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THE TRANSFORMATION OF ARABIC WRITING:

PART 2, THE PUBLIC TEXT!

IN THE FIRST PART OF THIS WORK? I DISCUSSED THE TWO-
phase transformation of Quranic writing from
angular to cursive, phases that were associated
with the calligraphersIbn Mugqla (d. 940) andIbn
al-Bawwab (d. 1022). I also presented an evalua-
tion and an interpretation of this highly impor-
tant change, relating it to contemporary ideas
about the nature of the Qur’an, which was defin-
itively proclaimed as the eternal and uncreated
word of God. These ideas were themselves shown
to be closely linked with the newly emergent
movement of the Sunni revival, a movement that
sought to reaffirm the legitimacy of the ‘Abbasid
caliphate and the traditionalist basis of Islamic
thought while opposing and undermining con-
trary beliefs and political systems, in particular
those of the Fatimids.

In this paper I will discuss the parallel transfor-
mation of monumental inscriptions from angu-
lar to cursive—a transformation that postdated
the Qurlanic one by nearly a century but that
seems to have been, at least in part, propelled by
similar conditions. Extending the discussion from
the sphere of Quran manuscripts to that of
publicinscriptions proved to be far more difficult
than [ had envisioned. Despite the greater acces-
sibility of the material, in the form of a large
number of dated public inscriptions from the
eleventh to the thirteenth century, at least two
major hurdles pose themselves before this quest.
The firstis that, whereas substantial textual mate-
rial exists on scribal and Quranic calligraphy,
and of course on the Qur’an itself, nearly nothing
is known about the makers and the making of
monumental inscriptions before the Ottoman
period. Even when monumental inscriptions do
end with the name of an artisan, this signature
often refers to the architect or the building super-
visor, not to the calligrapher.? The second is that,
although public inscriptions often contain
Quranic passages, they are not usually exclusive-
ly Qurianic. Indeed, a sizeable portion of monu-
mental inscriptions is quite secular in nature,
being primarily concerned with titulature, pa-
tronage, and waqf and somewhat less so with
poetry and mystical evocations.

By YASSER TABBAA

Isit, then, legitimate to use the findings of the
preceding article, which were exclusively based
on Qur’anic material, to interpret the transfor-
mation of Arabic monumental writing generally?
This question will concern usin this paper, butwe
can tentatively say at this point that, whether
religious or secular in content, most monumen-
tal inscriptions were public and official, thus
reflecting some of the ruling dynasty’s concerns,
which were always theocratic in nature. In a
largely aniconic artistic culture, these public in-
scriptions were by necessity one of the primary
visual means for political expression (often tied
up with religious concepts) and one of the few
effective ways for a dynasty to distinguish its reign
from that of its predecessor. While it is true that
most dynasties also resorted to other more sym-
bolic means of political expression, such as gates,
minarets, or domes (and in fewer cases sculp-
ture), public inscriptions remained throughout
much of the medieval Islamic period the chief
means for transmitting political and religious
messages and for portraying these messages in a
dynastically distinctive manner.

The dual nature of monumental inscriptions—
informative and symbolic, denotive and conno-
tive—has been examined in a number of recent
and penetrating studies.* Despite their differing
research objectives, the authors of these studies
have attempted to move beyond traditional epi-
graphic documentation, in which their work is
ultimately grounded, into questioning some of
the premises associated with the visuality and
receptivity of public inscriptions. Richard Etting-
hausen, pointing out the great complexity and
limited legibility of some inscriptions (written in
floriated or plaited Kufic, for example), has sug-
gested that the reading and comprehension of
such inscriptions was “reserved foralimited num-
ber of persons.”™ Even for those select few, Etting-
hausen adds, the “reading” of these texts was
“nearly always based on previous knowledge and
not on direct word by word reaction,” while “for
the vast majority of the congregation and passers-
by the inscription remainsincomprehensible asa
verbal communication in the modern sense.”In
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other respects, the high placement of some of
these inscriptions, their complexity, and the ex-
istence of serious epigraphic mistakes among
them lead him to conclude that “readability was
only a secondary concern”—a concern that was
superseded by “the Gestalt of the inscription as a
whole and the inclusion of the caliph’s name.”

While Ettinghausen questions the informative
aspect of at least some Arabic inscriptions, Erika
Dodd takes this discourse one step further to
suggest that the reading of inscriptions was un-
necessary or redundant in view of the immanent
and transcendent nature of the word of God in
Islam.

A verse from the Koran does not have to be read for it
to have meaning. It exists eternally, of and for and by
itself, and it does not exist in the reader, nor does it
depend on the reader and it does not even have to be
read to be appreciated. For the ordinary Muslim lay-
man, the simple presence of a Koranic verse was as
evocative as an icon for a Christian worshipper, and
produced a similar emotional 1‘csponse.8

Although Dodd does not specifically address the
duality of meaning in Arabic public inscriptions,
it is perhaps implicit in her distinction between
“reading,” by which she probably means deci-
pherment, and “emotional response,” which
seems to result from the symbolic or connotive
aspects of the text. Thus, in her passionate search
for a deep and pervasive meaning in Islamic art,
Dodd collapses the duality of public inscriptions
into their symbolic, internalist aspects while ne-
glecting their formal specificity and manifold
variations. In short, Ettinghausen grapples with
the formal complexities of some monumental
inscriptions only to suggest thatsuch inscriptions
were not intended to be read, whereas Dodd
ignores the question of form altogether.

More recently, Irene Bierman has dedicated a
series of detailed and penetrating studies to
Fatimid inscriptions, examining them in terms of
their public impact, the ambiguities inherent in
the Kufic script used, and the content of the
inscriptions. Regarding the “kuficscript as inher-
ently difficult to decipher, for reading any kufic
text requires a more supportive context to help
distinguish the graph (letter) shapes than read-
ing a text written in one of the other Arabic
scripts where all twenty-eight letters are differen-
tiated,” Bierman asks “how and why certain scripts

were employed in certain contexts to express
certain connotations.™ More specifically, Bier-
man’s analysis of some of the most distinctive
forms of floriated Kufic, such as the lam-alifand
the word Allah, leads her to conclude that “the
unusual knotting of these uprightletters seems
. . . to resonate with those Isma‘ili beliefs that
reveal, by means of letter symbolism, an aspect of
the esoteric (al-batin) meaning of the Qurlan
behind the plain (al-2ahir) religious message of
the written text.”!°

In a long and complicated essay on Islamic
calligraphy, Oleg Grabar has presented a num-
ber of brilliant observations that reflect on his
long-term involvementin the field while pointing
outnew avenues for research. Rejecting the large-
scale and indiscriminate application of the term
calligraphy, or “writing with the intent of being
beautiful,” to all manner of Arabic writing, Gra-
bar prefers postponing the use of this term until
after the tenth-century reforms of Ibn Muqlaand
Ibn al-Bawwab,!! or more generally, until after
Arabic writing had developed sophisticated and
overtly described systems of replication, aesthet-
ics, and criticism. While such a degree of textual
self-consciousness is often desirable for validat-
ing the emergence of a particular art form, itis by
no means necessary, and one might postulate
alternate means for the creation of aesthetic
standards in calligraphy or other medieval art
forms, standards thatreflect an internalist appre-
ciation of early Qur’anic scripts, not their exter-
nalist criticism.

Of perhaps greater interest for this paper are
Grabar’s hypotheses concerning the role of pub-
lic inscriptions in Islamic society, specifically the
various dichotomies they establish between liter-
alist reading and formalist appreciation; private
understanding and the conditions of public dis-
play; and singlegaze or “monoptic” perception
and time-consuming decipherment. At the risk
of greatly oversimplifying Grabar’s complex dis-
course, it seems that most of his dichotomies are
variations and elaborations of the main one that
we have established above, namely, the distinc-
tion between the denotive and connotive aspects
of official Arabic writing. Indeed, the chief im-
portance of Grabar’s essay resides not so much in
his sustained historical analysis of this important
problem butin hisvarious attempts to place these
distinctions within a sociocultural context, specifi-
cally to locate this problem within the matrices
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of political power and religious knowledge. He
therefore draws attention to the distinction be-
tween official and populist currents in public
inscriptions, contending that the former were
“fostered by the courts.. . and practiced by highly
skilled professionals” as “a means to control and
distinguish,” while the latter had much more
flexible standards and displayed greater variety.'?
In official writing, which is the only kind that
concerns us here, Grabar suggests that aesthetic
values—such as skill, complexity, and ambigu-
ity—were inextricably linked with questions of
power and status, such that the ability to build,
own, or fully appreciate objects or monuments
with complex inscriptions becomes one of the
criteria for justifying the power of a social or
political elite. We shall see below how this impor-
tant equation of knowledge and power was played
out during the transformation of public writing
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

With the possible exception of Bierman, there
are two main problems with these otherwise out-
standing attempts to reach a symbolic under-
standing of Arabic public calligraphy: asynchron-
ic, nonhistorical, or,in Grabar’s case, multihistorical
perspective that does not address specific factors
of historical change; and an overall reluctance to
engage the question of complexity in calligraphic
styles. For Ettinghausen, complexityis, more than
anything, a hindrance to understanding; for
Dodd, it is an insignificant feature, since the
inscriptions were not intended for reading; for
Grabar, itis an important indicator of social and
political privilege; while for Bierman, the com-
plexity and ambiguity of the floriated Kufic script
stand out as specific embodiments of Fatimid
Isma<li theology.

This paper places questions of complexity and
historical change at the center of discussion as it
explores the transformation of Arabic public in-
scriptions in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
In order to provide a context and a point of
contrast for this transformation, I will begin by
reviewing the problem of the creation of the
floriated Kufic script under the Fatimids, suggest-
ing in the process some of the political and
theologicalissuesassociated with its development.
Second, I will trace the subsequent development
of cursive scripts from their rather vernacular
origins in Iran to their definitive formulation in
twelfth-century Syria, pointing out the role of
Nur al-Din in promoting this process. Third, I

will follow the spread of highly standardized cur-
sive scripts in twelfth-century Syria, Iraq, and
elsewhere. Fourth, I will examine the differing
situation in Fatimid Egypt, where the use of
floriated Kufic writing persists for several decades
after the perfection of monumental cursive writ-
ing elsewhere and where the ultimate introduc-
tion of cursive scripts in the last quarter of the
twelfth century coincides with the establishment
of the Ayyubid dynasty.

