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interpreted as being due to a metal shortage.3 When 
Mamluk metal vessels reappeared in noticeable quan-
tities in the second half of the fifteenth century, their 
defining features had become distinct from those of 
their Bahri predecessors. The mainstream of the new 
production, now mainly made of tinned copper, com-
bined different  techniques and a new aesthetic.4 The 
decoration is  characterized by an engraved design, 
based on a composition of either horizontal ribbons 
interlocking to form medallions, or a sequence of car-
touches alternating with medallions. 

Inscriptions interspersed with decorative motifs fill 
the segments of the register, as well as the cartouches 
and medallions. These inscriptions no longer dominate 
the vessel’s surface, as was the case with the Bahri Mam-
luk brass vessels; rather, they are integrated within the 
composition, as one element among others. Set against 
a crosshatched ground, they in most cases lack the cal-
ligraphic quality of their Bahri Mamluk antecedents. 
The texts consist primarily of votive poems, but the 
occasional names and titles of patrons date this group 
to the second half of the fifteenth and the beginning of 
the sixteenth centuries. 

Although the inscribed names identify patrons who 
were prominent members of the Mamluk aristocracy, 
the vessels themselves seem to have been intended for 
practical rather than ceremonial functions. Their work-
manship generally lacks the princely quality associated 
with the inlaid metalwork of the Bahri period. A  typical 
example, a dish bearing the name of the eminent amir 
Yashbak min Mahdi al-Dawadar (d. 1480), is inscribed 
with a rare text indicating that it had been endowed for 
his mausoleum in Cairo.5 It thus seems that this cate-
gory of vessels, of which we have  numerous specimens, 
was associated with use in princely pious foundations.

 James Allan has documented the reappearance of 
Mamluk metalwork in the second half of the fifteenth 

A copper basin inscribed with the name of the Jalayirid 
sultan Uways (r. 1360–74) reveals stylistic parallels 
between Mamluk and Iranian metalworking in the late 
fourteenth century. A review of the characteristics of 
Mamluk metalwork between the thirteenth and the fif-
teenth centuries will demonstrate that these parallels 
were due to a Mamluk, i.e., Egyptian or Syrian, influ-
ence on the art of the Jalayirids in Iran, Iraq, and Azer-
baijan. While exploring the tradition of Mamluk tinned 
copper vessels, we will demonstrate that the prototypes 
of the Uways basin are to be found in this context rather 
than in Iranian metalwork. 

 The history of Mamluk metalware can be divided 
into two periods, each with its own distinctive stylistic 
features, separated by a hiatus of almost a century. 
Metal work of the earlier period, when the Bahri Mam-
luks ruled (1250–1382), is primarily associated with sil-
ver-inlaid brass. The figural repre sentation common 
during the second half of the thirteenth century recedes 
in the arts of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun 
(r. 1294–1341, with two brief interregnums) and his 
sons, to be superseded by bold inscriptions with princely 
names and titles accompanied by blazons.1 The ceremo-
nial character of this epigraphic style can be related to 
the �ughra (calligraphic monogram) of Sultan al-Nasir 
Muhammad, who also introduced the royal epigraphic 
blazon into Mamluk heraldry.2 

The inscriptions on classical Bahri Mamluk vessels 
dominate a central register framed by horizontal rib-
bons that interlock to form medallions that transect the 
register. The aesthetic effect is achieved through the 
clear composition of monumental calligraphic inscrip-
tions and the contrast between the inlaid silver and the 
brass ground.

Very few Mamluk metal vessels can be attributed 
with certainty to the first six decades of the fifteenth 
century. This scarcity of surviving material has been 
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basin has been attributed by Yedda Godard to Mosul; 
more recently, Linda Komaroff has assigned it to north-
western Iran or Iraq (figs. 1–4).11

As with its late Mamluk counterparts, the decoration 
of the Uways basin (which has a diameter of 67 centi-
meters at the top and is 36 centimeters high) is based 
on a composition of horizontal ribbons interlocking in 
cartouches and medallions. Its decorative scheme, how-
ever, is more elaborate than that of any of its Mamluk 
counterparts, consisting of a central register with ten 
lobed cartouches alternating with ten lobed roundels or 
rosettes. Three patterns are repeated in the cartouches, 
three others in the roundels. The same composition 
appears in the basin’s narrow upper and lower triple 
registers.

