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A CORDOBAN IVORY PYXIS LID IN THE ASHMOLEAN MUSEUM

The caliphate of the Spanish Umayyads was estab-
lished in 929 by Abd al-Rahman III, when Muslims
had already been in Spain for more than two hun-
dred years. Abd al-Rahman and his son al-Hakam II
were powerful rulers, but in 970 on the accession of
the latter's son Hisham II, at the age of nine, power
passed into the hands of the vizier al-Mansur, and
remained with his family until the fall of the Umay-
yads in 1009. From this period survives one of the
best documented sets of royal objects from anywhere
in the early Islamic world: ivory caskets, including a
small group of pyxides or cylindrical boxes, which
were produced within the years 964-1007. Among
them is a lid, now in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford,
from one of the pyxides (fig. 1); dedicated to al-
Mansur's second son Sanchuelo and dated to 999, it

Fig. 1. The Ashmolean lid, dated 999. General view from
above showing scheme of decoration. (Photo: Courtesy
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

comes near the end of this tradition. No detailed study
of it has ever been published, and it has only briefly
been discussed in acquisition reports and articles that
throw its authenticity into doubt.l I hope to present
here a little of its history and patronage and to sug-
gest its importance in the context of this Spanish
tradition.

The lid is conical in shape (fig. 2) with a diameter
of 10-10.5 cm; at its center it reaches a height of 4
cm. The ivory is 9 mm thick at the level of the in-
scription and 12 mm thick at the edge of the figural
decoration, but rises to a thickness of about 15 mm
at its apex. It weighs 20 0 g (7 oz.). It depicts a scene
of four horsemen running in a clockwise direction
over the surface of the lid. Unusually, there is no
strict separation of the figures from the arabesque
background. At the apex is a decorative knotwork
roundel which has at its center a stylized flower with
ten petals; this would have been the base for a round
finial knob, which on other pyxides was often ren-
dered as a fruit-for example, a pomegranate or the
Indian amalaka fruit.2 Three plain strap marks show
where the hinges would have attached the lid to its
base: there are two at the back which probably ran
straight down the back of the box, and one at the
front which would have attached to a lockplate at
the front of the box. These hinges would most likely
have been made of nielloed silver, the use of metal
contrasting conspicuously with the pale color of the
ivory.

An inscription band 2 cm wide runs around the
base of the lid (fig. 3): the inscription is in Kufic
with some floriations and starts at the back. It reads,
"bismillahi barakatun wa-nasrun wa-ta'ytdun li-l-waziri abf
1-muttarifi bni l-mansiuri abi 'amirin muhammadi bni abi
[sic] 'amirin yu'ayyid-hu llahu [?] 'umila f sanati tis'in
wa-thaman[na wa-thalathi] mi'atin"3 (In the name of
God. Blessing, victory, and support to Vizier Abi'l-
Mutarrif, son of al-Mansur Abi 'Amir Muhammad ibn
Abu 'Amir, may God support him. Made in the year
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Fig. 2. The Ashmolean lid. Side view from the back showing conical profile. The inscription begins just to the left of the
left-hand strapmark. (Photo: Courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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Fig. 3. Drawing of the Kufic.inscription around the base of the lid. (Drawing: Kent Rawlinson)
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Fig. 4. The Ashmolean lid, underside, showing the nature
of the ivory material. A tiny black dot off-center is the tusk's
nerve canal, and cross-hatching visible near the edges is the
vascular system. The concentric circles are the rings of dentine
growing out from the inside like tree rings. (Photo: Courtesy
Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)

[3]89 [999]). The lettering of the inscription is dis-
posed carefully so that the patron's name appears
exactly at the front. It is in this respect unique among
pyxides, as there is usually no scheme to the disposi-
tion of the lettering.4 The inscription is carved in
very shallow relief, about I mm deep, whereas the
figural decoration is about 5 mm at its deepest: this
use of shallow carving for the inscription and deep
carving for the figures is a common feature of the
pyxis tradition, giving a "lace effect".

Looking closer at the material from which this lid
has been carved (fig. 4), we can see some interesting
details about the nature of the tusk on the under-
side of the lid. A black dot off-center is what remains
of the tusk's nerve canal (which passed from the end
of the pulp cavity to the tip of the tusk), and a series
of concentric circles emanating from the center shows
the growth of the tusk: like tree rings, the older den-
tine is pushed outward from the center by the growth
of new dentine at the core. Thin grooves that can be
felt as slight ridges also follow these concentric cir-
cles and must be the marks of some fine-toothed tool

which the craftsman used to hollow out the ivory, or
alternatively it was turned on a lathe. Faint areas of
cross-hatching visible all over the underside of the
lid are the cells that make up the tusk's vascular sys-
tem. 5 We can also see a ridge which allowed the lid
to fit snugly onto its box. The six drill holes were for
the pegs that held on the metal hinges.

This piece was acquired by the Ashmolean Muse-
um in 1987 from a private collection; its earlier his-
tory may be traceable back to the treasury of the
Church of Saint Servaas in Maastricht.6 At the time
of the Christian conquests of al-Andalus, many luxu-
ry objects from the caliphal cities of C6rdoba and
Madinat al-Zahra found their way into church trea-
suries, perhaps dedicated at their altars in thanks to
God for victory in battle. Such events are described
in the celebrated poem of El Cid, as in the prayer
which Rodrigo of Vivar makes before leaving Castile
on a mission: "I do not know whether I shall return
to it in all my life. O Glorious Virgin, protect me as
I depart, and help and succour me night and day. If
you will do this and my good fortune holds, I shall
endow your altar with rich gifts and I make a solemn
promise to have a thousand masses sung there."7

In the case of the ivory pyxides from Spain, it seems
that most of them have been preserved via church
treasuries, and it is reasonable to assume that they
were carried there after the plundering of the caliphal
palaces at C6rdoba and Madinat al-Zahra by Chris-
tian armies such as that of El Cid. Their use as reli-
quaries has naturally led to the survival of those with
shapes appropriate for storage, but there were per-
haps other types more like the manqala game made
for the daughter of Abd al-Rahman III, now in the
Museo Arqueol6gico Provincial in Burgos, 8 and the
penbox, recently auctioned at Sotheby's, 9 that have
not survived.

