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Palaces
S u s s a n  B a b a i e

In pre-modern times, palaces were the heart of political and cultural life. In lands where the civilisational arts 

of Islam dominated, the palace unfolded its parts across a vast area subdivided into two general sections: an 

inner sanctum (a harem, from the Arabic harim for sanctity) that was demarcated for the life of the family; and 

an outer zone dedicated to the business of governance, the social life of the court, and to production and stor-

age centres for the luxury goods destined for court consumption as well as for the royal kitchens that served 

the court and donated to the poor among the citizenry.1 A library (kitabkhana), a bathhouse (hammam), a 

mosque, a treasury, royal stables, gardens and cisterns were !ixtures of most palaces in the Islamic lands. From 

Spain and Morocco to Iran and India, from the seventh century through to modern times in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries, Muslim ruling elites employed local talent as well as imported materials and skilful 

artists and architects, to create – through the arts of building, landscaping and decorating – palaces that exude 

the aura of kingship in their plenitude of riches and astonishing creativity of design and excellence of work-

manship.2 Impressive edi!ices range from pleasure pavilions to formal audience halls and chancelleries, ever-

in-bloom gardens with tree-lined walks, ornamental pools and water channels, surfaces carved in stone, wood 

or stucco, painted and gilded with epigraphic bands and exuberant abstract patterns of plants, tiled in colour-

ful glazes, faced with complex geometric designs in wood marquetry with mother-of-pearl, or covered in rich 

textiles: the artistic and architectural ingenuity of local traditions characterises the palaces of Muslim rulers.

The palace was as much an artistic and architectural phenomenon for the accommodation of royal 

life and its conduct of governance, as it was a man-made evocation of a divine order and its embodiment of the 

institution of kingship. In Islam that institution hinges on the ideal of justice and its maintenance by the king.3 

A seemingly trivial representation such as that of the musical entertainment shown in a page from a late six-

teenth-century Indian manuscript (cat. no. 64) may in fact be read on those two levels: a glimpse into the archi-cat. no. 64) may in fact be read on those two levels: a glimpse into the archi-) may in fact be read on those two levels: a glimpse into the archi-

tectural, decorative and functional components of a palace; and a window onto the concepts of authority and 

ideals of justice that it signi!ies. The artist in this case has faithfully rendered the royal setting, a pavilion that is 

refreshing in its openness and its ornamental water features, and is clearly well appointed, with its tiled floor, 

rich carpets and shelving system of a chini-khana (cut-out shapes where precious vessels, especially of Chinese 

porcelain, are kept on display).4 The ‘design’ team, including the scribe, has conceived the musical soirée as a 

visual cue underscoring the signi!icance of justice, the noblest of virtues and one that is the prerequisite for a 

king in Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s mirrors-for-princes treatise. Indeed, the Akhlaq-i Nasiri (‘Ethics of Nasir’) is among 

the most important manuals of kingship in much of western, central and southern Asia, where Persian was 

the language of high culture. It is to some of those Persianate cultures of Islam that we turn in this essay for a 

glimpse into the world of palaces of the early and pre-modern periods (the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries).5

The palaces of the imperial entities that dominated a vast region from Tunis to Delhi, over the 

period from the later !ifteenth and early sixteenth centuries through to the early part of the twentieth 
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Figure 1. Istanbul, 
Topkapi Palace, view 
from the mouth of 
the Golden Horn. On 
the right is the Tower 
of Justice from the 
second court; other 
structures are pavilions 
and apartments of the 
Harem and the fourth 
court. Ottoman period. 
Photograph © Walter 
Denny.

century, represent the synthesis of a great many social practices, political and religious inclinations and 

architectural and decorative-landscaping strategies. In each case, the relationships between the ruler and 

the ruled are articulated through rituals of kingship and activated through the architectural and landscap-

ing features of the palace itself.

The Ottomans (1299–1923) began as a small principality in Anatolia and reached the zenith of impe-

rial domination after the conquest of Constantinople (later Istanbul) in 1453.6 Over the abandoned ruins of 

the Byzantine acropolis, Sultan Mehmed II (r. 1444–46 and 1451–81) ordered the construction of a new palace 

(popularly known as the Topkapi) (!ig. 1).7 The forti!ied enclosure sits atop the promontory on the intersection 

of the Sea of Marmara, the Bosphorus and the Golden Horn, with a commanding view over the two conti-

nents of Asia and Europe at its feet. The palace was built, expanded and remodelled for centuries, until it was 

abandoned in the nineteenth century for the European-style Dolmabahçe Palace. The Topkapi was laid out 

along a ceremonial path, an architectural mapping of an imperial order that prescribed with surgical precision 

the movement of the court and government elites and foreign envoys through three courtyards in the palace, 

while reserving a fourth – together with its 

hanging gardens and the harem apartments 

– exclusively for the sultan, his family and 

their attendants.

Each section of the Topkapi palace 

was provided with a monumental portal, 

beginning with the Royal Gate or Bab-i Hu-

mayun near the Byzantine church of Hagia 

Sophia (converted into a mosque after the 

conquest). In addition to its function as a 

monumental imperial threshold, and a sym-

bolic omniscient ‘eye’ of the sultan, this gate 

also housed the treasury and the imperial registers. Storehouses for court provisions and workshops were locat-

ed in the !irst, semi-public court of the palace. Beyond the second gate (known as the Middle Gate), with flanking 

towers and elaborately decorated doorway, lay the sequence of courtyards that became increasingly smaller in 

area and more restricted in terms of access. The most important administrative zone of the palace was the sec-

ond courtyard of the complex. The kitchens are on the east side of this courtyard, with tall chimneys announcing 

their presence as a marker of royal generosity, as the court also distributed food among the poor. On its west 

side, access to the harem apartments – a maze of dark corridors and chambers with richly glazed tiles (see cat. 

no. 61) and gilded and painted decoration on the walls – was located beyond the royal stables. The most impres-) and gilded and painted decoration on the walls – was located beyond the royal stables. The most impres-

sive component of the second court is the ensemble of the Council Chamber and the Tower of Justice, the latter 

offering the denizens of the city the only visible aspect of the palace besides the crenellated and formidable walls 

of the forti!ied royal enclave. Here, the paired functions of governance and justice are brought into the heart of 

1
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Figure 2. Istanbul, 
Topkapi Palace, The 
Gate of Felicity. 
Ottoman period, 
restored eighteenth 
century. Photograph 
©Walter Denny.

the court, signifying their coeval role as pillars of imperial authority. The second court is also noteworthy for its 

row of modular vaulted spaces forming, together with a march of slender stone columns, an arcade on two sides 

of the third gate, the elegant Gate of Felicity, itself an awning structure supported by four slender columns.

On only a few public holidays the sultan sat enthroned under the majestic shade of the Gate of Felic-

ity (!ig. 2). Otherwise, royal audiences were given to envoys and other important visitors in the Chamber of 

Petitions, a square structure encircled by a walkway, shaded over with wide overhangs, and perforated with 

grilled windows. Access to this audience chamber was through a narrow and shallow tunnel located directly 

behind the Gate of Felicity.

Again, it was the decorative richness of the interior walls, the extravagant textile hangings, the elabo-

rate throne, the glittering jewels, opulent costumes and ceremonial movements of bodies in space that lent 

the Chamber of Petitions its awe-inspiring picture of imperial might. This building, together with the treas-

ury-bath complex, the Privy Chamber, the harem and the arcaded palace school, constituted the inner court, 

the private realm of the sultan and his family where the young slave elite of pages and concubines were also 

trained and educated to serve the imperial machine. 

The ensemble of buildings that constitutes the Otto-

man palace relied for its visual effect on the way it was 

used during royal ceremonials. Courtiers and janissar-

ies (Christian converts who served the imperial house-

hold as high-ranking of!icials and corps of the military 

and the guards), clad in elaborate costumes, lined up 

with fully bedecked horses along a ceremonial path for 

the guests of the court, parading in pomp amidst a riot 

of colourfully costumed and bejewelled crowds stand-

ing in absolute silence in deference to the quasi-divine 

status claimed for the sultan and performed by his se-

clusion and distance.8

In contrast to the gravitas of architectural forms and ceremonial performances at the Ottoman pal-

ace, the Safavid dynasty (1501–1722) in Iran deployed a strategy of ceremonial access and physical proximity to 

the king.9 Their model of kingship required lighter, more open palaces for feasting and festive rituals where 

the shah acted as the host, and as a substitute for the family of the Prophet Muhammad. The Safavids had 

adopted Twelver Shi>ism as the religion of the empire. This is the branch of Islam that believes the historical 

unfolding of the caliphate as de!ined by Sunnis was a usurpation of the right to succession of the family of the 

Prophet, beginning with his cousin and son-in-law >Ali and subsequently passing along his male descendents 

down to the twelfth imam; hence, Twelver or Imami Shi>ism. To the Safavids, the shah represented the in-

termediary, on behalf of the absent Twelfth Imam (the expected Mahdi or Messiah), between the Prophet and 

his devotees. The shah’s role was as a master to those disciples and as such he too could assume a semi-divine 

2
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Figure 3. Isfahan, 
Maydan-i Naqsh-i Jahan 
shopping arcade and a 
view of the >Ali Qapu 
Palace-Gateway. Safavid 
period: the five-storey 
tower from 1590/91–c. 
1615; the talar fore-
structure from 1644. 
© MIT Libraries, Aga 
Khan Visual Archive, 
photograph by Khosrow 
Bozorgi.

status. While the Ottomans appealed to a synthesis of Sunni-Caliphal and Byzantine heritages of kingship, 

the Safavids tapped, additionally, into the deep store of cultural memories of the ancient Persian lineage of 

kings. Those memories were preserved and re-enacted through illustrated manuscript copies of such literary 

monuments as the Shahnama of Firdawsi, of which one of the most famous was produced in the !irst half of 

the sixteenth century at the royal workshops of the Safavid Shah Tahmasp (cat. no. 63).10

As was the case with the Ottomans who moved their capital from Bursa to Edirne and !inally to 

Istanbul, the Safavid capital had moved twice, from Tabriz to Qazvin before it settled in 1598 in Isfahan in 

central Iran, a major city during the medieval period. There, Shah >Abbas the Great (r. 1587–1629) had ordered 

in 1590–91 the construction of a new palace complex, alongside the founding of a new city adjacent to the old 

one. The royal precinct, known as the Dawlatkhana (‘Abode of Felicity’ or Rule), was laid out over a vast area in 

sequences of gardens and building complexes between two major public spaces of the new city. Construction 

within the precinct continued through the seventeenth century with each succeeding shah developing new 

palaces or adding workshops and gardens. Most unusually, the palace precinct was neither forti!ied with high 

walls nor restricted to a single entrance gateway. On the 

eastern side of the precinct, the royal domain was de-

marcated from the public square – the famous Maydan-i 

Naqsh-i Jahan (the ‘image of the world square’) – by a 

shared wall of the double-storey shopping arcade that 

opened onto the square. Four public and semi-public 

gates gave access to the interior of the precinct on this 

side: one led to an inner square where the chancellery 

was located, another opened onto the royal kitchens, 

a third gave way into the harem zone, while the fourth 

and the most important was the >Ali Qapu (the Lofty 

Gate), a palace as well as a gateway (!ig. 3). On the west-

ern side of the Dawlatkhana precinct, gardens aligned with the public, tree-lined Chahar Bagh Promenade 

formed the boundary.11

The interior of the Safavid complex is, as in all palaces, subdivided into private and public zones 

of life, the Persian andarun and birun. On its eastern section were the public functions of the court: the 

chancellery, the royal workshops and storehouses, the royal kitchens with their own gateway for the distri-

bution of food outside the palace – a gate shared with the court workshops for jewellers and clockmakers, 

who included a few European craftsmen. An unusual aspect of the Safavid ensemble is the placement of 

two religious foundations in relation to the palace: a dervish retreat inside the precinct, next to the >Ali 

Qapu palace gateway, and the royal chapel-mosque, known as the Shaykh Lutf-Allah Mosque, outside the 

precinct directly across from the >Ali Qapu on the eastern side of the public square. Given that a massive 

congregational mosque occupied the south side of the Maydan, the ‘outing’ of the space and place of royal 

3
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Figure 4. Isfahan, the 
>Ali Qapu Palace-
Gateway interior: music 
room. © MIT Libraries, 
Aga Khan Visual 
Archive, photograph by 
Khosrow Bozorgi.

private devotion to Imami Shi>ism, and its pendant of a dervish lodge on the inside, is an extraordinary 

gesture of con!idence. The signi!icance of this gesture is further underscored by the fact that the >Ali Qapu 

is almost a complete palace, stacked upward, and that it sits on the threshold between the royal precinct 

and the city’s new main public square.

