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Pyxis of al-Mughira, Umayyad, c. 968 CE, ivory 

 

A pyxis is a cylindrical box used for cosmetics. Now, 

imagine a room in a palace where this beautifully 

carved ivory container is given a central place. The 

luxurious box sits open. Inside are small silver 

containers of perfume, also left open so that their 

sweet-smelling aromas could waft through the room, 

gently scenting the air. This particular pyxis was a 

gift to the then-eighteen-year-old al-Mughira, the 

son of a caliph, perhaps as a coming-of-age present.  

 

Since the twilight years of the Roman Empire, 

carved ivory objects had been important elements of 

the artistic canon of the Mediterranean. Ivory was 

durable, smooth, elegant, and easily carved, making 

it highly desirable for the creation of diptychs, 

pyxides (the plural of pyxis), and icons that could 

serve as single panels or could combined into 

diptychs or triptychs during the Byzantine Empire. 

Highly portable, they were often given as gifts. 



The Pyxis of al-Mughira is decorated 

with four eight-lobed medallions 

which are surrounded by figures and 

animals that include falconers, 

wrestlers, griffons, peacocks, birds, 

goats and animals to be hunted. 

Each medallion has princely 

iconography.  

 

The medallion above shows two men 

collecting eggs from the nests of 

falcons, a symbol of Umayyad 

legitimacy. 



In Al-Andalus, ivory objects, including 

Pyxides, were bestowed upon members 

of the royal family, specifically sons, 

wives and daughters on important or 

memorable occasions, such as a 

marriage, birth or coming of age; later 

they were given as gifts to important 

allies.  

 

Another medallion shows lions 

attacking two bulls. As in Arabic 

poetry, these lions symbolize the 

victorious (in this case, perhaps the 

Umayyads).Islamic art is not strictly 

speaking aniconic (aniconic-the absence 

of human figures). Human and animal 

figures played a vital part in 

iconography. We see them here in this 

pyxis, which some scholars (including 

those at the Louvre), have interpreted 

as expressing the political authority 

and legitimacy of Umayyad Caliphs (as 

opposed to the Abbasid Caliphs, who 

ruled in Baghdad).  



 

An Arabic inscription in the kufic script 

runs around the base of the lid and 

reads: “God's blessing, favors, joy, 

beatitude to al-Mughira son of the 

Commander of the faithful, may God 

have mercy upon him, in the year 357.” 

 

In this medallion, the prince himself 

appears, serenaded by a lutenist. The 

iconography may have had a further 

specific message to al-Mughira. After 

the death of his brother, al-Hakam II, 

al-Mughira may have been a threat to 

Hisham II (r. 976-1013) and he was 

executed (along with his supporters). 

While al-Mughira met an unfortunate 

end, the beauty of his pyxis ensured its 

survival.  



This final scene shows men on horseback date-picking. The date-palm, found 

primarily in the Middle East and North Africa, may allude to the lost lands of the 

East (the lands under Abbasid control). This too was a theme of Umayyad poetry. The 

use of visual imagery which is also found in the poetry of the era demonstrates that 

these two art forms were in communication.  





Qur'an fragment, in Arabic, possibly Iraq, before 911 C.E., vellum 

 

The Qur'an is the sacred text of Islam, consisting of the divine revelation to the 

Prophet Muhammad in Arabic. Over the course of the first century and a half of 

Islam, the form of the manuscript was adapted to suit the dignity and splendor of this 

divine revelation. However, the word Qur'an, which means “recitation,” suggests that 

manuscripts were of secondary importance to oral tradition. In fact, the 114 suras (or 

chapters) of the Qur'an were compiled into a textual format, organized from longest to 

shortest, only after the death of Muhammad, although scholars still debate exactly 

when this might have occurred.  



This two-page spread (or bifolium) of a Qur'an manuscript, which contains the 

beginning of Surat Al-'Ankabut (The Spider), is now in the collection of the Pierpont 

Morgan Library in New York. Other folios that appear to be from the same Qur'an 

survive in collections in Dublin, Istanbul, and Damascus. One page includes an 

inscription, which states that ʿAbd al-Munʿim Ibn Aḥmad donated the Qur'an to the 

Great Mosque of Damascus in 298 A.H. (July, 911 C.E.), although we do not know 

where or how long before this donation the manuscript was produced. 

