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A Note on Transliteration and Pronunciation


The Arabic letters d, s, t and z, with a dot underneath, are known as ‘emphatic’, or ‘velarized’, consonants. Their pronunciation is similar to the equivalent letters without the dots, except that the back of the tongue is raised slightly (towards the velum) and they are articulated more strongly. The h with a dot underneath is a very strongly aspirated sound originating in the back of the throat.


The combination dh represents the sound th in the English word then; kh is similar to the ch in the German ach or the Scottish loch, but is somewhat more guttural; gh represents a sound similar to the Parisian r, more or less the sound made when gargling.


Bars over the vowels (ā, ī, ū) indicate that they are to be pronounced long.


The definite article is always shown as al-, regardless of whether or not it is assimilated to the following letter.





Foreword


by


Robert Hillenbrand


This is a book to be welcomed. Shirley Guthrie’s study of the Maqāmāt book illustrations produced in Syria and Iraq during the thirteenth century departs from the usual practice, which is to study them with a view to establishing their date, provenance and stylistic variations. Instead, she focusses squarely on what they reveal about life in the eastern Arab lands in the high Middle Ages. Others before her have drawn on this wonderfully rich source to illumine this or that aspect of contemporary society; but she is the first to quarry this material systematically. Hers is a full-scale excavation rather than a mere sondage. The various headings under which she groups her findings tell their own story; religious life, the judiciary and ruling class, the role of women, urban life, the rural scene and the traditions of Arab hospitality.


Wherever possible, Dr Guthrie fleshes out the evidence of the paintings themselves with complementary information drawn from either the Maqāmāt text or from other relevant medieval literary sources—geographical, historical, biographical or belles lettres. She notes the visual echoes of verbal puns. She shows how the artists ring the changes on hackneyed subject matter. And thus the full achievement of these painters gradually emerges. They observe the world around them with an engaging blend of humour and sagacity. Ironic detachment allied to superlative technical skill allows the best of them, al-Wāsiṭī, to present an unrivalled cross-section of high and low life in all the teeming vitality which characterised Baghdad in its Indian summer. Under the caliphs al-Nāṣir and al-Mustaṇsir it briefly recaptured—after centuries of eclipse—the self-confidence due to the premier city of Islam. Al-Wāsiṭī caught that buoyant mood a mere two decades before the city was sacked by the Mongols, a catastrophe from which it never recovered. And this book, which publishes the fullest selection of these works yet to appear in colour, gives us a ringside seat for the panorama which he and his fellow-artists unfold. There is something here for everyone interested in the mediaeval Islamic world. Dr Guthrie deserves warm congratulations for making this material available to a wider audience than the traditional group of specialists.


Robert Hillenbrand


University of Edinburgh





Preface


Al-Ḥarīrī’s Maqāmāt [The Assemblies] are rightly viewed as a classical Arabic tour de force. Having engaged the attention of more Arab scholars than any Arabic text other than the Qur’ān, they are viewed as an almost unique homage to Arabic language and culture. Al-Ḥarīrī frequently used these tales as a subtle and indirect way of satirizing the prevailing social order and drawing a moral, and it is likely that they in some way gave a sophisticated voice to the urban bourgeoisie; in this may lie one reason for their considerable appeal throughout the Arab world.


My initial approach was sociological. I wished to examine the illustrations not merely as documents of style or iconography, as is so often the method followed by Western art historians, but rather as visual evidence amplifying and complementing literary and historical accounts of the medieval Near East.


Since miniatures need to be analysed in relation to the text, I have translated the Arabic narrative immediately surrounding the illustrations and established their precise place in the stories through recourse to Steingass’ Arabic text. However, the final English translations given as quotations at the introduction to each miniature are those of Preston, Chenery or Steingass; I have chosen them for their particular suitability, or out of personal preference, with due regard to accuracy based on literary criticism. All Arabic terms, from whatever source, have been verified with medieval dictionaries such as Lisān al-‘Arab, al-Ṣiḥāḥ, al-Misbāḥ and al-Qāmūs, drawing on Edward Lane’s Arabic-English Lexicon. The transliteration is basically that of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, updated with minor modifications. (Maqāmāt is plural, while the singular form Maqāma is used synonymously with ‘tale’.)


This study is a revised version of my 1991 doctoral thesis at the University of Edinburgh, which set out to provide the most comprehensive work of reference. In order to make the Maqāmāt available to a wider audience, it has been necessary to abridge the footnotes. Scholars may wish to consult the original for the complete bibliography and further technical data. Each illustration can be linked to Grabar’s microfiches.


While every effort has been made to reproduce high-quality illustrations, it is hoped that the reader will be sympathetic to the ravages of time and climate, iconoclasts, and the wide dispersal of the manuscripts over seven centuries.


My thanks are due to Professor Robert Hillenbrand (University of Edinburgh), in particular, for his encouragement, guidance and constructive criticism and to Professor Oleg Grabar (Institute for Advanced Study, University of Princeton) and Dr Yasin Safadi (British Library, London) for reading the manuscript. I should also like to express my gratitude to Mme Monique Cohen (Bibliothèque Nationale, Paris), the British Library and the Suleymaniye Mosque Library, Istanbul for access to their treasures, among many other sources too numerous to mention.





Introduction


As a literary genre, the Maqāmā was not new in the late eleventh and early twelfth centuries, al-Ḥarīrī’s time, and it is generally accepted that al-Hamadhānī’s 400 tenth-century Maqāmāt represented a fully developed and independent literary form which provided the paradigm for al-Ḥarīrī’s 50 Maqāmāt. Al-Sharīshī was of the opinion that al-Ḥarīrī’s work was more elaborate and comprehensive and therefore superior to al-Hamadhānī’s Maqāmāt.


