque at 
large. the very existence of the manuscript confirms the 
exceptional nature of the ceremony and bespeaks the 
discursive excitement it must have generated. While 
the ottomans produced numerous sūrnāmes (festival 
books) to commemorate royal births, circumcisions, and 
marriages,131 and although the state’s protocol registers 



ÜNVER RÜSTEM282

famously unstable: the central dome, which was origi-
nally built too shallow, had to be reconstructed after 
collapsing in 558, and its shape was manifestly uneven 
by the time the ottomans inherited it. several ottoman 
architects undertook the monument’s repair,139 includ-
ing sinan, one of whose (auto)biographies frankly re-
cords that the first “flat” dome had caved in.140 other 
ottoman texts recast the facts as a fanciful legend about 
the east semi-dome, which, they claim, fell down on the 
night of the prophet’s birth and could not be success-
fully repaired until the Byzantines sent an embassy to 
the adult muhammad many years later.141 against this 
real and mythologized awareness of the hagia sophia’s 
troubled structural history, ahmed’s new mosque—
synecdochically represented by its dome—would ap-
pear perfect from the outset, its completion, to quote 
the Tarih, “facilitated and ensured by the aid of the lord 
god almighty.”142 ahmed, who had renovated the hagia 
sophia and releaded its dome almost ten years earlier,143 
was now unveiling its faultless counterpart in a care-
fully directed ceremony that underscored the mosque’s 
freedom both from structural defect and from the taint 
of a christian past.144

such triumphalism also extended to the dome’s more 
immediate pendant, the imperial tent. it is this tempo-
rary structure rather than the mosque’s actual dome that 
the Tarih most insistently describes in celestial terms, 
calling it a “heavenly tent. . .whose azure cupola reached 
the heavens and whose golden finial shone upon the 
word.”145 here, as elsewhere in the text, the ottoman 
word for tent, oṭaḳ (also oṭaġ), is punningly rendered 
as ṭāḳ, “vault,” intentionally blurring the distinction 
between the sultan’s ceremonial stage and the archi-
tecture of his mosque. the comparison is not entirely 
rhetorical: though we lack a detailed verbal description 
of it, the tent, in keeping with other examples that have 
survived or are known from paintings, must have been a 
truly substantial structure, with high walls and a steeply 
pitched vault-like roof, all made of richly colored and 
patterned fabric (figs. 32 and 33).146 as with the neigh-
boring mosque, more was at play than a paradisiacal 
metaphor. the inclusion of this tent, along with the 
 others that we know surrounded it, arguably constituted 
the ceremony’s most outstanding feature. to be sure, 
the use of tents for ceremonial or festive occasions was 
not especially rare in ottoman contexts (fig. 34),147 and, 

inaugurations were lacking in their own flourishes: at 
the opening of the süleymaniye, for example, the sultan 
handed the mosque’s golden key to sinan, an unusual 
gesture that reflected the architect’s unparalleled status 
(mehmed agha, as we have seen, would not receive the 
same honor).137 But such festive embellishments were 
eclipsed by the altogether inventive celebration created 
for the sultan ahmed mosque. much like the building 
itself, the dome-closing ceremony was an exercise in 
circumventing custom, and the sultan took full advan-
tage of the opportunity to trumpet his project with a 
level of spectacle that would inevitably (and deliber-
ately) outdo the subsequent opening. the desired effect 
was not mere fanfare, however, nor was the end result 
to the inauguration’s detriment. on the contrary, the 
ceremony amounted to a ritual absolution that, by pro-
claiming the unimpeachable character of the mosque, 
paved the way for as auspicious an opening as possible. 
the extravagant theatricality of the event was, in other 
words, crucial to its efficacy as a legitimizing rite of pas-
sage for the monument.

of the features that distinguished the ceremony, one 
of the most striking was its ostensible raison d’être: the 
very act of closing the dome. the choice of this moment 
for the ceremony’s backdrop brought with it obvious 
dramatic impact, giving spectators “live” visual access 
to the capping of istanbul’s newest public and imperial 
landmark. as well as emphasizing the scale and beauty 
of ahmed’s architectural achievement, the closing of 
the dome carried multiple layers of symbolism. there 
was, of course, the age-old trope of the dome as heavenly 
sphere, and although a commonplace, the idea would 
have taken on real charge when framed by a ceremony 
in which a group of supplicants scaled the building to 
bless the vault as it was being closed. the Tarih gives 
literary expression to the conceit with a couplet in-
serted into this point of the narrative: “When devotions 
were performed in the mosque of the heavens, / the 
[celestial] lotus tree opened the hand of supplication 
in prayer.”138

But the dome’s symbolic message went much further 
than a generalized reference to paradise; it also argued 
for the mosque’s impeccable merit by once again evok-
ing flattering parallels with the great dome of the hagia 
sophia opposite. as admired and influential as it was, 
the vaulting scheme of the converted church proved 
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fig. 32. ottoman military tent with a protruding canopy, seventeenth century. staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden, rüst-
kammer, inv. no. y 364. (photo: elke estel/hans-peter Klut. courtesy of staatliche Kunstsammlungen Dresden)

fig. 33. interior of an ottoman military tent, seventeenth century. Krakow, Wawel royal castle, inv. no. 896. 
(photo: stanisław michta. courtesy of Wawel royal castle)
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fig. 34. levni, Festive Encampments in the Ok Meydanı. from vehbi, Sūrnāme, istanbul, 1727–28. istanbul, topkapı palace 
museum library, a. 3593, fols. 10b–11a. (photo: courtesy of the topkapı palace museum library)

as noted above, ahmed had already pitched a tent on 
his mosque’s construction site some years earlier when 
giving a feast. the adjacent hippodrome hosted tents 
on numerous occasions throughout the ottoman period 
(fig. 35), including the marriage celebrations in 1524 of 
the grand vizier İbrahim pasha (d. 1536), whose palace  
stood opposite where the sultan ahmed would be 
 built.148 even in view of this broader tradition, however, 
the setting up of multiple tents in the courtyard of an 
essentially complete mosque would have been remark-
ably novel, unlike anything seen during an inauguration 
proper. While no doubt augmenting the festive mood of 
the day, this encampment cannot have been divorced 
from the tent’s longstanding association with warfare, 

especially in light of the mosque’s own uneasy relation-
ship with the theme.149 earlier events had already em-
braced the martial link—the tents erected for İbrahim 
pasha boasted examples captured from the aq qoyunlu, 
mamluks, and safavids—and ahmed and his advisers 
must have planned the dome-closing ceremony with 
such precedents in mind. What may appear as a risky 
and potentially counterproductive evocation—one 
that might remind the public of the sultan’s meagre 
military record—makes far more sense if understood 
as a defiant statement by which ahmed could address 
his critics head on. not only did the mosque’s encamp-
ment keep alive the promise of a future cretan cam-
paign, but it also—and more importantly—cast the 
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see the repairs.151 the Kaʿba in particular was in urgent 
need of attention when ahmed restored it in 1611,152 
and it was also during his reign—specifically in 1609, 
when work commenced on the sultan ahmed—that 
the Kaʿba’s annually renewed fabric covering, the kiswa, 
began to be produced on special occasions in istanbul 
instead of its usual place of manufacture, cairo.153 these 
achievements are cited in the Tarih’s first qasida, which 
likens ahmed’s legacy to that of the prophet himself:154

Because, o large-hearted sultan, you have modeled 
 yourself on [muhammad],
you have truly executed the rule of holy law in the world.

[. . .]

sultan as a victor already entitled to memorialize his  
name.

this seemingly farfetched assertion rested on sev-
eral related ideas that must have been circulating in 
the courtly and public spheres and that are articulated 
in the Tarih. ahmed’s main claim to legitimacy was his 
well-known piety,150 a trait that the manuscript hails 
from the start and reiterates throughout. conventional 
as such praise was in the ottoman panegyric tradition, 
the portrayal of ahmed as an unrivaled paragon of re-
ligiosity capitalized on specific acts that distinguished 
him from other sultans. he funded a number of impor-
tant renovations to the pilgrimage sites of mecca and 
medina, sending the architect mehmed agha to over-

fig. 35. sultan ahmed complex and the hippodrome, historical view with tents in the hippodrome. (photo: sébah & 
 Joaillier, ca. 1870. courtesy of middle east photograph archive, university of chicago collections)
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he should remain secure and stable on his throne of glory; 
and so they confirmed as was right the glory and power 
pertaining to the religion of muhammad and to the em-
peror of islam, while seeing for certain the ignominy and 
vengefulness of their [own] false rites; and whether the 
ambassador of the reprobate qizilbash or whether vene-
tian, fleming, or frank—they are one scourge alike—all of 
them were frustrated and confounded, their heads hung in 
vexation and sadness, and each of them was plunged into 
utter disgrace.161

like other passages of the manuscript, the narrative 
here is tantalizingly incomplete in its details, but the im-
plication is that foreign ambassadors were in some way 
officially present at the ceremony. this impression is 
confirmed by the above-mentioned dispatch of almorò 
nani, who considered the event important enough to 
send a long description of it to the venetian senate a few 
days after it took place. although long ago published in 
an abridged english translation, the document seems 
to have gone unnoticed by subsequent scholars. it is, 
however, a source of unusual significance, and a rich 
supplement to the Tarih. the relevant passages are here 
quoted in full:

last tuesday, the 6th inst. [June], the pasha [halil, the 
grand vizier] sent a chiaus [çavuş, messenger] to all the 
houses of the ambassadors as well as to mine asking us to 
send our chief dragoman, as he wished to speak to them. 
he told them that his majesty was going on the following 
thursday to perform the first sacrifices in the new mosque, 
and he invited the ambassadors and the bailo of venice to 
attend the festivities, when a suitable place would be as-
signed to them to view his majesty and the concourse of 
people, which would be great. the dragomans accepted the 
invitation, adding that we had received a singular honor, 
and on the dragomans’ return the ambassadors of france, 
england, and flanders, and i discussed what we should do, 
as by the turkish custom when a building is finished all 
the neighbors send presents, as a gesture of goodwill and 
of gladness, and we ought to do something. in the time 
of sultan suliman, the last of the ottoman emperors to 
have built a mosque in constantinople, the french ambas-
sador and the venetian bailo at that time made gifts to the 
mosque, and all the viziers and grandees of the ottoman 
porte also did the same, in competition with one another. 
and in truth, for three days in succession, the dome of this 
mosque was seen to be draped on the outside with a great 
quantity of cloths of various kinds, which were removed 
each evening and replaced by new ones. afterwards these 

above all, the flourishing house [Kaʿba] and the city of 
 god’s prophet [medina]
have been reanimated in your time, given honor and new 
 life.155

the poem goes on to call the new mosque an “exalted 
Kaʿba” for the poor who could not perform the pilgrim-
age,156 and though this same concept was applied to 
other mosques over the centuries (among them the ha-
gia sophia),157 ahmed’s patronage of mecca rendered 
more convincing the idea of his own foundation as an 
alternative shrine. its hosting of the Mevlūd ritual must 
have enhanced the sultan ahmed’s cultic significance 
and strengthened its relationship to the two holy 
places, and ahmed cemented these ties by sending 
hundreds of gifts and honorific robes to the notables of 
mecca and medina upon the mosque’s completion.158 in 
the late eighteenth century, kiswas were actually being 
embroidered at the sultan ahmed,159 and by the mid-
nineteenth, the mosque was the starting point of the 
annual pilgrimage caravan to mecca, with the previous 
year’s kiswa being returned to the building and hung on 
one of its walls.160

ahmed’s mosque could thus be vindicated with 
reference to his exemplary and generous piety, which 
served the religion of islam as much as any great con-
quest. already invoked at the start of the project as a 
complement to other—more aspirational—motives, 
the sultan’s charitable purpose was now in itself an un-
assailable justification for the monument. indeed, the 
impact of such righteous beneficence was not limited 
to the muslim community; even the faithless could be 
moved by it, as explained in what is the most arresting 
and arguably most revealing section of the Tarih:

furthermore, the sultan was watched that day by the ruth-
less [foreign] ambassadors who were present at the assem-
bly, and when they—despite having not a trace of faith 
in their hardened hearts, wherein the devil and rebellion 
resided—saw the selfless favor that the magnanimous sul-
tan conferred on the people of the world, together with the 
good works and pious deeds done in the path of god and 
the effort and labor exerted in the course of the religion of 
muhammad, countless infidels could not help but come 
to islam, wherewith they were honored with the glory of 
islam and decked in royal favor. and even the remaining 
wicked infidels could not help but say countless prayers 
for the life and state of the mighty and exalted sultan, that 
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 While we were waiting for the crush of people to stop, 
the imperial ambassador . . . said it was high time that the 
war [between venice and the habsburgs] ceased, because 
in the end we are all christians, and there is nothing these 
turks enjoy more than to see us bloody our hands among 
ourselves.
 We all subsequently left together, on horseback . . . . as 
soon as i had reached home the pasha sent me a most noble 
golden raiment as a present, and he did the same to all the 
other ambassadors; in fact, his chief preoccupation is to find 
some means of showing honor to the ministers of the pow-
ers, just as the late Caimecam [ḳaymaḳam, the grand vizier’s 
deputy] was never so happy as when he could insult them, 
but, praise god, everything has turned out to the greater 
glory of the princes whom we represent.162

fleshing out the sketchy picture provided by the Tarih, 
this fascinating report reveals the deliberateness with 
which foreign representatives were made a feature of 
the ceremony. the bailo and his fellow ambassadors 
could hardly refuse the grand vizier’s invitation, and 
their presence on the day itself was closely stage-man-
aged by their hosts. foreign participation in ottoman 
state festivities was, in itself, nothing new, and nani’s 
description of a viewing “corridor” erected opposite the 
mosque recalls the wooden loggia that had accommo-
dated european spectators at the circumcision festival 
of the future mehmed iii in 1582 (fig. 36).163 Known 
from pictorial and written sources, this earlier loggia 
anticipated even the location of its later counterpart: it 
stood opposite the sultan ahmed’s eventual site on the 
hippodrome next to the palace of İbrahim pasha, prob-
ably on or near the spot where nani’s “corridor” would 
be erected. But whereas the structure of 1582 had been 
integrated into a series of galleries filled mainly with ot-
toman viewers, that of 1617 seems to have stood alone, at 
a suitable distance from the sacred precinct where the 
muslim elite were gathered.

this was not the only way in which the ambassado-
rial presence at the dome-closing ceremony was distinc-
tive. for while foreign representatives could be found in 
numerous ottoman festive contexts, there is very little 
evidence that the christians among them attended re-
ligious ceremonies centered on mosques. many West-
erners, including diplomats, would have witnessed such 
events at a remove along with the general crowds,164 
but this is a different matter from being officially invited 
participants. the case of the süleymaniye, which nani’s 

were all distributed by order of the Chilaragasi [ḳızlar aġası, 
the chief harem eunuch] among the head of the mosque 
and various other superintendents and workmen, who are 
infinite [in number]. We therefore decided to send to the 
[current] Chislaragasi [mustafa agha] twelve cloths each. 
these were immediately sent by him to the mosque and 
placed around its dome along with many others, which 
made a fine show. the imperial [habsburg] ambassador 
was last to be invited, because of which he thought he might 
be excluded from this ceremony, and he too sent twelve 
cloths, all of silk. this expense was necessary and could 
not be avoided . . . . the grand signor’s mosque is built on 
one side of the square of the hippodrome, where they usu-
ally hold public spectacles for the marriage of the sultan 
and the circumcision of the princes. opposite this mosque 
stood a large covered corridor for the four ambassadors 
and myself, divided into compartments by flags, leaving 
a place for each. i laughingly remarked to the ambassador 
of flanders that as our rulers were joined in friendly rela-
tions it was not proper that we should be separated, and i 
ordered the cloth to be removed. soon afterwards england 
did the same, and then france and the emperor’s ambas-
sador, so that the five compartments were made one, with 
all assembling nearer to the imperial ambassador’s section, 
which was the one that more directly faced the gate where 
the sultan entered the mosque’s courtyard. here they sac-
rificed a number of sheep in honor of the prophet. then, at 
a certain hour determined by them to be auspicious, they 
undertook the ceremony to place the last stone in the sum-
mit of the mosque’s main cupola, and, in accordance with 
their custom, set a large gilt moon upon it. after, as it was re-
ported, one of their principal holy men [mahmud hüdayi] 
preached a long sermon, praising the sultan’s goodness and 
then reproving the general injustice and rapacity of [his] 
enemies. his majesty then came out of the mosque into 
its courtyard and placed himself under a small tent, where 
not only the viziers, muftis, and cadileschiers [ḳaḍıʿaskers, 
military judges], but countless other officials went to kiss 
his hand, wishing him happiness; and most of them were 
invested with a robe, but the grand vizier received three, 
two of them sable, and he wore all three despite the sea-
son, without feeling any discomfort. at the conclusion of 
the ceremony, the sultan came out on a horse of singular 
beauty entirely adorned with gems—valuing, they say, 50 
thousand zecchini—which had been donated that day by 
the Chislaragasi. then proceeded on horseback the two 
princes, all the viziers, and other grandees of the porte, 
and also the janissary guards and spahis [sipāhīs, cavalry], 
who, though small in number, were sufficient for the great 
concourse of people who had stopped on the square to see 
[the sultan] and loudly greet him as he passed.
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there was in the festivities surrounding the süleymaniye 
thus appears to have been limited and unorchestrated, 
quite in contrast to the obligatory arrangement under 
which all the principal foreign representatives attended 
the dome-closing ceremony of 1617.

the coordinated gifting of textiles by the ambassa-
dors was a judicious move that capitalized on a shared 
appreciation among ottomans and Westerners for 
luxury fabrics. in a ceremony already richly articulated 
with textiles, this collection of cloths must have made a 
powerful impression, particularly if exhibited, as nani 
tells us, with a multitude of others around the dome. it 
is curious that the ottoman sources do not refer to this 
festive bedecking, and nani’s description leaves some 

dispatch also bears upon, is telling in this regard. We 
know that the safavid ruler shah tahmasp (r. 1524–76) 
sent a special embassy bearing gifts and letters to con-
gratulate süleyman the magnificent as his monument 
neared completion, and it is possible that the safavid 
envoy personally attended the inauguration.165 accord-
ing to nani, Western powers likewise made gifts to the 
süleymaniye in the form of textiles, though these, as dis-
cussed above, may have been to mark the closing of the 
dome a year before the mosque was opened. nani in any 
case mentions only the french ambassador and vene-
tian bailo in relation to this earlier act of gift-giving, and 
he says nothing of their actually partaking in any accom-
panying ceremony. Whatever european participation 

fig. 36. Parade of Royal Architects in the Hippodrome, with european spectators visible in the galleries. from İntizami, 
Sūrnāme-i Hümāyūn, istanbul, ca. 1587. istanbul, topkapı palace museum library, h. 1344, fols. 190b–191a. (photo: courtesy 
of the topkapı palace museum library)
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bassadors visited ottoman mosques.170 But such ecu-
menism has no place in the textual record of the Tarih, 
whose ideological rigor sees the safavids and europeans 
treated with equal disdain. this blanket stigmatization 
conveniently bolsters ahmed’s flimsy claims to a ghazi 
status: his greatest military success had been against the 
celali rebels, who were, as noted above, tarred with the 
brush of shiʿism, and he was at war with the safavids at 
the time of the mosque’s opening. 

What makes the Tarih’s triumphal conceit so effec-
tive, however, is that it does not ultimately rely on any 
martial corroboration for its force. the very realization 
of the mosque is itself presented as an overwhelming 
blow to the empire’s non-sunni enemies, who, in spite 
of themselves, are inwardly won over by the feat. victory 
in warfare may yet follow, but whether or not it does, 
ahmed has, according to the manuscript, already con-
quered multitudes of nonbelievers through his pious act 
of patronage. far from being a mere literary fancy, this 
audacious redemption of the sultan is the textual im-
print of the ceremony’s own potent imagery, which, as 
nani indicates, received its verbal affirmation in shaykh 
mahmud’s sermon. the faithful masses who witnessed 
the mosque’s spectacular consecration were surely con-
vinced that god was on their sovereign’s side, and the 
limited contingent of foreign ambassadors must have 
appeared humbled and subjugated by what was hap-
pening around them, particularly if any non-muslims  
were indeed inspired to convert. the Westerners them-
selves evidently picked up on the martial mood: it is no 
coincidence that nani and the habsburg ambassador 
turned to talk of war and turkish hostility even as the 
crowds were dispersing. the ceremony’s charged in-
clusion of these elite “infidel” spectators again helps to 
explain why it was staged in the first place: as we have 
seen, a true inauguration would probably not have af-
forded the leeway to accommodate non-muslims in 
such a prominent and formalized manner. their pres-
ence at the event completed its dramatis personae and 
fulfilled the symbolism of ahmed’s splendid encamp-
ment, positing him as a muslim conqueror within his 
own capital.

But it was not only over the unbelievers that ahmed 
triumphed that day. the emblematic battle that played 
out in the mosque’s courtyard was a defeat also for those 

ambiguity as to whether the cloths were draped over 
the dome’s surface or otherwise hung from its exterior 
(or even interior) base. either way, such adornment of 
the dome would only have emphasized its visual and 
conceptual relationship to the sultanic tent. the very 
real meaning with which fabrics were imbued on such 
occasions is also apparent from the ambassadors’ de-
cision to remove the cloths that divided their viewing 
compartments. yet messages were not always under-
stood as intended. nani’s claim that all turned out to the 
glory of the european states perhaps belies a certain in-
timidation felt by the vastly outnumbered Westerners, 
a reaction that would explain why they were so anxious 
to present a united front at the ceremony. While the 
ottomans may have been suitably impressed with what 
they were given and returned the favor by sending tex-
tile gifts of their own, they surely viewed the ambassa-
dors’ far grander offering as a form of collective tribute. 
such an interpretation—unsurprisingly sidestepped by 
nani’s account—is very much consistent with the tone 
of the Tarih, which, though no less subjective than the 
bailo’s dispatch, is a better indicator of what the cer-
emony’s organizers intended by inviting the christian 
representatives.

there is, however, one particular in which the Tarih 
certainly misrepresents the ambassadors’ experience, 
and that is its suggestion that some of them renounced 
their faith in favor of islam. no conversion of the sort 
took place, nor is it likely that the text is referring to 
members of the ambassadors’ retinues.166 if the claim 
has any truth to it, the Tarih appears to be conflating 
the foreign diplomats with istanbul’s own communities 
of non-muslims, who must have been among the gen-
eral crowds gathered around the mosque precinct, and 
whose numbers may have included some on-the-spot 
converts.167 a still more interesting conflation in the 
text is that between the Western representatives and 
the ambassador of the qizilbash, by which is meant the 
shiʿi safavids, treated as infidels on a par with the chris-
tians.168 the safavid ambassador finds no mention in 
nani’s dispatch and must have attended the ceremony 
separately from his christian peers.169 for all the otto-
mans’ anti-shiʿi bluster, he may even have been allowed 
to join the other muslim dignitaries inside the complex, 
as happened on previous occasions when safavid am-
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conclusion

ahmed died of typhus at the age of twenty-seven on no-
vember 22, 1617, barely three months after his mosque 
was inaugurated. it is tempting to wonder if fears for 
his health were an additional reason why the monu-
ment was unveiled with such pomp before its actual 
opening.174 indeed, most of the mosque’s ancillaries—
including the madrasa, public kitchen, and market-
place—were as yet unfinished upon the sultan’s death, 
and the complex as a whole would not be completed 
until 1620.175 the last element to be built was ahmed’s 
own tomb, a substantial single-domed structure with 
a porticoed entrance (figs. 3, 4, and 37).176 unlike its 
counterparts at other sultanic foundations, this tomb 
is located not in the garden behind the mosque’s qibla 
wall, but in a more visible spot outside the precinct 
at the northernmost end of the complex, from where 
it faces—and competes with—the dynastic mausolea 
of the hagia sophia (fig. 9).177 it is adjacent, moreover, 
to the sultan ahmed’s madrasa, identifying the patron 
in perpetuity as a friend to the ulema. the tomb thus 
acts as a satellite of the mosque to which it pertains, 
redoubling in miniaturized form the architectural glori-
fication and legitimation of its founder. in this it recalls 
another vaulted dependency that had been erected on 
the grounds of the mosque for much the same purpose: 
the tent of the dome-closing ceremony. the relation-
ship between the two structures is all the more palpable 
given that sultanic mausolea were often preceded by 
tents that served as temporary grave coverings.178 al-
though this custom seems not to have been followed 
in ahmed’s case,179 his tomb already had its formal and 
symbolic forerunner in the tent of the 1617 festival.

this event was, as i have demonstrated, among the 
most extraordinary ever held in the ottoman empire, 
and the highpoint of a ceremonial campaign already un-
paralleled in richness and extent. ahmed’s readiness to 
lavish such attention on his mosque was an astute and 
effective strategy by which to stir wider enthusiasm for 
the building and secure its place in the public eye. no 
moment in the mosque’s festive history could have been 
more compelling in this regard than when the sultan 
processed to an encampment in its precinct and sent 
his clerics to close its dome with their prayers. against 

sunni ottomans who had questioned the sultan’s right 
to build. By metaphorically enacting the conquest that 
his critics had long called for him to attain, the sultan 
was signaling once and for all the lawfulness of his enter-
prise. the accompanying rhetoric presumably tackled 
the related issue of how the mosque was financed, for 
the Tarih reassures the reader that “[not] a penny from 
the imperial treasury” was spent on the project other 
than what mustafa agha had legally earmarked in his 
capacity as superintendent.171 that the very clerics who 
had disapproved of the mosque were now obliged to 
celebrate its completion implicated them as reformed 
supporters of a blameless endeavor. ahmed, for his 
part, wished to underline his rapprochement with his 
onetime opponents, and it is significant that the Tarih’s 
brief description of the official opening—termed fetḥ,  
which also means conquest—mentions only the ulema 
as receiving royal gifts.172 such benevolence showed the 
sultan to be a merciful vanquisher, just as the dome’s 
ceremonial capping proved that the mosque had won 
the hearts even of its detractors, whether skeptical cler-
ics or foreign infidels.

the later history of the mosque would reiterate how 
thoroughly its reputation had been consolidated. in 
June 1826, when the reformist mahmud ii (r. 1808–39) 
launched his own battle in istanbul by resolving to ex-
tinguish the unruly janissary corps, it was to the sultan 
ahmed mosque that his supporters were called. they 
gathered there under the prophet’s sacred standard, 
which had been temporarily brought from the topkapı 
palace and raised inside the prayer hall on the minbar. 
in a practical replaying of the dome-closing ceremony, 
tents were pitched in the mosque’s outer court, as well 
as on the hippodrome, and from this encampment 
the sultan’s loyal officers and subjects mounted their 
fatal attack against the janissaries, who were branded 
heretics and crypto-christians.173 though in part de-
termined by the building’s advantageous location and 
open surroundings, the use of the mosque as a loyalist 
headquarters also reflected the extent to which it had 
come to embody religio-imperial authority. those who 
set up the 1826 encampment are unlikely to have done 
so with any knowledge of its festive precedent, but their 
militarization of the site nonetheless instantiated, and 
thereby endorsed, what the dome-closing ceremony had 
so impressively visualized over two centuries earlier.
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fig. 37. sultan ahmed complex, from the northeast, with the mausoleum in the center, the mosque to the left, and the 
hippodrome to the right. (photo: sébah & Joaillier, ca. 1870. courtesy of special collections, fine arts library, harvard 
university.)
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to my transliteration and translation in the appendix. see 
also n. 89 above.

96. Tarih, fols. 2a–3b.
97. ibid., fol. 3a.
98. ibid., fol. 4a.
99. ibid., fols. 4b, 8a–8b.
100. ʿabdü’l-Ḳādir efendi, Topçular Kâtibi Tarihi, 651–52; Kātib 

Çelebi, Feẕleke, 1:383; and naʿīmā, Târih, 2:378. like the 
Tarih, the first source uses the term ḥarem, while the 
second and third use sāḥa. Both terms are ambiguous and 
could denote either the mosque’s porticoed forecourt or its 
outer precinct. 

101. Tarih, fols. 8b–9b.
102. see serpil Bağcı, filiz Çağman, günsel renda, and Zeren 

tanındı, Ottoman Painting, trans. melis h. Şeyhun (ankara: 
republic of turkey ministry of culture and tourism pub-
lications, 2006), 183.

103. Tarih, fols. 10a–12b.
104. Kātib Çelebi, Feẕleke, 1:383, repeated in naʿīmā, Târih, 2:378.
105. Tarih, fols. 13a–14b.
106. ibid., fol. 14a.
107. ibid., fols. 16a–17a.
108. Kātib Çelebi, Feẕleke, 1:383, repeated in naʿīmā, Târih, 2:378.
109. see emine fetvacı, Picturing History at the Ottoman Court 

(Bloomington and indianapolis: indiana university press, 

81. as noted by fetvacı (“music, light and flowers,” 239), who 
refers to the same observation made by ignatius mour-
adgea d’ohsson, for whose descriptions of the mosque’s 
ceremonial functions see the following two notes.

82. for a description of the ceremony in its later form, see 
ignatius mouradgea d’ohsson, Tableau général de l’Empire 
Othoman, divisé en deux parties, dont l’une comprend la 
législation mahométane; l’autre, l’histoire de l’Empire Oth-
oman, 7 vols. (paris: De l’imprimerie de monsieur [firmin 
Didot], 1788–1824), 2:358–68, rendered into english in igna-
tius mouradgea d’ohsson, Oriental Antiquities, and Gen-
eral View of the Othoman Customs, Laws, and Ceremonies 
(philadelphia: printed for the select committee and grand 
lodge of enquiry, 1788), 478–84; and fetvacı, “music, light 
and flowers,” 237–39. D’ohsson’s late eighteenth-century 
account of the Mevlūd emphasizes the prominence of the 
chief harem eunuch, who, as we shall see, played a leading 
role also in the earlier dome-closing ceremony.

83. Hand-Book for Travellers, 177. the edition cited here (see 
n. 48 above for the full reference) was published in 1840; 
later versions of the book, published until the end of the 
nineteenth century, give the same information. the two 
eids were being celebrated at the sultan ahmed mosque 
already by the late eighteenth century: see d’ohsson, 
Tableau général, 2:358 and 451, rendered into english in 
d’ohsson, Oriental Antiquities, 478, 530. 

84. Hand-Book for Travellers, 177–78.
85. see n. 78 above.
86. see Barkan, Süleymaniye Cami ve İmareti, 1:61–62, where 

additional celebrations marking other stages of the 
mosque’s construction are also discussed. a much later 
example of such an event is the ceremony held at the nus-
retiye mosque in 1825 to signal the start of the raising of its 
dome, the supporting piers of which were festively decked 
with rich textile hangings: see esʿad efendi, Vak‘a-nüvîs 
Es‘ad Efendi Tarihi (Bâhir Efendi’nin Zeyl ve İlâveleriyle), 
1237–1241/1821–1826, ed. Ziya yılmazer (istanbul: osmanlı 
araştırmaları vakfı, 2000), 460–61. esʿad describes the 
event as following “ancient exalted royal custom [ʿādet-i 
dīrīn-i salṭanat-i seniyye],” though i have not found any 
comparable instances other than the festivities related to 
the süleymaniye. regardless of its pedigree, the ceremony 
was nowhere near as elaborate as what took place at the 
sultan ahmed: for one thing, it was presided over by the 
grand vizier rather than the mosque’s founder, the great 
reformist sultan mahmud ii. mahmud was nevertheless 
deeply invested in the nusretiye and wished, like ahmed 
before him, to create a monument redolent of triumph 
and suitable as a venue for royal ceremonial: see rüstem, 
“victory in the making,” 92–115.

87. With ottoman diacritics, this title would be written Tārīḫ-i 
binā-yı cāmiʿ-i Sulṭān Aḥmed-i evvel, though, as i shall pres-
ently discuss, it is far from certain that this name was 
historically valid for the book. i am extremely grateful to 
samet Budak for checking the süleymaniye library’s cata-
logue to confirm the details of its entry for the work. he 
also inquired into how and when the photocopy of the 



ÜNVER RÜSTEM296

d’études anatoliennes; paris: J. maisonneuve, 1990); and 
rüstem, “architecture for a new age,” 381–512, where the 
second source is fully transliterated and translated. for 
overviews of ottoman architectural texts and further refer-
ences on the topic, see selen B. morkoç, A Study of Ottoman 
Narratives on Architecture: Text, Context and Hermeneutics 
(Bethesda, Dublin, and palo alto: academica press, 2010); 
and rüstem, “architecture for a new age,” 167–68. 

134. caʿfer efendi, Risāle, 64–76, esp. 65.
135. most scholars give the date of the mosque’s inauguration as 

(or close to) June 8, 1617, and several treat the dome-closing 
ceremony itself as the official opening: see, for example, 
Bilge, “sultanahmed cami ve Külliyesi,” 542; nayır, Sul-
tan Ahmet Külliyesi, 46; and Öz, “sultan ahmed camii,” 26. 
other than the Tarih, the only source, historical or other-
wise, that i have encountered with the correct month for 
the mosque’s opening (no day is specified) is a description 
of istanbul written by the ottoman-armenian historian 
and teacher sargis hovhannisean (d. 1805), who was a 
native of the city: see sargis hovhannisean [sarkis sar-
raf hovhannesyan], Payitaht İstanbul’un Tarihçesi, trans. 
elmon hançer (istanbul: türkiye ekonomik ve toplumsal 
tarih vakfı, 1996), 3. a similar confusion once pertained 
to the süleymaniye, for the chronicler celalzade mustafa 
Çelebi (d. 1567), in his description of the mosque, gives the 
date on which its dome was closed—august 16, 1556—but 
not that of its inauguration, which took place over a year 
later in october 1557. until the chronology was settled by 
Barkan, many historians mistook the date provided by 
celalzade as referring to the mosque’s completion or open-
ing. celalzade’s celebratory reference to the closing of the 
süleymaniye’s dome shows that the sultan ahmed was 
not the first mosque to have this milestone recognized.  
as discussed above in the main text, however, there is no 
definitive evidence that the süleymāniye’s dome-closing 
occasioned any festivities, and certainly nothing on the 
scale of the 1617 ceremony. see celālzāde muṣṭafā Çelebi, 
Geschichte Sultan Süleymān Ḳānūnīs von 1520 bis 1557, oder, 
Ṭabaḳāt ül-Memālik ve Derecāt ül-Mesālik, ed. petra Kap-
pert (Wiesbaden: steiner, 1981), fol. 521a of the facsimile, 
rendered into modern turkish in celālzāde [celâloğlu 
mustafa], Tabakatül Memalik ve Derecatül Mesalik: Osmanlı 
İmparatoluğunun Yükselme Devrinde Türk Ordusunun 
Savaşları ve Devletin Kurumu, İç ve Dış Siyasası, trans. sadet-
tin tokdemir (istanbul: askerî matbaa, 1937), 254; and Bar-
kan, Süleymaniye Cami ve İmareti, 1:54–64.

136. see Tarih, fols. 32b–34b.
137. see sāʿī, Sinan’s Autobiographies, 7, 126.
138. Tarih, fols. 18b–19a. for the celestial lotus tree, see n. 104 of 

the appendix.
139. see necipoğlu, “life of an imperial monument,” 202–25.
140. sāʿī, Sinan’s Autobiographies, 65–66.
141. see necipoğlu, “life of an imperial monument,” 200.
142. Tarih, fol. 4a.
143. for ahmed’s extensive renovation, which took place 

between 1607 and 1609, see necipoğlu, “life of an impe-
rial monument,” 211–219. it seems that some of the figural 

2013), 118. for the use of thrones and canopies in conjunc-
tion with sultanic tents, see nurhan atasoy, Otağ-ı Hüma-
yun: Ottoman Imperial Tent Complex, trans. Joyce matthews 
(istanbul: aygaz, 2000), 95, 135–38, and figs. 7, 44–47.

110. Tarih, fols. 17a–19b.
111. Orta yerinde olan mermer çivi ile ḳavuşup . . . : ʿ abdü’l-Ḳādir 

efendi, Topçular Kâtibi Tarihi, 648.
112. ibid., 651.
113. see n. 162 below.
114. Tarih, fol. 18b.
115. ibid., fols. 19b–21a.
116. ibid., fols. 21a–22b.
117. ibid., fols. 22b–23b. İdris agha was the third project head; 

his predecessors were Kalender agha (later Kalender 
pasha), who died in 1616, and hüseyin agha. see ʿabdü’l-
Ḳādir efendi, Topçular Kâtibi Tarihi, 647–48; and Bilge, 
“sultanahmed cami ve Külliyesi,” 541–42.

118. Tarih, fols. 23b–25b.
119. ibid., fols. 25b–27a.
120. ibid., fols. 27b, 29a–30r.
121. Kātib Çelebi, Feẕleke, 1:383, repeated in naʿīmā, Târih, 2:378.
122. Tarih, fols. 28a–29a.
123. ibid., fols. 32b–34b.
124. indeed, the first qasida seems to have been composed with 

reference to taşlıcalı yahya’s sixteenth-century encomium 
on the hagia sophia: see n. 65 of the appendix. it is interest-
ing to note that this qasida has far less in common with its 
counterpart by caʿfer efendi, for which see n. 127 below. 

125. Tarih, fols. 36a and 37a.
126. ibid., fol. 34b.
127. similarly, a qasida written by caʿfer efendi no later than 

1614 describes the mosque as if it were complete. the 
author in this case had seen the architect’s designs, which 
no doubt proved helpful in envisaging the final work. see 
caʿfer efendi, Risāle, 65, 73–76.

128. Tarih, fol. 40a.
129. ibid., fol. 41b.
130. ibid., fols. 45a–45b.
131. for two especially famous examples, see Derin terzioğlu, 

“the imperial circumcision festival of 1582: an interpreta-
tion,” Muqarnas 12 (1995): 84–100; and esin atıl, “the story 
of an eighteenth-century ottoman festival,” Muqarnas 10 
(1993): 181–200.

132. see hakan t. Karateke, ed., An Ottoman Protocol Regis-
ter: Containing Ceremonies from 1736 to 1808, BEO Sadaret 
Defterleri 350 in the Prime Ministry Ottoman State Archives 
(london: the royal asiatic society; istanbul: the otto-
man Bank archive and research centre, 2007); and neftçi, 
“nuruosmaniye camii açılış töreni.”

133. the first of these, the Tārīḫ-i bināʾ-ı Aya Ṣofya, was com-
posed during the reign of mehmed the conqueror (r. 1444–
46, 1451–81) on the basis of earlier Byzantine accounts; the 
second, Tārīḫ-i cāmiʿ-i şerīf-i Nūr-ı ʿOsm̱ānī, was written 
between 1756 and 1757 by the mosque’s building secre-
tary, ahmed efendi. see stefanos yerasimos, La fondation 
de Constantinople et de Sainte-Sophie dans les traditions 
turques: Légendes d’empire (istanbul: institut français 
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157. see n. 68 of the appendix, and necipoğlu, “life of an impe-
rial monument,” 201. eighteenth-century sources compare 
several imperial mosques of the period—including the 
nuruosmaniye, ayazma (1757–60), and laleli (1760–63)—
to the Kaʿba or its heavenly prototype, though they do not 
explicitly discuss these mosques as substitute pilgrimage 
sites: see rüstem, “architecture for a new age,” 226, 259, 
278.

158. see Bilge, “sultanahmed cami ve Külliyesi,” 542–54.
159. see aḥmed efendi, III. Selim’in Sırkâtibi Ahmed Efendi 

Tarafından Tutulan Rûznâme, ed. v. sema arıkan 
(ankara: türk tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1993), 294; and 
Başlangıcından Günümüze Kadar Büyük Türk Klâsik-
leri: Tarih, Antoloji, Ansiklopedi, vol. 6 (istanbul: Ötüken; 
ankara: söğüt, 1987), 145, where the location specified is 
the mosque’s portico (revāḳ).

160. see Hand-Book for Travellers, 177.
161. Tarih, fols. 30a–32a.
162. [211b] Martedì passato, 6, del presente il Bassà mandò à tutte 

le case degli ambasciatori, et à me ancora con un chiaus à far 
avisato, che dovessimo mandar ogn’uno di noi il dragoman 
grande perché voleva parlarle, il che fu essequito. Andati 
dunque il Bassà disse, che dovendo Sua Maestà per il gio-
vedì seguente far li primi sacrificii nella sua nova moschea 
invitava li signori Ambasciatori et Bailo di Venetia à honorar 
la festività di quel giorno, et che ci sarebbe assegnato luoco 
commodo per veder Sua Maestà et il concorso del populo, che 
sarebbe grandissimo. Fu acettato dalli dragomani l’invito 
soggiongendo, che haveressimo ricevuto in favor singolare, et 
ritornati che furono li dragomani passò parola fra gli Amba-
sciatori di Francia, Inghilterra, Fiandra, et me di ciò, che si 
doveva fare in questa occasione poiché secondo il costume 
de Turchi se alcun fabrica una casa quando è ridotta a per-
fettione tutti quelli del vicinato le mandano a donar chi una 
cosa chi un’altra in segno di benivolenza, et di allegrezza 
[212a] che però sarebbe stato disdicevole, che ancor noi faces-
simo alcuna dimostratione, sì perché stimano questi, che ci 
sia fatto un grand’honore con quest’invito, si anco perché 
in tempo di Sultan Suliman, che è l’ultimo tra gl’imperatori 
Ottomanni che habino fabricata moschea in Costantinopoli 
fù dal Ambasciator di Franza, et Bailo di Venetia di quel 
tempo fatto presente alla moschea, et che anco tutti li visiri, 
et grandi della Porta Ottomana à gara l’un dell’altro have-
vano fatto il medesimo, et veramente per tre giorni continui 
si è veduta ornata la cuba di fuori di detta moschea di gran 
quantità di veste diverse in pezza, che la sera si levavano, 
et se ne rimettevano dell’altre, le quali tutte poi dovevano 
esser divise secondo l’ordine del Chislaragasi tra il capo della 
moschea, et diversi altri soprintendenti, et operari, che sono 
infiniti, però si risolvessimo di mandar al Chislaragasi dodeci 
veste per uno, le quali immediate furono di ordine suo man-
date alla moschea, et poste intorno la pupola [sic, cupola] di 
essa insieme con molt’altre, che facevano una bella mostra. 
Fù anco per ultimo invitato l’Ambasciator Cesareo, onde per-
ciò è stato in dubbio di essere escluso da questa cirimonia 
[sic], et egli ancora ha mandato a donar dodeci veste tutte di 
seta. Questa è stata una spesa altretanto necessaria quanto 
impensata [212b] et che in alcun modo non si poteva fuggire, 

mosaics that had been left unobscured until the seven-
teenth century, including the image of christ pantokrator 
in the dome, were painted over during this campaign. 

144. fetvacı (“music, light and flowers,” 235) also argues that 
the hagia sophia’s christian past may have acted as a foil 
to the sultan ahmed mosque. it is interesting to note that 
the sultan ahmed mosque’s other great forerunner—the 
süleymaniye—had been the subject of malicious rumors 
questioning the stability of its dome during construction. 
sinan would, of course, prove the skeptics wrong, but the 
history of his dome nevertheless adds to the context in 
which to understand the proud showcasing of its later 
counterpart at the sultan ahmed. see sāʿī, Sinan’s Autobio-
graphies, 124; and necipoğlu, Age of Sinan, 143.