The first, third, sixth, and eighth cartouches contain 
inscriptions, while the second, fourth, seventh, and 
ninth are filled with a tightly braided curved pattern 
(hereafter referred to as the “weave” pattern). The fifth 
and tenth cartouches have knot medallions. We thus 
find a pattern with the sequence ABABC. 

The first and sixth medallions feature a repeating “Y” 
pattern; the second, third, seventh, and eighth medal-
lions are filled with six-pointed knot medallions, the 
fourth, fifth, ninth, and tenth with interlaced stars. Their 

century on the evidence of lunch-boxes and dishes.6 To 
these we may add another subgroup consisting of cop-
per bowls and basins of varying dimensions. The ves-
sels of this group are likewise decorated with votive 
inscriptions, in particular the ubiquitous poem that 
begins with the phrase balaghta min al-�ulyā (may you 
reach / achieve the highest honors); their composition 
is based on interlocking ribbons.7 Patron names are not 
commonly found on these basins. However, an inscrip-
tion on one such basin with a rather worn surface in the 
Benaki Museum mentions a certain Qansuh with the 
title amīr ākhūr (master of the stables).8 An amir by this 
name was appointed master of stables in 1496 by Sul-
tan al-Nasir Muhammad ibn Qaytbay, who ruled briefly 
in that year.9

THE UWAYS BASIN AND TWO RELATED 
BASINS IN THE BENAKI MUSEUM

This group of basins bears a striking resemblance to a 
copper basin found in the shrine of Shaykh Safi in Arde-
bil and now in the Islamic Museum of Tehran.10 It is 
inscribed with the name of the Jalayirid sultan Uways, 
who ruled Iraq and Azerbaijan from 1360 to 1374. The 

Fig 1. Basin inscribed with the name Sultan Shaykh Uways. Islamic Museum, Tehran. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy 
of the Islamic Museum in Tehran)
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coarse, and of simpler composition. However, the con-
nection between the Uways basin and two exception-
ally fine basins in the Benaki Museum12 (figs. 5–9) 
should be noted. One of these basins has a foot in the 
same style attached to it, an embellishment that might 
have been added at a later date as an afterthought; it is 

sequence is thus DEEFF. Half-circles decorate the lower 
part of the register, each one containing a small engraved 
roundel. 

In comparison with the fine workmanship of the 
Uways basin, suitable indeed for a royal patron, the 
related Mamluk vessels known to us so far appear rather 

Fig. 2. Detail of the Uways basin. Islamic Museum, Tehran. 
(Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the Islamic Museum 
in Tehran)

Fig. 3. Detail of the Uways basin. Islamic Museum, Tehran. 
(Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the Islamic Museum 
in Tehran)

Fig. 4. Detail of the Uways basin: cartouche filled with the weave pattern. Islamic Museum, Tehran. (Photo: Doris Behrens-
Abouseif, courtesy of the Islamic Museum in Tehran)
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between these two vessels and the Uways basin, their 
attribution to the late fourteenth or early fifteenth cen-
tury cannot be excluded.  

THE MAMLUK INFLUENCE ON 
THE UWAYS BASIN

Linda Komaroff, who has already noted the character-
istics that the Uways basin shares with Mamluk metal-
ware, has ascribed its style to Mamluk influence. She 
rightly refers to the inscription that starts with the 
Mamluk formula mimmā �umila bi-rasm, meaning 
“made by order of.” 

Although a direct Mamluk precursor for the Uways 
basin cannot be identified with certainty, some of the 
elements of its design and decoration were already 
familiar to Mamluk craftsmen. Lobed medallions and 
cartouches appear in the metalwork of Sultan al-Nasir 
Muhammad ibn Qalawun. In addition, knot medal-
lions, found on the Uways basin and very common on 
late Mamluk vessels across their entire stylistic spec-
trum, including so-called Veneto-Saracenic ware, are 
also seen in Bahri Mamluk metalwork. For example, 
knot medallions fill three small cartouches on a spec-
tacular tray in the Islamic collection of Doha that bears 

inscribed with the title al-malikī, al-nā�irī (royal, the 
Nasiri), discussed in more detail below.

