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IMPERIAL AND URBAN
ART IN ISLAM:

THE SUBJECT MATTER
OF FATIMID ART

OLEG GRABAR

v to the cultural historian but
, and it may be worth-
e xome of the apparent
features of the p of these seem to me
of primary ce. The first concerns the
time of the dynasty. If we disregard its early
decades in Ifrigiya, it wos in 969 that the occupa-
tion of Egypt and the ceremonial foundation of
Cairo symbolized the transformation of o com-
poratively remote heterodox dynasty with fa
flung “underground” connections into & major
empire. The time of this transformation followed
the political and social decadence of “Abbisid
Traq und preceded by a few deeades the full of the
‘Umayyad dynasty of Spain as well us the slow
and still very poorly known rise of the new
Turkish-centred Muslim world in north castern
Tran. For a century or so, at least until the Seljuq
successes of the middle of the cleventh century,
only Fitimid Egypt existed as o strong and
purposeful force in the whole of Islam and one can
appropriately wonder whether Egypt did not
become for o century the place to which artists
und artisans came from all over and therefore o
creative center with an impact throughout the dir
al-Islam. With the great crisis which shook Egypt
between 1052 and 1072 (and about which more
will be said later), with the Crusades, and with the
establishment of Selju
the second century of

150 to the urt
e at the o

cally, but artistic growth
le with political strength
and quite frequently the arts, especially the
industrial arts so characteristic of medieval Islam,
followed and were influenced by ideas and patterns
developed during periods of strength. It is further-
more remarkable that the decadence and eventual
fall of the Fitimid dynasty in the second half of
the twelfth century coincided with the st
and apparently sudden growth of a series of st
in ceramies, metalwork und manuscript illustra
which have been caolled “'Seljug,”! but which in
reality affected all Muslim regions from Central
Asia to the Mediterrancan. Thus the question
raised by the time of the Fatimid dynusty in
Egypt is whether it may not have inspired or
possibly even created the artistic changes which
have characterized the rest of the Muslim world in
tho twellth century, for during a crucinl century of
Tslamic history it scems to have been the only ma-
jor politienland cultural foree of the

The second feature 1 wouli] like to [y
phical one wnd concerns the space of

we
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the term
One
heir rale in North Africa, established their
ept. and ruled over
s Sicily,

ti

ower
ather provinces

in, Palestine, and Arabia. with
ntre of
their power was primarily Egypt and, since for the
first time since the Ptolemies o major power
actually contred in Egypt, the question arises

were primaily regional. Or
to put it in another way, v the character-
istieally Tslamic tension between regional tradi-
tions and universal ideals, how important waa the
Egyptian contribution to Fatimid art? The
question is of some significance for even when
under foreign rule Egypt has had for centuries an
identifinble urtistic personsli Since most Fati-
mid ventures outside of Egypt failed in spite of a
in and mis-
sionaries, should not Fatimid art be considered as
the expression of a local tradition with deep roots
in the past which would have been magnified to o
v high, almost p
because the dynasty itself filled a major power
vacuum within the contemporary Muslim world
and achieved in its time a unique level of sophistic:
tion und wealth? An answer, even a tentative one,
would be of considerable interest Loth for the
history of Egypt and as a document in the wider
problem of the importance of local traditions
within Islamic art.

Yet there is also another facet to the question of
Fatimid space. 1t is that most of the history of the
Fatimids took place within the Mediterranean
world. Only the strong Byzantium of the Mace-
doniun and Comnenian dynasties could and di
o ||u(e with the dynasty from Egypt. especinlly
i and on the seas. Otherwise it has been
possible to show that, for most of the Fitimid
period and for any number of reasons which necd
not concern us at this stage, the Fiitimid centres
of North Africa and of Egypt were the major

ds t forces of

played by the
v nnd
contribute another picee 1o th
i it deed o, the i
period transeends the M

in an understanding of its art und of ita cul-
ture an awareness of other urtistic and cultural
traditions than those of Egypt and the Muslim
world.

The last feature of the Fatimid period 1 should
like to emphasize ot this stage is that there is
considernble information about the art of the
dynasty. This information is of two kinds. Firat
there are the monuments themsclves. Architectural
remains are bLest known, since they have been
magnificently published by K. A. C. Creswell," and
no. discussion of Fatimid urt as a whale can avoid
ing a tribute to his painstaking activity over six
decades. Quiside of architecture, three techniques

i well d with
h, if not always d-wd are clearly definable as
Fatimid and have been accepted as such for many
decades. One such scries consists in textiles, many
of which ure inscribed and precisely dated.s
Another such series consists of woodwork, for
which the entalogues of the Arab Museum in Cairo
are the main source.» The third scries with large
numbers of examples is coramics about which
there is no comprchensive study but whose body of
known pieces is constantly being increased by the
publications of the stuff of the Islamic Museum in
Cairo,t for it is in Cairo that we find the over-
whelmingly largest collections of actual ubjects
and of shenls. Numerous fragments of glass and of
‘mural paintings exist as well.

wak

work.” One should add that works of Fatimid art
have also been discovered archacols
are found in i

should mention the very m|lm1m\l
remaing from Syria and Palestine s
moxmcs 0I the Aqgsi mosque inJe

| trade.2 There was indeed a Fatimid “miracle,”
" Professor Goitein has called it, and. while ene of
the reasons for the mirncle was cerlainly the
weskness of the contemporary Christian Me-
diterrancan, the more positive rensons were the
remarkabe cthmic and religious liberaliam of tho

e

s of North Afi
information is quitc om:
its quality, and by com;
dates and provennnce
possible to use it (o
we have raised.

N

atively secure general
should, thercfore, be
questions

dynnsty’s politics, the .
political stability of the state, and the freedom of
grode. The question, then, s wh the pnrt

174

it If for which o 1
pusited or nssum



cappelln Palat
Romanesque hronz, o

But in addition to this archacological docu-
mentation, the Fitimid period is provided
literary sources of a kind which is unfortunately
very rare for most other periods of Islamic art.
There is o particularly precise description of Cairo
by Nisir-i Khusraw ¢ who lived there for seven
years during the city's greatest wealth. And then
there is. the wealth of information found in
Maqrizi's’ Khitat Misr to be

art other than
*its surpris hend) delight
ntation of living thimgs (Figuren-
n the
p.unm, in painting, and in the minor arts. ! This
stylistienlly related by the
nuﬂwr to the art of the carly "Abbi
known primarily through pnintings found in
amarrd, but then the author concludes: “At the
ne the yamllels with Scljuq ort are

the recent discovery of onc of Maqri
sources, the Kitib al-Dhakd'ir wa' I-Tu
result of the existence of thit
much of which goes back to Fitimid times, it is
possible in dealing with Fitimid art to relate actual
objects with contemporary literary sources and,
what is perhaps far more important, to suggest
some sort of historical, cultural, or aesthe

sotting for those monuments of art or of material
culture which have remained. At this methodo-
logical level. of course, the study of Fatimid art
transcends both the time and the space of the
dynnsty, for it may become possible to put

culture. To be true, the ultimate validity of this
model for all regions and times is likely to vary,
but the construction of the model itself may be of
eventual use.

