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Abstract

The libraries of the Fatimid caliphs in Egypt (r. –) are known to have been extraordinarily
large, containing hundreds of thousands of volumes on all branches of knowledge. Of these fabled manu-
scripts, only a handful are known to survive. It has long been assumed that a substantial number of the
secular manuscripts would have been illustrated, as many later Islamic manuscripts are illustrated, but no
examples are known to have survived, although somewhat more than  paper fragments bearing images
have been attributed to the period, as well as representations in other media, ranging from carved ivories to
ceramics. In the absence of surviving illustrated manuscripts, scholars have deployed several strategies to
attempt to reconstruct the lost art of painting in the Fatimid period, most notably Richard Ettinghausen
in his seminal  article “Painting in the Fatimid Period” and Ernst Grube in a subsequent series of
articles and chapters. This article examines the evidence and explores how scholars have interpreted it
within the broader contexts of representation and manuscript illustration in Islamic art.

Keywords: Islamic illustrated manuscripts; Fatimid carved ivories; Fatimid ceramics;
muqarnas; paper; Persian illustrated manuscripts

Over her long career, Barbara Brend has focused on the study of Persian manuscript paint-
ing, a tradition that apparently developed in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in
circumstances that are still a matter of some scholarly debate. While the later history of paint-
ing in Iran is increasingly understood, thanks to the indefatigable work of Barbara Brend and
other colleagues, many questions remain about its origins. Among the issues still to be
resolved are: when the tradition started; why Iranian artists began inserting images into
books; the relationship, if any, between Persian painting and earlier painting traditions in
other media, such as wall-painting or ceramics; and the relationship between this tradition
and painting traditions elsewhere in the Islamic lands. The evidence for earlier painting tra-
ditions elsewhere, whether in Iraq or in Egypt, is particularly fragmentary, yet scholars have
often imagined a continuous tradition of book illustration in the Islamic lands, from Abbasid
Iraq to Fatimid Egypt to Seljuq and Mongol Iran, despite the paucity of evidence for illu-
strated books or their existence anywhere in the Islamic lands before the thirteenth century.
The following remarks are an attempt to re-examine the evidence for painting in the
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Fatimid period as presented by two of the most important scholars of the field, Richard
Ettinghausen and Ernst Grube.
The origins of Islamic book production go back to the years following the death of the

Prophet Muhammad in  CE, when the text of the Qur’an was copied on parchment
sheets, which were gathered and eventually assembled into codices. But Arabic book
production really flourished in the eighth century after Muslims encountered paper, follow-
ing their conquests in Central Asia, where it had been known for centuries. The availability
of paper, which was cheaper than parchment and—unlike papyrus—able to be produced
virtually anywhere, encouraged an explosion of books and book learning, particularly in
Baghdad, the Abbasid capital.1 Authors produced books not only on the religious sciences,
but on every other conceivable subject, from astronomy to zoology, including translations
from Persian and Greek, and all levels of literature. Large numbers of books were collected
in libraries, of which the most famous was the Bayt al-Hikma, or “House of Wisdom”, the
caliphal library in the capital, but there were also great libraries in cities from Marv in
Transoxiana to Córdoba in Spain.2 Of the hundreds of thousands of books known to
have been produced in this period, remarkably few survive, although many texts have
been preserved through repeated copying and recopying. Although texts occasionally
refer to books that had illustrations, no illustrated books have actually survived from the
period, apart from an undated fragment of a popular romance which ends with a schematic
illustration.3

Of these many libraries, those of the Fatimid caliphs in Egypt (–) are known to
have been extraordinarily large, housing apparently hundreds of thousands of volumes on all
branches of knowledge.4 We know, for example, that in – the librarian of the caliph
al-ʿAziz was able to produce for his patron  copies of al-Ṭabari’s History,  copies of
al-Khalil b. Ahmad’s Kitab̄ al-ʿayn, and a hundred copies of Ibn Durayd’s Jamhara. Twenty
years later, in –, the caliph al-Hakim transferred , manuscripts of the Qur’an
from the palace library to the Mosque of ʿAmr in Fustat. Of these fabled manuscripts, only a
handful are known to survive.5 It has long been assumed that a substantial number of the
secular manuscripts would have been illustrated, as some later Islamic manuscripts are, but
no illustrated Fatimid manuscripts are known to have survived, although somewhat more
than  paper fragments bearing images have been attributed to the Fatimid period in
Egypt (–). In the absence of surviving manuscripts, scholars have deployed several
strategies to attempt to reconstruct the lost art of painting in the Fatimid period, most notably
Ettinghausen in his seminal article of , and Ernst Grube in a subsequent series of articles
and chapters.