The !ive-storey tower of the >Ali Qapu served as a ceremonial gateway into the palace precinct; it 

housed in its !irst two floors the of!ices of the judiciary and the special guards, and it was used as a waiting area 

for foreign guests before they attended an audience inside the precinct. Above those of!ices that dispensed 

justice, the building rises to a large, two-storey audience hall with a mezzanine for the women of the court 

to watch of!icial events, and to a !ifth floor reserved for private harem entertainment. The >Ali Qapu is also 

signi!icant for its architectural and decorative novelties. In plan, each floor becomes lighter as it rises. The 

!irst two are based on a hasht bihisht (‘eight-paradises’) plan of a modi!ied 

octagon with eight units of alternating rooms and solid piers surrounding 

a vaulted central space that rises the height of the two stories. This type 

was used widely across the Persianate side of Asia, starting with Timurid 

garden pavilions and reverberating in the palace and garden ensembles 

of Mughal India and Safavid Persia since the sixteenth century (cat. nos 

66 and 82). Yet, the design had never been so successfully adapted to the 

new building typology of a multi-storey tower. In the next level, the main 

audience hall builds on the centrally-planned hasht bihisht but adopts a 

ceremonial orientation along a rectangular axis, thus allowing for a throne 

space which faces toward an iwan (arched opening) that overlooks the 

public square and that was used to watch polo games and festivals in the 

Maydan. The innovative forked vaulting of the audience hall is sheathed 

in a textile-like low-relief mural of painted and gilded, densely patterned 

motifs of tendrils, blooms, leaves and birds. These motifs, also found in 

manuscript illuminations and textiles, are based on Persianised chinoiserie 

(cat. no. 66). The building culminates in an assembly of rooms arranged 

around a cross-shaped central space where a lightly built lantern structure 

of elongated forked arches provides a flood of modulated light onto the surfaces of painted, gilded and carved 

stucco muqarnas niches (cat. no. 67) making this room an evocation of a chini-khana (cat. no. 64; !ig. 4). Built 

between 1590–91 and c. 1615 as a tower, the >Ali Qapu eventually lost its primacy as the court’s principal cer-

emonial space to the newly-devised talar palaces of Isfahan.12 The talar is a light and airy wooden pillared hall 

with a coffered and painted wooden ceiling open on three sides, and housing an ornamental pool in its centre. 

In 1644, the >Ali Qapu was updated with the addition of an elevated talar structure that served as an expanded 

open reception area, a viewing stage with a commanding view over the Maydan for the feasting ceremonies 

of the Safavid court.

4
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Figure 5. Isfahan, Chihil 
Sutun Palace, view 
toward the pillared talar 
and the mirrored throne 
iwan. Safavid period, 
1647–1650s. © Kamran 
Adle/Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture.

Constructed during the reigns of Shah Sa!i (1629–1642) and Shah >Abbas II (1642–1666), talar pal-

aces, with their vast areas for large gatherings and sequential arrangement of spaces – open pillared talar, 

throne iwan, indoor audience hall – were ideally suited, indeed were purposefully designed to accommo-

date banqueting events and audiences of hundreds of people where the shah presided as the host (!ig. 5). 

The Talar-i Tavila and the Chihil Sutun palaces served as audience halls for the Nawruz (Persian New Year) 

celebrations, and for coronations, gifting and feasting ceremonies (cat. no. 63). The latter was reintroduced 

in seventeenth-century Safavid Isfahan as the most elaborate and frequently performed ceremony to be 

held almost exclusively at the talar palaces. Royal feasting was a feature of ancient Persian practices of king-

ship, the memory of which was preserved in the literary concept of razm u bazm (‘!ighting and feasting’; 

see cat. no. 56) and especially in the Shahnama where the poet recounts the lives of the kings, as much in 

their heroics as in their follies (cat. no. 55). As interdependent attributes of kings, generosity and prowess 

became tropes that in the Safavid period assumed a new currency. Here, the shah resided at the ceremoni-

als of conviviality as the master of a mystical order among his devotees, as the deputy of the Shi>i imam 

among his followers, and as the king of kings in 

his ancient Iranian guise. With no less a claim 

to divine right to rule than that of the Otto-

man Sultans or the Mughal emperors, Safavid 

palaces and their ceremonies of feasting staged 

and enacted the charisma of kingship by relying 

on proximity and visibility rather than distance 

and seclusion.

For the Mughals (1526–1858), a Sunni 

dynasty ruling over a majority Hindu popula-

tion and other non-Muslim communities in In-

dia, authority had to be legitimised through a 

complex negotiation of social, religious, political and economic alliances. They traced their origins to the 

house of Timur and assumed a decidedly Persian cultural posture. Yet, the Mughal synthesis of Indian and 

Persianate traditions intermixed with a creative assimilation of European artistic technologies to represent 

one of the richest, most original examples of artistic transculturation in the early modern period. Accord-

ingly, Mughal palaces developed out of a synthesis of diverse architectural and artistic traditions.13 Indian 

building technologies integrated with Persianate ideals of form and design to create an extraordinary har-

mony among seemingly disparate methods and materials: Gujarati red sandstone, carved and stacked in 

trabeated (post-and-lintel) halls, intermingles with Persianate arch pro!iles and vaults inspired by Timurid 

and Safavid architecture; surfaces are covered in inlaid marble panels, a technique learned from the Italian 

pietra dura style (parchin kari, in the Indo-Persian technical terminology of South Asia) of colourful stone 

set into white marble. 

5
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Figure 6. Delhi, Red 
Fort, exterior view of 
the main Lahore Gate. 
Mughal (Shah Jahan) 
period, 1630s–1640s.  
© Alfred De Costa, 1988, 
Courtesy of the MIT 
Libraries, Aga Khan 
Visual Archive.

Figure 7. Delhi, Red 
Fort, Diwan-i >Amm 
audience hall. Mughal 
(Shah Jahan) period, 
1630s. © Gauvin Bailey, 
1992, Courtesy of the 
MIT Libraries, Aga 
Khan Visual Archive.

The short-lived royal city of Fatihabad, better known as Fatehpur Sikri near Agra, was begun in 1570 

by Akbar (1542–1605) in honour of the Su!i saint Shaykh Salim Chishti.14 Built entirely in red sandstone, the 

palace, placed atop a hill, incorporated indigenous Indian and especially Gujarati architectural forms while 

also pre!iguring in its general layout and building types the plan of the subsequent Mughal forts. Fatehpur 

Sikri was abandoned soon after its completion due to shortages in water supply. The Red Forts in Agra, Delhi 

and Lahore, on the other hand, enjoyed proximity to rivers and were more closely integrated into their urban 

fabric – albeit behind defensive walls – as was the case with the Ottoman palace in Istanbul. In the case of the 

Mughals, the emperors came into possession of the earlier forts of Agra and Lahore and built successive parts 

of the internal ensembles (cat. no. 40). The Delhi Fort, however, was the brainchild of Shah Jahan (1592–1666) 

and the result of a single building campaign, integral to the founding in 1638 of his new urban development 

of Shahjahanabad (!ig. 6).15

Perched on the bank of the Yamuna River in Delhi, the Fort was linked through the principal road of 

the city to its main urban features. The city of Shah Jahan was in part inspired by the new urban plan of Safavid 

Isfahan. Access to the royal precinct was through two gates, each of which led to a major internal artery that 

bisected and superimposed a bilaterally symmetrical plan onto the whole complex. The Lahore Gate was the 

principal multi-layered gate into the heavy forti!ications; it led to an internal bazaar lane for the inner court 

and then to the naqqarrakhana (‘kettledrum house’). This route opened onto the main imperial courtyard of 

the fort and faced the majestic Diwan-i >Amm, the audience hall of Shah Jahan (!ig. 7). The Diwan-i >Amm 

is a pillared hall of oblong rectangular shape raised on a low-rise platform. A vast hypostyle, the structure of 

this hall appears to be freestanding with a solid back wall along which march three aisles of pillars, bisected by 

nine naves along the shorter side. The scalloped pro!ile of the pointed arches gives this red-sandstone building 

its distinctive external appearance, while its internal focus turns to the magni!icently composed freestand-

ing marble throne jharoka at the centre of the hall, with its baroque detailing in the carving of vegetal motifs 

and its pietra dura inlaid panels depicting the Orpheus theme.16 The Delhi Fort’s Diwan-i >Amm belonged to 

6 7
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Figure 8. Delhi, Red 
Fort, stone pillars 
of the Diwan-i 
>Amm audience 
hall. Photograph by 
Deivis (David Gill), 
2007, artwork in the 
public domain; image 
published here under 
Creative Commons 
sharealike 2.0.

an important initiative by Shah Jahan to retool his palaces with an iconography of forms and functions that 

clearly enunciated the legitimacy and structure of imperial authority.17

In the 1630s Shah Jahan had ordered the construction of a new stone pillared audience hall for each 

of the forts, to replace the older wooden versions (!ig. 8). These chihil sutuns, with the exact count of forty 

columns (hence the name), conformed to a strict interpretation of the multi-pillared Apadana hall of the an-

cient Persian Achaemenid palace (!ifth century BCE) at Persepolis. Just as the Apadana was the seat of a world 

empire, these Diwan-i >Amm/chihil sutun audience halls of Shah Jahan anchored the imperial ambitions of the 

Mughal ‘king of the world’ and articulated in both symbolic and architectural language their shared Persianate 

lineage of kingship.

Subsequent palatine developments in Turkey, Iran and India represent equally complex trans-cul-

tural dialogues and architectural negotiations with established traditions and novel trends. The extravagantly 

carved stone decoration and crystal chandeliered Dolmabahçe palace in Istanbul competes with the equally 

lavish Gulistan palace and its pavilion ‘tributaries’ in Tehran, with its mirror-covered halls and fashionable 

large-scale oil-on-canvas paintings (cat. no. 59). Late and post-Mughal palaces and their decorations are no 

less awe-inspiring (cat. no. 69) especially in their scale and complexity as the post-British-occupation palaces 

in Delhi and Lucknow (cat. no. 71) may exemplify. These palaces, however, present us with a paradoxical 

phenomenon: the nineteenth-century fascination, as evident in the Islamic world as anywhere else, with the 

glamour of European-style buildings and decoration is entirely obvious, while at the same time a !irm rooted-

ness is maintained in their locally meaningful aesthetics of artistic wonderment.

8
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Babaie, ‘Persia: The Safavids 1501–1722’, pp. 136–165; and Catherine 
Asher, ‘India: The Mughals 1526–1858’, pp. 166–191.

6  The seminal work on the Ottoman palace in Istanbul is Gülru Necipo"lu, 
Architecture, Ceremonial and Power: The Topkapi Palace in the Fifteenth 
and Sixteenth Centuries (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991).

