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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

The Civilizations of the East 

Volume I: The East 

I HAVE BEEN ASKED TO WRITE A GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE 
study of the arts in Asia for the cultivated public, and the present 
work is an attempt to meet this request. I may say that I make 

no pretence of giving a detailed account of the archaeological and 
artistic data within this short compass. It is my more modest hope 
that the hook may provide a guiding thread among the various styles 
and periods and give an adequate and correct idea of the various 
schools and works. With this object in view, it has been my aim to 
present the history of art in its due relation to general history, not, 
of course, by repeating the significant interpretation of the facts 
which I have given at greater length elsewhere, but by re-creating 
their historical setting. In order to call this up in all its l iving reality, 
I have provided as many illustrations as possible, both photographic 
and literary, by which I mean quotations from literary works, and 
more especially poetry. In so doing I may perhaps incur the criticism 
of having produced a work both impersonal and subjective; but the 
best answer to this criticism is that, in my opinion, this is the best 
method of making my readers understand and love the subject of 
this study. 

The present volume is devoted to the Near and Middle East, in 
which is included Iran. The second w i l l be devoted to India, Farther 
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India, and the Malay Archipelago, the third to China and central 
Asia, the fourth to Japan and Tibet. 

At the end of the last volume w i l l be found a certain amount of 
bibliographical material and an index of the proper names, tech­
nical terms, and words from Oriental languages contained in the 
four volumes. 

These volumes could never have appeared but for the kindness of 
a l l those collectors, travellers, and curators of museums who have 
been so good as to give me permission to reproduce works or photo­
graphs in their possession. The present volume, in particular, owes 
everything to MESSIEURS HENRI VEVER, ANDRE GODARD, DOUCET, 

H E N R I V I O L L E T , EUSTACHE D E L O R E Y , GERVAIS C O U R T E L L E M O N T , 

CHARLES V I G N I E R , PROFESSOR SARRE, a n d C A P T A I N R E N E B E R T R A N D , 

besides MESSIEURS CHARLES BOREUX, DUSSAUD, DRIOTTON, CONTENAU, 

and many other Orientalists, a l l of whom I cannot enumerate here, but 
to whom I have expressed my sincere gratitude inthe course of my work. 
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C H A P T E R I 

The Earliest Civilizations of the East: 

The Neolithic 

N E O L I T H I C R E M A I N S I N T H E EAST 

THE CIVILIZATIONS OF ASIA UNDOUBTEDLY GO BACK, FOR THE 

most part, to a prehistoric origin, which, if not common to al l , 
is, at least, obviously homogeneous. Indeed, although the study 

of prehistoric remains in the East has only been pursued during the 
last thirty years or so, it already affords some insight into the deep 
affinities which originally formed a more or less intimate l ink be­
tween the great historic civilizations, however sharply these may have 
been differentiated subsequently. 

Setting aside the Atlantic, Danubian, Ukrainian, and ZEgean civi l i ­
zations, which do not fall within the scope of this work, the first pre­
historic civilization with which we meet is that of Egypt. Along the 
Libyan tributaries of the Nile, which are now dried up, have been 
found palaeolithic settlements, with thousands of ax-heads of chipped 
stone of the "Lower Palaeolithic" types known to French archaeolo­
gists as " Chellean " and " Aeheulian," from the palaeolithic finds at 
Chelles, Seine-et-Marne, and Saint-Acheul, near Amiens. But then 
comes a gap: so far, not a trace had been found of neolithic civiliza­
tion properly so called; but we now find flourishing on the banks of 
the Nile at Nagada, Abydos, and Al-Amrah a rich " aeneolithic " 

3 
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civilization — that is, the end of the stone age, when copper was be­
ginning to make its appearance, " the approximate date of which is 
at least 5000 B.C." At this far-distant period the inhabitants of the 

FlGURE 1 

Pre-dymisHc Kgvptinn vnsos, nfter do Morgan. 
— By permission of Messrs. Paul (ieuthner 

v a l l e y , the m a j o r i t y o f 
whom no doubt belonged 
to a race or races with 
Mediterranean aff ini t ies , 
had domesticated the dog, 
the ass, the ox, the sheep, 
and the gazelle and were 
cultivating barley, millet, 
and wheal. Their arms, im­
plements — sickles and 
ploughshares — and do­
mestic u tens i l s were of 
Mini. Their knives, in par­
ticular, slightly cu rved 
blades of yellowish flint, 
with a polish as of metal, 
are unusually perfect; but 
their vases, above a l l , fill 
us with as tonishment . 
These vessels, whether cy­
l i n d r i c a l o r g l o b u l a r , 
graceful or massive, these 
d r ink ing -ves se l s carved 
out of sandstone, granite, 
marble, diorite, obsidian, 
alabaster, or crystal, are 
among the most beautiful 

which have come down to us from prehistoric days. The jewellery is 
partly of the neolithic type— bracelets and necklaces of bone, ivory, 
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or flint — and, already, partly of copper, especially the pins. There 
are abundant examples of the ceramic art, including (to follow the 
probable chronological order) first vases of smooth red clay, deco­
rated round the upper edge with a band of black glaze; next rough 
red vases; and lastly red or buff pottery decorated in various ways. 
There is also an infinite variety of shapes— bowls, cylindrical pots, 
amphoras, spherical vases, pots with three feet, etc. A l l these pieces 
were shaped by hand, without any wheel, and the painting was ap­
plied without firing. The 
patterns are either geo­
metrical — speckled, cheq­
uered with a rectangular 
pattern or patterns of con­
centric lozenges, serrated, 
or decorated with alternat­
ing crescent- or bobbin-
shaped designs, parallel 
wavy lines, spirals, and 
snail-shaped designs — or 
else borrowed from plant 
and animal forms — pro­
cessions of conventionalized 
aquatic birds, trees, etc.; 
sometimes, too, the painted 
decoration consists of regu­
lar pictures: funerary boats, 
libation urns, or r i tual dances, al l equally conventionalized (Fig. 
1 and 2). 

It may be noted here that Egyptologists distinguish between two 
phases of this aeneolithic civilization in Egypt: a first phase, between 
7500 and 5000, which had its centre at Nagada, in Upper Egypt, and 
seems to have been African in character; and a second phase, between 
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5000 and 3500, which had its centre in the north and seems to have 
been Asiatic in character. 

On the other hand, in the period following upon the latter — a 
period which may properly be designated as " proto-historic " — the 
schist palettes, representing war and hunting scenes, which have come 
down from the pre-Pharaonic tribes, show signs of decidedly realis-

F l G U R E 4 

The lion king. Pre-dynastic Egypt ian schist palette. 

tic tendencies. It is remarkable that the animals — lions, bulls, ante­
lope — and even the human figures which appear on these slabs dis­
play sometimes an obvious affinity with similar products of archaic 
Chaldean art in the general outline and the treatment of the muscles. 
The lions, in particular, as Mr . Ha l l points out, remind one of the 
lions of Chaldeo-Assyrian art rather than of those of Egypt under the 
Pharaohs. This point may well be stressed, for it undoubtedly points 



8 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

to commercial and artistic relations between the earliest Egyptian and 
the earliest proto-Sumerian civilization (Fig. 3 and 4 ) . 

There are no palaeolithic 
remains in Chaldea or Elam, 
no doubt because at the be­
ginning of the quaternary 
age these regions were still 
under water. During the 
aeneolithic age (end of the 
neolithic and beginning of 
copper), a magnificent civi­
lization sprang up round 
Susa, the future capital of 
Elam. In the lowest deposits 
at Susa, known as " Susa I , " 
and of Tepe-Mussian, some 
ninety-five miles to the west 
(known as the epoch of Susa 

I b ) , de Morgan found traces of a population engaged in agriculture 
and cattle-breeding, which was still making flint weapons and vessels 
of steatite or alabaster, but 
was at 
miliar 
mirrors made of a copper 
containing ninety per cent 
of the pure metal. The 
pottery produced by this 
people was very fine. The 
vessels, in the shape of 
beakers, bowls, or cooking-
pots, were undoubtedly 
thrown on the wheel, un­
like the Egyptian pottery 

F l O U R E 5 

l i owl from Susa, first style. 
-Louvre. Archives photographiques 

the same time fa-
with weapons and 

F I G U R E 6 

Bowl from Susa, first style. 
— Louvre. Archives phofographiques 
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of the same period; the painted ornamentation was fired, and va­
ried in colour from pink to brown or black, according to the de­
gree of firing. Here again the decorative motives were in part 
purely geometrical — consisting of an infinite number of com­
binations of wavy lines, serrated lines, chequered patterns, zig­
zags of every description, bands of lozenges, triangles joining at the 
apex and spread out like the 
wings of a butterfly, and even 
Maltese crosses and swastikas 
(Fig. 5 to 7) — a n d in part 
b o r r o w e d f r o m a n i m a l o r 
vegetable forms: thus we find 
at Susa I or Mussian conven­
tionalized palm-trees, proces­
sions of ibex or wi ld goats with 
enormous horns, and aquatic 
o r w a d i n g b i r d s , a l l com­
pletely conventionalized, in a 
style which shows a remark­
able sense of decorative effect 
(Fig. 8 to 10) . On various frag­
ments from Mussian, however, 
we find a few designs showing 
realistic observation of na­
ture, among others a charming 
head of a hind (Fig. 13 to 15) . 

How did the artists of Susa I arrive at this conventionalized art, 
with its breadth, power, and faculty for synthesis? Apparently by 
starting from a realistic observation of nature. The proto-historic in­
habitants of Susa, at the opening of the aeneolithic age, probably 
began by drawing the vegetable or animal forms that they had 
before their eyes. Gradually, and by dint of repetition, they came to 

F i r . u n K 7 

Susian painted ware, second style, 
from IVpe-Miissian. 

-Louvre. De Mon/an mission. Archives 
photograph iques 
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assimilate these forms to a decorative pattern of a geometrical charac­
ter. The theory on this subject developed by Monsieur Pottier in Vol­

ume X I I I of the Delegation 
de Perse seems to us to be 
final, in spite of Monsieur 
Frankfort's objec t ions . 
But, as Dr. Contenau points 
out, if this naturalistic 
style is anterior to the con­
ven t iona l i zed ornament 
which triumphed as early 
as the period of Susa I, 
then we are forced to as­
sume an enormously long 
period of incubation for 
the art of that place. This 
art of Susa I, which seems 
primitive to us because we 
are ignorant of its origins, 
was really the result of a 
process of evolution which 
had already gone on for 
thousands of years. In­
deed, an incredibly ancient 
habit of picture-drawing 
is already presupposed by 
this conventionalized rep­
resentation of the human 
body in its typical form of 
a figure with a slender 
waist, of impossibly deli­
cate girth, and broad shoul-

F IG U R E 8 
Susiaii puinhnl ware, first style. 

-Louvre. Ik' Wonjan mission. Archives 
pholographiques 
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ders and bust which have been compared to a coat-hanger (Fig. 1 1 ) ; 
or the type of wi ld goat with horns of enormously exaggerated size, 
almost forming a complete circle (Fig. 8 and 12 ) ; or, again, the 
aquatic birds with inordinately long but very elegant necks or legs, 

F I G U R E 8b, 9, 10 

Susian painted ware, first style. 
— Louvre. De Morgan mission. Archives photographiques 

and the rows of flying beasts, ranged as though on a spit (also re­
produced in Fig. 8 and 12). This consideration alone would lead 
us to assume that before Susa I there existed a Susa of incredibly 
remote antiquity. 



F I G U B E 11 

Susian ware w i t h human figures, from Tepe-Mussian. 
— iMuvre. De Morgan mission. Archives photographiques 

F I G U R E 1 2 

Susian ware w i t h birds and ibex, from Tepe-Mussian. 
— I^ouvre. De Morgan mission. Archives photographiques 
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The chronology of this advanced civilization of Susa I has re­
cently undergone revision. Not long ago it was stil l assigned to be­
tween 3500 and 3000 B.C.; but now it is assigned by general consent 
to a much earlier date, 
towards 5000 and the fifth 
millennium. It seems to 
have come to an end about 
3500. Moreover, a gap in 
civilization represented by 
a thickness of about five 
yards of earth seems to di­
vide it from the civiliza­
tions represented by the 
proto-historic and historic 
deposits; but, according to 
recent works, there does not 
seem to be an absolute gap; 
at any rate, we must admit 
the existence of a style I b, 
forming a transition be­
tween Susa I and Susa I I , 
and represented chiefly at 
Tepe-Mussian. It was not 
t i l l later, towards 4000 or 
3500, that a new civilization 
was to appear, with " Susa 
I I , " which was character­
ized by a return to pottery 

and the appearance of writing (curved script). Later st i l l , about 
2800 or 2200, was to come the stage of " Susa I I I , " marked by the 
triumph of linear script. 

We may here indicate the profound artistic revolution which 

FI G U R E 13 

Fragment of painted Susiari ware, from 
Tepe-Mussian. 

— Louvre. De Morgan mission. By permission of 
Messrs. Leroux 
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occurred during the period separating Susa I and I b from Susa IL 
As we have seen, the style of the pottery of Susa I was characterized 
by an astonishingly elegant conventionalization. The figures on the 
ware of Susa II are much less artistic, but far more naturalistic. 
Though this return to the naturalistic style coincides with an unde­
niable falling-off in artistic power, it shows that the art of Susa was 
once more turning to the fountain-head of observation. " Instead of 
wading birds with exaggeratedly long legs, we find the swan and par­

tridge appearing, with 
their short legs, the eagle 
with outspread wings, 
the wi ld goat with horns 
now of reasonable dimen­
sions, and represented in 
natural attitudes — for 
instance, turning the head 
to look behind i t . " Thus 
we come to the earliest 
cylinders of Susa, dating 
from the year 3000 B.C., 
with their fights between 
lions or bulls, their charg­

ing bulls, with head down and lowered horns, their pairs of 
leaping beasts of the goat tribe, one on each side of the tree of l ife, 
their wi ld beasts corralled in enclosures, works of astonishing spon­
taneity and realism — so great, indeed, that, though they already 
contain the germ of the whole of the animal art of Assyria, yet 
Assyrian technique seems cold and academic by comparison with 
them, the Minoan art of Crete alone, with its bull-fights and spring­
ing lions, having produced anything equal to them in freedom of 
treatment. 

Following on the art of Susa, and in close connexion with i t , we 

F I G U R E 1 4 

Fragment of Susian painted ware, from 
Tepe-Mussian. 

— louvre. De Morgan mission. By permission of 
Messrs. Leroux 
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may mention the recent discoveries of Professor Herzfeld in Persian 
Kurdistan and Fars. In 1927 and 1928 the German archaeologist 
brought to light at Damaghan and Persepolis a remarkable civiliza­
tion which he considers to be purely neolithic and anterior to the 
discovery of copper. If this view meets with confirmation, then this 
civilization would be anterior to that 
of Susa I, which, as we have seen, is 
already aeneolithic. Professor Herz­
feld is even of opinion that it was neo­
lithic Persia which gave birth to the 
civilization of Susa. But whatever view 
may be taken of this question of prior­
ity, the affinity between the two cultures 
is obvious. The " neoli thic" painted 
pottery of Damaghan and Persepolis 
immediately reminds us of the ware 
of Susa I and I b, both by its geometri­
cal motives and by its human or ani­
mal figures (ibex, moufflon, or figures 
of "suppl iants") . But whereas there 
seems to be, if not a gap, at least a 
period of cultural stagnation between 
Susa I and I I , the pre-Aryan pottery of 
Kurdistan and Fars would seem to 
bear witness to a remarkable continuity 
of development. 

Signs of this continuity w i l l be found even at the height of the 
bronze age. In fact, in the region of Nehavend Professor Herzfeld has 
found a series of painted vases of the bronze age, some of them show­
ing animal motives of a curiously realistic nature, and some bearing, 
side by side with processions of wading birds, which recall Susa I, the 
heraldic eagle, a favourite motive of Susa IL At the same time the 



1 6 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

great animal art which was to be characteristic of Mesopotamia ap­
pears both on these painted vases and on the seals or amulets like­
wise found at Nehavend; for instance in a drawing of a prowling 
hyena, amazingly realistic in action, or in a group of a beast of the 
feline tribe devouring a beast of the deer tribe, a motive which be­
came classic in Sumerian art, as afterwards in that of the steppes.1 

At Anau, near Askhabad in Russian Turkestan, in the vicinity of 
the Persian frontier, the Pumpelly mission discovered three succes­
sive prehistoric sites. On the first of these sites (Anau I ) , nowadays 
dated about 3000 B.C. (the period at the end of Susa II and the be­
ginning of Susa I I I or a little later), the inhabitants, who cultivated 
wheat and barley and had domesticated the sheep, the ox, and the pig, 
belonged to the end of the aeneolithic age, characterized by polished 
stone and copper; on the second (Anau I I ) , we see the domestication 
of the camel, goat, and dog; on the third, which came to an end about 
2000, we are at the height of the copper age. The various sites at 
Anau have yielded, side by side with vessels of alabaster and mar­
ble, a whole series of painted pots, in the earliest period with a pink, 
light-red, or light-yellow ground, sometimes monochrome, sometimes 
decorated with geometrical ornaments in brown; these ornaments are 
generally composed of straight lines, and offer instances, among 
other motives, of bands of trellis-work formed of lozenges with their 
lateral angles touching one another, as in Elam; we may also draw 
attention to a few conventionalized branch-like forms offering an 
analogy with those of Susa, and, at Anau I I I , to some figurines repre­
senting the " nude goddess " whom we also find in Elam and Chaldea 
during the archaic period. 

In 1916 Sir Aurel Stein discovered some ancient aeneolithic sites, 
more or less analogous to those of Anau, in southern Seistan, to the 
south-east of Iran. Side by side with stone utensils of a type which is 

1 Thanks to a donation from Messrs. Mipjeon and Nazare-Agha, some of these vases 
from Nehavend have recently been added to the collections of the Louvre. See G. Con-
tenau: Bulletin (les Musees de France, February 1930. 
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still neolithic, though accompanied by copper objects, he discovered 
a number of earthenware pots varying in colour, according to the de­
gree of firing, from buff, reddish, or greenish, to red, grey, or shot 
with various colours. The workmanship of these pieces seems to 
point to the use of the wheel, as well as various technical processes 
characteristic of Anau. As at Anau, no handles are to be found, 
though the handle is beginning to take shape on the aeneolithic pots 
of Mesopotamia and Egypt. The principal decorative motives are 
geometrical in character: parallel wavy or zigzag lines, triangles 
joined at the apex " butterfly-fashion," chains of lozenges, S-shaped 
curves (which we shall find again in China), semicircles fitting into 
each other in such a way as to form leaves, arranged in stars on a 
cross-hatched ground. The leaf is also treated as an independent mo­
tive. Besides these we find a few silhouettes of animals which are re­
markably realistic in character, notably some heads of ibex and 
goats. Not far away, at Nal , in Baluchistan, the Archaeological Sur­
vey of India has discovered some pottery of a similar nature, which 
Mr. Mackay assigns to the date of Susa I. The ground is light red; 
the decoration, in dark red or black, consists of parallel horizontal 
bands between which run wavy lines, crosses, triangles, lozenges, and 
concentric circles, the general effect, as we shall see, somewhat 
resembling the neolithic pottery of China. 

T H E N E O L I T H I C A G E I N T H E F A R E A S T 

F R O M BALUCHISTAN WE PASS TO T H E AENEOLITHIC AND CHALCO-

lithic settlements of north-western India, Harappa and Mohenjo-
Daro, both situated in the Indus basin, the first in the Punjab, the sec­
ond in Sind. We are here dealing with regular cities, the importance 
of which is apparent from their massive brick substructures and 
vaulted drains. At Mohenjo-Daro Sir John Marshall found three 
cities, one above another, the lowest of which he dated provisionally 
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at about 3300 B.C., the other two at about 3000 and 2700 B.C., but 
which are perhaps rather more recent, as is shown by the chronology 
established for Chaldea. The unknown people which inhabited these 

towns made cotton stuffs and had domesticated the ox, the sheep, and 
the pig. The objects found by the Archaeological Survey of India at 
various depths on these two sites between 1920 and 1925 include the 
usual polished stone and copper implements, flint weapons side by 
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F I G U R E 1 6 b 

Statue from Mohenjo-Daro. 
Drawn by Jean Buhol afler The Archaeological Survey of India and Coornaraswarny: 

History of Indian . . . A r t . 
— By permission of Messrs. Goldston 

side with copper instruments and utensils and gold and silver jew­
ellery. We also note a glazed blue and white faience and some un-
painted pottery, side by side with pottery painted in black on a red 
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ground, recalling that of Baluchistan and Seistan. But the most re­
markable find consists of a thousand or so limestone tablets, used as 
seals, with animal designs — generally oxen, zebu, tigers, and ele­
phants — and an unknown pictographic writing which is st i l l very 
near to the hieroglyph (Fig. 16) . The resemblance was at once re­
marked between these seals and those of Sumerian Chaldea, the bulls, 
in particular, also suggesting those of the Mesopotamian cylinders. 
At Mohenjo-Daro was also discovered a limestone bust of a person 
the reed-like treatment of whose beard suggested at first sight a com­
parison with certain Mesopotamian types (Fig. 16b ) . Many writers, 
indeed, have been inclined to see in the remains at Harappa and 
Mohenjo-Daro a directly Mesopotamian and Sumerian civilization. 
It certainly appears as though this civilization had deep affinities 
with that of Chaldea and Elam in the proto-historic period, though it 
none the less preserved a distinct individuality. Thus the animal and 
vegetable forms represented on the seals of Mohenjo-Daro and 
Harappa are largely confined to indigenous types: the zebu, the ele­
phant, the rhinoceros, the tiger, the serpent (ndga), and the wi ld fig-
tree. Moreover, the pictographic writing of the Indus valley is quite 
distinct from the earliest Sumerian or Susian cuneiform. Lastly, the 
only seals that occur in the valley of the Indus are rectangular tablets, 
and never round cylinders, as in Chaldea. Yet commercial relations 
must certainly have existed between Mesopotamia and the Indus; 
and as a matter of fact the Anglo-American mission of Messrs. Hal l 
and Woolley has recently discovered at Kish, in Chaldea, a seal 
from the Indus dating from about 2500-2350,x and even bearing a 
pictographic inscription of the Harappa type. These two archaeolo­
gists have also found at Ur, in Chaldea, a steatite seal of about the 
same date, with an intaglio of a bull quite in the manner of Harappa, 
but this time with a cuneiform inscription. However, the most ele-

1 This date, which is that of the th i rd dynasty of Ur , is suggested by our friend 
Monsieur Watel in, who collaborated wi th M r . Woolley in the excavations at Kish. 
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mentary prudence would suggest that commercial, or even cultural, 
relations do not necessarily indicate identity of race and language. 
We shall have the same remark to make apropos of the analogies 
which have been pointed out between prehistoric remains in China 
and those of Anau, Susa, and the Ukraine; while the question of 
aeneolithic civilization in India and of that of Harappa and Mohenjo-
Daro w i l l be examined at greater length in Chapter i of the second 
volume of this work. 

For long nobody had suspected the existence of palaeolithic re­
mains in China, but they were discovered about 1920 by Messrs. 
Licent and Teilhard de Chardin. Under the loess beds in the Ordos 
district, where the Yellow River makes a bend, the two missionaries 
found deposits of chipped flints of Mousterian and Aurignacian work­
manship. After a gap of several millenniums considerable neolithic 
settlements make their appearance, separated from these palaeolithic 
deposits by the whole of the period during which the loess was being 
formed. These were discovered between 1920 and 1924 by the 
Swedish scholar J. G. Andcrsson and his companions at Ho-nan and 
Kansuh and in Manchuria. The two chief sites are Ts'i-kia-p'ing, in 
Kansuh, and Yang-chow, in Ho-nan, the former of which Andersson 
and Arne propose to date somewhere about 3500 B.C., and the latter 
between 3000 and 2700 B.C., these dates being based on the old 
chronology of Susa. We are unable to follow those whom more re­
cent theories as to the dates of Susa would lead to assign these most 
ancient Chinese sites to an earlier date in the past. However this may 
be, here too both weapons and implements are sti l l neolithic, with 
bone sickles, flint knife-blades, marble or shell rings, etc. The Ts'i-
kia-p'ing stage, which yielded an unpainted pottery, together with a 
smaller quantity painted in monochrome, belongs, properly speak­
ing, to the end of the neolithic age. When we come to the Yang-chow 
stage, which serves to determine the antiquity of the various sites, 
not only in Ho-nan, but also in Kansuh, we are undoubtedly witnessing 
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the transition from the neolithic to the aeneolithic. An abundance 
of pottery, both painted and unpainted, was excavated there, the un-
painted vessels being either of a grey clay-like tone, or grey inside 
with a red surface produced by firing, or light red, or even beige. 
These pots are made of carefully worked clay, often with handles, 
and seem to have been thrown on the wheel. Certain shapes among 
these unpainted pieces seem to foreshadow those of the Chinese 
bronzes of later days; this is notably so of the three-footed vases, 
which remind us of the bronzes of the " Ting " period. We may re­
member, however, that vases with three feet also appear among the 
objects found in the earliest city on the site of Troy, as well as on 
Egyptian sites of the aeneolithic period. In like fashion the loop-
shaped handles which appear on certain of these vessels are akin to 
those of the vases of pre-dynastic Egypt, just as other handles from 
Ts'i-kia-p'ing, of the type through which ropes were passed for sling­
ing the jars, recall those of Chaldean vessels from Kish. Moreover, on 
certain neolithic Chinese vessels the designs seem to have been pro­
duced by means of a rope, as in southern Russia, or even by rolling 
the pot on a mat. 

In the painted vessels of the Chinese neolithic age the colour of 
the ground is often reddish, varying from brick-red to red-brown ac­
cording to the degree of firing, though often, too, it is yellowish white, 
dul l white, or grey, on which the patterns stand out in red or black, 
sometimes tending towards orange or dark grey. On the grey vessels 
the ornamentation is usually in red, on the red ones in black or dark 
red. The decorative motives are almost exclusively geometrical, and 
include: a leaf-shaped ornament, dotted, striped, or divided by a line 
down the middle; the motive, which we have already met with in 
eastern Asia, of two triangles jointed at the apex like the wings of a 
butterfly, in this case expanding in such a way as to form a protuber­
ance at the point where they touch; a chequer pattern of triangles or 
lozenges; bands of a "snake-skin" ornament (Fig. 17 and 18 ) ; 
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stripes (Fig. 19 ) ; or bundles of bands converging to form a spiral 
(Fig. 20) —the last of these ornaments being as harmoniously deco­
rative as the ^Egean motives borrowed from submarine flora — or a 
sort of lenticular motive surrounded by a fringe, possibly represent­
ing a mouth or an eye; serpentine patterns somewhat resembling 
those of Greek work, but shallower than those of Dipylon ware; longi­
tudinal bands covered with a dotted pattern, and with a serrated edge, 
which are known as " the 
death motive " or " the way 
of death," because they are 
found only in tombs. This 
subject w i l l be treated in 
greater detail in Chapter i of 
the third volume of this work, 
dealing with the aeneolithic 
civilization of China. Anders-
son also found a few pat­
terns based on animal forms 
(zoomorphic), though these 
appear to be exceptional; 
semicircles suggesting a flight 
of birds, and even, on one 

pot from Kansuh, a band of conventionalized birds (possibly 
aquatic), somewhat analogous to those of Susa or pre-dynastic 
Egypt. Here we undoubtedly have a specimen which establishes 
an undeniable point of contact between Chinese neolithic and that 
of the Near East. We may add that in strength of form, tough­
ness of material, and beauty of colour (we may draw attention to 
some admirable reds), as well as in the splendid rhythm of the deco­
rative motives, whether stripes, wavy bands, or spirals, the painted 
vases of Ho-nan and Kansuh may be reckoned among the most per­
fect works of prehistoric art. We may also add that the preliminary 

F IGURE I 7 

Chinese aeneolithic vase from Kansuh. 
— Louvre. Photo, Wannieck 



2 4 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

examination made by Dr. Black of the skulls found with these ob­
jects would seem to indicate that the race with which we are dealing 

here is already the Chinese 
race of the present day. 
The neolithic and aeneo-
lithic remains in Japan 
w i l l be examined in Chap­
ter i of the fourth volume 
of this work. 

From this rapid general 
survey we may conclude 
that during the aeneolithic 
age — that is, towards the 
end of the age of pol­
ished stone, when copper 
was beginning to be intro­
duced — Egypt, Mesopo­
tamia (especially Elam) , 
eastern Iran, north-west 
India, western Turkestan, 
and northern China formed 
so many centres of c iv i l i ­
zation. The populations of 
these various regions t i l led 
the soil and raised cattle. 
They were undoubtedly 
accustomed to trade, for 
aeneolithic China, in par­
ticular, made use of jade, 

which may have come from Kashgaria, and of cowries, or shells 
used as currency, which had to be brought from the Gulf of Chih-li 
to Kansuh. In the painted pottery we find curious affinities here and 

F I G U R E 1 8 

Chinese aeneolithic vase of painted ware from 
Yang-Chow, Kansuh. 

— From Andersson: Preliminary Report . . . 
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there between Egypt and aeneolithic Susa, between Susa and Anau, be­
tween Anau and the Chinese aeneolithic, between Susa, Anau, and 
Seistan, and between Seis­
tan, Baluchistan, and the 
finds at Harappa and Mo-
henjo-Daro in India. On 
the strength of this we may 
at once set aside as most 
improbable the belief that 
the great prehistoric civi­
lizations were completely 
isolated from one another, 
while we may reject the 
hypothesis of migrations 
as useless. Let us be con­
tent to draw the conclusion 
that at the dawn of history 
there existed a common 
civilization extending from 
Egypt to the Yellow River 
and the Indus, which we 
may call the " painted pot­
tery civilization," equipped 
with more or less the same 
implements, whose art had 
ideals, processes, and sub­
jects of a decidedly simi­
lar nature,1 though this 
general harmony as re­
gards fundamental motives in no way impaired the industrial -and 

1 See W. Pereiva! Yet ts : " Painted Neolithic Pottery in China," Burlington Maga­
zine, December 102.") ('with comparative illustrations of the various aeneolithic ware of 
Susa, Anau, Tripol je , and China). 

F I G U R E 1 9 

Painted ware from Yang-chow, kansuh. 
— From Andersson: Preliminary Keport . . . 
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artistic independence of the several centres. We may add that this 
civilization of unknown identity produced some masterpieces. 

We shall see how these different centres of a common civilization 
of the aeneolithic age gave rise, hy a process of divergent develop-

F i G u R !•: 2 0 

Painted ware from Yang-chow, Kansuh. 
— From Andersson: Prel iminary Report . . . 

ment and progressive differentiation, to the four great historical civi­
lizations of the Eastern world: the Egyptian, the Mesopotamian 
(which was itself to give rise to the pre-Islamic and Islamic civiliza­
tion of Persia), the Indian, and the Chinese. 



C H A P T E R I I 

Egyptian Civilization 

M E M P H I T E C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

T
HE BRILLIANT CIVILIZATION OF AENEOLITHIC EGYPT HERALDED 

that of Egypt under the Pharaohs, so that we see the latter 
growing directly out of the former. 

On the eve of the unification of Egypt under the Pharaohs, the 
Egyptian race had already heen homogeneous for a long time, though 
no doubt made up of varied elements of a Mediterranean character, 
with Berber, Semitic, and African affinities. For centuries it had been 
split up into a large number of principalities, distinguished from one 
another by their tribal totem-animal and tribal god: the sparrow-
hawk of Horus, the jackal of Anubis, the phoenix of Osiris, the lion 
of Ra, the ram of Amnion, etc. In course of time these principalities 
were reduced to two, those of Upper Egypt and of the Delta; and 
Egyptian civilization has left signs of an intense creative activity 
about this time. To their painted ware and neolithic vases of hard 
stone (which were to continue down to the time of the last three dynas­
ties, and even longer) the Egyptians added copper weapons and im­
plements and copper and gold jewellery; on their palettes of schist 
they carved historical reliefs — scenes of war and the chase and re­
ligious scenes — of a realism and delicacy which are already almost 
classical in character. Above a l l , they invented w r i t i n g — a writing 
at first quite primitive and pictographic, which we shall see develop 

27 



F I G U R E 21 

Diorite head of Khephren, IVth dynasty. 
— Cairo Museum. Photo, Molteni-Radiguet 

F I G U R E 22 

Diorite head of Khephren, IVth dynasty. 
Front view. 

— Cairo Museum. Photo, Molieni-Radiguet 
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into the convention of hieroglyphs on the one hand, and into a pho­
netic system on the other. 

In the second half of the fourth century, or at the opening of the 
third (ahout 3315 B.C., or, according to the approximate dating 
most recently arrived at 
by Eduard Meyer, about 
3197), the two Egypts were 
united under the monarchy 
of the Pharaohs. From the 
first the character of this 
monarchy was essentially re­
ligious. The Pharaoh was re­
garded as a god incarnate. 
On ceremonial occasions, 
wearing the uraeus of gold 
upon his brow, and holding 
in his hands the crook and 
the flail , the insignia of di­
vinity, he would appear be­
fore the adoring multitude 
in his set r i tual attitude, im­
passive, superhuman, and, 
though sti l l alive, partaking 
of eternity. 

Thus his religion made 
every Egyptian the slave and 
pious worshipper of his king, and the monarchy of the Pharaohs was 
based upon the most sacred beliefs of the race. 

On this unshakable foundation, and in spite of the social trans­
formations, or even profound revolutions, of which Monsieur Moret 
has recently reconstituted the memory, the twenty-five Egyptian 
dynasties followed one another in majestic succession for centuries 
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and millenniums. Their his­
tory falls into four main pe­
riods: the Memphite Empire, 
lasting from 2895 to 2360 B.C., 
or rather, perhaps, from 2778 
to 2242; the first Theban Em­
pire, from 2160 to 1660; the 
second Theban Empire, from 
1580 to 1100; and the Saite 
period, which lasted down to 
525 B.C. 

The M e m p h i t e E m p i r e 
reached its apogee under the 
IVth dynasty (from about 
2840 to 2680), which in­
cluded kings Cheops, Khe-
phren, and Mykerinos, who 
built the Great Pyramids and 
extended the influence of Egypt 
as far as Byblos in Phoenicia, 
as is proved by Monsieur 
Montet's quite recent discov­
eries. 

Memphite art has left us 
some imperishable works. It 
was the age of the Great Pyra­
mids, of the great Sphinx of 
Gizeh, and the portrait statues 

of the Cairo Museum. This art, l ike the monarchy of the Pharaohs 
itself, was very intimately bound up with the religious beliefs of 
the Egyptians, and particularly with their ideas of the future l ife. 
The pyramids, which were regular mountains built by the hand 
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Head of Sheikh-al-balad. 
— Cairo Museum. Photo, Giraudon 
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of man, and reached a height of almost as much as five hundred feet, 
were intended to be the tombs of the Pharaohs, and most of the statues 
or bas-reliefs which have come down to us are simply funerary stat­
ues or designs. The reason for this is that the whole Egyptian people, 
from the Pharaohs down to the lowest fellaheen, spent their lives in 
preparation for their fu­
ture destiny. The Egyp­
tians believed in the sur­
vival of the soul, or, rather, 
of the " double" which 
inhabited the body and 
continued to carry on its 
earthly existence in the 
tomb after death. In order 
to render possible this ex­
istence beyond the grave, 
certain conditions were 
necessary: the preserva­
tion of the mummy and the 
presence in the tomb of 
statues and paintings rep­
resenting the departed, his 
associates, and his various 
occupations upon earth, 
which he was supposed to 
continue in the under­
world. The more perfect the resemblance of these pictorial representa­
tions, the more chance the dead man had of a secure and comfortable 
survival. Thus the religious ideas with which Egyptian society was 
entirely permeated contributed towards the development of art, and 
in particular of the plastic arts. 

Egyptian art, which could already look back on an existence of 

F I G U R E 2 7 

Scribe seated on the ground, V t h dynasty. 
— Cairo Museum. Photo, Molleni-Jiadiguel 
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almost thirty centuries, reached its highest point under the IVth 
dynasty. The statues of this period are real portraits, highly natural 
in their poses, sometimes hroadly idealized in treatment, sometimes 

reproducing the peculiari­
ties of the person and 
his surroundings to the 
point of satire. Among 
these idealized figures we 
may cite the great diorite 
portrait statue of Khe-
phren, with the hawk stand­
ing with outspread wings 
behind the head of the 
King. This work is a 
product of a very great art 
and is impressive in its 
nobility. " Rarely," says 
Maspero, " has the majesty 
of royalty been rendered 
with so much breadth" 
(Fig. 2 1 , 22) . In the same 
style are the schist group 
of Mykerinos and his wife, 
now in the Metropolitan 
Museum, New York, and 
the Mykerinos group of 
three figures in Cairo (Fig. 
23) . Quite different in 

style is the wooden statue of Ka-Aper, known as the " Sheikh-al-
balad," or surveyor of works at the pyramids under the Vth dy­
nasty; this is a highly realistic portrait of a fat, self-satisfied, and 
consequential bourgeois of a powerful and somewhat vulgar cast 

F I G U R E 2 8 

Bust of painted limestone, I V t h dynasty. 
— lAjuvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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of countenance and an already rather ponderous gait, but, for the 
rest, fu l l of energy and dignity; it might be taken for a portrait 
of a Roman tax-farmer of the best period (Fig. 24, 25) . To the 
same age belong the seated scribe in the Louvre, so strikingly lifelike 

F I G U R E 29 

Egyptian head. 
— Louvre. Photo, Girawlon 

with his cold, hard look and keen glance (Fig. 26) , and the seated 
scribe in the Cairo Museum, with the almost malevolent expression 
of a disillusioned official (Fig. 2 7 ) ; not to speak of many other busts 
with an expression of such intense life that at times it becomes dis­
tressing, as though the old sculptor magician had really succeeded in 



F I G U R E 30 
Wooden group, Mem phi te period. 

— Louvre. Archives photographiques 
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imprisoning the soul of the departed in his effigy, so that it has con­
tinued a l l down the ages to carry on the same existence, whether aris­
tocratic or bourgeois, as in 
the time of King Cheops 
(Fig. 28 to 30) . In fact, a l l 
this statuary bears witness to 
a realism of inspiration, a 
richness and flexibility of ex­
pression, that Egyptian art 
was never to recover to the 
same extent in succeeding 
ages, for it rapidly forged its 
own bonds. 

Indeed, the chief interest 
of these Memphite portrait 
statues consists in this very 
quality, this almost exclusive 
preoccupation with the re­
production of personality — 
in what we may call their 
strongly bourgeois character. 
Neither Greek s c u l p t u r e , 
which is always more or less 
idealized and Olympian, nor 
the portrait statues of Imperial Rome herself were to succeed to the 
same extent in giving us this disturbing impression of a " real pres­
ence," this sense of a human brotherhood directly touching ourselves. 

F I G U R E 3 1 

Head of a royal personage, Middle Kinpire. 
— Louvre. Archives photograph.iques 
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T H E B A N C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

T H E FIRST THEBAN EMPIRE REACHED ITS C U L M I N A T I N G POINT UNDER 

the X l l t h dynasty (between about 2000 and 1788), under a succes­
sion of kings almost al l of whom were named Amenemhet and Senus-
ret. This period, like the last, was marked by a brill iant blossoming 

F I G U R E 3 2 

Fresco from Beni-Hassan. X l l t h dynasty. 
— Archspological Survey of Egypt 

and renaissance of art. The limestone statues of Senusret I found at 
Licht, and now in the Cairo Museum, may be reckoned among the 
purest masterpieces of Egyptian art; their heads, with fu l l , smiling 
faces of supreme elegance and dignity, are akin to the most noble 
conceptions of the Greek genius in the harmonious ideal which inspires 
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them and the atmosphere of happiness in which they seem to be 
bathed. Indeed, the whole art of the X l l t h and X H I t h dynasties has 
an infinite fascination. The portrait statues of the Memphite period 
were doubtless more powerful and realistic, and sculpture under the 

F I G U R E 3 3 

Fresco from Beni-Ffassan, X l l t h dynasty. 
— Archieological Survey of Egypt 

Rameses was to be more refined in its elegance and more aristocratic 
in its delicacy; but the busts of the first Theban Empire, which mark 
the transition between the two styles, offer such a happy blend of 
strength and grace that we may regard them as, on the whole, the 
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most representative works of Egyptian classicism (Fig. 31 ) . As for 
the painting of the first Theban Empire, it has left us some admirable 
frescoes, among which we may mention the wonderful cat in the 
chapel of the tomb of Khnumhetep II at Beni-Hassan, lying in wait 
among the reeds for its prey (Fig. 3 2 ) : " Here we find every char-

FIGURE 34 
Painting of a fowling-expedition. 

— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

acteristic of the creature," says Maspero: " the outstretched neck, the 
quivering spine, the spasmodic movement of the ta i l , the body drawn 
slightly back before the spring, and the intense fixity of the eyes, 
which arrest and fascinate the prey." We may also mention the bird-
paintings in the same chapel, worthy rivals of a l l the most exquisite 
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productions of Chinese art in this line (Fig. 3 3 ) ; the charming scene 
of peasants taming gazelles from the hypogeum of Khnumhetep, 

F I G U R E 35 

Bust of Amenophis IV, X V I I I t h dynasty. 
— fjouvre. Photo, Giraudon 

again at Beni-Hassan; and, lastly, those mili tary scenes representing 
war-dances and pugilistic combats which have been popularized 
among us by the stock text-books. In spite of the conventions which 
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were adopted by Egyptian art once and for al l — such as the invari­
able representation of the feet in profile, and of the eyes as seen 
from the front — in these last-mentioned scenes we may admire a 
freedom of line and a sense of movement which have, so to speak, an 

F I G U R E 3 6 

k i n g Tutankhamen, X V I I I t h dynasty. 
— Cairo Museum. From Leyrain: Catalogue du Musee du Caire 

almost cinematographic quality that we shall not find again in the 
same degree, except perhaps in Japanese art. 

We may note that in the days of the X l l t h dynasty Egypt main­
tained political and artistic relations with Syria (as is shown by Mon­
sieur Montet's excavations at Byblos and by those of Monsieur du 
Mesnil du Buisson at Quatna-Mishrifeh in the region of Horns) and 
with the Crete of the second Middle Minoan period (as is shown 
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Head of a queen, X V I I I t h dynasty. 
— Louvre. Photo, (iiraudon 
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by the finding of Minoan vases of the Kamares type in Theban 
tombs). 

Towards 1660 B.C., Egypt was invaded and partially conquered 
by some Asiatic nomads known to history under the name of the 
Hyksos. After a century of struggles they were expelled, and the 
Theban Empire was restored by the X V I I I t h dynasty, the most glori­
ous in the annals of E g y p t i 
(1580-1321). The great 
Pharaohs of this dynasty, 
Thothmes I I I (d . 1447) and 
A m e n o p h i s I I I ( 1 4 1 5 -
1380), conquered Syria and 
entered into friendly rela-
tions with the kingdoms of 
Babylonia and Assyria, M i -
tanni (a kingdom of western 
Mesopotamia), and Crete of 
the Late Minoan period. In 
consequence of the disorders 
caused by the attempt at re-
ligious revolution made by 
the Pharaoh Amenophis IV 
(1380-1362), and in spite of 
the prudent policy of reaction 
followed by his successor, 
Tutankhamen (who died in 
1350), the X V I I I t h dynasty had to make way for a more ortho­
dox house, the X l X t h (1321-1200). In the mean time, northern 
Syria had been conquered by the Hittites, a people of Asia Minor, 
partly Asiatic and partly Indo-European, of which we shall have 
more to say later. After a long war the Pharaoh Rameses II (1300— 
1234) partitioned Syria with the Hittites and allied himself with 
them by marriage; but under the rule of his successors Egypt had 

F I G U R E 3 9 

Head of a queen, Sa'ite period. 
— Lou re. Photo, (iiraudon 
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twice to meet the attacks of the seafaring races of the TEgean, the 
.ZEgeans and Achaeans, in 1229 and 1192. Victorious, but exhausted 
by these troubles, she withdrew into her valley, where, except for a 
short Assyrian invasion in the seventh century (670, 663) , she was 

to preserve her independ­
ence down to the Persian 
conquest of 525, various 
towns in the Delta serving 
as her cap i t a l—of which 
SaVs was her choice from 
651 onward. 

Thus in many respects 
the period of Rameses II is 
the last great period of the 
empire of the Pharaohs. It 
is also one of the best-
known, particularly for its 
architecture. One can hardly 
find a single town in Egypt 
which does not possess some 
monument built or repaired 
by Rameses. He completed 
the great temples of Karnak 
and Luxor, and built the 
Ramesseum at G u r n a h , 
which celebrates his fame. 
A l l these temples are con­

structed on the same uniform and grandiose plan. They are led 
up to by colonnades or avenues of sphinxes and rams, followed 
by obelisks covered with reliefs, and open on to a forecourt, the 
portal of which was flanked by massive pylons. Next comes the 
hypostyle hall , with a flat roof supported by a forest of columns, 

F I G U R E 40 
Queen Nefertiti, X V I I I l h dynasty. 
— Berlin Museum. Phofo, (iranlz 
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Blue glass head of a royal personage, X V I I I t h dynasty. 
— Louvre. Archives photograpfiiques 
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sometimes sixty-five feet high (the hypostyle hall at Karnak con­
tained as many as 134 of these). The walls of these columned halls 

K K M J I I E 4 2 

Blue glass head of the X V I I I t h dynasty. Profile view. 
— Louvre. Archives photograph iques 

were covered with paintings and sculptures representing the great 
exploits of the Pharaoh. On solemn festivals the great processions 
which formed part of Egyptian worship took place in the hypostyle 



F I G U R E 4 3 
Wooden statuette. 

- Louvre. Archives photographiques 
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hall . From it one entered the sanctuary, in which stood the shrine of 
the god, and to which none but the Pharaoh and the high priest had 
access. 

" The impression emanating from these Theban temples is one of 
incomparable grandeur. The colossal proportions of the colonnades, 
the crushing massiveness of the general effect, the obsession of the 
giant statues with which they are peopled, the eternal silence of this 
assembly of granite figures, th r i l l the modern visitor with a sense of 
the superhuman." This impression must have been even more pro­
found in the time of the Pharaohs, when a dread mystery hovered 
about these columns, and everything worked together to intensify the 
sanctity of the spot. A gradation in the lighting was skilfully con­
trived, ranging from the forecourt, which was open to the brilliance 
of the Eastern skies, to the hypostyle hall , which was bathed in a mys­
terious half-light, and the sanctuary, where the mighty shadow of 
the god moved in a vague dimness. Here, remote from the glance of 
any profane eye, the enigmatic gods of Egypt, those gods with the 
head of a ram, a jackal, or a hawk, communed face to face on equal 
terms with the Paraoh, the god made manifest, their representative 
upon earth. 

But the Egypt of the ancient theogonies, the sanctuaries and tombs 
is not the whole of Egypt. Side by side with it existed an Egypt fu l l 
of delicacy, prettiness, and charm, revealed to us in the statues or 
statuettes of women with their jewels, toilet appliances, and furni­
ture. While the former thrills us with a sense of the eternal, the lat­
ter fascinates us by its incredibly modern quality, by its keen feeling 
for dress — in short, by its femininity. We have to go as far as the 
Greece of Tanagra, or Japan in the eighteenth century, to find such 
subtle talent expressed in trifles. In many of the royal statues of the 
second Theban Empire, such as those of Amenophis I V , Tutankha­
men, and Rameses II (Fig. 35 to 37) , we already notice more aristo­
cratic elegance than majesty. This elegance is most freely expressed 





5 2 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

in most of the heads of queens and great ladies of this or the Sa'ite pe­
riods (Fig. 38 to 42) . But its chief triumph is in the nude female 
figure, a triumph which is not without merit when one thinks of a l l 
the conventions— such as the law of the frontal pose, and the arms 
held close to the sides — which hampered Egyptian sculpture to the 
end. In spite of this ini t ial disadvantage, the nudes of the Theban 
and Saite periods give proof of a freshness and vigour the memory of 
which even the Alexandrine school itself cannot eiface (Fig. 43 to 
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Gathering lilies. Bas-relief of the neo-Memphite period. 
— Louvre. Archives pholographiques 

46) . There are, moreover, a quantity of trifles and toilet appliances, 
such as spoons for cosmetics or perfumes, which show how thor­
oughly the artists of Thebes and Sais had grasped the decorative value 
of the female body (Fig. 47 to 49) . They and the Greeks were the 
only sculptors of antiquity capable of a free reproduction of the 
nude. While the Assyrians, for example, stifled the body under heavy 
draperies, the Egyptians did not hesitate, even in representing the 
wife or daughters of the Pharaoh, to indicate a rounded breast, a soft 
abdominal line, or the curve of a hip beneath the diaphanous stuff 
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Egyptian (•.osmetic spoon. 