1Jonathan M. Bloom, Paper before Print: The History and Impact of Paper in the Islamic World (New Haven, );
Hugh Kennedy, ‘Baghdad as a center of learning and book production’, in By the Pen and What They Write: Writing
in Islamic Art and Culture, (eds) Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom (New Haven and London, ), pp. –.

2Youssef Eche, Les bibliothèques arabes publiques et semi-publiques en Mésopotamie, en Syrie et en Égypte au moyen age
(Damascus, ).

3D. S. Rice, ‘The oldest illustrated Arabic manuscript’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
(), pp. –.

4Paul E. Walker, ‘Fatimid institutions of learning’, Journal of the American Research Center in Egypt  (),
pp. –.

5Ayman Fu’ad Sayyid, ‘L’art du livre’, Dossiers d’archéologie  (May ), pp. –.
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That the art of painting flourished in the Fatimid period in Egypt (–) is known
through a famous description preserved in the writings of the Mamluk historian al-Maqrizi
(–). Maqrizi wrote about a contest between painters that had been organised by the
Fatimid vizier Yazuri sometime before his execution in . This incident was first noted in
the European scholarly literature by H. Lavoix in  and further cited by T. W. Arnold in
his influential book, Painting in Islam ().6 The actual text is not by al-Maqrizi, as Arnold
and others had believed, but from a lost work by al-Qudaʿi, a Shafiʿi jurist who had served as
deputy qadi under the Fatimids before his own death in .7 As Gaston Wiet noted in
, the larger context for this story is a description of the mosque of the Qarafa, which
had extraordinary carved and painted decoration on its interior, the work of “painters
from Basra and of the Banu’l-Muʿallim”.8 The existence of this story does not allow us
to determine how common figural mural painting was in the Fatimid period: it may have
been mentioned only because it was so unusual.
In his  article on Fatimid painting, Ettinghausen (–) attempted to recon-

struct painting in the Fatimid period on the basis of what survived in various media.9 To
round out the textual evidence, he brought together A. A. Pavlovskij’s  reproductions
of the paintings on the muqarnas ceiling of the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, some fragments
of lustre-painted bowls attributed to Fatimid Egypt, a painted Sicilian ivory box, two
fragments of painted muqarnas from a ruined bathhouse in Fustat (Old Cairo), a textile
fragment, and a drawing on paper in the British Museum. He concluded that Fatimid paint-
ing presented several styles, including one that derived from the style associated with the
ninth-century Abbasid capital at Samarra and another that seemed closer to Hellenistic mod-
els. He suggested that as more evidence was discovered, scholars would be able to delineate
more styles. Ettinghausen returned to the subject in a  article on early realism in Islamic
art as well as in his  book Arab Painting.10

The subject of Fatimid painting was also enthusiastically pursued by Ernst Grube (–
) as part of his greater interest in the history of Islamic manuscript painting. In the s
Grube published groups of what he believed to be Fatimid-period drawings in the Kraus and
the Keir collections.11 He also published a series of articles on individual drawings on cer-
amics and paper, ultimately compiling a list of  “Fatimid” drawings on paper, even sug-
gesting that some might predate the Fatimid period.12 In order to date these drawings he

6H. Lavoix, ‘Les arts musulmans’, Gazette des Beaux-arts e période,  (– ); T. W. Arnold, Painting
in Islam (Oxford, ).

7Paul E. Walker, Exploring an Islamic Empire: Fatimid History and Its Sources, Ismaili Heritage Series (London,
), p. .