The material on which I will be concentrating here
is the small group formed by the cylindrical carved
ivories of this period. Not more than a dozen of these
survive. I refer to them as pyxides to distinguish them
from the rectangular caskets whose construction
employs a completely different technique and invest-
ment of raw materials. The caskets are generally pro-
duced by fastening thin plaques of carved ivory to a
wooden core, whereas the technique of pyxis carv-
ing is much more delicate, requiring the careful hol-
lowing out of the elephant's entire tusk while still
leaving a field thick enough to sustain carving, some-
times in deep relief. It is thus a technique that is
very wasteful of ivory, especially when coupled with
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Fig. 5. Drawing of the right-hand half of the Ashmolean lid, representing horsemen 1 and 2. (Drawing: Kent Rawlinson)

the carving of a hemispherical or, as in our case,
conical lid. All these pyxides have very similar dimen-
sions, reflecting the average cross-section of a tusk.
They give us a substantial amount of information about
themselves in the inscription band at the base of the
lid. In the same tradition as tiraz, these inscriptions
usually give a date of manufacture and the name of
the patron by whom it was ordered (sometimes with
the name of the agent) or to whom it is dedicated;
in one instance there is a craftsman's signature.' 0

The function and form of these ivory pyxides are
beautifully described in the poetic inscription on the
pyxis in the collection of the Hispanic Society of
America in New York,'l l which reads as follows: "man-
zar-f ahsanu manzar / nahdu khawdin lam yukassar /
khala'a l-husnu 'alayya / [hullatan] tuzha bi-jawhar /
fa-ana zarfun li-miskin / wa-li-kafurin wa-'anbar" (The
sight I offer is the fairest, the firm breast of a deli-
cate girl. Beauty has invested me with splendid rai-
ment, which makes a display of jewels. I am a recep-
tacle for musk, camphor, and ambergris).12 The verses
of this beautiful poem in classical Arabic tell us sev-
eral important things about this series of ivories. First,
their shape, especially with the button at the apex to
which was fastened a metal clasp to aid in lifting the
lid, was perceived as being like a girl's breast, a met-
aphor apparently known in Bedouin love poetry, but
in reverse, i.e., the breast was likened to the lid of a
beautiful ivory box.l3 Second, it tells us about the

decoration of these boxes: the carving on the ivory
was enhanced by studs of jewels, and perhaps even
gold; deep circular holes in the surfaces of the ivo-
ries suggest that they once held gems. The deep holes
on the Ashmolean lid (shown by shaded circles on
figs. 5 and 6) are examples of this; traces of blue
and red paint on the pyxis of Ziyad ibn Aflah show
another method of enhancing the beauty of the ex-
terior.'4 Finally, this box's function is identified as a
container for the luxury commodities used in mak-
ing perfumes and cosmetics: musk and camphor were
imported at very high cost from Tibet, India, and
China; ambergris came from Atlantic whales. They
were considered the most luxurious and generous of
gifts in Spain of the caliphal period. Lumps of am-
bergris were fashioned into statues and decorated with
gold filigree, or made into aromatic candles, or pre-
sented in luxurious containers, such as these ivory
pyxides, which were considered to be prestige gifts
in themselves.

That these ivory boxes were intended as gifts is
evidenced by the inscription on the Zamora pyxis.' 5

This is the earliest dated ivory pyxis in this group,
dedicated in 964 by the caliph al-Hakam II to his
favorite concubine Subh, who bore him a son and
heir and thus held the most influential position at
court. The inscription reads: "na'ma min Allah li-abd
illah al-Hakam al-Mustansir billah, amzr al-mu'minfn,
mimd 'amru bi'amalihi 'ala yadi durri al-Sagh'r" (The
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Fig. 6. Drawing of the left-hand half of the Ashmolean lid, representing horsemen 3 and 4. (Drawing: Kent Rawlinson)

blessing of Allah upon the Imam, the servant of Al-
lah, al-Hakam al-Mustansir billah, Commander of the
Faithful. This is what he ordered to be made for the
noble lady, the mother of Abd al-Rahman under the
direction of Durri al-Saghir in the year 353 [964]).16
It is argued by Prado-Vilar that the purely vegetal
decoration on this box, and the smaller boxes pre-
sented to the daughter of Abd al-Rahman III in the
early 960's, is an iconographic choice: the associa-
tion of vegetal decoration with paradise and gardens,
as seen in the mosque decorations in C6rdoba, the
Dome of the Rock, and al-Walid's mosque in Dam-
ascus, represents on the pyxides fertility as the prin-
cipal virtue of women at the court and their duty to
produce royal heirs. As we can see, the stress in this
inscription is on the female owner as mother: she is
not mentioned by name, which might anyway have
been considered unfitting, but is referred to as "moth-
er of Abd al-Rahman."

The inscriptions on all these pyxides reveal that
the owners of such boxes were either members of
the caliph's family or people who aspired to caliphal
office. The earliest dated pyxis was dedicated in 964
to the most influential woman at court, representing
her power through reference to her fertility. Next,
in 968, the pyxis of al-Mughira was made for the young-
er brother of al-Hakam II, who conspired to become
caliph after al-Hakam's death. Prado-Vilar's ingenious
theory construes this box as a disguised warning to

al-Mughira, the enigmatic scenes of robbing nests and
date palms supposedly representing his threat to the
natural succession, and warning of the consequen-
ces that would befall him.1 7

Finally the pyxis of Ziyad ibn Aflah was made in
969 for the C6rdoban prefect of police, a man who
was to be involved ten years later in a conspiracy to
assassinate the young Hisham II and place another
grandson of Abd al-Rahman III on the throne: its
iconographic scheme, representing the prefect's du-
ties, is practically propaganda.