There is thus an historical question of setting
the art developed by Egypt in the tenth, eleventh,
and twelfth centuries within several possible
mlltuml periods (early Isl-nuc, Iuler Islamic,

There s an i question
of deciding whether pan-lslamie, local Egypti
North African, or Mediterrancon features pre-
dominated in that art or else what sort of balance
was achieved between possible sources for Fitimid
art. There is finally a methodological question of
how to relate to cach other o consideruble mass of
visual and literary informa order to develop
some general hypothesis of the styles, funmom
“and artistic idess which prevailed in Fat

t is obvious that cven a poper of some length
cannot presume to onswer all these questions and
1 should like to attempt to focus on one problem
only and to suggest an historical and interpre-
tative solution to it for our collective discussions.

The simplest way to begin may be to discuss
briefly the implications of ono of the lutest
apprecintiona of Fitimid art by a leading scholur.
In a recent general infroduction to Islun
Profexsor Ot s emphisized the follow i

3 which still nceds
investigation.” It would be difficult to quarrel
with this uppreciati
works of Fiti
art in Egypt or anywhere else in the Mu:
world makes it very clear that a subject matter
with living beings makes its appearance in all
media. But in & more general way one might
that th d a rath tension
of themes of decoration in all mlunqne: nud that
these included & much higher proportion of
personuges and animals than in any of the pre-
viously known series, such as Simarca or north-
castern Iranian ceramics, Talanid woodwork, and
“Abbisid or Spanish ‘Umayyad stucco. The
relationship between this new
‘Abbasid art of the ninth century in Iraq is

) t quit hasbeen believed,
but its ex-slence can be demonstrated both
through the undeniable impact of Iraq on late
ninth and tenth-century woodwork and ceramics
in Egypt " and through a number of details such
as the celebrated sidelocks in the representation
of personages, especially women. But, even if
these details were not available, the impact on the
rest of the Mustim world of Baghdad and Irag in
the latter part of the cighth century, during the
whole ninth century and at least during the first
half of the tenth, could be assumed from political
and cultural history alone.

The third point made by Professor Otto-Dorn,
that of the appnrent relationship of Fitimid
themes with those associated with the so-called
“Seljuq™ art, is far more significant. This relation-
shipi industheappnrent
relationship between “Abbisid and Fatimid netistic
traditions, for there are very few instances, if any,
of dircct stylistic or iconographic parallels between
the two arts. It is rather a atruetural relationship
in which two cultural moments chose to transform
their indust
a Inrge number of new subject:
and animnl themes hardly used un
el a relntionship subjects vary .u-.«.m...,. w0 th
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ln the following discussion we shall not be
v concerned with the further exploration
of these three points and to a certain extent we
shall take them ns axiomntic, slthough our

ques. Qut of thix
wurvey o sort of profile will, hopefully, emerge of
the representational themes of Fitimid art. Then
in the following purt an explnation will besuggest-
¢d for the appearances of these themes, while in

may lend to some

in the ways in which they might be put. Our
objective will rather be to concentrato on the
question of why, how, and if possible when, within
the Fatimid period, the introduction of o new
subject matter took place. For on these to)
unfortunately both the archacological and literary
sources are silent. Changes in taste are not wsually
recorded in chronicles and the vast majority of
the objects which illustrate them are undated. It
is @ curious fact for instance that, whereas o great
deal is known about the names of Fatimid potters,
only two signed pieces exhibit any of the new
subjects for decoration.?® Or, in the instance of
woodwork, the celebrated frieze found in Qala'n's
hospital is usually considered to be from the
Fitimid palaces and from the middle of the
cleventh century 2! but therc is no definite evidence
for this and we are not dealing with more than a
probability. On the other hand, the very remark-
able changes in the composition of large wooden
objects with their geometrically conceived star
patterns and multiplicity of levels of decoration
can be dated fairly precisely to the early twelfth
century thanks to a group of inscribed milribs.
Examples could be multiplied to show that, as a
general rule, the objects in ivory, woodwork,
ceramics, or glass as well as the paintings which
best illustrate what is supposed to be the most
original novelty of Fatimid art are anonymous and
undated, i it
purely ornamental designs are more often provided

Tl

our we shall return to some of the
questions poscd at the beginning of our paper. 1t
of course, superfiuous to add that what is
being proposed here is not more than o hypothesi
or rather a series of hypotheses, for the study of
Islamic art is atill too young and too insceure to
provide more than hypotheses for further rescarch.
Yet one may perhaps suggest that at times the
wrong hypothesis can be more fruitful for scientific
Kknowledge than the correct fact.

One preliminary remark about Fitimid ceramies
in general is of some pertinence. Although no
thorough study of the techniques is available and
although the exact dimensions of cach individunl
object are not always publyshed, it scems (lmt a
rather was. i
throughout the Fatimid period in the quality of the
technique used and in the shape and size of the
individual objects. On both of these subjects, it is
expected that the excavations now being carried
out at Fustat will bring more definitive results. In
the meantime the technique with which we are
primarily concerned is a ware of rather coarse and
sandy red or buff bodies, covered with a slip und
in glaze, and then Justre painted. Most lustres
have a brown to yellow tinge but the color range
can reach a reddish tone often found in Iraq. No
significant change seems to have occurred in this
technique which had been fully developed by the
time of the dynasty’s appearance in Egypt.

Shapes of objccts oppear to have been equally

and A small number of

®

with specific historical i state of
offairs could be purely accidental but it does
complicate the task of the historion in understand-
ing the reasons for the timing of a precise change.