145. Tarih, fols. 4b, 8a.
146. for illustrations and descriptions of such tents, see atasoy, 

Otağ-ı Hümayun. 
147. for other instances, see atasoy, Otağ-ı Hümayun, esp. 

60–63, 67–75; nurhan atasoy, “ottoman garden pavilions 
and tents,” Muqarnas 21 (2004): 15–19; and atıl, “story of 
an eighteenth-century ottoman festival,” esp. 184, 185, 
190, and figs. 4–6, 8, 13. for the use of tents to further the 
increasingly visible image of the sultans in the late otto-
man period, see ashley Dimmig, “fabricating a new image: 
imperial tents in the late ottoman period,” International 
Journal of Islamic Architecture 3, no. 2 (2014): 341–72.

148. see J. m. rogers and r. m. Ward, Süleyman the Magnificent, 
exh. cat. (london: British museum publications, 1988), 10.

149. for ottoman tents in martial contexts, see atasoy, Otağ-ı 
Hümayun, esp. 64–67. it is an interesting coincidence that 
the corps of imperial tentmakers had its headquarters close 
to the sultan ahmed mosque in the sixteenth-century pal-
ace of İbrahim pasha: ibid., 23–30.

150. the subject is expounded at length in muṣṭafā Ṣāfī, 
Zübdetü’t-Tevârîh, vol. 1, esp. lxxx and 24–46. see also 
Joseph von hammer-purgstall, Geschichte des osmanischen 
Reiches, 10 vols. (pest: c. a. hartleben, 1827–35), 4:492–93.

151. see caʿfer efendi, Risāle, 11, 47–64; and Bilge, “sultanahmed 
cami ve Külliyesi,” 525–26.

152. see muṣṭafā Ṣāfī, Zübdetü’t-Tevârîh, 1:lxxxii–lxxxiii, 109–24; 
and hammer-purgstall, Geschichte, 4:444.

153. see münir atalar, Osmanlı Devletinde Surre-i Hümâyûn ve 
Surre Alayları (ankara: Diyanet İşleri Başkanlığı, 1991), 121; 
suraiya faroqhi, Pilgrims and Sultans: The Hajj under the 
Ottomans, 1517–1683 (london and new york: i. B. tauris, 
1994), 105; hammer-purgstall, Geschichte, 4:442–44; and 
İsmail hakkı uzunçarşılı, Mekke-i Mükerreme Emirleri 
(ankara: türk tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1972), 65–67.

154. the sultan is recorded as having worn a representation of 
the prophet’s footprint on the aigrette of his turban: see 
Bilge, “sultanahmed cami ve Külliyesi,” 525, 526.

155. Tarih, fols. 35a–35b. caʿfer efendi (Risāle, 75), in his qasida 
on the mosque, likewise praises the sultan’s patronage of 
the Kaʿba. 

156. Tarih, fol. 36a. similarly, caʿfer efendi (Risāle, 73) writes, 
“the world set out on a pilgrimage to it as they do to the 
Kaʿba / the pilgrims strove to circumambulate it.” see also 
fetvacı, “music, light and flowers,” 224–26.
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al suo alloggiamento, et noi altri tutti insieme andamo [sic] 
alla marina per passar il canale; non si tosto io giunsi à casa, 
il Bassà mi mandò a presentar una nobilissima veste d’oro, 
et il simile ha fatto con tutti li altri ambasciatori; in somma 
questo Primo Visir non studia altro, che in trovar modo et 
maniera [?] di honorar li ministri di Principi, come all’in-
contro il Caimecan passato non haveva [213.1a] altra mira, 
che di farci alcun oppobrio [sic], ma lodato il Signor Dio, 
ch’il tutto è riuscito à maggior gloria di quei Principi, che noi 
rappresentamo.

  Dispatch dated June 13, 1617, state archives of ven-
ice, senato, Dispacci costantinopoli, filza 83, 15/ii, fols. 
211a–221b. i discovered this document through a partial 
english translation published in allen B. hinds, ed., Cal-
endar of State Papers and Manuscripts, Relating to English 
Affairs, Existing in the Archives and Collections of Venice, 
and in Other Libraries of Northern Italy, vol. 14, 1615–1617 
(london: his majesty’s stationery office, 1908), 523–24 
(alternatively under “795. almoro nani, venetian ambas-
sador in constantinople, to the Doge and senate,” http://
www.british-history.ac.uk/cal-state-papers/venice/vol14/
pp513-525). Deborah howard kindly located the original 
italian document, which contains much information omit-
ted from the State Papers translation, and vittorio man-
delli very generously provided the meticulous transcription 
given above. my english rendering adapts where possible 
the existing State Papers version, and the remaining pas-
sages have been translated with the help and advice of 
Deborah howard, thomas newbold, lavinia puccetti, and 
andrew halladay, to all of whom i am extremely grateful. it 
is interesting to note that the dispatch as sent from istanbul 
was largely written in cypher.

163. see atıl, “story of an eighteenth-century ottoman festi-
val,” 182, 190, and figs. 1, 8; and terzioğlu, “imperial circum-
cision festival,” 85.

164. the well-known woodcut of the süleymaniye by the Dan-
ish-german artist melchior lorck (d. after 1583), who lived 
in istanbul between 1555 and 1559 as part of the habsburg 
embassy, was published together with a brief reference 
to the inauguration. another sixteenth-century european 
view of the mosque—an anonymous pen-and-ink drawing 
now in Berlin—is similarly inscribed with details of the 
opening. While these depictions do not show the ceremony 
itself, their accompanying texts are indicative of Western-
ers’ interest in and awareness of such events, and there is 
every reason to suppose that both artists, along with other 
europeans resident in istanbul, joined the crowds that 
watched the festivities. see erik fischer, with ernst Jonas 
Bencard, mikael Bøgh rasmussen, and marco iuliano, Mel-
chior Lorck, trans. Dan marmorstein, 5 vols. (copenhagen: 
the royal library and vandkunsten publishers, 2009–), 
vol. 3, pt. 1, pp. 31–35, no. 3; semavi eyice, “avrupa’lı bir 
ressamın gözü ile Kanunî sultan süleyman: İstanbul’da bir 
safevî elçisi ve süleymaniye camii,” in Kanunî Armağani 
(ankara: türk tarih Kurumu Basimevi, 1970), 167–68; J. m. 
rogers et al., Schätze aus dem Topkapi Serail: Das Zeital-
ter Süleymans des Prächtigen, exh. cat. (Berlin: staatliche 
museen preußischer Kulturbesitz and museum für isla-
mische Kunst, 1988), 71, no. 5; and Türkische Kunst und Kul-

che ne anco si può schiffare di presentar questi nuovi mini-
stri, et massime à tempi presenti, ne quali ricerca il servitio 
pubblico, che non si habbia à restringer la mano; mi duole 
in estremo queste frequenti mutationi de Bassà et altri del 
governo di questa Porta, conoscendo l’interesse, che da ciò 
ne riceve la Serenità vostra per rispetto della spesa. Ma dove 
vi concorre la necessità il dispiacer non serve di rimedio. La 
moschea del Gran Signore è fabricata da un lato della piaza 
dell’ipodromo, nella quale si sogliono fare li spettacoli publici 
in tempo di noce [sic, nozze] del Sultan de retagli de Principi. 
In questa all’incontro di detta moschea fù un largo coridore 
coperto alli, 4, Ambasciatori, et a me, assignato un luoco à 
ciascheduno diviso in forma di stanza con le ale de padiglioni, 
onde io dissi all’Ambasciatore di Fiandra sorridendo, che non 
havesse pur bene, che essendo noi uniti insieme con li nostri 
Principi di animo, et di volontà, questi ci volessero dividere, 
però comandassimo, che fusse levata la tela, che ci separava, 
et il medesimo poco appresso fece Inghilterra, et di mano in 
mano Franza, et l’Ambasciator dell’Imperator di modo che di 
cinque stance [sic, stanze] ne fu fatta una sola, riducendosi 
tutti verso il [213a] luogo dell’Ambasciator Cesareo, come 
quello, che era più a fronte della Porta per dove entrava il 
Rè nel cortile della moschea. In questa sacrificonno diversi 
castrati in honor del Profeta, poi ad una certa hora osservata 
da loro in quel giorno per felice, fecero la cirimonia di metter 
l’ultima pietra nella sumità della pupola maggiore di detta 
moschea, sopra la qual conforme al loro uso vi piantano una 
gran Luna tutta dorata. Dopo per quanto ci fu rifferto predicò 
lungamente uno di questi loro principali santoni, lodando 
la bontà del Rè con biasimar poi in generale l’ingiustitia e 
la rapacità de nemici. Uscì poi Sua Maestà dalla moschea 
nel cortile di essa, et si pose sotto un picciol padiglione, ove 
non solo li visiri, mustì, cadileschieri, ma infiniti principali 
ancora andarono a baciar la mano augurandole felicità, e 
la maggior parte di essi furono vestiti di una veste; ma il 
Primo Visir ne hebbe tre, due de quali erano di zebellini, et 
tutte tre le ha portate indosso non ostante la staggione [sic] 
senza sentirne alcun travaglio. Finita questa cirimonia uscì 
il Rè sopra un cavallo di singolar bellezza guarnito tutto di 
gioie, per quanto dicono di valori di 50 mila cechini, che le ha 
donato in quel giorno il Chislargasi. Ad esso precedevano pur 
a cavallo li due Principi et tutti li visiri, et altri grandi della 
Porta, oltra la guardia de’ gianizzeri, et spahi, ma in poco 
numero, suppliva nondimeno il concorso grandissimo del 
populo, che era fermato sopra la piazza [213b] per vederlo, 
et che pasando ad alta voce lo salutava.

  L’Ambasciator Cesareo mentre stassimo aspettando che 
cessasse la calca del populo mi dimandò che buone nove 
io havevo intorno alla pace. Io risposi, che di ciò ne haverei 
dimandato a sua eccellenza, e che non potevo dir altro, se non 
che la Serenissima Repubblica non si allontanerebbe mai dal 
giusto, et ragionevole, che le cose anderanno inanzi la colpa 
sarà de ministri di quelli Principi, che non consigliano il ben 
commune. Rispose l’Ambasciatore sarebbe ormai tempo, che 
cessassero queste armi, perché in fine siamo tutti cristiani, et 
questi turchi di altro non godono, che di vederci insanguinar 
le mani tra di noi. 

  Partimmo poi tutti insieme à cavallo, et dopoi caminato un 
pezzo di strada l’Ambasciator Cesareo si licentiò per andar 



THE DOME-CLOSING CEREMONY OF THE SULTAN AHMED MOSQUE 299

Baer, Honored by the Glory of Islam: Conversion and Con-
quest in Ottoman Europe (oxford and new york: oxford 
university press, 2008), 179–203, 293n31; and tijana Krstić, 
“illuminated by the light of islam and the glory of the 
ottoman sultanate: self-narratives of conversion to islam 
in the age of confessionalization,” Comparative Studies 
in Society and History 51, no. 1 (January 2009): 35–63, esp. 
58. for the staging of the 1675 festival, see atasoy, Otağ-ı 
Hümayun, 68–69.

168. such denigration of the safavids was not new. at the cir-
cumcision festival of 1582, the habsburg ambassador is 
supposed to have complained at having to be seated with 
his safavid counterpart, whom he considered inferior. he 
cited as proof the grand mufti’s fatwa that it was better to 
kill one qizilbash than seventy infidels (i.e., christians). 
regardless of the truth of this story, the Western diplomats 
were indeed provided with their own tribune. the safavids, 
though seated with other foreign muslim dignitaries, were 
taunted throughout the festival, and more bitingly than the 
christians. see terzioğlu, “imperial circumcision festival,” 
85–87.

169. the safavid ambassador was separately accommodated at 
other festivals also: see the preceding note.

170. see sinem arcak [casale], “gifts in motion: ottoman-safa-
vid cultural exchange, 1501–1618” (phD diss., university of 
minnesota, 2012), 46–47, 196–97. 

171. Tarih, fol. 28a.
172. ibid., fols. 34a–34b.
173. see antoine-françois, comte d’andréossy, Constantinople 

et le Bosphore de Thrace . . . . (paris: théophile Barrois et 
Benjamin Duprat, 1828), 65–66; virginia h. aksan, Otto-
man Wars, 1700–1870: An Empire Besieged (london and new 
york: routledge, 2007), 318, 322; and godfrey goodwin, The 
Janissaries (london: saqi, 1994), 224–25.

174. tellingly, perhaps, a dispatch from the english ambassador 
reporting the sultan’s death states that “it had beene falslie 
rumored he was dead 40. dais before.” Dispatch dated 
november 28, 1617, tna, sp 97/7, fol. 174a.

175. see Kuban, Ottoman Architecture, 369; and nayır, Sultan 
Ahmet Külliyesi, 46.

176. see nayır, Sultan Ahmet Külliyesi, 86–87.
177. see necipoğlu, Age of Sinan, 517.
178. see atasoy, Otağ-ı Hümayun, 17; and turgay yazar, “osmanlı 

Defin merasimlerinde otağ Kurma geleneği,” Belleten 79, 
no. 281 (april 2014): 93–122. for depictions of such tents 
and discussion of the rituals they accommodated, see gülru 
necipoğlu, “Dynastic imprints on the cityscape: the col-
lective message of imperial funerary mosque complexes 
in istanbul,” in Cimetières et traditions funéraires dans le 
monde islamique = İslâm Dünyasında Mezarlıklar ve Defin 
Gelenekleri, ed. Jean louis Bacqué- grammont and aksel 
tibet, 2 vols. (ankara: türk tarih Kurumu Basımevi, 1996), 
1:29–33.

179. see yazar, “osmanlı Defin merasimlerinde otağ Kurma 
geleneği,” 115. a report from the english ambassador states 
that the sultan’s coffin was “laid in his tombe, nott yett ful-
lie finished in his new mosckca” (dispatch dated november 
28, 1617, tna, sp 97/7, fol. 174b), which strongly suggests 
that the building was far enough along not to require a tent. 

tur aus osmanischer Zeit, exh. cat., 2 vols. (recklinghausen: 
a. Bongers, 1985), 1:233, no. i/55. the inauguration of the 
mid-eighteenth-century nuruosmaniye mosque was also 
recorded in writing by a Western observer: see rüstem, 
“architecture for a new age,” 159, 178–79.

165. shah tahmasp’s sending of gifts and letters is well attested, 
but a sixteenth-century ottoman chronicle now in vienna 
(cited below) indicates that these were presented in June 
1557, some months before the süleymaniye was opened. 
Whether the safavid envoy stayed on for the inauguration 
is unclear; he is not mentioned in the known accounts 
of the event. see maṭraḳçı naṣūḥ (?), formerly misattrib-
uted to rüstem pasha, Tārīḫ-i āl-i ʿOsm̱ān, vienna, Öster-
reichische nationalbibliothek, cod. mixt. 339, fol. 282a 
(available at http://data.onb.ac.at/rec/al00465234), sum-
marized in ludwig forrer, trans., Die osmanische Chronik 
des Rustem Pascha (leipzig: mayer & müller, 1923), 189–90; 
ferīdūn Beg, Mecmūʿa-ı münşeʾātü’s-selāṭīn, 2 vols. (istan-
bul, 1264–65 [1848–49]), 1:524–29, summarized and par-
tially translated in hammer-purgstall, Geschichte, 3:345–48; 
Bates, “patronage of süleyman,” 70; eyice, “avrupa’lı bir 
ressamın gözü ile Kanunî sultan süleyman,” 159–67; and 
m. tayyib gökbilgin, “süleyman i,” in İslâm Ansiklopedisi 
(istanbul, 1940–88), 139. i am grateful to sinem casale for 
sharing references with me on this topic.

166. to be sure, certain members of the safavid delegation 
present at the 1582 circumcision festival are recorded 
as having converted to sunnism, but this was only after 
the ambassador was expelled or imprisoned when news 
reached istanbul that the savafids had broken their truce 
with the ottomans: see terzioğlu, “imperial circumcision 
festival,” 86. such political defections are very unlikely to 
have occurred at the far shorter dome-closing ceremony, 
which did not coincide with any major diplomatic devel-
opments or crises. as i shall discuss presently in the main  
text, the conversions mentioned by the Tarih probably 
pertain to the sultan’s own non-muslim (or non-sunni) 
subjects.

167. it was not unusual for non-muslims to convert to islam dur-
ing princely circumcision festivals, including the famous 
celebrations of 1582. the english chaplain Dr. John covel 
(d. 1722) witnessed such an event in edirne in 1675, not-
ing in his travel account that at least two hundred non-
muslims, “many of riper yeares,” spontaneously indicated 
their desire to convert during the thirteen-day festivities 
and were led away to a tent to be circumcised. the magnifi-
cence of the ceremony itself must have played an impor-
tant role in wooing people to the faith; as covel observes, 
“the turkes would be so farre from hindring your seeing, 
as they would make way for you.” outside such festive con-
texts, other would-be converts announced their intentions 
at the imperial council, where they were richly rewarded in 
a ceremony that became increasingly codified in the seven-
teenth century: the first recorded instance of new muslims 
being gifted clothes occurred in 1609, the year that work 
began on the sultan ahmed mosque. see terzioğlu, “impe-
rial circumcision festival,” 85; J. theodore Bent, ed., Early 
Voyages and Travels in the Levant (london: hakluyt society, 
1893), 209–10; finkel, Osman’s Dream, 276–77; marc David 
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Author’s note: i have followed the archaizing “pre-1700” 
system of ottoman transliteration, which faithfully re-
flects turkish orthography. the Tarih contains numer-
ous misspellings: those that are (or appear to be) 
merely accidental are corrected in the transliteration 
and indicated in the footnotes; those that are recurrent 
or constitute non-standard variants are transliterated as 
written. Words and sentences inscribed in gold appear 
throughout the manuscript, and i have represented 
them using italics in both the transliteration and the 
translation. all other typographical features, including 
capitalization and punctuation, are my own, as is the 
paragraphing. compound words that are formed of 
separately written elements in the manuscript are hy-
phenated as necessary in the transliteration, while those 
that have been written as single words are transliterated 
as such if the closed form is attested in the modern red-
house dictionary, and hyphenated if not. folio numbers 
are set in bold-face and indicated in square brackets, 
and though these numbers are inserted into the transla-
tion as well, grammatical differences mean that it is not 
always possible to map the ottoman foliation neatly on 
to the english text. i am grateful to edhem eldem, gülru 
necipoğlu, and andrás riedlmayer for their help with a 
number of linguistic queries. all errors are my own.

Tārīḫ-i binā-yı cāmiʿ-i Sulṭān Aḥmed-i evvel / Sulṭān 
Aḥmed cāmiʿi tārīḫi1

[0b]2 Ḥamd-i cemīl-i bī-ġāye ve şükr-i cezīl-i bi-lā-
nihāye ol vāḳıf-ı ḫafāyā vu esrār ve vāṣıf-ı evliyā vu ebrār 
olan Ḫāliḳ-ı kirdigār ve rāzıḳ-ı perverdegār—celle 

1. for details of the manuscript, including its speculative 
title, see pp. 270–72 of the main article.

2. Because it precedes the folio numbered 1, this page is here 
counted as fol. 0b.

celālühü ve ʿamme nevālühü—dergāhina! [1a] sezāvār 
u vācibü’l-iḳtiṣārdur ki cemīʿ-i kāyināt-ı ʿacībü’t-terkībi 
ve cümle-i mevcūdāt-ı ġarībü’t-tertībi irāde-i kāmile-i 
mürecciḥe ve ḳudret-i şāmile-i müʾess̱i̱re birle bī-naẓīr 
ü bī-misā̱l bi-ġayr-i fuṭūr u iḫtilāl nemḳ-ı fāyiḳ [sic]3 üzre 
ibdāʿ, ḫuṣūṣā Benī Ādem’i meşiyyet-i4 sāyiġe [1b] ve 
ḥikmet-i bāliġe ile nemaṭ-ı rāyiḳ üzre iḫtirāʿ idüb 
ṣuleḥāʾ-i aġniyānuñ mesākīn ü fuḳarāya evḳāf u 
ṣadaḳātın ẕerīʿa-ı duḫūl-i cennāt-ı ʿālī-derecāt ḳıldı-ki 
mevāḳıf-ı āsā̱r-ı ceberūtında ʿuḳūl-ı ācile-i fuḥūl vāḳıf ü 
sergerdān ve mekāşif-i [sic]5 mülk-i melekūtında 
şemme-i [5a]6 esrārına vāḳıf olan medhūş u ḥayrān 
ḳaldı. naḥmedühü ʿalā tevāfüri naʿmāʾihi’ṭ-ṭāhire[ti]7 
muʿterifen bi’l-ʿaczi ve’t-taḳṣīr, ve neşkürühü ʿalā 
tekāsü̱ri ālāʾihi’l-bāhire[ti]8 muġterifen fī baḥri berrihi’l-
ʿazīz.

ve ṣalavāt-ı bī-pāyān ve taḥiyyāt-ı bī-kerān ol resūl-i 
sa̱ḳaleyne ve ol raḥmet-i [5b] ʿālemīne ve ol kān-ı ṣıdḳ u 
ṣafāya ve ol ʿumān-ı cūd-ı vefāya, aʿnī Ḥażret-i 

3. erroneous for fāʾiḳ. arabic words of this form are fre-
quently spelled with a ye rather than the requisite hemze 
in ottoman, as is the case throughout the manuscript. sub-
sequent instances of this error will be indicated only by 
their transliteration.

4. erroneous for meşī eʾt.
5. unattested in the dictionaries, mekāşif is apparently a 

nonce form coined on analogy with mevāḳıf and related 
in meaning to mükāşefe, defined in redhouse’s Lexicon as 
“god’s openly manifesting himself to a saint; spiritual com-
munion with god.”

6. the manuscript has evidently been rebound at some point 
in its history, as the folios now numbered 2–4 have mistak-
enly been placed where those numbered 5–7 belong, and 
vice versa. my transliteration and translation restore the 
correct order while retaining the modern foliation. 

7. spelled هره� �ل��ط�ا �هرهة rather than the correct ا �ل��ط�ا  perhaps ,ا
reflecting a pausal pronunciation of the arabic (as sug-
gested also by the placement of a rosette after the word).

8. spelled هره� �ا ��ل�ب ا  
�ئ��ة لا

آ
ا  rather than the correct هرهة� �ا ��ل�ب ا �ئ��  لا

آ
ا ; the 

scribe has erroneously written ة for ه and vice versa. see 
also the preceding note.

 
appenDiX

transliteration and translation of Tārīḫ-i binā-yı cāmiʿ-i Sulṭān Aḥmed-i evvel / Sulṭān Aḥmed cāmiʿi tārīḫi, 
istanbul, 1617. istanbul, süleymaniye library, fotokopi no. 294  

(facsimile of a manuscript in Baghdad, iraqi academy of sciences).
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maʿrūf bir cāy-ı feraḥ-fezā ve maḳām-ı dilküşāda biñ on-
sekiz Şevvāl-i şerīfinüñ [3a]15 sekizinci güninde bināsına 
mübāşeret buyurub ḥālā ḥarem-i muḥterem-i pādişāhī 
ber [?]16 sarāy-ı laṭīf-i şehinşāhīde ṣāḥibü’l-ʿizzi ve’s-
saʿādeti’l-laṭīfe Dārü’s-saʿādetü’ş-şerīfe aġası olan 
iftiḫāru aṣḥābi’l-ʿizzi ve’t-temkīn, muʿtemedü’l-mülūki 
ve’s-selāṭīn, enīsü’ [3b] l-ḥażreti’l-ʿaliyyeti’l-ḫāḳāniyye, 
celīsü’l- saʿādeti’s-seniyyeti’s-sermediyye, en-nāẓıru ʿ alā 
evḳāfi’l-Ḥare meyni’l-muḥteremeyn, aʿnī semiyye beni’s-̱
sa̱ḳa leyn17 el-Ḥāc Muṣṭafā Aġa—edāma’llāhü’l-melikü’l-
aʿlā—ḥażretlerin binā-yı cāmiʿ-i mezbūr18 üzerine nāẓır 
taʿyīn buyurduḳlarından ṣoñra [4a] cāmiʿ-i pür-lāmiʿüñ 
biñ yigirmi altı senesi cumaẕe’l-āḫire’sinüñ dördüncü 
güni—ki yevmü’l-Ḫamīs’dür—“Bāreka’llāhü’s-sebte 
ve’l-Ḫamīs”19 ḥadīs̱-i ṣadāḳat-enīsi muḳtażāsınca bi-
ʿināyeti’llāhi’l-meliki’l-aḳder ḫayrla itmāmı müyesser ü 
muḳadder olub ḳubbe-i ʿulyāsını baġlamaḳ lāzım [4b] 
geldükde nāẓır-ı müşārün ileyh—lā zāle müşāren 
ileyh—ḥażretleri birḳac gün müḳaddemce cāmiʿ-i 
şerīfüñ ḥarem-i muḥtereminde sulṭān-ı heft-kişver içün 
bir maḳām u maḳar iḥżārı emr-i20 muḳarrer olmaġın 
nāẓır-ı ṣadāḳat-nümūn ber-mūceb-i emr-i hümāyūn ol 
ṭāḳ-ı gerdūn- [8a] niṭāḳı—ki ḳubbe-i mīnāfāmı āsmāna 
hemser ve ʿalem-i zerrīn-peykeri ʿāleme żiyā-güster-

see agâh sırrı levend, Türk Edebiyatında Şehr-engizler ve 
Şehr-engizlerde İstanbul (istanbul: İstanbul fethi Derneği, 
İstanbul enstitüsü yayınları [Baha matbaası], 1958), 104. 
this is probably more than a coincidence, for the Tarih’s 
author seems to benefit in other ways from yahya’s poem: 
see n. 65 below.

15. a line of text—evidently a later addition—is written down 
the left margin of the page. though not entirely legible, it 
appears to be a nonsensical instance of calligraphic prac-
tice or doodling. prominent among the inscribed forms are 
four successive variations of a word resembling bism (in 
the name of).

16. the word is hard to make out in the darkened photocopy: 
der (in) rather than ber (on) would be the more logical 
preposition for this persianate construction, though the 
calligraphy, as far as it can be discerned, does not support 
such a reading.

17. Benī is erroneously written with a şedde over the nūn.
18. Despite being here described as mezbūr, “aforesaid,” the 

mosque has not been explicitly mentioned before this 
point, though the earlier words bināsına mübāşeret buy-
urub do make implicit reference to it. the sentence is long 
and convoluted, and it is not surprising that the author or 
scribe has muddled the details.

19. see n. 93 below.
20. the word has been superscribed.

muḥammed muṣṭafā’ya olsun-ki mūcib-i īcād-ı her dü 
ʿālem ve sebeb-i ẓuhūr-ı evlād-ı Benī Ādem’dür ki Ḥaḳḳ 
sübhānehü ve teʿālā ḥażretleri anuñ şān-ı şerīfinde “lev-
lāke, lev lāke, lemmā ḫalaḳtü’l-eflāk” [6a] buyurmışdur.

ve dürūd-ı bī-şümār ol Çāryār-i kibār ervāḥına olsun-
ki aḥmed-i muḫtār’uñ aṣḥāb-ı büzürgvārı ve Ḫüdā-yı 
perverdegāruñ evliyā-yı kibārı-durlar, rıḍvānu’llāhü 
teʿalā ʿaleyhim ecmaʿīn. Ḳıṭʿa: Çār dīvār-ı sarāy-ı Dīn-i 
aḥmed Çaryār / [6b] yaʿnī ebū Bekr ü ʿÖmer ü ʿosm̱ān 
[u] ʿalī nāmdār / cennet içre anlaruñ ervāḥını şād eyle-
sün / ol raḥīm ol Kerīm ol Ġafūr-ı kirdigār.9

Baʿde’zān:10 ol sulṭān-ı selāṭīn-i cihān ve ḳāhir-i 
ḳahramān-i cihāniyān ve nāṣır-ı müʾminīn ü muvaḥḥidīn 
ve ḳatil-i müşrikīn ü mülḥidīn ve dārende-i vüzerāʾ-ı 
ṣāḥib-i [7a] hūş ve nevāzende-i ümerāʾ-ı ṣāḥib-i cüyūş 
ve raġbet-künende-i ʿulemā vu fużalā ve şefḳat-
künende-i ṣuleḥā vu fuḳarā ve iḥsān-künende-i sādāt-ı 
eşrefü’l-berāyā, sāye-i yezdān ve ḫalīfe-i zemīn ü zamān, 
aʿnī Sulṭān Aḥmed Ḫān ibn-i sulṭān meḥemmed Ḫān, 
edāma’llāhü teʿāla [7b] devletehü ve ebbede salṭanatahu 
ilā inḳırāżı’d-deverān ve intihāʾi’z-zemān, inşāʾa’llāhü’r-
raḥmān. Beyt: İlāhī sen bu şāh-i nevcüvānı / ʿÖmr 
bāġında berḫvordār eyle // Baḥrde berrde sen İlyās u 
Ḫıżr’ı [sic]11 / Demādem bunuñla yār eyle // serīr-i 
salṭanatda neslin aṣlın / [2a] Ki tā rūz-ı ḥaşr pā-dār eyle 
// muẓaffer ḳıl hemīşe ʿ askerini / ʿ adūsın sernigūn u ḫvār 
eyle // Ki bundan yeğ duʿā olmaz İlāhī / ʿadālet taḥtı 
[sic]12 üzre var eyle.13

pes ez ān: Ḥażret-i sulṭān Aḥmed Ḫān—ḫalleda’llāhü 
milkehü ilā yevmi’l-mīzān—[2b] ḥażretleri rūy-ı zemīn 
ve sāḥa-ı çarḫ-ı berīnde dārü’s-salṭanatü’s-seniyye 
Ḳosṭanṭaniyyetü’l-maḥmiyye lā zālet meşḫūneten bi-
elṭāfı rabbi’l-beriyye’de ṣafā kānı14 at meydānı dimekle 

9. i have found no source for this poem, which may be the 
author’s own composition. the scribe has neglected to 
write the conjunction before ʿAlī.

�ب .10 ا �ب �ب and persian �ب�ع�د a contraction of the arabic ,�ب�ع�د
آ
ا �ب  ;ا

only the arabic component appears to be gilt.
11. the dot of the ḫı has accidentally been omitted.
12. Taḫt is misspelled taḥt throughout the text. other instances 

of the error will not be indicated other than by their trans-
literation.

13. these couplets, for which i have found no source, may 
again be the author’s own composition.

14. the hippodrome is termed ṣafā kānı (mine of pleasure) in 
the romantic poem Şāh ü gedā (the King and the Beggar), 
written by the soldier and poet taşlıcalı yahya (d. ca. 1582): 
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Baʿde’zān ḥażret-i sulṭān-ı cihānı cāmiʿ-i şerīfe daʿvet 
içün ṭaraf-ı ḳarīnü’ş-şereflerinden ḥālā [11b] vezīr-i 
aʿẓam ve müşīr-i efḫam olan ṣāḥib-i ḳadr-i refīʿ, sāḥib-i 
eẕyāl-i cāh-ı menīʿ, menbaʿ-ı maḥāsin ü kerem, maʿden-i 
merāżi-şiyem, maẓhar-ı elṭāf-ı celīl Ḫalīl paşa ḥażretlerin 
vekīl naṣb u taʿyīn buyurub kendiler/ine ḫuddām-ı 
ẕevi’l-iḥtirāmlarıyla [12a] oṭāḳ-ı hümāyūna ʿavdet ü 
ricʿat buyurduḳlarından ṣoñra vezīr-i rūşen-żamīr 
ḥażretleri daḫi ol sulṭān-ı saʿādet-güster ve ḫāḳān-ı 
ʿālem-perver ḥażretlerin daʿvet içün bir sāʿat-i 
mübārekeye muntaẓır ve āfitāb-ı cemāl-i ʿālemtāb-ı 
şāh-ı ʿālīcenāb ṭulūʿına [12b] nāẓırlar olub sāʿat-i 
mübāreke dāḫil olduḳda ḥażret-i sulṭān-ı velī-himmeti 
cāmiʿ-i şerīfi teşrīf içün daʿvet buyurduḳlarında ṭaraf-ı 
şehriyārī-den vezīr-i ʿizzet-maṣīr ḥażretlerine bir 
semmūr ḳaplu ve bir sāde ḫilʿat-i fāḫireler inʿām u iḥsān 
olunub geydüklerinden ṣoñra [13a] ḫünkār-ı27 kāmgār 
ḥażretleri daḫi esʿad sāʿāt ve eymen evḳātda sarāy-ı 
hümāyūn-ı ʿizzet-maḳrūndan nūr-dīde-i pādişāhī vü 
şehriyārī, nūr-ı şecere-i kāmgārī, ferzend-i ercmend-i 
saʿādetmend iki şehzāde-i cüvān-baḫtlarıyla burc-ı şe-
refden ḫūrşīd-i żiyā-güster ṭulūʿ eder [13b] gibi ṭāḳ-ı aʿlā 
ve revāḳ-ı muʿallādan ṭalaḳlar28 gösterüb berāy-ı icābet-
i29 daʿvet devlet ü ʿizzet ile cāmiʿ-i şerīflerine teveccüh 
ü ʿazīmet buyurduḳlarında Beyt: “eyledi cāmiʿine çūnki 
teveccüh sulṭān / Çekdi Düldül-ṣıfat ol esbi hemān ol-
dem aġa // Çūn süvār oldı o dem devletle şāh-ı cihān / 
[14a] Öñine düşdi anuñ cümle vezīr ü ümerā”30 mefhūmı 
üzre şāh-ı kāmgār-ı ʿ izzet-medār daḫi semend-i bādpāye 
süvār olub iki şehzāde-i cüvān-baḫtlarıyla cünūd-ı 
İslām’a selām virüb gelürken ḫalḳ-ı cihāndan sipāh ve 

second hemistich is superscibed, as if added after the rest 
of the line was written. 

27. the dot of the ḫı has accidentally been omitted.
28. the word ṭalaḳ (arabic ṭalaq) is not attested in the turk-

ish dictionaries, and its normal arabic senses (which 
include “race” and “shot”) do not fit the context. steingass, 
however, records the compound ṭalaqu’l-vajh, “of an open 
countenance; cheerful, smiling,” and this overlaps with the 
ottoman usage of the related word ṭalāḳat, defined in red-
house’s Lexicon as “a day’s being mild and bright” and “a 
countenance’s being cheerful.” such a meaning is clearly 
intended by the questionably formed ṭalaḳlar, which the 
Tarih’s author may have coined by confusing ṭalāḳat with 
ṭalaḳāt and replacing the arabic plural suffix with its turk-
ish equivalent.

29. İcābet is erroneously marked with a sükūn.
30. the two couplets are taken from the second qasida (fols. 

42b, 43a), where, however, they are not contiguous.

dür—ḳānūn-ı ʿosm̱ānī ve āyīn-i şehinşāhī üzre ol cāy-ı 
laṭīf ve maḳām-ı şerīfde ḳurub eṭrāf u eknāfına daḫi 
serāser perdeler çeküb ṭāḳ-ı hümāyūnı ʿalā mā hüve’l-
merām [8b] itmām buyurduḳlarından ṣoñra nāẓır-ı 
müşārün ileyh—lā zāle müşāren ileyh—ber-muḳtażā-
yı fermān-ı sulṭān neẓāret-i ḥasbiyyeleri ḥasebiyle Beyt: 
“Ḥarem-i muḥtereminden o şehüñ cāmiʿe dek / Döşedi 
yollarını cümle serāser dībā”21 mażmūnı üzre sarāy-ı 
hümāyūnuñ [9a] ḫāṣṣ oṭa ḳapusından cāmiʿ-i şerīfde 
ḳurılan oṭāḳ-ı ʿ ālī-niṭāḳa varınca vaḳt-i seḥerden ḍaḥve-i 
kübrāya gelince güẕergāh-ı sulṭānīyi iki ṭarafdan 
rengāreng serāser ü sereng ve aḳmişe-i mütenevviʿa-ı 
[9b] gūnāgūn ve dībā-yı zībā-yı būḳalemūn ile22 döşe-
yüb ʿ ādet ü ādāb üzre birḳac yüz miḳdārı ḳapucı ṭāyifesi 
ṭutub ḫalḳ-ı cihān sulṭān-ı ʿ ālīşān—ḥafaẓahu’l-melikü’l-
mennān—ḥażretlerinüñ ḳudūm-ı şerīflerine [10a] 
intiẓār üzre iken yine nāẓır-ı müşārün ileyh—lā zāle 
müşāren ileyh—ḥażretleri bir raḫt-ı mücevher ve 
muraṣṣaʿ eẏer, muṭallā bāz-bend23 ü kemer ve ʿabāʾiy-i 
ġayr-i mükerrer ve billūr şeşber [sic]24 ve muraṣṣaʿ 
rikāb-ı25 ḳadem-perver, el-ḥāṣıl zer ü zīvere müstaġraḳ 
bādpāy bir esb-i muʿteber [10b] oṭāḳ-ı hümāyūnda 
eẏerleyüb cümle ḫuddāmları öñine düşüb tamām mer-
tebe iʿzāz u ikrām ile Bāb-ı saʿādet’e getürüb Bāb-ı 
saʿādet’de mīrāḫvor-ı kebīre teslīm eyledi. Beyt: gerçi-
kim esb idi ẓāhirde ve-lī maʿnāda ol / Dürr ü yāḳūtla 
elmāsdan olupdur peydā // [11a] Şol-ḳadar cevhere ġarḳ 
olmışidi şaʿşaʿası / gün gibi berḳ urub ol ʿ āleme virmişdi 
żiyā // Ḥaḳḳ budur böylece bir raḫt-ı muraṣṣaʿ el-ān / 
İtmedi kimse cihān içre anı itdi aġa.26

21. the couplet is taken from the manuscript’s second qasida 
(fols. 43a–43b), though the first word of the second hemis-
tich is here written döşedi (ی� �د و���َش  .rather than döşendi (د
this changes the verb (döşemek, “furnish,” here translated 
as “line”) from the passive voice to the active, emphasizing 
mustafa agha’s role in making the arrangements. the pas-
sive version found in the qasida is grammatically incom-
patible with the yollarını that follows it.

22. the word has been superscribed.
23. this compound appears to be a variant, if not a misspell-

ing, of bāzūbend.
24. properly spelled şeşper.
25. Rikāb is erroneously marked with a sükūn.
26. the three couplets are taken from the second qasida (fols. 

42b–43a), but with olmışidi replacing olmışdı. Dürr has 
here been incorrectly vocalized as derr, a careless error 
that does not recur in the manuscript, and the ol of the 
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müşārün ileyh ḥażretleri pādişāh-ı ʿālī-baḫtuñ öñine 
düşüb ṭāḳ-ı revāḳī35 içinde ḳonılan muraṣṣaʿ ve envāʿ-ı 
cevāhirle mülemmaʿ taḥt-ı ʿ izzet- [17a] esās üzerine iclās 
buyurduḳlarından ṣoñra36 Beyt: geldi devletle o şeh 
cāmiʿe vaḳt-i seḥer / cümle ḳulları o dem alḳış idüb itdi 
duʿā // Didiler “pādişehüm ola mübārek cāmiʿ / İdesin 
biñ yıl içinde n’ola beş vaḳti edā.”37

Baʿdehu gine pādişāh-ı cem-cāh cāmiʿ-i şerīfüñ 
ḳubbe-i ʿālī-miḳdārı baġlanmada duʿā vu se̱nāya [17b] 
ḥāżır olsun deyü ḳuṭb-ı zamān-ı38 ḳuds-āşiyān, menbaʿ-ı 
elṭāf- melik-i maʿbūd Ḥażret-i maḥmūd efendiʾi daʿvet 
buyurub geldüklerinde ʿazīz-i merḳūma bir semmūr 
ḳaplu ḫilʿat-i fāḫire iḥsān buyurduḳlarından ṣoñra sāyir 
fuḳarā vu dervīşlerine daḫi hāllerine [18a] münāsib 
ḫilaʿ-ı fāḫireler inʿām buyurdılar. Baʿdehu emr-i sulṭān 
böyle cārī oldı-ki ʿazīz-i merḳūm ve cümle vüzerā ve 
güzīde-i ʿulemā ve nāẓır-ı binā maʿan çıḳub ḳubbe-i 
ʿulyāyı duʿā vu se̱nā ile baġlayalar. anlar daḫi imtisā̱len 
li’l-emri’l-ʿālī Ḥażret-i maḥmūd efendi cümle vüzerā ve 
müfti’l-enām u şeyḫü’ [18b] l-İslām ve iki ḳāḍi-ʿasker 
efendiler ve Bab-ı saʿādet aġası ile ḫazīne-dār başı ol 
ḳubbe-i ʿālīşāna ṣuʿūd buyurduḳlarında bāḳī cümle 
ʿulemā vu ṣulehā ve sādāt u fuḳarā cāmiʿ-i mezbūruñ 
derūn u bīrūnında Beyt: Ḳılınub mescid-i felekde namāz 
/ [19a] Sidre açdı duʿāya dest-i niyāz39 mażmūnı üzre 
cümlesi hezār tażarruʿ u niyāz ile dest-i duʿāyı bāz idüb 
duʿā vu s̱enāya āġāz itdiler tā ki ḳubbe-i ʿulyāyı 
baġlayub40 tamām eyleyinceye değin niçesi tilāvet-i 
Ḳurʾān-ı Şerīf ve kimisi Ḥażret-i muḥammed muṣṭa-
fā’ya—ʿaleyhi [19b] efḍalü’ṣ-ṣalavāt—ṣalavāt-ı laṭīfe 
ve41 tehlīl ü tevḥīd ve niçesi temcīd [ü] taḥmīd itmeğe 
şürūʿ eylediler.

mezbūrlar ḳubbe-i laṭīfeyi baġlayub nüzūl buyurdu-
ḳlarından-ṣoñra Beyt:42 Gel ey vāʿiẓ bize pend ü naṣīḥat 

35. the compound is thus vocalized, though the alternative 
reading ṭāḳ revāḳı is perhaps likelier.

36. the sentence does not resume after the poetic interpola-
tion and is therefore grammatically incomplete.

37. the couplets are taken from the second qasida (fol. 43b).
38. Zamān is erroneously marked with a sükūn.
39. i have found no source for this couplet.
40. the dots of the ye have not been inscribed.
41. there is a curious curved stroke inscribed to the left of the 

ve. though it appears neatly and deliberately calligraphed, 
it corresponds to no letter and is textually unnecessary.