All three of these figures coveted power during this
turbulent period of the Spanish caliphate, and are
linked through the personality of the vizier al-Man-
sur. He was thought to be having an affair with Subh,
with whom he and the prime minister al-Mushafi
formed a triumvirate. Al-Mansur murdered al-Mugh-
ira in 976 on the death of al-Hakam II, so that the
succession could pass without incident to Subh's
second son, the minor Hisham (Abd al-Rahman had
died prematurely ca. 970). Ziyad had belonged to al-
Mansur's faction when he was appointed prefect of
police in 969-70, and later betrayed his co-conspira-
tors to al-Mansur when he realized the plot would
fail. It seems, then, that these ivory boxes, though
perhaps only through accident of survival, are royal
emblems associated with al-Mansur, who may have
given them out as political favors during the period
in which he consolidated his power.

-·---------- II -----· · la I
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These links with royalty tie the production of these
ivory boxes to the royal workshops of C6rdoba and
Madinat al-Zahra, where craftsmen worked on luxu-
ry goods for the caliph's court. The inscriptions also
allow us to establish a chronology of production, which
spanned only two generations: the earliest dated pyxis
is from 964, and the last, the Braga pyxis,' 8 from
between 1004 and 1007. Styles therefore evolved quite
rapidly, and this suggests experimentation, perhaps
because it was a new form stimulated by the large
amount of ivory that was brought into Spain by
Umayyad trade contacts: for example, in 991 Hisham
II received a gift from the Berber amir Zuhayri ibn
Atiyya of 8,000 pounds of ivory;19 at an average weight
of 50 pounds per East African elephant tusk, this adds
up to a pair of tusks from eighty elephants.

From Maastricht, the Ashmolean lid passed into the
collection of the Bar6 de Comoigne of Liege at the
end of the eighteenth century, a time when many
cathedral treasuries, especially in the Maastricht re-
gion, were dispersed owing to the upheaval that fol-
lowed the French Revolution. It remained in this
private collection until it came once more onto the
art market and was purchased by the Metropolitan
Museum in New York in 1922. At this stage, the lid
came with a box (figs. 7 and 8) that was thought to
belong to it, but both were deaccessioned after the
publication in 1927 of an article by G6mez-Moreno,
a leading expert on Hispano-Muslim art,2 0 in which
he established a series of criteria for differentiating
between genuine tenth-century ivories and modern
forgeries, to alleviate a crisis in the art market that
had resulted from the production of forged ivories
by one Don Francisco Pallis y Puig (1859-1926).
G6mez-Moreno had never actually seen the Metro-
politan pyxis, however, and had studied it only from
photographs, on the basis of which he claimed it a
modern forgery.

G6mez-Moreno based this conclusion on the fol-
lowing argument, roughly paraphrased: it was a box
with a lid more conical than hemispherical, 2 1 with-
out a mount, and very cracked like another modern
forgery that he discusses; it showed an expeditious
technique with a heavy use of the carving tool, and
was not very elegant (desgraciado) in style, which did
not fit with the authentic pieces; the carving of the
borders and medallions was irregular. However, it was
mainly the inscription and the iconography of the
box that generated doubt; inscriptions, he explains,
are usually the weak point in any forgery, and while

this one was better than most, certain aspects of the
lettering 22 and vocabulary 23 still led him to discern
"a lack of knowledge of Arabic, whereas in the an-
cient inscriptions of all sorts, it is surprising to find a
mistake." 2 4 He believed the patron's name to have
been copied from literary sources, because of the
"tedious length of its patronymics" and the omission
of his first name, Abd al-Rahman.

His criticisms of the iconography dealt mainly with
the box and with what he considered to be anachro-
nisms,2 5 but he also says of the lid that "the running
of the horses is not well understood" 2 6 and the stir-
rups are "the height of inverisimilitude," as they are
not represented as a simple belt twisted round the
foot.

There are many points that could be raised in
objection to these criticisms, and some of them will
be made here, but the most conclusive proof that
G6mez-Moreno was wrong and the lid is authentic is
the radiocarbon dating that was conducted blind by
Oxford University's Research Laboratory for Histo-
ry, Archaeology and Art History. Their conclusion was
as follows: "[The lid] is undoubtedly genuine. The
second standard deviation range with 95% confidence
is between A.D. 640 and A.D. 990. These values are
entirely compatible with an ivory carved in the late
tenth century A.D., as the radiocarbon age is for the
living animal and could reasonably antedate the carv-
ing by around 50 years." 27 The Ashmolean lid was
the very first of the C6rdoban ivories to undergo scien-
tific analysis; since then only one other ivory, Sothe-
by's penbox, has been carbon dated: the tusk was
dated to ca. 721-894 A.D.; the inscription itself pro-
vides its date of Rabi' al-awwal 394 (1003-4).28

I am reluctant to repeat G6mez-Moreno's mistake
of discussing the box on the basis of out-of-date and
badly reproduced photographs,2 9 but there are some
basic observations that can be made. The box's dec-
oration consists of three large round medallions which
are bordered by a bead pattern within two thin bands
of plain or very lightly carved ivory. This same bor-
der surrounds the very top of the box, below where
the inscription of the lid would sit, and runs around
the very bottom of the box. It seems to echo the
beading on the lid, especially at the top of the in-
scription and bottom of the figural decoration (fig.
2), but the bottom of the inscription is bordered by
a different pattern, of squares filled with plain cir-
cles, and this does not sit comfortably with the bead-
ing on top of the box, immediately below. Contrast
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Fig. 7. The Ashmolean lid and the box with which it came to the Metropolitan Museum in 1922. (Photo: Reproduced
from M. G6mez-Moreno, "Los marfiles cordobeses y sus derivaciones," Archivo espahol de arte y arqueologia 3 [1927])