The method I should like to utilize will therefore
be somewhat different from the usual art historical
one in the sense that instead of working from a
small number of objects with a maximum number
of known coordinates and then expanding what-
ever conclusions may be reached to include the
mass of known objects, T shall consider primarily
the mass itself and then fit individual objects
within resulting achemes or models. Bginning
with coramies, with the lrgest wumber of fing-
ments or complete picees, an attempt ata el
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fairly large jars is found, but the vast majority of
Fatimid lustre pninted objeets are plates with rims.
of varying size or-more or less deep bowls.? It
sceme uncertain at the moment whether any
evolution occurred in the proportions of these
shapes, but it may be pointed out that the
predominance of “open” shapes over *closed " ones
can be exphiined by the fact that the former lent
themselves much more casily than the latter to
Dbeing decorated with a single design or image, for
which it is therefore proper enough to propose an
ificance rather than a purely
des

ornamentnl one.

the main purpose of the ceramicis frthersuggested



by the rather rough and wsually meaningless
decoration of circles and hatched lines found on

the back of most plates. The only

information ocewrring there is that of the names
of potters, but on the two instances of inscriptions
with precisc information,? the inscription is set
on the main, obverse side of the plate.2: We are
therefore, it scems to me, justified in considering
that the main purpose of the ceramic object was
the artful and successful presentation of o single
design on one primary surfuce. In this, of course,
Fatimid ceramics are not unique; they ngree with
most series of Islamic cerainics and are differentiat-
ed for instance from Chinese pottery with its
emphasis on the purity of the body and of the
shape and from direct imitations of Chinese types.

Greater originality occurs in the general com-
position of the main design. If we except the jurs
whose two types of composition~decoration of the
upper two-thirds of the object in concentric bands
of varying width or vertical division of the object’s
surface into punels®-are quite common with this
particular shape, three main types of arrangement
are found on the plates and bowls. The first and
by far the most common one exhibits a comparat-
ively narrow border made up of & variety of
themes and then o single subject occupying in
more or less successful fashion the center of the
plate. In general comparatively little effort was
made to fit the design to the circular shape of the
object or rather the painter’s art was so consum-
mate that he rarely nceded the di of form

v
common in later Iranian ceramics, while in carlier
times it is only in north-eastern Iran that it was
often used with stunning success. Like the preced-
ing type of composition the rudiul one is a device
which takes into primary consideration the circular
shupe of the object and therefore here also some

uncertainty may exist about the meaning to be
attributed to whatever themes of decoration can
be identified. It should be noted that three types
of composition common to pre-Fitimid pottery in
Egypt, Iran, and Irag and not unknown in later
times scem to be totally absent from Fitimid
ceramics: the all-over composition found for
instance in Smarrd ceramics, u composition based
on the creution of an exergue so common in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, and a composition
with limited subjects on o primarily empty
K d so typical of north Iranian
ninth and tenth century series as well as of rarer
Seljug ones. The point of this comparison is that
the two itional types in which
values take preccdence over iconographic ones
seem mostly absent from Fatimid series and we
would have here a further confirmation for the
hypothesis that the majority of known ceramic
objects from Fatimid Egypt were not merely
vehicles for their decoration but that the general

found in some Iragi-Iranian pottery of the time
or the convention of dividing the circle into bands
or by means of an exergue which are o common
on earlicr metalwork of the same shape or on
Tranian pottery of the following centuries. Great
though the merits of the decorator may have been,
the essential point for our present purposcs is that
in this particular type of composition o single
image was the subject of the decoration and
iti 1 concerns were d

The second type of composition is identified
primarily by the great width of its border and the
corresponding nurrowness of the central orea. It

o particularly common composition for the
circular shape of plates -and bowls all over the
Near East and its peculinrity is that a developed

design occurs both on the wide border (often
inseriptions) and in tho central arcu, thereby
d somewhat any certninty onc may have

al or iconographic menning of
s given motif. Iy the third composition ix a
radlinl one, with » narrow border and u division of

12 Cothuue taterustionst

of the d tended to emphasize
a single subject rather than a complex design. It
is therefore possible to atribute an iconographic
rather than o simply ornamental meaning to the
designs and, while the ambiguity between orna-
mental and iconographic so typical of medieval
Islamic industrial arts was never completely
removed, it scems less pronounced in many
Fatimid corumics. From this particular point of
view, it is difficult to compare Fatimid pottery
with other Islumic series without discussing the
latter in detail, but it scems that, while hardly
exhibiting the wealth of compositional and
thematic inventiveness of twelfth and thirteenth
century works or the simplicity and eflectiveness
of the curlier Iraninn groups, Fitimid ceramic
decoration atands out as being most convistently
clear and definnble.

If wo turn now to the themes of decoration, we
muy eliminnte for the purposes of our discus
h fentures a Lorders (usually hulf-circles, but

biting alwo chevrons, bruids, bunds, waves,
! rincenux, many of which reeall tradi




s
cither of modifica-
tions of the “pencock’s * motif from Iran or of
8 mininturized vegetal rincenu which almost
merges visually with the “peacock's eye.” Import-
ant though they may bein our eventual “phonetic”
definition of Fatimid ceramics or in determining
some of the influences which may have been at
work in th ion of their dewigns, th

are by definition secondnry fentures of the decora-
larly one may conveniently climinate a
discussion of purely vegetal themes. Most of them
are used in conjunction with some other subjects;
they are supporta for animals or backgrounds for
larger scenes or clse they appear to play o specific
iconographic part in a number of fragments
representing palm-trees.? Only a small number of
objects use vegetal motives as & main subject.?
In most of these instances we meet either with a
translation into painted design and dark-light
contrast of the generally sculpted total

The kecond eategory of subject-matter is much
more common and fur more importunt. Tt consistx
in animuls. Zoologically the following animals are
found: hares or rabbits in very large numbes
small birds which could e interpreted ns anythi
from spurrows to partridges, magpies or cven
ducks; roosters; pacocks, cugles or other Lirds of
prey; gozelles or other long-homed nnimals; fish;
gryphons; elephants, and finally harpics. All
these animals (except fish) occur at least once
singly as the sole subject-matter of a given object,
but they could also be shown in groups, symmetri-
cal compositions of two similar nnimals or sets of
three to five arranged accor
metric or other patiern. It is
that no example is known to me of two different
e plate, except on a jor

source-probably the very ancient theme of n
peaceful animal attacked by o wild one known
alrady in A formed a typical

surfaces developed in Samarrd’s third style or else
with a rather clumsy composition based on a single
large leaf with sprouting tendrils. One would need
lengthy anal i
on the calyx? in order to classify and interpret
such vegetal ornaments properly.