Floriated Kufic

Of all the varieties of monumental Kufic, flori-
ated Kufic is perhaps the most elegant, combin-
ing as it does angular characters with curvilinear
plant forms. Indeed, in its fully developed form,
exemplified by the inscriptions of the Fatimid
mosques al-Azhar and al-Hakim or the late-elev-
enth-century minaret at the Great Mosque of
Aleppo, floriated Kufic may be considered the
peak of achievement in early Arabic epigraphy.
The beauty and inherent complexity of the script
have attracted the attention of numerous schol-
ars, both European and Arab, who have gone a
long way toward analyzing its characters and
ornamental forms and proposing theories for its
origin and development.'® Although Flury ar-
gued at one point for an Anatolian origin of this
script,'* most paleographers today concur that
<Abbasid Kufic underwent subtle and inconsis-
tent changes between ca. 830 and 960, which led
to the creation of the so-called foliated Kufic,
before being definitively transformed into flori-
ated Kufic in the second half of the tenth centu-
ry.”® The main point of difference among these
authors centers on whether floriated Kufic devel-
oped gradually out of foliated “Abbasid Kufic
over a period of a century or whether it was
suddenly created in the early Fatimid period.
Grohmann, arguing for a gradual multicentered
development,'® concluded that

three neighboring countries have participated deci-
sively in the evolution of floriated Kufic: Palestine, with
the first traceable connection of a floral element with
a letter; Egypt, where in the middle of the third century
of the Hijra the decoration of letters with palmettes had
already reached a high perfection and where the dec-
oration of the aspices had been invented possibly in
connection with, or imitation of, Coptic forerunners;
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‘Q[ and the Hijaz, where the tombstone of 250 H [fig. 1]
hows genuine floriated Kufic definitely established.!”
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There are several problems, however, with this
view of gradual development from foliated to

i r&cj ‘Wz [!* s:: é' floriated Kufic. The first is that Egyptian inscrip-
- - .QAM tions that postdate the early attempts at floriation

\ A ! "B‘T o L 4 1 de E} but predate the Fatimid takeover of Cairo in 969

have a more traditional form, suggesting that
“this initial phase of floriated Kufic was not able
to impose itself fully, not even in Egypt.”'® The
second is that nearly all the early foliated inscrip-
tions come from funerary stelae, not from official
inscriptions, of which the few thatremain tend to
maintain a sober and austere Kufic style. This is
evident from the complete absence of foliation in
the Abbasid and Tulunid inscriptions at the
migyas (Nilometer)—dated 247/861 (reign of al-
Mutawakkil) and 259/873 (reign of Ibn Tulun)
(fig. 2)."° Apparently, then, early developments
toward the floriated script were restricted to fu-
nerary stelae and other nonofficial inscriptions
Fic. 1. Hijaz (Arabia). Gravestone, 250/864. and haq no impact on the official inscriptions of
Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo. the period, whose style in any case seems to have

From Grohmann, Arabische Paldographie, 2:fig. 32. been derived from Iraq.
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Fic. 2. Cairo. Nilometer: Tulanid inscription (Quran, 2:256), 247/861.
From Dodd and Khairallah, Image of the Word, 1:fig. 22.
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The third and most serious challenge to Groh-
mann’s scheme of gradual development is that
the inscriptions of the early Fatimid period, name-
ly those at al-Azhar (361/972) and al-Hakim
mosques (before 403/1013), differ completely
from the “Abbasid Kufic inscriptions of the pre-
ceding century and even from the earlier foliated
inscriptions. Whereas only a small proportion of
the characters of pre-Fatimid foliated Kuficsprout
ornamental leaves, nearly every character in the
inscriptions at al-Azhar and more emphatically at
al-Hakim is embellished with leaves that com-
pletely transform the letter form and the overall
appearance of the script (fig. 3).

Jume<ah was the first definitively to reject the
likelihood of a continuous development of
floriated Kufic style and to embrace the op-
posing view of a sudden transformation. After

having painstakingly analyzed the earliest in-
scriptions at al-Azhar mosque, located around
the hood of the mihrab and elsewhere in the
sanctuary, he concluded that “these inscriptions
cannot be said, whether in terms of their writing
style or decoration, to be a natural development
of third century Egyptian writing.” He added
further that this “style of writing . . . differs in its
totality from the developed writing styles of Egypt
in the third century, a matter that makes us
wonder whether the Fatimids may have brought
with them upon their departure from North
Africa a special style of writing which had devel-
oped greatly and rapidly during half a century.”™°
This interesting hypothesis is, however, very diffi-
cult to prove since no immediately pre-Fatimid
official inscriptions remain in Egyptand since no
early Fatimid inscriptions have survived from al-
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Fic. 3. Cairo. Mosque al-Azhar: Alphabet of inscription in the magsiira, 361/972.
From Grohmann, Arabische Paldographie, 2:fig. 248.
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Mahdiyya or other Fatimid cities in North Africa.
But this does not change the fact that the Fatimid
inscriptions at al-Azhar represent a totally origi-
nal style in floriated Kufic and that they are the
earliest official inscriptions to utilize this orna-
mented script.

The inscriptions at al-Hakim mosque, execut-
ed over along period extending from 370/972 to
403/1018, demonstrate the prevalence of the
floriated Kufic in official Fatimid inscriptions
and the adaptability of the script to a variety of
media, including stone, stucco, and wood. The
stucco inscriptions at the springing of the mihrab
dome and the stone friezes that encircle different
levels of the minarets exhibit the basic aesthetic
feature of the script: “a quite particular connec-
tion of writing and floral tendril growing out of
the letters and forming with them an organic
unit, serving at the same time to fill the space
ideally™! (figs. 4 and 5). Ambiguities between
textand ornament, foreground and background
are thereby created, and these ambiguities are
enhanced by the fact that the characters of the
script are themselves internally transformed by
means of “curvatures, counter-curvatures, knots,
and indentations.”? A splendid example of this
kind of virtuosity can be seen in the cenotaph of
Fatima at the Bab Saghir cemetery in Damascus,

YASSER TABBAA

dated 439/1037, in which Sourdel-Thomine not-
ed ten different types of the lam-alif character
(fig. 6).2

Following its development under the Fatimids,
floriated Kufic spread outside of Egypt in the
eleventh century, at first to regions directly con-
trolled by the Fatimids, especially Palestine and
southern Syria, or subject to their propaganda
(da‘wakh), such as western Iran, and subsequently
to other parts of the Islamic world. Outstanding
specimens of floriated Kufic, generally dating ca.
1050-ca. 1150, survive in southern Anatolia (e.g.,
the Great Mosque of Diyarbakr [1085, 1126, and
1156]);** Aleppo (e.g., the minaret of the Great
Mosque [1090] [fig. 7] and Qastal al-Shucaybiyya
[1150-51]);** Damascus (e.g., cenotaphs of
Fatima [439/1047] and Sukaina [early twelfth
century] at the Bab Saghir cemetery);?¢ Palestine
(e.g., the minbar at Ascalon); Spain and North
Africa (e.g., the Great Mosque of al-Qarawiyyin at
Fez [1185]);?" and Iran (e.g., Masjid-i Haydariyya
at Qazvin [twelfth century]).?® There is little
possibility that these were autonomous develop-
ments, and one would have to agree with Groh-
mann that “it is certainly from here [Egypt] that
its development has advanced to Mesopotamia
on one side and to North Africa on the
other™®*(table 1).

TasLE 1. The Development of Monumental Scripts.

KUll-'IC (Mother Arabic Script)

Secular Scripts

Monumental Kufic Quranic Kufic

Umayyad Kufic
‘Abblasid
|
Official Poplular
(Triangular (Foliated)
Aspices) I
Fatimid
Proportioned Scripts Floriated Kufic
Ibn Mugla [ | } I ]
North Egypt Syria Jazira Iran
Thuluth of Ibn al-Bawwab Africa
Ghaznavid and Early Seljuq
|
| 1
Com‘pact Elongated
[ L
North Africa Nir al-Din Afghanistan
Al , . I
moravi Late Seljuq Palestine Syria  Jazira
Almohad Egﬁt India
I Zangid
Ayyubid

Nasrid
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Fic. 4. Cairo. Mosque al-
Hakim: Inscriptions in
the magsiira, late tenth
century. From Flury,
Hakim und Ashar, pl. IV,
1-4.

FiG. 5. Cairo. Mosque al-
Hakim: Inscription on
casing of northwest
minaret, 403/1013.
Photo: author.
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Fic. 6. Damascus.
Cenotaph of Fatima:
Inscription on northern
face, 439/1037. Author’s
drawing after Moaz and
Ory, Bab al-Saghir,

pl. IVb.
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Fic. 7. Aleppo. Minaret
of the Great Mosque:
Uppermost inscription,
483/1090. From
Herzfeld, Alep, 2:pl. LIII.
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It seems clear, therefore, that despite sporadic
earlier developments of the Kufic script, floriated
Kufic was effectively created under the Fatimids,
who were also the first to use it for official inscrip-
tions. What were the motives for the creation of
this script, and what did the new privileged script
mean within the context of early Fatimid propa-
ganda? In a theocratic state embroiled from the
start in political and sectarian controversy, it
would seem likely that the creation of a new
public form of expression was intended to reaf-
firm the dynasty’s claims to legitimacy while dis-
tinguishing it from earlier dynasties. A more
specific religious meaning has been proposed by
Bierman, who suggested that “the unusual knot-
ting of the upright letters seems . . . to resonate
with those Isma“ili beliefs thatreveal, by means of
letter symbolism, an aspect of the esoteric (al-
batin) meaning of the Qur’an behind the plain
(al-zahir) religious message of the written text.”°
Indeed, this reading is consistent with one of the
fundamental tenets of the Ismacili doctrine, name-
ly the distinction between the exterior or exoteric
and the inward or esoteric aspects of religion.
“The zahir consists in the apparent, generally
accepted meaning of the revealed scriptures and
in the religious law laid down in them. It changes
with each prophet. The batin consists in the
truths (hag@ig) concealed in the scriptures and
laws which are unchangeable and are made ap-
parent from them by the t@’wil, interpretation,
which is often of cabalistic nature relying on the
mystical significance of letters and numbers.”! It
is this duality of meaning and the valorization of
batin over zahir that was to be challenged by the
transformed scripts of the eleventh and twelfth
centuries.