 

The main text of the mushaf (pronounced muss-hoff), as manuscripts of the Qur'an are 

known, is written in brown ink. Arabic, the language of the divine word of Islam, is 

read from right to left. 



Several consonants share the same basic letterform, and these are usually distinguished 

from each other by lines or dots placed above or below the letter. Short vowels such as a, 

u, and i, are not normally written in Arabic, but in order to avoid misreadings of such an 

important text it quickly became standard to include vowels in the Qur'an. In this 

manuscript, these short vowels are marked with red circles positioned above, next to, or 

below the consonants, depending on the vowel. 

 

The title of each sura is written in gold ink, and surrounded by a rectangle, filled here 

with an undulating golden vine. Combined with a rounded palmette extending into the 

margin of the folio, it allows readers to quickly locate the beginning of each sura. 



Because figural imagery such as human or 

animal forms was considered inappropriate 

for the ornamentation of sacred monuments 

and objects, artists relied on vegetal and 

geometric motifs when they decorated 

mosques and sacred manuscripts. Vines and 

palmettes like the ones that surround the 

sura heading here appear alone in sacred 

contexts, but they also accompanied animal 

and human forms in the secular decoration 

of palaces and textiles. 

 

Each line was further divided into a set 

number of “interlines,” which were used to 

determine the heights of various parts of 

individual letters. There is no ruling on the 

parchment, however, so scribes probably 

placed each sheet of the semi-transparent 

parchment on a board marked with 

horizontal guidelines as they wrote. 

Memorizing and producing the proportions 

of each pen stroke, however, must have been 

part of the training of every scribe. 



Kufic is not so much a single type of 

handwriting as it is a family of 17 

related styles based on common 

principles, including a preference for 

strokes of relatively uniform 

thickness, short straight vertical lines 

and long horizontal lines, and a 

straight, horizontal baseline. 

  

Various types of kufic were popular 

from the seventh century C.E. until 

the late tenth century C.E. Scribes 

used a wide reed pen dipped in ink to 

write. In some letters the angle of the 

pen was adjusted as the scribe wrote 

in order to maintain an even 

thickness throughout the entire 

letterform, but in others the angle 

could be held constant in order to 

produce both very thick and very thin 

lines. Although letters and even entire 

words at first appear to consist of a 

single stroke of the pen, in fact 

individual letters were often formed 

using multiple strokes. 



Scribes also had some freedom in composing a page. They could emphasize individual 

words and balance the widths of lines of different length by elongating certain letters 

horizontally (a technique known as mashq). They could also adjust spacing between 

words and letters, and even split words between two lines, in order to balance positive 

and negative space across the page. 

 

In this mushaf, the spaces between non-connecting characters within a word are as wide 

as the spaces that separate different words (sometimes even wider!). For readers 

unfamiliar with the text, it is therefore difficult to figure out which letters should be 

grouped together to form words. This deliberate obfuscation would have slowed down 

readers, and it suggests that anyone who read aloud from these manuscripts had 

probably already memorized the text of the Qur'an and used the lavish manuscript only 

as a kind of mnemonic device. 



The practice of calligraphy was itself a holy task and required long, arduous training. 

The scribe had to possess exceptional spiritual refinement. An ancient Arabic proverb 

proclaims, “Purity of writing is purity of soul.” Although the codification of the chief 

Islamic book, the Qur’an, occurred in the mid-seventh century, the earliest preserved 

Korans date to the ninth century.  

 

Most early Qur’ans were horizontal in orientation and had large Kufic letters creating 

only three to five lines per page. Visual clarity was essential because one book was often 

shared simultaneously by multiple readers. By the tenth century, more than 20 cursive 

scripts had come into use. They were standardized by Ibn Muqla (d. 940), an Abbasid 

official who fixed the proportions of the letters in each script and devised a method for 

teaching calligraphy that is still in use today.  



The Qur’an was usually written on parchment or vellum. Paper was first manufactured 

in Central Asia during the mid-eighth century, having been introduced earlier by 

Buddhist monks. Muslims learned how to make high-quality, rag-based paper, and 

eventually established their own paper mills. By about 1000, paper had largely replaced 

the more costly parchment for everything but Qur’an manuscripts, which adopted the 

new medium much later. It was a change as momentous as that brought about by 

movable type or the Internet, affecting not only the appearance of books but also their 

content. The inexpensive new medium sparked a surge in book production and the 

proliferation of increasingly elaborate and decorative cursive scripts which had generally 

superseded Kufic by the thirteenth century.  