Outside of borders, fills, and vegetal themes,
three main categories of potentially meaningful
subjects can be defined. The first one consists in
writing. Asa theme it is not as common in Fatimid
ceramics as in earlier north-eastern Iranian series
or in later Seljug ones, but it js almost always
1 and one less ly the
pseudo-writing so typical of other Islamic series.®
Outside of the two historically significant frag-
ments mentioned above, all inscriptions known to
me consist of anonymous good wishes and no
evidence exists either for the proverbs and
aphorisms of north-eastern Iranian ceramics or for
the poems of Seljuq ceramics.3t There is probably
& development in the style of writing which could
be worked out in some detail by comparision with
inscriptions on other medis, & subject on which
there exists & considerable bibliography.®? The
important point for our purposes is, however, the
limited use which has been made of epigrapl
themes by Fitimid potters. A secondary point may
be that snonymous inscriptions of good wishes
are particularly charncteristic of metal work but
the possible significance of this will
only be developed after we have diseu
motifs.
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Fatimid animal and the image should be considered
as exceptional. A last point to note about these
animals is that the quality of their representation
varies considerably and the larger the number of
preserved examples (as in the case of the rabbit).
the larger the variations. In some instances of
unique objects there is even a protesque quality to
the animal® which suggests the misunderstanding
of some model, but it is only rabbits and bird:

that some sort of range of gualities of execution
could eventually be developed. The point, as we
shall see later, is of some importance in showing
ety of technical abilities and tastes
was involved in the making of these objects.

Can one suggest any interpretation of these
1s? A secure answer can only be provided by
ndividual monographs on each animal ond by
appropriate textunl studies on bestiaries and on
the whole literary genre of the Manafi" al-Haya-
win. Yet recent studies by R. Ettinghausen and
E. Bacr% may make a hypothesis possible. There
are two sides to ours. First, while it is true that
north-eastern Iranian ceramics also exhibit from
the tenth century on a rather remarkable bestiary.
it is in the Fatjmid ceramics that this bes
acquires its most. precise charncter and, except for
the birds which are common clsewhere, its fullest
extent. It is in Fatimid Egypt, furthermore, that
Mrs. Buer has scen the first development of the
ha ich was to have such an chborate Inter
history in Tslamic art. Thus we may suggest that
whatever artistic or literary madels mn) lave




existed for these anin n Fitimid ¥,

should he eonsidered as some xort of private
PR N N

that they were 2 such
munner on ceramics. And even if it w
some timo thut the north-castern Iranian group
preceded the Egyptian one in time, it is likely that
these were two quite independent phenomenn since
there are o few instances in which precise stylistic
parallels can be made.

The second side of our hypothesis about the
snimals -is that, since in the instances of the
harpy, of sphinxes, of rabbits, of fish, and of birds,
it hos becn possible for R.Ettinghausen and
E. Baer to suggest, if not to prove, that the unimal
wos connected with cosmic (especially solar)
symbolism and, like the senmurv of Sasanian Iran,
was meant to bring happiness, health, joy and
prosperity, the same interpretation should pethaps
be given to all these animals. They would be the
visual equivalents of the inscriptions found on the
objects. The problem to solve then becomes not
only that of discovering the artistic origin of each
type, o subject which is beyond the aims of this
paper, but also to find out why it was at that time
that this translation of a very common fecling of
good wishes into images of animals was made. To
this last question we shall return later.

The third group of subjects found on ceramics
involves representations of people. Since many of
the objects with such representations are either
fragmentary or unique, ond since, in rather
puzzling fashion, contemporary scholarship has

preferably, the
ons of fun
drinking, and dancing. These functions which
identified princely life had acquired the more
general menning of symbolizing a “good life,” o
life of pleasure, und the imnges served thereby o
purpose similur to the purpose of animals and of
inscriptions, that of wishing well to the owner of
the object. )

While a fairly large number of complete objects
und of frugments can be interpreted as part of o
royal cycle, & number or others pose special
problems. Thus a well-known fragment in the
Cairo Museum showing 2 woman half-lying on o
bed, surrounded by attendants, and about to pick
up o musical instrument (or giving it back after
use), could be understood simply as a inore devel-
oped and more precise illustration of a courtly life
of pleasure. Yet it could also be the depiction of
some cvent or the representation of a privately
meaningful image. Or else is the fragment with an
apparent representation of a nude dancer™ merely
an erotic version of the princely dance theme or
clse part of some more complex subjeet? There is,
in other words, a fairly large number of fragments
which are only uncertainly relatable to the princely
cycle but which cannot automatically be put into
our second group.

The latter

be called narrative, for its most.
i istic is that it

been particularly ill-at-ease with the i
of human figures in early Islamic art, it is only
tentatively that I would like to propose the
following iconographic typology. One large group
appenrs to be derived from what is gencrally
agreed to be the princely cycle. The use of the
eycle is peculiar in Fatimid ceramics because there
is not o single object or fragment known to me
Which would clearly and obviously show a prince
or 8 royal figure in some kind of formal pose. The
personages illustrating the princely cycles are
hunters (most often with falcons), musicians (a
porticularly common themo usually showing male
or female rubiib-players,?? or, more rurely, drum-
mers), drinkers and pourers of wine (compnratively
common and with a varicty of poses and uctions),
and finally what has usually been interpreted as
dancers, almost throughout femnle. These images
can be interpreted in cither one of two ways. One
can argue that they were in ome wiys symbols or

ions of individual p entified
here by their courtly functions and the image
together with the object on which it in found

2

appears to deal with a precisc scene or cvent. Such
are fragments with two personages wrestling,*
with an okl man carrying o bucket on his back 4t
with & bearded personage knecling in front of a
cheetah,* with u bout being rowed alongside o
strange ng, and so forth.4 It is in this
narrative group that I would like to put the well-
known series of Christian imnges, cither actual
Christian scenes® or representations of priests.
ally a celebrated and much discussed fragment
with personnges is provided with the numes of the
individuals involved, Abd Tilib and Mansir,
although the context of the story is unknown.4®

instance, or certnin rep
with animnla-were in
On this score the art historing is in constant
Al und literary historinns,
erthe contemporary |

act part of a courtly cycle.
eed

ey nlone




pretation for these subjects »mnlur to tln: inter-
pretations we have proposed for the princely oncs.
It is true, of course, that the general theme of
good wishes and huppiness is always possible for
some of them. Yet this explunation is only partially
valid, for it scems difficult to associate whatever
Abi Talib and Munsar may have been doing with

pleasure alone. It is perhaps more appropriate to
hypothesize that, for reasons as yet unknown, the
object in ceramics became a vehicle for a far wider
number of imuges than before and that these
images corresponded to a much more developed
system of visual symbols and of social needs than
the simple one of good wishes. Th may be
noted, is exactly the conclusion which can be
renched by surveying the ceramics of the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries in Tran,& even though
the breadth and complexity of the subjects found
in the latter is far greater. More impormnt is the
int that this d

is own
nuy\\llen else in the )\lushm world beforc Fatimid
times or even at the same time as the flowering of
the Egyption dynasty.

Two fu
may be added to our discussion of subject-matter.
One is that there may also have been an astrolo-
gical cycle, since some fragments show images
which could be interpreted as suns.** The other
point is that most of these images with human
scenes and especially the courtly ones exhibit a
great variety in quality of execution ranging from
very finely drawn and composed images to
strangely crude ones. There does not seem to
be any comclation between type of subject-
matter and quality, thus suggesting that the
subjects themsclves were quite widespread in their

usage.

