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Gardens, pavilions and tents: The arts of shelter 
J a m e s  L .  W e s c o a t  J r .

In the history of things, gardens come !irst and last. The Garden of Eden at the beginning of the creation, and 

the Garden of Paradise at the end of time for those who have had faith and done good works.1 These garden 

bookends promise shelter, sustenance, and satisfaction beyond human comprehension. In the meantime, as 

this exhibition exuberantly reveals, gardens have inspired artistic imagination and genius. 

Gardens of the Mughal period, in South Asian history and culture of the sixteenth to eighteenth 

centuries, are the ones I know best. Those of Kashmir, in the northwestern region of the Indian subcontinent, 

have epitomised the imagination of paradise on earth, and they still do in some respects. Royal gardens such 

as Shalimar bagh and Nishat bagh (!ig. 1) at Srinagar in Kashmir cascade down the hillslopes surrounding 

Lake Dal, their chilly water channels and fountain sprays redirecting the partially tamed mountain streams. 

Today, oriental plane trees line terraces that host hundreds of family picnics, busloads of schoolchildren, and 

an occasional garden historian. Notwithstanding severe environmental pressures, these paradise-like garden 

landscapes extend out onto the waters in floating lotus leaves and buds, and vegetable market gardens are 

built upon mats of twigs and nutrient-rich organic matter (!ig. 2).

If we proceed from gardens to tents and pavilions, does that follow the course of architectural history 

from early to later forms of expression, or does it swim against the current of time, moving from later to earlier art 

form? Did tents precede pavilions as transportable modes of shelter for hunters, gatherers, shepherds, and military 

bands? Or did the natural, partly open, yet !ixed-in-place pavilion-like shelters of caves and tree canopies precede 

the textile arts of tents, not to mention the wood and stone forms they took in later courtly pavilions? Perhaps a 

more interesting topic is how those art forms interacted with one another in different cultural contexts.

We have already noted that gardens came !irst and last, and so it seems apt to begin with propositions 

about gardens as the context of human shelter, and to close with some thoughts about the garden arts that 

encompassed tents, pavilions and settlements, as well as museum exhibitions and catalogues.

Figure 1. Nishat bagh, 
Srinagar (Kashmir), 
overlooking Dal Lake. 
Photograph by the 
author, 2009.

Figure 2. Floating 
gardens on Dal Lake. 
Photograph by the 
author, 2009.

1 2
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T w o  Q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  I s l a m i c  G a r d e n s

Of the many questions asked about Islamic gardens, two broad approaches adapted from Greek philosophy 

into later Islamic thought stand out. Those who follow a Platonic tradition, consciously or not, ask: ‘What is 

an Islamic garden?’ What are the necessary features that make it a garden and that make a place Islamic? What 

speci!ic connotations and meanings does an Islamic garden have, as compared with other garden traditions? 

And ultimately, what is the ‘form’ of an Islamic garden? Those who follow the more Aristotelian tradition in 

Islamic philosophy might ask a different set of questions. ‘What do Islamic gardens do?’ How have they been 

built, used, and experienced in different places and times? Conversely, how have these places transformed the 

people and places where they were built?

It is stimulating to discuss these philosophical questions in the abstract. They invite fascinating com-

parisons among marvellous surviving historical gardens from Morocco to Indonesia – not to mention com-

parisons with the contemporary gardens of St. Petersburg, Kuala Lumpur, Singapore, and elsewhere. Such 

comparisons can help us imagine the possible futures of garden design.

In the meantime, this exhibition can help us to imagine and think about the gardens in paintings 

and other objects, like the image of a sinner’s plea to God from the Mughal Kulliyat of Sa>di (cat. no. 73), 

which provides a wonderful focus for sustained reflection on gardens. What are the ‘gardens’ in this paint-

ing? Presumably the walled enclosure in the distance, though we see only its treetops. How about the small, 

cultivated plots of land surrounding it, the tree platform in the middle ground, and the spiritual riverfront 

spaces in the foreground? What about the entire landscape, with its exquisite composition from mountains 

to rivers, and from dense urban settlement to the open terrain of the wandering mendicant? It, too, embod-

ies many of the denotations and connotations of garden, leading us toward an ever-expanding de!inition of 

Islamic gardens.

Islamic gardens are often imagined as enclosed, rectilinear, bilaterally symmetrical spaces sometimes 

referred to as chahar baghs (‘fourfold gardens’), de!ined by paved walks and water channels, which served to 

guide the ways in which each person and plant understood their path and place. While Islamic gardens often 

did take this powerful form, scholars are increasingly questioning the overuse of the term chahar bagh, in both 

the interpretation and conservation of historical gardens.2 Indeed, the language of garden arts and science is 

extraordinarily rich in Muslim cultures. The most detailed extant horticultural dictionaries are from medieval 

al-Andalus (Islamic Spain).3 They provided detailed guidance on cropping calendars, cultivation practices, and 

plant maintenance. Recently, an Ottoman garden dictionary was created by Professors Nurhan Atasoy, Deniz 

Çali", Yücel Da#lı and colleagues on the Middle East Garden Traditions website, sponsored by the Dumbarton 

Oaks program in garden and landscape history.4 At last count it had 12,137 dictionary entries, drawn from over 

one hundred sources of Ottoman scholarship!

Paintings like the !inispiece of the Diwan of Sultan Ibrahim Mirza, showing Ibrahim Mirza and com-

panions in a garden (cat. no. 76), remind us that gardens often had irregular changing forms that delighted 

gardeners and revellers then as now. While the architecture of Islamic gardens was often geometrically regu-

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM05.indd   238 31.10.2011   22:35



T
R

E
A

S
U

R
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 A
G

A
 K

H
A

N
 M

U
S

E
U

M

239

lar, their planting designs were far more likely to have irregular, asymmetrical patterns. Consider the painting 

of the young man and his beloved in the Mughal Kulliyat of Sa>di (cat. no. 78). At !irst glance, its two banana 

trees appear to flank and reinforce its symmetrical garden waterworks. A closer look reveals that the two trees 

are placed at different distances from the water channel; groundcover plantings differ in each panel of the 

garden; the central kiosk has shrubs on one side but not the other; and a forest of mixed fruit and jungle trees 

wraps around the garden wall. These delightful variations in the pattern of planting were the norm, not the 

exception, in Islamic garden design.

Turning to the second question, concerning the dynamics of human and environmental processes 

in Islamic gardens, one wonders about what happened, historically, in each of these spaces. How were they 

shaped by the actions of the people, plants, and other creatures ‘who form communities’5 like us? And who 

better to help us consider this question than King Solomon (cat. no. 89)? Solomon reportedly understood the 

languages of birds and other animals. He sits enthroned, not within an enclosed urban palace, but instead 

within a wide-open kiosk tent set within a gardenesque landscape. 

How did these landscapes shape the lives, livelihoods, and aspirations of their builders? How did the 

seasonal qualities of gardens, from their rebirth in spring to the senescence of winter, inspire the poets, phi-

losophers, and people of Muslim societies? The Kulliyat image of the sinner’s plea to God (cat. no. 73) and the 

painting of King Solomon enthroned (cat. no. 89) suggest possible answers to these landscape questions, as do 

items in all of the sections in the exhibition from the theme of sacred topographies to those of cities, palaces, 

and books – many of which feature the architecture of pavilions and tents.

P a v i l i o n s  a n d  T e n t s

One can think about pavilions and tents separately or together. Separately, they invite distinctions between 

the courts and camps of stately and nomadic cultures, respectively. Taken together, these two types of land-

scape architecture (i.e., architecture in the landscape) overlap and interact with one another across different 

regions and times.

Following the magisterial two-volume study by Peter Alford Andrews on Felt Tents and Pavilions: 

the Nomadic Tradition and its Interaction with Princely Tentage, I choose to consider the two forms of shelter 

together. Andrews traces their histories and typologies across the vast sweep of Turkic and Mongol territo-

ries, culminating in the tents and tentage of Timurid Central Asia and Mughal South Asia of the !ifteenth to 

eighteenth centuries.6

‘Tentage’ may seem an awkward word, but it captures the exquisite flexibility of textile architecture, 

including its transportability across the plains, steppes and deserts by animals, carts, and even boats. Tentage 

encompasses complex spatial forms and social relationships, beginning with the multiple layers of textile 

walls and gates which established the outermost limits of guarded encampments, to the intimately orna-

mented reception areas of private elite and harem tent spaces. 
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The nomadic tents of small clans from the Middle Eastern deserts to the Central Asian steppes, by 

comparison, often had a common shape, sturdily formed on wooden frames, and wrapped with warm felts 

in natural colours. They provided simple, effective shelter from the frigid winters and torrid summers of the 

steppes of the continental interior, not to mention the uncertainties of human encounters. When disaster 

strikes today, tents are among the !irst types of material aid to be marshalled and distributed in camps, along 

with food, water, and medical assistance, to provide for the basic needs of displaced communities. Recently, 

however, there has been a shift away from the pre-sewn !ixed forms of emergency canvas tents that may or 

may not !it family spatial needs or hold up through inclement weather. Instead, aid agencies are returning to 

the distribution of ‘tentage’, in the form of rolls of materials that can be con!igured by those in need to !it their 

changing shelter requirements, as in earlier times.

Even in precarious environments, space existed for manifold artistic expressions through architectural 

textiles. The early nineteenth-century plan of a military encampment (cat. no. 93) provides a virtual encyclo-

paedia of tent forms and colours. Most are single-level structures, though some of the most elaborate tents have 

two or three levels of canopies and awnings that would have directed breezes, daylight, and shade. Wooden 

frames supported tent fabrics with forms that varied from cones to pyramidal, trellis, and bell shapes. Some 

trellis tents had dramatic domed forms that imitated masonry domes, draped with elaborate vegetal and fantas-

tic ornament akin to that of glazed tile. The painting of Khusraw killing a lion outside Shirin’s tent (cat. no. 84) 

features a trellis-framed tent with domed roof – with Persian text running at an angle across the awning-like 

panel above, a spatial device that can also be seen on some of the folios in group six, such as cat. no. 108.

When opened up on one or more sides, tents provided shelter from sun and rain, while inviting 

breezes, creating views, and accommodating gatherings in their immediate environs. Recently, there has been 

a revival of luxury tent accommodations that feature these amenities, located at heritage sites in Rajasthan 

and elsewhere. In addition to an entry space for receiving visitors, they may have a dining or writing space 

(though not with the !ine metal inkwells of earlier times displayed in this exhibition, cat. no. 87), a bedroom 

with side-tables, lamps, and chairs, and a fully equipped bathroom. When supplied with a simple raised water 

bucket for the bath, a guest’s water use is reduced to a small fraction of modern hotel water use and approxi-

mates the average water use of urban households in India today.

Simpler structures employed guyed canopies that were erected on wooden poles and secured by ropes 

anchored with wooden pegs or stones, open on all sides. These awnings and canopies took innumerable forms. 