However, al-Ḥarīrī correctly anticipated hostile criticism of his masterpiece on the grounds of caprice and his choice of a protagonist in an unheroic mould. He made no attempt to conceal his admiration for his unprincipled and thoroughly disreputable rogue, Abū Zayd al-Sarūjī. Nonetheless, he was insistent that his work had an underlying moral purpose, and he asked in mitigation, ‘What blame can attach to one who has composed anecdotes with the motive of conveying instruction, not deceptive display, and sought therein the improvement of others, not mere fiction?’1


The genre reflects a fascination with those on the fringes of contemporary urban society, and continues a literary preoccupation with the lower orders since the ninth century, the age of al-Jāḥiẓ. It follows on from Abū Dulaf’s poem in praise of the Banū Sāsān, the Qaṣīda sāsāniyya, which dealt with Abū Zayd’s supposed roguish ancestors. Although trickery always loomed large in fables, goodness and justice ultimately prevailed. The thoughtful and discerning reader will surely overlook Abū Zayd’s obvious subterfuge and appreciate his uplifting sermons and discourses, as well as his frequent vindication.


The credibility at this period of an anti-hero in the mould of Abū Zayd exemplifies a change of spirit, which found its parallel in the decorative arts. The illustration of secular manuscripts was already in vogue by the early thirteenth century and represented a new taste for adding narrative representations to works of art in other media. It may be that the inclusion of miniatures reflected merely a change of taste. Earlier scientific illustration played an important didactic role in identifying the properties of plants and animals, the location of the source of medical dysfunction and trauma, the utility of mechanical devices or military exercises and so on; thus it might have been the text which dictated the illustrations. Moreoever, it is certain that their explanatory nature imposed a degree of realism on the illustrations, where a correct identification and diagnosis were prerequisites.


On the question of readership, didactic works would have had a relatively limited appeal; these were the ‘tools of the trade’ of specialists. The relative cheapness of paper was a factor in the growing availability of books and the widening of the market. It should be borne in mind that the average bourgeois reader’s interest in the text more than a century later was possibly quite different to that of scholars. Perhaps such a reader now sought to be entertained by images. All these points suggest a new, popular audience. Given the abstruseness of the Maqāmāt text, it could never be popular in the generally accepted sense of the word; its appeal would still presumably be confined to a literate and sophisticated metropolitan readership, namely someone in similar circumstances to the author, a prosperous Basran merchant. An ambitious and affluent bourgeoisie had developed in the third, fourth and fifth centuries of Islam (the ninth to the eleventh century AD), but it is not known whether its members were bound by ties of business, residence in a particular area of the city or affiliation to individual brotherhoods or religious sects. Although it was not an organized group which attained political power, it was capable of exerting a powerful socio-economic influence, which peaked at the turn of the tenth and eleventh centuries. This group could represent a significant source of patronage for scribes and illustrators. Whether this audience needed illustrations to elucidate the text in the early thirteenth century is an open question; textual exegesis does appear on occasion, particularly in the most sophisticated illustrated work of all, the BN 5847 manuscript of al-Wāsiṭī.


Despite the fact that similar threads run through the illustrated thirteenth-century Maqāmāt, as we shall see, a total of six manuscripts is far from adequate to determine a clear relationship between them. The relatively few manuscripts so far discovered and their wide dispersal pose challenges for their study. What is evident is that each manuscript represents an individual response by the artist to the challenge of its illustration, and that some are more successful than others. With the exception of al-Wāsiṭī—who was both scribe and painter—we do not know who executed these manuscripts, or who dictated the number of miniatures or their placing in the text. Nor is there any indication as to whether the artists were working speculatively and alone, under patronage, or in an official workshop.


The chart in Figure 1 attempts to analyse the placing of the illustrations in each manuscript story-by-story. It deals with the number of folios and the total number of miniatures, to see if there was any attempt to tailor the text by the insertion of illustrations and allows a comparison of manuscript sizes. The aim is to discover how the manuscripts were constructed and, if possible, to establish stemmata between them.


Figure 1: Comparison of manuscript sizes.
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An attempt to analyse the correspondence, if any, of the number of illustrations to the degree of difficulty of the text and/or the length of individual tales as defined by the commentators proved impossible to quantify in chart form. My conclusion is that there was none, and this agrees with Grabar’s view that there is no correlation whatever between narrative complexity and the number of images.2


While it is possible to view the paintings simply as decorative adjuncts to the text, a knowledge of the text is, at the very least, advantageous. Even the unsophisticated BL 1200 manuscript threw up a surprising image, a woman lying on the ground in Maqāma 47. This illustration does not appear to have been noticed or commented upon elsewhere. It is a reference to the mother of the proverbial ‘cupper of Sābāṭ’ the text, and presupposes a knowledge of the whole proverb on the reader’s part. This brief phrase must have caught the eye of someone, although not necessarily the painter.


The conclusion must be that the time was ripe for the adding of images for their own sake and for their individual aesthetic appeal. The varied Maqāmāt settings in diverse lands, with their markets, caravanserais, lawcourts, and so on, provide ample scope for illustration and excited the interest of an appreciative audience. Al-Ḥarīrī’s hope was that:


whoever examines with an eye of intelligence, and makes good his insight into fundamental principles, must place my Maqāmāt on the list of profitable productions, and class them along with those [fabulous] compositions whose subjects are taken from animate and inanimate nature.3


Some of the illustrators have indeed succeeded in ‘profitable productions’.


My aim has been to demonstrate that the illustrations of the thirteenth-century Maqāmāt are a reflection of everyday events in the Near East of the period, to clarify aspects of medieval Islamic culture and to provide a comprehensive reference work for further investigation of this complex text. This has been done by establishing broad categories of subject-matter and treating together the various illustrations that fall within them. Thus the illustrations themselves become the means of analysing aspects of medieval Islamic society, with reference to a wide variety of literary and historical sources. Grabar introduces some 450 miniatures from the thirteenth-century manuscripts on microfiche in his excellent study, in which he seeks to evaluate shared and diverse ways of dealing with the same topics and the relationship, if any, between different pictorial cycles, and to establish whether there was a distinct Maqāmāt idiom. An in-depth analysis of individual miniatures was outside the scope of such a brief.