- Louvre. Archives pholixjraphuiues 
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Kgyptian toilet spoon. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 
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(Fig. 50 to 52) . Still more transparent were the stuffs which clothed 
the singers and dancers so frequently represented in the paintings 
found in the tombs (Fig. 53) , of which it has been said: "The cal­
culated indiscretions of this sort of veil were an invitation to the 
sculptor or painter to show off the slenderness and elegance of the 
body by closely following the contours of the body." 

h d U M L 19 

Swimming female figure wi th duck. Wooden cosmetic spoon of the later 
Theban Empire. 

— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

The fact is that woman occupied a far more important position in 
Egyptian society than in other Oriental countries. She was really 
" mistress " of the house and, according to the testimony of Herodo­
tus, enjoyed a prestige and a freedom of conduct already fore­
shadowing the Syracusan Women of Theocritus. The Egyptian story­
tellers give us glimpses of the same light nutter of pleasure-loving 
life in the cities of the Pharaohs as might be seen later in the Alex­
andria of the Lagides. They call up before our eyes the forms of 
women " gentle in love, hair blacker than night, teeth more brill iant 
than splinters of flint, a slender figure, and a firm and well-placed 
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Bronze female statue. Buhastite period. 
— Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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bust." In the course of a tale of magic, such as that of " Khufui and 
the Magicians," dating perhaps from the first Theban Empire, they 
sketch for us a love-romance of the year 2000 B.C.: " One day when 
His Majesty was visiting with his suite the house of the scribe who 
was his chief reader, the eye of the chief reader's wife fel l upon one 
of the vassals in the train of the K i n g ; no sooner had she caught sight 
of him than she no longer knew what place in the world held her. 
. . ." And there are love-songs of the days of the Pharaohs, translated 
by Monsieur Moret, which remind us, not only of the Song of Songs, 
but also of the Greek Anthology. 

At the end of this rapid sketch the question which suggests itself to 
us is: what was the contribution of Egypt to the civilization of the 
East? At first sight it would seem as though the particularism of the 
Nile valley was too pronounced, and the historical individuality of 
the world of the Pharaohs too exclusive, for the essential qualities of 
Egyptian culture to spread to the rest of the Eastern world. And, as 
a matter of fact, we see no direct transmission of the heritage of Egyp­
tian culture to other peoples, comparable to the process by which the 
material civilization of Assyria and Elam passed to Achaemenid 
Persia. 

But this impression can only persist if we neglect the intermediate 
links of the chain. For throughout the whole of the second millennium 
and down to the Persian period a mixed zone of common influence 
existed, for instance, between Egypt and Assyria, a transitional zone 
represented by Syria and Phoenicia. As we have seen, from a very 
early period, as early as the ancient Memphite Empire, the maritime 
populations of Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, and other Phoenician cities had 
accepted the influence of the empire of the Pharaohs. At the same 
time these Semites, like a l l the other inhabitants of Syria, felt the at­
traction of the elements of their own race in Babylonia. Thus historic 
Phoenician art, in the sarcophagi or specimens of goldsmiths' work 
which have come down to us, presents the character of an empirical 
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combination of Egyptian with Chaldeo-Assyrian technique. As exam­
ples of this highly composite Syrian art we w i l l merely mention the 
delicate reliefs on plates of ivory, with animal figures, discovered by 
Messieurs Thureau-Dangin and Barrois in 1928 at Arslan-Tash, to 
the north of Aleppo, on the east bank of the Euphrates, which are now 
in the Louvre. These plates adorned the ivory bed of Hazael, king of 
Damascus (844—812), and were handed over by his son Ben-Hadad 
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Musicians and dancing-girls. Egyptian painting. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

(812-773) as tribute to Adad-Nirari I I I , king of Assyria from 812 
to 783, when the latter was besieging Damascus (see R. Dussaud: 
Bulletin des Musees de France, July 1929). Such works as these 
clearly show how Egyptian influence was spreading in the direction 
of Mesopotamia and came in contact with Chaldeo-Assyrian influ­
ences. We shall have occasion to point out the same influence in Hit-
tite art, and even in that of Sargonid Assyria — for instance, in the 
Sphinx of Assarhaddon. Finally, it was from Egypt that the Achae-
menid Persians borrowed the idea of their columned halls, which 
made their way from Thebes to Persepolis, until the colonnades of 
Persepolis were in turn imitated by the Indians of the Maury a period 
in the palaces of Pataliputra (Patna). 



C H A P T E R I I I 

Chaldeo-Assyrian Civilization 

S U M E R O - A K K A D I A N C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

F
ROM THE VERY DAWN OF HISTORY THE LAND OF CHALDEA AND 
Elam, which, like Egypt, had been an active centre of aeneo-
lithic civilization, was in like fashion the seat of powerful or­

ganized states. 
From the very beginning of its history— that is, according to the 

tablets most recently deciphered by Monsieur Legrain, towards the 
middle of the fourth millennium — we find Chaldea already divided 
into two regions, as it had no doubt been for a long time past. These 
were the lands of Sumer and Akkad, which seem, indeed, to have cor­
responded to two distinct races and languages: the Sumerian race 
and tongue, and the Semitic. 

The Sumerian tongue was a very peculiar language, of a non-
Semitic character, spoken in the southern towns of Chaldea, such as 
Ur, Lagash, etc. According to the bas-reliefs, the Sumerian race 
seems to have been characterized by " a globular head, rather of the 
brachycephalic type, and a prominent nose like an eagle's beak, with 
a shaven face and head." It is supposed that the cuneiform script — 
or, rather, hieroglyphic writ ing, which gave rise to cuneiform script 
as it became conventionalized — was invented in Chaldea for the 
Sumerian language. 

The Akkadian tongue spoken in the Chaldean cities of the north 
59 
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Ur-Nina and his family, about 2900 B.C. 

— Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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— at Kish, Agade, and Babylon — was a Semitic language. Accord­
ing to the most ancient bas-reliefs, the population of Akkad had " a 
somewhat concave profile, with a straight nose, fuller at the tip "; be­
sides which they did not shave their heads and wore beards. 

At the time when history begins, the lands of Sumer and of Akkad 
were sti l l quite distinct politically, but the Chaldean civilization was 
already a mixed, or " Sumero-Akkadian," one, in which it is rather 
difficult to distinguish the part played by either element. This is par­
ticularly so both where the gods are concerned — for the two races 
had, no doubt, for long past shared a common pantheon — and as re­
gards the cuneiform script, which was adopted by Semites and Su-
merians alike. 

Chaldea, on the other hand, always retained its own distinctive 
characteristics, though it none the less followed the same course of 
evolution as its neighbour Elam, of which we have spoken above 
(pages 8—14). Thus the earliest aeneolithic settlements of Chaldea 
(possibly to be assigned to the fifth millennium) 1 have as their coun­
terpart the remains of Susa I b, while the most ancient Sumerian civi­
lization corresponds to the epoch of Susa I I , about 3500-3100. There 
are, moreover, some very archaic sculptures from the tell of Susa, 
carved out of blocks of bitumen, with figures of a type fairly analo­
gous to the Sumerian mentioned above, with " globular heads and 
hooked noses like the beak of an eagle." In spite of this, the first 
language spoken in Elam which has been deciphered, known as An-
zanite, appears to have been as distinct from Sumerian as from 
Semitic. 

At the head of every Chaldean city, whether Semitic or Sumerian, 
was a prince, or patesi, who was at the same time high priest of the 
local god. Among these gods we may mention Anu, god of the heav­
ens, Enl i l , the elements let loose, Adad, the beneficent elements, Ea, 
the god of the waters, Sin, the moon-god, Shamash, the sun, Marduk, 

1 See Morel: llisioire aneienne, I, i, p. 124. 
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the planet Jupiter, Ishtar, the goddess of fertili ty and war, etc. Many 
of these cults had an astronomical character — in fact, astronomy, 

or rather astrology, played a preponderant part in Chaldean society. 
It was in order to study the movements of the stars that the Chaldeans 
built their first temple observatories, massive brick constructions, 
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Bas-relief showing chariot, Ur. 

- From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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Silver boat from royal tomb, Ur. 
- From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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which as a rule took the form of a seven-storeyed pyramid rising in 
stepped tiers. 

The wealth of the country is explained by the fert i l i ty of the soil 
of Chaldea, or, rather, by the way in which the Sumero-Akkadians 
took advantage of i t . The cuneiform tablets are witness that from the 
very dawn of history Chaldea, l ike Egypt, was subjected to an inten­
sive exploitation. One of the principal functions of the kings was the 
construction and upkeep of irrigation canals, thanks to which Chal­
dea bloomed like a garden and left in the memory of the peoples the 
tradition of an earthly paradise. 

This agricultural prosperity gave rise to industrial enterprise. No 
people has shown greater invention in the arts of luxury than the 
Chaldeans. Wi th a mastery which has never been surpassed, their 
craftsmen produced stuffs of bri l l iant hues, sumptuous carpets, pre­
cious furniture, and goldsmiths' work which was sought after through­
out the whole Orient. To dispose of these products the merchants 
of Chaldea followed the Euphrates road and the desert tracks as far 
as the mountains of Armenia and Cappadocia and the coasts of 
Syria. Together with their wares they carried to the neighbouring 
races their cuneiform script, which was scratched on clay tablets with 
an iron instrument shaped like a nail . They were the only race in the 
Asia of that period which possessed a complete culture. Hence 
throughout the whole of the third millennium, and even down to the 
fourth century B.C., this culture played somewhat the same role in the 
East as did Hellenic culture during the Greco-Roman period. As 
the Amarna and Boghaz-Keui tablets bear witness, in the fourteenth 
century B.C. it was to Chaldean scribes that the kings of Mitanni, the 
Hittite sovereigns, the little Canaanitish princes, and the Pharaohs of 
the X V I I I t h dynasty had recourse in order to conduct their corre­
spondence with one another. 

The most ancient traces of the historic civilization of Chaldea were 
discovered in 1927-8 at Ur (Tell-el-Muga'yir) and at Tell-el-Ubaid, 
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Stone vase carved with procession of animals, Erech. 
— From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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Circular bas-relief showing a hunt in the marshes. British Museum. 
— From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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near Ur, by Messrs. Hal l and Woolley's Anglo-American mission. 
Part of them go back to the first dynasty at Ur (from about 3100 to 
2800 B.C.), and part to a period previous to this first dynasty, which 
may be provisionally dated at about 3500 to 3200 B.C. The finds, 
which represent Sumerian culture, consist of steatite or alabaster 
vases analogous to those of pre-dynastic Egypt, gold jewellery (head­
dress of Queen Shub-ad), statues such as the amazing bull's head in 
gold with a beard of lapis lazuli, mosaics of coloured stones, one of 
which represents a royal banquet with animals offered as tribute, and 
some limestone reliefs, one of which represents a chariot drawn by 
asses or creatures part ass, part gryphon, with human figures of a 
decidedly Sumerian type. 

Our first impression when faced with these works dating from the 
year 3100, or earlier, is one of astonishment at the high civilization 
and subtle art of which they are the revelation. We need only glance 
at the objects brought to light by Mr . Woolley, which are so many 
masterpieces. For instance, there is a plate of shell, representing a 
sort of game of chess, in which we already find, in a more realistic 
form, those pairs of animals face to face which formed a conventional 
motive in later ages: rearing lions tearing to pieces beasts of the deer 
tribe, which are also standing on their hind legs, and pairs of animals 
of the bovine or deer tribe standing in a heraldic posture on opposite 
sides of the tree of l ife. In these figures thirty centuries of Mesopo-
tamian civilization already live before us. Again, on a plate of en­
graved shell forming the front of a royal harp, we find the subject 
(which was already known!) of the hero Gilgamesh grasping the two 
bulls; or animals endowed with human attributes in a fashion un­
known in Egypt t i l l a later age — lions, jackals, and bears on their 
hind legs, carrying food or playing the harp, with that animal hu­
mour which we shall find in Japan four thousand years later, in Toba 
Sojo; or, better st i l l , on the so-called " Standard " we already find a 
regular epic scene, with those great ordered groups which we shall 
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find again twenty centuries later on the Assyrian reliefs: we see the 
war-chariots in action, with their drivers and lancers, trampling the 
conquered enemy beneath their horses' hoofs; or the king, sur­
rounded by his attendants, and with his chariot behind him, receiv­
ing the captives; or, again, the same king and his courtiers after the 
victory, pouring libations to the gods in token of gratitude. Next come 
processions of harpists and dancers, and, to conclude the picture, the 
booty passing before the king—catt le , bales of wares, etc. When, 
long afterwards, in the seventh century B.C., we come to the triumphs 
of the kings of Assyria, we should not forget these ancient prototypes 
of the epic scenes of Sumerian history. Above a l l , when we come to 
the realistic animal sculpture of the Sargonid age, we must remem­
ber the fragments excavated on this same site at Ur by Mr . Woolley: 
the silver head of a cow from the tomb of Queen Shub-ad, the gold 
and lapis lazuli head of a bul l found near i t , from the front of the 
harp mentioned above. In their brutal elegance and powerful realism 
— so powerful as to breathe a spirit of absolute despotism — these 
heads show us that the whole principle of Chaldeo-Assyrian, Acha> 
menid, and Sasanid animal sculpture was already in existence. We 
may even wonder whether this powerful Sumero-Akkadian realism 
did not lose some of its spontaneity by the time it arrived at the his­
toric period, by developing into a system and a classical convention, 
and whether what is known as " Moslem aridity " was not already be­
ginning as early as the time of Khammurabi. 

Again, in the implement for holding reins from the tomb of 
Shub-ad, the style of the ass which surmounts it already foreshadows 
the whole art of the Caucasus and of the steppes, with their bronze 
ornaments for harness and standards, adorned with figures of deer 
(Fig. 53 i ) . 

We cannot but be filled with a profound emotion as we witness, 
not the process of development, but the sudden revelation of the whole 
aesthetic canon of the Near and Middle East, which was already fully 
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Rein r ing and mascot, from Queen Shub-ad's 
chariot. 

— From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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constituted at such a remote period. For let us but consider the dates. 
The tomb of Queen Shub-ad, as we have seen, dates from about 
3100 B.C., the period of the first dynasty of Ur. But deeper st i l l , the 
fourth grave at Ur, known as the grave of the Standard, takes us 
back, according to Mr . Woolley, to 3500 B.C. 

In connexion with the same remote age in Chaldea, we may also 
mention the antiquities of Kish, dating from the Sumerian period of 
that city, and discovered in 1928-9 by the archaeological expedition 
of the University of Oxford and the Field Museum of Chicago, con­
sisting of Messrs. Langdon, Mackay, Charles Watelin, and T. K. Pen-
niman. The terracotta figurines yielded by these excavations — in­
cluding a chariot with driver and horses, polychrome Sumerian 
heads, bands with reliefs of animals of the deer tribe with great horns 
— date from about the year 3000. But we may observe that in the 
lower strata on the same site at Kish, after a great flood — suggest­
ing the Flood — which is marked by a gap in civilization, we find far 
more ancient deposits, containing objects which already bear witness 
to an advanced civilization: for example, a copper dagger-handle 
with an elegant interlaced pattern, which Monsieur Watelin assigns 
to about 3200, and some cylinders which he assigns to 3500. Lower 
st i l l , aeneolithic deposits have been reached which Monsieur Watelin 
dates at about 4000.1 

The antiquities of Tello, the ancient Sumerian city of Lagash, 
belong to the same civilization, though they have been known to us 
for longer. One of the most venerable of the finds at Tello, dating 
from about 3000 B.C., is the little bas-relief in the Louvre known as 
the " figure with the plumes." The person represented here displays 
a l l the characteristics of the Sumerian type mentioned above: the 
hooked nose like an eagle's beak, the clean-shaven face; the upper 
part of the body is bare, in accordance with the customary etiquette 

1 See Ch. Wate l in : "Rapport sur les fouilles de A'is/t," Journal Asialique (Paris), 
July-September 1929 (which appeared in 1930), pp. 111-12. 
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Milking-scene, from walls of A-anni-padda's temple at el-Ubaid. 
— From Childe: The Most Ancient East 
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of religious ceremonies, and it wears a long skirt. In the same style, 
and likewise dating from about 3000 B.C., is the limestone slab in the 
Louvre representing Ur-Nina, the patesi of Lagash, surrounded by 
his family, the prince and the other figures being of the same Su-
merian type, which is a l l the more characteristic here because a l l of 
them are bare-headed and have their heads clean-shaven as well as 
their faces (Fig. 53 b ) . St i l l more remarkable is the famous " Vulture 
stele " set up by Eannatum, 
the next king but one of La-
gash after Ur-Nina, to com­
memorate his victory over the 
r ival cities. The front of the 
stele represents Eannatum 
leading his troops to victory. 
Both King and soldiers are 
represented as belonging to 
the usual Sumerian type, but 
wearing helmets: the sol­
diers, in a dense phalanx, are 
armed with long lances and 
protected by long, square 
shields; the King is brandish­
ing a lance in one hand and 
a sort of scimitar in the other; in the distance vultures are devouring 
the corpses of the enemy. On the reverse side we see the god of 
Lagash bearing a mace in one hand, his emblem, an eagle with out­
stretched wings and lions gripped in its claws, in the other, while the 
vanquished enemies are contained within a net (Fig. 54) . 

In this stele Sumerian sculpture already gives proof of those 
qualities of composition, strength, and vigour which were to re­
main the heritage of Assyro-Chaldean art throughout its fifteen cen­
turies of history. Lastly, Entemena, king of Lagash, and grandson of 
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Vulture Stele from Tello. 
- Louvre. Archives photographiques 
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Eannatum, has left us a magnificent silver vase, now in the Louvre, on 
the body of which are represented four lion-headed eagles holding in 
bonds a series of lions, deer, and wi ld goats alternately, while each 
l ion is at the same time biting the muzzle of the deer or wi ld goat in 
the next group. Thus, as Monsieur Pottier points out, even at this 
archaic period the Chaldeans had already definitively laid down the 
traditional principles of heraldic art and figures face to face, as they 
were handed down through the ages by the Hittites, the Assyrians, the 
Persians of the Achsemenid and Sasanid ages, and through the latter 
to the Altaic races. This decorative motive is closely connected with 
the preference displayed by the ancient Chaldeans for combats be­
tween monsters and men or animals. The cylindrical seals, such num­
bers of which have come down to us through the excavations at Tello, 
are fu l l of such scenes, inspired chiefly by the ancient epic of 
Gilgamesh and the monster Enkidu, and symmetrical in design. Con­
temporaneously with this heraldic pose, indeed, we find on these cylin­
ders a certain number of types of monster, such as the two-headed 
eagle and the " kherubim" or human-headed bulls, which were to be 
so profusely developed by the Assyrians later, but were already fixed 
as early as the period of Lagash and Agade; or such as the winged 
dragon, often represented as standing, with a scaly body, having the 
fore-paws of a l ion, the hind feet of a bird of prey, and the head and 
ta i l of a serpent, like the one on the body of the libation urn from 
Gudea in the Louvre. In this, again, a l l the arts of nearer Asia and 
central or northern Asia, from the Sasanid to the Siberian textiles 
— the transitional stage between which is marked by the arts of the 
Caucasus and southern Russia — owe a tribute to the ancient mas­
ters of Sumer.1 The same groups of animals — not ful ly convention­
alized as yet — are found on the cylinders of Susa, dating from about 
3000 B.C. We may point out, in particular, fights between lions and 
bulls, charging bulls or leaping beasts of the deer tribe, with a vivid 

1 See Vol. I l l , Fig. 88-101. 
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realism and freedom of movement which are, oddly enough, very 
similar to those of Cretan art, and which Assyrian art was never to 
recover again to the same degree. (See G. Contenau: Manuel d'archeo-
logie orientale, Vol . I (1927), pp. 381-401, Fig. 287-302. 

During the following period, that of the Empire of Agade, this 
art, which was already fu l l of promise, made amazing progress. 
Agade was at that time the chief city of the Semitic land of Akkad. 
Its kings, Sargon the Old, or Sarru-kinu, and Naram-Sin (between 
2875 and 2712, or else between 2700 and 2600), subdued the whole 
of Mesopotamia. This first Semitic Empire has left us one admirable 
work of art, the triumphal stele of Naram-Sin, now in the Louvre, 
on which that King is represented as leading his army to the attack 
on a mountainous region, the inhabitants of which are being sur­
prised and massacred. The vigorous qualities displayed by the Vul ­
ture stele are stil l to be found here, but the artist further displays 
a freedom of technique and a knowledge of anatomy which are a 
real innovation. The King, wearing on his head the lofty helmet 
with bull's horns, is a heroic figure, standing in a spirited attitude, 
with a bow in his left hand, and his lowered lance in his right hand. 
The modelling and supple rendering of the nude are no less remark­
able in the figures of the soldiers, whose action as they ascend the 
mountain is most happily indicated beneath the light stuff of their 
skirted garment. But it is perhaps the figures of the vanquished 
which are most remarkable in this respect. The figure whom the King 
is trampling underfoot, the corpse that is being hurled down from the 
mountain, and, lastly, facing the King, the conquered enemy who 
is turning in his flight to beg for mercy, and his companion who is 
falling back on his knee in his attempt to turn aside the javelin as it 
strikes him, are a l l worthy of the ^Cginetan pediments. Moreover, 
the happy grouping of the figures, and the care with which the land­
scape is indicated without over-emphasis or heaviness, are significant 
of the remarkable skil l in composition (Fig. 55) . 



F I G U R E 5 5 

Stele of Naram-Sin. 
- Louvre. Archives pholoyraphiques 
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After the fal l to Agade the Sumerians recovered the hegemony 
under the Ur dynasty, whose empire embraced the whole of Mesopo­
tamia between 2475 and 2358, as that of Agade had formerly done. 
But the Sumerian art of this pe­
riod is chiefly known to us from 
the works of a litt le prince who 
played only a secondary part 
politically, Gudea, the local 
patesi of Lagash, who flourished 
about 2492 B.C. 

Before the period of Gudea, 
Chaldean sculpture, with the ex­
ception of the figurines and pot­
tery, had stil l as a rule been 
confined to incised work upon 
stone and bas-relief. It now 
shook off the last traces of this 
t imidity, and, like the sailor 
who ventures at last to lose sight 
of shore in order to launch out 
upon the high seas, it now grap­
pled with works in the round; 
and, at a single blow, it pro­
duced masterpieces. The ani­
mal-sculptors have left us such 
works as Gudea's mace, now in 
the Louvre, with its two lions' 
heads back to back, which al­
ready possess a l l the realism of 
the Sargonid lions. The metal-workers cast statuettes such as the 
copper " prophylactic divinity " of Ur-Bau (Gudea's predecessor at 
Lagash), a litt le bearded divinity resting his knee on the ground 

F i G u it K 5 6 
Statue of Ciiulea. 

- Louvre. Archives photographiques 
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while he drives a nail into i t , who, by the delicacy of his profile and 
the grace of his movement, is worthy, not only of Assyrian, but of 
Greek art. Finally, when we come to statues on a large scale, we have 
the diorite portraits of Gudea brought from Tello to the Louvre (Fig. 
56, 57) . The most beautiful of these statues is undoubtedly the one — 

unfortunately h e a d l e s s — 
which represents the old 
monarch seated with folded 
hands, holding on his knees 
the plan of one of the build­
ings founded by him. In a l l 
these works Gudea is draped 
in a piece of stuff which 
leaves his right arm and 
shoulder bare. As on the stele 
of Naram-Sin, the modelling 
of the muscles in the nude 
portions — the right arm and 
shoulder — is rendered with 
admirable realism, and a l l 
the more boldly because the 
artist is working in the round; 
even in the draped portions 
the stuff in no way obscures 
the limbs — unlike the later 
developments of Assyrian 

art; we have only to look at the play of the masses of muscle on the 
back: " we feel that the body is alive beneath the thin stuff." In 
the same way, contrary to the fashion of Assyrian art, the some­
what squat appearance of the racial type is here corrected by the 
breadth of the treatment; and the style, though robust, remains 
restrained and sober. The whole produces an uncommon effect of 

FIGURE 5 7 

Statue of (ludoa. 
— Louvre. Pliolo, (iiraudon 
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balanced strength and constructive force. As for the heads, which 
are shaven in the Sumerian fashion, and generally surmounted 
by a sort of turban with a ro l l of stuff round the head, their pow­
erful build recalls certain heads of the archaic period of Greek 
art (Fig. 58) . Indeed, as Dr. Contenau has pointed out, we are 
here dealing with works " which ought soon to have led up to an 
art as pure as that of the 
Greeks almost two thousand 
years l a te r" (see Fig. 59) . 
But this art, weighty and sure 
of itself though it might be, and 
already so emancipated that 
anything might be expected of 
i t , was to be to some extent 
checked in its development, no 
doubt as a result of the series 
of invasions which were to 
take the guidance of Chaldea's 
destinies out of her own hands. 

B A B Y L O N I A N 

C I V I L I Z A T I O N F I G U R E 5 » 

Sumerian head wearing turban. 
T H E LAST S U M E R I A N E M P I R E , — Umvre. Archives pholixjraphiques 

that of Ur, was overthrown 
about 2358 by two foreign peoples: the Elamites on the east, and the 
Amorites on the west. The Elamites set up a dynasty of their own 
race in the south of Chaldea, while the north fell into the power of 
the Amorites, a Semitic people coming from Syria. The Amorites 
established their centre at Babylon, a city which, thanks to them, was 
to become the capital of Chaldea. One of their kings, Khammurabi 
(2123-2081?), overthrew the Elamite dynasty in the south and 
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founded the Babylonian Empire, whose power extended over the 
whole of Mesopotamia. 

Whether they were purely Semitic or merely assimilated to the 
Semitic type, it is certain that the Amorites were very rapidly ab­
sorbed into the Akkadian stock, and brought about the triumph of 
the Semitic element in Chaldea. In this respect Khammurabi was a 
true successor to the ancient kings of Agade. He had remarkable 
powers of administration and gave orders for the compilation of a 

F I G U R E 5 9 

Chaldean relief, about 2500 B.C. 
— Louvre. Photo, (iiraudon 

celebrated code of laws which is still one of the best sources of our 
knowledge of Chaldean society. 

The art of the period of Khammurabi has left us several works of 
capital importance, notable among which is the diorite stele found 
at Susa, now in the Louvre, on which is engraved the code of the 
Chaldean monarch. On it Khammurabi is represented as standing in 
an attitude of supplication, wearing a sort of turban, and dressed 
in a long robe which leaves his right arm bare; the sun-god Shamash 
is seated on a throne facing him, dictating to him his laws (Fig. 60) . 
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This relief has been justly admired for the purity of its lines, the 
" sober grandeur " of its composition, and the majesty of pose of 
god and King alike. But in comparing it with that of Naram-Sin, 
Dr. Contenau justly points out that, though it reveals " a certain ad­
vance in refinement of technique, a greater sureness of touch, and 
perhaps even a more just care for proportion," the progress goes no 
further than these formal vir­
tues. The time is approaching 
when the body was to cease to 
have any life beneath the 
draperies, and when, under 
the hands of the Assyrians, the 
latter came to be treated for 
their own sake alone. Dr. Con­
tenau concludes that, though 
the Amorite princes may have 
become the zealous disciples 
of their Sumero-Akkadian sub­
jects and to a certain extent 
perfected the technique of the 
age of Agade and Lagash, yet, 
far from seeking anything fur­
ther, they seem, on the whole, 
to have taken care to adhere to 
the traditional canons of art. 

In the sphere of literature the age of Khammurabi set itself in like 
fashion to codify, catalogue, and preserve the treasures of Chaldean 
thought, which were already considerable. And now the Semitic, 
Akkadian element decidedly gained the upper hand over the Su-
merian. For this very reason care was taken to translate most of the 
old Sumerian epics into Semitic; at the same time the Semitic works 
themselves were edited for the royal l ibrary and the temple libraries, 

F I G U R E 60 

Stele of Khammurabi. 
— Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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so that the Amorite period had somewhat the same importance for the 
preservation of Chaldean literature as Athens had in the age of 
Peisistratus and his successors for the preservation of the Homeric 
literature in its definitive form. 

In fact, the Semitic recensions of the epic of Gilgamesh seem to 
date from this period — Gilgamesh heing a sort of Sumerian Her­
cules, the son of a goddess, but pursued by the wrath of another god­
dess, Ishtar, whose love he had rejected. To the same period belong 
the Chaldean versions of the Creation and the Deluge, mighty epics 
which have the very note of the book of Genesis, just as we find some­
thing of the lyric grief of the Hebrew Psalms in the Chaldean litanies 
and in the famous " Poem of the Suffering Righteous Man," which 
has such analogies with the book of Job. In this violence and harsh­
ness of tone, in this picture of the misery of man before his god, who 
is conceived as jealous and terrible, in these pathetic and sometimes 
despairing cries, and in the power with which the whole moral prob­
lem is here presented, as well as in the gloomy and powerful imagery 
drawn from the ancient theogonies, the Chaldean genius has, indeed, 
a certain affinity with that of the Bible. Thus Chaldean thought, the 
humanism of the East in its most ancient period, did really exercise 
a decisive influence upon the intellectual evolution of the neighbour­
ing races. In the same way, as we shall see, Chaldean motives were 
for many centuries to inspire the decorative art of later peoples: the 
Hittites, the Assyrians, and the Persians of the Achaemenid and 
Sasanid periods. 

I I I T T I T E C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

T H E DYNASTY OF K H A M M U R A B I AND T H E GREAT BABYLONIAN EMPIRE 

were destroyed about 1925 B.C. by a raid of the Hittites, invaders 
who descended upon it from Asia Minor. In the confusion which 
ensued, the Kassites, who inhabited the mountains bounding Chaldea 
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on the east, seized Babylon, which remained in their possession for 
more than five centuries, from 1760 to 1185. While st i l l preserving 
the results of her civilization, Babylon experienced a perceptible 
check in her artistic evolution under this foreign domination, and 
fel l into a state of political decline which enabled first the Egyptian 
Pharaohs of the X V I I I t h dynasty, then the Hittites, and lastly the 
Assyrians to seize the hegemony of the East. 

When the Hittites first appear in history, in the twentieth century 
before our era, they are found l iving on the plateau of Anatolia and 
had as their centre Cappadocia, where stood their capital, Hattushash, 
the modern Boghaz-Keui. They seem to have been a composite people. 
It is quite probable that the nucleus of the Hittite confederation was 
Asianic — that is, genuinely Anatolian. It is also quite possible that 
an Indo-European aristocracy had arrived by way of the Bosporus 
and superimposed itself upon this indigenous mass. As for their 
culture, side by side with the native elements we can distinguish 
others which were borrowed from Chaldea. Part of the Hittite texts, 
and notably the inscriptions on the rocks, are written in a special 
hieroglyphic script which has not yet been entirely deciphered and 
represents this people's national writ ing. At the same time the Hit­
tites used the cuneiform script which had originated in Chaldea. 
German archaeological missions have discovered at Boghaz-Keui a 
whole store of royal archives written on cuneiform tablets, but com­
posed, some in Babylonian Semitic, the diplomatic language of the 
period, others in the various dialects of the Hittite confederation, 
which are as yet but imperfectly identified. As for their religion, it 
included the cult of a great god, a divinity of thunder and the moun­
tain heights, named Teshub, whose attributes were the ax and the 
b u l l ; and of a great goddess who was the prototype of the Greek 
Cybele. 

The Hittites were firmly established in Asia Minor, where they 
occupied Cappadocia, Pontus, and part of Armenia and Cilicia 
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and from whence they dominated Phrygia and Lydia ; and in the 
twentieth century B.C. they began to make their power felt in northern 
Syria and Mesopotamia. In 1925 B.C., as we have seen, they swept 
down and sacked Babylon in the course of a sudden raid. And 
towards 1370 they subdued the powerful kingdom of Mitanni, situ­
ated in the north-west of Mesopotamia, in the great bend of the 
Euphrates. 

At that time the sway of the Hittite kings extended from the Black 
Sea and Lydia to the frontiers of Assyria. In the south they detached 
northern Syria from its dependence upon Egypt and, towards 1350, 
established their own suzerainty there. In spite of the victory gained 
over them by the Pharaoh Rameses II in 1295 at Kadesh (now Tell-
Nebi-Mend, near Horns), Egypt ended by partitioning Syria with 
them, the north remaining in the hands of the Hittites, the south in 
those of the Egyptians. This peace was followed in 1279 by a close 
alliance. The great Hittite Empire, thus firmly established in Asia 
Minor, western Mesopotamia, and northern Syria, lasted for almost 
two centuries. But, like Egypt, it sustained a shock from the invasions 
of the maritime races of the TEgeans and Acha^ans between 1229 
and 1192, after which it was simultaneously attacked on the north­
west by the Thraco-Phrygians, who obtained possession of the Hittite 
domains in Asia Minor, and on the south-east by the Assyrians, who 
proceeded to encroach incessantly upon the remaining Hittite pos­
sessions in northern Syria and western Mesopotamia from the twelfth 
century onwards. As early as 1110 the Assyrians subdued for the 
first time this greatly shrunken Hittite kingdom of Carchemish. 
Towards 1060 the Hittites shook off" their domination, but were 
crushed again in 850 and 715, on the latter of which occasions they 
were absorbed once for a l l into the Assyrian Empire. 

As we see, in the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries B.C. the Hit­
tites played a leading part in the political history of western Asia. 
During the whole of this period they and the Egyptians were the 
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true successors of the old Chaldean emperors in the hegemony of 
the East, and played a scarcely less important part in the history 
of civilization. While Babylon slumbered, so to speak, under the 
Kassite kings, they formed, in many respects, the connecting l ink 
between the ancient Chaldean and the later Assyrian civilizations. 

Hittite art, which has been revealed by the excavations at Boghaz-
Keui and Yasili-Kaya in Cappadocia, Ibriz in Lycaonia, Malatia in 
Lesser Armenia, Carchemish on the Euphrates, and Zenjirli on the 
Syro-Cilician frontier, has now asserted its individual character, 
thanks to the work of German scholars, of Monsieur Hrozny of 
Prague, and of Messieurs Pottier and Contenau in France. Though 
inspired by the ancient art of Chaldea and, to a lesser degree, by 
certain Egyptian conventions, it shows signs of real originality and 
often proved its powers of invention. 

Whereas everything built by the Chaldeans was entirely con­
structed of plain brick, the Hittites, though also using brick for the 
upper part of the buildings, employed stone for the foundations. 
Moreover, unlike the Chaldean architects, who seem to have been 
ignorant of any pillars but those of brickwork, they made a wide 
use of the column properly so called, the form which they affected 
being a wooden column standing upon a stone base — a system which 
was also adopted in Mycenaean Greece. F i n a l l y — a n d this is their 
essential contribution — they conceived the idea of decorating the 
plinths of their buildings and the bases of their columns with a num­
ber of bas-reliefs; these bas-reliefs on the plinths and sculptured 
bases of columns are as characteristic of Hittite art as reliefs on the 
frieze and sculptured capitals are of Greek art. For the rest, the Hit­
tites seem to have had such a predilection for bas-reliefs that they 
covered whole walls of rock with them as wel l ; a notable instance is 
the base of the temple of Yasili-Kaya, situated on a rock near Boghaz-
Keui, where the marriage of the god Teshub and the Great Goddess is 
carved in the rock in the form of two processions of divine characters, 
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standing on their symbolic animals and advancing to meet each 
other. As Dr. Contenau has pointed out, in this work, which must go 
back to the period of the great Hittite Empire, about the fourteenth 
century, we find a l l the essential characteristics of Hittite art, " a 
predilection for sculptures arranged in long rows, a desire for move­
ment, a taste for broadly conceived compositions, eliminating detail 
and confining itself to great masses, the use of animals to adorn 
doorways, whether flat against the wal l or so disposed that the front 
part of the creature seems to be emerging from the wa l l . " Indeed, 
when we consider the processions of divinities at Yasili-Kaya, or the 
splendid relief of the sun-god on a limestone block at Boghaz-Keui, 
we have the impression that here we are concerned with a branch of 
the art of Mesopotamia, as powerful as Chaldean art and perhaps 
possessing a superior sense of movement, but, in this first period at 
least, neglecting those episodical details which were to characterize 
Assyrian art. 

The second Hittite archaeological group is that of Carchemish, 
which has been so strikingly analysed by Monsieur Pottier and seems 
to extend in a regular series from the fourteenth to the ninth cen­
tury. Certain of the most ancient reliefs in this group represent a com­
bination of divine genii and animals — lions, bulls, or deer — 
which, as Monsieur Pottier points out, display a greater affinity with 
ancient Sumero-Akkadian art than with that of Assyria. On the most 
recent reliefs, for example, scenes of royal and everyday l i fe , such 
as hunting-scenes, predominate over religious subjects. In both 
types the animals, and, above a l l , the lions, deer, and bulls, are 
treated with remarkable power, which, as was also to happen in 
Assyrian art, often accentuates the relief of the principal articula­
tions of the body, as well as with a breadth and sense of realism 
which, in spite of a certain naivete of technique, are remarkably 
successful in rendering the distinctive characteristics of species, 
pose, and movement in these beasts (Fig. 61) . The Assyrian art of 
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the Sargonid period had only to develop these qualities in order to 
arrive at the masterpieces of the animal-sculptors of Khorsabad. 
Often, too, animal forms are combined with human heads, or vice 
versa, in such a way as to produce fantastic monsters, inspired by 
both Egypt and Chaldea, but preserving a local character. The Hit-
tite sphinx, in particular, is distinguished by the treatment of an 
Egyptian subject with a technique borrowed from Chaldea; but it 

F I G U R E 61 

Royal hunting-scene, Hittite. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

sometimes assumes the quite typical form of a two-headed creature, 
a sort of chimera, having at the same time a human head in the normal 
position, and a lion's head issuing from the breast. On the other 
hand, we may note at Carchemish some processions of soldiers in 
which the costume of the warriors, with their plumed and crested 
helmets, seems to be intermediate between that of Assyrian and that 
of Mycenaean soldiers. 

According to Monsieur Pottier, the finds at Zenjirl i also seem to 
form a regular series extending from about the fourteenth to the 
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eighth centuries. Some fine column-bases have been found there, 
formed of two sphinxes joined together, these monsters being here 
treated quite in the Mesopotamian manner; in the same style are a 
number of lions guarding doorways, with the body in relief and the 
head in the round — lions and sphinxes which, if we think of the 
date, may well seem to have inspired the lions and kherubirn guard­
ing the doors of the Sargonid palaces. In the bas-reliefs at Zenjirli , 
as in those of Carchemish, we may also note some hunting-scenes 
which, though rather naive, are fu l l of movement; some representa­
tions of the god Teshub armed with a thunderbolt; and some fine 
types of Hittite warrior, which can be recognized by their national 
costume: the high head-dress shaped like a tiara, or Phrygian cap, 
the ro l l of hair lying on the neck, the girdle with a long, fringed end 
falling down on the thigh, and the shoes with a long, pointed toe 
turned up at the end. Malatia, to the north of Zenjirl i , has yielded 
a fine bas-relief, now in the Louvre, representing a prince in his 
chariot hunting the deer (Fig. 61 ) . In view of the date attributed to 
this work (about 1000 B.C.), there is some justification for regarding 
such works as this as the prototype of the similar hunting-scenes 
which are so frequent on the Assyrian bas-reliefs. 

A S S Y R I A N C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

W H A T E V E R T H E RACIAL CONSTITUENTS OF T H E ASSYRIAN PEOPLE 

may have been — and it contained Sumerian, Semitic, Mitannian, 
and other elements — by the time it arrived at the classical period 
of its history, it presented an exclusively Semitic aspect. At this time 
it was a strong mili tary race, tougher and more viri le than its Baby­
lonian cousins. As we see the Assyrians on their bas-reliefs, they were 
squat and muscular, with aquiline noses and coarse nostrils, thick 
lips, large and piercing eyes, and a vigorous cast of countenance. 
And as they reveal themselves to us in their inscriptions, they were 
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Spartan while on campaign, sensual and ostentatious when victorious, 
and cruel to the vanquished. At the time when they entered the main 
current of world-history, about the thirteenth century B.C., they 
already formed a sort of mili tary state, of which war was to remain 
the national industry to the end. 

The earliest gods of Assyria were the high priests of the two na­
tional divinities, Assur, the eponymous god of the country, and 
Ishtar, the planet Venus, the goddess of war and also of ferti l i ty. 
In spite of these sacerdotal origins the Assyrian monarchy never 
possessed a religious character like that of the monarchy of the 
Pharaohs. It was in the first place a mili tary monarchy, to whose 
nature any sort of mysticism was foreign. For two centuries (the 
fourteenth and thirteenth) it waged war against the Kassite kings of 
Babylon with the object of wresting their supremacy from them, 
which it succeeded in doing for the first time under Tiglath-pileser I 
(about 1115—1100). After a century of obscurity, kings Assur-
nazir-pal I I (884-859) and Shalmaneser I I I (859-824) gradually 
brought the various states of Mesopotamia and Syria under their 
suzerainty. After a fresh period of eclipse, during which the neigh­
bouring peoples shook off the yoke, King Tiglath-pileser I I I (746— 
727) conquered Damascus in 732 and Babylon in 728. His work was 
carried on by the dynasty of the Sargonids (722-612) . The founder 
of this house, Sargon II (722-705) , who built the palace of Khorsa-
bad, destroyed the kingdom of Israel (722) and crushed Urardhu 
(Arara t ) , a state peopled by a Caucasian race settled in what is now 
Armenia (714) . His son Sennacherib (705—681) definitively an­
nexed Babylonia ( in 689) . Esar-haddon (681-669) , son of Sen­
nacherib, imposed his suzerainty upon Egypt (670) . Finally, Assur-
bani-pal (669-626) , son of Esar-haddon, destroyed Elam (646) , 
the last independent state in the Middle East. By this time Assyria 
had no rivals left in the East. The dominion of the Sargonids, based 
upon the terror of their arms, was now undisputed from Cappadocia 
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to Iran, from Ararat and the Caspian to Egypt and the Persian Gulf; 
even Iran and Asia Minor, which did not form part of the Assyrian 
Empire, felt the influence of its civilization. Its capital, Nineveh, was 
the real capital of the world. 

No people has been more severely judged than the Assyrians; and 
it is certainly difficult to find anything that inspires sympathy in 
their character. Ruthless in war and implacable in politics, they were 
a hard and despotic nation — so despotic and so hard that, compared 
with them, the other peoples of the ancient East seem to us almost 
compassionate, not even excepting the Phoenicians or the Jews. But 
they also possessed the qualities of their defects. Tenacious, vigorous, 
and muscular, they stood for the fine human animal with a l l its ardour 
and cunning; the warriors of Assur have the terrible beauty of a 
great wi ld beast. Moreover, it was the very brutality of the Assyrians 
that really led them to play a part in history. Unconsciously, their 
inhuman policy served the cause of civilization. Through blood and 
hatred, through terror erected into a system of government, these 
Romans of ancient Asia ended by uniting a l l the peoples of the East 
beneath the same yoke. They were the imperial race of the East and 
absorbed a l l the former civilized states of antiquity into one and the 
same empire. By devastation and massacre they caused peace to 
reign from the Nile to Mount Ararat. It is true that this empire col­
lapsed at the very moment when the Sargonids had just put the fin­
ishing touch to its construction, and this deathlike peace gave place 
to a revolt of a l l the tormented peoples. But in this respect the work 
of the Assyrians outlived them, and the short and terrible peace of 
the Sargonids was the herald of the beneficent peace of the Archae-
menids. The vast political unit which the Sargonids had really brought 
into existence did not disappear again. Under a variety of names and 
masters this Sargonid Empire, which was to be handed down in turn 
to the Chaldeans, the Achaemenids, the Macedonians, the Sasanids, 
and the Arabs, this empire of the Middle East, was to remain one of 
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the most constant of historical factors, and bore to the end the stamp 
of the materialistic civilization of Nineveh and Babylon. 

The Chaldeo-Assyrian civilization already contained the germ of 
nearly the whole of the Arabo-Persian civilization; and the court 
of the Sargonids already expressed the whole spirit of the Orient in 
the brutality and pomp of its royal despotism, the luxury of its set­
ting, and the blend of self-indulgence and savage energy which char­
acterized a l l its members. 

First the king. He was not a god, as in Egypt; he was the head of an 
army; for the whole Assyrian people was nothing but an army, which 
was nearly always on campaign. This " king of the legions, the great 
king, the mighty king, the king of the land of Assur," passed half his 
l ife on horseback or in his chariot, in hunting or in warfare, in the 
massacre of wi ld beasts or of peoples. When they were not at war, 
the kings of Assyria hunted the aurochs or the l ion and fought them 
in single combat. War, which in their eyes was nothing but a more 
exciting form of the chase, provided them with the same brutal joys: 
they fought with lance or arrow like the most insignificant of their 
infantrymen, and then, when it came to the " k i l l , " they flayed their 
prisoners alive, impaled or blinded them with their own royal hands. 

The ferocious instincts which they displayed in action gave way 
in hours of repose to a life of indolence and unbridled indulgence. 
The whole Oriental temperament is revealed in these contrasts. The 
king who had fought single-handed with the l ion or the aurochs, 
the Hittite and the Elamite, would next relapse for months or years on 
end into the delights of the harem, sated with pleasures and glory, 
besotted and effeminate as the Sardanapalus of legend. On cere­
monial occasions he would appear beneath a blaze of canopies, para­
sols, and feather fans, dressed like an idol and decked out like a 
favourite of the harem. Let us picture the Sargonid to ourselves on 
these occasions of state, with his sensual lips, his powerful profile, 
and his eagle eye, dressed in the amazing costume of which the bas-
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reliefs have preserved the record. His face was carefully painted; 
his hair and beard, perfumed and curled with meticulous care, de­
scended in tiers of ringlets on his shoulders and breast; on his head 
he wore a tiara of white woollen material striped with blue and 
shaped like a truncated cone, bound round the brow with a broad 
ribbon covered with a pattern of gold rosettes; his robe of deep blue 
with red rosettes was finished at the hem with a fringe adorned with 
four rows of precious stones; this robe, which left his arms bare, 
was confined at the waist by a broad embroidered girdle, in which 
was stuck a set of daggers; over his robe the king wore a chasuble-
shaped garment open at the sides and simply loaded with embroidered 
flowers and sprays, with gold and silver trimmings and jewels of 
every kind. To this sumptuous costume was added a profusion of 
jewels: necklaces and ear-rings of gold, a short sword with a sheath 
covered with plates of gold and a gold lion in relief. This mass of 
precious stones, this blaze of gold on the plain white and blue of the 
woollen stuffs, must have produced a dazzling effect beneath the 
Eastern sun. 

We may imagine, grouped round the Sargonid, the throng of digni­
taries and courtiers, a l l decked out with the same care and massive 
luxury, from the Tartan, or grand vizier, down to the least of the 
young princes. And lastly, forming the background of the scene, 
we may imagine the Assyrian warriors, veterans of the old cam­
paigns in Egypt, Ararat, and El am, now victorious in some twenty 
battles, sated like their master with gold and blood, and like him 
celebrating their triumph by colossal orgies. Proud and menacing as 
the kherubim, the winged bulls of Khorsabad, they formed a heroic 
escort to the Sargonid. Here were the horsemen, the terrible horse­
men of Assur, accustomed to guiding their horses by a mere pressure 
of the knee, and the sound of whose distant galloping troubled the 
night-watches of the prophets of Israel; here were the charioteers, 
three to each heavy chariot; here were the infantry, with their pikes 
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or their bows, wearing a conical helmet, sometimes surmounted by 
a short crest, their leathern jerkins covered with overlapping metal 
scales to protect the chest and shoulders, and with a short waist-cloth 
falling to the knee, beneath which appeared their close-fitting breeches 
and high leather boots, laced up the front. Armed with a great wicker 
shield faced with metal, a bow, a short sword, and a six-foot lance, 
they advanced in serried ranks in the fine order shown on the bas-
reliefs. Above their battalions, amid a forest of peaks and blades, 
rose the royal standard, the sacred disk of Assur, the divine archer, 
borne on two bulls' heads. 