8Gaston Wiet, ‘L’exposition d’art persan à Londres’, Syria  (), p. .
9Richard Ettinghausen, ‘Painting in the Fatimid period: a reconstruction’, Ars Islamica  (), pp. –.

10Richard Ettinghausen, ‘Early realism in Islamic art’, in Studi Orientalistici in Onore de Giorgio Levi Della Vida
(Rome, ), pp. –, reprinted in Richard Ettinghausen, Islamic Art and Archaeology Collected Papers, (ed.)
Myriam Rosen-Ayalon, introduction by Oleg Grabar (Berlin, ); Richard Ettinghausen, Arab Painting (Geneva,
).

11Ernst Grube, Islamic Paintings from the th to the th Century in the Collection of Hans P. Kraus (New York,
); B. W. Robinson et al., Islamic Painting and the Arts of the Book, Catalogue of the Keir Collection (London,
Faber and Faber, ).

12Ernst J. Grube, ‘Realism or formalism: notes on some Fatimid lustre-painted ceramic vessels’, in Studi in
Onori di Francesco Gabrieli nel suo ottantesimo compleanno, (ed.) Renato Traini (Rome, ), pp. –; Ernst
J. Grube, ‘A coloured drawing of the Fatimid period in the Keir Collection’, Rivista degli studi orientali ,
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brought forth a range of comparative materials, adding to Ettinghausen’s list the carved ivory
plaques that Ernst Kühnel had attributed to the Fatimid period in Egypt,13 as well as ad-
ditional Siculo-Arab painted ivory boxes and more Egyptian lustre ceramics. To take one
example, he compared a drawing of wrestlers in the Cairo Museum of Islamic Art (inv.
) first to a lustre-painted bowl depicting a wrestling match in the same museum and
then to the two painted muqarnas fragments that Ettinghausen had previously mentioned
as one of the few examples of Fatimid-period painting to actually survive.
Grube stated that these muqarnas, which had been recovered from the ruins of a small bath

near the sanctuary of Abu al-Suʿud in Fustat, must date from before the burning of the city
in . He wrote that as they were executed in a manner almost identical to that used by
the ninth-century painters of Samarra they might even predate what he called the “devel-
oped Fatimid ‘Abbasid’ style”. Noting that the bathhouse had stood in the al-ʿAskar quarter
of Fustat, which had been constructed by the Abbasids in the eighth century, he rejected a
Fatimid attribution for the muqarnas fragments and for the drawing, and suggested that both
must date from the ninth century, if not earlier. He concluded that the painting is the “first
tangible proof of a continuous tradition of figurative paintings in Egypt from the Abbasid to
the Fatimid period”.14

Two important facts, however, entirely escaped Grube’s attention. First the muqarnas
elements from the Bath of Abu al-Suʿud cannot possibly date to the eighth century or
even the ninth, since the earliest surviving muqarnas are found in the Arab Ata mausoleum
at Tim, located between Bukhara and Samarqand in Uzbekistan, which is dated –.
Scholars generally accept that the muqarnas developed in the eastern and central Islamic
lands and appeared in Egypt only towards the end of the eleventh century.15 Even if the
bath had been an Abbasid foundation of the ninth century, it is highly unlikely that any
interior decoration would have survived from the time of its foundation, as the heat and
humidity associated with such a function would have necessitated repeated redecoration.
It is therefore simply impossible for the original decoration to have included muqarnas
elements, as they had not yet been invented! So, in the absence of any evidence other
than the destruction of the city in , one might plausibly date the bath paintings to
the first half of the twelfth century, at the earliest.
The second fact that seems to have escaped Grube’s attention is that the paper on which

the wrestler drawing was done would simply not have been available to Egyptian draftsmen
in the eighth or ninth centuries, nor probably even in the tenth century nor through much
of the eleventh. Paper, which had been invented in China in the centuries before Christ, was
introduced to the Muslim world through Central Asia in the eighth century. As far as we
know, Muslims first used paper in Central Asia and Iran, whence it spread to Iraq, Syria,
and eventually Egypt by the tenth century. The first papermills in Baghdad, the Abbasid
capital, were established in the late eighth century to supply the needs of the burgeoning
bureaucracy, and subsequently writers of all types adopted the relatively new medium,

no. / (), pp. –; Ernst J. Grube, ‘A drawing of wrestlers in the Cairo Museum of Islamic Art’, Quaderni
di studi arabi (Università di Venezia)  (), pp. –.

