
188. Basin (Baptistere de St. Louis) 

Muhammad ibn al-Zain. C. 1320-1340 C.E. Brass inlaid with gold and silver 

 Video at Khan Academy 

 
 H: 8 ¾ in. x  Diam.: 19 ¾ in. 

 Master metal craftsman Mohammed ibn al-Zain created this brass basin during the Bahri Mamluk reign (1250–

1382 
o The Mamluks, the majority of whom were ethnic Turks, were a group of warrior slaves who took control 

of several Muslim states and established a dynasty that ruled Egypt and Syria from 1250 until the 

Ottoman conquest in 1517 

 the basin’s wide central, outer band depicts a finely crafted procession of Mamluk emirs, or officials, among 

them a mace-bearer (jumaqdâr), ax-bearer (tabardân), and bow-bearer (bunduqdâr). Four horsemen in roundels 

punctuating the procession of dignitaries may be personifications of different aspects of furusiyya, or 

“horsemanship.” Friezes of animals and coats-of-arms frame this exterior band and decorate the basin’s interior 

as well 

 Context: 
o The basin is an example of an object produced for one ceremonial context but later appropriated for 

another. It was probably commissioned by a wealthy Mamluk patron to serve as a banqueting piece or, 

alternately, as a vessel for ceremonial hand washing. Ultimately, however, it ended up in France, where 

it was used from at least the seventeenth century in the baptisms of children born to the French royal 

family. The various coats-of-arms on the basin were later worked over with fleur-de-lis, a motif that 

might have appealed to both the basin’s original Islamic and later European owners. The flower was a 

popular Mamluk emblem in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries as well as a heraldic device of the 

French royal family 
o The basin received its name in the 18th century and was so called because it was used as the baptismal font 

for several royal children, including Louis XIII. (Despite the name by which it has been known since the 18th 

century, this vessel did not exist during the time of Louis IX, who died in 1270 and was canonized in 1297.)  

 

 The maker of the vessel signed the work in Arabic six times 

 



 

 