On days when a triumph was being celebrated, it must have been 
a stupendous sight to see this people in arms ascending the giant 
staircases of the palaces and temples in the train of the Sargonid. 
These palaces and temples were built upon platforms of unburnt 
brick, forming, as it were, an artificial eminence, so that they were 
visible over a vast extent of country. The monumental aspect of the 
Sargonid palaces, as we can reconstitute them from the reliefs at 
Khorsabad, was apparent at the very portal of the building — a 
colossal portal flanked by massive square towers and guarded by 
winged bulls with human faces, the grim kherubim which seemed 
like incarnations of the gloomy genius of Assur. Having crossed this 
dread threshold, one entered a great square courtyard, from which 
opened off the royal apartments. This was the Forbidden City, as 
sternly closed to a l l rumours from without as the seraglio of modern 
sultans. Here, in the cool shadow of the harem, the Sargonid could 
recall at leisure the memory of his hard campaigns beneath the terri­
ble sun of Egypt or the Gulf, in the sands of the Syrian desert and the 
marshes of Elam. Every bas-relief in the palace, every tablet in the 
royal l ibrary, celebrated the monarch's pride, his wars, his hunting-
expeditions, his pleasures, and his vengeance. The whole palace — 
a palace fortress whose luxury did not conceal its warlike character 
— was like a mighty hymn to the glory of Assur, its king and its gods. 
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The apotheosis of the Ninevite gods, which was so closely associ­
ated with the triumph of the Sargonid, was the apotheosis of the race 
itself. Their victory over the gods of Egypt, Judea, and Elam was 
the symbol of Assyrian world hegemony; the temple dominated 
the palace. The distinguishing mark of this temple, built on the 
model of the Chaldean temples, was the ziggurat, a square tower 
built in a series of diminishing tiers. There would be as many as 
seven of these tiers, each of which was consecrated to a star and 
painted a special colour—white , black, yellow, crimson, vermilion, 
silver, or gold. On top of the last storey, the golden one, stood the 
sanctuary of the god — either Assur, the eponymous divinity of the 
race, or Ishtar, the tutelary goddess of Arbela. It was here that, on 
their departure for their wars or hunting-expeditions, the Sargonid 
kings, surrounded by their soothsayers and astrologers, came to 
take counsel of the great gods their masters — the blazing stars of 
the Chaldean firmament. 

This brutal people was highly cultured. Trained in the school of 
Chaldean letters, it collected this precious heritage and has handed it 
down to us. The last of its kings, Assur-bani-pal, collected an enor­
mous library at Nineveh, thousands of tablets from which have been 
found and removed to the British Museum. This l ibrary covers the 
whole mass of scientific and literary knowledge which at that date 
had been accumulating for about two thousand four hundred 
years, during which Chaldeo-Assyrian society had been in existence; 
and it is partly through its agency that the Chaldean legends referred 
to above have been transmitted to us. But the most specifically As­
syrian element in the texts of this period are the inscriptions of the 
kings. Here we have the heroic deeds of Assyria narrated from day 
to day by those who had performed them — and in what a tone! In 
this connexion nothing could be so expressive as the inscriptions of 
Assur-nazir-pal I I , which throw a fierce glare of light upon the 
dread figures of the kings of Assyria and bring them to life before our 
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eyes in a l l their colossal pride, with their savage joys and their thirst 
for blood: " One out of every two did I slay; I built a wall before 
the gates of the city; I flayed the chiefs alive and covered the wal l 
with their skin. Some of them were walled up alive in the masonry, 
others were impaled along the wa l l ; I had a large number of them 
flayed in my presence, and I covered the wal l with their skin. I made 
wreaths of their heads and garlands of their corpses riddled with 
wounds." And he concludes his words with the announcement, like 
the roar of a wi ld beast: " A s I stand on the ruins, my face beams 
with gladness. In the sating of my wrath I find satisfaction! " 

A S S Y R I A N A R T 

ASSYRIAN ART PROVIDES A F A I T H F U L ILLUSTRATION OF THESE WORDS. 

The bas-reliefs of Nineveh and Khorsabad are simply a chronicle 
of royal acts narrated in frescoes of stone. 

In this respect, as in so many others, Assyrian art is derived, not 
only from Chaldean art, but also from the Hittite, or, rather, from 
Chaldean art through the Hittite (Fig. 62 ) . To convince ourselves 
of this, a l l we have to do is to compare the bas-reliefs of Yasili-Kaya, 
near Boghaz-Keui, described above, with such an Assyrian work as 
the procession of gods standing on the backs of animals from Mathai; 
the latter of these, which dates from Sennacherib (705-681) —that 
is, from a fairly late period — still faithfully follows the general 
subject, arrangement, and even style of the old Hittite model. More 
generally speaking, it was the Hittites who suggested to the Assyrians 
the idea of adorning the plinths of their buildings with processions 
of mythological or historical figures. Since the Assyrians did not, 
like the Hittites, employ blocks of stone for the base of their build­
ings, they had recourse to a mere facing of stone for their bas-reliefs, 
which produced the same effect. As the ruins of Carchemish prove, 
it was also the Hittites who taught the Assyrians to represent on 
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these bas-reliefs not only mythological and religious subjects, but 
also, and in the first place, " secular " — that is, historical — sub­
jects, such as the great exploits of the kings in war or the chase. 
Lastly, it was the Hittites, far more than the Chaldean masters of the 
Kassite age, who gave the Assyrian sculptors their love of life and 
sense of movement. Assyrian art can, however, be distinguished at 

F I G U R E 6 2 

Lion , possibly H i t t i t e . Azem Palace, Damascus. 
— Photo, E. de Lorey 

sight from that of the Hittites by its care for detail. The Hittites, as we 
have seen, were broad in composition and sober in ornament. The 
Assyrians, following in this respect the later Chaldeans, strove to 
render every curl of the hair or beard (Fig. 63) , every detail of the 
chasing of a jewel, to the point of meticulousness. Their attention be­
ing absorbed by the ornamental detail of the fabrics, they stifled the 
body beneath the richness and heaviness of the stuff (Fig. 64 and 65) . 
On the other hand, in the nude parts which are left exposed, such as 
the arms, this very love of detail causes them to exaggerate the treat­
ment of the muscles to the point of violence. Such a wealth of detail 
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of minor importance would soon become wearisome were it not that 
the unity of the whole is rigorously preserved by the clearness of the 
conception and the vigour of the execution. In spite of the heaviness 
of the racial type and the overloaded ornamentation which deprive 
Assyrian art of any aspiration towards elegance, it none the less 
achieves an effect of undeniable grandeur by its care for accuracy, 
its sense of proportion, and 
the natural majesty of the fig­
ures represented. 

This nobility and majesty 
are strikingly present even in 
the earliest period, covering 
the reigns of Assur-nazir-pal 
II (884-859) and his succes­
sor, Shalmaneser I I I (859-
824) . The great standing 
statues of these princes are 
s t i l l , however, rather archaic 
and of too squat an appear­
ance, the garment being in 
the form of a r ig id column. 
The portraits in relief on the 
steles are more successful. In 
both, the work is distin­
guished by quite a pleasing 
simplicity, the ornamental details of the fabrics being st i l l indicated 
with a certain sobriety; while in the winged bull and the colossal 
l ion from Nimrud we notice a fire and mastery of technique which 
were to culminate in the masterpieces of the Sargonid animal-
sculptors. As for the historical scenes containing a number of figures, 
they are characterized by the absence of any landscape (a few sug­
gestive touches alone indicating the scene of action) and by the 

F I G U R E 6 3 

An Assyrian officer. 
- Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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explanatory inscriptions in cuneiform with which the figures are 
almost entirely covered. 

F I G U R E 6 1 

Sargon of Assyria and his viziers. 
— Louvre. Archives pholographiqu.es 

Under Sargon (722-705) a realistic setting appears, if not in the 
hunting-scenes, at least in the warlike ones, in which it hegins to be 
possible to distinguish the various kinds of tree. The relief, which has 

http://pholographiqu.es
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hitherto heen very low, becomes sharper, and the inscriptions are 
incised beside the figures and not on them. Under Sennacherib 
(705-681) the use of 
landscape backgrounds be­
comes general, the scene 
even being indicated with 
an exactitude which em­
phasizes the detail of trees 
and plants — palm-trees, 
pines, cypresses, vines, or 
reeds. The sculptor is in­
terested in every episode 
of palace or camp life, 
thus combining " genre 
scenes" with his great 
historical compos i t ions . 
Finally, under Assur-bani-
pal (669-626) the bas-
relief completes its devel­
opment into a real picture 
c rowded w i t h f i gu re s . 
Beasts and men alike are 
fu l l of amazing movement. 
The realistic episodes and 
genre scenes are treated 
w i t h r e m a r k a b l e s k i l l . 
Landscape in particular is 
lovingly reproduced. The 

figures are in general taller and less squat than before. As to the 
technique, it too reaches its highest perfection, every scene being 
chiselled with admirable finish. 

As we watch this whole process of evolution, we can distinguish 

F I G U R E 6 5 
Barbarian archers. 

- Louvre. Dehporle clonal ion. Archives 
pholoyraph iques 
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a certain number of general types which varied only in detail. Among 
the mythological beings we have first of all the winged bull with 
a man's head, used to flank a doorway — a statue when seen from 
in front, and a bas-relief when seen in profile (hence the visual 
artifice of its five paws). The body is that of a bull , but the curls and 

mane recall the lion, and the 
great wings are those of an 
eagle. This mythical creature, 
which is a mixture of man, 
bul l , lion, and eagle, wears 
on its hairy, bearded face, 
crowned by the royal tiara, 
an expression of grave, noble 
serenity, which is already 
quite Olympian. It is " a 
combination of the great 

> forces of nature " and has the 
majesty of a Zeus. The same 
characteristics are to be found 
in other creatures of the same 
order, in which the bust of a 
man is found in combination 
with the body of a lion. 

I n these m y t h o l o g i c a l 
heads, as in those of the or­
dinary mortals, the Assyrian 

type is reproduced almost exclusively. It is an essentially virile type, 
not only in the kings and bearded warriors, but also in the beardless 
youths. In al l of them we find the same forceful expression. But the 
individual types are not so marked as in Egypt, the personality being 
indicated only by the attributes and costume. 

In spite of the qualities which we have pointed out, it must be ad-
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mitted that the Assyrians did not render the human hody so well as 
the Egyptians, and the reason for this, as we have seen, was their 
ignorance of the nude, due to the fact that the body was hidden from 
them by the garment. On the other hand, the animal forms, which 
they could study freely, are reproduced with a mastery which makes 
these artists the greatest animal-sculptors of the ancient world. The 
scenes illustrating the wars of Sennacherib and Assur-bani-pal are 
certainly a vision of epic power, but it is among the royal hunting-
scenes of Koyunjik (Nineveh) and Khorsabad that we meet with the 
real masterpieces. 

The horse, man's companion in war and the chase, was naturally 
the subject of impassioned study on the part of the Ninevite masters. 
The sculptors of the bas-reliefs render its beautiful forms with the 
loving care of connoisseurs, as well as every detail of its harness and 
luxurious accoutrements (Fig. 66 to 68 ) . Though it is a fair ly near 
relation of the Arab, the Assyrian horse, with its finely shaped head 
and peculiarly expressive face, seems to belong to a rather less slen­
der and more thick-set race. On these bas-reliefs we may admire 
some magnificent specimens checked in their course, eager to start 
off again, and quivering with impatience. In others, for instance at 
Koyunjik, in a great scene representing Assur-bani-pal out hunting, 
the galloping horses are beasts with superb muscles, while the King, 
with drawn bow and arrow ready to let fly, is standing erect in his 
chariot, fu l l of the joyous animation of the chase (Fig. 69) . Beside 
this scene fu l l of movement, we may admire the horses at rest in the 
royal stables; they are eating out of mangers held by the palace 
grooms, one of whom is rubbing down his horse, which is stretching 
its limbs as the brush passes over them. The Assyrians have been 
equally happy in their rendering of the other members of the horse 
family. Everybody knows the reliefs of Assur-bani-pal hunting the 
wi ld ass (onager), now in the British Museum: A herd of wi ld asses, 
surprised by the King, is fleeing in disorder. Some, pierced by arrows, 





F I G U R E 68 

Assyrian chariot. 
- Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 

F I G U R E 69 

Assur-bani-pal hunting. 
- British Museum. Photo, Mansell 
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F I G U R E 7 0 

Hunting the wild ass. 
- British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

ro l l to the ground; others are bitten in the leg and pulled down by the 
hounds; the more fleet of them make off at a gallop; a colt pauses to 
kick up its heels, while a mare turns to call to her foal (Fig. 70 to 73) . 

F I G U R E 7 1 

Hunting the wild ass. 
— liritish Museum. Photo, Mansell 
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These scenes are as graceful in line as they are rapid in move­
ment. 

The same grace is to be seen in two scenes representing an ibex or 
wi ld goat hunt: the goats are seen grazing while they are being 
stalked; one of them turns and snuffs the air, while the kids crop the 

F I G U R E 72 

Hunting the wild ass. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

grass or trot behind their mothers; then the alarm is given, the arrows 
fly, and the flock breaks wi ldly into flight (Fig. 74) . 

Assur-bani-pal's hunting dogs must be given a place by them­
selves. They are superb mastiffs of a special breed, trained to stand 
up to a l ion. Held in leash by the huntsmen, they strain at the rope 
and hurl themselves forward growling, in their eagerness for their 
prey and their impatience to be let loose (Fig. 75) . A little further 
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on, in one of the scenes described above, we see them at work, falling 
tooth and nail on a wounded wi ld ass. 

But the supreme triumph of the Assyrians is in their representation 

F I G U R E 73 

Wild ass pulled down by hounds. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

of the l ion. They have really drawn him from the l ife, and compared 
with their lions, even those of the Greeks seem mere creatures of 
fancy. Not only did they hold frequent battues for hunting lions, but 

F I G U R E 74 

Hunting the wild goat. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

they tamed them and brought them up in their palaces. Thus one of 
Assur-bani-pal's reliefs shows us a l ion and lioness wandering at 
large in a royal park, among palm-trees and vines, the male beast 
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standing in a noble attitude, the female lying inert on the ground, with 
her head on her outstretched paws (Fig. 76) . Further on, a captive 

F I G U R E 7 5 

Assur-bani-pal's hunt ing dogs. 
- British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

l ion is being released from its cage for a fight in the arena and rushes 
forth with an expression of alarm and fury and a threatening snarl 
(Fig. 77) . We may also cite the pathetic " wounded lioness " of the 
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British Museum: her hind quarters are paralysed by the arrow, but 
the beast braces herself to meet her death and, turning to face the 
enemy, lifts up her head in a last furious roar (Fig. 78) . Another 
scene represents the single combat between King Assur-bani-pal and 
a l ion, the episode being described in the inscription beside i t : " I, 
Assur-bani-pal, king of the nations, king of Assyria, alone and on 
foot, in my majesty, did advance upon a mighty lion of the desert. 

Lion and lioness in the roya l park. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

I seized it by the ear, and, by the grace of Assur and of Ishtar, queen 
of battles, with my own hands I pierced its side with my lance" (see 
Fig. 79 to 81 ) . Lastly, the Assyrian sculptors likewise excelled in 
representing the lion in the round, as the bronze statue from Khor-
sabad, now in the Louvre, bears witness; it shows us the beast 
crouched and roaring, with its powerful masses of muscle, its lean 
hind-quarters and redoubtable fangs, and " i t s muzzle wrinkled by 
its gaping jaws " (Fig. 82 ) . 
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The treatment of the l ion and the bull by the Assyrians was to a 
large extent to inspire the Persian sculptors of the Achaemenid age. 
The whole of Persian art, including that of the Sasanids, was further­
more to inherit the heraldic motives of Assyria. Thus the griifons 
which are so largely represented in Assyrian decoration — for in­
stance, on the mantle of Assur-bani-pal — were later to appear upon 
Sasanid textiles; for instance the dragon-peacock on the garment of 
the equestrian figure of Khosrau II at Taq-i Bustan. Among other 
figures which were to become very widespread was a sort of winged 

F I G U R E 7 7 

Lions issuing from their cage. 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

bul l , with a slender elegance almost like that of a horse, which is 
found in pairs face to face, each standing on its hind legs in a per­
fectly symmetrical position, one on each side of a third figure or of 
the Plant of Immortality. Or, again, eagles, or monsters resembling 
eagles, standing on the heads of other animals. These decorative 
motives, dating back to the ancient Sumero-Akkadian cylinders, were 
developed by the Hittites, taken over by the Assyrians, and handed on 
by them to Persia and " Farther I ran . " In this connexion we may note 
how Assyrian civilization filtered through into Ararat and among the 
other " Alarodian " peoples in the direction of the Caucasus, sowing 



F I G U R E 7 8 
The wounded lioness. 

- British Museum. Photo, Mansell 
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the seed which we shall see coming to life both in Iran and in 
Transcaucasia, both in southern Russia and among the Altaic races 
(see Volume I I I , Fig. 88 to 102). 
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After this account of Assyrian sculpture we have now to say some­
thing about Assyrian painting. Up to the present time our information 
on this subject was rather scanty; but in 1929 Monsieur Thureau-
Dangin, of the Louvre, discovered at Tell-Ahmar (formerly T i l -

F I G U B E 8 1 

Assur-bani-pal's l ion hun t . 
— British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

Barsib), in Jezireh, Syria, an Assyrian palace the interior of which 
was decorated at a height of about six feet from the ground with 
great frescoes, probably dating from the time of Tiglath-pileser I I I 
(746-727) . We find in them the same subjects as in the sculpture of 
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that time: scenes of battle and carnage and royal audiences, with the 
accustomed figures. The galloping horsemen are, in general, visions 
of epic splendour. The treatment of these frescoes has great affinities 
with that of the bas-reliefs. The different colours are always marked 
off from one another by a dark line. The colours consist of red (a 

F I G U R E 8 2 

Bronze crouching l ion from Khorsabad. 
— Louvre. Ar chines photographiques 

brownish red), white, and blue (a blue such as is seen in carpets). 
Yellow and green were not introduced into Assyrian painting t i l l the 
time of Sargon.1 

1 Copies of these frescoes by Monsieur Cavro wi l l shortly be exhibited in the Louvre. 
For further details see Thureau-Dangin: "Les Specimens de peiniures assyriennes de 
Til-Barsib" in the review Syria, V o l . XI (1930), p. 113, w i t h reproductions. 
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Persian Pre-Islamic Civilization 

A C H ^ M E N I D C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

THE PERSIANS, THE MEDES, AND MOST OF THE OTHER PEOPLES 

of ancient Iran belonged to the Iranian race, a branch of the 
Indo-Iranian or " Aryan " family (the terms are synonymous), 

which itself forms part of the Indo-European group. We do not 
know at what period they established themselves in I ran ; we need 
merely note that in the fourteenth century B.C. the north-west of 
Mesopotamia was inhabited by a people known as the Mitannians, 
whose kings bore Indo-Iranian names and worshipped gods which 
were also Indo-Iranian. 

The primitive Iranian tongue was closely connected with Sanskrit. 
We find it in the form of two dialects: " Old Persian," the dialect of 
Fars, or Persian proper; and Zend, which purports to represent a 
dialect of Media and is the language of the Mazdean Bible, or Avesta. 
There is a later form of Iranian, called Pahlavi (Pehlevi), which was 
the language of the Parthians and Sasanids. 

The first Iranians to make their appearance in history are the 
Medes, the inhabitants of what is now Iraq-i Ajami. In 612 their king 
Cyaxares took Nineveh and destroyed the Assyrian Empire, the 
possessions of which were then divided between the Medes, who took 
Assyria proper, and their allies, the Babylonians, who took Chaldea 
and Syria. Towards 550 or 549 the empire of the Medes was con-
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quered by the other great Iranian people, the Persians. Cyrus, the 
Persian conqueror, annexed one after the other Media and its de­
pendencies in 549, the kingdom of Lydia — that is, Asia Minor — 
in 546, eastern Iran as far as the Indus between about 545 and 539, 
and lastly the Chaldean or Babylonian Empire, with its Syrian de­
pendencies, in 538. The empire thus constituted was governed t i l l 
330 by his dynasty, the great Achaemenid dynasty, and in 525 Cam-
byses, the son of Cyrus, further conquered Egypt. After a brief 
period of eclipse Darius I (521-486) , who represented a collateral 
branch of the Achaemenids, ascended the throne and reorganized the 
empire. We know that this prince and his son Xerxes I after him 
(486-465) made an unsuccessful attempt to conquer Greece. The 
rest of the Achaemenids, of the close of the fifth century and the be­
ginning of the fourth, generally Artaxerxes or Darius by name, con­
tented themselves with diplomatic and financial intervention in the 
disputes between the Greek cities, unti l the last of them, Darius I I I , 
was vanquished by Alexander the Great, King of Macedonia, who 
conquered the Persian Empire between 334 and 327. 

The Persians as they appear to us during this first phase of their 
history were unquestionably one of the noblest races of the antique 
world. Their sense of honour and humane and chivalrous character 
are a relief after the odious vices and savage cruelty of Assyro-
Babylonian or Punic society. From the very moment when they enter 
history, we seem to feel that they are men of our own race. The Greeks 
were not mistaken when, throughout their struggle with the Persians, 
they always regarded them as worthy adversaries and were careful 
not to confound them with the common run of subject nations. " The 
young Persians," wrote Herodotus, "are taught three things: to ride, 
to shoot with the bow, and always to tell the truth." 

The primitive religion of the Indo-Iranian tribes, before the 
Iranians split off from the Indians, included two principal groups 
of deities: the Deva, or "celestial ones," the gods of the shining 
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firmament; and the Asura or Ahura, the " lords " or " masters," who 
were of a more moral and less strictly naturalistic character. After 
the separation the Iranians and the Indians treated these two cate­
gories in a different fashion. The Indians turned the Deva definitively 
into gods, degrading the Asura to the position of a sort of Titans, who 

were the enemies of the gods 
and soon developed into de­
mons; while the Iranians, on 
the other hand, turned the 
Deva into mere demons, known 
as the " div," and made the 
ihiira the only true gods. Ac­

cording to Darius I's rock-
hewn inscriptions, the Iranians 
had already gone through an­
other state of development by 
the time they reached the 
Achaemenid period, for one of 
the Ahura, Ahura-Mazda, wor­
shipped under the name of 
" the wise lo rd , " was recog­
nized, if not yet as the only 
god, at least as " the greatest 
of the gods"; what is more, 
under the Achaemenids, the 
cult of the royal house had 

Ahura-Mazda as its sole object, ignoring al l the other gods; and from 
this to monotheism is not a great step. The essential feature of the cult 
consisted in the lighting of the fire (atar) on an open-air altar (Fig. 
83) , as is proved by a number of scenes in high relief from the tombs 
of the Achaemenid kings at Persepolis, which show the sovereign 
standing before the lighted altar, while Ahura-Mazda — or, perhaps, 

F I G U R E 8 3 

Fire-altar at Naqsh-i Rustam. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 
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the king's fravashi (tutelary spirit) —appears above it in the form 
of a winged genius. It is only in rare instances that we find another 
Indo-Iranian god, Mithra, mentioned on the Achaemenid reliefs — a 
divinity originally of a social character, the " god of the pact," who 
was later assimilated to a solar deity. Lastly, we know that the Achae-
menids buried their dead. Side by side with this dynastic religion, 
of a fairly general character, there seems to have existed another, 
that of the sacerdotal sect or caste of the Magians (Magu or Mobadh), 
mentioned by Herodotus. Although Herodotus says nothing about 
this point, it seems probable that the religion " of the Magians" 
referred to by him was none other than Mazdaism, the religion of 
Zarathustra or Zoroaster. 

The date at which Zoroaster lived is uncertain. Persian scholars of 
today tend to place it about the seventh century B.C. Tradition has it 
that he was born in Media; at the age of twenty he retired from the 
world and at the age of thirty started his preaching, converting a 
prince named Vishtaspa, and making his way as far as Bactria; he 
was kil led at the age of seventy-seven by the barbarian invaders. The 
Gatha, or earliest of the writings forming the Avesta, or Zoroastrian 
Bible, seem to date from the actual period of the founder of the re­
ligion, the seventh century B.C., whereas the rest of the Avesta is ap­
parently of later date. In the Gdthd, Zoroaster himself says that he 
came to purify religion. His teaching is loft i ly spiritual, being based 
upon what has, perhaps improperly, been called a dualistic principle. 
On the one hand we have Ahura-Mazda, the principle of light and of 
good, conceived as the one god; on the other we have Angra Mainyu, 
the principle of darkness and of evil, a sort of Mazdean Satan. The 
former created al l the good existing in the world, the latter a l l the 
evil. With Ahura-Mazda are associated a certain number of personi­
fications of divine qualities, which play somewhat the same part as 
angels do in Christianity: first there are the six Amesha-Spenta, or 
" Holy Immortals," which are personified abstractions or cardinal 
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virtues, such as Vohu-Mano, or "good thought," Asha Vahishta, 
" superior virtue," etc. Below these superior beings come an infi­
nite number of secondary good genii, the Yazata, foremost among 
which we find Atar, or fire, which continued to play an essential part 
in the Mazdean cult; it was called the " son of Ahura-Mazda" and 
the sacred fire-altars were maintained in its honour. Among the 
Yazata we may further mention Apo, or water, which was no less 
sacred, Hvare, the sun, representing in particular the power of light 
and the servant of the kindly divinity Mithra, mentioned above, whose 
own peculiar sect was one day to lead him forth to the conquest of 
the Greco-Roman wor ld ; and lastly the Fravashi, who stood at once 
for guardian angels and for the divine substance of the soul, Vere-
thraghna (later Bahram), the angel of victory, etc. Over against this 
army of the Good, we have the army of Evi l , created by Angra 
Mainyu, in which we may note the daeva (deva) and a number of 
other figures of the Indian pantheon, now degraded to the level of 
demons or arch-demons, ranking with the druj, or ghouls, and the 
pairika (peri) or sirens. The history of the world is that of the inces­
sant struggle between these two principles, the duel between Good 
and Evi l . The Mazdeans believed in the immortality of the soul, 
which, crossing the Bridge of Judgment after death, went, according 
to its conduct during this l ife, either to the " Abode of Hymns " or to 
hell, with the druj. This body of dogmas is completed by an optimis­
tic theory of the ultimate destiny of things; at the end of time a sort 
of Messiah was to appear, named Saoshyant, the son of Zoroaster, 
who, at the side of Zoroaster — on the latter's reappearance — was to 
preside over the resurrection of the dead. A flood of molten metal was 
to cover the earth, thus executing the last judgment; a l l evil beings, 
including Angra Mainyu, would be destroyed, and a l l the good ones 
saved, thus at last marking the definitive triumph of good over evil . 
We may add that, while the Achaemenid kings buried their dead, or­
thodox Zoroastrians exposed them, for fear of contaminating the 
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sacred principles of fire, earth, and water by contact with the dead 
body. This detail proves that, though under the Sasanids Mazdaism 
subsequently became the official religion of the Persian State, under 
the Achaemenids it was no doubt no more than the creed of a sect or 
religious caste. 

Moreover, no monarchy seems to have been less exclusive or more 
liberal than that of the Achaemenids. It is enough to recall the sense 
of organization, administrative genius, and religious toleration of 
this dynasty to indicate its character. 

The administrative organization of the Persian Empire was the 
work of Darius I. This prince divided up his vast territories into some 
twenty regular governments or satrapies, each of which had at the 
head of it three royal officials: the satrap, who was originally in 
charge of none but c iv i l affairs; the royal secretary, in charge of the 
chancellery; and the commander of the troops of occupation. Sa­
traps, secretaries, and generals alike were subordinate to the envoys 
extraordinary, a sort of missi dominici, or royal commissaries, who 
periodically inspected the provincial administration. As we see, this 
organization had been inspired by a twofold principle: in the first 
place, by that of a centralization which was most remarkable at that 
time; and secondly — in the beginning, at least — by a real sepa­
ration of powers intended to prevent the provincial governors from 
aspiring towards independence. 

But this centralization in no way tended to bring about the disap­
pearance of the various nationalities absorbed into the Achaemenid 
Empire. Wi th a liberalism to which they were never false the Per­
sians, once they had become the imperial race of the East, allowed 
the various subject races and already existing civilizations to go on 
side by side with their own. Nor was their toleration for the cults of 
the peoples whom they held in subjection less remarkable. The other 
conquering races of the East, and notably the Assyrians, had made 
war as much on foreign gods as on foreign peoples; Assur and Ishtar 
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had led captive Yahveh of Jerusalem, Baal of Tyre, Marduk of Baby­
lon, Sushinak of Susa, and Ammon of Thebes. The Achaemenids, on 
the contrary, never set themselves to make Ahura-Mazda prevail over 
the Semitic or Egyptian gods. Mazdean fanaticism, which in later 
days, during the Sasanid period, was to lead to a cleavage between 
Persia and the West, was entirely foreign to them. The attitude of 
the Jewish people towards them is significant; this race, which 
poured forth through the mouth of its prophets nothing but impreca­
tions against its Egyptian, Assyrian, or Chaldean conquerors, as it 
did in later days against its Seleucid or Roman rulers, at last found 
masters after its own heart in the Achaemenids. It turned Cyrus al­
most into a national hero and placed Esther, a Jewess, on the throne 
of the legendary Ahasuerus. And, on the whole, this verdict is that 
of history. It is true that the Achaemenid monarchy, like a l l Oriental 
monarchies, was a despotic government, too often deranged by the 
whims of capricious, violent, and weak sovereigns. But these palace 
dramas had no more effect upon the administration of the vast 
empire than had those which stained Rome with blood under the 
Caesars. Just as Nero's mad extravagances did not prevent the prov­
inces from enjoying peace, so the personal caprices of a Darius and 
an Artaxerxes did not in the least prevent the Eastern world from 
enjoying the benefits of Achaemenid organization. 

A system of fixed and regular taxation took the place of the sud­
den and arbitrary levies extorted from the subject peoples by the 
Assyrians. Communication was established between al l parts of the 
empire, from Asia Minor to Egypt and from Syria to Transoxiana, 
by a network of highways which were carefully kept up and by a 
permanent system of royal posts. There was an abrupt cessation of 
those wars between race and race, people and people, city and city, 
which had been the rule in the ancient world. A profound peace, the 
" Achaemenid peace," similar to the " Roman peace " which was 
afterwards to sway the Western world, prevailed for two centuries 
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throughout the whole of the East, from the Caucasus to the Arabian 
desert, from the Bosporus and Cyrenaica to the Jaxartes and the In­
dus. This was an immense advance upon previous ages and may 
legitimately be compared with that resulting from the establishment 
of the Orbis romanus, the "Roman wor ld ," as compared with the 
crumbling states of the Hellenistic age. 

It is unjust to the Persians to forget their merits in this respect and 
to see in them no more than the protagonists of Asiatic " barbarism " 
against the Greeks. We must not conclude from the fact that the 
Persians showed themselves inferior to the Greeks in war and cul­
ture that their race and work were totally inferior; what people, 
whether ancient or modern, Germanic or even Latin, may not be 
considered barbarous by comparison with the Athenians of the 
fifth century? As a matter of fact, these so-called " barbarians " did 
not show themselves unworthy of their mission as representatives of 
Aryanism in the midst of the Eastern world. It may even be said that 
they and the Romans were the only people of antiquity capable of 
organizing a great empire on a durable foot ing—an achievement in 
which the Greeks never succeeded, for all their bril l iant qualities. 
As for the Persians, it is not one of the least glories of the Aryan 
genius that the first result of its hegemony in the Middle East was the 
foundation of the Achaemenid government—a uniform, orderly 
government which was on the whole pacific and beneficent — in 
lands where the genius of the Semitic races had been powerless for 
hundreds and thousands of years to perpetuate anything but divi­
sion, hatred, and violence. 

The Medo-Persian civilization was one of the most bril l iant in the 
East. The Greeks never wearied of eulogizing the glories of Susa and 
Persepolis; and the excavations of the present day, which have re­
stored to us the " Frieze of the Archers " and the " Frieze of the Im­
mortals," confirm this impression. At the root of this art lies the great 
Assyro-Babylonian tradition; the part played by Chaldeo-Assyrian 
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influences in the genesis of Persian art was, as we shall see, so im­
portant that we can only compare it with the influence of Greek art on 
Roman art. From the literary point of view, we need only recall the 
fact that the cuneiform script was at once adopted by the Achae-
menids, though with considerable simplification, which reduced the 
number of signs to thirty-six; thus a l l the Achaemenid inscriptions 
are written in cuneiform, whether composed in Old Persian only, or, 
as frequently happens, carved in three languages: Old Persian, 
Elamite-Anzanite, and Chaldean. As for their material civilization, 
the Achaemenids were so completely the heirs of the ancient mon-
archs of the Tigris and Euphrates in the outward trappings of roy­
alty that they fixed their residence at Susa, on Chaldeo-Elamite terri­
tory. So that in certain respects, and setting aside moral factors, the 
capture of Nineveh by the Medes and of Babylon by the Persians was 
in some sense equivalent to a conquest of Iran by the ancient centre 
of Chaldeo-Assyrian civilization. 

A C H / E M E N I D A R T 

Y E T T H E A C H ^ M E N I D S WERE INNOVATORS I N T H E W H O L E D O M A I N O F 

art, and first and foremost in architecture. Instead of employing the 
old Assyrian platforms of brick, with a mere casing of stone for the 
reception of bas-reliefs, they built their palaces on solid substruc­
tures of stone which may still be seen today. Moreover, they bor­
rowed the stone column from Egypt and used it profusely. Whereas 
in the palaces of the Sargonids the column had been a mere orna­
ment, it played an essential part in the Achgemenid palaces. But 
though the idea of these columns came from Karnak and Luxor, in 
the decoration of the capitals they remained Assyrian, using a mo­
tive directly traceable to the Sargonids: namely, that of the front 
quarters of two bulls placed back to back. On the other hand, the 
Achaemenid monarchy seems also to have borrowed from Egypt the 
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idea of its rock tombs. With the exception of the little mausoleum 
of Cyrus at Mashhad-i Murghab, the construction of which, accord­
ing to Professor Sarre, seems to have been imitated from the shape 
of a Persian sarcophagus (Fig. 84) , a l l the funeral monuments of 
the Achaemenids are hewn half-way up a mountain-side, with 
a sculptured fagade recalling the entrance to the tombs of Egypt 

F I G U R E 8 4 

So-called Tomb of Cyrus at Pasargadse. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

— except, of course, that the decoration is composed of Iranian 
motives, such as the sacred fire-altar and the disk of Ahura-
Mazda (Fig. 85 ) . 

A large proportion of Chaldeo-Assyrian monuments were destined 
for religious purposes. But in Iran the transcendental and abstract 
spiritualism of Mazdaism made the use of temples come to be re­
garded as tainted with paganism; hence architecture, unable to act 
as the handmaid of worship, had no object save the service of the 
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monarchy. And this is why the two creations of Achaemenid archi­
tecture, Persepolis and Susa, are both groups of palaces. 

The citadel of Persepolis has as its base a natural eminence, ap­
proached by a monumental staircase of a hundred and six steps, 
along both sides of which ran a bas-relief of warriors, attendants, 
and tributary princes, who seemed also to be mounting upwards step 

F I G U R E 85 

Tomb of Darius, Naqsh-i Ruslam. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

by step. This staircase, crowned by the portico of Xerxes (Fig. 87) , 
led to a huge terrace on which stood, in a line running north-west and 
south-east, first the columned Ha l l of Xerxes, with its seventy-two 
columns, each more than eighty feet high (Fig. 88) , then the Palace 
of Darius, which was of comparatively small proportions (Fig. 89) , 
and then the much larger Palace of Xerxes, and that built by Ar-
taxerxes I I I . Behind this line of buildings — that is, to the north-east 
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— on a second platform, raised ten feet above the other, stood the 
Hal l of a Hundred Columns, which, according to Professor Sarre, 
may probably be attributed to Darius, who was no doubt inspired by 
the sight of the Theban colonnades. Moreover, the Achaemenid colon-
hades, with their stone bas-reliefs, are the only parts of Persepolis in 

a comparatively good state of preservation, for the parts which served 
as residences were built of brick in the Assyrian fashion and have 
entirely disappeared.1 

The sculpture of the bas-reliefs and capitals which adorned these 
1 See E. Herzfeld: Rapport sur Velal acluel des mines de Persepolis (Berlin, Teheran, 

1928). 
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colossal groups of buildings at Persepolis and Susa bears witness 
that Persia was the pupil of Assyria (Fig. 90, 91) . The winged bulls 
and bulls with men's heads which adorn the colonnade of Xerxes at 
Persepolis, with their faces in the round and their bodies in bas-
relief, are directly imitated from the Assyrian figures of the same 
kind; the differences which can be noted constitute an improvement 

on the part of the Achaemenid 
artists: the relief of the faces 
in the round is more marked, 
the anomaly of the five feet 
in the Assyrian figures is 
done away with, and the fan-
shaped spread of the wings is 
particularly graceful (Fig. 
92) . But as a rule the imita­
tion of Assyrian models is 
less direct. Thanks to the sen­
sual cast of their genius and 
to their cult of power for its 
own sake, the Assyrians in 
their sculpture had remained 
the slaves of the material as­
pect of things, as their ex­
aggerated rendering of the 
muscles and their meticulous 
reproduction of details of 

costume and toilet bear witness; in spite of its vigour and stupendous 
sense of movement, their sculpture was always, so to speak, weighed 
down by its excess of richness. The Persian genius, on the contrary, 
very rapidly tended to shake off the tyranny of the material world in 
order to soar upward into the sphere of pure thought and abstract 
speculation. In the place of the Chaldeo-Assyrian gods, so grossly 

F I G U R E 8 7 

Colonnade of Xerxes, Persepolis. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 
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sensual that the smell of the sacrifices attracted them " like flies," we 
have here a religion in which supernatural beings, such as the 
Amesha-Spenta, are merely personified abstractions or metaphysical 
qualities. Inspired as it was by such entirely different conceptions, 
Persian art, as Professor Sarre points out, was to give proof of a 

F I G U B E 8 8 

H a l l of Xerxes, Persepolis. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

severity of taste which was to spiritualize and lighten its forms. The 
difference in the treatment of drapery is striking. In Assyrian art 
the garment was sumptuous and heavy and clung to the body, blurring 
its lines in those parts which it covered, while it left whole parts 
of the body bare — for instance, the arms — in which, on the con­
trary, the play of the muscles was exaggerated. In Iranian art the 
garment itself, though not so floating as with their brother Scythians, 
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was much more ample; and in like fashion the treatment of it on the 
bas-reliefs is deliberately broad, with a noble simplicity in the folds. 
When these tendencies are balanced by observation, we have works 
which are singularly felicitous, with a real grandeur and at the same 
time a restful softness of line, as in the bas-relief of the tribute of the 
Sacae and Syrians on the grand staircase of the Ha l l of Xerxes at 
Persepolis (Fig. 9 3 ) ; works which, in the opinion of the present 

F I G u H I : 89 
Palace of Darius, Persepolis. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

writer, are closely allied to the Indian art of Asoka (compare the 
capital at Sarnath) and not unworthy to be compared to i t . But this 
detachment from the material world, this austerity and systematic 
simplification were sometimes exaggerated to the point of excessive 
conventionalization and aridity. In short, the Achaemenid art of Iran 
(and even more so the Sasanid) reveals the defects of its qualities. 
Like Romanesque art or the Chinese Buddhist art of the Wei dynasty, 
it has a spiritual quality, and, like these, it softened and lightened 



F I G U R E 9 0 

Bas-relief at Persepolis. 
- Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

F I G U R E 9 1 

Capital from Susa. 
— Louvre. Photo, Giraudon 
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the plastic technique of the paganism which had preceded i t , while 
at the same time emptying it of its content. 

As was natural, Mazdean theology gave rise to representations of 
the deity. In place of the multifarious gods of Chaldeo-Assyrian 
sculpture, we find at Persepolis the image of none save Ahura-Mazda 

(or is it the king's fravashi, 
or tutelary spir i t?) . It is un­
doubtedly derived from the 
figure of the god Assur, as we 
have seen him with his wings 
and disk on the standards of 
the Sargonids. But the Achae-
menids have taken this an­
cient motive and created a 
new form out of i t ; with his 
low tiara, shaped like a cap, 
his wide sleeves, the graceful 
line of his disk with its vo­
lutes, the immense pair of 
ou t s t re tched wings w h i c h 
serves him as a background, 
and the treatment of his robe, 
whose folds repeat the lines 
of the feathers in his wings, 
the Lord of Wisdom is a 
worthy representative of such 

a deity as suited a more purely spiritual religion than that of our 
Old Testament — a spiritualism as transcendental as that of Plato. 
I t was not t i l l the Sasanid period that Mazdaism was to prefer to this 
winged figure an equestrian Ahura-Mazda, made in the very image 
of the Great King himself. 

The Achaemenid king of the reliefs at Persepolis and Susa is also 
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Portico of Xerxes. Bull with human head. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 
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reminiscent of the Sargonid king, but with the same simplifications. 
In the first place, instead of making us spectators of every detail of 
the royal l i fe , the king's poses are here reduced to four: we see him 
in an attitude of adoration before a fire-altar, or triumphing over his 
enemies in chains — for instance, Darius on the rock-carvings at 

F l G U B E 9 3 

Syrian and Bactr ian tributaries. Grand staircase of the Ha l l of Xerxes, Persepolis. 
— From a cast in the British Museum. Photo, Mansell 

Behistun ( B i s u t u n ) — o r enthroned — for instance, the same Da­
rius on a relief in the central building at Persepolis — or striking 
down a monster. In al l these scenes the Achaemenid, l ike the figure of 
Ahura-Mazda described above, is wearing the cidaris, " a soft cap-
shaped tiara, broader at the top than at the bottom." He is wearing 
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the ample " Median robe," with long, wide sleeves, which comes 
down to his feet. Here again this noble simplicity produces an im-

F J O U R E 9 4 

Frieze of archers from Susa. 
— Louvre. Archives pholographiques 

pression of grandeur. Standing before such works as these, we grasp 
the majesty of him whom even the Greeks themselves called the 

http://pholographiqu.es
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Great King, and the vastness of these dominions, the most widespread 
that the world had yet known. 

On one of the bas-reliefs at Persepolis to which we have just re­
ferred, the royal throne is supported by a whole crowd of subject 

F I G U R E 95 

Frieze of lions from Susa. 
— Ijouvre. Photo, Giraudon 

peoples, each represented by its appropriate national type, costume, 
and name. And the inscription which accompanies this scene speaks 
to us like a voice from the depths of the past: " If thou dost think: 
* How many different countries that King Darius possessed! ' look 
thou upon the image of those who uphold my throne and thou shalt 
know them. And this much shalt thou learn: that the lance of the 
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Persian penetrated afar, that the Persian waged war far away from 
Persia." 

The enamelled revetment bricks which have been found by the 
de Morgan mission at Susa complete the lesson of Persepolis. The 
process of enamelled brickwork came from Assyria, as is proved by 

F I G U R E 9 6 

Winged bull from Susa. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

the fragments from Nimrud and Khorsabad representing kings, war­
riors, lions, bulls, birds, and trees. The Persians gave this art a more 
general character and drew from it some decorative combinations 
which are singularly pleasing to the eye in their beauty of tone and 
softness of line, while at the same time they produce an effect of 
grandeur by their nobility of conception and by the very fact that 
they repeat the same motives. Everybody w i l l remember the Frieze 
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of the Archers, the Frieze of the Lions, and that of the winged bulls 
in the Louvre; the archers, armed with bow, quiver, and lance and 
dressed, like the kings, in a long and ample tunic with wide sleeves, 
here wear on their heads a sort of skull-cap kept in place by a litt le 
cord, instead of the low tiara of Persepolis (Fig. 9 4 ) ; the lions, in 
spite of the vigorous treatment of the muscles and of the jaws opened 
in a roar, are less realistic and more decorative than those of the Sar-
gonid reliefs (Fig. 95 ) . The same may be said of the winged bulls 
of Susa, which have greater elegance but less power than those of 
Assyria (Fig. 96 ) . 

If we try to sum up the result of these observations, we may say 
that Achaemenid art strikes us as a more tranquil form of the Assyr­
ian, with less movement and less variety than Sargonid art — as a 
broad, serene form of art, instinct with grandeur. In the next volume 
we shall see how it influenced the Maurya art of India. And we shall 
now see a continuation of it on the spot in the Sasanid art of Persia. 

S A S A N I D C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

A F T E R ITS CONQUEST BY ALEXANDER, IRAN REMAINED ENTIRELY IN 

the power of Hellenistic dynasties from 330 to about 250 B.C. About 
this date, one of the Iranian peoples in Khoriisan seized its inde­
pendence: the Parthians, in Old Persian Parthava, later Pahlava, 
whence the name of their language, Pahlavi. This language, as we 
have seen, was an Iranian dialect, a form developed from Old Per­
sian; and, whatever theories may have been advanced, the Parthians 
were certainly an Iranian people; even if they had an admixture of 
Scythian elements, as has been alleged, their Aryan character would 
none the less be indubitable, the Scythians themselves being no more 
than nomad Iranians of " Outer I ran ." 

The Parthian dynasty of the Arsacids, so called from its founder, 
Arsaces or Arshak, reigned from 250 B.C. t i l l A.D. 224. I t was in a 
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state of almost continual struggle with the Greek dynasty of the 
Seleucids — from whom it wrested western Iran and Mesopotamia 
— and afterwards with the Romans, the heirs and protectors of Hel­
lenism in the East, who challenged the hold of the Arsacids on west­
ern Mesopotamia and Armenia. The two most famous of the Ar­
sacids are Mithridates I (Mithradat) , the Great, who reigned 
from about 174 to 136 and gave the Parthian Empire its historic 
frontiers, from Marv to Babylonia; and Orodes, who in 53 B.C. 
checked the invasion of the Roman triumvir Crassus at Carrhae 
(Harran) . 

Thus the Arsacids restored the independence of Iran and suc­
ceeded in defending it against al l attacks for more than four centu­
ries, for which reason they could justly claim to be the heirs of the 
Achaemenids, whose titles of " Great King " and " King of Kings " 
they revived. Yet even beneath the rule of these genuine Iranians 
Iranian civilization remained, as it were, dormant, owing to the fact 
that the influence of Hellenic civilization, which had conquered the 
East along with Alexander the Great, was sti l l too powerful. Great 
pan-Iranian kings though they were — and there was a moment at 
which their domination extended from the Syrian desert to the basin 
of the Indus — and constantly at war with the Greco-Syrian basileis 
and afterwards with the Caesars, the Arsacids none the less continued 
to be ardent friends of Hellenic culture throughout the four cen­
turies for which their predominance lasted. The title of " philhel-
lene" is one to which they constantly lay claim on their coins; and 
these coins are decidedly Hellenic, not only in their minting, but also 
in their artistic inspiration — or, at least, intention — and in the 
Greek characters in which their inscriptions are composed. Like their 
contemporaries the Kiishan sovereigns who reigned in Bactria and 
the basin of the Indus, the Arsacids " hellenized," or adopted Greek 
manners, as much out of taste as because it was the fashion to do so. 
It is a characteristic coincidence that when the head of Crassus, the 
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t r iumvir , was brought to him, Orodes, the greatest of them, was lis­
tening to a play of Euripides. 

Yet even at the height of the Hellenistic period Aryanism, in its 
most uncompromising form of Zoroastrian Mazdaism, seems to have 
preserved one stronghold: that is, Persia proper, known to the Greeks 
as Persis, the modern Fars, the ancient hereditary domain of the 
Achaemenids. The local princes of this province, as vassals first of 
the Seleucids and later of the Arsacids, have left coins bearing wit­
ness to the fervour of their Mazdaism. In the early years of the third 
century of our era Fars passed into the hands of another family, hav­
ing its origin in a Mazdean priestly family: the Sasanid house, whose 
head, Ardashir I, revolted against the Arsacids and ki l led the last 
of their kings ( A . D . 224) . In consequence of this victory, Ardashir 
caused himself to be recognized as King of Kings by the whole of 
Iran, with the exception of Bactria, which was sti l l occupied by the 
" Indo-Scythian " dynasty of the Kushan. The capitals of the Sasa-
nids were Istakhr, to the north of the ancient Persepolis, in Fars, and 
the double city of Ctesiphon-Seleucia (Veh Ardashir) , in Chaldea, 
which had already been the capital of the Arsacids. 