13Ernst Kühnel, Die islamischen Elfenbeinskulpturen, VIII–XIII. Jahrhundert (Berlin, ).
14Grube, ‘A coloured drawing’.
15Jonathan M. Bloom, ‘The introduction of the Muqarnas into Egypt’, Muqarnas  (), pp. –.
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spurring a burst of writing and translation that has been characterised as the Abbasid Golden
Age. Paper seems to have been available to writers in ninth-century Syria and tenth-century
Egypt, where it quickly replaced papyrus, which Egyptians had used as a writing material for
the past , years. But there is no evidence that paper would have been available to artists
anywhere at this early date, for it would have remained relatively expensive.16

Furthermore, artists in this period did not make preliminary sketches on a medium such as
paper for eventual transfer to another medium, such as pottery or an ivory plaque. Artists
would have normally done their preliminary sketches directly in the given medium (for
example, on the back of a ceramic tile), and these drawings would disappear as the work
was completed. At the same time, no doubt, some books, such as those about geography
or astronomy, might have included illustrations as maps or charts, but no illustrated books
survive from before the eleventh century, and the early references to illustrated books are so
infrequent as to underscore their rarity.17 Even the well-known copy of al-Sufi’s Treatise on
the Fixed Stars in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, said to date from  and frequently cited
as the earliest surviving example of an illustrated Arabic text, turns out to be a twelfth- or
thirteenth-century copy, produced at a time when the increased availability of paper encour-
aged the development and proliferation of the illustrated book in the Islamic lands.18 Before
the twelfth century, most artists, as they had in the past, continued to work directly in their
chosen media, and it seems quite improbable that drawings on paper would have been
used to transfer motifs from one medium, such as ceramics, to another, such as wall-painting.
Thus, the attractive intellectual edifice that Ettinghausen and Grube, among others, con-

structed to describe painting in the Fatimid period seems open to revision, particularly since
recent scholarship has called into question much of the evidence on which it is based. In the
following pages I would like to address four media that have been used to delineate Fatimid
painting: works on paper, ceramics, ivories, and the paintings of the Cappella Palatina in
Palermo.

Comparative evidence

Grube identified nearly  “Fatimid” drawings or paintings on paper, but none has a secure
provenance. Unlike the hundred thousand paper fragments excavated in the nineteenth
century at the sites of Arsinoë, Ashmunayn, and Ikhmim, and now in Vienna, or the
, documents found in the Cairo Geniza, the Fatimid drawings simply appeared on
the art market. A leaf with a painting of a human figure now in the Keir Collection (see
Figure ), for example, was identified many years ago by Gaston Wiet as containing a
poem of the Umayyad poet Kuthayyir (d. ) of the tribe of Khuzaʾa, possibly collected
by Abu Ayyub Sulayman ibn Muhammad ibn Abu Ayyub al-Harrani.19

16Bloom, Paper before Print.
17Eva R. Hoffman, ‘The beginnings of the illustrated Arabic book: an intersection between art and scholar-

ship’, Muqarnas  (), pp. –.
18Emilie Savage-Smith, ‘The most authoritative copy of ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Sufi’s tenth-century Guide to the

Constellations’, in God is Beautiful and Loves Beauty: The Object in Islamic Art and Culture, (eds) Sheila Blair and Jona-
than Bloom (New Haven and London, ), p. ; Jonathan M. Bloom, ‘The introduction of paper to the
Islamic lands and the development of the illustrated manuscript’, Muqarnas  (), pp. –.

