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Abstract:

The main aim of this study is to re-date and reclassify one of the
masterpieces in the Museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It carries the
names of the Ten companions promised paradise applied in a type
of Kufic script, which is octagonal in form. It has, so far, been dated
back to the Mamluk period. It was originally found in the mosque
of al-Sayyida Nafisah. In this study, | prove that it dates back to
the Ottoman period, specifically during the restoration works in the
same mosque carried out by the Otfoman sovereign ‘Abdalrahman
Kathuda. | have based my conclusion on a comparative study bet-
ween the present plaque and another identical one preserved
beside the Ottoman mihrab in al-Azhar Mosque having the same
text, which is considered amongst his works in al-Azhar dated
1167 AH./1753 AD. In this paper, | conduct an analytical study of
the style and text of the examined artifact compared with the one
preserved in al-Azhar mosque and another preserved in the mosque
of al-Burdini (1025-1038 AH.-1616-1629 AD). The study concluded
that the artifact dates back to the Ottoman period, not the Mamluk,
as supported by ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Gabarti, who mentioned that
‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda restored the mosque of al-Sayyida Nafisah
and added a new gibla wall in al-Azhar mosque.

1. Introduction

This research paper presents an analytical,
descriptive, and comparative study of a marble
tile preserved in the museum of Islamic art
in Cairo (Inv. No 2097). It carries the names
of the 7en Companions Promised Paradise
and is dated to the Mamluk era. It is written
in the geometric octagonal Kufic that mai-
nly takes various forms and shapes, such
as square, rectangular, and octagonal [1,2].
Many theories have discussed the origins
of this type of angular writing. For example,
Fliry suggested that the origin of this type
of angular letters remains obscure and that
Chinese art plays a vital role in the occ-
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urrence of this type of script used to adorn
several monuments in Iran [2]. Hautecoeur
and Wiet believed that this type of geometric
letters appeared in Seljuk arts [3]. Shimmel
suggested that this type of angular Kufic
script was innovated by the Safavid archite-
cts of Isfahan, who wrote the names of Allah,
His Prophet, and Imam ‘Al in colorful tiles
decorating the walls and entrances to mauso-
leums [4]. Shimmel agrees with Hasan that
the first example of this type of rectangular
script was carved in the Mosque of Isfahan
(481 AH./1088 AD.) [5]. ‘Abd al-Halim ass-
umed that this script originated in Iranian



and Seljuk arts [5]. In Egypt, the first example
of the geometric Kufic was found in the
southern wall of the Mamluk mausoleum of
al-Mansur Qalawin 678-689 AH./1279-1290
AD. [6,7]. However, recent studies have dem-
onstrated that the origin of this type of script
goes back to Seljuk Iran and its surrounding
areas. A recent study by Safi‘ at Alexandria
University backed up and demonstrated the
Iranian theory being the main center from
which the square Kufic originated [8]. The
study sheds light on the octagonal geometric
Kufic style applied in black incrustation on
a white background and its compatibility
with other similar prototypes dating back to
the Ottoman period.

2. Methodology

Both descriptive and analytical methods
were followed through a comparative study
with similar objects dating to the Ottoman
period in an attempt to re-date and recl-
assify an octagonal marble tile bearing the
names of the Ten Companions Promised
Paradise preserved in the museum of Islamic
art in Cairo (Inv.2097). The museum of Isla-
mic art in Cairo houses hundreds of glam-
orous artistic pieces of art and masterpieces
dating back from the beginning of Islam until
the modern age [9,10]. The Mamluk collec-
tion is huge and covers great sections ranging
from woodwork [9,11,12], metalwork [13],
ceramics, pottery, textiles, stones, and marble
[9,10,12]. The arts of the Mamluks were per-
fected in carving techniques of both marble
and stone. Mamluks paved the ground of their
religious monuments with polychrome marble
using different techniques [14]. According to
Mamluk documents and endowment deeds,
the artists adopted various methods, such
as engraving, paneling [15], assembling the
small polychrome marble pieces hurdah [16,
17], and incrustation hafr wa tanzil, hafr

wa dafn® [18]. Ottoman artisans applied the
same methods (used earlier by their Mamluk
predecessors). The Ottomans decorated mar-
ble fragments with various motifs, including
epigraphic ornaments. The geometric Kufic
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script became one of the main characteri-

stics used in Ottoman arts [19] despite the

wide spread of the Nashi script at the same

time [20].

2.1. The marble panel (Case study)

The study covers a marble tile with the names

of the Ten Companions Promised Paradise

= Place: Located in museum of Islamic art,
Cairo from the mosque of al-Sayyida
Nafisah [9].

