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Series Editor’s Preface

The Blackwell Anthologies in Art History series is intended to bring together
writing on a given subject drawn from a broad historical and historiographic
perspective. The aim of each volume is to present key writings, while at the same
time challenging their canonical status through the inclusion of texts that provide
different approaches, interpretation, and ideas. Late Antique and Medieval Art
of the Mediterranean World brings together a new and important synthesis of
fundamental texts for the study of art history from the third to the thirteenth
centuries CE. The combination of texts in this volume responds to the purpose
of the series by working to promote an integrated study of the art and culture
in the lands surrounding the Mediterranean. The anthology presents material
that has usually been separated, both spatially and temporally, through adherence
to the traditional subcategories including “Early Christian,” “Byzantine,”
“Romanesque,” and “Islamic.” This division of the artifacts, texts, and histories
of art from these periods has isolated Late Antique from Medieval, East from
West, Byzantine from Islamic, Jewish from Christian, and Christian from Muslim,
and this volume seeks to break down these discrete categories to enable fresh
interpretations and perspectives. The novel configuration of the material in this
volume provides a stimulating resource for students and teachers alike. Moreover,
through its originality and questioning of established approaches, Late Antique
and Medieval Art of the Mediterranean World makes a very welcome addition to
the series.

Dana Arnold
London 2006
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Introduction: Remapping the Art
of the Mediterranean

The primary objective of this volume is to promote an integrated study of the
art and culture in the lands surrounding the Mediterranean from late antiquity
through medieval times (3rd—13th centuries CE). I have sought to bring together
material that routinely had been separated, both spatially and temporally, by
traditional subcategories within Medieval art such as “Early Christian,” “Byzan-
tine,” “Romanesque,” “Islamic,” resulting in the study of these periods in isola-
tion, dividing late antique from medieval, East from West, Byzantine from
Islamic, Jewish from Christian, and Christian from Muslim, and so on. There
are many reasons for these classifications, ranging from the practical organization
of a complex body of knowledge into manageable units, emphasizing depth and
specialization, to the self-interested structure of Western scholarship, which was
founded on and invested in the creation of hierarchies of knowledge and disci-
plines. In all instances, however, it must be acknowledged that these categories
are anything but transparently obvious. Rather they result from an active process
of “mapping,” whereby cultural boundaries are defined through inclusion and
omission. The collection of essays in this volume presents a strategy for remap-
ping the art of the Mediterranean, employing a model that opens up political,
religious, and stylistic boundaries in European, Islamic, and Byzantine realms.
The premise here is that there is more to be gained by studying the art and
culture of the Mediterranean holistically than by carving it up into historical and
geographical categories and studying each grouping separately.

Since the 1970s, late antique (spdtantike, coined by the Austrian art historian
Alois Riegl in the late nineteenth century) has become the common appellation
for the period between the third and seventh centuries CE.! While it is not
completely unproblematic, through its link to antiquity, the term “late antique,”
to some extent, serves to avoid associations with the disparaging reference to the
decay and fall of the Roman Empire. The term also subsumes labels such as
“Early Christian,” “Coptic,” and “Late Roman,” each of which represents only
selective components and interests within the diversity and multicultural breadth

1



Eva R. Hoffman

that characterize the art and culture of the period as a whole. Finally, the broader
designation late antique has allowed for the expansive geographical consideration
of the late Roman Empire alongside the Sasanian Empire, as well as chronologi-
cal continuities from the third to the seventh centuries CE and beyond. More
and more evidence suggests that the Islamic conquests during the seventh
century did not represent a dramatic break from the preexisting late antique
culture.? As observed by the editors of Late Antiquity. A Guide to the Postclassical
World, “From the world of Constantine to the seemingly different world of
Damascus of ‘Abd al-Malik [the reader] may be surprised to see that not every-
thing had changed.”® These scholars have further proposed an extension of late
antiquity, pushing the end date to the year 800, including not only the first
Islamic Empire, the Umayyads, but also the establishment of Baghdad under the
succeeding Abbasid Empire. The particulars of the debate over the precise dates
for the beginning and end of the period of late antiquity matter less than what
this debate suggests about the blurred transitions and overlaps between periods
and the enduring continuities between antiquity at one end of the continuum
and the medieval world at the other.

There has also been growing acceptance among scholars of greater fluidity
between late antique and medieval art.* Herbert Kessler, in his evaluation of the
state of the field, observed: “history offers no clear break.”® Concerning the
problem of the marginalization of Byzantine art within the sphere of medieval
art, Robert Nelson has advocated more inclusive strategies within medieval art
that would incorporate the artistic cultures of the many regions of Western,
Central, and Eastern Europe, and the Christian and Muslim lands of the Levant.
Nelson asks: “What if issues in medieval art were pursued beyond our traditional
disciplinary subcategories of artistic medium, chronology or geography?”® This
challenge provides the guiding spirit for this volume. What follows here is a
practical and theoretical contribution toward addressing this issue.

This volume does not provide a comprehensive survey of the material, nor
attempt to integrate all of medieval art or even all of medieval Mediterranean art.
It is, instead, an anthology comprising selected texts on late antiquity, and the
Byzantine, Islamic, Venetian, and Norman Mediterranean realms, as well as
minority cultures within these governing political states. The collaborative format
of the anthology lends itself perfectly to the challenge of the cross-disciplinary
approach, while providing the necessary scholarly expertise and resources. Taken
together, the collection of essays allows us to reimagine and remap the Mediter-
ranean along an interactive network of connections. Instead of fixed categories,
I would propose a model of dynamic geographical and chronological continuities.
Along with these continuities comes an understanding of context; of what came
before and of pathways of exchange and intersection within the broader sphere
of medieval art in other centers. This rethinking is informed by the current
postmodern mentality of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries,
characterized by flexible global reconceptualization, much as the taxonomy of
categorization spoke to the earlier twentieth-century modern models.

2



Remapping the Art of the Mediterranean

I can think of no more appropriate focus for this model of dynamic continuity
and cultural exchange than the Mediterranean world. The name “Mediterra-
nean” (the Middle Sea) first appeared sometime during late antiquity, to empha-
size the sea’s centrality to the coastlines and surrounding landmasses.” The
longevity of this label speaks to a continued perception of the Mediterranean as
the “sea in the middle.” Major studies have shown the Mediterranean region as
a site of remarkable continuities. Klavs Ransborg has presented archeological
evidence for relatively unchanging patterns of settlement and material culture
around the Mediterranean from late antiquity until roughly the eleventh century.®
The emphasis on the longue durée, the fact that changes in Mediterranean society
occurred only gradually over long periods of time rather than by political upheav-
als, is an idea long ago advanced by Fernand Braudel.” And, in their more recent
study, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History, Peregrine Horden
and Nicholas Purcell have advanced the notion of systems of local exchange, and
of shared environmental, biological, and anthropological factors, in shaping and
connecting the Mediterranean world.'

Along with continuity, the Mediterranean is also defined through interaction.
From its location in the middle, the Mediterranean has always maintained a
delicate balance, and a paradoxical position. On the one hand, this great body
of water served as a natural boundary, separating lands across the sea and allow-
ing for the development of independent polities; on the other hand, the sea
served as the crossroads of Europe, North Africa, and Asia, as the obvious con-
nector of its coasts as well as the intermediary islands in between. David Abulafia
and S. D. Goitein have emphasized the history of the Mediterranean, not in
terms of the individual societies that developed around the sea, but rather in
terms of “interactions across space,” and the exchange of ideas and culture
through movement across the sea.!' As we shall see, during medieval times
between the tenth and twelfth centuries, the major players included the Republic
of Venice, Norman Sicily, Fatimid Egypt and North Africa, al-Andalus (Islamic
Spain), and Byzantium. There was constant travel between these polities across
the Mediterranean. Each of these centers was inhabited by a mix of populations
of Jews, Muslims, and Christians who maintained networks of trading partners
among coreligionists throughout the region, exchanging not only goods, but
also ideas and texts. The constant traffic of peoples and goods proved an effective
recipe for sustaining a fragile coexistence and a delicate balance of power. Fur-
thermore, the Mediterranean provided expanded possibilities for exchange well
beyond its shores, through connecting bodies of water that formed their own
networks of exchange as well as passageways for the Mediterranean itself. Some,
such as the Adriatic or Aegean Seas, were nearby, while others, such as the Black
Sea, which connected the Mediterranean to Eastern Europe and the Steppes,
were more distant; David Abulafia has posited other “mediterraneans,” that
expand the Mediterranean exchange network even further.'?

The Mediterranean, at the nexus of three continents, Europe, Asia, and
Africa, was the perfect medium to stimulate these complex intersections and
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continuities. Like the Mediterranean, where communities of Jews, Christians,
and Muslims exchanged ideas and goods in such centers as Cairo, Palermo, and
Cordoba, this volume serves as a meeting point for writings on art and culture
across the disciplinary boundaries of late antique, Byzantine, Islamic, Norman,
and Venetian arts, to name a few.

The essays here have been chosen not only because they represent material
related to each of these fields, but also because they bring to life the complex
visual intersections and formations that took place across the religious and politi-
cal boundaries of the Mediterranean in European, Islamic, and Byzantine realms.
To be sure, individual visual and cultural distinctions existed among these
spheres and these, as well as cultural transformations and changes, will be
addressed here also. Yet despite the emergence of clear and distinct individual
identity, the remapping here speaks to the permeability of boundaries in the
Mediterranean. It is my contention, furthermore, that the parameters chosen
here not only allow for a contextualization of a shared Mediterranean culture,
but also allow us to sharpen our focus on each of the individual cultures.

An important aspect of this anthology is the inclusion of earlier “classic” writ-
ings. These texts remain important touchstones as pioneering contributions,
both in their approaches and interpretation, even if a few points of information
in these works might warrant modification. They help to create a dialog with
more recent works, offering opportunities for comparison, but also serving as
foundations for the discourse of continuities and cultural interaction. Most of
these articles dispel widely held misconceptions, such as the prohibition of figural
images in Jewish and Islamic art (Parts I and III). All of the texts chosen dem-
onstrate an awareness of and sensitivity to wider social and cultural contexts.
They deal with major issues and pose questions about the complexities of func-
tions and meanings of art, and how identity is expressed visually. In particular,
I have selected articles that employ global and interdisciplinary approaches, as I
believe these approaches deepen our understanding as well as make the material
more accessible and relevant to the way we study art and history today.

The material is organized both thematically and in a general chronology, in
order to accommodate the needs of university courses and a range of approaches.
At the same time, the headings suggest pedagogical direction and inquiry. I have
used these texts in my own classes, with positive reception from my students,
whom I would like to acknowledge. Of course, there are many other possibilities
and the texts presented here do not represent any definitive selections. What this
volume will provide is access to a body of material that will inspire thinking
across periods, cultures, and disciplines. My hope is that it will serve as a launch-
ing pad for a holistic study of medieval art in the Mediterranean and will encour-
age readers to seek out relationships and connections beyond disciplinary
boundaries.

Part I focuses on the art of late antiquity, from the third to the seventh cen-
turies, and includes articles on pagan, Jewish, and Sasanian art. Individually,
as well as collectively, these articles demonstrate a shared late antique visual
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language and exchange in the context of a multiplicity and diversity of cultures
and religious cults. In his essay, Jds Elsner puts to rest, once and for all, the idea
of decline and the conventional boundaries between Roman art and late antique
art. He defines the scope of late antique art, not only through its continuities
with the Roman art of the past but also through its links to the Christian art
of the future. Annabel Jane Wharton focuses our attention on the wall paintings
of the synagogue at Dura Europos, arguably the largest surviving above-ground
program of late antique wall painting from the third century CE. In so doing,
she situates this Jewish monument into the central discussion of the art of late
antiquity, dispels notions of the absence of figural imagery in Jewish art, and
explains the politics of the obscurity of this work. She also explores its complex
relationships to both Persian art (Parthian and Sasanian art) and early Christian
art, and analyzes its visual discourse in terms of its particular Jewish identity.
The essays by Anna Gonosova and Richard Ettinghausen bring Sasanian art into
the discussion of late antique art. Both articles demonstrate a shared visual
vocabulary between the Roman and Sasanian world, and the need to consider
art beyond the Mediterranean borders. Anna Gonosovd provides a concise
summary of Sasanian art and the issues of exchange with the Mediterranean
world. Ettinghausen’s essay is a case study. When he wrote his essay in the 1970s,
the terminology of “influences” and “borrowings” was commonly used. Today
we would judiciously avoid these terms because of the imbalanced power relations
implied between the Greco-Roman “lender” and Sasanian “recipient.” We speak,
instead, in terms of coeval reciprocal “interactions.” Nevertheless, Ettinghausen’s
engagement with the process of cultural translation, a mainstay of this volume,
may be brought into dialog with the texts in Part II.

Part I continues to engage with processes of continuities and cultural transla-
tions. In “The Good Life,” Henry Maguire explores the interchangeability of
propitious visual themes among pagans, Christians, Jews, and Muslims. Simi-
larly, G. W. Bowersock explores continuities of Hellenism on the Arabian
Peninsula, Syria, and Jordan, drawing on visual evidence of paintings and mosaics
discovered in excavations since the 1980s. Both Maguire and Bowersock empha-
size that not all adaptations of Greco-Roman vocabulary are the same. What is
important is how this vocabulary is used in their new contexts and in the forma-
tion of new cultural identities. Another theme in Part II is the status of textiles,
discussed by Maguire in the context of its function in late antiquity, and then
by Lisa Golombek, in her fascinating analysis of the “textile mentality” and its
central role in Islamic art and its permeation throughout Islamic society. The
possibilities of intermedia exchange are creatively explored here.

Part III examines the visual representation of the holy in the European Chris-
tian, Byzantine, and Islamic spheres. The intention is that the explanations of
religious imagery in these essays be considered in dialog. These writings explore
the devotion of visual images known as icons, the relationship of visual images
to scripture, and the use of figural and non-figural images. These articles will
also dispel a number of misconceptions relating to the prohibition of images in
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Islam (parallel to the misconception relating to Jewish art as discussed in Part
I) and the role of Islam in Iconoclasm (the destruction of images). Most of all,
the articles here contextualize Mediterranean Muslim and Christian attitudes,
so that they are not reduced to simple binaries.

To begin this part of the book, John Lowden brings a fresh perspective to
the old question of the origin and role of visual images in early Christian bibles.
In “Sacred Image, Sacred Power,” Gary Vikan explains the critical role of an
icon as “a window or door through which the worshipper gains access to sanc-
tity,” an understanding that has largely been lost by contemporary viewers.
“What defined an icon in Byzantium was neither medium nor style, but rather
how the image was used, and especially, what people believed it to be.” Percep-
tion is what created its aura and, at the same time, made icons so threatening
that eventually they would be banned and destroyed during the period of
Byzantine Iconoclasm (725-80 CE and 814-43 CE).

Focusing on the dialog between early Islam and Byzantium, the essays by
Oleg Grabar, Erica Dodd, and G. R. D. King demonstrate the role of visual
imagery in formulating religious and cultural identity in the early medieval
Mediterranean world. The articles by Oleg Grabar and G. R. D. King point to
visual imagery as a weapon in the battle for the holy sphere, used by both
Muslims and Christians to assert their doctrine and to refute the offensive doc-
trine of the other. The anti-Trinitarian message in the inscriptions of the Dome
of the Rock responded to the Christian claim of the divinity of Jesus, while the
Christians, as King notes, counterclaimed, with their crucifix which was “more
objectionable to the Muslims than any picture.” And finally, the coinage reform
by ‘Abd al-Malik asserts the message of the unity of God, once again, refuting
the legitimacy of the Christian Trinity. In all of this, it is the shared Mediterra-
nean background that made it possible for these visual polemics to be compre-
hensible to both sides of the Christian/Muslim debate. In her classic article,
Erica Dodd explains the shared Mediterranean philosophical and theological
foundations for the development and expression of attitudes toward figural and
non-figural images in Jewish, Islamic, and Byzantine spheres. Ultimately, the
choices of imagery that would be made by the Christians and the Muslims related
to the needs of each faith and culture.

Part IV explores the art of minority cultures, the indigenous Jewish and
Christian cultures in Islamic lands, between the tenth and thirteenth centuries.
Robert Nelson and Rachel Milstein demonstrate the virtues of closely focused
study on individual works, in providing insights into context and identity and in
opening up a range of visual connections. The authors have both pointed to the
strong relationships between the works serving the sacred realms of these minor-
ity communities and the works from the broader Islamic culture at large. What
can this tell us about the status of these minority cultures? To what extent can
works like these be labeled as “minority art,” and how can we define the balance
between ethnic/religious identity and broader cultural identity? Robert Nelson
questions the usefulness of the labels “Muslim” and “Christian” altogether.
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Part V considers the luxury arts and the paradigm of the Byzantine court
between the tenth and twelfth centuries. On the surface this may seem like a
straightforward unproblematic category, but these essays raise questions about
authority, tradition, and the category and function of “art” at the highest level
of production and patronage. Henry Maguire and Robin Cormack demonstrate
how the Byzantine court projected its own flattering image and how it commu-
nicated with its ruling counterparts in other polities, through a system of shared
but controlled imagery. In the “Image of the Court,” Maguire illustrates the
image of taxis (harmonious order) at the court through the rigid and minute
construction of the person of the emperor and the orchestration of an elaborately
encoded system of hierarchies, whereby the emperor is positioned as the earthly
counterpart to Christ. Robin Cormack explores the extension of court hierarchy
beyond the Byzantine sphere and the potential of art to affect diplomacy and
politics. Ioli Kalavrezou focuses on a single celebrated luxury object, the so-called
“San Marco Cup,” to dismantle the long-standing theory of the revival of art
from classical antiquity to explain the appearance of mythological subjects on
luxury secular art. In so doing, Kalavrezou opens up the possibility for more
flexible “divergent styles” of fashionable luxury objects, that included ancient
mythological representations as well as others, such as pseudo-kufic script, making
visual connections with the Islamic realm as well. The contact between Mediter-
ranean courts is further explored in Part VI.

Part VI focuses on visual and cultural exchange in the Mediterranean between
the tenth through thirteenth centuries. The essays chosen focus on three critical
sites of cultural intersection: Islamic Spain, Norman Sicily, and the Republic of
Venice. While each individual site was home to a mix of populations representing
the ethnic and religious peoples of all the other Mediterranean centers, by group-
ing these sites together, I wish to raise the possibilities for broader interchange
among these spheres in defining a shared culture. When traveling anywhere
within the Mediterranean, S. D. Goitein noted that “one was, so to speak, within
one’s own precincts.” If indeed, we can speak of a “Mediterranean Society,” as
Goitein suggested, how did this network of cultures work, and what can their
art tell us about the relationship between these centers? And how was it possible
to negotiate the complexities of local and regional identities and meanings? In
“Pathways of Portability,” I argue that, visually, it was the portable works in cir-
culation that defined their familiar surroundings and imparted the “Mediterra-
nean” feeling and look. The key to understanding portable works in all of these
centers is not necessarily through the identification of specific localization where
objects were made, but through the study of the arenas in which these works
were circulated and viewed. Jerrilynn Dodds points out that, in Spain, the appro-
priation of Islamic art by the Christian conquerors could carry meanings of both
triumph and admiration. In the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, William Tronzo
argues that the choice of “Islamic” or “Byzantine” modes of decoration depended
on how these visual motifs were used within the Norman context. Deborah
Howard suggests that the use of “Islamic” motifs in Venetian architecture speaks
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to a number of possible associations: The ever-present mindfulness of the Holy
Land in the context of the Crusades; the admiration of Islamic art and architec-
ture; and last but not least, the assertion of Venice as the greatest trading capital
of the world.
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Late Antiquity: Converging
Cultures, Competing
Traditions. Pagan, Jewish,
Christian, and Sasanian Art






1

The Changing Nature of
Roman Art and the
Art-Historical Problem of Style

Jas Elsner

This article explores the way art both reflected and helped precipitate the cultural
changes of the Roman world. Moving from a period of political stability to one
of greater uncertainty, from the supreme self-confidence of the imperial establish-
ment during the Second Sophistic to the religious conversion of late antiquity,
we will observe the functions, forms and transformations in visual images — in
their uses, their appearance, and their scope. One, perhaps surprising, element
in the story — given the tremendous changes in the period — is how much,
especially in the imagery and social functions of art, proclaimed continuity. The
stylistic and thematic eclecticism, the veneration for the classical arts of the past,
and even many pervasive visual motifs (from the arena to pagan mythology,
from hunting to the illustration of literary themes) — all these characteristics of
second-century art are equally true of the arts of the Christian fourth and fifth
centuries, despite the changes of meaning and emphasis which some of these
motifs underwent.

Usually the story of Roman art in late antiquity is told as the narrative of a
radical transformation in the forms and style of visual images. The period with
which this study opens produced some of the greatest and most influential
masterpieces of naturalistic sculpture which have survived from antiquity. It was
by such magnificent marble statues as the Apollo Belvedere (probably made in
the first third of the second century AD, or the Capitoline Venus (dating also

Jas Elsner, “The Changing Nature of Roman Art and the Art-Historical Problem of Style,”
pp. 15-23 from Imperial Rome and Christian Triumph: The Art of the Roman Empire Ap 100~
450 (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). Copyright © 1998 by Jis Elsner.
Reprinted by permission of Oxford University Press.
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from the mid-second century) that the Renaissance’s love affair with naturalism
was inspired. The Apollo Belvedere, probably a copy of a bronze original by
Leochares of the fourth century BC, was one of the most celebrated and influ-
ential of all Classical sculptures during the Renaissance. After its discovery
(sometime in the later fifteenth century), it found its way by 1509 into the papal
collections, where it remained one of the prize exhibits in the Belvedere court-
yard of the Vatican. It was through such images that the history of the rise of
classical naturalism has been written. There were other supremely skilful varia-
tions on and creative copies of great sculptures made by Greek artists, like
Leochares or Praxiteles, in the fifth and fourth centuries BC. Likewise our period
saw the creation of some of the most magnificent ‘baroque’ sculptures of the
Roman period — for instance, the Farnese Hercules, itself a version of a famous
statue by the fourth-century Greek artist Lysippus, or the Farnese Bull (both
from the early third century AD, and found in the Baths of Caracalla in Rome)
— spectacular carvings which played with the full scope of naturalistic imagery,
extending its limits to flamboyant and ‘mannerist’ effect.

Yet, by the fourth century AD, the outstanding classical heritage of the arts
which imitated nature and created an impression of lifelike realism began to be
replaced by non-naturalistic modes of representation. For example, compare the
roundel of the emperor Hadrian sacrificing to the goddess Diana (Figure 1.1),
originally carved for a public monument in the AD 130s (about the same time
as the Apollo Belvedere) and later incorporated in the Arch of Constantine, with
the bas-relief frieze of the emperor Constantine addressing the Roman people
from the rostra in the Roman forum, sculpted for the Arch of Constantine nearly
200 years later (Figure 1.2). Both scenes are symmetrical compositions, but note
the spatial illusionism of the Hadrianic tondo with its clear marking of fore-
ground and background figures (Hadrian — whose face was later recut — on the
viewer’s right-hand side, stands in front of the statue of Diana with a cloaked
attendant behind him to the right). The draperies of the figures on the tondo
fall naturalistically about their bodies giving an illusion of volume and mass, of
limbs and space. The plinth of the cult statue, which is placed in the open in
front of a tree, is itself offset at an angle, giving an impression of perspective
which is reinforced by the disposition of the figures.

By contrast, the Constantinian adlocutio (or address to the populace) has
eschewed all the visual conventions of illusionistic space and perspectival natural-
ism so elegantly embodied by the roundel. Background is indicated simply by
placing a row of equal-sized heads above the foreground figures, who stand in
a line with little hint of naturalistic poise or posture. Draperies, far from expos-
ing the forms of the bodies beneath them, are rendered as drill lines incised into
the flat surface: they stand as a sign for clothing but they neither imitate real
dress, nor emphasize the physical volumes of the bodies they clothe. There is no
sense of perspective, just a flat surface with the most important figures clustered
on the raised podium around the emperor, who stands beneath two banners
at the centre. In the Hadrianic tondo, the statue is obviously a statue —
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Figure 1.1 One of eight marble roundels depicting Hadrian hunting, executed in the
130s and subsequently incorporated into the Arch of Constantine. The series of eight
combines a celebration of hunting (an activity for which Hadrian was famous) with a
focus on piety and the careful rendering of a rustic setting. Four of the eight scenes
depict the act of sacrifice at an altar before the statue of a deity. In this relief (from the
south side of the Arch of Constantine), Hadrian, the first figure on the right-hand side,
pours a libation to the goddess Diana. Alinari Archives, Florence

differentiated in scale from the other figures and placed on a plinth. By contrast,
the two seated figures to either side of the rostra in the adlocutio relief are not
obviously different from the other figures, yet they represent not human figures
but statues of Constantine’s deified predecessors, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius.
The fact that the three highest figures in the relief are Constantine (had his head
survived) and the two deceased emperors, works to make the political point that
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Figure 1.2 Adlocutio relief, ¢.315, from the Arch of Constantine, showing the emperor
addressing the people. This image is famous for its intimations of late-antique style,
including centralizing symmetry, the frontality of the emperor, the stacking of figures,
and the elimination of illusionism in depicting space. The setting is the Roman forum.
Constantine speaks from the rostra. Behind are the five columns of Diocletian’s decen-
ninl monument, of AD 303, crowned with statues of the four tetrarchs and Jupiter in
the center (beneath whom Constantine stands). To the right is the Arch of Septimius
Severus (erected in 203); to the left, the arcades of the Basilica Julia and the single bay
of the Arch of Tiberius, both now lost. Alinari Archives, Florence

Constantine is their successor, even their embodiment. Both reliefs were dis-
played together as part of the same monument during the Constantinian period
(and thereafter), as the Hadrianic tondo was incorporated into the decoration of
the Arch of Constantine in Rome. The tondo (one of eight), with Hadrian’s
head recut to resemble Constantine or his father Constantius Chlorus, as well
as other sculptures from monuments of Marcus Aurelius and Trajan, became
part of a complex visual politics designed to legitimate Constantine in relation
to the great emperors of the second century.

The arts of the late third and the fourth centuries — not only political images
like those on the Arch of Constantine, but also (perhaps especially) the sacred
arts — were the crucible in which the more ‘abstract’” forms of medieval
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image-making were created. The great variety in the visual forms of the arts in
late antiquity makes our period simultaneously the ancestor of medieval and
Byzantine art on the one hand, and of the Renaissance (which replaced and
rejected medieval styles of image-making) on the other. Indeed, the juxtaposition
of styles in the reliefs of the Arch of Constantine proved a principal basis for the
Renaissance’s formulation of artistic ‘decline’ in late antiquity in the writings of
Raphael and Vasari. One of our difficulties as students of the period is that we
approach it, inevitably, with preconceptions formulated by the kinds of more
recent art we ourselves may enjoy: medieval ‘symbolism’, Renaissance and post-
Renaissance ‘naturalism’, modernist ‘abstraction’ and ‘expressionism’, post-mod-
ernist ‘eclecticism’. One of the riches of the Roman imperial art explored here
is that not only did it have elements of all these qualities, but it is in many ways
their direct ancestor.

The stylistic challenge of the juxtapositions of the reliefs on the Arch of Con-
stantine has led scholars in a search through the history of Roman art to explain
how and when the Classical conventions governing representations like the
Hadrianic tondo gave way to the proto-medievalism of the Constantinian frieze.
In many ways the history of late-Roman art has become a quest for the first
moment of decline. Among the candidates have been the arts of the Severan
period (193-235), those of the Antonine dynasty (in particular, reliefs and sar-
cophagi from the reigns of Marcus Aurelius, 161-80, and Commodus, 180-92),
and even earlier art from the lower classes, like the remarkable Trajanic circus
relief from Ostia. The overwhelming burden of this stylistic story has been a
narrative of incremental decline, leading to radical change. It has married per-
fectly with the traditional and oversimplified historical picture of crisis in the
third century followed by the end of Classical antiquity and the onset of the
Christian middle ages. Both history and art history have insisted on change, and
both have seen formal structure (whether the stylistic forms of images or
the administrative ordering of the empire) as responses to a social and
stylistic crisis.

However, to examine the visual material with such a strong emphasis on sty-
listic change has led to a number of errors, or at least overexaggerations. First,
the transformation from the illusionistic arts of the second century (and before)
to the symbolic arts of late antiquity has invariably been represented as ‘decline”:
decline from the hard-won naturalism of Greek classicism into hierarchic images
that no longer imitate what they represent but rather gesture toward their
meaning as signs or symbols; decline from the elegant illusionistic evocation of
space and perspective in the Hadrianic tondi to the flat surfaces, the stacked,
ill-proportioned, and schematically realized figures of the Constantinian friezes.
Yet ‘decline’ is a modern value judgement (specifically a post-Renaissance posture)
revealing a particular strand of modern prejudice (or ‘taste’) — it certainly does
not reflect how the Roman world saw its image-making at the time. On the
contrary, the designers of the Arch of Constantine appear to have been quite
happy to juxtapose images which are stylistically contrasting, even jarring, to
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modern eyes. Second, while it is true that the Constantinian adlocutio reliet was
an affirmation of an hierarchic and ritualized vision of empire (looking back in
visual terms beyond the relatively abstract arts of the tetrarchs as far as the frontal
portrayals of the emperor on the column of Marcus Aurelius and in Severan
times), it is impossible to demonstrate that any apparent break in visual forms
was dependent on any simple or wholesale change in social structures. True, the
whole period from the later second century to the fifth was one in which very
profound changes took place; but it was a slow and incremental process lasting
several centuries.

Third, the selection of objects for stylistic comparison is always dangerously
arbitrary. Had the designers of the Arch of Constantine chosen a different series
of second- and fourth-century objects for their juxtapositions, the Arch would
have occasioned far less scandal in later centuries. Take, for instance, one of the
two decursio scenes from the base of the column dedicated by the co-emperors
Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus in AD 161 to the memory of their deified
predecessor Antoninus Pius. Although its small figures are rendered realistically
enough, this sculpture — which represents one of the rituals at Antoninus’ funeral
and deification — ignores the classicizing illusions of perspective and space
characteristic of most contemporary sculpture in order to give a rather more
schematic rendering of a sacred ceremony. The galloping figures and the stan-
dard-bearers around whom the horsemen ride are seen, as a composition, from
above (a bird’s-eye view, as it were), but each figure is carved as if we were looking
at it from ground level. The sense of encirclement is achieved, not by illusionism,
but by the stacking of rows of figures. There is a fundamental discrepancy (from
the naturalistic point of view) between the compositional arrangement — which
demands that we be shown only the tops of the riders” heads, since we are looking
down from a height — and the depiction of the figures, which would suggest that
all three rows should be shown in a single plane. Compare this scene with the
fourth-century porphyry sarcophagus of St Helena, mother of Constantine, dis-
covered in the remains of her mausoleum in Rome and depicting the triumph
of Roman soldiers over barbarians. Despite the fact that it was much restored in
the eighteenth century, the sculpture of this object — with its realistic figures but
non-illusionistic spatial and perspectival field — is close to the spirit of the Anto-
nine column base. Even the military subject matter and the penchant for stacking
rows of figures against an undetermined background is similar in both sculp-
tures. Had carvings like these been juxtaposed on the Arch of Constantine, we
might never have imagined them to be over 150 years apart. Beside other, much
more coherently naturalistic, Antonine works — including the famous relief of
imperial apotheosis carved for the very same column base from the very same
block of stone possibly by the very same artists — the decursio panel looks decid-
edly out of place, if one uses purely stylistic criteria for judgement. Beside the
adlocutio relief of the Arch of Constantine, the sarcophagus of Helena looks
intensely classicizing. Clearly there was a great deal more stylistic variation within
the arts of any particular moment in our period — even in objects produced spe-
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cifically for the imperial centre at Rome — than any straightforward stylistic
comparisons of single objects will allow.

Another approach to the arts of late antiquity — that espoused traditionally by
historians of early Christian and Byzantine art — has been to see them teleologi-
cally, with the visual changes as part of a wider cultural process which led natu-
rally to the triumph of Christianity and Christian art. To some extent, of course,
this is valid as a retrospective way of looking at the material: by (say) the eighth
century AD pretty well all pagan themes and naturalistic forms had been extir-
pated from the canon of visual production. However, the triumph of Christianity
(indeed, even its very theological definition) was too haphazard and uncertain,
at least in the fourth century, for any attempt to eradicate classicism. Indeed,
well beyond our period — into the sixth and seventh centuries — there was a
flourishing production of pagan imagery and naturalistic styles on the textiles
and silverware used not only by isolated pagan groups in the peripheries of the
empire, but even by the imperial Christian court at Constantinople. Also, it was
not just Christian art, but also the arts of other mystical or initiate sects in the
period before Constantine’s legalization of Christianity which encouraged
increasing (non-naturalistic) symbolism; and it was pre-Christian imperial art —
the art of the tetrarchic emperors of the late third century AD — which imposed
the first systematically simplified and schematized forms on the visual propa-
ganda of the Roman world.

My own approach in this article, signalled by choosing the dates with which
it starts and ends, is twofold. First, I reject the notion of decline. There are
obvious changes between AD 100 and 450 in the styles and techniques used for
art, as well as in the kinds of objects produced (for example, late antiquity saw
a rise and rapid development in the art of high-quality ivory carving). But there
are also profound continuities between the visual productions of the pagan and
Christian empires. Take, for example, the beautiful gold-glass medallion from
Brescia, which could have been made at any point in our period — its transfixing
naturalism gestures towards the second century, while its technique is more
typical of objects from the fourth (Figure 1.3). Perhaps from Alexandria, since
its inscription is in the Alexandrian dialect of Greek, it probably found its
way early to Italy — at any rate, it was incorporated there in the seventh century
in a ceremonial, jewelled, cross. Whenever it was made, and for the duration
of its use in antiquity, the imagery of this gem speaks of the continuity and
values of family life, of the wealth and patronage of aristocratic élites, of the
high value placed on exquisite workmanship from the second century to the
fifth.

Second, I have ignored the historiographic divide (virtually a wall of non-
communication) between those who write about ‘late-antique art’ from the point
of view of the Classical heritage and those who write about ‘early Christian art’
from the stance of its medieval and Byzantine inheritance. While the dichotomy
is understandable — given the different trainings and expectations with which its
upholders were educated — it is, quite simply, false. There was a multiplicity of
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Figure 1.3 Cross of Galla Placidia (called “Desiderio”); detail showing gold-glass
medallion of a family group, perhaps from Alexandria, dated anywhere between the early
third and the mid-fifth centuries AD. This family group of a mother, in a richly embroi-
dered robe and jewels, with her son and daughter, bears the inscription BOUNNERI
KERAMI. This may be an artist’s signature or the name of the family represented.
Brescia, Museo Civico delP’Eta Cristiana. © 1990. Photo Scala, Florence

cultures in the world of the later Roman empire which — far from being exclusive
— saw themselves (especially after the legalization of Christianity) as part of a
single political entity. The arts of that world were inextricably interrelated. If I
have one overriding aim, it is to show how early Christian art was fully part of
late antiquity, how — for all its special features — it developed out of, and reacted
to, the public and private, religious and secular, visual culture of the later Roman
empire.
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Good and Bad Images from the
Synagogue of Dura Europos:
Contexts, Subtexts, Intertexts

Annabel Jane Wharton

Historiography of Absence'

In the case of certain icons, mechanical reproduction does not diminish effectiv-
ity.” The miraculous weeping image of Our Lady of Chicago in the St Nikolaos
Albanian Orthodox Church has a number of equally lachrymose copies. Photo-
graphs and postcards of the miraculous image are empowered to weep by being
touched by swabs taken from the tears of the original Virgin in Chicago.? Repro-
ductions of the Mona Lisa, in so far as they refer to The Great Artwork, are
apparently effective whatever the quality of the copy. . . . Certainly, most images
lose their aura in reproduction. However, beautiful reproductions help ease the
absence of the artefact; at least a nostalgia for originality clings to a wonderful
copy. Equally, a terrible facsimile is likely to corrode the quality of the original
and consequently to inhibit attendance to it. These are the familiar reasons why
art historians take the reproduction of their objects of study very seriously.* Good
plates are absent from this piece. The first part of my paper considers the politics
and ideology of this lack.’ The second section attempts to fill the gap between
bad reproductions and interesting originals with some words.

The site of my subject is Dura Europos, an ancient city located in north-east
Syria.® No single site provides more material evidence about the diversity of

Annabel Jane Wharton, “Good and Bad Images from the Synagogue of Dura Europos: contexts,
subtexts, intertexts,” pp. 1-25 from Azt History 17:1 (Oxford and Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing Ltd, March 1994). Copyright © 1994 by Association of Art Historians. Reprinted by
permission of Blackwell Publishing.
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religious expression in late Antiquity than does Dura Europos. Among the large
number of monuments unearthed there are several temples, a mithracum, a
large synagogue and the earliest known, securely dated Christian building, all
retaining remarkable fresco decoration. Europos, a Hellenistic foundation of
around 300 BCE, and known as Dura by the third century CE, occupied a stra-
tegic position on a bluff overlooking the alluvial plain of the middle Euphrates.
From the late second century BCE to the early second century CE, the city was
an important political centre of the Parthian Empire. The province of Parapota-
mia was probably governed by the strategos of Dura. With the expansion of the
Roman Empire in the West, the city came within a zone of hostile contention.
In 116-17, and again from 165 to 256 CE, the Romans occupied the city; during
the Roman occupation a dux, described as the commander of the Euphrates
limes and probably also the civil governor of the Middle Euphrates, resided in
the city.” In 256, after a siege that is remarkably well documented in the archaeo-
logical residue of Dura, the Sasanians conquered the city and apparently dis-
persed its populace.

Dura remained unmolested until March 1920, when British troops reported
the discovery of well-preserved frescoes.® Shortly thereafter, on 3 May 1920, a
one-day excavation was undertaken by James Henry Breasted, director of the
newly founded Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago. During the
course of that day the frescoes of the Temple of Bel were completely unearthed
and photographed. The 1,500-year-old paintings, left without adequate cover,
were subsequently largely obliterated.” This act of historical sabotage was then
published under the title The Oriental Forerunners of Byzantine Art."° This book
and the history of Dura’s subsequent excavation, written by their overseer Clark
Hopkins, indicate how the frescoes of Dura were effaced by what has been named
‘Orientalism’."

The pretace of The Oriental Forerunners offers as clear a demonstration of
Orientalism as any found in Edward Said’s various presentations of the
subject.'?

The region to which the Oriental Institute proposes to devote its chief attention
is commonly called the Near East, by which we mean the eastern Mediterranean
world and the adjacent regions eastward, at least through Persia. It is now quite
evident that civilization arose in this region and passed thence to Europe. In the
broadest general terms, therefore, the task of the Oriental Institute is the study of
the origins of civilization, the history of the earliest civilized societies, the transi-
tion of civilization to Europe, and the relations of the Orient to the great civiliza-
tions of Europe after the cultural leadership of the world had passed from the
Orient to European peoples.'?

The East is presented as important in so far as it was the originating source of
the superior Western culture which superseded it. The Roman imperial past is
re-read in terms of the Western colonial present. Hopkins writes:
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In ancient times also the foreigners came to rule, first Greeks, then Parthians,
Romans, and Sasanians. The local people of Dura, then as now, came out of the
desert with their primal desert ways and accepted the technical culture of the
foreigners and wondered at it, much as the contemporary Arab views the extra-
ordinary achievements of European cultures. ... The modern Arab renaissance
doubtless will derive tremendous advantages from the European impact, but the
old conservative language, religion and tradition still will dominate.'

The political message encoded in such a construction of culture is repeated and
amplified in the text’s plates, which purvey a sense of hostility and remoteness.
The exotic East, which is static, immutable and primitive, is finally subject to the
West, which introduces progress.

Breasted and Hopkins represented Dura as a remote desert frontier post.'®
‘Buried in the heart of the Syrian desert’, writes Breasted on page one of his
book. The agonistic isolation with which Dura was represented in these literary
and visual images has framed subsequent scholarly and popular characterizations
of Dura. The site is almost inevitably rendered as ‘a small Roman garrison in
Mesopotamia’ or ‘a Roman frontier station’.'® Joseph Gutmann quite rightly
states that it is ‘shared opinion’ that ‘Dura was not an intellectual centre, but an
undistinguished frontier town whose Roman garrison was posted there to stave
off a Sasanian attack.’’” But the image of Dura as a desert Roman outpost in
antiquity is deceptive. Dura is not 7z the desert; it is sited directly above the
luxuriant alluvial plain of the River Euphrates, a central trading position in the
heart of one of the richest agricultural areas in the ancient world.'® Nor, for most
of its existence, was Dura either Roman or a frontier town. At least by some
accounts it was a middle-sized city, similar in scale to Priene."” It was Roman for
less than a century, during which time it was the residence of the dux of the
limes; before that the Parthian governor of Mesopotamia was situated there.
Dura’s characterization as a frontier station continues the early twentieth cen-
tury’s reading of the present into the past. Although Dura was not marginal in
antiquity, it was in the 1920s. After World War I this part of Mesopotamia lay
between the French and English protectorates in an area still contested by the
Arabs. In other words, the representation of the city as marginal is historio-
graphically conditioned.

Dura’s artworks are seriously compromised by the Orientalist understanding
of the site’s location as liminal. Art historians of the later twentieth century who
are not obviously implicated in colonialism have continued to treat Dura’s paint-
ings, as a matter of habit, as the unimaginative production of the periphery: tra-
ditionless, derivative, homogenized by their lack of quality. Or, as one scholar put
it: ‘As is to be expected in a garrison town located on a frontier, the paintings show
both an eclecticism of subject and style, and a provincialism manifested in the
generally mediocre level of execution.”®” This point is important: the absence of
good-quality reproductions of the frescoes of Dura is excused by the aesthetic
unimportance of the original. Simultaneously, this lack of good reproductions
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makes negative assessments of the monuments of Dura apparently true. Each of
the monuments of Dura has its own particular set of explanations — involving
Orientalism and other academic practices — for an unavailability of adequate repro-
duction. In this piece I want to address in greater detail how politics erased one
particular set of photographs: those of the Dura Synagogue.

The most immediate reason why good reproductions of the Dura Synagogue
are not present in this article is that I was not allowed to photograph them. The
frescoes are presently installed in a full-scale reconstruction of the synagogue in
the National Museum in Damascus. Last Spring I was given permission to pho-
tograph anything in the Museum, except the Synagogue frescoes. Such a denial
could, of course, be ascribed to the micropolitics of institutions with which all
art historians are familiar. However, I think that this instance of veiled images
is more likely attributable to the macropolitics of the state. Though accessible
upon request, the presence of the Synagogue frescoes in the museum is nowhere
announced. Even in foreign guide books, the Synagogue itself'is censored in the
plans of the museum’s galleries. There are good reasons for this. The Israelis and
Syrians have been in a state of war since Israel was introduced in the East by the
West in 1948. Consequently, Jewish production is not celebrated in Syria. The
frescoes’ lack of presence might even be said to protect them from assault. After
all, they can be seen, if not photographed. It should be pointed out that these
images have been maintained in Damascus in a way that the frescoes of the
Christian building, shipped by the excavators to Yale, have not. Those works, in
contrast to the paintings of the Synagogue, can be photographed but not seen;
like the frescoes of the Temple of Bel, they are virtually destroyed.*?

There are more subtle (though no less political) reasons for the unavailability
of good reproductions of the Synagogue paintings. The elaborate narrative pro-
gramme of decoration of the synagogue was painted probably in 244-5 CE,
buried in 256, excavated in 1932 and published in 1933 (an inauspicious moment
for things Jewish). The Synagogue programme — one of the most extensive paint-
ing cycles salvaged from antiquity — disturbed received Western wisdom in a way
few other archaeological discoveries have: the paintings protest the construction
of Jews as aniconic and non-visual. These images threaten the neat, nineteenth-
century formulation, still very much with us, of the Jews (the East) as verbal and
abstract and the Greeks (the West) as visual and figural.?® The Synagogue paint-
ings unsettle traditional notions central to the ordering of the ‘Judeo-Christian
tradition’. This familiar construction is ideologically loaded, as Daniel Boyarin’s
criticism of the term suggests:

The liberal term ‘Judaco-Christian’ (sic) masks a suppression of that which is dis-
tinctly Jewish. It means ‘Christian’; and by not even acknowledging that much,
renders the suppression of Jewish discourse even more complete. It is as if the clas-
sical Christian ideology — according to which Judaism went out of existence with
the coming of Christ, and the Jews are doomed to anachronism by their refusal to
accept the truth — were recast in secular, anthropological terminology.**
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Another cultural supersession may be identified in a deconstruction of ‘Judeo-
Christian’: not only does one religion absorb another, but also the West purges
the East. ‘Judeo-Christian tradition’ is an alternative identification of ‘Western
tradition’, not only spiritualizing the notion, but also construing its Eastern
component as alien or at least residual. The threat posed by the frescoes of the
Dura Synagogue to the conventional understanding of the Western or Judeo-
Christian tradition has been countered in at least two ways. Particularly in the
earlier literature dealing with the frescoes, the community which produced them
was often treated as aberrant and/or unorthodox. The most powerful of such
interpretations was that of Erwin Goodenough, who posited a non-normative
(non-rabbinic), mystic Judaism at Dura.?® More insidiously, the frescoes of the
Dura Synagogue have been discreetly (unconsciously) dislocated, on an Oriental-
ist model, either by Western images or by texts.

It is this second move which interests me. Here I limit my analysis to the most
recent monograph on the Synagogue The Frescoes of the Dura Synagogue and
Christian Art by Kurt Weitzmann and Herb Kessler.?® This keeps criticism, in
a sense, within the family: Kessler studied with Weitzmann at Princeton; my first
graduate course in Art History was a seminar on Dura Europos with Herb
Kessler at Chicago. The volume is composed of two discrete parts. In the shorter,
final section, Kessler deals with the programme of the Synagogue paintings. He
describes the selection and arrangement of images. The pictorial complex centres
on a messianic theme of deliverance, represented symbolically with the temple
and elements closely associated with the temple (prophets, ritual implements, an
abstracted rendering of the sacrifice of Isaac). This focal theme, in Kessler’s
construction, is complemented by the biblical narratives of the lateral walls of
the assembly hall. Having fashioned the Synagogue’s decoration in a form famil-
iar from medieval church programming, the author points to the structural
resemblance between this arrangement and the decorations of San Paolo Fuori
le Mura and Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome. He concludes that there are ‘ties
binding the Dura Synagogue to later Christian buildings’, despite the fact that
the Dura frescoes were buried in the rubble of the city many generations before
the Christian buildings in far away Rome were conceived.”” Kessler’s text, like
Breasted’s, situates the interest and importance of the Synagogue frescoes in their
function as forerunners of Christian art, though here Dura is presented as a
programmatic rather than stylistic herald. Further, Kessler postulates that the
Synagogue programme was developed in response to the Christian threat to
Judaism in the third century. Here, it would seem, the generally privileged place
of the ‘cause’ in an assessment of an Eastern, Jewish work is accorded to Western
Christianity. Thus, in Kessler’s construction, Christianity not only provides the
Synagogue with its ultimate legitimacy, but also with its originating impulse.

Weitzmann’s first and longer section of the volume is devoted to what pre-
ceded rather than succeeded the Synagogue. He claims that the narrative images
found in the Dura Synagogue were copied from densely illustrated texts purport-
edly produced in the Greek/Hellenistic (Western) ambiance of Antioch. As no
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such early illustrated text survives, even in a fragmentary form, Weitzmann pre-
sents the Dura frescoes as evidence for their missing archetypes. He suggests
that, ‘the agreements of the Dura Synagogue iconography with that of minia-
tures in various Byzantine manuscripts’ proves ‘the dependence of both Jews and
Christians on a common Greek/Hellenistic tradition . . .*® Cogent arguments
against this thesis have been offered elsewhere.” Here it is enough to point out
that the Dura frescoes seem to be important to the author only in so far as they
allow him to reconstruct an otherwise non-existent Western, Greek /Hellenistic
model. This exercise is founded on the unstated assumption that Western,
Greek/Hellenistic artists were enormously original and creative while Eastern,
Durene and later Byzantine artists were unoriginal and slavishly dependent on
their earlier Western models.*° Deviations from the Greek/Hellenistic narrative
mode were due to incompetence or to the ‘intrusion’ of Orientalizing figures,
characterized as standardized, static and hieratic. The volume’s plates offer the
visualization of Weitzmann’s interpretive strategies and reveal their historio-
graphic origins. These reproductions of the photographs taken during the Yale
Expedition in the 1930s are arranged according to the biblical texts that their
hypothetical archetypes reportedly illustrated.

The volume is symmetrical. For Kessler the paintings are a premonition of the
rational programmes of later Christian buildings. For Weitzmann, they are a
corrupt reflection of lost Hellenistic models. Kessler displaces the Dura frescoes
by later Western works with which they are fictively linked; Weitzmann displaces
them by fictive Western archetypes. The Weitzmann—Kessler book illustrates the
displacement of the Synagogue frescoes by alternative Western artworks through
fictive genealogies.® In the end, what seem to be missing in the latest monograph
on the Synagogue frescoes of Dura Europos are the Synagogue frescoes of Dura
Europos.

Weitzmann’s systematic reconstruction of densely illuminated books of the
Bible is an extreme formulation of a widely held assumption of the priority of
text to image. Like the reproductions in his own volume, Weitzmann treats the
paintings of the Synagogue as illustrations of a text. The assumption of a hege-
monic text which forms the basis of Weitzmann’s construction is symptomatic
of most interpretive work done on the Synagogue frescoes. The hegemonic text
takes a variety of forms in the literature on Dura. In most cases, it is scripture.
For example, Kraeling concludes his volume on Dura with the observation that
‘the bulk of the pictures was first conceived for and rendered in illustrated manu-
scripts of parts of the Bible. . .. From the manuscripts they passed into mural
decoration.”®* Others have argued for illustrated versions of rabbinic midrash
(homiletic interpretations of scripture often involving narrative elements such as
parables and folklore).** The paintings have even been suggested as a means of
dating (reifying) texts upon which they, as illustrations, are assumed to
depend.?*

The inevitable result of promoting the text is the effacement of the image. In
other words, by identifying the text — not the image — as the locus of meaning,
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signification is literally moved owutside the visual representation. Indeed, the
privileging of the text in most assessments of the Synagogue frescoes might be
interpreted as another form of resistance to the pressure exerted by the paintings
of the Synagogue to revise stereotypes of Semitic non-visuality. I want to offer
here a brief critique of the primacy of the text in the interpretation of the
Synagogue’s images, and begin to suggest how meaning might be relocated in
the image.

An Excess of Image

The Jews of Dura are regularly presented as ghettoized, on the model of early
modern Europe.®® On the contrary, the Synagogue was located near the main
gate of Dura in a neighbourhood that seems to have been a largely domestic,
‘middle-class’ section of the city; there is no evidence for its common identity as
‘a quarter of the poor’.*® Several conventional houses were remodelled to form
a community centre. A number of other cult centres in the city had been realized
in the same way: both those recently introduced like the Christian building and
the Mithracum, but also well-established local cults like the Temple of the
Gaddé, one of the larger sacred precincts in the city.”” Dipinti, graffiti and
inscriptions in the Synagogue in Aramaic, Greek and Middle Iranian suggest a
cosmopolitan, polyglot Jewish community.*® The single most important space in
the complex was the Assembly Hall, a very large room, approximately 7.5 x 14
x 5 metres, lavishly decorated with frescoes. On the west wall, off-centre but on
axis with the great door to the east, was an aedicula for the display of the Torah
(Figure 2.1). The face of the arch of the aedicula was ornamented with repre-
sentations of cult objects, a temple fagade and an emblematic rendering of the
sacrifice of Isaac.®” Over the niche were heraldic images, perhaps relating to the
genealogy of kingship, flanked by individual prophets.** The remainder of the
interior was filled with figurated fresco panels of different lengths arranged in
three registers above a painted dado.

Scholars have sought the meaning for the various images in this complex
programme as well as for the programme as a whole in texts. Joseph Gutmann
provides a useful survey of this activity, compiling a list of the panels, each with
the various texts assigned to it and their scholarly attributers. This inventory
makes it clear that even where there is agreement on a general text, inconsisten-
cies between the image and the master text require either the suppression of
alternative texts or the increment of texts in an attempt to circumscribe the
meaning of the image. For example, the panel in the lowest register to the right
of the torah aedicula is identified as Samuel anointing David (I Samuel 16).
However, the appearance of six rather than the canonical seven brothers in the
image requires a second explanatory text, I Chronicles 2:13-15, supported by a
third, Josephus Antiguitates V1, 8, 1, 158-63.*' To resolve the contradiction
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Figure 2.1 Dura Europos, diagrams of the programme (by Annabel Jane Wharton
after Kraeling). (a) west wall; (b) east wall; (c) north; (d) south. New Haven, CT, Yale
University Museum of Art. © Annabel Jane Wharton

between Samuel and Chronicles, Gutmann introduces a fourth, Christian text,
the ninth-century Pseudo-Jerome, on which he bases his postulation of a fifth
and ultimate source, a missing midrash.*?

Another panel demonstrates both these interpretive strategies. The image in
the lowest register of the west wall to the immediate left of the torah shrine is
commonly acknowledged to be a representation of events chronicled in the Book
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Figure 2.1 Continuned

of Esther and associated with the Jewish holiday of Purim (Figure 2.2). Indeed,
the principal figures of this image are labelled. Within the single frame, Morde-
cai, dressed in Persian attire, rides a white stallion led by the bare-legged Haman.
A group of four figures dressed in chitons and himations raise their hands in
acclamation. To the right, overlapping the last of these men, a small figure
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Figure 2.2 Dura Europos, Mordecai and Esther panel, right section. New Haven, CT,
Yale University Art Gallery, Dura-Europos Collection

exchanges a text with King Ahasuerus who, clothed similarly to Mordecai, sits
on a monumental throne. Queen Esther sits to the right, her maidservant stand-
ing behind her. Scholars have agreed to confine the meaning of the left-hand
side of the panel to “The Triumph of Mordecai’. Haman, the vicious enemy of
Mordecai and the Jews, is asked by King Ahasuerus, ‘What shall be done to the
man whom the king delights to honour?’ (Esther 6.6). Thinking these honours
were meant for himself, Haman proposes that such a man be publicly acclaimed
by having a prince lead him through the city astride the king’s horse and dressed
in royal robes. But the honour is meant for Mordecai, and, adding insult to
injury, Haman himself is obliged to implement his own suggestions.

In contrast, there is no scholarly consensus concerning a proof-text for the
right-hand side of the panel. A text is exchanged, but the direction (does the
king receive or dispatch?) and object of the exchange (is the text a letter, a
chronicle, a report, or a petition?) remains open to multiple interpretations.
Detailed arguments have been made that the image depends on one of several
specific passages in Esther. Schneid identified the scene with Esther 3.8-15
(Haman requests and receives a decree against the Jews).** Du Mesnil du Buisson
argues for 6.1-3 (Ahasuerus orders the book of memorable deeds to be read).**
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Grabar suggests 8.4-8 (Ahasuerus recalls the extermination order at Esther’s
request).*® These texts are all rejected by Kraeling, who insists that only one
passage, Esther 9.11-14 (at Esther’s behest, an edict is issued by which the sons
of Haman are hanged and their followers slaughtered), adequately explains the
image.*® In this image, as in the Anointment fresco, scholars have been preoc-
cupied with identifying #he text which explains the image. The priority of the
text is again reasserted; meaning is restricted to the written word. This preoc-
cupation with identifying #he explanatory text seems to be a peculiarly scholarly
form of controlling meaning. Sometimes the discrepancy between the text and
the image is represented, as in Weitzmann, as a translation problem; the artist
fails adequately to render the meaning of the text in a visual language. Alterna-
tively, the artist himself is represented as a text scholar equivalent to the modern
interpreter: the brilliance of the producer in encoding texts in the image is
matched only by the brilliance of the scholar in decoding those same texts.

I will come back to this panel to suggest that the readings of the left-hand
part of the panel have not attended to texts closely enough and that readings of
the right-hand side have been over-assiduously textualized. But for the moment
I want to turn to the programme as a whole. Just as scholars have circumscribed
the meaning of individual panels, so one meaning has been sought for the pro-
gramme as a whole. Indeed, a considerable academic effort has been made to
compensate for the perceived loss of the originating metanarrative by producing
modern alternatives. Among the most masterful is Kraeling’s. Kraeling finishes
his enumeration of scenes with the remark: ‘The tabulation . . . shows that the
material is of a single cast, and bears upon a single theme. . . . It begins with the
patriarchs . . . and extends to the re-establishment of the exiled and dispossessed
nation in the Land of Promise in the Messianic era.”*’ Joseph Gutmann more
subtly articulates the scholarly assumption that, though it might not now be
recoverable, the Synagogue programme originally held one (‘full’) meaning:

As some forty per cent of the cycle of paintings has been destroyed, and no similar
cycle of synagogue paintings has yet been discovered, we may, at this time, not be
able to unravel the fu/l meaning of the entire cycle. However, recent research on
the second, and largest, of the three bands of the Dura synagogue reveals a series
of paintings that may have been analogous to contemporary Palestinian liturgical

practice . . .*8

Messianic, liturgical, mystical and historical metanarratives have been produced
to order the Synagogue’s copious chaos.*” The complex work of locating meaning
in an image legitimately involves the scholarly exercise of text-tracking.*® But
treating images as illustrations whose completion requires the restoration of a
lost text leads to serious epistemological problems.® The search for the encom-
passing text is inevitably frustrated by the excess of the image. Nothing in scrip-
ture or commentary explains the particulars of the painting: not just the choice
of the subject, but the relative scale of the figures and compositions, the
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asymmetries, the colours and markings, etc. Indeed, the assumption underlying
such a collection of texts — that meaning resides exclusively and exhaustively in
the written word — is peculiarly philological and academic. In other words, there
is a scholarly desire to explain away the apparent incoherence of the paintings
rather than attend to it. Nevertheless, the experience of the monument tends to
disrupt the fragile order imposed on it by scholarly glosses. A glance at a diagram
of the Synagogue suggests that the surfeit of meaning in the individual panels
is complemented by a lack of ostensible order in their arrangement. The pro-
gramme as a whole is patently a narrative bricolage. While identifiable stories are
‘told’ within single or multiple frames, these isolated narratives do not appear
to participate in a monologic whole. The programme is a pastiche.

I am arguing that the ‘disorder’ of the images and the programme should no
longer be read as incompetence or incompletion, but rather as itself an organiz-
ing principle of the Synagogue’s visual discourse. Although this mode of dis-
course was not determined by texts, certain Jewish texts exhibit a suggestive
equivalence. Like the frescoes of the Synagogue, the Bible itself has been and
continues to be similarly presented as univocal by those for whom it constitutes
the truth, though its ‘disorder’ and multiple voices are inevitably revealed both
indirectly in the very varied positions taken by pious commentators and directly
in scholarly ones. Roland Barthes, for example, read the Genesis account of Jacob
wrestling with the angel as “a metonymic montage’, characterized by ‘the abrasive
frictions, the breaks, the discontinuities of readability, the juxtaposition of
narrative entities which to some extent run free from an explicit logical
articulation’.>

The bricolage of scripture was not suppressed by the Jews in Antiquity. The
rabbis’ exposition of the torah, preserved in scriptural commentaries, like the
Synagogue frescoes, exploited and promoted the disjunctions and incoherencies
of the biblical text. Midrash provides a vehicle by which to explore the congru-
ence of visual and textual discourses. This example from Midrash Rabbah Esther,
chosen for its brevity, should give you some sense of how a new narrative might
be constructed from fragments of old ones:

VII.22. THEN WERE THE KING’S SCRIBES CALLED . .. AND AN EDICT, ACCORDING
TO ALL THAT HAMAN COMMANDED, WAS WRITTEN TO THE KING’S SATRAPS . . .
(Esther 3.12). It is written, And Pharaoh charged all his people, saying: Every son
that is born ye shall cast into the river (Ex. 1.22). Pharaoh commanded, but God
did not command. What can you quote [to this eftect]? Who is he that saith, and
it cometh to pass, when the Lovd commandeth it not? (Lam. 3.37). What then did
He command? For by a strong hand shall he let them go (Ex. 6.1); and so it came
to pass, and moreover, He overthrew Pharaoh and his host in the Red Sea (DPs.
136.15). Similarly, ACCORDING TO ALL THAT HAMAN COMMANDED: he com-
manded, but God did not command. Haman commanded 7o destroy, to kill and
to cause to perish, but God commanded not so. And what did He command? Lez
lis wicked device, which he had devised against the Jews, veturn upon his own head
(Est. 9.25). And so it came to pass, And they hanged him and his sons on the gallows.
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It is written, He that exalteth his gate seeketh destruction (Prov. 17.19). If one exalts
the gates of his mouth and brings out from them words that are not right, God
breaks him, and he is boiled in his own pot, and so Jethro said, For [He punished
them] with the thing with which they dealt proudly against them (Ex. 18.11).5

Midrashic didactic commentaries on scriptural readings given during services,
like the Synagogue frescoes, celebrate disjunction and incoherence. The wit (and
power) of rabbinic exposition lay in the development of a meaningtul linkage
between proof-texts combined by the chance of liturgical cycles.** According to
the Cambridge Encyclopedin the midrash is:

teaching linked to a running exposition of scriptural texts, especially found in
rabbinic literature. The scriptural interpretation is often a relatively free explanation
of the text’s meaning, based on attaching significance to single words [indeed, even
single letters], grammatical forms, or similarities with passages elsewhere so as to
make the text relevant to a wide range of questions of rabbinic interest.*®

James Kugel summarizes the play of the interpreter and the text:

There is often something a bit joking about midrash too. The ultimate subject of
that joke is the dissonance between the religion of the Rabbis and the Book from
which it is supposed to be derived —and . . . more precisely the dissonance between
that book’s supposedly unitary and harmonious message and its actually fragmen-
tary and inconsistent components.*®

Included in the midrashic exposition of scripture are not only other scriptural
passages, but also fragments of history, fables and personal experience. A few
other examples from Midrash Rabbab Esther offer some sense of the richness and
variety of this non-scriptural material: Trajan’s destruction of the Jews is attrib-
uted to his wife’s anger — the Jews mourned when she bore Trajan a son on the
night of the ninth of Ab (when the Jews annually commemorated the destruction
of the temple with lamentation and fasting) and lit lights when the infant died
(an event which coincided with the celebration of Hanukkah) (Midrash Rabbab
Esther, 1.3). An explanation of Haman’s temporary elevation is provided by a
parable: a filly complains to an ass that while they work hard but are fed spar-
ingly, a lazy sow is given all she can eat. At Calends the sow is slaughtered and
the filly worries about eating at all. The ass points out to the filly, ‘My daughter,
it is not the eating which leads to slaughter, but the idleness’ (Midrash Rabbah
Esther, 7.1). In describing how Ahasuerus was thwarted in his attempt to use
Solomon’s throne, R. Eleazer b. R. Jose is quoted as having seen its fragments
in Rome (Midrash Rabbah Esther, 1.12). The heterogeneous juxtaposition of
scriptural and non-scriptural fragments provided new space — an intertextual
space — for the production of responses relevant in some way to the contemporary
community.
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I am not here repeating an argument for the priority of midrash to fresco.
Like most of the targum and midrashic texts which have been cited as explana-
tions of the Synagogue frescoes, Midrash Rabbah Esther was compiled in the
fifth or sixth century CE, long after the Synagogue was decorated and destroyed.
Rather, there appears to be a coincidence in the intertextual practice of the
midrash and the Synagogue frescoes. The midrashic text cited above begins with
a verse (Esther 3.12) which has been identified by one scholar and rejected by
another as the subject of the right-hand side of the Mordecai—Esther fresco. The
presupposition that an image can legitimately have only one ‘true’ subject is
opposed by the midrash, which provides a model for an alternative relationship
between text and meaning. This other reading allows the images to have a par-
ticular verse from Esther as its subject at one moment and a different narrative
at another moment, depending on how it operates for its reader/viewer.