Both basins have central registers engraved with 
interlocking ribbons forming six lobed cartouches alter-
nating with six lobed medallions. The ribbons are 
framed above and below by narrow bands of interlock-
ing cartouches. Two of the six cartouches in the central 
registers are inscribed with poems.13 Of the other four, 
two are engraved with knot patterns and two with the 
weave pattern. The footed basin features cross-hatch-
ing in the epigraphic cartouches. The type of knotted 
pattern found on each basin is distinct: whereas the 
footed basin has knotted medallions like those in the 
Uways basin, in the other one a series of knots fills a 
cartouche. 

The footed basin has remarkable scrolls with natu-
ralistic floral motifs and four-petalled patterns reminis-
cent of Timurid metalwork. Unlike the Uways basin, 
the inscriptions of this group are generally set against a 
crosshatched ground, a feature that links it stylistically 
to other groups of copper vessels from the late Mamluk 
period. (Cross-hatching, which is used in Timurid and 
Turkmen metalwork,14 is not common on Bahri Mam-
luk brass vessels, but regularly appears on late Mamluk 
copper vessels.) The other basin has a smooth surface 
and no cross-hatching, like the Uways basin.

The title al-nā�irī on the footed bowl might refer to 
either al-Nasir Faraj (r. 1399–1412) or al-Nasir Muham-
mad ibn Qaytbay. As mentioned above, the foot may 
have been added at a later date and thus does not nec-
essarily date the basin, although it is likely that it is con-
temporary to it. However, in light of the similarities 

Fig. 5. Late Mamluk copper basin. Benaki Museum, Athens, 
inv. no. 13068. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of 
the Benaki Museum)

Fig. 6. Late Mamluk footed basin. Benaki Museum, Athens, 
inv. no 13077. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of 
the Benaki Museum)
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Thus, while the Uways basin does not seem to have any 
Iranian parallel, it does bear many undeniably Mamluk 
features. 

Copper vessels

The Mamluk influence on the style of the Uways basin 
becomes even more evident when we look at some 
Mamluk copper vessels from the fourteenth century. 

the aforementioned sultan’s name.15 In fact, the very 
design of this tray consists of a circular net of interlock-
ing cartouches and medallions that anticipates the style 
of later Mamluk copper vessels. 

The weave pattern is another characteristic feature of 
the Uways basin that links it to Mamluk metalwork of 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and it does not 
seem to have ever been used in Iranian metalwork.16 

Fig. 9. Detail of footed basin. Benaki Museum, Athens, inv. no. 13077. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the Benaki 
Museum)

Fig. 7. Detail of footed basin. Benaki Museum, Athens, inv. 
no. 13077. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the 
Benaki Museum)

Fig. 8. Detail of footed basin. Benaki Museum, Athens, inv. 
no. 13077. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the 
Benaki Museum
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ibn Qalawun, as well as to a copper basin in the 
 Hermitage from the same period, which is inscribed 
with the name of a daughter of an amir in Damascus.22

A vessel of smaller size than these basins, a bowl with 
a rounded profile, was recently published in the cata-
logue of Bonhams Auction House (fig. 13).23 The bowl 
is of great interest in this context. It bears a similar dec-
oration to the previous specimens, engraved with a sin-
gle register of alternating cartouches and medallions 
and with escutcheon-shaped pendants. However, its 
four cartouches are inscribed with the titles of an 
 anonymous Mamluk amir in the service of an unnamed 

Contrary to the paradigm presented in current art his-
tory, fourteenth-century Mamluk metalwork did not 
consist solely of inlaid brass or bronze vessels inscribed 
with aristocratic titles; it also included a more mundane, 
anonymous category of vessels, some of which were 
inlaid and others engraved with votive and poetic 
inscriptions (that have yet to be published).17 

Tinned copper bowls from the Bahri Mamluk period 
have also been overlooked thus far, probably because 
they bear little resemblance to the more luxurious cere-
monial pieces, making it difficult to establish the 
connec tion between them. In addition, the poetic 
inscriptions of the tinned copper bowls are more diffi-
cult to read than names and titles, further compound-
ing the problem of dating them with accuracy.

