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2. Ettinghausen, Arab Painting, p.16.
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THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
MINIATURES OF THE MESOPOTAMIAN
SCHOOL

Dr. Isa Salman al-Hamid
College of Arts Baghdad

As a matter of fact, the miniatures of the Mesopotamian school are
first and foremost text illustrations whose primory purgose was an aid to grea-

ter clarity. In spite of that most of them can be regarded as paintings in
their own right and not as a mere text illustrations.

This school of miniatures painting flourished in the Arab—Mouslim world
during the last quarter of the twelfth century and the first half of the thirteenth
century of the Christian era, which we term the Mesopotamian school. The art
of book illustrations flourished during this era as a result of the comparatively
settled political situation and a great cultural awakening. Many colleges, mos-
ques, and other secular and religious constructions were established. Almost all
of them boasted magnificent collections of books. The caliphs, the sultans, the
kings and princes of the Arab—Muslim world were great patrons of this flou-
rishing intellectual life and they themselves were keen and proud of their own

collections of magnificent manuscripts. A golden opportunity was offered for
calligraphers and painters to exercise their skill.

The cultural awakening in the Arab—Muslim world was also responsible
for the flourishing of an art, which was already arabised, after having assimi-
lated Hellenistic, Sassanian and other pictorial elements which played a dist-
inct role in the establishment of Muslim painting. It seems that the process of

arabisation took place chiefly during the eighth and the ninth centuries of the
Christian era.

It is thanks to the great realism of the painters of the Mesopotamian
school and to some of the indications given by them that we are able to assign:

3

ALY

E
E
&
&

T TR SR

“i’m If' 'Mfim'.n d

I
v

"
i



* ww\ EJ.U \,g,{)\g:'{ NG
D Sl b e f},,m L) i cples Sl @l jalas ) 2sm
aalls o ezl Jodt B Legfdl 520 saeall Lgsle 1) 4 el Sl
c e e L o Blewe 13les o gaalls gl 505 ¢ CUJHJ
Ladly O ol s0) O Je whbeieall ode Lls e slodal) a1 wild
3& O oy u.:.d\ _}}A\:il\‘ ele! sl 3\:}- 4 9l dﬁ ! oﬂ))u.: J gu2n & }:J.A f.)/i
g o e g ¢ dodan Loy Hsvy ciwss o8 Sl BIEU I IR AMM
s Spaeddt JUaY Aol o bre 42i5 giewl ¢ leldl) Jgend s
dedft 2s) — gLV W) des gl — P Lalat foenad) 1D memsr s
ALYl daladl udlll O3 2 o231 (2052 LS (lelse Je koot &‘:‘
3 gedd by ¢ LUK Gl Ly dadl) sVl Toedgll dacil §)
Datandt sslealt cudlont o Wil Gl wlisen e Ll & MR Sles
‘"WJU st dab g sl ais Ot udle sl BRI WS
N> gy s s A Wiea st Lemosens « FOPSRU A ,AT
Lgraé) slodh Jais « etk A Slatis « e O e Jgtas)
% i ozl
e g saill oda B S A oY) B Lol b gt 4o of LW u |
e ‘_,.Uai» g_:)l.u\: s\ 1>.-J>_')\ 58 bee I dos G ol O e Az Ao
i , W tae s « Q\-Lf..,\j\ t\o;}-\ y sledal)

A aaiy B N G O i
L O

NP e v v} Yo L) o0l goe C:u.‘\ JAJ;J-,MUJH S less |
c = . “ita - Lo \ A Y
Cr‘.l\ &A \A;")p: \»J\MC“ w di'.:- ¢ )Ua\ f \.&JAA?;' J\ﬂ.ﬁ‘w} \.@ﬁ:o.a\:" L}‘ V\AA.‘
;‘,gy (.J 1‘}_.__»%}‘\ ng.ua.'\‘ O:‘ &‘ doe sl 3)\»'}:\ G e 4,'?:.49,&\ J\S—
N Ao s geal) ) ppend o5 wash il Jo ¢ L1 55 guae

o b el . =
A - L s .. . s | . F‘ \’- J . \A “'\'& j\ P U\Ai' \
(IS PP 2] W oals “)s’-a.!‘ at A Lz oy H

; s - < ELIWPRF OS]

oy b ooVl Me Jeans i)l B Geal) r“j‘”i S ~
VI e ¢ At (G S My o g o) ﬁhjdnf.daww ;:JQ ?
Qs b ol sases 83 el Ltk O g2l dj @; % ij: a\_\z M ;C:y)\

1y S yenalt RS NP P RS B < )
o el adm )\:w\{ et ¥ 2 B C i,fw\ ST o Wi
C Wl ) ol Gas Lo esiy O Py Jj‘\i ,ud ‘
L it g g8 N Vo a0 B e
L’)' CL‘:‘.*-’S“\ o493 o (J\EJ\ ESIVES I SR ol tu:&‘_w\ O (,J * JA“'\'\ o{?j:;
oo Alesl o = o3 Ll B> oS e als )5 s 898 &35