7  The urban development of Istanbul after the conquest is most recently 
and expertly analysed by Çi"dem Kafescio"lu, Constantinopolis/Istanbul: 
Cultural Encounter, Imperial Vision, and the Construction of the Ottoman 
Capital (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 2010).

8  Necipo"lu further isolates the practice of seclusion and its meanings 
in the Ottoman imperial ceremonial in a comparative study: Gülru 
Necipo"lu, ‘Framing the Gaze in Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal Palaces’, 
Ars Orientalis, 23 (1993), pp. 303–342. See also below, footnote 9, for a dif-
ferent view on the Safavid side of the argument and footnote 17 on the 
Mughal practices. 

9  Sussan Babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces: Statecraft, Shi>ism and the 
Architecture of Conviviality in Early Modern Iran (Edinburgh: University 
Press, 2008); especially chapter one for an introduction to the differing 
practices of the Safavids and the emphasis on ceremonial conviviality 
and personal access to the king.

10  The Shahnama has been the subject of numerous exhibitions and sym-
posia during its millennial celebrations in 2010–11. For a focused study 
of the manuscript produced for the Safavid Shah Tahmasp, see Robert 
Hillenbrand, ‘The Iconography of the Shah-nama-yi Shahi’, in Charles 
Melville (ed.), Safavid Persia: The History and Politics of an Islamic Society 
(London/New York: I.B. Tauris, 1996), pp. 53–78. See also Martin Dick-
son and Stuart Cary Welch (eds), The Houghton Shahname (2 vols) (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981).

11  The literature on Isfahan’s urban development is substantial: see 
Masashi Haneda, ‘The Character of the Urbanization of Isfahan in the 
Later Safavid Period’ in Charles Melville (ed.), Safavid Persia: The History 
and Politics of an Islamic Society (London/New York: I.B. Tauris, 1996), 
pp. 369–388. For a recent discussion and revised analyses of the sequence 
and nature of the city’s revitalisation, see Babaie, Isfahan and Its Palaces, 
chapter three, pp. 65–112.

12  The talar is an architectonically distinct feature in Safavid palaces. It was 
developed from a vernacular form in the architecture of the Caspian 
Sea area and incorporated into a new palace design to meet ceremonial 
needs. For a full discussion of this subject and a comparison of the talar 

palaces and the earlier hasht bihisht type of pavilions, see Babaie, Isfahan 
and its Palaces, pp. 157–294.

13  A good general account of Mughal forts and palaces is found in Cath-
erine B. Asher, The New Cambridge History of India Part 1, Vol. 4: Archi-
tecture of Mughal India, reprint ed. (New Delhi: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), especially pp. 47–67, 111–116, and 178–200.

14  For Fatehpur Sikri, see Michael Brand and Glenn D. Lowry, Akbar’s India: 
Art from the Mughal City of Victory (New York: Asia Society Galleries, 
1985).

15  Shahjahanabad remains woefully understudied. For an introduction, 
see Stephen P. Blake, Shahjahanabad: The Sovereign City in Mughal India 
1639–1739 (Cambridge: University Press, 1991).

16  Ebba Koch, Shah Jahan and Orpheus (Graz: Akademische Druck-u. 
Verlagsanstalt, 1988).

17  The principal work on the Persepolitian iconography of Shah Jahan’s 
Diwan-i >Amm ‘invention’ and on the mosque-audience hall scheme 
at the Red Forts is Ebba Koch, ‘Diwan-i >Amm and Chihil Sutun: The 
Audience Halls of Shah Jahan’, Muqarnas, 11 (1994), pp. 143–165. 

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM04.indd   191 31.10.2011   22:28



A
R

C
H

I
T

E
C

T
U

R
E

 I
N

 I
S

L
A

M
I

C
 A

R
T

S

192

Folio 256v from a dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!; 
copied by the scribe %asan ibn Mu$ammad ibn >Al! %usayn! al-Maw"il!, 
for the Inju vizier of Fars %#jj! Qaw#m al-Dawla wa’l-D!n %asan
Shiraz, Iran; other folios from the same manuscript dated Ramadan 741/
February 1341
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper

Page: 36.5 x 29.8 cm
AKM 36
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, pp. 74, 81, 83; Simpson 2000, p. 245 (not ill.)

The stories related in the Shahnama concerning the vizier 
Buzurgmihr, wise counsel of Shah Nushirvan, fall within 
a tradition of wisdom literature drawn from the oral nar-
ratives of pre-Islamic Iran. After the young Buzurgmihr 
correctly interpreted a dream for the king he became a 
trusted member of court, and Firdawsi’s text details seven 
feasts given in his honour by Nushirvan, one after the oth-
er. At each of these Buzurgmihr was guest of honour and 
principal speaker, enlightening king and courtiers alike 
with his answers to questions of morality and prudence. 

These episodes furnish much !ine speech but very 
little in the way of action, making them a challenge for 
the artists who were developing an illustrative cycle of 
Shahnama paintings that would come to be largely based 
on narrative drama and visual spectacle. The painter of 
this image has plumped for a composition that largely 
follows standard enthronement scenes, like those seen in 
earlier Islamic and Sasanian art, with a central, enthroned 
ruler flanked by standing and seated courtiers. In this case, 
however, the ruler does not sit frontally, gazing straight 
out of the picture, but instead squats on his haunches on 
the throne and turns his whole body to listen to Buzurg-
mihr’s high-flown words. The setting of the palace is indi-
cated by the backdrop of a red cloth, falling in folds behind 
king and courtiers, as well as a more potent status symbol, 
the high-backed, gilded throne. While the image is mainly 
self-contained, the very peak of the throne and the point-
ed shoes of Buzurgmihr project beyond the picture space; 
elsewhere in the same manuscript more dramatic spatial 
innovations take place, with flags breaking out of the pic-
ture-frame and fluttering free in the margins of the page. 

This painting and cat. no. 94 belong to a dispersed 
manuscript of the Shahnama dated 741 H/1341 CE and cre-
ated in the Iranian province of Fars, undoubtedly in the 
city of Shiraz. Although the manuscript was dismembered 
by an art dealer in the early twentieth century and individ-
ual folios were sold to collectors and museums all over the 
world, a painstaking study by Simpson (2000) has recon-
structed the order of the surviving folios – including the 

105 original illustrations that are currently known – and 
estimates that the manuscript may once have contained 
as many as 140 paintings. Remarkably, both the prefa-
tory dedication pages (Sackler Gallery, Washington D.C., 
S1986.110v and S1986.111r) and the colophon on the !inal 
folio (AKM 37) have survived and are well-known to schol-
ars: from these we have the information that the book 
was copied by the scribe Hasan ibn Muhammad ibn >Ali 
Husayni al-Mawsili, for the Inju vizier of Fars Hajji Qa-
wam al-Dawla wa’l-Din Hasan, and was commissioned at 
the end of Ramadan, 741 H.

THE THIRD BANQUET OF SH#H N$SH %RV#N FOR  
HIS VIZIER BUZURGMIHR

54
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Folio 82r from an illustrated manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws!; 
manuscript copied by Ma$m$d ibn Mu$ammad ibn Ma$m$d al-Jam#l!
Shiraz, Iran; dated 1 Rabi> al-Awwal 861/27 January 1457
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Manuscript: 38.2 x 28.4 x 10.7 cm
AKM 268

Publ: A. Welch 1978b, pp. 12–22; Robinson 1991, pp. 16–17 (not ill.). Other 
folios from the same manuscript: Robinson c. 1953, p. 8 (no. 15; not ill.); 
Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 57–60

The !ifty-three illustrations in this manuscript of the 
Shahnama represent a transitional phase in the painting 
styles practised in Shiraz. The fall of the city to the Turk-
man dynasty in 1452 led to the development of a new com-
mercial painting style in the city, and this manuscript con-
tains examples of both the last breath of Timurid Shirazi 
painting, and the new so-called ‘Turkman Commercial’ 
style (Robinson 1991, p. 26). Two other paintings from the 
same volume are also illustrated in this catalogue: see cat. 
nos 96 and 97. 

The present image is a remarkable and striking com-
position: Robinson believes the artist of this piece was also 
responsible for inventive compositions such as ‘The court 
of the fairy queen’ from a Khamsa of Nizami illustrated 
c. 1460 and now in the Topkapi Museum Library, Istan-
bul (ibid., p. 28). The moral of the relevant episode of the 
Shahnama is one of pride going before a fall. Encouraged 
by a devil who had managed to convince the Iranian ruler 
that it was time he conquered the heavens as well as the 
earth, Kay Kavus hatched a wild scheme to raise himself to 
heavenly domination. Eagle chicks were taken from their 
nests and hand-reared to adulthood, while the foolish 
king had an elaborate throne made from precious wood 
and gold. Four of the eagles (here looking rather more 
like ducks) were then attached to the four corners of this 
throne with lengths of rope, and raw meat was suspended 
just above them so that as the birds strove to reach the 
food, they flapped their wings and carried the throne and 
its occupant high into the air. While the plan was initially 
successful, exhaustion inevitably overtook the birds and 
the whole contraption came down miles from the court, 
bringing Kay Kavus with it. Eventually the great hero Rus-
tam and his paladins had to be despatched to retrieve the 
embarrassed and uncomfortable king. 

The fantastic palace that rather overwhelms the ac-
tion of this painting has little to do with the episode as 
described in the text, and many other paintings of the 
same scene do not show an architectural setting at all but 

instead locate the event in the countryside (such as the 
relevant image from the much later Shahnama of Shah 
Tahmasp, ill. Dickson – Welch 1981, no. 95). In placing so 
much emphasis on an elaborate palace setting, with gold-
en columns mounted on ornate vase-shaped bases, peaked 
blue merlons ornamented with gold, and a variety of arch-
es framed in carved grey stone, the artist may be referring 
to the immediately preceding passages of the Shahnama. 
Those lines tell how Kay Kavus ordered the construction 
of two mansions of hardstone, as well as a pleasure-house 
of crystal studded with emeralds, two armouries of silver 
and a golden palace decorated with turquoise and pre-
cious stones. 

References to fabulous buildings made of precious ma-
terials are part of a Persian poetic tradition of hyperbolic 
architectural description (see also cat. no. 38), which !inds 
its visual counterpart in Persianate miniature painting. 
As the building is reduced in the poetic text to a series of 
improbably grandiose individual elements, with the more 
prosaic aspects of the structure dropped entirely from 
the description, so the architecture of the painted page is 
often created from a structurally disjointed sequence of 
individual components, each arranged to be seen from its 
most characteristic or attractive angle rather than forming 
an objective depiction of a plausible architectural space.

KAY K#V$S TRIES TO FLY TO THE HEAVENS55
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Folios 204v–205r from an illustrated manuscript of the Tuhfet ül-le"!<if 
(‘Gifts of Curiosities’ or ‘Curious and Witty Gifts’) of >Al! ibn Naq!b 
%amza, created for the Ottoman emperor Mur#d III
Istanbul; dated 1002 H/1593–94 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 35.1 x 21 cm
AKM 280

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Binney 1979, pp. 
78–79; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 38–42 (no. 9, fols 177v, 226v–227r and 
252v–253r); Falk 1985, p. 136 (no. 109; fols 279v–280r and 275v–276r); 
Canby 1998, pp. 99–100 (nos 71–72; fols 296r and 297r); Leane 2002, pls 
18.2, 18.6 (fol. 27); AKTC 2010b, pp. 297–299 (no. 128)

This magni!icent double-page enthronement scene, from 
the unique illustrated manuscript of the Tuhfet ül-leta<if 
created for the bibliophile Sultan Murad III (r. 1574–1595), 
is notable for the continuation of a single architectural 
space across both pages, emphasised by the extension of 
both the dwarf arcade and the green square tile pattern 
across the back wall. While this arrangement is not unique 
within Ottoman painting (see Ba"ci 2010, p. 223), discon-
tinuous architectural compositions are certainly more 
common in double-page illustrations. 