Maqsud of Kashan. The Ardabil Carpet, Persian: Safavid Dynasty, silk warps and wefts 

with wool pile, 1539-40 C.E. 

 

The carpet takes its name from the town of Ardabil in north-west Iran. Ardabil was the 

home to the shrine of the Sufi saint, Safi al-Din Ardabili, who died in 1334 (Sufism is 

Islamic mysticism). He was a Sufi leader who trained his followers in Islamic mystic 

practices. 



Plan of the shrine at Ardabil, 

showing where the carpets were 

situated 

 

This carpet was one of a matching 

pair that was made for the shrine 

of Safi al-Din Ardabili when it was 

enlarged in the late 1530s.  

 

The pile of the carpet is made from 

wool, rather than silk because it 

holds dye better. The knot-count of 

a carpet still directly impacts the 

value of carpets today; the more 

knots per square centimeter, the 

more detailed and elaborate the 

patterns can be. The dyes used to 

color the carpet are nature and 

include pomegranate rind and 

indigo. 



The Ardabil Carpet includes a four-line inscription placed at one 

end. This short poem is vital for understanding who commissioned 

the carpet and the date of the carpet. 

 

The first three lines of poetry reads: 

Except for thy threshold, there is no refuge for me in all the world. 

Except for this door there is no resting-place for my head. 

The work of the slave of the portal, Maqsud Kashani. 

 

Maqsud was probably the court official charged with producing 

the carpets. By referring to himself as a slave, he may be 

presenting himself as a humble servant. The Persian word for a 

door can be used to denote a shrine or royal court, so this 

inscription may imply that the royal court patronized the shrine. 

The carpets would have probably taken four years to make. 

 

The fourth line of the inscription is also important. It provides the 

date of the carpet, AH 946. The Muslim calendar begins in the 

year 620 CE when Muhammad fled from Mecca to Medina; this 

year is known as the year of the Hijra or flight (in Latin anno 

hegirae). AH 946 is equivalent to 1539/40 CE (the lunar Muslim 

calendar does not exactly match the Gregorian Calendar, used in 

the west).  



The inscription indicates that he was a royal retainer, and the size and the quality of 

design and manufacture of the carpets show that they were royal commissions woven in 

royal workshops. As it is inconceivable that a single individual wove the carpet, it is 

likely that Maqsud was the designer responsible for preparing the paper cartoons from 

which the carpets were woven in two workshops supplied with similar materials. This 

would explain the differences in execution despite the similarities of materials, design, 

and scale.  



Art historians have debated the meaning of the two lamps that appear to hang from the 

medallion. They are of different sizes and some scholars have proposed that this was 

done to create a perspective effect, meaning that both lamps appear to be the same size 

when one sat next to the smaller lamp. Yet, there is no evidence for the use of this type 

of perspective in Iran in the 1530s, nor does this explain why the lamps were included. 

Perhaps they were included to mimic lamps found in mosques and shrines, helping the 

viewer to look deeply into the carpet below them and then above them, to the ceiling 

where similar lamps would have hung, creating visual unity within the shrine. 



Many great treasures from around the world have legally 

made their way into the collections of western museums. 

Many objects were legally purchased by collectors and 

museums in the 19th and 20th centuries; however, many 

works of art are still illegally exported and sold. British 

visitors to the shrine in 1843, noted that at least one carpet 

was still in situ. Approximately thirty years or so later, an 

earthquake damaged the shrine, and the carpets were sold off. 

 

Ziegler & Co., a Manchester firm involved in the carpet trade 

purchased the damaged carpets in Iran and “restored” them 

in fashion typical of the late nineteenth century. Selections of 

one carpet were used to repair the other, resulting in a 

“complete” carpet and one lacking a border. Vincent Robinson 

and Co, a dealer based in London, put the larger carpet up for 

sale in 1892 and persuaded the V&A to purchase it for £2000 

in March 1893.  

 

The second carpet was secretly sold to an American collector, 

J.P. Getty, who donated it to the LA County Museum of Art in 

1953. Unlike the carpet in the V&A, the carpet in LACMA is 

incomplete. Throughout the twentieth century, other pieces of 

the carpets have appeared on the art market for sale. 