Both midrash and fresco exemplify how the juxtaposition of narrative frag-
ments produces a new text. In the midrash, quotations from Esther, Exodus and
Psalms present an analogy between Haman’s frustrated plan to destroy Mordecai
and the Jews and Pharaoh’s thwarted attempt to destroy the Jews with his army.
Similarly, the non-sequential arrangement of the Synagogue frescoes promotes
an itinerant gaze which readily links the Pharaoh’s destruction by Moses in the
upper right-hand panel of the west wall with Haman’s fall at Ahasuerus’s
command. In both verbal and visual narratives, the pastiche re-enacts for its
audience a Jewish past under Persian and Egyptian domination and thus con-
structs an historical morality tale. But like all morality tales, this one reframes
the present. It promises a variety of possible restorations — from national restitu-
tion after the tyrannies of Roman domination to personal recompense for the
oppressions of daily life.

Other aspects of the midrash offer useful analogies for an understanding of
the relationship between the image and the sacred text.”” Just as the midrash
comments on fragments of scripture — letters of the alphabet, words, phrases,
episodes — so in the fresco, details invite associations outside the narrative. The
elaboration of the throne of Ahasuerus as a parallel to that of Solomon (who
also appeared on the west wall) offers no less a commentary than does Midrash
Rabbakb Esther, 1.12, cited above. Similarly, just as the midrash depends on a
variety of sources beyond scripture — earlier commentary, history, fable, practice
— so the paintings invoke for their viewers a variety of shared experience, from
familiar ritual to habits of costume. Finally, the objectives of the midrash and
painting are equally multiple and disparate. Lessons drawn by the rabbis and
collated in both midrash and image address all parts of experience, ranging from
ethical admonition and ritual precedence to messianic promise and celebrations
of revenge on the enemies of Israel. One theme rarely articulated but inevitably
present in both verbal and visual commentaries is the power of the author, the
rabbi, over his sources and coincidentally over the community. The manipulation
of images may have been as important then in the constitution of authority in
the Synagogue as it is now in a public lecture on the history of art.
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Arguing for the correspondence of midrash and fresco has implications for
the production as well as for the reception of the Dura Synagogue programme.
Instead of treating the frescoes as illustrations of scripture or midrash, it is pos-
sible to read the frescoes as prior to the written text. Although it is historically
improbable that the Jewish community at Dura contrived the first or only painted
synagogue, it does not follow that the images are slavishly dependent on a hypo-
thetical earlier model. Details, even sequences, might participate in an ora/ tradi-
tion intimate with both the sacred texts and the narrative embellishments which
so effectively integrated scripture with the daily life of the community. Indeed,
evidence of local engagement is found in the only texts which can be claimed
with certainty to be associated with the Synagogue — those contemporaneously
written znto the building. A first set of such texts consist of Aramaic and Greek
inscriptions, painted on ceiling tiles, which name the elder of the Synagogue and
the members of the community appointed to oversee the project.*® These men,
working in conjunction with a local painting workshop, may have been the
authors of the fresco.”® Multiple authors inevitably involve multiple voices and
multiple meanings.

Other texts provide a different sort of evidence against univocal interpretations
of the Synagogue’s paintings. These texts, mentioned earlier as being largely
ignored in art-historical interpretations of the Purim fresco, were written oz and
in the paintings themselves. Ten Middle Persian inscriptions, added to the fres-
coes before the building’s destruction in 256, within the first decade after the
execution of the decoration, record the day and month in which a named visiting
(?) scribe viewed the paintings.®® Although the exact translation of these dipinti
is contested, they augment the meaning of the work in a way familiar from the
signatures in certain modern painting, such as Barnett Newman’s Fourth Station
of the Cross. Like the signature of the Barnett Newman, the dipinti affect the
work on several levels of signification. They act on a formal, visual plane, chang-
ing the look of the image. These authors wrote themselves into the foreground,
not the background of the painting. As in the modern work, the name and its
ground contrast. In Dura, the inscriptions are written in black for the most part
on the light flesh of the body.®! At the same time the ‘signature’ is not disrup-
tive; it participates in the structure it occupies, reasserting rather than contradict-
ing the integrity of the form. Again like the Barnett Newman, the writing on
the image also introduces a distinct socio-economic frame which affects the
work’s evaluation.®” These texts, obviously countenanced by the community,
involve a complementarity of status: the act of inscribing the paintings perma-
nently affirms the authority of the authors at the same time that it confers the
distinction of their acknowledgement on the images. The dipinti thus presume
strata of meaning independent of religious texts within the Synagogue frescoes,
contradicting the notion that these images were closed or canonical in their
signification.

One final text may further attest to the indeterminacy of the meaning of these
images. In the ground above the billowing cloak of the triumphant figure of
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Mordecai is a graffito in Parthian which reads: ‘This is I(?), Aparsam, the
scribe.®® Perhaps this inscription represents an ancient version of ‘Kilroy was
here.” Alternatively, it might be read as the author’s identification of himself with
the powerful horseman. Such projection is a familiar enough experience, though
now it is more readily associated with movies, television and advertising than
with ‘art’.%* The breakdown of distance between the viewer and viewed is,
indeed, thematized in such works as Woody Allen’s film The Purple Rose of Cairo
(1985), and Cindy Sherman’s self-portraits. Idiosyncratic acts of identification
do not erase the meanings of the image provided by historical narratives, but
rather supplement signification.

Recognizing the local, open quality of representation in the Dura Synagogue
frescoes undermines basic art-historical conventions relating to this and many
other pre-modern monuments. The scholarly prejudice in favour of #he canonical
text is disputed, and in this case a vast hypothetical library of illustrated manu-
scripts and elaborate model-books is eliminated. More fundamentally, it calls into
question scholarly assumptions of non-originality. In the instance of the Dura
Synagogue, such assumptions in modern interpretation were initially ideologi-
cally framed; they have been maintained at least in part because the poor quality
of the available reproductions offered no resistance.

Just as a visit to the site provoked a re-evaluation of Dura’s topographic status,
so, for me, seeing the Synagogue frescoes and registering the professional quality
of their execution (the agility of the brushwork, the varied palette, the direct
address of the figures) stimulated a rethinking of their art-historical status. I am
sorry that I cannot simulate something of that experience for the reader with
high-quality colour reproductions of the original. But I have tried to mark the
modernist (totalizing, essentialist, global, Orientalist) historical practices by
which good originals were superseded by bad copies. By so doing, I hope I have
allowed some room for reinventing the images of the Dura Synagogue as post-
modernist (deconstructive, circumstantial, local and multicultural).

Notes

1 An article by the deceased Professor Warren Moon, ‘Nudity and Narrative: Obser-
vations on the Frescoes from the Dura Synagogue’, Journal of the American Academy
of Religion, 60, no. 4 (Winter 1992) appeared in Spring 1993, after the submission
of this article for publication. Also J. R. Branham, ‘Sacred Space under Erasure in
Ancient Synagogues and Early Churches’, Art Bulletin, 74, 3, 1992, pp. 375-94.
Some of the issues I have discussed — particularly orality and a critique of conven-
tional ideas of the relationship between text and image — are intriguingly treated
from a distinct perspective.

2 For the classic statement on this subject, W. Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age
of Mechanical Reproduction’; in H. Arendt (ed.), I/luminations, New York, 1969,
pp. 217-51; for its postmodern application, S. Buck-Morss, The Dialects of Seeing.
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Exotic Taste: The Lure of
Sasanian Persia

Anna Gonosova

The Antioch floor mosaics have long served as a useful gauge of iconographic
and stylistic tastes and trends (visual and thematic ins and outs, expected as well
as unexpected) of the Roman and early Byzantine periods because of their nearly
five hundred years of uninterrupted production. A powerful lion on one of the
many floors would have counted among the expected representations of the king
of beasts had it not been for a long ribbon, identified as a pativ, a Sasanian royal
symbol, fluttering around its neck. This Antioch lion is not the familiar animal
of the lion hunts and Roman amphitheater games but a captive of the royal
hunting preserves of one of the empire’s powerful neighbors and adversaries to
the east, the Sasanian Persians (Figure 3.1)."! The mosaic, assigned to the early
fiftth century, was made during a rare pause in the centuries-long conflict between
the two empires marked by the Sasanian sacking and destruction of Antioch by
Shapur I in 256 CE and by Chosroes I in 540 CE.? It is also an instance of the
direct influence of Sasanian art on Roman art. Sasanian Persia was the most
important intermediary for luxury goods such as silk and spices reaching Rome
from as far as China, and from the early fifth century on it was also a source of
both artistic motifs and luxury goods, among which textiles, especially silks,
would have been much sought after.

The appearance of the Sasanian motifs in the Roman and Byzantine repertory
coincided with the maturing of Sasanian art in the course of the fourth and fifth
centuries. The Sasanian state came into existence with the overthrow of the
Parthian Arsacids by the founder of the dynasty, Ardashir of Fars, in 224 CE and

Anna Gonosovd, “Exotic Taste: The Lure of Sasanian Persia,” pp. 130—-3 from Christine Kondoleon,
Antioch: The Lost Ancient City (Princeton: Princeton University Press and with the Worcester Art
Museum, 2000). Copyright © 2000 by Princeton University Press and Worcester Art Museum.
Reprinted by permission of Princeton University Press.
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Figure 3.1 Striding lion mosaic, Antioch (building in Sector 10-Q), fifth century. The
Baltimore Museum of Art: Antioch Subscription Fund, BMA 1937.139

lasted until its collapse by the advance of Islam in 651. The Sasanian kings ruled
over a vast territory between Mesopotamia in the West and the Indus River to
the east, which at times included Syria, the Holy Land, and Byzantine Egypt
(Figure 3.2). The Sasanian dynasty, ideologically allied with the ancient Persian
line of the Achaemenians, ruled over a highly centralized state in which all the
power was in the hands of the divinely chosen kings and the princes of the
royal family. The purity of the ideological line was maintained by a powerful
Zoroastrian priesthood.?

Sasanian art grew out of the successful merging of several Near Eastern tradi-
tions with roots extending back to the Achaemenian period. The Hellenistic-
Roman presence is further explained by the direct participation of Roman
craftsmen in the creation of Sasanian art. The Hellenized Roman style was
brought into Sasanian Persia by the Syrians captured in periodic territorial raids.
These raids not only brought plunder and other gains but also led to the founding
of the new cities Vek-Andiyok-Shapur of Gundeshapur (Better than Antioch
Shapur Built This) and Vek-Andiyok-Khusrau (Better than Antioch Chosroes
Built This). The Roman-style floor mosaics and other classically inspired
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architectural decoration of Bishapur, another city founded by Shapur I, clearly
demonstrate the appeal of Roman art to Sasanian kings. A similarly strong Roman
overtone has been recognized in the decorative system of Sasanian coinage. The
resulting Sasanian art can be best understood as reflecting both the complex
history of the vast Sasanian-controlled territory and receptivity to new and differ-
ent artistic forms and ideas suitable for assimilation into the dominant culture.*

The extant Sasanian art primarily chronicles royal patronage and communica-
tion of the royal ethos and glory, xvarnah, as represented through royal investi-
tures and triumphs. The most important in this respect are the rock reliefs
commemorating the investitures and victories of Sasanian rulers. Shapur I’s vic-
tories over the Romans, including the capture of Antioch, were celebrated in no
less than five reliefs; a trilingual inscription in a sanctuary at Nags-i Rustam
mentions the capture of Antioch. The royal themes are communicated by hier-
archical compositions in which the centrally placed king and the god are the
largest figures. As the most important expression of the king’s xvarnah, each
king wore a distinctive crown, as seen on numerous coin issues. The royal crowns
combine the attributes of several protective deities, such as the eagle and wings
of Anahita or the ram’s head of the war god Verethragna worn by Shapur IT at
the siege of Amida in 359.° The kings and deities also wore multiple pleated
ribbons whose fluttering surrounded them with a visual and physical aura.

Concern with royal themes also dominates the imagery of the best-known
category of Sasanian art, silver plates: the kings, on foot or mounted and iden-
tifiable by their unique crowns, triumph over their prey, be it lions, boars, or
tamer rams and wild goats. On several plates a royal banquet is represented (cat.
no. 24 [all references are to Antioch). Such plates were produced in royal work-
shops and functioned as official gifts and display pieces.®

Stucco, the main medium of architectural decoration, is another important
source of information for the appearance of Sasanian art. Although Sasanian
kings founded many cities, Sasanian architecture is known only through several
excavated royal palaces, whose splendor is alluded to in the Byzantine accounts
of Emperor Herakleios’s victorious advance against Chosroes 11 in 626 CE. The
palaces, built of brick and rubble masonry, contained multiple courtyards and
vaulted areas; throne rooms or audience halls were particularly prominent. In
the Parthian tradition, brick walls were profusely decorated with figural and
ornamental stucco designs in the form of molded and carved panels. These panels
were painted and formed large framed fields of repeat patterns enclosed in mul-
tiple borders. Extant animal and figural fragments hint at thematic compositions
similar to the early-seventh-century royal hunts of the Tag-i-Bustan rock-cut
reliefs of Chosroes II. Most panels, however, consist of alternating geometric and
vegetal patterns with figural and animal motifs unique to Sasanian art. Many
motifs are associated with Zoroastrian divinities and auspicious powers, amplify-
ing the royal and ceremonial function as well as the sacredness of architectural
spaces. The Worcester beribboned ram panel (Antioch, cat. no. 20) and the ram’s
protome-and-wings pattern block from Kish (Antioch, cat. no. 20) were used in
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this way. The ram and wild boar, another common motif in stucco, were sacred
animals of the war god Verethragna, while the wings, arranged in pairs, were
shared with the goddess Anahita. The fluttering ribbons in both reliefs signal
sacred and royal associations.”

Floor mosaics from the palace of Shapur I in Bishapur doubtless belong to
the Hellenistic-Roman tradition and might even be the work of craftsmen exiled
from Antioch. The heads of maenads and satyrs and other motifs from the Dio-
nysiac thiasos and geometric ornament are especially Roman. The half-nude
female musicians and dancers and the richly dressed court ladies, on the other
hand, reflect stylistic adjustments to the Sasanian formal mode that correspond
to the court and royal representations in other media of Sasanian art.®

Two categories of Sasanian art, the jewelry and rich vestments of Sasanian
kings and courtiers, are most frequently commented on by Roman and Byzantine
sources. It is in these categories that the art of display and luxury arts can be
seen as signs of sociopolitical status within the Sasanian hierarchies. Only a few
examples of jewelry survive — rings, necklace pieces, and belts. Representations
on Sasanian coins, seals, sculpture, and silver plate are our main sources of what
was worn by the Sasanian royalty, nobles, and courtiers.

The art of Sasanian weavers is often mentioned in Roman and Byzantine
sources, with the clothing of Persian men in one source described as “gleaming
with many shimmering colors.”® Until recently knowledge of Sasanian textiles
was based mainly on literary sources and on the representation of elaborately
patterned textiles of the king and the courtiers of the royal hunt reliefs at Taq-i-
Bustan; and many textiles, some woolen but mainly silks, found in the Byzantine
graves of Antinoé in Egypt were also assumed to be Sasanian primarily on the
basis of their exotic patterns and their similarity to the Tag-i-Bustan reliefs.

Comparisons of the late antique weaving techniques has confirmed that many
of the Antinoé silks belonged to the costume worn by the Sasanians.'” The silk
filament is particularly suitable for dyeing, and this property was fully exploited
in these weavings. Because weaving was mechanized, designs with repeated pat-
terns could be produced. The repertory of motits includes many elements known
from Sasanian stucco and silver: rams and rams’ heads, winged horses, birds,
especially cocks and peacocks, and semmurws (fantastic creatures). Beaded borders
resembling pearls are known from jewelry and the written sources. Specifically
Sasanian are composite forms arranged in self-contained units, such as an elabo-
rate flowerlike palmette or an animal arrangement with only the heads and
foreparts, finished with a crest motif such as pairs of wings or floral or foliate
finials (cat. no. 20). These composite forms may be repeated in rows, alone or
combined with framing. The presence of potentially meaningful elements, such
as wings, sacred animals, and plants, suggests that even this patterned decoration
may have had a significance beyond simple ornamentation. Many of these motifs
were imitated in a variety of media outside the Sasanian culture, from floor and
wall mosaics to architectural sculpture and silver vessels, in the late Roman and
Byzantine periods.
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The Sasanian motifs found in late Roman and early Byzantine monuments
fall into two categories. One comprises motifs imitating the official royal art
using sacred motifs such as wings and animal protomes. This is not surprising
because portable luxury objects with royal symbols were exchanged through
court gifts and embassies. The Antioch mosaics are among the earliest extant
examples in Roman art to carry these “exotic” motifs. The evidence of Sasanian
art in Antioch is demonstrated by the mosaic of the beribboned lion, the borders
with ram’s heads and wings from two neighboring houses in Daphne (cat. no.
20), and the mosaic of beribboned parrots (cat. no. 25), all three dating from
the late fitth or early sixth century. In all of these examples Sasanian elements,
such as the fluttering ribbons and ram’s-head protomes with wings, can be
identified.

The second category of motifs is more likely found in the patterns of textiles
(silks and wools). Many examples of such borrowings exist, especially in Byzan-
tine textiles, which are best found at Byzantine burial sites in Egypt. Many less
direct cases of borrowings from Sasanian art are evident in the popular “diaper”
patterns, which are rich with floral filling motifs. Such all-over designs may well
have been inspired by patterned woven textiles, specifically silks produced by the
Sasanian state. The closest example to a putative silk model would be the Louvre
mosaic of the beribboned parrots (cat. no. 25). In the case of the parrot mosaic,
the parrots’ regular arrangement in the main field undermines their naturalistic
appearance. The arrangement of the birds recalls a silk from Antinoé that
employs peacocks rather than parrots to similar effect.'!

Although Sasanian motifs did not appear in the ornamental repertory of
Roman and early Byzantine art until the fifth century, their impact was long-
lived. The attraction to Persian art can be found in many examples of medieval
Byzantine textiles, jewelry, and architectural sculpture.'? The fifth-century vault
mosaics in the Saint George Rotunda in Thessaloniki and the architectural
ornamentation in the church of Saint Polyeuktos in Constantinople of 528 dem-
onstrate the influence of the Sasanian decorative repertoire on early Byzantine
artists. But by far the richest selection of these is found among the fifth- and
sixth-century floor mosaics of Antioch.

Notes

1 Levi 1947, pp. 313-15, pl. 70. On the presence of Sasanian motifs at Antioch, see
ibid., and Morey 1938, pp. 41-5.

2 Yarshater 1983, esp. pp. 124-62, 568-92.

3 1Ibid., pp. 359-83.

4 For an overview of Sasanian art, see Ghirshman 1962, pp. 119-254; Harper 1978;
Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire.

5 Yarshater 1983, pp. 324-6, 345-7. For Shapur II at Amida, sce Ammianus
Marecellinus 9.1.3.

6 Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire 1993, pp. 95-108; sce also Harper 1981.
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7 For a useful survey of Sasanian stucco decoration, see Harper 1978, pp. 101-4; see
also Kroger 1982.
8 Ghirshman 1962, pp. 140-7, figs. 180-6; see also Musées Royaux d’Art et
d’Histoire 1993, pp. 67-9.
9 Ammianus Marcellinus 23.6.84.
10 The best recent survey is Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire 1993, pp. 113-22.
11 Martiniani-Reber 1986, pp. 52-3, no. 19.
12 Mango 1977, pp. 316-21; Grabar 1971, pp. 679-707.
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4
Dionysiac Motifs

Riuchard Ettinghausen

Introduction

This study of the impact of Classical art — specifically that preserved by
Byzantium — on Sasanian Iran and eventually on the Islamic world deals with
one aspect of a two-sided issue of major historical proportions. That is to say,
the reverse phenomenon (the Byzantine encounter with Iranian art and later
with Islamic art) is not considered here. This is due not so much to space
limitations; rather, it is because that aspect of the issue has already been inves-
tigated by a most competent scholar.'

The time period considered here also requires some comment since the
problem is chronologically open-ended. Strictly speaking, Byzantine and Sasa-
nian art coexisted for only a little more than three hundred years, from the
founding of the new East Roman capital at Constantinople in AD 323 until the
collapse of the Sasanian kingdom and the death of Yazdigird III in 651.
However, Iran had received influences from Hellenistic and Roman art prior to
this period — both under the Sasanian kings and preceding them during the
Parthian and Seleucid eras, not to mention the impact of the Greeks on the
Achaemenids; then, for centuries following this period Byzantine artistic con-
cepts mingled with those of Sasanian inspiration, expecially once the Umayyad
caliphs had usurped not only the power of the Iranian rulers but their ceremo-
nial trappings as well. Nevertheless, the artistic products of this exceedingly
long period of cultural interchange — and therefore the particular questions
asked here concerning their interpretation — come primarily from the relatively
short period of actual political and therefore artistic confrontation between
Sasanian Iran and Byzantium or from the century immediately following.

Richard Ettinghausen, “Introduction” and “Chapter One: Dionysiac Motifs,” pp. 1-10 in From
Byzantinm to Sasanian Iran and the Islamic World: Three Modes of Artistic Influence (Leiden: E.J.
Brill, 1972). Copyright © 1972 by Richard Ettinghausen. Reprinted by permission of Brill
Academic Publishers.
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It is not our intention in this inquiry to survey a// the Iranian monuments that
betray Byzantine influence, nor is it to deal specifically with chronology, style,
iconography in general, or artistic trends. Rather, we shall present, in three specific
cases, three archetypes of artistic influence, or modes of acceptance, that appeared
even while the two civilizations were hostile to each other for political, military
and religious reasons, and that continued to be operative even after one of the two
partners, Iran, had lost its independence, though not its cultural identity.

One form of reception — and the most limited one — was transfer, the taking
over of shapes or concepts as they stand, without change or further development,
possibly because reinterpretation proved impossible; such motifs are rather rare,
are found only in isolated cases, and did not have an extended life. A more fun-
damental transformation was achieved by adoption. Just as a child may be
adopted and brought up in a milieu entirely at variance with that of his original
home so that his whole personality may thus be modified, though biologically
he remains the same human being, so may artistic forms transferred from one
region to another and remodeled according to novel principles differ so much
from their original configurations that their true identities become obscured.
The third and most far-reaching form of cultural reception involves the ready
acceptance, owing to special conditions, of major artistic forms from another
civilization and their creative combination with indigenous elements, in what
might best be called a process of integration; being a form of artistic inter-
change, it is difficult to say which is the giver and which the receiver. Peculiar to
this mode is the fact that such a felicitous co-equal intermingling could occur
in an off-beat, marginal region. Still another of the concomitant results of this
interaction was that it could lead to the selection of secondary or unusual fea-
tures that suddenly took on a new significance in their new historical setting.

In our three chosen case histories, it seemed inadvisable simply to refer to
the pertinent material, since this body of evidence is still too little known,
and to a large extent even misunderstood at present. Therefore the reasons
for our proposed identifications or reinterpretations had first to be given and
only then could further deductions be made. An additional task was to estab-
lish the effectiveness of the impact of the Classical heritage on its neighbor.
This formed the clue to our understanding of the productive afterlife of the
visual imagery well beyond the heyday of its initial acceptance. This examina-
tion, in turn, will help us to gauge the dynamic quality of the original meeting
of the two artistic traditions and the intercultural usefulness of certain motifs,
be it in Iran or later in the Islamic world.?

Case Study: Dionysiac Motifs

The first subject of inquiry, exemplifying the limited mode of transfer, is the
reception of Dionysiac motifs in Sasanian art.® These motifs occur particularly,
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though not exclusively, on partially gilt silver bottles whose shape when found
in Iran is typically and perhaps even exclusively Sasanian, although it is itself
of Roman origin.* There is therefore no doubt that we are dealing with
objects of Iranian origin dating from the period between the third and seventh
centuries AD.

The most informative piece of this group is a bottle of the typical shape in
the Freer Gallery of Art in Washington. One of its three relief figures shows the
god himself, nude except for a cloak thrown over his shoulders and holding two
identitying symbols, the zhyrsos (or a staft derived from it) in his right hand and
a panther on a leash seized by his left hand (Figure 4.1). Any hesitation over this
identification is dispelled by comparison with a Byzantine knife handle in
the Dumbarton Oaks Collection, attributed to the fourth century, on which
Dionysos takes the same stance, has one of the attributes and is clothed in the
same manner. There is still an earlier parallel in a third-century Roman figure
of Bacchus in the Walters Art Gallery pointing to the persistence of the icono-
graphic tradition in time and space.

The same religious context can be claimed for the second figure on this bottle,
a maiden holding in her left hand two stalks with buds or fruits. Her Dionysiac

Figure 4.1 Dionysos, a thyrsos, and a panther on a partially gilded Sasanian
silver bottle, Iran, fourth century AD. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC. Purchase, F1965.20
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association is again made clear by the presence of a panther, whose leash is held
by her right hand; this relationship is brought out even more specifically because
the animal is seen drinking from a large jar, which is a motif symbolizing a
Dionysiac revelry.® The young woman is obviously a maenad, one of the female
followers of the god. Again Western parallels can be established. From Byzan-
tium there is the pseudo-Oppian manuscript, now in Venice, which has the same
elements, though the maenad and the animal are here separated.® This example
is from the tenth or eleventh century and therefore much later than the Sasanian
bottle, but it is obviously based on an earlier prototype.

The third figure is that of a youth leaning forward to receive a child, which
as a subject is perhaps not quite so obviously Dionysiac in character. The theme
is nevertheless part of the same iconographic cycle as Roman art offers similar
scenes of the initiation of children into the Bacchic mystery cult.’”

On other Sasanian bottles or plates we find scantily dressed women engaged
in rapturous dancing, at times to the accompaniment of their own music (Figure
4.2) which indicate other aspects of this imagery. But it is well to remember that

Figure 4.2 Sasanian bottle with dancing female figures. Freer Gallery of Art, Smith-
sonian Institution, Washington, DC. Purchase, F1966.1
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this popularity of certain figural types does not extend to the god himself as the
scenes with one to five figures are usually limited to his female companions.

The case is different with regard to two closely related Sasanian plates, one in
the Historical Museum in Moscow, the other in the Freer Gallery of Art,® as
they present a more complex iconographic theme: the triumph of Dionysos in
the company of his followers (Figure 4.3). In the shade of a richly laden grape-
vine, the god is seen seated on his chariot where he is joined by his consort
Ariadne; his escort consists of two maenads, a satyr, and four putti. The exergue
underlines the main theme by means of secondary figures. We find here two
small musicians and a feline (leopard or panther) which is again greedily drinking
from a large wine jar.

The triumphal scene is, of course, common in Roman and Byzantine art,’
although as elsewhere in Sasanian art a basically narrative episode or an event in
motion has been turned into a static, monumentalized spectacle. It suffices here
to mention as a parallel a Byzantine silver bowl tentatively attributed to Con-
stantinople of the fifth or early sixth century, which is in the Dumbarton Oaks
Collection.” It shows the same cortege in a more elaborate, freely moving
version, with the two maenads dancing ahead of Dionysos, the smaller female
figure seated with her back to him, a male follower behind the chariot, and the
star-shaped wheel spokes all point to a common prototype. The general character
of this model is suggested by a Roman cameo of the second century AD in the
Naples Museum. That Sasanian artists did not rely for such imagery on nearly
contemporary Western pieces (or at least not exclusively) is demonstrated by a
much earlier Iranian version of this scene in the British Museum, which is prob-
ably Parthian and has been dated to about AD 200." This Iranian object, which

Figure 4.3 The triumph of Dionysos, in the company of his followers, Sasanian period,
silver and gilt, Iran, fifth—seventh century. Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution,
Washington, DC. Purchase, F1964.10
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is both pre-Sasanian and pre-Byzantine, is our first indication of the open-
endedness of the problem to which we drew attention at the beginning of this
investigation.

If further proof of early Iranian familiarity with Dionysiac imagery is still
necessary, we need only mention the floor mosaics in a triple eyvan of the third-
century palace of Bishapur, discovered by Roman Ghirshman.'? The masks and
female figures were originally explained as “portraits of members of the royal
family and the aristocracy” or as representations of “court ladies”, but the horns
and long donkey ears on one mask and the Pan’s pipe, as well as the pedum (the
curved staff favored by satyrs and other followers of Dionysos)"? placed near two
other masks leave little doubt that we are confronted with renderings in Iran of
various aspects of the Dionysiac cult. Of special additional interest in this con-
nection is the parallel between one of the maenads in this mosaic who is fully
clothed and holds sprays of flowers, and the second figure on the Freer bottle
and the miniature in the pseudo-Oppian manuscript.

All the bottles and plates so far discussed have in common that they are deco-
rated with figural subjects whose Dionysiac origins and original meanings are
clear. In addition there are other silver plates and vessels that are only partly
decorated with figures such as dancers, musicians or drinkers, or with a primarily
non-figural iconography. In both types the grapevine often plays an essential
part; besides this suggestive element and other similarities between these figured
scenes and the Dionysiac milieu, it is, however, difficult to prove a specific con-
nection. By the way, while these motifs are more frequently found on silver
vessels, they also occur elsewhere. Thus the dancer and the musician are to be
found among the sixth-century stucco reliefs of various sizes discovered in
Ctesiphon.'*

To this more problematic group belongs a clearly recognizable series of vessels,
most of them bottles or ewers and thus connected with drinking events, whose
decoration consists of scantily clothed female figures always shown in motion.
The stress is on the sexual aspects of their bodies, their coiffures crowned with
hair knots, their rich jewelry, and the wide range of vegetal or other offerings
that they hold in both hands (Figure 4.4)."® Certain aspects connect them with
Dionysiac concepts. Thus their offerings include branches with vine leaves and
grapes; the figures sometimes hold small children and what is particularly sig-
nificant, in some cases they pour liquid from vessels into the mouths of diminu-
tive felines, thus echoing a motif which occurs in representations of the god
himself. Particularly enlightening with regard to the last mentioned feature are
the relief figures on an ivory medicine box of the second half of the fourth to
fitth century AD in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection which for iconographic
reasons should be attributed to Egypt. Standing between a maenad (or, possibly,
Ariadne) and a satyr we find the figure of Dionysos who holds in his left hand
a thyrsos and in his right a small mixing bowl towards which a small panther is
raising his head to catch the drops of wine. The manner in which the vessel is
held in an outstretched arm and the eager attitude of the diminutive animal are

52



Dionysiac Motifs

Figure 4.4 Sasanian silver rhyton with female figures making offerings, Iran, fourth
century. © The Cleveland Museum of Art, 2003. Gift of Katharine Holden Thayer,
1962.294

the same in the ivory box and in the Sasanian vessels where this motif occurs.
On the other hand, the strong stress on the agricultural character of their prot-
fered offerings and possibly also the frequent presence of pigeon-like birds and
other animals may indicate a specific connection with more general Iranian fer-
tility beliefs. In any case, the inclusion of small children and the pouring of wine
to felines seem to exclude an interpretation of a purely secular meaning. What
we should expect and what has apparently happened is that one limited group
of Dionysiac figures — the maenads — has been reinterpreted in Iran and elabo-
rated visually beyond its initial significance. It is quite likely that the maenads
have been transformed into figures of a fertility cult, possibly priestesses or devo-
tees connected with the main Iranian goddess, Anahita. Thus while the icono-
graphic and conceptual connections with an iconographic Dionysiac type are
clear, the ultimate meaning of the images remains hypothetical and problematic.
On the other hand, the iconography of the basic Dionysiac group is remarkably
pure and unadulterated, as is demonstrated particularly by the Parthian and
Sasanian renderings of the god himself, expecially in the triumphal scenes. It is
this unchanging acceptance by the Iranian artists of a very specific Western
vocabulary that has induced us to label this process a mere transfer.
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Three questions must, however, still be answered if we are to understand the
historical significance of this artistic encounter. What elevates it above the mere
accidental? How was it that Iran accepted this foreign imagery associated with
the god of wine in the first place? How can we explain the introduction of these
Western motifs into Iran? And finally, was there some recognizable aftereffect
of this particular meeting of two civilizations?

The Parthian plate showing the triumph of Dionysos indicates that the origi-
nal impact occurred in that period of Iranian history when the entire country,
but especially the court, was under the strong influence of Greek ideas. On Par-
thian coins not only are there Greek inscriptions, but at least ten kings have also
labeled themselves Philbellene. They are Mithridates I, Artabanus I, Mithridates
II, Artabanus 11, Phraates 111, Mithridates 111, Orodes 11, Phraates IV, Phraata-
ces and Gotarzes.'® We also have to recall Plutarch’s remark that “when Alexan-
der was civilizing Asia, Homer was commonly read and the children of the
Persians, of the Susianians, and of the Gedrosians became acquainted with the
tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides.”” The same author gives us further evi-
dence of this Hellenizing process in his Life of Crassus (XXXIII), in which he
describes a performance of Euripides’ Bacchae at the court of the Parthian King
Orodes 111 (57-38 BC) in which the actor playing the role of Agave appeared on
the stage with the actual head of Crassus."® Furthermore, there was in Iran a
definite predilection for wine, so that the Western concepts connected with
Dionysos must have seemed quite acceptable. For instance, Herodotus says of
the Iranians during the Achaemenian period:

It is their custom to deliberate about the gravest matters when they are drunk; and
what they approve in their counsels is proposed to them the next day ... when
they are now sober; and if being sober they still approve it, they act thereon, but
if not, they cast it aside. And when they have taken counsel about the matter when
sober, they decide upon it when they are drunk.*

This custom continued in the Sasanian period when, according to al-Jahiz,
King Bahram Gur ordered his chamberlain to receive from the people petitions
and to present them to him when he was drunk.?® Finally, the national epic of
the Iranians, the Shab-nameh, the stories of which end with the Sasanian period,
also describes widely held drinking customs.?

We can only speculate on how Dionysiac motifs may have been introduced,
though we have both literary evidence and monuments to support our conjec-
tures. It is known that Shapur I, after his victory over Valerian, installed 10,000
Roman prisoners in Bishapur, Shushtar, and Gundeshapur, and that among them
were engineers, architects, masons, and other craftsmen.?? It is not too difficult
to imagine that having twice conquered Antioch, with its splendid floor mosaics,
Shapur desired such decorations in his own palace. Happily these mosaics have
been partially preserved and their theme is precisely of Dionysiac character, as
would have been appropriate for a banquet hall.
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Other sources of evidence are actual Roman objects with Dionysiac decoration
that are said to have been found in Iran. The most important example is a silver
handle from a dish of the second century AD in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art. This handle, which shows the Indian triumph of Dionysos, is also remark-
able for having been executed in a relief technique akin to that used by Parthian
and Sasanian silversmiths.*® The probability of such an import into Iran is cor-
roborated by one other Roman piece with a Dionysiac theme, a small silver statu-
ette reminiscent of the bronze Bacchus in the Walters Art Gallery, although its
raised hand has lost the thyrsos that it originally held. It appeared in New York
among the holdings found in Iran of a Persian importer of curios and antiquities
and is now in a private American collection.”*

Other Western motifs have been discovered in recent years either on imported
pieces or in native paraphrases. The most important of these two groups shows
the figure of Heracles, who appears in every conceivable shape and medium, from
monumental rock reliefs to small statuettes discovered in the vast region stretch-
ing between Iraq and Afghanistan.?® Although a further investigation of this
motif would lead us too far afield here, we can at least surmise that the popular-
ity of this image may be explainable by the probable identification of Heracles
with a national god or heroic figure;*° it should also be recalled that in Iran
Heracles at times took on a Dionysiac aspect.?’

A more isolated manifestation of foreign influence is represented by an imported
bronze, now in the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh, of Poseidon reclining on a
chariot on which he is accompanied by other nautical figures.”® What makes this
singular find, which is said to be from the Island of Kharg in the Persian Gulf,
significant in this context is the similarity of its iconographic setting to the tri-
umphal ride of Dionysos (Figure 4.3). Finally, it is important to note that the
largest group of adopted Classical motifs, those found on some forty ivory rhyta
from the first Parthian capital of Nyssa, included Dionysiac themes.?’ The appear-
ance of the classical god of wine on Sasanian silver bottles and plates is, therefore,
just one phenomenon in a broader artistic context.

As the figure of the youthful male god Dionysos apparently had no equivalent
in Iranian myths, he did not experience a transfiguration that would have pro-
vided him with a new lease on life in Iranian guise. Only secondary figures
around the god could be evolved further as we noted in the case of the maenads.
Yet despite the usual Muslim eagerness to employ Iranian motifs the image of a
scantily dressed female figure could not have lasted long in the Islamic period.
Still, the theme of the fully clothed female dancers as depicted in the Jawsaq
Palace of Samarra and in subsequent periods must be thought to derive from the
Sasanian transformations of Dionysiac models. On the other hand, although
drinking scenes abound in Islamic art, especially in Iranian courtly art, just as
they do in Persian literature, our present knowledge of the material indicates that
this motif does not seem to have had a specific prototype in the Sasanian period
or was at least not a major artistic theme.
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Curiously enough, there was, however, a minor element of the Dionysiac ico-
nography which was readily adopted and used long after its significance was for-
gotten. It was, though, to be deployed in a disjointed fashion: the motif of
the panther (or other feline) drinking from a jar (Figure 4.3). In Roman and
Byzantine art the various attitudes of the drinking animal were rendered realisti-
cally.*® Animal handles were used in the Achaemenian period; but in the art of
this period the animal head does not usually touch the vessel itself and at times
it even looks away from it.* In the Parthian period, too, the feline animal serves
merely as handle without it being concerned with the content of the vessel.
However, in the new Sasanian iconographic associations, the feline is closely
attached to jars and ewers and is placed close to the lip of the vessel as if he were
eager to reach its precious liquid — a pose which is prefigured by Roman handles
of the first to second centuries.*® This arrangement was soon formalized in Iran
especially in the post-Sasanian period and the body of the panther became styl-
ized and elongated. Even after its meaning had been long forgotten this pose
continued in Seljuq times, although it may be that some of these feline handles
have become detached from their original ewers through burial and have now
been joined to other vessels. We also find metal or pottery jugs on which the
felines appear only as small figures on the tops of the handles as unlikely thumb
rests; sometimes they are placed even more incongruously at the bottom of the
handles; or only a tiny vestigial head may be stuck atop a handle. Still other
examples, especially big-mouthed pottery jugs of the later twelfth and early
thirteenth century, use two feline handles, probably for reasons of symmetry. In
another stage of development the animal leaves its usual connection with the
handle and is joined to the neck of a vessel. Or, the feline becomes attached to
the handle of other types of vessels, which had nothing to do with the drinking
or mixing of beverages, for instance on a kettle used for pouring water in the
bathhouse. Apparently the basic association between vessel and feline was so
strong that it persisted in rudimentary or variant forms even though the original
iconographic idea and its appropriate rendering had long ago passed into
oblivion.

In reviewing the material discussed so far, we are at first struck by the abun-
dance of Dionysiac scenes in Iran. The basic images of the god himself, with
thyrsos and panther or in triumphal procession are, however, few and at best
only copies of Classical motifs. We have here an example of a mere transfer of
scenes without further translation into Iranian idiom. The underlying concepts
were too complex and alien to be adopted. Only the secondary, more universally
understandable themes of female musicians and dancers lent themselves to various
degrees of transformations in Iran. It also seems significant that the image that
could most readily be abstracted and divested of its Dionysiac connotations —
the panther at the wine jar — is still to be found in the twelfth and thirteenth
century art of that country, and even then in connection with vessels which had
a more ordinary, middleclass function without pretensions to a noble Sasanian
pedigree.
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The Good Life

Henry Maguare

In his tenth homily on Paul’s Epistle to the Philippians, John Chrysostom, at
that time patriarch of Constantinople, gave a vivid description of the good life
as it was flaunted by the wealthy and powerful of his day. The preacher criticized
the extravagance of the rich man’s house, with its display of porticoes, columns,
and precious marbles, its gilded ceilings, and its pagan statues. He spoke of the
elaborate confections served in the dining room, made to satisty the pleasure
and vanity of the host. He complained of the clothes of the well-to-do, costing
a hundred pieces of gold and worn in many layers, so that the wealthy appeared
sweating beneath their finery. Finally, he ridiculed the rich men’s wives, weighed
down with jewelry and decked out like their mules and horses with gold.! This
characterization of the prosperous lifestyle during late antiquity was not mere
rhetorical exaggeration, for archaeology has shown that the picture painted by
John Chrysostom was true. This essay reviews a selection from the abundant
material evidence of domestic prosperity in late antiquity, including the interior
furnishings of houses, the silver vessels used for eating, drinking, and bathing,
silk clothing, and jewelry. I also look at imitations of these objects made in
cheaper materials, through which the less fortunate emulated the success of the
rich. The second part of the essay turns from the objects themselves to the images
used to decorate them, which evoked the idea of prosperity in various ways, pri-
marily through personifications, motifs drawn from nature, and mythology.
Finally, I consider the attitudes toward those images that were adopted by
Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, and the degree to which each religion opposed,
assimilated, or rejected the visual expressions of domestic prosperity in late
antiquity.

Henry Maguire, “The Good Life,” pp. 238-57 from G. W. Bowersock, Peter Brown, and Oleg
Grabar (ed.), Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press
of Harvard University Press, 1999). Copyright © 1999 by the President and Fellows of Harvard
College. Reprinted by permission of Harvard University Press.
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In the Roman and Byzantine worlds, marble was always an important emblem
of wealth and consumption. The eftect of this material upon the clientele of the
wealthy aristocrats of Rome was described in scathing terms by the 4th-century
historian Ammianus Marcellinus: “Idle gossips frequent their houses, people
who applaud with various flattering fictions every word uttered by those whose
fortune is greater than their own . .. In the same way they admire the setting
of columns in a high facade and the walls brilliant with carefully selected colors
of marble, and extol their noble owners as more than mortal” (Amm.Marc.
23.4.12). Such late antique houses, featuring arcades with marble columns and
walls expensively clad with marble revetments, have survived in nearby Ostia;
a well-preserved example is the House of Cupid and Psyche, which featured a
marble-lined dining room and a columnar arcade, as well as statuary of the type
criticized by John Chrysostom, including the group of Cupid and Psyche that
gave the house its modern name.> Many wealthy homes had floors covered with
colorful tessellated mosaics. Among the best preserved are the 6th-century pave-
ments discovered in the Villa of the Falconer at Argos in Greece, which had a
dining room looking out onto a courtyard that was surrounded on two sides by
columnar porticoes. The floor of the triclinium (dining room) was decorated
with a mosaic of Dionysus with satyrs and maenads, which was placed so that it
could be admired by diners reclining on the couch set at the back of the room.
The position of the semicircular couch is marked on the mosaic floor, together
with that of the sigma-shaped table in front of it. Even the meal of two fish on
a platter was indicated in the center of the table. The porticoes of the courtyard
also were paved with mosaics. In front of the dining room were scenes of hunting
with dogs and falcons, activities which provided food (ducks and hares) for the
table. The other portico was decorated with personifications of the months
holding their seasonal attributes.’

Textiles were very important in the decoration of late antique houses, although
their effect is more difficult to visualize today than that of the splendid mosaic
floors that have survived in their original locations. A luxurious copy of the poems
of Virgil, possibly produced in Ravenna during the 6th century, contains a paint-
ing of Dido entertaining Aeneas in her palace which gives some idea of the con-
tribution made by textiles to the late antique dining room: blue, green, and red
hangings and swags cover the walls, white and purple cloths decorate the couch.*
A number of domestic wall-hangings executed in tapestry weave, some of consid-
erable size, have been excavated from graves in Egypt, where they had been used
to wrap corpses for burial when they were no longer needed in the house. The
rich imagery of these tapestries includes beneficent personifications; bearers of
gifts; servants; trees, fruits, and flowers; animals and hunting scenes; and figures
from mythology. Houses were also decorated with curtains, which were hung in
doorways and between the columns of arcades. Curtains were made of a lighter
weight material than the wall-hangings, being typically woven of linen with inter-
mittent repeat patterns executed with dyed woolen threads.® Such a curtain, deco-
rated with a repeating pattern of flowers on a neutral ground, may be seen hung
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across a doorway in the 6th-century mosaic of Empress Theodora and her retinue
from the church of S. Vitale in Ravenna.®

Diners in late antiquity well appreciated the aura of luxury that finely woven
textiles brought to a dining room. In one of his poems, the 5th-century Gallic
aristocrat Sidonius Apollinaris wrote how his experience of a feast was enriched
by the red- and purple-dyed cloths of wool and linen that adorned the couch.
He describes a textile woven with hunting scenes, showing hills and “beasts
rushing over the roomy cloth, their rage whetted by a wound well counterfeited
in scarlet,” so that “at the seeming thrust of a javelin, blood that is no blood
issues.” On the same textile he admired the motif of the Parthian shot, in which
“the Parthian, wild eyed and cunningly leaning over with face turned backwards,
makes his horse go [forward] and his arrow return, flying from or putting to
flight the pictured beasts” (Epistulae 9.13.5; trans. W. B. Anderson). Such couch-
covers, woven with scenes of horseback riders hunting in landscapes, are depicted
on the lids of some 3rd-century Attic sarcophagi.” As for the Parthian shot, it is
depicted in surviving textiles, such as a fragment of draw-loom silk now preserved
in the treasury of St Servatius at Maastricht, which dates to the 8th century.®
Besides hunting scenes, textiles used to cover household furnishings were woven
with many other figural subjects, as may be seen in a fragment of wool and linen
tapestry weave, which may have come from the border of a couch cover showing
a series of beneficent personifications.” A rich 4th-century silk, depicting the
Nile in his chariot accompanied by puzti, aquatic creatures, and waterfowl, could
also have been part of a spread or a cover, although its original function is
uncertain.'

One further element of the furnishing of the late antique houses should be
mentioned here, even if it is preserved only in the imagery of poets and weavers:
in the aristocratic dining room a profusion of greenery and flowers provided
color and fragrance, as is described in the poem by Sidonius: “Let the round
table show linen fairer than snow, and be covered with laurel and ivy and vine-
shoots, fresh and verdant. Let cytisus, crocus, starwort, cassia, privet, and mari-
golds be brought in ample baskets and color the sideboard and couches with
fragrant garlands” (Epistulae 9.13.5).

Another feature of entertaining in late antiquity was the display and employ-
ment of a large variety of silver vessels for serving drink and food. The discovery
of several hordes of late antique silver has shown the astonishing richness and
variety of this ware; the 4th-century treasure discovered at Kaiseraugst, on the
river Rhine in Switzerland, for example, included a big rectangular salver, large
circular and polygonal platters, dishes specially shaped for serving fish, bowls of
various sizes, long- and short-handled spoons, wine strainers, beakers, an elabo-
rate candlestick, a handbasin, and even toiletry implements such as toothpicks
and ear cleaners.! Other treasures have contained silver jugs of various shapes
and sizes, as well as sauce bowls equipped with lids and handles. A painting of
Queen Dido’s banquet shows some of this ware in use. The servant on the left
offers a silver beaker of wine to the guests, which he has filled from the silver
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jug in his right hand (the artist has indicated the purple liquid at its brim). The
servant on the right, who holds another silver jug and a long-handled silver bowl,
is probably preparing to pour water over the hands of the guests to clean them.
A good host was expected to keep his silver well polished, as we learn again from
Sidonius Apollinaris, in a letter praising the Gothic king Theoderic II: “When
one joins him at dinner . . . there is no unpolished conglomeration of discolored
old silver set by panting attendants on sagging tables . . . The viands attract by
their skillful cookery, not by their costliness, the platters by their brightness, not
by their weight” (Epistulae 1.2.6). Much of this silver tableware was decorated,
either with chasing or with motifs executed in relief; often the designs were
enriched with niello or gilding. Fine examples of such pieces are the great platters
from the Kaiseraugst and the Mildenhall treasures, which portray, respectively,
scenes from the early life of Achilles and a Bacchic revel surrounding a central
mask of Ocean.'? This kind of decoration, also, was described by Sidonius: “Let
the attendants bend their heads under the metal carved in low relief, let them
bring in lordly dishes on their laden shoulders” (Epistulae 9.13.5). Nor should
one forget the repeated pleasures of the food that was served with such splendor:
“I have overextended myself by eating everything,” wrote the poet and bon
vivant Venantius Fortunatus in the 6th century, “and my belly is swollen with
various delicacies: milk, vegetables, eggs, butter. Now I am given dishes arranged
with new feasts, and the mixture of foods pleases me more sweetly than before”
(Carmina 11.22).

Silver vessels also played a prominent role in bathing, another luxury enjoyed
in the houses of the rich. Late antique villas were frequently equipped with their
own private bathhouses, some of which contained floor mosaics illustrating the
rituals of cleanliness and beautification. One such mosaic has been preserved in
the baths of a large villa discovered at Sidi Ghrib, in Tunisia. The mosaic, which
dates to the late 4th or early 5th century, shows the lady of the house at her toi-
lette. On the left, a maid proffers jewelry in a silver tray, while her mistress tries
on an earring. Another maid holds up a mirror, so that the resulting effect can
be admired. On ecither side of the mosaic appears the silver that has been used
in bathing: to the left is a scalloped washbasin, similar to one that survives in
the Kaiseraugst treasure, and a silver-gilt chest containing a towel or a garment."?
A similarly shaped gilded chest was preserved in the mid-4th-century treasure
found on a slope of the Esquiline hill in Rome." Such silver vessels, made
expressly for bathing, were described about one hundred and fifty years earlier
by the early Christian writer Clement of Alexandria, who wrote scornfully that
women went to the public baths with “a great paraphernalia of vessels made of
gold or silver, some for drinking the health of others, some for eating, and some
for the bath itself. .. Parading with this silverware, they make a vulgar display
of it in the baths” (Pacdagogus 3.31).

Another way of publicly displaying one’s wealth was through clothing, and
especially through the wearing of patterned silks. Both pagan and Christian
writers criticized the extravagance of such garments. Ammianus Marcellinus
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described the extreme fineness of the mantles worn by the Roman senators,
which “were figured with the shapes of many different animals” and which shone
when their wearers moved (14.6.9). A contemporary of Ammianus, Asterius,
bishop of Amaseia, condemned the luxury of silks and the vanity of those who
wore garments decorated with “lions and leopards, bears, bulls and dogs, forests
and rocks, hunters and [in short] the whole repertory of painting that imitates
nature.” He also castigated those who wore garments decorated with scenes from
the gospels. Such people, he declared, “devise for themselves, their wives and
children gay-colored dresses decorated with thousands of figures . . . When they
come out in public dressed in this fashion, they appear like painted walls to those
they meet.”!s

The fashions evoked by these texts are borne out by images and by survivals
of the textiles themselves. The mosaic of Theodora with her retinue in S. Vitale
shows the ladies of her court wearing draw-loom silks with repeating patterns,
including flowers and ducks. The empress herself has a gospel scene, the Adora-
tion of the Magi, embroidered into the hem of her cloak. As for the male gar-
ments, a late 4th-century silk tunic has been preserved in relatively good condition
in the church of S. Ambrogio in Milan. Even if it may not have been the garment
of the saint himself, as tradition would have it, the textile is almost certainly of
his date. The tunic had a linen lining, over which was an outer layer of white
silk damask woven all over with repeating designs of lions being hunted by men
and dogs in a landscape evoked by trees and bushes.'® Less expensive tunics had
applied bands and roundels of silk rather than a continuous surface of the costly
material, but the effect of these garments could still be rich.

As in the villa at Sidi Ghrib, late antique floor mosaics demonstrate the impor-
tance of jewelry in the self-image of the rich. A similar scene appears in the
famous late 4th-century mosaic of Dominus Iulius, which was found in a house
at Carthage. Here scenes of the life of an estate revolve around the main house,
depicted with its columned porticoes and its domed baths (Figure 5.1). At the
lower left appears the mistress of the domain, leaning on a column and gazing
at herself in a mirror, while she stretches out her hand languidly to receive a
necklace proffered by a maid who holds the box containing her jewelry.'” Mag-
nificent examples of jewelry from late antiquity still survive, such as two necklaces
from the 7th century, one composed of eleven openwork plaques of gold set and
hung with pearls and precious stones, and another adorned with a pendant por-
traying a golden Aphrodite in a lapis lazuli shell.'

The accouterments of the good life — the marbles, the silver, the silks, the
gold, and the gems — were well enough appreciated to inspire imitation in cheaper
materials. In North Africa, for example, panels of floor mosaic frequently imi-
tated the veining of marble, which was a more expensive material. A mosaic of
the second half of the 4th century found at Thuburbo Majus reproduces green
“cipollino,” a marble imported from Greece." Such false marble panels were
frequently installed at important places in the floor, such as at thresholds. On
occasion, mosaic itself might be imitated in the medium of fresco. This occurred
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EGECGETY

Figure 5.1 Estate of Dominus Iulius, floor mosaic from Carthage. Tunis, Bardo
Museum. akg-images/Gilles Mermet

in the early Islamic period at the Umayyad palace of Qasr al-Hayr West, where
there are floors paved with frescoes whose designs, characterized by hard-edged
contrasts of color, imitate the effect of tessellated pavements (Figure 5.2).%° Even
the great tapestry wall-hangings, luxurious in themselves, imitated the greater
luxury of spacious marble arcades and porticoes. This emulation explains the
popularity of textile compositions that framed their subjects beneath arches or
between columns.

The imitation of silverware in ceramic is a phenomenon well attested for many
periods and cultures, but it was especially pronounced in North Africa during
late antiquity. Here potters decorated their earthenware vessels with raised motifs
in imitation of the repoussé decoration of silver, and even went so far as to
reproduce the shapes of rectangular silver vessels in clay, a form that could not
be manufactured on the potter’s wheel. They also copied the iconography associ-
ated with silverware, which reconstructs part of a rectangular earthenware tray
decorated in relief with scenes from the life of Achilles, similar to those appear-
ing on the 4th century polygonal dish from Kaiseraugst. Even though these
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Figure 5.2 DPersonification of Earth, floor fresco, Qasr al-Hayr West. Damascus,
National Museum. akg-images/Jean-Louis Nou

pottery dishes were cheaper imitations of more precious models in silver, they
were prized by the poorer folk who owned them; in several cases there is evidence
that the ceramics were repaired in antiquity.!

Silk-weaving was often imitated in less precious materials, as is shown by a
medallion of the 7th century showing two mounted lion hunters which originally
adorned a domestic textile such as a tunic. This piece, a tapestry weave of dyed
woolen threads on linen, carefully reproduces the bilateral symmetry character-
istic of silks produced on the draw loom.** The red ground and the border con-
taining floral motifs are also copied from silks; compare the fragmentary silk
medallion at Maastricht. The manufacturers of tapestry weaves even went so far
as to imitate gold and jewelry in their humble materials. A particularly striking
example is a fragment of a tunic woven in linen and wool with gold threads.
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This garment was decorated with two imitation necklaces at the neckline, one
of which has pendants like the real piece of jewelry.”?

The houses and objects possessed by the rich and the would-be rich were adorned
with images that expressed the prosperity projected and desired by their owners.
It would be inaccurate to call these motifs decoration, which implies they had
no function other than to provide visual delight to the beholder. Often these
designs were invested with a stronger significance, which approached a numinous
power; that is, the images were both an expression and an assurance of
abundance.

In many cases the prosperity of the late antique house was illustrated literally,
in compositions such as the Dominus Iulius mosaic from Carthage (Figure 5.1).
In this mosaic the activities of the estate are focused on the ease and comfort
of the owners, in a cyclical composition that evokes the gifts of the seasons.
Immediately above the representation of the villa sits the lady, fanning herself as
she receives offerings from her servants: ducks and a basket of olives on the left,
and a lamb on the right. At the lower left she is presented with jewelry, as we
have seen, and also with a fish and a basket full of roses, while on the right sits
the master of the estate, who receives birds, a basket of grapes, and a hare. Similar
imagery of servants or personifications bringing gifts can be found on tapestry
hangings. In one example we find two attendants under jeweled arches, one
carrying a fish and three pomegranates, and the other holding a bowl and a small
elongated flask of a kind that could have contained scent for sprinkling over the
hands of guests. (This recalls the line “iuvat ire per corollas/alabastra ventilantes”
[“It is pleasant to pass through garlands while swinging perfume boxes”] in
Sidonius’s description of a feast, Epistuine 9.13.5.) A fragment of another hanging
shows a servant pulling back a curtain hanging between two columns; it evokes
a privileged setting, where, at the appointed time, curtains are drawn aside by
the hands of half-hidden minions.**

Beneficent female personifications were a popular presence in the household.
While many of these personifications alluded to moral qualities, and may have
had Christian overtones, they also evoked material wealth, prosperity, and secu-
rity. They include Ktisis (Foundation or Creation), Kosmésis (Ordering or
Adornment), Ananeoésis (Renewal), and Sotéria (Security or Salvation). To these
may be added personifications more directly associated with physical prosperity,
such as Tyché Kalé (Good Fortune), Apolausis (Enjoyment), and Hestia Polyol-
bos (the Blessed Hearth). The last-named is depicted in a splendid 6th-century
wool tapestry that was woven to be fitted into an arched niche. As often with
these personifications, Hestia Polyolbos is richly dressed. She wears a heavy
jeweled necklace and pendant earrings, and is enthroned like the mistress of an
estate flanked by her attendants. The six boys who approach her on either side
hold disks inscribed with her blessings, namely “wealth,” “joy,” “praise,”
“abundance,” “virtue,” and “progress.”?® Hestia Polyolbos is clearly identified
by an inscription above her head, but frequently the richly attired tfemale

<
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personifications were left unnamed, as unspecific beneficent presences. Such a
figure, wearing a pearl headband, a pearl necklace, and pearl pendants on her
earrings, can be seen in a fragment of tapestry band.

Another group of propitious personifications evoked nature and its cycles: the
earth, the ocean, the seasons, and the months. The secasons and months were
often depicted in floor mosaics, as in the 6th-century villa at Argos, where each
of the personified months holds the attributes appropriate to it. Since many of
these attributes are in the form of seasonal produce enjoyed by the owner of the
villa — such as ducks from February, a lamb from April, a basket of flowers from
May, and grain from June — the months in effect take the place of the servants
who catered to the owners’ pleasure on the Dominus Iulius mosaic from
Carthage (Figure 5.1). A similar promise was embodied in the personifications
of the earth and the ocean, which occurred not only in floor mosaics but also
on a smaller scale in textiles worn as clothing. A fragment of silk originally
formed half of one of the two sleeve bands of a tunic. The complete band
depicted the earth surrounded by the ocean; Earth was personified by four
repeated busts of a crowned woman wearing a heavily jeweled collar and holding
up a fruit-laden cloth in front of her chest, and the ocean was signified by means
of fishes and water plants in the border. A similar personification of Earth was
portrayed elsewhere on the garment, in medallions at the ends of the four bands
that descended from the shoulders, and in four small circles that were affixed to
the lower part of the tunic at the level of the knees.?® These motifs, which min-
iaturized the abundance of the whole earth into a small charm repeated sixteen
times on the same garment, illustrate the magical potential of these personifica-
tions of the power of nature. A silk tunic band shows at the bottom a similar
female personification, wearing a crown and a jeweled collar; here she accompa-
nies birds, plants, and hunting scenes, which signify the terrestrial domain.””
Ocean, also, appeared on household objects, such as the magnificent platter from
the 4th century Mildenhall treasure, where he appears as a mask with dolphins
leaping from his hair and beard at the center of a marine thiasos of nereids riding
upon sea beasts. Like the personification of Earth, Ocean had both a metaphori-
cal and a magical value. According to John Chrysostom, in 4th-century Antioch
a public benefactor could be compared by grateful citizens to the ocean on
account of his generosity: “he in his lavish gifts is what the Ocean is among
waters.”*® But it was also possible for the personification to have protective value,
as is demonstrated by a mosaic discovered at Ain-Témouchent, near Sétif, in
Algeria. Here a head of Ocean with enlarged eyes is accompanied by an inscrip-
tion invoking the gaze of the mask as protection from the misfortunes caused
by envy.”

Another subject that conveyed good fortune was the river Nile with its
flora and fauna, for the flooding of the Nile was seen as emblematic of
prosperity not only in Egypt itself but in much of the Mediterranean world.
The imagery of Nilotic abundance was evoked in a pagan hymn, written around
the year 300:
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Fishes and not oxen dwell in the plain,

for the Nile inundated the land formerly accessible by foot . . .
Dark earth, you flourish in your water which produces corn.
Be gracious king of the rivers, Nile nourisher of children . . .
You are present bringing to mortals full baskets.*

The motifs of this hymn — the fishes, the children, the baskets, the abundance
of produce — were reproduced on textiles, on tableware, and on floors. In a 4th-
century silk, the personified river is accompanied by puzti holding wreaths and
garlands and by a variety of aquatic creatures. Sometimes the Nilotic subject
matter is accompanied by an inscription specifying its propitious value. This can
be seen in the case of a large 5th- or 6th-century mosaic, recently excavated in
a secular building at Sepphoris, in Galilee. It displays a variety of conventional
motifs, including the personified Nile accompanied by the usual aquatic plants
and birds; a personification of Egypt reclining on a basket full of fruit and
holding a cornucopia; and boys engaged in engraving the high-water mark on a
nilometer. All of this is accompanied by an inscription in the border enjoining
the viewer to “Have good fortune.”*

The wealth of earth and sea was invoked not only by personifications, but also
by the numerous portrayals of animals and plants throughout the home. The
rich acanthus borders of the floor mosaics in the Villa of the Falconer at Argos
are inhabited by a variety of creatures, including birds such as ducks and waders,
reptiles such as snakes and lizards, and mammals such as rabbits and deer,
together with fruits and vegetables. While these motifs undoubtedly provided
visual pleasure to the beholder, they also gave an assurance of continuing life
and prosperity. Birds were especially favored as a decoration on textiles, whether
curtains or the silks worn by the ladies at court. Plants and their products
appeared in numerous guises. Large tapestry hangings portrayed lines of trees —
in one case at least eight in a row.*> The significance of such representations
is indicated by a fragment of a curtain which depicts a tree in full leat with
the invocation Euphori (“Flourish!”) written upon its trunk.*® Sometimes the
imagery of plants was enhanced by the richness of gems, as can be seen in the
case of a 6th- or 7th-century tunic band, where the central motif; a stylized plant
crowned by a pomegranate, rises from a jeweled vase.

In this evocation of plenty and abundance through images drawn from nature,
there was a supporting role for the old pagan deities, even if the patrons were
Christian. The domestication of pagan gods in Christian households can be
seen both in art and in literature. The epithalamia of Dioscorus of Aphrodito,
a 6th-century Egyptian lawyer whose father had founded a monastery, strikingly
combine references to Zeus, Ares, Apollo, Heracles, Dionysus, Ariadne, Demeter,
and other deities with invocations to the Christian God. In the poem for the
wedding of Count Callinicus and Theophile, for example, which he wrote some-
time before 570, he declared: “You [the bridegroom] raise up the honey-sweet
grape-cluster, in its bloom of youth; Dionysos attends the summer of your
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wedding, bearing wine, love’s adornment, with plenty for all, and blond Demeter
brings the flower of the field . . . They have woven holy wreaths round your rose-
filled bedroom.” In another epithalamium, for the wedding of Isakios, Dioscorus
invokes “garlanded Dionysos” and “the Nile with his many children,” before
exclaiming “Go away, evil eye; this marriage is graced by God.”** This easy
combination of nature imagery with the evocation of pagan deities in the context
of'a Christian wedding finds a parallel two centuries earlier in the reliefs on the
casket of Projecta, where the toilette of the bride is mirrored by a marine Venus
portrayed on the lid. Here, in spite of the explicit evocation of the pagan goddess,
the Christian orientation of bride and groom is not in doubt, for on the rim of
the casket’s lid appears the inscription Secunde et Projecta vivatis in Chrifsto]
(“Secundus and Projecta, may you live in Christ”).