Some created temporary kiosks or baldacini set within a favoured landscape. Other awnings created complex 

two-dimensional planar geometries, such as those depicted in paintings like that showing Shah Ramin preparing 

to defeat the monstrous Half-Men (cat. no. 91), which features conical tents with a raised ornamental awning 

flap directing one’s vision toward the main subject. The very smallest awnings took the form of portable parasols 

that shaded only the person beneath, but with many of the ornamental details of larger canopies.

Sometimes awnings were incorporated into permanent pavilions constructed of wood or stone. The 

transition from tent to pavilion is relatively smooth. As soon as tent supports were made freestanding, an-
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chored on column bases, and joined by a ring beam above, they became pavilions – of the sort depicted in 

the painting of the young man and his beloved in the early seventeenth-century Kulliyat (cat. no. 78). Stone 

pavilions often had awnings to shade their interiors or extend their space beyond the building. Some pavilions 

had a combination of stone and textile chajjas (eves) that blocked sunlight and rain.

Palace-garden courtyards often combined many of the elements of tents and pavilions, defying sim-

ple classi!ication, as in the illustration of complaints brought before a prince in the Akhlaq-i Nasiri (‘Ethics 

of Nasir’) of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (cat. no. 90). A textile canopy tent is raised above the prince, without visible 

architectural support. Behind him stands a columnar trellis tent with a lavishly decorated textile dome, and 

behind that a delicate pavilion or colonnade, perhaps of stone or wood.

In addition to these delicate hybrid architectures, there were monumental pavilions set on high 

plinths whose columns soared tens of metres above the throne, focusing one’s view on a jharoka window (a 

type of balcony window; see cat. no. 40) or mirador (a viewing platform or belvedere) meant for state occa-

sions. D. Fairchild Ruggles has made a strong case for the ‘optic power’ of these overlooks, which commanded 

a panoramic view of the domain and focused the views from the subjects below.7 Similarly, the pavilion-

fronted halls of public audience (diwan-i >amm) of Mughal fortresses and the chihil sutun (forty-columned) 

audience halls of Safavid palaces were perhaps the grandest expressions of pavilion architecture.8 Other 

multi-storeyed masonry pavilions in the Persianate realm were set within vast rectangular water tanks, ap-

proachable via a masonry bridge from one side of the tank, which had domed chhatri pavilions on each of 

their four corner towers. The tanks drew wildlife and provided evaporative cooling in hot summers. In one 

case a tank was converted into a tomb for Nadira Begum, wife of the Mughal prince Dara Shikoh, in mid-sev-

enteenth-century Lahore. Even more commonly, Mughal rulers and their nobles built waterfront gardens, 

in which pavilions !igured most prominently along the river terraces, traces of which still remain, especially 

in the city of Agra, India.9

Pavilions also !igure prominently in Islamic literature. The Haft Paykar (‘Seven Portraits’ or ‘Seven 

Beauties’) of Nizami Ganjavi (d. 1209) is named for the seven brides of the pre-Islamic Persian king Bahram 

Gur, hailing from the seven climates. In Persian geography, a climate could refer to a region of the world as 

well as a latitudinal belt. Each of the princesses had a ‘dome’ built for her, and offered the king a marvellous 

story in turn, one for each night of the week (see cat. nos 102 and 108). The Indian poet Amir Khusraw Dih-

lawi (d. 1325) emulated this masterpiece with his poem Hasht Bihisht (‘Eight Paradises’), in which each of eight 

princesses had a different coloured pavilion in which she told her story.10 

The monumental pavilions in Islamic architecture often looked out upon a flat open space, known 

as a maydan, that sometimes had waterworks and walks as part of its overall design. It does not seem too far 

a stretch to regard these open spaces, which often hosted assemblies of nobles, of!icers, and public !igures, 

dressed in brightly patterned garments which rivalled the designs of surrounding tents and pavilions, as meta-

phorical gardens; that is to say, as gardens of society and state, with all of their order, dynamics, colour, and 

drama projected on a vast social and spatial scale.

AGA_KHAN_BOLUM05.indd   241 31.10.2011   22:35



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

242

Figure 3. West view of 
Samir Kassir Square, 
Beirut. Photograph 
©Roger Moukarzel/Aga 
Khan Trust for Culture.  

Figure 4. Gando 
school, Burkino Faso. 
Photograph © Siméon 
Duchoud/Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture.

A  T h i r d  Q u e s t i o n  a b o u t  I s l a m i c  G a r d e n s

In addition to the two philosophical questions concerning Islamic gardens that we began with, and the in-

sights gained from garden art and architecture in this exhibition, a third question arises. Indeed, whenever 

two questions, two ideas, or two approaches are presented, one often is led to seek a third. 

In this case, the third question is projective, looking out into the future, and asking ‘whither Islamic 

gardens?’ Where is this !ield of landscape history, theory, design, and practice going? What should it aim for in 

the twenty-!irst century? The answers to this question are at once sobering, exciting, manifold, and uncertain.

It is sobering to consider that there are precious few schools and designers of landscape architecture 

in much of the Islamic world. For example, South Asian universities graduate only a small number of students 

each year for a region of over a billion inhabitants. There are some areas of professional expansion in India, 

Iran, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey, to name but a few – but the need and potential for creative garden 

design, broadly conceived, are enormous.

At the same time, exemplary new contemporary garden and pavilion design projects are increasing 

across the Islamic world, as evidenced in the triennial cycles of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture.11 At 

the urban scale, the Samir Kassir Square pool (!ig. 3) provides an oasis-like gathering space, shaded by two 

grand trees, elegantly set within wood decking in downtown urban Beirut. A rural primary school in Gando, 

Burkino Faso (!ig. 4), has a pavilion-like quality that admits daylight and breezes while insulating against 

intense radiant energy. At a larger regional scale, the Wadi Hanifah project in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia (!ig. 5), 

transforms a neglected space into a beautifully coordinated sequence of parks, cultivated !ields, and water 

treatment facilities.

The Aga Khan Trust for Culture’s own garden design and conservation projects, such as Al-Azhar 

Park in Cairo, Egypt, and the conservation and design projects for Humayun’s Tomb-Garden and Sundar 

Nursery in the Nizamuddin area of New Delhi, India, are expanding the meanings and functions of modern 

gardens. Thankfully, there are an increasing number of exemplary landscape design and conservation projects 

to inspire future students, faculty, practitioners, and patrons.

3 4
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Figure 5. Wadi Hanifa 
wetlands, Saudi Arabia. 
Photograph © Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture/
Arriyadh Development 
Authority.

Figure 6. Water 
filtration plant, 
Oshkandass village, 
northern Pakistan. 
Photograph by the 
author, 2010.

Figure 7. Courtyard 
garden, Gilgit River 
valley, northern 
Pakistan. Photograph by 
the author, 2010.

Perhaps even more important for future environments and cultures of the twenty-!irst century 

will be the extensive vernacular garden traditions that endure around the world. Just as gardening is said 

to be the largest hobby in the Western world, it has under-recognised signi!icance across the Islamic world. 

It includes kitchen gardens, household gardens, community gardens, market gardens, local parks, common 

meadows, pastures, springs, and waterways – sometimes graced with pavilions and tented textile awnings 

for shelter. 

Some inspiring recent examples include household and community gardens in villages of the 

Gilgit and Hunza valleys in northern Pakistan. A community water filtration tank rivals the infinity pools 

of contemporary designers (fig. 6). Courtyard gardens grace homes that have been retrofitted with seis-

mic reinforcement, ventilation, insulation, safe water, and sanitation (fig. 7). These design advances build 

upon Islamic landscape heritage and help its communities move boldly and purposely into the twenty-

first century.

5

6 7
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9  Ebba Koch, ‘The Mughal Waterfront Garden’, in Attilio Petruccioli 
(ed.), Gardens in the Time of the Great Muslim Empires (Leiden/New 
York: Brill, 1997), pp. 140–160. Reprinted in Mughal Art and Imperial 
Ideology, pp. 183–202.
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Folio 75v from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliy!t 
(‘Collected Works’) of Sa>d!
Mughal India; c. 1604
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 41.7 x 26.4 cm
AKM 284

Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 158–159 (no. 77); Brand 1995, pp. 
116–117 (no. 78b)

The painters who worked on this illustrated version of the 
Kulliyat (‘Collected Works’) of Sa>di (other paintings from 
this manuscript can be seen in cat. nos 29, 30, 45, 52, 78 and 
82) created some images that depart from literal interpre-
tations of the text. In this instance the painter has com-
pletely changed the setting of the textual episode, which 
comes from the last section of the Bustan of Sa>di, a pas-
sage on prayer. The text describes a man who had become 
intoxicated, then ran into a mosque and cried out ‘Oh 
Lord! Take me to the loftiest Paradise!’ When the muezzin 
laid hands on him and tried to evict him from the mosque 
for his unworthy behaviour, the drunkard burst into tears 
and eloquently called upon God to remember His prom-
ise that the door of repentance is always open. The text 
at the top of this illustration represents the !inal words of 
the penitent drunk: ‘Oh Mighty One! Forgive this wareless 
one; none’s to be seen with a record blacker than mine, 
for I have no acceptable deeds to offer: merely my trust in 
Your support, my hope in Your forgiveness; no wares have 
I brought but hope: Oh God! Let me not cease to hope for 
pardon!’ (Goswamy – Fischer 1987, p. 158).

Here, the mosque has been exchanged for a remote 
outdoor location by a stream, far from the city, and the 
‘sinner’ now appears as the most prominent of a group of 
four sages, his weakness for drink only referenced oblique-
ly by the pouring vessel at his side. The transformation of 
both setting and characters is so extreme it is perhaps to 
be understood as an allegorical illustration of the univer-
sality of repentance. More likely, however, the image’s 
placement at the end of the Bustan, one of the main books 
of the Kulliyat, means that we should read the painting as 
a !inispiece, referring in its imagery to the poet and his 
peers: it is after all Sa>di himself who speaks through the 
voice of the drunkard, and the central !igure may well be 
intended to represent the poet himself. 

In the background stands a walled city, contain-
ing many block-like buildings represented in a style that 
seems to be drawn from the conventions of earlier Italian 
and Northern Renaissance paintings and book illustra-

tion. To the right of the city is an intriguing and unusual 
representation of an enclosed garden seen from outside, 
with high walls and corner towers: a similar structure is 
visible in the painting of Sanjar and the Old Woman in 
the 1595 Khamsa made for Akbar (Brend 1995, p. 6). Walled 
gardens located outside the city were a prerogative of the 
extremely wealthy in earlier Middle Eastern societies and 
were also constructed by the Mughals during their set-
tlement of India (Koch 1997, p. 143). Meanwhile, a more 
understated type of landscape cultivation is shown in the 
lone tree that grows out of a square white platform in the 
middle-ground of the painting. 