42. in this one instance in the manuscript, the word beyt is 
written over rather than before the first line of the couplet.

yeñiçeriyān ve cümle elçiyān-ı bī-āmān seyr-i sulṭāna 
ḥāżır [14b] u āmāde olub kemāl-i mertebe seyirler idüb 
devām-ı devlet-i ḥażret-i sulṭāna duʿāgūyān olub sulṭān-ı 
ʿālī-maḳām daḫi ʿizz ü iḥtişāmla ḫiyām-ı gerdūn-ḳıyām 
ṭarafına ḫirām eyledi. Ḥaḳḳā ki bir semend-i bādpāy idi-
ki ḳavāʾimi devāʾim-i [sic]31 ʿizz ü iḳbāl ve naʿl-ı [15a] 
zürāf-şānı ʿīd-i fetḥ ü ẓafer hilāl32 idi. ve raḫt-ı 
muraṣṣaʿına ḫvod-ṣarrāfān-ı zamān ve cevheriyān-ı 
deverān ḳıymet taḳdīrinde ʿāciz ü ḥayrān ve zār u 
sergerdān ḳalmışlaridi. lā-büd ḳıymet taḳdīr olunsa yet-
miş biñ sikke-i ḥaseneden aḳall ile [15b] ḥuṣūli müyes-
ser ü muḳadder değil idüği günden aẓhar u enver 
Muṣarraʿ: Ḳadr-i zer zerger şināsed, ḳadr-i cevher 
cevherī33 mażmūnı üzre ḳadir-şinās ḳatında rūm ḫarācı 
değer bir raḫt-ı muraṣṣaʿ ve mücevher eẏerdür ki 
selāṭīn-i māżiyeden bir sulṭāna müyesser olmaduġı emr-
i muḳarrer ü muḥaḳḳaḳ [16a] idüği bi’l-ittifāḳ maʿlūm-ı 
āfāḳdur. Ḥaḳḳā ki felek-i devvār ṣad hezār devr eylese 
naẓīr ü misā̱lin rūzgār-ı zor-gāh [sic]34 getürmek ehl-i 
ḥāl ḳatında emr-i muḥāl idüği vāḳiʿ-i ḥāldür.

Baʿde’zān ḥażret-i sulṭān-ı cihān ṭāḳ-ı hümāyūn-ı 
saʿādet-nümūne iki şehzāde-i cüvān- [16b] baḫtlarıyla 
vāṣıl olub dāḫil olmaḳ murād buyurduḳlarında evvelā 
iki şehzāde-i cüvān-baḫtları nüzūl buyurub nāẓır-ı 

31. Devāʾim appears to be a spurious pluralization of dāʾim, 
formed on analogy with the preceding word. the seat bear-
ing the hemze has needlessly been provided with the dots 
of a ye. see n. 99 below.

32. While the intended meaning is clear, it is curious that hilāl 
has not been tied by means of an iżāfet to ʿīd-i fetḥ ü ẓafer. 
a comparable (and grammatically more standard) simile 
is found in the so-called “sun qasida” of ahmed pasha 
(d. 1497), where a horseshoe (naʿl) is likened to the cres-
cent of the eid of conquest (hilāl-i ʿīd-i fetḥ): see Özlem 
Demirel [Dönmez], “ahmed paşa’nın güneş Kasidesi 
İle sâfî’nin güneş Kasidesi’nin Dil Özellikleri yönünden 
mukayesesi,” in 38. ICANAS (Uluslararası Asya ve Kuzey 
Afrika Çalışmaları Kongresi) 10–15.09.2007, Ankara, Türkiye. 
Bildiriler: Edebiyat Bilimi Sorunları ve Çözümleri = ICANAS 
(International Congress of Asian and North African Stud-
ies) 10–15.09.2007, Ankara, Türkiye. Papers: Problems and 
Solutions of the Science of Literature, ed. Zeki Dilek et al., 4 
vols. (ankara: atatürk Kültür, Dil ve tarih yüksek Kurumu, 
2008), 2: 522, couplet 35.

33. see n. 101 below. the full rhyme in its usual form is

�ی  و�هر
گ
و�هر �ل

گ
� �ل ����د، ��ة�د ��ب�ا ر �����لش

���گ � �ب � �ب ��ة�د

ا ع��لی  ��ب��بر �
� ��ة ����د، ��ة�د ��ب�ا �ل �����لش � �گ�ل �ب���ل�ب  ��ة�د

34. the word appears to be a misspelling of zorkār.
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pādişāhīye duʿālar ve izdiyād-ı ʿ ömr ü ʿ izzet-i şahinşāhīye 
se̱nālar eylediler.

Bundan ṣoñra pādişāh-ı ʿizzet-maḳrūn ṭāḳ-ı 
hümāyūn-ı devlet-merhūn içinde ḳurılmış mücevher 
ü muraṣṣaʿ ve envāʿ-ı cevāhirle mülemmaʿ [24a] taḥt-ı 
ʿālī-baḫtları48 üzre cülūs buyurduḳlarından-ṣoñra 
fermān-ı sulṭān-ı vācibü’l-iẕʿān şöyle cereyān eyledi-ki 
“cümle vüzerā vu ʿulemā vü ümerā ve erbāb-ı dīvān ve 
aṣḥāb-ı erkān dest-būs-ı saʿādet-meʾnūsımı eslāf-ı eşrāf 
ʿĪd-i şerīfde dest-būs [24b] itdükeri gibi būs ideler” deyü 
emr olunduḳda evvelā naḳībü’l-eşrāf, sā̱niyā şehzāde-i 
cüvān-baḫtları ḫvācesi dest-būs idüb devlet-i pādişāhīye 
duʿālar eyledüklerinden ṣoñra erbāb-ı dīvāndan cümle 
ḳapucı başılar ve çāşnigīrler ve müteferriḳalar, baʿdehu 
ḥażret-i vezīr-i aʿẓam [25a] ve sāyir vüzerā-yı ʿiẓām, 
baʿdehu49 defterdārlar baʿdehu50 müfti’l-enām ḥażret-i 
şeyḫü’l-İslām baʿdehu sāyir ʿulemā-yı ẕevi’l-iḥtirām 
ḳānūn-ı ḳadīm ve āyīn-i ʿaẓīm üzre ḫidmet-i dest-būs-ı 
saʿādet-meʾnūsı edā vu tetmīm ḳılub devām-ı ʿömr ü 
devlet-i pādişāhīye duʿālar ve ḳıyām-ı ʿizz ü saʿādet-i 
[25b] şehinşāhīye se̱nālar eylediler.

Baʿdehu sulṭān-ı ʿālī-himmet iki şehzāde-i cüvān-
baḫtlarıyla yine devlet ile sarāy-ı ʿizzetlerine ricʿat ü 
ʿavdet buyurduḳlarında ke’l-evvel cümle vüzerā vu 
ümerā ve erkān-ı dīvān yine öñine düşüb sarāy-ı ḳuds-
āşiyānlarına vāṣıl u dāḫil olduḳlarından-ṣoñra [26a] 
nāẓır-ı müşārün ileyh—lā zāle müşāren ileyh—
ḥażretlerine ber-muḳtażā-yı fermān-ı sulṭān neẓāret-i 
ḥasbiyyeleri ḥasebiyle ve cāmiʿ-i şerīfde itdükleri ḫidmet 
muḳabelesinde bir muraṣṣaʿ ḳılıc ve bir muraṣṣaʿ ḥancer 
ve iki semmūr ḳaplu ḫilʿat ve üc sāde ḫilʿat-i fāḫire ve bir 
kīse kāmilü’l-ʿayār [26b] sikke-i ḥasene ve beş kīse ġuruş 
ve bīḥadd çil aḳçe iḥsān u inʿām buyurub bīḥadd ü  
bī-şü mār maẓhar-ı enẓār-ı ʿaliyyeleri olduḳdan-ṣoñra 
on-beş nefer ḳullarına kimine çavuşluḳ ve kimine müte-
ferriḳelik51 ve kimine sipāh u bevvāblıḳ iḥsān buyur-
duḳlarından ṣoñra cāmīʿ-i mezbūrda ḫidmet iden [27a] 
ḫuddāmuñ daḫi her birlerine ḫilʿat-i fāḫireler iḥsān 

48. Besides the scribe’s customary misspelling of taḥt (see n. 12 
above), neither the ḫı nor the te of baḫt is dotted.

49. the word is barely visible and seems merged with a gold 
rosette.

50. unlike the others in the list, this baʿdehu is not written in 
gold.

51. although the usual transliteration is müteferriḳa, the spell-
ing of the suffix with a kef indicates a thinning of all the 
preceding vowels. 

ḳıl / Ṭarīḳ-ı ḥaḳḳa daḫi hem delālet ḳıl43 mefhūmı üzre 
ʿazīz-i mesfūr cāmiʿ-i [20a] meẕkūrda ḥāżırūn olan 
müʾminīn44 ü müslimīne vaʿẓ u naṣīḥate ʿazīmet buyu-
ralar deyü fermān-ı sulṭān ṣudūr u ẓuhūr bulunca ʿ azīz-i 
merḳūm daḫi faʿāl-i maṭbūʿ ile vaʿẓ u naṣīḥate şürūʿ idi-
cek pādişāh-ı cem-cāh daḫi ḥużūʿ u ḫuşūʿ ile [20b] 
 meclis ve vaʿẓa ḥāżır ve ḥażret-i ʿ azīzüñ kelām-ı ṣadā ḳat-
encāmına ʿayn-ı baṣīret ile nāẓır olub kelām-ı şerīf-i 
rabbānī ve ḥadīs̱-i laṭīf-i maḥbūb-ı yezdānī ʿalā mā 
emera’llāhü’l-Ḫabīrü’n-naṣīr naḳl ü tefsīr idüb pādişāh-ı 
ʿālī-miḳdār meclis-i vaʿẓdan kemāl-i mertebe istifā-yı 
[21a] ḥaẓẓ eyleyüp āḫir olduḳda ʿazīz-i mezbūruñ duʿā-
ḫayrların istimdād buyurduḳlarında ʿazīz-i mesfūr daḫi 
dest-i duʿāyı hezār tażarruʿ u āyīn ile duʿāya ḳaldurub 
ʿāmme-i müslimīn “Āmīn” diyüb bi-ʿināyeti’llāhi’l-
meliki’l-muʿīn duʿāları icābete ḳarīn olduḳdan-ṣoñra 
yine fermān-ı [21b] sulṭān bu minvāl üzre cereyān buldı-
ki cāmiʿ-i mezbūrda ḥāżır olan cümle vüzerā vu ʿulemā 
vu ṣuleḥā vu sādāt u fuḳarānuñ ṣaġīr ü kebīrine ẕī-
ḳıymet ḫilʿatler iḥsān olına imtis̱ālen li’l-emri’l-celīl 
vezīr-i aʿẓam Ḥażret-i Ḫalīl paşa’ya ol ḥīnde Beyt: [22a] 
Eylesün şāh-ı cihān luṭf u kerem ol ḳulına / N’ola va’llāhī 
[sic] ide lāyıḳ aña lutf u ʿ aṭā45 muḳtażāsı üzre bir semmūr 
ḳablu ḫilʿat-i fāḫire ve ʿale’t-tertīb sāyir vüzerā-yı ʿiẓām 
ve ʿulemā-yı ẕevi’l-iḥtirām ve sāyir erbāb-ı dīvān ve 
aṣḥāb-ı erkān ve eʾimme ve ḫuṭabā [22b] ve ṣuleḥā ve 
sādāt-ı46 kesī̱retü’l-berekāt daḫi ḫilʿat-i sulṭānī iḥsānı ile 
behr-mend ü ber-murād oldılar.

pādişāh-ı ʿālī-vaḳār cāmiʿ-i ʿālī-miḳdārlarına muttaṣıl 
ḳasr-ı ʿ izzet-ḳarārlarında ḳurılan taḫt-ı devlet-medārları 
üzre nüzūl ü cülūs buyurduḳlarında evvelā dāʿiyān-ı 
[23a] devletden maẓhar-ı elṭāf müfettiş-i evḳāf, sāniyā 
reʿīsü’l-miʿmārīn ve bināya emīn ve sāyir ḫuddām u 
muʿtemedīn ve meşāyiḫ-i ʿuzlet-güzīn ve iki imām-ı 
seccāde-nişīn bunlaruñ cümlesine bile ḫilʿat-i fāḫireler 
iḥsān olunduḳdan-ṣoñra dest-būs-ı saʿādet-meʾnūs-ı47 
[23b] sulṭānī ile müşerref olub devām-ı devlet-i 

43. i have found no source for this couplet.
44. the hemze has not been inscribed.
45. the couplet is taken from the second qasida (fol. 44b), 

where it is used in relation to mustafa agha rather than 
halil pasha. the spelling of va’llāhi with a final ye is an 
error that does not occur in the qasida version.

46. Sādāt is erroneously marked with a sükūn.
47. Meʾnūs has been written without its hemze, a mistake that 

occurs again on fol. 25a but not on fol. 24a.
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bī-pāyānı selāṭīn-i māżiyeden biri bir ḳulına itmedüği 
[28.1b] olunmamışdur.56 Ḥaḳḳā ki bir ḫidmet yā 
istiḳāmetdür ki muḳābele-i ḫidmetlerinde maẓhar-ı 
elṭāf-ı pādişāh-ı kāmgār olsalar57 ve o cāmiʿ-i şerīfe 
istiḳāmet ile itdükleri ḫidmet ve pādişāh-ı ʿālempenāh 
ḥażretleri muḳabelesinde itdükleri ḫayr duʿā berekātıyla 
ʿinda’llāhi’l-meliki’l-celīl nāyil-i ecr-i cezīl olub [29a] 
yerleri dārü’l-cinān olsa lāyıḳ u sezādur. Ḫüdā-yı melik-
i aḳder müyessir ü muḳaddir eyleyüb pādişāh-ı 
ʿālempenāh ḥażretlerinüñ daḫi ʿömr ü devletlerin yev-
men fe-yevmā ezyed ü evfer ü ekse̱r eyleye, āmīn yā 
muʿīn bi-ḥürmeti muḥammedi’l-emīn. Ḫaḳḳā ki ol gün 
bir yevm-i ʿīd ve rūz-ı saʿīd idi-ki [29b] ḫalḳ-ı ʿālem ol 
gün gūnāgūn ḫilʿat-i fāḫire ile şöyle müzeyyen ü muḥallā 
olmışlaridi-ki felek-i aʿlāda olan ḥalāʾik-i ʿarş-ı āşiyān58 
ve cennet-i muʿallāda olan ḥūrī vü ġılmān sürūr u 
ḥubūrundan raḳṣ-künān oldılar. ve pādişāh-i ẕevi’l-
iḳtidāruñ ḫalḳ-ı cihāna olan iḥsān-ı [30a] bī-
imtinānından şermsār-ı ʿaraḳrīzān olmışlardur.

Bundan māʿadā ol gün seyr-i sulṭāna nāẓır ve ol mec-
lisde ḥāżır olan elçiyān bī-āmān maḳarr-ı şeyṭān ve 
maẓhar-ı ʿiṣyān olan ḳalb-ḳasāvet-nişānlarında ẕerre 
es̱er-i īmān nümāyān değül iken [30b] ol sulṭān-ı 
kesī̱rü’l-iḥsānuñ ḫalḳ-ı cihāna itdüği iḥsān-ı bī-imtinānın 
ve fī sebīli’llāhi ḫayrāt u ḥasenātın ve dīn-i muḥammedī 
yolında olan saʿy ü kūşiş ü pūyānın gördüklerinde bī-
şümār bī-iḫtiyār niçe küffār İslām’a gelüb şeref-i İslām 
ile müşerref [31a] ve iḥsān-ı pādişāhī ile müşennef oldı-
lar. Bāḳī küffār-ı bedgirdār daḫi sulṭān-ı kāmgār-ı ʿalī-
miḳdāruñ devām-ı ʿömr ü devlet ve taḥt-ı ʿizzetde ḳarār 
u s̱ebātına bī-iḫtiyār duʿā-yı bī-şümār idüb dīn-i 
muḥammedīde olan ʿizzet ü şevketi ve pādişāh-ı 
İslam’da [31b] olan ḳuvvet ü ḳudreti kemā hüve ḥaḳḳuhu 
taṣdīḳ ve āyīn-i bāṭıllarında olan nikbet ü naḳimeti 
taḥḳīḳ bilüb—eger elçi-i Ḳızılbaş-ı bed-maʿāş eger ve-
nedik [ü] fireng ü felemenk ü efrenc bir rencdür—
cümlesi ḥāʾib ü ḫāsir-i sernigūn-ı melūl ü maḥzūn olub 
her biri maḳām-ı nikbet-encāmlarına [32a] pūyān oldı-
lar.

56. the word olunmamışdur follows on strangely from 
itmedüği, resulting in an unusual double negative. see also 
n. 53 above.

57. a second re is erroneously written at the end of the word.
58. the iżāfet is indicated with a kesre, but the compound 

should be ʿarş-āşiyān.

olunduḳdan-ṣoñra kimine müteferriḳelik ve kimine ça-
vuşluk ve kimine bevvāblıḳ52 iḥsān u ṣadaḳa olunmış-
dur. Ḥaḳḳ sübḥānehü ve teʿālā ḥażretleri pādişāh-ı 
kāmgār ḥażretlerinüñ vücūd-i ʿizzet-ālūdların ḫaṭā vu 
ḫaṭarlardan maṣūn u maḥfūẓ eyleye, āmīn yā muʿīn. 
[27b]

günden aẓhar u enver belki bu mertebe iḥsānuñ 
ʿuşr-ı ʿāşiri olmaduġı emr-i muḥaḳḳaḳ u muḳarrer 
olduġından māʿadā ḳalem-i şikeste-zebān ile terḳīm ü 
taḥrīr belki lisān-ı faṣīḥü’l-beyān ile taḳrīr ü taʿbīr emr-i 
muḥāl olub günden ʿayān u beyān idüği erbāb-ı ʿuḳūl u 
fuḥūle nümāyāndur. [28a] ve cāmiʿ-i şerīfüñ maṣārifine 
ḫarc u ṣarf olunan aḳçe cümle nāẓır-ı müşārün ileyh 
ḥażretleri sulṭān-ı ʿaliyü’ẕ-ẕātuñ emr-i şerīfleri ile 
neẓāret-i ʿaliyyeleri ḥasebiyle taḥṣīl eyledükleri aḳçe 
olub min-baʿd ḫazīne-i ʿāmireden bir aḳçe ve bir ḥabbe 
maṣārif-i cāmiʿ-i şerīfe ḫarc u ṣarf [. . . ?]53 [28b] bi-
ḥürmeti’s-seyyidi’l-mürselīn Beyt: “saʿy ü kūşişler idüb 
pādişehüñ cāmiʿine / cān u başıyla çalışdı dimedi ṣubḥ 
u mesā”54 mażmūnı üzre ḥaḳḳā ki nāẓır-ı müşārün ileyh 
ḥażretlerinüñ cāmiʿ-i şerīfde eyledüği ḫidmeti bir ḳul 
efendisine itmedüği maʿlūm-ı cumhūr idüği beyne’n-
nās mefhūm u meşhūrdur. [28.1a]55 lākin sulṭān-ı 
ʿālīşān ḥażretlerinüñ daḫi nāẓır-ı mūmā ileyh 
ḥażretlerine ber-mūceb-i emr-i sulṭānī neẓāret-i 
ʿaliyyeleri ḥasebiyle ve cāmiʿ-i merḳūmda itdükleri 
ḫidmet muḳābelesinde itdükleri iḥsān-ı firāvān ve elṭāf-ı 

52. the initial be is not dotted.
53. the sentence as written is incomplete and requires a word 

such as olunmamışdur, which, curiously, occurs in the cor-
responding position of the next folio, where it sits rather 
uncomfortably in the text (see n. 56 below). this apparent 
omission or transposition is probably the result of scribal 
error, though it is also possible that there is a lacuna of two 
facing pages in the photocopy following fol. 28a. none of 
the folio numbers between 28 and 32 can be clearly read, 
and to complicate matters further, it is at this point in the 
manuscript that the foliation falls out of sequence (see n. 
55 below). if the photocopy does indeed skip a two-page 
opening, then the manuscript contains two unnumbered 
(or misnumbered) folios between 28a and 32a, and not just 
one as i have indicated in my own numbering.

54. the couplet is from the second qasida (fol. 41b).
55. the photocopy shows no discernable folio number, and 

although we would expect it to be 29, i have assigned this 
figure instead to the next folio, whose partially legible 
number clearly starts with a 2. indeed, later folios with leg-
ible numbers prove that a leaf between folios 28 and 32 has 
accidentally been passed over in the sequence, and so the 
present folio is here reckoned as 28.1. see also n. 53 above. 
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Pādişāh-ı ʿālempenāh ḥażretlerinüñ cāmiʿ-i şerīfleri 
tamāmına dinilüb virilen ḳaṣīde maʿa’t-tārīḫdür:65

[35a] Şehā ḥamd ü se̱nā olsun aña kim oldurur mevlā
anuñdur luṭfile iḥsān anuñdur menʿile iʿṭā

İdüñ sulṭān-ı Kevnīn’üñ mücellā rūḥ-ı pākine
Daḫi aṣḥāb u āline ṣalātile selām ihdā

eyā sulṭān-ı deryādil çü olduñ muḳtedā aña
cihānda eyledüñ ḥaḳḳā şerīʿat ḥükmini icrā

muḳīm ol ʿizz ü şevketle serīr-i salṭanat üzre
[35b] göñül ḫoşluḳların ḳılsun müyesser Ḥażret-i mevlā

Şehā sensin bu devr içre çü şimdi cāmiʿü’l-ḫayrāt
ʿİmāret eyledüñ ḥaḳḳā müzeyyen cāmiʿ-i zībā

Ḫuṣūṣā66 Beyt-i maʿmūr’ı eger şehri resūlu’llāh
muʿammer muḥterem oldı zamānuñda olub iḥyā

ola maḳbūl ḫayrātuñ ḥużur-ı Ḥażret-i Ḥaḳḳ’da
Ki oldı cāmiʿ-i raʿnāñ cihānda cennetü’l-meʾvā

[36a] Zehī bir maʿbed-i ʿālī bulunmaz misḻi mānendi
Ki-oldı ehl-i ṭāʿāta muṣaffā menbaʿ-ı taḳvā

olubdur sālimüñ67 ḥaḳḳa bu cāmiʿ mescid-i aḳṣā
faḳīr olanlara daḫi olubdur Kaʿbe-i ʿulyā68

muraṣṣaʿ cāmlarla bir ʿaceb-i şāhāne cāmiʿdür
müyesser olmadı69 bir şāha böyle cāmiʿ-i raʿnā

65. the qasida overlaps in multiple ways with an encomium 
on the hagia sophia that forms part of taşlıcalı yahya’s 
sixteenth-century poem Şāh ü gedā (see levend, Türk 
Edebiyatında Şehr-engizler, 102–4; and nn. 14, 68, and 70 of 
the present appendix), and it was almost certainly com-
posed with reference to this earlier work.

66. the dot of the ḫı has accidentally been omitted.
67. the vocalization indicates the irregular (though more 

modern) pronunciation sālimiñ. 
68. the same claim is made for the hagia sophia in taşlıcalı 

yahya’s description of that building: see n. 65 above and 
levend, Türk Edebiyatında Şehr-engizler, 103.

69. the medial elif appears to be merged with a superfluous 
dāl, which was presumably written over as a correction.

pes ḫalḳ-ı cihān sulṭān-ı ʿalīşānuñ ol gün vüzerā vu 
ümerāya iltifātını ve ʿulemā vu ṣuleḥāya kemāl-i merte-
be meyl ü muḥabbetini ve ḫayrāt u ḥasenāta raġbetini 
ve reʿāyā vu berāyāya merḥamet ü şefḳatini göricek bī-
iḫtiyār devām-ı devlet-i [32b] pādişāhīye duʿālar ve 
ḳıyām-ı ʿizz ü saʿādet-i şehinşāhīye se̱nālar idüb duʿāʾ-ı 
müslimīne felek-i aʿlāda erāʾik-nişīn59 olan cümle 
melāʾik “Āmīn” diyüb inşāʾa’llāhü’l-melikü’l-muʿīn duʿā-
yı ʿizzet-żımnīleri icābete ḳarīn olmışdur.

Baʿdehu sene-i mezbūre60 [33a] māh-ı Şaʿbān’ınuñ 
on-altıncı güni—ki yevmü’l-cumʿa’dur—pādişāh-ı 
ʿālempenāh ḥażretleri cāmiʿ-i şerīf fetḥ ve edāʾ-i ṣalāt-ı 
cumʿa murād buyurduḳlarında yine ol ʿ aṣruñ ḳuṭbı olan 
ḳıdvetü’l-muḥaḳḳıḳīn, ʿumdetü’l-müdeḳḳiḳīn, ḳuṭb-ı 
zamān, ḳuds-i āşiyān Ḥażret-i maḥmūd efendiʾi cāmiʿ-i 
mezbūrda vāʿiẓ [33b] olub ve “Ḫuṭbe-i şerīfeyi daḫi 
ibtidā ḳırāʾat idesiz” diyü61 emir buyurduḳlarında 
Ḥażret-i maḥmūd efendi62 daḫi imtisā̱l-i emr-i ʿālī idüb 
ibtidā cāmiʿ-i mezbūrda ḫutbe-i şerīfeyi anlar oḳıyub 
baʿdehu cāmiʿ-i mesfūrda vaʿẓ ü naṣīḥat eylediler.

Bundan-ṣoñra yine pādişāh-ı ʿālempenāh ḥażretleri 
[34a] muḳaddemā cāmiʿ-i şerīfüñ ḳubbesi baġlandıḳda 
ʿulemā-yı kibāruñ cümlesine inʿām u iḥsān buyurub 
ṣıġārına daḫi ṣadaḳa vu iḥsān murād buyurduḳlarında 
sūr-ı hümāyūnda fermān olacaḳ63 nevbet-i ی

ة
�پر�ل�  64 

cāmiʿ-i mezbūrda ibtidā fetḥ olub cumʿa namāzı edā 
[34b] olunduġı gün fermān buyurub ʿāmme-i ʿulemā-yı 
ṣıġārı daḫi bu ṭarīḳ ile behr-mend ü ber-murād ve dil-i 
vīrānların şād buyurdılar.

59. the re appears mistakenly dotted.
60. the word was originally (and unnecessarily) suffixed with 

a –de, which has been scraped away to a faint vestige.
61. unusually spelled و

ُ
�لة�ة .د

62. the words Maḥmūd Efendi appear latterly added by the 
scribe, who has here written them in miniscule super-
script.

63. as pointed out to me by edhem eldem, the word was prob-
ably supposed to be olıcaḳ, equivalent to modern olunca. 

64. While perfectly legible, this (compound) word, which is 
written without vocalization, corresponds to nothing i 
have found in the dictionaries. edhem eldem suggested to 
me that it is a misspelling of pür-gītī, with the meaning of 
“full of fortune,” though it would be unusual for gītī to form 
the first element of a compound. regardless of how the 
word should be read, its intended meaning is surely close 
to that proposed by professor eldem.
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[38a] Ṣanasın ravża-ı cennet içinde ol sāḳī-i Kevse̱r
İder āb-ı zülālinden ḳamu ʿaṭşānı ol isḳā

aḳan āb-ı zülāli ṣan nesīm-i ʿıṭr-ı pāki hem
Ṣafā-yı çeşme-i Kevse̱r havā-yı cennetü’l-meʾvā

Duʿā eyler el açub şeş menāre devlet-i şāha
Daḫi beş vaḳt içün eyler ḳamu müʾminlere inbā

oḳunsun dār-ı ḳurrāda niçe yıl āyet-i raḥmān
[38b] odur taʿlīm-i Ḳurʾān’a cihānda mevżiʿ-i ḳarrā

Daḫi dārü’l-ḥadisü̱ñde aḥādīs ̱naḳl olunduḳca
nicarından olur ol rūḥ-ı pāk-i muṣṭafā iḥyā

Dinüldi medreseñ içre ʿulūm-ı ʿāliyye dersi
muḥaṣṣal eyledüñ ḥaḳḳā ṭarīḳ-i ʿilmi sen iḥyā

hezārān mürdeler dārü’ş-şifāda tāze cān buldı
cihānda eyledüñ āb-ı ḥayāt aḥkāmını icrā

[39a] tamāmın Ḥaḳḳ mübārek eylesün Ḫān aḥmed’e 
dāyim

yapılsun devr-i ʿadlinde bunuñ gibi niçe mesv̱ā

muḥaṣṣal bir ese̱r ḳodı cihānda Ḫān aḥmed kim
hezārān devr ide eflāk naẓīri olmaya peydā

recāmız budur Ḥaḳḳ’dan o sulṭān-ı cihān-bānuñ
İde tā ḥaşre dek bāḳī ḳamu ḫayrātını ibḳā

velī fermān-ı sulṭānla aña nāẓır olan aġa
Ṣadāḳatle emānetle neẓāret eyledi ḥaḳḳā73

[39b] müfettiş gel dirāz itme duʿāya başla sulṭāna
İdegör ʿömrüñ olduḳça duʿā-yı devletin icrā

Ḫüdā ʿömrin mezīd itsün ki olsun ḥıfẓ u āmānda
serīr-i ʿizz ü devletde güni günden ola aʿlā

tamām-ı cāmiʿin gördüm çü sulṭān aḥmed’üñ oldum
Didüm tārīḫ teʿāla’llāh zehī bir cāmiʿ-i aʿlā

73. it seems the scribe initially omitted this line in error, as it 
is written in the lower margin, giving the page eight lines 
instead of the usual seven.

leṭāfetde hemān bir serv-i sīm-endāma dönmişdür
[36b] Der ü dīvārı zeyn olmış mücellā mermer-i zībā

olubdur gülşen-i cennet yeşil mermer direklerle
Kim anuñ her sütūnı oldı ṣanasın bir serv-i bāla

İçinde var sütūnı aġırı altun diğer [sic]70 anuñ
Ṭoludur içi ve ṭaşı summāḳī mermer-i raʿnā

velī mirʾāt-ı İskender olubdur cām-ı billūrı
yanan ḳandīllerin yer yer gören direnir kes şehlā

[37a] gelüb ol ḥālet-i vecde kemerler eyledi secde
müdevver ḳubbe-i aʿẓam ṣedef içredür yektā

İder miḥrābına ʿālem ʿibādet Kaʿbe-veş anuñ
teveccüh itmeyince aña ṣaḥīḥ olmaz ṣalāt aṣlā

ʿaceb bir serv-i raʿnādur çeküb ḳaddin çenār-āsā
münaḳḳaş minberin gūyā ṣanursın sidre-i ʿalā

maḳāmuñ cāmiʿ içre şöyle ʿālī maʿbed olmış kim
[37b] hemān bir ḳaṣr-i zībādur içinde cennetüñ gūyā

muraṣṣaʿ tob u kandīller ḳonulmış anda yer yer kim
Ḳamaş gözleri ḫalḳuñ baḳılmaz āfitāb-āsā

muʿallā maḥfilin gör kim oḳıyan ḫūb71 ḥāfıẓlar
velī dürr-i yetīmlerdür içine almış ṣedef-āsā

ʿaceb ol ḳubbe-i beyżā müşābih dürr-i yektāya
Dimişler aña “Şādırvān72 revān ol selsebīl-āsā”

ر .70
َ
�ة���  the only standard word to which this corresponds is .َد

diker, but this is clearly not the intended reading. We are 
dealing instead with a variant or erroneous spelling of 
değer (ر

َ
��
َ
 as proved by the occurrence of the expression ,(د

aġırı altun değer in other poetic works: see cemâl Kurnaz, 
Divan Edebiyatı Yazıları (ankara: akçağ, 1997), 215; and 
vildan serdaroğlu, Sosyal Hayat Işığında Zâtî Divanı (istan-
bul: İsam yayınları, 2006), 146. the couplet as a whole is 
very similar to one describing the hagia sophia by taşlıcalı 
yahya (see n. 65 above): Vardur anda nice summāḳī sütūn 
/ Ḳıymeti oldı aġırı altun (levend, Türk Edebiyatında Şehr-
engizler, 103).

71. the dot of the ḫı has accidentally been omitted.
72. there appears to be a fetḥa over the dāl, but this is proba-

bly a slip of the pen, as i have not found the form şādervān 
attested elsewhere. 



THE DOME-CLOSING CEREMONY OF THE SULTAN AHMED MOSQUE 333

[42a] Dünyevī vü uḫrevī ol ṣāḥib-i luṭf u keremüñ
eyledi Ḥażret-i Ḥaḳḳ cümle murādını edā

luṭf idüb Ḥażret-i Ḥaḳḳ ḳıldı tamāmın tevfīḳ
Baġladı ḳubbe-i ʿulyāsını şükren saʿyā74

Çūn tamām eyledi ol pādişehüñ cāmiʿini
eyledi daʿvet idüb daʿvetini ḳıldı revā

Didi-kim “pādişehüm ʿizzet ü ikrāmla buyur
[42b] İdiñiz farż u nevāfīli [sic]75 be-gün anda edā”

Çıḳdı devletle sarāyından o dem şāh-ı cihān
Ṭoġdı ḫvurşīd- misā̱l virdi cihān içre żiyā

eyledi cāmiʿine çūnki teveccüh sulṭān
Çekdi Düldül-ṣıfat ol esbi hemān ol-dem aġa

gerçi-kim esb idi żāhirde velī maʿnāda ol
Dürr ü yāḳūtla elmāsdan olupdur peydā

[43a] Şol-ḳadar cevhere ġarḳ olmışdı şaʿşaʿası
gün gibi berḳ urub ol ʿāleme virmişdi żiyā

Ḥaḳḳ budur böylece bir raḫt-ı muraṣṣaʿ el-ān
İtmedi kimse cihān içre anı itdi aġa

Çūn süvār oldı o dem76 devletle şāh-ı cihān
Öñine düşdi anuñ cümle vezīr ü ümerā

Ḥarem-i muḥtereminden o şehüñ cāmiʿe dek
[43b] Döşendi77 yollarını cümle serāser dībā

eyledi sīm ü zeri yollarına daḫi nisā̱r
Būy-ı luṭfından anuñ buldı ġanā cümle gedā

geldi devletle o şeh cāmiʿine vaḳt-i seḥer
cümle ḳulları o dem alḳış idüb itdi duʿā

74. though the final word is provided with nunation, which 
would ordinarily give the pronunciation saʿyen, the rhyme 
dictates the pausal reading. the subject of the couplet 
shifts from god to mustafa agha.

75. Nevāfīl is a misspelling of nevāfil.
76. the phrase o dem has been added in small script over oldı.
77. see n. 21 above.

Sene 1026

[40a] Nāẓır-ı cāmiʿ-i şerīf Dārü’s-Saʿādetü’ş- şerīfe aġası 
el-Ḥāc Muṣṭafā Aġa ḥażretlerine cāmiʿ-i sulṭān itmāmında 
virilen ḳaṣīdedür:

evvelā ḥamd ü se̱nā Ḫāliḳ-ı bīçūna sezā
oldurur cümlemüze eyleyen elṭāf u ʿaṭā

s̱aniyā ola ṣalāt aḥmed-i muḫtār’a kim ol
cümle ʿāṣīye şefīʿ olsa gerek rūz-ı cezā

s̱ālisā̱ ola selām āline aṣḥābına kim
[40b] gitdiler emr-i şerīf üzre ṭutub rāh-ı hüdā

Baʿde’zān Ḥażret-i sulṭān-ı cihān aḥmed Ḫān
yaʿnī kim ṭutdı şerīʿat yolını buldı beḳā

Diseler lāyıḳ aña cāmiʿ-i ḫayrāt-ı ʿālem
Ki-eyledi rūy-ı zemīn-de niçe ḫayrāt iḥyā

cümleden eyledi bir cāmiʿ-i lāmiʿ ḥaḳḳā
vaṣf u taṣvīrin anuñ itmedi kimse peydā

[41a] Şol-ḳadar zīnet ü fer virdi nuḳūş-ı ezhār
oldı her bir ṭarafı gūşe-i cennet-āsā

Ḥaḳḳ budur böylece bir cāmiʿ-i zībā-yı laṭīf
görmedi vāḳıʿasında ne cem ü ne Dārā

ger anuñ ḫalḳ-ı cihān olsa eger vaṣṣāfı
Diyeler ḳābil-i taʿbīr değül ḫaḳḳ-ı edā

niçün olmaya muṣannaʿ daḫi mevzūn cāmiʿ?
[41b] aña nāẓır ola ol ṣāḥib-i tedbīr aġa

eyledi ḥasbī neẓāret idüben saʿy-i cemīl
İstiḳāmetle işin başa çıḳardı ḥaḳḳā

saʿy ü kūşişler idüb pādişehüñ cāmiʿine
cān u başıyla çalışdı dimedi ṣubḥ u mesā

niyyet-i ḫāṣṣına şāhid-i ʿādildür kim
cümle müşküllerini eyledi ḥall Bār-Ḫüdā
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History of the Construction of the Mosque of Sultan 
Ahmed I / History of the Sultan Ahmed Mosque83

[0b]84 Boundless high praise and endless best thanks to 
the court of that Knower of secrets and mysteries and 
commender of saints and good men, the omnipotent 
creator and Beneficent nourisher [god], may his glory 
be exalted and his favor spread! [1a] it is deserving and 

 the final folios of the manuscript are inscribed with a reli-
gious tract that is unrelated to (and written in a far rougher 
hand than) the Tarih. its subject is the sinfulness of 
 working on fridays, a topic perhaps inspired by the Tarih’s 
pietistic eulogizing of the mosque. the language used is 
archaic, which suggests that the tract was written not long 
after the manuscript’s original date of production. What 
follows is a transliteration of this text, the remainder of 
which is cut off in the photocopy but presumably ends on 
fol. 47b. Because of the tract’s tangential nature, i have not 
provided a translation of it. [46a] Rivāyetdür: Peyġamberde 
[sic]—ṣalla’llāhü ʿaleyhi ve sellem—ṣordılar cemʿ güni iş 
işleyenüñ ʿ aẕābı nār didiler. Resūl ḥażret buyurdı-kim Allāhü 
teʿālā vaʿde eyledi cemʿ güni iş eyleyen-de on-iki dürlü ʿaẕābı 
vārid. Üci dünyāda ve āḫretde ve āḫretde ve üci āḫretde ve 
üci ḳabrinde ve üci ḳıyāmetde. Evvel üc-kim dünyādadur 
evveli gibidür. Yaʿnī ḳaẕanduġı ḥarāmdur murdārdur olmuş 
gibidür. İkinci ol ḳaẕanduġı aḳçeden yirse Allāhü teʿālā 
namāzın ḳabūl eylemez mādāmki ol ṭaʿām ḳarnındadur. 
Ücinci Peyġamber— ʿaleyhi’s-selām—ḥadīsi̱ne buyurdı: 
İẕā lebise se̱vben min kesbi yevmi’l-Cumʿa lā yaḳbelu’llāhü 
minhü ve lā ʿadlā/ʿadülā; yaʿnī cemʿ gün ḳaẕansa [46b] ol 
aḳçeʾi ḳaftana virse daḫi ol ḳaftanı giyse cemʿiye varsa Allahü 
teʿālā hīç bir vechile ḳabūl eylemez. Ammā ol üc-kim ölüm 
vaḳtindedür evveli āḫrete īmānsız gide ölümi sarḫoşluġıla 
şeyṭān üzerine ġālib ola ikinci ʿAzrāʾīl cānını almaḳda 
ḳaḳmaġıla ala ve ol üc-kim ḳabirdedür Münker ü Nekīr 
suʾāli ḥışmile [sic] ṣora ikincisini şöyle ḳażā kim ṣaġ eygüsi 
ṣol eygüsine geçe ücincisini ḳurr gülūda ola ve ol üc-kim 
āḫretdedür evveli oldur kim gūrında ḳopduġı vaḳtin kāfir ile 
ṭoñuz ṣūretine ḳopa ikinci ḥesāb olmadın Cehenneme gide 
[47a] ücinci Allāhü teʿālā ḥışmına [sic] uġraya Ḥażret-i 
ʿAlī—raḍiya’llāhü ʿanh—rivāyet ider her kim cemʿ güni 
iş işleye münāfıḳdur melʿūndur. Ol Tangrı ḥaḳḳiyçün kim 
benüm nefsüm anuñ ḳudret elindedür cemʿ güni iş işlene 
[sic] ḳıyāmet güninde benüm şefāʿatüm bulmaya ben aña 
şefāʿat itmeyem ve daḫi buyurdı her kim cemʿ güni iş işleye 
ol kişi-kim benüm ümmetüm değüldür zīrā ki cemʿ güni 
şerīf gündür. Dünyā ʿamelini terk itmek gerekdür ve daḫi 
şol Ādem oġlını ki cemʿ güni bir şeḳāvet iş işlese ol beni evde 
yıḳmış gibidür her kim beni evde yıḳsa cehennem [. . .]

83. see n. 1 above.
84. see n. 2 above.

Didiler “pādişehüm ola mübārek cāmiʿ
İdesin biñ yıl içinde n’ola beş vaḳti edā

[44a] “eyleye Ḥażret-i Ḥaḳḳ cümle murāduñ ḥāṣıl
yapasın ʿizzetile niçe bunuñ gibi binā

“ola dergāh-ı Ḫüdā’da n’ola maḳbūl ḫayruñ
göresin iki cihān içre Şehā ḫayr cezā”

Didiler “nāẓır olan ṣāḥib-i luṭf u keremüñ
nice vaṣfın idelüm her ne disek sehv ü ḫaṭā

“hele fi’l-cümle anuñ medḥin ʿayān eyleyelüm
[44b] gelmedi ʿāleme bir böyle kerīm merd-i saḫā

“Ḥaḳḳ budur78 eylemedi kimse efendi yolına
cān u başıyla bu itdi nesi varise fedā

“eylesün şāh-ı cihān luṭf u kerem ol ḳulına
n’ola va’llāhi ide lāyıḳ aña luṭf u ʿaṭā”79

görüb āsā̱rını ol pādişeh-i rūy-ı zemīn
virdi ḫilʿatler aña eyledi hem ḫayr duʿā

[45a] saʿy-i meşkūrını gördükde didi luṭf idüben
“Berḫvordār ol, olasın maẓhar-ı elṭāf-ı Ḫüda

“saʿy idüb cāmiʿimüñ ḫiẕmetini ḳılduñ edā
vire dünyāda ve ʿuḳbāda murāduñ mevlā”

ʿulemā vu ṣuleḥā ḳaldurub el itdi duʿā
“yazıyla defter-i aʿmālüñe ecren ḥasenā80

“Ḳıla ol Bār-ı Ḫüdā81 cümle murāduñ ḥāṣıl
[45b] virmeye cism-i laṭīfüñe ebeden ẕerre-i ḫaṭā

“nitekim ẕāt-ı şerīfüñ ola ṣıḥḥatle ḳarīn
olasın ṣadr-ı saʿādetde muḳīmen ebedā”82

78. the word has been superscribed.
79. it is not entirely clear when the voice switches from that of 

the petitioning public to that of the poet; i have taken the 
end of this couplet as a likely juncture.

80. the nunated pronunciation would be ḥasenen; see n. 74 
above.

81. though unnecessary (the usual compound is Bār-Ḫüdā), 
the iżāfet is indicated with a kesre.