= Inventory Number: 2097, fig. (1).

Figure (1) Shows a. the octagonal marble tile (After:
the museum of Islamic art, Cairo; Inventory
No0.2097), b. g drawing of the previous
tile Inventory.

= Dated: Mamluk period according to the
registries of the Museum of Islamic
Art in Cairo to the.
= Measurements: 54x54 cm.
= Material: Marble; Technigue: Carving -
incrustation with black paste-
blue and red marble mosaics®.
=Description: An octagonal marble tile with
carved decoration of interlaced
geometric Kufic showing the
names of the Ten Com-panions
Promised Paradise reads:
onlsdalhy Je g olaie 5 jee g S gl 922 5 4l)
(el de g dll s 5 mg e g dmsg anng
Allah-Muhammad-Abu Bakr- ‘Umar-
‘Utman, ‘Ali, Talhah, al-Zubayr, Sa ‘d, Sa i,
‘Abd Wasy, ‘Abd al-Allah, ‘Abd al-Rahman.

The writing runs clockwise, starting with
Allah (+) and his prophet Muhammad
(PBUH). The endings of the letters like alif
and lam go inwards, forming an octagonal
star motif in the center encrusted with blue
and red colored marble mosaics. The endings
of the two letters alif and lam in - a& -4l



el e - Al ae - el Aall o glde - S
are slightly interlaced into star polygons
bearing rectangles and lozenges, forming
another central fluted star made of marble
incrustations.

3. Commentary (Analytical study)

The text under consideration was written
in a type of geometric Kufic script incrusted
within an octagonal marble frame. The text
reads clockwise, starting with the Almighty
word of Allah 4. The initial Alif in the
Almighty 4 is an elongated stroke that
reaches a central star. The type of letter was
applied on several Mamluk examples) on
architecture and artefacts [3,5-7]. Under the
Ottomans, this form was extensively applied
on Ottoman tiles, demonstrating the same
shape as the marble tile from the works of
emir ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda in the Qibla
wall of al-Azhar mosque, fig. (2) [19,21].
The Initial letter ba” in <o s - 3l
is a small horizontal line embedded within
two ve

at al-Azhar Mosque from the works of
‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda (After: ‘4bd al-
Al 2010), b. a drawing of the previous tile

Table (1) The alphabetic analysis of the marble tile

Letter

Initial Medial Final

Alir

Ba' ~iLs <5
Ta' marbiitah ad
Ta' L
Dal ===
Ra' —_—s_ s
Zay ax
Sin Al U
Sad o
Ta' L

Ayn = = T
Kaf ~—
Lam ] J_
Mim P -
Nan - | -
Ha' 44
Wiaw S | L 3
va n_u =
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This form is also used in the tile belonging
to the works of ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda
[19], fig. (2). The final ta’ marbitah in isll
is seen like a square with two emerging per-
pendicular lines above. The middle za' in
olie is seen like a small horizontal line set
within two perpendicular strokes. The initial
letter ha’ in ;=) 2e is represented as an
incomplete rectangle with its lower line sho-
rter than the upper one. The middle 4a' in
4a1h s in the shape of an incomplete square
opened on the lower part. The medial £a' in
A& is also seen in the shape of an incompl-
ete rectangle opened towards the left (like that
represented in) Kathuda's example fig (2).
The final dal in v - 3 - Ges )l 2o - 4l 2e
is represented either as half a square or half
a rectangle opened (towards) the left side.
This style of lettering was extensively applied
to most Ottoman arts and architecture, esp-
ecially in the mosque of Sulayman Basa
al-Hadim 935 AH./1528 AD., the mosque of
al-Burdint 1025-1038 AH./1616-1629 AD.
[19] such as the octagonal marble tile in the
Mosque of al-Burdini [19,22], fig. (3).

NN
T RV P
I?J,’s «“Lﬁa aund

Figure (3) Shows a. A marble slab in the mosque of
al-Burdini. (After: ‘Abd al-‘Al, 2010), b. a
drawing of the names of the Ten Comp-
anions in the previous tile (After: ‘Abd al-
‘Al, 2010)