The scene is a joyful one: although they will face more 
adventures before the story is !inished, this is a moment of 
rapturous reunion for the hero and heroine of the adven-
ture, Shah Ramin and Mah-Pervin, as well as their friends. 
After battling their way through innumerable hardships 
and repeated separations, the lovers and their faithful 
companions were reunited (with the help of magical forc-
es) on the island of Khurremabad, where Shah Ramin and 
Mah-Pervin with their friends sat in state on ‘decorated 
thrones; those who saw the decorations bit their !ingers 
[in astonishment] and were amazed’. The eight lines of 
text on this double-page image also describe how soldiers 
came and set up tents for the occasion, ‘and there was 
feasting and celebration that day, and hundreds of men 
enjoyed themselves’ (translation by Lale Uluç; see also 
Meredith-Owens 1988, p. 583). 

The courtly themes of razm u bazm (‘!ighting and 
feasting’), so widely celebrated in Persian poetry and 
painting, combine images of battle and the hunt with 
interior scenes like this one, showing enthroned rulers 
enjoying food, drink and music in rich surroundings. To-
gether these themes resulted in a standard cycle of images 
celebrating the privileges of royal life, which could be ma-
nipulated in sophisticated ways by talented artists. As such 
imagery formed the very backbone of Persianate mini-
ature painting, these formulae were carried over into the 
other traditions of book painting that developed out of 
that model, including Ottoman book arts. While the en-

tire manuscript is undeniably imbued with the Ottoman 
court aesthetic and contains a great number of unique im-
ages (see also cat. nos 39, 62, 79 and 91), the composition 
of this courtly enthronement certainly owes something 
to earlier images from Persianate painting. In the midst 
of a manuscript that is dominated by scenes of adventure 
this enthronement image provides a moment of respite 
from fantastic monsters and battle sequences, and the art-
ist has evidently enjoyed creating a lively palace interior, 
with the assembled guests, servants and courtiers jostling 
in their brightly coloured robes against the pastel shades 
of the architectural decoration. In addition to the golden 
dishes that litter the room, note the solitary Chinese blue-
and-white lidded jar placed in a niche in the upper-right 
corner, reminiscent of much larger ceramics displays at-
tested to by Iranian and Indian miniatures and known as 
chini-khanas (see cat. no. 64).

56 SH#H R#M %N AND M#H-PERV %N ENTHRONED ON  
THE ISLAND OF KHURREM#B#D
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Egypt or Syria; fifteenth century
Glazed fritware with blue, green and manganese underglaze painting on 
white
Diameter of each tile: 18.5 cm
AKM 874
Unpublished

Hexagonal tiles can be used to create a simple repeating 
pattern on their own (see the lower back wall of the pavil-
ion illustrated in cat. no. 66), or may be used in conjunc-
tion with triangular tiles, or six-pointed stars, to create 
more complex design combinations (see the blue panels 
on the back wall of the palace illustrated in cat. no. 63). 
The present set of !ive tiles is one of a number of groups 
of hexagonal tiles of comparable dimensions bearing blue-
and-white motifs, all of which are generally attributed to 
Egypt or Syria, possibly Damascus, of the !ifteenth cen-
tury. Large numbers survive in situ at the mausoleum of 
Murad II in Edirne, Turkey (built 1435–36), and at that of 
Ghars al-Din al-Khalil al-Tawrizi (d. 1430) in Damascus, 
while others are held in various museums (see Carswell 
1972; Golombek 1993, pp. 241–242; Porter 1995, pp. 95–97; 
Fehérvári 2000, pp. 249–251; von Folsach 2001, p. 165). 

The entire corpus of these blue-and-white hexagonal 
tiles has been stylistically related to the Chinese blue-and-
white porcelains that were imported into !ifteenth-cen-
tury Syria. However, Golombek has suggested that those 
examples with a central rosette, like the tiles in this group, 
may indeed derive from Yuan porcelain but via the media-
tion of pattern-books or local traditions which had already 
partially assimilated Chinese sources, rather than being 
straight copies from motifs on Chinese wares (Golombek 
1993, p. 241; see also cat. no. 18).

The blue-and-white floral motifs in the centre of each 
of the present group of tiles can be closely compared with 
similar rosette designs seen amongst the other groups of 
these kind of tiles, although the designs on this group of 
!ive are on the whole less whirling, and painted in a slight-
ly softer blue, than many other examples, giving them a 
slightly more sedate appearance. Furthermore, the very 
strong emphasis placed on the borders of the present 
group is unusual, and the use of an apple green colour, 
alongside the standard cobalt blue and the slightly less 
common manganese, is even more so. The heavily out-
lined green circles occupying the points of intersection 
between each pair of sides are also a rare feature, and are 

rather reminiscent of the false ‘nail-heads’ sometimes imi-
tated in ceramic on glazed fritware objects from medieval 
Iran (see an example in Graves 2008, p. 235).

However, the dark manganese-purple border motif 
of triple bars alternating with quickly-executed scroll-
ing designs that are in places little more than dots – not 
pseudo-Ku!ic, as has been suggested elsewhere – is seen 
on many of the other hexagonal tiles of this type from 
!ifteenth-century Syria. The distinctive design appears in 
cobalt blue, in the interstitial zones between the points 
of a six-pointed star and the tile edge, on tiles found in 
the tomb of Ghars al-Din al-Khalil al-Tawrizi (Carswell 
1972, pp. 114–115), on two tiles from the Madina Collection 
(Golombek 1993, p. 242; now in Los Angeles County Mu-
seum of Art), and on examples now in the British Museum 
(Porter 1995, p. 95). 

FIVE HEXAGONAL TILES WITH FLORAL DESIGNS57
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Iran, possibly Kashan; late thirteenth or early fourteenth century
Glazed fritware with cobalt and turquoise underpainting on white and 
lustre overglaze decoration
Diameter: 21.2 cm
AKM 860
Unpublished

Lustre-decorated tiles in the form of eight-pointed stars 
were produced in great quantities during the Ilkhanid 
period of Mongol rule in Iran (c. 1256–1353). These were 
often decorated with !igures and animals, and were al-
ternated with pointed cross-shaped tiles to create large 
panels of continuous tilework: a monochrome example 
of this con!iguration is illustrated in the turquoise floor 
tiles depicted in Sam’s palace in cat. no. 63. Archaeologi-
cal evidence shows that monochrome tiles arranged in the 
star-and-cross pattern were indeed used for floor tiles: an 
instance of this was found in the southern octagonal ki-
osk at the Takht-i Sulayman palace in northwestern Iran 
(built c. 1270; see Naumann 1969, p. 41). However, !ine lus-
tre tiles like the present example would have been used as 
revetments for internal walls (see also cat. nos 24 and 25) 
in palatial buildings such as Takht-i Sulayman as well as 
religious monuments like the tomb of >Abd al-Samad at 
Natanz in Iran, both of which sites once bore wall panels 
of star-and-cross lustre tiles (see Masuya 2000, and Pickett 
1997, p. 45). Figural motifs were used in both sacred and 
secular contexts in Ilkhanid lustre tilework.

While a great number of the lustre star tiles produced 
in Ilkhanid Iran are decorated with inscriptive borders – 
for which Persian poetry was used extensively – many of 
the earlier examples are executed in rapidly written cur-
sive script created with a single line of lustre. Inscriptions 
reserved in white on a blue ground with lustre outlining, 
as seen on this example, appear to date from slightly later 
than many of the lustre-only examples. Two comparable 
pieces with reserve inscriptions, held in the David Collec-
tion, are dated 689 H/1290 CE (von Folsach 2001, p. 168), 
and a similar date can be ascribed to the present tile. 

A further comparable example is held in the Museum 
of Islamic Ceramics in Cairo: as well as bearing a similar 
form of border inscription, the Cairo tile also depicts two 
men in peaked Mongol hats picked out in turquoise and 
cobalt, wearing robes patterned with little lustre coils 
and circles and ornamented with spots of cobalt, facing 
each other across a floral ground, and as such it is a very 

close comparator for the present tile (see O’Kane 2006, 
p. 277). The Aga Khan Museum’s example has, however, 
been painted with more skill than has the Cairo piece. The 
characteristic moon-faces of the !igures, and their poses 
– one seated on a stool and the other kneeling before him 
– are here more clearly and concisely indicated. In particu-
lar, the large six-petalled floral design that !ills the ground 
between the heads of the two men on both the present 
tile and the Cairo piece is so similar that both must have 
been drawn from the same model, and yet the Cairo ver-
sion of that flower appears lopsided when compared with 
this example.

STAR-SHAPED TILE WITH T WO MALE FIGURES58
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Qajar Iran; first half of the nineteenth century
Oil on canvas
152.5 x 134 cm
AKM 505
Publ: Diba – Ekhtiar 1998, pp. 214–216 (no. 64b)

This painting combines luxurious still life and architec-
tural showpiece. Fruits in !ine dishes are carefully laid out 
in the foreground, watched by a rabbit and a pheasant, 
while behind them lies a meticulously constructed archi-
tectural setting culminating in a tower in the central far 
distance that seems to be occupied by a muezzin perform-
ing the call to prayer. The presence of the muezzin, the 
new crescent moon and the feast at dusk may be intended 
to portray the >Id celebration, at the end of the fasting 
month of Ramadan, as the subject. 

The still-life genre was developed in Iran by the court 
painter Mirza Baba, active c. 1785–1810; a painting cre-
ated by that artist in 1793–94, showing fruit and flowers 
in ceramic dishes laid out on a stepped plain surface in 
front of an architectural setting with a polygonal pavilion 
and blind arcade, is closely comparable with this painting 
(Falk 1972, pl. 3). However, the architectural setting of the 
present image goes far beyond that of Mirza Baba’s paint-
ing. Here, the built structure is no longer a distant back-
drop but has been incorporated into the scene, with the 
still life presented as if it is laid out on a terrace, almost 
but not quite subordinate to the formal garden and grand 
pavilion lying beyond. As Diba has noted, the close obser-
vation of architectural detail, with the painted woodwork 
and plaster, carved screens, slender pilasters and arched 
niches of contemporary Iranian architecture all minutely 
depicted, places this painting at the forefront of the genre 
(Diba – Ekhtiar 1998, p. 216). The presence of the muezzin 
does not mean that this should be taken as a painting of a 
mosque, for the structure itself, with its courtyard garden 
and pavilion, is clearly residential.

The painting was once one of a pair, its partner show-
ing a closely related but distinct scene including an inquis-
itive cat beside covered dishes, bread and sherbet in front 
of a slightly larger formal garden with a central pavilion 
(ibid., p. 214). The partner piece shows a daytime scene 
rather than one set at dusk, but both paintings are iden-
tical in outline, each taking the form of a broad pointed 
arch. This suggests that they were originally intended to be 

set into an architectural framework, possibly surrounded 
by painted fresco decoration and mirrors. A nineteenth-
century photograph of the pavilion of the royal garden at 
Fin, near Kashan, shows an arch-shaped painting of very 
similar subject matter forming one part of the complex 
fresco decoration of the pavilion (ibid., p. 215). Traces of 
these large landscape/still-life panels can still be seen in 
the Bagh-i Fin pavilion today, in spite of much restoration 
work. It is clear that paintings of this type formed an im-
portant part of the architectural decoration of the Qajar 
elite: a manuscript painting by Mirza Baba, from a copy of 
the Diwan-i Khaqan dated 1216 H/1802 CE, shows Aga Mu-
hammad Khan seated in front of a wall decorated with an 
arch-shaped !igural painting set between two mirrors and 
framed with thin panels of floral and vegetal ornament in 
many colours (Raby 1999, p. 43).