The appearance of pagan deities on domestic furnishings from late antiquity
should not, therefore, necessarily be taken as evidence of outright paganism on
the part of their owners; rather, the pagan motifs should be read as embodying
ideas of plenty and good fortune. The 4th-century treasure from Mildenhall in
Suftfolk contained both spoons engraved with the Christian Chi-Rho monogram
and dishes decorated with figures from pagan mythology. The latter included
the great platter with its central mask of Ocean surrounded by a Bacchic revel
portraying the drinking contest of Dionysus and Hercules in the company of
dancing satyrs and maenads. These subjects, in the eyes of many Christians as
well as pagans, evidently signified the respective gifts of the waters and the earth,
the seafood and the wine that should accompany a feast.*® Likewise, the woman
of the 7th century who wore the gold and lapis lazuli pendant portraying
Aphrodite was probably a Christian; but she may, nevertheless, have hoped that
her charm might bring her some good things. Such a wish is expressed by a
5th-century mosaic discovered in a bath building at Alassa on the island of
Cyprus, which depicts the goddess beautifying herself under the inscription EP
AGATHOIS (“for a good cause”).*

The late antique repertoire of images drawn from nature was not confined to
the homes of pagans and Christians; some of it survived into the decoration of
carly Islamic palaces. It formed a common cultural frame of reference, evocative
of well-being and prosperity, which was not the exclusive preserve of one faith.
For example, the offering of the products of the land, a theme depicted in floor
mosaics and textiles (see Figure 5.1), also appears in the 8th-century stucco reliefs
set into the courtyard fagades of Qasr al-Hayr West, where there are attendants
holding, among other things, pomegranates, birds, lambs, and vases filled with
flowers.” One of the frescoed floors in the palace at Qasr al-Hayr West even
portrays a personification of the Earth (Figure 5.2). As in the silk tunic orna-
ments discussed above, she is portrayed in a medallion as a bust-length figure
holding a scarf'in front of her, while the surrounding ocean is evoked by aquatic
creatures, in this case marine centaurs. The fresco is bordered by vine scrolls
containing bunches of grapes, a motit also frequently encountered in pre-Islamic
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art (compare the borders of the casket of Projecta). Although it would certainly
be possible to read into this fresco a political meaning of conquest and hegemony,
given its presence in a palace of the Umayyad rulers, its motifs also belonged to
a common vocabulary of abundance inherited from late antiquity.*®

Even though the evidence of material culture demonstrates that many Chris-
tians were perfectly happy to accept pagan imagery into their houses, there was
also an undercurrent of opposition and unease. Sidonius Apollinaris, in a descrip-
tion of a villa at Avitacum, praised its bath building because its walls were
unadorned concrete: “Here no disgraceful tale is exposed by the nude beauty of
painted figures, for though such a tale may be a glory to art it dishonors the
artist . . . there will not be found traced on those spaces anything which it would
be more proper not to look at; only a few lines of verse will cause the new-comer
to stop and read” (Epistulae 2.2.5-7). This somewhat puritanical viewpoint,
with its disapproval of nudity and pagan myth, finds some confirmation in the
archacological record, for there are a few instances in which figural images were
removed from the floor mosaics of houses. A case in point is the so-called House
of the Sea Goddess at Seleucia, near Antioch. In one of the rooms of this villa,
the late 5th- or early 6th-century floor mosaic exhibited the heads of four female
personifications set in medallions, which were excised at a later period and
replaced with slabs of marble.*” A similar intervention occurred in a pavement of
the baths of a Roman house at El Haouria, in Tunisia, where there was a frontal
mask of Ocean accompanied by an apotropaic inscription against envy, similar
to the mosaic of the same subject at Ain-Témouchent. Some time after the setting
of the mosaic at El Haouria, the face of the mask was carefully picked out, leaving
behind only Ocean’s curved beard and the claws that had projected from his
hair. The images that had framed the mask in the four corners of the composi-
tion, erotes and hippocamps, were allowed to remain, presumably because they
were deemed to be more innocuous.*’

Such archaeologically attested instances of the destruction of mosaics with
pagan connotations in private houses give credence to certain stories in the saints’
lives that might otherwise be dismissed as pure fantasy. One is found in the
biography of St. Eutychius, a 6th-century patriarch of Constantinople, which
was written by his pupil Eustratius. It relates the story of a young artist residing
at Amaseia in the Pontos, who was made to remove an old mosaic representing
the story of Aphrodite from the walls of a private house. The mosaic was inhab-
ited by a demon, who got his revenge upon the young man by causing his hand
to become so severely infected that it had to be amputated. Eventually, the hand
was restored through the agency of St. Eutychius, after which the grateful artist
set up the saint’s image in the house, in the place of the pagan goddess.* The
story demonstrates that some Christians of the 6th century opposed and feared
the pagan imagery that was still current in domestic contexts, even while other
Christians were prepared to accept it.

In addition to these instances of domestic iconoclasm, there are other cases
in which it may be possible to speak of private patrons manipulating traditional
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iconographic schemes so as to avoid the representation of pagan deities. For
example, a curious mosaic survives on the floor of one of the three apses of a
luxurious dining room attached to a large house north of the Antonine baths in
Carthage. According to the latest investigations, the mosaic probably dates to
some time after the beginning of the 5th century. The central subject of the
floor was an open domed tholos, beneath which four boys danced with a garland
held in their outspread hands against a background scattered with flowers. On
cither side of the tholos were projecting wings, above which grew fruiting vines.*?
This scene, which appears to make the domed building the central focus of the
design, has no direct parallels in North African art. It is, however, reminiscent
of later mosaics from Christian Monophysite and Islamic contexts, which
eschewed portrayals of sacred figures in favor of buildings and plants.** The
mosaic at Carthage can be related to a composition that was relatively frequent
in North African mosaics of the 4th century, namely a central shrine containing
the image of a pagan deity, flanked by motifs such as creatures, plants, and
dancers that were suggestive of abundance. Such a mosaic was excavated in
another house at Carthage. Dating to the first half of the 4th century, it shows
Venus sitting on an island beneath an open domed structure supported on
columns, with flowers and garlands spread at her feet, and with a chorus of dwarfs
and musicians dancing in boats on either side.** We know that pagan art was an
especially sensitive subject in Carthage at the turn of the 4th and the 5th cen-
turies; archaeology shows that at this time it was even necessary for some house-
holders to hide their pagan statuary in the basement.* It is possible, therefore,
that the mosaic of the tholos represents one patron’s solution to the problem. He
has preserved the ebullient motifs of the frame — the elaborate domed building,
the flowers, and the dancers — but the offending deity has been removed.

If Christians were occasionally unsure about the suitability of personifications
and pagan deities as decoration for their houses, it might be assumed that they
would be even more reluctant to admit such images to their places of worship.
However, after a brief phase at the end of the 4th century during which aniconic
floors were in favor, the repertoire of images from nature that had expressed
domestic well-being began to make itself increasingly at home in churches.*® By
the 6th century, in spite of earlier condemnations of domestic luxury, ecclesiasti-
cal buildings were displaying much of the visual splendor that was characteristic
of a magnate’s villa or palace.*” They avoided explicit portrayals of pagan myths,
but minor pagan deities such as Pan might occasionally slip into the decoration
of church pavements.*® The naves and aisles of church buildings, which Christian
cosmographic interpretations identified with the earth, exhibited nature personi-
fications as well as a rich repertoire of creatures and plants, motifs that could be
subject to Christian allegorization on the part of the patron or the viewer.* A
good example of such decor is provided by the newly excavated church at Petra,
in Jordan. Here the nave, the sanctuary, and the central apse were covered with
an expensive opus sectile pavement of purple sandstone and imported marble, but
the two side aisles were carpeted in the 6th century with the cheaper medium
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of tessellated mosaic. The mosaic in the north aisle displayed a vine scroll filled
with a rich assortment of motifs evocative of the earth and its produce, including
birds and beasts of various kinds, trees, baskets and fruits, and vases, goblets,
and bowls. The south aisle portrayed more creatures of land, air, and sea,
together with personifications of the earth, the ocean, the four seasons, and
wisdom. The season of summer appeared as a bare-breasted woman wearing
earrings and brandishing a sickle, while Ocean was portrayed as a halt-nude man
distinguished, as in the domestic mosaics, by claws growing from his hair.*
These bold personifications have parallels in other 6th-century churches, for
example in the nave mosaic of the East Church at Qasr-el-Lebia in Libya, dated
to 539-40, where the four rivers of Paradise (Gihon, Pishon, Tigris, and Euphra-
tes) are portrayed as reclining nude figures, in the same manner as pagan river
gods; they are joined in this composition by the pagan oracular spring Castalia,
now converted by the power of Christ.®" Several churches preserve Nilotic scenes,
among the finest examples being the 5th-century floor mosaics in the transepts
of the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and the Fishes at Tabgha in
Galilee,” and the carvings on the westernmost of the wooden beams over the
nave of the church at Mount Sinai, which date from between 548 and 565.°3

Such evocations of the powers of nature in the context of Christian churches
became possible because of a new way of thinking which saw them as subjects,
rather than as rivals, of Christ. In one of his epithalamia, the 6th-century poet
Dioscorus of Aphrodito bound the power of the Nile to Christ in order to convey
a blessing on the bride and groom: “Easily protecting . . . the Nile with his many
children, may God grant a superlative marriage free from the accursed envy of
others.”®* A 6th-century papyrus from Antinoe in Egypt contains a hymn
addressed to the Nile which begins in a manner reminiscent of pagan invocations,
but closes with an appeal to the Christian deity:

O most fortunate Nile, smilingly have you watered the land;

rightly do we present to you a hymn . . .

you are full of wonders in all Egypt, a remedy for men and for beasts;

[you have brought]| the awaited season . . .

the fruit of your virtue is very great . . .

you have displayed to us a strange miracle;

you have brought the benefits of the heavens . . .

True illumination, Christ, benefactor, [save] the souls of men, now and
[forever].%®

There is nothing explicitly Christian about most of this poem. Only at its end
is there a prayer to Christ, the true source of the river’s power. It is as if the
supplicant is appealing to the river as Christ’s agent, almost in the same way one
might appeal to a saint.

By the 5th century a nave pavement decorated with creatures and plants was
considered to be a typical part of a church, as is demonstrated by a tomb mosaic
from a church at Tabarka, in Tunisia. The mosaic depicts a basilica labeled
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Ecclesia Mater, symbolizing the reception of the deceased into the eternal repose
of the church. In an “exploded” view, we are shown the apse, the altar, the
interior colonnades, the clerestory windows, and the tiles of the roof. Only the
further line of columns, on the south side of the building, is depicted at full
height, from the bases to the capitals. The nearer line of columns, on the north
side of the church, is cut off at half height, so as not to obscure the south side
of the church from the spectator’s view. Between the truncated columns appear
glimpses of the floor mosaic, which is composed of difterent types of birds and
plants.*® While one might assume that the creator of this panel, being himself a
mosaicist, would have a particular interest in floors, it is striking that the pave-
ment, with its motifs drawn from nature, is the only part of the building’s deco-
ration to have been shown. But such motifs, as we have seen, were not confined
to floors. They flourished also on the fittings of the church, whether they were
carved in wood, such as doors and ceiling beams, or in stone, such as chancel
screens, pulpits, and capitals. Walls and vaults also received decoration evoking
the profusion of terrestrial creation, as is shown by the mid-6th-century mosaic
that arches over the chancel of S. Vitale in Ravenna.” This composition in green
and gold, with its scrolling plant rinceaux bearing fruit and flowers and framing
several species of beasts, birds, and reptiles, is a richer version of the borders of
the mosaics in the provincial villa at Argos.

A similar imagery of abundance was incorporated into the decoration of Jewish
synagogues during the late antique period, although with a somewhat more
restricted repertoire than in Christian churches. A popular composition for the
floors of synagogues, which has been found at several locations, is represented
by a 4th-century pavement discovered at Hammath Tiberias. Here the widest of
the four aisles of the hall, leading to the raised alcove that contained the Torah
chest, displays a handsome mosaic divided into three sections (Figure 5.3). The
southern section, closest to the Torah niche, contains signs of the Jewish faith,
such as the Ark of the Law, menorahs, and other ritual objects. The northern
section contains inscriptions naming founders or donors, flanked and watched
over by two lions which also serve as guardians of the entrance. The largest of
the sections represents at its center Helios, shown as a young man with a halo,
riding in his chariot within a circular frame containing the signs of the zodiac.
The circular border is itself framed by a square, in the four corners of which
appear personifications of the seasons holding their attributes.*® Thus the biggest
section of the floor evokes the cycle of the year and the good things brought by
the seasons. Even though it is set beside a panel containing cultic images and
another invoking blessings upon members of the congregation, it has few specifi-
cally Jewish elements; most of its subjects can be found depicted in the houses
of the pagans.® A similar composition — Helios surrounded by the signs of the
zodiac and the four seasons, the Ark of the Law, and the menorahs — is found
in the 6th-century floor mosaic of a synagogue at Na’aran, but here with the
addition of a geometric carpet of octagons and circles filled with fruits, baskets,
and creatures of earth, sea, and air. In addition, this pavement contains a biblical

77



9 1 2 3 4 L]

Figure 5.3 Floor mosaic in principal aisle, synagogue, Hammath Tiberias, from Moshe
Dothan, Hammath Tiberias (Jerusalem, 1983). Courtesy of Israel Exploration Society,
Jerusalem
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subject: the Prophet Daniel is depicted standing in prayer in front of the Ark,
flanked by two large lions.*

Another composition that is found on several synagogue floors is the inhabited
vine scroll, which occurs at Gaza, Ma’on, and Beth Shean. The medallions
framed by these vines contain a wide variety of creatures, both the more common
species such as snakes and hares, and relatively exotic ones such as zebra and
giraffe. In addition, the vines at Ma’on and Beth Shean contain specifically
Jewish symbols, such as the menorah. Other motifs displayed on these floors
include bowls, vases, baskets, and fruit. Inscriptions set into the medallions of
the mosaics or adjacent to them commemorate the donors of the pavements and,
at Beth Shean, the artist (“Remembered be for good the artisan who made this
work”).%! These floors, which all date to the 6th century, closely resemble depic-
tions of inhabited vines appearing in Christian churches, such as the basilica
discovered at Shellal, which is dated by an inscription to the year 561-2.%

Such figured floors were not confined to synagogues in Palestine. A pavement
presenting a large repertoire of creatures was found in a synagogue at Hamman
Lif (Naro), eleven miles from Tunis. Here the main hall was carpeted with
mosaics depicting, among other motifs, fishes hooked on lines; ducks, quails,
and peacocks; a lion, a hare, and a bull; as well as palm trees and baskets of fruit
and possibly bread. All of these images surrounded the inscription of the donor,
Juliana, which stated that she had at her own expense provided the mosaic for
her salvation.®

As in the case of the Christian churches, these motifs from nature were capable
of specific symbolic interpretation on the part of the faithful. Lions, for example,
could represent Judah, or, as at Na’aran, they could refer to the salvation of
Daniel. The continuing underlying message, however, was always of well-being
and prosperity. And among the Jews, as among the Christians, there was a
current of opposition to these motifs. In a recently discovered synagogue at
Sepphoris there is a pavement depicting the chariot of the sun surrounded, as at
Hammath Tiberias, by the signs of the zodiac and the seasons. In this case,
however, the chariot is not driven by the personified Helios, but instead carries
the sun itself, represented by a circle surrounded by rays.®* It may be surmised
that those who commissioned the mosaic were uncomfortable with the portrayal
of the sun as a human figure. In this case an image redolent of paganism was
avoided at the initial creation of the mosaic, but there were also several cases of
floors whose images were removed after they had been laid, as can be seen in
the mosaics at Na’aran, where not only the human figures but even the beasts
and the birds were carefully picked out of their frames. The date at which these
interventions took place has not yet been determined, but since the iconoclasts
were often at pains to preserve the Hebrew letters, it seems to have been the
Jews themselves who undertook the destruction.®®

Islamic attitudes to figural representations excluded much of the late antique
imagery of abundance from their religious architecture, where the portrayal of
living creatures was scrupulously avoided. This absence of figural motifs left only
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plants and vegetation to evoke the fecundity of organic nature within the con-
fines of cult buildings. Such a decoration may be seen in the late 7th-century
wall mosaics of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, where plant forms of various
kinds spring from jeweled vases and cornucopias.®® In their design, some of these
plants and gems recall the ornaments of tunics. The most extensive employment
of plant forms in the decoration of an early Islamic religious building is to be
found in the courtyard mosaics of the Great Mosque at Damascus, which date
to the early 8th century. These mosaics, which present lines of trees, some with
fruit and some without, interspersed with buildings, are devoid of any portrayal
of living creatures, but show a striking variety of arboreal species.®” Their overall
effect recalls not only the earlier floor mosaics of villas set in bucolic surround-
ings (Figure 5.1), but also the tapestry hangings, displaying different varieties of
trees together with architectural features such as columns, that were displayed
on the walls of wealthy houses.®® Whatever the symbolic meanings that could be
projected upon the Jerusalem and Damascus mosaics by Muslim viewers, their
ancestry lay in the imagery of well-being that had characterized the domestic
environment of late antiquity.

At Damascus portrayals of living creatures were avoided, but in mosques there
were also instances in which figural elements were deliberately destroyed. This
happened at the Great Mosque of Kairouan, constructed in the 9th century,
which contained sculptures appropriated from earlier Byzantine buildings, most
of which must have been churches.”” Many of the reused Byzantine capitals were
of the two-zone type with projecting animal protomes at the corners. The Islamic
builders of the mosque carefully cut off the features of the birds and beasts of
the protomes, ingeniously converting them into nonfigural elements of the
capital, such as volutes. The other decorative elements of the capital, however,
such as leaves and cornucopia filled with fruits, they allowed to remain; in some
cases the wings of the birds were recut and redrilled to become leaves. As in the
mosaics of the Great Mosque of Damascus, some elements of the late antique
imagery were preserved — the foliage and the horns of plenty — while the objec-
tionable figural motifs were excised.

The material trappings of the good life in late antiquity, especially as it was
enjoyed in the domestic sphere, displayed a rich imagery of personifications and
motifs drawn from nature that evoked prosperity in the homes of the well-to-do.
This imagery was a common frame of reference for pagans, Christians, Jews, and
Muslims alike, but it was not completely neutral; it was sufficiently powerful to
provoke opposition, demonstrated both by texts and by iconoclastic interventions
in the monuments themselves. Nevertheless, many of the motifs that expressed
abundance and well-being were eventually incorporated into the decoration of
cult buildings after the removal of elements that were deemed unacceptable —
such as the major pagan deities in the case of the Christians, or living creatures
in the case of the Muslims. The Christians went the furthest in introducing the
imagery of abundance into their places of worship; their permissiveness in this
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respect may even have contributed, by way of reaction, to the later adoption of
stricter stances on the part of Jews and Muslims.”’ Borrowing much of the ico-
nography of secular abundance and pleasure, the Christian authorities converted
the good life dominated by the late Roman aristocrats into a good life that was
controlled by the church. Thus, while the deities changed, the rich frames within
which they had been presented survived.

Even among the Christians, however, there was an undercurrent of unease at
this assimilation, and in the end the frames themselves came under increasing
suspicion. The iconoclastic controversy of the 8th and 9th centuries, although
primarily concerned with sacred portraiture, sensitized Christians anew to the
issue of the suitability of motifs drawn from nature as a decoration for churches.
John of Damascus wrote in the 8th century: “Is it not far more worthy to adorn
all the walls of the Lord’s house with the forms and images of saints rather than
with beasts and trees?””! A famous passage in the iconodule Life of St. Stephen
the Younger accuses the iconoclast Emperor Constantine V of scraping the pic-
tures of Christ’s miracles off the walls of the church at the Blachernae, and
replacing them with mosaics representing “trees and all kinds of birds and beasts,
and certain swirls of ivy leaves [enclosing] cranes, crows, and peacocks,” thus
turning the building into a “store-house of fruit and an aviary.””* After icono-
clasm, there was little place in medieval Byzantine churches for elaborate tessel-
lated floors with animals and personifications from nature; these motifs were,
in many churches, replaced by aniconic compositions in intarsia, which did
not compete with the sacred company depicted upon the walls.”® Hereafter, the
good life was to be lived with the saints, not with the wealth imaged by the
material world.”

Notes

1 PG 62.259-64.

2 G. Becatti, “Case Ostiensi del Tardo Impero,” Bollettino d’Arte 33 (1948):
105-7.

3 Gunilla Akerstrom-Hougen, The Calendar and Hunting Mosaics of the Villa of the
Falconer in Argos (Stockholm, 1974).

4 Vatican Library, ms. lat. 3867, fol. 100v. Facsimile and commentary: Carlo Bertelli
et al., Vergilius Romanus, Codex Vaticanus Latinus 3867, 3 vols. (Zurich,
1985-6).

5 Eunice Dauterman Maguire et al., Art and Holy Powers in the Early Christian House
(Urbana, 1989), 48.

6 Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann, Ravenna: Hauptstadt des spitantiken Abendlandes,
vol. 11, 2, Kommentar (Wiesbaden, 1976), 180-7.

7 Friedrich Matz, Die dionysischen Savkophage (Berlin, 1968), vol. 1, nos. 11-11A,
pls. 18, 22.

8 Annemarie Stauffer, Die mittelalteriichen Textilien von St. Servatius in Maastricht
(Riggisberg, 1991), 102-3.

81



Henry Maguire

9
10
11

12
13

14
15

16

17

18
19

20
21

22
23

24

25
26

27

28

29

30

31
32

33

34

35

36

82

Maguire, Art and Holy Powers, 51.

Mechthild Flury-Lemberg, Textile Conservation (Bern, 1988), 412-20.

Herbert A. Cahn and Annemarie Kaufmann-Heinimann, Der spitrimische
Silberschatz von Kaiserangst (Derendingen, 1984).

Ibid., 1: 225-315; K. S. Painter, The Mildenhall Treasure (London, 1977), 26.
Abdelmagid Ennabli, “Les thermes du thiase marin de Sidi Ghrib,” Monuments et
Mémoires, Fondation Eugene Piot, 68 (1986): 42-4.

Kathleen J. Shelton, The Esquiline Treasure (London, 1981), 72-5.

Homilin I, PG 40.165-8; trans. Cyril Mango, The Art of the Byzantine Empire,
312-1453 (Englewood Cliffs, NJ, 1972), 50-1.

Alberto de Capitani d’Arzago, Antichi tessuti della Basilica Ambrosiana (Milan,
1941), 15-67; Hero Granger Taylor, “The Two Dalmatics of St. Ambrose?”
Bulletin de Linison duw CIETA 57/8 (1983): 127-73.

Wulf Raeck, “Publica non despiciens,” Mitteilungen des Deutschen Archiologischen
Instituts, Romische Abteiluny, 94 (1987): 295-308.

Kurt Weitzmann, Age of Spirituality (New York, 1979), 310, 313-14.

Margaret A. Alexander et al., Corpus des Mosaiques de Tunisie, vol. 2.4. Thuburbo
Muajus (Tunis, 1994), 100.

Richard Ettinghausen, Arab Painting (Geneva, 1962), 33-5.

J. W. Salomonson, “Late Roman Earthenware,” Oudbeidkundige Mededelingen 43
(1962): 56, 74-81, 89.

W. Fritz Volbach, I/ tessuto nell’arte antica (Milan, 1966), 74—6.

Jutta-Annette Bruhn, Coins and Costume in Late Antiquity (Washington, DC,
1993), 33—4.

Larry Salmon, “An Eastern Mediterranean Puzzle,” Boston Museum of Fine Arts
Bulletin 67 (1969): 136-50.

Paul Friedlinder, Documents of Dying Paganism (Berkeley, 1945), 1-26.

Margaret T. ]J. Rowe, “Group of Bands Adorning a Tunic: Dossier,” Bulletin de
Linison du CIETA 17 (1963): 9-13.

Annemarie Stauffer et al., Textiles of Late Antiquity (New York, 1996), 45, no.
24.

De inani gloria, 4; cited by Peter Brown, Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity
(Madison, 1992), 83.

Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, The Mosaics of Roman North Africa (Oxford, 1978),
151-2.

Raftaella Cribiore, “A Hymn to the Nile,” Zeitschrift fiir Papyrologie und Epigraphik
106 (1995): 97-106; translation on 100.

Ehud Netzer and Zeev Weiss, Zippori (Jerusalem, 1994), 46-51.

On this class of tapestries, see Annemarie Stauffer, Textiles d’Egypte de la collection
Bouvier (Fribourg, 1991), 35-53.

Henry Maguire, “Garments Pleasing to God: The Significance of Domestic Textile
Designs in the Early Byzantine Period,” Dumbarton Onks Papers 44 (1990): 217.
Leslie S. B. MacCoull, Dioscorus of Aphrodito: His Work and His World (Berkeley,
1988), 88-9, 111-12; translations by MacCoull.

Lambert Schneider, Die Domine als Welthild: Wirkungsstrukturen der spitantiken
Bildersprache (Wiesbaden, 1983), 150.

D. Michaelides, Cypriot Mosaics, 2nd ed. (Nicosia, 1992), 93, no. 51.



37
38
39

40
41
42

43

44
45

46
47

48

49

50

51
52

53
54
55

56

57

58
59

The Good Life

Daniel Schlumberger, “Les fouilles de Qasr el-Heir el-Gharbi (1936-1938),” Syria
20 (1939): 330, fig. 25, pl. 47.3.

Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 36.

The personifications, whose inscriptions survived, were Ktisis, Ananeosis, Euandria,
and Dynamis; Doro Levi, Antioch Mosaic Pavements (Princeton, 1947), 349-50,
pl. 132.

Louis Poinssot, “Mosaiques d’El-Haouria,” Revue Africaine 76 (1935): 183-206.
Vita S. Eutychii, 53; PG 86.2333-6.

Dunbabin, Mosaics of North Africa, 142-144; Margaret A. Alexander, Aicha Ben
Abed, and Guy P. R. Metraux, “Corpus of the Mosaics of Tunisia, Carthage Project,
1992-1994.” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 50 (1996).

On aniconic mosaics of the early 6th century preserved in a Monophysite church,
see Ernest J. W. Hawkins and Marlia C. Mundell, “The Mosaics of the Monastery
of Mar Samuel, Mar Simeon, and Mar Gabriel near Kartmin,” Dumbarton Oaks
Papers 27 (1973): 279-96.

From the Maison d’Ariane; Dunbabin, Mosaics of North Africa, 156.

Katherine M. D. Dunbabin, “A Mosaic Workshop in Carthage around A.D. 400,”
in John Griffiths Pedley, ed., New Light on Ancient Carthage (Ann Arbor, 1980),
77-8; Henry Maguire, “Christians, Pagans, and the Representation of Nature,”
Rigyisberger Bervichte 1 (1993): 151-2.

Maguire, “Christians, Pagans,” 132-6.

See André Grabar, “Recherches sur les sources juives de I’art paléochrétien, II: Les
mosaiques de pavement,” Cabiers archéologiques 12 (1962): 115-52, esp. 132—4.
Elisabeth Alfoldi Rosenbaum and John Ward-Perkins, Justinianic Mosaic Pavements
in Cyrenaican Churches (Rome, 1980), 41-2, pl. 11.3.

Henry Maguire, Earth and Ocean: The Terrvestrial World in Early Byzantine Art
(University Park, Pa., 1987); Marek-Titien Olszewski, “I’image et sa fonction dans
la mosaique Byzantine des premicres basiliques en Orient: L’iconographie chré-
tienne expliquée par Cyrille de Jérusalem (314-387),” Cahiers archéologiques 43
(1995): 9-34.

Zbigniew T. Fiema, Robert Schick, and Khairieh ‘Amr, “The Petra Church Project:
Interim Report, 1992-94.” in J. H. Humphrey, ed., The Roman and Byzantine
Near East: Some Recent Archaeological Research (Ann Arbor, 1995), 294-5.
Maguire, Earth and Ocean, 45-51.

Alfons M. Schneider, The Church of the Multiplying of the Loaves and Fishes(London,
1937), 58-63, figs. 2-17.

Maguire, Earth and Ocean, 29, figs. 32-3.

MacCoull, Dioscorus of Aphrodito, 111-12.

M. Manfredi, “Inno cristiano al Nilo,” in P. J. Parsons and J. R. Rea, eds., Papyr:
Greek and Egyptian Edited by Vavious Hands in Honour of Evic Gardner Turner
(London, 1981), 56.

Noél Duval, “La représentation du palais d’apres le Psautier d’Utrecht,” Cabiers
archéologiques 15 (1965): 244-7.

Deichmann, Ravenna, vol. 11, 2, Kommentar, 177-8.

Moshe Dothan, Hammath Tiberias (Jerusalem, 1983), 33-60.

See, for example, a floor from the Maison de Silene at El Djem depicting busts of
the sun and the moon accompanied by the four seasons (Dunbabin, Mosaics of

83



Henry Maguire

60

61

62
63

64
65
66

67

68

69

70

71

72

73

74

84

North Africa, 160, pl. 159), and another from the oékos of a villa at Bir-Chana
showing the planetary deities surrounded by the signs of the zodiac (ibid., 161, pl.
162).

Michael Avi-Yonah, “Na’aran,” in Ephraim Stern, ed., The New Encyclopedia of
Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land (Jerusalem, 1993), 3: 1075-6.

A. Ovadiah, “The Synagogue at Gaza,” in Lee 1. Levine, ed., Ancient Synagogues
Revealed (Jerusalem, 1981), 129-32; Dan Barag, “Ma’on,” in The New Encyclopedin
of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, 3: 944—6; D. Bahat, “A Synagogue
at Beth-Shean,” Ancient Synagogues Revealed, 82-5.

A. D. Trendall, The Shellal Mosaic (Canberra, 1957).

Jean-Pierre Darmon, “Les mosaiques de la synagogue de Hammam Lif,” in Roger
Ling, ed., Fifth International Colloquinm on Ancient Mosaics (Ann Arbor, 1996),
7-29.

Netzer and Weiss, Zippori, 56-8.

Avi-Yonah, “Na’aran,” 1076.

K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture (Oxford, 1969), vol. I, 1, 213-322,
pls. 7-37; Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art (New Haven, 1987),
55-62.

Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, vol. 1,1, 323-72, pls. 50—8; Grabar, Formation
of Islamic Art, 88-9; Gisela Hellenkemper Salies, “Die Mosaiken der Grossen
Moschee von Damaskus,” Corsi di cultura sull’arte ravennate ¢ bizantina 35 (1988):
295-313.

Tadeusz Sarnowski, Les représentations de villas sur les mosaiques africaines tardives
(Wroclaw, 1978); Stauftfer, Textiles d’Egypte, 45-6.

K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture (Oxford, 1940), 2: 220.

See Ernst Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm,” Dumbar-
ton Oaks Papers 8 (1954): 130, n. 204; Grabar, Formation of Islamic Art,
esp. 94.

De imayinibus oratio I, PG 94.1252.

Vita S. Stephani iunioris, PG 100.1120; trans. Mango, Art of the Byzantine Empire,
152-3.

On the archaeological evidence for the destruction of such motifs in the pavements
of churches in Jordan, which seems to have occurred not earlier than the 8th
century, see Michele Piccirillo, The Mosaics of Jordan (Amman, 1993), 41-2, and
Michele Piccirillo and Eugenio Alliata, Umm al-Rasas Mayfa'ah, vol. 1, Gli scavi
del complesso di Samto Stefano (Jerusalem, 1994), 121-64. See also Urs Peschlow,
“Zum byzantinischen opus sectile-Boden,” in R. M. Boehmer and H. Hauptmann,
eds., Beitrige zur Altevtumskunde Kleinasiens: Festschrift fiir Kurt Bittel (Mainz,
1983), 435-47, pls. 89-93.

See Peter Brown, The Rise of Western Christendom (Oxford, 1996), esp. 250-3.



6

Hellenism and Islam

G. W. Bowersock

The rise of the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century AD and the extensive
Muslim conquests that followed the proclamation of Islam as a pan-Arab faith
must be reckoned, on any accounting, among the most significant events in the
history of the world. The religious affinity provided to tribal peoples of great
diversity transformed the hegemony and society not only of the Near East but
of North Africa, Spain, and Southeast Asia. The consequences of the Islamic
revolution are clearly with us today, in some ways more than ever. The reasons
for the success of Muhammad and his faith are neither simple nor obvious. His-
torians have long tried to juggle in their assessments the charismatic leadership
of the Prophet, the spiritual receptivity of his people, and the inherent weak-
nesses in the Byzantine and Persian empires.

There seems, however, to be general agreement that the Muslim armies were
able to achieve such rapid success after the Prophet’s death in part because the
Hellenization of the Near East had been essentially superficial. It could therefore
provide no substantial resistance. The spectacular defeat of Heraclius in 636 at
the Battle of the Yarmiik seemed to represent a collision of cultures. The Byz-
antine troops were engaged in an unfamiliar terrain: the Yarmtik wadi symbol-
ized the Syrian countryside and indigenous Semitic traditions, among which the
Byzantine forces were helpless. In his pioneering and still fundamental History
of Arabs, Philip Hitti wrote, “The Hellenistic culture imposed on the land since
its conquest by Alexander was only skin-deep and limited to the urban popula-
tion. The rural people remained ever conscious of cultural and racial differences
between themselves and their masters.” The same sort of thing can be found as
recently as 1981 in Fred Donner’s important study of the early Islamic conquests.

G. W. Bowersock, “Hellenism and Islam,” pp. 71-82 from Hellenism in Late Antiquity (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990). Copyright © 1990 by The University of Michigan.
Reprinted by permission of The University of Michigan Press.
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According to Donner, “The Hellenistic impact on Syria was, however, always a
bit artificial, and Hellenistic culture always something imposed on Syria from
above. Even after nearly ten centuries of exposure to Greek language and Graeco-
Roman culture, the great mass of the Syrian populace remained thoroughly
Semitic.” He goes on to say, “Among the great masses in Syria who could neither
read nor write, Hellenism had sent down only very shallow roots before striking
the solid Semitic bedrock.”?

There is both factual and conceptual error in opinions such as these. It is
simply wrong, as we have seen, to maintain that Hellenism in Syria, or in the
Near East more broadly understood, was confined to the cities. Obviously the
high culture of Greek rhetoric, philosophy, and law was centered in the major
cities, just as high culture normally shows up as an urban phenomenon in any
state or society. But the use of Greek as a language, however corrupted into local
dialects, and the adaptation of Greek myths, gods, and images for local purposes
were an integral part of rural paganism throughout the Near East. The miscon-
ception of Hellenism as an urban phenomenon rests very largely on the failure
to explore the multivalence of the word Hellenism (Hellénismos), its designation
of “paganism” in general as well as Greek culture both Christian and pagan. It
was with reference to paganism that it was particularly applicable to the coun-
tryside, as local cults and local burial places attest. The Greek pantheon gave
strength to rural pagans by serving as a paradigm of polytheism and by repre-
senting obscure and unfamiliar deities in the universally recognizable forms of
Greek mythology.

But the real problem in the simplistic view of the superficiality of Hellenism
in the Near East is conceptual. There is an unspoken presupposition that Helle-
nism and what Donner calls “Semitic bedrock” are fundamentally incompatible.
And vyet it is clear that what gave late antique paganism its strength and coher-
ence was the extraordinary flexibility of Greek traditions themselves in respond-
ing to local needs. At the local level Greek culture provided a means of expression
to indigenous peoples as well as a pagan model. Without the common denomina-
tor of assimilation into Greek deities, the Egyptian poet Nonnos would have
been unable to broadcast the exploits of the “god of the Arabs” or of Melqart,
the ancestral god of Tyre.

The rural Christians, no less than the pagans, made use of Greek mythological
iconography to adorn both their churches and their homes with mosaics that
evoked, in a reassuring and still meaningful way, the old local cults of the region.
So in the Church of the Virgin at Madaba in Jordan we find an elegant repre-
sentation of Aphrodite, the Greek form of the ancient Arab goddess al-‘Uzza,
or in the Church of the Apostles a portrait of the goddess Tethys symbolizing
the sea, with her right hand raised in that characteristic gesture associated with
a Semitic pagan divinity.? Such scenes provided a local habitation for the univer-
salizing Christian religion without compromising it. In short, for both pagans
and Christians alike in the Near East, Hellenism was not something different
from the Semitic bedrock: it was, in a certain sense, the Semitic bedrock.
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It is perfectly true that, when the Arabs heeded the call of Muhammad in the
seventh century, the high culture of Hellenism had few strong roots in the
castern Mediterranean outside the major cities, especially those on the coast.
Many of the great colonnades and agoras had disappeared. The Neoplatonists of
Qennishrin and Apamea had died out. But the legacy of Hellenism in other
respects was stronger than ever and contributed to creating the foundations of
Arab nationalism upon which Muhammad was to build.

In many ways Hellenism prepared the way for Islam by bringing the Arabs
together and equipping them with a sense of common identity. At the beginning
the pagan pantheon of the Arabs had been very small. Herodotus was aware of
two divinities, who were essentially a god and his consort.* By the time the
Prophet arrived in Mecca in 630, he was able to destroy 360 different idols of
Arab paganism.® The proliferation of Arab gods and goddesses was a direct
response to the polytheism of the Greeks. The worship of these deities at inter-
national festivals, held on a regular basis, was borrowed directly from the tradi-
tion of fairs and festivals celebrated by the Greeks. In the best Hellenic tradition,
these pagan festivals of the Arabs included a statutory truce among all partici-
pating tribes. Nonnosos, an Arabic-speaking diplomat at the court of Justinian,
reported in detail and in Greek to the Byzantine court on the festivals and cultic
observances of the Arabs.® These were, as he knew, indigenous ceremonies that
would be understood in Constantinople because the very traditions of Constan-
tinople had been their model.

As Toufic Fahd, the best modern chronicler of the pre-Islamic Arabian pan-
theon, has observed, Hellenism, with its myths, rites, and mysteries, introduced
into the theodicy of Semitic paganism numerous elements that could potentially
corrupt its purity and falsify its perspectives.” It was perhaps to protect the Arabs
from an excessive transformation of local paganism on the Hellenic model that
the organization of the pantheon was reformed and its observances codified in
the third century AD by a certain ‘Amr ibn Luhayy. It would seem that the care-
tully elaborated language for distinguishing iconic from aniconic representation
of the gods was then first worked out, to be perpetuated in Muslim historiogra-
phy later.® But at the same time the normalization of cults represented a pan-
Arabism that was quite new to the Near East. It mirrored, in fact, the
pan-Hellenism that had for so long kept all peoples of Greek culture in touch
with one another. Without the cohesion fostered by the religious observances of
the pagan Arabs in late antiquity, it is arguable that the Prophet would have had
no audience for his great message.

In recent years the most arresting illustration of Hellenism in the service of
indigenous Arab culture has been the excavation of the city of Faw in the interior
of the Arabian peninsula. The work has been carried out by the King Saud
University of Riyadh under the able direction of ‘Abd al-Rahman Al-Ansary.’
The site of Faw lies on the route north from Marib in the south through Najran
to al-Yamima. It would have been traversed by traders going to and from the
Persian Gulf as well as to and from Transjordan along the route that joined H#’il

87



G. W. Bowersock

with al-Yamama. The city lay at the center of the famous kingdom of Kinda,
known from literature to have been situated in just this area. As a result, this
single excavation has transformed the name of Kinda from a name in literary
texts into brilliant reality. Its buildings, paintings, sculpture, coins, and pottery
illustrate a prosperous urban environment, and its graffiti and inscriptions show
that this was a literate society. Inscriptions at Faw were written in the Musnad
script that served equally for the south Arabian kingdoms and for the caravan
traders and bedouin who traversed the northern desert all the way into southern
Syria. Although the language has hitherto been best known from texts in the
south, the variety found at Faw shows distinctive features of northern grammar
and traces of the emergent Arabic language, which the local citizens may well
have spoken among themselves.'

The inscriptions show that we are dealing with a thoroughly Arab society.
The gods that they commemorate show equally an exclusively Arabian pantheon.
Allat, al-“Uzza, Manat, and Shams take their place alongside attestations of these
divinities throughout other parts of the Arab would in the centuries before the
Prophet. There is a special deity of the city, Kahl, who is new to history. The
Arab character of the population is unambiguously documented in theophoric
names such as ‘Abd al-‘Uzza and ‘Abd al-Shams, “The Slave of al-“Uzza” and
“The Slave of Shams.”"!

Much of what survives in this indisputably Arab city of the Hellenistic and
Roman periods may actually be contemporaneous with the alleged reforms of
‘Amr ibn Luhayy in the third century AD (Figure 6.1).

The wall paintings of Faw have produced one of the most haunting images
of the Roman/Byzantine East to have come to light in modern times. An
eminent local citizen is being crowned by two young persons, one on cither side.
His head is being draped in grapes, of which a large bunch is suspended over
him. His face is round with large bulging eyes and a drooping moustache. His
name, written in the Musnad script to the side, is the good Arab name of Zaki.
These representations, in a society to which anthropomorphism was fundamen-
tally alien, dramatically demonstrate the extent of Hellenic influence. Here, as
earlier in Nabataea to the north, anthropomorphism had been taken over from
the Greek tradition, but the faces and figures are distinctively local. The bunches
of grapes are undoubtedly another Hellenic touch, a reflection of the ubiquitous
and widely assimilated god, Dionysus. The whole idea of honoring a local notable
in this way, with attributes that are evidently divine and with figures who may
well be in priestly robes, is nothing less than an Arab transformation of the Hel-
lenic institution of energesia — “public benefaction” with all the attendant honors
lavished upon the benefactor by his city. Yet the face, the figures, the Musnad
script, and the name are all unmistakably Arab. Here in the center of the Arabian
peninsula Hellenism inspired a hitherto unsuspected commemoration of local
prosperity and culture.

Equally startling is the appearance of the Graeco-Egyptian god Harpocrates
with a double crown on his head. His presence at Faw may perhaps reflect the
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Figure 6.1 Qaryat al-Faw: painting of local benefactor (left), from G. W. Bowersock,
Hellenism in Late Antiquity. Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1990, fig. 12

trading activity of the city, but equally it could evoke a syncretistic subculture
of Greek late antiquity, as best known to us in the Hermetic treatises. Whatever
the correct interpretation of this figure, it draws the city of Faw into the orbit
of Hellenic paganism. Yet nonetheless the city preserved everywhere its funda-
mentally Semitic character; its graffiti are as eloquent as its inscriptions.

The Hellenism of Faw prefigures the growth of Arab paganism in the three
centuries between ‘Amr ibn Luhayy and the Prophet. It consisted in the anthro-
pomorphic polytheism of Faw’s pagans, but it was not a Hellenism in the sense
of using the Greek language or of assimilating all deities to Greek ones. The
Greeks would undoubtedly have been hard put to match the 360 gods that were
worshipped when Muhammad went to Mecca in seventh century. But Hellenism
had played its irrevocable part in assisting the Arabs to discover a sense of their
own national identity.
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In the more northerly parts of the Near East, the Greek language itself had
served as a bridge when Palmyrene and Nabatacan declined. Although Syriac
prospered among the Christians, its identification with the Church rapidly made
it inappropriate for the pagans. Arabic, which had probably been spoken for
centuries even though it was rarely written (even in the days of the Nabataeans
and the Palmyrenes), only gradually took over as the common language that
bound the Arabs together. Its first appearances in writing, on a graffito in Naba-
tacan letters of the first or second century AD and again in an inscription in
Nabataean letters of the fourth century AD, provide precious clues to the spread
of Spoken Arabic in the first three centuries of the Roman Empire.'?

The use of Arabic in late antiquity at cult centers such as Petra, and presum-
ably at the sixteen pilgrim fairs mentioned by the Arabic sources, shows that the
Arab’s common language was at last becoming an instrument that could be used
for some high purpose. The great shaikhs at the courts of the Arab confederacies
of the Ghassanids and the Lakhmids, who constituted the principal Arab allies
of the Romans and the Persians respectively, provided congenial environments
for some of the earliest known poets in classical Arabic."® The odes they com-
posed for their princely patrons, largely on military and erotic themes, were
known to the Greeks and described by the Greek word didai (“odes”).** It would
not be at all unreasonable to suppose that the emergence of Arabic court poetry
was inspired by the Hellenic model in the same way as the cultivation of anthro-
pomorphic gods. Certainly, in Semitic terms pagan Arab poetry is in its complex-
ity and rhythmic virtuosity the equal of the great Christian hymns in Syriac by
Ephraem. Although both Syriac and Arabic are Semitic languages, outside tradi-
tions impelled them both to new eloquence. In the sense in which it may be said
that Ephraem’s hymns were Christian, the Arab odes were Hellenic.

In a recent and powerful study Patricia Crone has challenged the notion,
tenaciously held until now, that Mecca and the family of Muhammad derived
their strength and influence from extensive trade.'® This means that the mercan-
tile origins of the Islamic revolution in the seventh century must probably be
abandoned, or at least given far less weight. The removal of commerce from our
understanding of the rise of Islam opens up to clearer view the enormous role
that Arab paganism played in bringing together the disparate tribes, precisely as
the growth of the Arabic language enabled them to communicate more easily
with one another. Because Greek practices had helped the Arabs to find their
identity in the centuries before the Prophet, it should now be less surprising that
some of those practices persisted conspicuously after the Prophet’s death. It was
not only that old ways die slowly: it was that the new ways had, in important
respects, their roots in the old ones and could therefore scarcely be expected to
eliminate them overnight.

The Greek language itself held on tenaciously under the early Umayyad caliphs
in areas where it had not already been supplanted by Arabic before the arrival of
Islam. In other words, Arabic prospered where it had already prospered before
Muhammad, whereas Greek was taken over as the language of the Muslim
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bureaucrats where it had been the standard language before them. The papyri
from the little town of Nessana in the Negev Desert are the principal illustration
of such persistence of Greek under the Umayyads. They show the use of the
language to the end of the seventh century, not only, as might be expected,
among the Christians of the town, but equally among the bureaucrats employed
by the caliph at Damascus. A shortage of Arabic scribes cannot be the explana-
tion of this phenomenon. Some documents, notably the requisitions known as
entagia, are bilingual in Greek and Arabic.'® Yet none is uniquely in Arabic.

Perhaps the most striking of the Nessana papyri is a long text that emanates
from the highest level of Umayyad officialdom, making reference to the cele-
brated caliph at Damascus, ‘Abd al-Malik, who ruled at the end of the seventh
century.'” The papyrus, a record of accounts involving orders from both Damas-
cus and Egypt, is entirely in Greek, although replete with Arabic names and
words. It makes reference to institutions of the Muslim army, such as rations of
food (74zq in Arabic), represented in Greek as 7honzikon, as well as to cash allow-
ances called 7hoga in Greek, corresponding with an Arabic calque (in this case
raj‘a). ‘Abd al-Malik himself is named in Greek as Abdelmalech, and he bears
in Greek letters the designation Amir al-Moumnin, “Lord of the Believers.” All
the personal names in the document are Arab names. But the accounting pro-
cedures and terminology are Greek throughout.

The document mentioning ‘Abd al-Malik can be dated to about 685.
It is among the last of the Nessana papyri. The naming of ‘Abd al-Malik in
a Greek document has more significance than might at first appear, for it
was this caliph who took formal steps to put an end to the use of Greek in
the Muslim bureaucracy. He — or according to some sources his son — called
for the language of the public registers (diwdn) to be changed henceforth
from Greek to Arabic. He seems equally to have been responsible for the creation
of a genuinely Arabic coinage."® The Umayyads had relied hitherto on Byzantine
coin types. The Arabic writer al-Baldidhuri explains the mandatory change
from Greek to Arabic as a reaction to an unfortunate incident in which a Greek
scribe urinated into an inkwell.' The real reason must evidently be that the use
of Greek in areas where it still survived showed no signs of yielding on its own
to Arabic.

Undoubtedly in the fullness of time, even without the impetus provided by
‘Abd al-Malik, Arabic would probably have spread just as it had previously in
Syria, Jordan, and the Peninsula. Less easily eliminated were the nonlinguistic
traces of Hellenism to which the Umayyad rulers were heir. In a strong reaction
against the Hellenized anthropomorphism of the Arab pagans, Muhammad had
strictly forbidden his followers to depict the human face or form. The intricate
decorative patterns of early Islamic art are an obvious response to the Prophet’s
prohibition. It was a deliberate repudiation of the Hellenic past and, in a mono-
theistic setting, a return to the nonrepresentational devotions of the earliest Arab
tribes. Nothing could have been more surprising, therefore, to students of early
Islam than the discovery, toward the end of the last century, of a cluster of
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Umayyad buildings containing on the walls of a bath representational paintings
of the most cheerful and abandoned sensuality.

The building, known as Qasr al-‘Amra, appears to have been a kind of desert
retreat for jaded princes and superior administrators.?’ Within a century or so of
the Prophet’s death these Muslim leaders evidently took pleasure in relaxing amid
illustrations of naked women, lively and benevolent animals, and scenes from
Greek mythology. The Hellenic inspiration of the decorations on the walls of
‘Amra is underscored by the Greek names attached to certain of the figures
shown. In this beguiling desert chateau there is little sign, apart from the archi-
tecture of the buildings themselves, that the region is now firmly in the hands
of an Islamic administration (Figure 6.2).

Figure 6.2 Qasr al-‘Amra, near Amman, Jordan: painting, from G. W. Bowersock,
Hellenism in Late Antiquity. Ann Arbor, University of Michigan Press, 1990, fig. 15
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The paintings do not show any trace of embarrassment. They are certainly
not pornographic, but they are exuberant. They are undoubtedly inconsistent
with the tenets of Islam, but they are fully consistent with the cultural inheri-
tance of the region. If this kind of thing had been an alien accretion in the Near
East, like the colonnades and agoras that had disappeared long since, it would
not have reappeared under the Umayyads. What we see at ‘Amra is an indigenous
Hellenism that is local, not alien. The Dionysus that appears on the walls of
‘Amra is the Arab Dionysus of the Nabataeans, the Dionysus whom Nonnos
brought to Arabia, and the Dionysus of the Sepphoris mosaic. ‘Amra is neither
a sign of Muslim toleration nor of secret and forbidden pleasures. It is simply a
sign of the Muslims’ own world.

Oleg Grabar, the most acute and subtle of all the interpreters of the ‘Amra
paintings, has stunningly confirmed the local character of its motifs in a recent
study of the hunting scenes.?! He points out that four separate scenes, including
a butchery, depict what appear to be wild horses and wild cattle. In substance
and form Grabar can find no parallel to these images at ‘Amra in the huge
repertoire of hunting scenes in the ancient world. There is nothing comparable
at Piazza Armerina, Constantinople, or the palaces from Spain to Syria. But each
of the scenes can readily be explained in terms of the nomadic culture of the
region. Early Arabic poetry provides parallels for the wild cattle. In Grabar’s
words, “The specificity of the image and the quasi-automatic possibility of situat-
ing the event depicted within the immediate context of the representation renders
superfluous any external model. One can go further and suggest that in each
case it is a concrete and local event that is represented.””? The true character of
the ‘Amra paintings, in which a Greek visual language is employed to commemo-
rate an Arab way of life, could not be better described.

Christians under the Umayyad caliphs might more naturally be expected to
have persisted in the use of Greek where Syriac was not spoken, at least until the
dissemination of the Bible and other sacred texts in Arabic. But the discovery a
few years ago of a church at the site of Umm er-Resas in Jordan went far beyond
what anyone had expected. A mosaic inscription, written in Greek, is dated clearly
to the year 785.% That means it belongs no longer to the Umayyad caliphate
but to the time of the Abbasids, who came to power in 750 and ruled from
Baghdad. We are well beyond the early days of Islam. The dating of the text is,
moreover, according to the years of the province of Arabia, a system of reckoning
that one would have thought had disappeared along with the Roman and Byz-
antine province that it named. Even more remarkable than the text is the series
of illustrations that accompanies it. The mosaic contains a series of carefully
designed illustrations of the great cities of the Near East.** The schematic rep-
resentations are reminiscent of the famous mosaic map at Madaba of a consider-
ably earlier date.”® But here there is no map, only the schematized depictions of
the cities with their identifications, again in Greek.

At Umm er-Resis we have a form of mosaic that represents the best of Greek
traditions of several centuries before. This work appears in a context dated toward
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the end of the eighth century by the year 680 of the province of Arabia — when
there was no province of Arabia. Nothing could be more startling, or more
revealing. The mosaic at Umm er-Resas shows more eloquently than anything
hitherto that the Hellenism of this part of Jordan was deeply rooted and expressed
a local pride. There is nothing superficial about it. It is part of the bedrock. If
it were not, it would certainly not have survived after a century of Islamic rule.
The representation of the cities, by this means and with their Greek names,
helped in the late eighth century, as it had in earlier times, to provide a sense of
the community of the inhabitants of the eastern cities. The cities appear to be
identified not so much by the representation of churches as ecclesiastical centers
but by the reference to the most conspicuous buildings that would distinguish
one urban center from another.

The papyri at Nessana, the chateau at ‘Amra, and the mosaic floor at Umm
er-Resds all point to a remarkable continuity of Hellenism in both its cultural
and pagan aspects. This is in no way a repudiation of the momentous changes
wrought by the Prophet and the conquests of the early Islamic armies. Quite
the contrary: it is proof of the indigenous character of Hellenism in that part of
the new Islamic world, and it is proof that at least some of the roots of Islam
were embedded in that local Hellenism.

But even as the Abbasids consolidated their hold on the bureaucracy and
culture of the Near East, the Arab scholars in Baghdad began gradually to realize
how much they needed to learn from the Greeks. Under the leadership of a
certain Hunain ibn Ishaq, they undertook a prodigious program of translations
of the great Greek classics, particularly in philosophy and medicine, into Arabic
(sometimes by way of Syriac versions).?® This infusion of Greek culture of a kind
that was palpably not local came hard on the heels of the disappearance of the
traditions we have examined here. Hunain and his colleagues were concerned
with Greek high culture and absorbed it out of the same sense of need that had
driven the early Syriac church to resort to wholesale translations many centuries
before.

The story of the Arab transmission of Greek texts, many of them now lost in
the original, has often been told. It shows a fruitful encounter of the scholars of
Baghdad with Plato, Aristotle, and Galen. But it is fundamentally unrelated to
the more pedestrian Greek elements that were at the heart of Near Eastern Hel-
lenism at the time of the Prophet. The Arabic translations from Greek made in
Baghdad were works of scholarship from ancient times that transmuted the
glories of classical Greece into terms that scholarly Arabs could comprehend.
This was a very different thing from the living Hellenism, treated here, of
Nessana or ‘Amra.

I have often asked myself how it must have felt to have lived through the
Islamic conquest with all the accumulated baggage of the Hellenic-Semitic East,
both Christian and pagan. How different would one have felt looking back? How
would the passage of time have affected one’s view of the past and one’s sense
of continuity with it? As in all great transitions in human history, it is unlikely
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that anyone realized then the importance of what was happening. That comes
later. But if one lives long enough, one can see the whole process — what was
there before and what was there after.

To acquire such perspective, one must look at the events from a great height.
The scribe who wrote the accounts at Nessana in the days of ‘Abd al-Malik must
have felt somewhat like Marcel Proust when he reached the end of his master-
work, A la recherche du temps perdu:

There came over me a feeling of profound fatigue at the realization that all this
long stretch of time not only had been uninterruptedly lived, thought, secreted by
me, that it was my life, my very self, but also that I must, every minute of my life,
keep it close by me, that it upheld me, that I was perched on its dizzying summit,
that I could not move without carrying it about with me.

My head swam to see so many years below me, and yet within me, as if T were
thousands of leagues in height.

I now understand why it was that the Duc de Guermantes whom, as I looked
at him sitting in a chair, I marvelled to find shewing his age so little, although he
had so many more years than I beneath him, as soon as he rose and tried to stand
erect, had tottered on trembling limbs (like those of aged archbishops who have
nothing solid on them except their metallic cross, with the young divinity students
flocking assiduously about them) and had wavered as he made his way along the
difficult summit of his eighty-three years, as if men were perched on giant stilts,
sometimes taller than church spires, constantly growing and finally rendering their
progress so difficult and perilous that they suddenly fall.

I would therein describe men — even should that give them the semblance of
monstrous creatures — as occupying in time a place far more considerable than the
so restricted one allotted them in space, a place, on the contrary, extending bound-
lessly since, giant-like, reaching far back into the years, they touch simultancously
epochs of their lives — with countless intervening days between — so widely sepa-
rated from one another in time.

High on those Proustian stilts at a dizzying elevation over the vast panorama
of the past, one can see the whole flowing stream of historical change from one
end to the other. An old man at Nessana, some Arab Duc de Guermantes whose
life may be imagined to have spanned most of the seventh century, could have
looked down upon the many separated epochs through which he had lived, so
as to apprehend them all together, only with the aid of the powerful lens of
Hellenism.
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The Draped Universe of Islam

Lisa Golombek

Although many of Richard Ettinghausen’s articles dealt with specific groups of
objects and have become classics in art-historical literature, his last work showed
a return to those broader but elusive questions that were first raised by such
individuals as Strzygowski and Riegl at the turn of the century.! In his article
“Taming of the Horror Vacui,” which seeks an explanation for the alleged “fear
of empty spaces” so characteristic of much of Islamic art, Ettinghausen resur-
rected the concept of Weltanschauung.”? In recent years few scholars have
attempted to publish their ideas about the nature of Islamic art; there has been
a tacit moratorium on such questions. As a reaction against the racist doctrines
that surfaced during World War 11, the topic of “national style” became virtually
taboo. Rather, in the postwar information explosion the emphasis has been on
documentation. But this new body of information has of itself brought about
greater sophistication and sensitivity. The time may be ripe to return to these
questions and follow Ettinghausen’s lead.

What is presented here is the working hypothesis that textiles in Islamic society
fulfilled far more than the functions normally expected of them in other societ-
ies.® This obsession with textiles, if one may call it so, can account for some of
the major characteristics of Islamic art in general. Many of the details in this
hypothesis will take time and new information to work out, and what follows is
an attempt to sketch it only in broad strokes.

It is difficult to understand how such monumental sites as the excavated palace
at Khirbat al-Mafjar could have represented the ultimate in luxury living in the

Lisa Golombek, “The Draped Universe of Islam,” pp. 25-38 from Priscilla P. Soucek, Content
and Context of Visual Arts in the Islamic World: Papers from a Colloquinm in Memory of Richard
Ettinghausen, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 2—4 April 1980 (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988). Copyright © 1988 by The Pennsylvania State University.
Reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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early eighth century, with its bare, cold stone walls and its nondescript quarters
affording little privacy beyond the open doors. Even when buildings have
remained intact and are elaborately decorated, such as the Alhambra, something
seems to be missing.

When we study Islamic architecture, we tend to forget that doorways were
hung with curtains; that hangings made the open colonnade a private place; that
the bare floors, sometimes unpaved, were laid with carpets and mats; and that
through these halls marched a continual procession of richly clothed personages.
Outside in the gardens, royal spaces were created by spreading a cloth or rug
and erecting over it a tent of brocade, or a baldachin. We are struck by the fact
that textiles played not only a large role in the life of Islam but perhaps even an
exaggerated one.

Data for evaluating the role of textiles in Islamic society can be gleaned from
various sources: numerous medieval texts, representations in illustrated manu-
scripts and on objects, the surviving archaeological textiles, and certain ethno-
graphic information. The bibliography on each of these sources is extensive and
will not be discussed here in detail. It is essential, however, to assess the value
of each type of source for the specific purposes of this study and to touch on
some of the precautions that must be taken in using them. Already in 1845,
when Dozy published his dictionary of Arab costume, the problem of correlating
these different sources in order to form an idea of the history of costume was
apparent.* Under each heading Dozy had no choice but to reproduce several
differing and sometimes contradictory meanings. Yedida Stillman’s recent cata-
logue of Palestinian costume makes it clear that fashions change faster than the
terminology on which they are hung.?

The medieval texts have been gathered by Serjeant according to geographical
region.® His material is presented in a raw state with little attempt to analyze the
data or to reconcile contradictions. Since his publication, new sources have come
to light, such as the Book of Gifts and Treasures by Ibn al-Zubayr,” a source used
by Magqrizi. For the most part the medieval sources speak of the use of textiles
by the court and the production of certain textiles in specific locales. The account
is balanced, however, by the documents of the Cairo Geniza, which are a rich
fund of information about the life of the bourgeoisie.® Despite the quantity of
detail that comes from all these textual sources, they are not very helpful for the
study of costume and textiles per se, for there is little description of the individual
garment.

More elusive than costume is the vast terminology used to distinguish types of
cloth. A few attempts have been made to match the terms with surviving textiles,
by Dorothy Shepherd and others,” but there is little likelihood that much further
progress can be made in this direction. Certain terms that describe the technique
of manufacture can with some certainty be identified with actual textiles. For
example, the zkat-dyed cottons of Yemen, achieved through the process of tie-
dyeing the warps, are described as ash, or “bound (thread)” cloths.'® Further
complications are introduced by the use of geographical terms to describe textiles
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coming from particular regions. This information is of no help in matching the
text with the textile, though it is, of course, of interest for other purposes.

First, the terminology tells a great deal about the movement of textiles as
objects of trade, and second, the sheer quantity of the terminology is significant.
Following the axiom that a society will invent an extensive vocabulary to distin-
guish variations in areas that are most important to it, one may conclude that
textiles were of primary importance to the average resident of the medieval
Islamic world. The Islamic use of textile terminology may be compared with the
Eskimo’s differentiation of some forty types of snow, or the Bedouin’s insistence
on multiple terms for the camel.

It is the quantity of terms rather than the specific terms themselves that is of
central interest here. What motivated this society to distinguish so finely between
one type of scarf and another, between one type of cushion and another? What
were the considerations necessitating such a wide variety of textile objects?

The representational arts of Islam comprise wall paintings, for the pre-Islamic,
Umayyad, and Abbasid periods (with a few later examples); objects with figural
imagery, from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; and the arts of the book,
from the thirteenth century on."* Not all of these sources are of equal value for
this study. Some representations, such as the striped garment worn by men on
a minai bowl, are too generic to be useful, whereas the costume on the man in
the Dioscorides frontispiece is so accurately depicted that the gusset under his
arm is shown. The fact that his #i7z'? arm bands do not fully encircle the upper
arm is most interesting; few representations bother to show this detail when
depicting such bands. Tiraz bands on the turban ends have been tucked in. It
would be fair to conclude that this is an accurate description of a type of garment
actually worn by a scholar living in Syria or Iraq in the early thirteenth century.
Later Persian paintings are a rich source for costume and textile study and are
particularly important because they illustrate the manner in which contemporary
turnishings were used.

Archacological textiles themselves pose many problems.”* Because of their
fragmentary nature, it is difficult, if not impossible, to determine to what kind
of garment most of the fragments once belonged. The bulk of the fragments
come from Egyptian burial grounds, where their use as shrouds may not have
been anticipated when they were first produced. Because the find-spots of these
textiles were never recorded in detail, we do not even know who finally used
them as shrouds. Was it the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie? The textiles them-
selves do give some information. As a group they convey a picture of a highly
developed and complex industry, producing for a diversified range of tastes and
functions. Many contain inscription bands like those in the Dioscorides painting,
which identify them as products of the Dar al-Tiraz, the royal textile workshops,
under the control of the caliph. Some inscriptions record a place and date of
manufacture.

Notwithstanding the limitations of the ethnographic data mentioned above,
it can be most enlightening to look at some of the more traditional cultures of
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the Muslim world today. Westernization has introduced new habits, but tradi-
tional attitudes toward dress and codes of behavior are still evident in such areas.
Anyone visiting more traditional Islamic societies, such as those of North Africa
or Uzbekistan, will be struck by the quantity of clothing an individual wears.
Women appear to be bandaged in scarves, cloaks, and headdresses. Each of these
items is of a different fabric, weave, and color, appearing haphazardly chosen.
The fact that historically many garments were worn simultaneously may have
stimulated the development of many terms for clothing. The use of many layers
of clothing appears to have been most popular in regions where garments were
not tailored. Many were worn just as they had come oft the loom, with little or
no sewing. They were draped over the body and held in place by pins. Insulation
was achieved by adding more layers beneath loosely fitting outergarments.