82. the nunated pronunciation would be ebeden; see n. 74 
above. as mentioned in the main text of the present article,
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Next: [Blessings be upon] that king of the kings of the 
world, that heroic vanquisher of mortals, that protector 
of muslims and monotheists and slayer of pagans and 
heretics, that possessor of wise viziers [7a] and benefac-
tor of army-holding commanders, that patron of schol-
ars and luminaries and succor of the righteous and the 
needy, that favorer of the most blessed lords of mankind 
[the descendants of the prophet], the shadow of god 
and the caliph of the world and of the age, by which i 
mean Sultan Ahmed Khan, son of sultan mehmed Khan, 
may god almighty [7b] eternize his rule and perpetuate 
his sultanate till the revolutions [of the ages] cease and 
time ends, if god the all-merciful thus wills. Couplets: o 
god, make this young emperor / happy in the garden of 
life. // make Khidr and elijah on sea and land / time and 
again his companions.88 // make his progeny on king-
ship’s throne / [2a] firm till the Day of Judgment. // 
make his army ever victorious / and his enemy abject 
and low. // and no prayer can be better than this, o god: 
/ make him ever-present on the throne of justice.89

next: on the face of the earth and in the highest 
heaven,90 in the exalted and well-protected capital con-
stantinople—may it never cease to be filled with the 
favors of the lord of creation—did his majesty sultan 
Ahmed Khan—may god perpetuate his reign till Judg-
ment Day—[2b] initiate the building [of a mosque]91 in 
a gladdening and heartening place known as the plea-
sure-rich hippodrome on the eighth day of the noble 
month of shawwal of [the year] 1018 [January 3, 1610]; 92 
[3a] and he appointed as superintendent [nāẓır] over 
the building of this aforesaid mosque the then and pres-
ent honorable and prosperous chief eunuch of the es-

88. regarded as immortal prophets, Khidr and elijah (ilyas) 
feature prominently in islamic (and especially sufi) lore. 
they are sometimes identified with one another but more 
usually considered a saintly pair: Khidr accompanies and 
helps those traveling by sea, elijah those by land. see p. n. 
Boratav, “Khiḍr-ilyās,” and a. J. Wensinck, “al-Khaḍir (al- 
Khiḍr),” in Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (leiden: Brill, 
1954–2002).

89. see n. 13 above.
90. it is unclear whether this evocation of a heavenly status 

refers to istanbul in general or ahmed’s mosque in par-
ticular. either reading seems plausible, and i have kept my 
translation suitably open-ended.

91. see n. 18 above.
92. this is the date on which the first stones of the qibla wall 

were laid, as discussed in the main text of this article.

worthy of mention that he created the whole cosmos—
wondrous of composition—and all the universe—mar-
velous of disposition—by his favorable and perfect 
command and his influential and complete might, 
and—without break or defect—by his matchless and 
peerless sublime dictate. above all, he engendered the 
sons of adam by his pleasant will [1b] and consummate 
wisdom, in a manner most beautiful, and he rendered 
the bestowing of foundations and alms by the pious rich 
upon the poor and destitute a means by which to enter 
the highest heavens, wherein, at the stations of his 
 dominion, the otherworldly minds of those excellent in 
life came to halt and be dazzled, and where, among the 
manifestations of his heavenly kingdom, those who be-
came cognizant of even one modicum of [5a]85 his mys-
teries were left bewildered and amazed. We praise him 
for the abundance of his pure favor, admitting [our] 
weakness and shortcoming, and we thank him for the 
amplitude of his excellent kindnesses, scooping them 
up from the ocean of his glorious world.

and limitless prayers and endless salutations be upon 
that messenger of the two races [humankind and the 
jinn], that mercy of the [5b] world, that mine of truth 
and peace, that ocean of constant munificence, by 
which i mean his majesty [the prophet] muhammad 
mustafa, who is the cause of the creation of both worlds 
and the reason for the advent of the sons of adam, and 
in whose noble honor the lord—may he be glorified 
and exalted—said, “But for you, but for you, i would not 
have created the cosmos.”

[6a] and countless blessings be upon the souls of 
those four illustrious companions, who are the emi-
nent disciples of ahmad86 the chosen one [muham-
mad] and the noble saints of god the protector, may 
god almighty be pleased with them all. Stanza: the four 
walls of the palace of the religion of ahmad, the four 
companions, / [6b] to wit those named abu Bakr, 
omar, uthman, and ali; / may he render their souls 
happy in heaven, / he Who is the merciful, the munifi-
cent, the omnipotent and all-forgiving.87

85. see n. 6 above.
86. it was fortunate for sultan ahmed that he shared one of 

the prophet’s names, an overlap that adds to the resonance 
of the text.

87. see n. 9 above.



ÜNVER RÜSTEM336

tricolor silk, with diverse fabrics and brocades of irides-
cent beauty, in keeping with the couplet “from his hon-
ored harem to that emperor’s mosque / Did he line all 
his path with brocades gold and silver”;94 [9b] and, in 
accordance with custom and decorum, [these cloths] 
were held by several hundred [palace] doorkeepers. 
and as the people of the world awaited the noble ar-
rival of the illustrious sultan—may the all-Bounteous 
King [god] preserve him—[10a] his excellency the 
aforesaid superintendent—long may he live—
[equipped a horse] with bejeweled trappings and an 
encrusted saddle, a gilt brassard and bridle, an un-
matched horsecloth, a crystal mace, and bejeweled stir-
rups to host the feet; in short, he saddled a most noble 
steed—fast as the wind and dripping with gold and or-
nament—[10b] at the imperial tent and, preceded by all 
his servants, brought it with full honor to the gate of 
felicity, where he handed it to the chief equerry. Cou-
plets: it was, to be sure, outwardly a horse, but in essence 
/ formed of pearls, rubies, and diamonds. // [11a] so 
decked was it in jewels that its glitter / flashed like day 
and illuminated the world. // no one on earth had in 
truth ever fashioned / such jeweled trappings as these, 
until the agha did so.95

Thereafter, to prepare for his invitation to the noble 
mosque, his majesty the sultan of the World graciously 
appointed as his representative the then and present 
[11b] grand vizier and illustrious field marshal, his ex-
cellency halil pasha, possessor of exalted might, trailer 
of the skirts of unattainable dignity, font of good works 
and kindnesses, mine of virtues, and recipient of glori-
ous favors; and [the sultan] bade him return to the im-
perial tent with his honorable servants. [12a] his 
enlightened excellency the vizier then awaited a propi-
tious hour to invite that cheer-spreading sultan and 
world-nourishing emperor, watching the ascent of the 
beautiful sun as it illumined the world of the magnani-
mous emperor; [12b] and when it reached the propi-
tious hour, he invited his Blessed majesty the sultan to 
grace the noble mosque with his presence, whereupon 
the emperor graciously presented his honorable excel-
lency the vizier with sumptuous robes of honor, one 
sable-lined and one plain. after he had worn them, [13a] 

94. see n. 21 above.
95. see n. 26 above.

teemed imperial harem and graceful royal palace, the 
toast of possessors of honor and dignity, the trustee of 
kings and sultans, friend [3b] to exalted imperial maj-
esty and companion to highest eternal prosperity, su-
perintendent of the pious foundations of the two holy 
places [mecca and medina], that is to say, him who is 
elevated among the two races, his excellency Hajji Mus-
tafa Agha, may the lord god preserve him. [4a] there-
after, on the fourth day of Jumada ii of the year 1026 
[June 8, 1617]—which was a thursday—the completion 
of the light-filled mosque was facilitated and ensured by 
the aid of the lord god almighty, in keeping with the 
trustworthy hadith “god gives his blessings on saturday 
and thursday.”93 and several days before it came time 
to close the exalted dome, [4b] his excellency the afore-
said superintendent—long may he live—was ordered 
to set up a place for the sultan of the seven climes in the 
mosque’s honorable courtyard, whereupon the faithful 
superintendent, in accordance with the imperial com-
mand, pitched that heavenly tent [8a]—whose azure 
cupola reached the sky and whose golden finial shone 
upon the world—in that graceful and noble location, as 
befitting ottoman law and imperial custom; and he had 
curtains of cloth of gold and silver hung all around it, 
completing the imperial tent as well as one could wish. 
[8b] thereafter, in fulfilment of the sultan’s decree and 
because of his selfless supervision, the aforesaid super-
intendent—long may he live—from dawn to late morn-
ing lined both sides of the sultanic road—[9a] from the 
gate of the privy chamber of the imperial palace to the 
exalted tent that had been erected at the noble 
mosque—with variegated cloths of gold and silver and 

�����ة��س .93
�ل��ب ا و  ��������ب��ة  ا �ل�����  ا ك  �  the hadith as written is far from �ب�ا

trustworthy: i have not found it in the usual compendia, 
and its use appears to have been overwhelmingly limited 
to the ottoman sphere. for other instances of it, see Belkıs 
altuniş-gürsoy, “Âmedî galib efendi sefâretnâmesi,” 
Erdem 9, no. 27 (1997): 930; evliyā Çelebi, Seyahatnâme, 
4:162, translated into english in evliyā Çelebi, Evliya Çelebi 
in Bitlis: The Relevant Section of the Seyahatname, trans. 
and ed. robert Dankoff (leiden: e. J. Brill, 1990), 329; and 
hazim Šabanović, “hasan Kāfī pruščak,” Prilozi za orijen-
talnu filologiju = Revue de philologie oriental 50 (2002): 
67n47, whose translation i have adapted. that thursday 
is esteemed in god’s eyes is, however, an established tra-
dition: see g. h. a. Juynboll, Encyclopedia of Canonical 
Ḥadīth (leiden: Brill, 2007), 628.
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everywhere, that a knowledgeable appraiser would 
equate the value of the bejeweled and encrusted trap-
pings—the like of which no sultan past had attained—
with the taxes of rum. [16a] indeed, such is the case that 
mystics would consider it impossible for the winds of 
fortune to bring [again] the like or equal [of the trap-
pings], even were the firmament to rotate a hundred 
times.

Thereafter, his majesty the sultan of the World and 
his two flourishing princes reached the august imperial 
tent [16b] and wished to enter, whereat the flourishing 
princes dismounted first; and the auspicious emperor 
was escorted by his excellency the aforesaid super-
intendent to a splendid bejeweled throne—variegated 
with diverse gemstones—that had been placed inside 
the portico of the tent, [17a] and he sat upon it. Couplets: 
that emperor came in state to the mosque in early 
morn, / as all his slaves applauded and prayed. // they 
said, “Blessed be the mosque, my emperor, / may you 
perform your devotions therein for a thousand years!102

Then, in preparation for the saying of prayers at the 
closing of the noble mosque’s exalted dome, [17b] the 
august emperor called his excellency mahmud [hüda-
yi] efendi, saint of the age and dweller in holiness, con-
duit of the lord god’s kindness; and when he came, [the 
sultan] granted the said saint a sumptuous sable-lined 
robe of honor, after which [the sultan] favored other 
mendicants and dervishes—the saint’s followers— 
[18a] with sumptuous robes befitting their condition. 
Then, the sultan commanded that the said saint, togeth-
er with all the viziers, distinguished ulema, and the 
building superintendent, should climb and close the 

ingale [knows] the worth of a flower, ali [b. abi talib] the 
worth of [his slave] qanbar.” this poem, whose origin i 
have not been able to determine, enjoyed fairly wide cur-
rency in persianate literary culture, with the first hemistich 
often isolated and used proverbially, as it is in the Tarih. 
see Ṭayyār-zade aḥmed ʿaṭā, Osmanlı Saray Tarihi: Tarîh-i  
Enderûn, ed. mehmet arslan, 5 vols. (istanbul: Kitabevi, 
2010), 2:138; m. l. Banner, ed., Everybody’s Hand-book of 
Proverbs (allahabad, 1893), 67; and thomas roebuck, trans. 
and ed., A Collection of Proverbs, and Proverbial Phrases, in 
the Persian and Hindoostanee Languages (calcutta: printed 
at the hindoostanee press, 1824), 317, no. 1602.

102. see n. 37 above. there is a discrepancy between the time 
stated for the sultan’s procession (early morning) and the 
timeframe given for mustafa agha’s preparation of the 
route (dawn to late morning).

at the happy and glad hour, his most mighty majesty the 
emperor—accompanied by his worthy and fortunate 
sons, two flourishing princes who were the apples of his 
imperial eye and the fruits of his prosperous lineage—
emerged from the glorious imperial palace, his counte-
nance appearing from the lofty and exalted vault96 like 
the luminous sun as it rises in exaltation; [13b] and in 
acceptance of the invitation, the sultan drew towards 
his noble mosque in state and glory. and in accordance 
with the couplets “Whenas the sultan turned to his 
mosque, / the agha that moment brought that Duldul-
like horse.97 // When the world’s emperor then mounted 
[his horse] in state, / [14a] all his viziers and command-
ers set out before him,”98 the glorious and prosperous 
emperor mounted the wind-swift horse and, with the 
two flourishing princes, saluted the soldiers of islam; 
and as he came [to the mosque], the populace, the cav-
alry and janissaries, and all the ruthless [foreign] ambas-
sadors were prepared and ready to view the sultan, [14b] 
and they viewed him avidly while praying for the long 
reign of his exalted majesty the sultan, who went with 
pomp and glory towards the heaven-high tent. verily 
was it a wind-swift steed whose legs were monuments 
to glory and prosperity,99 and whose giraffe-like hooves 
were shod [15a] with the crescent of the eid of conquest 
and victory. and even the bankers and jewelers of the 
age were astounded, confounded, and dumbfounded in 
estimating the value of its encrusted trappings. and if 
one had to place a value, it is clearer than day that they 
could not be acquired for fewer than 70,000 gold 
coins.100 [15b] and in keeping with the hemistich: The 
goldsmith knows the worth of gold, the jeweler the worth 
of jewels,101 it is a matter certain and true, agreed by all 

96. this is presumably a reference to the palace gate or, synec-
dochically, to the palace itself.

97. Duldul was the prophet muhammad’s mule.
98. see n. 30 above.
99. it is difficult to translate devāʾim, here rendered “monu-

ments,” more faithfully or definitively: the word is unat-
tested and appears to be an ad hoc pluralization of dāʾim 
(see n. 31 above), an active participle that means “perpet-
ual” and does not usually function as a noun.

100. this is rather more than the 50,000 gold coins (zec-
chini) estimated by the bailo nani: see p. 287 of the main  
article.

101. the hemistich forms the first part of a persian couplet 
whose second half (see n. 33 above) translates, “the night-
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muslims said amen; and with the aid of god, the lord 
and helper, their prayers were favorably accepted. 
then, the sultan commanded [21b] that precious robes 
of honor be conferred on all the viziers, the ulema and 
righteous, and the dignitaries and mendicants—high 
and low—who were present in that mosque, and in ac-
cordance with the glorious order, his excellency the 
grand vizier halil pasha was at that moment granted a 
splendid sable-lined robe, in keeping with the couplet: 
[22a] May the emperor of the world favor and honor that 
slave of his, / Would that he show him such grace and fa-
vor as he deserves.106 and the other great viziers, honor-
able ulema, members of the council, dignitaries, imams, 
preachers, [22b] righteous individuals, and most blessed 
sayyids107 were in due order likewise granted their share 
of sultanic robes, gratifying their wishes.

When the most dignified emperor ascended the com-
manding throne that had been placed in the glorious 
pavilion adjoining his exalted mosque, splendid robes 
of honor were given even to all the following: first, the 
inspector of pious foundations, who is most favored 
among the state ulema; [23a] and second, the chief ar-
chitect [reʿīsü’l-miʿmārīn], the building supervisor 
[emīn], others servants and trustees of the construction, 
eremite shaykhs, and the two congregational imams. 
they then had the honor of kissing the auspicious sul-
tanic hand, [23b] and they said prayers for the continu-
ation of the emperor’s reign and for the increase of his 
life and glory.

after this, the glorious emperor sat on the variously 
bejeweled and colorfully encrusted [24a] throne of ex-
alted fortune that had been placed inside the illustrious 
imperial tent, and his compelling decree was as follows: 
“let all the viziers, ulema, commanders, members of the 
council, and men of rank kiss my auspicious hand as 
their honorable predecessors have on the noble eids,” 
[24b] whereupon first the chief of the prophet’s descen-
dants and second the tutor of the flourishing princes 
kissed [his] hand and prayed for the imperial state, after 
whom followed members of the council, namely all the 

106. see n. 45 above.
107. Sādāt can also mean “dignitaries,” and it is in this general 

sense that i have usually translated it. here, however, the 
qualification kesī̱retü’l-berekāt (most blessed) suggests that 
the text is referring specifically to the prophet’s descen-
dants.

lofty dome with prayer and eulogy. and in compliance 
with the illustrious command, they—his excellency 
mahmud efendi, all the viziers, the grand [18b] mufti, 
the two chief military judges, the chief eunuch, and the 
chief treasurer—ascended that exalted dome while, in-
side and outside the mosque, all the rest of the ulema 
and the righteous and the sayyids and the mendicants103 
opened their hands in prayers with a thousand supplica-
tions and entreaties, in keeping with the couplet: When 
devotions were performed in the mosque of the heavens / 
[19a] The [celestial] lotus tree opened the hand of sup-
plication in prayer;104 and they all prayed and eulogized 
until the lofty dome was closed and completed, some of 
them reciting the holy Koran, others saying gracious 
prayers for the blessed muhammad mustafa [19b]—the 
best of prayers be upon him—and still others glorifying 
god and professing his oneness.

after those aforementioned had closed the dome and 
descended, the sultan decreed that the aforesaid saint—
in accordance with the couplet: Come, O Preacher, and 
give us counsel and advice, / And guide us to the path of 
righteousness105—should embark on a sermon [vaʿẓ] to 
advise the faithful muslims present at the mosque; [20a] 
and upon the issuance of that sultanic command, the 
aforesaid saint readied himself to preach and counsel in 
a pleasing manner. the august emperor, meanwhile, 
[20b] prepared with humility and reverence for the 
preacher’s assembly, and with insightful vision did he 
witness the faithful words of the reverend saint, who 
conveyed and explicated the noble divine scripture and 
the pleasing traditions of god’s beloved [the prophet 
muhammad], as commanded by god, the all-Knowing 
helper. When the sermon ended, the illustrious em-
peror, whom it pleased to the highest degree, [21a] re-
quested the good prayers of the aforementioned saint, 
whereupon the said saint raised his hands in prayer with 
a thousand supplications and devotions, and all the 

103. the word fuḳarā can also be understood to mean the poor 
more generally, but the text goes on to say that these indi-
viduals were given robes of honor, which suggests that we 
are dealing with dervishes.

104. see n. 39 above. the lotus (or lote) tree in question is the 
Sidrat al-Muntahā, which marks the boundary of the sev-
enth heaven: see a. rippin, “sidrat al-muntahā,” in Ency-
clopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (leiden: Brill, 1954–2002).

105. see n. 43 above.
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the expenses of the noble mosque. [. . .?]109 [28b] By the 
honor of the lord of prophets [muhammad], and in 
keeping with the couplet “he exerted himself with zeal 
for the emperor’s mosque, / Working with heart and 
soul, whether morning or evening,”110 verily the service 
that his excellency the aforesaid superintendent ren-
dered at the noble mosque had never been given by any 
slave to his master, as is general and widespread knowl-
edge among the people. [28.1a]111 But [likewise] none of 
the earlier sultans had shown a slave of his such abun-
dant favor and limitless grace as his illustrious majesty 
the sultan [ahmed] ordered to be shown to his excel-
lency the aforesaid superintendent on account of his 
exalted superintendence and in reward for the service 
he gave to the aforementioned mosque. [28.1b] truly 
were [his] service and integrity such that it is fitting that 
he should receive [so many] favors from the mighty em-
peror in reward for his service, and likewise apt if the 
service he diligently rendered at the noble mosque and 
the abundant good prayers he said for the world-shel-
tering emperor should earn the bountiful reward of god 
the illustrious King [29a] and secure his place in para-
dise. and may god the all-powerful King, Who facili-
tates and predestines, daily increase and make more 
abundant the life and state of his majesty the emperor, 
refuge of the world! amen o helper, by the honor of 
muhammad the trustworthy. truly was that day such 
an auspicious holiday that [29b] the people of the world 
were thus adorned and ornamented with various sump-
tuous robes of honor, and those in the highest heaven at 
the foot of the divine throne and the houris and youths 
in exalted paradise danced with joy and delight. and the 
people of the world sweated with embarrassment at the 
selfless favor that the mighty emperor had shown them. 
[30a] 

furthermore, the sultan was watched that day by the 
ruthless [foreign] ambassadors who were present at the 
assembly, and when they—despite having not a trace of 
faith in their hardened hearts, wherein the devil and 
rebellion resided—saw the selfless favor that [30b] the 
magnanimous sultan conferred on the people of the 
world, together with the good works and pious deeds 

109. see n. 53 above.
110. see n. 54 above.
111. see n. 55 above.

chief doorkeepers, the tasters, and the officers; then his 
excellency the grand vizier [25a] and other great vi-
ziers; then the minister of finance; then108 the jurist of 
mankind, his eminence the grand mufti; then other 
honorable ulema; and they performed the ancient cus-
tom and great rite of humbly kissing the auspicious 
hand [of the sultan], at the same time praying for the 
continuance of the emperor’s life and state and appeal-
ing for the perpetuity of his power and prosperity. [25b]

Then, when the gracious sultan returned in state with 
the flourishing princes to his glorious palace, the viziers, 
ministers, and dignitaries of the council set out, as ear-
lier, before him; and once they had reached and entered 
his sacrosanct palace, [26a] a bejeweled dagger, a be-
jeweled khanjar, two sable-lined robes of honor, three 
sumptuous plain robes of honor, a purse of gold coins of 
full carat, five purses of piasters, and limitless shiny 
aspers were granted by royal decree to his excellency 
the aforesaid superintendent—long may he live—on 
account of his selfless superintendence and in reward 
for the service he had given the noble mosque. [26b] 
after he had received boundless and innumerable royal 
favors, fifteen of his slaves were [also] rewarded, some 
with the rank of halberdier, others with that of officer, 
and others still with that of cavalryman or doorkeeper. 
then, each of those who had served [in creating] the 
aforesaid mosque [27a] was granted a sumptuous robe 
of honor, with some being honored with the rank of 
 officer, some that of halberdier, and others that of door-
keeper. may god almighty—glory be to him—pre-
serve and protect from sin and danger the glorious 
person of his most mighty majesty the emperor! amen, 
o helper! [27b]

it is clearer and brighter than day—and a matter of 
doubtless certainty—that not a tenth of a tenth of such 
generosity had been seen before. moreover, neither a 
faltering pen nor indeed an eloquent tongue are capable 
of describing it, as is clearer than day to men of intelli-
gence and excellence. [28a] and the aspers spent on the 
expenses of the noble mosque were all those that his 
excellency the aforesaid superintendent had acquired 
by the noble command of the sublime sultan on account 
of his exalted superintendence, and [not] a penny from 
the imperial [public] treasury was thereafter spent on 

108. see n. 50 above.
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after this, his majesty the emperor, refuge of the 
world, [34a], having already bestowed gifts and favors 
on the distinguished ulema when the dome was closed, 
[now] wished to grant charity and favors to those ulema 
of lesser rank also, and when the order was given at the 
imperial festival, their auspicious [?] turn was called by 
royal command on the day when the aforementioned 
mosque was first opened and the friday prayer per-
formed [therein];113 [34b] and in this manner, he like-
wise rendered joyous the desolate hearts of all the lesser 
ulema, granting them their share and satisfying their 
desires.

This is the chronogrammed qasida composed for the com-
pletion of the noble mosque and given to His Majesty the 
Emperor, refuge of the world:114

[35a] o shah! praise and glory be to him who is the lord 
[god],

to him belong kindness and benevolence, to him 
 belong favor and generosity.

to the resplendent pure soul of the sultan of creation 
[muhammad],

as also to his companions and kinsmen, offer [you all] 
prayers and salutations.

Because, o large-hearted sultan, you have modeled 
yourself on him,

you have truly executed the rule of holy law in the 
world.

remain firm on the throne of kingship in glory and 
 majesty,

[35b] may the lord almighty facilitate your heart’s 
 pleasures.

113. While the overall meaning is clear enough, the passage is 
rather convoluted and difficult to parse. moreover, it con-
tains a word that i have not been able to identify and have 
tentatively translated as “auspicious” (see n. 64 above). i 
am extremely grateful to edhem eldem for helping me 
navigate the text, though we differ in our interpretation of 
certain details.

114. see n. 65 above.

done in the path of god and the effort and labor exerted 
in the course of the religion of muhammad, countless 
infidels could not help but come to islam, wherewith 
they were honored with the glory of islam [31a] and 
decked in royal favor. and even the remaining wicked 
infidels could not help but say countless prayers for the 
life and state of the mighty and exalted sultan, that he 
should remain secure and stable on his throne of glory; 
and so they confirmed as was right the glory and power 
pertaining to the religion of muhammad and to the em-
peror of islam, [31b] while seeing for certain the igno-
miny and vengefulness of their [own] false rites; and 
whether the ambassador of the reprobate qizilbash 
[savafid] or whether venetian, fleming, or frank—they 
are one scourge alike—all of them were frustrated and 
confounded, their heads hung in vexation and sadness, 
and each of them was plunged into utter disgrace. [32a]

and so the people of the world—seeing the favor that 
the illustrious emperor showed that day to the viziers 
and commanders, his perfect affection for the ulema 
and the righteous, his inclination for good works and 
pious deeds, and his kindness to and compassion for all 
his subjects—could not help but pray for the preserva-
tion of the emperor’s state [32b] and for the continu-
ance of his glory and happiness. to the muslims’ prayer 
did all the angels enthroned in the highest heavens say 
amen, and—god almighty willing—their glorious 
prayers have been answered.

thereafter, [33a] on friday, the sixteenth day of the 
month of shaʿban in the aforementioned year [august 
18, 1617], his majesty the emperor, refuge of the world, 
wished for the noble mosque to be opened and for the 
friday prayer to be performed [therein], whereupon 
that chief saint of the age, his excellency mahmud 
 efendi—paradigm among mystics, pillar of learned 
men, and holy saint of the age—again served as preach-
er in the aforementioned mosque; [33b] and upon the 
[sultan’s] command that he first deliver the noble 
 khutba [friday sermon], his excellency mahmud 
 efendi, in accordance with the exalted order, first gave 
the noble khutba, and thereafter preached and exhorted 
in the said mosque.112

112. a distinction is being drawn here between the ordinary 
sermon (vaʿẓ, from arabic waʿẓ) and the khutba, which is 
reserved for fridays and holidays.
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its crystal glass, moreover, is as alexander’s mirror,
Whoever see its lamps lit round about stops and squints 

amazed.

[37a] the arches reached ecstasy and prostrated 
 themselves,

the exalted round dome is unique, engulfed by 
 mother-of-pearl.117

the world worships before its mihrab as if at the Kaʿba,
prayer can never be true without turning toward it.

it is a wondrous elegant cypress, soaring like a plane 
tree,

you would think its ornamented minbar a high lotus 
tree.

so exalted a temple did your [imperial] loge inside the 
mosque become

[37b] that it is exactly like a beautiful pavilion in 
 heaven.

it is dotted with jeweled chandeliers and lamps that,
sun-like, cannot be looked upon by the people’s dazzled 

eyes.

see its exalted gallery where the fine memorizers who 
recite [the Koran]

are like singular pearls in a mother-of-pearl shell.

that wondrous white dome is akin to a unique pearl,
they said to it, “o ablutions fountain! flow like a 

 heavenly spring.”

[38a] it is as if that conduit of [the heavenly spring] 
Kawthar were in the garden of paradise;

it quenches the thirst of all with its delicious water.

you would think its delicious water and its pure 
 perfumed breeze

the pureness of the spring of Kawthar and the air of the 
paradise of refuge.

117. as well as positing the dome as a pearl, this image may 
refer to the effect of the lead cladding on the dome’s exte-
rior.

since it is you, o shah, who in this age encompasses all 
good deeds,115

truly have you built a mosque adorned and beautiful.

above all, the flourishing house [Kaʿba] and the city of 
god’s prophet [medina]

have been reanimated in your time, given honor and 
new life.

may your good works find favor in the eyes of god 
 almighty,

for your exquisite mosque has become a paradise of 
refuge in the world.

 
[36a] What a sublime temple! its like or counterpart 

cannot be found,
for it is a pure spring of piety for the people of faith.

this mosque is a masjid al-aqsa for the sake of the 
healthy,

and for the poor it is an exalted Kaʿba.116

With its bejeweled glass, it is a mosque magnificent and 
wondrous,

no [other] king has been favored with an exquisite 
mosque of this kind.

in elegance it transformed at once into a silvery cypress,
[36b] its doors and walls are ornamented [with] 

 beautiful sparkling marble.

With its green marble pillars, it is a heavenly rose garden
Whose every column you would think a high cypress.

Within it are columns worth their weight in gold,
its inside and outside abound in exquisite porphyry.

115. Cāmiʿü’l-ḫayrāt. the original ottoman plays richly on the 
multiple senses of these words. as well as meaning “that 
which collects/unites,” cāmiʿ denotes a congregational 
mosque, and the word recurs in this capacity in the fol-
lowing hemistich. Ḫayrāt likewise ranges in meaning from 
generic “good things” to “charitable works” and even “pious 
foundation.” 

116. see n. 68 above.
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as long as you have life, pray for his prosperity.

god increase his life that it may be preserved and 
protected,

may he grow daily more exalted on his throne of power 
and glory.

When i saw the completion of his mosque, i belonged 
to sultan ahmed;

i stated the date, god almighty—what a sublime 
mosque!

Anno 1026

[40a] This is the qasida given to the superintendent of the 
noble mosque, the agha of the Noble Abode of Felicity 
[chief eunuch of the imperial harem], His Excellency 
Hajji Mustafa Agha, upon the completion of the sultan’s 
mosque:

first, praise and glory to the Divine creator are merited;
he it is who bestows favor and munificence on us all.

second, let there be prayers for the chosen ahmad 
[muhammad],

Who will surely intercede for all sinners on Judgment 
Day.

third, salutations be upon his kinsmen and com panions,
[40b] Who, upon [his] noble command, followed the 

righteous path.

then, [on] his majesty the sultan of the World, ahmed 
Khan,

Who took the road of sacred law, achieving immortality.

let them say he is worthy of all the good works on earth,
for he has created so many good works in the world.

above all, he has built a mosque truly resplendent,
the description or image of which no one has produced.

[41a] Designs of flowers give [it] so much beauty and 
luster

that every part of it is as a corner of heaven.

the six minarets open their hands in prayer for the 
sultan’s state,

and they call all the faithful to the five times [of daily 
prayer].

let holy scripture be read for countless years at the 
house of [Koran] readers;

[38b] for the study of the Koran, it is the world’s locus 
of recitation.

and whenever the traditions [of the prophet] are  related 
at your college of hadith,

that pure soul of the chosen one [muhammad] is 
 revivified from its source.

lessons of the exalted [theological] sciences are taught 
in your madrasa,

in short, you have truly revived the path of learning.

thousands of dead have found new life at the hospital,
you have made the water of life flow in the world.

[39a] may all of it [the complex] be always blessed by 
the lord for ahmed Khan,

may many like houses be built during his just reign.

in short, ahmed Khan has placed such a work on the 
earth

that should the heavens rotate a thousand times, its like 
would not appear.

our plea to the lord is this: may that world-ruling 
sultan’s

good works all be preserved till Doomsday.

as for the agha who supervised it upon sultanic 
command,

truly did he superintend with devotion and fidelity.

[39b] come, inspector,118 tarry not—start praying for 
the sultan,

118. the inspector of pious foundations (müfettiş-i evḳāf), who 
is mentioned on fol. 23a of the manuscript. in an extended 
sense, the couplet is also inviting the general reader to visit 
and inspect the mosque.
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[43a] so decked was it in jewels that its glitter
flashed like day and illuminated the world.

no one on earth had in truth ever fashioned
such jeweled trappings as these, until the agha did so.

When the world’s emperor then mounted [his horse] in 
state,

all his viziers and commanders set out before him.

from his honored harem to that emperor’s mosque
[43b] Was his path all lined with brocades gold and 

silver.119

and he scattered gold and silver along his path,
every pauper found wealth in his generous spirit.

that emperor came in state to the mosque in early 
morn,

as all his slaves applauded and prayed.

they said, “Blessed be the mosque, my emperor,
may you perform your devotions therein for a thousand 

years.

[44a] “may the lord almighty grant your every desire,
may you create many glorious buildings like this.

“may your good work please god’s court,
may you be rewarded, o emperor, in both worlds.”

they said, “of that kind and generous superintendent,
let us sing his praises; whatever we say will not be 

enough.

“let us extol him loud and clear at the very least,
[44b] such a munificent, generous man the world has 

never seen.

“in truth, no one has trod this gentleman’s path,
he sacrificed his all with heart and soul.

“may the emperor of the world favor and honor that 
slave of his,

119. see n. 21 above.

indeed, neither Jamshid nor Darius ever dreamt
of a mosque of such graceful elegance.

should the people of the world attempt to describe it,
they would say it is impossible to do it justice.

Why should there not be such a well-proportioned, 
artful mosque?

[41b] may that diligent agha oversee it.

admirably did he exert himself, supervising without 
thought of gain,

truly with integrity did he take the job in hand.

he exerted himself with zeal for the emperor’s mosque,
Working with heart and soul, whether morning or 

evening.

the just witness to his pure intentions was he
Who resolved all his difficulties, the lord god.

[42a] on earth and in heaven, god almighty has granted
every wish of that kind and generous man.

graciously did god almighty facilitate its completion,
he [the agha] closed its high dome with thanks and hard 

work.

Whenas he completed that emperor’s mosque,
he invited [the sultan] with a fitting invitation.

he said, “my emperor, come in glory and honor,
[42b] perform there daily the obligatory and 

supererogatory [prayers].”

the world’s emperor then emerged in state from his 
palace,

rising like the sun and illuminating the world.

Whenas the sultan turned to his mosque,
the agha that moment brought that Duldul-like horse.

it was, to be sure, outwardly a horse, but in essence
formed of pearls, rubies, and diamonds.
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the ulema and the pious lifted their hands and prayed,
“may a happy reward be inscribed in the book of your 

deeds.

“may the lord god grant your every desire,
[45b] always sparing your gracious person from sin.

“and so may your noble person be in good health,
and forever fixed in the seat of felicity.”120

120. the words spoken in the final three couplets seem to be 
meant for mustafa agha, though they would apply equally 
well to the sultan. this ambiguity works to the qasida’s 
advantage and is perhaps deliberate.  

Would that he show him such grace and favor as he 
 deserves.”

seeing his deeds, that emperor of the world
gave him robes of honor and prayed for him.

[45a] on seeing his laudable efforts, he graciously said, 
“Be prosperous; may you be the object of god’s favor.

“through your efforts have you rendered service to my 
mosque,

may the lord grant your wishes in the world and the 
hereafter.”
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dated 21 Muharram 837 (september 6, 1433), the pil-
grimage scroll in the Museum of islamic art, doha, was 
made on behalf of sayyid yusuf b. sayyid shihab al-din 
Ma Waraʾ al-nahri—a descendant of the Prophet Mu-
hammad whose family origins were in transoxiana—to 
record a lesser pilgrimage (ʿumra) and non-obligatory 
visits to other holy sites.1 at 615 centimeters long and 
35 centimeters wide, the mammoth scroll features rep-
resentations of the major Muslim holy sites and objects 
including: the kaʿba and sacred Mosque (al-masjid al-
Ḥarām) in Mecca, with the adjacent “trotting space” 
(masʿā) extending between Mounts safa and Marwa; 
the Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad in Medina, 
which housed his tomb and those of the first two caliphs, 
abu bakr and ʿumar; the Prophet’s sandal; Jerusalem, 
featuring the dome of the rock and the aqsa Mosque, 
built atop the noble sanctuary (al-Ḥaram al-Sharīf); the 
Cave of the Patriarchs in hebron, where abraham and 
his family were buried; the tomb of the first shiʿi imam, 
ʿali b. abi talib, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet 
Muhammad, in najaf; and the tomb of the third shiʿi 
imam, husayn, in karbala (figs. 1a and 1b).

integrated with representations of the pilgrim’s itin-
erary of holy sites is a textual program that exploits 
variations in the type, size, and color of the script—
as well as the eclectic relations between writing and 
ground—imbuing the scroll with added visual potency, 
meaning, and urgency. the texts comprise carefully 
chosen inscriptions from the koran, proclamatory and 
benedictory texts in arabic, and a narrative of visitation 
(ziyārātnāma, lit. “book of visitation”) composed in ara-
bic and Persian. from the ziyārātnāma we learn that 
the scroll—presumably the document as a whole—was 
meant to record the pilgrim’s journey to najaf and other 

sacred places and shrines, after which he would receive 
a title and gifts. the scroll was produced at the conclu-
sion of his travels to present to people across a broad 
swath of medieval society, including sultans, viziers, 
sayyids, judges, dervishes, and custodians of religious 
endowments. it concludes with the signatures of six wit-
nesses who collectively verified the rites of pilgrimage 
and visitation.

as a whole, the doha scroll depicts a group of reli-
gious sites that were laden with potent historical sig-
nificance and religious meaning. the architecture of 
these sites—especially Mecca and Jerusalem—com-
memorated historical events and significant individu-
als through signs and markers in urban and extra-urban 
landscapes spanning the time of creation and the line 
of prophecy stretching from adam to Muhammad. Pre-
islamic history was emphasized through the Cave of the 
Patriarchs in hebron, where abraham and his family 
were buried. events from islam’s early history were also 
stressed through the burial sites of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s Companions and of the first caliphs, abu bakr and 
ʿumar, as well those of the Prophet’s cousin and son-
in-law ʿali b. abi talib and grandson husayn. the lan-
guage of the scroll styles these sites as “precincts” (sing. 
ḥaram), “places of witnessing” (sing. mashhad), and “sa-
cred thresholds” (sing. ʿataba-yi sharīf). mashhads were 
mostly tombs that marked, in perpetuity, physical pres-
ence, through the bodily remains of a revered person 
or persons. some mashhads commemorated the transi-
tory presence of historical figures and important events, 
and were sometimes built based on visions (mashhad 
al-ruʾyā).2 scrolls served as proofs—mute witnesses—of 
obligatory acts of pilgrimage (both the ḥajj [greater pil-
grimage] and ʿ umra [lesser pilgrimage]) and, frequently, 
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voluntary, recommended visitations (sing. ziyāra). the 
visual forms these scrolls took also suggested a spiritual 
choreography enacted in a space and time past that 
could be recalled in the present by their owners, as well 
as by those persons who were allowed to view them. 
this transcendent aspect was a perennial attribute of 
the pilgrimage scroll, as it was for other kinds of objects 
that simultaneously activate and construct memory.3

although pilgrimage scrolls were commemorative 
and personal in nature, they also held evidentiary status 

akin to verified legal documents. they were acquired by 
the pilgrim at the conclusion of a pilgrimage to Mec-
ca—whether the ḥajj or the ʿumra—or in other places 
encompassed by the journey. it was common for the 
pilgrim to make voluntary visits to the other major holy 
sites of islam—Medina and Jerusalem—either before 
or after the journey to Mecca, and to travel to additional 
places of spiritual importance that were selected based 
on a variety of factors including individual belief, per-
sonal choice, financial means, and political realities: in 

fig. 1a. sections 1–29 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll (annotated with fig. nos. 2–12). doha, Museum of islamic art, 
Ms.267.1998. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar)

fig. 1b. sections 30–40 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll (annotated with fig. nos. 13–22). doha, Museum of islamic art, 
Ms.267.1998. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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the example of the doha scroll, the pilgrim also visited 
hebron, najaf, and karbala.

this type of document was produced for the pilgrim 
as a personal and official record of having accomplished 
a pilgrimage.4 a large number of certificates were made 
to authenticate pilgrimages by proxy. Proxy pilgrim-
ages were generally commissioned by the family of a 
deceased relative or for relatives who were physically un-
able to make the journey. the preferred format for such 
certificates, whether by proxy or not, was the scroll (ar. 

darj, pl. durūj)—making them analogous to other sorts 
of authorized, official documents—presumably because 
of its convenient portability and ease of display.5 While 
the scope of content in a pilgrimage certificate was too 
little to make much practical sense as a codex, the indis-
putable physical advantage of the scroll was that, when 
unrolled, it could reveal sequential segments of the 
journey, or even the complete itinerary from beginning 
to end. the extended temporality of the pilgrim’s jour-
ney could be collapsed into an instantaneous  viewing 
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experience if the scroll were opened in its entirety. in 
the current absence of records describing specific usage 
and viewing practices, we can only propose a range of 
possible uses: perhaps portions of the scroll were made 
visible through stages of unrolling and rolling; alterna-
tively, a scroll might have been completely unrolled, and 
thus rendered visible from beginning to end. there are 
no specific physical features indicating the most com-
mon display techniques for these scrolls.

the layout, content, and conventions of the doha 
pilgrimage scroll, a matrix of painted and written forms 
arranged to be seen in vertical orientation, continues 
in most of its aspects a long-standing artistic practice 
of representing Muslim “sacred geography.”6 the best 
and earliest known examples are found in a corpus of 
some 150 scrolls dated between 1084 and 1310, which was 
discovered in 1893 at the umayyad great Mosque in da-
mascus. an examination of these documents revealed 
an intensified period of production when the seljuqs 
(1078–1117) and ayyubids (1186–1260) ruled damascus, 
as well as a steady increase in the practice of embedding 
images of holy places amid the text, especially from the 
late 1100s onward.7 such scrolls continued to be made 
throughout the islamic lands, with two especially well-
known examples made in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries: the earlier one is dated 836 (1432–33), in the 
name of Maymuna bint Muhammad b. ʿabd allah al-
Zardali,8 while the later one, dated 951 (1544–45), re-
cords a proxy pilgrimage made by Piri b. sayyid ahmad 
for the late Şehzade Mehmed (d. 1543), one of the sons 
of the ottoman sultan süleyman i (r. 1520–66).9 Proxy 
pilgrims were required to have already performed a 
ḥajj for themselves. these latter specimens are more 
comparable to the doha scroll than those making up 
the damascus corpus, which spans the late eleventh to 
early fourteenth centuries, because they were patently 
special commissions, distinguished by their physical 
monumentality and highly ambitious and detailed vi-
sual programs. 

although earlier scrolls of the seljuq, ayyubid, and 
Mamluk periods were personalized, this was mainly 
achieved through variations in the textual appara-
tus—sometimes simply by the addition of the pilgrim’s 
name—with images of the holy places supplied more 
and more frequently through block printing, a modest 

technology of image making but one scalable to mass 
production.10 also noteworthy is that while the visual 
content of the earlier damascus corpus of scrolls usu-
ally seems to be describing the ḥajj, a greater number 
of them actually record ʿumras.11 by contrast, the extant 
scrolls from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—an 
admittedly small and restricted set— depict ad hoc, in-
dividualized pilgrimages. these later scrolls thus reflect 
a distinct social class of patron/pilgrim who was able to 
commemorate the realization of a religious obligation 
through unique, fully handmade objects.

in light of the doha scroll’s status as an exceptionally 
rare surviving document of the fifteenth century, this es-
say offers a detailed analysis of its materials, production, 
form, and content; the history of the scroll as an artefact 
is also discussed. Close physical study of the document 
revealed many and diverse kinds of intervention, some 
of them repairs, in the post-production contexts of the 
circulation and use of the scroll. these aspects of study 
are offered here as preliminaries to the interpretation 
of the scroll vis-à-vis salient comparative objects, and 
in relation to its historical context, as far as it can be 
determined from the available evidence.

desCriPtion of the sCroll: the visual 
 PrograM

the topographic imagery and arabic and Persian cal-
ligraphy found on the scroll are executed in watercolor, 
ink, and gold on a cream-toned paper. detailed obser-
vations about materials and evidence of post-produc-
tion interventions—including modern conservation 
treatments—are provided in the next section, which 
presents a technical and scientific examination of the 
scroll. here, the scroll is described in terms of its con-
tent, which consists of an alternating sequence of in-
scriptions—texts written in square kufic script, the “six 
cursive scripts” (al-aqlām al-sitta), and nastaʿlīq—and 
graphic images, representations of the holy sites visit-
ed by the pilgrim (Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem, hebron, 
najaf, and karbala), as well as of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s sandal. the inscriptions vary not only in the type 
of script in which they are written but also in the color 
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of the ink and watercolors used, as well as in their tex-
tual subject matter, tone, and voice. We first find pious 
formulas in a monumental square kufic script arranged 
into squares (some rotated) and rectangles, as well as 
the borders of the scroll: these proclaim god’s glory and 
command his praise, and also name (and sometimes 
bless) the Prophet Muhammad, the four rightly guided 
Caliphs (al-khulafāʾ al-rāshidūn), and the twelve im-
ams; a verse from the koran is also included. selections 
of verses from the koran are written in a monumental 
cursive script in gold or black ink. the long prose text 
added to the end of the scroll is written in riqāʿ script 
in black ink and provides information about the pil-
grim, his itinerary, and the intended purpose of the 
scroll. the nastaʿlīq inscriptions, also written in black 
ink, are composed in the Persian language—though 
some are in arabic—and identify the elements of each  
location.