An unpublished and rare copper bowl in the Museum 
of Islamic Art in Doha18 points to an interesting pro-
duction of Mamluk copper vessels in the fourteenth 
century (fig. 10). The exterior displays a simple sequence 
of two cartouches finely inscribed with a votive text and 
two roundels, one of which is engraved with the scene 
of a bird of prey attacking another bird that seems to be 
a duck. This bird scene appears in a very similar treat-
ment in medallions on the aforementioned tray of al-
Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun, which is in the same 
collection. The style of the script is also Bahri Mamluk.

A copper bowl of rather crude quality in the Hermit-
age Museum19 features a cup blazon (fig. 11). Its regis-
ter is inscribed with the votive poem that begins 
balaghta min al-�ulyā, referred to earlier. The inscrip-
tions are set against scrolls and escutcheon-shaped pen-
dants hang beneath the register.20 If we are to trust the 
blazon, this bowl should be seen as an example of four-
teenth-century Mamluk copper production. 

An interesting vessel in the Khalili Collection21 is a 
finely engraved silvered basin with a decoration con-
sisting of a single register beneath the rim and escutch-
eon-shaped pendants (fig. 12). The register consists of 
a pair of horizontal ribbons that interlock in lobed 
medallions, separating segments filled alternately with 
inscriptions and the weave pattern. The inscription con-
sists of the balaghta poem set against a ground of scrolls. 
It is written in a fine Bahri Mamluk thuluth. The vessel 
is very closely related in shape, decorative composition, 
and style of script to a basin in the Islamic Museum in 
Cairo bearing the name of Sultan al-Nasir Muhammad 

Fig. 10. Bahri Mamluk copper bowl. Museum of Islamic Art in 
Qatar, Doha, inv. no. MW 093-99-HU. (Photo: Doris Behrens-
Abouseif, courtesy of the Museum of Islamic Art in Qatar)

Fig. 11. Detail of a copper Mamluk bowl with blazon. Hermit-
age Museum, St. Petersburg, inv. no. EG-1315-2. (Photo: Doris 
Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the Hermitage Museum)
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 common in the fifteenth century.24 This bowl might 
refer either to an amir of Kujuk or Sha�ban. Its rounded 
profile also characterizes the triple-register group dis-
cussed below.

These vessels reveal the existence of a Bahri Mamluk 
production of engraved, rather than inlaid, metal ves-
sels decorated with poetic inscriptions. It is difficult to 
determine whether the Khalili basin was originally sil-
vered, as it is today, or simply tinned; another similar 
basin in the same collection is gilded. It cannot, then, 
be ruled out that finely engraved metal vessels from this 
period were silvered and gilded rather than tinned. In 
any case, these specimens demonstrate that the classi-
cal silver-inlaid brass style traditionally associated with 
Bahri Mamluk vessels coexisted with a monochrome 
copper or brass style.

Vessels with tripartite registers

There also exists a more elaborate version of the Khalili 
basin and the Bonhams bowl, with a tripartite instead 
of a simple register (fig. 14).25 The vessels in this group 
are primarily bowls with rounded profiles, as well as 
basins. Their decoration is thinly engraved. Medallions 
or rosettes cut through the central part of the register, 
in which inscriptions alternate with the weave pattern. 
They all bear escutcheon-shaped pendants. Set against 
scroll grounds, the inscriptions themselves are clearly 
written, the style of their thuluth script of higher quality 
than that generally found in the fifteenth-century pro-
duction. As with the Uways basin and the Bahri Mamluk 
brass specimens mentioned above, the bowls have 
smooth surfaces, without any cross-hatching.