Following the assessment of the sources that can be employed to study the
uses of textiles in Islamic society, these functions can be enumerated. Some are
utilitarian, whereas others were the result of the values attached to textiles by
the people who used them. I shall deal first with garments and then with
furnishings.

The preference for loosely draped clothing was evident in the Mediterranean
region before the advent of Islam, although the turban appears to be an Islamic
innovation. The preference for draped garments appears then to have gradually
spread to more eastern areas during the Islamic period, a diffusion that has yet
to be investigated. In pre-Islamic Iran, textiles were woven on a loom of smaller
format than that used in the Mediterranean area, and tailored garments were
favored. With fitted garments multiple layers were not needed, especially when
the outermost layer, a coat, was padded, as was frequently the case. In the Islamic
era fashions changed. Clerics and scholars adopted the flowing gowns popular
in Arabia, and women acquired the face veil and body envelope. Later, during
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, fitted garments had a renewed popularity
through the influence of peoples from the east, another phenomenon that
deserves further documentation.

According to the evidence from the Geniza documents and other texts, the
clothing in wide use during the medieval period was much the same as that still
used in North Africa today."* It consisted of four elements: headgear, undergar-
ments, gowns, and a wide variety of mantles, wraps, and veils. For women, some
of these outer garments were for insulation, others for modesty. Because the
garments did not conform to the body’s shape, they were to some extent inter-
changeable. One gets the impression from the Geniza letters of traders that the
larger garments were sold as a form of bulk goods that could be modified by
the purchaser.'

Certainly one of the functional considerations behind the elaboration of the
garments was the change of seasons. The archaeological evidence suggests that
the wide range of weights and variation in fineness of weaves distinguished fabrics
used for winter and summer apparel. Numerous texts confirm an almost ritual-
ized change of clothing from winter to summer. For example, in May the
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Mamluk sultan discarded his woolen clothing and put on white, including a
white silk 262’ (a one-piece mantle that enveloped the body and was closed at
the shoulders). He returned to his woolen garments in November.'® A semian-
nual change was also the practice in Spain, until the musician Zaryab came from
Baghdad in 821-2. He introduced a spring costume, a mulpam or colored silk
jubbah, and marked the arrival of autumn with a minsha (cloak) from Marv."”
These refinements no doubt had as much a psychological significance as they had
functional value, much as pastel colors are still favored in summer.

Another category of costume tied to specific functions consisted of garments
that were to be worn only out-of-doors, such as the modesty veils of women.'®
Certain activities demanded garments designed especially for them, particularly
those requiring freedom of movement, such as the jukani yah, presumably a polo
costume."”

Apart from these functional considerations were the many facets of social
behavior in which textiles played an important role. Textiles could reflect social
values and codes of behavior, but they might also be actual tools of the
social system.

Wealth was measured in terms of one’s textile possessions, and certainly the
largest wardrobes were to be found at court. An inventory of the Caliph al-Amin
for the year 809 lists 8,000 jubbahs (coats), halt of which were silk lined with
sable, fox, or goat hair, and the other half figured cloth (washshz); 10,000 shirts
and tunics; 1,000 pairs of pants; 10,000 caftans, 4,000 turbans; and 1,000
cloaks.? It is difficult to surmise how many people this wardrobe would have
served. If one assumes the allotment of two pairs of pants per person, it would
clothe 500. The caliphal wardrobe was obviously larger, so perhaps the figure of
100 wearers is more likely. That would still provide each with some 40 outer
coats for winter and another 40 for summer, with 100 caftans to rotate through
the year. These figures should not be taken as definitive, but a study of such lists
together with the trousseaux lists could give some idea of the quantity of each
type of garment needed by the various classes of society. A wealthy Jewish
middle-class bride had in her trousseau a mere 18 dresses, while a more modest
trousseau included only eight.*!

“Clothes made the man,” and uniforms identifying rank in the court and
bureaucracy certainly focused attention on costume. The conspicuous consumer
invested heavily in headgear; as Goitein has remarked, “Luxury in turbans was
the passion of the medieval Oriental.”?* Not all wearers of luxurious turbans
achieved the status they had sought, as this poem indicates:

O, you who cover your empty head with a beautiful
white turban of Marv fabric, everything which is beneath
is hideous: It (meaning the the turban) is as a light
shining in the darkness.?®

Many of the luxury fabrics were intended for special occasions. The wedding
costume was perhaps the most elaborate of these. The Geniza letters often convey
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the personal concern of the client or merchant with regard to such orders. The
urgency of the merchant of Fez writing to Spain on behalf of a certain Abraham
whose wedding was imminent demonstrates the importance of having the proper
garment for the occasion.”® In this case the merchant was ordered to buy a
custom-made garment if none was available on the market. Time was an impor-
tant factor.

Funerals also called for specific dress — not garments made for the occasion
but rather a different mode of wearing one’s ordinary garments. Ibn Battttah
observed that people had put their own clothing on inside-out and covered it
with coarse cotton robes.*® In Samarqgand the population put on jamahs of black
and blue for the mourning of Timir’s son Jahangir.*®

Religious holidays for all faiths required special garments. A Geniza document
records an order for such a costume for the Day of Atonement. White was worn
during Ramadan.?” It should also be borne in mind that the preparation for the
spiritual change that was to come with the pilgrimage to Mecca was effected
through a change in costume. The discriminatory sumptuary laws, dictating the
types and colors of garments to be worn by minority groups, were yet another
example of how textiles were used as instruments of the social system.”®

The use of textiles to confer as well as identity status is also well known. Robes
of honor, often inscribed with the name of the caliph, were bestowed on officials
of the court, prominent visitors (including ambassadors), and private individuals
whom the caliph wished to honor. Although referred to as “robes,” these gifts
often included full sets of clothing as well as numerous other items.

In the art-historical literature there has been a tendency to view the large body
of very fragmentary archacological textiles that bear the #7422z of a caliph as “robes
of honor.”?” A review of the relevant texts, however, has suggested that these
textiles, with some exceptions, do not fit the descriptions. The texts that speak
of “robes of honor” generally mention fine materials — silks, brocades, and furs
— although the very fine linens, sharb and dabigi, or gqasab, woven with metallic
threads, were also suitable as gifts. The archaeological examples are primarily
linen or cotton, some quite coarse, with wool, silk, or linen wefts, embroidered
or tapesty-woven. Some of the cottons are painted or stamped.

One is therefore led to conclude that this large body of material, found in
museums all over the world, should not be identified as the so-called robes of
honor mentioned in texts. The surviving textiles appear to belong to the standard
wardrobe of the court, such as the one described above, and represent the numer-
ous undergarments, and perhaps some of the lighter summer mantles. That they
were widely used as shrouds may possibly be accounted for by a distribution of
court garments to the general populace from the looting of the Fatimid treasury
in the years following 1060.%

It is most curious that among the large number of such textiles now in Toronto
there are numerous fragments of ornaments cut in the shape of rectangular
panels and sewn as insets into coarsely woven linens, often with the inscription
reversed. The stitching is also sometimes crude. Some occur below distinguish-
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able necklines and appear to be chest panels like those depicted on a Coronation
of the Virgin by Paolo Veneziano. These panels may be the forerunners of the
qabbab on nineteenth-century Palestinian wedding dresses.* The reuse of pre-
cious stuffs is also attested to in texts and in the Geniza documents, where “old”
garments are considered the “best.”** This appreciation of textile antiques was
applied to furnishings (discussed below) as well as garments.

To sum up: in addition to their functional value, garments were the means
by which an individual identified his changing status. Clothing reflected not only
his public state (that is, his religion, his occupation, and his rank within society)
but also his private state (that is, his passage through the life cycle). Clothing
provided the opportunity for an individual to emphasize any chosen aspect of
his inner or outer state at any given moment.

The utilitarian and social aspects of furnishings in the Islamic world have
recently been treated in great detail by J. Sadan.*® According to his study, the
Islamic world developed a set of behavior patterns concerning sitting and reclin-
ing that precluded the creation of a wide variety of movable, rigid furnishings:
chairs, tables, and beds. Although these existed, they were always supplemented
by cushions, pillows, spreads, and carpets. More often, these ad hoc furnishings
sufficed alone. Most activities took place on or close to the floor. Cushions served
as seats and propped up the back, the head, and even the elbow. Carpets and
cloths spread on the floor served as tables. Trays set on tripods or on the floor
bore vessels containing food and drink.

It could be argued that the climate in the Mediterranean required warm floor
coverings in the winter to insulate against the cold of stone floors. Many Roman
mosaics, as well as their Umayyad successors, have tassels depicted around their
edges.** These tassels have generally been taken as evidence that the beautiful
mosaics were replicas of floor coverings that have not survived. The level of textile
technology at the time does not make this possibility very likely, but the tassels
may well be an allusion to winter mats of less ambitious design that would have
covered the mosaics until spring.

One can also argue that the origin of textile furnishings should be sought in
the nomadic life. Although floor coverings and wall hangings are associated with
both indoor and outdoor space, one could say that the indoor use of carpets is
a tautology. A house already has a floor and walls. Outside these must be created.
It is therefore in the use of textiles out-of-doors that one must seek the origins
of rugs and drapes for the interior.

Various forms of nomadism have persisted within and around the Islamic
world since its beginnings.*® When one reads the history of the Mongol or
Timurid princes, it is never clear whether the change of quarters has a military
or an ecological objective.*® The sultan moves between city and country, often
taking his whole household with him. The setting of the “encampment” has
been a celebrated theme of many painters.’” In these encampments textiles are
used not only for furniture and decoration but even for the domicile itself, the
tent. The carpet is the floor. The curtain is the door. An ambiguity of intention
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on the part of the Persian painter can be seen in a sixteenth-century painting.
Is he depicting a seasonal dwelling or a summer holiday? Descriptions of the
great tents of Trmir, both in texts and in paintings, indicate that tents eventually
came full cycle. In every detail — crenellations, porticoes, silver cords imitating
metal grilles — they simulated real architecture.®

Sadan has also suggested that the ascetic strain in Islam may have reinforced
the existing Oriental tradition of close-to-the-ground living, just as it had rejected
vessels of precious metal.*” Whatever the cause, it is clear that textile furnishings
were a very important concern for both indoor and outdoor life.

The well-to-do sitting room, according to al-Azdi, writing in the early elev-
enth century, had four different kinds of floor coverings, three types of cushions,
and at least two expensive textile draperies, such as sisanjird or bugalimun.*’
The royal precincts were, of course, totally draped and spread with textiles.

Paintings illustrate well the ways in which textile furnishings were used. Cur-
tains could be hung, knotted, or drawn aside. They served primarily as temporary
room dividers, providing privacy where needed. In Abraham’s tent, depicted in
the Rashid al-Din manuscript of 1314, a curtain blocks the visitors’ view of his
wife, as would be expected in the normal Muslim domicile.*! In later Persian
paintings one cannot fail to appreciate the importance of textile elements in the
interior setting: the drapery, the cushions, and the floor coverings.

Like costume, furnishings were appreciated for various reasons. As purely
functional objects, they provided insulation and comfort. They were also a means
of transforming the character of a space without altering its structure. But they
could do far more. They could create an ambience through the quality of the
material, and this ambience could be changed at will. Changes might entail a
mere seasonal rotation of fabrics. The Fatimid Caliph had brocade curtains for
his majlis in the winter and fine linen ones in the summer.*> Floor coverings
were likewise suited to the season.

The need for a change in scenery might arise in anticipation of a special occa-
sion; furnishings were chosen to impress and delight the individual guest. Visits
of ambassadors to the court provided an opportunity to display the choice objects
of the royal textile collection, which was itself symbolic of the empire’s wealth.
When the Byzantine ambassadors made their famous visit to Baghdad in 305,/917,
some 38,000 curtains were hung in the palace.* On the occasion of the recep-
tion of the Emperor Basil, the Fatimid Caliph al-Hakim ordered his keepers of
the treasury to find something remarkable for covering the entire zwan. They
discovered twenty-one textiles of brocade stippled with gold, brought by al-
Mufizz from Qairowan. With these they covered the whole floor of the zwan
and draped all of its walls.** When the sovereign of Ferghana paid a call on his
vassal in Bukhara, the entire city was repainted and draped with rich stuffs,
banners, and silk tents to impress him.*®

Guests were impressed not only by the normal luxury fabrics but also by
curiosities. As al-Hakim’s preparations indicate, antique furnishings were par-
ticularly cherished. Among the 38,000 curtains displayed in the palace at Baghdad
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were 12,500 bearing the names of five earlier caliphs dating back a hundred
years. Another curiosity were the textiles with recognizable images. The Baghdad
palace was also hung with curtains of brocade bearing “representations of goblets,
elephants, horses and camels, lions, and birds.”*¢ This category of furnishing is
most interesting because it relates to a series of other unique textiles, both carpets
and curtains, on which were depicted themes belonging to royal iconography,
including historical or quasi-historical narratives.

The tradition of iconographic textiles which begins with the first century of
Islam had roots in the Byzantine and Sasanian past. According to Ibn Rustah,
the tent of the Prophet was made of a woolen textile decorated with fabulous
beasts, eagles, confronted lions, human figures, and Christian crosses.*” The tent
commissioned by the Fatimid vizier, al-Yaztri, portrayed all the animals in the
world.*® Another tent, made for the Hamdanid prince Sayf al-Dawlah and cele-
brated in an ode by Mutannabit in 947, had all this and more. It was erected to
receive Sayf al-Dawlah after his capture of the Byzantine fortress of Barqtyah.
Inside was a scene depicting the Byzantine emperor paying homage to Sayf al-
Dawlah, surrounded by a pearl-lined border containing images of wild and tame
beasts and vegetation. The poet refers to the border as a garden, which is
animated by the fluttering of the tent walls.*

Tents with images of animals and vegetation can be related to two traditions,
Sasanian and Early Christian. These images can be found in the Sasanian Para-
dise theme as it occurs as part of the royal hunt, for example, at Taq-i Bustan.
The hunt also appears contemporaneously in the imperial imagery of Byzantium
and in the Early Christian iconography expressing the Triumph of Good over
Evil. The Western version, studied by Veronika Gervers in the series of Coptic
linen curtains with tapestry-woven images of huntsmen and wild beasts,*® sug-
gests a close parallel for the Prophet’s tent, which may itself have come from the
furnishings of a church.

The second theme occurring in the Hamdanid tent — human figures identified
as historical personalities — relates these textiles to images found in wall paint-
ings, such as the painting of the six kings at Qusayr ‘Amrah.”" A similar example
would be the famous susanjird carpet on which the Abbasid caliph Mutawakkil
was murdered; this had a border of compartments enclosing portraits of the
Sasanian and Umayyad rulers, all identified by Persian inscriptions.*® This was
probably an heirloom from the Umayyad dynasty. An equally extraordinary silk
curtain was found in the Fatimid treasury on which were depicted all of the
nations of the world, their rulers, years of reign, and remarks on their state of
affairs.>

Textile furnishings could therefore be used in two ways by a person wishing
to impress his visitors. The costliness of the fabric or its rarity testified to the
sheer wealth of the host, whereas the textile itself might be the bearer of a more
specific message through its imagery. Iconographic textiles have the obvious
advantage of versatility over wall paintings since textile display could be varied
according to the intended message.
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The selection of draperies and floor coverings, just as seating arrangements
for guests, reflected a host’s assessment of his visitors. Protocol as reflected in
seating arrangements is a matter of grave importance in all societies, but in the
Islamic world, because the seating was on the floor, the focus was again on tex-
tiles. Sadan has demonstrated that the social rank of a guest was indicated by
the placement of his mat within a room, especially in relation to other persons
present, and by the size and quality of the cushions assigned to him.** The varia-
tions possible with a range of cushions is far greater than can be imagined for a
dining hall with table and chairs. (In the European tradition guests could be
honored or offended only by their placement; the furnishings remained uniform.)
Using a mat or carpet for definition of personal space was a tradition so ingrained
in the life of the Middle East that it could not fail to be of continuing symbolic
importance under Islam. Pre-Islamic Central Asian paintings show a group of
nobles, seated on small mats arranged to reflect the social hierarchy, just like the
courtiers of later Persian miniatures. Even the monster-deities in a Manichaean
illustration are seated on a carpet according to protocol.*® Given the strength of
this symbolic aspect of carpets, it is not surprising that the earliest ritual object
in Islam was the prayer rug.

Curtains also had symbolic as well as practical functions. As in the Byzantine
world, the ruler was to be kept aloof from his subjects, and this ideal was
expressed tangibly through the presence of a curtain placed between them. Such
curtains concealed the thrones of the Umayyad, Abbasid, and Fatimid caliphs
and were placed around the mihrab in the mosque.”® On certain occasions the
curtain was used as a means of attaining dramatic surprise. The caliph, dressed
in his regalia, made a sudden appearance as the curtain was drawn. The visitor
was devastated by this splendor.

A unique use of curtains to both honor and protect a structure is the kiswah,
the veil draped over the Ka'bah at Mecca.” Although one tends to think of the
kiswah as a drab black veil with gold inscriptions, it was not always so. When
Ibn Jubayr visited in the late twelfth century, he saw the Ka‘bah clothed in vari-
colored silk.*® The four sides were draped in a set of thirty-four curtains of green
silk that had cotton warps. It was inscribed in its upper part with the Koranic
verse 3:90, invocations to the Abbasid caliph al-Nasir, and the image of'a colon-
nade of mihrabs. It was customary for the old kiswah to be cut up and sold as
relics to pilgrims.

The last item to be mentioned here, the mandil, or napkin, was used both as
a garment and a furnishing. According to F. Rosenthal’s fascinating study, the
mandil was used for drying the hands and face, wiping tears, blowing the nose,
for massage, for covering things, wrapping things, and was worn as various gar-
ments, such as loincloth, apron, belt, turban, and kerchief.*’

The mandil was remarkable for being an instrument of communication, so
closely was it associated with the sensual organs — the mouth, the eyes, the nose,
the ears, and the hands. Messages were inscribed on mandils, such as,

106



The Draped Universe of Isiam

I am the mandil of a lover who never stopped
Drying with me his eyes of their tears.

Then he gave me as a present to a girl he loves
Who wipes with me the wine from his lips.*

A number of such verses are recorded by al-Washsh?’ in the early tenth century,
but to my knowledge no actual fragment of such a textile has survived. To these
inscribed textiles may be added the mandil or dastar with the lover’s portrait.
Most famous is the portrait of Khusraw sent to Shirin in the Khamsab of
Nizami.®* The motif recurs in many Persian stories.

As a background, one may consider the pre-Islamic traditions of Central Asia.
Manichaean paintings on silk have survived, and the wall paintings at Kutscha
show such a textile depicting the life of the Buddha, being held by a woman.®
The notion that images and even inscriptions on textiles could have magical
power — that is, the ability to make happen what is portrayed or foretold — is
reflected in the story of the silk inscribed by the Sasanian king Antshirvan with
the prophecy of the execution of Hormizd.*® These iconic and magical uses of
textiles prefigure the mystique that was later attached to the writing of invoca-
tions in the #raz of Islamic textiles.

In this essay I have attempted to evoke a world submerged in textiles, where
textiles played a role in every facet of life, for everyone, rich or poor. They served
far more than a purely functional role and were incorporated into codes of social
and religious behavior at every level of society and in every phase of human
existence. The important role textiles played in the economic life of the Middle
Ages is revealed in the Geniza documents. S. D. Goitein has demonstrated that
textiles were the primary object of trade, the cash-in-hand, negotiable anywhere
in the world. The economic and political role of textiles in the Islamic world has
long been studied. The government often controlled textile production, which
constituted a large sector of the economy. The inclusion of the ruler’s name in
textile inscriptions was an acknowledgment of suzerainty tantamount to the
inclusion of his name on coinage, and in the Friday Khuthah (sermon).®*

Not only was the social, economic, and political life of the Islamic world
caught up with textiles, the individual himself was fully cognizant of the techni-
cal aspects of textile production even though he was not a weaver. The medieval
client was far more conscious of the technology involved in manufacturing goods
than the consumer today. Textiles were so vital that the average man could not
afford to be without some knowledge of their manufacture. A merchant could
expect his client to provide detailed instructions regarding the choice of threads.®®
In one documented case, the client had sent a merchant linen and cotton threads
to make a set of clothes. But the merchant discovered, after the garments were
partially completed, that not enough of the finer threads remained to make the
other garments. The leftover linen threads were too coarse to weave with the
cotton. He wrote to his client asking whether to buy more threads to go with
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the linen or finer linen to go with the cotton. This inquiry reveals that a surpris-
ing degree of expertise was expected of the client. Expertise in textiles comes
from another unexpected quarter, the eleventh-century historian of Istahan, al-
Mafarriikhi. He expresses amazement that some 1,000 inhabitants of a bidonville
on their way to the musalla to celebrate the 74 were “wearing fine turbans of
gold-embroidered linen, Tizz, Bami and Bagyar cloths, Egyptian wool and gar-
ments of Siglatiun and Atabi . ..” — that is, all of the normal luxury textiles.®
This historian’s ability to identify and differentiate between the various luxury
fabrics as they paraded by is characteristic of the middle-class concern and famil-
iarity with textiles.

Color-consciousness is yet another aspect of this obsession with textiles that
has been documented. No doubt the size of the textile vocabulary is in part due
to a heightened sensitivity to colors and patterns. The Geniza speaks of pistachio
green, iridescent peacock, chick-pea, wax-, tin-, pearl-, and sand-colored. There
is a pomegranate red, a flame-colored, a lead-gray, and many varieties of stripes
and ornaments, such as mutayyar (ornamented with birds).*” Color preferences
seem quite pronounced in the personalized orders recorded in the Geniza. The
archaeological textiles also exhibit a wide range of colors and motifs, although
it must be remembered that the most elaborate overgarments are, for the most
part, missing.

It was on the strength of Nasir-i Khusraw’s comparison of luster pottery to
bugalimim textiles that Grabar concluded: “. . . much of the contemporary world
acquired its aesthetic judgement through textiles.”®® T would like to carry this
idea further by suggesting that a “textile mentality” was responsible for the
development of certain characteristic idioms in Islamic art. In other words, if
textiles penetrated so deeply into all aspects of life, can they not be expected to
have had some impact on the formation of aesthetics as well? My conclusions are
presented here as a series of six cases.

The first case concerns the transfer of the term #7az from garment ornamenta-
tion to the ornamentation of other things. Maqrizi often refers to the inscription
band on the facade of a building as a #742.°° The term came to be used meta-
phorically. Learning and culture “embroidered” a person’s character, as a #riz
band gave class to a fine piece of cloth.”

The next case demonstrates that the compulsion to drape everything is implicit
in certain art objects. Animals had to be dressed, like the rooster aquamanile
with its medallion copied from garment types, such as the so-called Veil of St.
Anne ‘@bx’ in Apt Cathedral, or like the goat from a Samarra painting. An
incense burner in the form of a cheetah is robed in a textile pattern, bordered
with #raz bands, and even has the rectangular chest panel, or gabbah, discussed
above. There was something in the nature of a “textile-reflex” — whatever could
be draped should be draped.

The third case refers to architecture. If one studies the evolution of surface
decoration, it becomes increasingly clear that the practice of hanging the walls
with textiles led to the development of mosaic faience and polychrome painted
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panels. The walls were broken up into small rectangular panels, as if they were
products of the loom. The pattern changes abruptly from one panel to the next,
as if the eye were moving from fabric to fabric. Many of the large tile panels
reproduce carpet designs, and their large expanse may be a reflection of the
increasing size of carpets. A corner column in the Mosque of Yazd, revetted in
mosaic faience in a chevron pattern, appears to be imitating the skat-dyed cottons
of Yemen, even with regard to the brown, blue, and white color scheme. The
lacy quality of the deeply carved stucco ornament in Western Islamic monuments
such as the Alhambra may not be fortuitous.

The final three cases show the imprint of the technique of weaving itself. One
is the use of decorative brickwork in eastern Iran, first popular in the tenth
century. Brick patterns had much in common with textiles, in that they conform
to some kind of grid involving a vertical and horizontal axis. In weaving, these
are the warp and weft. The warp, or vertical element, is static. The weft moves
and makes the pattern by changes in color and variations in the number of warps
covered. In brickwork, the horizontal axis dominates. The design is always
worked in the vertical. One of the terms used to describe this kind of decoration
is hazar-baf (a thousand weaves). This woven decoration allowed the architect
to virtually swathe his forms, and thereby bring out the volumetric quality of
the architecture, as if it were, in fact, draped with textiles.

The fifth case concerns Samanid epigraphic pottery of the tenth century.”' On
one class of this pottery the only decoration is a band of Kufic writing. The
absence of any further decoration on the stark white background caused Etting-
hausen some alarm because it seemed to be an exception to the rule of horror
vacui. A plate from the Freer Gallery poses still another problem. The majority
of bowls and plates in this class have inscriptions encircling the rim — that is,
respecting the circular character of the object. This one violates it outright. The
calligrapher simply ignored the shape of the object. Or did he?

One is struck by the resemblance of this format to the archaeological textiles
with their #zZraz bands. The plate is like a pure-white linen cloth across which
runs a thin #raz band. This comparison may seem farfetched, but not if one
considers the custom of covering serving objects with napkins (mandzls). Con-
sider the following scenario. (Although this reconstruction is a fantasy, there are
numerous texts describing the serving of beverages from covered vessels.)”? A
servant brings his master a goblet of water or other drink carried on an inscribed
plate. The goblet is covered by a tiraz-ornamented linen mandzl. The servant
removes the goblet and gives it to the master. The inscription on the plate is now
visible. The napkin is then replaced, but directly over the plate. The inscriptions
on the napkin and the plate spatially coincide.

The final case, which consists of two parts, illustrates ways in which the very
grammar of ornament was affected by weaving technology. The dynamic in
question is the interlace — the basic over-and-under process whereby loose threads
become bound together. The early history of Islamic ornament shows an increas-
ing interest in ever more complex geometric compositions. By the middle of the
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ninth century, the lines of the geometric grid took on a life of their own and
became more important than the compartments they delineated.

At the same moment, in the Yemen, a strange form of calligraphy began to
appear on the famous zkat cottons:”® The Kufic letters of the inscription became
knotted. The horizontal bars in the letter 42/ of Muhammad are twisted around
each other like threads of a chain stitch. Vegetal ornaments erupt amid this chaos.
The textile mentality has triumphed.

When 1 first began to study plaited Kufic Samanid pottery, I came to the
conclusion that it had been invented by the potters and exported westward to
the Yemenite weavers.” This conclusion was based on two observations: the
earliest dated examples were to be found on the coins of Rayy and Khurasan,
and the plaited Kufic alphabet appeared in monumental art in the East at least
a century before it did in the West, where it never became as popular. However,
in the light of the present evidence, the reverse now seems more plausible. Such
an idea was more likely to have been the brainstorm of a weaver than a potter.
Textiles are more portable than pottery, and no Samanid wares appear to have
been exported to the Red Sea, to judge from excavated examples.”” We know
from texts, however, that the zkat, or ‘asb of Yemen, was exported to Iran, and
that it was in fact imitated at Rayy,”® where the earliest coin with plaited letters
was minted in 324,/936.

This love for interlace even penetrated architecture, for it is seen in the
arched screens that cordon oft the bays at the entrance to al-Hakam’s additions
to the Mosque of Cordova and in front of its mihrabs. Whether the metaphor
can be carried further is debatable, but it might be suggested that the architects
saw in these compositions a vertical, stable “warp” in the form of the arches.
The surface produced is more like a woven textile than tracery, for, as
Ewert’s study has shown,”” many of the spaces between the arches are blocked
to provide a surface for a different pattern on the reverse. A most bizarre version
of interlacing arches occurs in the Aljaferia Palace at Saragossa a century after
Cordova.”

Interlace dominated the Grammatik of ornament of the tenth—eleventh cen-
turies, if one may borrow Riegl’s expression. It provided a means of penetrating
two-dimensional space and opened the way for the development of the multilevel
arabesque, which Ettinghausen compared with “polyphonic music” in his article
on the horror vacui.

It would seem that the origins of this love for the interlace may be found
in the “textile mentality” that in certain ways possessed the society. The height-
ened importance of costume and the preference for soft furnishings made the
development of textiles practically a cult in itself. The preeminence of textiles
also helps to explain why it was possible, and perfectly acceptable, in Islamic art
for different media to share the same decorative treatment — why it is that book-
bindings, wood carving, architectural faience, and Koran pages all look like
carpets.
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The Beginnings of
Biblical Illustration

John Lowden

When Saint Matthew began his Gospel with the words “The book of the genera-
tion of Jesus Christ,” he wrote B{pAog yevéoews Icov Xptotov. And when Saint
John ended his Gospel by informing us that if everything that Jesus had done
were to be written down, “the world itself could not contain the books that
should be written,” his final words were to.ypodopeve Btpiio.. Thus the Gospels
open and close with the words BipAog and BiAic in Greek (Liber and libros in
Latin). Every scribe who copied the sacred text of the Gospels to produce another
book began and ended his task by writing the word “book” and “books.” Chris-
tianity in the manuscript era was truly a “Religion of the Book” at a number of
levels.

The modern English word “Bible” comes from the Old French Bible, itself
the vernacular version of the Latin Biblin, which was merely a transliteration of
the Greek BifAio. BifAia is the plural of BifAiov, meaning “a book,” originally
“a small book.” It is derived from Bi{pAog or POBAog, terms for the outer skin of
the Egyptian papyrus reed, the material from which books were most commonly
made in antiquity. The most common Greek term for the Bible from Late Anti-
quity to the present day has remained Biproc.! The word “Bible” may have
remained graphically similar to its predecessors over two thousand years, but
semantically it has passed through several transformations. The BiMo, or books
of antiquity, were written on papyrus scrolls. The BiBAog and Biblia of Late
Antiquity and the Middle Ages were written in parchment codices. Modern
Bibles are mechanical productions printed on paper (or digitized on computer-

John Lowden, “The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration,” pp. 9-13, 48-59 from John Williams
(ed.), Imaging the Early Medieval Bible (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1999). Copyright © 1999 by The Pennsylvania State University. Reprinted by permission of the
publisher.
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The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration

legible disks). Even if the sacred text has stayed more or less the same over
the centuries, each Bible’s makers and users, their intentions and expectations,
their attitudes and aspirations, most certainly have not. The journey of
understanding from Bible to Bible to Biblin to BiAo to BiPAog (or PYPAOC)
is thus a much longer and more difficult one than it might at first appear.
There are constant temptations to extrapolate evidence from one context to fill
gaps in another, and to make connections on the basis of bold imaginative
leaps.

Only a fool leaps into the unknown. This chapter is intentionally unimagina-
tive in undertaking a review of early biblical illustration, a topic that has long
been the subject of intense study.? Nonetheless it has turned into a reassessment
of that topic, which gives it, I hope, some claim to boldness.

The subject of early biblical illustration is a large one, and it is necessary to
define parameters for the present inquiry. “Early” will be taken to mean the
entire period from the beginnings of Christianity (and before, if appropriate)
up to approximately the early seventh century. The later terminus is suggested
by a pronounced gap in the material, sometimes associated with the end of
Later Antiquity and the start of the Middle Ages. The formula “biblical illu-
stration” will be understood to refer to all images to be found in biblical manu-
scripts, and the appropriateness of terming these images “illustrations” will
later be considered briefly. In terms of geography, we shall need to look at
the production of the entire Christian world of the time (the location of
sites mentioned is indicated on Figure 8.1). In terms of language and culture,
we shall need to consider not only Greek, the original language of the Christian
Bible, but all the many languages into which the Bible was translated in
those centuries. What it will not be possible to do here, however, is to pay
close attention to the images from biblical narratives that are found, for
example, on textiles, mosaics, or ivories, whether they date from the early
period or later, although these are often considered germane to the subject
of early biblical illustration. I shall attempt to justify this exclusion in due
course.

It is appropriate first to look in turn at each of the surviving illustrated biblical
manuscripts. Many — it needs to be emphasized — have been the subject of impor-
tant new studies in recent years, and most are tolerably familiar to specialists.
Yet all of them remain — and will remain — imperfectly understood for a variety
of reasons, and somewhat surprisingly they have never previously all been con-
sidered together.® These illustrated biblical manuscripts will be surveyed here
within subgroups defined by the language of their text, starting with books
written in Greek. This is a considered alternative to looking, let us say, at all the
Gospel Books together, or to attempting to arrange the material in chronological
order. In every case I will draw particular attention to features of each book’s
planning and construction, particularly as these connect to the provision of
images, for reasons that will, I trust, become clearer as the evidence mounts up.*
This focus on issues of production as they relate to entire manuscripts will be
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partly at the expense of traditional stylistic and /or iconographic analyses of spe-
cific images, approaches that are well tried for most of the manuscripts under
consideration and allow only limited scope for further refinement. I shall then
consider more generally what these manuscripts, when viewed together, reveal
or do not reveal about the beginnings of biblical illustration.

[.]

Reconsidering the Beginnings of Biblical Illustration

We have two Genesis manuscripts, which between them might originally
have had some 550 miniatures. We have one Pentateuch, with originally pro-
bably sixty-nine miniatures in Genesis—Numbers (plus whatever it had in the
missing book of Deuteronomy). We have one Book of Kings, with four pages
of miniatures out of a total that has been posited as over sixty. We have
nine Gospel Books or fragments of Gospel Books (ignoring the Gothic Gospels
at Uppsala), with at present a total of sixty-one illustrated pages out of an
original total that cannot even be guessed. And we have part of one Bible with
twenty-two surviving images. Obviously we have lost very large parts even of the
books that survive, especially — and this point can hardly be overemphasized — of
their opening pages, where we might expect their images to have been concen-
trated. And of course many other illustrated books must have been lost without
trace.

It would now be possible to pursue the question of early biblical illustration
in various directions, following paths some of which others have explored more
or less systematically. We could try to flesh out the evidence by looking, for
example, at a range of other works of the early period that use biblical images:
sarcophagi, ivories, floor and wall mosaics, wall paintings, textiles, silver plates,
and so on.> Or we could remain within the confines of manuscript illustration
and consider the surviving nonbiblical material from the early period, such as
the Ambrosiana Iliad or Vienna Dioskurides (both in Greek) or the Vatican
Vergil and Roman Vergil (both in Latin).® Yet another alternative would be to
look at later biblical manuscripts that have been thought in some fashion to reflect
lost biblical works of the early period: the Codex Amiatinus, for example, or the
Utrecht Psalter, the Vatican Book of Kings, or the Vatican Cosmas, the Sacra
Parallela or the Octateuchs, to name a few well-known subjects.” What all of
these approaches have in common is that they imply the reconstruction of lost
biblical illustration on the basis of various deductions and assumptions about
what survives. To assess the potential value of such reconstructions, it is appro-
priate to conduct two brief experiments. Both will require the reader’s active
participation.
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First, suppose that no fragment of the Vienna Genesis had survived. Now
reconstruct in your mind’s eye an illustrated sixth-century Genesis manuscript
on the basis of your knowledge of the art of the period. Result: a manuscript
that will resemble the Cotton Genesis to some greater or lesser extent, and may
have some elements from the Ashburnham Pentateuch, but definitely not the
Vienna Genesis. The Vienna Genesis could not be hypothesized on the basis of
other early biblical manuscripts.

Now we can try the second experiment. Reconstruct in your mind’s eye an
illustrated sixth-century Gospel Book. What features does it have? Suppose it has
a frontispiece miniature of the Virgin and Child, like the Rabbula Gospels, and /or
marginal illustration, like the Sinope Gospels, and /or a full-page miniature divided
into compartments with scenes from the life of Christ, like the Saint Augustine’s
Gospels. Now suppose the Rabbula Gospels or Sinope Gospels or Saint Augus-
tine’s Gospels had not survived: the reconstruction would have to lose its Virgin
and Child and its marginal illustration and its multiscene frontispiece, for there
would no longer be any firm evidence that such features could have been included
in a sixth-century Gospel Book. What is remarkable about the surviving early bibli-
cal manuscripts, even the nine Gospel Books, is thus not the degree to which they
resemble one another but the extraordinary extent of their differences.

I hope the two “experiments” indicate the dangers, even the impossibility,
especially in these early centuries, of extrapolating accurate visual ideas of what
we do not have from what has survived. The material is profoundly un-predict-
able. The use of later evidence as the basis for reconstructing the images in lost
early biblical manuscripts is equally questionable, and the results even more
uncertain. Imagining the past can be instructive, but the pervasive element of
fantasy that is inevitable must always be recognized and acknowledged.

Early biblical illustration provides a restricted body of material, if we think in
terms of the types of books that received images, but in every other way its evi-
dence is remarkably varied. It is this variety that can, in my view, provide the
opening for further consideration. Let us accept our continuing ignorance and
set aside for the present all the usual art-historical questions about the surviving
books: the whens and wheres, the by whoms and for whoms, the whys and the
wherefores. Let us also ignore the enticing byway of hypothetical reconstructions
based on surviving analogous material, whether of the early period or later. Let
us instead return to the surviving early biblical manuscripts and ask how, in
practical terms, the Bible was illustrated. This is a subject that has, I think, been
less carefully considered than it merits.

In deciding to include images in a biblical manuscript several crucial choices
had to be made before pigments were ever placed on the parchment. These
choices are no less important because they had to be addressed at an early stage
in the making of any illustrated book. The Belles Heures of the Duc de Berry
now in the Cloisters Museum, New York.® or the St. Albans Psalter now in the
Diocesan Museum of St. Godehard, Hildesheim (to cite two examples),” just like
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the Rossano Gospels or Ashburnham Pentateuch, could not have been produced
until such questions had been satisfactorily answered.'” The first issue to be
considered here will be that of the possible layout of the images and their rela-
tionship with the physical structure and text of the book. Where were the images
to be placed? Would they be on separate leaves, perhaps gathered together as a
cycle? Would they be integrated with the text in spaces left by the scribe? Would
they perhaps be placed around the text’s margins? Would they be large or small,
of a consistent or varied format? Would a framed area hold a single image, or be
subdivided to include several distinct scenes? The number of possible responses
to such questions is large, but not unlimited, and the manuscripts themselves
indicate in how many different ways they were answered.

The full-page miniature on a specially reserved folio is found in the Rossano,
Rabbula, Diyarbakir, Ejmiatsin, and Saint Augustine’s Gospels, as well as in the
Ashburnham Pentateuch (the examples are listed in the order in which the
manuscripts were surveyed, so as to avoid questions of relative chronology). The
full-page image divided into various smaller units is found in the Rabbula
Gospels (Crucifixion), Quedlinburg Itala, Saint Augustine’s Gospels, and Ash-
burnham Pentateuch. The marginal image is exemplified by the Sinope Gospels
and (if we include Canon Tables) by the Rabbula Gospels and Paris syr. 33. The
double-page opening is found in the Rossano Gospels (Communion of the
Apostles). The frontispiece cycle is found in the Rossano, Rabbula, and (perhaps)
in the Ejmiatsin Gospels. Integrated illustration, with images occurring within
the text as and when they are required, is found in the Cotton Genesis, Quedlin-
burg Itala, and Ashburnham Pentateuch. Incipit illustration (as it might be
termed), with images incorporated before the start of each section of a text, is
found in the Syriac Bible. The colophon (or explicit) image is found in the
Wolfenbiittel Gospels. The picture book with text adjusted to keep pace with
half-page images is found in the Vienna Genesis.

Inseparable from planning the physical layout of an illustrated biblical manu-
script were decisions about the conceptual relationship between the images and
the text they accompanied. Would they illustrate the biblical text in a fairly literal
way? Or would they take the opportunity to comment on and interpret it at the
same time? Would all images fall into the same category? Would images that had
no explicit connection with the text but that were desired for other reasons be
included? Again there is a vast range of possible answers, and the early biblical
manuscripts provide numerous alternatives.

The illustration of a single event recounted in the adjacent text in a fairly literal
way is found in the Cotton Genesis, the Vienna Genesis, and the Sinope Gospels.
The combination within one image of a sequence of events is found in the Cotton
Genesis, Vienna Genesis, and Ashburnham Pentateuch. The inclusion of lengthy
texts within the image is found in the Ashburnham Pentateuch. In the Wolfen-
biittel Gospels text is even arranged within the image so as to form a sort of
carmen figuratum. The combination of several separate images to preface a
number of subsequent texts is found in the Quedlinburg Itala. The addition of
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extrabiblical figures or scenes to the main event, implying a modified reading
of the biblical narrative, is found in the Vienna Genesis and Ashburnham
Pentateuch."’ The addition of images in the frame so as to amplify the meaning
of the main composition is found in the Ejmiatsin Gospels (Baptism). The
selection of an image of a single event to represent the content of an entire
book is found in the Syriac Bible (e.g., Job on the dung hill). The use of the
author portrait as an appropriate generic image for a text is found in the Syriac
Bible and with modifications in Saint Augustine’s Gospels. The full-page prefa-
tory image that has no direct connection with the textual content of the book
is found in the Rabbula Gospels (e.g., Pentecost). The “devotional” image as a
frontispiece and as a presumed focus for prayer is present in the Rabbula and
Diyarbakir Gospels, and as a tailpiece in the Wolfenbiittel Gospels. The presenta-
tion image, relating self-referentially to the book, is also found in the Rabbula
Gospels.

Putting these observations together we can say first that the early manuscripts
show that there was no single normative procedure for biblical illustration along-
side numerous variants. Every surviving manuscript differs from every other in
important aspects. This is a crucial point to bear in mind when lost works are
hypothesized. The Vienna Genesis and Cotton Genesis manuscripts differ by
intent, not by incompetence or mere contingency. There are no internal grounds
for supposing there was ever a Cotton Exodus, a Vienna Leviticus, a Rossano
Numbers, a Sinope Deuteronomy, a Rabbula Joshua, and so forth. Second, it
can be said that although the volume of surviving evidence for early biblical
illustration is undoubtedly limited, it is a remarkable fact that most of the prin-
cipal methods and procedures for including images in biblical manuscripts,
methods that would continue to be used throughout the Middle Ages, had
already been tried by the early seventh century.

It can be acknowledged, nonetheless, that some techniques of biblical illustra-
tion are absent: the historiated initial, which plays a crucial role in the Western
tradition from around the eighth century onward, is missing.'? It has no precise
equivalent or precedent in the early period.”® Nor, I think, do we find Wortil-
lustration — the visual rendering in isolation of individual words or phrases — such
as can be found, for example, in the Chludov, Stuttgart, or Utrecht Psalters in
the ninth century.” The absence of the latter, if genuine, merits further consid-
eration in terms of the hypothetical early sources of Psalter illustration.'® And
although all Christian art is propaganda of a sort, we do not find in the early
period highly charged images, such as those against Iconoclasts and others in
the ninth-century Byzantine marginal Psalters.'® Typological parallels (linking
the Old and New Testaments, for example, the Sacrifice of Isaac and the Cruci-
fixion), whether or not organized in some diagrammatic form, are not a major
concern in the manuscript images of the early period, although the Old Testa-
ment figures with their texts in both the Rossano and Sinope Gospels address
the question of typology, and it was explored visually in the Wisdom image of
the Syriac Bible."”
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Having observed the presence of most (but not all) of the fundamental tech-
niques of biblical illustration in our surviving early witnesses, it is appropriate,
if risky, to pursue the discussion yet further. We can ask whether it is possible
to say how or when some of these procedures first came into use.'® We can start
with the least problematic. There is no doubt that author portraits at the start
of texts were occasionally included in papyrus scrolls of pagan writers long before
Christians began using images ecarly in the third century (as is currently
assumed).” Biblical illustrators in this case, therefore, were simply adopting a
current Greco-Roman formula or tradition, much as they did, for example, by
using sarcophagi or displaying the image of the Good Shepherd. Yet it does not
follow from the fact that Christians could have had author portraits in their
biblical manuscripts in any century before (say) the sixth that they necessarily
did. The approximate date for the adoption of the formula is not established
merely by identifying its conceptual precedent, and should remain open.

By around the year 300 the book in roll form was overtaken by the more
durable, and doubtless much more costly, parchment codex.?® And a number of
decisions about the use and layout of biblical images presuppose the codex rather
than the roll form in order to be effective. The frontispiece cycle, for example,
exploits the practicalities of the bound book; it must therefore be a later develop-
ment than the author portrait. But can we say whether the frontispiece cycle is
more likely to have been first devised for illustrating a biblical or a non-biblical
manuscript? Here again the evidence is problematic. The prime nonbiblical
witness is the Vienna manuscript of Dioskurides, made in Constantinople around
512.%' The content of its prefatory cycle, however, indicates that it must have
been an ad hoc creation for this particular compilation volume. Whether this
cycle was included in imitation of the sort of prefaces then being made for bibli-
cal manuscripts, or vice versa, is thus another question best left open. The intro-
duction of prefatory cycles into codices cannot, I feel, be closely dated at
present.

Still further questions of planning and layout are probably also best left unan-
swered, for the time being, at least. The formula of marginal illustration, for
example, could have been invented or reinvented at almost any time and in the
context of almost any writing. The concept of fitting the narrative image into
the scheme of scribal guidelines (as in the Cotton Genesis) also can hardly be
tied to a particular time or text: some scientific, technical, or mathematical works,
it can be accepted, were in all likelihood conceived from the outset as requiring
diagrammatic illustrations, even if the Bible was not.*?

This line of inquiry thus peters out in uncertainty. An alternative approach is
to consider the content rather than the layout and physical location of biblical
images. Most images in biblical manuscripts are, broadly speaking, narrative in
character. The Quedlinburg Itala inscriptions (those that underlie the paint
surface) give clear guidance regarding how such images could have been devised
on the basis of a paraphrase of the biblical text and then executed in terms of
an artist’s accustomed formulas for figures, gestures, landscape, and so forth.

124



The Beginnings of Biblical Illustration

Such images could then be “read” and understood with the help of further
inscriptions (those that lie over the paint surface) and the adjacent biblical text
itself. This need not have been the only way of devising narrative images, but it
is certainly an obvious one. Yet once again as a procedure it cannot easily be
harnessed to a close dating.

More difficult to explain in terms of content, I believe, and hence perhaps
more valuable as evidence, is the type of full-page image found in prefatory cycles,
whether accompanied by text, as in the Rossano Gospels, or standing on its own,
as in the Rabbula or Ejmiatsin Gospels. In the Rabbula Gospels, as we have seen,
there are even narrative images of events that are not recorded in the Gospel text
(such as Pentecost), as well as devotional or cult images (using these terms loosely
and perhaps anachronistically), such as the Virgin and Child, which are best
considered nonnarrative. To explain their presence in a biblical manuscript, it is
necessary to advance a hypothesis.

These large miniatures, I suggest, were made for viewers or readers who were
already familiar with biblical images unmediated by texts — other than inscrip-
tions — because they saw them constantly on the walls of churches, on textiles,
on ivories, on painted panels, in their homes, and so forth. (This is not, however,
to imply that images in manuscripts are to be understood merely as “copies” of
images in other media.)*® An awareness of the profusion of such images in the
fitth and sixth centuries has been a major development in art-historical writing
of recent decades.”* Thus the iconlike “devotional” or “feast” scene (the latter
an image relating to one of the great feasts of the church), I would argue, found
its way into books in response to a demand created by its familiarity in other
contexts. To judge from written as well as surviving visual sources, this degree
of familiarity implies a date after c. 400 for the transfer.”> Seen against this
background, the donation, or presentation, image in a book is perhaps best
understood as an adaptation of the type of donor image familiar in monumental
art, as, for example, in the mosaics at S. Vitale in Ravenna.?® The bold public
statement of piety and generosity, with its ex-voto connotations, readily compre-
hensible in, for example, an apse mosaic, looks a little odd when transferred into
the closed and private world of the manuscript. Does it serve a related purpose?
The question is problematic when the precise function and audience for such
books (the Rabbula Gospels perhaps excepted) is so uncertain.

If this working hypothesis for the inclusion of full-page iconlike images is
entertained, it follows that the motive for including more strictly narrative bibli-
cal images, and those integrated within the text of biblical manuscripts, ought
also to be pondered. Were these included in the surviving fifth- and sixth-century
books for reasons broadly similar to those for the full-page frontispieces? This
would be fully in accord with the surviving evidence. And it is supported by the
conclusions of, for example, Geyer in her study of 1989.>” She argues on some-
what different grounds for an origin of narrative book illustration in the fifth
century. Yet it must be acknowledged that the proposal contradicts a pervasive
view of the period, most familiar through the works of Weitzmann.?® According
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to Weitzmann’s theory, the early centuries were ones of extraordinary fertility in
the invention of vast cycles of narrative illustration in biblical manuscripts. This
inventiveness was found by him to be exemplified primarily not by the scant
survivals of early illustrated biblical manuscripts themselves — those we have
looked at — but by the innumerable imitations, reflections, or shadows of lost
illustrated manuscripts that he found in other media and at other times. Biblical
narrative art in every medium, according to this theory, was permeated with the
techniques and modes of book illustration, for it was in books that these images
had been invented and developed. Fifth-century viewers, we are told, would
have recognized in the biblical cycles of the great churches of, for example, Rome
the kind of historical painting associated with text illustration.*

Fundamental to this theory is the tendency to assimilate narrative art in a
simplistic fashion with the written word. Throughout this paper I too have often
used the terms “narrative” and “illustration” in a very loose way. It is time to
acknowledge that they are strongly tendentious. They imply a dominance of the
word over the image, and of literate over visual modes. Intensive work on issues
of literacy and orality in recent years, but going back to the pioneering studies
of Milman Parry in the 1930s, should have made us all aware of aspects of nar-
rative apart from the written one.* Biblical narratives, by the fifth century to be
sure, can be said to have their origin in the biblical text, but many of these stories
— most obviously of the principal events in the life of Christ — were undoubtedly
known by vast numbers of people who would have been unable to read them.
They would have seen them frequently (but not in books) and heard them repeat-
edly. What does this imply?

It has been proposed that the assimilation of monumental biblical cycles with
book illustration of the early period is exemplified in a text generally regarded
as crucial in the history of European art, namely Pope Gregory the Great’s jus-
tification of religious images.*? The crucial passage, in a letter to Bishop Serenus
of Marseilles, reads as follows: “It is one thing to adore a picture, another
through a picture’s story to learn what must be adored. For what writing offers
to those who read it, a picture offers to the ignorant [meaning here the illiterate]
who look at it, since in it the ignorant see what they ought to follow, in it they
read who do not know letters; whence especially for gentiles a picture stands in
place of reading.”®® Further support has been found in the observation that
Gregory was himself applying an argument employed already in the early fifth
century, as we can judge from Neilos of Ankyra’s advice in a letter to the Eparch
Olympiodoros: “Fill the Holy Church on both sides with pictures from the Old
and New Testaments, executed by an excellent painter, so that the illiterate who
are unable to read the Holy Scriptures, may, by gazing at the pictures, become
mindful of the manly deeds of those who have genuinely served the true God,
and may be roused to emulate their feats.”** The authenticity of this particular
passage in Neilos’s text, however, which was quoted by the Iconophiles in the
Council of Nicaea (787), is highly questionable.*® Even if we accept it, we must
ask whether these passages really support the notion that the techniques and
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modes of biblical book illustration were ubiquitous in the early period. Do they
not imply the exact opposite conclusion? Gregory and Neilos nowhere say, “Put
up biblical images in churches because they are like the images we have in biblical
books.” Instead, they make the clearest possible distinction between the biblical
book, which contains the text, which you have to be able to read to understand,
and the church, which contains the image, which you can understand at some
level without being a proficient reader. The position they adopt is very similar to
that of Augustine (of Hippo), who c. 400 castigated those who seek Christ and
his apostles “not in sacred books but in pictures on walls.”

A further proof text cited by those who wish to assimilate early monumental
biblical cycles with book illustration also needs to be reconsidered for present
purposes. It is the description by Gregory of Tours of how, in the middle of the
fifth century (about one hundred years before the time of writing), the wife of
Bishop Namatius of Clermont in the Auvergne organized the decoration of the
church of Saint Stephen that she had built.”” In the translation by O. M. Dalton
the key passage reads: “As she wished [the church interior] to be adorned with
paintings, she used to hold a book upon her knees, in which she read the story
of deeds done of old time, and pointed out to the painters what subjects should
be represented on the walls.”*® Dalton noted that the book in question might
have been “an early illuminated Bible.”** The passage, in this translation, does
indeed conjure up the pious patron, seated in the church with her precious illu-
minated book, turning its pages and pointing to the images that the artists are
to take as their models. But is this what Gregory of Tours wrote or implied?

The second part of the passage could be more literally translated as follows:
“She used to hold a book on her lap and, reading the stories of events of old,
would make known to the painters what should be represented on the walls.”*°
The crux is the precise meaning in this context of the participle indicans (from
a common verb whose primary meaning is not merely “point out” but also
“inform,” “make known,” “declare,” and so forth). It is my contention that
Gregory of Tours did not intend to imply by his choice of language that the
book held by Namatius’s wife was illuminated, merely that she read passages
from it to instruct the artists. The stories she recounted could have been exclu-
sively biblical, but equally they might not have been. Very likely Gregory of
Tours’s knowledge did not extend beyond the main lines of this particular
account into questions of iconography. This passage too, I suggest, is fully
in accord with Augustine’s distinction between “sacred books” and “pictures
on walls.”!

The principal implication of these texts, I suggest, is that most biblical manu-
scripts in the early period did zot have images in them. If this point is accepted,
Gregory the Great, Neilos (supposing his statement worth consideration), Augus-
tine, and Gregory of Tours are all in accord with the surviving evidence in sug-
gesting that the illustration of early biblical manuscripts developed late as a
response to the ubiquitous presence of biblical imagery in other media, not vice
versa. Gregory the Great and Gregory of Tours would certainly have seen images
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in biblical manuscripts (Neilos and Augustine probably not), but this is not
apparent from what either wrote in the context under discussion. Indeed, for
Pope Gregory to have discussed or alluded to illustrated biblical books in his
letter to Bishop Serenus would have seriously weakened his argument.

In conclusion, I propose that the illustrated biblical manuscript was a response
to a Christian demand for and love of sacred images that had been developing
with increasing momentum through the fourth and fifth centuries. I think public
art, in the form of the large and conspicuous cycles of biblical images that began
to appear in churches around 400, must have changed attitudes. And I believe
biblical manuscript illustration was a fifth- and sixth-century response to those
changes. The idea that narrative illustrations in classical manuscripts prepared
the way for a similar phenomenon in Christian manuscripts is not borne out by
the evidence, and both are better considered as parallel and broadly synchronic
developments.** Quite possibly images were introduced into Christian books
only at a relatively late stage due to a combination of factors among which can
be numbered resistance to innovation, lack of need, fear of idolatry, and possible
devaluation of the sacred. As the demand for illustrated books grew through the
fitth and sixth centuries, their producers felt at liberty to experiment with a great
variety of approaches and techniques. Probably those techniques were not used
very widely, however, and I certainly assume that illustrated books in these cen-
turies were much rarer than in the Middle Ages, when they remained most defi-
nitely the exception rather than the rule.

Whereas the massive loss of biblical manuscript material from the early period
is beyond question, it needs to be constantly borne in mind that the illuminated
books considered here have not survived by mere accident, but by a process of
ruthless (although not Darwinian) selectivity over many centuries, involving the
concomitant loss of more workaday volumes. The Sinope Gospels, for example,
should not be considered the tip of an irretrievable iceberg of lost illustrated
sixth-century Gospel Books all written in gold on purple parchment. It is pre-
cisely because the Sinope Gospels was so much more costly and remarkable than
innumerable other manuscripts — or so I would argue — that it was treasured and
preserved while they were allowed to perish. It would thus be better to consider
such a book in metaphorical terms as a surviving fragment of the thin icing from
a large cake of which we now have but a few remaining crumbs. All historical
reconstruction has to take due account not merely of the loss of evidence but of
the unpredictable and unrepresentative nature of what has survived.

Christianity was established and developed as a religion of the book, or rather
of many books. But by the early seventh century it had been transformed to a
remarkable extent into a religion of the image, or rather of many images. The
inclusion of images in biblical manuscripts was not the agent of that change, I
suggest, or even the catalyst that facilitated and accelerated it, but rather one
reponse to it. The Iconoclast Controversy was another, albeit very different,
response, but also another story.
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illumination in the sixth century must have been generally characterized by
classicism and naturalism, and hence that the surviving illuminated biblical
manuscripts, with their very different stylistic agendas, must necessarily be
products of some other centers: compare, e.g., the remarks of Weiztmann
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(asin note 2), 21. Some perceptive critics of style have avoided the issue by omitting
the manuscripts entirely from their discussions: e.g., Kitzinger (as in note 3); see
his disclaimer on p. 6.

I would also include under this broad heading works with full-page images such as
the fourth-century Roman pictorial calendar in codex form (known from seven-
teenth-century copies) generally termed the Calendar of 354 or Filocalus Calendar:
see Henri Stern, Le calendrier de 354, Institut frangais d’archéologie de Beyrouth,
Bibliotheque archéologique et historique, LV, Paris, 1953; Michele Renee Salzman,
On Roman Time: The Codex-Calendar of 354 and the Rhythms of Urban Life in Late
Antiquity, Berkeley, 1990.

Contrast the remarks of William C. Loerke, “The Monumental Miniature,” in Kurt
Weitzmann, William C. Loerke, Ernst Kitzinger, and Hugo Buchthal, The Place of
Book Illumination in Byzantine Art, Princeton, 1975, 61-97, with some discussion
of the older literature on 61-5.

Some starting points are Hans Belting, Likeness and Image (the English version of
his Bild und Kult), Chicago, 1994, esp. chaps. 1-7; Mango, esp. secs. 1-4; still
valuable is Ernst Kitzinger, “Byzantine Art in the Period Between Justinian and
Iconoclasm,” Berichte zum X1. Internationalen Byzantinisten-Kongrefs, 1.1, Munich,
1958; helpful general orientation is provided by Peter Brown, The Cult
of the Smints, Chicago, 1982; idem, Power and Persuasion in Late Antiquity,
Madison, 1992.

Note that Marek-Titien Olszewski, “I’image et sa fonction dans la mosaique byz-
antine des premicres basiliques en Orient: Liconographie chrétienne expliquée par
Cyril de Jérusalem (314-387),” Cahiers archéologiques, XL111, 1995, 9-34, is con-
cerned solely with floor mosaics with “nonbiblical” subject matter.

Friedrich Wilhelm Deichmann, Frihchristliche Bauten und Mosaiken von Ravenna,
Baden-Baden, 1958, pl. 353.

Geyer (as in note 18). The book is problematic for other reasons: see the review by
Rainer Warland (as in note 14), 187-206, and that by Franz Rickert in Gromon,
LX1V, 1992, 507-10.

E.g., Kurt Weitzmann, “The Illustration of the Septuagint,” reprinted in his Studies
in Classical and Byzantine Manuscript Illumination, ed. Herbert L. Kessler,
Chicago, 1971, esp. 48-9. The position is by no means limited to Weitzmann and
his students: see, for example, Otto Picht, Book Illumination in the Middle Ages,
London, 1986, 30, or most recently Franz Richert, “Beobachtungen an den
Quedlinburger Itala-Fragmente,” in Stimuli, Exegese und thy Hermeneutik in Antike
und Christentum: Festschrift fiir Evnst Dassmann, Jahrbuch fiir Antike und Chris-
tentum, Erginzungsband, XXI11, Miinster, 1996, 578-9.

The synagogue paintings at Dura are crucial to this discussion: see Katrin Kogman-
Appel, “Bible Illustration and the Jewish Tradition,” in John Williams (ed.),
Imaging the Early Medieval Bible, University Park, Pa., 1999, 61-96. For the puta-
tive use of illuminated manuscripts as a source, see Kurt Weitzmann and Herbert
L. Kessler, The Frescoes of the Dura Synagogue and Christian Art, Dumbarton Oaks
Studies, XXVIII, Washington, DC, 1990; the contrary view is presented briefly by
Joseph Gutmann, “The Dura Europos Synagogue Paintings: The State of Research,”
in The Synagogue in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee 1. Levine, Philadelphia, 1987, 61-72,
esp. 66-9.
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The position is usefully summarized in Herbert L. Kessler, “Pictures as Scripture
in Fifth-Century Churches,” Studia Artium Orientalis et Occidentalis, 11, 1985,
17-31, esp. 18-20; Kurt Weitzmann’s I/lustrations in Roll and Codex, Studies in
Manuscript Illumination, 11, Princeton, 1947, underpins the argument. A different
perspective is suggested recently in Brian Brennan, “Text and Image: ‘Reading’
the Walls of the Sixth-Century Cathedral of Tours,” Journal of Medieval Latin, 6,
1996, 65-83.

A useful guide, albeit focused primarily on a later period, is M. T. Clanchy, From
Memory to Written Record, 2d ed., Oxford, 1993, 185-345; for the early period,
see also Gamble (as in note 3), 1-41.

E.g., by Kessler (as in note 30), 19; the contrary view is stated briefly by Geyer (as
in note 18), 35 and n. 83.

In general, see Celia M. Chazelle, “Pictures, Books, and the Illiterate: Pope Gregory
I’s Letters to Serenus of Marseilles,” Word and Image, vi, 1990, 138-53; Laurence
G. Duggan, “Was Art Really the ‘Book of the Illiterate’?” Word and Image, V,
1989, 227-51.

Mango, 33; other early texts are discussed in Duggan (as in note 33), 228-9; see
also Christa Belting-Thm, “Zum Verhiltnis von Bildprogrammen und Tituli in der
Apsisdekoration frither westlicher Kirchenbauten,” in Testo ¢ Immagine nell’Alto
Medioevo, Settimane di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi sull’Alto Medioevo, XLI,
Spoleto, 1994, 839-84, esp. 843-7.

H. G. Thiimmel, “Neilos von Ankyra tiber die Bilder,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift,
LXXI, 1978, 10-21.

Non in sanctis codicibus sed in pictis parvietibus quaesierunt, see Chazelle (as in
note 33), 146, citing Augustine, De Consensu Evangelistarum 1. 10, in Patrologin
Latina, XXXIV, col. 1049; see also Guglielmo Cavallo, “Testo e immagine:
Una frontiera ambigua,” in Testo ¢ Immagine (as in note 34), 31-62, esp. 35-6
and 46-8.

E.g., Kessler (as in note 30), 19. Herbert L. Kessler, “Pictorial Narrative and Church
Mission in Sixth-Century Gaul,” Studies in the History of Art, XV1, 1985, 75-91,
esp. 76.

The History of the Franks by Gregory of Tours, ed. and trans. O. M. Dalton, Oxford,
1927, 11, 59. The text is widely available to art historians, reprinted in Caecilia
Davis-Wever, Early Medieval Art, 300-1150, Sources and Documents in the History
of Art, Englewood Clitfs, NJ, 1971, 59.

Dalton (as in note 38), 11, 495, where he also refers to the link between the Cotton
Genesis and S. Marco, and the fact that the mosaics of S. Maria Maggiore “probably
reproduce the miniatures of an illuminated manuscript.”

Ounam cum fucis colorum adornare velit, tenebat librum in sinum suum, legens his-
torias actionis antiquae, pictoribus indicans, quae in pavietibus fingere debevent. See
Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison, Gregorii Episcopi Turomensis Libri Histo-
riarum X, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Scriptores Rerum Merovingicarum,
1.1, Hannover, 1951, 64-5 (book 11, 17).

See note 36.