What follows is a description of the separate sections 
making up the scroll, each section numbered for the sake 
of clarity. Photographs of the full scroll, divided into two 
halves, are annotated with the section numbers along 
the top (figs. 1a and 1b). Close-up photographs showing 
sections of the scroll accompany the descriptions. the 
appendix contains a complete transcription of the ara-
bic and Persian texts as well as an english translation.

Section 1: the scroll opens with an inscription writ-
ten in black thuluth that directly introduces the viewer/
reader to the nature of the pilgrimage by mentioning 
places in Mecca where the rituals of the ʿumra are per-
formed. the sites mentioned include: the kaʿba (“the 
venerable house” [al-Bayt al-mukarram]), the station of 
abraham (al-maqām [ibrāhīm]), and the Well of Zam-
zam (al-Zamzam) (fig. 2, showing sections 1–3).

Sections 2 and 3: the next elements of the scroll are 
arranged in a square enclosed by a decorative border 

fig. 2. sections 1–3 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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composed of cartouches: lobed biomorphic motifs ap-
pear in the cartouches and the triangular interstices left-
over between them. inside the border there is a central, 
rotated square and four smaller squares in the corners, 
each one containing a square kufic text. the smaller 
squares contain formulas glorifying god, executed in 
black outlined in gold over a red ground (“glory be to 
god” [subḥān allāh] / “and Praise be to god” [wa al-
ḥamdu li-llāh]/ [square damaged and lost]/ “and god is 
great” [wa allāhu akbar]). the text of the rotated square, 
painted in white outlined in black over a green ground, 
is from the second half of verse 33 in sura 33 (al-aḥzāb 
[the Clans]) of the koran: “god desires to remove impu-
rities from you, o inmates of this house, and to cleanse 
and bring out the best in you.”12 beginning at the corner 
of the rotated square to the right, the text runs clockwise 

from exterior to interior. koran 33:33, quite commonly 
applied in architectural and numismatic contexts, is sus-
ceptible to a shiʿi interpretation through its use of the 
word “house.”13

Section 4: verse 196 of sura 2 (al-Baqara [the Cow]) 
of the koran appears in a single line of text written in 
black thuluth. this chapter refers to the ḥajj, and specifi-
cally to the time when the pilgrims sacrifice an animal 
(in commemoration of god’s request that abraham sac-
rifice ismaʿil [ishmael]), and also partially cut or shave 
their hair (fig. 3, showing sections 4–9).14

Section 5: a square kufic inscription in red outlined 
in a lighter color (ochre or gold) on a black ground re-
peats the phrase “i put my trust in god” (wa tawwakaltu 
ʿalā allāh) twice and ends with the single word “god” 
(ilāh).

fig. 3. sections 4–9 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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Section 6: the text is a portion of verse 2 of sura 48 
(al-Fatḥ [the victory]) of the koran: “[save] you from 
earlier.” it is copied in gold and outlined in black in a 
variant of the thuluth script. the full verse is divided 
into four parts—which maintain their sequential or-
der—dispersed throughout the scroll (see sections 6, 
13, 19, and 28). While this koranic verse is not strictly 
related to either the greater or lesser pilgrimages, it is 
a propos because it glorifies god as the supreme guide 
and enjoins worshippers to follow the “straight path” 
(ṣīraṭ al-mustaqīm). the monumental script is set inside 
a cloud of reserved paper surrounded by a ground of red 
cross-hatching.

Section 7: the text, written in thuluth script in black 
ink, refers to the importance of completing the ḥajj and 
again exalts god and his religion. this line continues 
the theme expressed in the first section of the scroll.

Section 8: the text, written in riqāʿ script in red, pro-
claims: “god the blessed and sublime said.”

Section 9: verses 96 and 97 of sura 3 (āl ʿimrān [the 
family of ʿimran]) of the koran are here presented in 
two lines written in riqāʿ in black ink. these verses men-
tion the kaʿba, its establishment in bakka—the other 
arabic name for Mecca—and the duty of performing 
the pilgrimage.15 the text reads: “the first house of god 
to be set up for men was at bakkah the blessed, a guid-
ance for the people of the world. it contains clear signs, 
and the spot where abraham had stood. and anyone 
who enters it will find security. and whosoever can af-
ford should visit the house on a pilgrimage.” the two 
koranic verses are well placed, for they immediately 
precede, and hence introduce, the image representing 
the Masjid al-haram of Mecca with the kaʿba.

Section 10: the Masjid al-haram of Mecca is de-
picted as a rectangle with the separate sites of impor-
tance clearly depicted as discrete entities (fig. 4). the 
entire site is bounded by an arcade composed of slightly 
 pointed arches set over columns with a lamp hanging in-
side each bay. Minarets project diagonally from the four 
corners of the Masjid al-haram toward the center, in ef-
fect pointing toward the kaʿba as the sacred pole (qibla)  
(fig. 4[a]). each one of the four arcades, depicted as if 
it were perpendicular to a viewer, is annotated with a 
nastaʿlīq caption enumerating the precise number of 
columns making up that side (fig. 4[b]). other enumera-

tions list the number of columns of circumambulation, 
and the width and height of the kaʿba measured in the 
unit of the gaz (fig. 4[c]).16 to emphasize orientation—
and define the kaʿba’s relationship to the world beyond 
it—annotations also identify the cardinal directions 
(fig. 4[d]).

increasing the emphasis on orientation are the sta-
tions of the four schools of islamic law (hanafi, shafiʿi, 
hanbali, and Maliki), represented as square and rectan-
gular shapes (fig. 4[e]). We also find the written names 
of the corners of the kaʿba according to the location of 
the cardinal points (rukn ʿirāqī, “the ʿiraqi corner,” to 
the northeast; rukn yamanī, “the yemeni corner,” to the 
southeast; and rukn Shāmī, “the syrian corner,” to the 
west) (fig. 4[f]).17 the presence of the hanafi station 
indicates that this portion of the scroll could not have 
been made before 801 (1398–99), the year in which the 
Mamluks built the hanafi station for the first time.18

the kaʿba is depicted as a black rectangle, dressed in 
the kiswa and punctuated by a golden band at its top, 
symbolizing the embroidered or woven textile band 
(ḥizam) containing the shahāda (“there is no god but 
god, and Muhammad is the messenger of god” [lā ilāh 
ilā allāh wa muḥammad rasūl allāh], the Muslim con-
fession of faith and first pillar of islam) (fig. 4[g]), as well 
as by a double-panelled door with prominent knock-
ers.19 facing the northwestern wall of the kaʿba is the 
ḥijr of ismaʿil, a space delineated by a semi-circular wall 
(ḥaṭīm), painted in gold on the scroll, which pilgrims 
were not allowed to enter during circumambulation 
(ṭawāf) (fig. 4[h]).20 on the scroll, as in other images of 
the Masjid al-haram, the ḥaṭīm resembles a nimbus en-
closing the rectangular kaʿba. traditions record that the 
ḥijr is the place where ismaʿil and hagar were buried.21

several features of the kaʿba are represented and cap-
tioned in nastaʿlīq script. the golden mīzāb (fig. 4[i]), 
used to collect rainwater from the roof of the kaʿba, is 
represented next to the ḥijr. the black stone (al-ḥajar 
al-aswad) is on the eastern corner (fig. 4[j]). in other de-
pictions of the kaʿba it is usually identified as the “black 
Corner” (al-rukn al-aswad).22 featured below this is the 
multazam, which corresponds to the two-meter inter-
val between the black stone and the door of the kaʿba  
(fig. 4[k]). it marks the beginning point of one circuit 
of rotation around the kaʿba. Pilgrims hope to touch 
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the multazam or to pronounce salutations at this place 
during circumambulation. to the right of the multazam 
is the “station of gabriel” (maqām al-Jibrīl) (fig. 4[l]).23

in the lower area of the image depicting the Masjid 
al-haram four structures can be identified from left to 
right: the “Watering Place of ʿabbas” (siqāya-yi ʿabbās), 
which provided water for pilgrims (fig. 4[m]);24 the 
“Mountain of light” (jabal al-nūr), depicted as a domed 
structure (fig. 4[n]);25 the “dome of Zamzam” (qubba-
yi Zamzam) (fig. 4[o]); and the “station of abraham” 

(maqām-i ibrāhīm), which generally refers to the rock 
where abraham stood with his son ismaʿil when they re-
built the kaʿba after its destruction in the flood of noah’s 
time (fig. 4[p]).26 abraham and ismaʿil also restored pri-
mordial monotheism to the site. below these four topo-
nyms, each marked by a type of tall domed structure 
subtly distinguished by alterations in color and pattern, 
is an inscription referring to the “staircase of the kaʿba” 
(daraja al-Kaʿba […]) (fig. 4[q]).27 a little further to the 
right—beyond the shafiʿi station (fig. 4[e])—we find 

fig. 4. Mecca. section 10 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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safa and Marwa are shown as if the pilgrim were stand-
ing inside the trotting space perpendicular to them.

Section 11: koran 2:158 completes the representation 
of the masʿā and Mounts safa and Marwa by highlight-
ing that entering the masʿā is permissible whether this 
is done on pilgrimage (ḥajj) or during a voluntary visit 
to the holy site (fig. 5, showing sections 11–14). the text, 
written in thuluth in black ink, reads: “truly safa and 
Marwa are the symbols of god. Whoever goes on pil-
grimage to the house (of god), or on a holy visit, is not 
guilty of wrong if he walks around them.”

Section 12: so much of the square kufic inscription 
is missing and/or damaged that it is impossible to read. 
red was used for the background color.

Section 13: as mentioned earlier, koran 48:2 is di-
vided into four segments across the scroll. the con-
tinuation of section 6 here reads: “and subsequent 
[blames], and complete his favors.” the text is written 
in a monumental thuluth variant script in gold and out-
lined in black. once again, the paper is reserved as a 

fig. 5. sections 11–14 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. ( Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

the “Minbar of the friday sermon” (minbar al-khuṭba), 
used after prayer (fig. 4[r]). a little further away there is 
yet another domed structure, the “dome of the hours” 
(qubba al-sāʿāt) (fig. 4[s]), perhaps a repository for time-
measuring devices.28

adjacent to the Masjid al-haram, the open-air sanc-
tuary with the kaʿba at its center, we find the represen-
tation of the “trotting space” (masʿā) between Mounts 
safa and Marwa, which commemorates the site where 
hagar and her son wandered in the desert looking for 
water.29 the space is represented as a long rectangle 
lined with arcades, with other toponyms identified 
through nastaʿlīq captions as the “red Mountain” (jabal 
al-aḥmar) and the “Perfume Market” (sūq al-ʿaṭṭār) (fig. 
4 [u, v, w]). Mounts safa and Marwa (fig. 4 [t, x]) are la-
belled in a script quite unlike the nastaʿlīq captions, and 
could have been original to the production of the scroll. 
the two mountains are both represented as craggy out-
crops of stone rendered in wash and lines of gray paint 
with a triple-bayed arcade in the background. Mounts 
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battles.34 on the opposite side of the covered mosque 
space are two domed buildings identified as the “fur-
nishings depot” (farrāshkhāna), which presumably con-
tained soft furnishings such as carpets and textiles, and 
the “dome of the oil house” (qubba-yi zaytkhāna), which 
stored oil and wax to be used for lighting (fig. 6 [k, l]).

Section 16: koran 3:144—written in black muḥaqqaq 
over a cloud of reserved paper enclosed by a red cross-
hatched ground—completes the section on Medina by 
glorifying the Prophet Muhammad (fig. 7, showing sec-
tions 16 and 17). an apt transition to the next section of 
the scroll, the verse reads: “Muhammad is only a mes-
senger, and many a messenger has gone before him.”

Section 17: the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal is en-
closed in a rectangle, the interstices decorated with flo-
rals and circular motifs adorned with fluttering cloths 
that resemble tassels (fig. 7). the interlaced motifs are 
later additions. inscriptions run around the outer edge 
of the sandal and also appear in a panel in the middle, 
around which a large area of the support has been lost. 
together, the inscriptions identify the sacred object as 
the “noble sandals” (naʿāl al-sharīfa) and mention their 
talismanic use, i.e., their significant apotropaic and, pre-
sumably, therapeutic powers. the inscriptions making 
up the “image/likeness” (mithāl) of the sandal are writ-
ten in riqāʿ script in black ink.

the sandal held a variety of meanings as a marker dis-
tinguishing Muslims from boot-wearing Christians. in 
addition to the tradition that god ordered the Prophet 
Muhammad to wear sandals, there was the opinion that 
they were the best footwear for pilgrimage, as well as 
the belief that the Prophet Muhammad’s sandals had 
been close to the throne of god during the ascension 
(miʿrāj).35 Written sources devoted to the subject of the 
Prophet Muhammad’s sandal specify how it was made 
and aspects of its form in considerable detail.

Section 18: a thin strip of text designed in square 
kufic has been severely damaged due to the corrosive 
effect of the pigment on the paper (fig. 8, showing sec-
tions 18 and 19). What little remains is illegible. the cal-
ligraphy was executed in black and outlined with a light 
color on a green background.

Section 19: another part of koran 48:2 —“on you, and 
guide you”—continuing on from sections 6 and 13. the 
text is written in a monumental thuluth variant script, in 

cloud-shaped form on which the calligraphy is lofted, 
with the background—as in section 12—executed in 
red cross-hatching.

Section 14: here the text offers another glorification 
of god, and includes some of “the beautiful names” (al-
asmāʾ al-ḥusna) of god: “most generous” (al-akram); 
“the Clement” (al-raʾ ūf); and “most Merciful” (al-arḥam). 
the line is written in a thuluth variant script in black ink.

Section 15: the second diagram depicts Medina and 
the Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad.30 We find the 
same concept used to represent the Meccan Masjid al-
haram applied to Medina, especially in the treatment 
of the four minarets at the corners and the arcades with 
hanging lamps viewed as if seen from inside (fig. 6[a]). 
four doors provide access to the mosque: the “gate 
of Mercy” (bāb al-raḥma), the “gate of Peace” (bāb al-
salām), “gabriel’s gate” (bāb Jibrīl), and the “Women’s 
gate” (bāb al-nisāʾ) (fig. 6[b]).31 these are identified 
by captions but are not further distinguished from 
the other bays making up each of the four perimeter 
arcades. below the mosque are the “palm trees of the 
sanctuary” (nakhlhā-yi ḥaram). as a unique feature of 
Medina, the palms secured its identification (fig. 6[c]).32 
the shahāda is enclosed in a rectangular panel along the 
top edge of the mosque (fig. 6[d]).

the mosque structure is shown as a rectangle divided 
into two parts. to the left is the “dome of the Messenger 
of god” (qubba-yi rasūl allāh) (fig. 6[e]), which contains 
three rectangles representing the cenotaphs (qabr) of 
the Prophet Muhammad, abu bakr, and ʿumar, respec-
tively (fig. 6[f, g, h]), with Muhammad’s larger than the 
other two and placed above them. abu bakr and ʿumar 
are further identified by their epithets, “the truthful” (al-
ṣiddīq) and “the just” (al-fārūq). to the right of the dome, 
in the other half of the rectangle, we see depictions of 
the Prophet Muhammad’s mihrab, given an elaborate 
cusped form and a hanging lamp, and portrayed as if 
seen when facing it full on. his pulpit (minbar al-khuṭba) 
is depicted as if seen from the side and with a check-
erboard pattern (fig. 6[i, j]).33 a standard with banner 
viewed in profile is painted on the right side of the 
minbar. this might be one of the famous relics of the 
Prophet Muhammad; known as the ʿuqāb, it was used 
as a curtain by his wife ʿaʾisha and carried into battle 
by ʿ ali during the conquest of Mecca and in subsequent 
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fig. 6. Medina. section 15 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar)

fig. 7. the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal. sections 16–17 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, 
doha, Qatar) 
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gold outlined in black and framed inside a cloud border 
over red cross-hatching.

Section 20: this single line of text, written in a thuluth 
variant script in black ink, extols the Prophet Muham-
mad as the “best of the arabs and the Persians and the 
illuminator of iniquity” (khayr al-ʿarab wa al-ʿajam wa 
sarāj al-ẓulm); it continues seamlessly into the next sec-
tion (fig. 9, showing sections 20 and 21).

Section 21: Written in a smaller-sized naskh script in 
black ink, the text continues with a blessing upon god, 
the Prophet Muhammad, and all of “the prophets and 
messengers” (al-anbīyāʾ wa al-mursilīn). it then transi-
tions to the main part of the text with the conventional 
phrase “now then” (ammā baʿd), highlighted in gold ink 
(fig. 9). god’s support is requested for sayyid b. yusuf 
b. sayyid shihab al-din of transoxiana. (his name re-
places that of the original pilgrim; this redaction is dis-
cussed below). the text offers details about the pilgrim’s 
 journey and informs us that he undertook, in this case, 
an ʿumra. the text describes the different rituals per-
formed over the course of one week by sayyid yusuf. 
these included circumambulating (ṭawāf) the kaʿba, 
kissing the black stone, pronouncing invocations and 
prayers (duʿā), and making supplications (taḍarruʿ) be-
low the mīzāb; he also offered two sequences of prayer 
(rakʿa) following the accepted tradition (sunna), and 
made a circuit (ṭawāf) around the station of abraham.36

the text is flanked on either side by illegible square 
kufic inscriptions set in rectangles (the corrosive dam-
age of the pigment has caused significant losses). the 
script is composed of small squares of pink set over a 
green ground and inside borders of red and gold rulings.

Section 22: the text continues from the previous 
section but is now written in a larger thuluth script to 
highlight the Prophet Muhammad, who is here blessed  
(fig. 10, showing sections 22–25).

Section 23: this is a continuation of the text from the 
previous section, written now in a smaller-sized naskh 
script flanked by borders of square kufic inscriptions as 
in section 21. the naskh text here mentions the contin-
ued observance of practices required by the pilgrim in 
the Meccan haram—drinking water from the Well of 
Zamzam, pressing against the multazam—and quickly 
transitions to Medina, where the pilgrim visited vari-
ous sites, though they are not identified. the remainder 
of the text stresses the Prophet Muhammad’s support 
and intercession on behalf of the pilgrim, who had 
dreamed all his life of accomplishing this ʿumra. the 
support of the pilgrim’s friends in realizing this goal is 
also acknowledged. the last line offers a blessing on the 
Prophet Muhammad and introduces a saying that con-
tinues into section 24.

the square kufic inscriptions flanking the main text 
in naskh are so damaged as to be rendered illegible. 
Section 24: this is a continuation of the text from the 
previous section, written in a larger thuluth script to 
emphasize the content. according to the saying of the 
Prophet Muhammad that appears in this section, god’s 
servants should assist each other so that god will be 
prompted to help them in return. god will show mercy 
to those who themselves have been merciful to others.

Section 25: the concluding lines of text from the pre-
vious section are here written in a smaller-sized naskh 
script. the end of the saying reiterates god’s mercy for 
Muslims who show mercy to each other and the final 
line states that god will help whoever helps the afore-
mentioned supplicant.

square kufic appears in boxes at either side of the 
text in naskh script—continuing the practice seen in 
earlier sections; though damaged, it can be read as “god” 
(allāh). the kufic is executed in red pigment, outlined 
with a lighter color, and set on a black ground.

Section 26: this inscription names and blesses sayyid 
baraka b. hasan b. ʿajami b. ramitha b. Muhammad al-
husayni al-Makki following the phrase “the situation 
as mentioned in that” (al-ḥāl ka-mā dhukira fī dhālika) 
(fig. 11, showing sections 26, 27, and 28). the phrase  

fig. 8. sections 18–19 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. 
( Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 9. sections 20–21 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 10. sections 22–25 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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12[a] for the aqsa Mosque, and [b] for the dome of the 
rock). two doors lead to the mosque and bear names 
similar to those of the Meccan sanctuary: “ʿali’s gate” 
(bāb-i ʿalī), and “gate of Peace” (bāb al-salām) (fig. 12[c, 
left side]). a third door, named “gate of hell” (bāb-i Ja-
hannam), referring to the Jahannam valley (wādī Jah-
annam) to the east of the haram, is on the right side, 
adjacent to the dome of the rock (fig. 12[c, right side]).39

the aqsa Mosque and the dome of the rock are both 
depicted with domes set over tall chambers whose in-
teriors feature an arch with hanging lamps and other  
elements. the aqsa Mosque (fig. 12[d]) houses a form 
identified as the “station of abraham” (maqām-i 
ibrāhīm) and a pulpit (minbar) (fig. 12[e and f]). accord-
ing to tradition, the principal “station of abraham” is 
in Mecca (and is represented on the scroll), though an-
other example was identified on the nablus road at the 
village of lajjun near Jerusalem.40 other key sites of the 
aqsa Mosque seen in early pilgrimage manuals are not 
found here, chiefly the mihrabs of Muʾawiya and ʿumar 
b. al-khattab.41 yet other mihrabs, such as those of Za-
kariyya and david, are only described as being inside 
the aqsa Mosque in fifteenth-century written sources.42

the dome of the rock (fig. 12[g]) contains “Moses’s 
rod” (ʿaṣā-yi mūsā), “ismaʿil’s knife” (kārda-yi ismāʿīl), 
recalling abraham’s sacrifice, and “hamza’s shield” 
( sipar-i  Ḥamza) (fig. 12[h, i, j]). these relics reflect 
longstanding literary traditions that the dome of the 
rock housed a collection of valuable artefacts, some of 

“the situation as mentioned in that” refers to the scroll, 
which records an ʿumra verified by sayyid baraka.

Section 27: the marginal notation nearly repeats the 
text in section 26 (fig. 11). here the name of the person, 
husayn b. hasan b. ʿali b. Malik b. hasan al-husayni 
al-Makki, is preceded by the phrase “the situation as 
mentioned in that, verified by our master, the poor 
one [before] god the sublime” (al-ḥāl ka-mā dhukira fī 
dhālika ṣaḥīḥ sayyidnā al-faqīr ilā allāh taʿālā).

Section 28: this is the conclusion of koran 48:2, the 
earlier parts of which were spread out over sections 6, 
13, and 19 (fig. 11). the text is written in a monumental 
thuluth variant script in black, set inside a cloud bor-
der with red cross-hatching indicating the ground. in a 
dogmatic tone reinforced by the sheer monumentality 
of the script, the text proclaims, “on the straight path” 
(ṣirāṭān mustaqīman).

Section 29: the next topographic image, depicting 
 Jerusalem and the site of the “noble sanctuary” (al-
Ḥaram al-Sharīf) (fig. 12),37 features two green-domed 
structures centered amid an overall square composi-
tion, the one on the left symbolizing the aqsa Mosque 
(masjid al-aqṣā), and the one on the right the dome of 
the rock (Gunbad-i Ṣakhra).38 the composition sug-
gests to the viewer that the outer arcades correspond to 
the perimeter walls of the noble sanctuary, the temple 
platform. as seen in the representations of Mecca and 
Medina, the four minarets at the corners are labelled 
in association with their most proximate buildings (fig. 

fig. 11. sections 26–28 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 



Sayyid Yusuf’s 1433 Pilgrimage Scroll (Ziyārātnāma) 359

them related to the prophets whose line ended with the 
Prophet Muhammad.43 Moses’s rod does not seem to 
have been commonly identified with Jerusalem, but one 
tradition locates it in lake tiberias, in Palestine (where 
it is joined by the ark of the Covenant).44

the presence of Moses’s rod might be a vague allu-
sion to earlier traditions recording the belief that god 
ordered Moses to make the direction of prayer from a 
rock on the site that the aqsa Mosque would later oc-
cupy.45 the knife used by abraham to make the sacrifice 
is not mentioned in any known source. the shield of 
hamza (b. ʿ abd al-Muttalib), the Prophet Muhammad’s 
paternal uncle, symbolized hamza’s strident support of 
islam in battle (after his somewhat late conversion to 
the new faith).46

an inscription immediately below the image of the 
dome of the rock describes it as the “stone of the rock 
and impression of the footprint of his holiness, the 
chosen” (sang-i sakhra va nishānī-yi qadam-i ḥaẓrat 
muṣṭafā) (fig. 12[k]). this commemorates the Prophet 
Muhammad’s ascension (miʿrāj) from Jerusalem to the 
seven heavens, paradise, and hell.47 other sites marked 

on the image include “adam’s Cave” (tughār-i adam) 
and the “Cradle of Jesus” (kahvāra-i ʿĪsā) (fig. 12[l, m]). 
the biblical tradition records adam’s burial in Jerusa-
lem. in the Muslim tradition, the first man, who was 
the first prophet, is also thought to have been buried in 
Jerusalem—but only after his initial burial in a cave at 
Mount abu Qubays in Mecca—as well as in hebron, and 
other sites.48 according to shiʿi tradition, noah trans-
ported adam’s body for burial in najaf.49 since hebron 
is represented on the scroll in section 31, the identifi-
cation of adam’s Cave is difficult to explain (the only 
proximate “caves” are beneath the dome of the rock 
and the substructures of the haram al-sharif).50 While 
the Cradle of Jesus (ar. mahd ʿĪsā) is not mentioned in 
written sources before the tenth century, eighth-century 
traditions are attested about Jesus speaking from the 
cradle in Jerusalem and were reiterated in later times.51 
the Cradle of Jesus has long since become a site of visi-
tation on the haram al-sharif.52

Section 30: a portion of verse 163 of sura 4 (al-nisāʾ 
[the Women]) of the koran introduces the next topo-
graphic image, which depicts the Cave of the Patriarchs 

fig. 12. Jerusalem. section 29 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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in hebron (fig. 13, showing sections 30 and 31). the ko-
ranic verse states that god inspired the prophets abra-
ham, ismaʿil, isaac, and Jacob: “and We sent revelations 
to abraham, and ishmael and isaac and Jacob.” the line 
is written in a modestly sized thuluth script in black ink.

Section 31: the Cave of the Patriarchs, in hebron, is 
depicted as an arcaded court with hanging lamps sus-
pended from the arches and four minarets (fig. 13).53 
the minarets are identified as being of the “sacred pre-
cinct of god’s friend [viz. abraham]” (manār-i ḥaram-i 
Khalīl allāh) (fig. 13[a]). a circle identifies the position 
of “abraham’s Cave” (maghāra-yi ibrāhīm) along the 
lower center (fig. 13[b]), with the minbar—composed 
of a checkerboard pattern—of the mosque of “god’s 
friend” at the lower right (fig. 13[c]). the occupants of 
the four domed burial sites (qabr), whose interiors show 
cenotaphs, are, from left to right: Joseph (fig. 13[d]) (his 
alone has a single cenotaph); Jacob and Muʾmina kha-
tun (lit. “the faithful lady”), that is, either leah or rachel 

(fig. 13[e, f]);54 abraham and his wife sarah (lit. “lady 
sarah” [Sārah Khātūn]) (fig. 13[g, h]); and isaac, with 
a grave below designated as “the tomb of isaac’s wife” 
(qabr-i ḥaram-i isḥāq) (fig. 13[i, j]), though rebecca is 
not named. only one entrance to the sanctuary is identi-
fied, namely, the “gate of Peace” (bāb al-salām).

the image of hebron depicts the four burial sites 
near one another. the pilgrimage narratives of nasir-i 
khusraw (1047) and ʿali b. abi bakr al-harawi (d. 1215) 
emphasize that “abraham’s Cave,” or grotto, housed 
the bodies of abraham, isaac, Jacob and abraham’s 
wife sarah, with Joseph’s tomb—a domed building—at 
some distance from it and to the southwest.55 When the 
Mamluk governor sanjar al-Jawli refurbished the site in 
1318–20—building over the mosque completed by salah 
al-din in 1188—a cenotaph for Joseph was added to the 
interior. its presence is recorded in the later pilgrimage 
narrative of ibn battuta in 1326.56 the four tombs visual-
ize the line of prophetic descent from abraham to isaac 

fig. 13. hebron. sections 30–31 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 14. sections 32–33 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

to Jacob and Joseph, while also giving prominence to 
the matriarchs.

Section 32: a series of square kufic inscriptions fol-
lows the representation of hebron, beginning with five 
square compositions in which the palette shifts from red 
on green to black on pink, pink on green, black on pink, 
and red on green (fig. 14, showing sections 32 and 33). 
the inked grid that was used as a guide to construct the 
square kufic text remains visible. the outer squares at 
left and right make use of red letters on a green ground 
to present the names of Muhammad and ʿali, which are 
rotated four times and connected at the center to form 
a swastika. the adjacent squares—painted in black and 
pink—feature the name of Muhammad in the middle, 
surrounded by the names of abu bakr, ʿumar, ʿuthman, 
and ʿali, the four rightly guided Caliphs. in the center 
square composition, the name Muhammad appears in 
pink kufic letters, rotated four times on a green ground.

Section 33: a large square composition is made up 
of a border of square kufic with the text in black and 
the ground in pink, and a square in the middle that also 
contains a square kufic inscription, this time painted in 
green on a pink ground (fig. 14). the square is separated 
from the epigraphic border by thick lines painted in 
black, green, and red. the text in the border announces 
the names and conventional titles, or honorifics (laqab), 
of the Prophet Muhammad and the twelve imams. 
there is an opening invocation and a concluding bless-
ing: “o god! [Pray] for Muhammad the elect, and ʿ ali the 
beloved, and hasan the chosen, and husayn the martyr 
of karbala, and ʿali the ornament of the worshippers, 
and Muhammad the revealer, and Jaʿfar the honest, and 
Musa the calm, and ʿali the pleasing one, and Muham-
mad the god-fearing, and ʿali the pure one, and hasan 
the soldier, and Muhammad the guided one, the lord of 
time, peace upon them.”57 the text runs from the outer 
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as the “double-pointed sword of the viceroy of najaf” 
(dhū al-fiqār shaḥna al-najaf) (fig. 16[d]), it is another 
object of symbolic ritual value. to the left, balancing 
the sword—and the composition as a whole—we see a 
metalwork candlestick with a candle.

Section 37: the single line of text functions as a 
caption introducing the topographic representation 
of karbala in the next section 38 (fig. 17, showing sec-
tions 37 and 38). the caption, written in thuluth script 
in black ink, reads: “this is the place of witnessing of the 
Commander of the faithful husayn b. ʿali, may god be 
pleased with them” (hadhā mashhad amīr al-muʾminīn 
Ḥusayn ibn ʿalī raḍāʾ allāh ʿanhumā). While karbala is 
not named in the caption, the site was commonly re-
ferred to as the shrine—or place of martyrdom—of 
husayn (mashhad al-Ḥusayn).

Section 38: husayn’s shrine in karbala is depicted in 
a manner echoing that of his father, ʿali, at najaf, and 
is conceptually consistent with all of the sacred pre-
cincts depicted in the earlier sections of the scroll (fig. 
17).59 We find the same courtyard enclosed by arcades 
with suspended lamps—signifying its illumination, 
surely a visual metaphor for spirituality and holy ema-
nation—and the same towering minarets anchored in 
the corners of the precinct (fig. 17[a], manār mashhad 
al-Ḥusayn).60 one point of entrance and exit is labelled 
as the “gate of Peace” (bāb al-salām) (fig. 17[b]). the 
tomb is morphologically identical to that of ʿali at na-
jaf, depicted as a tall domed chamber illuminated from 
within by hanging lamps and featuring a broken arch of 
the type associated with architecture of the ilkhanid pe-
riod, perhaps intended to signify the historical vintage 
of the building.61 the cenotaph is similarly ornamented 
with a series of polychrome discs (fig. 17[c,] ṣandūq amīr 
al-muʾminīn Ḥusayn raḍāʾ allāh ʿanhu). also compara-
ble to the previous image of najaf are the two objects 
flanking husayn’s tomb, which are, in this instance, two 
metalwork candlesticks with candles. repetitions in the 
visual conception of the shrines at karbala and najaf 
emphasize the relationship between husayn and ʿ ali as 
son and father, and as imams, while their general topo-
graphic features highlight a sacral nature also seen in 
the preceding locales represented on the scroll, namely, 
hebron, Jerusalem, Medina, and Mecca.

lower right in a clockwise spiral, concluding at the lower 
right of the central square.

the text of the central square repeats the second half 
of koran 33:33, which appears in section 2 at the opening 
of the scroll. the repetition of the same koranic verse in 
sections 2 and 33 establishes a textual symmetry, book-
ending the scroll.

Sections 34 and 35: these sections are composed of a 
rectangular panel framed by a braided border with the 
central field divided into three parts (fig. 15, showing 
sections 34 and 35). the top and bottom parts contain 
verse 55 of sura 5 (al-māʾida [the feast]) of the koran, 
written in thuluth script in black ink: “your only friends 
are god and his Messenger, and those who believe and 
are steadfast in devotion, who pay the alms and bow in 
homage [before god].” the verse is not related to the 
pilgrimage but states that the true believer’s only friends 
are god, the Prophet Muhammad, and Muslims; these 
lines emphasize necessary acts such as prayers, the pay-
ment of alms (zakat), and homage to god. the line of 
text at the bottom, written in pink thuluth script and 
set inside a black cartouche, reads: “this is the place 
of witnessing [tomb] of the Commander of the faith-
ful” (hadhā mashhad amīr al-muʾminīn), in reference to 
the tomb of ʿali in najaf, which is depicted in the next 
 section.

Section 36: While najaf is not explicitly named in 
the preceding caption (section 35), the illustration 
is composed of a domed tomb set within an arcaded 
compound whose labels specify it as the burial place 
of Murtadaʾ ʿali (fig. 16).58 as in previous topographic 
representations, najaf is depicted as a sacred space 
bounded by four arcades with hanging lamps and 
minarets rising from each corner (fig. 16[a]). only one 
entrance is labelled, the “gate of Peace” (bāb al-salām) 
(fig. 16[b]). the tomb is a tall slender structure capped 
by a dome, with multiple lamps hanging in the interior 
and a cenotaph ornamented with colorful discs. the 
cenotaph is described as the “chest of ʿali the beloved, 
may god be pleased with him” (ṣundūq-i murtaḍāʾ ʿalī 
raḍāʾ allāh ʿanhu) (fig. 16[c]). two objects are depicted 
outside the tomb. to the right we see the iconic double-
bladed sword, an attribute of ʿali given to him by the 
Prophet Muhammad in the battle of uhud. labelled 
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fig. 15. sections 34–35 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar)

fig. 16. najaf. section 36 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 17. karbala. sections 37–38 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

come the details of sayyid yusuf’s pilgrimage to najaf—
which is identified as a shrine (mashhad and rawḍa), 
as well as a “noble threshold” (ʿataba-yi sharīfa).62 he 
walked to the precinct, kissed the threshold and placed 
his foot on it, and made a circumambulation followed 
by two sequences of prayer, according to the accepted 
custom. he humbled himself by kissing the hand of 
ʿali b. hasan b. ʿali b. kammuna al-husayni as a sign 
of respect. kammuna is also praised and blessings are 
offered to him and his family. after sayyid yusuf vis-
ited the four ḥarams and two mashhads, he was pre-
sented with a wallet (sufra ), two lamps (chirāgh), and a 
standard (ʿalam), and made “successor to the dervishes” 
(khalīfa-yi darvīshān), which gave him the authority to 
give and receive robes (kisvat) and to give and receive 
rites (ṭarīq). We next learn that sayyid yusuf commis-
sioned the scroll to present to leaders and dignitaries 
in whatever region of the world he happened to be 
traveling. according to the text, when presented with 

Section 39: the scroll concludes with twenty-six lines 
written in riqāʿ script in black ink (figs. 18–21). a mix-
ture of arabic and Persian, the text, which is prefaced 
by the monumental basmala (bi-ism allāh al-raḥmān al-
raḥīm), is enclosed in cloud-like forms against a ground 
of crosshatched lines ruled in ochre and red ink. it de-
scribes the najaf segment of the pilgrimage and is dated 
21 Muharram 837 (september 6, 1433), which is, notably, 
eleven days after the major shiʿi feast of ʿāshūrāʾ com-
memorating husayn’s martyrdom. the pilgrim who per-
formed the visitations is named: sayyid yusuf b. sayyid 
shihab al-din of transoxiana. unlike section 21, this is 
not a later addition.

after praising god and the Prophet Muhammad, the 
narrative states that the reason for writing the scroll 
(sabab-i taḥrīr īn kalamāt va taqrīr īn muqaddamāt) 
was to record sayyid yusuf’s journey to the shrine of 
ʿali in najaf. ʿali b. abi talib is then extolled through 
an invocation of his numerous qualities and titles. next 
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fig. 18. section 39 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 19. section 39 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 20. section 39 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 21. section 39 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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this scroll, sultans (salāṭīn), amirs (umārā), governors 
(navvāb), viziers (vuzarā), lords (sādāt), sayyids (sādāt), 
judges (quḍāt), holders of fiefs (ayyima), the wealthy 
(aghnīyā), dervishes (takīya-dārān), standard bearers 
(ʿalam-dārān), and superintendents of endowments and 
treasuries (mutavalīyān-i avqāf va bayt al-māl) should all 
honor and respect sayyid yusuf and offer him every form 
of assistance. the text closes with an invocation to god 
and a request that god bless the Prophet Muhammad, 
his family, and his Companions. it is here that the date 
is written.

Section 40: the concluding section of the scroll con-
tains the signatures of the six witnesses who verified the 
completion of sayyid yusuf’s pilgrimage (fig. 22). these 
are arranged in three lines and read (from right to left 
and top to bottom): “and as we said, the one who needs 
god the sublime’s mercy, Muhammad b. ahmad b. 
husayn b. ʿali b. hazin al-khazin, may he have god the 
sublime’s pardon” (wa ka-dhā qūlu al-muḥtāj ilā raḥma a 
h [abbrev. for “allāh”] taʿālā muḥammad bin aḥmad bin 
Ḥusayn bin ʿalī bin Ḥazīn al-Khāzin ghafr allāhu taʿālā 
lahu); “as we said, the poor one before god the great, 
ahmad b. husayn b. ʿali b. hazin al-khazin, may he 

have god’s pardon” (ka-dhā qūlu al-faqīr ilā allāh taʿālā 
aḥmad bin Ḥusayn bin ʿalī bin Ḥazīn al-Khāzin ghafr a h 
[abbrev. for “allāh”] lahu); “the situation as heard, exal-
tation and […], least of the servants of god the sublime, 
ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali b. kammuna al-husayni, may god 
the sublime pardon him” (al-ḥāl ka-mā sumiʿa [iʿlāʾ] wa 
[…] aṣghar al-ʿibād ilā allāh taʿālā ʿalī bin Ḥusayn bin 
ʿalī bin Kammūna al-Ḥusaynī ʿafā allāh taʿālā ʿanhu); 
“the poor one [before] god the rich, ʿali asghar, son 
of the possessor of excellent qualities, the husayni” (al-
faqīr ilā allāh al-ghanī ʿ alī aṣghar bin abī al-makārim al-
Ḥusaynī); “the neediest of god’s worshippers, abu talib 
al-husayni” (aḥwaj ʿubbād allāh abū Ṭālib al-Ḥusaynī); 
and “Written by ʿabd al-[…] Muhammad asghar, son 
of the possessor of excellent qualities, the husayni” 
(katabahu ʿabd [al-…] muḥammad aṣghar bin abī al-
makārim al-Ḥusaynī).