73 A SINNER’S PLEA TO GOD 
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript, probably the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni"#m! 
Mughal India; c. 1610–1620
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper

Page: 43.8 x 28.8 cm
AKM 147
Publ: Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 107–108 (no. 49)

The stories that developed around Alexander the Great, ‘a 
hero claimed by both East and West’, placed him in Per-
sian literature as the hero of the Iskandar cycles of the 
Shahnama of Firdawsi and the Khamsa of Nizami. While 
the Alexander of earlier miniature paintings executed in 
Iran and India was depicted as a native of those lands (see 
cat. no. 83), this painting and another from the same man-
uscript, as well as a c. 1615 portrait bust of the conqueror, 
all show him with markedly European features, wearing 
the striking gold helmet of Classical form and tunic with 
a square neckline that can be seen here. Leach has pro-
posed that the source of these three pro!ile images may 
have been an as yet unidenti!ied print, based on a por-
trait medal, which would in its turn have been based on 
Greek and Roman coins (Leach 1998, p. 90). Print imagery 
from Europe that circulated within the Mughal court was 
the source of various identi!iable images and motifs in 
Mughal painting, and this image represents yet another 
example of the unique fusion of distinct artistic styles that 
was such a feature of paintings executed during the reign 
of Jahangir (r. 1605–1627). 

While Alexander is associated with the ‘talking tree’ 
at the ends of the earth, from which he heard the proph-
ecy of his own death, the plane tree of this image seems 
completely unrelated to that mystical trope. The image of 
the Mughal emperor Humayun (d. 1556) in a tree pavilion 
with a younger companion (often identi!ied as Humayun’s 
heir, the future emperor Akbar), who presents him with 
a painting, is known from a number of Indian miniature 
paintings of the second half of the sixteenth century in-
cluding a famous image by >Abd al-Samad datable to c. 
1549–1555 (Melikian-Chirvani 2007, pp. 436–437). While 
that earlier image shows Humayun and his companion 
seated in a tree platform that is linked to the upper floor 
of an elaborate two-storeyed pavilion via a walkway, and 
thus sites the tree platform as a whimsical addition to the 
luxurious architecture of the palace garden, the simpler 
construction shown in the present painting appears to be 

located in the countryside and presents the almost surreal 
spectacle of two men having climbed into a tree-house to 
have a drink. Given the ephemeral nature of this kind of 
structure, it is dif!icult to know if this image corresponds 
to any real tree pavilions created in Mughal architectural 
practice. The anachronistic turbans of the young man in 
the pavilion with Alexander and the man who offers the 
book at bottom left have been drawn from the fashions of 
Humayun’s time, strongly suggesting that this image has 
indeed been adapted from the earlier images of Humayun 
in a tree-pavilion, with Alexander substituted for Humay-
un and a self-conscious historicisation at work (Goswamy 
– Fischer 1987).

The other painting of Alexander that is thought to 
come from the same manuscript as this one shows the 
conqueror – again wearing the characteristic Classical 
helmet – perched somewhat precariously in the fork of a 
plane tree, with a bird of prey on his wrist, while a sage 
seated on the ground below offers him a book (Binney 
1973, p. 75). In that image, as in the present painting, the 
central plane tree containing the hero divides the back-
ground into various semi-independent vignettes of men 
performing tasks and herding animals, and the similarities 
between the two are certainly suf!icient to suggest that 
one composition is an adaptation of the other. 

ISKANDAR (ALEXANDER THE GREAT) IN A TREE PAVILION74
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript of the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni"#m!
Shiraz, Iran; manuscript dated 948 H/1576 CE (?)
Opaque watercolour, ink, silver and gold on paper
Page: 26.5 x 30.2 cm
AKM 68
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 164 (not ill.); AKTC 2010b, p. 293 (no. 125)

This folio is one of four pages from a dispersed manuscript 
of the Khamsa of Nizami now held in the collection of the 
Aga Khan Museum. Anthony Welch gives the work a date 
of 948 H/1576 CE, although he does not say where on the 
manuscript this date is to be found. The precise scene has 
not yet been identi!ied, although Welch suggests it prob-
ably comes from the Haft Paykar (‘Seven Portraits’), the 
fourth poem of Nizami’s literary masterwork, as does an-
other page from this manuscript illustrated in cat. no. 108. 

The Khamsa, originally completed in the early thir-
teenth century, is a collection of !ive long poems. The !irst 
of these is a didactic poem composed of short moral fa-
bles, and the last is a historical epic detailing the life and 
exploits of Iskandar, or Alexander the Great. The three 
most popular poems, however, are the historical romances 
that lie in between: Khusraw wa Shirin tells the story of 
the last great Sasanian ruler of Iran, Khusraw II, and his 
beloved Shirin; Layla wa Majnun relates the desert trag-
edy of a love-crazed poet and a young tribeswoman; and 
the fourth poem, the Haft Paykar, is the most intricate of 
all !ive works in the Khamsa. A love story of seven parts, 
the Haft Paykar follows the pre-Islamic Iranian hero Bah-
ram Gur as he visits seven princesses in seven pavilions on 
seven consecutive nights, each of them telling him a story. 
The emphasis placed on the good life in the Haft Paykar 
means that this pleasant garden scene, showing beauti-
fully dressed men arranged in a pleasing composition and 
talking earnestly while one of them plays a tambourine, 
would not be out of place in that poem. That said, the im-
age is quite a standardised type.

Stylistically the painting can be attributed to late six-
teenth-century Shiraz, where artists imitated fashionable 
styles of court painting for a market of wealthy members 
of the public who aspired to own luxury manuscripts. 
The manuscript from which this page comes was almost 
certainly created for open sale rather than being commis-
sioned by a patron, as the rather formulaic nature of the 
illustrations suggest commercial production. The scene 
has been painted in a manner that follows sixteenth-cen-

tury court painting styles; one of the criticisms made at 
the time about Shirazi illustrated books is the sameness 
of their designs and uniformity of their appearance (Sou-
davar 1992, p. 242). The long slender !igures of this image 
are predominantly very young men, although some are 
bearded, with various skin tones possibly indicating dif-
ferent ethnic types. 

An interesting feature of this folio and others from 
the same manuscript is the elaboration of the text block 
into a spatial element that both impinges on and interacts 
with the space of the illustration. The !igure in the top left 
of the image, who is partially cropped by the central text 
block, appears to be entering the garden from a space be-
hind the text, an effect that is enhanced by the slanting 
edge of the text panel above him giving the upper edge of 
the block the appearance of an awning. The correspond-
ing panel below, meanwhile, leads from the far left of the 
page into the picture space like a path.

A GARDEN SCENE75
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Detached double finispiece, folios 86v–87r from an illustrated manuscript 
of the D"w!n of Sul$#n Ibr#h!m M!rz#; 
Illustration on folio 23r signed by >Abdull#h al-Muzahhib,  
frontispiece illumination signed by >Abdull#h Sh!r#z!, also known as 
>Abdull#h al-Muzahhib
Qazwin or Mashhad, Iran; dated 990 H/1582–83 CE
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Pages: 23.9 x 16.8 cm
AKM 282

Publ: Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 94–98 (no. 30); Canby 1998, pp. 63–64 
(no. 38); Canby 1999, p. 87; Newby 2004, p. 170; AKTC 2007a, p. 77 
(no. 46); AKTC 2007b, pp. 74–75 (no. 46). Other folios from the same 
manuscript: Marteau – Vever 1913, pp. 122, 124; Falk 1985, p. 111 (no. 77); 
Simpson 1997, p. 301; AKTC 2008a, pp. 110–111 (no. 35)

The preface to this manuscript of the Persian and Turk-
ish poetry of Sultan Ibrahim Mirza states that the text was 
compiled and the manuscript commissioned by his daugh-
ter Gawhar-Shad, and the high quality of the calligraphy, 
painting and illumination make this a touching tribute to 
the memory of a great patron of the arts. Sultan Ibrahim 
Mirza (b. 1543–44, d. 1577) was the nephew of the Safavid 
ruler Shah Tahmasp; being the son of Bahram Mirza, Tah-
masp’s only full brother, he married the shah’s daughter 
Gawhar-Sultan, and was appointed governor of Mashhad 
in northeastern Iran. Prior to his murder in Qazwin at the 
command of his tyrannical cousin Shah Isma>il II, Ibrahim 
Mirza had assembled a great atelier of artists and crafts-
men at his court in Mashhad, and he commissioned a fa-
mous manuscript of the Haft Awrang of Jami, completed 
in 1565 (Simpson 1997). 

As Anthony Welch has noted, Ibrahim Mirza’s own po-
etry may not have quite deserved the praise heaped upon 
it by his former clerk Qadi Ahmad, but the present manu-
script is nonetheless an important record of the writings 
of a connoisseur of the arts, as well as a work of art in itself 
(Welch – Welch 1982; Minorsky 1959, pp. 155–165, 183–184). 
It contains eighty-seven folios (a mistake in the number-
ing of the pages led earlier authors to state that there are 
eighty-eight) with six single-page illustrations (see also 
cat. no. 110) in addition to this double-page !inispiece. A 
further illustrated copy of the Diwan, dated 989 H/1581–82 
CE, is held in the Gulestan Library, Tehran (Simpson 1997, 
p. 300). 

The image of a ruler seated in a pleasant garden, sur-
rounded by servants and courtiers in richly patterned 
robes who serve drinks and food and make music, is a re-
curring theme in Persianate miniature painting from the 
Timurid period onwards. Such images have been seen as 
illustrative of the nomadic heritage of various Iranian dy-
nasties and the descent of their models of kingship from 

nomadic customs (O’Kane 1993). Paintings like this dou-
ble-page image are essentially variations on the standard 
enthronement type: although the garden setting permits 
a greater informality than is often to be seen in palace 
scenes, the arrangement of the !igures around the cano-
pied structure leaves the viewer in no doubt as to who is 
the most important person in the composition. 

Even in the garden, architecture serves to elevate: in 
addition to his golden seat, the honori!ic canopy above 
the enthroned person – a Middle Eastern and South Asian 
tradition of solar symbolism that predates Islam – also 
plays a signi!icant role in the iconography of kingship (see 
Malecka 1999, pp. 27–28). This six-sided canopied struc-
ture is part of a larger body of polygonal garden structures 
that lie somewhere between permanent and impermanent 
architecture; the lack of surviving premodern garden ar-
chitecture means that miniature paintings are the primary 
source of our knowledge of such forms. The seated prince, 
identi!ied by Anthony Welch as Sultan Ibrahim Mirza 
himself, is shown enjoying all the trappings of court life, 
while some of the younger members of his retinue amuse 
themselves by playing backgammon (nard in Persian, a 
game traditionally associated with the royal court) and 
shooting at a bird through a reed pipe on the facing page.

IBR$H %M M %RZ$  AND COMPANIONS IN A GARDEN76
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Folio from a dispersed illustrated manuscript of the Sh!hn!ma of 
Firdaws!, thought to have been completed during the reign of  
Sh#h Ism#>!l II; painting attributed to ‘%#diq! ’ at bottom left
Qazwin, Iran; c. 1576–77
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Page: 45.6 x 30.5 cm
AKM 72
Publ: Ackerman 1940 (frontispiece); A. Welch 1972a, pp. 169–178

This painting of the Turanian (Central Asian) ruler Pa-
shang and his son comes from a manuscript of the 
Shahnama believed to have been completed for the fratri-
cidal Safavid ruler, Isma>il II (b. 1533–34, d. 1577). With his 
mind disordered by his twenty-year imprisonment at the 
hands of his father Shah Tahmasp, Isma>il’s ascension to 
the Iranian throne in August 1576 was followed by the sys-
tematic assassination or blinding of almost every prince 
of the royal blood, including !ive of his own brothers. His 
regime of terror was short-lived, however: of!icers of the 
court conspired to poison his opium and he died in No-
vember 1577. Given the chaos of the reign of Isma>il II, it is 
thought that this manuscript was probably initiated under 
the previous ruler, Shah Tahmasp. 