The Sasanid dynasty — that is, the house of Ardashir — occupied 
the throne of Persia from 224 to 652 of our era. It had as its constant 
aim to defend the independence of Iran and Iranian culture, in the 
west against the Romans, and afterwards the Byzantines, and in the 
east against the Turco-Mongol hordes which had taken the place of 
the Kushan in Transoxiana — first the Ephthalite Huns, in the fifth 
century, and later the T'ou-kiue Turks, in the second half of the sixth 
century. There were even moments when the Sasanids aspired to­
wards passing the frontiers of Iran proper, and once more estab­
lishing the great Achaemenid Empire of the past from the Hindu-
Kush to the Mediterranean. In the west Shapur I (Shdhpur in 
Pahlavi), the second of the Sasanid monarchs, who reigned from 241 
to 272, took the Roman emperor Valerian prisoner in 259, a striking 
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victory, which was afterwards proudly commemorated in Sasanid 
sculpture; he next invaded Syria, but was unable to maintain his po­
sition there. At the end of the Sasanid period the Great King Khosrau, 
or Chosroes I Anushirvan (Anushakruwan, the " immortal-souled " ) , 
who reigned from 531 to 579, made a successful incursion into Syria, 
taking Antioch by a surprise attack in 540, and extended his do­
minion as far as the Yemen. Khosrau or Chosroes II Parvez (Parviz, 
the "victorious " ) , who reigned from 590 to 628, brought Syria, Pal­
estine, Egypt, and Asia Minor temporarily under his rule in 613 and 
kept them for some years, and he almost succeeded in taking Constanti­
nople, t i l l in 628 he was actually conquered in Mesopotamia itself 
by the counter-offensive of the Byzantine emperor Heraclius. In the 
east the Sasanids struggled with equal ardour for the defence and 
expansion of Aryanism. Varahran or Bahrain II (276—293) took 
Seistan from the last of the Saka dynasty; while Hormuz, or Hor-
mizd, II (303—310) seems to have exercised a certain hegemony over 
the Kushan sovereign of Kabul, whose daughter he married. But at the 
end of the fourth century some nomads, probably of Mongol race, 
the Ephthalite Huns, took Transoxiana from the last of the Kushan 
rulers, and afterwards, about 425, Bactria and Kabul. They next 
attacked the Sasanid Empire. The Sasanid king Bahram V (Bahram 
Gur) , who reigned from 420 to 438, repulsed them, but one of his 
successors, Firuz or Peroz (459-484) , was conquered and slain by 
them near Balkh in 484. At last, about 565, the Sasanid king Khos­
rau I entered into an alliance against them with another people of cen­
tral Asia, the T'ou-kiue, or Turks. The Ephthalites were crushed, and 
their dominions divided between the Sasanids, who recovered Bac­
tria, and the Turks, who took Sogdiana or Transoxiana. The Sasano-
Buddhistic frescoes recently investigated by Monsieur and Madame 
Andre Godard at Bamian (Bamiyan), and by Monsieur Hackin at 
Dukhtar-i Nushirvan, bear witness to the expansion of the Persian 
Empire in Bactria at this period. After a few years, however, the 
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Turks, who had now become firmly rooted in Transoxiana, wrested 
Bactria from the Sasanids. 

Born of a restoration which was both national, religious, and mon­
archist, the Sasanid Empire continued to be nationalist and pietist in 
sentiment so long as it lasted. The genuinely racial character of the 
Sasanid monarchy is obvious in a l l the inscriptions and coins that 
have come down to us. In the formulas setting forth the king's offi­
cial style, the Greek titles of Basileus basileon (King of Kings) and 
" Friend of the Greeks " give place to the Pahlavi titles of " Servant 
of Auhrmazd " (the Pahlavi equivalent of Ahura-Mazda) and " King 
of the Arya ." Passing over the Macedonian or Parthian usurpers, 
the Sasanids claimed to be the direct successors of the Achaemenids, 
and a pedigree was conveniently devised connecting Ardashir I with 
Darius and Xerxes. But whereas the Achaemenids had not hesitated 
to borrow largely, first from the Assyro-Babylonian and later from 
the Hellenic civilization, Ardashir and his successors remained solely 
and wholly Persian. The empire of the last Darius had been a cos­
mopolitan one, defended by Greek and Saka peoples alike. The Sasa­
nid Empire was Iranian and uncompromisingly Aryan. Unlike the 
Greco-Roman Empire, in which a l l races had access to power, and 
which numbered Spaniards, Syrians, Africans, and Illyrians among 
its emperors, the Sasanid Empire was exclusively Iranian, a certain 
scope at most being allowed to Aramaean or Syriac culture along­
side of the national Pahlavi. 

Based as it thus was upon the national sentiment, the Sasanid mon­
archy was able to revive the powerful administrative machine cre­
ated by Darius. The Parthian regime had been essentially feudal and 
consequently had incessant trouble with the hereditary satraps, who 
were often almost as powerful as the king. The Sasanids were unable 
to abolish these feudal nobles or even entirely to deprive them of 
hereditary office, but they generally succeeded in securing their 
obedience. From the marzbdn, or governors of the marches, and the 
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rdd, or governors of districts, down to the shahrikdn and dikhdn, or 
proprietors of the great territorial estates, henceforth a l l the nobles 
were obliged to respect the central power. 

Mazdaism, the teaching of Zoroaster, was closely bound up with 
the Iranian restoration. The earliest of the Sasanids caused a com­
plete and definitive version of the Mazdean Bible or Avesta to be 
prepared, and it is in this form that the work has come down to us. 
Moreover, their religious policy seems to have been somewhat dif­
ferent from that of the Achaemenids. Though the latter worshipped 
Ahura-Mazda, and their cult of him was practically equivalent to 
monotheism, they do not seem to have been, strictly speaking, 
Zoroastrians. Since the usurpation of the Magians on the death of 
Cambyses, they seem always to have distrusted this sacerdotal caste 
which had nearly succeeded in dethroning them. The Sasanids, on 
the other hand, granted the clergy a preponderant position in the 
State. Alongside of the dynasty there grew up a regular Church, with 
its hierarchy of Mobadh or Magians, under the direction of a mo-
badhdn-mobadh, a sort of pope of Mazdaism. Supported by the 
nobles, the Church even became so powerful that, in the fourth cen­
tury, a time came when the monarchy tried to resist i t . Several kings 
came to grief through this policy, among them Ardashir II (379-
383), Shapur I I I (383-388) , Yazdagard I (399-420) , and Balash 
(484-488) ; the first was deposed, the next two were assassinated, 
and the fourth was blinded by the great nobles and Magians. A last 
reforming king, Kavadh or Qobad I (488-531) , went so far as to 
give his support to the communist agitator Mazdak in opposition to 
the social privileges of the nobles and Magians; but he was exiled, 
and returned to the orthodox tradition after his restoration. On the 
whole, the failure of these experiments confirmed the power of the 
politico-religious principle on which the new State was founded: that 
of a close alliance between the Sasanid monarchy and Mazdean 
orthodoxy. 
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S A S A N I D A R T 

SASANID ART IS HISTORICALLY OF GREAT IMPORTANCE, AS FORMING 

a l ink between two styles of art apparently as dissimilar as the 
Achaemenid, based upon the Assyrian tradition, and the Muham-
madan. 

Sasanid architecture is distinguished by the inauguration of a 
new element, the vault, which had already made its appearance at 
Hatra in the Parthian period under Roman influence, but now be­
came general. In the first Sasanid palace, that of Ardashir I ( 224 -
242) at Flruzabad in Fars, we find a vestibule adorned with a barrel-
vaulted roof. There is an ovoid dome of a similar character in the 
palace of Sarvistan, also in Fars. Professors Sarre and Herzfeld point 
out that these vaulted vestibules already contain the principle of the 
eivdn (later Arabic llwan) of the Moslem mosques. One of the prin­
cipal monuments of the Sasanid period is the Taq-i Kisra, or Cupola 
of Khosrau, at Ctesiphon, which was really built by Shapiir I ( 242 -
272) . The central part of the edifice consisted of a vast vaulted hall , 
with an elliptical vault, which has recently collapsed, and served as a 
throne-room. Here again the great arch which remains intact reminds 
one of the fine vaulting of the later Persian mosques. On each side of 
it rose an imposing fagade, half of which has remained standing, en­
tirely faced with architectural ornaments simulating four storeys — 
" rows of arcading, niches, pilasters, and rounded arches " in the 
manner of the neighbouring country of Syria. No less important was 
the Qasr-i Shlrln, erected in Persian Kurdistan by King Khosrau II 
(590-628) , and bearing the name of this prince's favourite. It was an 
immense mass of buildings situated in a park of nearly three hun­
dred acres, and including two palaces. One of these two palaces, the 
Qala'a-i chahar qapi ( "For ty Gates " ) , included a square audience-
chamber, crowned with an ellipsoidal cupola. The other and principal 
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palace, the Imarat-i Khosrau, stands on a vast terrace supported by 
vaulted arches and approached by a ramp; a peristyle of twenty-four 
columns next led into a square throne-room with a cupola. We may 
compare this group of buildings with the palaces of Darius and 
Xerxes at Persepolis, while the arrangement of the gardens, lakes, 
and kiosks reminds us of the Safawid palaces of Isfahan. 

The analogies between this art and that of Moslem Persia would 
doubtless be sti l l more striking if the Sasanid monuments had pre­
served their decorations. The Taq-i Kisra, in particular, was cer­
tainly covered with decorations painted on stucco, none of which has 
come down to us. On the other hand, the materials used for the essen­
t ia l parts of the structure, stones and pebbles covered with a coat 
of plaster for the walls, and flat cut bricks for the columns, seem to 
have been of rather poor quality. The Sasanid architects, like the 
Persian ones who succeeded them, seem quite often to have been con­
tent with buildings of a not very solid nature, each sovereign being 
ready to abandon the palaces of his predecessors in order to build 
himself new ones. The whole effect must have been obtained by the 
casing, the polychrome decoration of painted stucco or enamelled 
bricks — an ephemeral glory which, when once neglected, soon 
crumbles away. The disappearance of the majority of Sasanid paint­
ings and sculptures is all the more regrettable because in those places 
where the preservation of the works has been assured, either by their 
own nature or by their position — in the rock-carvings such as those 
at Naqsh-i Rustam or Taq-i Bustan, and in the frescoes on inacces­
sible rocks, such as those at Dukhtar-i Nitshirvan— we find our­
selves in the presence of a powerful school of art. 

Naqsh-i Rustam, near Persepolis, in Fars, has preserved some 
great reliefs, carved in the rock, most of which date from the reign 
of Shapur I (242-272) . This prince was also responsible for the re­
liefs carved on the spot which bears his name — Shapur — to the 
north of Kazrun. One of the favourite motives treated on these rock-
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hewn reliefs is that of the god Auhrmazd (Ormuzd) investing the 
king with the insignia of his rank. At Naqsh-i Rustam the king repre­
sented is the founder of the dynasty, Ardashlr, who died in 242. King 
and god are face to face on horseback; the two horses, which confront 
each other, are exactly alike, and, save for the difference in their 
attributes and head-dress, the god and the King are almost identical 

F I G U R E 9 7 

Investiture of Ardashlr. Naqsh-i Rustam. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

too — the gesture of the two, one offering, the other accepting, the 
crown, exactly corresponding (Fig. 97) . This r igidly symmetrical 
arrangement, in which the King is, as it were, the replica of the god, 
admirably expresses the idea of "div ine right," held by a dynasty 
at once imperious and pietistic. The gesture with which god and 
King approach each other is not like the passing contact between 
Jehovah and Adam on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, across the 
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abyss which separates man from his God; it is an investiture of an 
absolutely feudal character, in which the human vassal lays claim to 
the same lineage as his celestial suzerain — a vision of undeniable 
power and impressive majesty, in which the ancient Sargonid mo­
tive of the king face to face with his god is ennobled by al l the con­
ceptions proper to the spiritual character of the Mazdean religion. 

F I G U R E 98 

Humiliation of Valerian. Naqsh-i Rustam. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

It is true that here we have more than one reminiscence of Assyro-
Achaemenid art, starting with the personal type of the royal figure 
itself, with the long beard and hair arranged in tiers of curls. But 
though, like the Achaemenid reliefs, the Sasanid ones abstain from 
that overloading with detail which characterized the Assyrian ones, 
their modelling is more forceful than in those of Persepolis. We feel 
here the same impression of grandeur as we do before the Achae­
menid works, and we are even conscious of a greater power in them 
— but of greater heaviness too. This comparative heaviness pro-
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claims the approach of the Middle Ages. Compare, for example, the 
horses at Naqsh-i Rustam with those of Persepolis; instead of the 
light cavalry of Cyrus and Darius, we find here what are practically 
mounted knights loaded with coats of mail and mounted on horses 
like powerfully built shire horses. 

Professor Sarre and Herzfeld, to whom we owe the best studies of 
Sasanid art, point out that there is an investiture scene of an ab-

F I G U R E 9 9 

Capture of Valerian by Shapfir. Cameo. 
— Bibliotheque Nationale. Photo, Giraudon 

solutely similar nature at Naqsh-i Rajab, near Persepolis, which, in 
spite of its dilapidated condition, seems to mark a progress in 
technique as compared with that of Naqsh-i Rustam. The heavy 
royal mantle has given place to ample garments with crisp folds, 
which make the figures more lifelike and elegant. The same subject 
is repeated again in a rock-carving on the site of Shapur, in which 
King Bahram I (273-277) is represented receiving the investiture 
from the hands of Auhrmazd. Here the horses are not too close to­
gether and are so realistic and fu l l of l ife that they almost remind us 



F I G U R E 100 
Triumph of King Shapur I. Shapur. 

— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 
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of Verrocchio. Moreover, the artist has not shown god and King both 
holding the crown at the same time; the god is holding it out, while 
the King is extending his hand in a very natural gesture to grasp i t . 
Finally, as Professor Sarre remarks, the stuff " with its crisp folds " 

F I G U R E 101 

Equestrian combat. Naqsh-i Rustara. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 

indicates the noble form of the two bodies even better and more 
broadly than at Naqsh-i Rajab. 

One of the themes which most readily inspired the Sasanid sculp­
tors was, as we have said above, the capture of the Emperor Valerian 
by King Shapiir in 259. At Naqsh-i Rustam, Shapur is represented 
on horseback, just as in the investiture scenes, while the captive 



F I G U R E 102 
Khosrau II hunting. Taq-i Bustan. 

— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 



P E R S I A N P R E - I S L A M I C C I V I L I Z A T I O N 147 

Caesar bends the knee before him (Fig. 98 and 99) . On the site of 
Shapur the scene is more detailed and depicts the second stage of 
this celebrated episode; the King of Kings, followed by his cavalry, 

I ' M , I , in-; 10;j 
Khosrau II hunting. THq-i Bustan. 

— Photo, Sarre, Berlin 

is holding the freedman Cyriades by the hand, and presenting him to 
the Roman army as their leader in the presence of the kneeling 
Valerian (Fig. 100). Similar in style and equally fu l l of l ife is 



F I G U R E 104 
Taq-i Bustan. Khosrau II hunting. 

— Photo, Sarre, Berlin 
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another relief on the site of Shapur, showing the triumph of King 
Bahram II (277-293) over a tribe, no doubt of Arabs; here the 
horses, camels, and barbarian types are delineated with a mastery 
worthy of the scene at Persepolis representing the tribute of the Sacae 
and Syrians. 

For, though we might not expect it after seeing the ponderous dig­
nity of certain " investiture " scenes, it is the l iving quality of these 
Sasanid reliefs that is one of their most striking characteristics. 
At Naqsh-i Rustam we may indicate some equestrian combats which 
are extraordinarily fu l l of movement; in one of them a horseman, 
or, rather, a king, as yet unidentified, is transfixing a Roman horse­
man with his lance. The Sasanid monarch, approaching at fu l l gal­
lop, has broken the Roman's weapon and is making his enemy's horse 
stagger under the impact, as in our mediaeval tournaments. The 
breadth of its composition, and the concentrated vigour of its design, 
place this masterpiece in the same class as the best scenes of eques­
trian combat on the Sargonid monuments (Fig. 101). 

These qualities of movement are even more clearly evident in the 
grottoes of Taq-i Bustan, to the north-east of Kermanshah. The sculp­
tures in one of these grottoes were due to Khosrau II (590-628) , as is 
shown by a fine equestrian figure of this king on a slab in such high 
relief that it is almost in the round. To the left is a scene of boar-
hunting in the marshes; the boars are being driven through the reeds 
by beaters mounted on elephants (note the resemblance between these 
elephants and those of the Indian art of Ajanta and Mavalipuram); 
the King himself is aiming his bow at the boars from a boat, followed 
by other boats fu l l of musicians who are giving a concert (this mo­
tive of a concert going on while the king is hunting is to be found 
as late as the miniatures of the Safawid per iod) ; the huge boars 
falling round the royal boat, pierced through and through with ar­
rows as they charge, are treated with a powerful realism (Fig. 102). 
On the other side of the same rock-carving is a deer-hunting scene, 
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Khosrau II bunting. Taq-i Bustan. 
— Photo, Sarre, Berlin 
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in which the monarch and his court are pursuing a flock of animals 
of the deer tribe which have been started from the royal coverts; the 
flight of the herd, the truth of action in a l l the fleeing or falling ani­
mals, seem to us in every respect worthy of the ibex hunt of Assur-

F I G U R E 106 

Silver platter w i t h lion hunt of Bahram Giir . 
— British Museum. Pholo, Mansell 

bani-pal (Fig. 103 to 105). We should not forget this scene, or the 
frescoes of Dukhtar-i Nushirvan either, when we come to the animals 
of the deer tribe in the Persian miniatures. In fact, as we shall see, 
Persia never lost its great artistic tradition in the representation of 
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Silver platter with khosnni 11 hunting. 
— Bibliotheque Nutionide. Photo, (uraudon 
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animals, which is, moreover, connected with the Maurya, Gupta, and 
Moslem art of India. 

In the rocks carved in relief the material is sometimes recalcitrant 
or else worn away in course of time. But there are pieces of plate 
in which the art of the Sasanids in representing animal l ife or heroic 
scenes survives unimpaired. The two silver platters, one in the Cun­
ningham collection at the British Museum, representing a lion hunt 
of Bahram Gur (420-438) , and the other in the Bibliotheque Na-
tionale, representing Khosrau II (590-628) out hunting, are among 
the masterpieces of Iran. On the Bahram Gur platter is shown a com­
bat between the King and a family of lions; he is shown beheading 
the charging lion with his right hand, and crushing one of the cubs 
with his left, while the lioness springs up at her spoiler, and the heavy 
Sasanid charger rears to meet the charge of the beast, which is biting 
it in the chest. The whole group has a pathos equal to that of the most 
dramatic hunting-scenes of the Sargonid age (Fig. 106) ; for here 
again we certainly have a continuation of the Assyrian tradition, as 
the style of the charging lions alone would prove. No less fine is the 
figure of Khosrau II on the platter in the Bibliotheque Nationale, a 
galloping figure in the style of the ancient kings of Assur, who is hail­
ing arrows into a herd of wi ld boars, deer, and wild goats. The rapid­
ity of the royal huntsman's gallop is further emphasized by the 
streaming kosti, the ribbons of the mantle, and the tassels of the 
harness. As for the animals fleeing headlong or roll ing over pierced 
with arrows, we find in them, as just now at Taq-i Bustan, the realism, 
precision, and " power of distinguishing one type of animal from 
another " which the masters of Koyunjik and Khorsabad had learnt 
from the ancient East (Fig. 107). And this great tradition of the 
animal-sculptors of Mesopotamia was to persist under the regime of 
Islam, as is proved by a number of belated pieces of purely Sasanid 
workmanship which we find at the height of the Moslem period; 
for instance, the fine beast of the feline tribe on a silver dish in 
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the Soltykov collection, now in the Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris 
(Fig. 108), which we may compare with the head of a roaring lion­
ess in the Doucet collection, sculptured in the round in black stone, 
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Silver platter, post-Sasanian. 
— Bibliotheque Nationale. Photo, (liraudon 

and dated approximately by Monsieur Charles Vignier from the 
fourth or fifth century of our era (Fig. 109). Similarly, when we come 
to study the Moslem ceramics of Raiy, we ought never to lose sight of 
the fine Sasanid pottery in the Charles Vignier collection, with their 



P E R S I A N P R E - I S L A M I C C I V I L I Z A T I O N 155 

figures adoring fire-altars (Fig. 109 b) and their representations of 
animals (camels and goats). 

Unt i l recent years it was believed that no Sasanid paintings had 
come down to us; but in this connexion the discoveries of the 
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Stone head of lioness. 
— Doucel collection. Photo, Laniepce 

French archaeological mission to Afghanistan have opened up fresh 
horizons to us. The great rock frescoes of Bamian dating from the 
third to the sixth centuries, which have been investigated and repro­
duced by Monsieur and Madame Andre Godard, show us, side by 
side with Indian or Hellenistic elements, subjects which are, prop­
erly speaking, Sasanid (Fig. 110 and Volume I I I , Fig. 116). In spite 
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of the Buddhistic inspiration of these frescoes, one of the chief figures 
represented displays al l the characteristics of a Sasanid king: the 
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Sasanian earthenware. 
— Vignier collection. Photo, Laniepcc 

trimmed beard, the head-dress like a sort of tiara, surmounted by the 
crescent moon and the disk of the sun, with the kosti floating on his 
shoulders —the very type of the Bahrain Gur and Khosrau II of the 



P E R S I A N P R E - I S L A M I C C I V I L I Z A T I O N 157 

silver platters in the Louvre and the British Museum (Fig. 111). In 
this connexion we may recall the fact that there was a long struggle 
with the Ephthalites for the region of Balkh and Bamian, and that it 
was finally annexed to the empire by Khosrau I. The frescoes of 
Bamian have a no less precious find to offer; side by side with Indian 
monks, Buddhas of the Gandhara type, or a four-horse chariot of 
purely Roman inspiration, they contain a number of figures dressed 
in a long mantle with broad facings, one of them having also a nar­
row girdle round his waist and carrying a long sword and a lance, 
which are similar in every respect to the horsemen — likewise of 
Iranian inspiration — on the Qizi l frescoes, dating from the seventh 
century, discovered in Chinese Turkestan by the German mission of 
Professors Griinwedel and Von Le Coq (Volume I I I , Fig. 120). The 
juxtaposition in the same fresco at Bamian of this royal type, which 
is absolutely that of the Shapurs, Bahrams, and Khosraus, with the 
type which we may call " the horseman of Q i z i l " is proof that the 
paintings of Iranian tendencies, whether Buddhistic or Manichaean, 
which we shall find later in central Asia, from Kucha to Turfan, dat­
ing from a period extending from the seventh to the ninth century of 
our era, are actually of Sasanid inspiration — as had, indeed, been 
supposed before — or, better st i l l , a provincial or outlying school of 
Sasanid painting. Having established this, when we pass on to the 
study of central Asia we shall be better able to understand the dis­
covery by Sir Aurel Stein at Dandan-uiliq, in Kashgaria, of an ex­
traordinary fresco of the eighth century, representing the Buddhistic 
divinity Vajrapani in the guise of a sort of Sasanid king, wearing a 
black beard, with a tiara on his head and a green coat and boots, 
again quite in the style of some Bahram or Khosrau (Volume I I I , 
Fig. 117 and 118). Before such positive proof as this, we are com­
pelled to regard Sasanid art as having sent forth its influence for cen­
turies on end through Bactria and Transoxiana as far as the heart of 
the desert of Gobi and continued to make its influence felt there even 
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down to a period when, in Iran proper, the Sasanid dynasty itself had 
gone down before Islam. 

What is more, the frescoes of Bamian show us that, profoundly 
original though it may have been, Sasanid art was, as it were, 

hemmed in by classical in­
fluences. In the west, both 
on the rock-carvings of 
Naqsh-i Rustam and on the 
coins of the earliest kings, 
we may guess a certain in­
fluence from Rome, which 
was, however, rapidly as­
similated. Similarly, in the 
east, in Bactria, Sasanid 
art came in contact with a 
Hellenistic school of art, 
the Greco-Buddhistic art of 
Gandhara, as several of 
the frescoes of Bamian 
bear witness. But even 
more interesting, in our 
opinion, than these influ­
ences, which are somewhat 
alien to the Mazdean gen­
ius, is the way in which 
Sasanid art came into con­
tact, on the same frontiers, 

with the indigenous or Gupta art of India. We have already referred 
to the analogies between the technique of the animal-sculptors of Taq-i 
Bustan and that of the Indian animal-painters of Ajanta and Mava-
lipuram. These analogies become even more striking on the rock fres­
coes of Dukhtar-i Nushirvan, near Rui, in Afghanistan, discovered 
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Fresco from Bamian. 
— Photo, Godard 
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by Monsieur Hackin in 1924-5 and revisited by Monsieur Barthoux 
in 1927. These frescoes are more specifically Sasanid than those of 
Bamian, and, in the opinion of Monsieur Hackin, they were perhaps 
even ordered by Khosrau I, the conqueror of Bactria, in person, in 
which case they would date from about 570. As a matter of fact, the 
central figure represented a person wearing the head-dress sur­
mounted by a lion's head which, according to Professor Herzfeld, 
was characteristic of the royal prince of the Sasanid royal house who 
was governor of Bactria. There is another figure in the fresco of 
Dukhtar-i Nushirvan which, in Monsieur Hackin's opinion, recalls 
the Shapur of bas-relief IV at Naqsh-i Rustam. Further, beside these 
royal figures, Monsieur Hackin has drawn attention to various paint­
ings of animals — antelope, moufflon, oxen, deer, a tame l ion, and 
an elephant — which are equally reminiscent of the Gupta animal-
painters and of those of Taq-i Bustan, or, rather, establish a con­
nexion between the former and the latter; not to speak of female 
figures which are directly akin to those of Ajanta, those masterpieces 
of the Gupta school of painting in India. 

In this connexion we may recall the affinities, dating from the very 
origin of these two schools of art, which have been noted between the 
sculpture of the Achaemenid age of Persia and the Indian (Maurya) 
sculpture of Sanchi. We now find the same affinities between the 
Gupta and post-Gupta paintings of India and the Sasanid works of 
the sixth and seventh centuries which were contemporaneous with 
them. Perhaps we may be justified in concluding that a certain artis­
tic contact was always maintained between India and Iran, and that 
there were certain subjects which the two schools had in common, 
notably as regards the representation of animals. 

Side by side with this naturalistic aspect which constitutes an affin­
ity between Sasanid art and the Gupta art of India, the art of this age 
in Persia sometimes displays quite a different aspect: that of a he­
raldic art with a tendency towards decorative conventionalization. 
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This tendency, inherited from ancient Chaldeo-Assyrian decorative 
art and strengthened, as we have seen, by the taste of the Mazdean 
religion for abstraction and r ig id formulas, seems to have attained 
its definitive form in Sasanid Iran. It thus created a special style 
which it handed on to the peoples of the Caucasus, the nomad tribes 
of the Russian steppes, and, through them, to the northern barba­
rians, the Goths, the Scandinavians, and the Germans proper, as well 
as to the hordes of Huns and Turks towards the north-east. In their 
textiles and goldsmiths' work in particular we see how the Sasanid 
decorators came to strip their subject of its plastic qualities and ab­
stract from the l iving form designs which are purely geometrical. The 
museums of Europe and the sacristies of its churches are rich in 
Sasanid textiles, or fabrics of Sasanid inspiration, representing, in 
accordance with this fashion, fantastic monsters more or less con­
ventionalized with a view to decorative effect: the " dragon-peacock " 
with the head and fore-paws of a beast of the feline tribe, and the 
wings and tai l of a peacock " in his pride "; or horsemen mounted 
upon griffons or winged lions and fighting with other griffons; or 
wi ld goats or lions passant facing each other in strictly symmetrical 
pairs; or conventionalized beasts of the feline tribe devouring 
equally conventionalized beasts of the deer tribe, as in a favourite 
Chaldeo-Assyrian motive, which we shall find as far afield as the 
Hunnish textiles found by the Kozlov mission at Noin-ola in Mon­
golia. In this connexion, however, it is a misuse of terms to speak of 
Sasanid influences on " Scytho-Sarmatian" art, for the Sasanid 
dynasty did not make its appearance t i l l the third century, at a time 
when the Scythians had already disappeared centuries ago and the 
Sarmatians were on the point of disappearing before the Goths and 
Huns. But what is certain — as is established by the works of Dr. 
Falke — is the influence exerted by the Sasanid textiles, with their 
patterns of conventionalized birds, griffons, and combats between 
monsters, upon the textiles of central Asia from the third to the tenth 
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century of our era (see Volume I I I , Fig. 88 to 101). On the other 
hand, this specifically Sasanid conventionalization of animal motives 
w i l l be found again, as we shall see, not only in the Moslem textiles 
both of Egypt and of Persia, but also in the bronze utensils, and es­
pecially the ewers in the form of birds or animals of the deer tribe, 
which have come down to us from the early days of Islam in regions 
ranging from the Caucasus to Egypt under the Fa^imids. 

From this point of view nothing could be more characteristic than 
the Sasanid ewers in chased and " repousse" copper in the Her­
mitage and those once forming part of the Bobrinsky collection. 
These noble works in the shape of lions, horses, or birds of a com­
posite character are the direct prototypes and models of the Arab 
acquamanili (rose-water bowls for use after meals) of the Fatimid 
period, as well as of the brass household utensils of western Europe 
in the Middle Ages. 

In fact, it is impossible to understand the arts of the Moslems un­
less we have grasped the enormous part played in Asia by Sasanid 
art, with its double tendency, on the one hand towards the naturalistic 
representation of l iving forms, especially animals, and, on the other 
hand, towards decorative conventionalization and abstract geometri­
cal designs. 



C H A P T E R V 

Arab Civilization 

P R E - I S L A M I C A R A B I A A N D I S L A M 

I
N SPITE OF THE POLITICAL EXHAUSTION CAUSED BY THE WAR BE-

tween Khosrau II and the Emperor Heraclius, the Sasanid civi­
lization was in its prime when the Moslem invasion took place. 

For, while the Iranian King of Kings and the Byzantine Caesar were 
engaged in their protracted duel, which lasted from 610 to 628, 
Muhammad (Mahomet) (570-632) had unified Arabia and founded 
Islam. 

Before the coming of Muhammad the Arabs were anything but bar­
barians. The Arabic language, which, with Ethiopian and Southern 
Arabic, forms the southern group of Semitic tongues, is already 
to be found in central Arabia as a literary language in the sixth cen­
tury of our era, being used as a medium of expression by a whole 
galaxy of poets. These poets, the chief of whom were Imru'1-Qais, 
who died between 530 and 540, and 'Antar, who flourished during 
the closing years of the sixth century, are among the greatest figures 
in Oriental literature. The former was the son of a nobleman of Najd, 
who, after a number of youthful adventures, lived the l ife of a knight-
errant. His father having been murdered by an enemy tribe, he made 
it the object of his life to avenge him, after which he seems to have 
entered the service of the Byzantines, among whom he died. His most 
beautiful muallaqa sings his loves in a grand imagery fu l l of 
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splendid and varied colour, which was afterwards adopted by al l the 
classical Arab poets, but in him has the naive charm of archaism. As 
for 'Antar, the second in date of the great pre-Islamic poets, he was 
the son of a celebrated chief and a black slave. At first he was rele­
gated to a servile status, but by his own valour he fought his way to a 
place at the family hearth. He too sings in pastoral metaphors the 
beauty of his lady, the lovely Abla, " as gentle as a lamb "; but he 
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Qubbat al-Sakhra (Dome of the Rock), Jerusalem. 
— Photo, Cervais Courtellemont 

also takes as his subject combats between tribe and tribe, hereditary 
vendettas, and the fidelity of the camel and the horse, those com­
panions of the nomad. He died as he had lived, on the field of battle, 
slain by a hostile tribe. His fame lived on in the famous Romance of 
Antar (Sirat 'Antar), composed between the ninth and twelfth cen­
turies, on the basis of popular poems; the story has a fine epic swing, 
fu l l of romance and colour, in which the wi ld , chivalrous spirit of the 
old Bedouins lives again. 
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This revelation of lofty and fiery genius in a people sti l l in a back­
ward state of rather primitive paganism, and of such lyric power 
and chivalry in tribes divided and subdivided to the last degree, sub­
ject to no regular system of law, and l iving in a state of utter political 
anarchy, shows how unworthy of its human qualities was the in­
significant role played by 
the Arab race in history at 
the opening of the seventh 
century. At the time when 
Muhammad rose to power, 
pre-Islamic Arabia was 
fu l l of splendid potentiali­
ties, both spiritual and 
military. 

Muhammad was born 
in 570 at Mecca and be­
longed to the powerful 
Quraish tribe, who had the 
trade of those parts in their 
hands. He was the posthu­
mous son of a caravan con­
tractor and started life as 
a camel-driver. His occu­
pation was bound to bring 
him in touch with a variety 
of Arab tribes, some of 
which had embraced Judaism or Nestorian Christianity. These con­
nexions, which could not but confirm the results of his own personal 
meditations, no doubt helped to decide his vocation. 

At the moment when he received the " revelation " of his pro­
phetic role, Muhammad was a young, ardent, and generous man, fu l l 
of enthusiasm for every noble cause and infinitely superior to his 
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surroundings. The Arab tribes were sunk in idolatry, the nature of 
which is indicated by the cult of the Black Stone of the Ka'ba at 
Mecca; he therefore resolved to raise them to the level of monothe­
ism, a thoroughgoing monotheism which should be quite simple and 
pure. They were exhausting themselves in endless c iv i l wars, and 
l iving in a state of complete anarchy; he therefore determined to 

Mosque of the Omayyads, Damascus. 
— Photo, Gervais Courlellemont 

bring them together in a great democratic and unitary state. They 
retained their brutal and savage customs, not far removed from bar­
barism; he therefore made it his task to civilize, tame, and instruct 
them. He would not have been of his own country and of his own 
age if he had not brought to the exposition of his system a certain 
mystical exaltation; but it was a clear and coherent system, positive, 
practical, and capable of immediate realization, and it was to re-
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generate the Arab people and raise it to a moral level far higher 
than that of its ancestors. 

Having once laid down the main lines of his teaching and arrived 
at the conception of the one God, Muhammad could no longer keep 
this treasury of truth to him­
self. His ardent soul led 
him to preach to his nearest 
relatives; but they would 
have none of i t , for they be­
longed to the pagan aristoc­
racy of Mecca and feared 
for their privileges. Muham­
mad next turned to the 
populace of Mecca, to the 
Arabs of every tribe, and 
even to strangers. His house 
was fu l l of poor men whom 
he treated as friends. Rich 
and poor , masters and 
slaves, Christians and Jews, 
he had a message for a l l . In 
improvised speeches of im­
passioned eloquence he 
preached to a l l the unity of FIGUKR 115 
God and social equality, Mosque of the Omayyads. Courtyard and minaret. 

i i « i ... — Photo, E. de Lorey 

and his words were written 
in letters of fire upon the minds of the mobile and enthusiastic Arabs. 
But the people of Mecca, and the Quraish in particular, who made 
their l iving out of the worship of idols, resolved to put a stop to 
his propaganda by k i l l ing him. He fled from the city in time and 
took refuge in Medina, the inhabitants of which were the heredi­
tary foes of the men of Mecca and hailed him as their leader. The 
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date of this flight, or Hegira, June 25, 622, marks the beginning of 
the Moslem calendar. 

At Medina Muhammad built the first mosque, after which, placing 
himself at the head of the people of that town, he set out to unify 

Arabia. It was a long task 
and took ten years of 
struggle, during which the 
Prophet revealed himself 
a hero as well. He had to 
conquer Arabia foot by 
foot and tribe by tribe; 
and it took eight years of 
war to reduce Mecca. Stub­
bornly attached to its pa­
ganism, that city would 
have nothing to do with a 
reform which might ruin 
the p i l g r i m a g e to the 
Ka'ba. After defeating the 
men of Mecca at Badr in 
624, and himself being de­
feated by them at Uhud 
(Ohod) in 625, Muham­
mad at last succeeded in 
subduing his native town 
in 630. Being as politic as 
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Mosque of the Omayyads. Courtyard. 
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he was generous, he destroyed the idols, but pardoned his enemies. 
He transformed the shrine of the Ka'ba into a mosque, a happy act 
which maintained Mecca in its position as a religious metropolis, 
while imparting sanctity to the object of its pilgrimages. 

Before the unity of the Arab nation could be attained, Muhammad 
had still to subdue and convert the Jewish element at Khaibar, the 
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pagan tribes of the Yemen, Hadramaut, 'Oman, and Najd. Once this 
task had been accomplished and the whole of Arabia now contained 
but a single people worshipping a single god, he returned to Mecca 
to organize the first great Moslem pilgrimage, of March 632, in 
which more than a hundred thousand believers are said to have taken 
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part. The Prophet's ideas were triumphing, but he was exhausted by 
twenty years of struggle and felt his end approaching. He therefore 
summoned his people and made known to them his last precepts: 
" Ye people, hearken unto my words, for I know not whether I can 
once more be in your midst another year. Be humane and just one 
unto the other. Let every man's l i fe and property be sacred and in­
violable. Let him who has received a pledge return it faithfully. Ye 
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shall appear before your God, to whom ye shall render an account 
of your actions. Hearken unto the women, for they are your help­
meets; ye have received them as a good thing entrusted to you by 
God. . . . Know that al l Moslems are brothers one to another, 
and that you are a l l no more than one family of brethren. Beware 
of injustice. . . ." Then, raising his arms to heaven, he cried: "0 
God, have I said that which I had to say, and have I accomplished 
my mission?" And the crowd replied with one voice: "Yea, thou 

hast accomplished i t . " Upon 
which he said: " 0 God, 
vouchsafe to receive this my 
testimony," and dismissed 
the assembly. This scene, 
with its Biblical simplicity 
and broadly human appeal, 
succeeded in rallying the 
last few doubters to the 
Prophet's cause. A few days 
afterwards,on March 8,632, 
he died, having witnessed 
the triumph of his work. 

The great s t rength of 
Islam, which secured for it 

an amazing capacity for expansion, lay not only in the grandeur and 
nobility of most of its dogmas, which were far superior to the pagan­
ism which they replaced, but, most of a l l , in the fact that it came at the 
right moment, into a world which was waiting for it, to peoples whose 
religious needs, social aspirations, and political ambitions it exactly 
interpreted. As a matter of fact, Islam invented nothing really new in 
any sphere; it did no more than carry existing tendencies into action 
and bring to completion, in the ful l light of day, an obscure process 
of evolution which had started several centuries before. 
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In the sphere of religion the teaching Muhammad was in many 
respects no more than a synthesis and a simplification of previously 
existing doctrines — not of the crude old pagan creeds of the Arahs, 
which he destroyed, but of the great Oriental religions: Judaism, 
Christianity, and Mazdaism. 

The Koran (Qor'an), the sacred book of Islam, constantly 
draws its inspiration from the Bible, the Talmud, the Gospels, 
and even the Avesla, and Judaic doctrines have a large place in i t . 
The Al lah of the Koran is no more than the ancient Yahveh of Israel, 
the " God of Battles," a stern and abstract deity, who does not speak 
to the senses, but excites the imagination to the highest degree. It was 
from Judaism, too, that Muhammad borrowed the sacred rules of 
hygiene which are indispensable in the East, the practice of frequent 
ablutions, circumcision, and abstention from pig's flesh, to which he 
added abstention from wine. He admitted the inspired character of 
the Pentateuch and the divine mission of Moses; and similarly he 
admitted the inspired character of the Gospels, the mission of Christ, 
and the sanctity of the Virg in . A l l that he rejected in Christianity 
was the divinity of Christ, the cult of the saints and of images, and 
the whole organization of the Church. On the other hand, he bor­
rowed from it the metaphysical basis of morality, the immortality of 
the soul, the resurrection of the dead, the last judgment, heaven and 
hell. But since he was dealing with Orientals, his paradise was a 
veritable abode of delights. Certain of his maxims breathe a spirit 
l ike that of the Gospels and have something of the sentiment of 
Christian charity. He would repeat the commandment: " Love one 
another, and do not seek out the faults of your fellow-men "; or pro­
claim that: " God pardons him who repents, for He is indulgent and 
merciful. . . . It is not the flesh and blood of the sacrifices that 
rises up unto God, it is your pity that rises up unto Him. Righteous­
ness consists in believing in God, giving to the orphan and the needy 
for the love of God, redeeming captives, giving alms, and being 
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sincere. The Faithful ought to give the best of what they have gained 
to the poor. They are worthy of praise when they practise charity, and 
even more so if they do it in secret." Whether consciously or uncon­
sciously, in addition to these Judaeo-Christian influences, Muhammad 
undoubtedly also admitted that of Mazdaism, which, directly or in­
directly, provided him with his doctrine of angels, while it was the 
great duel between Ormuzd and Ahriman, quite as much, perhaps, 
as that between Jehovah and Satan that inspired him with the idea of 
the eternal struggle between Allah and Iblis. 

O M A Y Y A D C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

A R A B I A WAS NOW P O L I T I C A L L Y UNIFIED. I N FUTURE I T HAD B U T ONE 

faith, ardently spiritual and absolutely monotheistic in character; 
one morality, that of the Koran, simple, pure, and broad; one social 
organization, the commonwealth based on equality, at once theo­
cratic and patriarchal, instituted by the Prophet. And it advanced 
forthwith to the conquest of the East. 

Muhammad did not live to see the Jihad, the great war or " Holy 
War." It started on the morrow of his death and was carried to a suc­
cessful conclusion by his successors, his " caliphs " or representa­
tives: AbQ-Bakr (622-634) , 'Omar (634-644) , 'Othman (644 -
656) , and ' A l i (656-661) . As we have seen, the Byzantine Empire 
and that of Sasanid Persia had issued from their prolonged duel in a 
state of exhaustion, and the Arabs took advantage of this to crush the 
former and destroy the latter. Two victories, at Ajnadain in 634 and 
at the Yakfisa in 636, won them the Byzantine provinces of Pales­
tine and Syria, the conquest of which was followed between 640 and 
642 by that of Egypt. Two more victories, at Qadisiya in 637 and 
Nehavend in 642, next made them masters of Persia. In this up­
heaval, though shorn of Syria, Egypt, and soon of Africa, the Byzan­
tine Empire at least kept possession of Asia Minor, whereas the whole 
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of the Sasanid Empire of Persia fel l into the power of the conquerors. 
Thus by the end of a few years the Arab Empire extended from 
Africa and the Taurus to the Oxus and the Indus. In the eighth cen­
tury it was even to be carried across the Oxus and wrest Transoxiana 
from the Turco-Iranian dy­
nasties which acknowledged 
the suzerainty of China. 

The first four caliphs, 
who reigned from 622 to 
661 and under whom these 
vast conquests were carried 
out, remained faithful to 
the spirit of Muhammad 
and the traditions of their 
race. Arabs they were and 
Arabs they remained, desert 
sheikhs, with no courts, no 
luxury, and no needs, hard 
to themselves and to others 
alike, l iving in tents on a 
footing of intimacy and 
equality with the tribesmen. 
For some years the old em­
pires were governed from a nomad camp {dwar) by poor Bedouins. 
But this state of affairs could not go on. Arab rule — which stood 
for patriarchal simplicity, contempt for al l material civilization and 
profane culture, and a mil i tary commonwealth — was scarcely com­
patible with the foundation of a stable government resting upon the 
old historic structure of the Middle East; and, as a matter of fact, 
it was not long before Aramaeo-Byzantine Syria and Sasanid Persia 
were victorious over their fierce conquerors, if not in the religious 
sense, at least in so far as culture was concerned. 
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Great Mosque, Baghdad. 
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Syria was the first to take this peaceful revenge. After its conquest 
one of the most powerful of the Arab families, that of the Omayyads, 
belonging to the old Quraish aristocracy of Mecca, was entrusted 
with its government and was not slow to become acclimatized there. 
The reigning caliph, on the other hand — the pious ' A l i , Muham­
mad's son-in-law — continued to stand for Islam in a l l its uncom­
promising orthodoxy. It could not be long before a struggle broke 
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Mosque of lbn Tulun. 
— Photo, Gervais CourtellemorU 

out between this Bedouin of the desert and the Omayyads, who had 
became half-Syrianized. ' A l i was defeated, and in 660 the Omayyad 
Mo'awiya became caliph. 

The Omayyad dynasty governed the Arab Empire from 660 to 
750, with Damascus as its capital. While of course abjuring nothing 
of their Islamic faith, the caliphs of this house in reality turned the 
theocratic republic of their predecessors into a regular temporal and 
centralized state in the Byzantine sense of the word. Under them the 
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Arab Empire became in some sort a Syrian Empire. The administra­
tion was modelled upon that of Byzantium and, what is more, con­
tinued to employ a large number of Greek or Syriac officials. The 
Syriac Christians, in particular, exerted a considerable influence at 
court; one of them, Sarjun bin Mansur, was Mo'awiya's principal 

minister. In their palace at 
Damascus the Omayyad 
caliphs named Yazld or 
Walid surrounded them­
selves with a luxury that 
scandal ized the p ious , 
while they showed signs 
of a liberal spirit, a taste 
for poetry and art, and 
even a dilettantism which 
were somewhat unexpected 
in these sons of the desert. 
Yazld I , for example, who 
reigned from 680 to 683 
and was passionately fond 
of hunting and feasting, a 
great connoisseur of wines, 
dogs, and dancing-girls, 
was irreligious and culti­
vated and reminds us more 
of the liberal Seleucids 
than of the companions of 

the Prophet. In order to crush the opposition of the pietistic party, 
he either instigated or permitted the massacre at Kerbela in 680 
of the family of ' A l l , Muhammad's son-in-law, a dramatic event 
big with consequences, which was to divide Islam into two hostile 
creeds, the dissentient Shi'ites, the avengers of the house of ' A l i , and 
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the Sunnites, or party of the majority, which had rallied to the new 
dynasty. 

The Omayyads had now become regular Moslem Caesars and 
wanted their court at Damascus to r ival that of Constantinople. It 

was their intention to possess palaces and mosques worthy of the 
Sacred Palace and St. Sophia. Hence the Greek architects whom they 
employed adapted Byzantine art to the exigencies of the Koranic 
religion and thus created Arab art. 
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The principal form of building produced by Arab art was natu­
rally the mosque (masjid, and later jami'), the essential parts of 
which were the four porticos (riwaq or liwdn— Arabic for the origi-

FIGURE 124 

Lustre bowl of Haiy ware, eighth or n in th century. 
— Bene pollier collection 

nal Persian eivdn) covered with a flat roof supported on columned 
arcades; these four arcades surrounded a square courtyard (sahn), 
in which stood the fountain for ablutions; the llwdn par excellence, 
which is on the side towards Mecca, is broader than the others and 
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has a greater number of aisles; it is the principal hall, the oratory in­
tended to receive the throng of the faithful; it is often divided in 
two by a grille of wooden fretwork, and in its end wall is the niche or 

F I G U R E 124b 

Bowl of Baiy ware, eighth or ninth century. 
— Vignier collection. Photo, Laniepce 

mihrdb marking the direction of Mecca, and the minbar, or preacher's 
pulpi t ; lastly, the building is flanked by one or more towers or 
minarets (mandra), from which the muezzin summons the faithful 
to prayer. This plan, as has often been pointed out, seems to be 
copied from that of the Christian basilicas of Syria; the court of the 
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ablutions corresponds to the atrium, the liwan to the narthex of a ba­
silica — here also having the same functions as the aisle in a French 
Gothic cathedral — the grille to a sort of chancel-screen, the mihrab 
to " a miniature apse," and the minaret to a bell-tower. As in the By-
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Plate from Susa, n in th century. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

zantine churches, the decoration of the Syrian mosques consisted 
chiefly of marbles, rare varieties of stone, precious metals, and 
enamelled mosaics. 

The chief Omayyad monuments are to be found in Damascus and 
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Jerusalem. The Qubbat al-Sakhra, or Dome of the Rock, at Jerusa­
lem, wrongly called the Mosque of 'Omar, is not so much a mosque, 
in the architectural sense of the word, as a sort of mausoleum or 
oratory, octagonal in form and surmounted by a cupola, and is built 
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Enamelled faience bowl. Persian art, earlier than twelf th century. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

round the sacred rock of the Biblical legend (Fig. 112, 113). It was 
built about 691 by the caliph 'Abd al-Malik, who utilized Byzantine 
materials, such as columns, capitals, etc. On the other hand, the 
Mosque of al-Aqsa, close by, which was adapted by the same caliph, 
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'Abd al-Malik, on the plan of an ancient basilica of Justinian, and the 
Great Mosque, or Mosque of the Omayyads, at Damascus, built about 
708 by the caliph Wal ld on the site of a Christian church of the 
Emperor Theodosius, follow the historic plan of a mosque described 
above. The Great Mosque at Damascus, of which we reproduce some 
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Mosque of ul-Azhar. 
— Photo, Cierruia (Umrlellemont 

fine photographs here by courtesy of M. Eustache de Lorey (Fig. 
114 to 117), is built on a rectangular plan, in which the principal 
llwdn, with the mihrah and minbar, runs along the southern, or wider, 
side. It is characterized by three minarets, those of the Betrothed, of 
Jesus, and of Qa'it-bey, of which the first alone is of the same date 
as the original building. As in the other Syrian mosques, part of the 
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columns are taken from earlier buildings and are in the Byzantine 
style. The interior, and notably the transept, were decorated with 
mosaics (fusal-fasd) executed by Greek artists sent for by the caliph 
Walld from Constantinople. We may judge of these Omayyad mosaics 
in the Great Mosque at Damascus from the fragments recently brought 
to light by Monsieur de Lorey. We may also note those which sti l l 
decorate the inside face of the arches of the outer concentric colon­
nade of the Qubbat al-Sakhra at Jerusalem. The mosaics are pale 

FiraiHE 129 
Stone cenotaph of Fatiraa (1067), Damascus. 