While the first three attestations are written out in 
three lines each, with formulas specifying their role in 
verifying the pilgrim’s actions, the second group of three 
signatures lacks this explicit textual protocol. instead, 
they share the distinctive visual form of the ṭughrā, a 
stylized pattern within which the elements of the per-

fig. 22. section 40 of the timurid pilgrimage scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar)
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son’s name are composed, often in the shape of a seal.63 
from their signatures, we know that the first two wit-
nesses also held the position of khāzin, a term used in the 
context of medieval islamic administration for workers 
in finances and the chancellery. the khāzin, literally “he 
who keeps safe, stores something away,” was typically a 
keeper and or archivist. because of this important role, 
it was crucial that the khāzin be a person of the highest 
moral probity.64

the only other person whose name furnishes clues 
of more precise historical value is ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali 
b. kammuna al-husayni, the figure whose hand sayyid 
yusuf kissed during his visit to ʿali’s mashhad in najaf. 
the kammuna tribe of iraq had a long association with 
baghdad, najaf, and karbala. after the safavid ruler 
shah ismaʿil took baghdad in 1508, he released the im-
prisoned local leader of the twelver shiʿi, named sayyid 
Muhammad kammuna, and visited the shiʿi shrines of 
ʿali in najaf and husayn in karbala, to which he gave 
numerous presents while also issuing orders to have 
the former rebuilt and the latter repaired. Muhammad 
kammuna, who was made keeper of the shrine at na-
jaf, died in 1514 supporting shah ismaʿil at the battle of 
Chaldıran.65 before shah ismaʿil’s campaign in iraq, the 
kammuna family had held the position in baghdad of 
“head of the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad” 
(nāqib al-ashrāf).66 the doha scroll offers evidence of 
the privileged place enjoyed by the kammuna family in 
najaf society as early as the 1430s, if not before.

teChniCal exaMination of the sCroll

Physical description and condition

before it was acquired in 1998, the scroll, which is cur-
rently in good condition, was conserved with museum-
standard treatments including mending and inlays of 
losses with toned Japanese paper. the support has also 
been fully lined: this addition limits the visibility of the 
verso and prevents the accurate measurement of paper 
thickness and texture. two pieces of equipment were 
used to visually observe and study the object: the light 
sheet and the digital microscope. both devices reveal 
information that is not visible to the naked eye. the light 

sheet is a great help not only for assessing the current 
and past condition of the support but also because it pro-
vides us with a better understanding of the fabrication 
and layout of the scroll. the digital microscope  enables 
in-depth observation by supplying close-up views that 
can buttress arguments concerning the conception and 
history of the scroll.

after examining the scroll with transmitted light, 
however, it became clear that the object must have 
been in poor condition before conservation, and that 
a thorough treatment such as a lining was required to 
provide physical cohesion to the support, which shows 
extensive areas of paper loss in the sections with poly-
chrome images. large pieces of the borders have also 
been lost and the verso reveals pulled-out sections of 
paper that are visible with the transmitted light sheet. 
areas of the painted and drawn religious sites that had 
previously been lost have now been replaced with mod-
ern infills. at the beginning of the scroll, the paper sup-
port is widely missing around the kufic square (fig. 2, 
sections 1–3). the kaʿba (fig. 4, section 10) also shows a 
large loss in its center, as do the upper and lower  areas 
of the Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad in Medina  
(fig. 23) and areas around the image of the Prophet Mu-
hammad’s sandal (fig. 23).

there are three main interrelated causes for the 
scroll’s deterioration. first, it has been subject to inten-
sive handling and use, leading to physical damage to the 
support. repeated rolling and unrolling have contrib-
uted to the network of horizontal cracks, tearing, and 
losses. the second cause of damage stems from the cor-
rosive effect of some pigments, which is a contributing 
factor in the deterioration of the support. over time, the 
copper-based green pigment has corroded under humid 
conditions and has taken on an unfortunate brown tone. 
the process of corrosion degrades cellulose materials 
and causes cracks and extended areas of loss (fig. 24). 
Most parts of the kufic inscriptions painted in green 
have now disappeared, depriving us of the opportunity 
to read and analyze them. the third cause of damage 
relates to the brown marks and stains on the support. 
it seems that the scroll has suffered from water damage 
that caused blurring of the paint and ink and also cata-
lyzed the green pigment corrosion.
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fig. 24. detail of the image of the Masjid al-haram in Mec-
ca (fig. 4, section 10), showing copper green pigment corro-
sion in the mosque lamps and vermilion pigment losses. the 
brown pigment used to paint the arches was manufactured 
with vermilion, lead white, and an iron-based component. 
(Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 23. the use of transmitted light in the image of the 
Mosque of the Prophet in Medina (fig. 6, section 15) reveals 
the extent of degradations in the support. the lighter areas 
correspond to the missing parts of the paper due to copper 
green pigment corrosion or intensive handling of the scroll. 
(Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

the pigment layers present severe mechanical deg-
radations including abrasions, flaking, and losses. these 
are caused by several factors, chiefly, the handling and 
use of the scroll, its format, and the quality of the means 
of production. in general, the paints were applied 
in thick layers that tend to be more prone to flaking  
(fig. 24). White washes were also applied to hide stains, 
marks, and pigment smears, as seen in the large cal-
ligraphic panel above the aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem  
(fig. 25). however, it is not possible to determine when 
these additions occurred in the history of the object. 
some retouching was also done to tone down the pig-
ment abrasions or losses.

the paper support

the scroll measures 35 centimeters in width by 615 cen-
timeters in length (the length including modern con-
servation treatments is 665 cm). the support is made 
up of numerous sheets of paper of various sizes joined 
horizontally. large joints measuring about 1–1.5 centi-
meters seem to be part of the original conception of the 
scroll, whereas the thin strips of paper on the verso (vis-
ible through the transmitted light sheet) are confusing: 
it is unclear whether they represent the results of old 
repairs, the joints of original sheets, or altered portions 
of paper. therefore, it is not easy to determine the exact 
measurement, number, and pattern of arrangement of 
the separate paper sheets. Moreover, some pieces of the 
border were added later and do not match the papers 
used to join the sheets. all of these features indicate that 
the scroll was restored at different periods in time and 
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surface, disrupting the flow of the ink and the motion 
of the pen. the writing appears rugged in comparison 
to the fluid and clear calligraphy surrounding it (fig. 29).

Pigments and paints

the color palette is limited to three main pigments: 
black, green, and red. gold paint is used for the ruled 
lines that frame the text, as well as for the outlines of 
the architecture and for the monumental inscriptions 
set between the images of religious sites. dr. Myrto 
georgakopoulou of university College london, Qatar, 
examined some specimens using x-ray fluorescence 
spectrometry, or xrf analysis. this non-destructive 
analytical method—which allows for the identification 
of heavy non-organic components—provided us with 
more information about the pigments used and the 
physical nature of the scroll.67

that some parts of it may have been altered or shuffled 
to produce new sequences. for example, observations 
made using transmitted light above the site of Mecca re-
veal horizontal and vertical strips of paper pasted onto 
the verso side, raising questions regarding the original 
arrangement of the three lines of calligraphy in sections 
7, 8, and 9 (fig. 26). similarly, we can observe that the 
sandal was painted on a narrow piece of paper measur-
ing 35 centimeters in width by 15 centimeters in height, 
which seems to have been added to the scroll with thin 
strips of paper (fig. 27).

Close visual study using a transmitted light sheet and 
microscope reveals that the paper was torn out at the 
place of the signature (section 21). figure 27 illustrates 
the loss of substrate indicated by the lighter zone. figure 
28, taken with a microscope under raking light, shows a 
clear indentation into the paper sheet. the new signa-
ture was then penned on the rough and dented paper 

fig. 25. the image of the haram al-sharif in Jerusalem (fig. 12, section 29) features large painted areas of bright pink and 
red pigments that visually differ from the paints used in the images of Mecca and Medina. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, 
doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 26. transmitted light through the paper support above the image of Mecca (fig. 4, section 10) shows darker areas that 
correspond to paper overlaps. these are the result of either old repairs, the joints of sheets, or alterations to the composi-
tion of the scroll. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

results regarding the green color highlight the pres-
ence of copper, indicating that it is a copper-based 
pigment. verdigris is a general term used for copper-con-
taining pigments of different chemical compositions, 
including copper basic, acetates, chlorides, carbonates, 
and other types of different chemical compositions.68 
the most common, basic copper acetate, results from 
the action of vinegar on copper plates (fig. 30). xrf spec-
trum analysis also reveals a small quantity of lead, which 
comes from another unknown material. fresh verdigris 
was vibrant, and economical and easy to manufacture 
compared to malachite, an expensive mineral that was 
also time-consuming to grind and prepare.69 however, 
copper-based pigments were widely used in islamic 
manuscripts for not only economic but also practical 

reasons, particularly because they were easy to apply 
to supports.

in the red pigment, analysis using xrf spectrometry 
has pinpointed the presence of sulphur and mercury, 
indicating that vermilion was used (fig. 31). vermilion 
was produced either mechanically, by simply grinding 
cinnabar, a mercury (ii) sulfide mineral, or synthetically, 
by combining mercury and molten sulphur before heat-
ing the mixture. heat caused it to convert to the red crys-
talline form of mercuric sulphide.70 it was a tedious and 
dangerous process, since mercury is highly toxic, but it 
provided a range of warm, dense hues valued by artists.71

the pink color found around the Prophet Muham-
mad’s sandal and the arches enclosing the Mosque of 
the Prophet in Medina, and the brown hue seen in the 
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fig. 28. the lighter zone in the middle of the image (fig. 9, section 21) indicates that the paper was torn out, probably to 
remove the original pilgrim’s name. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 27. the appearance of the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal (fig. 7, sections 16–17) through the transmitted light sheet. 
(Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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in the islamic palette from east to West and have been 
reported in scientific studies of Persianate painting.74

several passages of black ink were analyzed using 
xrf spectrometry on areas of the scroll’s calligraphy 
as well as on the topographic and architectural images. 
the results highlight different components such as iron, 
lead, zinc, and copper, present in varying amounts, de-
pending on the position on the scroll. Carbon, a light 
element not detected by the xrf method, has not been 
identified. While this does not help to identify the types 
of inks used, it does provide general information about 
the black medium. black inks are usually of three kinds: 
carbon-based, metal-based, or mixtures of both (or-
ganic components and metallic ions). identifying inks 
is, therefore, usually a complex process in light of the 
plethora of possible combinations, which varied accord-
ing to the historical and artistic context, the availability 
of materials, and the personal recipes of the penman.

from a general perspective, we can observe that 
there are significant differences among the painted 
features of the images. the depictions of Mecca and 
Medina present a similar design and consistent layout. 
even if the Medina minarets show fresh outlines of 
black ink, which seem to be a later addition, the details 
are fine and free from alterations, apart from a few pig-
ments applied as retouching to tone down the effect of 
some abrasions. the architectural elements are outlined 
with a succession of thin ruled lines of black, green, and 
gold inks. the colors are also refined and subtle. on the 
other part of the scroll, after the portrayal of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s sandal down to the site of karbala, the 
palette maintains the same tonality of red, pink, and 
green, but the hues appear cruder and brighter. Pink 
is used extensively to cover large areas throughout the 
buildings and the arcades. the red is of a different qual-
ity and has blurred over the course of time. Moreover, 
the buildings are outlined with thick lines of red and 
green. the karbala tomb features discs that are painted 
in purple, as opposed to the patterns painted in gray in 
the najaf site. neither color is found in the representa-
tions of Mecca and Medina. also, unlike the latter two 
images, no gold paint is used on the other side of the 
scroll to highlight details or to frame buildings. as a re-
sult of these differences, the compositions representing 

sacred precinct of Mecca, are derived from red vermil-
ion. xrf spectrum analysis shows that the pink results 
from a mixture of vermilion and lead white (fig. 32). as 
reported in scientific surveys, there are several ways to 
obtain the color brown, resulting from various com-
binations of pigments such as minium, vermilion, in-
digo, and sometimes haematite (fig. 33).72 the latter, a 
mineral containing iron (iii) oxide found in ochre, was 
rarely identified as a stand alone pigment but rather in 
mixture used to darken a hue.73 lead white is a basic 
lead (ii) carbonate manufactured from lead scraps and 
vinegar. these colors—verdigris, vermilion, minium, 
and lead white—are common pigments encountered 

fig. 29. the magnified image of this area (fig. 9, section 21), 
taken with a microscope, shows a clear indentation in the 
paper structure, demonstrating that the support was excised. 
the replacement writing has rugged edges because of the 
rough, de-fibered surface of the paper. (Photo: Museum of 
islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 30. xrf spectrum analysis of the copper green pigment highlights the presence of copper with a small quantity of lead. 
(Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 

fig. 31. xrf spectrum analysis of the vermilion pigment highlights the presence of its characteristic chemical compounds, 
such as mercury and sulphur. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar) 
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fig. 32. xrf spectrum analysis of the pink pigment shows mercury, sulphur, and lead components, indicating that the color 
is constituted of vermilion and lead white. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, Qatar)

fig. 33. in the xrf spectrum analysis of the brown pigment, the presence of mercury, sulphur, and iron highlights the 
presence of vermilion with an iron-based component, perhaps black ink or haematite. (Photo: Museum of islamic art, doha, 
Qatar) 
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of sayyid yusuf b. sayyid shihab al-din of transoxiana 
[which appears again, without evidence of alteration, 
in the second component, section 39]) (figs. 28 and 29); 
and the insertion of the image of the Prophet Muham-
mad’s sandal (section 17) (fig. 27). the transmitted light 
sheet revealed that section 17 has a different width than 
all of the other pieces of paper that make up the scroll. 
the quality of pigments used to paint the sandal is quite 
distinct from those used for Mecca and Medina.

other possible changes include the sequence of the 
calligraphy in sections 7–9—cuts and seams are vis-
ible under transmitted light—though these texts make 
sense when read sequentially and in relation to what 
comes before and after them (fig. 26). the names of the 
witnesses in sections 26 and 27 could also be additions, 
compensating for the loss of the original section of the 
scroll, where the witnesses’ signatures would have ap-
peared. a strip of paper has been used between sections 
26 and 28 to join both parts together. because the writ-
ing of section 27 goes across these two parts, it perhaps 
indicates that this signature was a later addition, and 
that the signature in section 26, which uses the same 
script, may date to the same period.

if we consider the textual structure of the sentence 
in section 1 in light of ayyubid pilgrimage certificates, 
this part would be the continuation of a formula that 
is missing from the doha scroll. if the latter followed 
the pattern of ayyubid-period examples, it would begin 
with the basmala, followed by the ḥamd allāh, and a 
formula glorifying god as the master of light and the pen 
that was inspired by the koran (39:69). another glorifi-
cation of the chosen people, who received the pilgrim-
age and the right religion, would follow. this textual 
sequence is continued in ayyubid-period scrolls with 
a list of the various buildings of the Meccan Masjid al-
haram, which we find in section 1 of the doha scroll and 
in other similar pious formulas (section 7). however, 
the legal formulas that routinely follow the preambles 
of ayyubid-period scrolls are absent from the doha 
scroll.75 this feature can be explained by the fact that 
most ayyubid scrolls were made to record and verify 
proxy pilgrimages, which required a particular form of 
legal validation. Why they are not found in the doha 
scroll cannot be ascertained: they may have been lost—
located on the outer edge of the rolled-up scroll, they 

the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal, Jerusalem, hebron, 
najaf, and karbala appear rougher and more schematic 
than the images of Mecca and Medina.

interPreting the doha sCroll

before examining the doha scroll in light of comparative 
artefacts, a process that will identify its conventional 
and (thus far) unique features, it is important to review 
first the evidence gathered from the technical analysis, 
which will be considered in conjunction with the artis-
tic and aesthetic dimensions of the visual elements of 
the scroll, its various forms of calligraphic script, and the 
representations of Mecca, Medina, the Prophet Muham-
mad’s sandal, Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, and karbala.

Physical history and reproduction

on close inspection, the scroll is a mess. its heavy use 
over time, with frequent unrolling and rolling, has 
caused creasing, abrasions, staining, and paint loss. to 
its further detriment, the corrosive effect of chemicals 
in the watercolor pigments has eaten away the paper 
support in some areas. these various effects are quite 
obvious upon cursory study. While the scroll might give 
the initial impression of having been made at one mo-
ment in time, it is actually the result of different periods 
of production and various kinds of intervention—in-
terpolations, redactions, and additions—accomplished 
before and after the date of september 6, 1433, recorded 
in section 39,

the scroll can be divided into two main components, 
sections 1–28 and sections 29–40. sections 1–28 are 
marked by a consistency in the materials, stylistic fea-
tures, palette, and manner of execution of both the cal-
ligraphy and representations of the holy sites. this first 
component runs from the introductory texts (sections 
1–3) through to the depictions of Mecca and Medina, the 
textual narrative describing the pilgrim’s ʿ umra, and the 
signatures of the witnesses (sections 26 and 27), ending 
with the final section of koran 48:2 in section 28 (the 
previous passages of this verse having appeared in sec-
tions 6, 13, and 19). Changes made to the first compo-
nent (sections 1–28) include the redaction of the original 
pilgrim’s name in section 21 (replaced with the name 
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in najaf, the narrative records, sayyid yusuf paid respect 
to ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali b. kammuna al-husayni by kiss-
ing his hand.

to summarize: the material and formal features of 
the doha scroll reveal that it consists of two distinct 
components. a preexisting scroll (sections 1–28) of un-
determined date—made sometime between 1398 and 
1433—recording an ʿumra   was repurposed on behalf of 
sayyid yusuf, who also visited Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, 
and karbala. as part of this repurposing, an image of one 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s sandals (section 17) was 
inserted, the name of the first pilgrim was redacted (sec-
tion 21), and twelve new sections (29–40) were added. a 
potentially third historical layer, on or after 1433, is rep-
resented by the addition of the labels written in nastaʿlīq 
script. the shared orthographic features of the nastaʿlīq 
labels in the first and second components of the doha 
scroll suggest that they were added in a single temporal 
intervention, after the two components described above 
had been joined. Whether the nastaʿlīq captions were 
added in 1433 or after is not easy to determine.

an analysis of the overall conjoined historical struc-
ture of the doha scroll should also address its place(s) 
of production. While it is conceivable that the first com-
ponent was made in Mecca—as many earlier scrolls 
appear to have been, given the local pilgrimage indus-
try—its calligraphy and stylistic features show gen-
eral affinities to works on paper throughout iraq and 
greater iran in the timurid period.76 as to the second 
component, the date september 6, 1433, appears in the 
last line of section 39 after praise to god and a blessing 
upon the Prophet Muhammad, his family, and his Com-
panions, along with the term “he wrote it” (ḥarrarahu). 
this is a common verb used in the arts of the book, but 
it appears here without the maker’s name or place of 
copying. the text of the ziyārātnāma only mentions 
the pilgrim’s wish that his pilgrimage be recorded as an 
object he could show to various people as evidence of 
his pious acts of devotion. the scroll would secure an 
enhanced social position for him. the chronology laid 
out in the text implies that the scroll was made after the 
conclusion of his travels (to the four ḥarams and two 
mashhads), which, as visualized on the scroll, occurred 
in karbala (the last in the sequence of holy sites). and 
yet the signature of ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali b. kammuna 

were more susceptible to damage from handling and 
repeated use—or not included in the first place, espe-
cially if the original pilgrimage it recorded was made by 
the pilgrim and not by his or her proxy.

the second component of the scroll, sections 29–40, 
like the first, is characterized by an internal uniformity 
in its materials, style, palette, and mode of execution 
in both calligraphy and representations of holy sites, 
which encompass Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, and kar-
bala. While little separates the repertoire of calligraphic 
scripts and the quality of their execution in the second 
as opposed to the first component, differences between 
the two are mostly visible in the palette and formal fea-
tures of topographic representations. the colors used to 
depict Jerusalem (section 29), hebron (section 31), na-
jaf (section 36), and karbala (section 38) are quite dis-
tinct from those seen in the preceding representations 
of Mecca and Medina, as are aspects of their execution 
and key stylistic details: the most conspicuous example 
is the completely distinct bracket form near the top of 
the minarets.

the calligraphic panel introducing najaf (sections 
34–35) shares the material features of the second com-
ponent. What is less certain is whether sections 32–33—
comprising square kufic calligraphy with the names of 
the Prophet Muhammad, the four rightly guided Cal-
iphs, the twelve imams, and koran 33:33—are integral 
to the period of production of the second component. 
sections 32–33 share the distinctive pink pigment found 
in the images of Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, and karbala. 
however, though remarkably similar in orthographic 
features to the examples of square kufic calligraphy 
occurring in the first component (sections 1–28), slight 
differences in execution suggest that the square kufic 
calligraphy in sections 32–33 was made in emulation of 
the historically antecedent first component.

the concluding sections of the second component 
(39–40) contain the narrative text of the visitation 
(ziyārātnāma), which included four ḥarams—Mecca, 
Medina, Jerusalem and hebron—and two mashhads—
najaf and karbala—as well as the signatures of six wit-
nesses. the name of one witness, ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali 
b. kammuna al-husayni, also appears in the body of the 
narrative. as noted above, he was a person of impor-
tance, almost certainly the custodian of the najaf shrine. 
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of the earlier medieval corpus while expanding the pal-
ette and incidence of detail.79 although the doha scroll 
shares broad stylistic and conceptual traits with the 
london scroll of 1432–33—as well as the overlapping 
iconography of the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal and 
some choice koranic verses (2:48 and 3:96–97)—it sig-
nificantly expands the inventory of places and objects 
visited by the pilgrim.80 despite the two historical pe-
riods evidenced in the doha scroll—sections 1–28 (be-
tween 1398 and 1433) and sections 29–40 (september 6, 
1433, or soon thereafter)—the representations of Mecca, 
Medina, Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, and karbala are re-
markably similar, each one conceived as an enclosure 
bounded by a perimeter of arcades, with hanging lamps 
and minarets at each of the four corners projecting in-
ward to the center. freestanding architectural struc-
tures, whether mosques or mausoleums, are generally 
represented as domed buildings, with cutaway views 
revealing interior arrangements. the configuration of 
the Mosque of the Prophet at Medina suggests a rect-
angular plan—within which we find the tomb, minbar, 
and mihrab—while the image of the aqsa Mosque at 
Jerusalem does not suggest its actual plan but rather 
stresses a formal affinity to the adjacent dome of the 
rock. subtle differences established by coloring and 
structural forms modulate the typologically related im-
ages of hebron, najaf, and karbala. representations of 
architecture, en bloc, do not signal variations of regional 
building traditions and materials, or indicate histori-
cal inflections. rather, a contemporaneity is proposed 
for the group through formal and morphological simi-
larities.81 as in earlier medieval examples, the images 
of holy places on the doha scroll attempt to arrange the 
elements of each site according to their relative spatial 
coordinates, sometimes with intimations of cardinal 
directions (north, south, east, and west), though this is 
not fastidiously applied. Jerusalem is a good example: 
the aqsa Mosque and the dome of the rock are placed 
side by side and not one before the other, as they should 
have been if conforming to the n–s- and e–W-oriented 
arcades that enclose the haram al-sharif. the “gate of 
hell,” for example, faces east, orienting the entire en-
semble. overall, the images balance the desire to stress 
the shared nature and significance of holy sites with 
the necessity of highlighting the elements that made 

al-husayni, whom sayyid yusuf met at the culmination 
of his visitation to najaf, appears in the final portion of 
the scroll (section 40). the simplest conclusion would 
be that the scroll was made in najaf to sayyid yusuf’s 
specifications, but it is not inconceivable that it was 
made in karbala and that the pilgrim returned to najaf 
to have the witnesses sign the document. there are sure-
ly other possibilities—the narrative of the visitations 
does not specify their temporal relation to the ceremony 
in najaf—but the stylistic and material features of the 
scroll do not permit a more specific attribution across 
the lands of iraq and greater iran.

the visual program of the Doha Scroll vis-à-vis other 
sources

the conventions adopted by the artists of the doha 
scroll largely resemble those of earlier examples of the 
seljuq and ayyubid through early Mamluk periods, 
and are closer still to the contemporary 1432–33 scroll 
made for Maymuna bint Muhammad b. ʿabd allah al-
Zardali. in the earlier medieval corpus, one finds dia-
grams of sites composed of numerous architectural and 
landscape elements.77 space is suggested by combined 
plan and elevation views, spatial interrelation by the 
relative position and difference in size of the physical 
signs and markers constituting each holy site. however, 
these schematic, diagrammatic images do not attempt 
to evoke an actual physical and measured reality, de-
spite the fact that early pilgrimage narratives often 
specify dimensions in various units of measurement.78 
(some of the captions written in nastaʿlīq on the doha 
scroll enumerate quantities of length and height: see 
appendix). the medieval scroll diagrams were not cre-
ated according to an overall, or absolute, relative scale, 
but did attempt to convey orders of magnitude. differ-
ent colors and patterns were used to animate the dia-
grammatic views and to enhance legibility of the parts 
in relation to the whole. When viewed together, each 
site is distinguished from others by its unique elements 
(e.g., the kaʿba of Mecca, the date palms and oil house 
of Medina), and yet the representations of the sites are 
subject to a typology of the sacred that seeks to denote 
shared attributes.

representations of holy sites and sacred space on the 
doha scroll continue the spatial concepts characteristic 
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similar, especially in their shape and the four discs at 
the corners of the enclosing rectangle. While these re-
semble wheels on the doha scroll, on the london scroll 
the gilded discs contain the names of the four rightly 
guided Caliphs. other differences include the arrange-
ment of the calligraphy. the lines of arabic text are writ-
ten across the width of the sandal—divided into three 
parts from toe to heel—on the london scroll, while on 
the doha scroll the text runs around the outer edge of 
the sandal and occupies a small cartouche in its mid-
dle. indeed, the theme of the text in the cartouche of 
the doha scroll is nearly identical to that seen in the 
cartouche in the london scroll, except that the longer 
version found on the latter (in the section at the toes) 
provided more context and expressed its meaning with 
greater clarity. on the london scroll, the text reads: “the 
Prophet, peace be upon him, said: ‘i have never found 
myself in a house that caught fire, or in a caravan that 
was robbed, or in a vessel that suffered a storm, or in a 
business that went to ruin.’ as a blessing of the Prophet, 
upon him be peace.”87 the doha scroll does not include 
the context of the saying but merely introduces the san-
dal as an image (mithāl) of its referent, stating, “never 
has an image of the noble sandals been in a ship that has 
sunk or in a house that has been looted.” in the doha 
scroll, the protection afforded by the image of the sandal 
is discussed in the text encircling the actual image of 
the sandal. it might be possible to explain the extensive 
losses here, and elsewhere, on the doha scroll to the sec-
ondary functions of the artefact in its post-production 
contexts of use: once separated from its original owner, 
the scroll functioned primarily as an object of devotion, 
capable of transporting the viewer to distant places and 
transmitting a blessing through the touch of the hand.88

among pilgrimage scrolls made before or after, the 
doha scroll is thus far the only one known to contain 
an image of the haram of hebron depicting the Cave 
of the Patriarchs (abraham, Jacob, isaac) and the ceno-
taph of Joseph (fig. 13). While Joseph’s cenotaph stands 
alone, the adjacent prophets Jacob, abraham, and isaac 
are buried alongside their wives. Close to Jerusalem and 
often regarded as one of the places where the Prophet 
Muhammad stopped during his night Journey (isrāʾ), 
hebron is commonly mentioned in medieval pilgrim-
age narratives. 

each place unique. the routine habit of composing 
the elements of each site inside square or rectangular 
frames—which signify sacred precincts—has the effect 
of enhancing the viewer’s concentration in the process 
of visual contemplation. the interrelatedness of holy 
sites, achieved through patterning and self-referential 
visual modelling, as well as the connections between 
these images and historical models, secures their imme-
diate identification in terms of their generic and specific 
aspects as shrines.

the chief differences between the content of the 
doha scroll and comparable materials can be explained 
by the pilgrim’s specific itinerary. as noted above, a 
large number of medieval scrolls represent the sites as-
sociated with the ḥajj—Mount ʿ arafat, Muzdalifa, Mina, 
the Meccan Masjid al-haram, and Mounts safa and Mar-
wa—despite the fact that they recorded ʿ umras, and fre-
quently included Medina and Jerusalem.82 some of the 
elements making up the sacred precincts visited by pil-
grims in Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem in the  medieval 
period are also documented on the doha scroll.83 in 
the 1432–33 london scroll, Maymuna bint Muhammad 
b. ʿabd allah al-Zardali performed a ḥajj in Mecca and 
only visited Medina. the scroll enumerates the rituals 
performed and places visited as the kaʿba and mult-
azam, Mounts ʿ arafat, safa and Marwa, and the Mosque 
of the Prophet Muhammad in Medina.84 its formal and 
stylistic features—especially in the calligraphy—sug-
gest a context of production different from that of the 
doha scroll.85 in the later dated example briefly consid-
ered here, i.e., the proxy pilgrimage performed on behalf 
of the ottoman prince Şehzade Mehmed (in 1544–45), 
the sites visited during the ḥajj are depicted, along with 
Medina and Jerusalem; there is also a representation 
of the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal. the sequence of 
separate sites, those in Mecca and its vicinity, departs 
from earlier medieval conventions.86

the doha, london, and istanbul scrolls all feature 
the Prophet Muhammad’s sandal, which is absent from 
the medieval corpus as it is presently known. the san-
dals represent the earliest examples of a visual tradition 
that increased in popularity with the rapid growth of 
devotional literature, particularly in the ottoman lands 
from the late 1500s onwards. the single sandals depicted 
on the doha and london scrolls are stylistically quite 
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have been seen as analogous to the line of succession 
of the imams. this genealogical construct is manifest 
visually in the adjacent portion of the vertically oriented 
scroll (section 33), where the Prophet Muhammad and  
the twelve imams are named in a striking composition 
of square kufic enclosing koran 33:33: “god desires to 
remove impurities from you, o inmates of this house, 
and to cleanse and bring out the best in you.”

the last two sites depicted on the scroll, najaf and 
karbala, had by the eighth century already become 
central sites of shiʿi devotional culture and practice 
but were equally visited by sunnis.93 the doha scroll 
is currently the earliest known example to include rep-
resentations of najaf and karbala, which became key 
toponyms in later scrolls recording shiʿi pilgrimages.94 
najaf was the burial site of ʿali b. abi talib (d. 661), the 
cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet Muhammad, and 
the first shiʿi imam and fourth sunni caliph; karbala was 
the burial site of husayn b. ʿali (d. 680), grandson of the 
Prophet Muhammad and the third shiʿi imam. by the 
tenth century, both locales had taken on a definitively 
public aspect and experienced continuous support from 
a host of local and regional leaders from across the is-
lamic lands. Members of the hamdanid (906–1004) and 
buyid (932–1062) dynasties revived both shrines in the 
late tenth and early eleventh centuries. in addition to 
housing the burials of the first and third imams, mem-
bers of the family of the Prophet (ahl al-bayt), each 
site grew in importance within the full span of islamic 
cosmology, thereby establishing their pre-islamic emi-
nence. according to traditions attributed to the sixth 
imam, Jaʿfar al-sadiq (d. 765), najaf was associated with 
Moses, Jesus, abraham, and Muhammad, while the soil 
of karbala was regarded as superior to that around the 
kaʿba in Mecca.95 the city also featured graves attrib-
uted to the prophets adam, noah, hud, and salih.96 
by the eleventh century, najaf and karbala had both 
become established pilgrimage destinations and were 
largely independent of external rule and patronage in 
light of their considerable, and growing, revenues. the 
shiʿi religious elite received the khums tax (lit. “one fifth” 
of specified forms of income) from the shiʿi communi-
ty, and the local economy benefited generally from the 
commerce associated with pilgrimage, as well as from 
payments made for burial in the vicinity of the shrines.97 

in addition to being revered by sunnis, who made 
pilgrimages to the site and sponsored architectural 
monuments there, hebron held significance for shiʿis.89 
according to shiʿi theology, a continuous sequence of 
imams had existed between the time of adam and Mu-
hammad. some of these men were also prophets who 
brought books and new religious law, viz. noah, abra-
ham, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. in the shiʿi exegeti-
cal tradition, many verses of the koran were interpreted 
as references to the position of the imam and the ima-
mate. one of the most commonly discussed was koran 
3:33, “god had chosen adam and noah, and the families 
of abraham and ʿimran in preference to others,” where 
the reference to the family of abraham was understood 
as constituting a precursor to the family of Muhammad. 
other verses mentioning abraham’s offspring were in-
terpreted as references to the imams.90 the shiʿi inter-
pretative tradition also developed a parallel between 
abraham’s sacrifice of his son ismaʿil and the tragedy of 
imam husayn’s martyrdom. in the narrative relayed by 
abu Muhammad al-fadl b. shadhan al-nisaburi (d. 873–
74), for example, when god informs him of the future 
martyrdom of husayn,  abraham is deeply saddened. 
because of the anguish that abraham has shown, god 
redeems his sacrifice—his son ismaʿil—with the ram.91

given the wide-ranging associations the city of 
hebron had across the spectrum of Muslim belief, it 
is no surprise that sayyid yusuf visited it and that it is 
included on the scroll. it amplified and developed the 
abrahamic associations with Mecca: the sacred precinct 
housed the kaʿba, which was rebuilt by abraham and 
ismaʿil, as well as the station where abraham prayed; 
it was also the site of the graves of abraham’s second 
wife, hagar, and son ismaʿil. nor should we fail to em-
phasize the importance of the matriarchs of the early 
prophets. the depiction of their cenotaphs in the haram 
of hebron is consistent with the alid emphasis on the 
Prophet Muhammad’s family and the imamate’s link 
to Muhammad through his daughter fatima, who mar-
ried ʿ ali. shiʿi and sunni pilgrims to Medina alike visited 
the tomb of fatima, in the rawḍa (lit. “garden”) of the 
Mosque of the Prophet Muhammad, as well as the tomb 
of the Prophet’s daughter Zaynab in the graveyard of 
al-baqiʿ.92 to a pro-alid viewer, the representation of 
the successive tombs of abraham and his family might 
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the histories of the alid shrines at najaf and karbala 
also evidence continual visitation and patronage by 
sunni Muslims since their inception. in just the later 
historical periods, closer in time to the visit of sayyid 
yusuf, the list of prominent sunni patrons included 
ghazan khan, shaykh uways b. hasan, and timur, each 
one of whom made repairs to the shrines and lavished 
gifts upon them. When the ottoman sultan suleyman i 
(r. 1520–66) visited iraq in the 1530s, he journeyed to 
najaf and karbala, in 1534, and is likely to have funded 
restorations to the architecture in addition to the nu-
merous gifts he offered.105

envoi

the finished ziyārātnāma produced for sayyid yusuf 
b. sayyid shihab al-din of transoxiana consisted of 
a repurposed scroll recording an ʿumra and a visit to 
Medina, as well as a newly made component record-
ing visits to Jerusalem, hebron, najaf, and karbala. the 
narrative text added as a conclusion (section 39) and 
dated september 6, 1433, places emphasis on the rites 
completed by sayyid yusuf in najaf, and suggests his 
enhanced social position, but does not supply details 
of what he did during his visits to other sites. some of 
that was already described in the redacted component 
of the repurposed scroll (sections 20–25) listing the 
rites of the ʿumra and visitation to Medina. as a whole, 
the scroll combines the three major holy sites of islam, 
Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem—which were of equal 
importance to sunnis and shiʿis—and deepens the 
abrahamic connotations of Mecca through the addi-
tion of hebron, which also enjoyed a broad ecumenical 
appeal. the family of abraham’s offspring might be seen 
as a fitting parallel to the family of the Prophet Muham-
mad descended through his daughter fatima’s marriage 
to ʿali. these genealogies are visually manifest on the 
scroll through the representations of Medina, najaf, and 
karbala, but they are also configured through the square 
kufic calligraphic panel composed of the list of names of 
the Prophet Muhammad and the twelve imams.

although it is not possible from the available evidence 
to narrow the place and timeframe for the production of 
the scroll—other than the terminus post quem of 21 Mu-
harram 837 (september 6, 1433)—the islamic ritual cal-

the cemetery at Wadi al-salam outside najaf is a prime 
example.

by the time sayyid yusuf performed his pilgrimage, 
najaf and karbala had long since secured their preemi-
nence within Muslim belief and religious practice. 
among the shiʿi, visits to karbala had been promoted 
in the early history of the imams: several traditions of 
the fifth and sixth imams, Muhammad al-baqir (d. 
733) and Jaʿfar al-sadiq, referred to the necessity and 
fundamental importance of making the pilgrimage to 
karbala.98 in certain periods, the pilgrimage to karbala 
was considered to be a perfectly acceptable substitution 
for Mecca. by the late tenth century, an attempt was 
made to define a calendar marking the religious feasts 
on which it was deemed especially meritorious to visit 
najaf and karbala. the earliest effort to formalize a cal-
endar of “special visitations” (ziyārāt makhṣuṣa) was 
made by Jaʿfar b. Muhammad b. Qulawayh (d. 980–81) 
in the Kāmil al-ziyārāt.99 such processes were clearly 
intended to regulate shiʿi visitation in a pattern emu-
lating the fixed calendrical sequence required by the 
ḥajj. further, visits made to karbala on special days were 
believed to exceed in merit the accomplishment of the 
ʿumra and ḥajj in multiples of different quantities, as 
laid out in the Faḍl ziyārat al-Ḥusayn of Muhammad 
b. ʿali b. al-husayn al-ʿalawi al-shajari (d. 1053–54).100

at the same time that these developments were tak-
ing place, shiʿi pilgrimage manuals started to emerge in 
growing numbers. these works proposed itineraries for 
pilgrims, described ritual behavior, and matched spe-
cific prayers and supplications to places to be visited.101 
ibn Qulawayh’s Kāmil al-ziyārāt is one of the earliest 
of its type; another example, the miṣbāḥ al-mutahajjid 
by Muhammad b. al-hasan al-tusi (d. 1067), specified 
details of visits to the imams and also included vol-
untary prayers to be made by shiʿis during the ḥajj.102 
ibn Qulawayh lays out the components of the pilgrim’s 
visit to karbala but also offers an entire chapter on the 
value of poetry and its recitation during pilgrimage.103 
analysis of the corpus of poetry points to the heightened 
sensory experience of pilgrims to karbala, where the 
soil—imbued with the blood of the martyred husayn—
is touched and kissed, its scent inhaled.104 the pilgrim 
prays for rain to fall on the tomb, presumably to height-
en the sensory experience gained through the faculties 
of sight and smell.
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the combination of the names of the rightly guided Cal-
iphs and the twelve imams—as at the ilkhanid-period 
shrine at linjan from 1312. and throughout the timurid 
and turkmen periods, it became increasingly common 
for imams to be named in sunni contexts, such as, for 
example, at the Masjid-i Jamiʿ in yazd and in bafruiya.107 
in one of the most visible acts of pro-alid support by a 
sunni patron, between 1416 and 1418 gawhar shad, wife 
of the timurid ruler shahrukh (r. 1409–47), sponsored 
the construction of the Masjid-i Jamiʿ in Mashhad, in 
the precincts of the shrine of the eighth shiʿi imam, 
riza.108 May farhat’s detailed study of this shrine has 
demonstrated a long historical practice of visitation 
and patronage by sunnis before sectarian lines hard-
ened in the safavid and ottoman periods.109 Whatever 
sayyid yusuf’s personal religious belief and practice, his 
pilgrimage to the holy sites and their depiction on the 
scroll amply attest to the great reverence accorded the 
family of the Prophet Muhammad, extending from its 
core members—fatima, ʿali, hasan, and husayn—to 
the last imam, the lord of time.
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amélie Couvrat Desvergnes,
Paper and Book Conservator, museum of islamic art, 
Doha

David J. roxburgh,
Prince alwaleed Bin talal Professor of islamic art History 
and Department Chair, Department of History of art and 
architecture, Harvard University

endar is itself suggestive. if sayyid yusuf completed his 
pilgrimages before 21 Muharram—as the ziyārātnāma 
asserts—this would have occurred only eleven days af-
ter the major feast of ʿāshūrāʾ (10 Muharram), the high 
point in karbala’s calendar, and some thirty-three days 
after the holiday commemorating the Prophet Mu-
hammad’s nomination of ʿali as his successor at ghadir 
khumm (ʿīd al-ghadīr, 18 dhu’l-hijja), one of the most 
special days of visitation (ziyārāt al-makhṣūṣa) to najaf. 
regardless of when or where the scroll was made within 
this period, sayyid yusuf’s visits closely followed, or per-
haps coincided with, the most important dates in the 
ritual calendar of najaf and karbala.

sayyid yusuf’s individual religious beliefs and affili-
ations are not easy to pinpoint. in addition to being a 
descendant of the Prophet Muhammad (sayyid) and of 
a family with transoxianan origins, yusuf was a sufi, as 
becomes clear from the language of the ziyārātnāma 
and his being honoured with the title “successor of the 
dervishes.” the first caliphs—abu bakr, ʿumar, and 
ʿuthman—are named alongside the twelve imams in 
the epigraphic panels composed of square kufic, and 
the Companions and family of the Prophet Muhammad 
are again blessed in the concluding prayer of the narra-
tive of visitation. this is consonant with a religious cul-
ture in which veneration of the alids was non-sectarian 
in nature, a phenomenon noted for various geographi-
cal and historical contexts across the islamic lands and 
styled “ahl al-baytism” by robert McChesney.106 other 
scholars have noted the extent to which sunni islam 
in iran particularly venerated the family of the Prophet 
Muhammad. examples of architectural epigraphy show 
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aPPendix

transcription and translation of
the timurid Pilgrimage scroll (doha, Museum of islamic art, Ms.267.1998)

the authors have taken care to ensure that the transcrip-
tion below is as faithful as possible to the original text. 
nevertheless, some diacritical, vocalization, and calli-
graphic marks deemed by them as being simply deco-
rative have not been included. furthermore, certain 

characters are not supported by computers and there-
fore could not be added. the following text, however, 
presents the reader with the content of the scroll section 
by section, while photographic details will address the 
original script.
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�ق  .5
َ
َ�ك �لن�ن مَ �َ��سْن �َن

َّ
�قَ�ل��َق�د �َ��ا   .6

م
َ
َ�ع

��ل�ّن م ا �ا
َ
�َقم �هُ 

ُ
�ل َوَم �ن��ْ��ا

��ْق
َأ
ل� َ ا

�قسن َ
ّ
�ل�د لَم َوا

ط��َن
ْ
�ع ل� ����َنّ ا

َ
�ل�ح َمَم �نَ�ا

ُأ
ل� �ق� ا ��س�ا  .7

َ
�ى  َو�َق�ع�ا

َ
�قَ��ن�ك �ل��ل�ه   ا

َ
ل ��َق�ا  .8

   َ
َ �َ��سن

َ���قْ��ق ��ل�ن  ا
ّ

�ن
��َس �ح ��ل�ن�ا �َ���نً�ا و�ل��ل�َه ع��لى ا

آ
ا �ن  ��ل�ه ك�ا �ن �ه�قمَ و�َ��سن � �َا

ْ
�ن مُ ا ً ���ل��َق�ا

�ق �ق �ن���ق�ن�ا �ق�ا
آ
ا ��ق�ه 

لمَ��قسَن ��ن �� �ل���ل�ع�ا ً
�د

ُ
رك�ا و�ه  �ُ���ن�ا

��ق
ّ
َ��ك

��ق �لن�ن ��س �ل��ل�دن �لَ���ل�ن�ا  �
َ ُو��ن

�نَ���قْ��ق  
َ

ّول �ّن ا ا   .9

��ل�قْ�َه ��َس���َن�ق�لا ��قط���اع ا �����لْ ا  

10.