The manuscript was still intact when exhibited in Par-
is in 1912; however, it was subsequently dismembered for 
sale by the dealer Georges-Joseph Demotte and its leaves 
are now scattered all over the world (Robinson 1976, p. 62). 
Many of the miniatures from this imperial Shahnama bear 
attributions written in a contemporary hand, presumably 
that of a royal librarian: these inscriptions name some of 
the most important artists of the Safavid royal atelier. The 
ascription to ‘Sadiqi’ on this painting means that it can 
be attributed to Sadiqi Beg, future director of the royal 
library and also thought to be the painter of the illustra-
tions in the Aga Khan Museum’s remarkable manuscript 
of the Anwar-i Suhayli (see cat. nos 51 and 98).

Afrasiyab, dressed in a yellow robe with armoured 
plates and a plumed helmet, approaches his father Pa-
shang to discuss the invasion of Iran by the Turanian 
troops. There is no particular need for the scene to be lo-
cated outdoors, but the garden setting is probably a refer-
ence to the nomadic heritage of the Turanians, who are 
often equated with various Turkic tribes of Central Asia. 
Like countless other miniature paintings in illustrated 
manuscripts of the Shahnama, the composition is cen-
tred around an enthronement image, with an emphasis 

on the pleasurable aspects of courtly life. While Pashang 
and his people might be nomads, the elaborate canopy of 
his tiled and screened dais, as well as the chamfered pool 
with a fountain and lined channels that lies in front of his 
seat, do not suggest a rough-and-ready encampment but 
instead reflect the preoccupation with luxurious courtly 
gardens seen in Timurid and Safavid miniature paint-
ing. The Iranian royal garden as site of court ceremony, 
a practice attested by historical texts, miniature paint-
ings and architectural remains from the Mongol period 
(c. 1256–1353) onwards, can be understood as a reflection 
of the nomadic heritage of the Mongol and Timurid rul-
ers who were so important in the formation of Persianate 
miniature painting (O’Kane 1993).

AFR$SIY$B TALKING WITH HIS FATHER PASHANG77
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Folio 137r from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliy!t 
(‘Collected Works’) of Sa>d!
Mughal India; c. 1604
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 41.8 x 26.5 cm; image and text within borders: 26.3 x 14.4 cm
AKM 284
Publ: Canby 1998, pp. 131–132 (no. 98)

Unlike many of the other paintings in this illustrated Kul-
liyat of Sa>di (see cat. nos 29, 30, 45, 52, 73 and 82), the 
scene depicted here gives a visual evocation of the love 
poem that is inscribed around it, rather than a narrative 
illustration of a particular event in the text. The artist – 
suggested by Canby (1998, p. 132) to be Hiranand, a painter 
from the atelier of the Mughal Emperor Akbar – has used 
the freedom from narrative requirements to create a fan-
tastic architectural structure, placing it in a manicured 
garden that reflects real-world Mughal landscape-gar-
dening practice. The pavilion is constructed with ornate 
constricted columns, each having the appearance of three 
rather spindly baluster columns mounted on top of each 
other. The Mughal baluster column has been shown by 
Koch to be a conscious adaptation of a European motif as 
well as a development from pre-Islamic Hindu and Bud-
dhist architectural forms, and as such is something of a 
leitmotif in Mughal architecture (Koch 1982, pp. 252–255). 
In this instance, the artist’s fancy has also included an-
thropomorphic heads at the base of each column.

In both the background and immediate foreground 
of the image, the cultivated ground has been divided into 
squares framed by paths down which water-channels run, 
a technique commonly associated with the chahar bagh 
(Persian: ‘fourfold garden’). The chahar bagh typically com-
prises a four-square plan with axial walkways (khiyabans) 
intersecting at the centre, frequently with a pavilion lo-
cated at the intersection, and, although the arrangement 
is most famously associated with the gardens of Islamic 
Iran and India, it may have had its roots in much earlier 
gardens of the Middle East and Classical West (Ruggles 
2008, pp. 41–43). 

Famous Mughal examples of the chahar bagh survive 
in situ, such as the Anghuri Bagh (‘Garden of the Grapes’) 
at the Red Fort near Agra, and the image of this garden 
type lives on in manuscript illustrations: two well known 
late sixteenth-century double-page illustrations from dis-
persed Baburnama manuscripts show chahar baghs being 

created under the supervision of Babur, the !irst Mughal 
emperor of India (ill. in Goswamy – Fischer 1987, p. 83, 
and Ruggles 2008, plate 14). The interplay of water with 
the landscape was all-important for aesthetic reasons as 
well as irrigation, and in the present painting water flows 
from the base of the pavilion down an angled panel into 
one pool after another, while a fountain jets merrily in the 
scalloped well of the frontal pool.

THE YOUNG MAN AND HIS BELOVED78
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Folio 4v 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)

Other pages from this unique manuscript of the Tuhfet ül-
leta<if of >Ali ibn Naqib Hamza are illustrated in cat. nos 
39, 56, 62 and 91. The present image, showing the young 
prince Shah Ramin seated in a tranquil garden structure 
while attended by courtiers, is located very near the be-
ginning of the Tuhfet ül-leta<if and it may be intended as 
dramatic irony when juxtaposed with the many episodes 
of hardship the prince is about to undergo in the text. The 
four lines of the text contained in the boxes above and 
below the image describe the ‘cooked apples, pears and 
peaches’ brought before the prince as he commands the 
gardener to cook the deer he has brought back from the 
hunt; the scene is one of the utmost courtly luxury (trans-
lation by Lale Uluç). 

The beardless prince, whose face is marked with the 
black ‘beauty spots’ that appear on many of the important 
characters illustrated in this and other Ottoman romance 
manuscripts of the late sixteenth century, wears the green 
robe and plumed helmet in which he will appear in many 
subsequent images. The flattened panels of tile frieze 
that are presented perpendicular to the picture plane, as 
if flattened, are rather abruptly contrasted by the linear 
perspective that has been employed within the depictions 
of the staircase and the fountain. The latter is a particu-
larly striking and unusual device, with careful observation 
shown in the level of detail, such as the gold spouts pro-
jecting at each level, and the whole fountain looks as if it 
has possibly been drawn from a real model.

Ba#ci et al have proposed that the miniature paint-
ings of this manuscript could be the work of the Ottoman 
court painter Nakkash Hasan (d. 1622?) and his assistants, 
suggesting that similarities in dimensions, layout, script 
type, artistic style, colour scheme and compositional in-
genuity relate the Tuhfet ül-leta<if with the monumental, 
six-volume ‘Life of the Prophet’ or Siyer ül-Nebi created 
for Murad III and partially illustrated by Nakkash Hasan 
(Ba#ci 2010, pp. 164, 210). Both the present illustration and 
a related image also from this manuscript (fol. 115v; see es-

say by Margaret Graves, !ig. 8) include marble staircases 
shown at oblique angles and bordered with low upright 
panels: these can be directly compared with the same de-
vice as it appears in an illustration from another manu-
script thought to have been illustrated by Nakkash Hasan 
and his workshop, the romance tale Destan-i Ferruh u 
Huma, dated 1010 H/1601–2 CE (ibid., p. 211). The distinc-
tive depiction of the veining of the marble, and the flat-
tened treatment of the individual steps of the staircases, 
as well as very close similarities in the design and colour 
of the tilework panels that can be seen in images from the 
Tuhfet ül-leta<if and the Destan-i Ferruh u Huma, and also 
in the Siyer ül-Nebi miniatures, would also suggest these 
images as the work of the same individual(s).

SH$H R$M %N SEATED IN A PALACE GARDEN79
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Egypt, probably Cairo; possibly twelfth century
Carved marble
60 x 39 cm
AKM 817
Unpublished

The carved marble jar stands that are now known as kil-
gas appear to be unique to the Nile basin, and are quite 
possibly unique to Cairo. These objects are conjectured to 
have functioned as stands for large water jars made from 
unglazed earthenware (Knauer 1979). The jars would have 
been set on the upright trunk section at the back of the 
kilgas, where the water that !iltered through the porous 
body of the jar would drip into the back cavity, before 
trickling down through the arched opening and collecting 
in the frontal trough. Filtration practices, including !ilter-
ing water by secretion through unglazed earthenware ves-
sels as well as animal skins, are recorded in the eleventh-
century writings of a Cairene doctor called Ibn Ridwan, 
who argued that the !iltering of Nile water was essential 
for the maintenance of a healthy society in Cairo (Dols 
1984, pp. 135–136). 

It is not known at present if the kilgas, of which there 
are over seventy documented examples in museums 
around the world, and probably a great many more, were 
originally created for use in private homes, mosques or 
other public buildings (Graves 2010, p. 157 and cat. nos 3.1–
3.69). Certainly several examples were recorded as being in 
use in Mamluk and Ottoman mosques in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, but it is likely that at least some 
of the kilgas signi!icantly predate those institutions, and 
the presence of !igural ornament on a number of examples 
also argues against their having been created exclusively 
for mosques. A number of further examples are decorated 
with crosses, suggesting an ecclesiastical or more broadly 
Christian context, and it can be surmised that the kil-
gas must have been in use across all sectors of medieval 
Cairene society.

Only one published example has so far been shown 
to bear a date: an elaborately decorated example in the 
Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo bears a damaged inscrip-
tion ending in …in wa khamsami<a, i.e. a number ending 
in ‘… and !ive hundred’. This would date it to 520–590 H 
(1125–26 to 1193–94 CE) (see Ibrahim 1978, pp. 2–3 and 
Graves 2010, p. 165). Most other examples bearing legible 

inscriptions have been inscribed with generic good wishes 
for health and long life, often with elisions and mistakes, 
and as such are fairly uninformative (Elisséeff 1947, pp. 
35–36). The inscriptions on the present kilga, which also 
appear to be general benedictory expressions, have been 
executed in a good Ku!ic script that shows the beginnings 
of foliation; together with the generally high quality of the 
carved ornament, this marks this kilga out as one of the 
!iner examples of the type.