19Gaston Wiet, ‘Une peinture du XIIe siècle’, Bulletin de l’Institut d’Egypte  (), pp. –.
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Figure . Painting of a human figure on paper, .× . cm. Published by Gaston Wiet in .
Source: The Keir Collection of Islamic Art on loan to the Dallas Museum of Art, K....
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Wiet dated the piece to the Fatimid period based on details of its costume. Ernst Grube
further hypothesised that this leaf was the frontispiece to a manuscript that would have had
two such images facing each other.20 Nevertheless, the offset image of an upside-down face
under the feet of the figure shows that the painting had been folded in half while the paint
was still wet, an impossibility had the page been bound in a codex, so the image had to have
been painted after the page was removed from a book. In sum, either the text or the painting
may be genuine.
Similarly, a well-known paper fragment in the Metropolitan Museum in New York (see

Figure ) bears an almost calligraphic drawing of a lion on one side. The drawing is accom-
panied by a few lines of text, identified as a discourse on wild animals by the early Jewish
convert to Islam, Kaʿb al-Ahbar (d. –). The presence of this text would suggest
that the drawing came from an early Islamic book about animals. The drawing’s style, how-
ever, has suggested a twelfth-century date, which has led some to conclude that this drawing
came from an early copy of a text illustrated at a later date. As the reverse of the same sheet,
however, bears a drawing of a hare accompanied by a text irrelevant to that on the front of
the sheet, it is difficult—indeed impossible—to imagine how this page could once have
formed part of a book by Kaʿb al-Ahbar or by any other author.21

A meticulously executed drawing of two warriors in Cairo, which has been reproduced
countless times and cited as evidence for Fatimid costume and weaponry, bears a truncated
inscription, ʿizz wa-iqbal̄ li’l-qa’̄id Abı ̄Mans[̣ur̄] (Power and good fortune to the commander
Abu Mansur), presumably referring to a specific individual of the early eleventh century
(see Figure ).22 The inscription oddly truncates the most important part of the inscription,
namely the dedicatee’s name, which contrasts disconcertingly with the meticulous care with
which the drawing has been planned and executed. Furthermore, the slight damage affects
only unimportant portions of the design. If the drawing is genuine, what exactly would its
purpose have been? It is certainly not an illustration for a book, nor was it a preliminary
design for something to be executed in another medium, because the level of finish—
despite the truncated inscription—is too high.
Perhaps the most impressive drawing to survive is a somewhat larger ( x  mm) sheet

in the Israel Museum bearing a representation of a nude and tattooed woman carrying a lute
(see Figure ).23 The drawing, on yellowish paper, was first done in red ink and then gone
over in black, with touches of white and crimson, a technique that can be traced back to
Classical times. Some scholars have suggested that this image of a dancing girl is a specific
representation of a famous courtesan in Fatimid Egypt, while others have proposed that it
is a generic representation of Venus playing the lute. As there is no text around or on the
back of the image, it seems unlikely that the page was taken from a book, nor does it

20Robinson et al., Islamic Painting, pp. –.
21As dealers have been known to ‘embellish’ or ‘improve’ some genuine medieval pages and drawings to

increase their worth on the art market by providing them with identifying texts or illustrations, it would be haz-
ardous to use this leaf as evidence for early book illustration. For the leaf illustrated with a lion, see the publication
of it by Stefano Carboni, Trésors fatimides du Caire. Exhibition catalogue,  April– August  (Paris, ),
p. .

22Wilfried Seipel (ed.), Schätze der Kalifen: Islamische Kunst zur Fatimidenzeit (Vienna, ), no. .
23Jerusalem, Israel Museum, M --; Rachel Milstein and N. Brosch, Islamic Painting in the Israel Museum

(Jerusalem, ), p. .
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look like a preparatory study for something else, so its purpose remains a matter of specula-
tion.24 And the drawing in the British Museum (see Figure ) that Ettinghausen cited in the
s as Fatimid has now been attributed to the Ayyubid period (that is, after ) on the
basis of the shields depicted.25 While there is no possibility of establishing the provenance of

Figure . Painting of a lion on paper, .× . cm. Bought from Michel Abemayor, .
Source: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, ...