Precursors to the Transformation
(1030-1150)

In view of the dominance of the monumental
floriated Kufic script during the eleventh and
first half of the twelfth century, itis not surprising
that the demise of this luxurious script and its
ultimate supplantation by cursive writing have
attracted some attention. What is surprising is
that from the start this transformation has been
associated with the Sunni challenge to Fatimid
Isma‘ili authority, or the so-called Sunni revival
or reaction. The broad outlines of this process
were laid out a century ago by van Berchem:

I have demonstrated that around the middle of the

sixth century A.H. the square script, called Kufic, hither-
to universally used in inscriptions, was replaced by the
cursive style, commonly called naskhi. This phenome-
non seems to be connected with the Sunni reaction
which, leaving Iran in the fifth century, gradually in-
vades Baghdad, Mesopotamia, northern Syria, Pales-
tine, and Egypt, being conveyed by the Seljugs, the
Zangids, Nir al-Din, and Saladin. The relationship of
the two phenomena.. . . isreadily explained by bearing
in mind that the Sunni reaction, which in Syria coincid-
ed with the Mongol invasion and the Crusades, was
accompanied by religious, political, military, and ad-
ministrative changes. This revolution naturally extend-
ed to architecture and to the arts and crafts that de-
pend on it.3?

Van Berchem’s far-reaching proposals were
taken up by none other than Ernst Herzfeld, who
in aseries of epigraphic and architectural studies
succeeded in elaborating his mentor’s highly
suggestive thesisand in attributing the bulk of the
transformation to Nur al-Din.*® Curiously, the
matter has been nearly totally forgotten since
then, as mostarthistorians and epigraphers shift-
ed their focus from the documentation and for-
mal analysis of inscriptions to their iconogra-
phy.** But van Berchem’s central thesis is too
important to ignore and yet too problematic and
incomplete to accept uncritically. In the follow-
ing section I shall therefore point out some of
these problems and fill in some gaps in the
earliest development of official cursive inscrip-
tions.

In a slightly earlier publication van Berchem
had noted that cursive scripts appear sporadically
on the coinage of the late Samanids and the
Ghaznavids, making them the earliest instances
of cursive inscriptions in a public context.** Actu-
ally, this contention is only partly correct since
the cursive inscription in all Samanid and early
Ghaznavid coinage is restricted to the name of
thereigning prince (e.g., Nasribn Nuh), whereas
the rest of the inscription is in Kufic script (fig. 8).

Fic. 8. Khurasan (Iran). Left: Samanid dirham minted
at Balkh, 292/905. Note cursive signature of Ahhmad
ibn Muhammad. American Numismatic Society
1927.179.69. Right: Samanid dinar minted at Nisabur,
340/951. Note cursive signature of Nuh ibn Nasr.
American Numismatic Society 1963.173.2.
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Fic. 9. Ghazna (Afghanistan). Cursive inscription on
cenotaph of Mahmud ibn Sebiiktekin, 420/1030. Author’s
drawing after photograph in Flury, “Ghazna,” fig. 9.

What we have here, therefore, is not the earliest
instance of the transformation of the official
script but simply the use of cursive script for the
“signature” of the ruling sovereign.

The earliest official cursive inscriptions are,
however, from the eastern Islamic world, where
they seem to begin sometime near the end of the
reign of the great Ghaznavid sultan Mahmud
(998-1030).> The well-known cenotaph of
Mahmiid of Ghazna, dated 421 /1030, consists of
a large rectangular platform surmounted by a
triangular grave cover, all made of marble of
possible Indian origin.*” It contains six inscrip-
tional bands: one in the middle of each of the
four rectangular sides and one in each of the
sloping pediments. Only one of these inscrip-
tions, located on the northern side of the upper
grave cover, is written in a cursive (or atleastnon-
Kufic) script; the other five are written in an
Eastern Kufic script, with typically tall uprights
and restrained floriation (fig. 9). The cursive
inscription, which consists of six lines within a
trilobed arch, reads as follows:

Has died, may God’s mercy

be upon him, and may He illuminate

his chamber3® and brighten his face, the evening of
Thursday, seven [days] remaining of the month of

Rabi¢ the Latter in the year one
and twenty and four hundred, may he be forgiven.*®

Although more cursive than angular, this ex-
tremely peculiar script has no known parallels in
monumental inscriptions. It seems to stand mid-
way between Ghaznavid Eastern Kufic and the
early thuluth script, combining the elongated
uprights and some of the character forms of the
former with the cursiveness of the latter. The
script has other tentative or “transitional” fea-
tures, including elongated U-shaped fillers (com-
monly seen in floriated Kufic inscriptions),*’ in-
consistent use of orthographic marks, and
variation in the size of characters, such that the
words on the third and fourth lines are larger
than those of the first and last lines. In view of its
transitional character, further underlined by its
location within an entirely Kufic context, this was
quite likely one of the very earliest official cursive
inscriptions.*!

Although no other inscriptions seem to imitate
the calligraphic style of Mahmiid’s cenotaph, a
number of later Ghaznavid and Ghiirid inscrip-
tions employ perfectly cursive scripts. These exist
in two basic varieties: a compact script, which is
subsequently seen in the central and western
Islamic world, and an attenuated, monumental
script, whichismost commonlyseenin the Ghurid
monuments of Afghanistan and India.*? The lat-
ter script, which might be related to the script on
Mahmud’s cenotaph, will not concern us here.
Among the earliest specimens of the compact
style are two fragmentary inscriptions, the first
bearing the name of the Ghaznavid ruler Abu’l-
Mugzaffar Ibrahim (1059-99) and the second
containing the words Yamin al-Dawla, which was
the lagab (attribute) of the late Ghaznavid sover-
eign Bahram Shah (1118-52) (fig. 10a-b). This

Fic. 10. Ghazna
(Afganistan).

a) Fragment of
inscription with name
of Ibrahim, 1059-99.
b) Fragment of
inscription with name
of Yamin al-Dawila, late
eleventh—early twelfth
century. Author’s

b. drawings after
photographs in Flury,
“Ghazna.”
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script, which is almost always written on a bed of
arabesque, is characterized by its legibility, squat-
ness, high degree of cursiveness, and near ab-
sence of diacritical marks. In all these respects,
this script closely resembles the thuluth of Ibn al-
Bawwab as seen in the verse counts and chapter
headings of his unique manuscript—ascript that,
as | have demonstrated previously, spread in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries among the callig-
raphers of the eastern Islamic world.** Indeed,
this early monumental cursive script emulates an
even more specific feature of the great master’s
style, namely interconnection—the tendency to
connect normally independent characters by a
thin, sinuousline. This particular hallmark of the
master’s scriptwas rather slavishly copied by many
of his students and followers.* Its use in the
earliest cursive official inscriptions as well as in
later inscriptions in Syria and North Africa sug-
gests close affinities between Qur’anic and mon-
umental writing and points once again to the
pivotal importance of the reforms of Ibn Mugla
and Ibn al-Bawwab and their patrons, the ‘Ab-
basid caliphs.*® I will return to this important
connection later.

It is somewhat surprising that the earliest offi-
cial cursive inscriptions are not from Baghdad,
where one would expect them given the Bahg-
dadi origin of Ibn Mugqla and Ibn al-Bawwab, but
from one of the easternmost regions of the Islam-
ic world. In the absence of any supporting evi-
dence, itis difficult to say whether cursive official
inscriptions were used by the “‘Abbasid caliphs in
the first half of the eleventh century. But in view
of the large-scale destruction of most early and
medieval Islamic monuments in Baghdad, it is
possible that such inscriptions once existed and
may have provided a model for the Ghaznavid
development. It is also possible that the early
cursive Ghaznavid inscriptionswere directly based
on the manuscript hand of Ibn al-Bawwab, which
became instantly popular in the eastern regions
of the Islamic world.

Whatever the conduit may have been, the bor-
rowing by the Ghaznavids of an official ‘Abbasid
form of expression fits well with their cultural
affiliation with the caliphate. Like the ‘Abbasids,
the Ghaznavids were staunch Sunnis at a time
when it might have been more advantageous to
acceptsome form of Shi‘ism. They were also loyal
supporters of the ‘Abbasids and bitter opponents
of their arch-enemy the Fatimids, who under the
caliphate of al-Hakim (996-1021) were ever more
active in their Isma‘ili propaganda. Mahmud of

Fic. 11. Isfahan. Masjid-i Jami: Fragment of inscription on
north face of south dome, 478/1086-88.
From Grabar, Isfahan, fig. 24.

Ghazna wasted no opportunity in courting the
favor of his exact contemporary, the caliph al-
Qadir (991-1031). For his immediate recogni-
tion of the caliphate of al-Qadir (whose succes-
sion was vexed by another pretender), Mahmud
was awarded a manshiir (charter) for Khurasan, a
khika (robe of honor), and his first caliphal titles
Yamin al-Dawla (the right arm of the state) and
Amin al-Milla (the defender of the community
[i.e., the orthodox]). Other titles, such as Nizam
al-Din and Nasir al-Haqq, were awarded him in
403/1012-13 when he executed the Fatimid pro-
pagandist Taharti in Bust.*®

By the early decades of the twelfth century,
cursive monumental inscriptions had become
fairly commonplace, both as architectural friezes
and in epitaphs, but they did not supplant Kufic
inscriptions until much later. Indeed, quite com-
monly cursive and different varieties of the Kufic
script were used in the same monument—an
exercise of virtuosity common in a large number
of Seljuq monuments.*’ The Seljuq script seems
to develop straight out of the compact thuluth
style first seen at Ghazna in the second half of the
eleventh century, as a comparison of one of the
earliest monumental cursive Seljuq inscriptions
(on the exterior of the mihrab dome of the Great
Mosque of Isfahan, dated 1086-87) with the slight-
ly earlier Ghaznavid fragments will demonstrate
(cf. figs. 10 and 11). Both scripts are highly
cursive, especially for monumental inscriptions,
betraying in this respect their likely origin in
paper calligraphy. Their character forms are not
sufficiently distinct: specifically, the alifs are not
pointed, the knots or “eyes” are not always open
(e.g., the mim in the Seljuq inscription), and
some of the characters (e.g., the ra’>and the niin)
seem to flow imperceptibly from the preceding
character. These “deficiencies” are corrected in
the inscriptions of the twelfth century, which
begin to differ from the earlier style in their
pointed uprights, open “eyes,” uniform and fairly
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Fic. 12. Western Iran. Marble gravestone, 549/1154.
Freer Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C., 48.16.

distinct characters, and in the separation be-
tween the inscription and the arabesque orna-
ment beneath it. These features are quite amply
illustrated by arelated group of gravestones from
western Iran or the Jazira that show remarkable
virtuosity in their different varieties of cursive
and Kufic scripts.*® One of the finest of these is a
splendidly carved marble gravestone, dated 549/
1154, with three types of Kufic scripts and an
equal number of cursive scripts, all of especially
high quality (fig. 12). Itis worth noting, however,
that despite the overall development of the cur-
sive scripts, especially the shahada in the upper
rectangular panel, none of them is dotted or
vocalized.*®

Commenting on these calligraphic changes,
van Berchem has noted thatin the east the devel-
opment of cursive writing, and especially its sup-
plantation of the Kufic script, is very gradual
indeed: Kufic inscriptions continue in historical
epigraphy until the end of the twelfth century,
become increasingly rare during the thirteenth
century, and practically disappear by the end of
that century. This led him to conclude that “in
the east the change was a purely practical and
autonomous process: cursive writing from daily

life slowly and without plan or design supplanted
a monumental script that no one could read.”°
While it is true that the transformation was grad-
ual and at times sporadic and that the mixed use
of Kufic and thuluth in the same building does
pose some problems of interpretation, it may be
precipitousto conclude that the change was “pure-
ly practical and autonomous” and “without plan
or design.” Itis perhaps more prudent to suggest
that in certain instances, for example under the
early Ghaznavids and in the first Seljuq monu-
ments, the use of a cursive script for monumental
inscriptions was indeed purposeful and was moti-
vated by external forces whose nature is just
beginning to be understood. Butit remains prob-
lematic that the new cursive writing took so long
to establish itselfand that for more than a century
it was used simultaneously with a totally different
calligraphic style, the floriated Kufic. This matter
requires further investigation and cannot be set-
tled within the scope of this essay.