We must turn now to the last aspect of our
analysis of Fatimid ceramics, their style, i. e. the
set of visually perceptible formulac through which
individual subjects and themes were made under-
standable. If we consider the whole body of objects
and especially the varintions in quality found in
u.em, it is clear that there is no single wnificd

n valid for them all regardiess of
the Inck of

:ul.qu:t -matter. At the same time,
clearly dnted objects does not allow
me, to define a stylistic evolution, since »
vetienl system has heen formula
mie designs took pl
ral sense, the dynai

change in the Mustim world have never been
investigated,

1 would prefer therefore 1o propose that we
consider the existence of two formal tendencies,
which may have followed ench other or may have
been contemporary and corresponding to different
modes. The first of these tendencies may be called
two-dimensional, although there arc many ways
in which this expression is not satisfactory. It
would have the following major characteristica:
almost all forms and shapes are suggested b
contrasts between two tones, one light, and the
other dark; outlines predominate over shapes;
repetitive patlerns, at times unrelated to the
subject-matter, are often used to cover identifiable
units of design; great carc is given to composition;
space tends Lo e filled with motifs of all kinds or
else an uncertain balance is created between main

century style us
Fatimid ceramics it tends to flatten out the curved
shapes of stucco ornament *® and reaches at times
considerable sophistication of formal arrange-
ment.5 It is to this source that belong the objects
datable to Hakim's reign, but it is impossible to
say how late these designs might have continved.
The other source for this two-dimensional tendency
was probably folk-art and it is to traditional
patterns of folk art that I would like to attribute
many of the simply drawn faces and elementary
Lodies found on a large number of fragments. How
much this Jatter feature may have alsoderived from
textile patterns or from a popular Coptic art is
a very moot question which deserves further
investigntion. In any event this first tendency
uppears to have existed on two planes, one prob-
ably purely local and the other one relatable to
the high "Abbasid tradition which continued in
Iraqi and Iranian ort during the tenth and
eleventh centuries.

The sccond tendency is far more
was first identified in stylistic terms by Dr. Richard
Ettinghauses isti
One is that in its depiction of the human or animal
body it does not itself to a contour filled with
a single colbur or with more or less arbitrary.
Patterns but emphasizes the volume of the body
by a fairly artful use of dark and light tones. In
most instances this has meant representing certain
parts of the body-breasts and lel\ of female
duncers, helly of animals, knee o
of almost all with Loth light and durk
in elemly sepurated parts




out closely intermeshed with each other. "This

device is almost never used for faces and it never

becomes transformed into the 1onn| \n .-uom or
A :ct.ond h

tendency lies in if inspnce nnd

“ind al-muzawiragin) % Tn spite of this text with
its clear statement of an illusionist ideul, T find it
difficult to accept cither the term “realism’ or
exen the preferable one for stylistic purposes of

On 8 number of objects such as the plate with suck
fighters®? or one of & man leading & giraffe or on
any number of dancing-girl plates, space and
movement are identificd by emphasizing and at
times suggesting the pose of that part of the body

which is primarily involved in the subject, thercby
sctually making the image an arrested movement.
from o sequence of movements rather than a pose.
In o smaller number of examples this emphsis is

éngthened by the of

" for the images on cerumics or for
the closest parallel known to me for the mosque
puintings described by Maqrizi, namely the mosaics
the drum of the main dome of the Aqsa’ mosque
in Jerusalem datable around 1035 A.D. It is
always possible; of course, that thetruly illusionist
monuments have disappearcd but it scems to me
mosaics which were_ certainly
) Fitimid art% would have

illustrated The tradition at its best. Yet, ns hos

fills and the image becomes & lively or static
(depending on the needs of the subject-matter)
design creating its own space on a dark background
by contrasting the background with a thin and
precise line rather than with a heavy contour.
This new interest is slso remarkable for being
used in details of texture, such as on fragments
showing & liquid being poured into a glass.5* The
last characteristic of this tendency is that it does
not identify only complete objects but also occurs
on details in images which would normally be put
in our first tendency. The significance of this point
isthat cannot thercfore b

simply as & feature identifying a given school or a
moment in the evolution of ceramic styles. Instcad
it had to be understood as having become part and
purcel of the ways of representation availuble to
Fatimid ceramicists, at least from & certain
moment on.

The more difficult question is that of
nume to this tendency. Professor Ettinghausen hus
called it “'realism” and, like Dr. Mostafa. he has
connected it with representations of daily life or
of visually observed details which do indeed occur
on many objects. Dr.Ettinghausen has also
related it to the celebrated painting competition
between Ibn ‘Aziz and al-Qasir organized by the
vizier Yazuri (before 1058). The story of the
representation of dancing-girls coming in and out
of walls through colour contrasts actually follows
in Maqrizi's account the equally interesting but
almost unnoticed description of o painting in &
mosque. The latter co d of & fountain with
steps which were 80 coloured that they appeared
43 & trompe Poeil when scen from one apecific place
while from other pluces the image was flnt and the
trompe V'oeil i i
(wahm). This icvement, writes Maqrizi,
i ul creution for puinters®” (fakhr al-s

been amply d d by H.Stemn, they
show instcad a conscious return to “Umayyad
types and thus reflect only secondarily
st Antiquity. For these reasons 1 would
prefer to consider this second stylistic tendency
neither as a realist one nor as an illusionist one,
but in contrast with the first one, as 8 spatial
one, that is as a tendency to use a selected number
of conventions in order to compel the viewer to
notice details of texture, movement, action, or
space. The tendency is always asclective one -nd
never implies the conception of a total ph;
reality translated into image which is
in terms like realism or illusionism.