I considered that an art-historical approach to specific miniatures could be enhanced and consolidated by analysing them within the literary context of the Maqāmāt. Grabar’s study, while by no means ignoring this approach, has a somewhat different focus, so much close analysis of the interplay between text and image remained (and remains) to be done. Accordingly, I consulted specialist commentaries on the Maqāmāt;4 they were extremely valuable in gaining additional insights. There was also a whole set of related issues to discuss. These included the possibility of investigating and evaluating the artists’ approach to the challenge of a previously unillustrated and difficult text; the amount of freedom they had in deciding where to place the images; the means of visual expression available to them; the opportunity to create archetypes; the function of illustrations as aides-mémoire to a difficult work; and the means employed for the artistic embellishment of a given folio.


It should be borne in mind that al-Ḥarīrī’s text was produced more than 100 years before illustrated versions appeared. This might have posed problems in the artists’ visual interpretation of earlier events set in distant countries, although it is axiomatic that, as the Maqāmāt is basically a ‘people-centred’ work, human virtues, failings and moral issues are relatively constant factors that can be understood in all eras.


Once my framework had been determined, I chose illustrations to fit within it. This choice was necessarily subjective, but my aim was to reproduce as wide a selection of illustrations as possible. Many of the paintings in the Maqāmāt cycles are merely confrontation scenes between the hero and the narrator at the end of the tales. They are almost interchangeable and have largely been ignored. Unfortunately, both the St Petersburg S 23 and the Istanbul, Suleymaniye, EE 2916 manuscripts have suffered at the hands of iconoclasts. Inevitably, the genius of al-Wāsiṭī, the painter of BN 5847, carries the day, and this work is arguably disproportionately represented.


A preliminary examination of the miniatures revealed a wide variety of everyday situations and locations in the depiction of the ‘low-life’ adventures of the anti-hero Abū Zayd, who was possibly a prototype for the popular picaresque heroes of later European literature. The visual counterparts of his marvellous tales afford a glimpse of court life, litigation before qāḍīs (judges), religious and military pomp and ceremony and the true purpose of religious ritual, the bustle of the sūq (market), the routine of village life, bedouin hospitality and so on.


Al-Ḥarīrī’s narrator, al-Ḥārith, is a peripatetic merchant who recounts his experiences on his travels. He invariably chances upon an altercation involving Abū Zayd, the well-known trickster type existing on the margins of society. Abū Zayd, who is usually in disguise, lives by his wits through exhibiting his many talents and dazzling his admiring audiences with displays of erudite poetry and rhetoric. Happily, there are a few notable exceptions when Abū Zayd’s motives and conduct are beyond reproach. Generally regarded as a ‘knight-errant’ sort in literature, he represents a type who has assimilated characteristics from many of the most cultivated medieval minds.


‘Abū Zayd’ is one of the most commonplace of Arab names and in examples of Arabic grammar ‘Zayd’ denotes ‘any man whatever’. Abū Zayd is versatile, a ‘man for all seasons’, and could be anyone; he represents the ‘human interest’ element in a tale. ‘Al-Ḥārith’ is as indeterminate a name as ‘Abū Zayd’ and is borrowed from an expression attributed to the Prophet, ‘Each of you is a Ḥārith, and every one of you a Hammām.’5 It has the extended meaning of someone who is a prey to care and anxiety. Abū Zayd represents the ordinary person, with all too human failings, who invokes in the reader the notion that ‘There but for the grace of God go I.’ Consequently, al-Ḥārith can be seen as the still small voice of conscience. Such an interpretation should have negated any disapproval of the stories on the part of the readers and would surely have struck a responsive chord in a sophisticated, much-travelled audience.


Many commentators consider that al-Ḥarīrī based the narrator, al-Ḥārith, on himself; this is entirely plausible, for al-Ḥārith also enjoyed a comfortable lifestyle and was a highly educated Basran with a great regard for feats of eloquence. It may not be a coincidence that departures from the architectural norm such as booths in the sūq, the caravanserai and a covered street outside al-Wāsiṭī’s Rayy mosque all involve aspects of town life relevant to an urban mercantile class. This would be a prosperous and leisured group, and potential patrons of the arts. As such, they would be confident and self-assured, and unlikely to wish to change the status quo. To this extent, Abū Zayd perhaps offered his audience a sophisticated ‘voice’ whereas the scabrous shadow theatre suited the lower orders of society. Some degree of interdependence with the ruling classes is suggested. Merchants procured luxury goods, they were a source of income through taxation and customs dues, and they would also have been in a position to act as couriers with news of foreign places and events.


As we shall see, the manuscripts now in St Petersburg and Istanbul share certain attributes (although differing in many respects) and form a key set as a basis for comparison, since all the other Maqāmāt can be explained in relation to them. Here, the events of the narrative are sometimes relegated to a secondary role due to the overriding concern for setting, although the paintings almost always appear at the ‘correct’ place in the text. Architecture is prominent and the pictorial space highly developed, particularly in the case of the landscape in the Istanbul work. BN 5847 should be linked with both of these in its concern for backdrop setting and genre quality, and in that the majority of its unusual interpretations might suggest the modification of an earlier form of Maqāmāt illustration. The St Petersburg manuscript is generally regarded as the earliest. Both the iconography and certain postures or typical compositional devices such as figures organized on an elliptical base-line betray the influence of Christian painting. The people depicted are apparently Arab and are shown in repeated but lively poses. The architecture is decorative, a contrived ‘set piece’, and does not provide any real clue as to provenance. These three manuscripts are related stylistically and iconographically to the Dioscorides De Materia Medica work (dated 1224) from Baghdad.