Nar al-Din, 1146-74

Several scholarshave commented on the decid-
edly different situation in Syria, specifically un-
der the reign of Nuar al-Din Mahmud ibn Zangi
(1146-74).Van Berchem was the first to note that
the change from angular to cursive scripts in
Syria was as sudden as it was quick, having been
putinto effect within justa few years by the orders
ofNiral-Din asan “intentional actfor the achieve-
ment of a vast plan, part of a reform.™! Herzfeld
stated the matter even more emphatically by
placing this transformation “at a point almost
exactly defined by the year 548 [1153],” when
Niur al-Din abandoned the form and content of
earlier Seljuq protocolsand embraced the chang-
es produced by “the deep movement of the Sun-
nite reaction.”™? Most recently, these observa-
tions have been reiterated by Sourdel-Thomine,
who concluded that “Niur al-Din ordered the
adoption of the cursive script in official inscrip-
tions, to the detriment of the angular script,
which without disappearing completely, was re-
duced to repetitions of ancient types.”*

Despite the plausibility, even overall veracity, of
the conclusions drawn by these eminentscholars,
the chronological sequence of inscriptions in
Syria from the late eleventh to the middle of the
twelfth century presents two important problems.
The first is that one early cursive inscription does
existin Syria: the third inscriptional frieze on the
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minaret of the Great Mosque of Aleppo, dated
483/1090 (fig. 13). Curiously, while the four
other inscriptional bands on the minaret are
written in floriated Kufic of the highest possible
quality, the cursive inscription is comparatively
mediocre, perhaps displaying the mason’s lack of
experience in the new style. Like other contem-
porary Seljuq inscriptions, itis written on abed of
arabesque and contains no dots or vowel marks.
Even more curiously, itis a Shi‘i inscription giving
the names of the Twelve Imams preceded by a
tasliya. Two possible (but perhaps insufficient)
explanations can be offered for this apparent
discrepancy. The first is that this minaret was
erected during the period of Seljuq control of
Aleppo and represents a local attempt to imitate
the Iranian Seljuq practice of using both styles of
calligraphy in the same monument. The second
is that the minaretwasbegun by Ibn al-Khashshab,
member of a Shii patrician family, who contin-
ued as supervisor (mutawalli) of its construction
after the Seljuq takeover of the city.>* Could the
inscription, then, be seen as an act of rapproche-
ment between the Seljugs and the Shi‘i majority
in Aleppo?*® Or was the inscription Ibn al-
Khashshab’s idea, a way of making a legible Shi¢i
statement with a cursive inscription? The last
possibility would also seem to explain later in-
stances of the Twelver Shi‘i use of the cursive
script, seen above in the Freer gravestone of 1154
(fig. 12).

The second problem is that Niir al-Din did not
use the new cursive style from the beginning of
hisreign. In fact, his earliest known inscription at
the mashhad al-Dikka in Aleppo, dated 1146, is
written in a rather simple Kufic style that closely
resembles his father’s (Zangi) inscription of 1128
on the same building.*® The poor quality of the
inscription, its derivative style and titulature, and
the fact that it commemorated a building act on
a Shi‘i monument are all symptomatic of the
precarious start of Nur al-Din’s career.®” His very
next dated inscription (Shawwal 543 /February
1149) at the portal of the madrasa al-Hallawiyya,
however, is written in an excellent thuluth script
that closely resembles some of the better speci-
mens of late Seljuq cursive writing on brick or
stucco (fig. 14). It is a pleasing and legible style
characterized by compactness, pointed uprights
and generally open knots, and full use of diacrit-
icaland orthographic marks. The character forms
are uniform in appearance and begin to display
characteristic tapering in the thickness of the line
(easily visible in the lam-alif), a feature already

seen in the earliest Ghaznavid inscriptions and
even earlier in the Qur’anic calligraphy of Ibn al-
Bawwab and his successors.”® The cramped space
forced the mason-calligrapher to overlap some of
the letters; except for that problem, the inscrip-
tion is very easy to read.

This inscription, in effect, initiates the total
transformation of monumental calligraphy for
Syria and ultimately also for Egypt. With two
exceptions, to which I will return, all the succeed-
ing inscriptions from the period of Nur al-Din
and his Ayytbid successors are written in the
cursive thuluthscript. We are led to inquire, there-
fore, what exactly took place in the early career of
Niir al-Din thatled him to embark on this funda-
mental transformation. Although later sources,
written under the patronage of Nur al-Din and
Ayyubid sovereigns, are deliberately vague about
Nur al-Din’s early years, a close reading of one of
the very few preserved Shi¢i histories of the peri-
od, Ibn abi Tayyi¢, suggests that, like his father, he
wasinitially far more tolerant of Shi‘ism and quite
ambivalent in the pursuit of Sunni orthodoxy.*
His personal and public transformation is a com-
plex process, discussed elsewhere by myself and
others. It suffices to say here that two major
factors contributed to this momentous change in
direction: early and somewhat unexpected suc-
cesses against the Crusaders, and improved links
with the “Abbasid caliphate. Between 1146 and
1149 Nur al-Din was able to recapture the north
Syrian city of Edessa, to aid in defeating the
Second Crusade, and to deal a major defeat to
prince Raymond of Antioch (who perished in
battle). According to Gibb, “in the eyes of all
Islam, he had become the champion of the faith
and he now consciously set himself to fulfill the
duties of this role.”?

The Abbasid caliph wasted no time in recog-
nizing the victories of Niir al-Din by bestowing on
him various honorific titles, the most important
of which was al-mujahid (the fighter for the faith).
This title appears for the first time on the madrasa
al-Hallawiyya and becomes subsequently one of
his most common epithets. But the caliphate had
other concerns than the Crusades, namely the
restoration of Sunni orthodoxy all over the Islam-
ic world, particularly in Egypt, where the Isma‘ili
Fatimids had long posed a political threat and
theological challenge to the “Abbasids. The chief
apologist for the “‘Abbasid cause at the time was
the powerful theologian and vizier Ibn Hubayra,
whose call for the unification of Sunni Islam and
for the destruction of the Fatimids seems to have
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struck an immediate chord with Nur al-Din. The
two are known to have corresponded about these
matters, and it was at the vizier’s urging that Nur
al-Din finally attempted in 1163 to wrest Egypt
from the hands of the Fatimids and retake it in
the name of the caliphate.® Thus, early triumphs
against the Crusades, the machinations of Ibn
Hubayra and the “Abbasid caliphs, and undoubt-
edly a personal proclivity toward orthodoxy and
asceticism, all motivated Nur al-Din’s pursuit of
Sunnism, making him the primary force behind
the Sunni revival.

Beginning as a subsidiary theme to the more
pressing problem of the counter-Crusade, the
revival of the Sunnah soon became the central
motive of Nir al-Din’s policy, and it is there-
fore legitimate to view all his major acts through
this traditionalist reaction. The calligraphic

Fic. 13. Aleppo.
Minaret of the Great
Mosque: Inscription
on the third zone,
483/1090.

Photo: author.

Fic. 14. Aleppo.
Madrasa al-Hallawiyya,
543/1149:
Inscriptions on

the portal.

Photos: author.

transformation was one of the most visible signs
of this broad movement, which had lain dormant
in Syria during the turbulent decades of the first
half of the twelfth century but was now being
propagated by the “Abbasid caliphs and Nur al-
Din. At its most basic, the use of cursive writing
for public inscriptions declared, by virtue of its
total difference from earlier public inscriptions,
the end of the Fatimid period and the beginning
of a new era. More specifically, the use of a script
with demonstrable links to the ‘Abbasid caliphate
was intended to reinforce the legitimacy of Nur
al-Din’s rule in Syria and in all other territory
conquered in the name of the caliph. Finally, by
virtue of its legibility and unambiguousness, the
new public writing shattered the cherished dual-
ity of meaning implicit in Fatimid inscriptions.
Before further exploring the implications of
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Fic. 15. Hama (Syria). Mosque of Nur al-Din:
Inscription on back of minbar. Drawing: author.

these issues, I would like to investigate this calli-
graphic transformation in Nurid Syria and in
other parts of the Islamic world. The next dated
inscription by Nur al-Din, at the Qastal al-
Shu‘aybiyya in Aleppo (545/1150), immediately
presents a problem, since it is written in a highly
elaborate script that recalls the late-eleventh-
century floriated Kufic on the minaret of the
Great Mosque. [ have elsewhere investigated this
important monument, proposing that it was re-
built by Niiral-Din asa commemorative structure
intended to celebrate his triumphs against the
Crusaders while evoking the earlier victories of
“Umar ibn al-Khat tab, who had conquered Alep-
po in 16/637.%2 The use of an archaizing script
seems to comport well with the deliberately ar-
chaizing appearance of the architecture and the
commemorative nature of the monument.®®

With the exception of this inscription and a
decree in Damascus dated 551 /1156, whose flori-
ated Kufic may have had to do with the bureau-
cratic nature of the inscription, all the other
inscriptions of Nur al-Din are written in monu-
mental thuluth.® Two other specimens from his
period and one from the closely related era of his
young son Isma<l will suffice to establish the
overall character of the mature thuluth script
before the Ayyubids. The first inscription comes
from a wooden minbar commissioned by Nur al-
Dinin 559/1164 for his mosque at Hama (central
Syria).® This inscription, which simply states the
shahada, is written within a cartouche in a large
and clear thuluth (perhaps originally highlighted
with paint) onabed of arabesque scrolls (fig. 15).
Fully cursive and entirely legible, the scriptis also
characterized by pointed and highly tapered up-
rights (e.g., alif and lam-alif), open knots, and
interconnection, seen here in the way that the 7@
and sin of the word rasil are joined.