A more extended discussion, involving all the manuscripts with images from this
period, whatever their textual content, is not possible in the present context. Some
useful signposts are given by Warland (as in note 14).
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Sacred Image, Sacred Power

Gary Vikan

The icon is the legacy of Byzantium (AD 330-1453), the Christian, East Roman
Empire governed from Constantinople. In Greek the word eikon simply means
“image,” and today it is usually understood to mean an abstract religious portrait
painted in egg tempera on a gold-covered wooden board (Figure 9.1). But an
icon could also be a mosaic, or even a coin; it could be elaborate or simple, one
of a kind or mass produced (Weitzmann, 1978, 13ff.). What defined an icon in
Byzantium was neither medium nor style, but rather how the image was used,
and especially, what people believed it to be. An icon was, and in the Orthodox
Church remains, a devotional image, one deserving special reverence and respect
(Byzantine Art, 1964, 269). This is so because an icon is believed to be a holy
image, one which literally shares in the sanctity of the figure whose likeness it
bears. The accepted Orthodox view was succinctly stated nearly twelve centuries
ago by St. Theodore the Studite (Mango, 1972, 173):

Every artificial image . . . exhibits in itself, by way of imitation, the form of its
model . . . the model [is] in the image, the one in the other, except for the differ-
ence of substance. Hence, he who reveres an image surely reveres the person whom
the image shows; not the substance of the image . .. Nor does the singleness of
his veneration separate the model from the image, since, by virtue of imitation,
the image and the model are one. . ..

In the eyes of Orthodoxy, Christ and his icon, the model and its image, are one.
Yet, the divinity of Christ (his ousia or “substance,” as opposed to his prosopon
or “person”) remains distinct from the wood and paint of the panel, which if

Gary Vikan, “Sacred Image, Sacred Power,” pp. 6-19 from Icon (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery,
1988). Copyright © 1988 by The Trust for Museum Exhibitions. Reprinted by permission of Gary
Vikan. This article is also reprinted in Gary Vikan’s collected studies, Sacred Images and Sacred
Power in Byzantium (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003).
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Figure 9.1 Christ “the wisdom of God,” panel painting, ¢.1400. Greek Ministry of
Culture, Archaeological Receipt Fund, Museum of Byzantine Culture, Thessaloniki

covered over loses both picture and holiness. From the point of view of “devo-
tional utility,” the panel as a palpable thing therefore necessarily disappears. For
on the one hand, because of imitation (the fact that it looks like what people
think the historical Jesus looked like), the icon becomes one and the same with
what it portrays, whereas on the other, because of veneration (the Christian’s
devotional attitude toward it), the icon becomes effectively transparent — it is
transformed into a “window” or “door” through which the worshipper gains
access to sanctity. In the words of St. Basil (Mango, 1972, 47), “the honor shown
to the image is transmitted to its model.”

What does this reveal about the art of icon painting? First, it is remarkable that
the icon as a category of object, aesthetic or otherwise, is ignored; there are no
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qualifications placed on what constitutes an icon, what a good icon is, or a bad
one, or how close to the accepted portrait type a painting must come in order to
qualify as an icon. Theodore the Studite goes on to note that an icon will lose
its “iconness” through obliteration, and thereby revert to base substance, but he
begs the more fundamental question of what it takes for substance to become
icon in the first place. To him and those around him it must have been obvious:
an icon was simply what they all recognized to be an icon. Term and object were,
for them, affectively defined: a painting became an icon at the moment when it
began to function as an icon. In this sense, it was created “in the eye of the
beholder,” which suggests that natural phenomena, like clouds, could become
icons too. And in fact, that seems to have been true, at least to judge from stories
like that preserved in the diary of a fifteenth-century Spanish visitor to Constan-
tinople named Clavijo, who describes Christians of that city venerating a slab of
richly veined marble in Hagia Sophia that they thought looked like the Virgin
and Child with St. John the Baptist (Clavijo, 1928, 75):

These figures as I have said are not drawn or painted with any pigment, nor graven
in the stone artificially, but are entirely natural and of its substance; for the stone
evidently was formed thus by nature with this veining. . . . These sacred figures on
the stone appear as if standing on the clouds in the clear heaven, indeed it is as
though a thin veil were drawn before them. . ..

In Byzantium the theory of sacred images and the artistic form they took
were closely intertwined; many have called icons “theology in colors.” When a
Byzantine Christian stood before an icon of Christ he believed himself to be
standing face-to-face with his Savior; this, for him, was a sacred place and
moment of encounter with God. Frontality and direct eye contact were therefore
essential; references to earthly time or “real” space were potentially distracting,
and in any case, irrelevant. Gold backgrounds, bust-length portraits, over-large
eyes, gestures of blessing, “otherworldliness,” timelessness, a sense of transcen-
dental power — these defining characteristics of icons were all dictated by the
theology of sacred images and, more specifically, by the nature of the icon experi-
ence itself. And so, too, was the intense psychological “dialogue” with the
beholder that the style of many icons seems to imply. Christ, through his image,
dramatically confronts the worshipper; he sees into the soul to comfort or
condemn. “His eyes . . .,” so begins a Byzantine description of an image much
like that illustrated in our Figure 9.2, “His eyes are joyful and welcoming to
those who are not reproached by their conscience . . . but to those who are con-
demned by their own judgment, they are wrathful and hostile” (Maguire, 1974,
133: Mesarites, ca. 1200). The right side of Christ’s face (our left) is open, recep-
tive, and welcoming, whereas his left side — Byzantium’s traditional side of judg-
ment and condemnation — is harsh and threatening, the eyebrow arched, the
cheekbone accentuated by shadow, and the mouth drawn down as if in a sneer.
Christ’s judgment, whether comfort or condemnation, is here literally created in
the eye and conscience of the beholder.
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Figure 9.2 Christ, sixth century. Monastery of St Catherine at Mount Sinai

Not all Byzantine icons are portraits; many instead show Gospel scenes, espe-
cially those sacred events evocative of major church holidays, such as Easter,
Christmas, and Epiphany. Because most of these icons have a specific story to
tell, the figures portrayed must somehow be shown interacting, yet at the same
time the image as a whole is subject to the same principles of frontality and
timelessness that, much more easily, shaped the format and style of portrait icons.
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On the restrictive two-dimensional surface of a panel the solution was to suppress
anecdotal detail and to set the actors in three-quarter frontal poses, so that in
effect they are looking out of the picture plane, and thereby engaging the
beholder, at least obliquely, in a shared sacred space (Demus, 1947, 6{f.). Mural
icons, on the other hand, were subject to more flexible rules, insofar as their
supporting architectural surface need not be flat. The Byzantine response, exem-
plified by the Annunciation mosaic at Daphni, was ingenious: the Virgin Mary
is shown frontally, yet at the same time she faces the Archangel Gabriel across
the void created as the squinch which supports them recedes into space — a sacred
space now dramatically charged by the spiritual power they share.

What did the theology of sacred images mean for the artist? When a Byzantine
painter painted an icon, the model before him and the panel in his hands had
to be, in all essential characteristics, identical. Like a scribe transcribing the
Gospels, an icon painter was bound by sacred tradition; he could neither add
nor take away. For an icon to be an icon it must be easily recognizable; its
“image” could no more be subject to change than could a saint, or Christ
himself. Thus, necessarily, an icon of Christ “Almighty” from the fourteenth
century (Figure 9.1) is, in all of its most salient qualities, essentially like one from
the sixth century (Figure 9.2); eight hundred years separate the two, but on first
view they seem virtually identical. In actuality, however, they are not identical,
for Byzantine painters of talent, as these two certainly were, could distinguish
themselves even within a strictly circumscribed iconographic tradition, much as
scribes, through expert calligraphy, could set themselves apart even in transcrib-
ing the Gospels. But by any standard, the icon painter’s art was one of subtleties,
which strove for perfection only over an extended time. Originality and self-
expression as we know and value them in modern art had no counterparts in
Byzantium; there were not “better” icons, or those that were judged inferior,
nor was there talk of originals or copies. And from the point of view of image
theory it could be no other way, since, as Theodore the Studite observed, “every
artificial image . . . exhibits in itself, by way of imitation, the form of the model,”
and the model is “the person whom the image shows.” By definition, then, the
real model behind a Byzantine icon was not another icon (that was the proximate
model only), but rather the deity or saint represented. This means that every
sacred image was a copy, and that none was closer than another to the prototype
(Vikan, “Ruminations”).

But to view Byzantine art simply as an art of copies is, on the one hand, to
misunderstand its broader role in Byzantine culture generally, and on the other,
to misrepresent and grossly undervalue its achievement. Continuity through
replication was not simply a Byzantine workshop practice, nor even was it distinc-
tive to the theology of sacred images; it was a broadly-based religious ideal gov-
erning the actions and relationships of all Christians. Jesus was himself the
ultimate prototype, and the individual — by way of chains of “copies,” from bibli-
cal heros to saints to holy men to local monks — was charged to be his imitator
(Brown, 1983). St. Basil gives the following advice (Saint Basil, 1961, 1, 15{f.):
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[In the scriptures] the lives of saintly men, recorded and handed down to us, lie
before us like living images . . . for our imitation of their good works. And so in
whatever respect each one perceives himself deficient, if he devotes himself to such
imitation, he will discover there, as in the shop of a public physician, the specific
remedy for his infirmity.

Basil’s two key words, image and imitation, are already familiar from icon theory,
and this was no accident, for just a few lines later he draws an explicit parallel
between the workshop practice of artists and the appropriate mimetic behavior
of Christians generally:

... just as painters in working from models constantly gaze at their exemplar and
thus strive to transfer the expression of the original to their artistry, so too he who
is anxious to make himself perfect in all the kinds of virtue must gaze upon the
lives of saints as upon statues, so to speak, that move and act, and must make their
excellence his own by imitation.

For an artist as for a Christian, copying was both normative and good; indeed,
it was among the central ingredients in a millennium of Byzantine piety.

Stated in this way it seems as if the icon painter were little more than a crafts-
man, but this is correct only if icons are judged anachronistically, according to
modern aesthetic notions. For while it is true that originality, self-expression,
and even beauty were not the icon painter’s main goals, other still loftier aims
were in their place. An icon was not simply a work of art, it was a door to heaven,;
but even more than that, an icon was heaven’s door to earth — literally, a channel
through which Christ, the Virgin, or a saint could exercise sacred power among
men. The “spiritual traffic” of sacred images thus moved in both directions, and
icons frequently functioned not simply as devotional images, but as miraculous
images, for converting the heathen, for preserving the Empire, and especially,
for healing the sick (Kitzinger, 1954, 100ft.). A characteristic icon miracle is
recounted in Chapter 118 of the Life of St. Symeon Stylites the Younger (AD
521-92), a column-dwelling holy man whose pilgrimage shrine near Antioch
was renowned for its supernatural healings (van den Ven, 1962,/1970): A hemor-
rhaging woman in Cilicia (i.e. far from the saint’s shrine) invokes Symeon’s aid
with the words: “If only I see your image [icon] I will be saved.” How, one
wonders, can this be? Because “the Holy Spirit which inhabits Symeon covers it
with its shadow.” Thus it is through a spontaneous “spiritual infusion” not unlike
that of the Incarnation that a picture painted by man is believed capable of
healing. Certainly the label “craft” is inappropriate for an art form like this,
which opened vistas to heaven and brought heaven’s power down to earth; and
certainly the makers of this art, anonymous though they were, should not be
considered mere craftsmen.

The idea that iconic verisimilitude alone was enough to gain access to sacred
power was slow to develop in the Byzantine mind. Only by the sixth and seventh
centuries was it well accepted (Kitzinger, 1954, 951t.), and this was long after
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the belief had taken firm root that holy objects (relics) and holy places (pilgrim-
age sites) could channel and deliver miracles (Delehaye, 1933, 50{f.; Vikan,
1982, 1ft.). Moreover, it is remarkable that even at that relatively late period
images were often believed sacred only because their substance was believed
sacred. This hybrid object type might best be called a “relic-icon,” and it came
in at least two distinct but closely related forms. On the one hand there were a
tew famous acheiropoietai, icons “not made by human hands,” foremost of which
was the Mandylion of Edessa: Christ wiped his face with a towel, and the towel
miraculously retained his image. It is an icon because of that image, but it is also
a relic because of Christ’s contact. (And it was the source of miracles, including
the defeat of the Persian army at the gates of Edessa in AD 544; Cameron, 1980.)
On the other hand, there were the many types of pilgrim eulogini (“blessings”)
that were then becoming popular (Vikan, 1982, 101tf.). Usually these were small
portions of earth, wax, oil, or water which had been sanctified by contact with
a relic or holy person, and then mechanically impressed by a stamp (into the
solid material itself, or onto the vessel containing the liquid) with an appropriate
image of whatever or whoever was the source of the sanctification. They are icons
because of that image, but they are also relics because of sacred contact. The
most characteristic representatives of this category of relic-icon are Symeon
Tokens — hardened bits of earth from the “Miraculous Mountain” of Symeon
Stylites, sanctified by direct contact with the saint (or his column), and stamped
with an image of Symeon atop his column.

The surprising fact about the Edessa Mandylion and Symeon Tokens is that
both are known to have existed first simply as sacred objects, without images.
Averil Cameron (1980) has shown how the Edessa “towel” — which according
to early texts was not a cloth at all; but a papyrus letter from Christ to Edessa’s
King Abgarus — literally “acquired” its sacred image in the later sixth century,
long after it had become a popular and potent non-iconic relic. And regarding
Symeon Tokens, one need only read the saint’s Life to discover how frequently
his miracle-working earth was dispensed without its stamped icon. For both
towel and token, images were associated with sacred power, but this association
came only after the fact. Apparently relics without images were good, but relics
with images were even better. Why? One senses at least part of the answer in the
intimate link, even from the earliest years of the cult of relics, between miracu-
lous imagery and the quasi-mystical relic experience. St. Jerome’s account of
Paula’s first encounter with the wood of the True Cross (ca. 400) is typical
(Wilkinson, 1977): “she fell down and worshipped . . . as if she could see the
Lord hanging on it.” Proximity to a holy object evoked in Paula a profound
spiritual experience, and that experience had a strongly visual dimension; one
even suspects that her vision was somehow a necessary condition for her experi-
ence of the deity’s physical presence — a presence which was certainly potential,
but perhaps not fully realized, in the relic itself.

The evidence from Symeon’s “Miraculous Mountain,” about two centuries
later, is much more explicit. Chapter 231 of the saint’s Life describes the
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misgivings of a father who is told to return home from his pilgrimage with his
still gravely ill son to await Symeon’s cure (van den Ven, 1962/1970). “The
power of God . . .is efficacious everywhere,” assures the saint. “Therefore, take
this enlogia [“blessing”] made of my dust, depart, and when you look at the
imprint of our image, it is us that you will see.” The father is being offered — in
the form of a Symeon Token — two distinct assurances that his son will eventu-
ally be saved: the blessed earth, a well-known eulogin whose powers he must
already have recognized, and the saint’s image impressed on it. Somehow, when
they return home and gaze on that image, father and son will in effect be con-
fronted with a vision of the saint himself. But why should that be reassuring?
The answer comes later in the same story. The man’s third son falls ill and he,
too, asks to be taken to the “Miraculous Mountain.” But his father recalls the
instructions of the saint and assures him that Symeon will come to visit him
there, at home, and he will be healed. At this point — assumedly with Symeon
Token in hand — the young man gasps and calls out, “St. Symeon, have pity on
me.” He then turns to his father and cries, “Get up quickly, throw on incense,
and pray, for the servant of God, St. Symeon, is before me. . . .” In that moment
Symeon appears in a vision, attacks (through his enlogin) the demon that has
tormented the youth, and saves him.

Other Symeon miracles suggest the same scenario — namely, that a vision of
the saint was instrumental in making eftective the miraculous powers of his
earthen enlogin, and that the vision could be induced by a man-made image.
And the same was true at other Early Byzantine loca sancta (“holy sites”). As
incubation (sleeping near relics) was instrumental to miraculous healing at “Holy
Doctor” shrines like those of Sts. Cosmas and Damian, Cyrus and John, and
Artemios, so a dream-like vision of the saint was instrumental to successful
incubation (Vikan, 1984, 73). And this vision seems most often to have been
induced by images of the saint set up around the shrine. The common denomi-
nator is clear: seeing the saint through his icon ensured his presence, and his
presence ensured the miraculous efficacy of his relic. In other words, the power
of the relic was being “triggered” and released by the saint’s icon.

But this seems not to have been the sole, or perhaps even the main reason for
adding images to relics. One need only survey the iconography of these “added
pictures” to discover that most of them share something surprising in common:
they repeat distinguishing architectural elements of the relic shrine from which
they were issued. This is especially prevalent among the so-called Palestinian
Ampullae — small pewter flasks of sixth- to seventh-century date which, having
been filled with oil sanctified by contact with the True Cross, were carried home
as medico-magical pilgrim eulogini from the Shrine of the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem (Vikan, 1982, 20ff.). Nearly all, as one might expect, bear some
imagery evocative of the two major biblical events that had taken place at that
tamous locus sanctus — namely, the Crucifixion and the Resurrection. But surpris-
ingly, most interpose between the two Marys and the Angel in the scene of the
Women at the Tomb a small piece of architecture that clearly corresponds in its
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most salient features (columns, pointed roof, grilles) to what we know the Holy
Sepulchre itself looked like at the time. Certainly this was not simply a visual
reminder of what the pilgrim had just seen, nor could it have been intended liter-
ally to illustrate the Gospel narrative, which describes a simple rock-hewn grave.
The point must instead have been to capture, through iconic verisimilitude,
a portion of the sacred power, the eulogia, which emanated on-site from the
Jerusalem shrine.

For the pilgrim the enlogin was the spiritually-charged “blessing” received
from a holy place, holy object, or holy person (Vikan, 1982, 10ft.). Most often
it came through physical contact, which could either be direct but fleeting, for
example, by kissing the wood of the True Cross, or indirect but concrete, for
example, through oil that had itself touched the True Cross. Both modes, of
course, depended for their spiritual efficacy on the commonly held conviction
that sanctity and its power were in some measure transferrable through touch
(Vikan, 1982, 5). But there were other, more “iconic” ways of gaining the power
of the enlogin. For example, an anonymous pilgrim from Piacenza, traveling
south through Palestine around 570, describes the following scenes at Mount
Gilboa (Wilkinson, 1977, 85):

...when we had travelled straight down for twenty miles [from Jerusalem] we
came to Mount Gilboa, where David killed Goliath. [. . .] Goliath’s resting-place
is there in the middle of the road, and there is a pile of wood at his head. There
is also a heap of stones — such a mountain of them that there is not a pebble left
for a distance of 20 miles, since anyone going that way makes a gesture of contempt
by taking three stones and throwing them at his grave.

In the Valley of Gethsemane this same pilgrim lies on each of the three
couches upon which Christ had reclined during the night of his betrayal, “. . . to
gain their blessing.” Similarly, at Cana he reclines at the wedding table where
Christ had reclined, fills with wine one of the two surviving jugs in which Christ
had transformed water into wine, then lifts it to his shoulder and offers it at the
altar — again, “...to gain a blessing.” In each instance the Piacenza pilgrim
performs an appropriate imitative action at the appropriate locus sanctus; the
sacred spot provides his stage and the relics his props.

From these and many other similar stories it is clear that the ritualized reen-
actment of biblical events was a central ingredient in the pilgrim’s experience
(Vikan, “Pilgrims”). The reenactment might be performed privately, as it was at
Mount Gilboa and Cana, or it might be performed communally, as it frequently
was in Jerusalem as part of public liturgical processions. On Palm Sunday, for
example, a special afternoon service held on the Mount of Olives would conclude
with the Gospel account of the Triumphal Entry (Wilkinson, 1971, 74, 132f.).
Then the entire congregation, with palm fronds in hand, would escort the bishop
down from the Mount and into the city along the path once followed by Jesus.
A similar dramatic reenactment was staged each Sunday morning in the Anastasis
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Rotunda before the Holy Sepulchre; a late fourth-century Spanish pilgrim,
Egeria, describes the scene (Wilkinson, 1971, 125):

... at [the first cock crow] the bishop enters, and goes into the cave of the Anastasis
[i.c. the Holy Sepulchre]. [. . .] After [the recitation of] three Psalms and prayers,
[the clergy] take censers into the cave of the Anastasis so that the whole . . . basilica
is filled with the smell. Then the bishop, standing inside the screen, takes the
Gospel book and goes to the door, where he himself reads the account of the
Lord’s resurrection. At the beginning of the reading the whole assembly groans
and laments at all the Lord underwent for us. . . .

Such a highly theatrical event must have left the pilgrim with a deep spiritual
and visual impression. The service was celebrated on the day of the Resurrection
in the shrine which was taken to be its proof, and from the very spot where the
angel once announced the good news to the two Marys, a bishop now announces
the same news to the assembled congregation.

Such reenactments might be taken as a natural extension of the mandate for
Christian mimesis expressed by, among others, St. Basil. But more specifically,
these were the ritualized actions and the empathic identification which gave
shape and meaning to the pilgrim’s day-to-day existence; this was how he expe-
rienced the locus sanctus and this was how he secured for himself the transfer of
its enlogin. It was as if that congregation in the Anastasis Rotunda, the bishop
and clergy, and the Holy Sepulchre itself converged for a moment to become a
“living icon” of the Resurrection. For like an icon, they, by virtue of iconographic
verisimilitude, collectively joined the chain of imparted sanctity leading back to
the archetype, to the sacred biblical event itself. And in doing so they achieved
what Theodore the Studite said all icons achieved: identity of image and model.
These pilgrims did not merely touch the holy site, nor were they satisfied just to
take away its blessed oil; they wanted to be, at least briefly, iconically one
and the same with it. And this, at least in part, is how they gained access to its
sacred power.

This, too, is one way they took that sacred power home with them: in the
form of enlogin images that were (as they just had been) iconically one and
the same with the Jocus sanctus. These were not simply “triggers” to enhance
the efficacy of the relic; they were potent forms of spiritual power in their own
right. This is clear from the frequency with which such images began to appear
alone, without relics, yet still in contexts which presuppose the presence of sacred
power. Especially revealing are many Early Byzantine amulets, which bear ico-
nography originally developed for and popularized among pilgrim exlogiai. In
this case, the sanctified oil of the Palestinian Ampulla is gone, but the site’s dis-
tinctive image remains — though now it is simply impressed into a copper disc
with a hole at the top to allow for its suspension around the neck as amuletic
jewelry. Side by side, amulet and enlogia look much the same, but what has
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happened to distinguish them is profound in its implications for the cult of sacred
images. For the sanctity and miraculous power formerly thought transferrable
only through physical contact is now believed transferrable simply by iconic
verisimilitude. The theology of sacred images implicit in such objects is the same
as that explicit in the contemporary Life of Symeon Stylites: “If only I see your
image [icon] I will be saved ... [for] the Holy Spirit which inhabits Symeon
covers it with its shadow.” Relics have helped to give birth to icons, and those
icons — now fully liberated from their relics — are free to function and develop
on their own.
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The Umayyad Dome of the
Rock in Jerusalem

Oleg Grabar

It is a commonplace of classical Islamic religious writing that the Prophet himself
considered Mekkah, Madinah, and Jerusalem as the three holiest places of the
faith. All three centers were places of pilgrimage and in them liturgical require-
ments, sacred memories, and traditions acquired a monumental expression.'
Medieval writers and modern scholars and travelers have often described the
religious topography of the Muslim holy places and the significance of the numer-
ous structures erected on these sacred spots. But the problem is not only one of
description and identification. The question must also be raised whether the
current identifications of holy places and their present architectural expression
date from the earliest times of Islam, and, if not, when and why these identifica-
tions were made and the monuments built. In other words the major sanctuaries
of Islam must be considered in their historical context. For the mosque of
Madinah, for instance, we possess the masterly study by J. Sauvaget, who suc-
ceeded, on the basis of texts and a limited archeological documentation, in
reconstructing in detail the nature of this central monument of Islamic religious
architecture in the Umayyad period.

In the case of Jerusalem, the problem presents itself differently. First, in
dealing with the Haram al-Sharif, we are not dealing with a new holy area, as
in Madinah, but with one of the most ancient sacred spots on earth. Second, in
Jerusalem, the monuments themselves are better known. The Dome of the Rock
is still essentially the Umayyad building. The Agsa mosque, to be sure, has
undergone numerous reconstructions, but recent studies by K. A. C. Creswell,

Oleg Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem,” pp. 33-62 from Ars Orientalis:
The Arts of Islam and The East, Vol. 3 (Freer Gallery of Art, Smithsonian Institution Fine Arts
Department, University of Michigan, 1959). Copyright © 1959 by Oleg Grabar. Reprinted by
permission of the author.

147



Oleg Grabar

J. Sauvaget, and especially R. W. Hamilton, have given us a good idea of the
nature of the Umayyad mosque. The problem, therefore, is neither reconstruc-
tion nor dating, but essentially interpretation: if we consider the long tradition
of Mount Moriah as a sacred place, what was its significance in the eyes of the
Muslims? The fada’il or religious guidebooks for pilgrims of later times provide
us with an answer for the period which followed the Crusades, but it may be
questioned whether all the complex traditions reported about the Haram at that
time had already been formulated when the area was taken over by the Arabs.
Through its location, through its inscription, and through its mosaics, the Dome
of the Rock itself provides us with three strictly contemporary documents, which
have not so far been fully exploited in an attempt to define the meaning of the
structure at the time of its construction. The Dome of the Rock is especially
important in being not only the earliest remaining monument of Islam, but, in
all likelihood, the earliest major construction built by the new masters of the
Near East. The first mosques in Kafah, Basrah, Fustat, and Jerusalem were cer-
tainly not very imposing structures; little is known about Mu‘awiyah’s secular
constructions in Damascus, but it is not likely that they were done on a very
lavish scale. The Dome of the Rock, on the other hand, has remained to this
day one of the most remarkable architectural and artistic achievements of Islam.
It is therefore important to attempt to understand its meaning to those who lived
when it was built.

Discussion of the meaning of Jerusalem, and especially of the Haram al-
Sharif, in medieval times is greatly simplified since most of the geographical and
descriptive texts dealing with the city have been gathered by Father Marmariji,
and since many of them have been translated into English by G. LeStrange,?
into German by Gildmeister,* into Russian by Miednikov,” and into French by
Father Marmarji.® Furthermore, the inscriptions found on the Haram have been
published and analyzed by Max van Berchem in the second series of his
Matériaux pour un Corpus Inscritpionum Arabicarum.” But, except for Mied-
nikov, whose conclusions have been summarized and by and large accepted by
Caetani in his Annali dell’Islam, and to a certain extent by van Berchem, these
authors have dealt largely with purely descriptive texts, for the most part taken
from geographers, and have only too rarely tried to set the building up of the
Haram area by the Muslims within the historical circumstances of the time.

The Dome of the Rock is dated in the year 72 AH/AD 691-2 and there is
some evidence that it was begun in 69.* It has been described many times and
its location (on a platform to the north of center of the vast artificial esplanade
of the Haram al-Sharif), as well as its plan (an octagonal structure consisting of
two octagonal ambulatories and a circular area within which lies the Rock;
Figure 10.1), is familiar to all travelers to Palestine and to all students of Muslim
archeology. K. A. C. Creswell and Mademoiselle van Berchem have dealt in great
detail with the character and the origins of the building and of its mosaics,” and
Creswell has analyzed the purpose of the building, but only briefly and, as will
be shown, incompletely. In this study, as far as possible, only texts earlier than
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Figure 10.1 The Dome of the Rock: general view. akg-images/Jean-Louis Nou

the Crusades will be used, for the Crusades superimposed over the earlier Jewish
and Muslim traditions a whole series of more or less artificial Christian ones
which confuse all problems connected with the Haram and often prevent certain
identifications. As Max van Berchem has shown in a number of cases,'® the con-
scious attempt by Saladin to reconvert all buildings to their ancient usage was
not always successful and has at times led to extraordinary misunderstandings."!
It is also quite certain that the numerous legends and traditions which are associ-
ated with the Haram in the group of f2da’l of the Mamlik period were not
introduced in the Umayyad period.'” The comparative simplicity of the legends
accepted even in Ayyubid times is now fully shown by the published and trans-
lated K. al-Ziyarat of al-Harawi.'** Except in a few cases it is almost impossible
to determine exactly when a specific tradition or identification of a holy place
with a sacred event became sufficiently common to be accepted and propagated
by the spiritual Baedekers of a given time, but in the early period of Islam the
religious system and the spiritual life of the faithful were yet too simple — or too
disorganized — to allow for as definitive and complete a system of religious-topo-
graphical associations as appears in later writing. More often than not later tradi-
tions tend to confuse rather than clarify the essential issue of the purpose and
origin of the Umayyad structure.

As far as the Umayyad Dome of the Rock is concerned, two explanations are
generally given for its construction. The first has the apparent merit of agreeing
quite well with the historical circumstances of the years 66—72 AH, and it has
been adopted by Creswell after having been introduced by Goldziher. This inter-
pretation is based on texts of al-Ya‘qiibi (260 AH/AD 874)," a shi‘ite brought up
in Baghdad who had traveled widely throughout the empire, and Eutychius (d.
328 AH/AD 940),"* a melkite priest from Alexandria, It is also found in other
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authors before the Crusades such as al-Muhallabi*® and Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih,'® but
there are indications (a series of errors with respect to attributions and dates
about which more will be said below) which suggest that in reality we are dealing
with one major tradition, or possibly two, which have been passed on through
specific historiographic channels. All these authors claim that the reason for
building a sanctuary in Jerusalem was that, since Ibn al-Zubayr was in possession
of Mekkah, ‘Abd al-Malik wanted to divert pilgrims from the Hijaz by establish-
ing the Palestinian city as the religious center of Islam. And it has been asserted
that the plan of the Dome of the Rock, with two ambulatories around the Rock
itself, originated with the liturgical requirements of the tawaf"’

This interpretation of the Muslim sanctuary has been very recently criticized
by S. D. Goitein in a brief communication on the background of the Dome of
the Rock.'® His argument is partly negative. He points out that the statements
of al-Ya'qub1 and Eutychius are unique in the annals of early Muslim historio-
graphy and that as momentous an attempt as that of changing the site of the
hajj could not have been overlooked by such careful historians as al-Tabart and
al-Baladhuri, and especially not by a local patriot like al-Maqdisi. Furthermore
it would have been politically unsound for ‘Abd al-Malik to have “marked himself
as Kafir, against whom the Jihad was obligatory.” The theologians of his entou-
rage were not likely to have approved of it. Al-Ya'qub1 does say that ‘Abd al-Malik
leaned on the testimony of al-ZuhrT to justify his decision, but the statement is
hardly creditable, since al-Zuhri was barely 20 years old at the time."” An impor-
tant point of Goitein’s article is to have brought attention to the unfortunately
still largely unpublished Ansab al-Ashraf of al-Baladhuri. In the description
found there of al-Hajjaj’s operations around Mekkah, it is made clear that the
Syrian forces considered Mekkah as the center for pilgrimage. Before starting for
Mekkah the soldiers are told that they must be ready for the pilgrimage; during
the fighting al-Hajjaj requests permission for his troops to make the tawaf; and
there appears to have been a fairly constant stream of people going on pilgrimage
in spite of the fighting.?® It may also be pointed out that al-Hajjaj would not
have taken such pains to restore the Ka‘bah to its original shape, had it been
replaced in the mind of the Umayyads by the new building in Jerusalem. And a
statement in Tabarl to the effect that in 68 AH at least four different groups went
on pilgrimage shows beyond doubt that, at that time at least, the bitter factional
strifes between Muslims were held somewhat in abeyance during the pilgrim-
age.”! Goitein also shows that the accounts of al-Ya‘qiibi and of Eutychius contain
errors which indicate that they were highly partisan in their opposition to the
Umayyads and not always in full control of the facts. Eutychius and al-Muhallabt
attribute to al-Walid, ‘Abd al-Malik’s successor, an attempt to divert the pilgrim-
age to Jerusalem,** while al-Ya‘qiibi adds that the practice of having the /ajj in
the Palestinian city continued throughout the Umayyad period. Finally it is
doubtful whether the comparatively small area of the Dome of the Rock could
have been conveniently used for the long and complex ceremony of the tawafi*®
and it may be argued that, had ‘Abd al-Malik wanted to replace Mekkah, he
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would have chosen a type of structure closer in plan to the Ka’bah than the
Dome of the Rock, since the sacramental and inalterable character of the Mekkan
sanctuary is fully apparent in its several reconstructions, and, in particular, in
that of al-Hajjaj.**

The second explanation for the Dome of the Rock was destined to become
the one that was, and still is, generally accepted by the faithful. It is connected
with the complex problem of the exegesis of surah 17, verse 1, of the Koran:
“Glorified be He Who carried His servant [7.e., Muhammad] by night from the
masjid al-haram [i.e., Mekkah] to the masjid al-aqsi [i.c., the farthest place of
worship].” As early as the first part of the second century, the biographer of the
Prophet, Ibn Ishaq, connected this Night-Journey (s72°) with the no less complex
Ascension (mi‘ray) of Muhammad, and claimed that the masjid al-aqsa was in
fact in Jerusalem and that it is from Jerusalem that the Prophet ascended into
heaven.?® Al-Ya'qiibi mentions in his account the fact that the Rock in the Haram
al-Sharif is “the rock on which it is said that the Messenger of God put his foot
when he ascended into heaven.”?® Furthermore all the geographers describing
the area mention a great number of qubbahs, maqams, mihrabs, etc. . . . con-
nected with the events of Muhammad’s Ascension. It might thus be suggested
that the Dome of the Rock was built as a sort of martyrium to a specific incident
of Muhammad’s life.?” The arguments could be further strengthened by the fact
that, without doubt, the architecture of the Dome of the Rock follows in the
tradition of the great Christian martyria and is closely related to the architecture
of the Christian sanctuaries in Jerusalem, one of which commemorated the
Ascension of Christ.

But, just like the first one, this explanation leads to more problems than it
solves. A. A. Bevan has shown that among early traditionists there are many who
do not accept the identification of the masjid al-aqsi, and among them are to
be found such great names as al-Bukhari and Tabari.?® both Ibn Ishag and al-
Ya'qub1 precede their accounts with expressions which indicate that these are
stories which are not necessarily accepted as dogma.” It was suggested by
J. Horovitz that in the early period of Islam there is little justification for assum-
ing that the Koranic expression in any way referred to Jerusalem.** But, while
Horovitz thought that it referred to a place in heaven, A. Guillaume’s careful
analysis of the earliest texts (al-Waqid1 and al-Azraqi, both in the later second
century AH) has convincingly shown that the Koranic reference to the masjid
al-aqsa applies specifically to al-Ji‘ranah, near Mekkah, where there were two
sanctuaries (masjid al-adna and masjid al-agsa), and where Muhammad
sojourned in dhir al-gadah of the eighth year after the Hijrah.* A. Guillaume
also indicates that the concepts of is72’ and mi‘raj were carefully separated by
earlier writers and that Ibn Ishaq seems to have been the first one, insofar as our
present literary evidence goes, to connect them with each other. A last argument
against accepting the association between the Ascension and the Dome of the
Rock as dating from the time of the construction is archeological in nature. As
has been mentioned, all early writers enumerate a series of holy places on the

151



Oleg Grabar

Haram area, many of which still stand today, most having been rebuilt after
Saladin’s reconquest of Jerusalem. Next to the Dome of the Rock stood — as it
still stands today — the gubbah almi‘raj, the martyrium of the Ascension. Had
the first and largest of all buildings on the Haram (outside of the congregational
mosque on its southern end called al-Agsa) been built as a martyrium to the
Ascension of Muhammad, there would certainly not have been any need for a
second martyrium. And the Persian traveler Nasir-i Khusraw, one of the first to
attempt a systematic explanation of all the buildings of the Haram, still considers
the Rock under the Dome simply as the place where Muhammad prayed before
ascending into heaven from the place where the qubbah al-mi‘raj stands.*

It appears then that the textual evidence is incomplete and cannot provide us
with a satisfactory explanation of the purpose for which ‘Abd al-Malik built the
Dome of the Rock. It is, therefore, necessary to turn to the internal evidence
provided by the building itself. The Dome of the Rock can be analyzed from
three different points of view: its location, its architecture and decoration, and
the inscription (240 meters long) inside the building, which is the only strictly
contemporary piece of written evidence we possess. While none of these could
alone explain the Dome of the Rock, an analysis of all three points can lead to
a much more complex and, at the same time, much more precise explanation
than has been offered hitherto of the reasons which led to the erection of the
first major monument of the new Islamic civilization.

The first question to be raised is that of the location of the building. More specifi-
cally, since it can be shown that the Rock was not considered at the time as the
place whence Muhammad ascended into heaven, why was it chosen as the obvious
center of the structure? In order to answer this question, we must ask ourselves
what significance the Rock had at the time of the Muslim conquest and whether
there is any evidence for a Muslim explanation of the Rock at the time of the con-
quest or between the conquest and the building of the Dome by ‘Abd al-Malik.

The exact function of the Rock in the earliest times is still a matter of con-
jecture. While there is no doubt that the Haram was the site of the Solomonic
temple, there is no definite Biblical reference to the Rock. Whether it was “the
threshing-floor of Ornan the Jebusite” (I Chron. 3:1; IT Sam. 14:18), whether
it was an ancient Canaanite holy place fitted by Solomon into the Jewish Temple,
perhaps as a podium on which the altar stood,*® or whether it was the “middle
of the court” which was hallowed by Solomon at the consecration of the Temple
(I Kings, 8:63—4) cannot be certainly determined.’* The Herodian reconstruc-
tion of the Temple is not any clearer, as far as the Rock is concerned. From the
Mishnah Middoth it would appear that the Rock was only a few inches above the
level of the terrace and that it was used as a cornerstone in the Herodian build-
ing.’ Nowhere have I been able to find definite evidence for an important litur-
gical function of the Rock.

But in medieval times Mount Moriah in general and the Rock in particular
were endowed in Jewish legend with a complex mythology. Mount Moriah,
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through its association with the Temple, became the omphalos of the earth, where
the tomb of Adam was to be found and where the first man was created.*® But
another, more specific, tradition was attached to the Rock, that of the sacrifice
of Abraham, through a confusion between the land of Moriah (Gen. 22:2) and
Mount Moriah.” It is not possible to say when the confusion first occurred, but
it is already found in Josephus in the first century AD, and it became common
throughout Talmudic literature.*® In other words, in the Jewish tradition, the
Rock and the area surrounding it acquired mystical significance as the site of the
Holy of Holies and became associated with a series of legends involving major
figures of the Biblical tradition, especially Abraham and Isaac. The importance
accorded to the Haram and to the Rock by the Jews is evidenced in early medi-
eval times by the statement of the Pilgrim of Bordeaux who mentions a lapis
pertusus “to which the Jews come every year and which they anoint,”** probably
a reference to the Rock itself which appears here to be thought of as a tangible
remnant of the Temple.

During the Roman and Byzantine period, the whole Haram area was left
unoccupied,* but, under Christian rule, the Holy City itself witnessed a new
and remarkable development. This development took placed in the “New
Jerusalem,” and no Christian sanctuary appears to have been built on the area
of the Haram, since the prophecy of the destruction of the Temple had to be
fulfilled. There is some evidence in patristic literature that the Jewish associations
were accepted by some Christians.*! But, with the building of the Holy Sepul-
chre, the omphalos of the earth was transferred to another hill of Jerusalem,
Golgotha, and together with it were also transferred the associations between
Jerusalem and Adam and Jerusalem and Abraham.*?

Such then appears to have been the situation at the time of the Muslim con-
quest: the Jewish tradition considered the Haram area as the site of the Temple
and the place of Abraham’s sacrifice and Adam’s creation and death, while the
Christian tradition had moved the latter two to a new site.

The main features of the chronology of the conquest of Jerusalem are fairly
clear and have been fully stated by chroniclers and discussed by scholars.** That
the taking of the Holy City was a major moment in the conquest of Syria is
apparent both in the fact that the Christians demanded the presence of “Umar
himself for the signing of the treaty of capitulation and in the fact that “Umar
acquiesced. Once the treaty was signed, “Umar, accompanied by the patriarch
Sophronius, was led through the city. But as this “tour” of the Holy City was
endowed by later writers with a series of more or less legendary incidents, it is
not very easy to ascertain what happened. There are two points on which most
sources, carly or late, Muslim or not, seem to agree. First it seems that “Umar
was definitely intent on seeing one specific site in the Holy City. All sources agree
on that, and, in later traditions, his quest and the patriarch Sophronius’ opposi-
tion to it were transformed into a dramatic contest.** Second, the early sources
do not refer to the Rock as the main object of “‘Umar’s quest, but to the Haram
area in general, which is seen as the place where the Jewish Temple stood, the
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mihrab Dawiid of the Koran (38:20-1), the naos tén Ioudaién of Theophanes.*®
The Greek text only mentions “Umar’s interest in the area of the Jewish Temple
and adds later that a Muslim sanctuary was built on the place of the Jewish
Temple.*® The tradition transmitted by Tabari does mention the Rock, but it
plays no part in the prayer and recitations (Kor. 38) made by the caliph when he
reached the Haram area, and “Umar rejects the suggestion made to him by Ka‘b,
a Jewish convert, that the Rock be on the ¢iblab side of the Muslim sanctuary.
His reason is that this would be reverting to the Jewish practice. Eutychius also
mentions the Rock and implies that Sophronius succeeded in persuading “Umar
to take over the Jewish Temple area in exchange for a treaty which would leave
the rest of Jerusalem free of mosques. In his relation of the discovery of the Rock
and of the construction of the mosque, he follows a tradition similar to Tabar1’s,
but without naming Ka‘b.*” Al-Musharraf emphasizes the fact that “‘Umar was
looking for the place where the Temple of Solomon stood; he does mention the
Night Journey of the Prophet, but not the Rock.*® Agapius of Manbij, a con-
temporary of Eutychius, does not mention either Rock or Ascension, but simply
states that “Umar ordered the building of a mosque on the site of the Jewish
Temple.*

Whenever it is mentioned in these texts, the Rock, together with the whole
Haram area, appears as the symbol of the Jewish Temple. But the Rock itself is
not taken into any particular consideration by “‘Umar. It may be, as is suggested
by Eutychius, that “Umar was merely looking for a large area on which to build
a mosque and that Sophronius used the Jewish background of the Haram to try
to persuade the caliph to build the mosque in the empty space of the Haram.
But it is perhaps more likely in the face of the enormous impact of Jewish tradi-
tions on early Islam, and specifically on ‘Umar at the time of the conquest of
Jerusalem,*” that “Umar was genuinely interested in reviving the ancient Jewish
holy site, inasmuch as it had been the first Muslim giblah.>' At any rate, the
Muslims took over the Haram area with a definite knowledge and consciousness
of its implication in the Jewish tradition as the site of the Temple.

But the later chroniclers are very clear in pointing out that the caliph
withstood pressures to transform the site into a major center of Muslim worship.
This fact in itself has important implications. It shows, on the one hand, that
‘Umar was subject to many pressures from Jewish and Christian groups to take
up their religious quarrels. The caliph wisely remained aloof from these and
thereby emphasized the unique character of the new faith in the face of the two
older ones. But, at the same time, in building anew on the Temple area, even
though in primitive fashion, the Muslims committed a political act:* taking
possession for the new faith of one of the most sacred spots on earth and altering
the pattern imposed on that spot by the Christian domination, without restoring
it to its Jewish splendor. But, in all these undertakings the Rock itself played but
a minor part.

Some sixty years after the conquest of Jerusalem, however, the Rock will
become the center of the whole area. The question is what occurred between

154



The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem

the time of “Umar and the reign of ‘Abd al-Malik. The texts, so far as I have
been able to ascertain, are silent on this score and we will have to turn to other
sources to find a solution. If we consider only the location of the building and
the traditions which were associated with it, two possible solutions can be envis-
aged, since neither the Ascension of Muhammad nor the imitation of the Ka‘bah
can be accepted. One would be that ‘Abd al-Malik decided to commemorate the
Jewish Temple, and therefore built a ciborium over what was thought to be the
only tangible remnant of the structure. There is no evidence for this, nor is it
likely that ‘Abd al-Malik had such an idea in mind at a time when the Islamic
state was fairly well settled. A second reason might be that the Muslims had
brought back to the Rock and to Mount Moriah in general the localization of
some biblical event of significance to them, for instance the sacrifice of Abraham.
As such the hypothesis is not impossible. The importance of the “Friend of God”
(khalil Allak) in the Koran is well known and it is equally well known that
Abraham was considered as the ancestor of the Arabs.?® In later times the major
events of his later life were associated with Mekkah or the neighborhood of
Mekkah;** and it is interesting to note that the life of Adam was also transferred
to the Holy City of Arabia, just as Abraham and Adam had moved together from
Mount Moriah to the Golgotha in Jerusalem. But is there any definite evidence
about the localization of the sacrifice of Abraham in the early Islamic period?
Our only almost contemporary source is John of Damascus. In his account
of heresies, he has several extremely interesting pages on Islam. As far as Abraham
is concerned, he relates that the Black Stone in Mekkah was supposed to have
been either the place where Abraham had intercourse with Agar or the place
where he tied his camel when he was about to sacrifice Isaac.’® Neither one of
these stories is a common Muslim interpretation of the Ka‘bah and it may be
wondered whether this text does not reflect a calumnious Christian tradition.
On the other hand the insistence with which John of Damascus “disproves” that
the sacrifice of Abraham took place in Mekkah should be construed as indicating
that the idea was fairly common at the time in Muslim circles. In the Muslim
tradition itself the problem is complicated by uncertainty whether Isaac or Isma’il
was the object of the sacrifice.®® Tabari, after a lengthy consideration of the
problem, leans toward Isaac, both in his history and in his #zaf377; so do al-Kisa1”
and Ibn Qutaybah.”® It seems true that in the early period the official Muslim
tradition tended to consider Isaac as the dhabih.>® Tabarl does not try to give a
specific place for the event, but he does bring out one tradition which maintains
that the sacrifice took place two mils from Jerusalem at a place called Qutt or
Qatt.®® Al-Ya‘qaibi, as usual, relates the standard hagiographical tradition and
puts the event at Mina. But he acknowledges that the People of the Book set the
sacrifice in the “land of the Amorites in Syria.”®" Al-KisaT relates that the dream
of Abraham took place in Jerusalem, but omits any specific mention of the place
of sacrifice.®” Many other writers have omitted any reference to the location. In
other words, as far as one can gather, it is impossible to say that the sacrifice of
Abraham was, in early Islamic times, definitely connected with any one specific
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place, whether around Mekkah or Jerusalem. Both identifications were made and
the tradition is obviously uncertain, but the majority of the early traditionists
and chroniclers have tended to think of Isaac as the sacrificed one and hence of
Palestine as the place of sacrifice. The evidence of John of Damascus can be
explained through the common polemical device of attacking the opponent’s
position, even when it is uncertain, in its weakest side. Furthermore there are
indications, in the known descriptions of Jerusalem, that certain places on the
Haram were definitely associated with Abraham.®® And one writer, Nasir-i
Khusraw, some 50 years before the Crusades, recorded that the footprints on
the Rock were those left by Isaac when, together with his father, he came to the
Temple area.®* Thus even in the eleventh century there still was a lingering
memory in Muslim circles of a relationship between Abraham and the Rock.

It is not possible, with the evidence in our possession, to prove that the early
Muslims considered Jerusalem as the place of sacrifice; but, since the Muslim
knowledge of Jewish traditions was mostly derived from Talmudic and other
para-Biblical sources,* and since a great number of Jews were converted to Islam
in the first decades of the new religion, it is very likely that the early Muslims
did know of the association between the Rock and Abraham’s sacrifice.®

One might suggest then that ‘Abd al-Malik, in accord with his well-known
policies, would have “islamized” the holy place and chosen the one symbol
associated with it which was equally holy to Jews and Muslims, that of Abraham.
It was a symbol which would, in Muslim eyes, emphasize the superiority of Islam,
since in the Koran Abraham is neither a Christian nor a Jew, but a hanif (Kor.
3: 58 ff.) and the first Muslim.®” This suggestion finds support in one interesting
feature of the Christian polemic against the Muslims. John of Damascus and
others after him always insist on the fact that the new masters of the Near East
are Ishmaelites, that is, outcasts; and it is with this implication that the old term
Sarakenoi is explained as meaning “empty (because of or away from?) of Sarah”
(ek tes Sarras kenous) and that the Arabs are often also called Agarenoi, obviously
in a pejorative sense.®® It is true that already Jerome, for instance, when writing
about nomadic incursions in Palestine and elsewhere, mentions the posterity of
Abraham,® but his terms are very vague; and, while of course the term Ishma-
elites goes back to Biblical times, there seems to appear in Christian writing with
the arrival of the Muslims a new and greater emphasis on the sons of Agar.”
Whether this new emphasis on the posterity of Abraham in Greek and Syriac
writers was the result of Arab claims to descent from Abraham (and the resulting
building up of Isma’1l) or whether it derived solely from a Christian attempt to
show contempt for the new masters of the Near East is difficult to say. But grant-
ing Abraham’s importance in early Islamic thought and in the traditions associ-
ated with the Rock, ‘Abd al-Malik’s building would have had an essentially
polemic and political significance, as a memorial to the Muslim ancestor of the
three monotheistic faiths.

But the problem of Abraham in early Islamic times can also be discussed in
a purely Muslim context. It will be recalled that one of the most interesting acts
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of Ibn al-Zubayr in Mekkah was his rebuilding of the Ka‘bah, after it had been
destroyed during the first Umayyad siege. The important point is that he recon-
structed it not as it had been built in Muhammad’s youth and with the Prophet’s
participation, but differently. A later well-known tradition transmitted by ‘Ayshah
says that he built it as the Prophet said it was in the time of Abraham.”" Al-Hajjaj,
on the other hand, rebuilt the Ka'bah as it had been at the time of the Prophet.
This curious attempt by Ibn al-Zubayr to use the prestige of Abraham to justify
his building may be brought into relation with another tradition reported by al-
Azraqi. The Mekkans were apparently attempting to disprove the contention that
Jerusalem was “greater than the Kabah, because it (Jerusalem) was the place to
which Prophets emigrate (mahajar al-anbiya’) and because it is the Holy Land.””?
Within the Muslim koiné, therefore, it may be suggested that ‘Abd al-Malik,
while “islamizing” the Jewish holy place, was also asserting a certain preemi-
nence of Palestine and Jerusalem over Mekkah, not actually as a replacement of
the Ka‘bah, but rather as a symbol of his opposition to the old-fashioned Mekkan
aristocracy represented by Ibn al-Zubayr.”® The symbol was chosen from the
religious lore which had not yet been definitely localized, but which was impor-
tant to the new faith as well as in the beliefs of the older People of the Book. It
was not, however, infringing — as any change of center for the pilgrimage would
have done — on the very foundations of Islam.”* The opposition between
Jerusalem and Mekkah and ‘Abd al-Malik’s involvement in it may have given rise
to the tradition transmitted by al-Ya'qabt and others about the /ajj and Jerusa-
lem. What had been a religious-political act entailing an unsettled point of reli-
gious lore would have been transformed by them into a religious-political act of
impiety intended to strike at the very foundation of one of the “pillars of Islam.”
Thus did the propaganda machine of the shi‘ite and ‘Abbasid opposition attempt
to show the Umayyads as enemies of the faith.

Thus, from the consideration of the location of the Dome of the Rock, it
would appear that, at the time of the conquest, the main association was between
the Jewish Temple and the Haram area, but that this association does not in
itself explain the building of the Dome of the Rock. It is only through the person
of Abraham”® that the ancient symbolism of the Rock could have been adapted
to the new faith, since no strictly Muslim symbol seems to have been connected
with it at so early a date. In itself this hypothesis cannot be more than a sugges-
tion. There is no clear-cut indication of Abraham’s association with the Rock of
Jerusalem at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik. Furthermore the question remains
whether the monument should be understood within a strictly Muslim context
or within the wider context of the relationship between the new state and faith
and the older religions of the Near East. For clarification we must turn now to
the other two documents in our possession.

The second contemporary evidence we can use for understanding the Umayyad
Dome of the Rock is in the building itself] its decoration and its architecture.
These two features have been painstakingly analyzed by K. A. C. Creswell and
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Marguerite van Berchem. But circumstances did not permit the latter to complete
a thorough examination of the mosaics, so that, so far, there is no exhaustive
publication of all the mosaics with a definitive statement concerning which parts
of the decoration are without doubt Umayyad. As far as the architecture is con-
cerned, the question is fairly clearly resolved: the Dome is a ciborium or “reli-
quary”’® above a sacred place, on a model which was fairly common among
Christian martyria throughout the Christian empire, and which was strikingly
represented by the great churches of Jerusalem itself.”” In other words, the archi-
tecture confirms the symbolic quality of place of commemoration of the Dome
of the Rock, but it does not provide us with any more specific clue with respect
to its meaning at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik.

As far as the mosaics are concerned, most of the decorative themes consist of
vegetal motives interspersed with vases, cornucopias, and what have been called
“jewels.””® All these elements, except the “jewels,” are common enough and their
significance in late seventh-century art has been analyzed more than once. But
the “jewels” present a peculiarity which may help to explain the meaning of the
structure. It must be pointed out first that we will not be dealing here with the
gems and mother-of-pear]l fragments set on tree trunks, fruits, rosettes, and
cornucopias, which belong to a purely decorative scheme. We are only concerned
with jewels that are worn, such as crowns, bracelets, earrings, necklaces, and
breastplates.”” We shall not try to solve all the problems connected with these
jewels, inasmuch as J. Deer has announced that he is preparing a special study
of their importance for our knowledge of medieval and especially Byzantine royal
ornament. We shall restrict ourselves here to a few remarks which bear directly
on the problem of the significance of the Dome of the Rock.

Mademoiselle van Berchem has already noted that the jewel decoration does
not appear uniformly throughout the building, but almost exclusively on the
inner fuce of the octagonal colonnade.*® The reason for that, it has been suggested,
is that the decoration will appear more brilliantly when seen against the light.®
It can be pointed out, however, that the difference between this part of the
mosaic decoration and the rest of it does not lie in the usage of a jewel-like effect,
but in the type of jewels used. Had the intended effect been purely formal, gems
and mother-of-pearl, as used elsewhere in the building, would have served
equally well here. It may rather be suggested that these actual crowns, bracelets,
and other jeweled ornaments were meant to be shown as surrounding the central
holy place toward which they face, and that it is in this sense that they contrast
with the purely decorative gemlike fragments seen throughout the building.

A second point to be made about these jewels is that, although in most cases
they have been adapted to the vegetal basis of the decorative scheme, they are
identifiable. There are crowns, some of which were discussed by J. Deer, either
diadems with hanging and encrusted precious stones, in many cases topped with
triangular, oval, or arched forms, or diadems surmounted by wings and a cres-
cent. There is also a variety of breastplates, necklaces, pins, and earrings, almost
all of which are set with precious stones either as incrustations or as hangings.
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These ornaments can all be identified either as royal or imperial ornaments of
the Byzantine and Persian princes, with the former largely predominant, or as
the ornaments worn by Christ, the Virgin, and saints in the religious art of
Byzantium.® Recent studies, in particular those of A. Grabar, J. Deer, and
P. E. Schramm, have shown that these were all, in varying degrees and in
different ways, symbols of holiness, power, and sovereignty in the official art of
the Byzantine and Persian empires.®* In other words, the decoration of the Dome
of the Rock witnesses a conscious (because of its position) use by the decorators
of this Islamic sanctuary of representations of symbols belonging to the subdued
or to the still active enemies of the Muslim state.

What can the significance of such a theme be in the decoration of an early
Muslim holy place? We must ask ourselves first whether there is any evidence in
other places for the practice of hanging crowns or for representations of crowns
and jewels in sanctuaries. The representational evidence is limited. A group of
Gospels, mostly Armenian and Ethiopian, but certainly harking back to early
Christian and Byzantine models, show, in the pages devoted to the representa-
tion of canon tables, structures, ciboria or tholoi, at times with hanging curtains
between the columns. In a number of cases hanging crowns also appear between
the columns or on the side.** Professor Nordenfalk has suggested that these tholoi
represented the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.* The well-known Pola casket
shows such a crown in the sanctuary of St. Peter’s in Rome.?® Crowns are also
shown hanging over the hands of the bishops of Ravenna in San Apollinario in
Classe®” and over the head of an emperor on an ivory.*® All these crowns, in a
number of cases difficult to distinguish from lamps with holy oil, serve to empha-
size the greatness or sanctity of either person or place. Actual crowns and jewels
have also survived to this day. The unique group of Visigothic crowns
discovered in Spain,* many of which bear such a remarkable resemblance to the
crowns of the Dome of the Rock, are among our best examples.”® A number of
texts have also preserved for us evidence for this practice of hanging votive
crowns. In Christian Egypt, the builders of a church hung a crown over the altar
of the church opposite a gold and silver cross in the center of the edifice.” In
Constantinople emperors are known to have ordered crowns to be suspended
over or around the holiest spot in the sanctuary of Hagia Sophia.”” Although
less precise, similar practices seem to have been common in the Mazdean world
as well.””* In all these cases we are dealing with an emphasis on the holiness of
a sanctuary — or, as in the cases of Ravenna and the Visigoths, of a personage —
through suspending around it or over it royal insignia. This explanation might
be offered for the use of the decorative theme in the Dome of the Rock. It could
be argued that, perhaps under the impact of the Christian sanctuaries of Jeru-
salem, and in particular the Holy Sepulchre,” the Dome of the Rock was deco-
rated with votive crowns to emphasize the holiness of the place.

Yet such an explanation would lead to difficulties. It would not explain the
inclusion of a Persian crown within the decorative scheme. Moreover, this expla-
nation, while agreeing with the purely formal aspect of the decoration, agrees
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perhaps less well with the historical and cultural milieu of the Umayyads and of
Islam. It is no doubt true that the early Muslim civilization owed most of its
ideas and a great deal of its art to the cultures which preceded it in the conquered
areas; but it would be a mistake to consider that the imitation and copying which
took place were absolutely blind. It should be possible to explain an early Islamic
monument in Muslim terms. In other words, we must ask ourselves whether
there is any evidence in the early Islamic period for the use of crowns and other
royal objects in religious buildings and, if so, for what purposes. Were they really
ex-votos? Or did they have a different significance? An essential piece of evidence
is provided by the list of objects sent to Mekkah and kept there in the Ka'bah.”*
This list can be made up from different authors, especially from al-Azraqi,”
whose early date is of particular significance to us.

In older times the Mekkan sanctuary had had paintings and sculptures, which
were destroyed on the Prophet’s order, as a well-known story tells. Apparently
until the time of Ibn al-Zubayr the shrine also kept the two horns of the ram
which had been sacrificed by Abraham and other prophets.”® When he destroyed
the Ka‘bah, Ibn al-Zubayr tried to reach for them, but they crumbled in his
hands. In Islamic times a new series of objects was brought into the Temple.
‘Umar hung there two crescent-shaped ornaments taken from the capital city of
the Persians. Yazid I gave two ruby-encrusted crescents, belonging to a Damascene
church, together with two cups.”” ‘Abd al-Malik sent two necklaces (shamsatayn)
and two glass cups. Al-Walid I also sent two cups, while al-Walid II sent a throne
and two crescent-shaped ornaments with an inscription.”® Al-Saffih sent a green
dish, while al-Manstr had a glass cup of an ancient Egyptian type” hung in the
shrine. Hartin al-Rashid put there two gilded and bejeweled cases (gasbatayn)
containing the celebrated oaths of allegiance of his two sons to the complex
system he had established.'” Al-Ma’min sent rubies attached to a golden chain,
while al-Mutawakkil had a necklace of gold with precious stones, rubies, and
topazes hung on a chain of gold. At a later date, the agreement between al-
Muwaftaq and al-Mu‘tamid about the division of the empire was also sent to the
Ka'bah.'"”" But the most important group of objects from our point of view is
that which was sent by al-Ma’mun.

The text of al-Azraqi is somewhat confused on this score. This is not the place
to define the exact historical circumstances involved, but it would seem that two
more or less contemporary sets of events were mixed up by the chronicler. First,
an unnamed king of Tibet had an idol of gold with a crown of gold and jewels
set on a baldachin throne of silver covered with a cloth with tassels in the shape
of spheres. When this king became a Muslim, he gave the throne and the idol
to the Ka'bah. They were sent to Mekkah in 201 AH and exhibited at the time
of the pilgrimage with an inscription'®” emphasizing the fact that the throne was
given as a gift to the Ka'bah as a token of the king’s submission to Islam.'*® In
202, during a revolt, the throne was destroyed,'”* but the crown remained in
the Ka'bah certainly until the time of al-Azraqi. Second, the Mekkah sanctuary
also acquired the spoils of the Kabul-shah, who submitted and became converted
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in 199. His crown seems to have been taken to Mekkah immediately, as is ascer-
tained by an inscription of that date.'®® The throne was kept for a while in the
treasury (bayt al-mal) of the Orient, but then was also moved to Mekkah in
200.'°° The inscriptions which were put up together with these two objects are
quite revealing in showing the extent to which the nature of an inscription in a
religious sanctuary is related to the circumstances of the time. They emphasize,
on the one hand, the victory of the “righteous” prince al-Ma’mian over his
perjured brother and, on the other hand, the victory of the “Commander of
the Faithful” over the unbelievers.'””

All these objects found in the Ka'bah can be divided into three categories.
Some were merely expensive gifts whose purpose was to emphasize the holiness
of the place and the piety of the donors. Just as in Byzantium, there was, in this
category, a preponderance of royal jewels. Another category of objects need not
concern us here: the statements of oaths were put in the sanctuary not to enhance
the sanctuary’s holiness, but to acquire holiness and sacredness from it. But there
was also a third category of objects, from “Umar’s gift, acquired in the palace of
the Persian kings, to the throne and crown of Kabil-shah. Such objects had an
uplifting value to the beholders, used as they were to symbolize the unbeliever’s
submission to Islam through the display of the Herrschaftszeichen of the unbe-
lieving prince in the chief sanctuary of Islam.

If we return now to the mosaics of the Dome of the Rock, two possibilities
are open. One can argue, first, that the crowns and jewels reflect an artistic theme
of Byzantine origin which, also in an Islamic context, used royal symbols in a
religious sanctuary to emphasize the sanctuary’s holiness. But one can also
suggest that the choice of Byzantine and Sasanian royal symbols was dictated by
the desire to demonstrate that the “unbelievers” had been defeated and brought
into the fold of the true faith. Thus, in the case of the mosaic decoration, just
as in the problem of the choice of the location of the building, one can present
at the same time an explanation of the Dome of the Rock which would be purely
religious and self-sufficient in Islamic terms alone (even though it may reflect
practices found in other civilizations) and an explanation which brings up the
relationship of the non-Muslims to the new faith. The third document in our
possession, the inscription, will give us a definite answer.

The Dome of the Rock is unusually rich in inscriptions,'® of which three are
Umayyad.'”” The major one, 240 meters in length, is found above the arches of
the inner octagonal arcade, on both sides. With the exception of the well-known
place where al-Ma’min substituted his name for that of ‘Abd al-Malik, this
inscription is throughout contemporary with the building. The other two inscrip-
tions are on copper plaques on the eastern and northern gates. They, too, have
been tampered with by the ‘Abbasid prince, but Max van Berchem has shown
that they should be considered as Umayyad.