BN 6094 is set apart from all other Maqāmāt manuscripts in that it is a reworking of Hellenistic art by a Byzantine school. The date 1222 appears in two places and the provenance of Syria seems certain. We have a terminus ad quem of 1242–58 for the Istanbul EE 2916 manuscript, which has not been attributed to a particular area. The mosques here appear to be the brick-built Iraqi types with squat minarets, and the presence of roll-up blinds, reed matting and wind-towers (which were also depicted in BN 5847) suggest at least a hot, dry climate like that of southern Iraq. The people and costumes appear to be Arab and an Iraqi provenance is possible.


BN 5847 is unique in that its colophon reveals that the same person, al-Wāsiṭī, copied and illustrated it in 1237. This is a luxurious work. Al-Wāṣitī had great psychological insight derived from his knowledge of the text; he established a rare empathy with the characters and provided the greatest variety of imagery. He employed many double-page illustrations, and one wonders whether this was because he was somewhat less successful than the painters of the St Petersburg and Istanbul manuscripts in developing the pictorial space on a single folio. Nevertheless, his work is the undisputed ‘jewel in the crown’ of thirteenth-century Arab painting.


BN 3929 shares many of the features of the so-called ‘Mosul’ school of painting, such as flat compositions in strong colours, patterns similar to those on metalwork and uniformity of style. Mosul was an important Saljūq centre and Saljūq royal iconography has been drawn upon. A dating in the 1240s has been generally agreed, but assuming that Ward’s revised date of 1206 for an Istanbul copy of the al-Jazarī manuscript, the Treatise on Automata [al-Jāmi‘ bayn al-‘ilm wa al-‘amal fī ṣinā‘at al-ḥiyyal], is correct,6 the similarities in style and iconography may indeed point to an earlier date for this work in Paris.


There is more than a hint of the shadow theatre in the BN 3929 and St Petersburg manuscripts; both have lively, jerky figures and there is a definite sense of theatricality in the elaborate and formulaic architectural settings, and in the sea-going vessel in Maqāma 39 of the latter. These complement the clear impression of Abū Zayd ‘play-acting’ before a qāḍī, for example, or in the many other situations in which he finds himself. Ibn Dāniyāl’s three Arabic shadow plays, written around 1267, are the oldest extant examples, although they were apparently based on older traditions and may be posited as a revival of this art.


The colophon of the BL 1200 manuscript mentions 1256 and the copyist’s name, ‘Umar ibn ‘Alī ibn al-Mubārak al-Mawṣilī. It is in poor condition and the faces have been repainted in a schematic fashion. This manuscript is clearly derivative; it adheres to the Mosul tradition and shares landscape and other features with BN 3929. It is surprising to find a double-page illustration of the Samarqand mosque in Maqāma 28. However it is unlike al-Wāsiṭī’s two-page spread of the Rayy mosque in Maqāma 21, being extremely simple, and the preacher and other officials are clearly based on Eastern Christian priests. No place of execution has been suggested.


Certain identifiable pictorial cycles are evident throughout the Maqāmāt. The princely repertoire is not a direct borrowing except in al-Wāsiṭī’s frontispieces. It has influenced al-Wāsiṭī’s satirical portrait of the governor of Raḥba in Maqāma 10, his tavern scene in Maqāma 12 and his drinking bout beside a water-wheel in Maqāma 24. One also finds it in the Istanbul portrait of Abū Zayd as a governor in the 26th tale. The rulers in BN 6094 and 3929 are Saljūqs. This cycle was extended to encompass other figures of authority such as qāḍīs, as well as beardless youths; portrayals of youths in general are influenced by these types. Costume obviously varies according to the function of the incumbent; for example, qāḍīs are universally depicted wearing the head-shawl. Governors are fairly uniform in dress, whether Arab or Saljūq, and the thrones of both are consistent, depending on the tradition. Adaptation of ‘author portraits’ has been noted in BN 5847 in Maqāma 2, in the depiction of the qāḍī in the St Petersburg manuscript for the 43rd tale and in the Istanbul sick-bed portrait of Abū Zayd in Maqāma 19.


There appears to have been a set formula for illustrating the texts, although at whose behest is unknown. My analyses show that illustrations throughout the corpus appear on many occasions at the same place in the text. Confrontation scenes occur at specific instances as dénouements and may have been created especially for the Maqāmāt. Even in crowd scenes there is a limited range of male types, and the conclusion must be that there was a relatively narrow band of visual experiences upon which artists might draw.


At a minimum, the text usually requires that settings be defined as outdoors or indoors. Where, for example, a cave, the Euphrates or a hill is mentioned, the artists complied, and to that extent created a specific Maqāmāt cycle of illustrations. The St Petersburg and Istanbul manuscripts generally establish the primacy and development of the setting, whether architecture or landscape. The St Petersburg painter repeats his architectural formula and depiction of people to the extent that they become types, and he successfully employs the elliptical base-line to create perspective. The Istanbul artist, on the other hand, frequently adds an abundance of architectural features and displays innovations in landscape in the exploitation of pictorial space which was to become evident in Persian painting. He also reduces his total number of illustrations by eliminating confrontation scenes, and includes elements which are absent in other manuscripts and are not required by the text, such as a suckling camel in Maqāma 31, the bastinado scene in the schoolroom in Homs and two fighting dogs in the market-place in Maqāma 47. Al-Wāsiṭī is sometimes faithful to the narrative but at other times he places illustrations in apparently arbitrary positions; on occasion his interpretation goes far beyond the text, probably owing to the insights garnered in his dual role as artist and scribe.


With the exception of the 25th tale, the painter of BN 6094 consistently provides one miniature per Maqāma within a schematic and repetitive type of ‘architecture’. BN 3929 offers a strict, literal adherence to the narrative; the artist takes little account of natural or constructed settings and re-enacts the human drama. His large captions are superfluous and a reiteration of the text, which he may well have read. Illustrations in the derivative BL 1200 also usually appear at particularly apposite points in the tale. However, one cannot assume that the artists were necessarily conversant with the text.