plt

While these considerations on terminology
may be mostly theoretical, the important point
about this second tendency is that it is quite
unique inIslamic art, both at this time and later.
Its uniqueness lies also in the artistic sources
which can be given to it. For most of these have

of the Macedonian Renaissance-almost contem-
porary with the Fitimids-that occurs the con-
vention of creating volume by contrasting dark
and light areas.s? And it has long been recognized
that the lightly contoured personages set against
o dork background as well as certain poses and
profiles relate this tendency to the pre-Islmic
classical art of the Mediterranenn.$ How this
relntionship was possible hus never been made
clear and we will attempt to do so presently.
Beforo proceeding to this topic, however, it
may be useful to sum up our description of
Fatimid ceramics and o compuro them to other
contemporary techniques. We are dealing with &
Targe body of objects or fragments reluted to each
other by ahiape and by a comparatively standard
and consistent technique closely tied to carlicr
Fuyptinn and Tragi techniques. Both technique
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u feature common to much
Lefore and after the
wid peried. In subject-matter and style, two
modes_coexisted. One, tw ensional, with
primarily epigraphic, vegetul and unimal themes,
can ensily be related to other Islamic truditions.
The other one, wpatinl with sn extraordinury
vaviety of subjects innny of which included human
figures, s quite new and relatable structurally,
but neither iconographically nor stylistically, 1o
post-twelfth century ceramic serics in Iran. The
two modes interncted a great deal with ench other
and with a possible third, folk source. Thus there
are representations of figures in two-dimensional
style and of animals and cven of vegetal themes™
in spatial style. As fur us meanings are concerned,
the predominant one is that of happiness and
well-being, but it is clear that other possible mean-
ings were developed for ccramic images. In th
respect, the Falimid phenomenon scems to anti:
cipate the later Scljuq one much more than follow
the carlier Iraqi or Iranian ones. Finally, a Medi-
terrancan non-Muslim source must be
some of the stylistic conventions of Fatimi
ceramics. At the same time, none of these cha-
racteristics can be dated; there is no internal
indication of how a development took place
n this large body of objects. Yet somehow,
the historian has the responsibility of providing
an explanation for changes in taste and form.
Before suggesting such an explanation, we
should turn briefly to techniques other tha
ccramics, for, even though ceramics are most
numerous and therefore lend themselves most
cRisily to systems of classification, it is possible
that some pertinent information may be derived
from the smaller numbers of works of urt in other
media. The closest parallel to ceramics oceurs in
woodwork with many fragments und complete
pieces. Their importance is only tempered by the
fact that a vast percentage of remaining wood-
work was made for mosques und thereby limited
in decorative subjects. Even with this limitation
the evidence of carved wood agrees with that
of cermics. If we except the geonietrically plnned
compositions of the early part of the twelfth
century, two main groups of woodwork can be
dcu: mined. The first one is an almost indistin-
hable continuation of whut hud been done
E«ypz since the middle of thc ninth ecmury

que dated in 10105, wh
common precision n )

representation of

. The second

junt ue in
cramies, ean be called spntial. A greater contrnst
between subject-matter and buckground and a
liveliness of individual motifs coincides with s
much expanded voenbulury of themes. While the

most important monuments of this group aro
the fricze from Qalid'tin's hospital with its many
subjects from princely and duily life and a com-
purable fragment from the Coptic Muscum®t, the
nnimation of wood

tal
of the Fitimid ]n.norl These
novelties are, however, difficult to date with any
precision, but it scems very likely that they
donot antedate the middle of the eleventh century
when al-Mustansir renovated a part of the Western
paluce.s The important point is that it is in the
imperial art of the caliphs that these themes are
first seen, o conclusion which would be confirmed
b Khusraw's amazement at the sight of the
bunting and feasting subjects painted on the
imperial throne.&
Most of what is known of Fa

id metalwork

is by inference only and the only more or less
certain group consists in a series of animal-
shaped vessels and sculptures in bronze. The
most._cclebrated of these is the Pisa gryphon

None of these objects is cloarly dated and there-
fore the cvidence to be derived from them is
limited. For more important is the evidence
provided by erystal, glass and ivories. Two points
here scem to me of primary significance. One is
that, whereas the early Fatimid period scems to

o
wade, the later Fati
anonymous and consisted primarily of smaller
objects. Even though definite examples from
Egypt itself are lacking, Spanish objects make it
possible for us to reach tho same conclusion
about ivories. A group of preciscly dated and
personnlized objects from the Inte tenth century
and the fixst decade of the vleventh with the er-
liest and most explicit statoment of the princely
eyele of images is followed \w the same subjects
ones d on &

and has wsually been i dns o
into wood of Simurrii stucco themes, Ms rema
masterpicee is the celebrated door from the Azhar
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¢ wumber of single ol.,.m or of plagues
lays, almost all of which are anonymous. A




targe wnmber of the latter c
snd nlimost

flom Ezypuee

mic:
y h many of their lnul-lcm:
huve not yct Leen solved, the pintings from the
Coppelia Pulatine in Pulermo demonstrate the
very same type of interest and, whatever other
influences muy have been at work in them, they
appear as o convenicnt summary both of the
varicty of subjects availuble to the Fatimid
world and of the varicty of ways of represen-
tation.5" As to the numerous painted remains
from Egypt itself, most of them are much too
fragmentary to lead to any other conclusion than
the fu us ones that there was an art of
painting mid Egypt, that it occurred both
us miniature and as wall painting, and that it
involved a variety of subjects and an even greater
varicty of quality ranging from rather elegant per-
sonages all the way to grotesque or folk drawings.®

Brief though it had to be, this survey of srts
other than ceramics leads to two conclusions.
One is that the iconographic and stylistic concerns.
found in ceramics ure not unique but typical of
wll the arts of the time and therefore that an ex-
planation of the more numerous ceramics may
be considered as valid for Fatimid art as a whole.
The other conclusion is more hypothetical and
deserves some elaboration. If we consider the two
most expensive techniques which have been
discussed, ivories and crystals, a curious point
emerges. Both are known primarily through
dated and individualized objects up to the early
eleventh century and by anonymous objects
thereafter, suggesting thereby some change in
the social setting of the objects and of their use.
Moreover, whereas all techniques exhibit novel
interest in figural representation but generally
alongside of other, more traditional, vegetal or
animal themes, it is on royal ivorics that this
interest appeared first between 950 and 105042
Our hypothesis then would be that there occurred
in the middle of the eleventh century & change
in taste or in some other aspect of life likely to
affect the arts which led to major modifications
in the wuys in which expensive materials were
used and also to the spread to all medi of figur-
ative themes hitherto primurily limited to the
more expensivo ones. Furthermore whatever it
is that occurred must huve taken pluce in Egypt,
for no other purt of the Muslim world exhibits
the sume changes at thut time, cven though o
century Inter Tran was to undergo w similur
revolution in the arts.

Tt 50 huppens that there is an event which
took plaee in the middle of the cleventh century
and which could be proposed as the event which
triggered the artistic changes of Fitimid art.
1 am referring to the lig 1 of the Fitimid
imperiul treasures cither through Jooting, through
cheap sule in order to raiso cash, or through distri-
bution in lieu of moncy. Although probubly
spread over several years, the main event took
place in 1067 and has been remarkably well
recorded.™ The operation was primarily a financial
and cconomic one, but it is our contention that
this dumping of a huge mass of expensive objects
and works of art on to the public market was 8
revolutionary one in affecting the tuste of lurge
numbers of people in Fatimid Egypt. In order
to justily this position we have to be able to show
two things: that what is known of these treasures
can indeed cxplain & certain number of the new
features of Fitimid art and that there was a

“market” for such novelhes. e., that there was

& probable “receiving” entity which could utilize,
interpret and modify for its purposes whatever
was suddenly made available.