Fig. 8. The Ashmolean box, showing linearly the decorative scheme. (Photo: fromJ. Breck, "A Dated Ivory Box of Hispano-
Arabic Origin," Bulletin of the Metropolitan Museum of Art 18 [1923])
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this with, for example, the Zamora pyxis, or al-Mugh-
ira's, where the borders above and below the inscrip-
tion echo each other perfectly.3 0

A fourth medallion crosses over the two strapmarks
at the back, dividing the medallion into three nar-
row compartments, enclosing appropriately elongat-
ed decorative features: two gazelles rearing up and
turning back to face each other, with a tall arabesque
in between (which echoes the decoration between
the two strapmarks on the lid). This is unusual as
the decorative scheme usually makes allowance for
the strapmarks (as on Ziyad ibn Aflah's pyxis, where
the strapmarks are carefully incorporated into the
organization of the decoration), though it is quite
similar to the lidless pyxis in the Louvre, where the
roundels which seem to link the two medallions at
the back are somewhat obscured by the strapmarks.3 1

The four medallions on the "Ashmolean" 3 2 box
are linked by small roundels which contain six-pet-
aled rosettes. The medallions are also linked to the
top and bottom borders by small roundels, contain-
ing smaller versions of the rosettes. It appears that
the decorative scheme has not been carefully planned.
The interstitial roundels are different sizes, and even
the large medallions seem to vary in size, though this
might be one of these problems that arises from re-
lying on photographs. The scheme of large roundels-
rather than lobed medallions as is more usual on fig-
ural pyxides (such as those of al-Mughira and Ziyad
ibn Aflah)-linked with smaller roundels recalls the
graceful pavilions of the Braga pyxis.3 3 The inter-
stices contain a rather simplified version of the vegetal
arabesque background so beautifully exemplified on
the Zamora pyxis, among which we find the familiar
animals and birds: cockerels-which only appear again
in the small roundels of the Ziyad pyxis-peacocks,
lions, griffins, and gazelles. The wings of the birds
and griffins are represented as leaves, almost as if
they were becoming part of the vegetal background.
This appears again only on Sotheby's penbox, though
there are hints of it on the Braga pyxis, manufac-
tured at around the same time.

As to the iconography of the medallions on the
box, the subjects are close to those on the pyxis of
Ziyad ibn Aflah, which again has only three medal-
lions (the usual number is four). Both depict the
seated ruler with his two attendants and the mount-
ed falconer with dog jumping up. Beckwith suggest-
ed that the pyxis of Ziyad showed the prefect of po-
lice going about some of his duties: administering

justice, hunting as befits his high status, and travel-
ing in state in a palanquin supported, in a nice in-
stance of self-referentiality, by an elephant. 3 4 On the
Ashmolean box, we have a magisterial scene in the
same place as on Ziyad's, below the lockplate. The
lockplate on Ziyad's pyxis is a later addition and thus
obscures the decoration below it of the seated pre-
fect; the lockplate on our box is integral, but leaves
no space for the figures below, which are consequently
shrunk to fit.

The other two medallions, flanking the central
scene, both contain mounted horsemen. This is again
unusual, as the repetition of two practically identical
scenes is rare, if it occurs at all, on these figural pyx-
ides. On the Ziyad pyxis, there are two scenes involv-
ing mounts, but one is a horse and the other an ele-
phant, and the reasons for transport are totally
different-one is recreational, the other ceremonial.
Even on the vegetal pyxides, such as the Zamora and
Hispanic Society boxes, the decoration evokes itself
for the sake of symmetry but never exactly repeats
itself.35 Perhaps there is an emphasis on horsemen
on the Ashmolean box because of the decoration of
the lid, and certain elements in the medallions pick
up on features from the lid-the bird perched on
the back of the horse, an animal which is probably a
leopard rearing up to be speared by the second horse-
man, the gazelles leaping up in the fragmented fourth
medallion.

The way these features are presented on the box
is, however, strikingly different from the way they are
shown on the lid: compare the leopard being speared
by horseman 1 with the poor imitation leopard on
the box, or the horses themselves. Considering the
artistic skill displayed in the decoration of the lid, it
is difficult to believe that the same craftsman laid out
the plans and carved the decoration for the box. This
does not necessarily mean, however, that the box is
a modern forgery, and it is obvious from the photo-
graphs that the box and lid fit snugly together. Per-
haps the box was made for the lid during the Islamic
period, or perhaps by Mozarabic craftsmen after the
lid passed into Christian hands. Prado-Vilar 3 6 discusses
how the chalice and paten contained in the Braga
pyxis were probably made specifically for it when it
came into the possession of the Portuguese count
Mendo Goncalves, who, according to the inscription,
donated the chalice. Don Mendo died in 1008, which
means the Braga pyxis (1004-7) came into his pos-
session at a moment almost contemporary to its man-
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ufacture. It was also at that point that the chalice
and paten, which fit perfectly into the pyxis, were
crafted, using motifs from the ivory: birds and quad-
rupeds holding sprays become the main decoration
on the chalice, echoing the small roundels on the
ivory.