Fic. 16. Aleppo. Maqam IbrihTm in the citadel:
Inscription of Nur al-Din, 563/1168. Drawing: author.

Fic. 17. Aleppo. Maqam Ibrihim in the citadel:
Inscription of Isma<l, 575/1180. Drawing: author.

The inscriptions of Nur al-Din and his son
Isma‘il at the magam of Ibrahim in the citadel of
Aleppo, dated 563/1168 and 575/1180 respec-
tively, are among the best executed thuluth in-
scriptional plaques of the twelfth century (figs. 16
and 17). The script can best be described as a
fleshier version of the first cursive Nurid inscrip-
tion of 1148, a dense and rather short script
whose squatness is relieved by the tapering of the
beginning and end of its letters and by the judi-
cious use of interconnection. Comparing the
inscription of Nur al-Din with that of his son, we
note more overlapped letters and greater reli-
ance on interconnection, but without an undue
loss of legibility. Both scripts are of course fully
vocalized and equipped with all the required
orthographic marks, making them the most eas-
ily legible and unambiguous inscriptions of their
time.
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Inscription of al-Zahir

Ghazi, 606/1210.

The Canonization of the Thuluth of
Ibn al-Bawwab: 1170-1260

By the time of the death of Nur al-Din in 1174,
the monumental cursive script thathe had helped
introduce into Syria had become standard for all
public inscriptions, not just in Syria but also in
Upper Mesopotamia, Anatolia, North Africa, and
Spain (see table 1). Although it is unlikely that
every dynast in all these regions was following the
example of Nur al-Din, some of them may have
been, while others may have received their cul-
tural clues from the ‘Abbasid caliphate itself. We
will, therefore, examine the situation in each of
these regions, beginning with Syria under the
Ayyubids.

SyrIA

In Aleppo, inscriptions produced under al-Zahir
Ghazi (1195-1216), the greatest architectural
patron in the medieval history of the city, build
on the high calligraphic tradition established by
Nur al-Din.% The two best preserved and most
accomplished inscriptions of Ghazi are located
in the citadel: a foundation inscription, dated
606/1210, atthe end of the entrance block on the

From Herzfeld,
Alep, pl. 38.

Fic. 19. Aleppo.
Mosque in the citadel:
Inscription of al-Zahir
Ghazr, 610/1213.
Drawing: author.

tympanum of the Lion’s Gate and another foun-
dation inscription, dated 610/1213, above the
entrance to the mosque. The firstand aesthetical-
ly superior inscription proved too difficult to
photograph and draw, and Herzfeld’s otherwise
excellent drawing of the gate deprives the in-
scription of all its calligraphic flair (fig. 18).%” In
truth, this is a magnificent inscription, a master-
piece that balances monumentality with fluidity
and legibility with embellishment. Thinner and
somewhat more attenuated than its Zangid pre-
decessors, it still manages to maintain the ta-
pered appearance of the uprights and the inter-
connection of some of the letters, as in the way
the zay and the y@ of al-Ghazi are linked. The
second inscription is nearly identical to the first,
possibly even made by the same calligrapher, but
differs from it primarily in being more cramped—
a condition that forced the calligrapher to over-
lap some of the words and to rely alittle too much
on interconnection (fig. 19).

Altogether, the calligraphic script created un-
der al-Zahir Ghazi may be seen as the first truly
monumental cursive style in stone. Itis therefore
notsurprising thatitcontinues with minor chang-
es to the very end of the Ayyubid period. A series
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Fic. 20. Aleppo. Madrasa al-Firdows, 633/1235-36: Inscription in courtyard. Photo: author.

Fic. 21. Mosul.
Mosque al-NarT:
mihrab, 543/1148.
Originally in the now
destroyed Umayyad
mosque in Mosul.
Photo: author.

of long inscriptional friezes from the madrasaal-
Firdows, dated 633/1235-36, attests to the conti-
nuityandsubtle developmentof the early Ayyubid
script, which becomes less tapered, a little more
attenuated, and minimally interconnected (fig.
20). Interestingly, inscriptions in the rest of Syria
and in Palestine, which never achieve the superi-
or quality of the Aleppo inscriptions, undergo a
similar process of development between the
twelfth and the first half of the thirteenth centu-
ry. In Jerusalem inscriptions dated 575/1180,
587/1191, and 589/1193 closely resemble the
heavy thuluth style of the Zangid period. An in-
scription dated 604/1208, on the other hand, is
closer in its thinness and attenuation to the in-
scriptions of al-Zahir Ghazi and his successors.5®

UprPER MESOPOTAMIA

No early cursive monumental inscriptions have
been preserved in Baghdad, which unfortunately
precludes an examination of the impact of Ibn
Mugqla and Ibn al-Bawwab on their native city.
Indeed, the earliest preserved monumental in-
scriptions do not occur until the period of the
Caliph al-Nasir (1180-1225).% The situation is a
little more encouraging in Mosul, where, outside
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of a handful of early-twelfth-century tombstones
inscribed in a crude cursive style, the earliest
monumental cursive inscription is the one sur-
rounding the inner frame of the mihrab of the
mosque al-Nuri, dated 543/1148 (fig. 21).° The
inscription is written on a bed of arabesque and
seems to stand midway in terms of development
between early Iranian inscriptions and the Zangid
inscriptions of Aleppo. Indeed, the entire com-
position of this flat mihrabwith friezes of floriated
Kufic inscriptions framing an inner cursive in-
scription is clearly modeled after a Seljuq Iranian
prototype. Interestingly, the mihrabis signed by a
certain Mustafa al-Baghdadi, whose nisba sug-
gests that he originally came from Baghdad. This
is one of the very few references to the existence
of mason-calligraphers in the “Abbasid capital.
As in Syria, monumental cursive writing seems
also to have been introduced en masseinto Mosul
under Nur al-Din, who though never its actual
ruler, exercised considerable control over it dur-
ing the latter part of his reign.” The mosque that
he founded there between 1170 and 1172 con-
tains numerous inscriptions on the capitals of its
massive piers (fig. 22). Although bearing a gen-
eral resemblance to the Nirid inscriptions in
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Fic. 22. Mosul. Mosque al-Nuri: Inscriptions on capitals,
1170-72. Drawings: author.

Fic. 23. Mosul. Mashhad of Imam ‘Awn al-Din, 646/1248:
Portal to the masjid. Photo: author.

Aleppo, they still retain two features of early
Seljuq cursive inscriptions, namely the absence
of diacriticals and the presence of an arabesque
background. Otherinscriptions from thismosque,
possibly dating from the first Nurid phase, consist
of long friezes in white marble inlaid with black
marble.” These are somewhat closer to contem-
porary Aleppine inscriptions in their character
form, their use of diacriticals, and their minimal
background ornamentation.

Other than these twelfth-century inscriptions,
the only pre-Mongol monumental inscriptions in
Mosul are those decorating the various shrines
erected during the reign of Badr al-Din Lwlw’
(1222-59). Two of these shrines, the mashhads of
Imam Yahya Abu’l-Qasim (637/1239-40) and
Imam ‘Awn al-Din (646/1248), preserve a num-
ber of excellent cursive inscriptions on marble,
which are comparable in quality to the bestinscrip-
tions in Aleppo.™ The portal to the mosque of the
later shrine displays to advantage the great variety
of cursive scripts used in Mosul in the few decades
preceding the Mongol invasion (fig. 23). The
uppermost frieze, serving the function of a cor-
nice, is in monumental thuluth (or thuluth jaliyy), a
large and slow-moving script with minimal over-
lapping of words and practically no interconnec-
tion.™ Another large script, rendered in white
marble on bluish alabaster, presents the name and
titles of Badr al-Din across the lintel. It is a highly
attenuated script that brings to mind the late
Ayyubid inscriptions of Aleppo. The third, and for
us most interesting, calligraphic style in this portal
is represented by a long frieze that enframes the
portal on three sides. The inscription, which gives
the fairly common Ayat al-Kursi (Verse of the
Throne), is written in a splendid compact thuluth
style that recalls, even surpasses, the twelfth-centu-
ry inscriptions in Aleppo. With no less than twelve
instances of interconnection, thisinscription might
appear to have sacrificed legibility for the sake
of cursiveness and artistic nuance (fig. 24).

Fic. 24. Mosul.
Mashhad of Imam
¢Awn al Din, 646/
1248: Portal to the
masjid, detail of
inscription.
Photo: author.
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Fic. 25. Tlemcen (Algeria). Great Mosque: Inscription on
the mihrab dome, 530/1136. From Marc¢ais, Occdent, fig. 150.

Remarkably, however, it remains perfectly legi-
ble throughout—a feature that must be attribut-
ed to the excellence of its calligraphy and the
unobtrusive nature ofitsinterconnections, whose
extreme thinness further enhances the tapering
of the letter forms. It is astonishing that a calli-
graphic nuance firstintroduced in the late tenth
century, and whose ultimate origin may have
been quite accidental, should still find consider-
able resonance in monumental writing two and a
half centuries later.

NORTH AFRICA

In North Africa, including Sicily, the floriated
Kufic script remained dominant until about the
middle of the twelfth century, when it was chal-
lenged, both in coinage and on monuments, by
the cursive script.” Appearing firstin some Tuni-
sian tombstones from the late eleventh and early
twelfth centuries, the style is initially seen within
a monumental context late in the period of the
Almoravids (1056-1147).7 The earliest cursive
monumental inscription in North Africaisalong
frieze thatencircles the base of the famous ribbed

Fic. 26. Fez. Mosque
of al-QarawiyyIn:
Inscriptions in the
cells of the mihrab
dome, 531/1137.
From Terrasse, al-
Qaraousyin, pl. 53.

filigree dome of the Great Mosque of Tlemcen
(Algeria), dated 530/1136 (fig. 25).”” The script
closely resembles other “Seljuq” thuluth inscrip-
tions that we have so far seen in Ghazna, Isfahan,
Aleppo, and Mosul. Undotted, unvocalized, and
displaying some of the characteristic tapering of
letters, this historical inscription is alsowritten on
abed of arabesque. On the basis of the published
photographs and drawings, it is impossible to
determine whether it contained any intercon-
nected letters.