In a study dedicated to bowls of this category found 
in the Hermitage Museum, Ivanov attributed them to 
fourteenth-century Iraq, based on the fact that some 
vessels of this style are inscribed with Persian texts.26 
The Persian-inscribed bowls are very similar, but not 
identical, to the Arabic-inscribed ones. One example in 
the al-Sabah Collection in Kuwait is dated 760 (1359) 
and signed by Hasan al-Shirazi;27 another one, pub-
lished by Sotheby’s,28 is signed by a craftsman with a 
Khurasani nisba (element of a name indicating relation 
or origin). Their decoration differs from the Arabic-
inscribed pieces in the naturalistic floral motifs that are 
used instead of the weave pattern, which, as mentioned 
above, is not associated with Iranian vessels. 

sultan with the title al-Ashraf, and two of its medallions 
include a Mamluk blazon. A number of Mamluk sul-
tans bore the title al-Ashraf: Khalil (r. 1290–93), Kujuk 
(r. 1341–42), Sha�ban (r. 1363–77), Barsbay (r. 1422–
38), Inal (1453–61), Qaytbay (r. 1468–96) Janbalat 
(r. 1500–1501), and Qansuh al-Ghawri (r. 1501–16). 
The configuration of the composite blazon, albeit 
undocumented, displays a napkin between two swords, 
suggesting a late fourteenth-century attribution. The 
double emblem set without registers in the medallion 
is an early form of composite blazon that became 

Fig. 12. Silvered Mamluk copper vessel. Khalili Collection, Nour 
Foundation, London, inv. no. MTW 1368-b. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Nour Foundation)

Fig. 13. Mamluk bowl at Bonhams with blazons on both sides. 
Bonhams Catalogue, October 2008, 118 no. 177. (Photo: Doris 
Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of Bonhams)
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in-law (�ihr), and his grandfather was entitled to an iq�ā� 
(a type of lifetime fief) in Muharram 729 (November–
December 1328)—dates this vessel and similar ones to 
the mid-fourteenth century.32 

Most of the smaller triple-register bowls are anony-
mous.33 Their epigraphic repertoire, more varied than 
that of the  previous group in the style of the Uways 
basin, includes poetic texts such as maxims and good 
wishes, which are common in other categories of Mam-
luk vessels. Some of the texts, however, seem to be 
exclusive to this group, in particular those which 
describe the bowl as a �āsa for drinking.34 

 In light of their epigraphic repertoire, the quality of 
their script, and their similarity to other vessels of 
 undisputable Mamluk provenance, the Arabic-inscribed 
triple-register vessels may be attributed to Bahri Mam-
luk craftsmanship. The triple-register bowls are repre-
sented by a number of pieces in the Hermitage Museum 
(one of them signed by Mahmud ibn al-Bitar),35 as well 
as in the Sadberk Hanım Museum in Istanbul, the 
Benaki Museum in Athens, and the Geyer-Anderson 
Museum in Cairo. They also appear in auction cata-
logues. 

Related groups and subgroups of bowls with inscrip-
tions and decoration on a hatched ground, and some-
times of cruder craftsmanship, suggest that this category 
of vessels continued to be produced in the late Mamluk 

The word al-�ālim (the knowledgeable) is repeated in 
the band of a triple-register bowl in the Sadberk Hanım 
Museum29 (fig. 15), forming a pattern that appears 
 frequently on Bahri Mamluk pottery and glass, as 
well as metal vessels. Strong evidence for the Mamluk 
 provenance of the Arabic-inscribed triple-register 
bowls is further provided by a basin of this style  
bearing the patron’s name and a blazon (fig. 16).30 The 
 register is inscribed with the patron’s name, al-Jamali 
�Abd  Rabbih, followed by those of his deceased father, 
Muhammad; grandfather, al-�Ala�i Aqbars; and great-
grandfather, al-Hajj Taybars. The medallions are 
each filled with an escutcheon-shaped blazon contain-
ing a Rasulid rosette.31 The Mamluk genealogy of the 
patron—his great-grandfather, who died in 689 (1290), 
was governor of Damascus during al-Zahir Baybars’ 
reign (r. 1266–69), in addition to being the sultan’s 

Fig. 14. Triple-register bowl. Private collection. (Photo: Doris 
Behrens-Abouseif)

Fig. 15. Detail of a triple-register bowl. Sadberk Hanım Museum, 
Istanbul, inv. no. HK 554-3617. (Photo: Doris Behrens-Abouseif, 
courtesy of the Sadberk Hanım Museum)

Fig. 16. Basin with an engraved triple register and Rasulid 
rosettes. Werner Daum Collection. (Photo: Doris Behrens-
Abouseif, courtesy of Werner Daum)
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even as it remained unparalleled in its craftsmanship. 
A Mamluk attribution for the Uways basin would pro-
vide a link, thus far missing, in the evolution of Mam-
luk copper vessels and may suggest the need for a 
reconsideration of the period when metalwork was 
scarce. 