Bahram Gur fights the Karg. Manuscript from 

the Great Ilkhanid (or Mongol) Shahnama, before 

c. 1336, Tabriz 

 

This folio is from a celebrated copy of the text 

known as the Great Ilkhanid Shahnama, one of 

the most complex masterpieces of Persian art. 

Because of its lavish production, it is assumed to 

have been commissioned by a high-ranking 

member of the Ilkhanid court and produced at the 

court scriptorium. The fifty-seven surviving 

illustrations reflect the intense interest in 

historical chronicles and the experimental 

approach to painting of the Ilkhanid period 

(1256–1335).  

 

The eclectic paintings reveal the cosmopolitanism 

of the Ilkhanid court in Tabriz, which teemed 

with merchants, missionaries, and diplomats 

from as far away as Europe and China. Here the 

Iranian king Bahram Gur wears a robe made of 

European fabric to slay a fearsome horned wolf in 

a setting marked by the conventions of Chinese 

landscape painting. 





Given the dominant role of the Shahnama in 

Ilkhanid painting, it is entirely appropriate 

that the supreme masterpiece of that school 

should be the only royal copy of Firdausi’s 

epic. 

 

Controversy has surrounded the Great 

Mongol Shahnama for almost a century. Now 

only a torso, for it was cut up and mangled for 

the sake of profit in the early twentieth 

century, its folios are so widely scattered that 

a comprehensive study of the manuscript is 

difficult. Moreover, it was never finished in 

the first place. 

 

Since Shahnama iconography was 

presumably still in its infancy, the painters 

had no models for scores of the projected 

images. Even existing models would have 

required thorough reworking to fit naturally 

into the unusually large spaces set aside for 

painting; mere proportional enlargements 

would not do. 

Bahram Gur slaying a Dragon. 

Manuscript from the Great Ilkhanid 

(or Mongol) Shahnama, before c. 

1336, Tabriz 





Below left: The Bier of Alexander. Manuscript from 

the Great Ilkhanid Shahnama, before c. 1336 

 

In the depiction, the protagonist, who is barely 

contained by the picture plane, is mounted to one 

side; on the other the vanquished beast sprawls on 

its back, gushing blood and writhing in agony 

around the gnarled trees. This sense of emotion and 

drama is unique to this manuscript. 

 

Surviving evidence suggests that it was an 

experiment which was rarely repeated in Iranian 

book-painting. The experimental nature of the 

manuscript is also apparent in the wide variation in 

the quality of conception and execution of the 

illustrations. Some of the compositions are quite 

prosaic, and the quality of the drawing varies. 

 

Figures wear a variety of costumes, including some 

thirty-seven types of hat and eight different styles of 

lapel. Some paintings are executed in line and 

colored wash; other use opaque colors, but these 

range from cool greens and muddy browns to bright 

reds and vivid blues.  



Such experimentation may have been due to the 

historical situation leading up to the creation of this 

manuscript and to the role it was expected to play.   

 

It may have been commissioned by Rashid al-Din’s 

son, Ghiyath al-Din, who became vizier to Abu 

Sai’id in 1328, engineered the appointment of Arpa 

as sultan, and was himself put to death in May 

1336.  

 

It would have been meant to commemorate Ghiyath 

al-Din’s power as a kingmaker, with the 

illustrations chosen with reference to contemporary 

events. The rate of illustration was extremely 

variable, with some episodes, such as the Alexander 

sequence, illustrated on almost every folio, and 

others, even such famous one as the Rustam cycle, 

less well represented.  

 

The images were chosen to emphasize several 

themes, such as the enthronement of minor kings, 

dynastic legitimacy, and the role of women as 

kingmakers, that would have been particularly 

appropriate in the unsettled political circumstances. 



Below left: Iskandar’s Iron Cavalry 

Battles King Fur of Hind. Manuscript 

from the Great Ilkhanid Shahnama, 

before c. 1336 

 

The illustrations were designed not only 

to visually enliven a magnificent 

manuscript but also, and more 

importantly, to glorify a moribund 

dynasty and to connect it with the 

glorious rulers of the Iranian past. The 

formerly private art of the book thereby 

took on a more public and rhetorical 

function.  

 

Many of the novel features of the later 

manuscript, such as the interest in space, 

the emotionalism, and the emphasis on 

death and mourning, were not continued 

in later Persian painting, but the 

illustrated manuscript continued to play 

its new public role as important figures 

deemed it essential to commission 

illustrated manuscripts to affirm their 

status.  