The monumental form that is necessary to their func-
tion as supports for extremely heavy water jars requires 
that each kilga be carved from a single block of stone. Ib-
rahim has suggested spolia as the source of this marble, 
as their dimensions would accord with broken sections of 
Classical columns (Ibrahim 1978, p. 1). But it is not only 
their material that connects the kilgas with architecture. 
The group as a whole represents a sustained and complex 
play on architectural forms, particularly the assemblage 
known as a salsabil. In its most advanced form this water-
feature is an ensemble of a lion-headed waterspout, an in-
clined stone slab, channels, pools and sometimes a muqar-
nas grotto (see Tabbaa 1985 and 1987). These elements are 
reflected in truncated and miniaturised forms on the body 
of the kilga: the inclined area down which the water passes 
from trunk to trough is, in the most elaborate examples, 
carved in imitation of the zig-zag design found on the in-
clined panels of full-size fountains; the frontal trough is 
commonly chamfered to resemble a domestic or palatial 
pool of the type excavated at Fustat (medieval Cairo); the 
projections above the archway can be seen to bear feline 
faces on many examples; and the presence of muqarnas on 
the side panels may be a rather dramatically recon!igured 
reference to the muqarnas grotto from which the full-size 
salsabil springs (Graves 2010, chapter 3).

KILGA  ( JAR STAND)80
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Egypt; possibly fifteenth century
Polished marble and coloured stone inlaid into plaster
Length: 223.5 cm
AKM 571
Publ: Makariou 2007, pp. 94–95 (no. 30); AKTC 2009a, p. 133 (no. 92); 
AKTC 2009b, p. 133 (no. 92); AKTC 2010a, pp. 134–135 (no. 94)

Mosaics of cut and polished stone became popular in 
the Mamluk period in Egypt, and were often used as sur-
rounds for fountains or as wall decoration, as well as floor 
pavements. Some of the earliest examples of this type of 
decoration can be seen in the mausoleum of Qalawun in 
Cairo (built 1285): those early versions of the technique are 
very !inely cut and incorporate mother-of-pearl elements 
alongside different colours of cut stone, giving a rich and 
glittering appearance. Within the mausoleum of Qalawun 
stone mosaic panels of miniature arches enclosing !ields 
of geometric ornament appear below the vine frieze 
(Flood 1997, pp. 62–63). A similar panel of four arches, now 
held in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, is thought to 
have been taken from the mausoleum of al-Ashraf Bars-
bay (dated 1432), where more panels of this type remain 
in situ (O’Kane 2006, p. 176; Behrens-Abouseif 2007, p. 
256). Although less imposing in scale and non-structural 
in nature, those funerary panels of mosaic arches are com-
parable to the present arches in their use of contrasting 
colours (ablaq) within the arch, and six-pointed star motifs 
within the spandrels.

As Juvin (in Makariou 2007) has pointed out, attempts 
to date this set of arches stylistically through analysis of 
individual motifs are somewhat fruitless, as the six-point-
ed stars, hexagonal repeating patterns and knotted corner 
motifs employed on the panels are met with very widely 
in Egyptian stone mosaic. Mamluk parallels for the knot-
ted motifs, for example, could be cited in the courtyard 
floor of the complex of Sultan Hasan (1356–1363) or in a 
panel above a doorway in the mosque of Amir Altinbugha 
al-Maridani (1339–1340), both in Cairo. Further compari-
sons could also be made with domestic pavements and 
fountain decorations in palace reception rooms. Stone in-
lay of this style continued in popularity right through to 
the Ottoman period, from which various examples survive 
such as the decoration of the qa>a (reception room) of the 
seventeenth-century house of al-Suhaymi, with arched re-
cesses on the walls facing onto a sunken, scalloped basin 
in the centre of the courtyard, all faced with polychrome 

cut and polished stone. Evidently the forms of decoration 
which had once been high fashion for the funerary monu-
ments of the Mamluk sultans had a long afterlife in do-
mestic settings in Cairo. 

It has been proposed that this panel and a fountain 
decoration sold in 1993 both came from a palace dating 
to the time of the Mamluk sultan Qaytbay (r. 1468–1496), 
and as Juvin observes, the triple-arch design can be seen 
in some !ifteenth-century Mamluk reception rooms, mak-
ing this a possible point of origin. In reception rooms the 
running water of the fountain would lower the air tem-
perature and create a soothing sound, while the cool poly-
chrome marble surfaces would be pleasing to sight and 
touch. Running water holds a longstanding position of 
importance in the architecture of Middle Eastern elites 
both for practical and aesthetic reasons, and architectural 
features using running water, such as fountains, pools and 
channels, continue to represent luxurious status symbols 
for the very wealthy.

PANEL OF THREE ARCHES81
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Folio 76r from an illustrated manuscript of the Kulliy!t 
(‘Collected Works’) of Sa>d!
Mughal India; c. 1604
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: approx. 41.8 x 26.2 cm
AKM 284

Publ: Welch – Welch 1982, p. 195 (no. 64); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 
44–45 (no. 12); Brand 1995, pp. 114–115 (no. 78a)

The illustrated manuscript of the Kulliyat (‘Collected 
Works’) of Sa>di in the collection of the Aga Khan Muse-
um, represented in this catalogue by !ive further paintings 
in addition to this one (see cat. nos 29, 30, 45, 52, 73 and 78) 
contains twenty-three illustrations in total, the !irst nine-
teen of which appear in the two long poems that comprise 
the bulk of the text. Fifteen paintings illustrate the Bustan 
(‘Garden of Fragrance’), followed by four in the Gulistan 
(‘Flower Garden’). The present image comes from the pref-
ace to the Gulistan, which contains a dedication to Sa>d 
ibn Abu Bakr ibn Sa>d, a short-reigned Salghurid ruler and 
the son of the patron of the Bustan. 

The young vassal of the Mongols – not yet a ruler at 
the time of the poem’s composition – has been depicted 
with distinctly Central Asian features. With a serious ex-
pression, he gazes at the poet seated opposite him with-
in the privileged space of the rug, while Sa>di’s eyes are 
cast down towards the work he has just completed. The 
paraphernalia of the writer – book, scroll, scissors, inkpot 
and pen – lie before him, but in his hand he holds a ro-
sary (tasbih) like those carried by dervishes, pilgrims and 
ordinary believers to the present day, for the recitation of 
the ninety-nine names of God. Between the two men lies a 
dish !illed with gold coins. The introduction to the Bustan, 
in common with other poems of this type, begins with a 
long invocation of thanks and praise to God, followed by a 
panegyric in praise of the earthly ruler whose sponsorship 
enabled the poet to write the text, making delicate refer-
ence to the ‘bounty of the great’, i.e. !inancial reward for 
the poem (Ross 1890, p. 73). Thus this image brings togeth-
er on one rug all the elements necessary for the creation 
of the poem: the will of God, the whim of the patron, the 
talent of the poet and, at the centre of it all, hard currency. 

The six-sided garden pavilion that dominates the 
background bears no particular relation to the events of 
the text, but has presumably been included as an indicator 
of the re!ined, palace-garden setting of the courtly scene. 
Similar domed polygonal garden kiosks with equally ex-
quisite decoration appear in earlier manuscript paintings 

from Greater Iran (e.g. Lentz – Lowry 1989, p. 260), but 
the interest in a more naturalistic depiction of architec-
tural mass, most clear in the arch-shaped niche just visible 
within the interior, marks this out as a distinctly Mughal 
depiction. The close relationship between tents and pa-
vilions, both of them functioning in elite contexts as a 
means of further enjoying the pleasant surroundings of 
the garden, is particularly obvious in this small polygonal, 
domed structure if one compares it with the rounded trel-
lis tents or polygonal tents visible in countless miniature 
paintings (see cat. no. 83). The lack of a clear distinction 
between permanent and impermanent architecture was 
an important feature of certain court cultures of the me-
dieval Middle East, particularly in Iran and India, and it is 
sometimes hard to draw a line between tents and pavil-
ions when looking at the garden structures represented in 
miniature paintings.

SA>D%  AND HIS DEDICATEE SA>D IBN AB%  BAKR IBN SA>D82
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Folio from a dispersed manuscript, probably the Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni"#m!
Shiraz, Iran; c. 1560
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
Page: 29.9 x 20.9 cm
AKM 414
Publ: A. Welch 1972a, p. 157 (not ill.)

The representation of different types of princely tents, 
created from brightly coloured and richly patterned fab-
rics, was a staple of Persianate miniature painting, from 
the grandest compositions of the ‘classical’ period under 
the Timurid princes to the luxury commercial produc-
tion of sixteenth-century Safavid Shiraz. This painting 
(which has been retouched in places) is a good example 
of the latter style, and the manuscript from which it 
came was most likely produced for open sale to a wealthy 
but non-courtly market. 

Three different types of tented structure can be seen 
in this painting: a cylindrical trellis tent with a cloth cover-
ing in shades of blue; a white canopy mounted on a central 
pole and held in place with guy ropes, which is coupled 
with a back panel of cloth screens behind the seated !igure 
of Iskandar; and to the far left, an awning of ornamented 
white cloth with striped edges, supported by poles. Impe-
rial tents of similar form to those portrayed in this paint-
ing were earlier described by Ruy Gonzáles de Clavijo, the 
Spanish ambassador to the court of Timur in 1404, who 
describes an awning made of ‘white linen stuff overset 
and let into with coloured embroidery […] the awning had 
wooden poles at the back which supported it by means of 
cords holding it taut’ (Le Strange 1928, p. 237). As has been 
stated elsewhere, it would be risky to interpret miniature 
paintings as literal representations of architectural truths. 
However, this description would suggest that we should 
probably understand the blue and red designs painted 
onto the white surfaces of the awning and cloth screens as 
depictions of a type of embroidery. 

Elsewhere in his record of the embassy to Timur’s court 
Clavijo describes an imperial trellis tent, constructed from 
a cylindrical frame of latticed wooden sides with a domed 
top, covered with heavy felt (ibid., p. 240). Trellis tents – 
which are commonly (and incorrectly) known in English 
as ‘yurts’ – appear very frequently in miniature paint-
ings, like the blue example seen in this image. They are 
generally represented as being rather taller and slimmer 
than such tents tend to be in nomadic practice, although 

some of the royal trellis tents of the Timurid period do 
seem to have been very tall (Andrews 1978, p. 149–151; see 
also cat. no. 84). Such structures are different from velum 
tents, where the cloth shell is held in place with guy ropes 
making the cloth itself a structural element. Trellis tents 
and other types of frame tent have a structural frame, 
normally of light wooden poles and curved or bent struts 
joining at a ‘roof wheel’, which forms the smaller bump 
on the very top of the dome. The whole frame supports a 
covering cloth shell, often of woollen felt, making trellis 
tents both durable and portable (Andrews 1997, pp. 25–29). 

While such tents originated from nomadic traditions, 
their re-interpretation and increasing elaboration in the 
court ceremonial of the Mongol and Timurid periods led 
to the highly re!ined models attested in the many book-
paintings that show imperial life conducted in spectacular 
tent complexes (O’Kane 1993). This ostentatious self-de!i-
nition as tent-enthroned monarchs in the nomadic tradi-
tion, evident in Timurid painting but also attested by tex-
tual accounts and scant material remains, was also to exert 
a powerful influence on the image of kingship followed by 
the Safavid and Mughal rulers (Andrews 1978, p. 143).