THE JALAYIRIDMAMLUK CONNECTION 

The Uways basin may have been produced in a Mamluk 
workshop in Syria; alternatively, it might have been the 
creation of a Syrian craftsman working abroad. Virtu-
ally any portable object can transfer a style or a tech-
nique across time or space without the involvement of 
particular political connections. Diplomatic and com-
mercial exchanges, as well as encounters during pil-
grimages, presented plenty of opportunities for artistic 
interaction. However, the connections between the 
Jalayirid and the Mamluk courts at the end of the four-
teenth century may have provided an additional impe-
tus for exchanges between western Iran and Iraq on one 
side and Egypt and Syria on the other. Al-Maqrizi 
reports that in 1365 Mirjan, the Jalayirid governor of 
Baghdad, rebelled against Uways, replacing his name in 
the khutba and on coinage with that of the Mamluk 
sultan al-Ashraf Sha�ban (r. 1363–76). Mirjan’s envoys 
were accordingly welcomed in Cairo, where they 
received the Mamluk insignia.40 Such contacts likely 
encouraged artistic exchanges between Iraq and 
Mamluk territory. Craftsmen from Syria might have 
worked for Jalayirid patrons, developing common 
metal working traditions with their counterparts in Iraq 
and Azerbaijan, as suggested by the vessels discussed 
here. 

The Uways basin is neither the earliest nor the last 
case of Mamluk-Iranian metalworking encounters. 
Already under the Ilkhanids, as a result of the Mosul 
legacy, Mamluk and Iranian inlaid brass vessels exhib-
ited common features. Similarities continued to develop 
in other forms between Mamluk and Timurid, as well 
as Turkmen, vessels. For example, we find the Mamluk 
spouted bowl assuming its characteristic shape with 
Khurasanian Timurid decoration.41 Timurid and late 
Mamluk metalwork display important similarities in 

period, even as it underwent stylistic changes. During 
the reign of al-Nasir Muhammad, metal bowls (�āsāt) 
were used on festive occasions to drink from fountains 
filled with lemonade.36 Sultan al-Ghawri (r. 1501–16) 
drank water from golden bowls (�āsa).37 Despite their 
simpler composition, these late Mamluk bowls are con-
nected with the Uways basin and vessels of the type rep-
resented in the Benaki basins through common features 
such as the interlocking ribbons of their registers and 
the weave pattern.38 A Mamluk copper bowl with poetic 
inscriptions in the Victoria and Albert Museum39 
should also be mentioned (fig. 17). Engraved with inter-
locking cartouches and medallions that also incorpo-
rate the weave pattern, it possesses an interesting detail 
linking it to the decoration of the Uways basin, namely, 
a very similar sequence of half-circles beneath the reg-
ister, each one centered on a small engraved roundel. 
The style of script suggests a fourteenth-century date 
for this bowl.

In view of the features it shares with Mamluk tinned 
copper vessels of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, 
the use of a Mamluk formula in its inscription, and the 
style of its script, the Uways basin should be attributed 
to Mamluk rather than Iranian craftsmanship, with 
which it has no stylistic parallel. It seems to represent 
the culmination of the triple-register style. As the only 
tinned copper vessel of this category to be produced by 
royal commission, the Uways basin set a stylistic trend, 

Fig. 17. Detail of a Mamluk copper bowl with half-circles. Vic-
toria and Albert Museum, London, inv. no. 561-78. (Photo: 
Doris Behrens-Abouseif, courtesy of the Victoria and Albert 
Museum)
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transmission of designs. The culture of portable objects 
is fluid, as is manifested on the objects themselves.  

The Uways basin was a link in a long chain of mutual 
artistic interaction between Egypt and Syria on one side 
and Iran on the other.

School of Oriental and African Studies
The University of London
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