The Maqāmāt may have been read aloud to an assembly or literary gathering (maqāma), in which case the narrative would make the setting clear. Although places in Iraq, Syria, Egypt and Persia are all mentioned in the text, there is no visual evidence that any regard was paid either to the setting in an area other than where the artist worked, or to an earlier period, when al-Ḥarīrī wrote the text. Artists seem to have produced their personal renderings of a setting in their own time and place. These could encompass anything from a rudimentary pair of spandrels to a full cross-section of a typical Iraqi brick-built mosque with a frieze inscription, from elaborate hillsides with multiple ground-planes to a single plant. Such devices formed a framework, developed space, anchored compositions to a base-line, and so on.


Ideally, one would wish to compare the Maqāmāt constructions with extant examples; this is extremely difficult, as so few have survived, but it is not impossible. Illustrations sometimes depict natural building materials, such as stone, brick, marble, stucco and reed matting. These are perhaps relevant pointers to the place where the manuscript was produced. Some artists clearly painted from observable surroundings: for example, al-Wāsiṭī’s drinking bout in Maqāma 24 in a garden irrigated by an Archimedes-screw type of water-wheel, the Istanbul mosques, and the two distinct types of boats in Maqāmāt 22 and 39. It is impossible to say which of several different illustrations of the same setting is the ‘true’ rendering; what seems important is that the scene was in some way recognizable to the viewer.


In order to portray events outside their own experience, for example an appearance at a governor’s court or before a qāḍī, artists would have had either to use or adapt an existing model, or create a new formula. It should be noted that no specific design for palaces or legal tribunals has emerged; recognizable cultural items such as costume, personal attendants or furnishings define the setting more precisely.


Textiles are also problematic. Costly fabrics were shipped from far afield and are well documented. Costume would be subject to the dictates of fashion and regional variation; contemporary dictionaries are a fount of information here. Enormous prices for textiles have been cited. It is likely that these were the preserve of the very rich and that some of the splendid, brightly coloured garments seen in the Maqāmāt in crowds and in agricultural settings in fact fulfil other functions. Colours are used for their aesthetic qualities and as elements of composition that define pictorial space. Colour symbolism does not appear to play a prominent part. One notable exception is provided by the mourners in al-Wāsiṭī’s cemetery in Maqāma 11 who are not wearing the dark blue associated with bereavement. Instead the men are portrayed, unusually, in startling white garments which link them with the white-shrouded corpse and may indicate that they are kin.


The taverns depicted in the BN 5847 and St Petersburg manuscripts in Maqāma 12 are remarkably similar and detail all the processes of wine-making and consumption. Archetypes lurk behind these. First, al-Wāsiṭī’s Abū Zayd is parodying a royal figure; drinking was so closely associated visually with royal imagery that this is the only appropriate depiction here. BN 3929 also shows the bibulous Abū Zayd on a type of throne, while BL 1200 further confirms an association of drinking with the princely cycle in its inclusion of the standard paraphernalia of flowers, cup-bearers and musicians. Second, the elaborate taverns in the BN 5847 and St Petersburg manuscripts may themselves be no ordinary drinking dens but wine-halls of some distinction, possibly with royal connections.


In preparing this work, I have made every attempt to use literary texts that are as contemporary in time and space as possible; this is extremely difficult for a Western art historian and there is undoubtedly a wealth of material yet to be unearthed. (Grabar is correct in asserting that no truly usable method of attempting to relate literature and art has yet been formulated.)7 Nor can it be assumed that accounts of what held good for Egypt or Syria, for example, necessarily applied to Iraq; here quotations from such sources as the Hebrew manuscript in the Cairo Geniza, or storehouse for documents, or Ibn Munqidh’s Memoirs [Kitāb al-i‘tibār] come to mind. Customs might vary according to region, external influences and the interplay of various cultural strains. All these factors are counterbalanced by the great extent to which the tenets of Islam govern the minutiae of daily living. There is also a danger that earlier (or later) material may not be strictly relevant. A case in point is the ninth-century work by al-Jāḥiẓ, The Epistle of Singing-Girls [Risālat al-qiyān], which I have cited on occasion. It should be borne in mind that al-Jāḥiẓ was a theologian, man of letters and satirist; as such, he is unlikely to have been an entirely impartial observer of society. In mitigation, the function of singing-girls, their tenuous position in society and their machinations to maintain the status quo may be assumed. I have also quoted extensively from al-Tanūkhī, a tenth-century qāḍī. In view of the proven link between anecdotage and the Maqāmāt literary genre, al-Tanūkhī’s informal observations on the frailties of human nature, which are universal in all periods, frequently seem pertinent.





1


The Religious Life


Even today, no traveller to the Middle East can fail to be impressed by the very public nature of Islam and the extent to which it impinges upon daily life. Pious exclamations are on the lips of all, whether ‘Praise be to God!’, ‘If God wills!’ or ‘In the safe-keeping of God’. The life of the Prophet and the early Muslims is at the heart of the community’s collective memory as a paradigm for all in society. Social gatherings are preceded by ‘In the Name of God, the All-Merciful, the All-Compassionate’ (the basmallāh) and also frequently by a recitation from the Qur’ān. Five daily calls to prayer in the Sunni tradition punctuate the day, and on Fridays the pavements outside the congregational mosque are thronged with crowds of men and boys. The great festivals of Ramaḍān and the ḥajj (the pilgrimage to Mecca) are joyous communal and public celebrations of a culmination of rigorous deprivation and religious obligation. Coffee shops and restaurants are closed and the fasting population look tired and anxious. The pinched appearance of returned pilgrims is suffused with the quiet pride of the achievement of a lifetime’s goal. All of these are highly visible symbols of the literal meaning of Islam—‘submission to the will of God’—and foster the sense of belonging to a community.