-~ Photo, E. de Lorey 

blue or deep blue in tone, or brown upon gold, with decorative mo­
tives of vine-leaves trail ing from vases, precious works in which we 
see Arab fantasy at work for the first time on an old Byzantine motive 
— that Arab fantasy which was later to enrich Oriental decoration 
with an infinite number of motives by its arabesques and Kufic script. 

The civilization of Omyyad Syria became more and more bril l iant 
every day. It seemed as though the Moslem revolution had taken 
place merely in order to turn Damascus into the capital of the East, 
when the Omayyad dynasty was swept away by a revolt starting in 
Persia, and with it the Syrian hegemony of Islam. 
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A B B A S I D C I V I L I Z A T I O N 

T H E RISE TO POWER OF T H E OMAYYAD DYNASTY HAD B E E N REGARDED 

as a usurpation by the partisans of the family of ' A l l , especially after 
the tragic events at Kerbela. This party, who have been called the 
ShI'ites, had gained a numerous following not only in Arabia, but 

also in Persia, which, though for a time she had bowed before the 
violence of the storm, was now beginning to recover herself. Though 
the Arabs had succeeded in imposing a new religion upon Iran, they 
had proved powerless to absorb the Iranian race. They had assimi­
lated Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt both racially and in language, 
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but were unable to make any impression on the domain of Aryanism. 
In this region there was no interruption of linguistic continuity, for 
in the first document in the Persian tongue which has come down to 
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Bowl of Fa t imid period w i t h pattern in lustre, eleventh century. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

us, dating from the ninth century, the language seems already to 
have acquired its definitive form and is a direct development of 
the southern Pahlavi of the Sasanid period. Thus the conversion 
of Persia to Islam did not involve its absorption by Islam, as hap­
pened to the Mediterranean countries. While embracing Islam, it stil l 
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remained itself, but tbe new Persia had gained fresh life from the 
elements brought to her by Islam from all parts of the world and was 
emancipated from her narrow nationalism, strengthened by all the 
energy and love of action which had found expression in the Moslem 
revolution, and, lastly, endowed with a more delicate, restless, and 
impassioned sensibility. In this respect Islam played the same part 
in Iran as Christianity did in the West; in their respective spheres 

these two Semitic religions 
created, one a Moslem Per­
sia, and the other a Chris­
tian Europe, infinitely richer 
and more complex than Sasa-
nid Iran and the Greco-
Roman world had been. The 
reason is that, by their very 
opposition to the national 
genius, these foreign cults in­
troduced into the conscious­
ness of the race an element 
of diversity, factors provoca­
tive of doubt, moral strug­
gles, and conflicts of feeling 
— in other words, life and 
passion. 

Shfism was ardently espoused by the Persians and provided them 
with a doctrinal justification for their opposition. As we have seen, 
its essential feature was a sort of legitimism, which claimed the Cali­
phate for the family of Muhammad and his son-in-law, ' A l i , who had 
been set aside by the Omayyads. In place of the caliphs in their strict 
sequence, the ShI'ites recognized a succession of imams, or " guides," 
al l chosen from among the descendants of ' A l i . Moreover, this 
Muhammadan legitimism happened to be in harmony with Persian 
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irredentism, for the imam Husain, son of ' A l l , and one of the martyrs 
of Kerbela, was said to have married the daughter of the last of the 
Sasanid kings, Yazdagard I I I . The passion of ' A l l and Husain 
formed a theme which kept Persian Shi'ism perpetually at a fever 
heat, and this state of mind 
was stil l further heightened 
by the theory of the Mahdi, 
or " hidden guide," a sort 
of Moslem Messiah or Sao-
shyant, who was to return 
in triumph at the end of 
the world and establish the 
reign of God upon earth. 

The political revival of 
Persian nationality and the 
religious grievances of dis­
sident Shi'ites were turned 
to advantage by a princely 
Arab family, the 'Abba-
sids, who were also related 
to Muhammad, being de­
scendants of an uncle of 
the Prophet. The 'Abba-
sids allied themselves by 
marriage with the house of 
' A l i and, in concert with 
i t , stirred up the Persian 

province of Khorasan to revolt against the Omayyads in 747. After a 
struggle lasting three years, they overthrew the Omayyad dynasty, and 
their leader, Abu'l-'Abbas, had himself recognized as caliph in 750. 
The imams of the house of ' A l i , for whom he had pretended to be tak­
ing up arms, were set aside, and Shl'ism remained in opposition. 

Maristan (hospital 
Dai 
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Photo, E. de Lorey 



190 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

In spite of this abandonment of the true Shi'ite claims, the 'Abbasid 
revolution marked the triumph of the Persian element in the Arab 
Empire. The Iranians had formed the bulk of the 'Abbasid army, 
and, having gained the victory, the new dynasty summoned them to 

share in its power. It was 
they who filled the depart­
ments of state and con­
ducted its business, as the 
Syrians had done under the 
Omayyad dynasty. The se­
cession of Spain, whither 
the survivors of the Omay­
yad family withdrew to 
set up a dissident empire 
in 756, and later, in 
969, the secession of Egypt, 
where another dissident 
caliphate — that of the 
F a t i m i d s — was estab­
lished, still further con­
tributed towards increas­
ing the importance of the 
Iranian element in the do­
mains of the 'Abbasids, 
by limiting their scope to 
Asia. 

The " Moslem Sasanids," as the 'Abbasid caliphs have been called, 
could not take up their residence at Damascus as the Omayyads 
had done. They established themselves on the threshold of Iran 
and of the Arab world, in Babylonia, a land which had been the 
seat of the monarchy of the Shapurs and Khosraus in past ages. 
It was here that in 762 the second of the 'Abbasids, al-Mansiir, 
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Mausoleum ol' Saladin (1193), Damascus. 
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founded his new capital, Baghdad, which was destined very soon to 
become the first city of the East. From the very first the ascendancy 
of the Iranian element at Baghdad was so marked that the administra­
tion of this vast empire was entrusted to the Barmakids, a family 
purely Persian in race. 

WT.. which had also, it seems, re­
mained quite Persian at 
heart. The Barmakids had 
the power in their hands un­
der the caliphs al-Mansur 
(754-775) , al-Mahdl (775-
785), and Harun al-Rashld 
(786-809) , unti l , in 803, 
the las>mentioned, growing 
uneasy at their power, had 
one of them executed and 
dismissed the rest from fa­
vour. Their fa l l did but little 
to delay the triumph of the 
Persian element. Shortly 
after the death of Harun 
al-Rashid the throne was 
disputed by his two sons, al-
Amln , who was supported 
by the Arab element, and al-
Ma'mim, whose mother was 
a Persian and who had the support of the Persians. In the end it was 
al-Ma'mun who won the day, in 813, by the aid of his mother's fellow-
countrymen ; his reign, which lasted from 813 to 833, was accompanied 
by such a triumph of Iranian influences that for a time he even declared 
his adhesion to the Shi'ite doctrines. 

The age of these first 'Abbasids marks the highest point of Arab, 
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or, rather, Arabo-Persian, civilization. The personal merit of the 
sovereigns had a great deal to do with this flourishing state of affairs. 
The most celebrated of them al l , Harun al-Rashid, seems to have been 
a prince of remarkable intelligence and subtlety, a real type of the 

great Arab nobleman of an­
cient descent. He was more 
liberal, generous, and mag­
nificent than any other Ori­
ental potentate and did not 
rest content simply to sur­
pass the marvels of Nine­
veh and Babylon, Alexan­
dria and Byzantium in the 
entertainments which he of­
fered at Baghdad to the 
ambassadors of the whole 
world. This caliph of the 
Arabian Nights, who daz­
zled the envoys of the Em­
press Irene by his splen­
dour and entered into 
friendly relations both 
with Charlemagne and with 
the Celestials of the T'ang 
dynasty, had his duties as 
king very much at heart. 

As the fa l l of the Barmakids bears witness, he meant to be his 
own minister and enter directly into contact with his people. Like 
St. Louis of France, he could be seen settling the quarrels of his 
subjects before his own personal tribunal, and the wisdom of his 
judgments won him the fine title of Harun the Just. When night fel l , 
he would slip into the streets of Baghdad in disguise, mingle with 
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the cosmopolitan crowd which thronged the bazaars of the vast city, 
and question everybody about the sufferings, needs, and desires of the 
people. 

The 'Abbasid Empire was the seat of a rich material civilization. 
The mass of Arab tales which give us a picture of the society of those 
times is constantly referring to the fabulous wealth of Baghdad and 
the other great cities of ' I raq. In the bazaars of the 'Abbasid capital 

FIGURE 138 

Citadel of Cairo, north-eastern side (Qala t al-Jabal), A y y u b i d period. 
— Photo, Creswell 

were amassed al l the products of the East. The caravans of Iran 
brought to them the carpets of Samarqand, the raw silk of Mazan-
daran, the silken fabrics of Marv and Nishapur, the velvets of Tiis 
and Shushtar, the turquoises and lapis lazuli of Khorasan and 
what is now Afghanistan, and the ceramic ware of Raiy, besides the 
sugar-cane and confectionary of Makran, the fine wines and essences 
of Shlraz, Yazd, and Isfahan. The caravans from Mesopotamia, 
Syria, and Africa brought Arabian incense, " damascened " armour, 
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goldsmiths' work, fine harness-work, rich carpets, and gold brocades 
from Aleppo and Damascus, muslins from Mosul, the many-
coloured glass-ware of Tyre and Beyrut, the wood-carving, ivory 
boxes, perfume-burners, and earthenware of al-Fustat (Cairo). The 
Arab ships which plied on the Persian Gulf between Basra and 
the ports of the Malabar coast, touching at Siraf and Muscat, brought 
back to ' I raq the spices of the Malay Archipelago, the pearls of Cey-
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Citadel of Damascus (1208). 
— Photo, K. de Lorey 

Ion, the precious woods, cotton fabrics, and cinnamon of India, 
and the musk of Tibet, as well as the silks and satins of China. 
The important Arab halting-place of Siraf on the Persian Gulf was, 
as it were, an outpost of Baghdad on the way to India. The voyage of 
Suleiman the merchant to India and China in 851, the story of Sind-
bad the sailor in the Thousand and One Nights, bear witness to the vol­
ume of sea-borne traffic between the 'Abbasid Empire and the Far 
East. How considerable was the traffic by the land routes through 
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central Asia is proved, as we shall see, by the discovery, among the 
pottery of Raiy, of Chinese ware of the T'ang period. 

Intellectual activity was commensurate with this economic pros­
perity. Up to this time, Arab poetry had been merely primitive, cele­
brating the l ife of caravans, the joy of battle, the great elemental emo­
tions of the nomad faced with the eternal spectacle of the sky and 
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Citadel of Aleppo, twelfth to fourteenth centuries. 
— Photo, E. de Ijorcy 

desert. A change came when it had to express a whole world of moral 
ideas hitherto unknown, the life of the new masters of the East with 
its refinements, the subtleties of chivalrous love, the fine distinc­
tions of dialectic. The ancient lyric poetry of the nomad bards made 
way for new poetic forms, and we see the appearance of a court 
poetry at Baghdad which was graceful and melancholy, sportive and 
passionate by turns, compact of delicacy, ardour, and fantasy, a 
poetry as light and elegant as the decoration of the Alhambra. The 
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Mihrab of the Mausoleum of Bi lmrs (1277), Damascus. 
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inspiration of the great Persian poets of succeeding ages is already to 
be found in the 'Abbasid poets, many of whom were, indeed, of purely 
Persian descent, or else of mixed Arab and Persian blood, and, 
while adopting the Arab language as their means of expression, had 
al l of them remained faithful to the Iranian genius; this is true of 
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Mosque of On law un (d. 1290), Cairo. 
— Photo, Creswell 

the greatest lyr ic poet of this age, AbCi Nuwas, who died about 810, 
and whose erotic and elegiac poetry reveals a sentiment both delicate 
and profound. 

At the same time philosophic thought began to develop rapidly, 
the chief motive force of this movement coming from the Syriac 
Christians, both Nestorian and Monophysite, who continued to be 
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as numerous under the 'Abbasid Empire as they had been under that 
of the Sasanids in past days. The Nestorians in particular exerted a 
considerable influence by translating the leading works of the Greek 
sages into Syriac, and afterwards into Arabic. Since a number of 
them were sought after at the court of Baghdad and enjoyed the per-

F l G U R E 143 
Mosque of Hasan (d. 1361), Cairo (on the left). 
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sonal favour of the caliphs by reason of their scientific knowledge of 
astronomy and medicine, their influence was able to make itself felt 
openly. It was they who made the philosophy of Plato known to the 
Arabs and Persians, besides that of Aristotle and the Alexandrian 
school, the geometry of Euclid, and the geography of Ptolemy. The 
application of philosophic speculation to the interpretation of the 
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Koran gave rise to the kolam, or dogmatic theology; two schools of 
this science grew up, on which Arabo-Persian dialectic was to lavish 
the treasures of its subtlety: that of the MuHazilits, whose exegesis 
made a parade of rationalist tendencies, and that of the Mutakallim, 
who were more strictly orthodox. Contrary to the customary interpre­
tation of the Koran, many of the Mu'tazili t doctors admired the 
principle of free w i l l ; others stripped Al lah of his comparatively 
anthropomorphic form, analogous to that of the Bible, and even of 
his metaphysical attributes, and made of him an absolute principle 
beyond the powers of human apprehension; some even seemed to 
substitute for the transcendental theism of the Koran a doctrine of 
divine immanence. The caliph Ma'mun, who reigned from 813 to 
833 and founded a sort of university at Baghdad, to which he sum­
moned al l the doctors to hold free disputations, openly favoured 
Mu'tazilism. Liberal thought had the upper hand down to the time 
of the caliph Mutawakkil (847-861) , who gave his support to the 
pietistic reaction of the Mutakall im. 

' A B B A S I D A R T 

T H E 'ABBASID PERIOD IS OF CAPITAL IMPORTANCE FOR T H E HISTORY 

of Arab art. Unfortunately it has to be admitted that, since the de­
struction of Baghdad in 1258 and the other catastrophes which have 
followed it , hardly anything remains of the monuments of Baghdad; 
the famous tomb known as that of Zobaida, who died in 831, never 
belonged to that princess (Fig. 118). We are more fortunate at 
Raqqa, on the Euphrates, where a few remains of the Palace of 
Harun al-Rashid are left, and at Samarra, a city on the Tigris, to the 
north of Baghdad, which from 836 to 889 for a time took the place 
of Baghdad as the residence of the 'Abbasid caliphs. At Samarra the 
ruins of the Mosque of the caliph Mutawakkil and the palace of the 
caliphs, the Balkuwara, are stil l standing, while, so far as the rest of 
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the site is concerned, the excavations of Professor Herzfeld's German 
mission and the learned works of the French archaeologist H. Viollet 
enable us to form some idea of the architectural effect as a whole. The 
mosque (Fig. 119) formed " a vast rectangle enclosed by high walls, 
the inside of which was cased with burnt bricks, having the principal 

hall , with its twenty-five 
aisles, on the south side, and 
three other smaller halls on 
the remaining sides; a l l 
these aisles, which were 
more than thirty-three feet in 
height, were supported by 
marble columns; the four 
halls opened on to a vast 
courtyard, the centre of 
which was occupied by a 
richly decorated fountain " 
( H . Vio l le t ) . As for the pal­
ace of the caliphs at Sa-
marra, Monsieur Viollet de­
scribes it as follows: " Its 
ruins cover a vast rectangle 
the side of which is more 
than a kilometre in length. 
On the western fagade three 
arches of brick masonry are 

stil l standing. These three arches, facing the river, were used for cere­
monies and public audiences, and opened on a wide view of the valley. 
At their feet terraces and fountains descend in broad tiers en cascades. 
Behind these are three inner courts, which give light to some rooms ar­
ranged in the form of a cross; these were the throne-rooms; next come 
a number of less lofty rooms, which were private apartments with 
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Mosque of Hasan (d. 1361), Cairo. 
— Photo, Gervais Courlellemont 
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luxurious baths. On the east is to be seen the plan of a large rectangu­
lar garden, surrounded by pilastered walls, in which were some water­
falls, and on which opened some little richly decorated pavilions. 
On the north was a vast 
creek, approached by a 
ramp honeycombed with 
grottoes and water-pools. 
And lastly, grouped behind 
this mass of buildings, clus­
tered houses containing the 
harem, others for the ac­
commodation of the court­
iers, a small mosque, and 
great outbuildings for the 
caliph's guard and the cav­
a l ry ." 

Monsieur Viollet points 
out that this general ar­
rangement follows the 
great tradition of Iranian 
architecture, Sasanid influ­
ences being here combined 
with those of Byzantine and 
Syro-Coptic art. As for the 
internal decoration, the 
walls are cased with carved 
stucco, forming a panelled 
dado three feet four inches 
high, above which are a sort of trefoil arches, a form of wall-lining cop­
ied from that of the Sasanid palaces. Similarly, at Raqqa, in the ruins 
of the Palace of Harun al-Rashid, we find decorative motives which 
have come down from Sasanid times; for instance, certain arcades, 
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arches, and niches which are curiously reminiscent of the Taq-i Kisra 
at Ctesiphon. But in the art of Samarra the decorative designs are 
already decidedly Moslem in character, with their conventionalized 
flowers forming the centre of recurring geometrical figures connected 
by ribbon-work; or with their strings of beads which form a vase or a 
lyre where they end or touch; or with their arabesques entwined with 
grapes and vine-leaves; a l l of which are described in H. Viollet's 
monograph. 

The 'Abbasid buildings of Mesopotamia had a considerable in­
fluence, not only on later Persian art, but even on Syro-Egyptian 
architecture itself. The recent works of Herzfeld, Viollet, and 
Andre Godard have shown us how largely the Mosque of Ibn Tulun 
at Cairo, the first great monument of Moslem Egypt which has 
come down to us, was inspired by the architecture of Samarra (Fig. 
120 to 122). This immense edifice was built about 876 by the gov­
ernor, Ibn Tulun, who since 869 had made himself practically inde-
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pendent of the Caliphate of Baghdad. It forms a rectangle some 390 
feet long by some 425 feet broad and is the type par excellence of the 
mosque with arcades. It is built entirely of brick, an astonishing 
medium to find on Egyptian soil, d id we not know that it was directly 
imitated from Mesopotamia. Moreover, it is here that we first see 
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Madrasa Jaqmaqiya, Damascus (1421). 
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the appearance of the pointed arch in these regions — a form which 
also had its origin in Iran. Lastly, so far as the decorative carving is 
concerned, Monsieur S. Flury has found in the Mosque of Ibn Tulun 
the same three motives — linear designs, deeply incised decorations, 
and the vine-leaf and grape motive — that Professor Herzfeld found 
at Samarra. Geometrical and plant motives: here we again find these 
two essential elements of what was to constitute the whole of Moslem 
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Mosque of Qa ' i t -bay (d. 1495), suburbs of* Cairo. 
— Photo, Gervais Courlellemont 
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decoration, which was opposed on principle to decoration based on 
animal forms. 

The ceramic art of the first 'Abbasid period is worthy of special 
attention, as is proved by a number of pieces coming from the exca­

vations at Raiy (Rhages), 
Zanjan, Susa, Samarra, 
and, in Egypt, from Fustat 
(Fig. 123 to 126). Many of 
these pieces had been as­
signed by the late Maurice 
Pezard to a date as early as 
the Sasanid age; but as a 
matter of fact it appears 
that, though they show 
signs of Sasanid inspira­
tion, they are simply early 
Moslem work, as Mon­
sieur Charles Vignier was 
the first to proclaim, and as 
Monsieur R. Koechlin has 
recently established by 
comparing the specimens 
from Susa with those from 
Samarra, for these latter 
can be dated from the years 
during which this epheme­
ral capital flourished, be­

tween 836 and 889. We find the same sequence of styles at Susa 
as at Samarra: non-lustre cups, of a creamy white, decorated with a 
pattern of conventionalized foliage or flowers in cobalt-blue, some­
times tending towards green; cups, also in non-lustre ware, on which 
the pattern, whether geometrical or consisting of palmettes, is slightly 
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in relief or else incised or modelled on a yellow and green ground; 
some very fine cups covered with a bril l iant lustre of yellow, greenish, 
or reddish gold, with a pattern of conventionalized foliage, medal­
lions, and flowers of a sumptuously decorative effect, with occasional 
motives of conventional­
ized animal forms. These 
are further described in 
R. K o e c h l i n ' s La Cera-
mique de Sdmarrd (Syria, 
1926). 

The c h i e f centre o f 
manufacture seems to have 
been at Rhages or Raiy, a 
town which had been fa­
mous ever since the days 
of the Persian Empire and 
maintained its importance 
under the various Moslem 
dynasties unt i l it was de­
stroyed in 1221. The cups 
and bowls from Raiy, some 
of non-lustre ware, with 
motives in relief covering 
the whole ground, and 
often with decorations in 
pale blue, others in lustre 
ware of an olive-green 

tinge, are remarkable for their treatment of the human figure, and 
especially for their motive of " the horseman with the round face," 
which we here reproduce from a bowl in the Nazare Agha collection. 
But in such pieces as these we are going beyond the 'Abbasid period 
proper and have already reached the height of the Seljuk period, in 
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North-western llivun of Mosque of Qa'it-bay. 
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the thirteenth century. We may here mention a criterion which has 
been established by the unerring experience of Monsieur Charles 
Vignier for dating the pottery of Raiy; on pieces dating from 

the ninth century we fre-
IBB quently find a wreath run­

ning round the inner edge 
of the plate, while on those 
of the thirteenth century it 
is absent. 

As we see from its pot­
tery, 'Abbasid Iran had 
not the slightest hesitation 
in representing the human 
figure. This impression is 
confirmed if we pass to 
its paintings, as revealed 
to us by the frescoes of 
Samarra, of which Pro­
fessors Sarre and Herzfeld 
have made such a magnifi­
cent study. According to 
Herr Herzfeld's conclu­
sions, the processions of 
human or animal figures 
which adorn the walls of 
the palace of the caliphs 
suggest the Greco-Levant­

ine schools which preceded them rather than the Persian miniatures 
of later days. The oval shape of the feminine faces at Samarra (see 
the figures of naiads in Herzfeld: Malereien von Samarra, PL L I I , 
L I V , and L X X I ) reminds us to some extent of certain Levantine 
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figures of Buddhist inspiration from the Visvantara Jdtaka on the 
frescoes of Miran in eastern Turkestan, dating from the third cen­
tury and published by Sir Aurel Stein in Serindia (Volume I ) . 
Elsewhere, in certain mas­
c u l i n e types — fo r i n ­
stance, in the portrait of 
a Christian priest repro­
duced by Herzfeld (Male-
reien, PL L X I ) — w e find 
someth ing of tha t pre-
Byzantine quality of Le­
vantine art, as seen in the 
frescoes of Doura-Europos 
(Salihiya), investigated by 
Monsieur Franz Cumont. 
Lastly, we observe at Sa-
marra some representa­
tions of animals which 
are directly akin to the 
art of Mazdean Persia — 
processions of camels 
which remind us of Per-
sepolis, or medallions of 
animals of the deer tribe 
recalling Taq-i Bustan. 
Here aga in we seem 
to be dealing with " belated antiques " 
term, Spdtantike 
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Mosque of Qansiih aMJhi i r l (d. 1516). 
— Photo, Creswell 

- or, to use the German 
- antique types of a Romano-Sasanid charac­

ter surviving into the midst of the Islamic period. It was not 
t i l l later that Islamic painting proper made its appearance in the 
miniature. 
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We may, however, perhaps note that the transition stage from 
the large-scale painting of Samarra to the miniature is provided 
by the schools of eastern Turkestan, and notably by the Manichaean 
illuminations from Turfan, dating from the eighth and ninth cen­

turies, discovered by the 
Von Le Coq mission, in 
which we already find the 
finish and charm of Per­
sian miniatures, together 
with something of the com­
position and treatment of 
masses to be seen in the 
paintings of Samarra. In 
view of the gaps in con­
tinuity in Iran proper, the 
necessary link has often to 
be provided by " Greater 
I r a n . " M o r e o v e r , even 
without going outside Iran 
itself, we may note a cer­
tain affinity between one of 
the frescoes of Samarra, 
on the one hand, represent­
ing a male figure of a 
curiously Byzantino-Arab 
type, with a black beard, 
long, lean contours, and a 

suggestion of vigour (see Herzfeld: Malereien, PL L X I I I ) , and, on 
the other hand, those figures of a markedly Semitic type that we no­
tice on certain 'Abbasid manuscripts of the school of Baghdad in the 
thirteenth century — for instance, the illustrations of the Dioscorides 
manuscript and the earliest miniatures in the Vever collection. 
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Fountain of the Treasure, Damascus 
(thirteenth century). 

— Photo, E. de Lorey 
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Mosque of Suleiman (1554), Damascus. 
— Photo, E. de Lorey 

H A M D A N I D S O C I E T Y 

T H E CALIPHS OF SAMARRA WERE T H E LAST OF T H E 'ABBASIDS WHO 

really governed their empire as a whole. After their day, when the 
seat of the Caliphate had been removed to Baghdad, where it was to 
remain t i l l the catastrophe of 1258, the 'Abbasid dominions were 
split up, if not from the point of view of religious obedience, at least 
from the temporal point of view. As we shall see, Persia, while re­
maining beneath the normal suzerainty of the caliph, was divided up 
among various Iranian dynasties. In the Arab lands properly so 
called — Mesopotamia and Syria — a number of local dynasties 
were likewise founded, one of the most remarkable of which was the 
purely Arab (Yemenite) house of the Hamdanids, established in 
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western Mesopotamia and northern Syria under the form of the two 
emirates of Mausil (the modern Mosul) , which lasted from 929 to 
991, and of Aleppo, which lasted from 944 to 1003. The most illus­
trious prince of this dynasty was Saif al-Daula, emir of Aleppo from 
944 to 967, a legendary hero who, while the other Moslem princes 
took no interest in the Holy War, spent his life in heroic combats 
in the attempt to protect northern Syria from the Byzantine attacks 
which increasingly threatened her with reconquest. During the inter­
vals of this struggle he wrote verses, and we have a dainty poem by 
this paladin on the rainbow. In imitation of him his cousin and 
lieutenant, Abu Firas al-Hamdani, combined mili tary with literary 
glory and managed to console himself during a long captivity by 
composing warlike elegies, which are st i l l famous. The court of Saif 
al-Daula at Aleppo became the resort of the most eminent writers 
of the age, such as the philosopher al-Farabl, the founder of Arab 
Aristotelianism, who came from his native land of Transoxiana to 
seek the protection of Saif al-Daula, in whose entourage he died in 
950. 

Al-Mutanabbi, perhaps the greatest of Arab poets, lived for a long 
time at the court of Saif al-Daula. His works are characterized by a 
lyr ical quality which is both erudite and refined — perhaps already 
over-refined — and reflect the complex tendencies of this noble Syro-
Arabic society, the heir to three centuries of culture; on the one 
hand, we find a curious scepticism which enabled MutanabbJ himself 
to smile at his youthful pretensions to the role of prophet; on the 
other hand, in the midst of this well-ordered court, there survives, 
as it were, something of the old Bedouin epic spirit: " I am the son," 
he writes, " of combat and largesse, the son of the sword and the 
lance. The deserts and my rhymes, the camel's saddle and the moun­
tains, stand to me in the stead of father and of ancestors." Mutanabbi 
had found in Saif al-Daula a hero worthy of him. In flaming meta­
phors he celebrates the victories of his patron over the Byzantine 
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legions or the other Arab emirs of the desert; or, after the triumph, 
the clemency of the chivalrous Hamdanid and the way in which he 
respected the captive princesses. 

M O S L E M E G Y P T : F A T I M I D S O C I E T Y 

L I K E T H E OTHER 'ABBASID PROVINCES, EGYPT TOO HAD SECEDED. 

Twice in succession did leaders of Turkish mercenaries who had be­
come governors of the country in the name of the caliph, Ibn Tulun 
and Muhammad Ikhshid, claim the right to found a hereditary dy­
nasty, setting up, one after the other, two practically independent 
dynasties, which ruled over Egypt and southern Syria; the first was 
that of the Tulunids, which lasted from 868 to 905, and the second 
that of the Ikhshlds, which lasted from 935 to 969. Like the Mame­
lukes in later days, these earliest Turkish dynasties in Egypt dis­
tinguished themselves by their patronage of literature; we have seen 
how important the Mosque of Ibn Tulun in Cairo is from the archaeo­
logical point of view, and the relation in which it stands to the monu­
ments at Samarra. In this mosque we may also note a secondary, 
Syro-Byzantine influence, to be recognized in the charming motives 
of its capitals. 

Though these Turkish governors of Egypt had made themselves 
independent, they had none the less always recognized the political 
suzerainty and pontifical authority of the 'Abbasid Caliphate of 
Baghdad. But in 969 took place a more serious secession: Egypt 
was conquered by the Fatimids, an Arab dynasty already estab­
lished in Africa Minor. But, far from bowing before the spiritual 
authority of the Caliphate of Baghdad, the Fatimids had founded 
a dissident caliphate in Africa — a " heretical caliphate " — and 
had raised the standard of Shi'ism in opposition to the Sunnite or­
thodoxy of which the 'Abbasids were the representatives. The Fatimid 
al-Mu'izz having conquered Egypt and established his capital at 
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Fustat, now become Cairo (Misr al-Qahira), the Moslem East — 
not to speak of Omayyad Spain — found itself stil l rent by schism, 
torn between two opposing religious obediences: the Sunnite Ca­
liphate of the 'Abbasids at Baghdad, which was recognized by the 
Moslems of Asia generally, and the Shi'ite Caliphate of the Fatimids 
at Cairo, which was recognized in principle by the Moslems of Africa. 

The Fatimids remained masters of Egypt from 969 to 1171. In 
spite of the frequent disturbances caused both at Cairo and at 
Baghdad by the turbulence of the Turkish mercenaries, the Fatimid 
government was in general a beneficent one. The stable administra­
tion created by the two caliphs al-Mu'izz (969-975) and al-'Aziz 
(975-996) and afterwards, at the end of the eleventh century, con­
trolled by a family of able viziers of Armenian origin secured for 
Egyptian agriculture and trade a prosperity worthy of the days of 
the Pharaohs or the Alexandrian age. At that time Egypt was the 
great commercial emporium of the Levant, and she was to remain 
so up to the time of the crusades, for the Italian merchants had got 
into the habit of coming to the fondachi of Alexandria to obtain the 
textiles and spices of India and the East Indian islands. 

This prosperity was reflected in the sphere of art. Fatimid Egypt 
became covered with buildings, some of which have come down to 
our day. The earliest of these is the Mosque of al-Azhar, at Cairo, 
built by the Fatimid general Jauhar between 970 and 972 (Fig. 127, 
128). But the researches of Creswell and Flury would seem to show 
that the central part alone dates from that period, the rest having 
been restored, either at the end of the Fatimid dynasty or under the 
Mamelukes (Mamluks) , or even during the period of Ottoman domi­
nation. The older parts of i t , built of brick after the fashion of the 
Mosque of Ibn Tulun, may be distinguished from the more recent 
parts, which are built of stone. What is more, from the architectural 
point of view, it is thought that a Tunisian influence may be recognized 
in i t , to which may be due the plan with a central aisle flanked by a 
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double row of columns, as well as an Iranian influence, which may 
be detected in the arches of the colonnade, as well as in the arched 
niches between them, the pointed form of which reminded Monsieur 
Saladin of Persian models. The mosque known as that of the caliph 
al-Hakim (996-1020), which was really begun in 990, but the deco-
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rations of which date from about 1012-13, during the reign of that 
prince, was built on the same plan as that of Tulun, and, like i t , of 
brick, with a cupola of brickwork — again like the mosques of 
Tulun and al-Azhar — supported upon an octagonal drum above 
the mihrdb. In the latest Fatimid mosques in Cairo, stone at last t r i ­
umphs over brick — for instance, in the fagade of the Mosque of al-
Aqmar, which was finished in 1125; together with the stone new 
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motives appear, such as the voussoirs forming the l intel of the en­
trance door, the deep niches on the fagade, and the stalactite penden-
tives, al l of which were to undergo endless development under the 
Ayyubids and the Mamelukes. On the other hand, as regards decora­
tion properly so called, and in particular the decorative treatment of 
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Azem Palace, Damascus. 
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inscriptions on stone or wooden panels, the Fatimid mosques can show 
a few specimens which already foreshadow the glories of Mameluke 
art — in particular those on the stone portal of the outer facade of 
the Mosque of al-Hakim, or on the minaret of the same mosque, and 
in certain pierced screens such as the round window over the entrance 
of the Mosque of al-Aqmar (Fig. 129). 

In this decorative stone-work we see the dawn of the tendency 
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towards arabesque. This style was perfected and gained in strength 
and freedom in the wood-carvings of the Fatimid age (Fig. 130,131) , 
one of the earliest of which is the door of the Mosque of al-Azhar, 
dating from about 996 to 1020, now in the Arab Museum at Cairo. 
The Arab Museum also contains a number of panels of carved wood 

F I G U R E 160 

Azem Palace, Damascus. 
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dating from the Fajimids, with subjects taken from living creatures, 
some of which come from the palaces of those princes. These panels 
represent animals of the deer tribe attacked by monsters, hares being 
seized by eagles, pairs of birds face to face — old heraldic motives 
borrowed from the Sasanid textiles. We may also note the horsemen 
hunting every kind of game, from lions to hares, the scenes of danc­
ing or music, the women with camels' backs, subjects curiously 
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reminiscent of the painted motives on the pottery of Raiy. This lack 
of scruple in reproducing subjects taken from living beings may no 
doubt be explained by the Shi'ite creed of the Fa^imid caliphs. The 
affinities between their art and that of the ancient Sasanids or of 
Muharnmadan Persia should also, perhaps, be sought in their Shi'ism 
— the religion of the majority of the Persian people. The same in­
fluence is evidently to be traced in the Fatimid bronzes, most of which 
were intended for use as ewers or perfume-burners. These bronzes, 
the best known of which is the griffon, forty inches high, in the Campo 
Santo at Pisa, are often in the form of animals: griffons, deer, horses, 
lions, hares, peacocks, etc. They are closely akin to the similar bronzes 
in the Bobrinsky collection, which represent a " belated Sasanid " 
style, in that they form the transition stage between the art of ancient 
Persia and the Persian art of the ninth century. Here again we can 
see into what close contact with Iran Moslem Egypt had been 
brought by the Shi'ism of the Fatimid dynasty. Moreover, a piece 
of evidence connecting the two countries and their art is provided 
by the bronze plaques of the little Ortuqid dynasty of northern Syria 
in the twelfth century, with their patterns based on animal forms re­
minding us of Sasanid art. We may note that these bronze animals 
of the Fatimid period, whose shape is determined by the principle 
that it should be in keeping with the use for which the object is 
destined, none the less combine the various influences which have 
gone to determine their style with such simplicity that they possess 
an elegance, and sometimes a nobility, which cause them to rank 
among the finest products of Moslem art. 

The same may be said of the textiles. Many Fatimid fabrics made 
their way into the West, no doubt as a result of the crusades, and 
fine dated specimens are to be found in the Louvre, the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, and the sacristies of Notre-Dame and various 
churches in France. We should not forget that weaving had been, as 
it were, the national art of Coptic Egypt. But Coptic textiles were 
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themselves largely inspired by Sasanid art — almost as much by the 
Sasanid as by the Byzantine, as we may convince ourselves by looking 
at the specimens from Antinoe in the Musee Guimet; thus Sasanid 
influence, whether direct or transmitted through the medium of Coptic 
art, seems to predominate in the Fatimid textiles; we find animal 
subjects, for preference conventionalized and in heraldic poses, such 
as we noted in Iran on the eve of the Arab conquest. Further, these 
recurring patterns of lions, eagles, griffons, and heraldic eagles — 
sometimes, too, of hares and birds treated in a more naturalistic spirit 
— are generally subordinated to a style of decoration which is, 
properly speaking, Moslem — interlaced patterns or running pat­
terns of conventionalized foliage, which were to develop into the 
arabesque. 

The ceramic art of the Fatimids, like their other arts, was subject 
to Iranian influence. We have seen how greatly Fustat was influenced 
by 'Abbasid Samarra in the days of Ibn Tulun. During the Fatimid 
period Samarra had fallen into neglect, and Fustat had given way to 
Cairo, but this latter city continued to find inspiration for its pottery 
in the Persian workshops, and especially in those of Raiy. The lustre 
decoration of certain cups, with their motive of the hare passant sur­
rounded by garlands of conventionalized foliage or bunches of flow­
ers, is exactly the same at Cairo as at Raiy (Fig. 132). Here, as in 
Iran, the animal motives are broadly treated, especially those drawn 
from birds — ducks, eagles, etc.; sometimes even human figures are 
to be found; a basis of comparison in this respect may be furnished 
by a cup from Raqqa in the E. Mutiaux collection, now in the Louvre. 
It dates from between the tenth and the twelfth centuries and repre­
sents two female busts, the general appearance of which — as is not 
at a l l surprising — reminds us to some extent of the frescoes of 
Samarra (Fig. 133). 
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S Y R O - E G Y P T I A N C I V I L I Z A T I O N U N D E R T H E 

A Y Y U B I D S A N D T H E M A M E L U K E S 

IN THE SECOND HALF OF THE ELEVENTH CENTURY THE FATIMID DY-

nasty fell into a state of decadence. As we shall see, Syria proper 
(the region of Damascus) was taken from it in 1076 by the Seljuk 
Turks, who had already conquered Persia, and after this, Palestine 
was wrested from it in 1099 by the crusades. During the struggle 
with the crusades in Syria, Islam found itself abandoned to its own 
resources. At last a principle of unity emerged from the Syro-Moslem 
feudal regime in the shape of the Turk Nur al-Din, atabeg of Mosul 
and Aleppo from 1146 to 1173, who in 1154 also seized Damascus 
(see Fig. 134). One of Nur al-Din's lieutenants, the Kurd Salah al-
Din Yiisuf, known to us as Saladin, who died in 1193, made himself 
master of Egypt, where he put an end to the Fatimid dynasty and 
afterwards brought the country back to the religious obedience of the 
'Abbasids in 1169; in 1174 he next took possession of Moslem Syria, 
and won back Jerusalem and the greater part of Frankish Syria from 
the crusaders in 1187. Beneath the government of this great man, as 
valiant a warrior as he was a clever statesman, with a mind at once 
pious and liberal and a generous and chivalrous character, Moslem 
Syria and Egypt, in spite of their incessant struggle against the 
crusades, entered upon a new era of prosperity. The Syro-Egyptian 
empire created by Saladin survived after his death. Though it was 
more than once divided up between various members of his house, 
his dynasty, known as that of the Ayyubids, reigned unti l 1250 and 
produced a few princes worthy of its founder, such as Malik al-Kamil 
(1218-38) , the friend of the Islamophil emperor Frederick I I ; i t 
was, indeed, under such princes as these that there was the nearest 
approach to an understanding between Islam and Christianity. At 
times the intelligent liberalism of the Ayyubids, the comparative 



F I G U R E 162 

Mausoleum of person unknown, Damascus, twelf th to fourteenth century. 
— Photo, E. de Lorey 
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toleration displayed by them, and the mutual esteem which gave 
rise to a sort of sympathy between the Ayyubid and Frankish knights 
brought about the establishment of a political modus vivendi and the 
beginnings of a moral understanding between the sultans of the house 
of Saladin and certain Christian princes. In many respects this was 
a golden age for Egypt and Syria; Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo can 
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Helmets in the Mameluke style, fifteenth or sixteenth century. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

still point proudly to the monuments of this great age (Fig. 135 to 
138). 

In 1250 the Ayyubid dynasty was overthrown by the Mamelukes, 
who, as we know, were mercenaries, for the most part of Turkish or 
Circassian origin, purchased in the slave-markets of Moslem Russia 
and the Caucasus to form the personal body-guard of the Ayyubid 
sultans. As soon as they had dethroned the Ayyubid family, their 
leaders proclaimed themselves sultans. Their domination over Egypt 
and Syria lasted for more than two centuries and fell into two periods: 
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that of the Bahri Mamelukes (1350-90) and that of the Burji Mame­
lukes (1382-1517), the latter of which came to an end in 1517 
with the Ottoman conquest. The " slave kings," as the Mamelukes 
have been called, did not, indeed, succeed in founding dynasties 
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Copper candlestick w i t h metal inlay, and copper ewer from Mosul w i t h metal inlay. 
A y y u b i d art, thirteenth century. 

— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

properly so called, and as a rule the power among them fell , not to 
the son of the late sultan, but to the most energetic soldier. Many of 
them gave proof of a powerful personality — for instance, sultans 
Bibars (1260-77) and Qalawun (1279-90), who destroyed the last 
vestiges of Frankish Syria and checked the Mongol invasion. In spite 
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of their despotism and bloodthirsty caprices, almost a l l of them 
proved enlightened patrons of the arts. This ostentatious aristocracy 
of fortune, indolent yet warlike, brutal yet refined, was to leave be­
hind it an amazing reputation in the East, not only for its mil i tary 
glory, but for the splendour of its luxury and the beauty of its 
monuments. 

During the Ayyubid period, indeed, and the Mameluke period, 
which was a continuation of i t , Arab art rose to its highest point. The 
building of the Ayyubid architects — especially those of Syria — is 
characterized by strength and sobriety. The materials employed are 
beautiful, strong, and durable. Thanks to the lasting quality of these 
blocks of fine stone, the simplest decorative motive assumes an in­
finite grace. Add to this the vir i le elegance of line and the powerful-
ness of the general conception. This Ayyubid period, which was 
that of the " counter-crusades " — that is, of the great Arab age in 
Syria — really succeeded in endowing itself with an art of epic 
quality. With the Ayyubids appeared a new architectural form, the 
madrasa, or collegiate mosque, which was cruciform in plan, this 
innovation being inspired by theological considerations — namely, 
the desire, now that the Shi'ism of the Fajimids had been driven out 
of Egypt, to assign a place in the madrasa to the four Sunnite or 
orthodox rites. At the same time the Ayyubids restored the great 
monuments of past centuries, such as the Mosque of 'Amr at Cairo, 
the Qubbat al-Sakhra at Jerusalem, and the citadel of Damascus 
(Fig. 139). In this the Mamelukes followed their example, the citadel 
of Aleppo, for instance (Fig. 140), being rebuilt by the sultan Bibars 
(1260-77) . But the Mamelukes also set up a number of buildings of 
their own. The mausoleum of Bibars is one of the most famous build­
ings in Damascus (Fig. 141 and 292) . From 1285 onwards, Sultan 
Qalawun (1279-90) buil t in Cairo an architectural group consist­
ing of a mosque, a tomb, and a hospital (Fig. 142) ; his mosque in 
particular displays " a n original plan which we shall find again in 
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the Mosque of Barquq; it consists of an oblong hall , with two 
columned aisles running along the sides, the ceilings of which are as 
lofty as those of the mosque itself." The Mosque of Sultan Hasan, 
which was completed in 1362, and in some respects displays Irano-
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Copper tray w i t h metal inlay. Mameluke art of fourteenth century, Damascus. 
— Photo, E. de Iorey 

Mesopotamian influence (Fig. 143 to 145), is singled out by Monsieur 
Saladin as the finest of those built on a cruciform plan: " I n the 
centre it displays an open court, with the fountain for ablutions, and 
to the east of this courtyard opens the vast liwan with its pointed 
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arches, forming the sanctuary proper; the plan is completed by the 
three remaining liwans, and between the arms of the cross stand the 
colleges of the four orthodox rites, each consisting of a courtyard 
with a liwan and rooms for the students. Seen from outside, the 
mosque is of a grand and severe appearance, as it raises its two 
octagonal minarets heaven­
wards, the taller of which 
is in three tiers and is nearly 
180 feet high. The sides of 
the mosque are decorated 
externally with tall piers of 
plain masonry which sepa­
rate the vertical tiers of the 
windows. Thus the architec­
ture produces an unforget­
table effect by the simplest 
of means." This impression 
of strength, due here to the 
total absence of polychromy 
and the supremacy of the 
severe grey stone, shows 
how the Syro-Egyptian art 
of the Ayyubids and earliest Mamelukes was capable of vying in 
grandeur and majesty with the most imperishable of the Ottoman 
buildings of Constantinople. 

The buildings of the Burji Mamelukes begin with the Mosque of 
Sultan Barquq (1382-98) within the city walls, which is built in 
the form of a cross, " with this exceptional feature, that the liwan set 
apart for worship is almost as broad as the courtyard itself and is 
divided into three aisles, rather like a Christian church " (Fig. 146 
to 148). The decoration of the interior is formed of marble panels, 
coloured glass windows, and ceilings covered with a design of great 
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Bronze lamp inlaid wi th silver. Mesopotamian 
art of thirteenth century. 

— Photo, E. de Lorey 





ARAB C I V I L I Z A T I O N 231 

interlaced rosettes with a cornice of stalactites. The second Mosque 
of Barquq is outside the walls and was used as his burial place. The 
principal fagade of this building is composed of alternating light 
and dark courses; the hall containing the tombs of the Sultan and 
his sons has a cupola, the inside of which is decorated with fine 
stalactite pendentives of a pure and simple elegance. Here again 
the traditions of vigour and viri le elegance belonging to the Ayyubid 
schools of Syria are maintained unimpaired. Towards the end of the 
Burj i " dynasty " Mameluke art still produced works of rare elegance 
and infinite delicacy in the monuments of the sultans Qa'it-bay 
(1468-95) , illustrated in Fig. 149 to 152, and Qansuh al-Glmri 
(1500-16) , illustrated in Fig. 153. The memorial mosque of Qa'it-
bay, consisting of a mosque proper, a tomb, a fountain, and a mad-
rasa, is also arranged on a cruciform plan. " On seeing this l i t t le 
masterpiece, the first thing that strikes one is the part played in 
the decorative effect by the courses of white and red. The door 
itself has a granite lintel with a Greek fret of black marble inlaid 
in white marble running round i t ; above it is a relieving arch with 
alternate black and white voussoirs." Besides this symphony in two 
colours, archaeologists are unanimous in admiring the way in which 
the graceful minaret is balanced by the cupola of the dome, that 
" helmet without a visor," the outside of which is decorated with a 
charming network of conventionalized foliage and rosettes. Arab 
art has produced nothing in more exquisite taste than this sanctuary, 
which is in some sense its own mausoleum — for a few years later, 
in 1517, was to come the Ottoman Conquest. But in spite of its ele­
gance and the sobriety by which it is st i l l characterized, the tomb of 
Qa'it-bay already reveals less vigour than the buildings previously 
mentioned. In future this exquisite art enables us to perceive the 
facile formulas on which it is based, by its excess of virtuosity. 

None the less, the great Arab tradition in architecture was to have 
a new lease of life under foreign rule, not only in Egypt, but also 
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in Syria, where the monuments of Damascus bear witness to its per­
sistence, from the Mosque of Tekkiya (Fig. 155), built by Suleiman 
the Magnificent (1554), the Derwlshiya (Fig. 156,157), dating from 
1571, and the Sinaniya (Fig. 158), dating from 1585, down to the 
Azem (A'zam) Palace built in the eighteenth century, now the seat 

of the French Institute of 
Moslem Archaeology and 
Art at Damascus. We are 
so fortunate as to be able 
to reproduce here the fine 
photographs of these 
b u i l d i n g s g iven us by 
M. Eustache de Lorey, late 
director of the Institute of 
Damascus ( F i g . 159, 
160). 

The decorative orna­
mentation of the Ayyubid 
and Mameluke monuments 
is in no way inferior to 
their architectural beauty. 
" In the whole of this deco­
ration," writes Monsieur 
M i g e o n — the best of 
judges in such matters — 

" we constantly find the bud and leaf motives treated in the form of 
rosettes formed by garlands of conventionalized buds and flowers 
round a central bud. . . . Nowhere has stone been enriched by more 
marvellous sculptured motives, geometrical or arabesque, than in the 
monuments of Qa'it-bay." 

The wood-carvings of the Ayyubid and Mameluke periods emanci­
pated themselves from the decorative formulas of Fatimid art. 
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Fifteenth-century pottery, Bi5b al-Sharql, Damascus. 
— Damascus Museum. Photo, E. de Lorey 
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"Th i s , " writes Monsieur Migeon again, " is the most beautiful period 
of this sculpture in wood in two planes, a light composition of floral 
or geometrical ornaments standing out in stronger relief against 
a decorative background in lower relief." Fatimid woodwork was 
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Plate of so-called Damascus ware, fifteenth century. 