The possibility that the Ashmolean box was craft-
ed by Mozarabs to have a deliberate affinity with the
beautiful lid, recently plundered from the caliphal
settlements and thus easily separated from its box in
the upheaval, makes sense of the remark by Migeon
that the decoration of this piece is reminiscent of
contemporary Christian carving in Carolingian or
Ottonian art,3 7 or G6mez-Moreno's objections to the
language of the inscription. It presupposes, howev-
er, that the craftsmen had knowledge of the features
usually used on these pyxides, as the Ashmolean box
seems to follow several models. Perhaps the Mozarab
craftsmen had worked for the Islamic caliphs and then
moved north to seek the patronage of new Christian
masters, where they may have been responsible for
the foundation of the ivory-carving workshops of Cuen-
ca.38

The four horsemen are arranged in two pairs on ei-
ther side of the strapmarks. Starting where the in-
scription begins at the back of the lid (fig. 5), horse-
man 1 canters along holding his spear in both hands:
he thrusts it into the mouth of a spotted leopard
rearing up on its hind legs. We see its head flat from
the top: it has staring eyes with a dot in the center
for the pupil, two rounded ears, and a mane flowing
out behind. A bird of prey of some kind, possibly an
eagle, seems to be perching on its head; it turns to
face horseman 1 and thereby momentarily halts the
flow of the action. The horseman has short hair in
the fashion that was brought by Ziryab to Spain from
Baghdad,3 9 so his ear is clearly visible; his other fa-
cial features-a bold nose, eye, mouth andjawbone-
are prominently drawn. The tunic he wears seems to
have long sleeves to the wrists with some decoration
on the breast which the craftsman has represented
by stippling. He wears breeches that are baggy at the
knee, and his feet are in stirrups. The horse's trap-
pings are carefully drawn so that all the straps and
buckles are clearly visible, and the carving of the horse
shows beautifully the motion of running, with the hind
legs on the ground and the two forelegs raised. Horse-
man 2 rears up in his saddle to bring down the deer
that is falling beneath the front hooves of his horse.

Beneath the horse's hind legs there appears to be a
crouching hare. The spear passes across the horse-
man's body and behind his horse's head to reach

·the deer, which must be imagined as being in a dif-
ferent plane of perspective. Her body has long in-
cised markings to indicate her hair and to differenti-
ate it from the representation of the leopard's body;
her forelegs are in the air to show swift flight before
the horse, and she turns her head back and upwards
to face her attacker. All this is very delicately carved
and beautifully expressive for such a small scale.

The second group of horsemen have shields (fig.
6). Horseman 3 represents the human body in a slight-
ly more interesting way. He is looking behind him,
with the top of his body twisted round in three-quar-
ter view, to spear a leopard in the mouth as it springs
up on its hind legs to jump onto the back of the
horse, a realistic depiction of how a leopard brings
down its prey. This frontal representation means that
the horseman's eyes appear to be popping out of his
head and his nose has broken off. The leopard ap-
pears to rise unexpectedly out of the strapwork at
the front of the lid. Horseman 4 sits straight up in
his saddle and raises his right arm above his shoul-
der to spear the deer that crouches on the ground
before him; his left hand holds his shield at his thigh,
and below it we can see the end of his sword hilt and
what appear to be tassles hanging from the saddle.
Again a bird of prey sits on the horse's rump, facing
in a direction opposite to the flow of the action. There
seems to be another hare under the horse's belly
towards the hind hooves. The deer's head at first
appears to be missing, but close inspection finds her
crouching with her head turned back towards the
attacker, looking helplessly towards the ground (fig.
9).

The bilateral symmetry of the iconography depicts
the deer and hare scenes diagonally opposite from
the two leopard scenes, i.e., the submissive alternat-
ing with the aggressive animals. The two birds of prey
gaze across the whole iconographic scheme to en-
hance its unity, but because they face against the flow
of the action this arrests the eye instead of allowing
it to pass on effortlessly. In fact, if we consider how
we should look at this piece, we produce some inter-
esting results. As mentioned, the name of the patron
is exactly at the front and thus one of the first things
that meets the eye when looking at the object for
the first time (fig. 10). Immediately above the name

_ ·_

24



A CORDOBAN IVORY PYXIS LID

Fig. 9. Detail of the deer in fig. 6., showing its head turned
back on itself. (Drawing: Kent Rawlinson)

are horsemen 2 and 3, with their spears both point-
ing down towards the center and the patron's name.
The horsemen themselves look along their spears in

the direction they are pointing. That the two ani-
mals are both rearing away from the center creates a
circularity of vision which keeps bringing our gaze
back to the center.4 0

Pyxides were containers for luxury goods, so the
focus on the front of the box above the lockplate
would make the recipient eager to open the box and
find out what is inside. But perhaps more important
is the unusual focus on the name of the patron. As
the gaze strays away from the center, it naturally fol-
lows the direction of the Arabic which runs in the
same direction as the movement of the horses, but is
arrested by the backward gaze of the birds of prey.
Furthermore, the downward gaze of riders and hors-
es and submissive animals seems to be directed to
the inside of the pyxis, further encouraging the re-
cipient to open it up.

How does this theory fit with the orientation of
the box with the inscription? Again, I am unwilling
to speculate too much about the box, but the dispo-
sition of the medallions places the court scene di-
rectly beneath the patron's name. This may be acci-
dental, since this is where the lid must attach to its
box because of the single strapmark (the hinges would
attach to the double straps at the back), and if this

Fig. 10. The Ashmolean lid, side view from the front, showing how the patron's name occupies the whole frontal area of
the inscription and is emphasized by the two horsemen pointing to his name. (Photo: Courtesy Ashmolean Museum, Oxford)
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box consciously evokes Ziyad's pyxis, the court scene
is the one positioned at the front. However, the sub-
jects in the interstices combine with the medallion
to emphasize the center. Above the medallion, two
peacocks face inwards, again towards the patron's
name, and below are pairs of griffins and lions, all
traditional symbols of royalty and power. The two
mounted hunters both face in the direction of the
flow of the inscription, on either side of the court
scene, leading us away from it but always back to it.
Again, this is what Prado-Vilar calls "circular vision." 41

Whether we are justified in interpreting the box this
way, however, remains a matter of speculation, at least
until it is possible to gain access to the object itself.