Furthermore, some surviving Qajar still life panels 
play with the formulae of trompe l’oeil, echoes of which 
are seen in both the still life and the fantastic architectural 
vista of the present painting. Another pair of arch-shaped 
Qajar oil paintings shows parrots stealing fruit from dish-
es, in front of windows that frame landscape settings (Falk 
1972, pls 10, 11). The similarities with Dutch still lifes of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries showing flow-
ers, fruits and other food on windowsills suggest that the 
Qajar painters were very familiar with such images (for ex-
ample see Bryson 1990, p. 49). Here, the lovingly depicted 
high-quality ceramics are Chinese bowls in the famille 
rose style that came to popularity in eighteenth-century 
China, as well as blue-and-white Chinese export porcelain 
or local imitations, all of them indicative of wealth and 
high status and again recalling the meticulously observed 
luxury products portrayed in earlier Dutch still lifes (Diba 
– Ekhtiar 1998, p. 216).

STILL LIFE IN A PALACE59
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Iznik, Turkey; mid-seventeenth century
Glazed fritware with polychrome underglaze painting against white
Diameter: 29.8 cm
AKM 737
Publ: Welch 1978b, pp. 208–209 (no. P. 88); Geneva 1981, p. 68; Atasoy 
– Raby 1989, pp. 282–283 (no. 663); AKTC 2009a, p. 143 (no. 102); AKTC 
2009b, p. 143 (no. 102); AKTC 2010a, pp. 144–145 (no. 105)

Although a small but re!ined ceramic workshop has 
been proposed for sixteenth-century Ottoman Istanbul 
(Necipo"lu 1990), the pre-eminence of the town of Iznik in 
the history of Ottoman ceramics is unquestioned. As the 
location of imperial ceramic workshops, Iznik produced 
countless tiles and vessels from the late !ifteenth century 
to the seventeenth century, reaching a peak in clarity of 
colour and ingenuity of design during the second half of 
the sixteenth century (see cat. nos 34 and 61). From the late 
sixteenth century the quality of Iznik ceramics began to 
decline, with the highly diversi!ied designs of earlier peri-
ods being repeated with decreasing skill. This duress was 
caused in part by the Ottoman court adherence to !ixed 
prices at a time of high inflation, which bankrupted the 
Iznik potters (Binney 1979, p. 219). However, intriguing 
pieces were still being produced, for an ever-wider client 
base, with a signi!icant interest in the depiction of archi-
tecture becoming evident. In addition to the tiles and tile 
panels showing the Masjid al-Haram at Mecca that were 
produced during the period (cat. no. 9), this dish is one of 
a small group of late Iznik pieces showing images of fanci-
ful architectural structures set in gardens with trees and 
oversized flowers. 

A closely comparable piece, albeit with a more muted 
colour scheme and, most remarkably, a Greek inscription 
around the edge of the dish giving the date 25 May 1666, 
is held in the British Museum (Denny 2004, p. 202), and 
a similar piece, also with a Greek inscription dating it to 
May 1666, is now in the Benaki Museum (Soustiel 1985, p. 
343). The British Museum and Benaki dishes both show 
pavilions with similar peaked roofs to that of the present 
example, with ornamental suspensions also occupying the 
central interior spaces. However, while all three structures 
are elevated, only the British Museum example has ladders 
leading to the !irst and second floors. A fourth piece that 
can be included in this group is an example decorated with 
a single-story pavilion, in the Erasmus Barlow Collection, 
London (Atasoy – Raby 1989, no. 658). Two further related 

pieces, both showing a different type of architecture – a 
tall building with a closed door, pointed roof and four tow-
ers or minarets – were sold at auction (Christies 26 April 
2005, lots 2 and 3), and two more examples of that type 
are held in the Sadberk Hanım Museum, Istanbul (Soustiel 
2000, p. 95), and the Musée national de Céramique-Sèvres 
(Sutton 1971, p. 271). 

The meaning of the imagery on these dishes is not 
clear, although the cypress trees could, as with cat. no. 
18, be argued to suggest funerary or even paradisal sig-
ni!icance. However, the Greek inscription on the British 
Museum dish seems to militate against speci!ically Islamic 
interpretations. The existence of a further example depict-
ing an entirely different type of structure – a Greek church 
with three domes topped with crosses – and carrying a 
Greek inscription, further complicates the picture (Atasoy 
– Raby 1989, no. 654). Carswell has even suggested that the 
pavilion on the dated example in the British Museum may 
be intended to represent a skite or monastic dwelling on 
Mount Athos (Carswell 1998, p. 109), although it is per-
haps unnecessary to surmise a speci!ic meaning for what 
seems to have been part of a general group of designs. 
The outer edge of the present example is decorated with 
a simple motif of leaf forms and halved florettes found on 
several other wares from this late period, including two 
with !igurative representations of a crude vivacity (ibid., 
nos 667–668).

CERAMIC DISH WITH ARCHITECTURAL DESIGN60
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Iznik, Turkey; c. 1580
Glazed fritware with polychrome underglaze painting against white
Each tile: 24 x 24 cm
AKM 878
Unpublished

The overall design of this panel of four tiles contains a 
complete repeating composition that would originally 
have been extended over an entire wall. A panel of twenty-
four tiles of the same design is held in the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London (acc. no. 401-1900), and others 
are now in the Musée du Louvre and the David Collec-
tion, Copenhagen as well as various other collections 
(Binney 1979, pp. 216–217). The V&A panel was brought 
to London from the baths at the shrine complex of Abu 
Ayyub al-Ansari (known in Turkish as Eyüp Ensari), one of 
the companions of the Prophet (Ayers 1983, pp. 120–121). 
His !inal resting place, just outside the city walls of Istan-
bul, was the site of construction of an Ottoman mosque 
in 1458, subsequently enlarged in 1591, and an important 
pilgrimage destination. Earthquake damage to the com-
plex in the early nineteenth century led to extensive re-
construction, and many tile panels of this design appeared 
on the European art market shortly thereafter. Huge wall 
panels made up of many tiles of the same design as these 
can be seen in situ at the complex, where they decorate the 
courtyard and frame an opening through which the tomb 
itself can be viewed. The tiles in the Aga Khan Museum 
collection have almost certainly come from the complex, 
although Walter Denny has also shown that the Iznik pot-
teries sometimes overproduced tiles for imperial building 
projects, leading to excess tiles that also found their way 
onto the art market (Denny 2004, pp. 208–210).  

While these pieces were originally made for a reli-
gious institution, the Ottoman imperial style that was 
developed at the Iznik potteries was not con!ined to the 
architectural patronage of religious sites. Similar tile de-
signs were employed in the decoration of Ottoman pal-
aces and other public buildings, most famously the Top-
kapi Palace in Istanbul, where the best remaining tilework 
is concentrated in the Harem. The decorative repertoire 
exempli!ied by the present tiles – repeating designs based 
around exaggerated floral forms, long tapered serrated 
leaves known in Turkish as hançerî (also often referred to 
as ‘saz leaves’, possibly from the drawing style saz qalami 

meaning ‘reed pen’: see Denny 1983) and a staggered pat-
tern of ogival !ields containing heavily stylised bouquets 
– was common to both tilework and textiles produced in 
the imperial Ottoman workshops. The close relationship 
between the Ottoman arts of ceramic painting and textile 
design is evident when one compares this frieze with con-
temporary brocades (see Carboni 2007, p. 184). 

The proximity of much architectural decoration of 
the Islamic world to textiles has been remarked upon by 
Golombek, who proposes a ‘textile mentality’ evident in 
many forms of all-over surface decoration; in their origi-
nal locations these large tile friezes do indeed appear rath-
er like petri!ied textile wallcoverings (Golombek 1988; see 
also Necipo"lu 1992). The all-important role of hanging 
textiles and soft furnishings in the decoration and spatial 
division of Islamic architecture through the ages is often 
forgotten, in part because textiles are not very durable, but 
in the enduring materials of stone, brick and tile we can 
sometimes garner the reflections of this ‘draped universe’.

PANEL OF FOUR IZNIK TILES61
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Folio 10r from an illustrated manuscript of the Tuhfet ül-le"!<if 
(‘Gifts of Curiosities’ or ‘Curious and Witty Gifts’) of >Al! ibn Naq!b 
%amza, created for the Ottoman emperor Mur#d III
Istanbul; dated 1002 H/1593–94 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 35.1 x 21 cm
AKM 280

Unpublished. Other folios from the same manuscript: Binney 1979, pp. 
78–79; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 38–42 (no. 9, fols 177v, 226v–227r and 
252v–253r); Falk 1985, p. 136 (no. 109; fols 279v–280r and 275v–276r); 
Canby 1998, pp. 99–100 (nos 71–72; fols 296r and 297r); Leane 2002, pls 
18.2, 18.6 (fol. 27); AKTC 2010b, pp. 297–299 (no. 128)

This unique manuscript, the only known copy of the Tuh-
fet ül-leta<if, was created for that notable patron of the il-
lustrated book, the Ottoman ruler Murad III (r. 1574–1595); 
other pages are illustrated in cat. nos 39, 56, 79 and 91. The 
bibliophilic passions of Murad III ranged far beyond those 
of earlier Ottoman sultans, and his interests encompassed 
all manner of books concerned with divination, the oc-
cult, marvels from strange lands and a range of unfamiliar 
prose stories, along with the standard historical texts. The 
Tuhfet ül-leta<if is essentially a romance, although it is un-
clear if it is a collection of tales from various sources, or a 
recension of an earlier Persian or Turkish text (Ba"ci 2010, 
p. 210). The principal characters of the tale are the young 
hero, Shah Ramin, and the equally spirited object of his 
devotion, Mah-Pervin. 

Shah Ramin was the son and rightful heir of King Arda-
shir of Ghazni (now part of Afghanistan), while Mah-Pervin 
was the daughter of Ardashir’s vizier. Upon discovering his 
daughter’s love for the son of the king, the wicked vizier 
shut Mah-Pervin into a chest and hurled her into the sea, 
before throwing Shah Ramin into prison and poisoning his 
father the king. These dramatic events set the adventure 
story in motion and the text details the subsequent exploits 
of the ill-treated couple as they searched for each other  
across land and sea. At this early stage in the story, Mah-
Pervin prayed to God from inside the chest and her prayers 
were answered: rather than being consigned to a watery 
grave (which would have rather curtailed the story), she was 
saved when the chest was washed up on the shore of an is-
land. Her rescuer Jarus, the guardian of a castle, quickly be-
came infatuated with the young woman and she was forced 
to flee his advances by rendering him insensible with wine 
and escaping in a boat. However, he was later to redeem 
himself by selflessly aiding Shah Ramin in his search for the 
missing woman (Meredith-Owens 1988, p. 578).

The image of the castle behind Jarus is little more 
than a backdrop to the action that takes place between 
the silver sea (now oxidised) and the lilac shore, and yet 

it dominates the composition. Occupying slightly more 
than half of the picture space, the imposing architectural 
façade of an arcade, windows with mashrabiyya screens, 
doors (both open and closed) and a bright orange brick 
wall topped with crenellations bears some relation to real 
Ottoman architecture, but has been rendered in such viv-
id and fantastic colours that it has a rather hallucinatory 
quality, be!itting the fantastic subject matter of the text. 
The alternating colours of the voussoirs in the arches, for 
example, reflect the Ottoman architectural practice of us-
ing masonry of contrasting colours (a practice known as 
ablaq) for arches, but where real-world architecture would 
most commonly see the white stone alternated with black, 
here it is punctuated with near-luminous orange.