A more extensive cycle of early cursive inscrip-
tions is found farther west, at the mosque of al-
Qarawiyyin at Fez. The inscriptions belong to the
major Almoravid building phase, in which the
entire axial nave of the mosque was rebuilt in
531/1137 with a series of mugarnas vaults.” The
cursive inscriptions coexist with a plethora of
highly complex floriated Kufic inscriptions, re-
sembling in this respect a group of Qur’anic
manuscripts written in the Maghribi script but
utilizing the thuluth script of Ibn al-Bawwab for
their chapter headings.” Seemingly restricted to
amedallion above the mihraband to short friezes
framing the cells of the two mugarnasvaults near-
est to the mihrab, these inscriptions are almost
identical to the Tlemcen inscription, except that
some of them are written on an unadorned back-
ground (fig. 26). The foundation inscription
above the mihrab consists of four short lines of
slightly more developed thuluth, which attempts,
though not very successfully, to utilize to the
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FiG. 27. Fez. Mosque of al-QarawiyyIn: Foundation
inscriptions above the mikrab, 531/1137.
Author’s drawing after Terrasse, al-Qaraouiyin, pl. 51.

fullest the feature of interconnection. Nearly
every word is connected with the following one,
and that, combined with links that are nearly the
same thickness as the script itself, results in a
dense and hard-to-read inscription (fig. 27).
The overall naiveté of these inscriptions seems
perfectly consistent with the newness of cursive
writing in North Africa and with the apparent
desire to steer close to an imported model with all
itsidiosyncrasies. Thismodel, as suggested above,
was the new calligraphic style in the ‘Abbasid
capital—a style that had been formulated by Ibn
al-Bawwab and popularized by his many students.
Copying one of the most important cultural sym-
bols of the “Abbasid caliphate was perfectly con-
sistent with the Almoravids’ strong links with the
‘Abbasids, whom they recognized from early on
as the spiritual heads of Islam, and who in turn
recognized them as rulers of al-Maghreb in the
name of the caliph and Sunni Islam.®® The nu-
merous letters exchanged between Yusuf ibn
Tashufin and his son Ali and the various ‘Ab-
basid caliphs attest to the Almoravids’ veneration
for the ‘Abbasids, whose name was included on
their coinage and pronounced during the Friday
khutba. 8! The appropriation of this cultural sym-
bol and its incorporation within the most impor-
tant mosques of the Almoravids was therefore
intended asasign of homage to the ‘Abbasidsand

as a means to enhance the legitimacy of the
Almoravid state.

Egypt, from Fatimid to Ayyibid

In discussing the inscriptions of the mosque of
al-Salih Tal@i¢, dated 555/1160, van Berchem
concluded that they demonstrate that the Kufic
script was used in historical inscriptions until the
end of the Fatimid dynasty.®? Commenting on
this transformation, Creswell declared that
“henceforth the beautiful decorated Kufic script,
the glory and pride of Fatimid art, was to be used
no more for historical inscriptions but employed
solely for decorative bands of quotations from
the Quran, and that to an ever decreasing ex-
tent.”™® Despite relatively minor recent objec-
tions to these conclusions, they remain as sound
today as they were a century ago.®* Indeed, the
earliest public cursive inscription in Cairo is
Ayyubid: itis dated 575/1179 and once belonged
to a madrasa built by Salah al-Din next to the
shrine of Imam Shafi<i.% Although this inscrip-
tion was not available for analysis, it seems per-
fectly appropriate that the earliest cursive in-
scription in Egypt should belong to the shrine of
the most important theologian of Sunni Islam,
and one that the Ayyibids in particular held in
special regard.®®* Commemorating the building
of the shrine of Imam Shafi‘T and his wooden
cenotaph by cursive inscriptions reinforces the
fundamental transformation undergone by Egypt
under the early Ayyubids.

As was the case in Syria and Upper Mesopota-
mia, this transformation was to a large extent
initiated by Nur al-Din, who had in 1164, 1167,
and 1169 sent three expeditions to Egyptintend-
ed toretake it from the Fatimids and bring it back
into the orthodox fold. All three forays were led
by Shirkiih and his nephew Salah al-Din, who,
after the death of hisuncle in 1169, assumed real
authority in Egypt. But despite his relative inde-
pendence and the increasing tension between
himand Nural-Din, itshould be emphasized that
Salah al-Din ruled Egypt in his mentor’s name
until the latter’s death in 1174.%” Religiously and
ideologically, the legacy of Nur al-Din extended
much farther than that, for Salah al-Din, true
heir of his suzerain, became the champion of
orthodox Islam and recaptured Jerusalem in the
name of the ‘Abbasid caliph.
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Fic. 28. Cairo. Citadel: Inscription of Salih al-Din on the Mudarraj Gate, 579/1183. Photo: author.

A much better known inscription from the
period of Salah al-Din still remains in situ in the
Mudarraj Gate of the Cairo citadel (fig. 28).
Dated 579/1183-84, it commemorates the com-
pletion of Salah al-Din’s work on his foremost
militaryinstallation, which in facthad become his
official palace after he had abandoned his earlier
residence in the Fatimid city.®® Made nearly a full
century after the Seljuq inscriptions in Isfahan
and Aleppo, fifty years after the Almoravid in-
scriptions in North Africa, and thirty-five years
after the formulation of a monumental cursive
style under Nir al-Din, this inscription is quite
astonishing in its crudeness and carelessness.®
With a spindly line, inconsistent letter forms, and
neither points nor vowel marks, the script dis-
plays none of the refinements that had long been
established in cursive monumental calligraphy. A
similarly naive writing style is employed in anoth-
er inscription bearing the name of Salah al-Din,
a fragment preserved at the Islamic Museum in
Cairo (fig. 29). Though considerably thicker, the
script is stiff and untapered, and the letter forms
are nearly indistinguishable from one another.
Both inscriptions reflect the inexperience of lo-
cal calligraphers in this new calligraphic style,
which is quite surprising given the royal nature of
the texts. Indeed, not until the latter part of the
Ayyubid period did any monumental cursive in-
scriptions approach in quality those seen in Syria
and Iran.* By the time of the last important
Ayyubid sultan, Najm al-Din Ayyub (1240-49),
cursive monumental calligraphy in Cairo had
already reached a level of development at least
comparable to that in Syria and Iran (fig. 30).

Conclusion

With their conquestof Egyptin 969, the Fatimids
introduced, or perhaps reinvented, the floriated
Kufic script and facilitated its propagation in
most of the Islamic world. Characterized by many
writers as the most elegant variation of Kufic
calligraphy, if not Islamic calligraphy as a whole,
this script was gradually supplanted between ca.
1075 and ca. 1175 by cursive monumental scripts
of the thuluth variety. This process began sporad-
icallyandratherindefinitely under the Ghaznavids
and their successors the Great Seljugs, from whose
time we have the earliest in situ cursive inscrip-
tion on amonument. Used atfirstsimultaneously
with floriated Kufic on the same monument,
cursive calligraphy began to achieve its ultimate
dominance during the reign of Nur al-Din in
Syria. Under his guidance, not only did the cur-
sive script replace the floriated Kufic in nearly all
Syrian monumental inscriptions, buta truly mon-
umental thuluth script was developed for the first
time in stone. Simultaneous with the reforms of
Nur al-Din was the tentative introduction of cur-
sive official writing into central and western North
Africa under the Almoravids. This independent
development notwithstanding, there is ample
evidence to suggest that it was Nur al-Din who
catalyzed, if not directly mandated, the switch
from Kufic to cursive public inscriptions in Syria,
various parts of the Jazira, and ultimately in Egypt,
the last stronghold of the floriated Kufic script.

Although it has often been difficult to provide
early examples of official cursive writing from
Baghdad, I have stressed the central role of the
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Fic. 29. Cairo. Fragmentary inscription
of Salah al-Din, 583/1187. Photo: author.

‘Abbasid caliphate throughout this article and
the preceding one. It was in Baghdad that the
earliest semi-Kufic and fully cursive Qurans were
produced, and itis quite possible that some of the
earliest monumental cursive inscriptions were
also made there. More likely, however, the earli-
estmonumental cursive inscriptions in Iran were
direct imitations of calligraphic specimens pro-
duced by the master calligraphers of Baghdad
during the eleventh century—Ibn al-Bawwab and
his circle.Indeed, early cursive monumental writ-
ing, with its excessive cursiveness and its pen-
chant for interconnection, betrays a direct de-
pendence on paper calligraphy and specifically
on the hand of Ibn al-Bawwab.

The appropriation and public display of the
Qur’anic script of Ibn al-Bawwab by the newly
emergent Sunni dynasties strongly suggest a de-
gree of awareness of the religious and political
implications of the new calligraphic style. Reli-
giously, the supplantation of the highly ambigu-
ous floriated Kufic script by clear and legible
cursive scripts implied the acceptance and en-
dorsement of the Sunni belief in the single and
unambiguous nature of the word of God, wheth-
er in Qur’ans or in public texts. The long-held
duality in the meaning of the Qurlanic message,
which had been transformed by the Fatimids into
an esoteric cult,®’ was visibly challenged by a
scriptwhose legibilityand accuracyleftlittle room
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Fic. 30. Cairo. Madrasa of al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub,
641/1243: Foundation inscription above the portal.
Photo: author.

for variant readings and therefore variant inter-
pretations. Without completely doing away with
the dual nature of early Arabic official writing,
especially as exemplified by the floriated Kufic,
the new cursive script shifts the balance decisively
in favor of the denotive over the connotive as-
pects of writing. Subsuming the mystical within
the informational and the batin within the zahir,
the new public inscriptions perfectly embodied
and eloquently propagated the exoteric and en-
compassing tendencies of the Sunni revival.
Politically, the public display of a calligraphic
style with indisputable links to the “Abbasids was
intended to recognize the spiritual reign of the
caliphate as well as symbolically affirm the legiti-
macy of the dynasty paying homage. This process
is paralleled in the diplomatic sphere by the
caliph’s bequest of titles and official garments in
return for gifts received and the inclusion of his
name on the coinage and in the khutbah. Prac-
ticed by most dynasties of the late eleventh and
twelfth centuries—including the Great Seljugs,
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Zangids, Ayyubids, Almoravids, and Almohads—
this reciprocal process aided the greatly weak-
ened but newly assertive caliphate while provid-
ing some basis of legitimacy for these arriviste
dynasties. Indeed, two of these dynasties, the
Turkish Zangids and the Kurdish Ayyubids, final-
ly brought down the Fatimid state and restored
Egypt to Sunni orthodoxy.