The first point to make is that the Fitimid
treasure must be distinguished from the large
number of private treasures gathered together
by all sorts of individuals throughout the Muslim
world. Most of the latter were primarily treasures
for hoarding purposes, investments against bad
days, and included only expensive materials,
mostly gold and silver which could be melted
down if there was a need for it.”t The Fatimid
treasure belonged instesd to a rarer category
of imperial treasures in which were kept not only
cxpensive objects but also rare and symbolic
items of all sorts. It was divided into sections,
one of which was even called the section of
strange curiosities (fard'if). In each room there
was & throne for the prince when he formally
visited his treasure and large groups of servants
were employed at keeping everything clean and
in order. This official and ceremonial churacter
of the Fitimid trcasure relates it to the very
ilar Byzantine imperial treasures on which
much information exists™ and probably to a
similar "Abbasid treasure, although on this score
our information is very seanty.™ It s
unclear whether the “Umnyyads of Spuin had
developed o similur official trensuro.

The function of an imperial trea
meroly that of n sort of d
objects were made visible on cortain oo
wuch o the gre siong which

wus not
Its
ons,
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te o remarkably Fag
Abbisid ones and r

ptions have
rved for both Byzantium and the
The huge storc-rooms of clothes
arily for such officinl oceasions,
88 were the numerous tents which aro quite
interesting for the history of secular architecture,
n most cascs, however, this visi
treasures was limited to forcign visitors only,
and until the time of the looting, the treasurcs
themselves were better known on a sort of mythic
level than in reality. Another function of these
trensures secins to be more peculiar to the Fati-
mids; at least I do not know of any evidence
for this function in other imperial treasures.
There were in one of the treasure’s sections
toy-like sculptures representing gardens i
the earth done in niclloed silver, trees of silver
with fruits of amber, Nile boats with baldachins
as they were used for princely outings, and pa-
vilions with expensive decorations. T am unclear
s to the use of such small objects illustrating
imperial life, but it may be noted that Nasir-i
Khusraw saw many of the same themes done in
sugar for the Caliph's feast. In all probability,
like some of the culinary achievements of our
own time, the Fatimid ones and the sculptures
of royal boats. gardens and pavilions served as
symbol-souvenirs of the complex life of the palace.
It is possibly in the same fashion that one should
understand the 22,000 figurines (fumiathil) in
amber found in the treasure. A symbolic meaning
should also be given to & huge silk hanging with
maps of all the lands of the earth and represen-
tations of their kings with the names of each
properly embroidered.

A further point of importance about the trea-
sures is that they were made up of things from
three different sources. One was local manu-
facture, especinlly the case of the clothes
which were manufactured in s particularly
claborate and well-known way,? but probably
also in the case of many other items about which
we are less informed. A second source was the
rest of the Muslim world and an extrnordinary
traffic in historical sonvenire must have tnken
place if the Fatimids gathered in their treasures
the rug on which Barin first appenrcd to Ma'min
or 100 jusper cups with Hiran al-Rashid’s name
on each one. Certnin crystals had also been ordered
in Syria for the b al"Aziz and kept by
successors. But a third source in perhaps even
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more important and e
foreign rulers and foreign countrics. i
the Kitab al-Dhakha'ir in so important, for it
provides us with long lists of what Byzantine
emperors sent to ‘Abbasid and Fitimid ealiphs.
For instance in 0137-38 the list included the follow-
ing items: three golden arrows with jewels,
two crystal bottles with silver incrustation and a
crystal lién on top, a palmstalk of gilded silver with
engraved sparrows, an octagonal silver box with
floral designs, o gilded palm-stalk with handles
made in the shape of peacocks, brocades with
lions and eagles, silk garments with the likeness
of a Persian king holding a banner in his hand.7
In 1045-46 and 1052-63 similar groups of ob-
jects were sent and included even o saddle for
the son of Mustansir which was supposed to
have belonged to Alexander the Great. When
one reads in the accounts of the looting that the
Jooters found all sorts of crystals and cut glass,
many enamelled gold plates, peacocks incrusted
with precious stones, gold roosters and gazelles,
or gold palm trees with gold Icaves and im; s
of dates, the possibility must be kept in mind
that many of these items were of Byzantine
manufacture, just as the 1204 looting of Con-
stantinople was to bring to the West a large
number of Muslim objects together with Byzantine

ones. The evidence for Muslim gifts to the Byzan-
tines is less numerous in the Kitab al-Dhakhd'ir,
probably because they were less noteworthy

candlesticks and “apricot” colored porcelain was
sent over by a minor prince. From this evidence
we may conclude that ceramics from the Muslim
world was particularly prized and I would suggest
a local Muslim manufacture for the ceramic
objects described by Magrizi which included
large urns set on tripods shaped in the form of
lions and other wild animals.

But what is probably more important to note
is that, regardless of where a given object may
have been made, the art which is illustrated
through these treasures was an international
or intra-cultural art common to the great empires,
to the Family of Princes whose themes and ideals
were all inherited from Roman and Sasanian
Antiquity.” Tt was an art in which a Fatimid
prince would own a saddle supposed to huve
belonged to Alexander the Great and Byzantine
craftsmon  made textiles representing Persian
Kinges. This is not to say that there was 1o cnmity
0 hietween the prinees, On the con-
competition was fieree and

or compet
trary,  political



it took at times the form of «
emhelhdmuuls, a3 in the case of the Fitimid
g the Haram area in Jerusalem shortly
ntine  rebuilding of the Holy
n spire of wars and strife, there

Sepulchre. But,
was on imperial taste and an imperial tradition
which were shared by the great empires, Byzantine

and Fati only after the decadence of the
Abbasid caliphate, in the middle of the tenth
century.? Thus what fell into the hunds of looters
or what was sold by the caliph did not consist
only of works of contemporary Islumic urt, but
also of works from many different lands und from
many different times. Most of them illustrated
the practical or symbolic necds of un ancient
imperial tradition which had been inherited by
Fatimid princes and which as the Sirat Qaysar wa
Kisri shows, was already apparent in ‘Umayyad
times. To the mass of the Muslim population this
tradition had only until then been known as a myth
ond its sudden availability and visibility were
obviously major novelties.

One last aspect of the looting of the Fatimid
palace may be mentioned. It is that, as crowds
went through the palaces, their interior decoration
was made visible and known to all. Thus the whole
Muslim, tradition going back to ‘Umayyad art
of o private palace decoration of human figures
and scencs involving people suddenly uppeared
to all. Little beyond the woodwork mentioned
above remains from this decoration, but te:
information, some of which was already given,
makes it quite clear that the old Muslim princely
traditions were fully preserved ond the themes
known from ‘Umayyad, ‘Abbisid, and Tulanid
palaces can be assumed in Fatimid times os
well.