The content of the inscriptions is almost exclusively religious, the exception
being the part that gives the name of the builder and the date, and to a large
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extent it consists of Koranic quotations. The importance of this earliest Koranic
inscription we have lies in the choice of the passages and in the accompanying
prayers and praises. That Koranic excerpts were used in Islamic times to empha-
size or even to indicate the purpose of a structure can easily be shown by a few
examples. For instance, the Nilometer of Rawdah contains Koranic inscriptions
from the ‘Abbasid period, which refer to the importance of water as a life-
bringing element (42:27-8; 14:37; 16:10-11, and so on).""’ In the mosque of
al-Hakim a passage was chosen which refers to an imam (28:4)."*' Much later
the hospital of Nar al-Din in Damascus contained various quotations dealing
with the art of healing (10:59; 16:71; 26:78-80)."" Most mosques generally
contain in some obvious place 9:18, which specifies the duties of those entering
sanctuaries. It is thus perfectly legitimate to infer from the tenor of a Koranic
inscription the purpose and the significance of a building. Often, as in the Dome
of the Rock, these inscriptions can in fact be read only with difficulty. However,
Max van Berchem has shown in numerous instances that the significance of
inscriptions was essentially symbolic and this is particularly evident in the Dome
of the Rock, since otherwise there would have been no reason for al-Ma’miin to
replace ‘Abd al-Malik’s name with his own.'"*

The inscription in the interior of the building can be divided into six unequal
parts, each of which begins with the basmalah. Each of these parts contains a
Koranic passage, except for the one that has the date. The first part has siurah
112: “Say: He is God, the One; God the Eternal; He has not begotten nor was
He begotten; and there is none comparable to Him.” The second part contains
surah 33:54: “Verily God and His angels bless the Prophet; O ye who believe,
bless him and salute him with a worthy salutation.” The third passage is from
sirah 17: verse 111. This is the sirah of the Night Journey, but the quoted
passage is not connected with the zs742” of the Prophet, a further argument against
the belief that at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik the Rock of Jerusalem was already
identified with the place of the Night Journey whence Muhammad ascended into
heaven. Verse 111 goes as follows: “And say: praise be to God, Who has not
taken unto Himself a son, and Who has no partner in Sovereignty, nor has He
any protector on account of weakness.”''* The fourth quotation, 64:1 and 57:2,
is a simple statement of the absolute power of God: “All in heaven and on the
earth glority God; to Him is the Kingdom; to Him is praise; He has power over
all things.” The last part is the longest and contains several Koranic passages.
First 64:1, 67:2, and 33:54 are repeated. They are followed by 4:169-71: “O ye
People of the Book, overstep not bounds in your religion; and of God speak only
truth. The Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, is only an apostle of God, and His Word
which he conveyed into Mary, and a Spirit proceeding from Him. Believe there-
fore in God and his apostles, and say not “Three.” It will be better for you. God
is only one God. Far be it from His glory that He should have a son. His is
whatever is in the heavens, and whatever is on the earth. And God is a sufficient
Guardian. The Messiah does not disdain being a servant of God, nor do the
Angels who are near Him. And all who disdain His service and are filled with
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pride, God will gather them all to Himself.” This quotation is followed by a
most remarkable invitation to prayer: “Pray for your Prophet and your servant,
Jesus, son of Mary.”'"® But this is followed by 19:34-7: “And the peace of God
was on me (Mary) the day I was born, and will be the day I shall die, and the
day I shall be raised to life. This is Jesus, the son of Mary; this is a statement of
the truth concerning which they doubt. It beseems not God to beget a son.
Glory be to Him. When He decrees a thing, He only says to it ‘Be,” and it is.
And verily God is my Lord and your Lord; adore Him then. This is the right
way.” And the inscription ends with the exhortation and threat of 3:16-17: “God
witnesses that there is no God but He: and the angels, and men endued with
knowledge, established in righteousness, proclaim there is no God but He, the
Mighty, the Wise. The true religion with God is Islam; and they to whom the
Scriptures had been given, differed not until after the knowledge had come to
them, and through mutual jealousy. But, as for him who shall not believe in the
signs of God, God will be prompt to reckon with him.”''®

The two inscriptions on the gates are not as explicit. The one on the east gate
bears a number of common Koranic statements dealing with the faith (2:256;
2:111; 24:35, 112; 3:25; 6:12; 7:155) and a long prayer for the Prophet and his
people. The inscription on the north gate is more important since it contains
two significant passages. First it has 9:33 (or 61:9): “He it is who has sent His
messenger with the guidance and the religion of truth, so that he may cause it
to prevail over all religion, however much the idolaters may hate it.” This is the
so-called “prophetic mission” which has become the standard inscription on all
Muslim coins. But, while it is true that it has become a perfectly commonplace
one, its monumental usage is rarer and this is its first known example. And
second, this inscription contains an abridged form of 2:130 (or part of 3:78),
which comes after an enumeration of the prophets: “We believe in God, in that
which was passed down to Muhammad (this is not Koranic) and in that which
the Prophets received from their Lovd. And we make no distinction between any of
them and unto Him we have survendered.”

These quotations emphasize three basic points. First the fundamental princi-
ples of Islam are forcefully asserted, as they will be in many later inscriptions.
Then all three inscriptions point out the special position of the prophet
Muhammad and the importance and universality of his mission. Finally the
Koranic quotations define the position of Jesus and other prophets in the theol-
ogy of the new faith, with by far the greatest emphasis on Jesus and Mary (no
Old Testament prophet is mentioned by name).'”” The main inscription ends
with an exhortation, mingled with the threat of divine punishment, pointing to
Islam as the final revelation and directed to the Christians and the Jews (“O ye
people of the Book”). These quotations do not, for the most part, belong to the
usual cycle of Koranic inscriptions on monuments. Just as the Dome of the Rock
is a monument without immediate parallel in Islamic architecture, so is its
inscription unique. Moreover it must be realized that even those quotations
which will become commonplace were used here, if not for the first time, at any
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rate at a time when they had not yet become standard. Through these quotations
the inscription has a double implication. On the one hand it has a missionary
character; it is an invitation, a rather impatient one, to “submit” to the new and
final faith,"® which accepts Christ and the Hebrew prophets among its forerun-
ners. At the same time it is an assertion of the superiority and of the strength
of the new faith and of the state based on it.

The inscription also had a meaning from the point of view of the Muslims
alone. For it can be used to clarify the often quoted statement of al-Maqdisi on
the reason for the building of the Dome of the Rock. One day al-Maqdisi asked
his uncle why al-Walid spent so much money on the building of the mosque of
Damascus. The uncle answered: “O my little son, thou hast not understanding.
Verily al-Walid was right, and he was prompted to a worthy work. For he beheld
Syria to be a country that had long been occupied by the Christians, and he
noted there the beautiful churches still belonging to them, so enchantingly fair,
and so renowned for their splendor, as are the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
and the churches of Lydda and Edessa. So he sought to build for the Muslims
a mosque that should be unique and a wonder to the world. And in like manner
is it not evident that ‘Abd al-Malik, secing the greatness of the martyrium
(qubbah) of the Holy Sepulchre and its magnificence was moved lest it should
dazzle the minds of the Muslims and hence erected above the Rock the Dome
which is now seen there.”'"

It is indeed very likely that the sophisticated Christian milieu of Jerusalem
had tried to win to its faith the rather uncouth invaders. And it is a well-known
fact that eastern Christianity had always liked to use the emotional impact of
music and the visual arts to convert “barbarians.”’?* That such attempts may
have been effective with the Arabs is shown in the very interesting, although
little studied, group of accounts dealing with the more or less legendary trips of
Arabs to the Byzantine court in early Islamic times, or sometimes even before
Islam." In most cases the “highlight” of the “guided tours” to which they
submitted was a visit either to a church where a definite impact was made by the
religious representations or to a court reception with similar results. In the pious
accounts of later times the Muslim always leaves impressed but unpersuaded by
the pageantry displayed. One may wonder, however, whether such was always
the case and whether the later stories should not be considered, at least in part,
as moral stories intended to ward oft defections. That the danger of defections
existed is clearly implied in Maqdisi’s story. From a Muslim point of view, there-
fore, the Dome of the Rock was an answer to the attraction of Christianity, and
its inscription provided the faithful with arguments to be used against Christian
positions.

A priori, as we have seen, two major themes must be present in the construction
of the Dome of the Rock. First, the building of a sanctuary on Mount Moriah
must be understandable — and must have been understood — in terms of the body
of beliefs which had been associated with that ancient holy spot, since Islam was
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not meant as a totally new faith, but as the continuation and final statement of
the faith of the People of the Book. In other words, the Dome of the Rock must
have had a significance in relation to Jewish and Christian beliefs. Second, the
first major Muslim piece of architecture had to be meaningtul to the follower of
the new faith. These two themes recur in the analysis of all the three types of
evidence provided by the building itself. Its location can be explained as an
attempt to emphasize an event of the life of Abraham ecither in order to point to
the Muslim character of a personage equally holy to Christian and Jews or in
order to strengthen the sacredness of Palestine against Mekkan claims. The royal
symbols in the mosaics could be understood as simply votive or an expression of
the defeat of the Byzantine and Persian empires by the Muslims. Finally the
inscriptions are at the same time a statement of Muslim unitarianism and a
proclamation to Christians and Jews, especially to the former, of the final truth
of Islam.

But in the inscriptions the latter theme is preponderant and it is in the inscrip-
tion, with its magical and symbolic significance — far greater than that of repre-
sentational art in Islam from the very inception of the new faith'** — that we find
the main idea involved in the erection of the Dome of the Rock. What the
inscription implies is a forceful assertion of the power and of the strength of
the new faith and of the state based on it. It exemplifies the realization by the
Umayyad leadership of its own position with respect to the traditional heir of
the Roman empire. In what was in the seventh century the Christian city par
excellence ‘Abd al-Malik wanted to affirm the superiority and the victory of Islam.
This affirmation, to which was joined a missionary invitation to accept the new
faith, had its expression both in the inscription and in the Byzantine and Persian
crowns and jewels hanging around the sacred Rock. But its most immediately
striking expression was the appropriation for Islam of the ancient site of Mount
Moriah. Thereby the Christian prophecy was voided and the Jewish mount
rehabilitated. But it was no longer a Jewish sanctuary; it was a sanctuary dedicated
to the victorious faith. Thus the building of the Dome of the Rock implies, on
the part of ‘Abd al-Malik, what might be called a prise de possession of a hallowed
area, in the same sense that, as Max van Berchem has shown, the substitution
of al-Ma’min’s name for that of ‘Abd al-Malik in the inscription was not the act
of a counterfeiter or a vainglorious prince but had a political aim: “détourner a
son profit le prestige religieux et politique attaché aux créations de ses prédéces-
seurs.”'?* In meaning, therefore, the Dome of the Rock should not so much be
related to the monuments whose form it took over, but to the more general
practice of setting up a symbol of the conquering power or faith within the
conquered land. Such were the tropaia of the Roman empire.'** Such were, in a
different way, the inscriptions in the Christian basilica of Bethlehem.'* Such
were the well-known inscriptions of the Nahr al-Kalb north of Beyrouth. Such
was probably the meaning of many an Assyrian sculpture, whose brutality was
really meant to strike fear in the heart of the subdued. And even today such
commemorative inscriptions or monuments are not uncommon within the
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territory of the conquered peoples. The forms may change according to the time,
place, and circumstances, but the monumental expression of an essentially politi-
cal idea is as ancient as the existence of empires. And in Umayyad Islam this
affirmation of victory is bound with a definite missionary spirit.

Two points remain still to be discussed. We must see first in what ways such
an interpretation of the Dome of the Rock agrees with the Byzantine—Umayyad
relations of the time. Then we must try to find out at what time the Dome of
the Rock and the area surrounding it acquired the significance which became
prevalent in later times.

The years 69-72 were not very favorable for the fortunes of the Umayyad
caliphs. They were fighting Muslim forces in Arabia and Iraq. They were paying
an enormous tribute to the Byzantines and, furthermore, they had to face the
invasion of that odd group of Christian irregulars, the Mardaites, while the
Cyprus situation was still unsettled.'?® However, the interesting point is not in
the actual events, but in the psychological climate of Christian—Muslim relations
in the latter part of the seventh century. The important fact here is that there
was a constant ambiguity in these relations, for they were, on the one hand,
relations between two faiths and, on the other, between two empires. By the
end of the seventh century it appears fairly certain that an important fraction of
the Christian population within the Muslim empire — and especially the hierarchy
of the church — was in reality a sort of “fifth column” for the Byzantine state,'?’
which was all the easier, since communications were not interrupted between the
two empires, as has recently been shown again.'*”

‘Abd al-Malik directed himself against the Christian danger no less effectively
than against the danger of disaffectation in the very ranks of Islam. The Mar-
daites were taken care of by an expedition'?® and by a treaty with Byzantium.'*
A few years later, ‘Abd al-Malik changed the coinage' and transformed it into
an instrument of opposition to the Byzantine empire. Already the earlier experi-
mental issues had contained symbols of the new state,'* but the new coinage
included in a nutshell all the themes of the inscription of the Dome of the Rock:
the unitarian affirmation (There is no God but God, One, without associate),
the emphasis on Muhammad (Muhammad the Apostle of God), and the mission
verse from the Koran quoted above. The argument that coinage was an element
of ideological warfare is all the more convincing since, around the same time,
and probably before the Muslim change of coinage, Justinian II introduced a
new Byzantine coinage with a definite Christological emphasis (servus Christi in
the inscription and an image of Christ with the inscription rex regnantinm)
which had hitherto been absent.'*? It may be pointed out in passing that it is on
problems of Christology that all later discussions between Muslims and Chris-
tians will center.!®® As to the third Christian element, the Christians of the
Muslim empire, ‘Abd al-Malik’s attitude toward them was a mixture of sternness
and persuasion. It is exemplified in the erection of the Dome of the Rock, whose
meaning was that the Islamic state was here to stay and that the new faith was
simply the final statement of what was true in Christianity.
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One may introduce here yet another document which may have a bearing on
the problem. Most Arab chroniclers, when relating the major events of the
Prophet’s life, relate that Muhammad had sent a series of embassies to the rulers
of the world, and, among them, of course, to Heraclius.'** The historical value
of many of these stories has been questioned'*® and there is no doubt that much
in their later forms was certainly made up, although the mere fact of Muh-
ammad’s sending messengers is not implausible, especially after his first successes
over Jews and pagans, when he began to emphasize the universality of the new
faith. One of the stories transmitted by Tabarl may have some significance in
our investigation. It goes back to al-Zuhri, who claims to have heard it from a
Christian bishop at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik, and, like many other accounts, it
says that Heraclius himself was quite convinced of the truth of the Prophet’s
mission, but that the upper ranks of the church refused to follow him and that
he had to submit to them."*® Regardless of whether Muhammad sent messengers,
it is extremely improbable, to say the least, that Heraclius would have even con-
sidered becoming a Muslim. But it could be suggested that the Umayyads, in
order to arouse the Christians against the hierarchy of the church, which was
closely tied to the Byzantine empire, and in order to further the aims of conver-
sion which certainly existed among their followers, might have created the fiction
that the hero who brought the True Cross back to Jerusalem was ready to become
a Muslim. And it is under ‘Abd al-Malik and at the time of the construction of
the Dome of the Rock that such a story might have been put into circulation.

By itself this account has little significance, but, together with the coins, the
inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock, and the Christian activities in the Muslim
empire, it contributes to the suggestion of an interesting group of propagandistic
activities taking place during the ideological “cold war” between the Christian
and Muslim empires at the time of ‘Abd al-Malik. All together they created a
climate of opinion which certainly influenced the spirit of crusade and the con-
sciousness of a struggle between the two faiths and the two states, which char-
acterized the great Muslim expedition against Constantinople in the years
97-9/715-17.%7

These facts would, I believe, show that the interpretation here proposed of
the Dome of the Rock does agree with the known historical development of
Islam and Byzantium in Umayyad times. But this significance could only last
so long as the circumstances permitted. Its faint echo is still apparent in
Maqdist, but it may be noted that the Muslim geographer claimed that in the
tenth century AD Christians and Jews still maintained the upper hand in the
affairs of the city;"*® the building, therefore, still served its original purpose,
albeit on a very restricted level.

In the meantime, however, the whole Haram area underwent considerable
change, both in its physical aspect and in its significance. The identification of
the masjid al-aqsa with Jerusalem was more generally accepted than before and
all the small memorial structures connected with the Ascension of Muhammad
were built. The question is whether one can date the moment when this change
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took place. The inscriptions are not very helpful. The earliest one to mention
the zs7a of the Prophet and to quote Koran 17:1 is the one which was seen by
Harawi and which is dated in 426,/1035."%? It was in the large congregational
mosque at the southern end of the Haram, which is generally called the Agsa
mosque. Basing himself on that inscription, Max van Berchem suggested that it
is there and not on the Rock that the Muslim tradition had first localized the
event of the Prophet’s life."*” This is quite possible, inasmuch as Ibn al-Faqih,
one of our earlier sources, mentions that in this mosque there was a black plaque
with the inscription kbilgah Mubammad,'*' and behind the giblah there was
another inscription connected with the Prophet. At the same time, the existence
of a qubbah of the Ascension on the central platform of the Haram would lead
one to believe that it is in a more central part of the esplanade that the miraculous
event was thought to have taken place. Were both places accepted at the same
time? Or was there a difference in meaning between them? Could one have been
more definitely commemorative than the other? The question of localization is
still not clear.

As far as dating is concerned, it may be suggested that it was under al-Walid,
‘Abd al-Malik’s successor, that the identification of the zs7#” and mi‘raj with the
Haram area was accepted and translated into architecture. Al-Walid was known
as a great builder. He built the new mosque at Madinah, the royal mosque at
Damascus, and he restored a great deal in Mekkah."*? In the case of Madinah,
Sauvaget has shown that the plan of the new mosque depended in many ways
on the preceding structure which was like the shrine of the house of the
Prophet.'** And the Egyptian papyri show that under al-Walid a major mosque
was built in Jerusalem. There is little doubt that it is the present Aqsa mosque
which was centered on the previously built sanctuary of the Rock, perhaps in
architectural imitation of the complex of the Holy Sepulchre, as has been sug-
gested, although the idea of adapting a congregational mosque to a formerly
built sanctuary is also that of Madinah."** If, then, the Ascension of Muhammad
was supposed to have taken place on the site of the mosque, there is some justi-
fication in attributing to al-Walid the monumental recognition of the fact. If]
on the other hand, the localization was on the central platform, we can still
argue that al-Walid was responsible for it. And this for the following reason.

It will be recalled that two writers, al-Muhallabi, quoted by Abu al-Fida,
and Eutychius'® attribute the building of the Dome of the Rock to al-Walid.
Al-Muhallabi adds that al-Walid was also responsible for the small qubbahs
around the Dome of the Rock, while Eutychius claims that the dome of the
main sanctuary was taken from a Christian church in Baalbek and brought to
the Holy City. The errors of these two writers could be explained if we suppose
that al-Walid was indeed responsible for the building of the small mausoleums
and consequently for the architectural translation of the Ascension of the Prophet.
It may even be that al-Walid did have a small cupola moved from some remote
Christian church, while it would of course be unthinkable to imagine the trans-
portation of the dome set over the Rock. Knowing al-Walid to have been the
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builder of the large congregational mosque and of the small mausoleums, al-
Muhallabt and Eutychius would have simply concluded that the building up of
the Haram in general was his doing. It may finally be added that all the religious
foundations of al-Walid are characterized by their concern with a lavish expres-
sion of the power of the Umayyad state and with their emphasis on the places
sanctified by Muhammad. It would have been natural for the builder of the
mosque of Madinah to have used the Ascension of the Prophet as a reason to
build a large mosque in Jerusalem.

Be this as it may, we can see that the evidence which can be gathered from
the mosaics, the inscriptions, and the location of the Dome of the Rock shows
that the first major Muslim attempt at monumental architecture can only be
understood in all its complexity and uniqueness when seen in its Umayyad
context. Political and religious, directed to the Muslim as well as to the Jew and
especially the Christian, symbol of a state and of a mission, the Dome of the
Rock reflected the centuries of traditions and beliefs which had accumulated on
Mount Moriah, just as it was intimately tied to the specific historical situation
of the time."” As a political and immanent structure, the Dome of the Rock
soon lost its meaning. But as a religious building it continued the great tradition
of the Temple and its significance went far beyond that of a mere martyrium to
a moment of the Prophet’s life. It must be seen as the first of a long series of
Muslim sanctuaries connected with the lives of Prophets, although it is still to
be investigated whether, and, if so, to what extent, both architecturally and
conceptually the Dome of the Rock influenced the development of later qubbabs
and welis. Moreover, with the development of mysticism the concept of the
Ascension of Muhammad became one of the richest and most profound themes
of Islamic thought and reached even beyond the frontiers of Islam, influencing
the spiritual progress of the western world."*® Thus the Haram area in Jerusalem
acquired a sacredness far greater than and much different from the temporal
significance that was given to it at the time of its revival by the Umayyads
through the building of the Dome of the Rock.

Notes

1 Among the Muslim holy places Jerusalem occupies in general a slightly less impor-
tant place than the two Arabian sanctuaries. The Palestinian city was more impor-
tant in Umayyad, Ayyubid, and Mamlak times than under the ‘Abbasids or the
Fatimids, although both of the latter dynasties took great care in repairing damaged
monuments on the Haram. At times, also, it seems to have had a local importance
rather than an ecumenical one; see Nasir-i Khusrow, tr. G. LeStrange in Palestine
Pilgrims’ Text Society (hereafter PPTS), vol. 4, London, 1896, p. 23. Or else its
importance was only emphasized by specific religious, and especially mystical,
groups; see the remarks at the end of S. D. Goitein, The historical background of
the erection of the Dome of the Rock, Journal of the American Oriental Society
(hereafter JAOS), vol. 70 (1950), pp. 104-8.
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1893. All this makes rather suspect the statement in Tabari, vol. 1, p. 2405, that
the treaty between ‘Umar and Sophronius contained a prohibition for Jews to live
in Jerusalem. See also Michel le Syrien, Chronique, tr. J.-B. Chabot, vol. 2, Paris,
1901, p. 425. De Goeje, Mémoire sur la conquéte de la Syrie, Leyden, 1900, p. 155,
explains it as a “concession faite aux Chrétiens, dont la disposition envers les Juifs
était tout autre que bienveillante.” But there is no evidence that ‘Umar would agree
to discriminate against the Jews. It was not so in Alexandria, where the Jews were
specifically permitted to remain in the city (R. H. Charles, The Chronicle of John
of Nikion, London, 1916, p. 194). And in many instances, the Jews actually helped
the invading Muslims (Tabari, vol. 1, p. 2579; Baladhuri, Futuh, ed. M. de Goeje,
Leyden, 1866, p. 167). De Goeje had admitted that parts of this treaty should be
considered as later interpolations, although there is no reason to doubt the whole
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text; it may be advanced that the statement on the Jews is one
such interpolation. For a more negative attitude, see Caetani, Annali, vol. 4,
p. 299 ft.

It may be wondered whether the Muslims would have actually taken over the
Haram area simply because it had been the first g:6/ah, since it is in opposition to
the Jews that Muhammad changed the direction of prayer (Tabari, vol. 1, pp.
1680-1). The need for a large area and ‘Umar’s desire not to take churches away
from the Christians were probably more important arguments.

It is, of course, often difficult to distinguish between political and religious acts
in the Middle Ages. And yet, in the prophecies related by Tabari, vol. 1, p. 2409,
to the effect that the conquest of Jerusalem was a victory over the Ram and that
it was a revenge of the banu Isra’r] who had been oppressed by the Rim, one can
see more than a mere statement of the new consecration of a holy spot, rather a
sense of victory over an alien power. It is interesting also to compare the images
of Sophronius as given by Eutychius and Theophanes. To Eutychius, a Christian
who was living under the rule of Islam, the speaker for a minority under alien
domination, Sophronius appears as a shrewd politician who had succeeded in
baiting the mighty conqueror away from the Christian sanctuaries. To Theo-
phanes, living in the security of the capital of the Christian empire, the patriarch
of Jerusalem was a broken man, who had to submit to the tragedy which befell
him and his city, but who remained aloof and contemptuous of the heretical bar-
barian; cf. below, n. 127. These two attitudes could easily find parallels in recent
times, when conquests and foreign occupations have led men of the same nations,
but in different places, to varying interpretations of the same events.

On all these problems see art. Ibrahim in Encyclopedin of Islam, also art. Ka'bah,
both by A. J. Wensinck, who reflected Snouck Hurgronje’s ideas on the develop-
ment of the Abraham concept in the Koran. Recently these ideas have been chal-
lenged in part by G. H. Bousquet, La légende Coranique d’Abraham, Revue
Africaine (1951), pp. 273-88 (cf. Abstracta Islamica, Revue des Etudes Islamiques,
1952, p. 156). And Professor A. Guillaume has informed me that he will bring
out a series of documents which will shed a new light on the origins of
Muhammad’s view of Abraham. R. Blachere, in his translation of the Koran, gives
a complete index and full bibliographical references on all passages concerned with
Abraham. For later interpretations, see the major chroniclers and traditionists. For
Abraham as related in one way or another to the whole of mankind, see the inter-
esting text in Ibn Sa'd, Tabagat, ed. F. Sachau and others, vol. 1, Leyden, 1905,
p. 22. Baladhuri, Ansab al-Ashraf, ed. W. Ahlwardt, Anonyme Arabische Chronik,
Greisswald, 1883, pp. 2545, relates an interesting story going back to al-Mada’ini,
in which the descendence from Abraham through Isma’1l and the cousinage with
Ishaq are understood as meaning that to the Arabs belong both mulk (kingship)
and nubuwwah (prophethood).

Cf. Gaudefroy-Demombynes, p. 238 ff.; and passim.

John of Damascus, De Haeresibus, in Migne, Patrologin Graeca (hereafter PG),
vol. 94 (Paris, 1864), cols. 767-8. Cf. C. H. Becker, Christliche Polemik und
Islamische Dogmenbildunyg, Zeitschrift fiir Assyriologie, vol. 26 (1912), p. 179 ft.,
who seems to have been the first one to point to the importance of John of
Damascus for early Islam. The relationship between Abraham and the Ka‘bah is
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also known to an anonymous Syriac chronicler (ca. AD 680), but he does not refer
to the sacrifice of Isaac, ed. and tr. I. Guidi, in Corp. Script. Christ. Orient., ser.
3, vol. 4, Paris, 1903, pp. 31-2; Th. Nodike, Die von Guidi herausgegebene syrische
Chronik, Wien. Akad. d. Wiss. Sitzungb. d. phil.-hist. KI., vol. 127 (1893), p. 46.
See also A. Jeftery, Ghevond’s text of the correspondence between “Umar 11 and Leo
III, Harvard Theological Review, vol. 37 (1944), p. 310. The possibility of a
Christian tradition setting Abraham in Mekkah is mentioned with further refer-
ences in M. Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Mahomet, Paris, 1957, p. 387.

See Tabari, vol. 1, p. 290 ft., for an enumeration of the different traditions on the
subject. Similar enumerations are also to be found in the other major chroniclers
and in Tabari’s Tafsir, Cairo, 1321 AH, vol. 23, p. 44 ff. (commentary on Koran
37: 101 ff.). It may be added that in a later tradition the sacrifice was even moved
to Damascus, Ibn ‘Asakir, Al-ta’rikh al-kabir, Damascus, 1329, I, pp. 232-3.
The tradition is uncommon but points to the importance of the Abrahamic legend
in Islam.

al-Kis?’i, Qisas al-anbiya’; ed. 1. Eisenberg, Leyden, 1923, p. 150 ff.

Ibn Qutaybah, K. al-Ma‘arif; ed. R. Wistenfeld, Gottingen, 1850, pp. 18-19.

1. Goldziher, Die Richtungen der Islamischen Koranawuslegunyg, Leyden, 1952, p.
79 ft.

Tabari, vol. 1, p. 273; that Abraham had lived in Palestine and had built a masjid
there is not doubted; zbzd., pp. 271 and 347-8. This is accepted by other
writers.

Ya‘qubi, vol. 1, pp. 25-6.

al-Kisa‘, p. 150.

For instance Maqdist in Bibl. Geoyr. Arab., vol. 3, Leyden, 1906, p. 170, a gate
of Abraham.

In PPTS, vol. 4, p. 47.

Cf., for instance, all the examples given by C. C. Torrey, The Jewish foundations
of Islam, New York, 1933, esp. p. 82 ff., on Abraham. See also D. Sidersky, Les
origines des légendes musulmanes, Paris, 1933, pp. 31-54, esp. pp. 48-9, where,
however, the author claims that Isma’il alone was sacrificed; and J. Finkel, Old
Israelitish traditions in the Koran, Proc. Amer. Acad. for Jewish Res., 1930-1.

A physical relationship could be established between the magam Ibrahim in
Mekkah, the stone on which Abraham stood while building the Ka‘’bah and which
bore his footprints, and the Rock in Jerusalem which also has footprints.

Torrey, p. 102. See also the interesting comments of G. Widengren, Mubammad,
p. 133 ft., who may, however, have been too strongly influenced by the possible
impact of Gnostic doctrines.

John of Damascus, De Haeresibus, col. 763. See also the Homily to the Virgin in
PG, vol. 96, cols. 657-8; for the term “sons of Agar” see also Michel le Syrien,
vol. 2, p. 450, and other Greek or Syriac sources.

See the reference in A. A. Vasiliev, Arabs and the Byzantine empire, Dumbarton
Oaks Papers, vols. 9-10 (1956), pp. 308-9. For the origin of the word, see B.
Moritz’ article Saraka in Pauly-Wissowa, Handbuch der Altertumswissenschaft.
Professor Thor Sevcenko, of Columbia University, has pointed out to me another
Greek source, probably to be dated in the seventies of the seventh century, which
introduces the concept of the Ishmaelites as forerunners of the Anti-Christ and as
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enemies of the true faith. The source is the body of prophecies attributed to
Methodius of Patara, E. Sackur, Sibyllinische Texte und Forschungen, Halle, 1848,
pp- 1-96. On p. 68 the invaders against whom Gideon fought are called “sons of
Umee” originally from Ethrib. The editor points out, p. 25, that we are probably
dealing with a veiled reference to the Umayyads. Through Methodius of Patara
the concept of the Ishmaelites was carried over to other “barbarian” invaders, even
though the term was misunderstood; see, for instance, The Russian Primary
Chronicle, S. H. Cross and O. P. Sherbowitz-Wetzor, Cambridge, 1953, p. 184;
and the references in Sackur. See also S. H. Cross, The earliest allusion to the Rev-
elations of Pseudo-Methodius, Speculum, vol. 4 (1929), p. 329 ff. For other texts
pertaining to this problem and a different interpretation, see M. B. Ogle,
Petrus Comestor, Speculum, vol. 21 (1946), p. 312 ft. But for Methodius and
eschatological themes connected with historical events, see now A. Abel, Change-
ments politiques et littérature eschatologique, Studia Islamica, II (1954), p. 26 ff.
and p. 37. An added argument for a specific meaning of the word “Saracen” can
be derived from a passage in Mas‘ad1, K. al-Tanbih, ed. M. de Goeje, in Bibl. Geogr.
Arab.,vol. 8 (Leyden, 1894), p. 168, whereby, in the early part of the ninth century
the emperor Nicephorus was supposed to have forbidden the use of the word
“Saracen,” since it was thought to be injurious.

Al-Azraqi, K. Akhbar Makkah, in F. Wisstenteld, Die Chroniken der Stadt Mekha,
vol. 1, Leipzig, 1858, pp. 114-15 and passim, pp. 115-48, where the story
is repeated several times; Tabari, vol. 2, p. 592 ff.; Gaudefroy-Demombynes,
p. 29 ft.

Al-Azraqi, pp. 39-40, where the statement about Jerusalem is attributed to the
Jews; ibid., p. 41, where it is related that the earth of T2'if had been brought from
Syria. The statement about the prophets should be related to Ibn Hawqal, p. 161,
where Jerusalem is mentioned as the city of the prophets, and Istakhri, in Bibl.
Geogr. Arab., vol. 1, pp. 567, where Jerusalem is described as having a mihrab for
every prophet. For Mekkan claims see Azraqi, p. 39, where it is said that 70 proph-
ets were buried in Mekkah. A curious point about the text of Ibn Hawqal is that
the Rock of Jerusalem is referred to as the Rock of Moses, probably because the
tradition has it that it was Moses who made the Rock into a ¢iblah, Nasir-i
Khusrow, p. 27, unless we meet with a confusion with another Rock of Moses
which has been set any place from Antioch to Persia (Maqdisi, pp. 19, 46, 151;
Istakhri, p. 62).

See H. A. R. Gibb, art. ‘Abd allah ibn az-Zubayr in the new edition of the Ency-
clopedin of Islam.

Goldziher, Wellhausen, and Noldeke gave a great deal of importance to the state-
ment in a later Syriac source that Mu‘awiyah was made king in Jerusalem and then
prayed in various Christian sanctuaries; Th. Noldeke, Zur Geschichte der
Araber . .. aus syrischen Quellen, Zeitschr. Deutsch. Morgen. Gesell., vol. 29
(1875), p. 95, or Corp. Script. Christ. Orient., ser. 3, vol. 4, Paris, 1903-5, p. 55;
J. Wellhausen, Das arabische Reich, Berlin, 1902, p. 136 ft. The story seems little
reliable as such, especially in its implication of a kind of pilgrimage to Christian
sanctuaries, but, if one recalls the dislike of the Umayyads for Madinah, the first
capital of the Muslim state, this Syriac source may indeed reflect some specific
relation between the Umayyads and Jerusalem. See, for instance, al-Isfahani, K.

175



Oleg Grabar

75

76

77

78

79

80

81
82

176

al-Aghani, Bulag, 1868, vol. 19, p. 90, where Khalid al-Qasr is said to have been
ready to move the Ka‘bah to Jerusalem, if the caliph so ordered. In itself that type
of statement is not very trustworthy, since it appears to be a literary image, but it
may reflect the very same tradition which is more completely expressed in
Ya‘qubi.

In theory the person of Adam could also have been used as a connection between
Mekkah and Jerusalem, since his life is described in both places. However, to my
knowledge, there is no evidence to that effect.

The expression was first used by R. Hartmann, Der Felsendom in Jerusalem,
Strasbourg, 1909, p. 21 ff., and has been accepted by Max van Berchem, p. 234.
See also Ch. Clermont-Ganneau, L’Hémisphére, abside on ciborium, Recueil
d’Archéologie Orientale, vol. 3 (Paris, 1899), pp. 88-90.

Creswell, vol. 1, p. 70 ff. It must be added, however, that the excavations carried
out by Crowfoot and Detweiler at Busra have compelled a reconstruction of the
cathedral which makes it architecturally less immediately related to the Dome of
the Rock; cf. J. W. Crowfoot, Churches at Bosra and Samaria-Sebaste, British
School of Archaeology in Jerusalem, Supplementary Papers No. 4 (London, 1937),
p. 7 ft. Recently P. Verzone, Le Chiese di Herapolis, Cahiers Archéologiques, vol.
8 (1956), p. 45 ft., has brought to light another very close model of the Dome of
the Rock. For the formation of the type see A. Grabar, Martyrium, vol. 1, pp. 141
ff., and 345 ft. and passim. For domical constructions see E. B. Smith, The Dome,
Princeton, 1950, p. 10 ff.,; whose conclusions, however, on Islamic domes, pp.
41-3, should be revised.

In Creswell, vol. 1, p. 196 ft. That the vegetal elements in the Dome of the Rock
(just as probably the landscapes of Damascus) should be interpreted as Muslim
parallels to Christian iconographies of paradise (whether interpreted as such by the
Muslims or simply taken over) has been shown by A. Grabar, L’Iconoclasme byzan-
tin, Paris, 1957, p. 62 ft.

Some of the crowns have been quite recently analyzed briefly by J. Deer, Mittel-
alterliche Fraunenkrone in Ost und West, in P. E. Schramm, Herrschaftszeichen und
Staatssymbolik (Schriften der Monumenta Germanica Historica, vol. 13, 1 and 2,
Stuttgart, 1954-5), II, p. 423 ff. J. Deer announces there that he is planning on
pursuing the subject of the type of “jewels” found in the Dome of the Rock in a
forthcoming work.

The wing motifs found on the drum do not really belong to the category of actual
jewels, as can be seen by comparing them to the decoration on the inner face of
the octagon and which is a crown. It is certain, however, that the decoration of
the drum has been redone and it may be that the later artists misunderstood the
crown motif, which was there originally, and transformed it into a purely decorative
one of wings. The existence of crowns on the drum of the building would
agree with the proposed explanation of the decorative theme in the Dome of
the Rock.

Marguerite van Berchem, pp. 196-7.

It is in fact in images dealing with religious matters — of which we have a larger
number — that we can find most of our parallels with the jewels of the Dome of
the Rock. The monuments of Ravenna and of Rome provide us with the best rep-
ertory of jewels and crowns. See Marguerite van Berchem and E. Clouzot, Mosa-
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iques Chrétiennes du IVme au Xme siécle, Geneva, 1924, figs. 275 (Orans in
Florence), 50 (Annunciation Mary in Santa Maria Maggiora), 144 and following
(San Apollinario Nuovo), 197 and following (San Vitale); W. de Gruneisen, Sainte
Marie Antigue, Rome, 1911, figs. 77, 105. For royal examples see R. Delbriick,
Die Consulardiptychen, Berlin, 1926, pls. 16, 22, 32, 38; W. Wroth, Catalogue of
the Imperial Byzantine coins in the British Museuwm, London, 1908, vol. 1, pls.
XXTIIT ft.; A. Pasini, Il tesoro di Sam Marco, Venice, 1885, pl. L, 1. All these
examples which occur on coins, seals, consular diptychs, silver plates, mosaics, and
paintings are no later than the eighth century. For other examples see the studies
devoted to the subject of crowns by J. Deer, which are enumerated in Schramm,
op. cit., vol. 2, pp. 379-80.

Schramm et al., Herrschaftszeichen, passim. See also J. Deer, Der Ursprunyg der
Kuaiserkrone, Schweizer Beitrige zur Allgemeine Geschichte, vol. 8 (1950), pp.
51-87. For Sasanian crowns, see K. Erdmann, Die Entwicklunyg der sassanidische
Krone, Ars Islamica, vol. 15-16 (1951). It is interesting to compare the representa-
tions of crowns on the Dome of the Rock with the later ones at Qusayr ‘Amrah,
A. Musil, Kuseyr ‘Amra, Vienna, 1907, vol. 2, pl. XXVI. In the Umayyad bath,
the Sasanian crown is, on the whole, quite similar to that of the sanctuary, com-
prising a row of pearls, a diadem, wings, a stand, and a crescent. The Byzantine
crown, however, is different and, to the extent to which it is visible, it belongs to
a variety of the “helmet” type (cf. Deer in Schweizer Beitrige) rather than to the
“open” crown type which is characteristic of the Dome of the Rock. The Umayyads
obviously used two different traditions as models. In Qusayr ‘Amrah we meet with
a strictly imperial tradition, whose characteristic was, as was shown by Deer, the
“helmet” type with additions and variations. In Jerusalem the tradition was dif-
ferent. Deer, in Schramm, Herrschaftszeichen, suggested that most of the Dome
of the Rock crowns were actually crowns of women, which were usually open.
Although the problem goes beyond the scope of our study, it may be wondered
whether the Byzantine emperor wore “helmet” crowns in all his functions. Fur-
thermore, votive crowns were generally open and it may be wondered whether they
should be considered as women’s crowns; cf. Schramm, vol. 2, p. 377 ft., and below.
It is important to remember also that votive crowns and jewels, just as the crowns
and other jewels worn by Christ, the Virgin, and saints (cf. the preceding note),
belong to the same typological and, in many ways, ideological repertory as the
insignia worn by princes. The open crown was common in the west, A. Boinet,
La miniature Carolingienne, Paris, 1913, pl. 131, for instance.

C. Nordenfalk, Die Spiatantike Kanontafel, Goteborg, 1938, pls. 24, 33, 39, fig.
2 in the text, p. 104. Armenian examples are also illustrated in S. Der Nersessian,
Armenia and the Byzantine Empire, Cambridge, 1945, pl. 21, 1; and K. Weitzmann,
Die armenische Buchmalerei des 10. und beginnenden 11. Jahrbunderts, Bamberg,
1933, pl. 9, No. 37. Also K. Weitzmann, Byzantinische Buchmalerei des 9. und 10.
Jabrbunderts, Berlin, 1935, pl. 17, No. 92, for the Greek example from the
Marciana Library. Other Greek examples occur on an unpublished Gospelbook in
the Greek patriarchate in Jerusalem.

Nordenfalk, pp. 103—8, where, however, the author describes as a lamp what, on
the Marciana Gospelbook, appears rather to be a crown with a hanging in the
shape of a cross.
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It has been illustrated many times. Cf. B. M. Apolloni Ghetti et al., Esplorazione
sotto la Confessione di San Pietro, Rome, 1951, figs. 118, 121, pl. H.

Marguerite van Berchem-Etienne Clouzot, op. cit., figs. 203-6.

Delbriick, Consulardiptychen, pl. 22. The usage of such crowns in the imperial
tradition goes back to the ancient practice of giving a crown of laurels, but jeweled
crowns are in evidence in Ravenna’s representation of the palace of Theodoric and
on certain Carolingian miniatures. It must also be added that the Byzantines were
not the only ones to have hanging crowns in royal palaces. It was a common Sasa-
nian practice, as can be seen through the well-known example of the crown of
Ctesiphon (A. Christensen, L’Iran sous les Sassanides, Copenhague, 1944, p. 397)
and through numerous incidents in the Shah-nameh. All references to crowns in
the latter work have been conveniently gathered by K. H. Hansen, Die Krone in
Shahname, Der Islam, vol. 31 (1953).

H. Schlunk, Arte Visigodi in Ars Hispaniae, vol. 2, Madrid, 1947, pl. 328 and
following p. 311 ff. These crowns are often discussed in passing in Schramm,
Herrschaftszeichen; see especially vol. 1, p. 134, vol. 2, pp. 377-9. For other
examples of insignia and jewels, many of which were probably used in the same
fashion, see, for instance, Walters Art Gallery early Christian and Byzantine art,
Baltimore, 1947, pl. 57 and following; and Berlin, Staatliche Musenwm, Kunst der
Spatantike im Mittelmeerranm, Berlin, 1939, pl. 14 and following.

Both in type and in their probable usage these have been related to Byzantine
examples, Schlunk, p. 313.

U. Monneret de Villard, Les Couvents pres de Sohay, Milan, 1925, vol. 1, p. 23.
See the references in E. H. Swift, Hagin Sophin, New York, 1940, p. 198.

See reference in K. Erdmann, Das Iranische Feuerbeiligtum, Leipzig, 1941,
p.- 38.

That imperial crowns, both male and female, were found in the Holy Sepulchre
is ascertained by Antoninus Placentinus, Itinerarium, ed. Geyer, Vienna,
1898, p. 171.

In a recently published posthumous article M. Aga-Oglu has gathered much of
this information, although in a totally different connection; M. Aga-Oglu, Remarks
on the character of Islamic art, The Art Bulletin, vol. 36 (1954), p. 182.
Al-Azraqi, K. Akbbar Makkah, in F. Wiistenteld, Die Chroniken der Stadt Mekka,
vol. 1, Leipzig, 1858, p. 155 ft.

Cf. above.

Al-Birant, K. al-Jamahir, ed. F. Krenkow, Heyderabad, 1936, p. 67. This text was
unavailable to me and I owe the reference to the article by Aga-Oglu.

The inscription is supposedly dated in 101,/719-20; E. Combe, J. Sauvaget, and
G. Wiet, Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe, Cairo, 1931 (and subsequent
years), No. 101. The date is, of course, impossible. Either the name of the caliph
or the date were misread by the chronicler.

Thus (altigyptisch) does C. J. Lamm, Mittelalterliche Glaser, Berlin, 1930, p. 490,
translate the word fara‘uniyab.

This succession has been described by F. Gabrieli, La successione di Harun al-
Rashid, Rivista degli Studi Orientali, vol. 11, 1928. The TabarT texts on the
subject have been translated by the same scholar, Documenti rvelativi al califfato di
al-Amin, Rend. della R. Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, ser. 6, vol. 3 (1927), p.
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191 ff. Although well known in its modalities this partial division of the empire
has not been fully analyzed from the point of view of religious-political ceremonies
(see, for instance, Azraqi, p. 160 ff.) or of feudal institutions (a comparison with
the almost contemporary Carolingian divisions of an empire may be quite fruitful).
For a discussion of the formulas used in the inscriptions made on that occasion
see A. 1. Mihailova, Koformieniin gosudar-stvennyh aktov vremeni Abbasidov, Epi-
grafika Vostoka, vol. 7 (1953).

Ibn al-Dayah, Sirah Abmad ibn Tilun in Fragmente auns dem Mughrib, ed. K.
Vollers, Berlin, 1894, p. 19.

Répertoire, No. 119.

See B. Spuler, Iran in frib-islamischer Zeit, Wiesbaden, 1952, p. 55, and the bibl.
references in n. 4. A. I. Mihailova, Novye epigraficheskie dannye dlin istorii Srednei
Azii IX v., Epigrafika Vostoka, vol. 5, 1951, who discusses this whole group of
inscriptions, doubts (p. 18) the veracity of the story on the grounds that, aside
from al-Azraqi, we only have the testimony of al-Ya‘qubi (vol. 2, p. 550) about the
conversion of a Tibetan king. But both authorities are quite early and, while certain
features may very well have been invented, the fairly precise statement of al-Azraqt
certainly refers to an event which did take place.

See also al-Ya‘qabi, vol. 2, p. 550, where several thrones are implied. The gold and
silver of the throne or thrones were used to strike coins.

Répertoire, No. 100.

Répertoire, No. 116.

The difference in mood between the two inscriptions is apparent in the following
quotations: 1, From the 199 inscription dealing mostly with the victory over al-
Amin: “. .. he [the smam] was obeyed, because he himself held on forcefully to
his obedience to God; he was sustained in his work for the Book of God and the
revival (¢hya’) of the way (sunnah) of the messenger of God, and he was delivered
of his oath to the one who was cast off (al-makhlu), because of [the latter’s]
betrayal, perjury, and alteration [of the pact].” 2, From the 200 inscription: “May
whoever reads these lines contribute to the glorification of Islam and the abasement
of polytheism, through word and through act, for the strengthening of the faith
is imposed on men, as is prescribed by the imams, and [also] whoever desires
asceticism, the holy war, the gates of piety, and a contribution to all that is earned
by Islam in this glory and these splendors.”

Max van Berchem, Matériaux, pp. 223-371.

1bid., pp. 228-255; Répertoire, Nos. 9-11.

Max van Berchem, Matériaux pour un CILA: I, Egypte, Paris, 1903, p. 19 ft.
ibid., pp. 50-1.

E. Herzfeld, Damascus, studies in architecture I, Ars Islamica, vol. 9 (1942), p. 5.
M. van Berchem, Matériaux, Syrie du Sud, p. 235 {f.

This last sentence is still fairly obscure, as can be seen from the varying translations
by Pickthall, Palmer, and Blachere, but the reference to Christ is unmistakable.
This expression might be compared to the expressions found on early coins:
Mubammad rusul Allah wa ‘abdubu or Mubammad ‘abd Allah wa rusilubn. See
J. Walker, Arab-Byzantine coins, London, 1956, p. LXVII.

The last few words are missing on the inscription, probably because the artist
miscalculated the space he had at his disposal.
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This point had already been made by M. de Vogiié, Le Temple de Jérusalem, Paris,
1864, p. 89. Max van Berchem, p. 251, n. 4, has denied that most of the quota-
tions deal with Jesus. While it is, of course, true that the inscriptions on the doors
are not overly explicit, the main inscription inside the building is quite unique for
its emphasis on the relations between Islam and Christianity.

Goitein has also pointed this out, in JAOS, vol. 70 (1950), p. 106. At a slightly
later date, John of Damascus, Homily on the Holy Sabat, in PG, vol. 96, cols. 641-2,
reflects Muslim missionary work: “Whoever does not confess that Christ is the
Son of God and God is an Antichrist. If somebody says that Christ is a servant
(donlos), let us close our ears in the knowledge that he is a liar and that he does
not possess the truth.” The reference to the Muslim view of Christ is
unmistakable.

Al-Maqdisi, p. 159; LeStrange, Palestine, pp. 117-18.

For a later example see The Russian Primary Chronicle, tr. S. H. Cross and O. P.
Sherbowitz-Wetzor, Cambridge, 1953, pp. 110-11. See also the Arabic traditions
mentioned below.

See, for instance, al-Dinawari, K. al-akhbar al-tiwal, ed. V. Guirgass, Leyden,
1888, pp. 21-2; al-Istahani, K. al-Aghani, Bulaq, 1868, vol. 14, pp. 5-8; ibn al-
Fakth, K. al-Buldan, in Bibl. Geogr. Arab., vol. 5, p. 141 ff. There is a whole body
of such stories which should be sorted out. Often these stories are connected with
the stories dealing with Muhammad’s missions (cf. below), but some have already
acquired a literary flavor suggesting that we are in fact dealing with a theme which
was not merely historical. For legends and history, see R. Goossens, Autour de
Diyginis Akritas, Byzantion, vol. 7 (1932), pp. 303-16; M. Canard, Delhemma,
ibid., vol. 10 (1935), pp. 283-300; H. Grégoire and R. Goossens, Byzantinische
Epos und arabischer Ritterroman, Zeitschr. Deutsch. Morgen. Gesell., n.f., vol. 13
(1934), pp. 213-32; and especially M. Canard, Les aventures d’un prisonnier arabe,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 10 (1955-6).

Cf. references to Max van Berchem, above, n. 113. This point poses again the
question of the formation of Muslim iconoclasm. The earliest definite evidence
from a literary source derives from the complicated body of documents known as
the “edict of Yazid,” which has been recently analyzed by A. A. Vasiliev, The
iconoclastic edict of the caliph Yozid 11, A.D. 721, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vols.
9-10 (1956). But the archeological evidence of the Dome of the Rock and of the
mosque of Damascus shows that, even before the time of Yazid, it was fully
accepted that a Muslim religious building did not admit of representations of living
beings. There was thus a definite distinction in Umayyad times between an impe-
rial art which permitted images and a religious art which did not. It is unlikely,
however, that Muslim theology in the second half of the first century of the Hegira
had already made all the conclusions which will be drawn later from the concept
of God as the only Creator. It may be that the simple incident of the destruction
of'idols by Muhammad in Mekkah created a precedent which was followed without
being fully rationalized. The conscious destruction of religious representations in
Central Asia by the Arab conquerors, which is evidenced both in literary sources
and by archeological documents, seems to have been the result of an opposition
to idols rather than to representations. It may also be suggested that the Muslim
opposition to religious images was connected with the tremendous importance of
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images in Christianity and that we are in fact dealing with a reaction against means
of conversion and teaching with which the Muslims could not compete. The whole
question of the origins of Muslim opposition to religious images is far from being
solved, but a solution should not mean, as it has at times, the attribution to early
Islam of the systems of thought and conclusions characteristic of a later period,
but rather an understanding of the problem within its historical context. On the
question of the work of art as a symbol of sovereignty, it may be interesting to
relate the following story told by Eutychius, ed. L. Cheikho, vol. 2, pp. 19-20. At
the time of the conquest, we are told, the Arab forces under Aba “Ubaydah signed
an armistice for one year with the Christians of Qinnasrin whereby a frontier would
be established between Christian and Muslim possessions, in order to allow those
Christians who so desired to leave Syria and follow Heraclius into Anatolia. The
frontier was defined by a pillar or column (‘amid), beyond which the Muslims
were not to go. On this column the Christians painted a portrait of Heraclius
seated in majesty (jalis fi mulkibi), with the agreement of Abu “Ubaydah. But one
day, while practicing horsemanship, a certain Arab accidentally planted the point
of his spear in the eye of the image and put its eye out. The chief of the Christians
(al-batriq, patricius) immediately came accusing the Muslims of betraying the
truce. When asked by Abt “Ubaydah what he would like in return, he said: “We
will not be satisfied until the eyes of your king are put out.” Aba ‘Ubaydah sug-
gested having his own image mutilated, but to no avail, since the Christians insisted
on having a likeness of the Muslim’s great king (malikukum al-akbar). Finally Aba
‘Ubaydah agreed. The Christians made an image of ‘Umar, whose eye was then
put out by one of his men. Then the batrig said: “You have treated us equitably.”
Here again the important point is not whether or not the event actually took place,
although, even if arranged, it is not inconceivable during the “free for all” period
of the conquest. The story may have been simply invented in order to satisfy, in
one small instance, the vanity of the Christians defeated by the great caliph. But
the essential point of this account is in showing once again the significance of a
work of art as a magic symbol of state and sovereignty through the actual identifi-
cation of emperor and image.

Max van Berchem, p. 238. It may be added here that, of all later Muslim caliphs,
al-Ma‘'miin was probably one of the most likely to understand the symbols involved
in the Dome of the Rock, since, it will be recalled, he was responsible for the
inscriptions on the treasure of Kabul-shah, above.

See, for instance, the monument of La Turbie in southern France, J. Formigé, Le
Trophée des Alpes, Paris, 1949.

See the content of the inscriptions in H. Stern, Les représentations des conciles dans
Péglise de la Nativité: les inscripions, Byzantion, vol. 13 (1938), p. 420 ft., esp. pp.
437-40 abd 449 ft.

On the relations with the Byzantines see J. Wellhausen, Die Kdmpfe der Araber
mit den Romdern in der Zeit der Umaijnden, Nachrichten von d. K. Gesell. D.
Wiss. zu Gottingen, 1901, p. 428 ff.; on the Mardaites see art. by H. Lammens
in Encyclopedia of Islam, with further bibl.; for wars in Asia Minor see E. W.
Brooks, The Arabs in Asia Minor (641-750), Journal of Hellenic Studies, vol. 18
(1898), p. 182 ff.; for the Byzantine side see G. Ostrogorsky, History of the Byz-
antine Empire, Oxford, 1956, p. 116; and for the Cyprus problem, R. J. H.
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Jenkins, Cyprus between Byzantium and Islam, Studies presented to D. M.
Robinson, Saint-Louis, 1953, vol. 2, p. 1006 ff. Just recently the psychological
aspect of Umayyad relations with the Byzantines has been admirably sketched by
H. A. R. Gibb, Arab-Byzantine relations under the Umayyad caliphate, Dumbarton
Oaks Papers, vol. 12 (1958), pp. 231-3.

It is in fact in Christian sources that this phenomenon becomes evident, since from
a Christian point of view this was a very desirable activity. See the epistle of Soph-
ronius to Sergius in Migne, PG, vol. 87, pt. 3 (Paris, 1865), cols. 3197-200; cf.
also the texts gathered by M. de Gocje, La conquéte de la Syrie, pp. 174—6. The
Sophronius letter was read anew at the sixth ecumenical Council in Constantinople
in 680, J. D. Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum. . . collectio, Florence, 1765, vol. 11,
cols. 459 and following. The pretext offered by Theodore, the representative of
the see of Jerusalem (col. 455), was his desire to know whether the thoughts
expressed in it were orthodox. This is a strange pretext at best, since the theological
position of Sophronius was always recognized as one of the strongest expressions
of orthodoxy in the face of Monotheletism. It is much more likely that Theodore
wanted to draw the attention of the Council to the situation of the see of Jerusalem
and, in a disguised form, to invite intervention. It had, of course, to be done in a
disguised form, since there were, at the Council, representatives of other “occu-
pied” areas, who were favorable to Macarius and the heretics on trial (see cols.
618-19) and who might have informed the Umayyads of orthodox activities. The
stories dealing with John of Damascus’ betrayal of the caliph to the emperor are
probably legendary (PG, vol. 94, cols. 453-6); see the article (Saint) Jean Dam-
ascene in Dictionnaive de Théologie Catholique, Paris, 1924. Yet what is unlikely is
not the story itself but the fact that John of Damascus would have been plotting
with Leo. Theophanes (Bonn ed., p. 559) relates that ‘Abd al-Malik wanted to use
the columns of the Gethsemane church for the rebuilding of the Mekkan Temple;
various Christian notables requested him not to do so, but suggested instead that
they would ask Justinian II’s permission to substitute columns from another
church. So it was done. The point here is not whether the story is true or not but
that both the Christians and, curiously enough, ‘Abd al-Malik seemed to accept
Justinian’s sovereignty over Christian buildings in Jerusalem. Theophanes, pp.
641-43, also relates that, under al-Walid II, the archbishop of Damascus had to
be exiled for making anti-Muslim speeches; see also p. 632. Other sources, Denys
of Tell-Mahre, Chronicle, tr. J. B. Chabot, Paris, 1895, p. 475, attribute to ‘Abd
al-Malik a persecution of the Christians. And the inscriptions of Bethlehem,
perhaps slightly later than the Dome of the Rock, while, according to Stern, they
did not follow a purely Byzantine tradition, but a local Syrian one, imply a con-
demnation of heretics which may have been directed against the Maronites, but
also against the Muslims, who were considered as heretics (probably Arians, C.
Giiterbock, Der Islam im Lichte der byzantinischen Polemik, Berlin, 1912, p. 6).
The unusual lack of representations of living beings does suggest that the mosaics
were made with a definite consciousness of the existence of Islam and not exclu-
sively within a Christian world of its own. On this problem and other related ones,
see now the texts, images, and commentaries in the second chapter of A. Grabar,
D’Iconoclasme byzantin, Paris, 1957.

127a H. A. R. Gibb, in Dumbarton Oaks Papers, vol. 12, p. 221 ff.
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Baladhuri, Ansab, vol. 5, p. 335.

Theophanes, pp. 558-9.

Tabari, vol. 2, pl. 939, and the other chroniclers. On all questions of coinage, see
now J. Walker, Arab-Byzantine coins, London, 1956, esp. pp. XXV, XXIX, LVII
ff., for expressions showing political concern.

See, for instance, G. C. Miles, Mihrab and ‘Anazab: a study in early Islamic ico-
nography, Archaeologica Orientalia, in Memoriam Ernst Herzfeld, New York,
1952, pp. 156-71. Grabar, Iconoclasme, p. 67 ft.

Wroth, Catalogue, vol. 2, p. 330 ft.; cf. A. Grabar, I’Emperenr dans Part byzantin,
Strasbourg, 1936, p. 19, n. 4, where the symbolic elements of Justinian’s coinage
are emphasized. See also E. Kitzinger, The cult of images before iconoclasm, Dumbar-
ton Oaks Papers, vol. 8 (1954), p. 126, where the change is explained in purely
Byzantine terms. This was no doubt so, but it may be suggested that, in the case
of Justinian I, just as in the case of ‘Abd al-Malik, important changes or decisions
had both an internal and an external significance. See the extensive discussion in
A. Grabar, Iconoclasme, p. 67 ft.

Giiterbock, op. cit., passim; C. H. Becker, in Zestschrift fiir Assyriologie, vol. 26,
1912; Jeftery, in Harvard Theological Review, vol. 37, 1944.

There are many versions of the story and some are confused with other similar
themes (cf. above, n. 121); see Tabar1, vol. 1, p. 1585 ff.; Aghani, vol. 6, p. 64 {f.;
Ibn Sa‘ad, Tabagat, ed. E. Sachau, vol. 1, 2, p. 15 ft., etc.; see also M. Hamidullah,
Corpus des Traités et Lettres Diplomatiques, Paris, 1935, pp. 14-15. Gaudefroy-
Demombynes, Mahomet, p. 178 ff.

C. L. Caetani, Annali dell’Islam, vol. 1, Milan, 1905, p.725 ff.

Tabari, vol. 1, p. 1565; see also pp. 1561-2 for another tradition transmitted by
al-Zuhri to the effect that Heraclius dreamed that “circumcised people” will rule
over Jerusalem.

M. Canard, Les expéditions Arabes contre Constantinople dans Phistoive et la légende,
Journal Asiatique, vol. 208 (1926), p. 80 ft.

al-Maqdisi, op. cit., p. 165 ff.

Max van Berchem, p. 382 ff.; Guide des Lieux de Pelerinage, p. 64. It is only after
the arrival of the Ottomans that we meet with inscriptions on the Dome of the
Rock itself with the theme of the Night Journey.

1bid., p. 383.

It is not clear whether we should understand the word to mean “form
(of the name) of Muhammad” (LeStrange, Palestine, p. 100) or “figure de
Muhammad” (Marmariji, Textes, p. 211), the former being more likely, unless we
are dealing with some imprint on a stone which was associated with the
Prophet.

On all these activities see J. Sauvaget, La Mosquée Omeyyade de Médine, Paris,
1947, passim and esp. p. 93 ff.; also Gibb, op. cit., p. 224.

Ibid., p. 121.

R. W. Hamilton, The structural history of the Aqsa Mosque, London, 1949, p. 74;
Sauvaget, pp. 100-1; Creswell. vol. 2, p. 119 ft.; E. Lambert, Les origines de ln
mosquée, Studia Islamica, vol. 6 (1956), pp. 14-18.

Text in Gildmeister, ZDPV, vol. 13, p. 18.

Eutychius, ed. Cheikho, vol. 2, p. 42.
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Max van Berchem, p. 252, n. 1, pointed out that the ‘Abbasid chroniclers were
curiously reticent about ‘Abd al-Malik’s work in Jerusalem, while quite voluble
about al-Walid’s programs, and suggested that the reason was ‘Abd al-Malik’s
reputed impiety. It might be more likely to consider that the later chroniclers were
not fully conscious of the significance of the building in the historical situation of
the time.

See lately H. Adolf, Christendom and Islam in the Middle Ages, Speculum, 32
(1957), pp. 103-15, with an extensive bibliography on the question of the impact
of the Muhammad stories on the West. See also, Americo Castro, The structure of
Spanish history, Princeton, 1954, p. 130 ff., for an interesting explanation of the
formation of the sanctuary of Saint James in Santiago. The apostle is seen as a
“counter-Muhammad, and his sanctuary [as a] counter-Ka’bah” (p. 151). Here
also the development of a religious center is explained through its relation to a
specific historical situation.
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The Image of the Word: Notes
on the Religious Iconography
of Islam

Evica Crutkshank Dodd

The art of Islam has been of increasing interest to art historians in recent years
and new attempts are being made to interpret its character, to evaluate it within
terms of modern art history and on its own merits. The popular misconception,
that Islamic art is purely abstract and contains no figural representation has been
finally eradicated and so has the general characterization of this art by the expres-
sion “horror vacui”. The result of this enlightened approach has been greater
appreciation for the aesthetic values of Islamic art and deeper sympathy with its
objectives.

The first problem to confront the student of Islamic art is the religious pro-
hibition against figural representation which was always effective, in spite of the
continued existence of a figural tradition in secular art. A great deal has been
written about the prohibition of images in Islam,' and the conclusions reached
have left to Islamic art an exotic, esoteric quality, quite apart from the main-
stream of art historical development — have, indeed, given it a romantic “mys-
tique” more indicative of the Western concept of the Orient, than of the real
character of this art. The Western eye is so accustomed to seeing spiritual ideas
and beliefs conveyed by anthropomorphic symbols that the absence of such
symbols in the religious art of Islam is ditficult for the non-Moslem to appreciate.
The modern Moslem himself, in reflection of Western artistic tradition, is likely
to apologize for the inhibitions against representation in his art and to depreciate
what he considers to be a primitive custom surviving in his own culture. He may
speak of it as if it were a thing of the past, best forgotten, or as if it were no
longer applicable.” The absence of figural representation in religious art has led
to the belief that no religious symbols exist at all in Islamic art, that it is “exclu-
sively decorative,” “without religious function.”® Historians write of the lack of

Erica Cruikshank Dodd, “The Image of the Word: Notes on the Religions Iconography of Islam,”
pp. 35-62 from Berytus: Archacological Studies, XVIII (Beirut: American University of Beirut,
1969). Copyright © 1969 by Berytus. Reprinted by permission of American University of
Beirut Press.
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form,* the dissolution of matter and the infinite pattern,® the unfortunate lack
of religious iconography.® Although they frequently contribute a sensitive under-
standing to this art, these descriptions are deficient unless they are firmly
anchored in the primary tenets of the faith that it was designed to express.

From another point of view, part of the difficulty presented to modern writers
with regard to figural representation in Islam, is connected with Western mis-
conceptions about classical art. Many art historians look upon the West as the
inheritor of a glorious classical past, whereas the East is represented as survivor
of a less civilized, even barbaric tradition. To the Western mind, with its rich
tradition of classical revivals, “classical” means “representational.” “Classical art”
implies figurative art not only as naturalistic as possible but also an art that
centers around the human figure. Thus an art that is removed from nature and
hostile to the human figure must per se be “anti-classical.”

In the first place, however, the convention which regards classical art as real-
istic overlooks another side, that is the abstract purity of form which raised the
art of Greece and Rome to heights never again achieved by classical revivals.
Actually, what distinguished classical art at its best is the harmony between
abstraction and the realistic representation of nature. This very delicate harmony
was always in the balance and at times the classical scales tipped one way toward
greater realism, or another toward greater abstraction. It is too easily forgotten
that long before the rise of Islam, classical art was firmly bent on the path toward
greater abstraction and lesser realism. If Islamic art preferred abstraction to
realism in its vision of the world, it followed a tradition of the Hellenistic
Mediterranean that was already well established.