The articulation of Islam into a body of religious sciences and practice took place largely in Iraq during the ‘Abbāsid period. It is therefore not surprising that the illustrations in a work containing several hundred Qur’ānic allusions and numerous pious sentiments should feature rulers as upholders and defenders of the faith, mosques and preachers with great oratorical powers, lawyers expert in the Sharī‘a and tableaux of Ramaḍān and the ḥajj.



Ramaḍān



The ‘Īd al-Fiṭr Sermon (Khuṭba)


Maqāma 7 is set in Barqa‘īd, which was a town of considerable size north of Mosul and south of Naṣībīn. The tale unfolds on the great feast of ‘Īd al-Fịtr, which signals the breaking of the fast at the end of the month of Ramaḍān. It is possible that the author chose this location because it rhymes with the words barq ‘īd at the end of the next clause. These translate literally as the ‘lightning of the festival’ and are a metaphor for its approach. Al-Ḥārith is unwilling to resume his journey on this day of colourful ceremony without observing the obligatory and supererogatory rites. Mindful of a Tradition of the Prophet, he dons new clothes and sets out for the Great Mosque, where he joins the procession of people similarly attired in fine garments. As the congregation gather and arrange themselves in rows, an aged blind beggar appears, guided by an emaciated old woman who hands out petitions for alms.


The painter al-Wāsiṭī has produced a striking illustration in BN 5847 for the interior of the congregational mosque (jāmi‘), where the precher (khaṭīb) delivers the ‘Īd al-Fiṭr address. Textual commentaries are written at the sides in red ink in a decorative zigzag pattern. The three lines of text above the miniature are part of Abū Zayd’s speech. They read:


I am in God’s hands and commit my case to Him;


There is no power or strength but in Him;


To Him alone I look;


For in mankind a source of bounty now no more I find.


He continues in similar vein, then in the two lines of Arabic below, he instructs his companion:


But nevertheless be cheerful and hope for the best,


And now collect the papers together and count them.


She replies:


I have already collected and counted them.


And found that the hand of loss had destroyed one of them.


Whereupon he exclaims, ‘Ruin to thee! Slovenly wretch!’1


Later on, the text indicates that the action takes place when the congregation is gathered and arranged in rows, presumably before the sermon (Khuṭba), although none is mentioned.


Abū Zayd does not conform to the text’s ‘old man in two cloaks’ (shamlataini) with his eyes closed as he feigns blindness, although his left hand rests on his wife’s shoulders. A cloak precluded the need for other clothing; it was therefore eminently suitable for the poorer classes and would have been the ideal garment for Abū Zayd, in this instance, to convey his poverty. This type of robe was also worn by the Jewish poor and it is cognate with the Hebrew term. Instead, Abū Zayd wears a plebeian white robe, albeit with ṭirāz bands on his sleeves. The ṭirāz was a richly embroidered band of material for the embellishment of garments; one would certainly not expect to find it on a poor man’s robe or, as here, on the olive green turban (‘imāma). Under his right arm he carries a coarse sort of wallet from which he produces his poems of supplication for alms. Despite his supposedly penurious circumstances, his hair and beard are well groomed, and his robe snowy-white, so he has evidently made an effort over his appearance. As he says, ‘Far better poverty with patient pride than bitter scorn and insult to abide.’


[image: image]


1. The preacher delivers the ‘Īd al-Fiṭr address.


Abū Zayd’s companion looks neither emaciated nor old; she is well built and is the type of ample, middle-aged female who appears elsewhere in this manuscript, as we shall see. These women are invariably capable-looking and assertive, and here her vivid hand gestures leave no doubt that she is literally empty-handed. She wears an outer wrap (ghilāla) of everyday smokey-grey colour, but it is gold-trimmed and again inappropriate for the effect the couple of the text would wish to display, unless it represents her as a refined woman temporarily down on her luck. Perhaps al-Wāsiṭī sought to inject a vein of humour and to indicate to the reader—although it was hardly necessary by the 7th Maqāma—that these are no ordinary beggars. Alternatively, the garments may be used as compositional markers, to draw attention to the principal characters.


Alms-giving on ‘Īd al-Fiṭr is public, and the exploitative side to Abū Zayd’s nature is well to the fore: fully aware of the obligation upon the faithful to be generous on this occasion, he is prepared to capitalize on this baser, but nonetheless human, spur to giving. Ideally, the deprivations of the fast should afford the congregation some insight into the needs of the poor through their own experience of extreme hunger and thirst, and one would expect them to be moved by compassion to generous giving. That they do not do so serves to highlight the naivety of al-Ḥārith, who is the only member of the congregation to give the woman alms, namely ‘a dirham [a small silver coin] and a mite’. This suggests that the congregation knows something that al-Ḥārith does not—in other words, that the pair are perpetrating a confidence trick.


From the ninth century onwards there had been an interest in the ‘low life’, in the form of itinerant tricksters. We know from Maqāmāt 2 and 49 that Abū Zayd considered himself to be a member of the self-styled ‘Sons of Sāsān’ (Banū Sāsān). Sāsān was the son of a petty ruler of a district in western Persia. He was disinherited, took refuge with the Kurds, and in folklore founded the begging fraternities and became their king; his clan apparently embraced all groups beyond the pale of law-abiding society. Abū Zayd and his wife are clearly not of the criminal class as such, but they are at least on the margins of society and make up the general collectivity of the Banū Sāsān. Abū Zayd’s wife, therefore, is identifiable with a popular underworld female character, one of a begging duo who frequented mosques, who regaled the audience with tales of hardship due to her husband’s blindness.