ISKANDAR (ALEXANDER THE GREAT) IN A WHITE TENT83
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Painting intended for a Khamsa (‘Quintet’) of Ni"#m!
Tabriz, Iran; c. 1525; text panels possibly added in India
Opaque watercolour, ink, gold and silver on paper
Page: 25.4 x 21.2 cm
AKM 93

Publ: Sakisian 1929, fig. 118; A. Welch 1978a, pp. 60–61; Falk 1985, p. 66 
(no. 38); Canby 1998, pp. 46–47 (no. 23)

This pivotal scene from the romance of Khusraw and Shi-
rin, one of the !ive poems that make up the Khamsa of Ni-
zami, shows Khusraw, the pre-Islamic Iranian prince and 
hero, demonstrating his strength and bravery by killing 
a lion with his bare hands outside the tent of his adored 
Shirin, an Armenian princess. The image of Khusraw in 
his nightclothes, !ist raised to deliver the death-blow, is 
familiar from earlier versions of the scene which lay out 
the same composition employed here, with Shirin peering 
out from her tent to the left, the !inger of astonishment at 
her lips (see Adamova 1996, p. 103). The very !ine painting 
and lively and inventive arrangement of the !igures in the 
landscape, as well as the qizilbash turbans of many !igures 
(identi!iable by their red !inials), place this image as the 
work of a court painter of the earlier part of the Safavid 
period (1501–1722). 

The textual component of the page is somewhat con-
fusing, for the very large panel above the painting is in-
scribed not with lines from Nizami’s romance but with an 
unrelated love poem. The smaller panels of text that have 
been incorporated into the page give a poetic description 
of the scene in a style of Persian poetry that suggests an 
Indian or Afghan source. Anthony Welch has provided an 
explanation for this puzzle: he proposes that the painting 
was created in Shah Tahmasp’s atelier for a luxurious copy 
of the Khamsa that was never realised, the page eventu-
ally making its way to India where the blocks for the text, 
which had been left blank, were !illed in with ‘a mediocre 
love poem’ and a brief explanation of the image.

In spite of the dramatic action that takes place in the 
lower right corner, the image is dominated by the spec-
tacular domed tent of Shirin. Of trellis form, with a cylin-
drical body hung with !inely patterned cloth, the tent is 
almost overwhelmed by its bulbous dome. The trellis tent 
or khargah may have had its roots in nomadic tradition, 
but it appears to have had greater prestige than guyed 
tents amongst the elite, and by the Timurid period was 
certainly regarded as a dwelling !it for nobility (Andrews 
1978, p. 148). The domical structure of trellis tents gave 

scope for tent-makers and artists alike to create elaborate 
confections that often played with the heavenly imagery 
also met with in masonry domes, an analogy between the 
architectural dome and the dome of heaven naturally pre-
senting itself. 

Here, however, the elaborate decoration of the tent 
dome has been compared with images of the fabled waq-
waq tree. This mythical plant was reputed to grow at the 
edges of the earth, bearing human and animal heads (or, in 
some versions, beautiful young women) instead of fruit. It 
appears in the Iskandar-nama, the !inal poem in Nizami’s 
Khamsa, where it informs Iskandar (Alexander the Great) 
of his own approaching death. However, the name waq-
waq has come to be applied rather super!icially to any or-
nament that shows human and animal heads connected 
to a vegetal design, a trope that also appears in medieval 
Iranian metalwork (Baer 1983, p. 180–187). In the present 
instance, human heads jostle with leopards or cheetahs, 
dragons and what appears to be a smiling monkey directly 
above the door of the tent, while a flap of bright orange 
cloth drapes down over the dome, revealing the ‘smoke-
hole’ or opening for ventilation in the crown of the dome. 
A comparable earlier image of a magni!icent domed tent 
with waq-waq decoration provides the backdrop for the 
enthroned ruler Timur in a double-page illustration from 
a Zafar-nama manuscript dated 872 H/1467–68 CE (Lentz 
– Lowry 1989, pp. 264–265).

KHUSRAW KILLING A LION OUTSIDE SH %R %N’S TENT84
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Iran or India; seventeenth century
Earthenware with white glaze, overpainted with polychrome glaze and 
black outlining
47.8 x 24 cm
AKM 590

Publ: Makariou 2007, pp. 42–43 (no. 10); AKTC 2009a, p. 208 (no. 157); 
AKTC 2009b, p. 208 (no. 157); AKTC 2010a, p. 225 (no. 169)

Given the very close relationship between the two tradi-
tions it is dif!icult to separate Iranian and Indian cuerda 
seca tilework of the seventeenth century. Although the 
technique of cuerda seca, meaning ‘dry cord’, had been 
used earlier in various regions, it became something of a 
speciality of seventeenth-century Iranian tilemakers dur-
ing the period of Safavid rule (1501–1722), and its popular-
ity in Iran led to its adoption in northern India under the 
Mughal dynasty. In this technique the earthenware tile is 
covered with an opaque white slip upon which the design 
is drawn with a dark waxy or greasy material. The drawn 
design is then !illed in with coloured glazes that resist 
the drawn lines, giving a thick dark outline to all parts of 
the design, preventing the different colours from bleed-
ing into each other and making the technique particularly 
suitable for architectural decoration where clarity of de-
sign aids comprehension from a distance. 

Cuerda seca tilework rose to popularity during the 
ambitious building programme instigated by Shah >Ab-
bas (r. 1642–1666) at his new capital of Isfahan: because 
the tiles are !ired at a preset temperature rather than re-
ceiving different !irings for the separate colours, cuerda 
seca is faster and cheaper to produce than tile mosa-
ic, which it came to replace as the tilework method of 
choice in seventeenth-century Safavid Isfahan (Kana’an 
2008). The !iring technique means that the palette of 
cuerda seca tilework is necessarily limited to those chem-
icals that melt at a fairly similar temperature range. In 
Safavid cuerda seca the typical background colour is a 
bright chrome yellow, dark cobalt blue, or white; all three 
colours can be seen on these tiles (once part of a larger 
panel), but the ochre background seen here is unusual in 
Safavid cuerda seca and may suggest an Indian origin for 
the piece. An orange-ochre background can be seen on a 
group of cuerda seca tiles now in the Victoria and Albert 
Museum, acquired in Kashmir and Lahore and thought 
to come from the mid-seventeenth-century refurbish-
ment of the tomb of Madani and the tomb of Asaf Khan 
(d. 1641) respectively.

The close observation of the natural world that was 
so prized in Mughal art certainly could have informed 
the present image of irises: the draughtsman has skilfully 
combined the schematisation necessary for effective de-
sign with close observation of the forms of each individual 
petal to create a beautifully rendered image. However, 
irises also appear in a number of Iranian cuerda seca tile 
panels (von Folsach 2001, p. 183; Burlington House 1931, p. 
66). Complex floral motifs can be seen in many of the large 
Iranian cuerda seca tile panels of the seventeenth century, 
where they often form part of a fantastic garden setting 
occupied by beautiful young men and women in large-
scale versions of the luxurious garden scenes so often met 
with in miniature paintings of the period.

T WO TILES DEPICTING IRISES 85
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Iran, possibly Kashan; c. 1170–1200
Fritware with an opaque white glaze and lustre overpainting
Height: 16 cm; diameter: 22 cm
AKM 854
Unpublished

The diminutive, six-sided ceramic stands often referred 
to by the name ‘tabouret’ are most probably imitations 
of what was once a more widespread form of furniture 
created in wood. The perishable nature of that medium 
has rendered medieval wooden furniture extremely rare: 
a six-sided stand of mulberry and poplar wood, thought 
to be from twelfth-century Afghanistan and now in the 
David Collection, represents an exceptional survival (von 
Folsach 2003, pp. 79–82). The turned ball-shaped feet of 
that wooden stand and its six-sided form are recreated in 
ceramic on the present example and others like it, strongly 
suggesting a similar form of wooden furniture as the pro-
totype for such pieces. 

At least twenty-nine examples of six-sided ceramic 
stands have survived from the medieval Islamic world: 
some, like this piece, appear to hail from the ceramic tradi-
tions of the twelfth- to thirteenth-century Iranian world, 
while a separate group are connected with the Syrian ce-
ramic production of a similar date at Raqqa (Graves 2010, 
chapter 2). The Syrian examples generally exhibit more ob-
vious af!inities with woodcarving, while those in the ‘Irani-
an’ styles, particularly the examples glazed in monochrome 
turquoise, tend to present an appearance more closely 
linked to architectural schema, with some of them tak-
ing the unmistakable form of a polygonal garden pavilion. 
While is has been proposed that these little objects might 
have functioned as stools, their dimensions and the rela-
tive fragility of their material make this extremely unlikely. 
A few of the examples of Raqqa type have central holes in 
the upper surface, presumably to take round-bottomed 
bowls or pointed vessels, while those with flat tops are 
most likely to have functioned as stands for trays or dishes. 

In the present instance the architectural aspects of 
the piece may be rather opaque, but the allusions are 
there in the arches in which the painted !igures are seated 
on each face, the low row of pierced circles creating a bal-
ustrade at the base of each side, and the six-sided form 
which is echoed in many later miniature paintings of 
garden pavilions (see cat. no. 82). The polygonal form of 

the stands, which represents one of the simplest ways to 
create a relatively stable structure from straight pieces of 
wood or slabs of fritware, probably served as the initial 
stimulus for the craftsmen to begin playing with architec-
tural forms as decoration.

Two other lustre-painted tabourets are known. The 
most famous of these is in the Philadelphia Museum of Art: 
at thirty centimetres high it is considerably larger than the 
present example and has exceptionally !ine, dense paint-
ing depicting drinking !igures seated within arches on the 
‘upper storey’, while below waterbirds are painted within 
what appear to be representations of circular ponds. At the 
top of the piece a continuous band of naskhi inscription 
has been painted in reserve (Watson 1985, pp. 106–107). A 
lustre-painted example in the Hermitage Museum is much 
closer to the present piece in the quality of its painting, 
although it is also somewhat larger (Adamova 2007, pp. 
51, 102). The rapid painting in brownish lustre on white, 
without any reserve decoration, and the characteristic 
‘chequerboard’ trees place both this piece and the Hermit-
age example within the so-called ‘miniature’ style of Ira-
nian lustre wares. Dates from 575 H/1179 CE to 595 H/1198 
CE have been recorded on pieces painted in the miniature 
style, making a date in the last decades of the twelfth cen-
tury likely for this piece (Watson 2004, p. 347).

CERAMIC STAND ( ‘TABOURET’)86
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Khurasan (northeastern Iran and Afghanistan); twelfth or thirteenth century
Cast copper alloy with engraved decoration, and silver and copper inlay (887 only)
Height: 12 cm (887); 14.5 cm (888)
AKM 887, 888
Unpublished

Along with the reed pen, the inkwell, called dawat or 
sometimes mihbara, is the quintessential attribute of the 
scribe and calligrapher. There is a Hadith that tells that 
the !irst thing God created was the pen, while the second 
thing was the nun, or inkwell (Taragan 2005, p. 32). Various 
medieval authors prohibited the use of precious metals for 
inkwells because of this holy association, and the tenth-
century poet al-Kashajim criticised the men of his time for 
being too proud of their gold- and silver-decorated ink-
wells (Baer 1972, p. 916). However, the practice of creat-
ing luxurious inkwells inlaid with precious metal was cer-
tainly in vogue in greater Khurasan during the eleventh to 
thirteenth centuries: large numbers of such inkwells have 
survived from the region, and several examples are known 
which have been signed by craftsmen whose names indi-
cate that they are from Herat (now in Afghanistan), and 
Nishapur in Iran (Ettinghausen 1943, p. 196; Aga-Oglu 
1946; Dimand 1949, p. 139). 