The lid is clearly unusual in both its iconography and
its inscription. The lids of other pyxides generally
follow the same scheme as the boxes to which they
are attached, with groups of distinct medallions or
roundels enclosing figural (usually animal) decora-
tions, against a vegetal background,4 2 but the Ash-
molean lid shows no strict separation of the fields.
The lid is thirty years on from the Ziyad ibn Aflah
pyxis, which is the last dated pyxis before it. The Braga
pyxis (dated 1004-7, based on the titulature of its
patron, Abd al-Malik, the elder son of al-Mansur) is
the closest to it in date, but its lid still encloses figur-
al scenes in medallions. The peculiarities of the Ash-
molean lid may therefore have something to do with
what was happening during the thirty-year period from
which we have no surviving pyxides,4 3 or it may have
something to do with the patron. The way the figur-
al decoration wanders over the surface of the lid is
close to the technique of the long narrow plaques of
carved ivory thought to date from the Fatimid peri-
od in Egypt. There the figures are carved in high
relief against a background of foliate scrolls carved
in a lower register. They depict the familiar princely
scenes of hunting and courtly pleasures such as eat-
ing and drinking, dancing and playing musical in-
struments. The two registers of the carving interact
and result in what has been described as "an exuber-
ant vitality" with a "realism brilliantly evocative of the
medieval Islamic court."4 4 The depiction of the leop-
ard and the hare on the lid are also very like the
drawings from a treatise by Ka'b al-Ahbar, "On the
Speech of Wild Animals," which are given a twelfth-
century date based on a comparison with similar
animals on luster-painted ceramics and therefore also

Fatimid.4 5 These similarities might suggest not only
that the lid was made toward the end of a dynamic
tradition, but that it was crafted in a cultural milieu
receptive to external influences.

It should be remembered, however, that the pyx-
ides with purely vegetal decoration, such as the Zamora
and Hispanic Society pyxides, have lids which do not
separate the decoration into fields; the decoration
wanders like seemingly uncontrolled lush vegetation
over the surface of the lid. If Prado-Vilar is correct
in his suggestion that the vegetal ornament reflects
the virtue of fertility and is thus appropriate for boxes
made for women, what does this say about the icon-
ographic choice of representing the horsemen of the
Ashmolean lid in this way? That the horsemen are
not confined within medallions must be significant,
but does this gain a different kind of significance
through comparison with the pyxides made for
women? Or did the meaning of the decoration on
the Zamora pyxis and the boxes made for Abd al-
Rahman III's daughter change in the years between
the early 960's and late 990's? If this were still the
accepted mode of decorating pyxides for women, is
the craftsman of the Ashmolean lid saying something
about Sanchuelo through choosing this mode to rep-
resent the horsemen? Or does it just serve to empha-
size the atypical personality of its patron?

To view the lid in its wider context, a prestige gift
is presented, as we shall see, to near-royalty; it con-
sists of a box which probably contained luxury aro-
matics, and which may have been decorated with gold
and precious stones, but which had a uniquely sche-
matized iconographic decoration. As to whom the
gift was for, the overwhelming string of patronymics
in the inscription refers to the second son of al-Man-
sur. After al-Mansur's death in 1002, governance was
entrusted to his first son, Abd al-Malik, who died
suddenly in October 1008. His brother, Abd al-Rah-
man Sanchuelo, succeeded him and was suspected
of murdering his brother by cutting an apple in half
with a knife that was poisoned on only one side; and
eating the safe half himself.4 6 This is the patron of
our lid! It was made for him in 999 when he would
have been about 17 years old, as he is known to have
been first made vizier at the age of 9 in 991. 47 His
nickname, Sanchuelo or Little Sancho, derives from
the fact that his maternal grandfather was King San-
cho Abarca of Navarre. The following is Reinhart
Dozy's character sketch: "He was a shameless free-
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liver, he never scrupled to drink wine in public, and
it was related, with deep indignation, that on hear-
ing one day the muezzin cry from a minaret, 'Has-
ten to prayer!' he had exclaimed 'Why not hasten to
carousel? That would be much better!' It is at least
certain that Sanchol did not possess the tact and ability
of either al-Mansur or Abd al-Malik. And yet he rushed
in where they had feared to tread."4 8

The last remark refers to Sanchuelo's attitude to-
ward the caliph Hisham: he cultivated his friendship
much more than his two predecessors had done, but
in November of 1008 he forced or persuaded Hisham
to designate him heir to the caliphate, sweeping away
the screen of constitutional legality that al-Mansur
had carefully left in place. A public letter announced
the appointment: the text has been preserved for us
by Ibn Hayyan and transmitted through various
sources.4 9 Sanchuelo's name is written there in full,
and the form of the inscription is very close to that
on the lid of his pyxis: "Nasir al-Dawla Aba 1-Muttarif
cAbd al-Rahman ibn al-Manstir ibn Abti 'Amir Muham-
mad ibn Abi 'Amir." This political move totally and
finally alienated the old enemies of al-Mansur, and
instead of remaining in C6rdoba to consolidate his
authority, Sanchuelo made the mistake of leaving in
February 1009 to undertake a winter campaign against
the Christians. Just before he went, he held a ban-
quet at which all his guests wore Berber dress, and
his whole household and court changed their appear-
ance to wear Berber costume. On campaign he be-
came increasingly isolated as Hisham II abdicated in
favor of his cousin Muhammad al-Mahdi and recrim-
inations began against Sanchuelo's old allies;50 he
was left alone with his cousin Ibn G6mez, a Christian
count, and tried to return to C6rdoba to make a set-
tlement with the new regime. The two of them stopped
for the night at the monastery of Dayrshush outside
the city, but were tracked down by al-Mahdi's horse-
men. The story goes that he was too strongly hand-
cuffed and asked for his captors to free his hands a
little; as they were doing this, a dagger fell from his
boot, but before he could pick it up he was over-
whelmed and his throat was cut. His Christian cousin
died with him.