The viewer is linked to the pair by the pointing finger of the preacher, while the row of turbans emphasizes the outstretched postures of the begging couple. Al-Ḥārith stands at the left-hand side in the mosque, hand to mouth; he is anxious to make the acquaintance of the person who has woven ‘the rich tissue of these verses’ that outline hardship, but is unable to move forward because of the pressing crowd. His hand gesture is taken from Byzantine painting and here conveys a sense of unease and a feeling that all may not be what it seems. Al-Ḥārith is shown in three-quarter profile with the feature of the ‘protruding eye’, a curious feature of western Indian painting from the eleventh and twelfth centuries which also occurs in Coptic illustration. It is not until later in the tale that he suspects ‘that Abū Zayd was indicated by all this’ and his ‘sorrow was excited for what had befallen his eyes’.


The congregation comprises a tight group of six men in the foreground. Four of them watch the couple, while the other two turn their heads towards the preacher; this has the effect of hinting at depth in the composition, and these people comprise part of the crowd who ‘had become such as to be well-nigh suffocating’. Their self-coloured robes are in shades of red, pale blue, smokey-grey, pale saffron, pink/violet and dark green. Folds and patterns are gently delineated to suggest that the materials are fine.


The turbans are in a variety of these colours; two of them are white and belong to the two men who are turned towards the preacher. All the turbans have extremely long waist-length ends, with ṭirāz bands. White turbans occur elsewhere here, in the first tale and in the cemetery. White is uncommon for turbans in the Maqāmāt and it seems to have been employed to draw attention to a specific feature or as a compositional marker. Here, it may also indicate studied indifference to Abū Zayd or rapt attention to the preacher.


The tail (‘adhaba) of the turban usually measured four fingers in length, anything longer being regarded as ostentatious,2 but one should bear in mind that these people are both seeing and being seen in all their finery on a great public occasion. There is an obvious parallel with the artist’s well-dressed women in the Rayy mosque discussed in the analysis of ‘Women in the Mosque’ (see Chapter 6) (Plate 5).


Al-Ṣābi’ describes a typical Ramaḍān scene of worship in the Rules and Regulations of the Court [Rusūm dār al-khilāfa]: shortly after sunrise on ‘Īd al-Fiṭr the people, clothed in their best garments, gathered in the mosque and performed the two prostrations in prayer (rak‘āt) led by the caliph or his appointee, and the alms of the fast (ṣadaqāt al-Fiṭr) were distributed. This was followed by much house-visiting of relatives and friends, the mutual expression of good wishes and the exchange of gifts of clothing and cash. Ramaḍān was, and still is, a time of the greatest hospitality and the wearing of new garments. Another source reveals how a vizier, Ibn ‘Abbād, entertained several thousand people at this time and gave away more in that one month than he did throughout the remainder of the year.3


Several features indicate that this is an official occasion. The pair of black official ‘Abbāsid standards which flank the preacher are twisted like silken skeins. It is likely that the fabric bears epigraphy, for they are identical to the furled standard borne by a horseman on the opposite page, which is clearly inscribed in white (Illust. 2). The finials of the flag-poles are also identical in both illustrations. In Chapter 5 of the Rules and Regulations of the Court, mention is made of the types of banners which were given to princes on their appointment; these bore pious inscriptions on both sides and read, ‘The upholder of Allāh’s command. The Commander of the Faithful’.


Al-Wāsiṭī’s preacher is clad in the black robes which stamp him as an ‘Abbāsid appointee; the sleeves are wide and bear deep golden ṭirāz bands on the upper arms. According to Ibn al-Athīr, when an official sought to be inconspicuous he removed his black clothing. The black turban with gold ornamentation here is quite different from those of the congregation, and it is perhaps fastened with a form of gold clasp. Ibn Iyās reports that the black turban was also known as the Baghdadi turban.


In his right hand the preacher clasps a black encased sword of office. Ibn Jubayr describes the preacher in the Cairo mosque in Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn’s time as dressed ‘after the fashion of the ‘Abbāsids’, namely, wearing black and girt with a sword.4 One wonders if the appearance of the sword in the minbar (pulpit) is associated symbolically with the staff (qadīb) upon which the Prophet leaned; this practice was adopted by his immediate successors and emulated for some time elsewhere. A staff and turban were evidently indispensable for a preacher.


Even if the amīr (prince) was in the capital at the time, his name was not invoked, as he was subservient to the caliph. Adherence to this practice was strictly enforced, for in the mid-tenth century al-Rāḍi bi-Allāh dismissed three senior Baghdadi clerics who mentioned the name of Amīr Muḥammad ibn Yāqūt immediately after the invocation of the caliph himself.5 The presence of standards and black official garments on a festival day all suggest that this khaṭīb is preaching as the official representative of the amīr. Al-Wāsiṭī’s preacher (later on in the Samarqand mosque) wears a girdle (minṭaq) encrusted with jewellery and with two clasps of gold or silver, and this is perhaps an additional item of rank. However, there are no banners on the Samarqand minbar on that ordinary Friday. This seems to confirm that the banners in our illustration indicate ‘Abbāsid officialdom and a special occasion.


The minbar is shown two-dimensionally, and the preacher has entered it through the small crenellated arched doorway at the foot of the stairs. This pointed archway has been considerably reduced in scale, as it would otherwise intrude to an unacceptable degree at the centre of the miniature. The reduction in scale of the minbar also allows for the inclusion of the miḥrāb (architectural focus of orientation of prayer towards Mecca); it focuses attention on the famous preacher and the black standards which emphasize the festival and provides a decorative backdrop for the drama. The whole structure has been swung round 90°, perhaps to counteract the somewhat flat effect of the six men with their backs to the viewer, but it also allows us to see two of them glancing towards the preacher. There is no canopy at the head of the stairs. It should be noted that, like the miḥrāb, the minbar curiously lacks inscriptions.