Even though much work is still necded to put
together all the information which is thus availuble
from these literary sources, I would like to suggest
that a large number of features we have determined
in ccramic, and in other arts as being new in the
Fatimid period can be explained though the impact
of the art made for and gathered by the Fatimid
caliphs. The rather curious spatial concerns with
their Byzantinizing relations are cusy to expluin
if S0 many of the trcosures were actuully Byzan-
tine made or if much more ancient objects were
available. The development of large cycles of
images with singlo personages and even whole
scenes can similarly bo expluined by the sudden
impact of nctuol paintings and sculptures und
of objccts with all sorts of representn

cs and animals, Even e

n details

of the decoration like the circles and gro
the Pisa gryphon or the Kassel lion could p
be explair ations into cheaper bronze
of the inlaid or ennmelled gold and silver
found in the treasures, most of which were pro-
bably of Byzantine origin, perhaps made for the
Muslim princes as can be suggested for the cele-
brated Innsbruck plate.”» And o possible impuct
of metalwork with its inscriptions of good wishes
on ceramics can ulso be su

This sudden influx of a mass of new objects
and of new artistic themes did not simply lead
to their translation into more common techniques
and media where they acquired o social meaning
which was no longer internationally imperial
but more locally popular. It also created an
impetus for the creation of new images and of
new idess and it is in this fashion-as trans-
formations into images of views and idcas of new
groups of putrons—that I would like to interpret
most of the new subjects of ceramic decoration.
The impetus was successful because Egypt at
this time was receptive to such an impetus. As
the Geniza fragments show quite conclusively,
Egypt had a remarkably developed middle class
of Muslim, Christian, and Jewish tradesmen and
artisans who profited from what has been called
the "frec-trade community” of the Mediter-
runcan at that time® and who had the economic
means to acquire or to order for themselves
objects with new and sophisticated themes. It
is this urbun bourgeoisie which transformed the
international art of princes into a locally Egyptian
version of Islamic art. And this transformation
wus made possible in the middle of the eleventh
century by the sudden availubility of masses
of works of art from un older tradition to o gro-
wing new social cluss. It is thus not an accident
that Christian themes appear among these works,
for Christinns pluyed o significnt past in this
sociul development. It is also true that Christian
themes urc cusy to recognize and that our know-
ledge of the non-religious imngery other than that
of princes of the medicval Near Enst is still far
t00 elementary to allow for precise identifications
of meanings to be given to visual forms. Thero
Ties one of the most important and most immediato
taske of scholarship in Tslumic art.

It would not be proper o conclude our puper
without retu
raised at the by
necessary to point out thut there nre two a
immedintely pertinent to our subject which hav
not been discussed but which certainly deserve




explain this anomaly? An anewer o this question
must cventually be provided, for the Fitimid
period is uniquely rich in literary information.
Furthermore, documents exist which suggest that
it was through textiles that much of the contem-
porary world acquired its uesthetic judgment, as
when Nasir-i Khusraw compares luster ceramics
to bugallamin¥! The other subject, which hus
nlready occupied the attention of knowledgeable
Arabists like P. Kahle, M. Mostafa and M. Hami-
dullah, is that of the exnet meanings to be givon
to the terms found in literary tex! Yet there
is still much to be done, especially in the study
of verbs and nouns for there is some intellcctual
presumption in claiming uny sort of historical
competence in the arts when one does not fully
understand contemporary references.
These questions should be left for other occa-
sions. Our aim at this stage is to try to draw some
at least hyp ous
observations on Fatimid ceramics and u.e represen-
tational themes found on them. There are three
such hypotheses I would like to propose. The
first one is that the transformation of a “restric-
ted” artistic tradition into a source of inspiration
and an impetus for a more populur art is a cha-
Since

g

the correls
suggest that it is not accidental tha
when the Fitimids utilized and modified the
international art of empires, local entities all
over Italy and the West translated into a sculp-
ture visible and accessible to all the private,
wonastic or roysl, art of munuscripts, ivories,
and metalwork of older generations. It is pro-
bably not an accident as well that antique themes
reappeared in the West as they did in Egypt and

princes purtly withdrawn from the nren in which
they lived but in those of a locally centred
wibun order. Thus, to recall u guestion raised at
u-c b\ymung. Fatimid art belonged indeed to

Mediterrancan, purtly non-Muslim tradition and
was influenced y it, but it is in Fitimid times
that the first original art of Muslim Egypt ucquir-
ed, 80 to speak, its acsthetic and thematic in-
dependence from the rest of the Mediterrancan,
as m,ll one might add, us from the ‘Abisid tra-

) the second one, would be that on the tech-
nical level of artistic forms the Fatimid impact
was minimal. Even though it can be argued that
the transformation of imperial objccts into suto-
matic toys for minor princelings, as appear in
al-Djazari’s Automala®, may have been influenced
by the looting of the Fitimid palace (actually

other sources existed as well), on the whole
Ftimid art remained a peculiarly Egyptian pheno-
menon which drew on and synthesized sources
available to the specific land of Egypt. The Seljug
arts of the twelfth century with which Fatimid
art shares so many structural features do not
scem to have been influenced by what happened
a century earlier in Egypt.

The reason for this may be provided by our
third hypothesis. 1t is that the urts-and perhaps
the whole culture~of the classical Islamic world%
grew and developed through a complex interaction
between princely and urban tastes and needs.
While the princely ones tended to be inter-
changeable from one region to the other, the
urban ones tended to be more localized and to
reflect regional characteristics. 1f our inter-
pretations are acccptable, what created the ori
ginnlity of Fatimid art was the predominance
taken by an urban Egyptinn, Cuircne taste in
the second half of the cleventh century. Different

the rather in the se-
cond half of the cleventh century of Italian
episcopal thrones into princely ones with many
themes closely related to those of Fitimid nrtw
cannot, be @ coincidence. Yet, even though the
Fitimid phenomenon -can _justifubly be called
a one, its very nature

and different regional traditions
would have led to the impact of an urban tuste in
Iran and, for reasons as yet unknown, the pheno-
menon taok place at o different 1
[Such scem to me to be some of the cond
aiid hypotheses which may be derived from a
of some of the of Fiti-

of a sort of democratization of the visunl arts
world led Lo its separation from other Romunesque
traditions, for control over faste and putronuge
was no longer in the hands of u small group of

mid urt. Whether they aro justified o not is for
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and to define the wniquencsses of

Egypt, the art of the Fitimids more than ful-
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