J#R$S PULLS THE CHEST CONTAINING M#H-PERV %N FROM THE SEA62
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Folio 84v from the dispersed manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of Firdaws! 
created for Sh#h %ahm#sp
Tabriz, Iran; c. 1522–1535
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 47 x 31.7 cm
AKM 496

Publ: Dickson – Welch 1981, vol. 2, no. 70; Makariou 2007, pp. 78–79  
(no. 24); AKTC 2010b, p. 290 (no. 122)

The illustrated Shahnama initiated by Shah Isma>il and 
completed for Shah Tahmasp, the second Safavid ruler of 
Iran (r. 1524–1576), is widely regarded as one of the great-
est illustrated manuscripts ever created. Two other pages 
from that dispersed manuscript are also illustrated in 
this catalogue, cat. nos 53 and 92. In the cycle to which 
this painting belongs, Zal, the white-haired son of the 
important Iranian paladin Sam, had fallen deeply in love 
with Rudaba, the daughter of the vassal king of Kabul. 
However, there was serious political opposition to this 
romantic match: Rudaba, although a pure and virtuous 
woman, was a descendent of the diabolical king Zahhak, 
the historic enemy of the Iranian kings, and as such she 
was tainted in the eyes of the Iranian king Manuchihr, 
upon whom Zal and his father Sam depended for fa-
vour. Through long episodes of frustration and anxiety, 
the young couple eventually found an unexpected ally in 
Rudaba’s mother, Sindukht. 

After settling her husband’s fears and convincing him 
that no ill could come of the match, Sindukht set out 
for the Iranian court to win over Zal’s father to the mar-
riage and convince him to intercede with Manuchihr on 
Zal and Rudaba’s behalf. Adorning herself with gems and 
gold brocade, Sindukht emptied the royal treasury of Ka-
bul and left for Zabul determined to put on a good show. 
Elephants, horses, camels and mules were laden with pre-
cious objects and she arrived at Sam’s palace with a train 
of gifts that stretched far beyond the palace gates. As ne-
gotiations progressed and she sensed that Sam was going 
to accept the tribute and, by implication, her daughter’s 
hand for his son, the overjoyed Sindukht ordered maid-
servants to pour out dishes of rubies and offer them to 
Sam, an act that is shown taking place to the bottom right 
of the throne. 

The palace of this painting is of a fairly standard tri-
partite layout, with two narrow side panels flanking a 
large, arched central space where Sindukht kneels before 
the seated Sam, while beyond the palace wall Sindukht’s 
gifts crowd in from the edge of the picture space. The flat 

and frontal presentation of the individual surfaces of the 
palace structure has allowed the painter to create a veri-
table pattern-book of architectural ornament, much of it 
descended from earlier traditions, particularly Ilkhanid 
and Timurid tilework. Star-and-cross tiles (see cat. no. 58) 
decorate the turquoise floor; tile panels of star-and-hon-
eycomb pattern (see cat. no. 27) appear behind the throne 
of Sam and in the polychrome panel in front of the throne 
platform, and hexagonal tiles appear in a number of loca-
tions (see cat. no. 57). A painted fresco of blue curvilinear 
motifs on white (related to motifs found in bookbind-
ing; see cat. no. 100) and spandrels of polychrome vegetal 
decoration, possibly representing cut-tile work, delineate 
the great iwan (arched chamber), while a rich carpet with a 
border of cartouche designs containing flowers and scroll-
work decorates the throne dais. Finally, framing sections 
of repeating arabesque designs, calligraphic tiles in white 
on blue (see the Ottoman interpretation of this idea in cat. 
no. 105), knotwork motifs and patterned brickwork com-
plete the secondary surfaces.

SINDUKHT BRINGS GIFTS TO THE COURT OF S#M63
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Folio 71r from an illustrated manuscript of the Akhl!q-i N!#ir$ 
(‘Ethics of N#"ir ’) of Na"!r al-D!n al-%$s!
Mughal India; c. 1590–1595
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Pages: 23.7 x 14.3 cm

AKM 288

Publ: Canby 1998, pp. 124–127 (no. 92); AKTC 2007a, p. 168 (no. 141); 
AKTC 2007b, p. 167 (no. 141). Other folios from the same manuscript: 
Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 171–175 (no. 58); Brand – Lowry 1985, p. 58; Falk 
1985, p. 153 (no. 127); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 42–43, 46, 60–61, 
120–127; Ziad 2002, pp. x, 146; AKTC 2008a, pp. 184–185 (no. 67); AKTC 
2010b, pp. 144–145 (no. 65)

Like some of the other sixteen paintings in this manu-
script (three of which are illustrated elsewhere in this 
catalogue: see cat. nos 46, 65 and 90), the present image 
appears at !irst glance to portray a standard scene such as 
might be found in any tale of courtly life. However, the 
usual image of a pleasure-party, with musicians, flasks, 
wine bowls, covered dishes, attendants and an ostenta-
tious architectural setting, is rendered slightly unusual 
here by the main !igure. Surrounded by books, with a 
further volume being brought by a young attendant, his 
austere expression and rhetorical gesture towards the 
musicians who play before him (note the smaller size of 
the musicians, indicating their lesser signi!icance) sug-
gest a man of greater learning and thoughtfulness than is 
normally met with in such images. 

As with many other paintings in the manuscript, this 
scene takes as its starting point a fairly minor detail of 
Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s complex ethical treatise, using the 
freedom from narrative constraints that has been granted 
by the non-linear, discursive nature of the text to build 
up an evocative image that borrows from the pre-existing 
conventions of miniature painting in Mughal India. The 
painting accompanies the seventh section of the !irst dis-
course, which is titled ‘Showing the Superiority of Jus-
tice to other Virtues, and an Exposition of its States and 
Divisions’. After establishing that nearness to God is the 
noblest condition of all, the text states that ‘[t]his being 
so, no relationship is nobler than that of equivalence, as 
has been established in the Science of Music; and, among 
virtues, none is more perfect than the virtue of Justice’ 
(Wickens 1964, p. 95). A verbose discussion of social equi-
librium and the nature of justice follows.

In architectural terms, this painting is of great inter-
est in its careful depiction of an open-fronted chini-kha-
na. The chini-khana is a pavilion with specially shaped 
niches for the display of one’s collection of !ine ceramics 
(and in this case possibly also coloured glassware) built 
into framed sections in the upper walls, often set with 
complex, arched vaulting: a rather less elaborate version 

of the same idea can also be seen in cat. no. 65. Exhibit-
ing one’s porcelain collection was an indicator of cultural 
prestige and connoisseurial discernment, displaying both 
wealth and taste to visitors. Surviving seventeenth-centu-
ry examples of this spectacularly luxurious architectural 
form can be seen at the >Ali Qapu palace in Isfahan and 
the shrine of Shakyh Sa!i at Ardabil; the latter was cre-
ated, following a pious donation by Shah >Abbas, to house 
the 1,162 pieces of Chinese porcelain and other precious 
vessels that the Safavid ruler gifted to the shrine in 1607–
8 (Canby 2009, p. 121). 

In the >Ali Qapu palace a related type of niche appears 
in the ‘Music Room’, and their presence in a musical set-
ting in this painting suggests that they may have been 
employed for an acoustic effect. This particularly osten-
tatious form of architectural display seems to have been 
an Iranian invention, but the chini-khana must have also 
suited the Persianised tastes of Mughal India during the 
seventeenth century, as is evident from this image and a 
number of comparable paintings (see for example Leach 
1995, pp. 201, 213, 254–5). Two-dimensional ornament 
aping the arched niches of the chini-khana and closely 
resembling the forms represented here, complete with 
representations of long-necked bottles and bowls, deco-
rates the gateway to the tomb of Ghiyath Beg, the Iranian 
father-in-law of the Mughal emperor Jahangir, in the city 
of Agra, completed in 1628.

MUSICAL ENTERTAINMENT64
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Folio 182r from an illustrated manuscript of the Akhl!q-i N!#ir$ 
(‘Ethics of N#"ir ’) of Na"!r al-D!n al-%$s!; inscribed ‘Pahim Gujarat! ’
Mughal India; c. 1590–1595
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Pages: 23.7 x 14.3 cm
AKM 288

Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 124–125. Other folios from the same 
manuscript: Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 171–175 (no. 58); Brand – Lowry 
1985, p. 58; Falk 1985, p. 153 (no. 127); Canby 1998, pp. 124–127 (nos 92, 
93); Ziad 2002, pp. x, 146; AKTC 2007a, pp. 122–123, 168 (nos 87, 88, 141); 
AKTC 2007b, pp. 124–125, 167 (nos 87, 88, 141); AKTC 2008a, pp. 184–185 
(no. 67); AKTC 2010b, pp. 144–145 (no. 65)

In spite of initial appearances, this painting shows nei-
ther a dispute brought before a ruler, nor a master chiding 
his pupil, but a representation of the ‘evil man’ who has 
strayed from the true path (Goswamy – Fischer 1987). Lo-
cated in the second part of the third discourse of al-Tusi’s 
ethical treatise – a section titled ‘On the Virtue of Love, 
by which the Connection of Societies is Effected, and the 
Divisions Thereof’ – the relevant passage represents the 
danger of succumbing to a ‘love of idleness and sloth’. This 
perversion of the correct love that should be felt for God 
and for good is represented in al-Tusi’s text as leading the 
evil man to a relentless quest for distraction, as he con-
stantly seeks out trifling pleasures in order to avoid having 
to confront the disorder of his own soul. 

Thus, the gaming pieces and boards, and the goblets 
and wine bowls that lie scattered on the ground, are a di-
rect reference to the ‘games and the means of accidental 
pleasures’ that al-Tusi recognises as a symptom of this 
corruption. Not only this, but the evil man will also seek 
out others like himself, shown here in the gesticulat-
ing !igures who surround the young man at the centre 
of the image, apparently urging him on: ‘by mixing and 
consorting with his likes, and by applying and devoting 
himself to games, his imagination is diverted from sens-
ing [his own vexed condition], so that he instantly per-
ceives an escape from that vexation and grows heedless 
of the punishment and the torment ultimately to follow’ 
(Wickens 1964, pp. 205–206). 

As Goswamy and Fischer have noted, the fact that the 
central !igure, who is presumably the ‘evil man’ described 
in the text, appears to be a prince – his gold shawl and cen-
tral position on the dais correspond with other images of 
young princes in this manuscript – is highly suggestive, sit-
ing this image and by extension the manuscript as a whole 
within a tradition of moralising instructional tales for fu-
ture rulers, or so-called ‘Mirrors for Princes’. The psycho-
logical aspects of the picture as represented through ex-
pression and gesture are hard to read. Is the older man who 
sits to the left engaged in remonstrating with the prince, 

urging him to change his ways? Does the bowed head of 
the young man indicate a sense of shame at his debase-
ment, a moral character that may yet be redeemed? 

The architectural setting of the scene, from the 
guarded outer door to the colonnaded interior with 
magni!icent carpets and niches for delicate flasks of col-
oured ceramic or glass, is unstintingly luxurious and very 
much a palace setting: note the similarities to the setting 
of the musical entertainments illustrated in cat. no. 64. 
The peacock that struts along the floating text panel on 
the roof may refer to the bird’s ancient Iranian role as a 
symbol of royalty, or the long history of peacock symbol-
ism within Hindu and Buddhist visual traditions. Behind 
it a scene of elegant rooftops and distant trees suggests a 
pleasure garden.