This symbiotic relationship between a center
possessing legitimacy but lacking power and a
periphery lacking legitimacy but wielding real
power had existed for several centuries, but it
seems to have acquired a symbolic level of repre-
sentation in the eleventh century. I have argued
here and elsewhere that the late ‘Abbasid caliph-
ate was engaged in the production of symbolic
forms (e.g., the mugarnas dome) and that these
forms found wide acceptance in much of the
Sunni Islamic world.?? Often originating in the
nonofficial, even vernacular sphere, these forms
were systematized in the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies according to geometric processes,*® pro-
ducing elegant types that were then used in high-
ly significant contexts. Thus iconically charged,
these forms became the veritable symbols of the
Sunni revival and the resurgent caliphate and
wereasaresultadopted and further developed by

Sunni dynasties in various parts of the Islamic
world. Neither cursive monumental writing nor
the mugarnas dome® entered official usage in
Egypt before the end of the Fatimid period, but
they became quite common once Egypthadjoined
the ranks of the Sunni world and declared its
allegiance to the caliphate.

Decentered during the tenth and eleventh cen-
turies, the deeply fragmented Islamic world of
the twelfth century was groping for legitimate
political authority and a spiritual center. Real
unity, whichwas impossible to achieve and for the
most partundesirable, wasreplaced by ceremoni-
alallegiance, and the caliphal symbols were intro-
duced in order to mitigate the gap between real-
ity and myth. The “semiotic contract™® struck
between the “‘Abbasid caliph and his distant and
largely independent subjects ensured the wide
dissemination of these symbols in a remarkably
short time and their further development in the
succeeding centuries. But the iconographic life
of artistic forms was shortened by the absence in
medieval Islam of an institution or an ecclesiasti-
cal body thatwould engage in a sustained textual
interpretation of them. Thus, increasingly elabo-
rate forms came to convey only a generalized
Islamic meaning.
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Essays in Islamic Art and Architecture in Honor of
Katherina Otto-Dorn, ed. Abbas Daneshvari (Malibu:

42.

43.

44.

45.

UndenaPublications, 1981),127-35, has also ques-
tioned the early date of the cenotaph on the basis
of stylistic and paleographic evidence. But the
stylistic peculiarities of the carving that she notes
are most likely attributable to the fact (or at
leastgreatlikelihood) that most of these stone
cenotaphs were carved by Indian masons since
Iranian artisans would have been quite unskilled
for the task. Paleographically, Sourdel-Thomine
presents absolutely no comparisons or possible
models for the cursive inscriptions and no expla-
nation as to how, indeed why, they could have been
produced in the late twelfth century.

For early specimens of this script, see Sourdel-
Thomine, “A propos du cénotaphe,” fig. 26 (min-
aret near Balkh, dated 502/1109-10) and Adolph
Grohmann, Arabische Paldographie, 2 vols. (Vienna:
Herman Bohlaus Nachforschungen, 1967 and
1971), 2:fig. 19.

Tabbaa, “Qur’anic Calligraphy,” 135-36.
Tabbaa, “Qurinic Calligraphy,” figs. 19-21.

While the connection of Ibn Mugla with the ‘Ab-
basid caliphate cannot be questioned, the same is
not true of Ibn al-Bawwib, who never achieved Ibn
Mugla’s official status and who briefly served as
keeper of the Buyid library in Shiraz. Indeed, his
connection with the Buyids and the fact that the
eulogy in his one preserved Quriin includes a
reference to the “Pure Family of the Prophet” has
led David Storm Rice (The Unique Ibn al-Bawwab
Manuscript in the Chester Beatty Library [Dublin: E.
Walker, 1955], 13) to conclude that “Ibn al-Bawwib
shared the Shi‘ite persuasion of his patrons, the
Buwayhids.” There are many problems with this
unfounded assertion. First, the Buyids themselves
were only Shi‘is “in some vague sense.” Their
ambivalence toward Shi‘ism was manifested in
their numerous concessions to the Hanbali ca-
liphs; Roy Mottahedeh, Loyalty and Leadership in an
Early Islamic Society (Princeton, N J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1980), 28. Second, the ‘Abbisids, as
directdescendents of the Prophetand as Hanbalis,
were loath to relinquish their claims to the family
of the Prophet. Finally, there is absolutely no
possibility that Ibn al-Bawwib was Shi¢i, since his
biography in Ibn Khallikin (Wafiyyat alayan,
3:342) states that “he died in Baghdad and was
buried next to the imam Ahmad ibn Hanbal.” He
was, therefore, most likely a Hanbali and, as such,
theologically opposed to Shi‘ism. Indeed, his em-
ployment by the Buyids as librarian and calligra-
pher, rather than proving his Shitism, might be
one indication that the weakened Buyids of the
early eleventh century were quite willing to soften,
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or even abandon, some of their Shi‘i positions.
See, in particular, Henri Laoust, “La pensée et
I’action politique d’al-Mawardi,” Revue des études
islamiques 36 (1968): 11-92. Laoust demonstrates
(pp. 65-66) that between 1007 and 1008 (almost
the exact date of the Qurlan of Ibn al-Bawwib)
the Buyid Baha” al-Dawla was forced to banish
the famous Shi‘i theologian Shaykh Mufid and
replace him with the Ash¢ari theologian Abi Hamid
al-Isfara‘ini, primarily because the former had
persisted in using the Qur’an of Ibn Mas‘id.

C. E. Bosworth, “The Imperial Policy of the Early
Ghaznavids,” Islamic Culture 1 (1962): 50. Bos-
worth cites Jurbadhaqani’s description of thisevent:
“When the news of the execution of the envoy
from Egypt reached Baghdad, and the firmness of
the Sultan’s faith became known, the tongues of
calumniators and the reproofs of censorious ones
were silenced, and his name was always mentioned
with praise and honour at the court of the com-
mander of the Faithful.”

Among the Iranian Seljuq monuments that bear
both floriated Kufic and thuluth inscriptions are
the following:

1. Isfahan, Masjid-1 Jami: mikrab dome (interior
inscription Kufic, exterior cursive), dated 478/
1086-87: fragment illustrated in Oleg Grabar, The
Great Mosque of Isfahan (New York: New York Uni-
versity Press, 1990), fig. 34.

2. Qazvin, Masjid- Jami, dated 509/1116: A. U.
Pope, Survey of Persian Art (Ashiya, Japan: SOPA,
1964), 8, pl. 305; hereafter SPA.

3. Qazvin, Masjid-1 Haydariya, first half twelfth
century; SPA, 8, pl. 315.

4. Buziin, Imam-zide Karrir, mihrab inscription,
dated 528/1133-34; SPA, 8, pl. 311.

5. Tombstone, dated 533/1138; SPA, 8, pl. 520.
6. Ardistin, Masjid-i Jami, dated 555/1160; SPA, 8,
pls. 522-24.

Some of these are illustrated in SPA, 7, pls. 518c,
519e (dated 1141), and 520 (dated 1138).

Although this particular tombstone contains the
Twelver Shi‘i formula, not all the other tomb-
stones in this group were Shi‘i. Indeed, those
illustrated in SPA (n. 47) are quite straightforword
in their Sunni pious formulas.

Max van Berchem, Matériaux pour un corpus
inscriptionum arabicarum, Syrie du Sud, Jerusa-
lem, 2 vols. (Cairo: Institut frangais d’arché-
ologie orientale, 1922-27), 1:85 ff. and 254 ff.;
my translation.

Van Berchem, Jerusalem, 1:87. The same idea is
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62.

63.

restated in “Notes d’archéologie arabe 1,” 18:73-
75; and “Inscriptions arabes de Syrie, VI, Les in-
scriptions de Nir al-Din et!l’origine du charactere
arrondi dans I'épigraphie syrienne,” Mémoire de
Vinstitut égyptien 3 (1897): 34-39.

Herzfeld, “Damascus-III,” 38, and Alep, 1:210-
11. See also my “Monuments with a Message:
Propagation of Jihid under Nir al-Din, 1146—
1174, in The Meeting of Two Worlds: Cultural Ex-
change between East and West during the Period of the
Crusades, ed. Vladimir Goss (Kalamazoo: Medieval
Institute Publications, 1986), 223—40.

“Kitabat,” ER, 5:217.

On Ibn al-Khashshib’s involvement with the min-
aret, see Herzfeld, Alep, vol. 1, pt. 1, 160-62.

This would seem to fit in with the later Seljugs’
ambivalence toward Sunni orthodoxy. Indeed, the
Seljuq prince Ridwan went so far as briefly to
pronounce the khutba in the name of the Fatimid
caliph; see Kamal al-Din ibn al“Adim, Zubdat al-
halab fi tarikh halab, ed. Sami Dahhan (Damascus:
Institut francais de Damas), 2:127-29.

Herzfeld, Alep, pl. LXXIXa.
Tabbaa, “Propagation of Jihad,” 224.
Tabbaa, “Qurianic Calligraphy,” figs. 20-21.

Claude Cahen, “Une chronique Chiite du temps
des Croisades,” Comptes rendus, Academie des inscrip-
tions et belles lettres (1935), 263—-64.

H. A. R. Gibb, “The Career of Nur al-Din,” in A
History of the Crusades, ed. K. M. Setton, vol. 1, The
First Hundred Years, ed. M. W. Baldwin (Madison,
Wisc.: University of Wisconsin Press, 1969), 515.

On Nir al-Din’s links with Ibn Hubayra, see Nikita
Elisséeff, Nur ad-Din, un grand prince musulman de
Syrie au temps des Croisades (511-569h./1118-1174)
(Damas: Institut frangais de Damas, 1967), 3:350—
51; Herbert Mason, Two Statesmen of Mediaeval
Islam (The Hague: Mouton & Co., 1972), 14 and
23; and Tabbaa, “Nir al-Din,” 178-81.

Tabbaa, “Propagation of Jihad,” 227-29.