After the cultural havoc wrought 

by the Mongol invasion, in which 

cities and especially their 

educational establishments 

suffered grievously, there was 

much ground to be recovered in the 

world of learning. 

 

These Shahnamas could also have 

expressed a new Mongol 

commitment to the country and 

culture that they ruled, as 

suggested by the tiles with 

Shahnama inscriptions at Takht-I 

Sulaiman.  

 

Moreover, the lavish use of 

illustrations would make the book 

accessible to Mongol patrons who, 

even if not illiterate, would derive 

more pleasure from images than 

from words. 



 

Those Shahnamas made in areas outside 

direct Mongol political control, most 

notably in southern Iran, might have been 

intended to boost national sentiment. The 

vizier of the quasi-independent Inju 

dynasty in Shiraz, for example, ordered a 

celebrated Shahnama that is dated 1341.  

 

Firdausi’s original project, after all, had as 

one of its aims the assertion of Iranian 

identity vis-à-vis the alien Arabs- a motive 

that helps to explain why the poem ends 

with the last Sasanian king, rather than 

continuing into the period of Arab 

domination, and why Firdausi so carefully 

purged its language of Arabic elements.  

 

Thus the illustrated Shahnama could serve 

the purposes both of a Mongol elite seeking 

to ingratiate itself with hostile Iranians 

and of Iranians seeking to reassert their 

hitherto oppressed but millennial culture, 

of which this epic is the distillation.  



Sultan-Muhammad. Court of 

Gayumars, folio 20 verso of the 

Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp, from 

Tabriz, Iran, c. 1525-1535, ink, 

watercolor, and gold on paper 

 

The successors of the Timurids in Iran 

were the Safavids. Shah Tahmasp, the 

Safavid ruler who commissioned the 

Ardabil carpets, was also a great 

patron of books.  

 

Around 1525, he commissioned an 

ambitious decade-long project to 

produce an illustrated 742-page copy of 

the Shahnama, the Persian national 

epic poem by Firdawsi (940-1025), 

which recounts the history of Iran from 

creation until the Muslim conquest.  



Here, on the opening sheet of a Shahnama 

intended as a gift for the Ottoman court, the 

artist depicted Ferdowsi’s account of the 

origins of history, taken from ancient Iranian 

myth.  

 

Atop the rocky primal wilds of the world sits 

Gayumars, its first king. All about him- 

human, animal, vegetable, mineral- is in free-

flowing harmony; and yet at his right hand 

stands the angel Surush, warning of future 

discords in which Gayumars’ son, sitting on his 

left, must die.  

 

Sultan-Muhammad allegedly devoted five 

years to his microscopic recreation of what we 

would now think of as the Big Bang, a state 

from which everything originated. Sly jokes- 

faces hidden in the rocks, whisperings among 

courtiers, perkily greedy lions- evolved out of 

his geological drizzles of pigment. A compact 

dainty for a monarch’s eye bursts its frame, 

releasing a virtually cosmic generative 

potential.  



The king is surrounded by light amid a 

golden sky. His son Siyamak and grandson, 

the willowy Prince Hushang,  perch on 

multicolored rocky outcroppings to the 

viewer’s left and right, respectively. The 

court encircles the ruler and his heirs. 

Dozens of human faces appear within the 

rocks, and many species of animals populate 

the lush landscape. According to the 

Shahnama, wild beasts became instantly 

tame in the presence of Gayumars. 

 

Sultan-Muhammad rendered the figures, 

animals, trees, rocks, and sky with an 

extraordinarily delicate touch. The sense of 

lightness and airiness that permeates the 

painting is enhanced by its placement on the 

page – floating, off center, on a speckled 

background of gold leaf. The painter gave his 

royal patron a singular vision of Iran’s fabled 

past. 



The large format and great number of 

illustrations in this manuscript were 

unusual in its time. It was eventually 

presented as a gift to Selim II, the Ottoman 

sultan who was the patron of Sinan’s 

mosque at Edirne. The page reproduced 

here is the work of Sultan-Muhammad and 

depicts Gayumars, the legendary first king 

of Iran, and his court. According to 

tradition, Gayumars ruled from a 

mountaintop when humans first learned to 

cook food and clothe themselves in leopard 

skins. 