24Milstein and Brosch, Islamic Painting in the Israel Museum.
25British Museum ,,.. See http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_

details.aspx?objectId=&partId=&searchText=ayyubid+painting&page= (accessed  April ).
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any of these drawings, particularly those in Cairo, technical analysis of the paper—especially
the drawings in the Keir collection, now on loan to the Dallas Museum of Art in Texas—
might be a place to start.
If there is no evidence that Fatimid potters did preliminary drawings on paper before

painting their ceramics, it would seem to be a pointless exercise to reconstruct Fatimid paint-
ing by comparing painted ceramics with unprovenanced and undated drawings, especially
since the dating of Fatimid ceramics is such a problem in itself. Nearly  years ago, the
late Oleg Grabar (–) ingeniously proposed that Fatimid ceramics had initially
been non-figural and abstract until the dispersal of the Fatimid treasuries in second half of
eleventh century, when representational styles would have percolated from the imperial

Figure . Drawing of two soldiers, ink on paper,  ×  cm. Bought from Maurice Nahman, .
Source: Cairo, Museum of Islamic Art, .
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Figure . Drawing of a courtesan, ink and colour on paper, ×  cm. Gift of Mr and Mrs Ralph
Harari, London. Source: Jerusalem, Israel Museum, M --.
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to the urban realm.26 Unfortunately, the few signed ceramics show that figural representa-
tion was an integral feature of Fatimid lustre pottery from the beginning, and the two datable
pieces—one abstract, one representational—are associated with courtly patrons.27 Current
research suggests that the representational pieces are actually earlier than the abstract ones!
As Ettinghausen and Grube already noted, some representations seem to develop from
those on earlier Abbasid lustrewares, while others seem to derive from Hellenistic and eastern
Christian traditions of representation and draftsmanship which apparently continued to be
practised in Egypt in early Islamic times.28 The variety of representation is extraordinary—
traditional subjects like animals, hunters, musicians, dancers, entertainers, and rulers, as
well as “new” subjects like wrestling, cock fights, rope dancing, or duels—although the
question of whether these representations are “realism” or “formalism” remains open.29

Figure . A battle beneath the walls of a town. Painting on paper,  × . cm. Purchased from Major
H. Howard, . Source: London, British Museum, , ,.. © The Trustees of the British

Museum.

26Oleg Grabar, ‘Imperial and urban art in Islam: the subject matter of Fat̄ịmid Art’, in Colloque internationale sur
l’histoire du Caire (Gräfenheinichen, ), pp. –.

27Jonathan M. Bloom, Arts of the City Victorious: Islamic Art and Architecture in Fatimid North Africa and Egypt
(London, ), pp. –.

28Ernst J. Grube, ‘Fatimid pottery’, in Cobalt and Lustre: The First Centuries of Islamic Pottery, The Nasser
D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art, (eds) Julian Raby and Ernst J. Grube (London, ), p. .

29Eva Baer, ‘Fatimid art at the crossroads: a turning point in the artistic concept of Islam?’, in L’Égypte fatimide:
son art et son histoire, Actes du colloque organisé à Paris les ,  et  mai , (ed.) Marianne Barrucand (Paris,
), pp. –; Grube, ‘Realism or formalism’.
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In any event, the sensitivity and elegance of the drawing on some of the ceramic fragments is
sometimes quite amazing and often surpasses the quality of drawing seen on the paper frag-
ments, suggesting that, as would be the case later in Seljuq Iran, the most talented draftsmen
in Fatimid society worked not on paper but on pottery. Of course, in Iran all that would
change in the Ilkhanid period, and in Egypt ceramics with representations went out of
fashion.30

Just as it is unlikely that potters practised their drawing skills on paper before decorating
the ceramic surface, it is equally unlikely that ivory carvers—if they existed at all in Egypt—
drew their designs on paper before carving. Although scholarly consensus has attributed
many exquisite carved ivory plaques and oliphants in various European and American
museums to Fatimid Egypt on the basis of purported similarities between the ivories and
the carved wooden beams thought to come from the Fatimid palace in Cairo, there is, as
Silvia Armando has recently reminded us, absolutely no evidence that any of the ivory
objects were produced there, and many, if not all, of them may actually have been produced
in southern Italy.31 Nevertheless, Eva Hoffman has proposed that four carved ivory plaques
in Berlin, which have been assembled as a frame, once decorated the cover of a Fatimid
book, although no such book cover is known from anywhere else in the Islamic world
and the contents of such a book remain unstated.32