م  �ل�ح�ا �د ا ر ���������حن a.   ����ن�ا

  upper inscription: � �ق�ك ع�د �قسن ���ن ���د و  ���ا ا
 b.  �����ل��قو�طن

lower inscription: � و� و ]��س�ه[ ع�د
�قسن ���ن �ن ��ق ا ���ا

 �����ل��قو�طن

inscription at left: و �قسن ���ن ���د و ���� و � ���ا ا
�����ل��قو�طن

inscription at right: � �ن ع�د
�پ��ن �قسن ����ن ���د و ���� و  ���ا ا

�����ل��قو�طن

inscription at left, outside of the ḥaṭīm: و لم ���� و �
��ن ���عط��ن �ق �وا

���ش ��ق ���ا ���ا
 c.  �����ل��قو�طن

inscription to the left of the Kaʿba: [ �ن
��ق ک [�لگ لم �ن���ق�����ل��ق و �ه�ل��ن

�� ���ع��ن�ه ���عط��ن �ن�د  �ن�لا

upper inscription: [ �ن
�ق�ك ک [�لگ ��ق و  لم �ه�����لش

ن ���ع��ن�ه ���عط��ن
�ع��س

upper left:  ��نو�ن  d.  �حن

upper right:  ��ن ����ن

lower left:  ق
�� �����ش

lower right: ل ���شما
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1.  and the venerable house, and the station, and Zamzam, and we were given preference over

2.  glory be to god/ and Praise be to god/ [square damaged and lost]/ and god is great

3.  “god desires to remove impurities from you, o inmates of this house, and to cleanse and bring out  
the best in you” [koran 33:33]

4.  “and do not shave your heads until the offering has reached the place of sacrifice” [koran 2:196]

5.  i put my trust in god/ i put my trust in god/ god

6.  “[save] you from earlier” [koran 48:2]

7.  Wayfarer of the nations of the great pilgrimage and the most correct religion, we ask him for  
his complete grace

8.  “god the blessed and sublime said”

9.  “the first house of god to be set up for men was at bakkah the blessed, a guidance for the people of the world. 
it contains clear signs, and the spot where abraham had stood. and anyone who enters it will find security. 
and whosoever can afford should visit the house on a pilgrimage” [koran 3:96–97]

10.     

a. Minaret of the Masjid al-haram

b. upper inscription: the columns of this row number one hundred and one

 lower inscription: the columns of this row number ninety [three]

 inscription at left: the columns of this row are one hundred thirty-two

 inscription at right: the columns of this side number one hundred and thirty-five

c. inscription at left, outside of the ḥaṭīm: the columns of the exalted place of circumambulation are 
 thirty-two
 inscription to the left of the Kaʿba: the height of the exalted kaʿba is twenty-seven gaz

 upper inscription: the width of the exalted kaʿba is twenty-one gaz   

d. upper left: south

 upper right: West

 lower left: east

 lower right: north
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upper structure:  ���كىق لم�ا م ا e.  ���ل��ق�ا

lower structure:  ���لن�عىق �ا �����ش م ا   ���ل��ق�ا

left structure:  ��ن��لىق
�ل�ح��ن م ا ���ل��ق�ا

right structure:  ىق
�ل�ح��ن�عن م ا ���ل��ق�ا

upper left corner of the Kaʿba:  مىق �ا �����ش f.  ر���سن ا

upper right corner of the Kaʿba:  �ق
���قم�ن ر���سن ا

lower right corner of the Kaʿba:  ىق
��ق �ع�ا  ر���سن 

�ل��ل�ه �ل��ل�ه محمد ر��سول ا ل� ا �ـ�ه ا
َ
�� g.  ل� ا

�ع��ق�ل ���ما � ا h.  �ح�حن

�ن ا i.   ����ق�ن

��سو� ل� � ا �ل�ح����حن j.   ا

م
k.  ����ل��ق�ن

��ن��ق�ل �ل�حن م ا l.   ���ل��ق�ا

��س ���ع��ن�ا �ق�ه ا m.  ��س��ق�ا

��ل�نور ��ن�ل ا n.  �حن

م
�م�ن ��ن�ه رن

o.  ��ق

�ه�قم �ن�ا م ا p.  ���ل��ق�ا

�����ل�ع��ن�ه �ه ا ر�ن �  .q
ط����ن�هق

�ل�حن r.   ����ن��ن� ا
�ق ع�ا ������ا ��ن�ه ا

s.   ��ق

�ا ��ط�����ن t.   ا

ح�م�
آ
ا ��ن�ل  u and .v.   �حن

ر ���عط���ا ق ا
w.  ��سو�

لمم�وه x.  ا

 �قط��و��ن
�ن  ع���ل�قْ�ه ا

َ
��ن�اح �ع�قمم� ��ن�لا �حن و ا ���ق��َق ا ��ل�ن  ا

ّ
�ن

�ل��لّ�ه ��ن���سْن �ح �ق� ا �ع�َا لمم�وهق �َ��سن ��سَش �ا وا ��ن ��ط���ّ �ّن ا  ا  .11

[one corroded line in square kufic script]   .12 

�ل�َ���قَ�هُ 
ْ
�نَ�ع َمَّ 

َ� َو�قُ�ق
�حنَّ �قَ�ا  َو�َ��ا    .13

���و�قُ�ُه �لَم َو��َ
َ
ْ�ح

ر
َأ
ل� َ ا

��ن وُأ
َّ
�ل� م َوا

َ
�
ْ
�ل
َأ
ل� َ� ا َوا

َ
�ل�حن �ل��ل�هُ ا َو ا

ُ
 �ه  .14
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e. upper structure: Maliki station

 lower structure: shafiʿi station

 left structure: hanbali station

 right structure: hanafi station

f. upper left corner of the Kaʿba: syrian corner

 upper right corner of the Kaʿba: yemeni corner

 lower right corner of the Kaʿba: iraqi corner

g. there is no god but god. Muhammad is the messenger of god.

h. stone of ismaʿil

i. rainwater spout

j. the black stone

k. the pressing place

l. station of gabriel

m. the Watering Place of ʿabbas

n. Mountain of light

o. dome of Zamzam

p. station of abraham

q. the stairs of the kaʿba

r. Minbar of the friday sermon

s. dome of the hours

t. [Mount] safa

u. and v. red Mountain

w. Perfume market

x. [Mount] Marwa

11.  “truly safa and Marwa are the symbols of god. Whoever goes on pilgrimage to the house (of god),  
or on a holy visit, is not guilty of wrong if he walk around them” [koran 2:158]

12.  [one corroded line in square kufic script]

13.  “and subsequent [blames], and complete his favors” [koran 48:2]

14.  he is god the most generous, the Clement, the most Merciful and his praying.
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.15

ى
�لق�ن�ه �م����ط���ل�عن ر ���د  ����ن�ا  .a

doors on the left side, from top to bottom:   .b

ء �ل���ن����ا �ن ا �ن�ا

��ن��ق�ل �ن �ن �ن�ا

 doors on the right side, from top to bottom:

�ل�ح���ه �ن ا �ن�ا

م ������لا �ن ا �ن�ا

��ق �ح�م �حن���ط���ا
�ن    .c

�ل��ل�ه محمد  [ر��س…] ل� ا ه ا ل� d.   ل� ا

from right to left:   .e

�ل��ل�ه ��ن�هق ر��سول ا
   ��ق

س��لم
�ل��ل�ه ع���ل�ق�ه و ��    ����لى ا

م ������لا �ن�ق ع���ل�ق�ه ا
����ن ��ن� ا

f.   ��ق
�ق�ق ��ط����د �نو �ن��ل� ا ��ن� ا

 ��ق  .g
ق

رو� �ا ���ل��ن �ع�م� ا ��ن� 
 ��ق  .h

�ن�ق
����ن �ن ا  م�ح�ا  .i

ط����ن�ه
�ل�حن  ����ن��ن� ا  .j

�ن�ه �ا ��سش �ن �ا
 ��ن  .k

�ن�ه �ا �لق��ق �ن
��ن�ه رن

 ��ق  .l

�هق
َ
�ق
أ
ل�  ا

ُ
��ُس�ل

ُّ
�ل�

ٱ
ا ��نْ��لَ�َه 

��ْق �َ��سْن ��َق
َ
���َ  ��َق�د �ن

َّ
ل�  ا

ٌ
 رَ��ُسول

َّ
ل� د ا

َّ
َحم
ُ

م  َو�َ��ا   .16

 Center:   .17
َر ��ن������ق��ق ا ىق �

���ق��ق ول� ��ن ً ���لن��ُن ىق �م���ل��ن
�لنَ��ق ��ن �هق ���اك�ا َ��ق�ل��َن

�����ش َل ا �ا
َ
 �َن�ع

ُ
ل ����ش�ا

Border:

�����ل��ق    لَم ��ن�ل��ق�د لَم �ن�ع�د ع�ا �ع�سن ع�ا هم 
�� �����ل��ن�ا �ع�سن �����ل��نو�حط���لم �ن�ا هق  � �ن��ن��لق�ن�ا ��َس�ا

أ
م ���ل��ق�د ا

���ش ل �ه�ا
آ
ا لم��ن�عو�ش ���سن  ��َور�� محمد ا ى �����ل��قّ�د ا

لمط���ط���ل�عن ل ��ل�ن�ع�َل ا ����ش�ا

 �ن�����ق��ه���ا     
�ن ل� ��ن�ا

��ن���ق�ن�ه ��ط���ا ��ق ���ا �حن ّ �طن
لمط���و�ن�هق �و�نى لم�سن ����س �هق  ا َ��ق�ل��ن

�����ش ل ا َل �ن�ع�ا لم ����ش�ا
�ن ���عوا لم���وك ا �ن ا رك�ا ��ل�ن ا �عوا �ق ��ط���ا 

ّ
�ق ��ق�د ع�د

��ل�ق ��ل�ن�ع�ل ا ا

�ن  �����ن�ع�ا
أ
[…]و�و��ط���ا ��س��ن� وا

 [one corroded line in square kufic script]   .18
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15. 

a. Minaret of the city of the chosen one

b. doors on the left side, from top to bottom: 

 Women’s gate 

 gabriel’s gate

 doors on the right side, from top to bottom: 

 gate of Mercy 

 gate of Peace

c. Palm trees of the sanctuary

d. there is no god but god, Muhammad […]

e. from right to left: 

 dome of the Messenger of god, 

 prayers and peace be upon him

f. tomb of the Prophet, peace be upon him

g. tomb of abu bakr, the truthful

h. tomb of ʿumar, the just

i. Mihrab of the Prophet

j. Minbar of the friday sermon

k. furnishings depot

l. dome of the oil house

16. “Muhammad is only a messenger; and many a messenger has gone before him” [koran 3:144]

17.   Center: 

  never has an image of the noble sandals been in a ship that has sunk or in a house that has been looted.

  Border: 

  image of a sandal of the chosen lord of mankind, the envoy of god from the house of hashim. the lords re-
ported from the exalted, through their chain of authority and from one scholar to another, that the sandal 
became sacred and the greatest kings conferred all of their favor upon it. the image of the noble and protective 
sandals can bless anyone who touches his forehead to them. they both have toe separators. on their straps 
[…] and their length is one foot and two fingers.

18.  [one corroded line in square kufic script]
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َ
�قَ�ك �َد

ْ
��

َ
 َو�طق

َ
�قْ�ك

َ
 عَ���ل  .19

 
ُ

دٌ رَ��ُسول
َّ
َحم
ُ

م َو 
ُ
َم َو�ه

ْ
��ل

��ط��نُّ
آ
ا �لَم َو��َ��َاحَن 

َ
����حن
َ
���ع

آ
َ وا َ��ن

َ
����

آ
ا  �َ

ْ
َ��ق ى �ن

َ
 عَ��ل  .20

�ّ���قسن لمُم���َس��لَ��قسن ا َء َوا �نْ���َن�قَ�ا ل� ��َ��قَ� ا
َ
ى حن

َ
مَ َوعَ��ل

َّ
�قْ�َه َو��َس��ل

َ
�ل��ل�هُ عَ���ل ى ا

َّ
��ل
�ل��ل�َه ��َ

آ
ا    .21

ى مممّ��
َ
َ عَ��ل

�نَ�هق َ�ا �ن
َأ
ل�

آ
ا �َق 

ّ
َ
�ل��ق

َ
م �ُ���قَ����ح َ�ا

َ
�ل�ح �َد ا

َ
َ��ل �ن

ْ
��ل
آ
�نَ�ا ءُ 

آ
ع�ا

ُّ
�ل�د

آ
ا �َن  �ا

َ
�ا ك

َّ
��
َ
 ��َن���

ُ
�د

ْ
�ّ��ا �نَ�ع ا

ى
َ
� �ا

َ
�ل��ل�َه �َق�ع ى ا

َ
� اَأ َ��ق� 

�ل��ق ���ل��َن
آ
ا ��نْ�َد 

َ
���ع

آ
ا ى 

َ
ى عَ��ل

َ
� �ا

َ
�ل��ل�هُ �َق�ع  �َ��سنَّ ا

ْ
مُ ��َن�ل��َق�د �ْعَوا

َأ
ل�

آ
ُوَر َوا

ُ
�ه

ُّ
�ل�د

آ
ا

���َ
ْ
�ع ��ل�طَن

آ
ا َ �َ��ا َورَ

�قسن
ّ
�ل�َد َ ا

�ن �ا
َ
�� ��قّ�َد ���طَش

�َنسْن �����لَ  َ
و��َس�ن

ُ
�ق ��قّ�د 

�نَ�َه �����لَ َ�ا
�ل�عْن �عُن ى 

َ
� �لمْ ا

ُ
��
َ
َو�حطن

ْ
�ح

َ
َوا

�َعَ� �ا لمَ���َش  ا
َ
�ك

ْ
�قَ��ل ى 

َ
� اَأ وَل 

��ُو��ُ �نَ�ا �ل�هُ  �ا
َ
�ْع�� َ ا

�ق �ا
َ
�لَ�ح �ا

َّ
��ط���

آ
ى �ن�ا

َّ
�ل�هُ َورنَك �َ��ا

آ
ا �ل��ل�ه  ����ُ ا �حن

�ُن َا

َم ا
َ
م
��ل�قَّ

آ
ا ى 

َ
�َ��لًا عَ��ل �ا

َ
وعً�ا ك

ُ
��ن

�����لْ
ُ
ا  َ
�هق َ��ق��َن

لمُ��ن َ ا
�هق َ��ق�ل��َن

�����شَّ
آ
ا  َ

�هق
َ
��ن
ْ
�ع

َ
�����ل

آ
 �نَ�ا

��َن  َوَ��ا
َ
م �ا ���َعط��َن

آ
ا

لَم
ط��نَّ
َ
لم�لُ�ع

آ
ا  �

ْ
�ل�ح����حن

آ
ا َىق 

َ� ��ن
َّ
�قَ���قَ��� ى �َ��ا 

َّ
��ل
م َو��َ �َن�ا

َ
ل�

آ
ا ��قّ�َد 

�هق �����لَ
َ
َ��نْ��ل

��ق ��ق َ
�دن
َّ
�ل
آ
ا �ح�لم 

��ْس َ
ل�

آ
ا  �

َ
����حن
َ
�ل�ح

آ
ا  

َ
��نّ�ل

َو��َق
�هَق
��نَّ َ �����لُ

سن
ْ
��َق��ق

َ
�ع
ْ
ى رَ��

َّ
��ل
َم َو��َ �ا

َ
�ْن�ع

أ
ل�

آ
ا ��ن 

ْ
����ح

َّ
�����

آ
ا  َ �ن ا ��َق �َ���ق�َن

ْ
�ح
�َق ّ�ع 

�َعى َو�َقط���نَ
َ
َو�

�ل��ل�َه
آ
ا �ُق  ا

َ
و
َ
��� �سن ��َ

َ
�ل�َّْح��

آ
ا  

ُ
َ���َل�ق�ل

�َه�قَم �ن �َا
ْ
�ن َا �نَ�ا 

َ
��قَّ�د

َم �����لَ لمَ�ل��َق�ا
آ
ا �َن 

ْ
َ���ل َ �ن

��ن َوا
َّ

��ط��
آ
ا

َ
َ��ن ��لَم َو���َش

َّ
����� َ َوا

���وهق
َّ
��ط��� �ل ا ��ْن����نَ �قْ�َه ا

َ
�نَ���َن��قّ��نَ�ا عَ���ل ى 

َ
�قْ�َه َوعَ��ل

َ
 عَ���ل  .22

لَم
ط��نَّ
َ
لم�لُ�ع َ ا

َ���قْ��ق ��ل�ن
آ
� �ن�ا

��ن م َو �َق���َش ���ا �ل�دّن
آ
ا َم 

��ل��َق�ن
ُ
م �نم

�َن
�ل��ق

آ
م َوا ��ْس��َق�ا

َ
ل�

آ
ا ءُ  �ا ��َن َ

م ��سش
�ْم�َن َء رَن

آ
 �َ��سْن �َ��ا  .23

َ
���قسن ����َ��لا وَك َوا

ُ
���
ُ
لم ��َ��ق� ا

َ
�هق �َ��سْن حن َ��ق�ل��َن

�����شَّ
آ
ا  َ

عَ�هق �ا ��َن
�����شَّ

آ
ا َه  َ

�دن
َ
ى �ه

َ
ً عَ��ل

��قَ�ل�ن َ َوا
ّ
�ل

ُ
ى ك

َ
َم عَ��ل

َّ
�
َ
��ل
ُ
لم �نَ� ا

����نَّ هُ ا �ا
َ
َ�حن
َو�ن

�ل��ل�ُه  ا
�ع�نَّ

َ
ا َء 

آ
����ح�ا

َ
���
ُّ
��ط���

آ
ا �قَ�ن  �ا لمَ���َش

آ
َ��قسَن َوا

لمُ��َقط���َ���ن
آ
َ وا �ن ا

َ
و
��ل�نُّ

آ
َ َوا �ن �ا

َّ
����حن
ُ
�ل�ح

آ
و� َوا

ُ
�� �����طّش

آ
َ َوا

هق �ا ���ل�عُقط���نَ
آ
َوا

�َه
ْ
�ع

َ
� َ

و��ن
ُ
ى �ُ��

َ
ور عَ��ل

ُ
لم�دن��

آ
ا  �

��ّن ���َق���ش
ُ
لم
آ
ا  �قُ�ع��ق��ُنوا 

�ْن
َ
ا ��كَ��قسن 

ْ
م
���قَّ

آ
���َ��ّن َوا

آ
ا �لمُ 

ُ
��

َ
مَ ��ط ا

َ
�
َ
�قسَن وا َ

ّ
�ل�د

آ
ا ��َ�لمْ  �طَن

َ
ْوم

َ
�ق �نَ�َه  ��نَ�ا

�����لْ
َ
ا ً �َ��سْن   �نَ��َ����نَ��ن

ّ
�ك �نَ�َه َو��سش ��نَ�ا

َ
�نَ�حن  �

��نَّ �نَ�َه َو�َق���ش َ�ا  �لنَ�ن
لَمَ�سْن َو��َق�ل�َن ��ً�ا  اَ�ل�ا ه  �َد ن ��َق����ْ

وع
ُ
َو�نُ���

َ
َ���قْ��ق ��ل�ن

آ
 �نَ�ا

ُ
ور

ُ
���ل�َ��دنْ��

آ
ا َك  َ

ر ���ل�ُ���نَ�ا  ا
َّ
�احن

َ
�ل�ح

آ
� ا

��َن ��نَ��قسَن [rosette] ��سَش �����لَ
ْ
���ل�ُ�����ح

آ
� ا

ْ
�حن

َ
��ق� ا

� �قط����ُن
َ
َ��قسَن َول

��ق َ
ّ
�د ���ل�ُ���قط���َ �ل��ل�ه ا َ�� ا

�ن
ْ
�قَ�حن

َ� َو �َن �ا
َ
ك

َ
ل�

آ
ا ����ق� 

َ
 �َ��سْن حن

ُ
َك

ر �ا
َ
لمُ��ن

آ
ا لمَ��ْ�ط�ُ�ور  ه ا َ

�دن
َ
ى �ه

َ
ً عَ��ل

��قَ�ل�ن َ َوا
ّ
�ل

ُ
ى ك

َ
م عَ��ل

َّ
��ل�

ُ
لم
آ
ا �نَ� 

����نَّ
آ
ا َه  �ا

َ
�حن
لم َو�َن

ط��نَّ
َ
لم�لُ�ع ا

و
���عُن �ا �ن

ُ
�قْ�َه َو�لق

َ
��ل اَأ ��ُنوا  �����لَ

ْ
َه َو�قُ�ح �َد َن ��َق����ْ

وع
ُ
َ�ه َو�نُ���

ْ
�ع

َ
� َ

و��ن
ُ
ى �ُ��

َ
ور عَ��ل

ُ
�دنْ��

َ
لم
آ
ا  �

��ن لم���قَ���ش
آ
ا  �قُ�ع��ق��ُنوا 

�ْن
َ
ا وَر 

ُ
�د

ُّ
��ط���

آ
ا

َ
م ا

َ
��نْ�َد �َ��ا �

َ
���ع َ ا

�َعْو�ن َىق 
ى ��ن

َ
� �ا

َ
�ل��ل�هَ �َق�ع

آ
ا  

�نَّ َا م 
َّ
�قْ�َه َو��َس��ل

َ
�ل��ل�هُ عَ���ل

آ
ا ى 

َّ
��ل
َ�� 

َ
ل َ َو��َق�ا

�ل��َق�هق ��َن
�����شَّ

آ
َ َوا

�ن ��َ��ا
ْ
�ح �َ��سْن ا

�ل�َّْح���سُن �لم ا
ُ
��

ُ
َْح��ط

�
َ
�ق و�َن 

ُ
َح�� ا

َّ
�ل� ل ا ��ق�َه َو��َق�ا َ

�حن
َ
ا  َ

�َعْو�ن َىق 
 ��ن

ُ
��نْ�د

َ
���ع  ا  .24

�ل��ل�هَ �َ��سْن �َن ا عَ�ا َء ا ما
ّ����� َىق ا

مْ �َ��سْن ��ن
ُ

ْح���ك
�
َ
�ق  َ

ن
ْ�س

ر ل�
آ
ا َىق 

وا �َ��سْن ��ن
ُ
َْح��

ر اَأ    .25

ُه ى َو�ْ�د
َ
� �ا

َ
 �ل��ل�َه �َق�ع

ُ
�ل�ح�ل���د

آ
لم�دن��ورُ َوا

آ
ا  �

��ّن ���ق���َش
ُ
لم
آ
ا �ن�هُ  عَ�ا

َأ
ا
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21.  god. Prayer of god be upon him and peace [Proph-
et Muhammad], and upon all of the prophets 
and messengers. amen. thereafter when the call 
[came] to the sacred land, to accomplish the ob-
ligation over the passage of ages and years, god—
may he be glorified—granted his favor to the poor 
servant of god the exalted, sayyid yusuf b. sayyid 
shihab al-din of transoxiana. god, who achieves 
his desires and purifies good deeds, helped him to 

19.  “on you, and guide you” [koran 48:2]

20. upon the best of the arabs and the Persians and the illuminator of iniquity, Muhammad the messenger of

attain these great wishes. he circumambulated the 
kaʿba over the period of one week. he embraced 
the black stone, the qibla and master of all things; 
he prayed next to the stone of ismaʿil; he made in-
vocations and supplications beneath the rainwa-
ter spout that gathers divine grace. he completed 
two sequences of prayer, following tradition, then 
visited the station of abraham, the faithful of the 
Merciful. Prayers upon god

22. and upon his and our Prophet, the best of prayers and peace upon him. he drank

23. the Water of Zamzam, which cures illness; he ac-
complished his duty and pressed himself at the 
pressing place; he asked for intercession at the sa-
cred house; the revered Prophet granted him sal-
vation at each of the places where he stood during 
this honorable intercession among all the kings, 
sultans, judges, witnesses, chamberlains, religious 
men, administrators of endowments, and virtuous 
learned men. god has honored them with religion 
and has given them the strength and capacity to 
help the above-mentioned supplicant in devoting 
his life to attaining the goal of honoring god; for 
whoever has stood at his door, who has pleaded in 
his proximity, and who fears the circumstances of 

the day of Judgment, god will repay the charitable 
and will not fail to repay those who give alms. the 
blessed pilgrim mentioned above made entreat-
ies at the sacred house. the revered Prophet has 
granted him salvation at each place where he stood 
at this blessed and covered house, [and is] among 
the best and most important who helped the 
above-mentioned supplicant in spending his life 
in the realization of this goal; he has benefited from 
them and has attained [this goal] with beneficence 
and compassion. [the Prophet] (god’s prayer and 
peace be upon him) said, “god the sublime assists 
his servants as long as

24. they help their brethren.” and he said: “those who attempt to be merciful obtain the greatest mercy.”

25. give mercy to those on earth and you shall obtain mercy from him who is in heaven. god helps whoever helps 
the supplicant mentioned above. god, the sublime, the one, be praised.
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لم�كىق  �ق ا
�ل�ح������ق�ن �نسن محمد ا �نسن ر����ق��ش�هق ا �ل�مىق ا �ع�حن �نسن  �نسن �ح�����لسن ا �ل�ك �����ل��قّ�د �ن��ك�� ا ىق �ن

ل كما �ن�ل� ��ن �ل�ح�ا  ا  .26

�ع��ن�ه  �ى  �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا �ا ا �ع�ل��ن

لم�كىق  �ق ا
�ل�ح������ق�ن �ل�ك �نسن �ح�����لسن ا �ى �ح�����قسن �نسن �ح�����لسن �نسن ع��لىق �نسن ���ا �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا �ى ا ��ق� ا

���ل��ن�ل��ق �ن�ا ا �ل�ك �س�ح��ق���� �����ل��ق�د ىق �ن
ل كما �ن�ل� ��ن �ل�ح�ا  ا  .27

َ�قمًا
��قَ��ق �ا �ُ������لْ

ً
� ا َ��َ�   .28

.29

��ق����� �د ا ر ���������حن ����ن�ا  .a

�ه
��ن�ه �س�حن

ر ��ق ����ن�ا  .b

doors on the left side, from top to bottom:  .c

�ن ع��لىق  �ن�ا

م ������لا �ن ا  �ن�ا

door on the right side:

م
���ن �ن �حطن  �ن�ا

��ق����� ل� �د ا ���������حن  .d

�ه�قم �ن�ا م ا ���ل��ق�ا  .e

����ن��ن�  .f

�ه
��ن�د �س�حن

ن
��
گ
��ل  .g

��ق ��و���� �عط����ا  .h

�ع��ق�ل ���ما ه ا ر� ك�ا  .i

ه ��س��پ� ح�م�ن  .j

م ������لا ى ع���ل�ق�ه ا
��ق �م����ط���ل�عن

م �حط���ن ى ��ق�د
�ن �ا �ه �����ل��ن�ك و �ن���ش

�س�حن  .k

م �
آ
ا ر  �ا �ق�عن  .l

م ������لا ره ع���ق���� ع���ل�ق�ه ا ��ط��وا  .m

َ
و�ن

�ل��ُق
ْ
َق َو�قَ�ع

� �ا
َ
��ْس�ح

 َواَأ
َ

�َع��ق�ل ا
َ
�َه�قمَ َواَأ��ْ�م �َا

ْ
�ن اَأ ى 

َ
� َا ��قْ��نَ�ا 

َ
ْو�ح

َأ
30.   َوا

 .31

�ل��ل�ه ���ل�ق�ل ا
ر �ح�م �ن ����ن�ا  .a

�ه�قم �ن�ا ره ا �ا ���عن  .b

�ل��ل�ه ���ل�ق�ل ا
�د �ن ����ن��ن� ���������حن  .c
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26. the situation as mentioned in that, sayyid baraka b. hasan b. ʿajami b. ramitha b. Muhammad  
al-husayni al-Makki

27. the situation as mentioned in that, verified by our master, the poor one [before] god the sublime,  
husayn b. hasan b. ʿali b. Malik b. hasan al-husayni al-Makki

28. “on the straight path” [koran 48:2]

29. 

a. Minaret of the aqsa Mosque

b. Minaret of the dome of the rock

c. doors on the left side, from top to bottom: 

 ʿali’s gate 

 gate of Peace

 door on the right side: 

 gate of hell

d. aqsa Mosque

e. station of abraham

f. Minbar

g. dome of the rock

h. Moses’ rod

i. ismaʿil’s knife

j. hamza’s shield

k. stone of the rock and impression of the footprint of his holiness the chosen, peace be upon him

l. adam’s Cave

m. Cradle of Jesus, peace be upon him

30. “and We sent revelations to abraham, and ishmael and isaac and Jacob” [koran 4:163]

31.  

a. Minaret of the sacred precinct of god’s friend

b. abraham’s Cave

c. Minbar of the mosque of god’s friend
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��ن� �قو��س�ن
��ق  .d

و�ن
��ن� �ق�ع�ل��ق

��ق  .e
و�ن

�ق �ا ��ن� ��و����ن�ه �ن
��ق  .f

�ه�قم �ن�ا ��ن� ا
��ق  .g

و�ن
�ق �ا ره �ن ��ن� ��س�ا

��ق  .h
ق

� ��س�ح�ا ��ن� ا
��ق  .i

��س�ح�ق ��ن� �ح�م ا
��ق  .j

م ������لا �ن ا �ن�ا  .k

to the right:  .32

\ محمد ع��لىق \ محمد ع��لىق \ محمد ع��لىق محمد ع��لىق

Second from right:

�ن ع��لىق محمد �ع�شما �ع�م�  �نو �ن��ل�  ا

Center:

محمد\ محمد\ محمد\ محمد 

Second from left:

�ن ع��لىق محمد �ع�شما �ع�م�  �نو �ن��ل�  ا

to the left:

\ محمد ع��لىق \ محمد ع��لىق \ محمد ع��لىق محمد ع��لىق

Center:  .33

ط��ط����ق�ا
���ق��ق و�قط��ط���ـ�ركم �ق ��ل�ن �ه�ل ا ��س ا �ل��حن �كم ا

�ع��ن �ه��ن  �ل��ل�ه ��ل�ق�دن �ق��ق�د ا �نم�ا  ا

Border:

ق و 
� � ��ط����ا � ا

�ع�ل�عن � و �ح�لن
��ق �ا ��ل�ن �قسن و محمد ا �ن�د ���ع�ا �قسن ا

ء و ع��لىق رن ����ق�د �ن��ل��ن�لا �����طش �ن� و �ح�����قسن ا
��ق لم����حن � و �ح�����لسن ا

لمم��قط���ن ى و ع��لىق ا
لمط���ط���ل�عن �ل���ط���لم [����لى] ع��لى محمد ا ا

م  ������لا ���لم ا �ن ع���ل�طق ���ا �ل�ن �ح��ن ا ��ق ���ا لمط���د ��س��ل���ق و محمد ا ل� ىق و �ح�����لسن ا
��ل�ن�عق ىق و ع��لىق ا

��ل�ق�عق ء و محمد ا �ا �ل���ن لم و ع��لىق ا
�ن ����ك�ا ��و���� ا

�قسَن
�ل�دن ����نُوا ا �قسَن ا

�ل�دن �ل��ل�هَ َورَ��ُسو�ل�هُ َوا م ا
ُ

�ق�ك
ّ
م�ا َو��ل

�نَّ 34.   ا

مْ را�َ��عو�َن
ُ
��وهق َو �ه

ّن
�ل� و�ن ا

وأ�ق
ُ
���وهَق َو�ق

َّ
��ط��� َ��ق�ل��ُو�َن ا

�قُ�ل��ق   

لمو����ن��قسن  ����ق� ا ���د ا ا �����طش 35.   �ه�دن
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d. Joseph’s tomb

e. Jacob’s tomb

f. tomb of the faithful lady (Muʾmina khatun)

g. abraham’s tomb

h. tomb of lady sarah (sarah khatun)

i. isaac’s tomb

j. tomb of isaac’s wife

k. gate of Peace

32.   to the right: 

   Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali

   Second from right: 

   abu bakr ʿumar ʿuthman ʿali Muhammad

   Center: 

   Muhammad / Muhammad / Muhammad / Muhammad

   Second from left: 

   abu bakr ʿumar ʿuthman ʿali Muhammad

   to the left: 

   Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali / Muhammad ʿali 

33.   Center: 

   “god desires to remove impurities from you, o inmates of this house, and to cleanse and bring out the best in 
you” [koran 33:33]  

   Border: 

   “o god! [Pray] for Muhammad the elect, and ʿali the beloved, and hasan the chosen, and husayn the martyr 
of karbala, and ʿali the ornament of the worshippers, and Muhammad the revealer, and Jaʿfar the honest, and 
Musa the calm, and ʿali the pleasing one, and Muhammad the god-fearing, and ʿali the pure one, and hasan 
the soldier, and Muhammad the guided one, lord of time, peace upon them”

34. “your only friends are god and his Messenger, and those who believe and are steadfast in devotion,  
who pay the alms and bow in homage [before god]” [koran 5:55]

35. this is the shrine of the Commander of the faithful
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.36

� ع��لىق
���د �م��قط���ن ر �����طش ����ن�ا  .a

م ������لا �ن ا �ن�ا  .b

�ع��ن�ه �ل��ل�ه  �ق ا
� ع��لىق ر��ن

ق �م��قط���ن
و� �����ن�د  .c

�ل�ن ����ن����حن ر ��سش�ح��ن�ه ا ���ل��ن�ل��ق�ا و ا
�ن  .d

�ل�َ��ا 
ُ
�� �َع��طْن �ل��ل�هُ  َ�َ ا

َ��ن
 ر

ً
ّ
ى
َ
�َنسْن عَ��ل سُن 

ْ
��َ���ق

ُ
�ّ�َ��نَ��قسن �ح

لُموَأ �َ���قَ� ا
َأ
ا  

ُ
�د

َ
�� ا �َ����طْش �دَن

َ
37.   �ه

.38
���د �ح�����قسن ر �����طش ����ن�ا  .a

�ع��ن�ه �ل��ل�ه  �ق ا
لموأ����ن��قسن �ح�����قسن ر��ن ����ق� ا ق ا

و� �����ن�د  .b

م ������لا �ن ا �ن�ا  .c

�ل�َّ�َح�قَم
آ
ا  َ

�سن
َ
�ل�َّْح��

آ
ا �ل��ل�َه 

آ
ا 39.  �نَ��ْ�َم 

ن 
�س �ع�ا

أ
ل�

آ
ا ���هق  �طن �ا �ع�سن �ُ����ش ه  لم��ق��ن�ّن

آ
ا م  وا

ّ
�ل�د

آ
ر وا ���ل��ق�د

آ
ّ�� �ن�ا

لم��ق�عن
آ
ا  �ل��ل�ه 

ُ
�ل�ْ��د

َ
�ل�ح

آ
ا

َ
ّ
�ن�

����ن
آ
ا م محمد  �ن�ا ل�

آ
ا  َ

���ن ���ش
أ
لمم���س��لَ��قسن وا

آ
ا ��قَّ�د 

�ل��ل�هُ ع��لى �����لَ ى ا
ّ
��ل
م و��َ ����ا

ْ
�حن

أ
ل�

آ
وا

�قسن َ��ق� ا
�ق و�ق�ل�عق �قسن ك������ا �ح��ق� ا

�ق  ��َس���ن��ن 
ُ
�د

ْ
�ّ��ا �ن�ع م ا ����ل�ا �د ا �ن ���ا ل�

آ
ا �ل�ه 

آ
ا وع��لى 

��ن��ل�ه 
لم ��ق

�ه ����نّور �ُ��عط��ّن ْو��ن
َ
��َس ور ّ

���د �ُ��ل��ق�د ر �����طش
َ
�د � � ��سُش َ

��ن �ن�ك ��ا
آ
ا �ق  ���ا َ

ّ
���ل��ق�د

َ
��قسن

لم��قَ��ق
آ
ا م  ���ا لُمو����نَ��قسن وا

آ
ا ����ق� 

أ
م ا �عن�ا

��ط���ن
آ
ا ط���َل  ��ل�ن

آ
م وا ��ط���ل���ا

آ
ا م  ���ا ل�

آ
ا لم  �ه�ل عَ�ا

أ
وه ا و��ق�د

َىق
�ل��ل�ه ��ن

آ
ا �هق  ���َل�ق��َن

�قسن و�ن
ّ
�ل�د َ ا

َ��قسَن و �ق�ع��ُ�و�ن
ر��ن ���ع�ا

آ
ا ��ن��ل�هق 

��ل�ن���ن�قّ��قسن َو��ق
آ
ا وم 

ُ
َ�َش ع���

ر ووا

�ل��ل�هُ  ����ن �ل�م ا �نى ��ا � ع��لَى �نسن ا
لمم��قط���َن م ا ���ا ل�

آ
ا  [ �ن ��ط�ّ��لا ����ن [ا لمَ��قسن ��ا �ا

َ
���ع

آ
ا

[ و��س�ن
ُ
��ق�د �����ل��قّ�د [�ق �حن

�ق �لَ�ك ���ق�ق  ��ق�د ��َس�ا
�ق�ن ��ن

�ع�ن  َ
و�ق��سش

ْ
ر �ع��ن�ه � �ل��ل�هُ  َ� ا

َ��ن
���هُ ور و�حطن

��قسن   
��ق�ل �ُ��ل��ّق

�حن
�ق َ�قم و 

�ه را �ن�����ن �ق�عط��ن َ��ق�ل��ن
�ع��ق��ن�ه ���ش �ع���  ��ل�طّن ء ا �قسن ���ا ورا

ّ
�ل�د

آ
ا �ن  ���ا َ

�نسن �����ل��قّ�د ���طش
رْن رك �ل�� َو �ن�ع�د ا ��ن �َ�َ��ق� �ُ���ن�ا � و�وا ���ا

َ �طن
��ق�ل�ن

ر �ح�َم ���ش م �
َ
ه ��ق�د �لنَ�ق�د ا وم �ل��

و�����ل�ش

  � ���ا
رن �طن  �نى �لن�ق�ا

��ق
�ن�حط���ن رن  ك �لنَ�ق�ا  �ن�ا

ْ
ّ�ع �ن�

 وع�لا رو�� �قط���ن
ّ

�ل ��ل� �ح�ق �ن �� رَ���ع��ق��قسن ��سش ا �
أ
ا

�����لسن م�ح�ا  ��� َ�ا لم �ن ���ع�ا
آ
ا َىق 

َء ��ن
آ
��ن�ا

��ل�نّ��ق
آ
َ وا

�ق ا � ����ّ��ا
آ
ا لمْ ����ل�ك 

�عط��ن
أ
� ا

و��س �م��قط���ن
ُ
�ن
��ْس���ق  �ن�د

و�ن
ُ
و�حن

 
ّ

�ل �ن ل�
آ
ا �ى �����ل��قّ�د  لمو

آ
ا ��ط�ّ�َ��قسن 

آ
َء وا

آ
لم�ا َ ا

���هق َل َ��ه و�ق��س �نُ�لا �ل�هق ا �قم ��ُس�لا
�����ّش

آ
ق وا

� �ن�لا ل�
آ
ا

م  ا � َ� ا
�ل�ح������قْ�ن �قسن ع��لىّ �نسن �ح�����لسن �نسن ع��لى �نسن �ل��و�ن�ه ا

ّ
�ل�د

آ
و�ل�هق وا �ل�د

آ
�ل�ح�ّق وا

آ
ا �ع�ن  ل��ل�م  �د ا م�حن

آ
ل� ا
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36. 

a. Minaret of the shrine of ʿali the beloved

b. gate of Peace

c. Chest of ʿali the beloved, may god be pleased with him

d. double-pointed sword of the viceroy of najaf

37. this is the shrine of the Commander of the faithful husayn b. ʿali, may god be pleased with them

38. 

a. Minaret of husayn’s shrine

b. Chest of the Commander of the faithful husayn, may god be pleased with him

c. gate of Peace

39. in the name of god, the Compassionate, the Merci-
ful.