The standard form for inkwells of the Khurasan type 
is cylindrical, with a close-!itting lid capped with a central 
lobed dome with a short !inial, and their dimensions are 
typically very small: these two represent fairly large exam-
ples of the form, although still within the standard range. 
Not all of them are of the highest of category of workman-
ship, and there is a lack of dedicatory inscriptions on the 
group as a whole, most of them bearing Arabic expressions 
of generic good wishes as well as the occasional name of 
the craftsman. It has been suggested that the more luxu-
rious examples were emblems of state and were created 
for scribes and learned men working in the upper levels of 
government (Melikian-Chirvani 1986). Around the body of 
each of these inkwells there are three evenly spaced little 
loop handles on hinges, which line up with three loops on 
the lid: these were designed to take cords which held the 
body and lid together when the inkwell was not in use, 
and enabled it to be hung from the belt of the scribe.

There is some debate as to whether the form of this 
type of inkwell owes anything to architecture and archi-
tectural decoration: Melikian-Chirvani believes that these 

pieces should be classed as ‘tower-shaped inkwells’ and 
are designed to resemble a miniature domed monument, 
a conclusion with which Grabar and Ettinghausen con-
curred, but other authors have refrained from following 
this reading (ibid., p. 73; Grabar 1992, p. 191; Ettinghausen 
1969, p. 298). Perhaps it is most useful to understand 
them as objects that sometimes evoke the forms of archi-
tecture, rather than a literal representation of any type 
of building. Their cylindrical form and domical lids can, 
at times, appear to allude to domed monuments or, per-
haps more likely, to tents: an image of a tent painted on a 
lustre ceramic plaque dated 1312 is a shows a comparable 
ogival dome with !inial atop a cylindrical body with a pro-
nounced slope (Adle 1982). The play with architecture is 
most pronounced in those examples that, like AKM 888, 
employ motifs from architecture as part of their applied 
decoration, most commonly in the form of arch motifs 
like those seen here. 

Meanwhile, the imagery of AKM 887, showing round-
els containing !igures within thrones decorated with drag-
ons’ heads, while smaller seated !igures grasp parts of the 
interlace roundels in which they are enmeshed, appears 
to be related to astrological designs. Similar seated !igures 
on dragon-headed thrones have been suggested in other 
examples of inlaid metalwork to be personi!ications of the 
pseudo-planet Jawzahr, or descendents of the ‘!ire-maker’ 
imagery found on Sasanian seals from pre-Islamic Iran 
(Baer 1983, pp. 260–262; Wenzel 2005).

T WO INKWELLS87
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Andalusia, Spain; tenth century
Cast bronze with openwork and engraved decoration
Height: 53 cm
AKM 593
Publ: AKTC 2008b, p. 2; AKTC 2009a, p. 45 (no. 47); AKTC 2009b, p. 45 
(no. 47), AKTC 2010a, p. 97 (no. 48); AKTC 2010b, pp. 128–129 (no. 52)

The Umayyads, the !irst dynastic rulers of the Islamic 
world, made their capital at Damascus in Syria but the 
borders of their rapidly expanding empire stretched far 
and wide. Much of Spain came under their control dur-
ing the early Islamic period. Following the overthrow of 
the Umayyad dynasty by the >Abbasids in 750, the last 
surviving member of the Umayyad imperial house fled 
to the Iberian peninsula and there established himself as 
the de facto Umayyad ruler of Islamic Spain (al-Andalus). 
The creation of the Spanish Umayyad caliphate in 929 
positioned the Spanish Umayyads as rivals to the politi-
cal authority of the >Abbasid state, and fomented the al-
ready pitched issues surrounding political and religious 
sovereignty in the tenth-century Islamic world. 

The Byzantine culture that had preceded Umayyad 
rule in Syria had proved highly signi!icant in the shap-
ing of Umayyad arts prior to the dynasty’s collapse at 
Damascus, and in al-Andalus Umayyad Syrian forms 
were blended with the pre-existing artistic practices 
of Visigothic Spain, and eventually with later develop-
ments from elsewhere in the Islamic world. This lamp 
holder, which combines architectural and animal forms 
with engraved vegetal and inscriptive decoration, has a 
remarkably similar counterpart in the David Collection 
(von Folsach 2001, p. 296). The two lamps are clearly very 
closely related and represent the most complete exam-
ples of a type that is also known from more fragmentary 
remains. The architectural section of the David Collec-
tion example has six sides where this piece has four, but 
both are centred around an architectonic form like that 
of a domed baldachin or canopy mounted on slim col-
umns, with two levels of punched and openwork deco-
ration extending below the ‘canopy’. In addition, both 
bear protruding bird forms, and both are mounted on 
vase-shaped pedestals with globular mid-sections deco-
rated with the repeated Arabic word baraka (‘blessing’) 
in a thickly drawn Ku!ic script. Thought to date from the 
tenth century, this lamp holder seems to bear reference 
in its forms to earlier Christian models of liturgical met-

alwork: for example, a Coptic incense burner of related 
form, thought to date from the fourth to sixth centuries 
CE, is now held in the Louvre (Bénazeth 1988, !ig. 11).

LAMP HOLDER88
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Folio from an unidentified manuscript, possibly a D"w!n of %#fi"; 
painting attributed to M#dhu Kh#naz#d
Mughal India, c. 1600
Opaque watercolour and gold on paper
Page: 34.6 x 22.8 cm; image: 27.4 x 15.4 cm
AKM 128

Publ: Grousset 1930, no. 218; Strzygowski 1933, no. 216; S.C. Welch 1959, 
no. 11; S.C. Welch – Beach 1965, no. 6; Welch – Welch 1982, pp. 188–190 
(no. 63); Falk 1985, p. 156 (no. 131); Goswamy – Fischer 1987, pp. 66–67 
(no. 25); Brand 1995, p. 111 (no. 75); Vaughan 1999, fig. 4; Ritschard 2000, 
no. 232; Koch 2001, p. 108

As the Muslim paradigm of a just and wise ruler, the im-
age of the prophet Sulayman (the biblical King Solomon) 
appears frequently in Islamic art. In this painting the two 
lines of text compare an unidenti!ied man to four Old and 
New Testament !igures: ‘In sympathy [he was like] Jacob; 
in beauty [like] Joseph; in piety [like] John; in sovereignty 
[like] Solomon’ (Welch – Welch 1982, p. 188).

While his appearance in earlier miniature painting 
is generally limited to those episodes in which his deeds 
are narrated, from the late !ifteenth century onwards in 
Shiraz the image of Solomon enthroned and surrounded 
by animals began to appear as a double-page frontispiece 
in a variety of commercial manuscripts (Ba#ci 1995). Those 
images, like this one, depict the just ruler surrounded by 
humans, jinns (genies) with feathered bodies and wings, 
divs (devils), and real and fabulous beasts, demonstrating 
Solomon’s mastery and control of all creatures through 
his great wisdom and understanding. The image of the 
awe-inspiring Solomonic throne as symbol of divinely 
ordained kingship is partnered in popular culture by re-
ligious and folkloric descriptions of the peace that Solo-
mon’s rule brought to the beasts of the world (Koch 2001, 
pp. 104–126). Seated in front of the fabled throne of Solo-
mon in the present painting is his vizier Asaf ibn Barakhya, 
a similarly exemplary character and protector of the peo-
ple. A boy attendant with a flywhisk is the only other hu-
man, but the approach of Solomon’s wife Bilqis, the legen-
dary Queen of Sheba, is heralded by the hoopoe who sits 
perched on the throne, to Solomon’s left.

The image of a peaceable kingdom of natural and su-
pernatural creatures gathered around a spectacular throne 
must have appealed to painters as a showcase for their ver-
satility and skill in both depiction and composition, as well 
as providing much visual novelty. However, the iconogra-
phy of Solomon enthroned undoubtedly had deeper reso-
nances with the courtly patrons of luxury manuscripts. 
As Koch has shown, the identi!ication of the Mughal em-
peror with Solomon was an important aspect of Mughal 
ideology, and she argues that the ceremonial throne of the 

emperor Shah Jahan (r. 1628–1657), completed in 1648, is 
an elaborate realisation of the legendary throne of Solo-
mon. Solomon’s throne is described in medieval sources as 
being made from precious metals and stones, and various-
ly embellished with terrifying and wonderful mechanical 
creatures and jewelled trees of silver and gold.  

Intriguingly close parallels can be drawn between the 
enthronement section of this image and certain paintings 
of the Mughal emperor Akbar (r. 1556–1605) that are in-
cluded in the Akbarnama manuscript now in the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, created c. 1590–1596. Magni!icent 
six-sided tents, elaborate stepped and carpeted platforms, 
and cross-legged enthroned rulers can all be seen in both 
this image and the Akbarnama enthronement scenes: such 
parallels seem clearly intended to draw the image of the 
charismatic Mughal ruler of a vast and heterogenous em-
pire ever closer to that of the wise and just Solomon.

THE COURT OF KING SOLOMON89
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Folio 248r 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

Unpublished. 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; 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)

The atelier of the Mughal emperor Akbar (r. 1564–1605) 
employed a large number of painters, as well as a consider-
able team of the scribes, gilders, illuminators, line-drawers, 
paper-makers and bookbinders necessary to the large-scale 
production of luxury books. Some painters from Iran were 
employed in Mughal court circles, particularly after Shah 
Tahmasp I, the ruler of Safavid Iran (r. 1524–1576), increas-
ingly withdrew his patronage of artists and poets in the 
latter part of his reign, leading many to seek new courtly 
patrons in India. However, many painters with Indian 
names are also recorded in contemporary texts and on the 
paintings themselves: for example, one of the other paint-
ings in this manuscript bears an ascription to Pahim Gu-
jarati (see cat. no. 65); another is inscribed ‘Kanak Singh’ 
(fol. 138r). The synthesis of Persianate miniature painting 
traditions with Indian styles of representation, resulting in 
a new Mughal idiom that gathered pace from the late six-
teenth century, was the result of ambitious patronage and 
the commingling of local and foreign artists in the royal 
kitabkhana (‘book house’; a library which was also the site 
of book production), where they were surrounded by pre-
cious manuscripts from various locations.