The most frequently cited evidence for reconstructing the lost art of Fatimid painting is
the painted wooden muqarnas ceiling of the Cappella Palatina (–) in Palermo,
erected under the patronage of Roger II.33 The painted figures, which from the ground
are nearly invisible to the naked eye, have always been thought to represent the metropolitan
style of Fatimid painting, although it must be said there is little evidence to make this asser-
tion. Despite the presence of the two painted plaster muqarnas fragments found in Fustat, no
complete muqarnas ceilings or vaults comparable to the Palermo ceiling, let alone painted
decorations, have been found in or are known from Fatimid Egypt.34 David Knipp has sug-
gested that the style of representation on the Palermo ceiling was less like Fatimid painting—
whatever that might have been—than that of northern Mesopotamia, which he was able to
illustrate with several examples.35

The closest parallel to the Palermo muqarnas ceiling in form and date, if not in technique
or decoration, are the exactly contemporary muqarnas vaults of moulded plaster erected over
the nave of the Qarawiyyin mosque in Fez, which were added to the mosque in –
on the orders of the Almoravid sultan, ʿAli b. Yusuf (r. –).36 The five muqarnas

30Sheila S. Blair, ‘The development of the illustrated book in Iran’, Muqarnas  (), pp. –.
31Anna Contadini, ‘Fatimid ivories within a Mediterranean context’, Journal of the David Collection , no. 

(), pp. –; Silvia Armando, ‘Fatimid ivories in Ifriqiya: the Madrid and Mantua caskets between construc-
tion and decoration’, Journal of Islamic Archaeology , no.  ().

32Eva R. Hoffman, ‘A Fatimid book cover: framing and re-framing cultural identity in the medieval Mediter-
ranean world’, in L’Égypte Fatimide, (ed.) Barrucand, pp. –.
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vaults—four resting on square bases and one on a double square (rectangle)—are far more
elaborate than the two other Almoravid examples known: those in the corners of the
Almoravid qubba in Marrakesh () and those in the corners and centre of the dome in
front of the mihrab at the Great Mosque of Tlemcen () in Algeria. All of these high-
prestige Almoravid vaults can be understood to represent not the indigenous traditions of
northwest Africa but the architecture of metropolitan Córdoba, although few, if any, examples
of Almoravid buildings survive in Spain.37 The recent discovery in Murcia of some muqarnas
fragments with painted figural representations raises the possibility, largely ignored until now,
that the Palermo ceiling was more a product of a western Islamic tradition of painted muqarnas
ceilings that is now completely lost. In short, it is simply circular reasoning to argue that the
Palermo ceiling represents Fatimid painting because Fatimid painting resembles the Palermo
ceiling.
Nearly  years after Ettinghausen published his attempt to reconstruct Fatimid painting,

it seems reasonable to ask whether the topic of Fatimid painting is still worth pursuing? Is
painting a valid category? Is there anything that connects the extant depictions on ceramics
with the lost depictions on walls and the imagined depictions in manuscripts? The art of
the Fatimids has exercised a particular fascination because of the frequency of representations
of humans and animals in its art, otherwise thought to be unusual in Islamic, particularly
Arab, art, although it would become, as Barbara Brend’s work has amply shown, a major
feature of later Persian art. If not painting as a category, should we be thinking instead
about representation?
An investigation into the nature of representation in the Fatimid period will not answer

the question of whether there were illustrated manuscripts in the Fatimid period or whether
this was a later phenomenon due to the increased availability and affordability of paper.
While I have no doubt that some manuscripts produced in the Fatimid period may have
been illustrated, particularly works of geography or astronomy, it seems to me that despite
the existence of the so-called “Fatimid drawings”, copiously illustrated books of the type
that became common in later centuries were not produced in the Fatimid period, principally
because the medium on which they would have been made was not yet so cheap as to
encourage people with drawing skills to use it.
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