Can we therefore make some more specific con-
nection between this beautiful, if unusual, ivory lid
and the hotheaded and innovative young politician
who owned it? Though it is dangerous to consider
the lid in the light of what we know of Sanchuelo's
later activities, he was clearly someone with ties out-

side the immediate cultural circles of al-Andalus: his
Christian ancestry and his fascination with the Ber-
bers show this, and the iconographic scheme of his
pyxis lid, which is closer to ivories from Fatimid Egypt
or perhaps even Christian Spain, may also reflect this
relationship with the exterior. Furthermore, the ra-
pidity with which he maneuvered his claim to the
caliphate demonstrates his ambitious nature, and we
can reasonably assume that he had high aspirations
at the age of 17 when the lid was made for him. It is
highly likely that one of Sanchuelo's inner circle
wanted to flatter him by commissioning for him a
gift fit for royalty.

The idea that the patron himself, in the sense of
the person for whom the gift is intended, should be
represented by the iconography on these ivory box-
es has already been raised. It was Beckwith's sugges-
tion in 1960 that Ziyad himself was represented, even
metaphorically, by the three scenes on his pyxis.
Recently, Prado-Vilar argued that the patron was not
only evoked but explicitly warned through iconograph-
ic messages on the pyxis of al-Mughira. Even the veg-
etal decoration of the pyxides and caskets dedicated
to the women of the court is made patron-specific. It
is no more far-fetched, then, to consider that San-
chuelo himself may be represented on the Ashmolean
lid, but at this stage it is problematic to make as-
sumptions about the associated box.

Al-Mansur died in battle in 1002, only three years
after this box was manufactured for his younger son.
By 999, he had already been in power for over thirty
years, and must have been starting to show signs of
age and weakness. This may have begun to spark the
17-year-old Sanchuelo's hot-headed ambitions, sug-
gesting to some at court the ultimate height of his
aspirations. Since his father seems to be the silent
link51 between this group of pyxides, we could spec-
ulate that the gift was commissioned by family, but
whether there was a warning message against his threat-
ening the natural succession, as with the pyxis of al-
Mughira, or a eulogy of the young man's status, as
with the pyxis of Ziyad, we cannot know because we
do not know for certain what the box represented. It
is certain, however, that an atypical mode of decora-
tion was deliberately chosen for an atypical patron.

Oriental Institute
Oxford University
Oxford, U.K.
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NOTES

Author's note: This article is a much revised version of a paper
presented as part of my Master of Studies course, and has pro-
vided the basis for my current doctoral studies: a wider contex-
tual analysis of the caliphal ivories of al-Andalus, which focuses
on evidence for workshop structures and their patronage systems,
and how this is reflected through the iconography. My thanks
are due to Professor James Allan and all at the Department of
Eastern Art of the Ashmolean Museum, Dr. Jeremy Johns, and
Dr. Julian Raby for valuable suggestions and assistance. I am also
grateful to Drs. Ruba Kana'an and Marcus Milwright for their
help and enthusiasm, and to Kent Rawlinson for his excellent
drawings and constant support.
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recently auctioned at Sotheby's (sales catalogue, October
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of fabric adorning it, which was the fashion. He also appar-
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tinuous frames of stills taken by Edward Muybridge in 1872.
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was carved into a box; the inscription says that it was "one
of the things made in the month of Rabi' al-awwal," per-
haps suggesting this old tusk was used as the raw material
for several pieces, maybe even a pair of penboxes. The
Sotheby box is a luxury object, in that it is carved out of
solid ivory and weighs 1.15 kg (compared to the Ashmolean
lid which weighs 200g). Perhaps it is not so unusual that
uncarved tusks should remain unused for so long a time:
the mosques of C6rdoba and Seville both have an uncarved
elephant tusk suspended from the top of arches.

29. Reproduced in descending order of quality in G6mez-
Moreno, "Los marfiles cordobeses y sus derivaciones," figs.
37 and 38; Breck, "A Dated Ivory Box."

30. See Kihnel, Die islamischen Elfenbeinskulpturen, p. XII
(Zamora pyxis); pl. XVIII (al-Mughira).

31. Ibid., pl. XIX for Ziyad ibn Aflah. The Louvre box is illus-
trated in ibid., pl. XX (see especially fig.33b and 33c). It
sits next to the pyxis of al-Mughira in the display case, and
thus has been somewhat neglected in studies.

32. The identification "Ashmolean" is used here only as a con-
venient way of referring to the box that went with the
Ashmolean lid; it is, of course, a misnomer since the box
itself has never belonged to the Ashmolean Museum.

33. See ibid., pl. XVIII (al-Mughira); pl. XIX (Ziyad ibn Aflah);
pl. XXX (Braga pyxis).

34. Beckwith, Caskets from Cordoba, p. 20.
35. See Kihnel, Die islamischen Elfenbeinskulpturen, p. XII

(Zamora); pl. XIII (Hispanic Society of America).
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36. Prado-Vilar, "Circular Visions of Fertility," pp. 33-34.
37. Migeon, Manuel d'art musulman, p. 354: "Dans le coffret de

Maestricht, le style des personnages est d'un caracthre moins
arabe que dans la boite du Louvre [the pyxis of al-Mughira],
qui a tout a fait la mime forme. Les types sont plus chretiens
et se rapprocheraient assez de ceux des ivoires carolingiens
ou des Othons." Here he seems to be referring to the box
rather than the lid. I have not yet looked into the Chris-
tian connection more specifically.