 Praise be to god, who stands alone in power and 
eternality, free of any resemblance to accidents and 
material substances, and may god bless the lord 
of messengers and noblest among mankind, Mu-
hammad the Prophet, as well as his most glorious 
and generous offspring. now then. the reason for 
composing these words and relating this introduc-
tion will become evident. in the holy mausoleum 
and the sublime illuminated garden of the qibla 
and exemplum of the family of the world, the mag-
nificent imam, lion-like hero, Commander of the 
faithful, imam of the virtuous, heir to the prophetic 
sciences, sacred pole of the saints, chief of religion, 
and caliph of god in the two worlds, seeker of seek-
ers, the chosen imam ʿali b. abi talib—may god 
honor him and may god be pleased with him—

the pious dervish, traveler on the path of solitude, 
sayyid yusuf b. sayyid shihab al-din of transoxi-
ana, kissed the sacred threshold and placed his foot 
on the noble threshold, and he made a pure and 
blessed circumambulation. after performing two 
prostrations—in gratitude to the deity (be he glori-
fied and exalted) the narrator humbled himself as 
necessary by honoring the lord without equal, kiss-
ing his hand, the most sublime among the chosen, 
king of the sayyids and lords in the world, gatherer 
of beautiful virtues and dispositions, progeny of 
the family of ṭāʾ hā and yā sīn, purest among water 
and clay, the master, the greatest, most glorious, 
and generous sayyid—may he support the truth, 
the state, and religion—ʿali b. hasan b. ʿ ali b. kam-
muna al-husayni (may god the sublime extend his 
rule and perpetuate his office).
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و 
ُ
ر �ح�م و� ���ا �ق �حطپ را �ق�ا

�ن�ك رن رن ا �د �ن�ع�د ا ���ن ��سش �لن�ق�ه  �����ش �ن�د �ن�ل��ق�ا �ق�ه و ا � �ى �����ل��ق�ا �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا ا

�ن�د ه �نو� � ا ن وع��لم �
و �حپ�اع �ه �

و را ��س�عن ���د  ا و �����طش ر �ح�م و� ���ا ��ق �حطپ ��ن�ا
��ق�ه �نو� و�ن�ل��ق

��ن �ق�ا ر  ���د را � �����طش

�ن�د  �ن�����ل��ق�ا
� و ��ل���و�ق �ن�ك ��ل���و�ق �ن������ل��ن�ا ا ��ور �ن�د ه و���ا �لنَ�ق�د ا �ن �ل�� �ا رو�قَ���ش �ه � ���َل�ق��ن

و�ن

���ه ر�ق �ن�ا �ق�ا
�قسن رن وا �ن� �������ق�ل����س ا ���ه �ل�� �لن�ن�ا ر�ق �ن�ا �ق�ا

��س رن ��ل�قما و���ق�ق �ن��و�ق�د و���ق�ق �ن���س�د ا

�ق   ا � را و ��س�ا �ن و ورن وا
�م�ا و �ن َ���قسن و ا ر �ك�� �ن���س�د ��س�لا �ق�ا �ع� � �ق�ا �طن �د  ه ��سش �لن�ق�د ا و �ل�� ه ا �ه�م�ا

ل لم�ا ��ن و �ن���ق��ق ا و��ق�ا �ن ا �ن ����قو��ل�ق�ا را ا �ن وع������د را ا ��ن��ق�ا و�ق��ل�ق�ه �
�عن �قم�ه و ا هق و ا �ا �ق و��ق����ن ا �

آ
و��س�ا

�ن  ����ك�ا ل� ��و��س� وا ر ا �لق�ن�د و�ن�ل��ق�د م�ا
و�ن و�ن ���ا

و �طق �لق��ق ا ��ق َورع�ا �����لش
آ
ا ه � م و�ن��ك�ا ����ل�ا رن و ا ا �ع�ن ر ا �

�ن  ق و�����ل��ق�ا
ر ��� �ن�د و� ا رك � و� ����ن�ا

و را �ن� �حن م ا �ل�ن�د و��ق�د و ��س�عىق �نم�ا م ا ���ق�ا � وا
و��ق

ر �ق �

�  �ن�ا
�ن �ا

ن
��ق�ق مم���

��ق�ق ر��ن
و��ن

لم����ح�����ل��ن��قسن �ق � ا �حن ��ق� ا
�ل��ل�ه ل� �قط����ن �ن ا �ن�د ا و �ل�� ل ا �حوا و�ن ا  و ���ع�ا

ّ
مم�د

�َع��سن ��ط���ا
آ
ا �ل�ه و�س�ح��ن�ه 

آ
د وا

ّ
�ن�ا محم �ل��ل�ه ع��لى �����ل��قَّ�د ه و����لى ا �ى و��د �ل�ح�ل���د �ل��ل�ه �َق�ع�ا ا

�ق�ه �نم�ا ���ل�شَ��قسن و�شم�ا
� و�ش

ْ
��ن�ه �����ل��ن

م �����لَ �ل�ح�ا َ��قسن �َ��سْن م�حّ�م ا
���ع���ْش

آ
�� وا �َ �ل�ح�ا

آ
ا ىق 

��ق�ا �حّ�ره ��ن
ش
��ْ���َ��قمًا ��ل�

م �ق
ّ
��َس��ل

names of the witnesses from left to right, top to bottom: .40

�ى �ل�ه �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا � ا
�ل�عن �ن �عن رن �ل�حن�ا �قسن ا

ح���د �نسن �ح�����قسن �نسن ع��لىق �نسن �ح�ن �ى محمد �نسن ا ه �ق�ع�ا �ى رحن���هق ا لم����ح��ق�احن ا ول ا
ا ��ق  و �ك��ن

ه �ل�ه � ا
�ل�عن �ن �عن رن �ل�حن�ا �قسن ا

ح���د �نسن �ح�����قسن �نسن ع��لىق �نسن �ح�ن �ى ا �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا �ى ا ��ق� ا
���ل��ن�ل��ق ول ا

ا ��ق  �ك��ن

�ى �ع��ن�ه �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا �ا ا �ق �ع�ل��ن
�ل�ح������ق�ن �ى ع��لىق �نسن �ح�����قسن �نسن ع��لىق �نسن �ل��و�ن�هق ا �ل��ل�ه �ق�ع�ا �ى ا � ا ���ع��ن�ا � ا

����ن ء و ]…[ ا ع�لا ل كما ���م�ل� ا �ل�ح�ا  ا

�ق 
�ل�ح������ق�ن رم ا لم��ك�ا �نىق ا � �نسن ا ����ن �ق ع��لىق ا

�ن ���عن �ل��ل�ه ا �ى ا ��ق� ا
���ل��ن�ل��ق  ا

�ق
�ل�ح������ق�ن ����ن ا �نو ��ا �ل��ل�ه ا � ا �حوحن �ع��ن�ا ا

�ق
�ل�ح������ق�ن رم ا لم��ك�ا �نىق ا ��نسن ا

����ن ل]…[ محمد ا ��ن�ه �ع��ن�د ا
ق
��ل��
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not stint in showing him honor, respect, protec-
tion, and favor, would make every possible effort 
to bestow honor, dignity, and reverence upon him, 
would take it upon themselves to welcome him, 
and, by following the ways of reward, would help 
and assist him in his circumstances. verily, god 
does not squander the alms of those who do good; 
may all the Companions prosper through divine 
grace. Praise be to god the sublime, the one, and 
may god bless our lord Muhammad and his family 
and pure Companions, and complete peace [upon 
them]. Written on the 21st of Muharram the sacred 
[in] the year seven and thirty and eight hundred.

 after visitations to the four sanctuaries and two 
shrines had been completed, the leaders of the 
four sanctuaries and two shrines gave him a wal-
let, two lamps, and a standard, and made him a 
successor to the dervishes. because of that, he was 
granted the authority to give and receive robes, to 
give and receive rites, and he solicited a book of 
visitation (ziyārātnāma). he also requested that 
the book of visitation be made so that in which-
ever region he traveled sultans, amirs, governors, 
viziers, lords, sayyids, judges, holders of fiefs, the 
wealthy, dervishes, standard bearers, and super-
intendents of endowments and treasuries would 

40.   names of the witnesses from left to right, top to bottom:

 and as we said, the one who needs god the sublime’s mercy, Muhammad b. ahmad b. husayn b.  
ʿali b. hazin al-khazin, may he have god the sublime’s pardon

 as we said, the poor one before god the great, ahmad b. husayn b. ʿali b. hazin al-khazin,  
may he have god’s pardon

 the situation as heard, [exaltation] and […], least of the servants of god the sublime, 
 ʿali b. husayn b. ʿali b. kammuna al-husayni, may god the great pardon him
 the poor one [before] god the rich, ʿali asghar, son of the possessor of excellent qualities, 
 the husayni
 the neediest of god’s worshippers, abu talib al-husayni
 Written by ʿabd al-[…] Muhammad asghar, son of the possessor of excellent qualities, the husayni
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on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. irvin Cemil 
schick (istanbul: sabancı Üniversitesi, 2000), 101–34, 103–
4; and Janine sourdel-thomine and dominique sourdel, 
“nouveaux documents sur l’histoire religieuse et sociale 
de damas au Moyen Âge,” revue des Etudes islamiques 32 
(1964): 1–25, at 4. an early commentator on scrolls, Joseph 
reinaud, Description des monumens musulmans du cabinet 
de m. le duc de Blacas, 2 vols. (Paris: imprimerie royale, 
1828), 2:224 and 310, mentioned that scrolls were depos-
ited in mosques and displayed on their walls in addition 
to being preserved by families. he based this on observa-
tions made by the earlier travelers Chardin and neibuhr. 
 reinaud regarded the scrolls as expressions of the pilgrim’s 
piety, presumably also evidencing the pilgrim’s enhanced 
social status. for the display of scrolls in the modern and 
contemporary periods, see Mols, “souvenir, testimony, 
and device for instruction,” 198. for the practice in a shiʿi 
context, see ingvild flaskerud, Visualizing Belief and Piety 
in iranian Shiism (london: Continuum, 2010), 5 and 102.

5. the study of scroll-format objects, comprising different 
kinds of texts and serving various functions, is a growing 
field of inquiry. for a recent analysis focused on talismanic 
scrolls, see yasmine f. al-saleh, “‘licit Magic’: the touch 
and sight of islamic talismanic scrolls” (Phd diss., harvard 
university, 2014).

6. a useful overview of images of the kaʿba in different 
media is presented by richard ettinghausen, “die bild-
liche darstellung der kaʿba im islamischen kulturkreis,” 
Zeitschrift der Deutschen morgenländischen Gesellschaft 87, 
n.s. 12, nos. 3–4 (1934): 111–37. on the different effects of a 
vertical versus horizontal orientation, see david J. rox-
burgh, “visualizing the sites and Monuments of islamic 
Pilgrimage,” in architecture in islamic arts: treasures of the 
aga Khan museum, ed. Margaret s. graves (geneva: aga 
khan trust for Culture, 2011), 33–41, 34.

7. the earliest known pilgrimage scrolls are discussed in sour-
del-thomine and sourdel, “nouveaux documents,” 1–25; 
dominique sourdel and Janine sourdel-thomine, “une col-
lection médiévale de certificats de pèlerinage à la Mekke 
conservés à istanbul: les actes de la période seljoukide et 
bouride (jusqu’à 549/1154),” in Etudes médiévales et patri-
moine turc, ed. Janine sourdel-thomine (Paris: editions du 
Centre national de la recherche scientifique, 1983), 167–273; 
aksoy and Milstein, “Collection of thirteenth-Century 
illustrated hajj Certificates,” 101–34; david J. roxburgh, 
“Pilgrimage City,” in the City in the islamic World, ed. salma 
k. Jayyusi, 2 vols. (leiden: brill, 2008), 2:753–74; and sheila 
s. blair, “inscribing the hajj,” in the Hajj: Collected Essays, 
ed. venetia Porter and liana saif (london: british Museum, 
2013), 160–68, at 163.

8. london, british library, add. Ms.27566, 21.2 x 28 cm. for 
illustrations and a cursory analysis, see nurhan atasoy 
et al., the art of islam (Paris: unesCo and flammarion, 
1990), 10; desmond stewart, mecca (new york: newsweek, 
1980), 20; Porter, Hajj: Journey to the Heart of islam, 136–37; 
John reeve, ed., Sacred: Books of the three Faiths: Judaism, 

notes

authors’ note: We would like to thank the Multimedia depart-
ment, Museum of islamic art, doha, for providing photography 
of the scroll, especially Marc Pelletreau, who not only helped to 
capture images of it, but also prepared the digital files for pub-
lication. special gratitude is due to dr. Myrto georgakopoulou, 
lecturer in archaeological Materials science, university College 
london, Qatar, for conducting the xrf analysis, which has con-
siderably enhanced our understanding of the scroll. We would 
like to thank the british library, london, and dr. nur sobers-
khan for her help in obtaining photographic documentation of 
add. Ms.27566. Wheeler M. thackston generously checked the 
english translation of the arabic and Persian texts.
1. the pilgrimage scroll (Ms.267.1998), owned by the Museum 

of islamic art, doha, Qatar, was purchased directly from a 
private collector, Mr. kuzmeli, in 1998. the scroll was pre-
viously offered at auction on october 23, 1972, by Christie, 
Manson & Woods, where it was called a “rare illuminated 
arabic manuscript scroll,” with little detailed information 
or description (Christie, Manson & Woods, london, Clas-
sical, Western asiatic, Byzantine and islamic antiquities, 
october 23, 1972, lot 109, 36). since 2010, the scroll has been 
displayed on rotation in the permanent galleries of the 
Museum of islamic art, doha, and was included among 
the objects exhibited in “hajj: the Journey through art” in 
2013. the doha exhibition occurred the year after the ḥajj-
themed show organized by the british Museum, london. 
the london exhibition featured several pilgrimage certifi-
cates, which were presented as illustrations of the pilgrim-
age. see venetia Porter, ed., Hajj: Journey to the Heart of 
islam (Cambridge, Mass.: harvard university Press, 2012), 
32, 39, 137, and 197.

2. for a model study that integrates sources on the history of 
religion and its practices with architecture and urbanism 
in medieval islamic society, see Christopher s. taylor, in 
the Vicinity of the righteous: Ziyāra and the Veneration of 
muslim Saints in Late medieval Egypt (leiden: brill, 1999). 
for the mashhad al-ruʾyā, see ibid., 32, 45, and 88.

3. the same attributes have been noted as applicable to later 
historical examples. see luitgard Mols, “souvenir, testi-
mony, and device for instruction: late nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-Century Printed hajj Certificates,” in Hajj: 
Global interactions through Pilgrimage, ed. luitgard Mols 
and Marjo buitelaar, Mededelingen van het rijksmuseum 
voor volkenkunde 43 (leiden: sidestone Press, 2015), 185–
212, esp. 194–95.

4. While the general purposes of the medieval pilgrimage 
scrolls are evident, less certain is whether or not their audi-
ence was inherently private and restricted or possibly pub-
lic. the display function of the scrolls is generally accepted 
by scholars, supported in part by physical analysis. see Şule 
aksoy and rachel Milstein, “a Collection of thirteenth-
Century illustrated hajj Certificates,” in m. Uğur Derman 
armağanı: altmışbeşinci yaşı münasebetiyle Sunulmuş 
tebliğler = m. Uğur Derman Festschrift: Papers Presented 
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Christianity, islam (london: british library, 2007), 213. the 
scroll and its inscriptions were described in some detail by 
reinaud, Description des monumens musulmans, 310–24.

9. istanbul, topkapı sarayı Müzesi (topkapı Palace library), 
h.1812, 524 x 46 cm. see emel esin, “un manuscrit illustré 
représentant les sanctuaires de la Mecque et Médine et 
le dome du Miʿradj, à l’époque des sultans turcs selim et 
süleyman 1er (h.922–74/1516–66),” in Les provinces arabes 
et leurs sources documentaires à l’époque ottomane (tunis: 
Markaz al-buḥūth wa al-dirāsāt ʿ an al-Wilāyāt al-ʿarabiyya 
fī al-ʿahd al-ʿuthmānī, 1984), 175–90: Zeren tanındı, 
“resimli bir hac vekaletnamesi,” Sanat Dünyamız 28 (1983): 
2–5; esin atıl, the age of Sultan Süleyman the magnificent 
(Washington, d.C.: national gallery of art, 1987), 64–65; J. 
M. rogers and r. M. Ward, Süleyman the magnificent (lon-
don: british Museum Publications, 1988), cat. no. 36; rachel 
Milstein, “drawings of the haram of Jerusalem in ottoman 
Manuscripts,” in aspects of Ottoman History: Papers from 
CiEPO iX, Jerusalem, ed. amy singer and amnon Cohen 
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1994), 62–69.

10. see the highly detailed analysis of block-printing and pil-
grimage scrolls by aksoy and Milstein, “Collection of thir-
teenth-Century illustrated hajj Certificates,” 123–34.

11. Whether or not the scroll reflected the completion of a 
ḥajj or an ʿumra, the earlier scrolls typically open with 
an image of the “Mount of Mercy” (jabal al-raḥma), also 
known as Mount ʿarafat, followed by Muzdalifa, Mina, the 
Masjid al-haram (sacred Mosque) in Mecca, and Mounts 
safa and Marwa. for the ḥajj, all of these sites must be vis-
ited between the 8th and 13th of dhu’l-hijja. the ʿumra, by 
contrast, does not have to be undertaken at a specific time 
in the islamic calendar and only requires the performance 
of prescribed actions in the Masjid al-haram and in the 
corridor connecting Mounts safa and Marwa. for the rites 
associated with the ḥajj and the ʿumra, see richard C. Mar-
tin, “Muslim Pilgrimage,” in the Encyclopedia of religion, 
ed. Mircea eliade, 16 vols. (new york: Macmillan, 1987), 
11:338–46.

12. english versions of the koran used throughout this essay 
are taken from ahmed ali, al-Qurʾān: a Contemporary 
translation (Princeton, n.J.: Princeton university Press, 
1988). the earliest known uses of square kufic are in archi-
tectural epigraphy, chiefly in the medium of brick, from the 
early twelfth century. an overview of these early examples 
is offered by sheila s. blair, islamic inscriptions (new york: 
new york university Press, 1998), esp. 82–89. square kufic 
flourished particularly during the ilkhanid Mongol period 
and after.

13. see James W. allan, the art and architecture of twelver 
Shiʿism: iraq, iran, and the indian Sub-Continent (london: 
azimuth editions, 2012), 45, 46, and 52. examples include 
the use of koran 33:33 at the buyid-period mosque in naʿin 
and the safavid-period Mausoleum of allahvardi khan in 
Mashhad.

14. the third day of the ḥajj is the “day of sacrifice” (yawm 
al-naḥr or ʿīd al-aḍḥāʾ), which commemorates abraham’s 

sacrifice. the pilgrim goes to Mina in the morning to stone 
the devil at the first symbolic station (jamra al-ʿaqaba or 
jamra al-kubrā). he throws seven stones while pronounc-
ing the formula “in the name of god, god is great” (bi-ism 
allāhu allāhu akbar). the rites at Mina are related to the 
return of abraham to Mecca, when he took his son ismaʿil 
and asked him to follow him to Mount thabir with a knife 
and a rope (koran 37:102–107). along the way, the devil 
appeared three times to attempt to dissuade abraham, and 
revealed to ismaʿil his father’s purpose. abraham stoned 
the devil three times. at the moment of sacrifice, god sent 
a ram to be sacrificed instead of ismaʿil, since abraham had 
proved his obedience to god. the pilgrim then sacrifices 
an animal after the first stoning. this was usually a sheep, 
but goats or camels were also permissible. in present times, 
due to matters of hygiene and especially to the number 
of pilgrims, each pilgrim donates the value of the animal, 
which is then sacrificed in a designated place dedicated 
to that purpose in Mina; the meat is offered to the needy. 
the men then shave their heads or cut their hair, and the 
women cut a lock of hair (about 2.5 cm). the pilgrims then 
return to Mecca to perform the circumambulation again 
and recite prayers, before traveling back to Mina to spend 
the night.

15. the koran refers to the city in two ways, Makka (48:24) and 
bakka (3:96). koran 3:96–97 is commonly used to begin 
pilgrimage manuals. see Martin, “Muslim Pilgrimage,” 338.

16. the Persian term gaz (sometimes guz) is a unit of meas-
urement comparable to the cubit, varying in length from 
60 to 75 cm. see lisa golombek and donald Wilber, the 
timurid architecture of iran and turan, 2 vols. (Princeton, 
n. J.: Princeton university Press, 1988), 1:469.

17. the corners are named after the direction of the prov-
inces with respect to the kaʿba. for all of the elements 
related to the kaʿba, see Encyclopaedia of islam, new Edi-
tion (henceforth Ei2), s.v. “kaʿba” (arent J. Wensinck and 
Jacques Jomier) (leiden, 1960–2004), vol. 4, 317–22. on the 
kaʿba’s relation to the world, see david a. king and richard 
P. lorch, “Qibla Charts, Qibla Maps, and related instru-
ments,” in the History of Cartography, ed. J. b. harley and 
david Woodward, 3 vols. (Chicago: university of Chicago, 
1992), vol. 2, bk. 1, Cartography in the traditional islamic and 
South asian Societies, 189–205.

18. esin, “un manuscrit illustré représentant les sanctuaires de 
la Mecque et Médine,” 176.

19. the ḥizam (ar. “belt”) corresponds to the two levels of large 
silver or gold embroidered bands that are sewn together 
and placed around the top of the black silk fabric (kiswa 
al-sharīfa), replaced annually, that covers the kaʿba. the 
ḥizam usually bears cartouches inscribed with koranic 
verses. for further information on the kaʿba textiles 
across historical periods, medieval through modern, see 
M.  gaudefroy-demombynes, “le voile de la kaʿba,” Studia 
islamica 2 (1954): 5–21; nevzat bayhan, ed., imperial Surre, 
trans. Zeynep güden (istanbul: istanbul Metropolitan 
Municipality Culture Co. Publications, 2008), 43–66; and 
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maqām. see Ei2, s.v. “Maḳam ibrāhīm” (M. J. kister); M. 
J. kister, “Maqām ibrāhīm, a stone with an inscription,” 
Le muséon 84 (1971): 477–491; and francis e. Peters, the 
Hajj: the muslim Pilgrimage to mecca and the Holy Places 
(Princeton, n.J.: Princeton university Press, 1994), 16–17.

27. this is used to access the kaʿba’s door and interior. see Ei2, 
s.v. “kaʿba” (arent J. Wensinck and Jacques Jomier).

28. the presence and purpose of clocks in the medieval islamic 
lands is discussed in reference to the great Mosque in 
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Muhammad. its identification on the scroll in Mecca 
could be a mistake, or a reference to a legend that men-
tions gabriel transporting the black stone. see amikam 
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26. in the koran (2:125 and 3:97) this place is associated with 
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stood atop the maqām before his people when he asked 
them to perform the pilgrimage at god’s request. Muslims 
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46. Modern sources record that hamza’s shield was removed 
from the dome of the rock in the 1880s and possibly sent 
to Constantinople. see C. W. Wilson, “the ‘buckler’ of 
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and in ottoman turkish is variously named sanjaḳ-i şerīf, 
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tion on the steps of the ritual: turning seven times around 
the kaʿba, and taking as a starting point the black stone 
while always keeping the kaʿba on the right side (meaning 
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37. for more information about Jerusalem and its architecture, 
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for the middle word is ṣallā. this introductory formula 
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49. etan kohlberg, “some shiʿi views of the antediluvian 
World,” Studia islamica 52 (1980): 41–66, at 58.

50. the closest adamic association is a tradition mentioned 
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presented in eric f. f. bishop, “hebron, City of abraham, 
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during the early Muslim Period (638–1099),” in Pilgrims 
and travelers to the Holy Land, ed. bryan f. le beau and 
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65. see ghulām sarwar, History of Shāh ismāʿīl Ṣafawī (aligarh: 
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sphero-conical vessels are relatively small vessels (10–20 
cm or 4–8 in. high) with a narrow, nipple-shaped open-
ing, a distinctive torpedo shape, and relatively thick 
walls. most are made of dense ceramic fabrics with 
small, well-sorted non-plastic inclusions, fired at a high 
temperature in a reducing environment that produces 
sturdy, relatively heavy vessels with dark, nonporous 
walls.1 many of these vessels are decorated with incised 
or molded geometric patterns, animals, or inscriptions; 
some are glazed on the outside or made of glass.2 the 
remains of sphero-conical vessels are commonly found 
in small quantities at medieval urban settlements in the 
levant and modern armenia, azerbaijan, egypt, Geor-
gia, iran, iraq, and turkey. the primary function of these 
vessels has been debated since the 1930s. this debate 
was partly fueled by a paucity of research, which was 
furthermore sometimes published in museum cata-
logues or excavation reports with relatively limited 
scholarly impact. an overview of relevant publications 
was published by maria Vittoria Fontana in 1999 and a 
classification by emilie savage-smith in 1997.3 two im-
portant articles on the subject appeared in Muqarnas in 
1992 and 1993.4 We report here on our biochemical anal-
ysis of the residues in four sphero-conical vessels found 
in twelfth–thirteenth century layers at dvin, armenia 
(fig. 1).

one suggestion for the intended use of sphero-coni-
cal vessels is as incendiary or explosive weapons similar 
to molotov cocktails or hand grenades.5 the use of such 
devices in medieval times is well documented.6 on the 
other hand, the careful surface treatment of many ves-
sels, together with the fact that numerous vessels have 
been found intact, seems to contradict this interpreta-
tion. alternatively, it has been proposed that these 

 vessels were primarily used as fire blowers (aeolipiles) 
in kilns by employing the draft of hot air or steam that 
would emit from a vessel when heated.7 However, as 
richard ettinghausen has noted, “Few of these vessels 
have soot marks or other signs of having been near 
fires.”8 Charles K. Wilkinson has pointed out that there 
is no archaeological evidence for such use,9 nor have 
Ghouchani and adle found “persian or arabic [written] 
sources that refer to the use of these vessels as fire blow-
ers.”10 another thought is that sphero-conical vessels 
could have been the central part of a water pipe (hoo-
kah, narghile, or shisha),11 which would have been em-
ployed to smoke hashish or opium. Herodotus famously 
reported that the scythians bathed in the smoke of 
hemp seed,12 but there is no firm evidence that smoking 
from pipes was practiced in the near east before the 
introduction of tobacco in the region around the end of 
the sixteenth century.13 analyses in 1989 and 1990 of 
some of the sphero-conical vessels kept by the royal 
ontario museum, toronto, Canada, did not reveal the 
presence of cannabinoids or other alkaloids.14

other interpretations of the vessels include that they 
were primarily intended as containers for precious liq-
uids, such as mercury,15 scented oil,16 beer or wine,17 or 
ink.18 ettinghausen reports tests that have proven the 
ability of the vessels to “hold volatile liquids, water, and 
oil for weeks without seepage.”19 analysis of the sphero-
conical vessels excavated at sidon in lebanon revealed 
that some contained small drops of mercury,20 while a 
vessel that was in the romanov museum in moscow un-
til the First World War was said to have been filled with 
mercury.21 Contemporary written sources indicate that 
mercury was used for a variety of medicinal, cosmetic, 
and industrial purposes. linguistic data further corro-
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borate the significance of mercury; for instance, accord-
ing to ettinghausen, the armenian physician amir 
dawlat (d. ca. 1496) “mentions twenty different names 
for mercury in his medical treatise.”22 Far too many of 
these vessels have been found, however, for all of them 
to have been intended as containers for mercury,23 
which even today is a rare commodity. analysis of the 
content of a vessel from israel did not reveal any mer-
cury, but rather ferric sulfate—Fe2(so4)3—interpreted 
as “originally Fes2 (pyrite).” “this material,” states ervin 
Jungreis, “was used in conjunction with flint and timber 
to start fires.”24 the small size and careful surface treat-
ment of the vessels, often with images or names of wom-
en, supports the hypothesis that they were used for 
fragrant liquids (scented oils or perfumes), and most 

vessels in museum collections are labeled as perfume 
containers. this categorization is in accordance with the 
sphero-conical vessel held by a statue of the archangel 
Gabriel in the Victoria and albert museum, london, for 
which, writes Fontana, “its function of containing a liq-
uid and its use as a sprinkler seem to be the most like-
ly.”25 it is very probable, however, according to 
savage-smith, that sphero-conical vessels are “objects 
that are not only made of different materials but that 
were also evidently meant for different purposes,”26 and 
some may have been meant to serve as plumb bobs 
rather than containers.27

perfumes are composed by dissolving a small amount 
of a compound with a distinctive fragrance—often an 
aromatic molecule or a terpenoid—or a combination of 

Fig. 1. View of dvin, looking south towards mount ararat. (photo: Hans Barnard)
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such compounds in a much larger amount of a neutral 
compound, the base or excipient.28 a variety of other 
compounds may be added to this basic mix to modify its 
color or behavior, such as blending agents, fixatives, and 
preservatives. starting around the end of the fifteenth 
century, the basis for perfumes became almost exclu-
sively ethanol with varying amounts of water and meth-
anol. such a base will quickly evaporate after application, 
leaving behind the less volatile fragrant ingredients. the 
basis for ancient perfumes was mostly olive oil and, to a 
lesser extent, other vegetable oils, such as almond or ben 
oil (of Moringa oleifera), as well as liquefied waxes or 
animal fats. the major component (50–70%) of the 
mentioned oils is oleic acid (cis-9-octadecenoic acid, a 
mono-unsaturated fatty acid). most natural waxes are 
esters of a long-chain alkanol (alcohol) and a long-chain 
fatty acid; fats are mono-, di-, or triglycerides in which 
one, two, or three fatty acids, respectively, are connected 
with an ester bond to a glycerol backbone (fig. 2). 

 although distillation was known in the ancient world,29 
it was used in the perfume production process only to 
purify and concentrate the fragrant components,30 not 
to produce ethanol to be used as the base of the final 
product. 

Compounds valued for their olfactory properties—
incense, scented oils, and perfumes, as well as their in-
gredients—were economically and socially important 
in the near east from early times onward. the arab con-
quest (622‒732) resulted in many new ingredients being 
introduced into the region, while others slowly lost their 
popularity.31 new ingredients included camphor (a ter-
penoid mostly of Cinnamomum camphora), ambergris 
(a digestive waste product of Physeter spp.), and sandal-
wood (mostly of Santalum album). ingredients that be-
came less fashionable include balsam (sap likely of 
Commiphora spp.) and myrrh (resin of Commiphora 
spp.); the former was commonly replaced by camphor 
and the latter by musk (a glandular secretion of Moschus 
spp.). ingredients that apparently kept their popularity 
include cinnamon (bark of Cinnamomum spp.), costus 
(rhizomes of Costus speciosus), frankincense (resin of 
Boswellia spp.), rose water and oil (of Rosa spp.), saffron 
(styles and stigmas of Crocus sativus), and spikenard (oil 
of Nardostachys jatamansi). the value of such fragrant 
commodities is indicated by classical, Hebrew, and is-
lamic sources and, among others, by the small Herodian 
juglet (37 b.c.‒a.d. 6) that was found in a cave near Qum-
ran, israel, wrapped in palm fibers and most likely delib-
erately hidden in antiquity. it was found to contain a 
“viscous plant oil, only very slightly oxidized,” as Joseph 
patrich and Benny arubas have reported. 32 after analy-
sis by Zeev aizenshtat and dorit aschengrau, this oil 
was tentatively interpreted as balsam oil or a similar 
aromatic substance.33

material and metHods

located in modern armenia about 40 kilometers south-
east of the capital yerevan, dvin was founded as a roy-
al hunting lodge of the arsacid dynasty (a.d. 54–428) 
around 335 on a mound of cultural deposits of multiple 
earlier settlements (fig. 3, left). rapid urban growth took 
place between 460 and 480 after the see of the patriarch 

Fig. 2. schematic structures of oleic acid (cis-9-octadece noic 
acid), waxes (a fatty acid and an alkanol connected with an 
ester bond), and triglycerides (three fatty acids connected 
to a glycerol backbone with ester bonds). only in the case 
of oleic acid is the number of carbon atoms (18) accurately 
indicated; the hydrophobic tails of both waxes and fats (tri-
glycerides) can be longer or shorter than depicted.



Hans Barnard, Sneha Shah, Gregory E. Areshian, and Kym F. Faull412

of the armenian Church was transferred there from Va-
garshapat (echmiadzin) and the political capital from 
artashat (artaxata). dvin remained the political center 
of armenia during its dominance by the persian (sasa-
nian) and islamic (umayyad and abbasid) empires until 
884. devastating damage resulted from an earthquake in 
893, after which ani assumed the central political and 
religious role previously played by dvin. despite these 
events, dvin remained an important commercial center 
until its gradual decline was accelerated by the mongol 
invasion in 1236. the city was abandoned by the sec-
ond decade of the fourteenth century. since 1937, dvin 
has been systematically excavated by the institute of 
archaeology and ethnography, part of the national 
academy of sciences of armenia.34 most of the sphero-
conical vessels from dvin have inscriptions or symbols 
scratched or painted on the surface of the vessel after 
firing.35 these are usually names of people that probably 
at one time owned the vessel, while symbolic markings 
may have indicated the contents of the vessels. in 2007, 
four sherds, interpreted as fragments of sphero-conical 
 vessels from different medieval (twelfth–thirteenth 

 century) layers at dvin (fig. 3, right), were presented to 
the authors for analysis by mass spectrometry combined 
with gas chromatography. not enough of the vessels was 
preserved for their secure classification, and only lim-
ited archaeological information was available on the 
excavation context of the sherds. 

the four sherds from dvin were ground into a fine 
powder with an aluminum-oxide mortar and pestle af-
ter which the organic molecules were dissolved in an 
organic solvent. the analytical instrument used was 
the micromass (Waters) GC/ei-toF-ms, purchased by 
the pasarow mass spectrometry laboratory at uCla 
through nsF grant CHe 0078299 (see appendix). the 
output of this instrument is a combination of a single 
chromatogram, created by gas chromatography, and 
a large number of mass spectra, created by the mass 
spectrometer. each peak in the chromatogram repre-
sents a molecule in the sample, and a mass spectrum 
can be created for each of these peaks. With specialized 
software, mass spectra of the unknown compounds in 
the sample can be electronically compared with the 
spectra of known compounds in a digital library. this   

Fig. 3. left: the location of dvin, in modern armenia. right: four sphero-conical vessels excavated from dvin. adapted from 
H. m. djanpoladian (Janpʻoladyan), The Sphero-Conical Vessels Found in Dvin and Ani (yerevan, 1982), table 3. the sherds 
discussed in this article are from similar vessels dating to the twelfth–thirteenth century.
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comparison usually leads to the identification, with a 
reasonable amount of certainty, of many of the compo-
nents in most of the samples.36 

results

all four samples appeared to contain significant 
amounts of phthalates, represented by a large peak at 
m/z 149 in the mass spectra.37 phthalates are a group of 
anthropogenetic molecules that are added to plastics to 
control their thermoplasticity. it is likely that these 
phthalates were introduced into the samples by contact 
with storage materials (such as plastic bags) or labora-
tory equipment (such as pipette tips), and they should 
be considered modern contaminants.38 similarly, silox-
anes in the samples are either released by the GC- 

column or the result of the derivatization agent reacting 
with itself, and they are thus unrelated to the ancient 
organic residue. two of the sherds, sCV-01 and sCV-03, 
appeared to contain small amounts of hexadecanoic 
(palmitic) and octadecanoic (stearic) acid. these satu-
rated fatty acids are indicative of organic residues but 
not very specific concerning their source. Furthermore, 
the blanks that were run between the archaeological 
samples also returned small amounts of these molecules 
along with one of the phthalates (fig. 4, top). as these 
molecules were not seen in the blanks that were run at 
the beginning of the analysis, they are likely molecules 
from the samples that remained behind on the GC-col-
umn. in the absence of an internal standard this cannot 
be readily confirmed. the two remaining sherds, sCV-02 
and sCV-04, however, returned better interpretable re-
sults (fig. 4, bottom). molecules that are likely part of the 

Fig. 4. total ion current (tiC) display of the data returned by sherds sCV-02 and sCV-04, excavated from medieval (twelfth–
thirteenth century) layers at dvin, armenia, and interpreted to be from sphero-conical vessels. the larger peaks were 
identified by comparing their mass spectra after electron impact ionization with the spectra in the 2011 version of the nist/
epa/niH mass spectral library (see fig. 5). the chromatogram of one of the blanks that were run between the archaeo-
logical samples is shown for comparison (top).
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residue of the former contents of the vessel that pro-
duced sherd sCV-02 include nonadecanoic acid (16.04 
min), undecanol (19.06 min), hexadecanoic acid (23.74 
min), oleic acid (25.32 min), and octadecanoic acid 
(25.51 min after injection of the sample). molecules that 
are likely part of the residue of the former contents of 
vessel sCV-04 are glycerol (14.90 min), nonadecanoic 
acid (16.05 min), dodecanoic acid (19.67 min), tetradeca-
noic acid (21.80 min), hexadecanoic acid (23.74 min), 
and octadecanoic acid (25.51 min after injection of the 
sample). 

disCussion

archaeological organic residue analysis is usually con-
cerned with interrogating a mixture of unknown com-
pounds that are combined in unknown ratios. the aim is 
to obtain information on the ancient origin of the com-
ponents of the mixture. the combination of the supe-
rior resolving power of capillary gas chromatography to 
separate a complex mixture of molecules into its constit-

uent components, and the near-certain identification 
of these components by comparing their reproducible 
fragmentation patterns after electron impact ionization 
with those of known molecules (fig. 5), make GC-ms a 
reliable technique for studying such samples.39 disad-
vantages of this technique include the requirement for 
thermal stability of the analytes, which limits the range 
of molecules that can be identified and usually neces-
sitates their chemical derivatization. Furthermore, the 
relatively small fraction of the sample that can be loaded 
onto a GC-column challenges the ability of the instru-
ment to detect molecules that are present in the sample 
in low abundance. the main issue, however, remains 
the determination of the ancient source of the residue. 
in some cases the residue has preserved biomarkers,40 
molecules that are considered unique to a single ancient 
source. in other cases, comparing the ratios of selected 
fatty acids can indicate a more or less specific ancient 
source of the organic residue.41 neither approach is with-
out its limitations and complicating factors, nor are they 
mutually exclusive. Whenever possible they should be 
combined to generate as much information as possible 

Fig. 5. mass spectrum of sample sCV-02 associated with the peak at retention time 25.32 min (top), compared to the mass 
spectrum of oleic acid in the 2011 version of the nist/epa/niH mass spectral library (bottom). the similarities allow for 
an almost certain identification of the molecule in the sample (see fig. 4).



Chemical Insights into the Function of Four Sphero-Conical Vessels 415

from the necessarily limited amount of available data.42 
moreover, analytical chemical research of archaeologi-
cal artifacts should not take place in isolation, but all 
available archaeological, historical, and anthropologi-
cal information should be taken into consideration to 
allow for the most comprehensive interpretation of the 
findings.43 

the possibly ancient fatty acids and alkanols pre-
served in the four sherds of sphero-conical vessels pre-
sented here do not independently provide much insight 
into the specific use of the vessels. they do, however, 
allow for a choice to be made between the various theo-
ries, briefly discussed above, that have been proposed 
for the intended original use of these vessels. our results 
support the identification of the vessels as containers for 
scented oils. they do not, however, exclude interpreta-
tions other than the mentioned hypotheses of earlier 
researchers. sherd sCV-02 preserved oleic acid, the 
mono-unsaturated fatty acid that is the main constitu-
ent of the three vegetable oils most commonly used as 
the base for ancient perfumes. this molecule is unlikely 
to be the result of modern contamination from the en-
vironment. sherd sCV-04 did not preserve a detectable 
amount of oleic acid but did contain five different satu-
rated fatty acids as well as glycerol and tetradecanol, a 
long-chain alkanol. these molecules are likely the resi-
due of ancient waxes or fats after their ester bond is bro-
ken by hydrolysis in an acidic environment or by 
saponification in a basic environment. the three satu-
rated fatty acids and undecanol, another long-chain al-
kanol, preserved in sherd sCV-02 probably have the 
same origin. this finding is concurrent with complex 
perfumes that are composed of several different fragrant 
compounds, each delivered in their own specific base 
(oil, wax, or fat).

although our results corroborate the hypothesis that 
the four vessels we studied did once contain scented 
oils, other sphero-conical vessels may have been used 
to store wine or beer, although their volume seems 
rather small for this purpose. such use would probably 
not have removed all the fatty residue of the original 
contents from the ceramic matrix of the vessel, as these 
substances are poorly soluble in water and would have 
resulted in the deposition of little if any additional resi-
due. still other vessels may have been reused as incen-

diary weapons in times of conflict, much like molotov 
cocktails are often made out of empty beer bottles. 
the fuel for such devices in antiquity was not usually 
a vegetable oil but rather short-chained petroleum de-
rivatives,44 the residues of which will most likely be lost 
following ignition. Finally and least likely, some vessels 
may have been used to construct water pipes; many 
commodity jars and aerosol cans in the region today 
end their life this way. neither the historical record nor 
analytical research, however, provides any support that 
such ever occurred in medieval times, nor do they give 
much credence to the use of the vessels as fire blowers. 
the mercury observed in the 1960s in the vessels from 
sidon may likewise have been part of the recipe of a per-
fume or medicine, or some sphero-conical vessels may 
have been used or reused to store mercury, as was obvi-
ously the case for the vessel formerly in the romanov 
museum. alternatively, some of the vessels may have 
been used for the production of mercury. in ancient 
times mercury was often produced by heating cinnabar 
to catalyze oxidation (Hgs + o2 → Hg + so2). the upper 
part of the apparatus used for this—the ambix or bikos 
that served as the receptacle for the released elemen-
tal mercury—had a shape similar to a sphero-conical 
 vessel.45

our analysis provides additional evidence for the in-
terpretation of the vessels as containers for scented oils, 
as a constituent of a perfume or a medicinal concoction, 
an inference originally based on their size, appearance, 
and ubiquity within the medieval near east. at the same 
time, it indicates the value of analytical biochemical re-
search in identifying the contents of archaeological re-
ceptacles such as sphero-conical vessels. it is obviously 
problematic to draw general conclusions from the anal-
ysis of four vessels from a single site. the fact that two, 
and possibly four, of these four vessels yield data that 
confirm one of the theories concerning their function, 
however, can serve to corroborate this particular theory. 
Future investigations of sphero-conical vessels should 
comprise an interdisciplinary cross-comparison of the 
organic residues in multiple samples from different sites 
combined with an interpretation of the various inscrip-
tions and symbols found on the vessels. during this in-
vestigation, special efforts should be made to identify 
molecules likely to be associated with the fragrance of 
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the perfume, probably aromatic compounds or terper-
noids, rather than its much less specific base. obvious 
candidates for such targeted research are molecules 
considered to be more or less specific for Boswellia spp. 
(frankincense), Cinnamomum camphora (camphor), 
Cinnamomum spp. (cinnamon), Commiphora spp. (bal-
sam and myrrh), Costus speciosus (costus), Crocus sati-
vus (saffron), Moschus spp. (musk), Nardostachys 
jatamansi (spikenard), Physeter spp. (ambergris), Rosa 
spp. (rose water and oil), or Santalum album (sandal-
wood). in combination with historical data, identifying 
traces of such fragrant substances may provide informa-
tion on the date of the vessel or refine our knowledge of 
the use over time of the different raw materials for in-
cense, scented oils, and perfumes.
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appendiX: analytiCal metHods  
and instrumentation

to prevent contamination, all tools were cleaned with 
water, acetic acid, and acetone, sequentially, both be-
fore and after processing each sample, and examination 
gloves were worn at all times when handling the pottery 
powder. of this powder, 500 mg was combined with 2 
ml of an extraction solution (chloroform/methanol, 2/1, 
v/v) in clean, marked test tubes. the resulting four test 
tubes were vigorously mixed on a vortex mixer (20 s), 
sonicated in a water bath (20 min), mixed again (20 s), 
and then centrifuged (1500 g, 20 min). the supernatants 
were transferred into a second set of clean, marked test 

tubes. the extraction procedure was repeated with an-
other 1 ml of extraction solution, after which the super-
natants of each sample were combined and the test 
tubes with the depleted sediment discarded. the four 
samples were dried in a vacuum centrifuge, redissolved 
in 60 μl ethyl-acetate, and transferred into glass auto-
sampler vials. the samples were then treated with 40 μl 
n,o-bis-trimethylsilyl-trifluoroacetamide (BstFa) con-
taining 1% (v/v) trimethylchlorosilane (tmCs) and in-
cubated at 60°C for one hour. this procedure converts 
most functional carboxyl-, amino-, and hydroxyl-groups 
into their trimethylsilyl (tms) derivatives, principally to 
increase the volatility and thermal stability of the ana-
lytes. Finally, 1 μl of each sample was subjected to com-
bined gas chromatography‒mass spectrometry (GC-ms) 
in split-less mode. Because of the limited amount of ma-
terial and the fact that our research question was quan-
titative rather than qualitative, we did not add an 
internal standard to any of the samples.

the autosampler injector port (250°C) was connected 
to a bonded-phase nonpolar fused silica capillary col-
umn (50 m × 320 μm; 0.25 μm film thickness). the col-
umn was eluted with ultra-high-purity helium (constant 
flow, 1.2 ml/min). the oven was held at 50°C for 2 min 
following injection, then raised 10°C/min to 350°C, and 
finally kept at that temperature for another 10 min (total 
run time 42 min). the end of the column (transfer line 
at 250°C) was inserted into the electron-impact source 
(180°C, 70 eV) of a time-of-flight mass spectrometer 
scanning from m/z 40‒600 (1.0 scan/s). data were col-
lected using the masslynx software suite (version 4.1) 
supplied by the manufacturer of the instrument, and 
analyzed by comparing unknown spectra with those in 
the 2011 version of the nist/epa/niH mass spectral 
 library.

the sample inlet of a combined GC-ms instrument 
consists of a gas chromatograph, a long and narrow glass 
column through which a flow of carrier gas is main-
tained. this column is coated on the inside with a thin 
layer that attracts some of the molecules in the sample. 
the column is in an oven for which the temperature can 
be carefully controlled. the end of the column is con-
nected to the ion source of a mass spectrometer. once 
the sample is on the column, the mobile phase (the car-
rier gas) and the stationary phase (the coating inside the 
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column) compete for the molecules in the sample. For 
each molecule the outcome of this competition depends 
on the temperature inside the column. as the tempera-
ture is slowly raised, the various components of the 
sample leave the stationary phase one by one and travel 
with the carrier gas to the end of the column and into 
the electron impact (ei+) ion source of the mass spec-
trometer (fig. 6). ionization is necessary to enable the 
electromagnetic forces in the mass analyzer to manipu-
late the molecules and measure their mass, but will also 
fragment some of the molecules. When molecules are 
ionized by electron impact, the resulting fragments and 
their relative abundance appear to be highly reproduc-
ible. this allows the comparison of the mass spectra 
generated by an unknown compound with known spec-
tra in large digital libraries. a time-of-flight mass ana-
lyzer (toF) consists of a metal tube at high vacuum with 
an ion accelerator at its beginning and an ion detector 
at its end. upon entering the analyzer, the ions are ac-
celerated by an electromagnetic pulse, after which they 
are allowed to drift toward the detector. typically it 

takes 10–100 μsec for ions to travel the distance of around 
2 m between the accelerator and the detector. the speed 
of each ion, and, consequently, the time it needs to com-
plete this journey, depend on its mass and charge state 
(m/z). different ions reach the detector at different 
times from which the m/z of each ion can be extrapo-
lated.
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