THE MAN WHO STRAYS FROM HIS COURSE65
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Painting from an unidentified manuscript, mounted onto an album page 
with fragments of calligraphy and border painting
Iran, possibly Isfahan; c. 1600–1615

Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 32.8 x 23 cm
AKM 430
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 184 (not ill.)

A rather hedonistic party in a re!ined setting is the sub-
ject of this image. While a young prince and his female 
companion drink and enjoy the music of an oud and a 
tambourine, a tipsy reveller is led away to the right and 
two more men slump with their eyes closed in the fore-
ground. Like the palatial structure seen in cat. no. 64, this 
scene includes an open-fronted, four-sided structure that 
appears to be situated at one side of a tiled courtyard, with 
a garden visible behind. However, where the interior of 
the pavilion in the Mughal image is decorated with niches 
painted plain white in order to emphasise the precious 
vessels they hold, the back wall of the iwan in the present 
painting is ornamented in a quite different manner. 

The fresco painting that decorates this luxurious 
chamber depicts a wild landscape, inhabited by a rabbit, 
crane, simurgh (a mythical Iranian bird, here resembling 
a Chinese phoenix), lion, fox or dog, and ibexes, all ex-
ecuted in blue on white, while around them flowers, trees 
and clouds have been painted in red. The whole mural has 
been executed with a distinctly calligraphic line, strongly 
reminiscent of Chinese ink-and-wash painting and its imi-
tations in fourteenth- and !ifteenth-century Iran, and the 
forms of some of the creatures, in particular the simurgh, 
lion and crane, as well as the cloud-scroll motifs, show 
their origins in Chinese art very clearly. The lyrical theme 
of this landscape scene also echoes the subtle gold paint-
ings found in the blank paper margins of contemporary 
manuscript paintings and album-folios (see cat. no. 110).

The art of fresco painting had developed in new di-
rections apparently influenced by East Asian art during 
the Timurid period in Iran (c. 1370–1507), following the 
influx of Chinese motifs and styles into Iranian art dur-
ing the period of Mongol Ilkhan rule (c. 1256–1353). Medi-
eval texts record the existence of fresco paintings full of 
images of historical !igures engaged in battles and sieges, 
hunting, royal receptions and feasts (Diba 2001, pp. 11–12), 
and a miniature in a late !ifteenth-century manuscript of 
the Khamsa of Nizami shows a painter and his assistant 

creating frescoes of a fantastic hunt scene on the wall of 
Castle Khawarnaq (Soudavar 1992, p. 138). The evidence 
of the miniature painting show here would also suggest 
that less dramatic fresco painting, centred on landscape 
imagery both with and without fantastic creatures, was 
also in widespread use. In the idiom of the painted illus-
tration, these appear to have been commonly painted in 
blue on white (see also cat. nos 21, 96, 97  and 109), while 
examples that incorporate red background motifs like this 
one are less common (see another example from Tabriz, c. 
1530–1540, in Richard 1997, p. 152). Cartouche designs also 
appear in painted frescoes (see cat. no. 63). 

It is true, as Lentz has pointed out, that it is danger-
ous to use miniature painting as a guide to real-life ar-
chitectural decoration. In the case of fresco images like 
this one, such designs have clearly evolved from Chinese 
manuscript and ceramic paintings, and may have come 
into existence within painted images of wall frescoes 
because that was a convenient means of working these 
chinoiserie themes into the narrative imagery of Persi-
anate book painting, rather than an accurate reflection 
of contemporary architectural practice (Lentz 1993, pp. 
253–256). However, some examples of architectural fres-
coes with landscape images in blue on white can be seen in 
late fourteenth-century Timurid funerary monuments at 
Shah-i Zinda, Samarqand, while the restored ceiling paint-
ings at the >Ali Qapu palace in Isfahan (early seventeenth 
century) show willowy trees, birds, flowers and cartouches 
on a cream ground. While it is quite possible that the chi-
noiserie fresco painting forming the focus of the architec-
tural decoration in this scene is a product of the miniature 
painter’s art rather than the architect’s, it may equally have 
its roots in real architectural practice.

PRINCE AND COURTIERS IN A PAVILION66
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Islamic Spain; late fifteenth or sixteenth century
Carved wood
Height: 86 cm; width: 73.5 cm
AKM 892
Unpublished

There is probably no form of decoration more immediately 
and exclusively associated with Islamic architecture than 
muqarnas. This system of small, tiered ‘honeycomb’ vault-
ing has been used on squinches, capitals, niche hoods, cor-
nices and other architectural surfaces from the twelfth cen-
tury onwards, and its use appears to have spread across the 
Islamic world within a relatively short space of time. The 
precise origins of muqarnas have been much debated, but 
the salient decorative features are its ‘fragmentation and 
seemingly unsupported projection’ (Tabbaa n.d.), creating 
dramatic passages from one plane to another, re!ining and 
articulating architectural zones of transition, or, in its most 
complex forms, building out interior ceiling or hood spaces 
until they seem to be hung with stalactites. Muqarnas can 
be executed in stone, stucco, wood or ceramic (see cat. no. 
28). Although the present example was probably created 
for a palatial context, muqarnas elements have been very 
widely present in religious architecture from their !irst use, 
and a great number of the examples that survive in situ are 
found on religious buildings.

Spectacular marquetry ceilings were created during 
the Islamic period in the Iberian peninsula using a com-
bination of techniques including marquetry, coffering and 
muqarnas elements, and the taste for such ceilings contin-
ued for a long time in the hybrid artistic cultures of the 
!ifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Earlier examples are 
largely limited to royal structures, such as a complete thir-
teenth- or fourteenth-century ceiling that was taken from 
the Torre de las Damas in the Alhambra to the Museum 
für Islamische Kunst in Berlin. It comprises geometric de-
signs, a muqarnas frieze from which a strapwork cupola 
springs, and muqarnas coffers in the four corners of the 
outer square (Dodds 1992, pp. 368–369). Muqarnas cof-
fers – the inverse of this form, and rather like little domes 
hung inside with stalactites when viewed from below – 
were apparently the main use of muqarnas mouldings in 
the elaborate wooden ceilings of that time. 

The fashion for interiors in this style continued into 
the late sixteenth century, with craftsmen creating elite 

interior decoration to order. An octagonal muqarnas 
boss similar to the present example, although somewhat 
squatter, is held in the collection of the Hispanic Society 
of America; the use of such bosses as the centrepiece of 
wooden ceilings does not appear to have been general 
practice before the late !ifteenth century (Hispanic Society 
1928, pp. 9–10, no. D72). The Hispanic Society boss clearly 
shows traces of plaster and gilding, and although no such 
decoration is evident on this piece, it is quite possible that 
it was once plastered and painted as well. If it were also 
originally used as a centrepiece, muqarnas of this form 
would probably have formed the central boss of a luxury 
ceiling: a complete example of a late !ifteenth-century 
ceiling with a central muqarnas boss is held in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum (Rosser-Owen 2010, p. 86).

MUQARNAS  ELEMENT67
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Iran; dated 892 H/1487 CE
Carved wood with traces of paint
189 x 106 cm
Inscription (lower panels): ‘The work of Ust#d ibn … Ust#d %#jj! the 
carpenter [al-Najj#r ] with the … of Darv!sh Al#<$ddin, work [completed] 
in the year 892’
AKM 707

Publ: AKTC 2008b, no. 16; AKTC 2009a, p. 188 (no. 144); AKTC 2009b, p. 
188 (no. 144); AKTC 2010a, pp. 188–189 (no. 149); AKTC 2010b, p. 185 
(no. 84)

The image of the closed or half-open door may have be-
come a rather well-worn trope in the architectural spaces 
of miniature painting, but the real-world architecture of 
medieval and early modern Iran and India also placed 
great emphasis on the door as a site of decoration and one 
of the artistic focal points of a room or building. Several 
examples of !ine carved wooden doors survive from Timu-
rid Iran, and the majority conform to the composition 
that has been employed here, with one large central panel 
per leaf and smaller panels above and below. The main 
panels of this pair are decorated with a discontiguous but 
symmetrical strapwork pattern of kite shapes bounded by 
smaller squares and triangles, each component of the pat-
tern deeply carved with curvilinear vegetal motifs and sent 
in a framework of raised wooden mouldings. 

Comparable carved doors often have less complex 
star-and-polygon patterns in the central panel, executed 
a similar manner to that seen in this pair: see an example, 
dated 1442, in the Iran Bastan Museum, Tehran (ill. Jones 
– Michell 1976, p. 292). A pair of doors now in New York, 
dated 1466, carries three equally sized panels of more 
simple geometric design on each leaf (Dimand 1936, p. 
79). The small, densely carved inscriptive panels on plain 
backgrounds that appear on the present piece are very 
similar to those on the doors in New York, while the car-
touches in the bottom panels, set on a !ish-scale ground, 
are closely comparable with a carved panel from the side 
of a cenotaph, dated 1496 (Pourjavady 2001, vol. 3, pp. 
218–219). The central design of such panels, a cusped 
cartouche with pendants at each end, would appear to 
have its roots in bookbinding decoration, where it would 
be turned through ninety degrees (see cat. no. 100). The 
same cartouche later came to appear as the principal de-
sign on carved doors from Iran and Central Asia (see an 
example dated 1594–1595 in A. Welch 1979, pp. 138–139). 
The transfer of decorative motifs and styles across media 
is not uncommon in Timurid arts, and the upper panels 
of this door, with their !inely worked design of interlock-

ing ornate arches !illed with deep floral decoration, can 
be compared with some of the best Timurid tilework 
from the Shah-i Zinda near Samarqand (Jones – Michell 
1976, p. 260).

PAIR OF WOODEN DOORS68
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Gujarat, India; eighteenth century
Wood with mother-of-pearl and metal fittings
187 x 49.5 cm
AKM 705
Publ: AKTC 2009a, p. 246 (no. 182); AKTC 2009b, p. 246 (no. 182); AKTC 
2010a, p. 261 (no. 199); AKTC 2010b, pp. 188–189 (no. 87)

An elaborate cusped arch with reverse-curved shoulders 
forms the key design feature of this pair of doors made 
from a reticulated mother-of-pearl framework mounted 
on plain wooden panels. The shape of the arch is almost 
perfectly matched by that of a pair of doors in the David 
Collection, said to come from eighteenth-century Mewar, 
northwest India, and also a further pair of mother-of-
pearl doors recently sold at auction (Sotheby’s 6 Oct 2010, 
lot 237). The David Collection doors are composed not of 
mother-of-pearl but of carved wooden pieces featuring 
!ine floral and !igural decoration and arranged to form a 
wooden grille, nailed onto plain wooden panels; nonethe-
less, the similarity to this pair and the Sotheby’s pair in out-
line and proportions is striking (von Folsach 2001, p. 279). 

In all three cases, the application of delicate non-
structural arches to a substantial pair of wooden doors is a 
reminder of the !ictive nature of much architectural deco-
ration in the Indo-Islamic tradition: the arch is in effect 
an image that has been superimposed onto a less glamor-
ous, but functional, !itting. Applied non-structural arches, 
often with comparable cusped outlines, are readily appar-
ent in much late Mughal architecture. The seventeenth-
century Moti Masjid (‘Pearl Mosque’) in the Red Fort at 
Delhi, although earlier, employs ornamental arches of a 
related type as carved stone wall decoration (Al!ieri 2000, 
p. 264), and the image of an arch of very similar outline 
to the one on this door appears all over the island palace 
complex of Maharana Ari Singh of Mewar in a painting of 
1767 (Sreenivasan 2009, pp. 112–113).