— Koechlin collection. Photo, Giraudon 

characterized by floral decoration with a fine trellis-work and minute 
detail, somewhat confused and intricate. Ayyubid art transformed 
and lent breadth to these subjects by placing them in the setting of its 
broad, strong, sober, and vigorous geometrical lines and so lending 
them support and relief. The cenotaph of the imam al-Shafi'i in Cairo, 
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dating from 1178, that of Saladin at Damascus, dating from 1193, that 
of the emir Talib at Cairo, dating from 1216 (part of which is now in 
the Victoria and Albert Museum), specimens from which are repro­
duced either here or in Monsieur G. Migeon's Manuel (Fart musulman, 
Arts plastiques et industriels (second edition, Paris, 1927), w i l l give 
an idea of this style, at once so rich, so strong, and so pure (Fig. 161 
and 162). Under the Mamelukes the skill and delicacy of the foliage 
and rosette patterns continue to be equally amazing, but the richness 
is heightened by the use of coloured woods, and the virtuosity of line 
almost verges on preciosity. The celebrated minbar of Qa'it-bay 
(1468-96) in the Victoria and Albert Museum is perhaps the most 
perfect specimen of this manner. Like these wood-carvings, the orna­
ments cast in bronze which served to decorate the doors of the mosques 
bear witness to the splendour of Arab taste under the Mamelukes; 
it should be noted that animal motives are stil l met with in the 
chain patterns and running patterns of conventionalized foliage, 
which is certainly a survival of Fatimid licence under this orthodox 
rule. 

Lastly, to turn to an art which is necessarily more sober and severe, 
the age of the Ayyfibids and the Mamelukes has left us marvellous 
specimens of arms, ironwork, and copper-work (Fig. 163 to 166). 
The copper utensils — ewers, vases, basins, trays, perfume-burners, 
chandeliers, cases for holding the Koran, and kursi, or little tables — 
are particularly remarkable. The beauty of the medium, the strength 
and grace of the shapes, are such that they can bear their rich orna­
mentation without becoming heavy. Moreover, in spite of the dazzling 
profusion of its motives, this decoration, with its powerful Kufic 
script, its running patterns of conventionalized foliage, its interlacing 
patterns, rosettes, arabesques, and occasional heraldic motives, re­
tains a vigour and sureness of touch which make it not only a delight 
to the eye, but also — and this is, in our opinion, the secret of Arab 
decoration — a delight to the intelligence. The Mameluke mosque-
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lamps, in cut, engraved, or enamelled glass, display the same char­
acteristics and share in the same beauty. Lastly, Mameluke ceramics, 
long of but doubtful identification, are now better known, thanks in 
particular to the excavations of M. Eustache de Lorey at Damascus 
(Bab al-Sharqi) (Fig. 167 and 168). It found a fresh lease of l ife 
in the Syro-Egyptian ceramics of the Ottoman age, as well as in the 
graceful earthenware known as " Damascus ware," much of which 
dates from the sixteenth century (Fig. 169). Such are the noble 
schools which the director of the Institute of Damascus is at present 
engaged in bringing to light. 

Is it possible to determine which was the most important period in 
this evolution of the Arab arts of the East, of which we have just 
sketched a hasty outline? In our opinion, the answer cannot possibly 
be in doubt. The classical Arab art of the East is represented by the 
buildings of Damascus and Aleppo dating from the thirteenth cen­
tury, under the Ayyubids and their earliest Mameluke successors. 
The mausoleums of Saladin, Kokburi , Saif al-Dln, a l - 'Adi l , and 
Bibars, the maristan (hospital) of Qaimari, and the Fountain of the 
Treasure — to mention none but buildings at Damascus — display 
essential qualities which were never again to be found to the same 
extent on the territory of Islam (Fig. 135 to 137, 141, 292) . There 
is none of the somewhat factitious prettiness of the schools of Spain, 
Egypt, or Persia about this architecture and decoration. Here every­
thing is simple, solid, strong, and of a vir i le grace, and essentially 
structural in character. Both as architects and as decorators the Ayyu-
bid masters are the only ones who understood the true value of 
balance, the intrinsic worth of fine hewn stone. On their fagades a l l 
that they have done is to repeat regularly a carved keystone, or a 
border as clean-cut as though carved with a sabre, or a moulding in 
bold relief outlining the arch of a doorway; great unerring lines of 
an amazing simplicity, at once nervous and strong, which gain an 
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unexpected decorative value from the severity of the beautiful mate­
r ia l (Fig. 137 and 154). Even the honeycomb-like stalactites of the 
round arches, which are like a smile on these fagades, are always 
sober, with none of the specious virtuosity of late Mameluke work 
(Fig. 136 and 2 9 2 ) / The same rather haughty elegance, the same 
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Citadel of Aleppo, detail of entrance door (thirteenth century). 
— Photo, E. de Lorey 

martial vigour, are to be seen in the Kufic inscriptions in stone, as well 
as in the wood-carvings (see Fig. 130, 131, 161, 162) . Compared 
with these imperishable monuments of the old Damascus of the Ayyu-
bid period, how many of the masterpieces of neighbouring lands or 
later centuries run the risk of appearing frivolous — a mixture of su­
perficiality and sham architectural effects, lacking in a l l permanence! 

1 See J. Rosintal: Pendent ifs, trompes et stalactites dans V architecture orientate (Paris: 
Geuthner, 1 928). 



C H A P T E R V I 

Persian Islamic Civilization 

A R A B O - P E R S U N C I V I L I Z A T I O N , FROM 
T H E S A M A N I D S TO T H E SELJUKS 

WE HAVE BEEN ABLE TO FOLLOW THE EVOLUTION OF ARAB 

civilization from the tenth century onward, setting aside 
the Iranian provinces of the ancient empire of the caliphs. 

This omission is due to the fact that, after that period, while still be­
longing to the religious obedience of the " Moslem Papacy," Iran 
had regained control of its own destinies from the political and cul­
tural point of view. Persian civilization had now come into existence, 
and we have now to give a short account of its history. 

During the ninth century a great phenomenon took place in 'Ab-
basid I ran: the Arab element lost its political primacy, and the Iranian 
element quietly gained the upper hand; while in the eleventh century, 
too, when the latter element yielded the hegemony to the Turks, these 
latter rapidly adopted Iranian customs. While clinging uncompro­
misingly to their own ways in Asia Minor, where they made a second 
Turkestan of the peninsula, in Persia they very rapidly adapted 
themselves to the old national culture. Thus al l the dynasties, whether 
Iranian or Turk, which followed one after the other in Persia from 
the tenth to the twentieth century, contributed towards the national 
type of civilization. 

In the ninth century the Iranian element quickly got the better of 
237 
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the Arab. Towards 820 the Persian Tahir, governor of Khorasan, 
made himself independent, and he and his family kept this province 
t i l l 872, at which date the Tahirids were overthrown by another Per-
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Cup of Raiy ware, thir teenth century. 
— Louvre. Archives photographiques 

sian family, of plebeian stock, having its origin in Seistan: the house 
of the Saffarids, which reigned over eastern Iran t i l l about 900. In 
900 a third Persian house, of nobler lineage, that of the Samanids, 
founded by Nasr I, overthrew the Saffarids and took their place, 
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reigning over the Iranian east in turn t i l l 990. The princes of this new 
house, almost a l l of whom were named either Nasr, Isma'Il, Ahmad, 
Nuh, 'Abd al-Malik or Mansiir, had their residence in Transoxiana, 

F I G U R E 1 7 1 

Painted Raiy ware, twelf th century. 
— Nazare-Afjha collection. Photo, Pivot 

at Bokhara, a land which was at that time completely Iranian. Under 
them the Iranian renaissance asserted itself openly, for they were 
but recent converts to Islam and stil l remembered the time when they 
had been Mazdeans. Once they were in power, their desire was, while 
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remaining true to their new faith, to restore the traditional connexion 
with their country's past; and we see that they linked up their own 
descent with the Sasanid hero Bah ram Chubln. It was under the gov­
ernment of this chivalrous dynasty that the history of Persian culture 
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Plate of Raiy ware, thirteenth century. 
— Doucet colled ion. photo, Pivot 

really begins. At their court of Bokhara and in the other great cities 
of their principality — at Samarqand, Balkh, Marv, and Nishapur 
— began that reaction against the primacy of the Arabic language 
which was to give birth to classical Persian literature. Rudaki, the 
first great Persian poet, who died in 954, lived at the court of the 
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Samanid Nasr IL Shortly afterwards another Persian poet, Daqiql, 
a native of Tus, who died in 952, undertook to write an epic poem on 
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Painted ware, of Damascus, w i t h reminiscences of Raiy, fifteenth century. 
— Koechlin collection, Paris 

the Iranian past, the reign of the mythical king Gushtasp and the 
preaching of Zoroaster, for the Samanid Nuh I, a poem which was 
afterwards inserted in Firdausi's Shah-nama; and Firdausi himself, 
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the Homer of Persia, who flourished from about 932 to 1021 and was, 
like Daqiql, a native of Tus, like him began his career under the gov­
ernment of the Samanids. Moreover, Samanid Transoxiana was a cen­
tre of philosophic studies which attracted to itself the most celebrated 
doctors in Islam. The greatest of Arab philosophers, Ibn-Sina, known 
to us as Avicenna, who was born near Bokhara about 980, had as his 
patron the Samanid Nuh II and completed his studies in that prince's 
l ibrary before going to live at the court of the Buyids. 

While the Samanids were reigning over eastern Iran, another 
Iranian dynasty, that of the Buyids, had made itself master of western 
Persia, which it divided up among its members. From 935 to 1055 
the three branches of the Biiyid family reigned in this way, one over 
'Iraq-i 'Arab!, another over Fars, and a third over 'Iraq-i 'Ajami . 
The Buyids, too, claimed to be descended from the national dynasty 
of the Sasanids, and also, like al l the Persians, professed Shi'ism. In 
945 a member of their house, known by the name of Mu'izz al-Daula, 
entered Baghdad and forced the Caliph to appoint him amir al-umara 
( " E m i r of the E m i r s " ) , a position corresponding to that of the 
Merovingian mayors of the palace. As a matter of fact, from that day 
t i l l 1055, the Buyid "emirs of the emirs" arrogated al l authority to 
themselves in the name of the 'Abbasids, whom they had reduced to 
impotence. The most celebrated of them was 'Adod al-Daula (944 -
982) , who reorganized the whole of the Buyid domains on a uniform 
plan and rivalled his contemporaries, the Samanid princes, as a pa­
tron of the arts. Thus he set up various buildings in Baghdad and 
caused great public works to be carried out in Fars, such as the Band-
Amir , or dam, across the Kur near Shiraz. His glories were sung by 
the great Arab poet al-Mutannabl, who spent some time in his domin­
ions, at Shiraz. He was the first of the Moslem princes to induce the 
caliph to grant him the titles of sultan and king (malik) and after­
wards that of king of kings (malik al muluk and Shdhinshdh), which 
amounted to reviving the title — and almost the reality — of the 
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Wall-ti les of Raiy ware, star and cross shapes (thirteenth century). 
— Louvre. Archives pholographiques 



2 4 4 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

ancient Sasanid monarchy under the aegis of the 'Abbasid Caliphate, 
which had now become a mere spiritual papacy. We shall find other 
Buyid princes, lords of Raiy, Hamadan, and Isfahan, among the 
patrons and friends of the philosopher Avicenna. 

In the eleventh century the two Iranian dynasties of eastern Iran 
and western Persia were overthrown, one after the other, by the 
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I v o r y casket, Moresque art of Spain, w i t h Persian inspiration. 
— louvre. Photo, Giraudon 

Turkish invasions. The Turkish element, which originally came from 
central Asia — the region which is now Chinese Turkestan and a 
part of what is now Mongolia — had filtered through into the Moslem 
world from the ninth century onward by a process of peaceful 
penetration, in the guise of mercenaries in the service of the Arabo-
Iranian dynasties, just as the Germani had first been admitted into 
the Roman Empire of the fourth century as auxiliaries and fcederati. 
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As at Rome, this sporadic and pacific immigration was soon suc­
ceeded by the invasion of armed bands. 

The first Turkish dynasty to be set up in Iran was that of the 
Ghaznavids, who had originally been mercenaries in the pay of the 
Samanid princes of Iran, but had fallen out with their suzerain and 
departed, towards 960, to settle at Ghazna, in Afghanistan, from 

I - ' M . I I : I ! T o 

Persian art, thirteenth or fourteenth century. 
— Doucet collection. Photo, Laniepce 

which they took their name. About 995 they forced the last of the 
Samanids to cede them a part of Khorasan. Shortly afterwards their 
leader Mahmud (999-1030) stamped out the Samanid dynasty, some 
of whose possessions (Khorasan and Transoxiana) passed into his 
hands; he further conquered the other Iranian dynasty, that of the 
Biiyids, and deprived it of 'Iraq-i 'A jaml ; and finally he turned to­
wards India and took the Punjab from a number of Indian rajahs. 



2 4 6 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

Thus Mahmud the Ghaznavid was the earliest of the Turko-Moslem 
conquerors. He was also the first Turkish chief to bear the title 
of sulf(in, which was conferred upon him by the Caliph of Baghdad. 
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Minia ture , possibly thirteenth-century Persian or Transoxianian Mongol 
of the fourteenth century. 

— Vever collection. Pholo, Laniepce 

Moreover, this Turk, who was a most orthodox Sunnite Moslem, 
took his position as patron of Arabo-Persian civilization very seri­
ously. The most famous of the Persian poets stayed at his court — 
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'Unsuri, Minuchihrl , and Fir-
dausi. The greatest of them, 
FirdausI, even dedicated to 
him his Shdh-ndma, which he 
finished in 1010; and the fact 
that they ultimately quarrelled 
should not make us forget the 
poet's long period of favour. 
At any rate, it is curious to 
note that the Iranian national 
epic was composed under a 
Turkish dynasty; there could 
be no better illustration of the 
continuity of Persian culture 
throughout a l l the political 
vicissitudes of the country. 

In 1040 the Ghaznavids 
were driven out of eastern Iran 
by another Turkish house, that 
of the Seljuks. In 1055 the 
Se l juk leader T u g h r i l b e g 
(Toghrul Beg), who died in 
1063 , next de throned the 
Iranian dynasty of the Buyids, 
which had established itself at 
Baghdad side by side with the 
'Abbasid caliph and was still 
reigning over western Persia. 
He took the place which the 
Buyids had occupied at the 
side of the Caliph, who recogn 
the Persian titles of sultan ai 

Miniature from a 7'realise on Automata, 
early lhirl.ceiil.li century. 

— Vever collection. Photo, Pivot 

:d him as his temporal vicar, with 
king of kings (shdhinshdh). The 

http://lhirl.ceiil.li
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second Seljuk sultan, A lp Arslan (1063-72) , crushed the Byzan­
tines at Malazqerd in Armenia, a decisive victory which delivered 
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Miniature . Probably Persian, about thirteenth century. 
— Vever collection. I'holo, Pi vol 

Armenia into the hands of the Seljuks and threw open Asia Minor to 
them. Under the third sultan of this race, Malik-shah (1072-92) , the 
Seljuk Empire reached its apogee. At that time it included the 
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whole of Iran, Mesopotamia, Syria, and Asia Minor. From the re­
ligious point of view, the Seljuk conquest marked the victory of the 
Sunnite element over the Shi'ites, who had enjoyed the patronage of 
the Buyids; for the new dynasty were orthodox Moslems. It would 
be a mistake to suppose that the accession of this Turkish house 
marked any decline in the sphere of politics or culture. Not only did 
the Seljuks adapt them­
selves very rapidly to the 
Arabo-Persian civilization, 
but they constituted them­
selves its faithful defend­
ers. The government of 
Malik-shah, under the di­
r e c t i o n of his famous 
vizier Nizam al-Mulk, was 
beneficent and enlightened. 
Nizam al-Mulk, who was 
himself the author of a po­
li t ical treatise, the Siydsat-
ndma, was the patron of 
a l l the great writers of his 
time, such as the Persian 
poet ' O m a r K h a i y a m 
('Umar-i Khaiyam) and 
the philosopher al-Ghazali, 
and created a university at the Nizamlya madrasa in Baghdad, which 
exerted a considerable influence on Arabo-Persian literature. 

After the death of Malik-shah, in 1092, his empire was partitioned 
between various branches of the Seljuk house, the two chief of which 
were those of Persia and of Asia Minor. The sultanate of Persia re­
mained in the hands of the sons of Malik-shah. The chief of these 
sultans was Sanjar (or Sinjar), 1117-57), a chivalrous prince who 
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spent his l ife waging war in Transoxiana in order to defend Iran 
against fresh Turko-Mongol invasions. Ultimately, however, in 1194, 
the Seljuks of Persia were overthrown by another Turkish dynasty, 
which was, like themselves, Moslem in religion and had adopted 

Iranian customs —that of the shahs of Khwarizm (now Khiva) , who 
ruled over Iran from 1194 t i l l the great Mongol invasion of 1220, 
and in general carried on the work of their predecessors. The memory 
of the glorious age of the Seljuks is stil l kept alive at Raiy, or Rhages, 
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near the capital of modern Persia, by the famous round tower with 
pointed crenellations, which escaped destruction by the Mongols, 
and, even if it does not go back to Toghrilbeg himself, as tradition 
would have it , seems, none the less, in accordance with Professor 
Sarre's opinion, to date from the twelfth or thirteenth century. 

Another branch of the Seljuks which we must not omit to men­
tion is that of Asia Minor. This Seljuk sultanate of Asia Minor (or, 
in Turkish, "Rum"), founded by younger branches of the dy­
nasty, lasted longer than the others, from 1077 to 1302, with Konia 
(Qoniya) as its capital. Its historical importance should not be 
under-estimated. Ethnographically, it had the effect of dehellenizing 
Asia Minor and turning that land, which had for so long been Byzan­
tine, into a territory as thoroughly Turanian as their native Turke­
stan. In art, and even in literature, it to a large extent opened up the 
" new Turkey " thus created to Iranian influences. At the court of 
Konia, in fact, Persian culture reigned supreme, as is proved by the 
very names of the sultans — Kaikhosrau, Kaika'iis, Kaiqubad — 
which were borrowed from Iranian epic; and also by the story of the 
great Persian mystic poet Jalal al-Dln Rum! (1207—73), whose fam­
i ly came from Persia and settled at Konia under the protection of 
the Seljuks, where he founded the famous order of the Mavlavl, or 
dancing dervishes. 

P E H S U N L I T E R A T U R E F R O M T H E T E N T H T O 

T H E T H I R T E E N T H C E N T U R I E S 

H E N C E , IN SPITE OF T H E TURKISH ORIGIN OF T H E REIGNING DYNASTIES, 

the Ghaznavid, Seljuk, and Khwarizmian period is a great period in 
Persian literature and art. Thus the memory of the Ghaznavid house, 
for instance, is indissolubly bound up with that of the poet Firdaus!. 

FirdausT, born about 932 in a suburb of Tus in Khorasan, incor­
porated the heroic legends of pre-Islamic Iran in an enormous poem 
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of sixty thousand verses, the Shdh-ndma, or Book of the Kings, which 
he completed in 1010 and dedicated to his patron, the Sultan 
Mahmud of Ghazna, at whose court he lived. Having fallen out with 
Mahmud, he left Ghazna and made his way to western Persia, the 
territory of the Buy ids. In 1020-1 he returned to Tus, where he died. 

The I r a n i a n epic to 
which the genius of Fir-
dausi gave its definitive 
f o r m had a l r e a d y been 
b rough t together about 
650, at the end of the 
Sasanid p e r i o d , by a 
lea rned Pe r s i an ( the 
" Danishwar ") in a work 
written in Pahlavi, but 
now los t , c a l l e d the 
Khuday nama. It was the 
epic content of this work, 
half historic, half legend­
ary, that FirdausT elabo­
rated in modern Persian. 
Hence, in spite of the 
conversion of Persia to 
Islam, we find in the Mos­
lem poet the whole of the 

Iranian legend as it was current in the age of the Sasanids. 
We cannot attempt to give an account here of the contents of the 

Shdh-ndma. Several of its most famous episodes w i l l be alluded to 
below, in connexion with the representations of them in Persian 
miniature. We w i l l confine ourselves to mentioning that the poem 
opens with the story of Gayomarth, the first man, and of the fabulous 
dynasty of the Pishdadian kings: Hiishang, Tahmurat, and Jamshid, 
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inventors of the arts and of civilization. The antagonism between two 
of the sons of Jamshid, Iraj , the ancestor of the Iranians, and Tur, the 
ancestor of the Turanians, was the beginning of the secular rivalry 
between Iran and Turan 
— that i s , the Pe r s i an 
world and the Scythian 
world. Iraj having been 
put to death by T u r , 
Minuchihri , a descendant 
of his race, avenged him 
by shedding the blood of 
Tur, but the struggle con­
tinued to be waged against 
the new king of Turan, 
Afrasiyab. 

And at this point the 
hero par excellence of the 
Iranian epic, Rustam, who 
is at once the Hercules and 
the R o l a n d of Pers ia , 
makes his appearance in 
FirdausT's poem. He was 
connected by legend with 
eastern I ran; his father, 
Zal, who had once been 
exposed, l ike Cyrus in 
Herodotus, and saved by 
the fabulous bird Slmurgh, 
was king of Seistan, while his mother was the daughter of the King 
of Kabul. The Pishdadian family having died out, Rustam estab­
lished on the throne of Persia the dynasty of the Kaiyanids, which 
would correspond to the historic house of the Achaemenids, but is 
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here represented by the 
mythical kings Kaiqubad, 
K a i k a ' u s , K a i k h o s r a u , 
Luhrasp, Gushtasp, Isfan-
d i y a r , Bahman, Queen 
Humay, and Darab, under 
whom the struggle between 
Iran and Turan was still 
carried on, distinguished, 
on the Iranian side, by the 
exploits of Rustam. One of 
the finest episodes in it is 
the duel between Rustam 
and his own son Sohrab, 
the fruit of a passing love-

affair of the hero's with a Turanian princess; having grown to man's 
estate, Sohrab meets his father, and, having failed to recognize him, 
challenges him to combat 
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and receives a mortal 
wound; one of the most 
moving scenes in the epic 
is that in which the recog­
nition between father and 
son at last takes place a 
few moments before the 
latter's death. Another 
famous episode is the story 
of the Iranian cavalier Bi-
jan (Bizhan), who, while 
out hunting, meets the 
daughter of the King of 
Turan and, seduced by her, 
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allows himself to be captured by the enemy and thrown into a pit, 
from which he is delivered by Rustam. Thanks to Rustain's inter­
vention, Kaikhosrau, the king of Persia, at last gains a decisive 
victory over the Turanians, and their king, Afrasiyab, is taken 
prisoner and put to death. A third episode, which often provides 
a subject for minia­
tures, is the story of 
Prince Isfandiyar (Isfen-
d iar ) , son of King Gush-
tasp, who in turn wins 
fame by repulsing the 
Turanians; but Isfandi­
yar, desiring to measure 
himself with Rustam, is 
slain by the hero, who 
is stil l under the protec­
tion of the fabulous bird 
Slmurgh. As for the 
invincible Rustam, he 
was in turn to perish 
through the treachery of 
his half-brother Shaghad 
and the King of Kabul, 
who caused him and his 
faithful horse, Rakhsh, to 
fal l into a pit fu l l of sharp 
sword-blades. 

The Shdh-ndma next takes as its subject the story of Alexander the 
Great (Iskandar), who is here represented as an Achœmenid prince, 
the " son of Darab" (one of the kings named Darius) and a Mace­
donian princess. Iskandar is in exile in his mother's country, but 
arrives to claim his throne, conquers his half-brother Dara (Darius 
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Codoman), and becomes lawful king of Persia. The Shdh-ndma says 
nothing about the Arsacids, but commemorates the history of the 
Sasanids, several of whom had already become legendary heroes — 
for instance, Bahram Gur, the lover of the princesses of the Seven 
Climates, Khosrau Anushirvan, and Khosrau Parviz, the lover of the 
beautiful Shirln. 

Such is this vast epic, which contains striking beauties, as well as 
some tedious passages, and a knowledge of which is indispensable 
for the understanding of the later lyric poetry of Persia, and even of 
its painting. 

Seljuk Persia gave birth to two great writers: the philosopher 
GhazalT, who wrote in Arabic, and the poet 'Omar Khaiyam, who 
wrote in Persian. GhazalT (1058-1112), who, like Firdausi, was a 
native of Tils, studied at Nishapur, and afterwards taught at the 
NizamTya madrnsa at Baghdad under the patronage of the Seljuk 
vizier Nizam al-Mulk; but he soon renounced the life of the world, 
and henceforth, with the exception of a fresh period of teaching at 
Nishapur, lived in a pious and studious retreat until his death, which 
took place at Tus in 1112. This retreat marked a new tendency of his 
thought. He had originally been a disciple of the Arab philosophers, 
al l of whom were to a greater or lesser extent the heirs of Avicenna 
— that is, of Aristotelianism — but, the study of the Greek masters 
having shown him that intellectualist systems are mutually destruc­
tive, he became convinced of their vanity, and fell back upon re­
ligious experience, evolving the theory of Sufism — that is, jMoslem 
mysticism. Thus his philosophic scepticism was accompanied by a 
deep religious sentiment, which makes this philosopher the precursor 
of the great Persian mystic poets. 

His contemporary 'Omar Khaiyam, who was born at Nishapur 
about 1040, was an astronomer as well as a poet and was for some 
time director of the observatory at Marv. Like GhazalT, he enjoyed 
the patronage of the vizier Nizam al-Mulk, after whose death he 
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returned to Nishapiir, where he died about 1123 (the date is uncer­
tain). Like Ghazali, Khaiyam broke away from the intellectualism 
of his masters, but he ended, not in mysticism, but in scepticism — 
and in the first place religious scepticism: " The whole of the human 
race is doomed to heaven or hell. But who ever went to hell? Who 
ever returned from heaven? " But his scepticism is also philosophi­
cal: "Nobody can pass beyond the curtain which hides the Riddle. 
Nobody knows what lives beneath appearances." — " Drink, for thou 
shalt sleep long beneath the clay, with none near thee, whether 
friend, comrade, or woman. Watch lest thou tell this secret to any­
one: tulips once faded shall never flower again." — "None of those 
who have questioned the dark mystery has taken a single step outside 
the circle of shadow." This bitter wisdom is the source of a deep 
disillusionment: " My coming to life was of no profit to the celestial 
sphere, and my departure will diminish neither its beauty nor its 
grandeur. My two ears have never heard any man tell the reason of 
this coming or of this going." — " We are pawns in the game played 
by Heaven. We serve as its pastime on the chessboard of Being. After 
which we are returned one by one into the box of nothingness." 

This disillusionment finds expression in poignant poetry, for in 
Khaiyam intellectual nihilism comes into conflict with a quivering 
sensibility: " What use is our coming? What use our going? Where 
is the chain which forms the warp of our life? How many a delicate 
body does the world shatter! Whither has their smoke departed? " 
Even the Bacchic songs which form Khaiyam's principal theme con­
ceal with difficulty a poignant and deeply human anguish: "Drink 
wine, for such is the treasure left thee from the days of thy youth, 
the season of roses, wine, and boon companions. Be happy for an 
instant: this instant is thy life." —" Seat thyself upon the sward, my 
idol: ere long this sward shall spring from my dust and from thine." 
And finally comes the moral of a melancholy wisdom, consoled only 
by the ephemeral beauty of things: "The springtime softly fans the 
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face of the rose. How sweet is a beloved face in the shade of the gar­
den! Nothing that thou canst tell me of the past has any charm for 
me. . . . Enjoy today, speak not of yesterday! " 

The Khwarizmian period produced four great Persian poets — 
NizamI, 'Attar, Sa'dl, and Jalal al-Dln Ruml. NizamI, a native of the 
region of Qum, died in 1201; he treated the great romantic themes 

of Arabo-Persian poetry, es­
pecially the touching legend 
of Majnun and Laila, the 
Arab Romeo and Juliet, 
separated by the r ivalry of 
I heir tribes; Laila having 
been married against her 
w i l l to another suitor, Maj­
nun retires in despair to the 
desert. When she becomes a 
widow, Laila at last rejoins 
Majnun, but before long 
dies, her lover following her 
to the tomb. NizamI also 
wrote a poem on the legend 
of the fair Shlrln, who in­

spired a passion both in King Khosrau Parviz and in the architect 
Farhad, the latter of whom, thinking her to be dead, ki l led himself 
in despair. 

'A^tar, who was born at Nishapur and died about 1230, is a Sufi 
poet whose mysticism clothes itself in the most poetical imagery in 
the curious poem of the " Language of the Birds," in which we see 
the world of birds — that is, of souls — led by the hoopoe, set off in 
search of God, who is symbolized by the fabulous Simurgh. The ult i­
mate end of the journey is a mystic annihilation in God, conceived, 
apparently, as the Universal Essence, to quote the words of the 
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hoopoe: " The Being whom I announce to you does not exist in isola­
tion, the whole world is this Being. Existence or nothingness, it is 
stil l this Being." And elsewhere: " There, in presence of a single ray 
of the spiritual Sun, thou dost see the disappearance of the thousand 
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shadows which surround thee. . . . When the Ocean of space ceases 
to toss its waves, the figures formed on their surface disappear. . . . 
He whose heart is lost in that Ocean is lost in it for ever and dwells 
at rest." 

Sa'di, the greatest of the Persian poets, was horn at Shiraz ahout 
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1184, according to some authors, or about 1193, according to others. 
He began his studies at the Nizamiya madrasa in Baghdad, made a 
number of journeys to Syria, Arabia, and Asia Minor, and died at 
Shiraz about 1282 or 1292. His chief works are the Bustdn {The 
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Garden), written in 1257, and the Gulistan (The Rose-garden), 
written in 1258, as well as a dlivan, or collection of odes. His doc­
trine, like that of 'Attar, is the mysticism of the Sufis, but, unlike his 
predecessor, he has the temperament not so much of a true mystic as 
of a moralist, though Sufism furnishes him with admirable themes 
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for his poetry. His moralizings are smiling, moderate, and pro­
foundly human, by turns optimistic without exaggeration and melan­
choly without despair, and remind us of Horace. At once a bon vivant, 
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an honest man, and a man of God—not to speak of an exquisite 
poet — he is the noblest figure of what we may call Persian 
humanism. 
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Sa'di himself tells us how the idea of writing the Gulistdn came to 
h im: " W e were taking a walk. It was in the springtime. A gentle 
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warmth was diffused through the air, and the reign of the rose was 
beginning. The trees wore a garment of leaves like the festal garb 
of those who are happy. It was the first evening of the Jalalian 
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month. A nightingale was singing in a cypress-tree, and pearls of 

dew tremhled on a crimson rose like drops of sweat on the cheeks of 

a blushing girl. That night I led my friend into my garden. Of a truth 

you know no garden more delightful. One would have said that dia­

mond dust had been scat-

tered upon the ground, 

and thai the necklace of 

the Pleiads hung from 

every vine-leaf. The limpid 

waters of the brook rip­

pled by. The birds sang 

sweetly, and a great silence 

reverberated in my heart. 

. . . In the morning I saw 

that my friend had filled the 

skirt of his robe with roses, 

basil, hyacinth, and ama­

ranth. He meant to bear this 

perfumed burden to the city. 

I said to him: 'The garden 

rose is a thing of a day, the 

promises of the flowers are 

sometimes vain.' 'What 

shall I do? ' he answered. I 

replied ;' I mean to compose 

the book of The Garden of 

Roses for the delight of 

men's minds. And the au­

tumn wind shall not wither the leaves of its trees, nor shall the sudden 

whirlwind overthrow such pleasures as the spring shall bring us.' " 

It is impossible to analyse the work of Sa'dl, the whole character 

of which consists in subtle shades and delicate observation. We wil l 

K M ; . : 199 

Portrai t of a enpt i \e or wounded prince (:M. 
at t r ibuted to Bihzad, school of Herat, end of 

l ift cent li century. 
- j.d, collection. I'hoto, Laniepce 



F M J I J H K 2 0 0 

Por t ra i t ol' tho same prince ( ) , said to ho M u r a d Aq-Qoyun l i i , a l l r i l m t i ' d to B ihzud . 
— Koechlin collection. Photo, Pivot 



272 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

merely cite a few examples of his manner; for instance, the follow­
ing perfect masterpiece: " To meet one day in the plain —thou and 

. I; to leave the city together 
— thou and I. Thou know-
est how good it would be to­
gether — thou and I, when 
nobody was present but 
only — thou and I " (Quat­
rains). Or this dainty pic-
hire, ending in a touch of 
i r o n y : " N e v e r had I 
known moments more de­
l i c i o u s . Tha t n i g h t I 
clasped my lady to my 
breast and gazed into her 
eyes swimming with sleep. 
. . . I said to her: ' Be­
loved, my slender cypress-
tree, now is not the time to 
sleep. Sing, my nightin­
gale! Let thy mouth open 
as unfolds the rosebud. 
Sleep no more, turmoil of 
my heart! Let thy lips offer 
me the philtre of thy love.' 
. . . And my lady looked 
upon me and murmured 
l o w : ' T u r m o i l o f thy 
heart? Yet dost thou wake 
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m e ? ' " Or again: " T h y 
lady has repeated al l this time that she has never belonged to an­
other. She has related the story of her life and told over the 
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names of those who can confirm what she has said. . . . And thou 
dost smile, for thou knowest that she has belonged to another 
and that she lies. But what matter? Are her lips the less warm be­
neath thy lips? Are her shoulders less soft beneath thy caress? " 
(Bustan). Underlying this smiling wisdom is a voluptuous melan­
choly which again reminds 
us of Horace: " T h e age of 
sport and pleasures is no 
more fo r me. . . . I too 
have been young; the rose 
was less fresh than my face, 
the c r y s t a l less b r i l l i a n t , 
ebon curls fell down upon 
my neck, a silken tunic was 
a burden too heavy for my 
delicate limbs . . ." (Bus-
Ian). But there is more in 
Sa'di than an Epicureanism 
by tu rns gay and melan­
choly. In him emotion finds 
accents which are unmistak­
able. Witness the following 
short elegy on a separation: 
" They say the breeze of May 
is sweet, even as the per­
fume of the rose, the song 
of the nightingale in the rose-
garden, the green plain, and 
the blue sky. 0 thou who knowest not, a l l these are only sweet when 
one's lady is there." Or later: " I said: ' I shall have strength on the 
day of separation.' But when the day came, my strength failed me " 
(Quatrains). And we may end with these verses, in which a l l the 
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tenderness of the Persian sage's heart finds expression: "Torment 
not the ant as she drags along her grain of wheat, for she lives, and 
life is sweet." 

Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-73) , the greatest of the Persian mystics 
and the author of the Mathnawl, was a native of Balkh. About 1226 
his family settled in Konia, the capital of the Seljuk sultans in Asia 
Minor, who were the poet's patrons. Rum! spent his life at Konia, 
where he founded the religious order of the Mavlavl dervishes, and 
where his tomb still stands. 

Rumi's poetical works are inspired by the mysticism of the Sufis, 
of whom he was one of the chief representatives. It is a most curious 
mysticism, which at times approximates to the theistic type of the 
Christians, at times to the pantheistic yogism of the Indians, but is 
always consumed with love of God, regarded as the Beloved: " What 
are words to me? " (said God to the faithful believer). " It is a burn­
ing heart that I require; set hearts on fire with love; then take no 
heed either for thought or for expression." In another passage the be­
liever cries, in a mystic delirium which amounts to absolute anni­
hilation of human personality in the Godhead: " I die as a stone and 
I become a plant, I die as a plant and am raised to the level of an ani­
mal, I die as an animal and am reborn as man; when I die as man, 
I shall live again as an angel. I shall go even beyond the angels and 
become a thing that no man has ever seen, and then I shall be nothing­
ness, nothingness! " By a phenomenon rare in Islam, this fusion with 
God leads to a sort of intimate communion with nature, in the Hindu 
fashion: "I am the sun-dust, I am the sun's orb, I am the glow of 
dawn, I am the breath of evening. . . ." In fact, Rum! sees so clear 
a manifestation of God in nature that, as the Baron Carra de Vaux 
observes, we might almost believe at times that he saw God Himself 
in i t : "The universe," cries the Sufi poet, " is the form of the Univer­
sal Intelligence." It is no doubt in this sense that Rumi represents 
God as saying: "I am this world and the world to come . . . ; I 
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am man, I am the genie and the pearl of the Ocean of Being, I am 
the mountain and the plain, the jewel and the Ocean." 

T H E O R I G I N S O F P E R S I A N P A I N T I N G 

THE PERSIAN ART OF THE SELJUK AND KHWARIZMIAN PERIODS WAS 

worthy of the literature of these ages. 
It was during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries that the use of 

lustre decoration reached its highest point in the ceramics of Raiy 
(Rhages), contemporaneously, moreover, with the technique of 
painted or incised ornament. What here interests us in this ware is 
not so much the changing beauty of the metallic lustre on certain 
specimens, " with its gleam of greenish gold on a ground of creamy 
white," as the design in itself, with its human figures, in which the 
face, with its characteristic roundness, heralds the types prevalent in 
the earliest Iranian miniatures (Fig . 170). The figures on the Raiy 
ware may be compared with the exactly similar types in the minia­
tures reproduced by Sir Thomas Arnold in his Islamic Book — for 
instance, Plate 43. Soon, especially on the polychrome specimens, 
the figures even ceased to be regarded as a mere decorative motive 
and came to be arranged in regular scenes: dlwan scenes (that is, 
royal audiences), hunting-scenes, horsemen playing polo, princely 
repasts (Fig. 171 and 172) ; side by side with the representation of 
the human figure, the art of representing animal forms was to de­
velop, not only in the horse, which is inseparable from its rider, but 
in drawings, for the most part remarkable in their realism, of lions, 
bears, camels, buffalo, animals of the deer tribe, hares, and birds 
(Fig. 173). Thus during the thirteenth century Persian painting be­
gan to find more confident expression on the bowls, vases, and wall-
tiles of the artists of Raiy and at the same time in the miniatures of 
manuscripts (Fig. 174 to 176). 

As a matter of fact, we are here dealing with traditions which had 
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San jar listening to a petition. Transoxianian art. Manuscript 
dated 1538. 

— Bibliotheque Natumale. Archives photoyraphiques 
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never disappeared from the soil of Iran. The earliest Persian paint­
ings are in no way different from the Manichaean illuminations and 
miniatures of the eighth century. 

Manichaeism, as we know, was a curious mixed religion, half 
Mazdean , h a l f C h r i s t i a n , i 
founded in the Sasanid Em­
pire in the middle of the third 
century of our era hy the 
Persian Mani , who was horn 
at Ctesiphon about 214 and 
martyred by King Bahram I 
as a heretic in 275. Now, the 
whole of Moslem tradition 
agrees that Man! was a cele­
brated painter (he is referred 
to by Firdausi as " Man! the 
Painter " ) , the illustration of 
the Manichaean scriptures be­
ing recommended by this sect 
as the best form of propa­
ganda. This tradition is fully 
confirmed by the finds of the 
German missions of Griin-
wedel and Von Le Coq in the 
region of Turf an. Here, in the 
middle of the desert of Gobi, 
in the heart of what is now 
Chinese Turkestan — the seat 
between 760 and 840 of the Uigur Empire, a state Turkish in race 
and Manichaean in religion — Professors Griinwedel and Von Le Coq 
have discovered a large number of frescoes and illuminated manu­
scripts (now in the Museum fi ir Volkerkunde in Berl in) , representing 
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Concert in a garden. Turk ish art , eighteenth 
century (?). 

— Louvre. Photo, Pivot 
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Plaque decorated wi th conventionalized foliage in green enamel. Sarnarqand. 
— Photo, Giraudon 

F I G U R E 206 

Masjid-i Shah, Isfahan (about 1612). 
— Photo, Sevruguin 
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Masjid- i Shah, Isfahan. Entrance to the sanctuary. 
— Photo, Gervais Courtellemoni 

F IGURE 20 8 

Masjid-i Shah. Porch. 
— Photo, Sevruguin 
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figures of Uigur princes and princesses, donors of both sexes, and 
Manichaean monks, of which the last-named are certainly in part 
Iranian (see Volume I I I of the present work, Fig. 124 to 129). In 
spite of the inscriptions, which are in the Uigur form of Turkish, the 
impression produced by these works is purely Iranian. In some re­
spects the floral motives and conventionalized foliage already fore­
shadow the Persian miniatures of the Mongol period (see Volume 
I I I , Fig. 130). The figures sometimes have round young faces, exactly 
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Maidan-i Shah and Ala Qapy, Isfahan. 
— Photo, (lervais (jmrfellemont 

like those which were to appear in the Persian miniatures of the 
fourteenth century (see Volume I I I , Fig. 125) ; sometimes, on the 
contrary — as in the portraits of the Uigur princes — there are faces 
with black beards, more pronouncedly oval, in spite of their central-
Asiatic roundness, which this time remind one, not of the Timurid 
miniatures, but of the frescoes of Samarra or of the Mesopotamian 
painting of the thirteenth century (see Volume I I I , Fig. 126). 

There is nothing surprising in this. The Samarra paintings dis­
covered by Professor Herzfeld are exactly contemporaneous with 
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these groups of Manichaeo-Uigur donors and monks discovered by 
Von Le Coq at Turfan; while the Irano-Buddhistic frescoes, dating 
from the eighth century, found by Sir Aurel Stein at Dandan-uiliq 
near Khotan are also contemporaneous with the 'Abbasid frescoes of 
Samarra. The Vajrapani of Dandan-uiliq, with its reminiscences of 

the Sasanid style (see Volume 
I I I , Fig. 117 of this work) , has 
also many affinities with the 
human figures in the earliest 
'Abbasid miniatures of the 
school of Baghdad, in the thir­
teenth century, of which we 
shall speak below. And we are 
reminded of these same 'Abba­
sid miniatures (and especially 
of those of the manuscripts in 
the Schefer collection) by the 
figures mounted on horse and 
camel on the wooden panels at 
Dandan-uiliq reproduced by 
Sir Aurel Stein in his Ancient 
Khotan (see Volume I I I , Fig. 
118 of this work) . Lastly, the 
whole of Persian painting — 
its models, its ideals, and its 
technique — is recalled to our 
minds as we look at the grace­

fu l horsemen and beautiful pages discovered by Grunwedel and Von 
Le Coq at Qizil near Kucha, in the so-called " Grotto of the Paint­
ers " and " Grotto of the Hippocamps " (see Volume I I I , Fig. 120 
and 121). 

These mounted figures at Qizil serve as a l ink between certain of 
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Mosque of Jum'a, Isfahan. 
— Photo, (iervais Court ellemont 
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those in the fifth century Sasanid frescoes at Barman, reproduced by 
Madame Andre Godard, and the fine gentlemen beloved of Persian 
classical miniature (see Volume I I I , Fig. 116 and 119). In spite of 
the distance in time, the painter who has left us a portrait of himself 
in the " Grotto of the Painters " at Qizil (see Volume I I I , Fig. 120) 

F I G URE 212 

Royal Palace and Gate of Ala Qapy, on the Maidan-i Shah, Isfahan. 
— Photo, Sevruguin 

may be hailed as the first Iranian artist of whom we have any authen­
tic knowledge (see Volume I I I , Fig. 121 to 123). 

But we are here dealing with Outer Iran, the part which had re­
mained Buddhist and Manichaean, and escaped first from Sasanid 
orthodoxy and afterwards from conversion to Islam. The first great 
school which has come down to us from the Moslem Iran of the 
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caliphs is the strictly 'Abbasid school of Mesopotamia of the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries (Fig. 177 and 179). It must be admitted 
that this school is not so much Persian as strictly Arab and Byzantine 
in inspiration. The influence of Byzantine technique is evident here.1 

Moreover, the figures are in general of a pronouncedly Semitic type, 
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Chihil-Sutun, Isfahan (about 1693). 
— Photo, Sevruguin 

with aquiline noses, oval faces framed in black beards, vigorous 
poses, and nervous gestures, expressive of a fierceness as Semitic as 
the types themselves and with none of the mannered grace and over-
refined charm of later Persian art. They have something of the hard­
ness and angular character of Byzantine figures, but without their 

1 Sir Thomas Arno ld : Painting in Islam (Oxford Universi ty Press, 1929), PL V I I I 
and IX ("Examples of similar types in Christ ian and Mus l im MSS." ) . 
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hieratic quality. On the contrary, they have an originality, a fire, and 
a freedom in the grouping which remind one of the school of Giotto. 
The chief masters of this school seem to have been as follows: (1) 
Abd-Allah ibn-Fadl, who in 1222 painted the miniatures illustrating 
a Pharmacology of Dioscorides, formerly in the F. M. Martin col­
lection; (2) the unknown master who about 1230 illustrated the 

F I G U R E 214 

Tho Chihil-Sulfin. 
— Photo, Henri Viollet 

Maqdmdt of a l-Harir l , now in the Asiatic Museum at Leningrad; (3) 
Yahya ibn-Mahmud of Wasit, who about 1237 illustrated another 
manuscript of the Maqdmdt of a l-Harir i , now in the Bibliotheque 
Nationale (fonds Schefer). In the two last-named manuscripts we 
may note groups representing crowds which have, as we remarked 
just now, an intensity of expression, a vigorous mimicry, and power 
of reproducing personality which, in our opinion, Persian miniature-
painting was never, perhaps, to exhibit again to the same degree. 
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On the other hand, the caravans mounted on camels, the wedding 
processions, the groups of standard-hearers mounted on horses or 
mules (see the fonds Schefer manuscript), display a realism in the 
painting of animals which is equally striking. Just as the Assyrian 
sculptors created the type of the lion once and for a l l , just as the 

FIGURE 2 1 5 

Another view of the Chihil-Sutfin. 
— Photo, Gervais Courlellemont 

sculptors of Sanchi created the type of the elephant for the whole of 
Indian art after them, so Yahya ibn-Mahmiid of Wash; and his imi­
tators definitively created the type — graceful, though with a touch 
of caricature — of the Arabian camel, whether used as a beast of 
burden, a luxury of the rich, or for use in war. Fourth among the 
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great 'Abbasid painters we may mention the artist who lived at the 
beginning of the thirteenth century and illustrated a Treatise on 
Automata by Bad!' al-Zaman al-Jazarl, one folio of which, repre­
senting a cup-bearer, at present in the Vever collection, may be said 
to have a certain resemblance to some of the paintings at Dandan-
u i l iq mentioned above (Fig. 178). Lastly, we may mention a page in 
the Vever collection, which we reproduce as Fig. 179, representing a 
woman fainting in the arms of an old man, attended by three other 
persons in attitudes of dis­
tress, a perfect Moslem 
Pieta of intense pathos. A 
number of specimens of 
th i s p o w e r f u l A r a b o -
Persian school of Bagh­
dad, which reached its 
highest point in the thir­
teenth century, but which 
continued to exist well on 
into the fourteenth cen­
tury, under the rule of the 
Mongols, may be found in 
Sir Thomas Arnold's two 

splendidly illustrated volumes which have recently appeared: Paint­
ing in Islam, Plates X V I I I , X I X , etc., and Islamic Book, PI. 33 and 
following. 

In the presence of such works as these, the rarity of which we 
cannot but deplore, it is impossible to doubt the capacity of the 
Arab genius for the pictorial art. Unfortunately, in lands of genu­
inely Arab race this capacity was rendered sterile, not, as has 
been said, by the prohibition of the Koran (which is by no means 
as categorical as is sometimes alleged), but by the religious 
scruples of later days. Moslem painting was to reach its fu l l 

FIGURE 

The Chur-Biiffh 

16 
Isfahan. 

Photo, Henri Violtet 
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Palace of Ashraf. 
— Photo, Sevruguin 

F I G U R E 218 

Bridge of Biiba Rokn al-DIn, Isfahan. 
— Photo, Sevruguin 
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development on Iranian territory in the Mongol, Timur id , and Safa-
wid periods. 

Side by side with this 'Abbasid school of painting, to which we 
shall give the name of the school of Baghdad, and which is evidently 
inspired by Byzantine art, we should mention another school belong­
ing to the same period, but peculiar to eastern Iran, which seems, on 
the other hand, to have been, to a certain extent, remotely affected by 
Chinese influence. Monsieur Sakisian has discovered, in particular, 
in the Yildiz Library at Constantinople, a collection of the Fables of 
Bidpay, a native of Khorasan, probably dating from the twelfth cen­
tury, the Seljuk period, " in which the realistic treatment of the ani­
mals, painted in flat tints, shows a certain familiarity with Chinese 
technique, side by side with the old Achaemeno-Sasanid tradition of 
naturalistic representation of animals. As Monsieur Koechlin points 
out in the Revue de Van (September-October 1930, page 230), 
"a t that time Persian painting had not as yet quite found its right 
way and had not arrived at any unity of style. It was not long, how­
ever, before the foreign elements were absorbed, and unity was es­
tablished within the school, a unity even stronger than might have 
been supposed." 