This image comes from the seventh section of the 
third discourse of Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s ethical treatise, 
concerned with social status and personal relationships. 
The two lines of text on the illustrations refer to an anec-
dote told about the eighth-century >Abbasid governor Abu 
Muslim. When someone seeking to impress Abu Muslim 
smeared the name of one of Abu Muslim’s enemies, he was 
met with scorn. Abu Muslim admonished him by saying 
that it would be one thing to kill this enemy, but why pol-
lute one’s tongue by abusing him? (Wickens 1964, p. 255). 
The present image may be a literal representation of this 
scene, but it may more likely illustrate the preceding pas-
sage, which enjoins readers to remember that in cases of 
dispute ‘complaints regarding enemies should be clearly 
brought to the ears of princes’ (ibid., p. 254). 

Like their Timurid forebears in Central Asia, the 
Mughal rulers of India incorporated imagery that referred 

to their nomadic ancestry (Timur himself claimed to be 
descended from Genghis Khan) within the royal iconog-
raphy of their miniature painting. In this image the young 
prince is seated in a palatial setting, the architectural pa-
rameters marked by a colonnaded roofed pathway behind 
and an external wall with a guarded gateway in front, while 
an ornate carpet covers the central floor and delineates a 
more privileged space within this highly regulated envi-
ronment. Contained within the permanent architectural 
setting, and very much dominating it, is a round, richly or-
namented trellis tent, partly masked by a canopy beneath 
which the prince sits enthroned. This composition creates 
a direct reference to nomadic tents, and illustrates the 
conflation of permanent and impermanent structures – 
tents and palaces – that was such a characteristic of court 
ceremonial and self-de!inition amongst the Timurid and 
early Mughal rulers. Note also how neatly the floating text 
panels have been incorporated within the architectural 
structures of wall and canopy. 

COMPLAINTS BROUGHT BEFORE A PRINCE90
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Folio 189r 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)

While searching for his beloved Mah-Pervin, the young hero 
of the Tuhfet ül-leta<if, prince Shah Ramin, fell under the 
control of a sorcerer who held him captive. One night, how-
ever, the prophet Ilyas (Elijah) appeared to him in a dream 
and taught him a prayer which would, when recited, keep 
him safe from harm; Ilyas also freed him from the sorcerer’s 
bonds and Shah Ramin was also able to kill his capturer 
and continue with his quest. With his new powers Shah 
Ramin was able to vanquish the many monstrous beings he 
then encountered, including the Half-Men, of whom the 
text says with relish ‘they even have a single ear and half 
a mouth’. Shah Ramin appears to be exhorting his men to 
stand their ground against this horrible army as it appears 
on the horizon, and his reported speech in the lower text 
box asks them why they have become frightened (transla-
tion by Lale Uluç; see also Meredith-Owens 1988, p. 583).

This illustrated manuscript (see also cat. nos 39, 56, 
62 and 79) is the only known surviving copy of the ro-
mance tale Tuhfet ül-leta<if, and its !ifty-six single-page 
and nine double-page illustrations represent an impor-
tant addition to the story of book painting under the 
Ottoman sultan Murad III (r. 1574–1595). The broad lit-
erary tastes of this sultan, shared by his son Mehmed III 
(r. 1595–1603), ran to a striking interest in prose stories 
of all kinds, including romances and tales of the strange 
and marvellous, and during their reigns a number of such 
works were translated into Ottoman Turkish or com-
posed anew in Ottoman Turkish or Persian, and recorded 
in luxurious illustrated manuscripts. The innovative ap-
proach to miniature painting that was necessitated by 
the patronage of such varied works, many of them with-
out any pre-existing cycle of illustrations, is shown in 
the inventiveness of composition that characterises this 
and other manuscripts of the same group, including the 
"ehname-i Selim Han dated 988 H/1581 CE (Fetvaci 2009), 
the Siyar-i Nabi of 1594–95 (Fisher 1984), the Destan-i Fer-
ruh u Huma, dated 1010 H/1601–2 CE, and various other 
romances (Ba#ci 2010, pp. 210–211). 

The image of a royal encampment occurs several times 
within the Tuhfet ül-leta<if, in both single page images like 
this one, and more complex double-page images where the 
camp scene is the counterpart to a battle scene or an im-
age of massed troops. Related images of royal military and 
diplomatic missions set in encampments can also be seen 
in other manuscripts of the period (e.g. Fetvaci 2009, !igs 
30–32, and Ba#ci 2010, pp. 169, 173), and it is clear from the 
material and textual evidence that military encampments 
of the Ottoman period were of such a scale that they were 
practically akin to nomadic cities: two entire corps of the 
Ottoman court were dedicated to imperial tent pitch-
ers and tentmakers (Atasoy 2000, pp. 22–42). The use of 
a bold striped edging on both round tents and projecting 
awnings, seen in so many Ottoman miniature paintings of 
royal encampments, is a reflection of real-world practice: 
striped edgings can be seen on tents and canopies sur-
viving from the late seventeenth to nineteenth centuries 
(ibid., pp. 162, 58).

SH$H R$M %N PREPARES TO DEFEAT THE MONSTROUS HALF-MEN91
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Folio 53v 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, gold and silver on paper
Page: 47.1 x 32 cm
AKM 495

Publ: Dickson – Welch 1981, vol. 2, no. 40; Falk 1985, p. 79 (no. 47); 
Makariou 2007, p. 76 (no. 23); AKTC 2010b, p. 287 (no. 120)

The Shahnama created for Shah Tahmasp in the !irst half 
of the sixteenth century is generally acknowledged to be 
one of the greatest illustrated manuscripts ever made (see 
also cat. nos 53 and 63). In 1568, less than !ifty years after 
it was begun, the manuscript was given by Shah Tahmasp 
to the Ottoman Sultan Selim II as part of an astonishingly 
lavish accession gift: presumably the Safavids judged this 
to be a high price worth paying for the maintenance of 
peace with their powerful neighbours. 

This painting is one of a long series of images in that 
manuscript that present various stages in the story of the 
brothers Salm and Tur, and the war they waged against 
their father Faridun. Having been sent by their father 
to rule the distant realms of Rum (the Roman west) and 
Chin (China, i.e. the east), Salm and Tur conspired most 
foully to murder their blameless brother Iraj, Faridun’s 
most favoured son; having done so, they sent his severed 
head back to their father along with a cruel note. After a 
period of dark mourning, Faridun gathered his forces and 
raised Iraj’s grandson Manuchihr to power, preparing to 
take vengeance on his fratricidal sons. An envoy sent by 
Salm and Tur with gifts to appease their father did not 
soothe his wrath, and this scene depicts the return of the 
envoy to Salm and Tur’s camp, bearing a blood-curdling 
message from Faridun: ‘we will drench with blood, both 
fruit and leaf, the tree sprung out of vengeance for Iraj’ 
(Warner vol. 1, p. 211). 

The present image thus represents the last in a se-
quence of scenes set in tents as the key characters threat-
en each other from afar. After this image the action of the 
text changes and it is followed by several energetic paint-
ings of battles as Manuchihr wages bloody war against 
Salm and Tur, a sequence that ends with Manuchihr’s 
enthronement as Shah of Iran. Salm and Tur’s distance 
(both physical and moral) from civilised Iranian society 
means that they are shown throughout this section of the 
Shahnama in remote military encampments, while Fari-
dun is also frequently shown in tents but of a far more 
luxurious type. 

The artist has taken considerable care in this image 
over the depiction of different types of tent, most of them 
plain white instead of the spectacular patterned examples 
seen in kingly enthronements, and here complete with all 
the guy ropes that are sometimes omitted in other paint-
ings. White – believed to be auspicious – was the tradi-
tional colour for nomadic tents made from woollen felt 
from the Mongol period or even earlier, but these are not 
trellis tents and would not have been made from felt (An-
drews 1997, p. 30). The striped edge of the projecting awn-
ing behind Salm and Tur’s tent is very similar to those seen 
in depictions of imperial military encampments in Otto-
man manuscripts (see cat. no. 91) and represents a real 
form of decoration used on imperial tents of the sixteenth 
century in Ottoman Turkey, and presumably also Safavid 
Iran. The painter has also exploited the theme to create a 
mirrored composition, arranging the evil brothers in their 
tent symmetrically, with twinned mountains and tents be-
hind them (Makariou 2007).

SALM AND T&R RECEIVE THE REPLY OF FAR %D&N AND MAN&CHIHR92
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Probably Afghanistan; c. 1800
Opaque watercolour, ink and gold on paper
27.9 x 66 cm
AKM 708
Publ: AKTC 2008a, no. 22

Thought to have been formerly in the possession of Wil-
liam Pitt Amherst (1773–1857), governor general of Bengal, 
this drawing appears to be a diagram of a royal encamp-
ment. Many of the individual tents and structures are la-
belled, and in one corner the title ‘Wafadar Khan Sado-
zai’ is inscribed, meaning that this document is almost 
certainly a product of the period when the Sadozai clan 
ruled in Afghanistan (1747–1842). Wafadar Khan Sadozai 
was the name of a minister of Shah Zaman Sadozai, ruler 
from 1793 to 1800, and it is certainly possible that this is 
the same Wafadar Khan Sadozai named in the inscription 
(Noelle 1997, pp. 4–5). The care that has been taken to in-
clude diagrammatic images of each tent and pavilion in 
the encampment, differentiated through their colour and 
patterning as well as scale and details, and some of them 
even labelled with their sizes and the distance between 
them and other structures, implies that this was intended 
as a serious record and represents a working diagram. Pre-
sumably this was a plan to be followed when the camp was 
set up in a new location.

The image overall presents, as has been observed by 
James Wescoat in his essay in this catalogue, a veritable 
‘encyclopaedia’ of tent types. The entire schema is pivoted 
around the remarkable central structure, which is labelled 
‘seven-storey gold bangala for the army’s lookout’. Note 
how each tent is shown in elevation and the smaller tents 
are oriented towards the larger central structures, a repre-
sentational mode that can also be seen in some of the im-
ages of Mecca (for example cat. nos 2 or 9), and one which 
provides a means of packing a great deal of information 
onto the page concerning individual structures and their 
relationship to each other. 

Unlike many of the miniature paintings in this section, 
cylindrical trellis tents of the nomadic type do not appear 
to be particularly well represented here, and most of the 
tents have been depicted with a prominent central pole 
and conical roofs. The remarkable Central Asian practice 
of creating tents that mimic the forms of masonry archi-
tecture, as represented in the more elaborate structures of 

this image, was already attested in Clavijo’s report from 
the camp of Timur at Samarqand, written in 1404. The 
Spaniard reported with wonder that he saw walls of cloth 
surrounding the main pavilions, complete with crenella-
tions along the top such as ‘might be otherwise the wall 
of a town or castle’, as well as a large arched gateway with 
double doors which could be barred and locked, and a 
tower with battlements, all of them made from fabric (Le 
Strange 1928, pp. 239–240). The entire camp at Samar-
qand, comprised of tents packed closely together with 
‘no more than the width of a street’ between them, and 
decorated with quasi-architectural elements made from 
stiffened fabric, must have very strongly recalled for its 
inhabitants the secure stronghold of a city, and the same 
could perhaps be said of the late eighteenth-century camp 
visualised in this document (Andrews 1978, p. 146).

PLAN OF AN ENCAMPMENT93
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