In the second place, the classical art which centered around the depiction of
man in his universe, ran into trouble over the representation of God. As long as
man was conceived as potent, self-reliant and real, and as long as God was con-
ceived as having human frailty, this artistic vision made sense. A classical art that
portrayed gods in the shape of man, also portrayed men in the shape of gods.
The Romans, however, who saw the world with harsher realism, pictured indi-
viduals as they appeared in life, without idealism and also conceived of a single
Being, rational but of pure form, beyond the comprehension of man. How was
this kind of God to be represented as differentiated from man and yet meaning-
ful to him? That the problem became a real one to the artist is clear. By the time
of the Roman Empire, two artistic traditions had come into being: the repre-
sentation of gods, or the Emperor-God, in the shape of man but increasingly
formalized, abstracted and removed from nature; and the representation of lesser
citizens or genre-type figures, realistic and nameless. There was also a classical
trend of thought which forbade altogether the representation or actualization
of God.” Islamic art when it removed the likeness of man from the portrayal
of God, was logically completing an artistic process begun long before the
advent of Muhammad. Eventually for Islam the genre-type, realistic figures of
Hellenistic and Roman art also partook of religious abstraction, but these figures
never became as scarce in Islam as they did in the medieval West.
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It is the argument of this paper that the art of Islam should be placed squarely
within the context of the general history of medieval art: Western Christian,
Eastern Christian and Islamic. If the great characteristic of medieval Christian
art is its religious expression, this is equally true of Islam, and for reasons which
are historically the same. As in the case of West and East Christian art, so also
for Islamic art, the spiritual relationship between man and God had to be
expressed through a symbolic system removed from realistic representation of
the natural and temporary world, and yet comprehensible to the believer. As in
the case of West and East Christian art, the essential problem for the art historian
is to understand the symbolic system. If properly understood, the religious sym-
bolism of Islam expresses its message in complete harmony and consistency, in
all its parts, from the most lowly domestic objects to the finest religious repre-
sentation, from the basic supports of architecture, to the smallest detail of its
decoration. What is more, for both Christians and Moslems the further away the
artist was from the center of religious worship and from religious sanctions, the
easier it was to relax this system. Neither medieval Islamic art nor medieval
Christian art was ever entirely divorced from nature, or from the representation
of natural human beings. In times and in places where religious sanctions were
light, more natural representation occurred than at other times, or in other
places. Finally, this art did not eventually meander into the Arabian sands to
get lost in the infinite arabesque, but was repeatedly fed back into the younger
tribal culture of medieval Europe, either directly, or through Spain, Sicily and
Byzantium, so as to contribute to the newer Western growth a discipline born
of ancient tradition. This larger conception of the role Islamic art played in wider
medieval history is seldom appreciated.®

The following notes represent three different but inter-dependent approaches
to the study of Islamic art through its central religious symbolism. The first
explores the theoretical connection of Islamic iconography with the ancient clas-
sical tradition of the Logos. The second section examines the roots of the earliest
religious iconography in Islam in Christian or classical-Christian traditions. The
third describes an example of this iconography in its maturity, transformed so
as to mirror a religious vision of the universe. In the mature development of this
art the origins of the religious iconography were for all practical purposes lost
in the mists of tradition. All three studies independently point to the same
conclusion: that there was a continuous development of religious symbolism
from Hellenistic art through Early Christian representation directly inherited
and developed or elaborated by Islam to express a medieval world vision.

The Prohibition of Images

At the heart of the Islamic style is the representation of God, or of a particular
relationship between man and God, which leads us directly to the question of
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the prohibition against images. Western scholars explain the absence of the
religious image (generally considered to be a source of poverty in Islamic style)
as due to one or more of the following three factors: (1) that early Islamic art
was influenced by a preference for non-representational art long practised in the
Orient; (2) that primitive Islam associated the image with magical qualities, and
therefore the image was taboo; (3) that early Islamic art was influenced by Jews
who had been converted to Islam. Each of these three explanations appears to
be insufficient as they are presently presented, and each casts Islamic art in a
false light. It seems important, therefore, that they should be corrected. Surely
the emphasis in Islamic art should not be placed on the absence of a divine image
but rather on the substitution of another symbolic image for the traditional
human figure. If the Islamic style is considered in this light, it takes its rightful
historical place in the wider development of medieval culture, as an integral part
of this development and not as a peculiar manifestation of the desert.

The first point above is the most questionable. This is the attitude expressed
by Creswell as “inherent temperamental dislike of Semitic races for human
representations in sculpture and painting.”” What is meant by “semitic” in this
instance is difficult to determine but the truth is precisely the opposite, that
non-representational art was not generally favoured in the East, except, perhaps,
by a small number of Jews, prior to Islam. It is true that in ancient Persia, Meso-
potamia and Egypt, artistic styles were long disposed to be two-dimensional and
patterned, mystical or linear, rather than three-dimensional, solid and naturalis-
tic. But this two-dimensional, patterned style of the East was always representa-
tional, filled with a rich and precise repertoire of human and animal form. Gods
were represented either in human form, with human and animal attributes, or
with astronomical symbols. This tradition could not in itself have led to the
abolition of images. If, on the other hand, by “semitic” is meant the artistic
traditions of the Saudi-Arabian peninsula, there is evidence to show that what
art was there was deeply influenced by classical styles and it followed both the
traditions of late Mesopotamian and of Roman art fairly consistently."” In this
area, at least, non-figurative art was not apparent.

The second point, that Islam associated the image with magical qualities, is
more controversial. The idea that Arabs attached primitive magical properties to
the image which seems to have originated with A.J. Wensinck in 1925, was sup-
ported by Sir Thomas Arnold," and is still accepted today.'? Its supporters cite
as evidence the fact that many Arabs from primitive areas today dislike having
their picture taken for fear of encouraging the Evil Eye, or because such a process
is regarded as taking away a part of their own person. But many primitive societ-
ies hold this belief, and all but Islam have gone on to develop a rich representa-
tional repertoire. The patrons of early Islamic art, moreover, were far from being
primitive. Such a theory cannot be supported by twentieth century examples
taken from the remote countryside. Actually, a naive superstition of this kind
may be the result, not the cause, of the tradition. Recognizing the weakness of
this argument, Oleg Grabar cited as contemporary prootf of such practice at the
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time of the conquest, a story told by Eutychius. Since it is the only contemporary
evidence cited in support of such a theory it is worth considering in detail:

At the time of the Conquest, we are told, the Arab forces under Abu “Ubaydah
signed an armistice for one year with the Christians of Qinnasrin, whereby a
frontier would be established between Christian and Muslim possessions, in order
to allow those Christians who so desired to leave Syria and follow Heraclius into
Anatolia. The frontier was defined by a pillar or column (‘amud) beyond which
the Muslims were not to go. On this column the Christians painted a portrait of
Heraclius seated in majesty (jalis fi mulkibi) with the agreement of Aba ‘Ubaydah.
But one day, while practicing horsemanship, a certain Arab accidentally planted
the point of his spear in the eye of the image and put its eye out. The chief of the
Christians (al-batrig, patricius) immediately came accusing the Muslims of betray-
ing the truce. When asked by Abt “Ubaydah what he should like in return, he said
“We will not be satisfied until the eyes of your king are put out.” Aba “‘Ubaydah
suggested having his own image mutilated, but to no avail, since the Christians
insisted on having a likeness of the Muslim’s great king (malikukum al-akbar).
Finally Abu ‘Ubaydah agreed. The Christians made an image of “Umar, whose eye
was then put out by one of his men. Then the batrig said “You have treated us
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equitably”.

As Oleg Grabar points out, the important point here is not whether or not
the event took place; as he says, the story may have been invented to satisfy the
vanity of the Christians defeated by the great Caliph. The point of this account
is “in showing once again the significance of a work of art as a magic symbol of
state and sovereignty through the actual identification of emperor and image.”"*
What is even more significant in this story, however, was pointed out by Grabar
subsequently:"® it must be noted that it was the primitive Christians, not Abi
‘Ubaydah, who demanded primitive retribution in the form of an eye for an eye.
In other words, it was the Christians, not the Arabs, who associated magical
powers with the portrait of the Emperor.'® In agreeing to the mutilation of the
portrait of the Caliph — indeed, in offering to have his own portrait damaged —
Abt ‘Ubaydah showed remarkable indifference to ancient Christian superstition.
This same story will be mentioned below in support of a further argument; for
the time being, it must be granted that the story of Eutychius does not support
the contention that it was the Arabs who attributed magical properties to the
image. On the contrary, there is ample evidence to suggest that the Arabs
who conquered the great Hellenistic centers of Alexandria, Damascus, Antioch,
Aleppo and Jerusalem, admired the works of art there and had them copied in
their own mosques and palaces. Far from attributing to them magical powers
inherent in their own culture, the Arabs did what every young and fresh con-
quering civilization had done before them in this area for four thousand years
or more. They took over and developed existing artistic and cultural patterns
(without necessarily understanding their original meaning) and gradually trans-
formed these patterns to express their own particular creed.
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The third reason generally given to explain the abolition of the image in Islam
is the influence of the Jewish tradition regarding the image."” This theory is
complicated and needs to be approached carefully. There is surely some truth in
it, but if so, it must lie within the general historical context whereby all three,
Christians, Moslems, and Jews, were themselves influenced by older classical
tradition. The Law of Moses firmly commands the Jews: “Thou shalt not make
unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of anything which is in heaven above,
or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; Thou
shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them” (Exodus, I: 4-5). This
commandment became the cornerstone of theological dispute in the early cen-
turies of Christianity. If this commandment were in itself responsible for the
Islamic prohibition of images it might be expected to appear in the Koran, but
it does not, any more than it does in the New Testament. Actually, in the first
centuries after Christ, there is evidence to show that the concept of images within
the synagogue was deeply influenced by classical traditions and the interpretation
of this commandment considerably relaxed.' Sometime in the middle of the fifth
century, and during the sixth, the religious prohibition against images in the
synagogue was restored with a vigour that was previously unknown. Apparently,
at this time, the Jews suffered a violent reaction to increasing icon-worship
among Christians and only then did they adopt a rigorous iconoclasm.'” Whether
the Jewish prohibition was subsequently an influence on both Christian and
Moslem iconoclasm, as has been maintained, is not clear but it seems reasonable
to infer that in the sixth century, educated Christians, Jews and devout pagans
were alike offended by increasing icon-worship in the Christian church. Such
practices might easily be confused with a return to idolatry.

In order to understand the development of icon-worship and its reaction in
the Christian church it is necessary to explore more deeply the older pagan tradi-
tions in which the Christian attitude originated. We have already mentioned that
the problem of the representation of God was evident in classical times. It was
a problem that had plagued classical thinkers as early as the seventh century BC,
when the Greek philosopher Xenophanes maintained that it was not reasonable
to portray gods in the physical shape of man, because, in his own words, «. . . if
oxen, horses, and lions had hands, or could paint with their hands and fashion
works as men do, horses would paint horselike images of gods and oxen oxlike
ones and each would fashion bodies like their own . . . The Ethiopians consider
the gods flat-nosed and black; the Thracians blue-eyed and red-haired.”*® Later
on, classical philosophers, among whom was Plato, pursued this line of thought
to the conception of a single God who became equated with the Mind, rather
than with the physical shape of man, or with the classical Logos, meaning Reason.
Thus it was only the intellectual capacity of man, his reason — the Logos — that
resembled the divine, not the body. It is common knowledge that the association
of the Logos with the Divine was eventually carried into both Christian and
Jewish theology also, here the Logos being translated as the Word: “In the
beginning was the word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.”
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(John I:1). Then the identification of God with Reason, or the Word, called into
question how to represent artistically and symbolically the presence of God, or
the Logos, without drawing Him in human shape.?'

For classical pagans there were other problems: for example, men came to
adore the statues of their gods as much as they adored the idea the statue repre-
sented. They came to associate the statue with the god, and this multiplied the
plurality of gods, creating great confusion as to which was the right one. Of
what should these gods be made, or what material? Herodotus, the Greek his-
torian of the fifth century BC, tells the story of a God that had been made out
of a vessel that had previously been used for washing feet. There is a great deal
of classical literature on this problem and it is interesting that Strabo, a Roman
geographer writing about the time of Christ, sees in Moses a “true Stoic
philosopher” because of his absolute condemnation of idolatry.*> We are
still, however, six or seven hundred years before the advent of the Prophet
Muhammad.

By the first century AD, many pagans had come to terms with traditional
forms of popular devotion and the gods — the gods in human shape, the whole
quarreling family on Mount Olympus — lived on in a fashion. By then there had
developed a profound classical literature in defense of the old habit of the image.
The main argument employed by classical writers to defend the anthropomorphic
image was that, in the words of Dion Chrysostom: “Since we know — and do
not merely guess — that it is to a Being in Whom reason dwells that we have
recourse, we give to God the human form as being the vessel of thought and
reason. In the complete absence of the original model, we seek to show forth
the incomparable and the invisible by means of the visible and the comparable.
We employ the power of the symbol.”*® Or, as Julian the Apostate writes: “Our
fathers established images and altars . . . as symbols of the presence of the gods,
not that we may regard such things as gods, but that we may worship the gods
through them.”** The worship of images becomes acceptable, therefore, just so
long as the worshipper realizes that he is communicating with God through a
symbol and not directly with the God himself. Unfortunately this intellectual
distinction between the symbol and the Idea was not always maintained by
pagan worshippers any more than it was to be maintained by future Christian
worshippers of the icon.

Thus the pagan tradition bequeathed to the Christian an unsolved problem:
the representation of God. For a long time — eight centuries, to be precise — early
Christians wrestled with this problem. The fact that so many early figural repre-
sentations of God and Christ have survived in early Christian art indicates that
the pagan tradition was not easily discarded, but many early Church fathers wrote
unequivocably and forcefully against images. Among these were Justin Martyr
and Clement of Alexandria (2nd century), Origen (d. 254), Eusebius (d. 371),
Basil of Caesarea (d. 379), Gregory of Nyssa (d. 395), Asterius of Amaseia
(c. 400), Epiphanius (d. 402), and St. John Chrysostom (d. 407). It was St.
John Chrysostom who suggested the alternative symbolism for God that was
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eventually adopted by the Iconoclasts in place of the human figure. He wrote:
“We enjoy the presence of the saints in their writings, in which we have images,
not of their bodies, but of their souls, since their words are images of their souls”;
or Gregory of Nyssa: “One should not worship the form of the Servant, but God
the Logos, existing in the glory of the Father and in the form of God.”*® The
matter came to a head when the Emperor Leo 111, in 730,?® passed an Edict
that commanded the unconditional prohibition of images. The controversy that
arose over this edict raged for more than a century, during which time all human
images were actually destroyed in most of the Eastern churches. The Western
Empire refused to comply with the Emperor’s order. The resulting conflict over
this issue became so serious that it led eventually to a split between East and
West, a split which was never entirely resolved. In 843, the Empress Theodora
finally succeeded in restoring the Image to the Eastern Church. Even so, the
disagreement between East and West left permanent scars which resulted eventu-
ally in their separation. Thus, in the Christian Church, the problem of the image
had implications that were violent enough to crack its very foundations.

In the ninth century, icons were restored in the Eastern church largely on the
basis of two arguments. The first one is sophistry. It was argued that the New
Testament replaced the Old Testament and that Christians needed no longer to
be afraid, as the Jews had been, of resembling their pagan neighbours in the
worship of the human image. Curiously enough, by the sixth century the worship
of icons in the Christian church had reached such proportions that the distinc-
tion between pagans and Christians in this respect must not have been obvious.
Secondly, and more important, Christians discovered that they could draw on a
doctrinal argument in support of the image that made good sense: after all, it
was argued, all Christians believe that God sent His Only Begotten Son down
to earth in the form of'a man for the Salvation of Mankind. This was the essence
of Christianity. Therefore it was neither unreasonable nor blasphemous to portray
Father and Son in human form. Leo, Bishop of Neapolis, used an argument for
the restoration of images that recalls older pagan thought: “The representations
of the Saints are not our Gods, but books which lie open and are venerated in
churches in order to remind us of God and to lead us to worship Him.”*” Fol-
lowing the doctrine of Salvation, images were again sanctioned in Christian art,
which then went on to develop a magnificent repertoire of Church iconography.
Meanwhile, however, the moment of crisis in the Christian church occurred
precisely at the same time as it occurred for Islam, but with different results.

It is significant that the first recorded incident of iconoclasm was one that
concerned both Moslems and Christians. In 723, the Caliph Yezid II ordered
the removal of icons from all Christian churches within his realm.?® This incident
suggests that the fervent adoration of icons among Christians living in Islam at
this time was already offensive to Moslems. In this respect, indeed, this incident
backs up the story told by Eutychius about the Emperor Heraclius’ image. It was
the association of the image with magical properties on the part of the Early
Christians, not on the part of primitive Moslems, that insulted the Orthodox
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Moslem attitude. However one must remember that Yezid’s successor, Hisham,
revoked this order, which proves that the universal abolition of images was by
no means acceptable to all Moslems at this time. Before Islam had made up its
mind on the matter, the Iconoclast Controversy was in full force.

Like the New Testament but unlike the Old, the Koran contains no prohibi-
tions against figural representation. As in the case of Early Christian art, a good
deal of figural representation has survived from the earliest centuries of Islam
and this indicates that the question was not at first precisely defined. After his
triumphal entry into Mecca, the Prophet Muhammad entered the Ka’bah, put
his hand over a picture of Mary with Jesus seated on her lap that was painted
on a pillar, and said: “Rub out all the pictures except these under my hands . . .”**
The first specific injunctions against the making of images are contained in the
Hadith, and these Hadith were written down only in the ninth century. Other
outside but contemporary sources suggest that Moslem opinion hardened in this
direction only toward the end of the eighth century, that is, precisely during the
period of Christian iconoclasm.*

It is a revealing coincidence that the question of the image was crucial for both
Christianity and Islam in the eighth century, and that the controversy centered
in Damascus, under Omayyad rule. The Church Father who was instrumental in
restoring images to the Christian Church was a Syrian (and presumably a Semite)
John of Damascus, a member of an old Damascus family called Mansur which
played an important part in the state administration under Abd-el-Malik. He was
born about the close of the seventh century and died c. 749.*" It was he who
linked the question of icons with the doctrine of Salvation and thereby provided
rational grounds for the restoration of images. Now Islam did not have this kind
of doctrine. Instead, the Islamic solution to the problem of the image was related
to a doctrine as fundamental to Islam as the Trinity was to Christianity: the most
important element of Islamic teaching involves — not, as in Christianity, the telling
of the story of Christ and imitation of the life of Christ, but, rather the precise
learning of the Word of God, the Holy Koran. For the Moslem, the Prophet is
only the conveyor of a message. The Koran is actually the faithful reproduction of
the original scripture in heaven, the actual words of the Book of Heaven which
were communicated at different times to the Prophet Muhammad. The written
or the recited Koran is thus identical in being and in reality with the uncreated
and eternal word of God. Thus, the most fundamental of Islamic beliefs offered
a reasonable alternative to the ancient problem of images, an alternative that was
as meaningful to the Moslem as the Doctrine of Salvation was to the Christian:
If God did not reveal Himself nor His Image to the Prophet, He had neverthe-
less revealed the faithful “picture” of His Word. The representation of this Word,
the Holy Koran, offered a reasonable substitute for the traditional human figure
that represented Divinity in both pagan and Christian religions. It would neces-
sarily have a divine association for all true believers.

In other words, the theory of images of John of Damascus could not have
meaning for a Moslem. Although Christianity was considered close to Islam,
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and Christians along with Jews admitted to the Brotherhood of the Peoples of
the Book, in one respect the Koran is unequivocal: When the Christians called
Jesus the Son of God, they had erred from the true path of their religion by
admitting the plurality of God, and hence were idolators. For Islam, there is no
God but God. God did not send his Image down in the form of a Man, but
rather in the form of a Book. In this light, Christian imitation of Christ repre-
sented by the icon would look something like pagan idolatry to the Moslem,
whereas reverence for the Book implied imitation of the Logos, the Word of
God. This is a significant difference.

Now Islam is frequently regarded as an influential factor in the Iconoclast
Controversy, but there is no real evidence to support this assumption.** George
Ostrogorsky suggests that Leo I1I had Semitic ancestry and that this might have
caused him to abolish images in the Christian church. We should remember,
however that John of Damascus was an Arab, and that he restored them. André
Grabar points out®® that Iconoclasm was rooted in the Eastern provinces of
Byzantium and therefore Islamic influence is suggested. One might also say that
the popularity of iconoclasm in the Eastern provinces would favour the adoption
of Iconoclast attitudes by Islam. What evidence we have, and it has been sum-
marized here, suggests that there were rational objections to the image in the
Mediterranean world long before the rise of Islam; that Islam inherited
the problem of the image in its entirety, along with other beliefs belong to the
Peoples of the Book, and along with many classical traditions; and that both
Christianity and Islam made up their minds about the matter at approximately
the same time, and on rational grounds, based on their respective doctrines. In
one case, God is symbolized by the human form, because that was Christian
doctrine. In the other, the presence of God is symbolized by the image of the
Word, because this was Islamic doctrine. Both these solutions, in turn, reflect
opposing but long-standing traditions in Classical thought: God as symbolized
by man, or the Logos, symbolized by the Book.

If this is true, then the Islamic prohibition of the image should not be con-
sidered a remnant of Semitic tradition, nor a primitive bedouin superstition, nor
just the reflection of Jewish influences, but rather the reflection of profound
pagan, Christian and Jewish cumulative scholarship.** To the learned mind in
Damascus, in the eighth century AD, the substitution of the Word for the human
figure as a symbol for God might carry with it all the intellectual, philosophical
and religious implications of the Classical and Christian Logos. In any event, it
was the only kind of symbolism open to Islam.

The Beginnings of Symbolism in Islam

So far, the argument for the substitution of one image for another in the art of
Islam has been theoretical. It receives tangible proof, however, in the birth of
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this art in the seventh and eighth centuries AD. That the symbolism suggested
in the foregoing section was conscious at the beginning of Islam, with all the
deeper connotations implied, is very unlikely. The earliest evidence we have of a
symbolic use of Koranic inscriptions is in the interior of the Dome of the Rock
in Jerusalem, which was decorated with mosaics dated by inscriptions in 691
AD.*® On the whole, the style and iconography of this decoration reflects late
Hellenistic, Byzantine and Sassanian origins for which ready parallels are found
in the contemporary Christian monuments of Syria and Palestine.*® The impor-
tant fact is that no human or animal figures occur in the decoration of the Dome
of the Rock, indicating that the prohibition of figural representation in a religious
monument was already a reality in seventh-century Islam. Since figurative decora-
tion occurs in the Omayyad period both in secular art and on the official coinage,
it is equally clear that this prohibition did not, at that time, extend to all forms
of decoration.

It has frequently been pointed out that not only the architecture, but also the
decoration of the Dome of the Rock, the vegetal motifs with vases, fruit and
cornucopiae, follows a contemporary Christian tradition of religious art with
deep symbolic meaning.”” From the very beginning, apparently, the Arabs did
not hesitate to adopt the Christian symbolic vocabulary that was applicable to
their own faith. In addition, Oleg Grabar has described the symbolism of the
jewels and crowns also in the decoration of the Dome of the Rock as part of the
symbolic vocabulary of seventh-century Christian art.*® Part of this decoration
and contemporary with it is a long Koranic inscription proclaiming the new faith.
Oleg Grabar explained both the symbolic and the literal meaning of this inscrip-
tion as “a statement of Muslim unitarianism and a proclamation to Christians
and Jews, especially to the former, of the final truth of Islam.”* The relationship
of this symbolic inscription to the tradition of Christian iconoclast art has not
been pointed out, however, and in this relationship can be traced the origin of
Islamic religious iconography. In other words, the early religious symbolism of
Omayyad art, taken over from Christian iconoclasm, presented a solution to the
ancient problem of images most suitable to the Islamic faith. In the Dome of
the Rock were established patterns for the unbroken development of this reli-
gious vocabulary in all forms of later Islamic art.

The relevant Christian monument contemporary with the Dome of the Rock
is the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem, decorated with mosaics between
680 and 787 AD, that is just before or during the Iconoclast Controversy.*’ The
only remaining decoration dating from the period of its construction are the
mosaics in the nave of the Church of the Nativity, representing a series of Pro-
vincial and Ecumenical Church Councils. Each of these councils is titled and a
passage from the council written out in full, framed in an architectural setting
and separated one from another by means of stylized vegetal and floral motifs
(since the mosaics are in very bad shape, a drawing is reproduced where these
elements may be clearly seen, Figs. 11.1, 11.2). Set in the series of provincial
councils is a large cross between two trees. Below each inscription is an altar, on
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Figure 11.1 Drawing of mosaics in the Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem. Bodleian
Library, University of Oxford, 1736.b.6, pl. 11
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Figure 11.2 Drawing of mosaics in the Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem. Bodleian
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which is placed a closed book. Above the inscription is a cross in a nimbus. The
decorative scheme thus consists of four principal elements: (1) the floral and
vegetal motifs; (2) the architectural settings; (3) the pictorial religious symbols,
altars, books, crosses; (4) the inscription. Each of these four elements can be
traced in earlier church decoration in Syria and Palestine or in established
Byzantine iconography.*!

(1) The floral and vegetal motifs closely resemble motifs also discovered in
the decoration of the Dome of the Rock. In particular, the vine scrolls tumbling
in an orderly way out of beautiful vase forms are repeated in various ways in the
Dome of the Rock. This vine scroll motif belongs to the classical repertoire
carried over into early Christian art throughout the Mediterranean World as
seen, for example, in the Church of St. George in Salonika.*? It is common in
Christian art of Egypt, Syria and Palestine in the fifth and sixth centuries, for
example in the Church of Sts. Peter and Paul at Jerash.*® It is found again, some-
what stylized, in other examples of Omayyad art, as in the great mosque at
Damascus, built by Al-Walid in AD 715.**

(2) The architectural settings in the mosaics of Bethlehem are also common
enough in the classical tradition transformed in Byzantine art. They are found
in the mosaic mentioned above, in Jerash, and are used with primary icono-
graphical symbolism in the Mosque at Damascus. In the Church of the Nativity,
Bethlehem, these architectural settings frame the principal iconographic motifs,
as indeed, they also do in the earlier Church of St. George at Salonika.

(3) The iconographical element at Bethlehem, the pictorial religious sym-
bolism of altars, Gospel books and crosses below and above the inscriptions are
part of established Christian Iconoclast decoration. These symbols do not appear
in contemporary Omayyad monuments, even though Moslems did not hesitate
to use Christian Symbols which could be given an Islamic interpretation. However,
since the altar, the book and the cross refer specifically to the Trinity their
absence in Moslem iconography is hardly surprising. Nevertheless, since they give
an especial meaning to the fourth iconographical element in the mosaics at
Bethlehem, the inscriptions, these symbols must be examined in greater detail.

The symbolic representation of an altar, representing the throne ot God the
Father, and the Book of the Gospels, representing the Divine Logos, were for-
mally understood by the Church Fathers as an answer to the problem of the
human image. Thus the combination of thrones and altars occurs in the dome
of the Orthodox Baptistry in Ravenna, of the sixth century. The altars support
an open book and the thrones cushion a cross within a nimbus. According to
Cyril of Jerusalem, the thrones and the altars represented the seat of Christ and
the Gospels represented the material presence of the God-Logos. It is important
for us to note here that the same idea was repeated in an apocryphal text of the
Patriarch Germanos of Constantinople, during the Iconoclast Controversy, con-
temporary with the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. And, what is more,
the Council of Ephesus in the fifth century, one of the councils represented on
the walls of the Church at Bethlehem, made Christ “president” of the gathering
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of Holy Bishops by placing the Holy Writ upon the throne (altar) before the
congregation, thus implying that the council was effectively “His Word.™® An
altar with a closed book upon it is represented behind the figures of the saints
in Salonika and we should keep in mind that Leo, Bishop of Neapolis, compared
the representations of the Saints to books (above p. 192).*° These saints and
books are framed in elaborate architectural settings not unlike those in Bethle-
hem (Figs. 11.1, 11.2). In Bethlehem, moreover, the eight-armed cross above
the altar (Fig. 11.1) represents a further development of this initial iconoclast
symbolic representation. In a bronze from St. Sophia in Constantinople (sixth
century) is represented the Holy Book upon a throne (or altar) and above these
is the figure of a dove. The three persons of the Trinity are clearly intended: the
throne to represent the Father, the Book as Christ or the Logos, and the
dove as the Holy Ghost. Thus the more scattered elements in the dome of
the Orthodox Baptistry have been integrated and given precise meaning. In the
Church at Nicaea, contemporary with the Church at Bethlehem, these three
symbols are depicted in the dome, and the dove is represented inside an eight-
armed cross, and with a nimbus.*” This combination again occurs in the later
(eleventh-century) church of Hosios Lukos.*® In this light, the eight-armed cross
in a nimbus above the altar in Bethlehem is understood as an iconoclast symbol
for the Holy Ghost. Thus the altars, Gospel books and crosses in the mosaics at
Bethlehem represent not only an iconoclast solution to the problem of the Divine
Image, but actually represent the Trinity and reflect the concern in the eighth
century over the definition of the Trinity, the quarrels of the Trisagion.*

(4) Finally, our understanding of the symbols at Bethlehem is completed by
the fourth iconographic element on the walls, the inscriptions. The content of
these inscriptions and their placement between the book and the Cross have an
especial meaning. As described above, they represent passages from the Church
Councils and the passages chosen in every case reflect decisions taken by the
Councils over the definition of the Trinity. For example, the representation of
the Council of Ephesus reads:

The Holy Synod of Ephesos, composed at first of 200 Holy Fathers, against Nesto-
rius, who divided Christ in two substances and did not confess the mother of the
Lord to be Mother of God, assembled in the time of Theodosius the Younger.
And the Holy Synod decreed and confessed that the Only Begotten Son of God
came down from Heaven, was incarnate through the Holy Ghost and the Virgin
Mary and became man in the unity of substance and that she who bore Him was
Mother of God.*

The central placement of the inscriptions in the composition of the whole mosaic
gave them especial symbolic importance. Moreover they actually replaced figural
representations previously used to describe the Councils in Christian Church
iconography.” This is not, however, the first time inscriptions were used in this
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way. In the sixth-century Church of the Propylaca at Jerash, there occurs a
mosaic roundel decorated with an abstract, geometric ornament around the
name and titles of a saint, where normally his portrait would be seen.”* Around
the outside of the roundel are written verses from the Psalms. Although this
combination of abstract decoration, religious inscription and iconographic sym-
bolism in the form of an inscription instead of a figural representation occurs
frequently in later Islamic decoration (see, for example, the roundel over the
doorway of Al-Agmar) it is never found before the eighth century. The use of
an inscription in the Church at Bethlehem to replace figural representation was
previously understood only in earlier iconoclast Christian art and its use in Beth-
lehem to define the Trinity according to Orthodox Church doctrine, represented
together with the established symbols of the Trinity, is coherent only in Christian
terms. There are no known precedents in Islam.

Since all the iconographical elements in the Church of the Nativity mosaics
at Bethlehem may be understood in the light of contemporary Christian
art, it is difficult to understand why scholarly opinion insists on a Moslem
influence for the mosaics. Their strict observance of an Iconoclast tradition sug-
gests that the mosaics may belong to the period of the Iconoclast Controversy
itself, that is to a time after 730, a date that is supported by two internal associa-
tions pointed out by Henri Stern: that the wording of the inscriptions is related
to the writing of John of Damascus, which belongs to the second quarter of the
eighth century, and that the importance of the Church Councils was emphasized
by the Patriarch Germanos (c. 726) who not only (as mentioned above) rein-
forced the symbolism for the Trinity described at Bethlehem, but also described
the Councils as “an indissoluble and inseparable chain” and a supreme weapon
against heresies.*®

To return to the problem of Islamic decoration, it has been noted that the
principal motifs in the decoration of the Dome of the Rock are understandable
in terms of Christian art. Since the date of the Dome of the Rock coincides with
the known dates of the Church at Bethlehem, it is difficult to say precisely which
system of decoration may have influenced the other but the weight of the evi-
dence points to the adoption by Islam of a contemporary Christian vocabulary:.
This is more readily understandable than the contrary proposal: that the Church
at Bethlehem should have been influenced by Islamic practices which, if they
existed at all at this time, had certainly not yet become established. No other
comparable churches with figural decoration from this area contemporary with
the Dome of the Rock have survived to indicate that absence of figural repre-
sentation was confined to Moslem institutions.

The inscription in the Dome of the Rock supports these conclusions. This
inscription represents verses from the Koran the theme of which has an
unmistakable resemblance to the theme of the Bethlehem inscriptions, although,
of course, with appropriate content: they emphasize not the Trinity, but the
Unity of God:**
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... Who has not
taken to Him a son
and Who has not any associate in the Kingdom (XVII:111)

The Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary,

was only the Messenger of God, and His Word
that He committed to Mary, and a Spirit from
Him. So believe in God and His Messengers,
and say not, “Three’. Refrain; better is it for you.
God is only One God. Glory be

to Him — that He should have a son! (IV:170-2)

More important, unlike the inscriptions at Bethlehem, the inscriptions in
the Dome of the Rock run along high above the main decorative area,
under the cornice, where they are barely visible to the observer. They are
one among many decorative elements used with symbolic meaning and by
no means the most prominent. They do not dominate a central iconographic
scheme as do the inscriptions at Bethlehem. Thus, although each of the
iconographic elements used to decorate the Dome of the Rock could be
understood as Christian motifs translated into Moslem terms, they do not form
a coherent whole like the iconographic system in Bethlehem. A few years later,
the mosaics in the Great Mosque in Damascus portrayed a single decorative
scheme with deep symbolic meaning, the Islamic Vision of Paradise (see note
36). The theme in Damascus also reflected contemporary Christian symbolism
but the integration of the design shows deeper understanding and a more specifi-
cally Moslem content. Nevertheless, the symbols used in Damascus were still
representational. The use of an inscription as the principal element of religious
decoration, of an inscription to replace an image as occurred at Bethlehem is not
found in Islam until many years later. Thus it was a practice first established in
Early Christian decoration. This relationship between Islamic and Christian art
is reinforced by the knowledge that the Omayyads imported Byzantine artists to
decorate their buildings,™ artists who could not fail to be familiar with the
ordinary Christian religious vocabulary. A specifically Islamic vocabulary was not
yet known.

The above comparison between the mosaics of Jerusalem and Bethlehem
indicate that the conscious use of inscriptions to replace figural representation
of the Divine was established in Christian art long before inscriptions became
the predominant system of decoration in Islam, and that the origin of symbolic
inscription in the decoration of a mosque lay in earlier Christian church art,
specifically in Christian iconoclast decoration. If iconoclast art used an inscrip-
tion to replace figural symbolism, and specifically as a symbol for the Logos, so
later Moslem iconography may be said to have taken over the same symbolic
association. At any rate, a direct association between the symbolic meaning of
the earliest inscriptions in Islamic art and the Christian symbol for the Logos
can be traced even though the development of this symbolism in later Islamic
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art may have been independent of its Christian-Classical origins. In the Dome
of the Rock were laid patterns for future religious decoration in Islam. This
development is now examined.

Religious Symbolism in the Mosque

Just when the use of writing in Islam replaced pictorial religious composition is
not established. It was likely a slow process. What is clear is that figural repre-
sentation was discouraged in Abbasid mosques as religious inscriptions increased
correspondingly in decorative and symbolic value. It is interesting to note, for
example, that the original Omayyad inscriptions on the Nilometer in Cairo
(96-7 H = 714-16 AD) were purely utilitarian, confined to measurements of the
height of the water. In the succeeding period, however (199H = 814-15 AD),
Koranic inscriptions of highly symbolic character were added.*® For example, one
of the verses chosen for the West side of the Nilometer:

Hast thou not seen how that God has sent down out of heaven water, and in the
morning the earth becomes green? (XXII: 62)

These verses used in a stylized, decorative kufic in place of all other decoration
suggest that the substitution of Koranic script for other symbolic religious deco-
ration was established in the time of the Abbasids.’” At the same time, as if in
response to custom that was already in practice, the permanent injunctions to
makers of images and the whole mystique associated with the image appears in
Islamic traditions.

A full account of the development of religious symbolism of purely Islamic
nature lies outside the exploratory purpose of this paper. In order to understand
the direction of this development, however, it is pertinent to examine its presen-
tation in a religious monument from a later period. The tomb and madrasah of
Sultan Hassan (757-64 H = 1356-62 AD) was built at a time when the Islamic
style may be said to have fully matured, and the Islamic symbolic vocabulary
developed, without having lost touch entirely with the thread of its origins.”® At
the great entrance to Sultan Hassan, beneath the radiance of the mukarnas, is
inscribed a verse from the Koran:*

The likeness of His Light is as the lamp in a niche,

in temples God has allowed to be raised up,

and His Name to be commemorated therein;

therein glorifying Him, in the mornings and the evenings,

are men whom neither commerce nor trafficking

diverts from the remembrance of God

and to perform the prayer, and to pay the alms . .. (XXIV: 36-7)
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The tradition lying behind the use of this verse in the doorway of a mosque
is not yet clear, but it is a fact that this verse also occurs earlier in the mibrabs
of Cairo® and elsewhere.”" The description of a lamp in a niche renders the
association intelligible. The glass lamp hanging in the m#brab, as it hung in the
mibrab of a mosque and as it is frequently portrayed in pictured niches was
believed to symbolize the vessel of the heart burning in the chest of the believer
with the Holy Message, the Word, the “light” of the Koran.®®> The above verse
occurring in a mibrab is therefore not surprising. It is more significant that at
some time before the building of Sultan Hassan, it was transferred to the
doorway of a mosque. In this way the inscription gives symbolic meaning to the
mosque as a whole. Such an association would be only theoretical, were it not
reinforced by the fact that an earlier Cairene mosque, Al-Aqmar (1125 AD)%
presents a literal representation of the mibrab on the facade.®* In Sultan Hassan,
the inscription by itself replaces the pictorial image.

On the other hand, the mibrab in Sultan Hassan contains this verse:

We have seen thee turning thy face about

in the heaven; now We will surely turn thee

to a direction that shall satisfy thee.

Turn thy face towards the Holy Mosque; and
wherever you are, turn your faces towards it.
Those who have been given the Book know it is
the truth from their Lord; God is not heedless of
the things they do. (I1: 139)

Thus the inscription at the entrance to the mosque gives symbolic meaning
to the entrance by associating it with the “light” of the mibrab, whereas
the inscription in the mibrab refers to the light of the heavens, associating
the Holy Mosque with this light. As the mibrab is the focal point of worship
for all believers, so it represents the heart of the mosque. So, we are to under-
stand, the mosque is the focal point of worship for the world, the milrab of the
world. One is reminded of the same kind of imagery in a Christian parallel: “I
am the light of the world: he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness, but
shall have the light of life” (John 8:12). This verse is written in the open gospel
held by the Christ Pantocrator in the great apse of Cefalu.®® Both examples
eftectively illustrate the symbolic nature of the Word, although by now their
specific vocabulary has changed not only in the spelling, but also in the
alphabet.

In each of the four Lwans of Sultan Hassan, marching around the massive
walls in a continuous even band, is an ornate kufic stucco inscription:

In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate

Surely We have given thee
a manifest victory,
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that God may forgive thee thy former and thy latter sins,
and complete His blessing upon thee, and guide thee

on a straight path,

that God may help thee

with mighty help.

It is He who sent down the Shechina

into the hearts of the believers, that

they might add faith to their faith —

to God belong the hosts of the heavens and the earth;
God is All-Knowing, All-Wise —

and that He may admit the believers,

men and women alike, into gardens
underneath which rivers flow, therein

to dwell forever, and acquit them of

their evil deeds; that is in God’s sight

a mighty triumph;

and that He may chastise the hypocrites,
men and women alike, and those who think
evil thoughts of God; against them

shall be the evil turn of fortune. God

is wroth with them, and has cursed them,
and has prepared for them Gehenna —

an evil homecoming!” (XLVIII: 1-6)

These verses, from the Surah known as Victory, present the image of the
mosque as a symbol of Paradise to the Believer, and the vision of God triumphant
over the Universe. The first of these images “of gardens underneath which rivers
flow” recalls the same symbolism pictorially presented in the great courtyard of
the Omayyad mosque in Damascus. In Damascus, the vision of paradise leans
on earlier Christian symbolism. In Sultan Hassan the vision of paradise is pre-
sented in words, rather than pictorially. The image of God, triumphant over the
Universe, brings to mind the image of the great Christ Pantocrator in the dome
of a Byzantine church. What is more, the inscription itself, in larger letters than
any others, more elaborately decorated in an elegant floriated kufic, conveys by
its style its symbolic importance. The historical or banal inscriptions in Sultan
Hassan, as elsewhere in Islamic art of this period, were written in ordinary nashki
inscription, the difference in style serving to underline the especial religious sig-
nificance of these Koranic verse.®

In case the association of the main inscription in Sultan Hassan with the pic-
torial vision of paradise is not sufficiently convincing, the same imagery is con-
veyed by inscriptions over the six doorways into the court of Sultan Hassan. The
following verses are inscribed:

Their Lord gives them good tidings of mercy from Him
and good pleasure: for them await gardens wherein
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is lasting bliss,
therein to dwell forever and ever; surely with God
is a mighty wage. (IX: 21-2)

... The godfearing shall be amidst gardens
and fountains:
Enter you them in peace and security. (XV: 45-6)

Finally, in the adjoining tomb of the Sultan, another large kufic inscription
marches around the four walls, larger and more impressive than any other
element in the decoration and drawing all other elements into a coherent and
unified decorative whole. The verse chosen for the walls of the tomb, under the
dome, is that which is also found in the drum of the dome in a mosque,” or in
the courtyard,®® sometimes even at the entrance to a mosque.”” The verse
amounts to a basic statement of Islamic faith, but is especially suitable to the
neo-platonic theme of Death, Sleep, and the Entrance to Eternal Life:

God

there is no god but He, the

Living, the Everlasting.

Slumber seizes Him not, neither sleep;

to Him belongs

all that is in the heavens and the earth.

Who is there that shall intercede with Him
save by His leave?

He knows what lies before them

and what is after them,

and they comprehend not anything of His knowledge
save such as He wills.

His Throne comprises the heavens and earth;
the preserving of them oppresses Him not;
He is the All-high, the All-glorious. (II: 256)

This image of a supreme and omnipotent God invokes a royal symbolic image
not unlike that of the Christ Pantocrator, but, more especially, it evokes the
image of crowns and jewels, the symbols of victorious royalty. These symbols
were represented pictorially on the inside of the tomb area of the Dome of the
Rock.” Once again the original symbolic image of royalty seems to have been
retained in the later mosque tradition whereas the vocabulary changed from a
pictorial to a literal one.

Stylistically, the principal inscriptions in Sultan Hassan give direction to the
entire decorative scheme. The main element of the decoration, the great inscrip-
tion in the madrasah or in the tomb, is inscribed around the architectural forms,
uniting the different parts, building a single architectural statement in praise of
God. Around this band the individual elements in the mosque, the mibrab, the
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minbar, the windows, doors and, above all the dome, are themselves intricately
decorated with abstract designs or with other symbolic verses, subservient to the
main theme. Each of these elements is related functionally to the architecture as
a whole. The contrasting colours of the marble in the milrab, for example,
emphasize (they do not negate) the form of the niche, the vital springing of the
arch. According to their function, on the other hand, the doorways invite the
spectator into a maze of geometric cobwebbing that belies their solidity. In
contrast, the heavy marble slabs on the walls give solidity and weight to the
letters of the great inscription that they underline. The regular, balanced repeti-
tion of architectural forms gives balance and unity to the structure, and yet each
individual element of the design is different from its neighbour, thus lending
infinite variety and interest, in place of monotony or repetition. Notice, for
example, how the patterned bands above and below the inscription are harmoni-
ously balanced, and yet are not identical. In the best Moslem architecture, it is
impossible to insist that the decoration hides the structure. Each functional part
is like a musical instrument, outlined, emphasized and made plastic with indi-
vidual tones of decoration and then woven into the structure of the orchestral
whole so as to create an architectural symphony alive to the individual thrust
and vitality of every one of its parts. Every part is strictly controlled, according
to its function, the resulting harmony and balance giving an ordered unity of
space that is unique and fundamental to the Islamic style.

The harmonious relationship between decoration and structure, the
symbolism given to the mosque by means of the scripture, is very different from
the literal and more primitive symbolism of the Christian Logos presented on
the walls of the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem. At Bethlehem, the inscrip-
tions replace a pictorial decoration on the wall that has little or nothing to do
with the architectural structure of the building as a whole. At a later period in
Byzantine art, contemporary with Sultan Hassan, the great church interiors
covered with glittering mosaic represented pictorially and symbolically the struc-
ture of the Church of God. In the West, a similar powerful symbolism was lent
to the architecture, especially to the exteriors, by means of statuary. Islam rec-
ognized no comparable hierarchy of saints, monks and martyrs, of special reli-
gious ceremonies connected with special Feast Days, of sacraments — nothing,
at least, as complicated as those depicted on the walls and in the body of the
Christian Church. Nevertheless, the structure and decoration of the mosque is
as intimately related to the Islamic creed as the Christian church was to Christian
dogma. The Moslem recognized only the direct relationship between himself
and God through His Word, and the equality of all men before God. Unlike
the early medieval Christian vision of the universe, the tangible world was not
an instrument of evil but rather the miraculous creation of His hands and the
supreme illustration of divine order and harmony. The mosque represented the
rational, ordered universe, a single, centralized unit of peace and harmony, with
little differentiation between interior and exterior, no emphasis of one part over
another, only mysterious designs weaving their wonderful pattern into the divine
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structure, each part underlined and made intelligible to man through His Word.
In its essence, this vision of the world was “classical”, even neo-platonic in its
symbolism. This is not to presume that those responsible for the decoration of
a mosque consciously replaced the figural representation of God with the repre-
sentation of the Word; nor that many of the worshippers knew what was being
represented. What is certain, is that every worshipper knew large sections of the
Koran by heart; they were part of his daily vocabulary. A Moslem recognized
the letters in a mosque, if not the sense of the inscription, with the same excite-
ment and religious fervour as that inspired by figural representation in the con-
temporary Christian church.”! If the sense of the inscription was obscure, so was
much of the religious symbolism in Christian churches lost upon the congrega-
tion. In pure artistic terms, Islam presented a solution to the problem that had
plagued classical artists since the time of Plato: In every detail of the mosque
was visually represented the supremely classical God-Logos.

Notes

1 The bibliography for this subject is presented at length by K. A. C. Creswell, “The
Lawfulness of Painting in Early Islam,” 159. The most complete treatment of the
subject is that by Sir Thomas Arnold, Painting in Islam, 1-40. For more recent
additions, see Bishr Fares, “Essai sur ’esprit de la décoration islamique”, Conférences
de Plnstitut francais d’archéologie orientale (Cairo, 1952), 27; idem, “Philosophie
et jurisprudence illustrées par les Arabes; la querelle des images en Islam”, Mélanges
Louis Massignon (Institut frangais de Damas, 1957), 100-9; K. A. C. Creswell, A
Bibliggraphy of the Avchitecture, Arts and Crafts of Islam (Cairo, 1961), 981-2.

2 Aly Bey Bahgat and Felix Massoul, La céramique musulmane de PEgypte (Cairo,
1930), 38; Bishr Fares, “Essai sur Pesprit de la décoration islamique”, Conférences
de Plnstitut francais d’avchéologie orientale (Cairo, 1952), 27; Zaky M. Hassan,
“The Attitude of Islam Towards Figurative Painting”, The Islamic Review, XLIV:
7 (July, 1956), 29.

3 Ernst Kihnel, Islamic Art and Avchitecture (Cornell, 1966), 24; Sir Thomas Arnold,
The Old and New Testaments in Muslim Religions Art (London, 1932), 1.

4 A. U. Pope, A Survey of Persian Art, 11 (Oxford, London, N.Y., 1939), 909.

5 Ralph Pinder Wilson, Islamic Art (London, 1957), 7; Ernst J. Grube, The World
of Islam (London, 1966), 11.

6 E. Kihnel, La miniature en Orient (Paris, n.d.), 1.

7 Cabrol and Leclerq, “Images”, Dictionnaire darchéologie chrétienne et de lituryie,
VII: 1 (Paris, 1926), col. 209.

8 Sece E. Cruikshank Dodd, “On the Origins of Medieval Dinanderie: The Equestrian
Statue in Islam”, Art Bulletin, L1 (1969), 220-32.

9 K. A. C. Creswell, “The Lawfulness of Painting in Early Islam”, 165; idem, A Short
Account of Early Muslim Architecture, 98; A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 54,
111, 140 note 4. R. Ettinghausen (“The Character of Islamic Art”, The Arab Heri-
tage, ed. Nabih Faris [Princeton, 1944], 256-66), describes the ancient use of
odd-shaped stones as “images” by the Arabs (see also note 10, below). This custom

206



10

11

12

13
14
15
16

17

18

19

20

The Image of the Word

is perhaps the practice of a primitive civilization without an art, in imitation of
images, rather than the deliberate choice of non-representation on religious grounds.
Islam is not a primitive religion, nor should its art be traced to primitive habits. On
the contrary, there is evidence to show (below, note 10) that when a civilized art
was available to pre-Islamic Saudi-Arabia, its forms and vocabulary were adopted
without apparent hesitation.

Albert Jamme, “Inscriptions on the Sabean Bronze Horse of the Dumbarton Oaks
Collection”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, VIII (1954), 317-30; Zaky M. Hassan, “The
Attitude of Islam Towards Figurative Painting”, The Islamic Review, XLIV: 7 (July
1956), 28f.; Frank P. Albright, “Catalogue of Objects Found in Marib Excava-
tions”, in Richard le Baron Bowen Jr., and Frank P. Albright, Archacological Dis-
coveries in South Arabia (Baltimore, 1958), 269-73; Berta Segall, “The Lion-Riders
from Timna”, ¢bid., 155-82; Ray L. Cleveland, An Ancient South Arabian Necropo-
lis (Baltimore, 1965), passim; Jacqueline Pirenne, “Notes d’archéologie Sud-Arabe”,
Syrin, XXXVII (1960), 326-47; XXXVIII (1961), 284-310; XXXIX (1962), 257-
62; XLII (1965), 109-36, 311-41; Diana Kirkbride, “Ancient Arabian Ancestor
Idols”, Archaeology, XXII (1969), 116-21, 188-95.

A. J. Wensinck, “The Second Commandment”, Mededeelingen der Koninklijke
Akademie van Wetenschappen, Afd. Letterkunde, Deel LIX (1925), Ser. A, no. 6
(unseen); idem, “Sura”, Encyclopédie de Plslam (Paris, 1934), IV, col. 590; Sir
Thomas Arnold, Painting in Islam, 11.

K. A. C. Creswell, A Short Account of Early Muslim Architecture, 99; A. Grabar,
“Linterdiction des images et Part du palais a Byzance et dans P’Islam ancien”,
Comptes rendus de PAcadémie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres (1957), 395;
R. Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, 13.

Ed. L. Cheiko, vol. 2, 19-20; O. Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in
Jerusalem”, 56, note 122; idem, “Islamic Art and Byzantium”, 69.

O. Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem”, note 122.

“Islamic Art and Byzantium”, 72.

See E. Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images in the Age before Iconoclasm”, Dumbarton
Oaks Papers, VIII (1954), 83-150, esp. 95.

H. Lammens, “L’attitude de PIslam primitif en face des arts figurés”, Journal Asi-
atique, 11¢ série, VI (1915), 274-9; A. J. Wensinck, “Sura”, Encyclopédie de PIslam,
IV (1934), col. 590; Sir Thomas Arnold, Painting in Islam, 10; Creswell, “The
Lawfulness of Painting in Early Islam”, 165; idem, A Short Account of Early Muslim
Avrchitecture, 98.

Especially through the great neo-platonic Jewish scholar, Philo (first century AD).
See G. B. Ladner, “The Concept of the Image ...”, 5,7, 11.

E. L. Sukenik, Ancient Synagogues in Palestine and Greece (London, 1934),
61-7, and passim; J. B. Frey, “La question des images chez les Juifs a la lumicre des
récentes découvertes”, Biblica, XV (Rome, 1934), 265-300; A. A. Vasiliev, “The
Iconoclast Edict of the Caliph Yazid II, AD 7217, Dumbarton Oaks Papers,
IX-X (1956), 25; A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 100, notes 3 and 4
(full bibliography).

Hermann Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, 5th ed., 15, 16; as in
Walter Kautmann, Philosophic Classics, Thales to St. Thomas (Englewood Cliffs,
1961), 16.

207



Erica Cruikshank Dodd

21

22
23
24
25
26

27
28

29

30

31

208

The development of pagan thought about the image, its reflection in early Christian
theology and its role in the development of Byzantine iconoclasm has been the
subject of many detailed studies. The most recent comprehensive treatment of this
subject with bibliography is that of A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin. The impor-
tant classical development is studied by H. Leclerq, “Images (Culte et Querelle
des)” in Dictionnaive d’avchéologie chrétienne et de lLiturgie, VII: i (1926), cols.
180-302. The following authors write about particular aspects of this problem:
G. B. Ladner, “Origin and Significance of the Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy”;
Sirarpie der Nersessian, “Une apologie des images du septieme siecle”, Byzantion,
XVII (1944-5), 58-87; Paul J. Alexander, “The Iconoclastic Council of St. Sophia
(815) and its Definition (Horos)”, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, VII (1953), 37-66;
G. B. Ladner, “The Concept of the Image in the Greek Fathers and the Byzantine
Iconoclastic Controversy”, ibid., 3—34; Milton V. Anastos, “The Ethical Theory of
Images Formulated by the Iconoclasts in 754 and 815", Dumbarton Oaks Papers,
VIII (1954), 153-60; E. Kitzinger, “The Cult of Images in the Age before
Iconoclasm™, #bid., 83-150; Norman H. Baynes, “Idolatry and the Early
Church”, 116—43.

These articles are concerned with the development of Byzantine iconoclasm. I
summarize here only some of those points relevant to development of iconoclasm
in Islam.

Baynes, “Idolatry and the Early Church”, 118, note 2. See also Leclerq, “Images”,
Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie, VII: 1, cols. 207-14.

Baynes, “Idolatry and the Early Church”, 131.

293 A., as quoted by Baynes, “Idolatry and the Early Church”, 131.

Text and translation given by Anastos, ‘The Ethical Theory of Images . ..”, 154,
and 157, no. 24.

Milton V. Anastos (The Cambridge Medieval History, IV, part I [Cambridge, 1966],
68, n. 2) holds that there were two edicts, one in 726, and one in 730.

Baynes, “Idolatry in the Early Church”, 136.

There is a long tradition behind this story, given in detail by A. A. Vasiliev, “The
Iconoclastic Edict of the Caliph Yazid 11, A.D. 7217, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, IX—X
(1956), 25-47; A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 105 ff. Yazid is supposed to have
been influenced by a Jew. The tradition holds, therefore, that the Jews were respon-
sible for the development of iconoclasm in Islam, and that the Moslems then influ-
enced Leo III.

Azraqi (d. 858), K. Akhbar Makkah, in F. Wisstenteld ed., Die Chroniken der Stadt
Mekka (Leipzig, 1858), 111-13.

This development is described by Sir Thomas Arnold and Creswell, see note 2 above.
Their conclusions are supported by the development of an iconoclastic type of
coinage by the Caliph Abd-al-Malik in the last five years of the seventh century:
George Miles, “Mihrab and ‘Anazah: a Study in Early Islamic Iconography”,
Archaeologica Orientalia in Memoriam Ernst Herzfeld (N.Y., 1952), 156-71;
A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 67 ft.; John Walker, A Catalogue of Arab-Byz-
antine and Post-Reform Umaiyad Coins (London, 1956), liii f.

The relationship of John of Damascus to the classical tradition of images and espe-
cially to the neo-platonic doctrine of images just described is studied by G.B.
Ladner, “Origin and Significance of the Byzantine Iconoclastic Controversy”, 143
tf.; sdem, “The Concept of the Image . ..”, 16 ff.



32

33
34

35

36

37

38
39
40

41

42

43

44
45
46
47
48

49
50

The Image of the Word

George Ostrogorsky, “Les débuts de la Querelle des Images”, Mélanges Charles
Diehl (Paris, 1930), 235-55; idem, History of the Byzantine State (Oxford, 1956),
143; A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 111-12; idem, Cambridge Medieval History,
IV, Part II (1967), 327; M. V. Anastos, Cambridge Medieval History, IV, Part 1
(1966), 65 ft.

L’iconoclasme byzantin, 111.

Ladner, “The Concept of the Image...”, 7, points out that a most influential
scholar on the doctrine of images for the Early Christian Church was the Jewish
Bible scholar and platonist, Philo of Alexandria (1st cent. AD). It is he who linked
the “Divine Image” with the “Word of God”.

Max van Berchem. C.I.A., II¢ partie, Syrie du Sud, 11, 223-55; K.A.C. Creswell,
Early Muslim Architecture, 1, 42-96, extensive bibliography to 1930, 90-4; since
then, see O. Grabar, “The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem”, passim.
Marguerite van Berchem, “The Mosaics of the Dome of the Rock at Jerusalem and
of the Great Mosque at Damascus”, in K. A. C. Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture,
1, 147-252; Henri Stern, “L’Aniconisme dans PIslam primitif”, Actes du XXI°
Congres International des Orientalistes . . . (Paris, 1948) 335-6; R. Ettinghausen,
Arab Painting, 26-8. See also G. B. Ladner, “Origin and Significance of the Byz-
antine Iconoclastic Controversy”, 138 f.

Marguerite van Berchem, in Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, 1, 227-8;
H. Stern, “Les représentations des conciles...” (1936), 122 ff; A. Grabar,
Liconoclasme byzantin, 62 f.

“The Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem”, 46-52.

1bid., 56.

W. Harvey, W. R. Lethaby, O. M. Dalton, The Church of the Nativity at Bethlehem
(London, 1910); H. Stern, “Les représentations des conciles . . .” (1936), 101-52
(1938),415-59; R. W. Hamilton, The Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem (Jerusalem,
1947); A. Grabar, Liconoclasme byzantin, 50—061.

The origins of the principal decorative motifs have been analyzed by Henri Stern
and his conclusions are briefly summarized here. See also A. Grabar, Liconoclasme
byzantin, 50 ff.

Charles Diehl, M. Le Tourneau, H. Saladin, Les monuments chrétiens de Salonique
(Paris, 1918), 19-31; Hjamar Torp, “Quelques remarques sur les mosaiques de
Iéglise Saint-Georges a Thessalonique”, Pepragmena tow th’ Diethnous Byzanti-
nologikon Sunedrion (1955), 489-98 (unseen); Angelo Procopiou, The Macedonian
Question in Byzantine Painting (Athens, 1962), 28 f.

Carl H. Kraeling, Gerasa, The City of the Decapolis (New Haven, 1938), pl. LXXV;
J. W. Crowfoot, Early Churches in Palestine (London, 1941), pl. XVIII b.

See note 36.

H. Stern, “Les représentations des conciles . . .” (1936), 143.

Carl-Otto Nordstrom, Ravennastudien (Stockholm, 1953), 46 ft.; pl. 12d.

1bid., pl. 12e.

Angelo Procopiou, The Macedonian Question in Byzantine Painting (Athens, 1962),
pl. 28; H. Stern, “Les représentations des conciles . . .” (1938), 457.

See Anastos, Cambridge Medieval History, IV, part 1 (1966), 67.

Translation of R. W. Hamilton, The Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem, 61; for
orginal text and full discussion of the councils see H. Stern, “Les représentations
des conciles . . .” (1938), passim.

209



Erica Cruikshank Dodd

51

52

53
54

55

56

57

58
59

60

210

Stern, “Les représentations des conciles...” (1936), 144, note 3; A. Grabar,
L’iconoclasme byzantin, 55.

C. Kraeling, Gerasa, The City of the Decapolis, pl. LXIIb; J. W. Crowfoot, Early
Churches in Palestine, pl. XXII.

H. Stern. “Les représentations des conciles . . .” (1938), 458.

Two contemporary slogans offer striking parallels to these inscriptions. It is well
known that Moslems went into battle crying the Shabada, “There is no God but
God.” It is less widely known that they fought against Christians fortified with the
cry of the Trisagion, “Hosios, Hosios, Hosios” (W. Ensslin, The Cambridge Medi-
eval History, IV, part 11 [1967], 43 f.)

H. A. R. Gibb, “Arab-Byzantine Relations under the Umayyad Caliphate”,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers, X11 (1958), 224 ff.

Max van Berchem, C.I.A., Iére partie, Egypte, I (1903), 19-20; O. Grabar, “The
Umayyad Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem”, 53.

The most valuable indication of this change may be observed in the change
from pictorial representation to calligraphy in coins in the Abbasid period (see
note 30).

Max van Berchem, C.I.A., Egypte, 1, 251-73, esp. p. 273.

The Koranic translations used in this paper are taken directly from A.J. Arberry,
The Koran Interpreted (London and New York, 1955). Arberry’s translation pre-
serves most faithfully the spirit of the original, but in order to do so, he has had to
sacrifice precision in the order and indication of verses. He uses the numeration of
the Fluegel edition (Leipzig, 1841), as do other European scholars. This differs
from the Cairene edition, 1923, which I have been using where possible to check
the translation. I have given the Fluegel numbering as used by Arberry and van
Berchem, but have checked the translations with the Cairo edition. Where the
Arabic inscription is not available, however, but only the numbers of the verses, I
have consulted R. Blachere, Le Coran, which gives both the Cairene and Fluegel
numbering, as a guide to the Arabic text probably represented. A case in point are
the two verses in question from this, the “Light” sura. Van Berchem in his indica-
tion of this inscription does not transcribe the Arabic text but gives only the verses
(Fluegel). It is therefore difficult, without consulting the inscription itself, to judge
exactly how the verses were inscribed and, in this case, there could be considerable
difference in meaning. I have chosen the version “couramment admise” according
to Blachere, and omitted a few lines of the Arberry text, but, admittedly this may
not be a precise rendering of the verses over the doorway of Sultan Hassan. Never-
theless, given all possible variations in translation, the essential content of the
inscription is for our present purpose the same.

Ibid., p. 55 (1085); no. 474 (1352). Max van Berchem was interested mainly in the
historical inscriptions in the mosques in Cairo and frequently does not give the
Koranic verses, so that it is not possible to collect exact evidence on the use of
Koranic inscriptions in all the mosques in Cairo or elsewhere without visiting each
monument personally. The present conclusions are based on what evidence has
already been collected in the hope that future writers will not neglect to consider
Koranic texts in their description of any monument. There are times when these
are not essential to the understanding of the decoration, but there are times when
not to read the Koranic inscriptions is comparable to describing a Western Medieval
cathedral without its statuary, or a Byzantine church without its mosaics.
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The Image of the Word

Ernst Herzfeld, C.I.A., II, Syrie du Novd, Inscriptions et monuments d’Alep, 1
(1955), 218, no. 102 (1245).

R. Blachere, Le Coran (Paris, 1975), 380, note 35b. The full history of the symbol
of light in the Koran and its origins in Platonic thought is described by Tj de Boer,
“Nuar”, Encyclopédie de PIslam, 111 (1936), col. 1020f (with relevant bibliography).
For the symbolism of the mibrab, see George C. Miles, “Mihrab and ‘Anazah: A
study in Early Islamic Iconography”, Archeologica Orientalia in Memoriam Ernst
Herzfeld (New York 1952),156-71.

Max van Berchem, C.I.A., I, Egypte, 67-71.