Is it possible to speak of Moslem sculpture as well at this period? 
Certainly it is, if we think of the reliefs at Konia, going back to the 
fine period of the Seljuk sultanate of Rum in the thirteenth century. 
As Professor Sarre has pointed out, the few fragments of this art pre­
served in the Museum at Konia — winged genii supporting a globe, 
galloping horsemen cleaving lions and dragons in two, winged lions 
pursuing antelopes — are directly reminiscent of the great Sasanid 
reliefs mentioned above, or of certain textiles and specimens of gold­
smiths' work which are likewise Sasanid — a curious piece of evi­
dence as to the persistence of ancient Persian decorative motives in 
the heart of mediaeval Anatolia under Turkish rule. In other Seljuk 
buildings of Anatolia, at Caesarea, Nigdeh, Sivas, etc., we also find 
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lions' heads used as gargoyles, and heads of dogs, horses, ducks, 
dragons, or birds with human heads decorating the stones of an arch. 
We are therefore faced here with a general tradition: the Seljuk art 
of Anatolia is a Persian art. 

F I G U R E 2 2 1 

General view of Shlraz. 
— Photo, Henri Viollet 

M O N G O L P E R S I A : T H E I L - K H A N S A N D 

T H E T I M U R I D S 

A T T H E BEGINNING O F T H E T H I R T E E N T H CENTURY T H E W H O L E O F 

I r a n — w i t h the exception of the little temporal domain of the 'Ab-
basid caliphs, which was confined to Baghdad and 'Iraq-i 'Arab! — 
was governed by the dynasty of the shahs of Khwarizm — that is, 
what is now the district of Khiva — a dynasty Turkish in race and 



292 T H E C I V I L I Z A T I O N S O F T H E E A S T 

Moslem in religion, with a culture that was already strongly influ­
enced by that of Iran. But in 1220 the Mongolian storm burst upon 
it, and in a few months' time the Khwarizmian Empire was destroyed 
by the armies of Jenghiz-Khan, which conquered Transoxiana and 

eastern Iran in 1220 and 
1221, reducing them to a 
state of appalling devas­
tation. The Mongols were 
later to show themselves 
humane and even liberal 
masters of Persia; but 
these first invaders were 
sti l l barbarians, utterly 
ignorant of the Arabo-
Persian civilization, so 
that for the moment their 
irruption was one of the 
worst cataclysms in the 
history of Iran. At first 
it was at any rate con­
fined to eastern Iran, for 
the provinces of the south­
west, such as Fars and 
the 'Abbasid territory of 
Baghdad , escaped the 
ca tas t rophe . Between 
1224 and 1231, it is true, 
the heir of the shahs of 

Khwarizm, the romantic figure of Jalal al-Din Mangburni, whose 
story, as related by Nasawi, is the most extraordinary tale of adven­
ture, tried for a time to restore the kingdom of his fathers from 
Isfahan to Tabriz. But this ephemeral restoration went down before 
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View of Shlraz. 
- Photo, Henri Viollet 
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Apocalypse of Muhammad, illustrated by Agha M i r a k (1539). 
— British Museum 
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Bahrain Gur and his women. Attributed to Aghii Mlrak (1524). 
— F. R. Martin collection. From F. R. Martin, PL 98 
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a fresh Mongol invasion in 1231, which this time submerged the 
whole of Persia, with the exception of the 'Abbasid domain of Bagh­
dad. At last, in 1258, came the coup de grace. The Mongol khan 
Hulagu, who had been entrusted with the government of Persia by 
his brother the Great Khan, took Baghdad, put the last Caliph to 
death, and destroyed the Caliphate. The whole of Iran was now 
Mongol. 

The Mongols of 1258, however, were not the same as those of 
1221. In the mean time they had come into contact with countries pos­
sessing ancient civilizations, China on the east and Persia on the 
west, and had themselves become civilized. Apanages were founded 
for the successors of Jenghiz-Khan in the heart of the Mongol Em­
pire, which followed the lines of the ancient monarchies sprung from 
the soil, and developed by the force of events into separate states. As 
early as 1227 Chaghatai (Jaghatai), one of the sons of Jenghiz-
Khan, had founded a local khanate in Transoxiana and eastern Turke­
stan, which soon became assimilated to its Turkish surroundings 
and was converted to Islam. In like fashion, when Hulagu, the de­
scendant of Jenghiz-Khan, had conquered Baghdad, he founded a 
dynasty of his own in Persia, that of the Il-khans, as they were called, 
which reigned over that land from 1256 to about ] 336 and had as its 
centre the region of Tabriz in Azarbaijan. His rule was happy in its 
effects. It brought Persia the benefits of a uniform government which 
was at once firm and liberal. Statesmen such as the Jewish minister 
Sa'd al-Daula, who died in 1291, and the historian Rashld al-Din, 
who died in 1318, are among the best administrators that Iran has 
ever known. It should be noted in particular that, though the Mongol 
regime was founded by the sword, its characteristic feature, both then 
and later, was a remarkable racial and religious toleration, due to the 
fact that, though established on Moslem territory, the first of the 
Il-Khans, such as Hulagu (1256-65) , Abagha (1265-81) , and 
Arghun (1284-91) , continued, so far as they were personally con-
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cerned, to be Buddhists, with a decided leaning towards Nestorian-
ism, in accordance with the traditions of the ancient Mongols. More­
over, out of opposition to their natural enemies, the Mamelukes of 
Egypt, their policy was to court an alliance with Christendom, from 
the Latin West and Byzantium to the Armenian element in Asia 
Minor. This attitude was maintained by their successors, even by 
those who, more from motives of policy than from religious zeal, 
had embraced the creed of their subjects. The Mongol khans who 
were converted to Islam, such as Ghazan (1295-1304) and Oljaitu 
(1304—16), showed themselves in general faithful to the eclectic and 
liberal traditions of their predecessors. Like the latter, they attached 
importance to remaining in touch with their cousins of the elder line, 
descended from Jenghiz-Khan, the Buddhist Great Khans of China. 
Thus the period of the Mongol dynasty of the Il-khans in Persia was 
characterized in the first place by a Chinese influence which made 
itself deeply felt in the sphere of art. 

There are too few traces of the period of the Il-khans left to us for 
it to be possible to base any theory upon them. We need only note the 
tomb of Hulagu's daughter at Maragha, dating from 1260, and the 
tomb of Oljaitu at Sultaniya, dating from 1316; the former consists 
of a tower, decorated with enamelled tile-work mosaic, which was 
once surmounted by a pyramid with an octagonal base; the latter 
is an octagonal structure crowned by a cupola and completely lined 
inside with glazed or enamelled tiles or bricks set in a mosaic pat­
tern. It has been suggested that the former of these monuments is 
intended to represent a vast tent, a type possibly copied from the cus­
toms of Mongol l ife. As for the latter, it represents " the first exam­
ple of ceramic decoration applied on a large scale," so that the 
palaces of the Safawid dynasty are already foreshadowed by this 
monument (Fig. 180), built while the supremacy of the house of 
Jenghiz-Khan was at its height. 
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The poet in a blossoming tree. School of Agha Mi rak . 
— Vever collection. Photo, Giraudon 
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Portrait of Shah Tahmasp, by Sultan Muhammad, about 1530-40. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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But the apogee of the Mongol period is marked above al l by the 
marvellous cathedral mosque of Varamln, to the south of Teheran 
and Raiy (Fig. 282) . Built in 1322 under the last of the Hulagid 
Il-Khans, this mosque underwent considerable restoration, it is true, 
during the Timur id period. But for this reason it displays even more 
successfully the logical and historical continuity of Persian tradition, 
with its architectural simplicity and the purity of its lofty dome, 
across the centre of which extends a magnificent rosette-shaped orna­
ment of mosaic. We may also draw attention to the stalactite decora­
tion of the great porch with its pointed arch, consisting of a honey­
comb vaulting of brick, or, again, inside the mosque, to the sanctuary 
(mihrdb), facing the entrance door, with its pointed niche, the lace-
work arch of which rests upon a delightful lit t le frieze supporting a 
rich Kufic inscription. And, lastly, on the fagade there is an exquisite 
facing of faience in two shades of blue, which w i l l soon, alas! have 
disappeared. On the other hand, it would be a profitable study for an 
archaeologist to compare the plaster decoration of this building with 
that of the fagade and sanctuary of the old mosque at Hamadan 
(Fig. 291) . 

As regards painting, our information is more abundant. From the 
first, Chinese influence can be noted in i t ; but in Persia, as we may 
remember, this Chinese influence was met by an already well-estab­
lished native tradition. As a matter of fact the school of Baghdad, 
whose achievements we have seen in thirteenth-century ' Iraq, con­
tinued to make its presence felt as far as the heart of Transoxiana 
under the Mongols. We have proof of this both in the l ibrary of the 
Royal Asiatic Society and in that of the University of Edinburgh, 
in the shape of the miniatures in a manuscript of Rashld al-Dln, 
dated 1310 and illuminated by a certain Muhammad ibn Mahmud 
of Baghdad, which comes from Transoxiana in the days of Jaghatai. 
Two pages of this fine work, one representing Hamza and ' A l l on 
horseback, the other Muhammad the Prophet besieging the city of the 
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Bahrain Gur hunting. Manuscript signed by Sultan Muhammad, about 1540. 
— British Museum 



Banu Nadir, are in the great 'Abbasid tradition of the thirteenth cen­
tury, vigorous and sober in execution, with figures of an Arab 

type mounted on t a l l 
chargers of the Transoxi-
anian breed, which are 
quite different from the 
little Mongol ponies. A 
number of reproductions 
are to be found in Sir 
Thomas A r n o l d ' s and 
A d o l f Grohmann ' s The 
Islamic Book (1929), PL 
36 to 4 1 . In the same work 
(PI . 42 to 47) are repro­
duc t ions o f a H a r i r i 
(Magamat) in the National 
L i b r a r y , Vienna, da ted 
1334, which is in the same 
style. As these various re­
productions w i l l prove, we 
stil l have here the Arabo-
Persian school of Baghdad, 
with its strongly Semitic 
types and Byzantine tend­
encies, lasting on well into 
the fourteenth c e n t u r y . 
The pages from the " Life 
of Moses " in the Univer­
sity Library, Edinburgh, 
are of an equally pro­

nounced 'Abbasid character; yet many subjects in this same 
manuscript, such as the bodhi-tree (tree of Illumination) and 
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the " mountains of India and 
their inhabitants," are already 
treated entirely in the Chinese 
manner; on other pages there is 
a scene from the court of 'Ala 
al-Dln, sultan of Delhi, in which 
both the Sultan and his vizier 
display the thoroughly Semitic 
vigour of the 'Abbasid school, 
while opposite them we note 
some figures of young people 
which are already of a Chinese 
type. Lastly, stil l in the same 
manuscript, we have a battle 
scene from the Mahabharata, 
which is obviously wholly Sino-
Mongolian in character. We 
once more find proof of this 
curious blend of influences in a 
miniature of a Shah-nama in 
the Vever collection, also com­
ing from Transoxiana in the 
first quarter of the fourteenth 
century — that is, under the 
rule of the Jaghatai branch of 
the house of Jenghiz-Khan. On 
one page of this Shah-nama, 
representing a horseman against 
a background of mountains, the 
horse — a tal l , lean horse of 
the Sogdiana breed — the rider, 
whose profile is stil l quite of the 

F I G U R E 232 

Couple in a garden, by Ustad Muhammad, 
about 1530. 

— Formerly in the (loloubew collection. 
Photo, (loloubew 

Arabo-Persian type, the firm and 
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vigorous decoration, the intentional hardness of execution, and the 
absence of a l l over-refined prettiness, a l l indicate survivals of the 
'Abbasid tradition, while a group of figures on the right shows both 
Chinese workmanship and Chinese types (see Fig. 181). 

In the Rashld al-Dln of the Bibliotheque Nationale the Sino-
Mongolian influence asserts itself st i l l more directly and undeniably. 
This famous manuscript, upon which Monsieur Blochet has written 
a masterly study, was written and illustrated, according to the re­
searches of this scholar, at Tabriz between 1310 and 1315, while 
the historian Rashld al-Dln was st i l l l iving. In the pictures of the 
Great Khan Ogodai receiving ambassadors, the Great Khan Mangu 
and his women, and the nine sons of the Khan Tu lu i , Chinese influ­
ence reigns unchallenged and, it may be said, in its native state. It 
is, indeed, quite natural that the artistic formulas of the Far East 
should have been meticulously adhered to in these portraits of the 
house of Jenghiz-Khan. Thus the types are frankly Mongol and the 
workmanship wholly Chinese. There could be no better proof of 
the persistent taste of the Il-Khan dynasty for the manners and tradi­
tions of China, from which they drew their origin (Fig. 182 and 
183). We may also note the figures of an absolutely Sino-Mongol 
type representing the court of Sultan Sanjar in the Dlwdn of 
Mu'izzl in the India Office Library, reproduced in Sir Thomas Ar­
nold's The Islamic Book (PI . 42 ) . The same characteristics are to 
be found in certain pages of a Shah-nama of the same period, the 
first quarter of the fourteenth century, bequeathed to the Louvre by 
Monsieur Marteau. The cavalry charge depicted on them, represent­
ing an actual episode in the Khubilaid wars, may be compared with 
the Japanese scenes of charging cavalry in the famous Heiji mono-
gotari, illustrated by Sumeyoshi Keion in the thirteenth century. 
But from this time onward the fusion of the imported Chinese ele­
ments with the indigenous Persian ones was on the way to a har­
monious consummation, as is shown, for instance, by the page of the 
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Gayomarth takes up his residence in the mountains. 
- From a manuscript of the Shah-nama in the possession of M. Andre Godard. 

— Photo, Laniepce 
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Bibliotheque Nationale manuscript of Rashld al-Din representing 
the siege of Baghdad by the Khan Hulagu. 

The house of Hulagu, or the dynasty of the Il-Khans, disappeared 
in 1335 before the growth of feudalism, and Persia was divided up 

between a fair ly consid­
erable number of local 
dynasties. The chief of 
these secondary dynasties 
were the following: (1) 
the Mongol house of the 
Jalayirids at Baghdad 
(1336-1411); (2) the 
Arabo-Persian house of 
the Muzaffarids at Isfa­
han and in Fars (1313— 
9 3 ) ; (3) the Afghan 
house of the Kart (or 
Kur t ) at Herat, in Kho-
rasan (1245-1383). The 
most remarkable of them 
was that of the Muzaf­
farids, two representa­
t ives o f w h i c h , Shah 
Shuja' (1357-1384) and 
Shah Mansur (1387-93) , 

distinguished themselves by their patronage of the great Persian poet 
Hafiz, who was born about 1320 and died in 1389. At the end of the 
fourteenth century these little provincial kingdoms, the fragments 
of the Il-Khan dynasty, were destroyed one after the other by the 
Turkish conqueror Timur-lang, known to us as Tamerlane. 

Timur was born in Transoxiana in 1336, of a great Turkish family 

F IGURE 236 

K a i Rawiis, borne up by eagles, starts out to 
conquer the heavens. 

— Codard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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in that region allied to the house of Jenghiz-Khan. He devoted the 
first years of his reign to making himself master of his native land 
by driving out the last of the Mongol khans of the family of Jaghatai 
and eliminating his local competitors. Having become king of Trans-
oxiana in 1369, with Samarqand as his capital, Timur wrested 
Persia from the dynasties that shared it between them. He took 
Khorasan from the Kart in 1383, Fars from the MuzafTarids in 1393, 
and Baghdad from the Jalayirids in 1393, thus restoring the unity of 
Iran for his own benefit. He next carried his arms into Russia, where 
he advanced as far as Moscow in 1396, into India, where he occupied 
Delhi in 1398, and into Asia Minor, where in 1402 he defeated the 
Ottoman sultan Bayazld at Angora. A l l these conquests were accom­
panied by acts of indescribable savagery and by ravages and massa­
cres worthy of the earliest Mongols. These cruelties were a l l the 
more inexcusable in Timur's day, for he was a most pious Moslem, 
and al l his wars—whether in Persia, Russia, India, or Asia Minor 
— had been waged against other Moslems. Yet this fierce war­
rior had another side; he was an enlightened prince, a friend of the 
arts, and a patron of learned men and poets. Legend w i l l have it that 
at the capture of Shlraz he pardoned the poet Hafiz for a jest. In his 
beloved Transoxiana he gave himself up entirely to the arts of peace. 
If he sacked Shlraz, Baghdad, Damascus, and Delhi, it was in order 
to adorn his capital, one of the wonders of which is his tomb, the 
Gur A m i r (Fig. 184, 185). 

On the death of Timur in 1405, after a confused period of strug­
gles between his numerous heirs, his fourth son, Shah Rukh, suc­
ceeded in making the various members of his family recognize his 
authority, and in his turn reigned over Transoxiana and Persia from 
1405 to 1445. This prince, who established his capital at Herat, was 
the greatest of the Timur id sovereigns. Generous and humane, a 
friend of peace, yet, when occasion called for i t , a skilful leader in 
war, he was a patron of learned men, poets, and artists, whom he 
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Isfandiyar, having slain the lions, bathes in the river. 

— Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce _•. 
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Bijan, conqueror of the Turanians. 
— Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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Rustam drawing up BIjan from the pit into which he had been thrown by the Turanians. 
— Godard Shah-numa. Photo, Laniepce 
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attracted in crowds to Herat, where he had founded a magnificent 
l ibrary. His son Ulugh Beg, whom he had established as governor 
in Transoxiana and who was to succeed him on the throne from 1447 
to 1449, imitated his example by showing special favour to the study 
of astronomy. Ulugh Beg was also a poet, and his court at Samarqand 
rivalled Herat as a literary centre. At this time the " T imur id Renais­
sance," as the artistic and literary movement in the fifteenth century 
was called, was in fu l l swing in these two cities. I n art, as we shall 
see later, it was characterized by a marvellous wealth of pictures 
displaying both Persian and Chinese influences; and, from the l i t ­
erary point of view, by a remarkable development of Persian litera­
ture, and also by the birth of a whole Turkish literature, obviously 
inspired by the great Persian models, but written in the Jaghatai 
tongue—that is, the Turkish dialect proper to Transoxiana. This 
high culture was maintained under the Timurids Abu Sa'id (1452-
69) , and Husain Baiqara (1469-1506), who reigned at Herat in 
the second half of the fifteenth century. The political power of these 
two princes now extended no farther than eastern Iran, for western 
Persia had just fallen into the hands of the two Turkoman tribes of 
the Qara-Qoyunlu (or Turkomans of the Black Sheep) and the Aq-
Qoyunlu (or Turkomans of the White Sheep), and Abu Sa'id per­
ished in the attempt to recover this region. Husain Baiqara gave up 
the attempt to recover the west and contented himself with reigning 
over the Iranian east. He chose as his minister the great Turkish 
poet, historian, and moralist M i r ' A l i Shir Nava'I (1440-1501), who 
remains the greatest name of the Timurid Renaissance so far as the 
Jaghatai language is concerned. M i r ' A l l Shir and Husain Baiqara 
attracted the most celebrated writers of the age to Herat, notably the 
poet Jam! and the two historians M i r Khwand and Khwandamlr. It 
was at the request of ' A l l Shir that M i r Khwand, who died in 1498, 
composed his Persian universal history, the Raudat al-safa'. It was 
also for ' A l i Shir that Khwandamlr, the grandson of M i r Khwand, 
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who lived from 1475 to about 1535, composed his first work, just as 
at the end of his life he was to finish his Habib al-siyar at the court of 
the Timur id sovereigns in India, Babur, and Humayun. Finally, 
Husain Baiqara was the patron of the chief artists of his day, such 
as the painter Bihzad and the calligrapher Sultan ' A l i of Mashhad. 

The Timurids were driven out of Transoxiana and eastern Iran 
between 1500 and 1501 by the Mongol dynasty of the Shaibanids, 
who were descended from the family of Jenghiz-Khan. Muhammad 
Shaibani compelled Babur, the last of the Timurids, to take refuge in 
India—where he was to lay the foundations of the " M u g h a l " 
Empi re— and set up a fresh domination in Transoxiana, that of the 
Uzbegs. The empire of the Uzbegs, which had Bokhara and Samar-
qand as its capitals, remained in the power of the dynasty of the 
Shaibanids from 1500 to 1599. This dynasty, which was profoundly 
Turkish in culture, though very Moslem in religion, kept up the 
great Timurid tradition, especially in Jaghatai literature and paint­
ing. The decadence of Transoxianian culture did not finally set in 
t i l l the Shaibanids had been replaced by other Turkish dynasties 
at Bokhara. 

Timurid architecture is represented in the first place by the monu­
ments of Samarqand, Timur's capital (Fig. 184 to 188). We may 
mention the mosque set up in memory of Timur's sister, who died 
in 1371, the Mosque of Shah-Zinda (1392-1434), and the famous 
Gur Amir , or Mausoleum of Timur, dating from 1484. The most 
characteristic point about the first two of these buildings is the 
preponderant part played in them by enamelled decoration. There 
is a material reason for this: Transoxiana, possessing no stone-
quarries, was forced to use brick. There was also a reason of taste: 
the luxury of the Turkish tribes of central Asia consisted chiefly 
of carpets of many colours, and they liked to have the poly­
chrome effect of these carpets reflected in the ceramic decoration 
of their architecture. Thus in such monuments as the Mosque of 
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Death of Rustam. 
- Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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Shapur playing at hall before Ardashlr. 
— Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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Bahrain Gur slaying the lions. 
- Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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Timur's sister and the Mosque of Shah-Zinda the architecture is 
merely a pretext for the effects of the enamelled mosaic, the domi­
nant note of which is a turquoise-blue, which alternated harmoni­
ously with the pale pink of the brick. As to the Gur Amir , the essen­
t ia l feature of it is a hall in the form of a cross, contained within 
an octagon and surmounted by an enormous bulbous dome. This 
dome is decorated externally with semi-cylindrical ribs in enamelled 
brickwork, while the drum which supports it is decorated with 
a band of inscriptions in Kufic script, also in enamelled bricks. 
We have to thank the courtesy of Messieurs Henri Viollet and 
Le Brecq for the photographs of this monument which we give 
here. 

With this group of the Timurid period may be associated the Blue 
Mosque of Tabriz, built between 1437 and 1468 by Jahan Shah, of 
the ephemeral Turkoman dynasty of the Qara-Qoyunlu, which suc­
ceeded the Timurids in western Persia. It too is decorated with 
faience mosaics of great beauty, in which the range of colour, as 
noted by Dieulafoy and Sarre, " varies from pale to dark blue, with 
tones of dul l green, leaf-brown, and black, sometimes, even, en­
hanced with arabesques of gold " (Fig. 189). 

The Timur id period (1369-1500), together with the Shaibanid 
period, which was a continuation of it (1500—1600), was one of the 
greatest periods of Persian painting both in Iran and in Transoxiana. 
It is now that we come to a harmonious fusion of Chinese and 'Ab-
basid influences in the schools of Herat and Samarqand, together 
with one which was, strictly speaking, Persian and which in the end 
assimilated the other two. 

These two currents of Iranian and Chinese influence are also found 
in juxtaposition, though without any fusion between them, in certain 
paintings of the second half of the fifteenth century from Khorasan, 
which were once in the Goloubew collection, but are now in the Vever 
collection and the Boston Museum. On a piece of Chinese silk, on 
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which was already painted a branch of a tree, with a bird of purely 
Ming workmanship, were subsequently painted the Iranian lovers 
Khosrau and ShlrTn, in Persian costumes, but with Chinese faces, in 
such a way that critics cannot tell whether we have here a Persian 
painter working in the Chinese manner, or a Chinese artist working 
in the Persian manner (Fig. 190). The same character is to be found 
in a miniature belonging to a manuscript of Khwaju Kirmani in the 
possession of the Musee des Arts Deeoratifs, Paris, which depicts 
the arrival of Humay at the court of the Emperor of China, the 
setting being a flower-garden. This picture, here reproduced as 
Fig. 191, and dating from about 1430, is a good specimen of the 
school of Herat, a charming blend of Ming prettiness and Persian 
grace both in the drawing of the figures and in the floral decoration. 
" The figures themselves," writes Monsieur Kiihnel, " have become 
flowers, and bloom naturally in the midst of this splendour of flowers 
and perfume." It may have been painted by Ghiyath al-Dln KhalTl, 
who went to China three times in the suite of embassies from Trans-
oxiana, and there had opportunities of studying Ming technique 
(Fig. 192 and 193). 

The combination of Chinese subjects and Iranian motives is no 
less happy, in our opinion, in the illustrations to the famous Apoca­
lypse of Muhammad in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Supplement 
turc, No. 190), written in Jaghatai Turkish in Uighur script and 
illuminated at Herat in 1436 for Shah Rukh; the faces of the angels 
and of the celestial centauress al-Buraq among the clouds, which 
are treated in the purely Chinese " chi " style, have the fresh round­
ness and slanting eyes of the Chinese type; while the Prophet's face 
and those of his disciples, on the contrary, are of an elongated, deli­
cate type which is essentially Arabo-Persian. The whole composition 
produces a wonderful impression of fervour and mystic emotion. 
In such works as these, the Sino-Iranian school of the T imur id age 
reminds us of the celestial visions of Fra Angelico. In the paradise 
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Buzurgniihr playing at chess. 

- Godard Shahnama. Photo, Laniepce 
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Struggle between Khosrau Parviz and Bahrain Chubin. 
— Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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of the pure in heart the angels of Herat have a place beside those 
of the master of Fiesole (Fig. 194 to 197). 

More purely Iranian are the miniatures in a manuscript of Khwaju 
Kirmanl , executed by Junaid Naqqash al-Sultanl at Baghdad about 
1396, during the reign of Timur, which are now in the British Mu­
seum; in this connexion we may mention various scenes of court l i fe , 
showing the women's quarters, as gay and animated as an aviary — 
pages which already foreshadow the similar scenes of the school of 
Bihzad; there is also a duel scene, delightfully Gothic in feeling, be­
tween two horsemen who have dismounted to settle their dispute in a 
clearing, against a delicate forest background recalling the wooded 
backgrounds of the French fifteenth-century miniaturists, as well as 
Benozzo Gozzoli or Fra Angelico. This manuscript also contains sev­
eral miniatures of " dlwari" scenes by another hand, which bear wit­
ness to the elegance and refinements of aristocratic life in Iran under 
the Timurids; we may mention in particular those delightful scenes 
of a gallant on horseback beneath his lady's castle, with the lady ap­
pearing on a terrace amid a grove of trees surrounded by a flight of 
birds, in which the lovers frequently represent Bahram Gur and his 
lady-love, or Khosrau and Shirin. In these works we already find a l l 
the almost excessive delicacy, somewhat unreal charm, and at times 
rather cold prettiness of the classical Persian miniature. In our opin­
ion, there is more strength and movement in two pages from a Shdh-
ndma formerly in the Schultz collection, one of which has passed into 
the possession of Monsieur Martin, the other into that of the Kunst-
gewerbe Museum in Leipzig, the former representing Rustam asleep 
in the shade of a magic forest, while his horse, the celebrated Rakhsh, 
drives off a lion by his unaided efforts, and the latter, one of Rus-
tam's victories. 

Let us note in conclusion that, though Persia was dominated in the 
fifteenth century by the Timurid schools of Herat and Samarqand, 
she had none the less not forgotten the very different tradition of the 
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Mystical scene. 

— Godard Shah-nama. Photo, Laniepce 
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'Abbasid artists of the earlier school of Baghdad. We need no other 
proof than the page from the Vever collection here reproduced, rep­

resenting a charming female 
figure lying beneath a tree 
in a blooming garden, sur­
rounded by her handmaidens 
(Fig. 198) ; both the type 
and the workmanship have 
an indefinably Italian sug­
gestion, which reminds one 
of the "Pieta" from the 
same collection which we 
mentioned above. 

We have omitted the name 
of the greatest of the Timur id 
masters, Bihzad, from this 
hasty sketch, for the reason 
that he marks the close of 
this age and forms a l ink be­
tween the Timur id period 
and the Safawid period, be­
tween the ancient school of 
Herat, the art of which he 
carried to its supreme pitch 
of excellence, and the future 
schools of western Persia, a l l 
of which were afterwards to 
claim him as their founder. 

Kamal al-Din Bihzad, the 
greatest of Persian painters, was born at Herat about 1440 and was 
the pupil of Pir Saiyid Ahmad of Tabriz. From 1469 to 1506 he 
lived at Herat in the service of the last of the Timurids, Husain 
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I l luminated page from a Shah-nama in the 
Andre Godard collection. 

— Photo, Laniepce 
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Transoxianian art, about 1500. 
— Sarre collection, Berlin. By kind permission of the owner. 

- After Kiihnel (trans. Budry): La Miniature en Orient {Cassirer and Crh) 
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Baiqara, whose minister, ' A l i 
Shir Nava'I, was his patron. 
We shall see later how, after 
the fa l l of the Timurids, he 
attached himself to the for­
tunes of the new shahs of 
Persia of the Safawid dy­
nasty and went to live at their 
court at Tabriz. 

From what may be called 
Bihzad's " Timur id period " 
date his two splendid por­
traits of Sultan Husain Bai­
qara, one of which, in the 
F. R. Martin collection, is a 
mere unfinished drawing on 
a green ground; here, for the 
first time in Persian art, we 
meet with a real portrait — 
a person studied for his own 
sake, with his physical char­
acteristics and psychology, 
such as the Japanese and the 
Chinese alone knew how to 
produce in Asia at that time. 
The same distance separates 
this masterly drawing from 
the works which went be­
fore it as separates the i l l u ­
minations in the mediaeval 
French Books of Hours from 

the portraits of Jean Fouquet, or even Frangois Clouet. From 
the same period of Bihzad's l ife, about 1467, date the illustrations 
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School of Riza 'Abbilsl (?). 
— Vever collection. Photo, Pivot 
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- to the Aafar nama (book 
of Vic tory) , a history of 
Timur by Sharaf al-Dln 
4A1T Yazdi, now in the 
Boston Museum, w h i c h 

i r e p r e s e n t Timur o n his 
l l i r o n e , a r e c e p t i o n in 

I T i m u r ' s palace, a n assault 
on a fortress, a cavalry at­
tack, or the building of a 
mosque; here we have the 
whole l ife of the Transoxi-
uiian conqueror, as ad-

; n i n i s t r a t o r , a s leader i n 
war, and as patron of the 

! a r t s , passing before our 
I e y e s with a realism, a his­

torical exactitude, a sense 
j o f movement and o f the 
I l i f e o f crowds, which are 
! r e a l l y amazing. The epic 
1 f e a t s o f the Timurids were 

hen quite recent and must 
sti l l have haunted men's 

! m i n d s — for Timur died 
in 1404, whereas the illus­
t r a t i o n s in the Bos ton 
m a n u s c r i p t date f r o m 
about 1467 — but, above 

a l l , they now found no mere illuminators and calligraphers to render 
them, but an artist of genius, who possessed as marked a personality 
as our Giotto and was as great an innovator as the latter. 
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The Court of Solomon. Persia, sixteenth century. 
— Vever colled ion. Photo, Pivol 
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The Court of Solomon. Persia, sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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In the same vein, again, are Bihzad's illustrations for a manu­
script of Sa'dl's Bustdn dating from 1487, now in the Royal Library 
at Cairo. Among other miniatures, this work contains some ban-
queting-scenes and interiors of mosques, with figures each of which 
is a little masterpiece of drawing, elegance, and psychology; besides 
a painting of grazing mares which, with the marvellous cavalry 
scenes in the Boston Museum manuscript, places Bihzad among the 
best painters of horses in Mongol times, on the level of such artists as 
Chow-Mong-Fu. Monsieur Armenak Sakisian also attributes to Bih­
zad some pages from a manuscript of Nizami's Khamsa in the British 
Museum, dated 1442, among which is a remarkable battle scene of 
Arabs mounted on camels, worthy of the same painter's representa­
tions of cavalry engagements. 

Among the works attributed to Bihzad by Monsieur Mart in, but 
some of which Messieurs Migeon and Sakisian prefer to ascribe to 
one of his contemporaries, Qasim ' A l i of Herat, and others perhaps 
to Agha Mlrak, are the illustrations in another manuscript of N i -
zami's Khamsa, dated 1434, now in the British Museum, some scenes 
from which, worthy of Bihzad himself, we may admire in Kuhnel's 
album — Alexander and the Seven Sages of Greece, Sultan Husain 
Baiqara in the character of Alexander, etc. The copy of this work 
dating from the beginning of the sixteenth century which is now in 
the Library of the Union of Soviet Republics at Leningrad, also con­
tains a few miniatures of the same school, noteworthy among which 
is one of Majnfm and Laila among the animals, reproduced by Pro­
fessor Sarre — a pure, tender scene set in a landscape with a l l the 
charm of the legends of St. Francis. Lastly, several critics attribute to 
Bihzad two great portraits of captive princes, now in the Doucet 
and Koechlin collections respectively, the latter of which Monsieur 
Martin inclines to think may be that of the last ruler of the 
Aq-Qoyunlu, who was put to death by the Safawids in 1502 (Fig. 
199 to 202) . 
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Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Transoxianian art , early sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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In order to complete 
what has to be said about 
the regions of eastern 
Iran, it would be as well 
to say a few words about 
the art of the Shaibanids 
before passing on to the 
history of Persia under 
the Safawid dynasty. For 
the Shaibanid dynasty, 
w h i c h occup ied the 
throne of Transoxiana 

j a f t e r the Timurids, from 
I 1 5 0 0 t o 1599, continued, 
I a s the latter had done, t o 
I p a t r o n i z e the arts t o the 
I u t m o s t o f their power. 

The founder of the dy­
nasty, Muhammad Shai-

I b a n i (1500-9) , and his 
j s u c c e s s o r , Q u c h q u n j i 
j ( 1 5 1 0 - 3 0 ) , extended 
j t h e i r protection t o artists 
j a n d poets. I t would b e a 

mistake to believe that 
under their rule Trans­
oxiana suddenly lost its 
a r t i s t i c g l o r y , w h i c h 

passed to Safawid Persia. Moreover, the Shaibanid painting of 
Transoxiana and the Safawid painting of the early years of the 
sixteenth century are closely connected with each other. To convince 
ourselves of this it is sufficient to recall, for instance, the scene of 



F I G U R E 258 

Mystical landscape. Persian, early sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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Bahrain Gur hunting the wi ld ass, which we reproduce here from a 
Dlwan of M i r ' A l l Shir Nava'i which appeared at Herat about 1526 
or 1527 and is now in the Bibliotheque Nationale; such a work might 
well be classed either as Shaibanid or as Safawid did we not know 
that at that date Herat was a dependency of Persia and not of Trans-
oxiana. On the other hand, there is very little to distinguish from a 
Safawid Persian painting the picture of the sultan Sanjar reining 
in his horse in the midst of a landscape of flowering trees to listen to 
an old woman's petit ion—painted at Bokhara for the Shaibanid 
'Abd al-'Aziz by " Mahmud and Muhammad " in a manuscript of 
Nizami dated 1545, and now in the Bibliotheque Nationale (Fig. 
203) . The charm of the floral setting, the grace of the figures and 
their horses, the delicacy of the features —which positively reminds 
us of Clouet — and the realism of the portrait of the old woman 
are in every respect worthy of the finest productions of western 
Persia. 

Nor is the Persian and Turkish poetry of the Timur id period un­
worthy of the painting of the same age. Two names in particular are 
worthy of attention, those of the famous Persian poets Hafiz and 
Jam!. 

Hafiz was born, no doubt at Shiraz, about 1320, and spent his life 
in that city under the rule of the Muzaffarid princes, several of whom 
were his patrons. He died at Shiraz in 1389, after it had recognized 
the domination of Timur. This poet, the Anacreon of Persia, is 
justly regarded as one of the greatest Iranian lyric poets. 

The themes which inspire him are the eternal themes of Persian 
classical poetry. He celebrates the beauty of his beloved Shlraz, the 
grace of the river of Ruknabad, which waters i t , and of the prome­
nade of Musalla, which is one of its ornaments. He tells of the sweet­
ness of his garden (see Fig. 204) : " T h e night was about to fade 
when, drawn by the perfume of the roses, I went down into the garden 
to seek, like the nightingale, balm for my fever; in the shadow there 
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gleamed a rose, a rose red as a veiled lamp, and I gazed upon its 
countenance." Above all he sang the beauty of the women and boys 
of Shiraz: " The rose is lovely only because the face of my beloved is 
lovely. . . . What were the grace of the greensward and the breeze 
that blows in the garden were it not for the cheek of my beloved, 
which is like a tulip? The honeyed mouth and radiant image of my 
beloved would be nothing without her kisses and her caresses." 
Here we no longer find the pessimism of Khaiyam, who calls upon 
love and wine to drown his tears; nor is it the mystic love of Sa'di; 
it is a song of infinite sweetness, telling of human love in a moonlit 
garden haunted by nightingales and carpeted with jasmine, narcis­
sus, anemones, tulips, and roses, a l l expressed in a poetry very near 
to our own: " In the darkness of the night I sought to unloose my 
heart from the bonds of thy tresses, but I felt the touch of thy cheek 
and drank of thy lips. I pressed thee to my breast, and thy hair 
enveloped me like a flame. I pressed my lips to thine and yielded 
up my soul and my heart to thee as in ransom." And, to sum 
up: "Pleasure, youth, and song among the roses, such is thy 
lot, 0 Hafiz. The messenger has no mission save to deliver his 
message." 

The other great poet of the Timurid period, Jami, was born near 
Herat in 1414 and died in that city in 1492, after enjoying the favour 
of Husain Baiqara. He was the last of the Persian classic poets. He 
too sang most of the themes treated by the masters of earlier days, 
such as Yusuf and Zulaikha, Laila and Majniin, or the adventures 
of Sikandar — that is, Alexander the Great. Thus at the height of 
the Timurid domination the soul of Persia remained true to al l her 
great traditions. In spite of their Turkish origin the Timurids were 
liberal enough to foster this historical continuity, which was to assert 
itself stil l more strongly under the genuinely Persian dynasty of the 
Safawids. 
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S A F A W I D P E R S I A 

SINCE T H E M I D D L E OF T H E E L E V E N T H CENTURY IRAN, W I T H ONLY 

a few exceptions, had owed obedience to scarcely any but Turkish or 
Mongol dynasties. Yet, as we have seen, Persian civilization was so 

fu l l of life that it imposed it­
self upon a l l its Mongol or 
Turkish masters. At the open­
ing of the sixteenth century the 
Safawids, a family of purely 
Persian race, coming origi­
nally from Azarbaijan, finally 
succeeded in overthrowing 
foreign domination and re­
stored to ancient Iran the con­
trol of her own destinies. 

The Safawids were al l the 
more suited to stand for an in­
carnation of Persian national­
ism because they belonged to 
the Shi'ite sect, and Shi'ism 
had remained for eight cen­
turies the true religion of the 
Persians, their rallying cry 
against their Arab or Turkish 
masters, a l l of whom alike had 
been Sunnites; in time this re­

ligious distinction had come to correspond with a racial one, so much 
so that, by the sixteenth century, Shl'ite had become synonymous with 
Persian. Hence, so soon as the Safawids raised the standard of Shi'ism, 
their cause was regarded as a national one throughout the whole of 
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Al-Buraq. Persian, sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Pivot 





F I G U R E 2 6 1 

Royal feast in a garden. Persian, second half of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Giraudon 
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Royal audience. Manuscript illustrated by Farrukh-beg, end of sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection 
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Persia. This circumstance explains their rapid success. The first Safa-
wid shah, Isma'Il I (1502-24) started by wresting Azarbaijan, 'Iraq-i 
'AjamI, and Fars from the Turkoman horde of the Aq-Qoyunlu in 
1502 and the following years. Eastern Persia (Khorasan) was, as 
we have seen, in the hands of the Shaibanids, who had taken the place 

FIGURE 26,1 
Bahrain Giir hunting. School ol* I l e r i i l , about 1527. 

— Bibliothfoiue Nationale. Photo, Giraudon 

of the Timurids. In 1510 Isma'Il I crushed the Shaibanids at Marv, 
threw them back to the northern bank of the Oxus, and annexed 
Herat and Khorasan, and the whole of Persia was now free. Isma'il's 
last years were devoted to defending her against the Ottomans who 
had invaded her western frontiers. * 
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From this time onward, up to the end of the dynasty, the struggle 
with the Ottomans was carried on in a succession of savage wars 
alternating with peaces which brought no more than a truce and had 
al l the character of a war both racial and religious, a duel between 
the Turk and the Iranian, a struggle between Sunnite and Shi'ite. 
The danger to the restored Persia was at times a l l the more grave be­
cause, while the Ottoman Turks were assailing her on the west, in 
Armenia and on the Tigris, the Uzbeg Turkomans were taking her in 
the rear on the east, from the direction of Khorasan. The life of Tah-
masp I (1524-76) , the son and successor of Isma'Il, was spent in 
withstanding this double peri l , though this did not prevent him 
from showing himself one of the most enlightened sovereigns of 
his day and, in particular, a sumptuous patron of Persian paint­
ing. But on the accession of Shah 'Abbas I, about 1585, the 
double danger from the Ottomans and the Uzbegs had once more 
become very grave, the Ottomans having invaded Azarbaijan, and 
the Uzbegs Khorasan. 'Abbas I (1587-1629) at once showed him­
self one of the greatest sovereigns in the history of Iran. Hav­
ing reorganized the Persian army, he crushed the Uzbegs near Herat 
and drove them out of Khorasan in 1597; next, in 1603, he in like 
manner drove the Ottomans out of Azarbaijan, and in 1623 even 
out of Baghdad. He could then devote himself to the arts of peace. 
His foreign policy aimed at encircling the Ottomans by causing 
Persia to enter into a concert of the eastern Powers. At home he 
set on foot a scheme for the material revival of his kingdom by 
borrowing European methods, especially in mili tary matters. Lastly, 
as we shall see below, he filled his capital, Isfahan, with splendid 
buildings. 

In spite of the despotism and debauchery of the successors of 
'Abbas I — S a f i (1629-42) , 'Abbas II (1642-67) , and Sulaiman 
(1667-94) —they in general followed the same policy. Though they 
failed to keep Baghdad, which finally fel l into the hands of Turkey, 
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Hunting-scene. Persian, sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Vever 
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they maintained their Iranian heritage intact. Beneath their rule Per­
sian civilization continued to shine with a brilliant radiance; their 
court at Isfahan, as we shall see, continued to be an artistic centre of 
the highest order, particularly as regards painting. Following the 

example of 'Abbas I , they 
also endeavoured to es­
tablish regular in t e r ­
course with the western 
states and gave an excel­
lent reception to Euro­
pean travellers — witness 
Tavernier and Chardin. 
But during the reign of 
Sultan Husain ( 1 6 9 4 -
1722), the Afghans, who 
had hitherto been subject 
to the Safawids, revolted 
against them. In 1722 
they invaded Pers ia , 
seized Isfahan, and de­
posed the Shah. 

This was the end of the 
dynasty of the Safawids. 
The Afshar Nadir-shah, 
who drove out the Af­
ghans and restored the 
kingdom of Persia, was 

not slow to set aside the Safawid princes and himself assume the 
crown in 1736. In spite of the vigour of his government and his 
victories, which carried the fame of Persian arms even as far as 
India, this adventurer of genius reigned for too short a time to ac­
complish a lasting work. After his assassination, in 1747, the highest 
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Country scene. Persian, sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Vever 
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hopes were entertained of the purely Persian dynasty of the Zand, 
which held western Persia from 1750 to 1794. The Zand prince 
Karlm-Khan (1750-79) was distinguished for the restorations which 
he carried out. He adorned Shlraz, the royal residence, with a num­
ber of famous buildings and caused the monuments of the past, such 
as the mausoleum of Sa'di and the tomb of the poet Hafiz to be piously 
restored (Fig. 223 to 225) . But the Zand reigned for too short a time. 
They were overthrown by the Turkoman dynasty of the Qajar 
(1794), who, in spite of their praiseworthy efforts, found it impos­
sible in the changed circumstances to restore to Persia either the po­
l i t ical power or the artistic glory of the Safawid period; so that the 
Safawid period, the great age of Isfahan, remains the golden age of 
Persian art. 

Under the Safawids Persian architecture received a considerable 
impetus, owing to the activity of 'Abbas I, who caused Isfahan to be 
rebuilt on a new plan, with a whole series of buildings intended to 
render his fame eternal; the centre of the city was marked by a great 
open space, the Maidiin-i Shah, round which stood the "Gate of 
Many Colours," or Ala Qapy, which opened into the royal palace, 
the Mosque of the Sadr, the clock-house, the royal mosque, or 
Masjid-i Shah, and the Qaisariya, or Imperial Market (Fig. 206 to 
210) . The royal palace, the eastern end of which opened on to the 
Maidan (Fig. 212) , had running along its southern side gardens and 
parks about which were scattered pavilions, the most famous of 
which is that of the Forty Columns, or Chihil-Sutun, the walls of 
which are adorned with paintings. In another part of the city Abbas I 
planted an avenue of monumental proportions, the Char-Bagh, or 
" Four Gardens," running from the neighbourhood of the park of the 
Chihil-Sutun (Fig. 213 to 215) to the garden of Hazar-jarib, or 
" Thousand Acres," which was also lined with palaces, stone water-
pools, and playing fountains (Fig. 216) . 

The Masjid-i Shah shows the typical plan of the classical Persian 
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Page from a Persian manuscript of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Vever 
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Page from a Persian manuscript of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Vever 
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mosque, in which the ancient mosque with four arcades is replaced by 
an arrangement in which the square central court has four great 
eivdns arranged like the arms of a cross, each one at right angles 
with the centre of one of the four sides of the court. The eivdn through 
which one enters is preceded by a gigantic porch, open across its 
whole width and to its fu l l height. Moreover, in the Masjid-i Shah, 
in addition to the mihrdb in the sanctuary or eivdn on the far side of 
the courtyard, there are two halls running along the sides of this 
sanctuary parallel to each other, each of which has its own mihrdb, 
as have also the two eivdns to the right and left, as well as the two 
halls connecting the eivdn through which one enters with these two 
side ones; and since each of these halls containing a mihrdb is sur­
mounted by a cupola, the royal mosque, as Monsieur Saladin points 
out, is really formed of a harmonious group of seven distinct 
mosques. " The whole," he remarks, " is a masterpiece of classical 
purity and taste." As for the outward adornment of the mosque, the 
Safawid artists have lavished upon it al l the wealth of their enam­
elled materials: bricks, earthenware mosaics, and tiles (see the 
concluding section). 

The beauty of the Safawid palaces resides not only in the purity of 
their architecture and the brilliance of their decoration, but also in 
the charm of their setting. In this respect, again, we do not learn so 
much from actual photographs of them as they now are — for time 
has done its work — as from the accounts given by European travel­
lers who felt the fu l l impression of them at the time when they were 
built. For the Char-Bagh we may quote the words of the Frenchman 
Chardin: " T h i s avenue was planted and embellished with a great 
number of sumptuous edifices by order of Shah 'Abbas and under his 
immediate supervision. . . . This great avenue, which may be 
called the public promenade of Ispahan and is the most beautiful 
that I have ever seen, is watered by a canal which flows down the mid­
dle of it. . . . The sides of this charming avenue are formed by 
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beautiful and spacious gardens, each of which has two pavilions. 
The streets, too, which cut across it in several places, are broad chan­
nels of water, planted with a double row of ta l l plane-trees. . . . 
The avenue leads up to the king's pleasure-house. . . . When the 
fountains are playing in this beautiful garden, nothing grander or 
more beautiful could be seen, especially in the spring, in the season 
of the earliest flowers, for this garden is fu l l of them, especially 
along the canal and round the stone basin." 

But 'Abbas I was not content with embellishing Isfahan. In 1613 
he also built a wonderful palace at Ashraf, in Mazandaran, in the 
middle of a park which is s t i l l known as the Bagh-i Shah (the Shah's 
Garden) —a second Chihil-Sutun, of which traveller after traveller 
has described the charm. The proximity of the mountains of Mazan­
daran has made it possible to surround the kiosks of this royal resi­
dence with playing fountains, artificial rivers and lakes. And here 
again the genius of the architect was enhanced by that Persian 
taste for gardens which we may remember in Sa'di and Hafiz 
(Fig. 217) . 