The small portal is further distorted, for it has been swung round 90° to echo the miḥrāb. It serves to separate the preacher from his flock and underscores both the official setting and the impudence of Abū Zayd and his wife by placing them, in a sense, on a par with the preacher. A minbar is constructed in two distinct sections; the first is the tall, box-like structure on a square base, which is composed of three horizontal divisions per side.6 The upper division (taqfīsa) forms the balustrade and the lower portion carries the platform. The tall rectangular side panel flanking the platform is elaborately decorated with polygonal wooden insets which are carved in a variety of geometric patterns. The upper part of this panel has been repainted, but the decoration has not been restored. The tall side panel may also have been repainted.


The second section is the large triangular side which carries the staircase; very detailed examination shows that it has been elaborately worked in a floral arabesque similar to that on the miḥrāb and contrasts sharply with the geometric designs of the insets. It is not possible to see how many stairs there are. Ibn ‘Abd Rabbih’s The Unique Necklace [al-‘Iqd al-farīd] mentions a plank fastened to the top of the minbar of the Prophet at Medina, to prevent anyone else sitting there. Abū Bakr sat one step down from the Prophet’s stool and ‘Umar chose one step below that. ‘Uthmān, however, later in his caliphate, chose to preach from the top. Mu‘āwiyya raised the Prophet’s minbar six additional steps. It seems that the practice of sitting lower than the Prophet’s place was never officially prescribed and it was ignored on at least one occasion before the twelfth century.7 In the illustration, the preacher stands below the topmost step.


There are eleven balusters, some of which appear to be carved; the banister and other parallel sides are known in Iraq as kīfsij and they, too, are devoid of pious inscriptions. The various sections of the structure are joined by iron brackets with iron nails; examples of these are clearly found on the ‘Amādiyya minbar. Nails on a door from the ‘Amādiyya mosque were in the form of an eight-petalled rosette, a popular contemporary motif, and other decorative nails had been popular in Sāmarrā.8 Al-Wāsiṭī has omitted these features. The position of his miḥrāb to the left of the minbar is correct. This may account for the placing of what, strictly speaking, in both textual and chronological sequence, should have been the first illustration, namely the mounted cavalcade, after the sermon in the mosque, facing to the right. Al-Wāsiṭī has thus produced a mosque interior in a fairly simple form. Although devoid of an architectural framework, the requisite features of miḥrāb and minbar set the scene. This format was to be expanded as the artist worked through the range of 50 tales.


The main focal point, the miḥrāb, takes the form of a semicircular niche known as mujawwaf. This architectural feature first made its appearance during the reconstruction of the Mosque of the Prophet in Medina by the caliph al-Walīd and the governor ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-‘Azīz in the early eighth century. It is still unclear whether a miḥrāb had existed in any mosque before that time, and this niche form owes much to late antique decoration. The miḥrāb mujawwaf therefore represented a genuine formal innovation in the mosque.9 Since its inception, the miḥrāb has been the focus for the imām (prayer-leader) and its primary function is liturgical. Its symbolic focus is perhaps comparable in meaning to the symbolism of the address from the minbar.


Al-Wāsiṭī’s miḥrāb is an elaborate structure composed of several different panels deeply carved in various styles, with a double row of crenellations: all these features accord well with the associated symbolic values of the miḥrāb and its commanding position in the mosque. Similar crenellations appear on buildings throughout this manuscript. Crenellations are unusual in the context; the only other example of a similar miḥrāb I have been able to find in the Maqāmāt is in the illustration of this 7th tale in the badly damaged fourteenth-century BL 9718 manuscript. There, too, the archway is rounded, although it almost verges on the horseshoe shape, and not the more usual slightly pointed four-centred arch found elsewhere at the period.


In al-Wāsiṭī’s fairly simple mosque, it is plausible to view the crenellations as suggesting a cross-section of the whole building, in the absence of fuller architectural elements. The Iraqi miḥrāb at this time was generally executed in brick, stucco or marble but al-Wāsiṭī’s prayer niche is in the red wood of the minbar. There is a wooden miḥrāb, 1.98 metres high and dating from 1103, in the Masjid-i Maydān, Abyaneh, which is reasonably close in scale to that of the illustration.10


The usual pious inscriptions are absent here. The inset ochre-coloured panels may be terracotta; apparently, these were frequently designed and fabricated to defined dimensions and proportions for a particular building. They were placed on panels with a fixative that was applied only on the back of the terracotta piece. Contemporary terracotta decoration was also applied in the form of tiles known as shashsha. Examples are found in Baghdad on the mausoleum popularly known as Sitt Zubayda, built by al-Nāṣir and dated 1179–1225, as well as on the Madrasa al-Mustanṣiriyya. All of these elements feature fairly simple, pleasing floral scroll patterns.11 (I have found no parallels for a mixture of wood and terracotta.)


Only one of the two pillars for the miḥrāb arch is visible; its bell-shaped capital appears to be constructed in the grey/blue soft marble which was plentiful in the Mosul region and lent itself to elaborate carving. This technique in marble may represent an artistic link between the earlier stucco-work of Sāmarrā and the Saljūq brickwork of Baghdad. Ornamentation within al-Wāsiṭī’s niche consists of a heart-shaped pattern which is also reminiscent of contemporary stucco-work. Al-Wāsiṭī depicts grey/blue pillars in the Samarqand mosque and the Basra mosque in Maqāma 50, where these columns have bell-shaped capitals and bases. Similar capitals are found in the St Petersburg manuscript. The theme was also taken up in in Egypt,12 and appears in the niche of the main miḥrāb in the Great Mosque in Mosul. That structure is strikingly similar to al-Wāsiṭī’s miḥrāb with two exceptions: the lack of crenellations and a slightly pointed, four-centred arch. Bell-shaped capitals are a feature of contemporary miḥrābs, particularly in the Mosul area. They occur on a flat miḥrāb in the Shaykh Fatḥī tomb, on a miḥrāb in the Nūrī mosque, and on another miḥrāb in the tomb of Imām ‘Abd al-Raḥmān.13
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