 

This image may allude to contemporary 

events, and the young Tahmasp may have 

seen himself as Hushang, for the young 

Safavid ruler had reestablished the 

dynasty’s authority after the devastating 

defeat at the hands of the Ottomans at 

Chaldiran in 1514. (In the Shahnama, the 

Prince Husahng will revenge his father’s 

death and save the Iranian throne.) 



Though the composition implies the just 

succession between father and son, signified 

by the spatial position between them 

(where left is favored), we know that this 

will never take place, emphasizing the 

inherent tragedy of the tale.  

 

The angel Surush informed Gayumars that 

the Black Div, son of the demon Ahriman, 

would murder Siyamak. Even at the 

beginning of human time, forces of good 

contend with forces of evil, inaugurating a 

struggle without end.  

 

This sense of loss is heightened by an idyllic 

landscape, where human beings gather 

alongside animals of various species; even 

the rocky landscape is constructed to 

suggest the harmony between human and 

natural order. 



 

With its interplay of lore and history the Shahnama offers models of conduct and 

rulership that inspired numerous generations of rulers. In addition to being a great 

work of literature, in fact, the poem can also be considered a successful example of 

"mirror for princes," a popular genre in the medieval and early modern Islamic world 

intended for the education and edification of rulers. The teachings and moral exempla 

offered by the virtuous kings and paladins of the Shahnama are among the aspects 

that explain its great success throughout history. 



 

From a pictorial point of view, it also marks the synthesis of the two most important 

phases of the Persian tradition—the Turkman style, which developed in Tabriz and 

Shiraz, and the Timurid style, associated with Herat. These two strains were 

absorbed into the new artistic idiom of the early Safavids. Thus, the lively treatment 

and bright colors of landscape and surfaces inspired by the Turkman school, coexist 

with the more sober palette and balanced compositional layout of the Herat school, 

whose impact is particularly evident in some of the later paintings. 



Muhammad Ibn al-Ayn. Baptistère of St. Louis, from Egypt, c. 1300, brass, inlaid with 

gold and silver 



The political and military dominance of the Mamluks in Eygpt was accompanied by a 

flourishing artistic culture renowned across the medieval world for its glass, textiles, 

and metalwork. 

 

Master metal craftsman Mohammed ibn al-Zain created this brass basin during the 

Bahri Mamluk reign (1250–1382). Inlaid with silver and gold, 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. 



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. 



The association with the famous French king is a myth. Louis died before Muhammad 

ib al-Zayn (who signed the basin six times) made the piece. Some scholars think a court 

official named Salar ordered the piece as a gift for his sultan, but no inscription 

identifies him. The specificity of the representations led D. S. Rice to identify the 

bearded figure wearing a short-sleeved tunic and carrying a mace as the amir Salar. 

His boots, unlike those of all the other figures, are decorated with a tripartite circular 

shield, which corresponds exactly to Salar’s emblem; a three-fielded shield of which the 

central field is black and the other two white. Salar was somewhat of a dandy, and 

favored a distinctive short-sleeved or sleeveless tunic which was named after him. The 

identification has led to the conventional dating of the basin (1290-1310).  



Although it was unlikely that Salar was the intended recipient of the basin, for he 

would then have been the focus of the decoration, his role as one of the attendant amirs 

makes it plausible that Salar commissioned it as a gift for the sultan. The specificity of 

the representations has also led scholars to suggest that the scenes depict actual events 

and have narrative content, as do works form the contemporary Iranian world. It is far 

more likely, however, that the images substitute for the laudatory inscriptions that 

give the names, titles, and attributes of the patron normally found on contemporary 

Mamluk metalwork.  

 

The distinctive physiognomy and dress distinguish three types of figures: indigenous 

servants and hunters, Mamluk emirs, and Mongol enemies. The base is covered with a 

fantastic fishpond inhabited by crabs, eels, tortoises, frogs, a lizard, wild duck, pelican, 

crocodile, and two harpies.  







OBJECTS of WEALTH and RITUAL: 
ISLAMIC ART 

(Islamic Luxury Arts) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1 

 

How do scholars know that these two works were 

created in a secular context (as opposed to a sacred 

context)? Despite being secular objects, why do you 

suppose scholars still refer to them as “Islamic” 

luxury objects?  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2 

 

In what ways did these two 

luxurious objects function in a 

sacred Islamic context? Analyze 

features of each work that 

contribute its unique character.  



What do we mean when we refer to 

secular works of art as “Islamic”? 

 

Islam meets L.A. - Huffington Post 
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