Under the Safawid age there also flourished a fine school of paint­
ing. It should be noted that this school is directly connected with the 
Timurid school of Herat. After the fa l l of the house of Timur, 
Bihzad, the last and greatest painter of the school of Herat, who 
lived from about 1440 to 1524, attached himself to the Safawid shah 
Isma'U I and followed him to Tabriz, where he ended his l ife. Here 
the old Timur id master handed on the heritage of a century of glori­
ous traditions to the artists of the young kingdom, together with a l l 
the rich resources of the old miniaturists of Khorasan and Transoxi-
ana. In fact, a whole galaxy of pupils was formed by his teaching and 
became in their turn celebrated masters; we may mention among his 
disciples Shaikh-zada Khorasani, M i r Musavvir of Sultaniya, Agha 
Mirak, and Muzaffar ' A l l , the last of whom was afterwards entrusted 
with the decoration of the palace of Chihil-Sutun at Isfahan. 
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Page from a Persian manuscript of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Vever 
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Page from a Persian manuscript of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Ciraudon 
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Like Bihzad, Agha Mirak seems to have started his career in Kho-
rasan — hence his name al-Khordsdni — no doubt just as Bihzad 
had done at Herat. Like him again, he settled at Tabriz, at the court 
of the earlier Safawids. From about 1539 to 1543 he was working 
in this city for the Safawid shah Tahmasp at the illustrations for a 
manuscript of NizamT's Khamsa. From this manuscript comes the 
" Ascension of Muhammad " now in the British Museum. On this fa­
mous page the Prophet, in acordance with the tradition of the school 
of Herat, is enveloped in an immense aureole of gold, which mounts 
upwards quivering like a great flame; he is riding on the back of the 
virgin al-Buraq, who has the body of a mare, and is galloping up­
wards into the azure heaven like some antique Pegasus; having 
traversed the clouds in this fashion — which in the present picture 
are drawn in the Chinese fashion, in the " c h i " style — and passed 
even beyond the orb of the sun, he is now seen rising into the blue 
of the firmament, guided by the archangel J ibra ' i l , while other 
angels fly before or behind him carrying presents. Seldom, in our 
opinion, has religious art risen to such heights in the creation of 
a mystical atmosphere. The imagination is transported by this 
new " vision of Ezekiel " far above our planet, beyond the cloud 
formations, beyond even the world of the stars, straight into the 
heaven of Al lah. Just as certain works of Hindu art — for instance, 
the Mahesamurti of Elephanta — seem to us the very incarna­
tion of the pantheist Absolute, so the British Museum " Ascension 
of Muhammad" seems to us the purest embodiment of the 
transcendental dream of the monotheistic religions; it is like the 
work of a Fra Angelico possessing al l the power of Michelangelo 
(Fig. 226) . 

Quite apart from this inspiration of such a special and rather 
exceptional nature, Agha Mirak and the painters of his school stand 
out by reason of their many dlwan scenes —that is, scenes of court 
life — notable among which are those in a very fine manuscript of 



F I G U R E 270 

Page from a Persian manuscript, middle of the sixteenth eentury. 
— Jean Sauphar collection. Photo, Librairie de France 
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Feast in a palace. Persian art, sixteenth century. 
— Demotte collection. Pholo, Laniepce 
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The swing. Persian art, second half of the sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Pholo, Giraudon 
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Nizaml, illustrated by Agha Mlrak himself and dating from about 
1524, which is at present in the possession of Monsieur F. R. Martin, 
the great historian of Persian art (Fig. 227) . In the light of 
these works we can distinguish the new contribution made by Agha 
Mlrak to Persian miniature-painting. His figures, as has justly 
been observed by Professor Kiihnel, are already more slender and 
graceful than those of Bihzad. Under his hands the noblemen, 
beautiful youths, and lovely ladies assume that elongated and aris­
tocratic elegance which was to continue to be so fashionable in the 
art of Isfahan (Fig. 228) . As a set-off to this, these portraits lose 
something of the sincerity of Bihzad's figures. They are in obvious 
danger of lapsing before long into the conventional and the pre­
cious. But we must admit that this very preciosity is not without 
its charm; it is analogous to the age of Botticelli, following upon 
that of Giotto. 

The court of Shah Tahmasp, who reigned at Tabriz from 1524 
to 1576, offered a refuge to yet another master, Sultan Muhammad, 
who also enjoyed the sovereign's favour and was his official adviser 
in matters concerning painting. Sultan Muhammad was a court 
painter, in whom the tendency towards elongated aristocratic forms 
and graceful attitudes of studied unconstraint, which we have al­
ready noted in Agha Mlrak, appear to be st i l l more pronounced. We 
may obtain some idea of this new style from several portraits, dating 
from about 1530 to 1540, in the Vever and Koechlin collections, rep­
resenting beautiful youths reading, sometimes leaning against a flow­
ering tree, sometimes just seated in Eastern fashion, smelling a 
flower. The Vever collection also contains a splendid portrait, painted 
by Sultan Muhammad himself, of Shah Tahmasp reading (Fig. 229) . 
And it is the aristocratic taste of Sultan Muhammad that also in­
spired the illustrations to a Shdh-ndma of about 1537 in the Edouard 
de Rothschild collection, especially that of Rustam capturing the 
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Binding of a Persian manuscript, sixteenth century. 
— Vever collection. Pfiolo, Pivol 
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Page from a dlwan of Hafiz. School of Shlraz, first half of the sixteenth century (?). 
— Vever collection. Photo, Pivot 
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horse Rakhsh, besides the series of scenes of Shah Tahmasp out 
hunting reproduced in F. R. Martin's album (Fig. 230) . 

The triumph of these tendencies is complete in Ustad Muhammad 
of Herat, a pupil of the last-named master. Among the works at­
tributed to him we need only mention the lady picking a l i l y , in the 
Sambon collection, and the two lovers in a flowering tree, formerly 
in the Goloubew collection (Fig. 232) , both of which are models of 
Botticellian refinement. But at the same time Ustad Muhammad has 
left some drawings in quite a different style, scenes of country l ife 
of a calm and restful simplicity and an absolute purity of line, set 
in a delicious landscape, which form part of the Marteau bequest 
to the Louvre; or, again, some humorous sketches worthy of Toba 
Sojo — for instance, his scenes of strolling players and bears, now 
in the Library of the Union of Soviet Republics at Leningrad. 

We cannot leave the age of Shah Tahmasp without mentioning a 
splendid Shah-nama of the school of Herat, dating from the reign of 
that monarch and presented to Monsieur and Madame Andre Godard 
by H . M . the King of Afghanistan. We are indebted to the courtesy 
of Monsieur and Madame Godard for their kind permission to repro­
duce fifteen large miniatures from this work. In the first place we 
have the earliest of the kings, Gayomarth or Kayumarth, establish­
ing his government among the mountains, a delightful court scene in 
a flowery glade, among trees and rocks (Fig. 233) . Next we have the 
young Iranian prince Minuchihri slaying the Turanian leader Tur, 
a cavalry combat observed from the life by a contemporary of the 
Timurid or Safawid wars (Fig. 234) . Later on we have the marriage 
of Zal, Rustam's father, to the Princess Mihrab, daughter of the King 
of Kabul, an epic scene treated in the spirit of a charming social 
ceremony. 

Next in our manuscript come the kings of the Kayanid dynasty, 
placed on the throne by Rustam; here is Ka i Kawus attempting, at 
the instigation of the demons, to conquer heaven in a chariot borne 
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Khosrau and Shlrln from a manuscript dated 1624. 
— Bibliolhhque Nalionale. Archives photographiques 
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by eagles; this is a wonderful illuminated page, with gold clouds in 
the " c h i " style on an azure background (Fig. 236) . Next come the 
exploits of Isfandiyar, son of Gushtasp, king of Persia, the page i l ­
lustrated (Fig. 237) showing the bath of the hero after his victory 
over the lions; the exploits of the Iranian hero Bljan (Bizhan), con­
queror of the Turkoman chief Nastlhan; Bijan, mounted on horse­
back, is gazing upon the headless corpse of his enemy; and in this 
page, under colour of an illustration of the old Iranian epic, we may 
see a direct reminiscence of a campaign of the Timur id sultans 
against the Jaghatai tribes, or of the Safawid shahs surrounded by 
their cavalry squadrons against the Uzbeg invaders (Fig. 238) . There 
is also the episode of Rustam drawing up Bijan out of the pit into 
which he had been thrown by the Turanians (Fig. 239) ; the vic­
tory of Rustam over the Turanians (Fig. 240 ) ; the pathetic scene in 
which Rustam, after mortally wounding his son Sohrab, whom he 
has not recognized, is listening to his last words (Fig. 241 ) ; and 
lastly the death of Rustam, who is falling with his faithful steed, 
Rakhsh, into the pit fu l l of sharp sword-blades, arranged there by 
his brother, the traitor Shaghad, with the complicity of the King of 
Kabul (Fig. 242) . 

The later miniatures in the Godard manuscript reproduced here 
are concerned with the legends relating to the dynasties of historical 
days; that of Shapur I taking part in a game of ball in the presence 
of his father, King Ardashir, is typical of the scenes representing 
aristocratic sports, games of ball or polo, which we shall find in 
such numbers at the courts of the Safawids and the Great Moguls 
(Fig. 243) . We have also Bahram Giir winning his way to the throne 
by slaying the lions which guard it (Fig. 244) ; the envoy of the 
Rajah of the Indies playing at chess with Buzurgmihr of Marv, vizier 
of Khosrau Anushirvan, a typical diwan scene of the Timurid or 
Safawid type, which is a marvel of Persian elegance and a regular 
feast to the eye (Fig. 245) ; the victory of the Sasanid Khosrau 
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Khosrau and Shirln from a Persian manuscript of the sixteenth century. 
— Bibliolheque Nationale. Archives pholographiques 
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Parviz over the usurper Bahram Chubln, typical of those pictures of 
animated cavalry combats which are the triumph of Timur id paint­
ing and early Safawid painting, but which the later Safawid painters 
were incapable of rendering with equal strength (Fig. 246) . In court 
scenes, indeed, the Safawid painting of the seventeenth century was 
capable of attaining stil l greater elegance; its portraits were yet to 

acquire a greater psychological subtlety and a still more perfect 
grace, but this very refinement was to lead to the representation of 
the most violent cavalry charges as a sort of sport, hardly to be dis­
tinguished from some game of polo, and their art was to lose in vigour 
what it gained in charm. Finally, in the last miniature reproduced 
here from the Godard manuscript, we may note the type of the angels 
and the bold sweep with which they plunge earthward through the 
air (Fig. 2 4 7 ) ; on this page the angels themselves appear in rather a 
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different guise from those 
in the "Apocalypse of 
Muhammad " in the Bib-
liotheque Nationale, ap­
proximating rather to a 
page in the Sarre collec­
tion representing a prin­
cess waited upon by genii, 
a Transoxianian painting 
dating from about 1500. 
in which Chinese influence 
and Persian tradition arc 
fused in such a way as to 
produce a magical and 
aerial impression, a vision 
from the dreams of some 
Sufi poet (Fig. 249) . 

In general, indeed, the 
mode of representing 
flowers and animals in 
Transoxiana under the 
Timurids and Safawids 
bears further witness to 
this fusion of Chinese and 
Persian art, combining the 
expertness of touch of the 
Ming school with the ele­
gant lightness of Persian 
drawing. In this connexion 
we need only mention the 
wonderful painting in the Museum of Fine Arts at Boston of three 
bears, two on the ground and the other one climbing a tree, which are 
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Persian art, seventeenth century. 
—- Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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sketched with a virtuosity 
worthy of the best land­
scape- and animal-painters 
of any age. 

As we have seen, the 
apogee of Safawid civi l i ­
zation is to be found in the 
reign of 'Abbas I (1587-
1629). The p r i n c i p a l 
painters of this period 
seem to have been Agha 
Riza and Riza 'AbbasT, 
whom some historians of 
art consider to have been 
identical, but whom Pro­
fessor Kiihnel considers to 
have been really distinct 
from each other. To Agha 
Riza, who flourished about 
1570, are ascribed some 
portraits of y o u t h f u l 
princes, of a somewhat 
over-refined delicacy and 
positively feminine ele­
gance, treated in the man­
ner of Sultan Muham­
mad's beautiful youths, or 
perhaps with even more 
refinement (Fig. 250) . To Riza 'AbbasT, who lived about 1630, are 
likewise attributed some pretty pages and a l l too beautiful cup­
bearers, but also a few works of more direct and popular inspiration, 
some nude female figures or pairs of lovers locked in each other's 
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Woman w i t h lilies. First half of the 
sixteenth century. 

Leonce Rosenberg collection. From Marleau 
and Vever, II, 150 
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1 embrace, in the Marquet 
de Vasselot and Sarre col­
lections (Fig. 251 and 
252) , and even some genre 
scenes, realistic types, and 
queer faces of dervishes 
and goatherds, sketched 
with al l the humour of 
the Dutch and Flemish 
schools. For the period of 
'Abbas I we may also men­
tion Muhammad Y u s u f 
al-Husainl, who flourished 
about 1580, and Muham­
mad Qiisim, who flourished 
about 1626. For the fol­
lowing period we may 
mention Mu ' in Musavvir, 
of whose activity we have 
evidence about 1677-80; 
and, towards 1700, in the 
closing days of the dy­
nasty, Muhammad ' A l l . 
These latest masters de­
lighted even more than 
their predecessors in paint­
ing figures of an exagger­
ated elegance, w i t h an 
almost excessively pene­

trating glance, invariably beautiful youths, who are treated in a man­
nered style which reveals the decline of an age; their painting is too 
intellectual and, for that very reason, rather empty, for its very 
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cleverness has here become no more than the mannerism of a school, 
exactly as happened towards the end of the Ming period in China. 

But it must be recognized that most of the paintings of the Safa-
wid age cannot be assigned to any particular artist or are, at least, of 
very doubtful attribution. We here reproduce a certain number of 
these works, most of which 
we owe to the courtesy of 
Monsieur Henri Vever. We 
have grouped them accord­
ing to some affinity of style 
or subject. First come the 
religious scenes: two paint­
ings of the sixteenth century 
from the Vever collection, 
representing the court of 
S o l o m o n , who is sur­
rounded, as is usual in 
Moslem art, by a group of 
angels, demons, and animals 
(these last being particu­
lar ly picturesque), which 
his omniscience had made 
subject to his sway (Fig. 
253 and 254) . Another 
painting of the beginning of 
the sixteenth century in the Vever collection represents the court of the 
magician Queen of Sheba, surrounded by angels, among them a won­
derful dancing angel, which we may compare with the angels in the 
Transoxianian miniature from the Sarre collection mentioned above 
(Fig. 255) . There is also a large and very powerful painting in the 
Vever collection, representing Solomon and the Queen of Sheba seated 
side by side upon a throne, surrounded by the same assembly of angels, 
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The mirror. Persian, seventeenth century. 
— Demolte collection, Photo, Laniepce 
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Love scene. Persian, seventeenth century. 
— Vever collection. Photo, Laniepce 
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Persian art, seventeenth century. 
— Musee des Arts Decoratifs, Paris. Photo, Giraudon 
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monsters, and animals (Fig. 256) . And lastly, among subjects of a 
similar nature, we may mention an Apocalypse of Muhammad of the 
sixteenth century, in the Demotte collection (Fig. 257 ) ; and a 
prophet waited upon by angels on the banks of a cool stream, also in 
the Vever collection. And we may note in a class by itself an al-Buraq 
in the Vever collection, represented in the form of a winged centaur-
ess, standing erect on her hind feet (the hoofs of a horse) — a 
charming figure with an atmosphere a l l its own, in which we can de­
tect at once a pagan seductiveness and the mystic emotion of Islam 
(Fig. 259) . 

Among the diwan scenes—that is, the pictures of " r o y a l audi­
ences"— we are so fortunate as to be allowed to reproduce several 
paintings from the Vever collection, some of which are st i l l akin to 
those of the Timurid period in their charming simplicity, though in 
certain typical details they are already decidedly Safawid; such, in 
particular, are the details of the costume — for example, the young 
men have a curl escaping from their head-dress and hanging over the 
temple; while the turbans become increasingly elaborate, unt i l they 
reach the extraordinary proportions of those worn by the fashionable 
young men of the seventeenth century. On the other hand, there are 
other diwan scenes which, side by side with their Safawid workman­
ship, betray an Indo-Mogul influence — for instance, those of Far-
rukh-beg, a Persian painter of the end of the sixteenth century, who, 
as it happens, also worked in India, at the court of the Emperor 
Akbar (Fig. 260 to 262) . 

Next come the royal hunting-scenes, a theme which the Safawid 
school inherited from the Timur id school. The transition stage is pro­
vided by the Safawid artists of Herat in the first half of the sixteenth 
century, and especially by the scenes of Bahram Gur hunting, from 
the diwan of M i r ' A l l Shir Nava'i, in the Bibliotheque Nationale, the 
illustrations of which were painted at Herat about 1527 (Fig. 263) . 

In paintings of this class we are often struck by the extent to which 
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The lovers. Persia, second half of the sixteenth century. 

— Vever collection. Pliolo, Laniepce 
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the naturalistic tradition of the animal-painters of ancient days sti l l 
holds its own in these scenes of antelope, gazelles, moufflon, and wi ld 
asses grazing or in flight, which are in no wise unworthy of their 
glorious Assyro-Persian models; or of foxes and hares sketched in 
attitudes instinct with their native wiliness (Fig. 264 and 265). But 
we cannot blink the fact that the theme of the chase is treated by the 
Safawid painters in a spirit of elegance rather than of strength. We 
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The dialogue. Persian art , sixteenth century. 
— Louvre, Marteau bequest. Photo, Pivot 

have only to glance at these agile steeds, which, in spite of their solid 
proportions, have al l the litheness of antelopes and the slender grace 
of swans; or at these beautiful young huntsmen who ride past in their 
turbans adorned with aigrettes, with falcons perched on their gaunt-
leted wrists, followed by their high-bred Iranian greyhounds; even 
in single combat with lions they perform the most improbable feats 
of huntsmanship before our eyes as though in play. In short, though 
we once more find in these paintings the great art of representing ani­
mal forms which continued from the days of the Sargonids to those 
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of the Safawids to be the Iranian art par excellence, the strength and 
fire of past days have made way for a more and more exclusive pre­
occupation with grace and subtlety. 

The ancient kings did really indulge in these violent exploits, but 
it is evident that single 
combats with wi ld beasts 
had now become no more 
than a sport, an aristo­
cratic pastime, a subject 
adapted for the display 
of elegant poses and re­
finements of cleverness. 
This ideal triumphs with­
out restraint in the rustic 
scenes, such as those so 
often represented on the 
decorative marginal bor­
ders in the Vever collec­
tion (Fig. 266 to 270) . 
Here young princes, 
beautiful pages and 
lovely ladies, s m i l i n g 
cup-bearers, and musi­
cians of both sexes in­
dulge in collations, sports, 
and amorous dalliance in 
meadows carpeted with 
buttercups, on the bank 

of some li t t le stream, at the foot of a blossoming tree from which 
hangs a swing — or, again, as in some Florentine landscape, in 
the narrow shade of a pointed cypress (Fig. 271 to 272) ; the 
antelopes which frolic on the horizon, the foxes slinking behind 
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a rock, are a l l part of the scene, being creatures as aristocratic 
as the heroes of these princely idylls themselves (Fig. 273) . 
The Safawid school of Shlraz introduces a characteristic note of 
its own into these scenes of garden fetes, collations, or parties of 
women, in the shape of touches of a naivete which, though perhaps 
studied, is none the less charming (Fig. 274 and 275) . At times, too, 
some epic theme serves as a pretext for a picture fu l l of grace — for 

instance, King Khosrau Parviz surprising the lovely Shlrin as she 
leaves the bath, a subject which is felicitously treated in a manuscript 
of Nizaml in the Bibliotheque Nationale, dating from 1624 (Fig. 
276) ; or, again, Shlrin leaning over her balcony to listen to Khosrau, 
who loiters at her threshold like some simple love-lorn page (Fig. 
277) . Thus the paintings of these manuscripts in general clothe the 
festal scenes which took place in the Persian palaces of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries with an atmosphere of legend that enhances 
their poetry. 
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Lastly, the Safawid masters, especially in the seventeenth century, 
embarked upon large figures treated for their own sake, with no land­
scape setting, often in the form of simple drawings analogous to those 
of Clouet. As we have said, there is a whole series of these works 
which, in accordance with Persian taste, represent handsome young 
men, pages, falconers, or cup-bearers with plump cheeks and a rather 
languid grace (Fig. 279 and 280) . Sometimes, too, there are lovely 
ladies with elongated eyes and eyebrows, either alone (Fig. 281 to 
283) or listening to the ardent addresses of a lover (Fig. 284 to 
286) . Sometimes, again, the artist amuses himself by sketching types 
of old men or scholars with oval faces framed in their beards and 
wearing a faint, sceptical little smile, fu l l of the poignant wisdom of 
'Omar Khaiyam and charmingly reminiscent of Hafiz (Fig. 287) . 
And this twofold impression of a sometimes excessive intellectual 
subtlety and an often exaggeratedly aristocratic grace which we carry 
away with us as the dominant note of the late Persian miniatures w i l l 
become even more marked when, in the next volume of this series, 
we compare Safawid art with the more naturalistic and full-blooded 
art of Mogul India. 

But Persian decorative illumination and painting must be followed 
out, not only on the pages of manuscripts, but also in the design of 
carpets; for the greatest miniaturists of the Safawid school were 
called upon to design cartoons for carpet-weaving. Hence the subjects 
represented in them are often the same as those of paintings: for in­
stance, the " garden motive " inspired by the tradition of the most 
ancient Sasanid "paradises." Above al l , we find in them hunting-
scenes or combats between animals. "These carpets," writes Mon­
sieur Migeon in his Manuel (Fart musulman, I I , 362, " are sometimes 
woven of silk, with threads of silver and gold, but most often of very 
fine and lustrous wool, mixed with silk." Sometimes one of these car­
pets w i l l recall a well-known picture in its every detail. Thus there is a 
Persian carpet of the sixteenth century, now in the Friedrichsmuseum 
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at Berlin, reproduced in Monsieur Migeon's book ( I I , Fig. 442) , 
which displays exactly the same elegant conventionalized foliage, 
vine-leaves, and animals as those of the frescoes of the Ala Qapy at 
Isfahan. The famous carpet with hunting-scenes at Schonbrunn 
(Migeon, I I , Fig. 443) and the similar one in the Musee des Arts 
Decoratifs, Paris (Migeon, I I , Fig. 444) are faithful counterparts 
of our Fig. 263 to 265. In them we find al l the characteristic motives 
of Safawid painting: the setting of flowery meads, hunting-scenes 
with galloping horsemen pursuing their game, combats of animals, 
fleeing beasts, or flights of birds among the high tree-tops, animals 
of the deer tribe and horses treated with a slender elegance, or 
cypresses with the gracility of a youthful body; we find, too, the same 
influence of Chinese decorative art, which is even more persistent 
here than in the miniatures: clouds in the " c h i " style, dragons with 
serpentine convolutions, fong-huang, phoenixes and other fabulous 
birds borrowed from the China of the Ming period. In addition to 
these borrowings from the contemporary art of the Far East, the 
textiles with animal subjects take us back to the remotest past of Iran. 
We constantly find upon them the motives of heraldic beasts which 
first appeared upon the oldest of the Chaldean cylinders, and the 
tradition of which was handed on by Sasanian fabrics. 

But the geometrical and floral decoration is peculiarly magnifi­
cent. Even if nothing had survived to us of Persian painting, even if 
a l l the carpets with animal motives had disappeared, the great car­
pets adorned with flowers, or mosque-lamps would alone suffice to 
prove that a pure and marvellously tasteful classic style had devel­
oped in this country. This decoration is indeed a delight both to the 
eye and to the mind. "The types of these highly conventionalized 
flowers is borrowed, from the l i l y or the sunflower [see Fig. 2 8 8 ] ; 
they grow upon long, thin stems, which have at times the rigidity of 
ironwork. We have also bouquets of narcissi, tulips in vases, or 
mosque-lamps hanging by chains" (Migeon). Besides this stiff floral 
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Fresco from the Chihil-Sutun, Isfahan. 
— Photo, Sevruguin 
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decoration, which seems to have been particularly popular in the 
region of Qum, we may mention another style, of a more flexible and 
supple order, which was characteristic of the carpets of Isfahan and 
of Herat. " Here," says Monsieur Migeon, " we find freely designed 
peonies and foliage with fine, flexible stems or ribbons running be­
tween them." Such carpets as these enable us to understand better 
than anything else the famous formula: "The Persians are the poets 
of flowers." The causes of this preference are deep-lying: the very 
nature of the country, which is in part desert and waste, has con­
tributed towards making the gardens of Persia so many " paradises," 
to use the old Greco-Achaemenid term. A l l those who have travelled 
across the plateau of Iran w i l l remember how against the background 
of these mauve-coloured solitudes a single Persian flower, appearing 
miraculously beside a prattling brook, is an oasis in itself. As Mon­
sieur Demaisons writes, " The Persians draw and arrange flowers with 
a charming lightness and grace. They paint them in delicate tones 
that are in subtle harmony with the soft shades of the backgrounds. 
I t must be admitted that Persian fabrics but rarely possess the bri l ­
liance of other Oriental stuffs, but they surpass them all in their pre­
dilection for delicate tones and subtle harmonies, as well as in the 
ingenuity and choiceness of invention." 

This liberation of floral motives from the bonds of convention 
seems to be the characteristic contribution of Persia. For, though it 
clung to conventionality in its representation of human and animal 
forms, Iran was surprisingly naturalistic in its treatment of flowers. 
Yet the sources of its inspiration came from very far afield — from 
the conventionalized forms of Byzantino-Arab art. " When floral de­
signs appeared, they were for long confined within the inflexible 
geometrical limitations which were the heritage of Byzantium, and 
thanks to which the motive is conventionalized to an amazing degree 
and borrowed from a flora utterly unreal. Then, l i t t le by li t t le, the 
whole thing becomes more flexible; the lines lose some of their 
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Old Mosque, Hamadan. 
— Photo, Sevruguin, Teheran 
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rigidity, and from the fourteenth century onwards the style of decora­
tion becomes more naturalistic, thanks to a real observation of floral 
forms — confined, it is true, to a small number of types: the carna­
tion, the hyacinth, the tulip, the wi ld rose, and the peach-blossom " 
(Migeon in the review Les Arts, No. 16) . From this point of view 
these carpets may be regarded as no more nor less than the wonderful 
sward of some secret garden of Isfahan or Shiraz, transported with 
al l its voluptuous delights to the paradise of Allah. 

There is a third style of Persian carpet, which has " a great central 
medallion with highly conventionalized and extremely stiff floral 
decoration." This style, we may remark, has close affinities with the 
faience casings of the great mosques of Isfahan. In both alike, the 
effect is as of an illuminated page enormously magnified (see Fig. 
248) . The impression produced by these carpets is simply magnifi­
cent. " Nothing could be more remarkable," writes Monsieur Migeon, 
" than a fine carpet of this school. The composition displays a lavish 
imagination which is quite fairy-like. Yet, crowded and intricate 
though the motives are, they are none the less subject to rigorously 
logical laws of symmetry. No painter's work could achieve such 
supreme harmonies and rare touches of subtlety as that which the 
great weavers of Isfahan display in these enchanting works." 

Lastly, as Mr . Pope has demonstrated, the carpets incorrectly 
known as " Polish " must also be attributed to seventeenth-century 
Persia. On account of their richness these carpets, woven in silk on 
a background shot with gold and silver, with a pattern of conven­
tionalized foliage and arabesques, were offered as presents to the 
courts of Europe by the Safawid ambassadors. 

Persian painting is hardly known in Europe except from the minia­
tures, so people forget that it is also found in the form of fresco. The 
frescoes which adorn the whole interior of the Chihil-Sutun at Isfahan 
are among the most remarkable productions of Oriental art. 
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Mausoleum of Bibars (1277), Damascus. 
— Pholo, E. de Lorey 
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The frescoes of the Chihil-Sutun are of two kinds. In the principal 
hall are some very large mural compositions, covering the whole of 
the upper range of panels, the two chief of which represent the vic­
tories of Nadir Shah over the Afghans and Hindus, while the remain­
ing four, which are also of quite considerable proportions, depict one 
of Shah Tahmasp's battles, the reception of ambassadors from the 
Great Mogul, and two fetes at the court of Isfahan, in one of which 
appears Shah 'Abbas (Fig. 290) . This last scene is of rare magnifi­
cence, owing to the splendour of the tones of gold and the richness of 
the fabrics. As for the reception of the Indian ambassadors, it is a 
genuine historical document, the racial characteristics of both Per­
sians and Indians being rendered with scrupulous fidelity; while the 
portraits of the ambassadors are treated in the very style of the con­
temporary Indo-Mogul school; one might almost be looking at some 
miniature of the court of Jahanglr in the Vever collection, magnified 
into a life-size painting. 

But the smaller pictures at Chihil-Sutun constitute the most inter­
esting part of the paintings there. These are, as a rule, a little over 
a yard wide by half a yard high and run along the walls at a height 
of about two yards from the ground. The subjects are generally of an 
idyll ic character — for instance, some princess of legend, reclining 
at the foot of a tree in a garden fu l l of bloom, resting her hand on a 
wine-jar or dreaming of her lover; a little farther on he has joined 
her and is offering her a goblet; sometimes the two lovers, joined in 
a fond embrace, invite each other to dr ink; in one of the pictures the 
young man is succumbing to the power of wine, while his mistress, 
still palpitating and with her hair in disarray, regards him with a 
somewhat ironical glance. Or, amid a rocky landscape adorned with 
trees, on the deep-green sward l i t up by flowers, l ike that which we 
see in the pictures of Benozzo Gozzoli or Ghirlandajo, a young woman 
is stretching her arms luxuriously as she lies in the grass—a fair, 
voluptuous form, with the long lines of a figure of Botticelli's, wear-
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ing a close-fitting robe of a dul l red and a golden girdle. The face is 
instinct with desire, and the whole treatment already suggests that 
of the Italian masters. Or we find another fair lady, leaning languor­
ously against the branch of a tree in a sinuous pose, while she listens 
with dreamy eyes to the verses of her lover. Next we come to a gem 
of the purest water: against a background of rocks, a princess seated 
under a tree upon red and gold cushions in the deep-green flowery 
grass, is touching her eyelashes with kohl ; her right hand is tracing 
the delicate line, while the left hand holds the mirror ; the face, of a 
warm pallor with golden tones, set off by a head-dress of tarnished 
gold, is bending over the mirror ; the body, clad in a long robe of 
creamy yellow and dul l gold, of faded hues, is half reclining in a 
nonchalant pose of infinite grace. This drooping grace, these elongated 
forms, these long eyes with their black lashes, the softness and magic 
of these colours faded with age, produce an impression analogous to 
that of Botticelli's most lovely figures, or even, if we may sav »o with­
out blasphemy, of the Indian figures of Ajan^a. Another female fig­
ure, seated in a similar attitude, is opening a wine-jar; she is dressed 
in a long robe of old gold with a rosette pattern, and leaning back 
against cushions of a dark green with a similar pattern or of a dull 
red. Farther on is a picture which is a triumph of marvellous tones 
of colour; a lady in a purplish chestnut robe, adorned with a pattern 
of clouds in the Chinese " chi " style, is offering a goblet to a charm­
ing prince clad in a cream-coloured robe with tones of old gold, on 
which, as on a piece of Damascus ware, are scattered little bouquets 
of flowers in blue, pink, and green. 

One peculiarity of these pictures, which seems at first sight to be 
a mere convention, is the shape of the bare, jagged, fantastic rocks, 
which serve as a setting to most of these scenes. But as a matter of 
fact this is really a sign of close observation. From Qum to Shlraz, 
a l l along the routes across the desert forming the interior of Iran, 
may be seen these strange apparitions, these chains of ghostly-looking 
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heights, which at times give the landscape the aspect of an extinct 
planet. What is more, these characteristically Iranian rocks are here 
treated a little in the Italian style, like those of the Florentine pre-
Raphaelites; and the dark-green grass, l i t up by the brilliance of the 
flowers, is, as we have already noted, like that of Fra Angelico's and 
Benozzo Gozzoli's pictures. 

For Italian influence is undeniably evident on al l sides. In the 
outer gallery of the Chihil-Sutun, on the right-hand side, is a nude 
woman, seated under a tree, with her feet in a stone pool, with her 
body bending over the basin of a fountain, in the middle of which 
stands a bronze satyr, l ike an unexpected reminiscence of Giorgione's 
"Concert" or an imitation of it which has strayed to the Forty Col­
umns of Isfahan. Farther on there is a picture of a young mother 
giving the breast to her bambino, which reminds us of some Madonna 
of the Umbrian school. Farther on again are some hunting-scenes 
with figures like musketeers escaped from the barriers of the Louvre; 
and a last surprise awaits us when we come upon great full-length 
portraits of gentlemen dressed in plumed felt hats, ruffs, laces, or­
ders, and high boots in the Louis X I I I style, which might almost bear 
the signature of some Italian imitator of Van Dyck or Philippe de 
Champaigne. 

Nor is it possible to discuss Safawid art without referring to the 
decorative mural paintings which cover a l l the galleries, apartments, 
corridors, and ceilings of the Ala Qapy at Isfahan. The vine-leaves, 
conventionalized foliage, chain patterns, arabesques, flowers, ro­
settes, medallions, and peacocks' tails which are here displayed in a 
thousand fantastic forms are arranged in designs of unerring taste. 
The technique of Safawid miniature-painting, as here adapted for 
the purpose of fresco, rises to the level of high art, and it is curious 
to see how, by its twofold impression of elegance and grandeur, it 
ends by giving us a foretaste of a sort of Persian Louis Quinze style. 

We may add that in these same mural decorations of the Ala Qapy, 
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among purely floral or geometrical motives, we come upon charm­
ing groups of deer, antelope, and gazelles passant, treated with the 
same realism and elegance as in contemporary miniatures. The same 
remark applies to the sly foxes sitting upon their hind quarters, or to 
the hirds of every kind — simurgh, peacocks, doves, nightingales, 
etc. —which perch in the corners of the ceilings or nest in the con­
volutions of the vine-leaves. In these, too, we again find the full influ­
ence of the traditions of miniature-painting descrihed ahove. 

Lastly, in order to understand the twofold science of Persian col­
our and ornament, nothing is so profitahle as a study of the poly­
chrome mosaics of faience which cover the whole of the Safawid 
mosques, interior and exterior alike, and especially of the Masjid-i 
Shah at Isfahan. The predominating tone of this celebrated building 
is blue, and the mosque, with its colonnades and its dome, rises heav­
enward a perfect symphony in blue. But on closer examination how 
many different colour-notes, how many subordinate symphonies of 
colour, each complete in itself, go to make up the harmony of the 
whole! 

The deep blue, with sprigs of yellow and green flowers, which 
forms the general tone of the entrance is quite a different shade from 
the softer blue which adorns the honeycomb mouldings, and this dif­
ference of tone is brought out with supreme art by the pointed arches 
of green grooving running across the intervening space in a line that 
seems to th r i l l with life and vigour; sti l l different is the iridescent 
blue which adorns the two side panels of the door, with its decorative 
motive of a peacock's tai l set off by a white medallion and four green 
bobbin-shaped motives; or the greenish blue, sprigged with yellow, 
of the projecting jambs to the right and left of the door; or, again, 
the sky-blue which serves as a background to the great inscription in 
white from the Koran which frames the whole door, a blue which is 
lent a most striking value by the decided green of the minarets. We 
may unreservedly admire the perfect harmony with which these 
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varied fancies, all these shades of blue and green, are marshalled and 
blended with effortless ease in the grandeur of the whole, that celes­
tial symphony of blue rising up to the azure sky. 

It must, indeed, be realized that we have here the culminating 
achievement of ten centuries devoted to the study of aesthetic refine­
ments. In order thoroughly to understand this Safawid classicism of 
the seventeenth century, it is necessary to go back to the earliest 
classical age of Persia, the great Seljuk art of the twelfth century, as 
we still see it in the Mosque of Varamin, dating from the early four­
teenth century (Fig. 289) . And since we have mentioned this vener­
able edifice, may we express the hope that its noble architecture and 
the last remains of its marvellous blue faience decoration may be 
rescued in all haste, before it is too late. 

We may also give utterance to another aspiration of a similar kind, 
in which all travellers will join — to the effect that the great Persian 
mosques may cease to remain closed to archaeologists and artists. 
While the sanctuaries of Turkey—even the sacred Eyub—of 
Syria, and of Palestine — even the Mosque of 'Omar — are thrown 
freely open to travellers, the mosques of Persia remain stubbornly 
closed, thanks to the fanaticism of a few mullahs. While the Sunnite 
creed, though more strict in theory, throws open its sanctuaries to 
our respectful admiration, the Shf ite Church, which purports to be 
perfectly liberal, persists in these prohibitions which belong to a 
past age. May we hope that the enlightened rulers who now preside 
over the destinies of Persia will put an end to a state of things which 
cannot but do her harm in the eyes of foreigners. 

What is the final impression that we may carry away from this 
rapid review of Persian art? 

Richer schools are to be found in other parts of the territories of 
Islam. The Ayyubid school of Damascus gives proof of a more vigor­
ous, virile, and constructive sense of beauty in its strong treatment 
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of fine stone. The Osmanli art of Brusa and of certain mosques of 
Stambul —the Suleimaniye, or that of Sultan Ahmed —has greater 
power and poetry of inspiration, as well as more substantiality. But 
Persian art is the privileged possessor of an uninterrupted tradition 
which we have tried to make clear, linking up the Assyro-Achaemenid 
period with that of the Safawids. What is more, it grows directly out 
of its native soil in a way that transcends all human factors. It is in­
separable from the very land of Persia, where, against an ever-pres­
ent background of mauve and golden desert, set in a frame of rosy 
mountains, a few dead mountains standing out against the horizon 
like some landscape in the moon, a slender stream of water, a few 
poplars, and an old crumbling wayside inn suddenly assume a totally 
unexpected artistic value. 

And in addition to this incessant reminder of the desert, there is 
the light air of the high plateaux with its incomparable purity, which 
adds an unvarying delicacy to every tone. Against this sky of a ten­
der blue the favourite colours of the Persian architects acquire an 
extraordinary value — the mellow tone of the brick of the ancient 
mosques of Hamadan and Varamin or the fairy-like blue of the great 
domes of Isfahan or the gold of the dome of Qum, brooding and soli­
tary in the infinite space of the desert. A profound harmony exists 
between this country and its art, an intimate relation which tran­
scends human factors and will survive them, for here ruin assumes 
the aspect of the very soil of the country, while the desert itself pos­
sesses the tones and appearance of its ruins. 

But the sphere of Iranian culture is not confined to the territory of 
Iran proper: Persia, Afghanistan, and Transoxiana. It also extends 
over an immense outlying zone, including Turkey in the west and 
Moslem India in the east. 

As we have already pointed out, the Turkish conquest of Asia 
Minor in the eleventh century and of Thrace in the fourteenth century 
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in many respects involved the Iranization of these two countries 
so far as culture was concerned. And especially after the Turks had 
wrested Bithynia, with Brusa, Nicaea, and Nicomedia, from the By­
zantines between 1326 and 1338—pending the capture of Constan­
tinople in 1453 — they gave free rein to their natural genius. The 
shores of the Bosporus and the Sea of Marmora, once the haunt of 
the young gods of Greece, were enriched by the Ottomans with new 
sources of beauty. " The Greece of sun and landscape " was seen by 
the Ottoman Turk through the medium of Oriental reverie, and ac­
quired a new melancholy from these conquerors, who bore within 
them the nostalgia of the gloomy steppe and of boundless horizons. 
From the palaces of Byzantium they could always hear, beyond the 
waters of the Bosporus, in the direction of Scutari and verdant 
Brusa, " the nightingale lamenting on the cypresses of Asia." For 
during their long sojourn on the borders of Iran the Ottoman Turks, 
like the Seljuks before them, had been deeply affected by Persian 
influences. Persian classicism was to them what Hellenism was to our 
northern races. They peopled the Mediterranean landscape with all 
the tender and miraculous forms imagined by the Persian poets. For 
them the verses of Sa'di and Hafiz echoed through the gardens of 
Brusa and Stambul as through the rose-gardens of Isfahan and Shiraz. 
Thus Persian culture, fine, delicate, and rare, became acclimatized on 
the shores of the Sea of Marmora, with its mosques cased in faience 
mosaics, its brilliant arabesques, the elegance of its kiosks, and the 
sweetness of its secret gardens. And perhaps, on the whole, we have 
reason to bless the vicissitudes of history for the fact that, just as 
Iran had once been thrown open to Greco-Roman civilization, so 
ancient Byzantium in turn came to know the culture of Persia, with 
the result that at the gates of Europe there still remains a corner of 
the earth which, lulled by the great dream of the East, for long es­
caped the tumult of our civilization and almost ignored the flight of 
time. 
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Let us first call up before us the Elysian vision of Brusa. Veri ly 
we have here the paradise of Iranian Islam, which the great sultans 
whose desire it was to sleep beneath this earth had no need to seek 
elsewhere. Where, we may ask, is the paradise of Al lah , the dream 
of Sa'di? It is no more nor less than this light air, this blessed soil, 
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Facade of the Green Mosque, Brusa. 
— From Diehl: Constantinople ("Les Villes dart cefebres"). Photo, Sebah 

these peaceful trees, these gleaming brooks, this tender sward, as 
soft as that of Bihzad or of Fra Angelico. In this setting the Osmanlis 
sought to effect a fusion between the best Syro-Egyptian traditions 
and those of Persia. The cruciform plan of the famous Green 
Mosque, or Yeshil-jami', at Brusa, built between 1414 and 1424, is 
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directly derived from the Ayyubid and Mameluke madrasa, simpli­
fied and, as it were, condensed into a more massive form; but the 
esplanade planted with trees upon which this building opens tells us 
that the spirit of the Persian " paradises" reigns in this spot. And 
so soon as we enter the mosque, the whole of Persia lies before us. 
The decoration, which consists entirely of faience mosaics, is purely 
Persian. What a delight to the eye, what an exquisite and exhilarat­
ing feast to the spirit, is this symphony of colour, dominated by one 
uniform tone of vibrant green, harmoniously combined with tur­
quoise-blue: the whole of the lower part of the walls is faced with 
hexagonal tiles of this soft green, set in blue. Above this, as far as the 
ceiling, which is also lined with faience, we have the same predomi­
nant colours, diversified by the myriad fantasies of medallions and 
rosette patterns, garlands, conventionalized foliage, and sprays of 
flowers, in a colour-harmony which is a blend of every shade of green 
and turquoise-blue, enhanced by yellows, whites, and blacks, as well 
as a deep red which is the characteristic note of Ottoman ceramics. 
We find the same " Persian fete" in the Yeshil-tiirbe, an octagonal 
monument erected behind the Green Mosque to serve as a mausoleum 
for Sult&n Muhammad I (1421) , which was formerly covered both 
within and without by a similar mosaic of faience in which greens 
and turquoise-blues predominated. 

On crossing over to Europe the Ottomans discovered Byzantine 
architecture. In their first shock of admiration they adopted and 
adapted it — and the result was St. Sophia. But suddenly they expe­
rienced a revulsion of feeling, and soon there appeared the charac­
teristic type of the Ottoman mosque, on the Byzantine plan, but with 
Persian decoration. Here again, however, the Turks were not content 
with a servile copy of Persian or Syro-Egyptian motives. They de­
rived fresh methods from Iranian technique, just as the Moguls did 
afterwards in India, so that, without going outside the sphere of 
Persian aesthetic canons, a Turkish art developed, with an originality 
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all its own. Thus, borrowing at once from Persia and from Mameluke 
Egypt the principle of stalactite decoration, they invented a sta­
lactite of their own, the rectilinear or crystalliform stalactite, which 
was their own idea. Similarly, the use of faience mosaics, which 
at Brusa were still a mere copy of Persian work, " assumed quite 
an original character when it occurred to the Turks to transpose 
the coloured decorations coming from Persia on to a white back­
ground, as fine in tone as porcelain, in such a way that the col­
ours harmonized admirably with the brilliance of the white marble 
casings." 

Thus, thanks to their use of marble and to the general solidity of 
their materials, as well as to the boldness of their architectural con­
ceptions, the Ottoman mosques have a grand and majestic character 
attained by no other Moslem school. The Suleimaniye Mosque at 
Constantinople, due to Suleiman the Magnificent, was built between 
1550 and 1566 by the famous Turkish architect Sinan, who was born 
in 1489 at Kaisariya in Anatolia, of Greek parents, and was archi­
tect to sultans Selim I, Seleiman the Magnificent, and Selim IL He 
died at Constantinople in 1578, but his favourite pupil, Yusuf, was 
summoned to India by the emperor Akbar and, as we shall see in 
Volume II of the present work, had a share in the formation of the 
Mogul architecture of Delhi and Agra. 

This famous mosque looms above the whole history of Islam, both 
in space and in time. In a few lines full of real poetry Charles Diehl, 
the great French writer on Byzantine art, has celebrated " its impos­
ing proportions and the harmonious cadence of the lines of its arches 
and cupolas, the varied hues of its porphyry columns and marble 
casings, its arcades outlined with black and white voussoirs, the 
splendid walls of the mihrab, lined with faience from the ground up 
to the springing of the vault, and the wonderful coloured windows 
which light up the far side of the sanctuary." In spite of his deep 
love of Byzantine art, this famous scholar recognizes the superiority 
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Suleimaniye Mosque, Constantinople. South facade. 

- From Gurlitt: Die Baukunst Konstantinopels. Photo, Ernst Wasmuth A.-G., Berlin 
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of the Suleimaniye to St. Sophia: "When one finds oneself in the 
vast nave of the mosque of Suleiman, beneath the lofty dome, before 
the mihrab with its stalactites of gold, on which the coloured windows 
cast the mysterious half-light of a Gothic cathedral, the emotion 
which one feels is intense and unforgettable." The triumphant mas­
tery with which the architect has succeeded in raising these ordered 
tiers of cupolas and minarets lends this building a soaring movement 
which is not to be found to an equal extent in any of the mosques of 
Syria, Egypt, or Iran. This soaring quality of the Ottoman mosques 
is perhaps even more striking in that of Sultan Ahmed at Constanti­
nople, built in 1610, in which ** by the piercing of the lateral fagades 
with openings, the repetition of the semi-domes of the apse and the 
pronaos, and the superimposing of the pierced cupolas one above the 
other," the architect has arrived at an impression of extraordinary 
lightness in the interior. Apropos of the transformation of " Persian 
faience " into " Ottoman faience," we may draw attention to the poly­
chrome effects of the interior of the Mosque of Ahmed: the faience 
has a white ground, adorned with flowers, "carnations, hyacinths, 
and roses of blue and tomato-red, climbing up sprays of green; 
tulips and carnations drooping from bowls, panels on which grey 
cypresses are entwined with vine-leaves and bunches of grapes." A 
comparison of these motives with those of the mosques of Isfahan 
will show what Ottoman art has added to the old traditional motives 
of Persia. 

Thus the Ottoman mosques succeed in suggesting the same im­
pulse towards the divine as our Gothic architecture, but expressed 
in terms of Moslem aesthetics and mysticism. Nothing could be more 
oppose4 to Gothic art and mediaeval theology than the religious and 
artistic ideal of Islam. Yet in this atmosphere, for all its difference, 
we are suddenly struck by a sense of equivalence of values and 
analogous spiritual states. A fine Ottoman mosque, such as those of 
Soleiman or Ahmed, is a work of such a majestic simplicity — which 
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we may call the simplicity of the absolute — that the mind is inevita­
bly brought face to face with a metaphysical problem, resolving it­
self in beauty. It is true that we still feel ourselves to be within the 
general setting of the Persian aesthetic ideal, and the deep charm of 
our surroundings, all the varied hues of the faience decoration, are 
an intimation that the mystic sensualism of Iran still forms the accom­
paniment to our metaphysical reverie. But the dream of the genuinely 
Persian schools did not go beyond transporting the rose-strewn 
sward of Iran into the paradise of Allah. Here, on the contrary, 
the intense harmony of the work, the purity of this Turco-Persian 
classicism — reaching as it does such a pitch as to be the equivalent 
of the Greek canon — simply ravishes the soul and throws it into 
an illimitable ecstasy — an ecstasy devoid of violence or of an­
guish, an ecstasy which knows nothing of the Christian duel be­
tween matter and spirit, or of the bitter inward conflicts of our 
Gothic; for in the quietist philosophy of Islam, smiling nature and 
the sweetness of earthly things are but an expression of the goodness 
of Allah. And so it comes to pass that the sublime theology, the ab­
solute monotheism, of Islam unconsciously joins hands with Greek 
paganism; and on this ancient Hellenic soil, to which the Ottomans 
brought the dreams of Persia, they came at last, by the devious ways 
of Islam, to restore the cult of material beauty. Thus these great 
mosques of the classic Ottoman period are the expression of all 
prayer and of all beauty. 

Having shown how in the West the aesthetic ideal of Persia became 
the inspiration of Ottoman art, it remains, in the next volume of this 
series, to point out how in the East it gave rise in like fashion to Indo-
Mogul art. From this twofold comparison it is perhaps already per­
missible to deduce a conclusion which we may formulate as follows: 
the Persian aesthetic ideal, which in its own native land remained, 
for lack of durable materials, to some extent confined to the spiritual 
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realm, required fresh means of expression if it was to find its full 
realization. The Taj (see Volume I I , Fig. 73 to 246) , like the Sulei-
maniye, is, as it were, the soul of Iran incarnate in the body of India 
or of Greece. 

Isfahan, palace of Hasht Bihisht 
October 31, 1928 
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