The final ra'in e - yu 3 - sl 2e takes
three forms; the first is in _x= 3 which is rep-
resented in the form of a two-sided triangle,
the second takes the shape of a small tiny bar
curved upwards, and the third, as in ges il 2e
is presented in an irregular form with two
lines set perpendicularly that curve upwards.
The three letters are accordingly applied by
the calligrapher to fit inside the octagonal
frame and save spaces between letters. The



final zay looks like the letter "Z" with a
dot in L= typically represented in the tile
of the emir‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda, fig.
(2), and that of al-Burdini, fig. (3) [19,22].
The initial letter sin in 2w - 22 is free to
the right and has a tail to the left to connect
with the letter after it, and it is represented
in a serrated form as in most of the Mam-
luk monuments [5-7]. It was widely adopted
by the Ottomans, such as the marble tile of
Kathuda, fig. (2-a), and in the mosque of
al-Burdini fig. (3) [19]. The initial sad in
=3 is an irregular rectangle with its tail
curving towards the right. This style of
writing was only used in Ottoman models
[19,22]. The initial 7a" in 4slk is a rectangle
tangent to a vertical stroke adjoining the
medial lam. Its vertical stroke reaches the
central star, forming an interlaced pattern.
The initial ‘ayn in a5 2—o 5 gaa N ae s
either an incomplete square or a rectangle
open towards the left, resembling a reversed
letter dal and similar to those found in the
Mamluk prototypes [3,7,19]. The medial
‘Ayn in 1paw - 2=u S represented as an
elongated square attached downwards to a
vertical neck. It also resembles Mamluk
models [5,7]. The medial kaf'in JS— s is
displayed as an irregular rectangle. Its
extension runs to the middle of the panel
and is connected to the central star with
long interlaced strokes of the other letters.
The letter lam is seen in two forms; the
initial and medial in the word of almighty
Allah 4, 1t is represented as a vertical
elongated stroke. The initial letter /am extends
to the central star and interlaces with the
other letters. The letter lam in the text res-
embles all Mamluk models, whether initial,
medial, or final [5,7,19]. An identical panel
preserved in the mosque of al-Burdini carries
the same inscription with an identical text
of the Ten Companions Promised Paradise,
fig. (3). The letter mim, whether the initial in
the word 22 or the medial in A& and _—< is
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usually a square with an extension to join
the following letter. The letter nin at the
end of the word ¢l—i= takes two forms. The
first is curved at the end in a unique form
applied only on Ottoman models, such as the
panel of Kathuda in al-Azhar, fig. (2-b),
and in the mosque of al-Burdini, fig. (3-b).
The second form is represented in the word
el and looks like a rectangle opened
upwards, which appeared earlier under the
Mamluks, such as in the inscriptions of the
Sultaniya Dome [5], but it's more of a square.
In the panel under consideration, the letter
nun is rectangular in shape and is identical
to examples found in the panel of Kathuda,
fig. (2) and al-Burdini, fig. (3). The final ha’
at the end of the word Almighty <4 comes at
the beginning of the text, formed as a square
inclining downwards. However, in the word
4 xe jt is shaped as a triangle with an elo-
ngated top reaching the center of the panel.
Such shapes of letters were used earlier under
the Mamluks. The letter waw takes two
forms; individual and final. The individual
form is represented as the conjunction waw,
such as in the words:

onillgdathy Jde g ldie g ey S glga2
u\_AAJHJ:\}‘\_U‘A:\Q}J_JMJJ_a.u}

The head of the letter is shaped like a
rectangle, a square, or a triangle. The second
is the final as in the word <= s—I formed
as a square head twisting downwards. This
form had been in use on most Mamluk models
[5,7,19]. The letter ya’ is represented as in
2= shaped as a rectangle, or as in L))
where the shape is not quite clear; seen
either as a slanting line or an upper line of
a trapezoid. The other form of the same
letter is the final in the word —=s 1e
shaped as a square opened from the left
side and curving downwards. This curve
was made by the calligrapher to fill in the
space for the remaining text. The alphabetic
analysis of the tile discussed in this paper
indicates that it is Ottoman, not Mamluk



because the shape of its letters is identical
to the other letters displayed on those of
al-Azhar, fig. (2-a) belonging to the works
of ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda and that of al-
Burdini, fig. (3-a). In order to save space,
the artisan wrote only the first name of the
Companion. The writing style was already
used in Mamluk panels of the Bahari or
Circassian monuments and religious insti-
tutions [3,5-7]. Such tiles were placed
inside religious institutions in honor of the
greatest men of Islam. The inscription reads
clockwise, starting from the right to the left,
whereas the endings of the elongated letters
alif and lam run towards the center of the
panel.

4. Results

According to the previous analysis, this art-
ifact dates back to the Ottoman period. It
is considered from the works of the Ottoman
sovereign ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda in the
Mosque of al-Sayyida Nafisah, where it
was discovered. As mentioned by al-Gabarti,
the Ottoman sovereign ‘Abd al-Rahman
Kathuda did carry out restorations in that
mosque, as a strong point in favor of its
Ottoman origin, and not the Mamluk as had
been previously attributed and mentioned
in the registries of the Museum of Islamic
Art. Additionally, ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda
accomplished obvious works in al-Azhar
among which was a similar panel flanking the
main mihrab of the additional Qibla riwag
constructed by the same sovereign. Furth-
ermore, this same writing style adorning the
octagonal marble tile under consideration
became a significant characteristic of the
Ottoman arts, as demonstrated on another
marble prototype preserved in the mosque
of al-Burdini dating to the Ottoman period.