38. I have deliberately not looked at any of the rectangular cas-
kets that were produced by caliphal workshops in C6rdoba,
and have differentiated them from what I call "pyxides" on
the basis of the manufactory techniques employed. However,
this might be one place where it is worth comparing a pyxis
with a casket, for the sake of seeing what the results are.
Looking again at the Pamplona casket (Kfihnel, Die
islamischen Elfenbeinskulpturen, pl. XXIII), it struck me that
this might have been a model used by the Mozarabic crafts-
men, if it was indeed they who made the Ashmolean box.
There are certain similarities in the iconography of the
medallions: for example, the court scene is at the very front
of the box, but is shrunk to fit into the small space left below
the lockplate. Another aspect of the similarities between this
casket and the Ashmolean box is the emphasis on riding:
the back three medallions all contain mounted men; they
are in different poses and not all hunting, but nevertheless
they represent an emphasis on being mounted. On the lid
there is one peacock in a small medallion which has a leaf-
tail. Against these few similarities can be advanced many
features that are different, e.g., the medallions are lobed;
the court scene depicts musicians at play; all the other birds
and animals do not have leaf tails. However, it is interest-
ing to consider that this casket is not only an object in a
Christian treasury (and in Navarre, where Sanchuelo's grand-
father came from), but was also made for 'Abd al-Malik ibn
-al-Mansur, who was the brother of the patron of the
Ashmolean lid. Perhaps the Mozarabs could understand this
from the lid's inscription, so chose as a model another
caliphal ivory known to have come from the family. Why
didn't they choose the Braga pyxis to imitate instead? It was
also dedicated to 'Abd al-Malik, and more importantly was
actually in the same form as the box they were making to
fit the Ashmolean lid. However, as we have seen, the Braga
pyxis went to Portugal soon after it was made and was prob-
ably inaccessible to the craftsmen. Without further research,
this is impossible to prove, but is at least worth suggesting.

39. The changes in etiquette and hygiene that occurred in
Andalusian society are described by Holod in "Luxury Arts
-of the Caliphal Period," pp. 40-47.

40. There are again similarities with Sotheby's penbox: the two
central horsemen of the four on the cover both face toward
the center and lockplate, and this is emphasized by one
horseman thrusting a spear and the other throwing a mis-
sile of some kind towards the opening of the box. Under
the front hooves of their horses are again animals which
plunge away from the opening: lions attack the hind legs
of deer which flee under the hooves of the horses, thus
bringing our gaze back up to the horses, and back along
the spear-length and arm-throw, creating this circularity of
vision again. The only difference conceptually with this box

is the nature of the inscription: there is no patron's name,
just a string of wishes for the good fortune for the owner
(li-sahibihi). So in the place where the horsemen are point-
ing the only words are sa'ada (happiness) and ghibta (bliss);
the reference to the owner uses the vaguest possible term
and is relegated in position to the band of inscription at
the back; see Sotheby's sales catalogue, October 1998.

41. Prado-Vilar, "Circular Visions of Fertility," p. 26, discussing
the pyxis of al-Mughira: "The circularity of the pyxis causes
a self-reproducing message. Once the viewer has contem-
plated the last medallion, he is led to return to the begin-
ning of the program, this time equipped with the just-ac-
quired knowledge of the whole that provides the interpre-
tative keys to perceive more accurately the content of its
parts. At that very instant the linearity of the message, im-
posed through the visual preeminence of the medallions,
expands in space as the peripheral scenes echo the themes
of the main ones setting into motion a conceptual mise en
abime. Thus, the pyxis is animated by a constant semantic
flux created through the masterful deployment of the com-
bined potentialities of its shape and decoration."

42. See, for example, the picture of the top of the lid from al-
Mughira's pyxis, in Kfihnel, Die islamischen Elfenbeinskulpturen,
pl. XVII.

43. I owe this observation to Dr. Julian Raby. This thirty-year
period happens to coincide neatly with the rise to power
of the vizier al-Mansur. He and Subh (the recipient of the
Zamora pyxis) together exploited the minority of Hisham
II and encouraged him to stay under house-arrest at Madinat
al-Zahra, writing poetry and hunting, and to leave affairs of
government to al-Mansur. As a result al-Mansur and his family
soon held all the reins of power and in the 980's the new
caliphal city of Madinat al-Zahira was built east of C6rdoba,
in direct competition with Madinat al-Zahra, especially af-
ter al-Mansur moved the court and all aspects of the admin-
istration to his new city. Could these late ivories be prod-
ucts of a new ivory workshop set up under al-Mansur's pa-
tronage, even using some of the same craftsmen, at Madinat
al-Zahira, since the production of such ivories was seen to
be something that one did in this highest position of power?

44. C. Chesney, "Islam" in Ivory: A History and Collector's Guide
(London: Thames & Hudson, 1987), pp. 188-99. See, for
examples of high-relief figures, the illustration on p. 138 (fig.
81) of Tresorsfatimides du Caire, exhibition catalogue (Paris,
1998), which reconstructs the plaques from both the Louvre
and the Museum fr Islamische Kunst, Berlin, into a rect-
angular frame which Eva Hoffman suggested, in a lecture
at the conference that accompanied the exhibition, may
make up the frame for a book cover.

45. See Ernst Grfibe, "Studies in the Survival and Continuity of
Pre-Islamic Traditions in Egyptian Islamic Art," Journal of
the American Research Center in Egypt 1 (1962): 75-102, figs.
16a and 16b. This manuscript is in the Metropolitan Mu-
seum acc. no. 58.102.2.

46. Ibn al-Athir, Annales du Maghrib et de l'Espagne, ed. E. Fagnan
(Algiers, 1901), p. 384. On the history, see especially Peter
C. Scales, The Fall of the Caliphate of Crdoba: Berbers and
Andalusis in Conflict, Medieval Iberian Peninsula Texts and
Studies 9, ed. Rachel Arie and Hans-Rudolf Singer (Leiden,
1994), who works straight from the primary texts.
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47. Allan, "Cordovan Ivory Lid," pp. 9-10; and "A Cordovan
Ivory," p. 117.

48. Reinhart Dozy, Spanish Islam, trans. Francis Griffin Stokes
(London, 1913); on Sanchuelo, see pp. 538-39.

49. Collated and fully translated with commentary in Scales, Fall
of the Caliphate of Cordova, pp. 43-49.

50. Scales (ibid., pp. 50-57) describes how the historiography

of these events carefully depicts a gradual decline in the for-
tunes of Sanchuelo, and his alienation from his home and
his Muslim background; for example, showing him increas-
ingly isolated with finally only a Christian kinsman for com-
fort.

51. There is no evidence of a box whose patron was al-Mansur
himself.
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