While the original site of the present pair of doors is 
unknown, a Gujarati provenance is conjectured from the 
skill of the mother-of-pearl work. The area of Gujarat was 
recognised as the centre of this craft from the early six-
teenth century, with its mother-of-pearl products both 
large and small gaining international fame. There are two 
main types of mother-of-pearl work: one method uses 
small pieces set in a dark mastic, normally for making dec-
orative boxes and so forth, while the second, of which this 
is an example, uses larger pieces of mother-of-pearl as an 

overlay held on with brass pins. Both types may well have 
been produced in the same place, and Abu’l Fazl’s A<in-i 
Akbari (c. 1595) mentions the province of Ahmedabad (i.e. 
Gujarat) as a centre of production: ‘Designers, wood inlay-
ers and countless other craftsmen so set mother-of-pearl 
that it appears a !ine line, and make pen-boxes and coffers 
and the like of these’ (Jaffer 2002, p. 24). The doors in the 
David Collection are thought to have come from a palace, 
and the present doors may also have adorned a wealthy 
home or possibly a public structure such as a temple or a 
tomb. Mother-of-pearl decoration survives in other sacred 
architectural contexts, for example the early seventeenth-
century tomb canopy of Shah >Alam at Rasulabad, near 
Ahmedabad (ibid.).

PAIR OF WOODEN DOORS INLAID WITH MOTHER-OF-PEARL69
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Folio from the dispersed ‘Mu$ammad B#qir ’ album;  
painting attributed to Balchand, margin paintings to Mu$ammad B#qir
Painting: India, c. 1645; margin paintings: Iran, eighteenth century
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper
Page: 33.5 x 21 cm
AKM 189

Publ: Canby 1998, pp. 149–150 (no. 111); AKTC 2008a, pp. 244–245  
(no. 95)

The ‘Muhammad Baqir’ album, already incomplete prior 
to its !inal dismemberment for sale in 1982, contained a 
number of seventeenth-century Iranian and Indian paint-
ings, as well as copies of European paintings and margin 
illustrations of flowers and plants. The best of the margin 
paintings was signed by the eighteenth-century painter 
Muhammad Baqir, from whom the album has taken its 
unof!icial name (Diba 1989, p. 154), and the present image 
was one of the pages sold in 1982. 

The candid intimacy of this painting of a prince, 
thought to be Dara Shikoh (d. 1659), and his companion 
as they lie on a dark terrace apparently oblivious to the 
!ive female attendants closely surrounding them, marks 
the piece as a product of the seventeenth century. It was 
most likely created during the reign of the Mughal em-
peror Shah Jahan (r. 1628–1657). During this period the in-
formal royal portraiture that had gained popularity under 
Jahangir in the earlier part of the seventeenth century was 
further developed into an art of luxurious and sometimes 
startling intimacy, with scenes set in some of the most 
secluded corners of palace life. The closed nature of the 
architectural setting of this image, as well as the intense, 
locked gaze of the lovers, forces the viewer into the posi-
tion of a voyeur, while the female attendants quietly wait-
ing on the couple stand as a reminder that few aspects of 
palace life can have been truly private for a Mughal prince. 

Deep shadows and chiaroscuro have been used to create 
this tender night scene. Two covered candles at the end of 
the bed and in the corner of the room, and a further can-
dle in the partially open cupboard containing wine gob-
lets, have been used to set up warm directional light with-
in the scene and to render the subjects luminous within a 
darkened palette. The close attention paid to the details of 
the domestic setting extends not only to the careful ren-
dering of objects, such as the duck-headed bottle brought 
by one of the attendants, but also to an important depic-
tion of landscape painting as architectural decoration, 
seen in the lower panels of the far wall. Textual evidence 
shows that wall-paintings illustrating hunting, battle and 

garden scenes were executed at Fatehpur Sikri (1579 CE), 
alongside religious imagery, for the emperor Akbar, and 
the remains of paintings executed for Jahangir were found 
in the tower of Lahore fort (Flood 2006, p. 589). However, 
the unusual depiction in this image of what appear to be 
wall panels painted with unpopulated hilly landscapes 
provides evidence of a less dramatic form of wall painting 
that must also have existed during the Mughal period. 

As Canby has intimated, while this painting has been 
attributed to the court artist Balchand, the painterly in-
terest in the atmospheric possibilities of twilight and cast 
light might equally suggest his brother Payag as the artist. 
Payag’s work is known for artistic experimentation with 
shadow and modelling of form, often cited as evidence of 
a close interest in European painting, particularly Dutch 
still lifes (Canby 1998; Leach 1995, vol. 2, pp. 1115–16). 
Furthermore, in compositional terms, two other night-
scenes by Payag represent the closest comparison pieces 
for this image (Dye 1991, pp. 132–133). A further painting 
showing the union of Khusraw and Shirin, in a Khamsa 
manuscript of c. 1640–1645 created for the future Mughal 
emperor Awrangzib (r. 1659–1707), is also closely compa-
rable (Leach 1998, p. 84).

D#R#  SHIK&H AND A YOUNG WOMAN ON A TERRACE AT NIGHT70
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Delhi; c. 1820–1830
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
29.3 x 21 cm
AKM 464
Publ: AKTC 2009a, p. 252 (no. 189); AKTC 2009b, p. 252 (no. 189); AKTC 
2010a, pp. 268–269 (no. 207)

In contrast to the previous image, this painting shows pa-
latial architecture at its most determinedly public. Post-
dating the advent of formal British occupation in Delhi 
in 1803, this image portrays a building and grounds that 
are already crawling with people, even as more seem to 
be arriving at the gates. The palace that is so carefully 
constructed as the focal point of this image, with its 
distinctive Europeanising architecture in white marble 
and red stone, belonged to a remarkable woman known 
as Begum Samru. A former dancing girl, survivor of two 
European husbands, convert to Catholicism, the ruler of 
Sardhana (a collection of villages northeast of Delhi) and 
an important political player in late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century Delhi, the Begum (an honori!ic title) 
was a woman of substantial property and power when she 
died in 1836, at the age of 85 (Leach 1995, p. 791). Her Delhi 
palace was later severely damaged in the !ight against the 
British in 1857. The structure as it appears in this image 
is clearly identi!iable from watercolour paintings made 
of the north and south views of the building (this is the 
south view), preserved by Sir Thomas Metcalfe in his al-
bum Reminiscences of Imperial Delhi, dated 1843 and now 
held in the British Library. 

‘Company Painting’ is the name often given to a style 
of watercolour painting that fused existing Indian tradi-
tions with European tastes, created by Indian painters 
working for European patrons, although the style also 
gained popularity amongst the Indian elite. The name is 
a reference to the British East India Company, the foreign 
trading monopoly in eighteenth-century India and ulti-
mately the forerunner of formal British rule in Southeast 
Asia. While much Company Painting in Delhi centred on 
images of Mughal monuments to be sold as mementos 
to British residents and tourists, wealthy patrons also 
commissioned paintings depicting themselves and their 
houses, horses and servants. Begum Samru is supposed 
to have decorated her palace with twenty-!ive oil paint-
ings of herself and members of her household, many of 
them by the artist Jiwan Ram who was also a favourite 

portrait painter of various East India Company employ-
ees (Archer 1955, pp. 67–68). One of several surviving 
paintings executed for the Begum shows her, surrounded 
by about eighty courtiers, seated on the terrace of her pal-
ace – which is immediately identi!iable by its pedimented 
white marble doors, also clearly visible in this painting 
(ill. Leach 1995, pp. 788–789). Thus, if the present piece 
was executed for the Begum, it was perhaps intended as 
a boastful portrait of her palace, and by extension a self-
aggrandising image of her wealth and success. Alterna-
tively, it may simply be a souvenir image of a distinctive 
and grand building painted for a tourist. 

The use of a raised viewpoint, exaggerated diagonals 
and strong symmetry became very fashionable in topo-
graphical images painted in late eighteenth-century India 
(ibid., p. 694). Such techniques enabled the artist to !it an 
intense level of detailed, descriptive information into the 
representation of a building or complex, even on a rela-
tively small scale such as this, and this rather ostentatious 
mode of depiction suited those who wished to have their 
property recorded for posterity. The palace itself, includ-
ing as it does classicising columns, a garlanded pediment, 
roof balustrade and a great double staircase with carved 
busts at the base, bears the clear imprint of the Classical 
revival styles such as Palladianism that were fashionable in 
eighteenth-century Britain. Pattern-books of Classicising 
architecture were present in India in the late eighteenth 
century, and the resulting buildings can probably best be 
termed a form of Anglo-Palladianism.

THE PALACE OF BEGUM SAMRU IN DELHI71
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Faizabad, India; c. 1765–1770

Signed ‘Faizullah’ 

Opaque watercolour and gold on paper

Page: 50.2 x 69 cm

AKM 921

Publ: Welch 1978, pp. 82–83 (no. 33); Paitnak 1985, pp. 69–71 (no. 14)

The Nawwab viziers, a family of Iranian Shi>i origin 
who rose to power in Awadh in northern India, gained 
increasing political signi!icance and independence as 
the power of the Mughal dynasty (1526–1858) waned in 
the eighteenth century. Their capitals, at Faizabad and 
subsequently at Lucknow, hosted glittering courts in the 
late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and they were 
eventually accorded a royal title – the kings of Awadh – 
by the British in 1819, as the British East India Company 
sought by all means to gain political and military control 
of the area. Awadh was !inally annexed by the East India 
Company in 1856.

This eighteenth-century example of the grand topo-
graphical style of north Indian painting is thought to have 
been executed during the reign of Shuja> al-Dawla (r. 
1754–1775), a ruler who both enlarged the realm of Awadh 
and made real efforts to protect his state from British pre-
dation. His courtiers patronised the visual and literary arts 
at the !irst Nawwab capital in Faizabad, and this painting 
projects a court culture of con!idence and luxury. The im-
agined elevated viewpoint that is also employed in cat. no. 
71 is here taken to an extreme, with a dizzying panoptical 
view presenting multiple vanishing points – a favourite 
device of north Indian painters during this period. The 
scale of the painting makes this a truly disorienting feat, 
and gives the scene an overloaded quality that invites the 
viewer to peer ever more closely. Very similar paintings, 
in portrait format rather than landscape, are held in the 
Chester Beatty Library (Leach 1995, pp. 694–695) and the 
David Collection (von Folsach 2001, p. 107) and are attrib-
uted to the same painter. As has been noted elsewhere, the 
evident impact of European perspectival models on Indian 
painting in the eighteenth century should not cause us to 
overlook the many aspects of this painting style that are 
descended from other sources, such as Mughal painting 
(Markel 2010, p. 77).

While the foreground of the scene is dominated by the 
set-piece of courtly women watching a dancer who bal-

ances a flask on her head, closer inspection of the archi-
tectural surroundings, and the world that lies beyond the 
distant river, reveals a series of vignettes and surprises. In 
the far background hunters on elephants advance towards 
tigers cornered in a pen; further mounted riders rush to 
the aid of one of their number who is being attacked by a 
giant crocodile in the river; meanwhile, to the right of this 
a quiet agricultural scene takes place. Within the palace 
complex, covered carriages and various !igures converge 
outside the gates of a garden in the middle ground, but the 
rest of the area is free from human activity apart from the 
women in the foreground, and instead presents a wealth 
of architectural and horticultural detail. Elaborate baluster 
columns to left and right are decorated with pink-tipped 
lotus-like forms, echoed in the flowers that !ill the pools 
in the central area of the image, while the watercourses 
that run through the walled gardens and around the pavil-
ions culminate in a waterfall running over a textured slab 
into a pool in the immediate foreground. The disorienting 
power of multiple vanishing points is exempli!ied in the 
centrepiece of this painting: an arch (signed by the artist) 
in the middle of the garden holds a tiny, condensed image 
of the whole scene from the river to the walled gardens 
and fountains, as if refracted in a prism, although it may 
possibly be intended to signify a wall painting.
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