5. Discussion

The study addressed an octagonal tile with
the name of the Ten Companions Promised
Paradise dated to the Mamluk period, as
mentioned in the museum of Islamic art reg-
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istries. It illustrated the importance of this
object made of colored marble incrustation
exhibiting a style of Kufic, i.e., octagonal
Kufic. Oman dated this tile to the Mamluk
period [23]. The present study analyzed and
compared this artifact with other similar
panels dated back to the Ottoman period.
The first example was a marble tile located
flanking the Ottoman gibla wall at al-Azhar
Mosque, built by the Ottoman sovereign ‘Abd
al-Rahman Kathuda, fig. (2-a). The second
was an octagonal marble slab preserved in
the mosque of al-Burdini, fig. (3-a). This
study succeeded in clarifying that the artifact
under consideration dates back to the Ott-
oman period, not the Mamluk, because,
according to al-Gabarti, ‘Abd al-Rahman
Kathuda, the sovereign of Egypt during the
Ottoman period, carried out restorations in
the mosque of al-Sayyida Nafisah [24,25].
Mubarak also reported that al-GabartT said
that the same sovereign had made restora-
tions and additions in the mosque of al-
Sayyida Nafisah and wrote a poem on the
door of the tomb®. Therefore, this artifact
dates back to the Ottoman period. Al- Gabarti
pointed out that ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda
added a Riwaq to al-Azhar mosque [24],
where an identical panel to our example was
transferred from his mausoleum and is shown
flanking the Ottoman mihrab, fig. (2-a). The
study also compared this tile with a third
prototype preserved in the Mosque of al-
Burdin, fig. (3-a), showing that it had the
same style of calligraphy and the manufact-
uring technique as the octagonal tile un-
derstudy. It is worth mentioning that nothing
similar to this tile has been found dating to
the Mamluk period.

6. Conclusion

According to both the descriptive and analytical
study of this artifact, fig. (1-a), it dates back to
the Ottoman period due to following reasons:
*) Firstly, according to the historian al-Gabarti,
‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda, the sovereign of
Egypt during the Ottoman period, made some



restorations and additions in the Mosque of al-
Sayyida Nafisah where this fragment was dis-
covered. *) Secondly, ‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda,
who renovated al-Azhar Mosque, added an extra
riwaq with an elegant marble niche influenced
by the Mamluk mihrabs. Flanking the Ottoman
mihrab, he added an identical octagonal tile with
the names of the Ten Companions Promised
Paradise, fig. (2-a). These reasons demonstrate
that the artifact studied here, fig (1-a), is from
the above-mentioned works of the emir ‘Abd
al-Rahman Kathuda in the Mosque of al-Sayyida
Nafisah. There is no evidence that it dates back
to the Mamluk period. *) Thirdly, the writing style
in an octagonal form occurred in the Ottoman
period, as seen in the tile preserved in the
Mosques of al-Burdini and al-Azhar by Kathuda.
This reason proves that this tile dates back to
the Ottoman period and from the works of
‘Abd al-Rahman Kathuda in the Mosque of al-
Sayyidah Nafisah.

Endnotes

(a) For details on this process, see [16, 18]

(b) The term is mentioned in most Mamluk
documents, which means carving spaces
on the metal surfaces and putting the
black paste in the spaces [18].

(c) He also notified that when ‘Abd al-
Rahman Kathuda accomplished the
restorations in the mosque of al-Sayyida
Nafisah, he recorded some poems on
the door of the mausoleum saying:

g Adil) 58 * ) )W) g GlES) i e
BESIPY
oo ol o oY) dad sl o 2 Cp O
Uil ilaadl
The throne of facts, land of secrets *
grave of Nafisah, daughter of dhu al-
Anwar
Hasan ibn Zayd ibn al-Hasan * Son
of the Imam ‘Ali, the cousin of the
Prophet Muhammad PBUH
Op A A s aliy 8% oo 5 38 gial ea ) e
el Sy L glaal * gy 31 5 Ly Lgia ) 18
For ‘Abd al-Rahman, who asked for
Allah’'s forgiveness * Built it as a garden
for visitors. Oh: My visitors, that’s why
| dated it * Enter it in Peace and
Secure. [25]
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