Caroline Williams has pointed out to me that the scheme of the original fagade of
this mosque repeats the contemporary scheme found on the East or ¢:6/a wall of a
prayer hall, in which the main méjrabin the center is flanked by two similar, smaller
ones on either side. Each mibrab is covered by a fluted semi-dome, or hood (i.e.
Um Kulthum, 1122 AD, or Sayyida Ruqayya, 1133 AD). Above the left-hand
entrance of Al-Agmar is a small sculptured niche identified as a mihrab by means
of the hanging light in the center. This representation has aroused considerable
curiosity but the reason for the sculptured niche on the fagade suggests deliberate
symbolism. The almost contemporary mausoleum of Sayyida Ruqayya (Van Berchem,
ibid., 71-2) also presents this duplication in the scheme of the fagade and East wall.
In addition to this fact, the Koranic verse XXXIII: 33, which appears on the fagade
of al-Agmar, in the rosette, is found in the mihrab of Sayyida Ruqayya. Such an
interchange again suggests a symbolic association of the two parts of the building:
the gibla wall, giving the direction for prayer, and the entrance wall of a mosque,
which exercised the same function for the man in the street, especially when — as
frequently happens today — the interior was too crowded and prayers were conducted
outside.

A. Grabar, Byzantine Painting (Skira, 1953), 127.

Max van Berchem, C.I.A., I, Egypte, 53 t; V. A. Kratchdovskaya, “Ornamental
Nashk1 Inscriptions”, in A. U. Pope, Survey of Persian Art, 11 (New York and
London, 1939), 1770; L. A. Mayer, “A Note on Some Epigraphical Problems”,
ibid., 1807.

Max van Berchem, C.I.A.; I, Egypte, Al-Azhar, AD 970-2, p. 49; Sayyidah
Ruqayyah, c¢. AD 1135.

Madrasah of Emir Tankis, Jerusalem, AD 1328 (Max van Berchem, C.I.A., I, Syrie
du Sud, 1, 261); Madrasah of Sultan Malik Zahir Barqaq, A.D. 1386 (¢dem, C.1.A.,
I, Egypte, no. 194); Convent and Mausoleum of Sultan Malik Nasir Faradj, AD 1411
(¢bid., no. 210); Madrasakh and Mausoleum of Sultan Malik Ashraf Qayt-Bay, AD
1473 (ibid., no. 297).

The mosque of Ibn Talan, AD 879 (4bid., 28); the mosque of the Emir Altunbuga
El-Maridani, AD 1340 (ibid., 192).

The original mosaic inside the dome of the Dome of the Rock has not been pre-
served so that it is impossible to carry further this association with pictorial art.
The present inscription in the summit of the dome, dated 1874, may, however,
replace an earlier one which would have confirmed this association: the present
inscription is from the Koran, II: 256.

See Franz Rosenthal, “Significant Uses of Arabic Writing”, Ars Orientalis, IV
(1961), 15-23; O. Grabar and Derek Hill, Islamic Architecture and its Decoration,
A.D. 800-1500 (London, 1967), 85tt.
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Islam, Iconoclasm, and the
Declaration of Doctrine

G. R. D. King

The attitude of the early Islamic state towards figurative representations is often
cited as a source contributing to the establishment of officially-supported icono-
clasm within the Byzantine Empire in AD 726." Islam has generally adopted a
position opposed to the representational in secular art, and the exclusion of all
figurative motifs from Islamic religious art is clear from the first, yet this attitude
is not necessarily to be regarded as intrinsically iconoclastic in the true sense of
the word; indeed, outside Arabia itself, the only evidence of iconoclasm until the
fall of the Umayyad Caliphate in 132/750 is confined to the well-known attack
on images and statues carried out on the orders of Yazid II. b. ‘Abd al-Malik
(101-5/720-4). This much discussed outbreak of iconoclasm is well docu-
mented by Islamic and Christian sources,” but the very fact that it is so specifically
associated with Yazid’s Caliphate suggests that it was considered unusual at the
time. Although Christian sources carefully record the difficulties of their com-
munities under the Umayyads, the absence of references to image-breaking under
Caliphs before Yazid implies that his action was a rarity worthy of comment:
under normal circumstances, it would seem the Muslims left the Christians to
use icons and representations or not, as they wished.

The connexion between Islam and Byzantine iconoclasm, and specifically
between Yazid and Leo III, the instigator of imperial iconoclasm, was alleged
very early on in the Byzantine sources. During the Second Council of Nicaea
in AD 787, assembled to condemn iconoclasm and to support the newly re-
established iconodule rule in the Empire, it was stated that Leo III had intro-
duced iconoclast doctrine into Byzantine territory in imitation of Yazid II’s
actions inside the Caliphate.® The charge was repeated by Theophanes in the

G. R. D. King, “Islam, Iconoclasm, and the Declaration of Doctrine,” pp. 267-77 from Bulletin
of the School of Oriental and African Studies48:2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).
Copyright © 1985 by School of Oriental and African Studies. Reprinted by permission of
Cambridge University Press.
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early ninth century* and by the Patriarch of Constantinople, Nicephorus (d. AD
828).7 Vasiliev even suggests® that the individual who persuaded Yazid to adopt
iconoclasm was the same person who appeared shortly afterwards in the Empire
advising Leo to move in the same direction. It is possible that the Iconoclast
party within Byzantine territory was encouraged to imitate Yazid’s activities, but
in terms of doctrine and iconography, iconoclasm had deeper roots within Chris-
tianity itself. It did not need Islam to invent Christian opposition to images; the
extensive use of icons in the Christian world was sufficient to stimulate a pro-
found objection to them among those Christians who felt that alien, pagan-like
practices had intruded into their religion. As to charges made within the Chris-
tian world that iconoclasm was the creation of the Muslims or that Leo III and
his supporters were ‘Saracen-minded’, these were more in the nature of insults
than precise references to a theological position. Epithets cast at one another by
disputing Christians do not necessarily signify a deep understanding of Islamic
attitudes in a period when Byzantine knowledge of Islam was limited.

The Muslims themselves gave only occasional indications of serious concern
with the principle of Christian worship through icons in the Umayyad period;
apart from Yazid’s curious and short-lived attack, the Muslims seem simply not
to have cared greatly about the matter. They took an interest in the content of
Christian representations from time to time, when the subject-matter offended
or contradicted Islamic beliefs. But it was the issue of doctrine, its statement and
counter-statement, that was of far greater interest to the Islamic world, whether
in disputing Christian practices or expounding the beliefs of the Muslims. The
matter of representations of God had already been settled in Islam in the lifetime
of the Prophet: the inconceivable was beyond encompassing by any artistic rep-
ertoire; and meanwhile idolatry was suppressed and the pre-Islamic religious
images were overthrown inside Arabia itself. The pagan idols of Mekka were
destroyed by the Muslims in 8/630, and although the Prophet may have spared
a picture of Mary and Jesus in the Ka‘ba, he nevertheless destroyed the rest of
the numerous images which it had housed before his entry to Mekka. The great
number of idols in the houses of the Quraysh were likewise removed, while mis-
sions were sent to destroy other pagan idols elsewhere in Arabia. Some sites
associated with the Jahiliyya seem to have been avoided ever after.” However,
with paganism and idolatry suppressed, the Muslims do not appear to have
extended their destruction of images thereafter to the Christian communities
they encountered; they may well have disapproved of the widespread use of icons
in worship by many in the Near East, but they seem to have left these Christians
to pursue their own customs. The silence of the Christian and Islamic sources
suggests that no long-sustained and total repression of Christian images ever
took place in the early Islamic period to match in effectiveness the suppression
of pagan idols in Arabia carried out by the Prophet. Where objections were
expressed to Christian practices regarding images, they related to matters of
doctrine raised by specific pictures, most frequently concerning the role of Jesus
in Christianity.
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For the early Muslims, the underlying religious meaning attached to what was
represented was of greater importance than the fact of representation as such.
The Jahiliyya idols in Arabia had been destroyed first and foremost because they
were idols and thereafter, beyond Arabia, objections to Christian pictures were
made because of what they portrayed, not because of the fact of portrayal in
itself. It seems that while it did not matter especially to the Muslims in the early
Islamic period it the Christians chose to portray Jesus, they cared very greatly
about the way Christians regarded Jesus. The Muslim attitude towards the cross
as the sign of the Death, Ascension and Resurrection of Jesus is interesting in
this respect: the cross had become at once the universal sign of Christianity in
the Near East and also the sign of the Byzantine Empire. In its religious and
political guises, the crucifix was more objectionable to the Muslims than any
picture, and its suppression is encountered in the Umayyad period more often
than the destruction of pictures. The theological controversy underlying this
suppression, articulated on the Islamic side by a steady and consistent succession
of doctrinal statements on issues contesting Christian theology, is far more char-
acteristic of the early Islamic period than iconoclasm; by its very nature this
dispute could not transfer its scene of operations to the Byzantine Empire,
however ‘Saracen-minded’ Leo I1I may have become.

Montgomery Watt® has suggested that those siras of the Qur’an which declare
God’s Oneness and deny that He would have offspring had initially been directed
against the followers in Arabia of the ‘daughters of God’. What was only an
aspect of Islam’s concern with its opponents in Arabia took on a greater impor-
tance as an issue of contention in the conquered Byzantine Near East, where the
Muslims were confronted with an indigenous Christian population at the centre
of whose theology was the Trinity. With the establishment of the Umayyad
Caliphate in Damascus, ruling an extensive and well-organized series of Chris-
tian communities and confessions, and opposed by the Byzantine Empire in the
north, the Muslims seem to have consciously asserted those elements of Islam
that most distinguished it and over which they were most in dispute with their
non-Muslim subjects. This assertion of Islam’s doctrines was pursued with single-
mindedness in a number of highly public directions. Thus, insofar as opposition
to Christian practices occurred, the Muslim authorities concentrated on those
ideological points that conflicted with Islam, that is, the doctrines of Jesus as
the Son of God, and the Trinity. However, at the same time, Christian buildings
in the Near East were extensively decorated by paintings and mosaics among
which figured pictures of Christ alone or with the Virgin, while representations
of the cross were ubiquitous, not only carved on buildings and in paint and
mosaic, but also on portable objects. More intrusive still in the urban centres of
the Near East was the display of crosses in church services and in public proces-
sions above all. It can be of little surprise, therefore, that when the Muslims
began to state their doctrines by means of public monuments and assertive poli-
cies during the Caliphate of ‘Abd al-Malik b. Marwan, there should also have
been a spate of objections raised to the cross as well as to the subject-matter of
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representations of Christ. Yet these objections cannot be taken as Islamic icono-
clasm, nor did the Christians themselves seem to have regarded them as such.
Textual evidence suggests that prevention of the public display of crosses under
the Umayyads was more common than recorded incidents involving objections
to Christian representational art. Other cases of destruction of the fabric of
Christian buildings that took place in the Caliphate outside Yazid’s reign seem
to have stemmed simply from a desire to loot the rich source of wood, marble,
columns and other valuables that the churches and monasteries held.

An Egyptian source, Severus b. al-Muqaffa’, compiling from authors contem-
porary with the events described, provides a view of conditions as Christians in
Egypt perceived them under the Umayyads, compensating for the scarcity of
contemporary literary material elsewhere in the Caliphate. Severus and his sources
record meticulously the impediments endured by the Monophysite church in
Egypt under the Umayyads, and yet even here it is only in the Caliphate of Yazid
IT that any reference is made to the suppression of Christian pictures. In view of
the silence of Severus on iconoclasm under other Caliphs, one must assume that
it simply did not exist or was so rare that incidents went unrecorded. Instead,
Severus mentions attacks on Christian symbols and pictures of a quite different
significance. In 67-70/686-9, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan, the governor of Egypt
and brother of the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik, ordered Christian crosses in gold and
silver to be destroyed in Egypt.” This was a somewhat ambiguous act for it could
just as well have been intended to deprive the Christians of their valuable crosses
for the sake of the metal, since Severus mentions no destruction of crosses in
materials other than gold and silver. Yet on the other hand, the attack was
directed solely against crosses, and the ideological significance of the event is
reinforced by the accompanying action taken by ‘Abd al-‘Az1z: he ordered Qur’an-
based declarations to be fixed to the churches in Misr and the Delta, reading:
‘Muhammad is the great Apostle of God, and Jesus also is the Apostle of God.
But verily God is not begotten and does not beget.”'” The statement of so central
a point of dispute between Islam and Christianity, summed up on the Christian
side in the cross as the sign of the Crucifixion and the Resurrection, could not
have been more explicit or succinct.

A series of similar doctrinally-based attacks on Christianity are recorded in
Egypt and also in Bilad al-Sham during the remainder of the Umayyad period.
In 76,/695 the Byzantine Emperor, Justinian 11, was deposed in favour of Leon-
tius. On that day ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan ordered the suspension of the Chris-
tian liturgies in Egypt. The Muslims objected to the Christian doctrine which
they took to hold that God could take a wife and produce a son, and ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz himself also objected to the divisions of the Christian sects on matters of
doctrine." Towards 86,705 al-Asbagh b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz complained specifically
of a picture representing the Virgin and Jesus carried in a procession at a mon-
astery in Hulwan; he expressed his objection to the Christian regard for Jesus
by asking who Christ was that he should be worshipped as God.'? Yet although
al-Asbagh resented the subject-matter of the picture he did not have it destroyed:
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the whole thrust of his attack was on christological doctrine, and the existence
of the representation as such was incidental to the issue. Indeed, the very fact
that al-Asbagh objected to this one picture in the procession rather than any
other indicates that his complaints were not directed at pictures in themselves.
Another incident involving a picture, recorded by Severus, took place between
127/744 and 151/768; here again it was Christian doctrine which was attacked
by a Muslim rather than the representation itself.'* As in the case of al-Asbagh,
the incident was provoked not by the existence of a representation but by the
subject-matter and its implications: Christ crucified.

Such attacks on pictures on doctrinal grounds linked to the role of Jesus need
to be seen in the context of opposition to crosses or their public display in the
early Islamic period, an instance of which has been mentioned above. At some
time after the Muslim conquest of Damascus and before 86,705, a governor of
the city, ‘Amr b. Sa‘d, issued an order that no crosses should appear in public
there.™ This led to civil disturbances when Jews of Damascus took the governor’s
words as licence to destroy all crosses, including those fixed to buildings, one of
which was on the Church of St. John the Baptist; the site was already shared
with the Muslims who used the eastern part as a mosque. The governor responded
to these excesses by punishing the Jews, saying that he had intended only to
prevent the prominent display of crosses by the Christian community, rather than
the destruction of those fixed to buildings.

This desire to remove crosses from public display led the Caliph ‘Umar b.
‘Abd al-‘Aziz (99-101,/717-20) to forbid the Christians to show their crosses,
according to al-Ya'qiibi."® That he objected to crosses seems confirmed by a letter
to “Umar from the Emperor Leo I11:'° this was apparently written in reply to an
earlier communication from ‘Umar to Leo, and the nature of Leo’s reply indi-
cates that the Caliph had asked about Christian regard for the cross and pictures,
since Leo’s letter explains the honour shown to the cross and the lesser respect
shown to pictures. “Umar’s preoccupation with the cross and with representa-
tions combines the concerns already shown in these directions in Egypt by his
father and his brother, al-Asbagh. ‘Umar’s concern over the Byzantine Chris-
tians’ reverence for pictures also presaged Yazid’s own far more extreme picture-
breaking activities. However, Yazid went further than his predecessor and cousin,
‘Umar, ordering attacks on images, as well as breaking crosses rather than simply
forbidding their display. Yet while his attack on images was unusual by compari-
son with the actions of earlier Caliphs, Yazid’s actions were nevertheless moti-
vated by the same ideological hostility to Christian practices as his predecessors’
had been."”

The Muslim campaign against crosses is more comprehensible when it is
recalled how ubiquitous the motif was in the Near East, where it was shared by
both those Christians who accepted images and those who seem to have dis-
pensed with them. In certain cases, the cross seems to have replaced the image
of Christ in the apses of churches, although the loss of the wall decorations of
so many churches in the Near East makes it impossible to decide how widespread
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this was. The cross was a motif that persisted even in the most aniconic decora-
tions in the Near East, the work in some cases of Christian groups apparently
averse to representational art, to judge by their surviving decorations. The cross
as the principal motif of official Byzantine Iconoclastic art within the territory
of the Empire had its antecedents in the Near East in the pre-iconoclastic and,
indeed, in the pre-Islamic period. Given the geographical distribution of these
cross-based decorations, it is difficult to be sure whether they should be associ-
ated with Christians of Monophysite persuasion, Nestorians, or with some less
precise affinity. Had the Muslims been much concerned with the principle of the
use of images by Christians, they might have been expected to feel rather more
in sympathy with those Christians whose decorative motifs imply an aversion to
icons and representational art in a religious context. However, the scattered sur-
viving evidence of monuments for Syria, Jordan and elsewhere in the area sug-
gests that it was these same anti-image Christian groups who made particular
use of the cross, the symbol so offensive to the Muslims, in their church
ornaments.

Although most of the paintings and mosaic decorations of the churches of
the Near East have now fallen from the walls, the stone-built churches of Jordan
and Syria of the fourth—seventh centuries AD abound in crosses in low relief and
incised, carved on lintels over doorways and elsewhere; many of the villages and
towns, in Jordan at least, were still inhabited in the Umayyad period. Further-
more, sufficient fragmentary decorations survive on walls or as floor mosaics to
indicate the existence of a non-figurative decorative tradition that included the
cross and was the alternative convention to the representational Christian decora-
tive tradition recorded in the great cities of the Near East. One of the most
thoroughgoing non-figurative decorations appears in a small underground chapel
on the outskirts of Hims in Syria near the site of Bab al-Siba“,'® dated to between
AD 471 and 514. The motifs consist of various types of bejewelled cross, simple
foliage and inscriptions. A similarly cross-based decoration occupies the apse of
a chapel in a basilica at Rusafa-Sergiopolis:" the magnificent painted cross is
almost destroyed but it raises the question of what decorated the apses of other
churches in the area whose mosaics and paintings are now lost. A completely
non-figurative decoration in mosaic appears in the church of Mar Gabriel in the
Tar ‘Abdin area in south-eastern Turkey, in which a cross filling the apse of the
church is the main feature: other motifs include architecture, foliage and inscrip-
tions on a gold mosaic ground. The church has been associated with Monophy-
site patronage from Antioch and dated to AD 512.%° At Karabel in Lycia a
monastery church apse is decorated only with a cross and a tabula ansata in
relief, formerly mosaic-covered, and dating from the pre-Islamic period.* In
Armenia, crosses seem to have been set up in many parts of the country,?? while
in areas which were familiar to the Arabs of the Jahiliyya and to the early
Muslims, crosses were also widespread: the churches excavated at Hira?® and on
Kharg island in the Arabian Gulf,** attributed to the pre-Islamic period, were
decorated with simple crosses, while in Yemen, a certain Azqir*® set up crosses
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which were subsequently destroyed in the pre-Islamic period in an anti-Christian
attack. In a description of the sixth-century AD church of Abraha in San, crosses
and stars in mosaic are mentioned, but no reference is made to figurative
motifs.?¢

For the Christians, the cross was the sign of Christ and it was accepted as an
object of reverence or respect even by those Christians who rejected images. It
was protection from evil, the worker of miracles, and the emblem of the Christian
world and the Byzantine Empire. After the rediscovery of the True Cross by
Saint Helena, the mother of Constantine I, and the appearance of the cross in
the sky over Jerusalem in AD 351, the cross motif spread widely in the Christian
world, often in luxurious and exotic forms, as the symbol of the religion of the
Christian Empire. In the final war of the Empire and the Sassanians, wood of
the True Cross was carried off to Iran after the sack of Jerusalem in AD 614.
This trophy was brought back once again in triumph by Heraclius, and paraded
through the Near East in celebration of the Christian victory. In the meantime,
the ideological prominence of the cross as the sign of the Christian Empire had
been further emphasized by Heraclius who included it on his coinage. In view
of the cross’s role as the principal emblem of the Empire, its significance for the
Christians and its ubiquity, it is little surprise that, like the Sassanians before
them, the Muslims should subsequently have concentrated their attacks on this
sign within the Caliphate. The cross had already had a long history as the con-
crete manifestation of doctrinal conflict between the Christians and other groups:
not only had the Sassanians attacked Christianity through the cross but so too
had pagans and Jews at various times, while the Paulicians were to attack and
break crosses within the Empire itself. It was the prominence of the symbol as
the summation of Christianity that led to its being so treated by such diverse
opponents, while for the Muslims, the issue of the Christian view of Jesus and
the cross was also particularly offensive doctrinally inasmuch as it emphasized
the role ascribed by the Christians to a prophet shared by the two religions.

As well as forbidding the display of crosses on occasion, and sometimes physi-
cally attacking them, the Umayyads also showed some concern to adapt into
innocuous forms the cross that figured on early Islamic coin issues in the former
Byzantine provinces. However, this matter was only really resolved with the
Umayyad coinage reform of 77/696 which finally established a purely Islamic
coinage tradition. Because of the very nature of coinage, the Caliphate’s coin
issue had a public effectiveness and significance with respect to iconography that
other administrative decisions lacked. Thus, while it is of interest, the removal
of crosses from official brands in Egypt under the governor Usama b. Zayd al-
Tantkht was less far-reaching in impact. Usama had every monk branded on the
left hand with the name of his monastery in about 96/714 and although
Severus®” comments on the absence of the cross from the brand, it is hardly
surprising that the Islamic administration should have erased from its adminis-
trative system a symbol so antipathetic to its own ideological position. Neverthe-
less, this eradication of Christian symbolism from Islamic contexts does not
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appear to have been pursued consistently: for instance, Qasr Burqu® in eastern
Jordan is a pre-Islamic site rebuilt by al-Walid b. ‘Abd al-Malik in 81,/700 in
which a cross survives undefaced,?® although it is of course possible that it was
once obscured by plaster. However, a similar example exists further south in the
desert at Kilwa, where the sixth-century AD Byzantine settlement has a cross
incised on a lintel, with Kufic inscriptions nearby indicating the subsequent
use of the site by the Muslims.?” Yet despite these isolated exceptions, the over-
riding Umayyad objective in the main urban centres was to assert Islamic prin-
ciples, and in contesting Christian ideology, no vigorous campaign could ignore
the cross.

An Umayyad counter-offensive to the doctrine of the Trinity, the role of Jesus
in Christianity, and the cross, was a corollary of Muslim objections to the display
of the cross and representations of Jesus and other figures. As we saw, in Egypt
‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. Marwan fixed Qur’an-based inscriptions on churches to contest
aspects of Christian doctrine which the Muslims disputed, while in the same
period, the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik addressed the issue in a far more grandiose way
with the construction of the Dome of the Rock in 72/691 in Jerusalem. Oleg
Grabar has suggested that the building of the Dome of the Rock combined the
symbols of victory with an assertion of the position of Islam as the successor and
supplanter of the other two monotheistic religions of the Near East.** The selec-
tion of si#rasin the mosaic inscription inside the building stresses precisely those
points on which Islam and Christianity were in dispute, and which ‘Abd al-‘Aziz
had already raised in his public notices in Egypt: these siras variously refer to
God’s blessings on His angels and on the Prophet Muhammad, and to the unity
of God who takes none unto Himself and has no son. The People of the Book
are warned not to stray from the tenets of their religion and it is stated that the
Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, was a Messenger of God; the Oneness of God is
asserted and the Trinity is specifically denied.

The same Islamic ideological declarations, which so precisely contradicted
Christian doctrine, were reasserted shortly afterwards with the coinage reform of
‘Abd al-Malik, mentioned above. Again, the si#ras selected and summarized the
main points of conflict with the Christians; the Unity of God, and by implication
the role of Christ.* J. D. Breckenridge has suggested very reasonably that ‘Abd
al-Malik’s reformed coinage was a response to the coinage issued by Justinian II
between AD 692 and 695 which carried the image of Christ on the obverse with
the cross behind the head, the emperor carrying a cross on the reverse, and the
inscriptions Servus Christi and Rex Regnantium.** No combination of Christian
images and words could have so precisely offended against all the points of Islamic
doctrine which were currently being expounded by the Muslims. It was the issue
of ideological offence rather than any inherent Islamic opposition to representa-
tions on coins that led to the Muslim rejection of Justinian’s coins and caused ‘Abd
al-Malik to respond with a thoroughly Islamic coinage.

Given Muslim objections to the cross and the doctrine of the Trinity, the
mosaics decorating the interior of the Church of the Nativity in Bethlehem are
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remarkable for their selection of motifs if they are rightly dated to the Umayyad
period®® — although recently an attribution to the eleventh century AD has been
proposed.** The iconography includes architectural backgrounds framing inscrip-
tions declaring the doctrines of the Church, with the emphasis on the Trinity;
these motifs are accompanied by crosses. In view of the campaign being waged
by Muslims against christological doctrines, the decoration of the Church of the
Nativity would seem to have been unyieldingly provocative. Even ifit was erected
under the tolerant Hisham b. ‘Abd al-Malik (105-25/724-43), there can be
little doubt that the decoration was intended as a gesture in answer to the Muslim
campaign to assert explicitly Islamic doctrines. In the circumstances, the absence
of figures from the mosaics can hardly be regarded as an attempt to assuage the
sentiments of Muslims. Instead the non-figural nature of this Christian doctrinal
statement would seem to put it into the category of those non-figurative works
produced by Christians in the Near East for internal Christian reasons, rather
than because of any Islamic proscription on representations.

Apart from cross-based Christian decorations in which figures are avoided,
some of which have already been mentioned, there are a number of floor mosaics
from Syria, Palestine, Jordan and elsewhere which precede Islam and also exclude
figures. A late fourth-century AD basilica at Dibst Faraj in north Syria has a floor
mosaic with architectural and geometric motifs, but apparently no figures;*
other floor mosaics without figures occur in the fifth century AD at Shepherd’s
Field in Palestine,*® at Kfayr Aba Sarbiit near Madaba,*” at the Dayr church at
Ma‘n,*® both sixth century AD, and in an exposed mosaic at Rihab. The last
three are all in Jordan. Even where figures are included in floor mosaics, they
are sometimes reduced in scale and prominence; thus, in the church of SS.
Cosmas and Damian at Jerash, of AD 535, the donors are confined to positions
off to the sides of the principal panel before the altar, a great inscription in a
tabula ansata. Cumulatively, this evidence suggests that long before Islam there
was a strong tendency among certain groups of Christians in the Near East to
adopt non-figurative motifs in their churches, and, if the Jerash example is rele-
vant in this context, to reduce the prominence of figures in favour of the inscrip-
tion panel. Indeed, in general, in the non-figurative repertoire, art in the Near
East reserved major roles for inscriptions of a religious nature, for symbolic
devices and, as we have seen, for crosses, with the rest of the subsidiary areas
filled by geometric and foliage motifs. Islam, then, can hardly be viewed as the
progenitor of this development in Christian art, which was already well under
way before the time of the Prophet. However, the process among Christians in
the pre-Islamic Near East may well have been related to the revulsion which Jews
too began to show in the sixth century AD for the representations which had
previously been accepted in synagogues, and which arose from the increasing
acceptance of representational religious art throughout the Near East.

It would seem that Yazid b. ‘Abd al-Malik’s brief iconoclastic campaign within
the Caliphate had some effect, although of a specific and a limited character.
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Thus Severus bemoans the putting away of pictures under Yazid, and al-Kindi
and al-Maqrizi corroborate him.*” It is natural that damage to certain Christian
mosaics in Bilad al-Sham should be ascribed to this period of Umayyad icono-
clasm,*® and it is by no means unlikely that Yazid’s decree should have led to
damage to mosaics at Madaba, Kfayr Abu Sarbat, Jerash and Ma‘in (although
the last has been attributed to his predecessor, ‘Umar II b. ‘Abd al-‘Aziz). Oleg
Grabar has commented*' on the concentration of this iconoclastic damage in
Jordan. The damage may seem concentrated in part because the mosaics of this
area are more familiar, but it may also reflect some internal and local Christian
controversy, rather than any Islamic intervention. Nevertheless, it is a striking
coincidence that Yazid II built a large cistern at al-Muwaqqar, where he resided,
in AD 104/722-3, which is only a short distance east of Madaba, Kfayr Aba
Sarbat and Ma‘in: his other residence was to the north, at Bayt al-Ras near Irbid.
In view of the brief duration of Yazid’s Caliphate, it has been suggested that
Yazid’s edict had limited effect within the vast territories of the Caliphate; yet it
is likely that his measures would have had some effect in the immediate vicinity
of his residence at al-Muwaqqar, and in northern Jordan generally, because of
his residence at Bayt al-Ras. This situation raises an interesting issue: if Yazid did
indeed ensure that figurative representations in the neighbourhood of al-
Muwaqqar were excised, it is difficult to see how the paintings of Qusayr ‘Amra
were not destroyed at the same time, situated as they are some 50 km to the east
in an area that was frequented in the Umayyad period. After all, a cousin of
Yazid in Egypt had a statue in his bath house destroyed as a result of Yazid’s
edict and the prominence of the owner of Qusayr ‘Amra would have been no
guarantee of the paintings’ protection from the iconoclasm of the Caliph. Did
Qusayr ‘Amra escape because it had not yet been built in Yazid’s reign:?
Despite this localized evidence in Jordan for Yazid’s activities, the effects of his
suppression of representations, and certainly the iconoclastic tendencies of the
early Muslims in general, have been exaggerated. While the early Muslims con-
structed religious buildings devoid of figures, they built palaces in which figura-
tive art abounded: even under the ‘Abbasids a sculpture of a horseman surmounted
the palace in the Round City of Baghdad.*> Within Palestine itself, there appears
to be no significant break in production of icons between the sixth century AD
and the ninth, confirming the view that such image-breaking as occurred was
confined to Yazid’s reign.*® While the Muslims generally left the Christians to
produce and use figurative representations as they saw fit, for their own part, they
drew on the available repertoire of art to promote Islamic doctrine in a region
where much of the iconography was already shared by Christians, Jews and
pagans. The Muslims drew on those features of the artistic repertoire which it was
permissible to use in mosques; with the Quran at the heart of their religion, with
the ancient Arabian tradition of public inscriptions (and, it seems, literacy in pre-
Islamic Arabia), and with the fact that the inscription was already widely used in
the Near East by Christians, Jews and pagans (at Edessa), it seems inevitable that
the Muslims should have written the statements with which they enunciated their
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own tenets and countered their opponents. This element in Islamic art arose from
entirely internal reasons within Islam and the Arabian tradition, and proceeded
to develop upon the artistic repertoire of the Near East.

On the Christian side, concern over the graven image was an ancient problem,**
with opinions sharply divided on the issue long before Yazid II. Furthermore,
the essentials of what was to constitute official Byzantine iconoclastic art within
the Empire existed in Bilad al-Sham well before the doctrine took hold of the
state. For whatever reason, certain Christians in the Near East had employed a
non-figurative repertoire for several centuries before Islam. The loss of so many
mosaics and paintings in the Near East from the Byzantine period makes this
tradition seem shadowy. Yet ironically, the existing evidence suggests that the
iconography represented by this tradition was, if anything, more disturbing to
Muslims than the icons and pictures which decorated so many churches in the
region, with the cross and inscriptions promulgating Christian doctrine in terms
as explicit and direct as those in which the Muslims themselves were stating their
own doctrines under the Umayyads.
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Hebrew Book Illumination
in the Fatimid Era

Rachel Milstein

The subject of this article is a group of fairly homogeneous Bibles, consisting of
a few complete codices and many fragments. Some extant colophons date these
manuscripts from the late ninth to the eleventh century, and attribute them to
Palestine, Egypt, and North Africa. Several pages of an unusual size or style may
have come from Iraq or Iran, but scholarly opinions vary in this respect, and
therefore these controversial exceptions will be excluded from our discussion.

Regardless of its origins, most of the material, if not all of it, was found in
Egypt, and at least three complete illustrated manuscripts are still in the posses-
sion of the Karaite synagogue in old Cairo.! The main bulk of the extant material
is now in the National Library of Russia in St. Petersburg, and smaller lots are
in London, Cambridge, and Thbilisi.>

The modern history of the illustrated Bibles started in 1860, when Abraham
Firkovitch, a Russian Karaite, purchased his first collection in Cairo, and perhaps
in other Near Eastern towns. This first collection, then a second one, was sold to
the Imperial Public Library in St. Petersburg, while sections of texts which origi-
nally had been bound together with those chosen by Firkovitch, were later dis-
persed around the world together with material from the famous Cairo Genizah.
The Firkovitch collections contain almost ten thousand Hebrew manuscripts and
fragments, Bibles and other texts, and more than one thousand Arabic manu-
scripts written in Hebrew letters. Ot all these, only a few dozen Bibles are illumi-
nated, and among them only one complete codex and some twenty fragments
were copied in the tenth and the eleventh centuries.® They are all closely related
to each other and to the illustrated manuscripts from the Karaite synagogue in
Cairo, by codicological details, style, and names of scribes and patrons.

Rachel Milstein, “Hebrew Book Illumination in the Fatimid Era,” pp. 429-40 from Marianne
Barrucand (ed.), ’Egypte fatimide: son art et son histoive: actes du colloque organisé & Pavis les 28,
29 et 30 mai 1998 (Paris: Presses de I’Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 1999). Copyright © 1999 by
Presses de 'Université de Paris-Sorbonne. Reprinted by permission of the publisher and author.
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The Karaites are a Jewish sect that denies the Talmudic rabbinical tradition,
and recognizes the Scriptures as the sole and direct source of religious law. This
movement was founded in the eighth century by Anan ben David, who devised
a doctrine based upon ancient sources, and upon orthodox and sectorial Islam.
Most of Anan’s followers lived in Egypt, but important communities existed in
Ashdod, Ramla and Jerusalem in Palestine, and in Syria, Iraq and Iran. During
the tenth and eleventh centuries, with the exception of a short period during the
reign of the Fatimid Imam al-Hakim bi-Amri Allah, Jewish communities under
Fatimid rule enjoyed a peaceful period, rich in economic and cultural activities.
The Karaites, persecuted rivals of the Rabbanite Jews, found protection in the
Islamic authorities and developed close contacts with them. Towards the twelfth
century the Karaite communities of the Islamic world disintegrated, and their
members emigrated to Byzantium and other Christian lands.*

Years of good contacts with the Muslims, and the special importance attrib-
uted by the Karaites to the Scriptures, led them to adopt the formal evolutions
that occurred in Quranic manuscripts. For one thing, they preferred the codex
— mushaf— over the scroll, and some of their earliest mushafs are written in Arabic
letters.” They developed vocalization and punctuation signs, numbered verses,
and used decorative devices as separating marks, titles, or space fillers. The
indebtedness of the mushafto the scroll is seen in the arrangement of the biblical
text in vertical columns, as in a scroll. Because of the arrangement in columns,
which leaves many spaces unused, ornamental devices in the role of space filler
may appear within the written surface, in the upper and lower zones.® Only
poetry is often written in a different lay-out, as in the first Song of Moses (Exod.
15) from 929, in the earliest dated Pentateuch extant.”

In the Qurans, on the other hand, empty spaces occur only at the end of a
sira, and are filled with decorative bands containing the title of the following
sitrn.® As in the Qur’an, all the formal innovations in Bible codices were intended
to safeguard the Holy Scripture from any errors or changes, and make the
reading accessible to every one. The bitter polemics between Rabbinic Jewry and
the Karaites over the reading and interpretation of the Bible remind us of the
contemporary debate over the Quran between Sunnites and Shi‘ites, which
brought about the evolution of the naskhi script by Ibn Mugqla® and Ibn
al-Bawwab.’

Under Islamic influence, the Karaites developed the science of Hebrew
grammar, with the aim of ensuring correct reading and copying of the Bible.
Solutions for difficult points in the text were deduced by comparison between
all the variations of given grammatical or syntactical forms. Therefore, as part
of the laws and regulations concerning the presentation of the holy text — the
masorah (tradition) — sets of comparisons and variations were inscribed as foot-
notes on the borders of the folios by the nagdan, the vocaliser.'” In some Bibles,
mainly the illuminated ones, the masoretic notes in micrography became orna-
mental or served as lines and contours for decorative compositions.! As it
must have been the nagdan, the grammarian, who designed the micrographic
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decoration,'> we may search for some logic in the choice of ornamental motifs
or in the overall composition.

Almost all the single motifs and many of the overall patterns in the extant
manuscripts are drawn and painted in ink, gold, and colors on parchment,
and they reflect the usual variety of contemporary Qur’ans. Faithful to evolutions
in Islamic art, the earlier illuminations depict simple ivy scrolls, grids of
round or lozenge-shaped cells with one leaf inside, or large interlacings of Late
Antique origins. The later examples consist of more elaborate, varied and even
eccentric motifs, typical of the floriated Islamic styles. The early examples are
almost monochromatic, in shades of gold, ochre and sepia, and reflect the Abbasid
taste as, for example, in the Great Mosque of Kairouan, the Mosque of Three
Doors in Kairouan, or the Mosque of Ibn Tultn. In some cases, small touches of
red, blue and green follow the style of illuminated ninth- and early tenth-century
Qur’ans, while the full page compositions in both Qur’ans and Bibles recall the
designs of Coptic bindings. These are considered by scholars as a source of influ-
ence for the art of the book in North Africa, Spain and even North England."

In the later Bibles of our group, the chromatic effect is richer, the sinuous
palmettes shine on a dark blue ground, vegetal scrolls sprout from cornucopias,'*
as in a painted Fatimid wooden beam in Al-Aqsa mosque,'® or in the illuminated
Qur’an of Ibn al-Bawwab. Hellenistic reminiscences of naturalistic movement in
plants are intensified in this example by some light brown shading, which creates
a three-dimensional feeling. This style reflects the evolution of Hellenistically
inclined Fatimid art toward a multi-dimensional relief, a flowing movement, and
a certain naturalism.

What constitutes a real difference between the Bibles and the Qur’ans of this
period is the inclusion of architectural motives. One reason for this is the equa-
tion made by the exegetes between the Sanctuary and the Books of the Law,
hence a conceptual and philological visualization of the book as a building. The
Torak — the teaching of the Lord — is often described as a monument, whose
roof is supported by columns and pillars (tur or ‘amud), or by bases/roots
(usinl), its chapters are gates (sha‘ar), and its index — a key (mafteah). A gram-
matical essay in poetic form that appears at the end of a few Bibles'® suggests a
comparison of the three parts of the Holy Scriptures with the tripartite division
of the Temple: the courtyard, the holy place, and the Holy of Holies. In another
metaphoric description (by Abraham Ibn Ezra):

... the guardians of the walls of the Sanctuary, founded by the hands of our God,
which no stranger was ever able to destroy. By ‘Sanctuary’ the Holy Scripture is
meant. They [the masoretes] counted the people [i.e. the words] of the Sanctuary,
consisting of from two to eleven [letters] in order to prevent a stranger from
approaching the gates of righteousness.!”

After the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, the Jews regarded the teach-
ing of the Lord as a way to salvation, when a new, apocalyptic Temple would be
built in freed Zion. This would be the end of the Diaspora, an era of national
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and spiritual liberation. These Messianic expectations, and the identification of
the Book with the Temple are expressed in these drawings of the Temple and
its implements. Similar representations already existed in wall paintings and the
floor mosaics of Late Antique and Byzantine synagogues, but an unexplained
gap of five centuries separates them from the tenth-century Bibles. It is possible
that illustrations of the Temple in some early Christian Bibles testify to a missing
link with now lost Hebrew manuscripts.'®

In the Late Antique examples, the Temple is schematically arranged on a verti-
cal axis, from the outer gate at the foot, to the Holy of Holies with the Tables
of the Law in the upper part, and the menorah, the symbolic light, in the middle.
In the same composition, a gabled roof creates the impression of a frontal view,
as if a facade or an elevation of the building is depicted. A double view also
characterizes a composition in a Bible from 929, where the Temple is shown as
a gabled fagade.” In another codex, stylistically slightly later, the enclosure of
the messianic Temple is drawn as a ground plan of a court within a court, a
concentric layout with the Tables of the Law in the center.?” The contours as
well as the geometrical decoration of the gate are made of miniature letters, a
choice of verses from the book of Psalms, almost all of which glority the Torah,
its value, the obligation to keep and follow it, and the benefits in doing so. The
choice made by the artist-grammarian, which shows that for him the Temple and
the Book are one and the same thing, explains the depiction of architecture in
the Torab.

The only verses in this composition that do not refer to the Torab are in the
triangle on top of the building, and in the upper corners, beside the spandrels.
These verses, at the outer and upper points of the compositional space, speak of
God Himself. The triangle at the top reads: “God in Zion is Great, He is above
all the nations. Blessed is God, the God of Isracl.” Thus the placement of the
texts creates a hierarchic order, both architectural and compositional, which
reappears in many of the illuminations.

A page from a sumptuous codex in the Karaite synagogue of Old Cairo shows
that not only full page illuminations can depict architecture.”’ Every page can
become a monument, when the masorah in micrography depicts roofs above the
columns of the text. An examination of the complete manuscript reveals a sur-
prising variety of motifs, many of which are architectural. On the borders of a
few pages groups of small domed buildings in a typical Fatimid style are drawn
around the main text. Since the text on these pages is about traveling, the archi-
tectural images in micrography are conceived as a road map with habitations,
shrines and domed mausolea. One example, in Genesis 35, tells of Jacob’s arrival
at Beth-El, where he erected an altar to God (Beth-El in Hebrew means “the
House of the Lord”). The small domed buildings in the border are composed
of sentences describing the journey and the shrine. On the following page, the
micrography of similar monuments speaks of the burial of Isaac and the encamp-
ment of Jacob, which may have inspired the inclusion of mausolea into the
architectural repertory. Such an association is further demonstrated in the full
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page illumination at the end of Genesis, where a large lamp is seen hanging above
an altar or a cenotaph within a domed pavilion. The last verse of Genesis tells
about Joseph’s embalmment and burial in a coffin in Egypt.

An iconographic attitude can be seen already in the earliest dated Bible, where
the first Song of Moses is partly framed by abstract human figures. Although
depicted without faces or other realistic features, these figures resemble the well-
known Fatimid dancer reliefs and luster-ware drawings. That such figurative art
could be tolerated within a Jewish religious context, we see also in a carved
wooden door of obvious Fatimid origin, from a Cairo synagogue.”” A typical
dancer remains in the center of one of the carved compartments, although
defaced. The human figures in the Bible, then, can be interpreted either as the
women dancing after the safe passage of the Children of Israel through the Red
Sea, or as people running in an effort to cross the sea.

The tendency to iconographic illustration suggested here is reinforced by other
manuscripts, such as the one in Tbilisi.”* Small drawings that contain a number
of verses and do not overrun the width of a column terminate every book in the
codex, and others serve as titles. The composition at the end of Leviticus,
showing a circle over a triangle, follows immediately after the words: “These
are the commandments, which the Lord commanded Moses for the children of
Israel in Mount Sinai.” It seems, then, that the circle represents the Light of the
Lord, the triangle the mountain, as in Christian depictions of the lamb of God
on a mountain. On the same page, the fourth book, Numbers, starts with the
words “And the Lord spoke unto Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the taber-
nacle of the congregation . . .” This is preceded by a schematic drawing of a gate
or a section of the tent, with what seems to be a lamp hanging from the
ceiling.

Although illumination based on architecture is not known in Qur’ans con-
temporary with these Bibles, it however appears in some earlier ones. Noteworthy
in particular is the famous Qur’an from San%, with a double composition of
mosques.?* In a few later manuscripts, all of them from Egypt, a decorative arcade
appears over certain title bands.?® This style of illumination disappeared during
the ninth century, perhaps as a result of the heated debate about the nature of
the eternal Word of God and the archetypal Book (Umm al-Kitab). But a “tree
of life” within an arch in a few Qur’ans shows a great resemblance to at least one
of the later Bibles, thus demonstrating a possible source of influence.?

The debate about the nature of the Qur’an was only a part of the growing
schism between the Sunnite and Shi‘ite theological and cosmological systems,
which resulted, among others, in an evolution of greater abstraction in the arts
of the Islamic Mashriq.”” Baghdad, under growing Sunni opposition to the Shi‘a,
developed a non-iconographic art, while in Egypt and the Islamic Maghreb,
where local styles emerged under the Umayyads of Spain and the Fatimids,
Hellenistic and Neo-Platonic elements took hold of the arts, the cosmological
systems, and the philosophical reasoning.?® In spite of this, the tenth- and
eleventh-century Qurians from Egypt do not contain any architectural motifs,
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perhaps because the copyists were alienated from the now extinct tradition.
Besides, since the individual Qurans were said to represent the archetypal book
in heaven, architectural connotations do not suit their nature.

The illuminated Hebrew Bibles, although making iconographical use of archi-
tectural motifs, also reveal a tendency towards abstraction. A comparison between
two compositions, one from the codex in Old Cairo, the other from St. Peters-
burg, shows the two styles. The St. Petersburg Bible is dated to 1008 CE, the Cairo
codex is assigned to the tenth century, and a few of the full page compositions are
almost identical.” But while the architectural depictions in the Cairo manuscript
are quite recognizable as such, their compatibles in St. Petersburg are totally
abstract. In fact, without the aid of the Cairo compositions, we would have no
clue to their meanings. This observation is very important to our analysis, because
depictions of architecture necessarily contain concepts of space and a sense of
directions. In a building there are always the concepts of up, down, right and left,
in and out, and these are divided into hierarchic orders of upper and lower, inner
and outer. These concepts are doubled and strengthened in pictorial depictions of
architecture due to the viewer’s natural tendency to attribute directions to the
picture itself. Therefore, an abstract composition which originates from a depic-
tion of architecture contains the concepts of space and the sense of directions even
after the architectural identification has been effaced. The abstract composition
thus becomes a pure cosmic representation, a sort of mandala.

The structure depicted here represents the Torah between two lamps inside
a temple, which has a lower zone — perhaps a gate, an internal space and a roof
topped by lozenges. The intervals in the roof cresting, as in the crenellations of
Islamic architecture, create an interplay and a reciprocal movement between
themselves and the sky, suggesting a sense of elevation from the solid line of the
carth to the endless space of heaven. As in the illustrations of the other Bibles,
the arrow-like shapes of all the architectural components reinforce the sense of
opposition between below and above. In an outstanding example of this opposi-
tion,* a realistically depicted fagade rests on unrealistic, arrow-like bases, that
point down so as to enhance the sense of direction. Moreover, the step-like
micrographic decoration under the arch, which seems to be inspired by brick
architecture, contains a masoretic variation of the verb “to descend”. In the
center, the scribe inserted references to God’s descent upon His people, or upon
Mount Sinai, where up and down, heaven and earth, came to a meeting point.

Having interpreted these Bible compositions as cosmic structures, some resem-
blance to contemporary Christian painting from Spain becomes apparent. In the
illumination from the St. Petersburg codex, the cross in the center recalls the
tenth-century variations of the theme of the Cross of Victory.*! The alpha and
omega that hang on either side of the cross, recall the structure of the Torah-
Temple from the Cairo codex, with the lamps hanging at its sides. The motif in
the center of the Temple is of course not the Christian cross, but a combination
of four arrows directed to a focal point. The four arrows represent the four direc-
tions, in the same way that a six-point star represents the rose of the winds.
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In another composition from the St. Petersburg Bible a six-pointed star
replaces the four arrows in the center.*> This composition is the purely abstract
equivalent of the large figurative rose of the winds in a Christian Biblin Sacra,
copied in Le6n in 920 CE,* in combination with a typical Spanish Alpha.** Based
on this comparison, the frequently depicted six-point stars in the Hebrew Bibles
seem to be more than a decorative device. Moreover, the six-point star appears
constantly within and around the inscriptions engraved on Islamic tombstones
in Egypt already in the ninth century.®® In mosque context it appears only in
the twelfth century, in the mibrab of Sayidda Ruqayya in Cairo, where each of
the six sides of the star is made of the name Muhammad. In this form it is
repeated later in Anatolian and Iranian mosques, in the center of the large dome,
where Christ is depicted in Byzantine churches.?

Now, one of the characteristics of an interlace in a form of a star, which fits
it to represent the movements of the spheres and assume a cosmic role, is the
impression it gives of unending movement. In other illuminated pages from the
St. Petersburg codex, this impression is reinforced by the fact that the star is
drawn with a slight off-axis inclination.”” Moreover, the inscription inside may
be inclined in the other direction, and the protruding form at the top is drawn
off center. These irregularities do not betray the uncertainty of an untrained
artist, for they reappear consistently in all the compositions of this category.*®
This example, in fact, reminds us of typical, though later, Kabbalistic representa-
tions of the systems of emanations. A similar interpretation may be possible here,
but we can not at present prove that such cosmological concepts and symbols
may be connected with any tenth-century Jewish community. Instead, another
important aspect of these drawings, is their role as amulets that represent and
transmit eternal bliss.

Many representations of gates close the books of the Pentateuch, the gates of
the Law which separate or give access to a higher space (Fig. 13.1)* We have
already seen that the words inscribed in the upper zone generally refer to God
and His promise to His people in Zion. The arch is usually made up of verses
speaking of the Torah, and the lower parts and outer extensions are often com-
posed of blessings and promises of bliss. Many of these structures are pierced by
a vertical line or object which connects the lowest and uppermost points of the
composition. This column, an abstraction of the form and the concept of the
“tree of life,” can be seen as representing a message transmitted from heaven to
this world, an intervention, a blessing, a barakab.

This idea is corroborated by the fact that more than one such composition,
mostly in the colophon, contains a masoretic combination of the verb berech — to
bless. In one case, a dedication to a patron named Mevorach, which means “the
blessed one”, could be the reason for choosing this particular verb as a common
denominator for the composition.*” But, as the same verb appears in many other
manuscripts, not necessarily connected with the same patron, we may conclude
that the blessing and not the individual patron is the subject of the composition.
The declinations of the verb, as in this case, may follow a descending line, in which
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Figure 13.1 Illuminated page in a bible copied in Cairo in 1008 CE. St. Petersburg,
NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B, 19a, fol. 476v. Photograph by Bruce and Kenneth Zuckerman,
West Semitic Research, with the collaboration of the Ancient Biblical Manuscript Center.
Courtesy Russian National Library (Saltykov-Shchedrin)

the inscription in the upper lozenge reads “I bless them”, in the middle lozenge
“My blessing”, and in the lower one “he will be blessed from Your blessing.” The
order of the declinations is alphabetical; their repeating arrangement on a descend-
ing line suggests a hierarchical conception of the illuminated space.

A rather remote analogy to these compositions may be found in the magical
nature of the two last s#ras of the Qurian. In a non-Qur’anic context, the pro-
tecting hand — khamsa — drawn within an arch on a Fatimid ceramic, shows that
formal parallels to the Bible illuminations were known in Fatimid Egypt.*! Fur-
thermore, compositions of a “tree of life,” a source of light, or a written message
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of'a similar content, all within arches, are quite common in religious architecture,
for example in the mihrab, and even more so on gravestones and prayer rugs.
It is not possible, however, to explore such contacts in this short paper. It is
also not possible to describe other formal elements and meanings in this group
of manuscripts, let alone the important questions of the historical and the cul-
tural context. We have pointed out some formal and conceptual contacts between
the art of the Hebrew manuscripts and those of the Muslims and the Christian
churches under Muslim rule. Similarities between art forms of Egypt and the
Levant and those of Spain are not surprising if one thinks of the circulation of
people and artefacts, and the existence of wealthy communities in several North
African towns. The lavish Cairo Pentateuch, so different in style from the other
Bibles and yet connected with them, may reveal a North African source of inspi-
ration. A full-page illumination at the beginning of Leviticus depicts a section
of a monument, with three horseshoe arches (Fig. 13.2).** Series of such arches

Figure 13.2 Illumination at the beginning of Leviticus in a complete Pentateuch in
the Karaite synagogue of Old Cairo. Picture from Rachel Milstein, “Hebrew Book Illu-
mination in the Fatimid Era,” in Marianne Barrucand (ed.), L’Egypte fatimide:
son art et son histoire (Paris: Presses de ’Université de Paris-Sorbonne, 1999), p. 440,
fig. 15. © Jewish National Museum, Jerusalem, Isracl
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are known in the Muslim architecture of Spain and North Africa, as the archeo-
logical findings in the tenth-century town of Sedrata, south of Algiers can
testify.*® The closest parallel, however, is the Great Mosque of Kairouan, espe-
cially the stone and ceramic tiles with their floral motifs that look almost identical
to the surface decoration of all the architectural drawings in the Cairo codex.**
In fact, every structural and decorative element of the Great Mosque can
be found in one or more of the Bibles, and this in addition to the affinity
between some Bibles and the Qur’an bindings found in the Mosque, and the
repertory of motifs that decorate the fagade of the Mosque of Three Doors, in
the same town.

I may conclude by saying that during the tenth and eleventh centuries a certain
visual language was known and used for iconographical purposes by believers
of the three monotheistic religions between Palestine and Spain. The motifs,
compositional schemes, and the degree of abstraction differ from one group to
another, according to their particular theological and cosmological systems. A
comparative study of their art may not only make us better understand the works,
but reveal new dimensions of their written texts, and shed light on the passage
of cultural trends between East and West.

Notes

1 The Bibles in the Karaite Synagogue of Old Cairo were described by Richard Gott-
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Moshe Ben-Asher Codex of 895 C.E.,” University of Michigan, 1974. Recent
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and M. Glatzer, Codices Hebraicis Litteris Extrati quo tempore scvipti fuevint exhi-
bentes, Tome I: jusqu’n 1020 (Paris, CNRS, Institut de Recherches et d’Histoire des
Textes; Jérusalem, Académie Nationale des Sciences et des Lettres d’Israél, 1997),
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in L. Avrin’s dissertation and in Beit-Arié, Sirat and Glatzer Codices Hebraicis. Some
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and “New Descriptions” to the reprint of Baron David Giinzburg and Vladimir
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4 On this sect, s.v. “Karaites”, Encyclopedia Judnica. On the possible Karaite origins
of the early illuminated Bibles, and the identification of their scribes, see
Avrin, “The Illuminations in the Moshe Ben-Asher Codex of 895 C.E.,” p. 3-18,
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St. Petersburg, NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B. 1548, p. 4. An apparently false colophon
dates these fragments to 922, but even if this date is inauthentic, the codex can
safely be attributed to the tenth, or at latest the beginning of the eleventh century.
See Beit-Arié, Sirat, and Glatzer, Codices Hebraicis, p. 13.

Examples of such variations are reproduced in Mentré, La Peinture mozarabe,
pp. 56-7.

St. Petersburg, NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B. 19a, fol. 476v.

Biblin Sacra from the Kingdom of Ledén (Abellar), now in the possession of
the Cathedral of Ledn, no. 6, fol. 3r. Repr. in Mentré, La Peinture mozarabe,
p. 72, ill. 30.

For example, a large Alpha in an Antiphonaire from Leén, Le6n Cathedral, no. 8,
fol. 4v, repr. in Mentré, La Peinture mozarabe, p. 103, ill. 62.

The earliest known tombstone with this motif, from the year 801, is reproduced in
Hassan Hawary and Rached Hussein, Catalogue Général du Musée Arabe du Caire.
Steles Funéraires, vol. 1 (Cairo, 1932), no. 1506,/687, pl. IV.

More about the evolution of this symbol, in Rachel Milstein, King Solomon’s Seal
(Jerusalem, Tower of David Museum, 1995), pp. 36—46.

St. Petersburg, NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B. 19a, fol. 419r.

Similar off-centered stars appear in the same Bible, fol. 490r, and in St. Petersburg,
NLR, Firk. Hebr. I. C. 5.

St. Petersburg, NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B. 19a, fol. 477r.

St. Petersburg, NLR, Firk. Hebr. II. B. 262, fol. 2r.

After a reproduction from Richard Ettinghausen, “Notes on the Lusterware of
Spain,” Ars Orientalis 1 (1954): 133-56, fig. 33.

In the Karaite synagogue of Old Cairo, Gottheil 18.

Marguerite van Berchem, “Sedrata. Un chapitre nouveau de ’histoire de ’art musul-
man. Campagnes de 1951 et 1952.” Ars Orientalis 1 (1954): 157-74. Fig. 12 shows
a series of arches filled with floral motives, quite similar to those of the Cairo
Bible.

Good line drawings of the decorations in the Great Mosque illustrate the article
by Louise W. Boothe, ‘The Great Mosque of Qairawan,” Oriental Art 16 (1970):
321-36. See in particular figs. 7 and 16. Old reproductions of the tiles, in
Georges Margais, Les faiences a reflets métalliques de ln Grande Mosquée de Kairouan
(Paris, 1928).
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An Icon at Mt. Sinai and
Christian Painting in Muslim
Egypt during the Thirteenth and
Fourteenth Centuries

Robert S. Nelson

Since World War 11, one of the most significant developments in the study of
medieval art has been the identification of schools of Crusader painting in the
Holy Land. The initial impetus for research came from H. Buchthal’s pioneering
study, Miniature Painting in the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem (Oxford, 1957),
in which he attributed a number of manuscripts to Jerusalem and Acre in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Developing and extending Buchthal’s work,
others in recent years have broadened our knowledge of Crusader art. J. Folda'
has identified a group of French Gothic manuscripts, painted at Acre in the later
thirteenth century, and in Constantinople C. L. Striker and Y. D. Kuban have
discovered a fragmentary cycle of the life of Saint Francis in the style of the
famous Arsenal Bible, a product of an Acre workshop, according to Buchthal.?
Furthermore, in a series of fundamental papers, K. Weitzmann has revealed the
existence of fascinating Crusader icons painted in mixtures of French, Italian,
and Byzantine styles, and doubtless he will present more important panels in his
final publication of the icons on Mt. Sinai.® This series of astute discoveries has
led to the establishment of a new field of medieval art that will continue to help
solve many problems in the history of painting in the Levant.

If much attention lately has been directed toward understanding the nature
of Crusader art, less concern has been given to exploring the painting of native
communities that were in the Near East before and after the Crusades. Here the

Robert S. Nelson, “An Icon at Mt. Sinai and Christian Painting in Muslim Egypt during the
Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries,” pp. 201-18 from The Art Bulletin 65:2 (New York:
College Art Association of America, June 1983). Copyright © 1983 by Robert Nelson. Reprinted
by permission of the author.
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problems are numerous. Often a symbiotic relationship existed between the art
of local Christian minorities and that of the Muslim majority, and Byzantium
continued to exert a strong artistic influence in spite of the deterioration of its
political fortunes. One example of such art-historical intricacies is a Sinai icon of
the enthroned Christ, heretofore attributed to a Crusader artist (Figure 14.1).
The present article will first propose a rather different attribution and then
discuss the style of the panel within the larger context of Christian painting in

Figure 14.1 Icon of Christ enthroned, Mt. Sinai (164 mm x 286 mm). University of
Michigan, Sinai Archive. Reproduced through the courtesy of the Michigan—Princeton—
Alexandria Expedition to Mt. Sinai
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Syria and Egypt during the high Middle Ages. Measuring only 164 x 286 mm,*
this small, narrow icon depicts Christ seated on a bench and holding an open,
uninscribed codex in his left hand, while he blesses with his right hand. His bare
feet rest on a footstool painted in an awkward perspective, and a large halo
encircles his head. To either side are written the abbreviated Greek words for
Jesus Christ, and the Greek letters sigma and omicron can still be read on the
arms of his cross nimbus. The third letter at the left is now effaced, and the
meaning of the inscription thereby obscured.®

In 1966 Weitzmann first published the panel, in his seminal study, “Icon
Painting in the Crusader Kingdom,” and termed it the earliest icon in a Western
style at Mt. Sinai. He compared Christ’s soft, curvilinear drapery to that of an
Evangelist in a Northern French book of 1146 from the Abbey of Liessies and
Christ’s face to that of Jesus in the Shaftesbury Psalter, an English manuscript
from about the same period, and concluded that the painter of the icon came
from one or the other side of the Channel. Moreover, he thought that the calm
dignity of Christ here was owed to the influence of Byzantine art, noting that
even a small detail like the panel of rinceaux on the front of the throne behind
the legs of Jesus resembles the ornament of Byzantine manuscripts, and so he
judged that the artist must have worked in the Holy Land under Byzantine
influence and most probably in Jerusalem.® In his survey of Crusader painting
and sculpture in the Holy Land, ]J. Folda accepted Weitzmann’s arguments,
although for Folda the face of Christ had a pronounced Levantine character.” W.
Grape in his dissertation of 1973 also saw connections between the icon and
Near Eastern painting and used this evidence to argue for the influence in the
region of Romanesque art transmitted through Crusader painting.® Recently A.
Weyl Carr considered the icon briefly in a lecture delivered at a stimulating
symposium on the Crusades, which took place in Michigan in the spring of 1981.
She specifically compared the head of Christ to types found in the famous Schefer
Maqamat of al-Harir1 of 1237 in Paris (Bibl. Nat. arabe 5847) and suggested
that the icon might date later than Weitzmann had supposed.

According to these four interpretations, the icon is a work of Crusader art,
even though each author found certain traits that failed to fit the expected
pattern. For instance, Weitzmann correctly perceived the icon to be an unicum,
in describing it as an example of a Crusader style of which no other examples
are preserved. In contrast, he has been able to assemble groups of several related
Sinai icons in other styles. Folda recognized the affinity of the facial type to that
in the Shaftesbury manuscript, but he also saw a Near Eastern quality in the face
of Christ. Grape thought that the mid-twelfth-century icon was so similar to
examples in a Coptic-Arabic manuscript of 1250 that it was surprising that the
two were separated by an interval of a hundred years. The proposal of Weyl
Carr would date the icon well into the thirteenth century and thus long after
French and English artists had abandoned the version of Romanesque drapery
that Weitzmann cited in order to attribute the icon to a Western artist in the
first place.
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In fact, the contradictions and complexities of attribution do not stop here.
The Shaftesbury Psalter has analogous facial types but lacks the Romanesque
“damp-fold” drapery seen in the cited French comparison, or in other English
manuscripts of the period. According to Kaufmann, the frontal facial type with
oblong shape and long drooping moustache is difficult to parallel in English art
of the period.” The motif, then, is rare, and definitely not a commonplace element
that might have been easily exported to the East. The French Gospel Book,
written for the Abbey of Liessies in 1146 and destroyed during World War 11
except for two miniatures, contained an image of Christ with related features,
except that the moustache is not as long and prominent.'"’ This figure of the
enthroned Christ, placed in the shaft of the initial I at the beginning of the
Gospel of John, relates typologically to the Sinai icon, for Jesus holds a book
with his left hand and blesses with his right hand. Stylistically, though, the figure
has little in common with the panel painting. In the miniature, dynamic folds
of drapery sweep across the body and animate an otherwise sedate pose. Like
the Evangelist John from the Gospel Book, Christ has a large tear-shaped area
on one knee. This form is characteristic of English Romanesque manuscripts,
such as the Lambeth Bible, and has nothing in common with the quiet, geo-
metrically pure shape on the right knee of the Christ on the Sinai panel.™*

In other English or French illumination of the twelfth and thirteenth centu-
ries, there is no throne comparable to Christ’s on the icon. Although the backless
throne is a ubiquitous element throughout medieval Christian art, thrones rep-
resented in English and French miniatures lack the panel of rinceaux in the front.
In this area Western artists usually preferred to depict various assemblages of
arches and niches, instead of this two-dimensional arabesque.'* No similar throne
appears in Crusader art,'® and one might contrast the object in question with
the jewel-bedecked throne of Christ in a thirteenth-century icon of the Deesis
and saints at Mt. Sinai."* Moreover, a throne with a panel of arabesque is also
foreign to Byzantium, where, for the most part, painters represent richly adorned
thrones with square or turned legs, in imitation of Early Christian designs and
ultimately of Roman furniture.’® Occasionally in East and West one encounters
another type with various figures or scenes shown on panels of the front or side
of a throne,' but still such decoration differs from the large rectangle of scroll-
work on the Sinai icon.

Moreover, neither the drapery style nor the facial type closely resembles either
Byzantine or Crusader art of the twelfth or thirteenth century. Small details, like
the position of Christ’s hand, are also troubling. On the icon the hand is bent
back slightly to the left, an awkward pose that is not used on other Crusader or
Byzantine icons of Christ blessing.'” A case in point is the aforementioned icon of
th