Such deliberate archaisms, though quite uncom-
mon, are not unknown in Islamic art and architec-
ture. See Terry Allen, A Classical Revival in Islamic
Architecture (Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert Verlag,
1986), passim, where the author, however, speaks
instead of a self-conscious revival of classical
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architecture. See a=+ my “Survivals and Archaisms
in the Architecture of Northern Syria, ca. 1080-
1150,” in Essays in Honor of Oleg Grabar, ed. Marga-
ret SevEenko Mugarnas 10 (1998): 29—41.

For a complete inventory of these inscriptions, see
Nikita Elisséeff, “La titulature de Niir al-Din d’apres
ses inscriptions,” Bulletin des études orientales 14
(1952-54): 155-96.

See Tabbaa, “Propagation of Jihid,” 229-31. The
minbar contains three other long friezes in splen-
did thuluth carved on a deep bed of arabesque: two
surrounding each side of the balustrade and a
third just below the crenellated cornice. A non-
royal inscription from the now destroyed mosque
of Shaykh Muhammad, dated 558/1163, displays
an astonishing degree of development, particular-
ly in the use of interconnection. This tendency has
here been taken to an extreme without straining
the legibility and elegance of the script. Each line
containsseveral examples of interconnection, and
some of the lines are even connected with one
another vertically—a feature not encountered in
any other inscription of the period.

The numerous inscriptions of al-Zahir Ghizi have
been collated in Gaston Wiet, “Une inscription de
Malik Zahir Gazi a Latakieh,” Bulletin de Uinstitut
frangais d'archéologie orientale 30 (1931): 273-92.

Herzfeld, Alep, cf. the photograph of the inscrip-
tion (pl. XXXVIIb) and the elevation drawing of
the gate (pl. XXXVIII).

Van Berchem, Jerusalem, nos. 118,150, 38,and 155.

Monumental inscriptions from the period of this
energetic caliph are quite plentiful. One of his
longest and finest inscriptions once existed in the
Bab al-Tilasm (Talisman Gate) in Baghdad, which
was destroyed early in this century. Another fine
inscription carved in wood frames the door to the
so-called Bab al-Ghaibah (Gate of Disappearance)
in Samarra, part of the Shi‘i sanctuary dedicated to
the two tmams <All al-Hidi and Musa al<Askari.
See Anonymous, Bab ul Ghaibah at Samarra (Bagh-
dad, 1938).

This inscription was first discussed by Max van
Berchemin F.Sarre and E. Herzfeld, Archdologische
Reise im Euphrat- und Tigris-Gebiet, 4 vols. (Berlin:
Verlag von Dietrich Reimer, 1911-20), 1:17. On
the basis of the mihrab’s early date and the assump-
tion that it was made for the mosque of al-Niri
Herzfeld (Reise, 2:224-27) proposed that the mosque
was begun more than twenty years before Nir al-
Din, a contention that is not supported by any
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textual evidence. The truth is that this mihrab was
brought to the mosque al-Niiri in the first decades
of this century. Itmay have been originallyintended
for the Umayyad mosque of Mosul, which is now
destroyed. I addressed the various chronological
problems of this mosque in “Nur al-Din,” 147-51.

Elisséeff, Niir ad-Din,” 2:657-62.

These and other fragments of the mosque al-Niiri
in Mosul are now preserved at the Iraqi Museum in
Baghdad. I discussed them in “Nir al-Din,” 153—
54, fig. 289.

These two unusual and sumptuously decorated
mausoleums are discussed in Sarre and Herzfeld,
Reise, 2:249-70. Although built for alleged descen-
dants of various Shi‘i imams, these shrines do not
represent the revival of political Shi‘ism. Indeed,
the official veneration of Shi¢i shrines in the late
twelfth century was even practiced by the contem-
porary “Abbasid caliph al-Nisir, whose policy of
rapprochement with the Shi‘is was intended to
strengthen his power base with the local popula-
tion. See Mason, Two Statesmen, 99 and 116.

Examplesof thislarge thuluthare quite common in
Mosul:

1. Qara Sarai, the palace of Badr al-Din Lwlw?,
630/1232: a large inscription carved in stucco.

2. Shrine of Imam Yahya Abu’l-Qasim (637/1239-
40): exterior inscription above the portal, a short
frieze above the corner mihrab, and a long frieze at
the springing of the dome.

3. Shrine of Imam ‘Awn al-Din (646/1248): in-
scription above the portal to the shrine.

This development has not been studied in depth;
meanwhile, see Georges Margais, L’Architecture
musulman d’occident (Paris: Art et métiers
graphiques, 1954), 250, and Terrasse, al-Qaraoui-
yin, 51 and 80. For the parallel development in
Sicily, see ‘Abd al-Mun‘im Raslan, Alhadara al-
islamiyya fi sigilliya wa junib >italiya (Jeddah: al-
Kitab al-Jamii1, 1980), 80-82.

L. Golvin, “Kitabat,” ER2, 221. Golvin adds that “it
is in fact impossible, in the absence of precise
documentary evidence, to propose an Andalusian
influence, as it seems that cursive writing did not
appear in Andalusia until much later.” This is an
important observation, for it underlines a
switch in the prevailing cultural influences on
al-Maghrib, from Andalusia to the central Is-
lamic world.

This highly original dome, the firstin North Africa

to use mugarnasin its squinches, has been studied
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by Margais, L’Architecture musulman, 195-97 and
figs. 125-26.

Terrasse, al-Qaraouiyin, chaps. 2-7, discusses dif-
ferent facets of the Almoravid reconstruction. In
the Capella Palatina—a monument that attempts
to combine the latest in Byzantine, Norman, and
Islamic art—the use of cursive calligraphy may be
seen as just another example of an up-to-date
borrowing from the Islamic world.

See, for example, Tabbaa, “Qur’inic Calligraphy,”
fig. 27.

Links between the Almoravids and the ‘Abbasid
caliphs have been alluded to by several writers,
including Muhammad A. ‘Anan, Duwal altawa’if
mundhu qiyamiha hatta alfath almurabifi, 3rd ed.
(Cairo: al-Khanji, 1988), 314 ff. and more recently,
Salamah M. S. al-Hirfi, Dawlat al-murabitin fi “ahd
€Al b. Yasuf b. Tashufin (Beirut: Dar al-Nadwa al-
Jadida, 1985), 168-75.

Al-Hirfi, Dawlat almurabifin, 170-72. The author
mentions no fewer than seven exchanges of letters
between the Almoravids and the ‘Abbasids, be-
tween 1059 and 1118, covering the reigns of Abid
Bakr ibn ‘Umar (1056-78), Yasuf ibn Tashufin
(1061-1106), and “Ali ibn Yiisuf (1106—42). In the
correspondence of 479/1086, Yisuf received the
“Abbasid caliph’s approval of his newly assumed
title amir al-muslimin along with a lengthy letter
from Abi Hiamid al-Ghazzali, in which the great
theologian praises Yisuf as one of the great heroes
of Islam.

Van Berchem, “Notes d’archéologie arabe,”18.69.

K. A. C. Creswell, The Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 2
vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1959),2:35.

Caroline Williams, “The Qurlanic Inscriptions of
the Tabutal-Husayn in Cairo,” Islamic Art3 (1987):
3-14, has made a strong case for a Fatimid dating
of this commemorative cenotaph despite the fact
that it contains both floriated Kufic and cursive
inscriptions. But Williams’sargument, which large-
ly rests on the improbability that Salah al-Din
would have ordered a cenotaph with such vividly
Shii inscriptions, is not completely foolproof.
Indeed,the decline of political Shi‘ism in the late
twelfth century seems to have brought about a
renewed tolerance of its pietistic aspects. One of
the prime moversin this ecumenical policywas the
‘Abbasid caliph al-Nasir (1180-1225), who was
known for his tolerance of Twelver Shiism and for
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his patronage of some Shii shrines, including Bab
al-Ghayba in Samarra. This policy may have sanc-
tioned similar acts of tolerance in Mosul under
Badr al-Din Lwlw’ (see n. 73) and under al-Zihir
Ghizi of Aleppo, who restored two important
Shi¢ite shrines in Aleppo, one of which was dedi-
cated to al-Husayn (see n. 66). In her recent book,
Islamic Architecturein Cairo: An Introduction (Leiden:
E. ]J. Brill, 1992), 77, Doris Behrens-Abouseif has
noted in passing that one of the window grilles
in this mosque contains a cursive inscription.
Since she does notillustrate thisinscription, itis
impossible to determine the veracity of her obser-
vation. But even if such an inscription does exist,
its inconspicuous location would seem to under-
mine its importance. Could it have been a subtle
attempt by a craftsman to introduce a feature that
was not part of the intended decorative program?

Creswell, Muslim Architecture of Egypt, 2:64.

Imam Shifiq lived in Cairo for the last fifteen years
of his life, where he died in 820. Although a small
shrine had always existed at his burial, Salah al-Din
began building a new one with a magnificent
wooden cenotaph (also bearing cursive inscrip-
tions) and an associated madrasa the very same
year that he had declared the end of the Fatimids
and his own sovereignty.

Elisséeff, Niir ad-Din, 2:573 ff.

Nasser Rabbat, “The Citadel of Cairo, 1176-1341:
Reconstructing Architecture from Texts” (Ph.D.
diss., Massachusetts Institute of Techonology,
1991), 17 ff.

RCEA, no. 3380. Even the Répertotre, which is not
noted for its aesthetic judgment, described this
inscription as “d’un trait lache et peu soigné.”

A quick survey of the photographs in Creswell,
Muslim Architecture in Egypt, vol. 2, suggests that this
began during the reign of al-Malik al-Kamil (1218-
38).

See, for example, Marius Canard, “Fatimids,” EI2,
2:859; and W. Madelung, “Isma‘liyya,” EI2, 4:203—
5, who provides a detailed presentation of Fatimid
esoteric theology.

Yasser Tabbaa, “The Muqarnas Dome: Its Origin
and Meaning,” Mugarnas 3 (1985): 61-74.

The basic outline of these processes has been
preserved for calligraphy by the treatise of Ibn
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Mugla, and for geometric ornament by Abu'l-
Wafa® al-Buzjani and others.

¢{=+ Jonathan Bloom, “The Introduction of the
Mugqarnas into Egypt,” Mugarnas 5 (1988): 27,
where the author concludes that “muqarnas
squinches belonged to vernacular architecture
in the Fatimid period, and would have been

95.

inappropriate for buildings commissioned by the
court.”

I owe this idea, like many others, to Professor
Grabar; see his “The Meaning of History in Cairo,”
in The Expanding Metropolis (Cambridge, Mass: Aga
Khan Publications, 1985), 12.
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