- \V =

dow b (Pl . f}f‘“ Ly oI ¢ Bolo S dele¥t slad) 5 4o
el @l Sl L) bl ¢ W LY Gl cdoen OLEN 4ok
;J_,U C.«L_‘w j_/a.a.é.” Sy I PRI W\:— sl (,..'j Q_,W\A.?
\.o—r ¢ J—\aaj‘\ dU.) Jﬁ? \@.J \’J") u\f u"d' 4,.,:4,;” g_,\.«J‘ dn U?}H JJ.‘_{ \;\,\
C:)};‘\j ub.YU ‘ J___Jk@d.i .t\y’\; ¢ C)‘}.‘J»“J\ - Je Jde i o C,J_n
_a:;.j,l - " ("w;)}:y\s o i lee s s L ) e >endiy Jluly
‘:«U.} :y»:-c‘\ _4.‘:{.3&} C.'J‘j-)u«y‘_j Jﬂm!‘j u‘)\—&?‘Ji cw&)j C‘j‘)“‘j d»JLRJVI
Aol e OF Laos C;'...,;;H = Ly (,j_j &{fo\ o w( o_p el ki [0S
. “*14,.:.‘? Q'L;;i,r! ‘t«;l;&g.;'.ﬁd.ll{\ QJ\ 45\ J‘}A__Q.T‘ P
lgies! L el 54 Hld el et sl @l poseai O Ja=A

B

Lahws » obea¥) ole goms U 5 diel ps G115 Saeal) 08 Lo
5 % &4 S, J 4

I 4507 i : & : A . e

lgiensl il &) p el Lldd Al e S doegall Ol W Slas) b A8ed

Jﬁ ‘L:—J}U_j ¢ uw);\.,u Z\T)\db‘}"\ 4M<li u..ﬁ d\ja_laﬂ.}ii « J!.l.\*.'l- » g’,‘)\m‘\}in 4‘5 qi;.‘."v a
lowil]l Lo gll Flsllge LGl £ 50 0 VTTV - e AYE L
N QLJ.H »._.ij}é ol ) LS e odyse L}C Q)Jx'\ u_z:’éz.,gi‘:’)/w] g:)\,cvw} o 4>~ :““l‘
L,Cf«b)gcj\ ;:.S’JJU . \:J\su‘u'l \AB}A i« J')J.@:J\)‘ L&ULLS’ d;;f\ S DU A
Lobdt ddtad) 85 galt g las) Jslse (,f ECA PP 6;;'1,'! e e SOl bl
s o 44.:.{\:?4.:»3\ Q}K; Sl o« eV iy Ol O\c :U\.:Q.g:,” Jaj_‘aécﬂ S b
be jumsed d;‘.‘\ 4,:5},\5\ ol cowes! [ASe s ¢ zLiﬂ;.:Lf\ Lo Ly Y
\)’k@%-_ﬁ 5\.:.>- \,&.»\.)J) PSR RPN &\ig}“} ﬁsz-lj A Y LM »Ljh}:” Sl
$ v,w)\.éd\ A 55 B sl a8y o U e sl b

f‘ﬂ( k_A-&A”" JL}‘- R}L ¢ J)},«.Q.IU a-’.)\\-\x..&“ 1A.~J_;~\.U g_)}l.a,»:i d}h’i il

g el Sl LY delisy db 30N Lo Osd ey GLUYY el yte

:k_._._'f-&-_)-” &\.:.*Z\Uw ¢ \.@J' &'\;’_@,‘LMY“ e.}\.’) Er) :Lt,")!\ u;&;} g_,\..J\ 2_5)}'_) Uit

dege oleladl A ztier oo g Ol ol wds o \gade g Aot
o Ol ¥ Jaed Ldsle sse o Yoot Ladheal) O il Boolj le Julai' g
s e o O A 0 W el Uld die OuF Yo o gt e
Lo pe J) cddsts o 3o el Ao 30l s ) s cdad 8 Saldaid)
Sl 5 e am sl O Wl o G il sa sl b mansl
Gle g o g spall dlao) adh ¢ oline [ obalt Lgze Gy
ot Sloaseds Gla) Sl p sl Luoste Mgl oLV jauad o 34V
s Hles etasVl el sl et S ekl WSKe je Ms 4 Gy
N



localities and approximate dates to manuscripts regarding which there is no
direct evidence and to establish the main features which differentiate the manu-
scripts associated wtih Baghdad, Mosul, Damascus, and Cairo. It is this rea-
lism, too, which makes the miniatures of this school such priceless historical
documents, offering in many cases first hand material not available in the rec-

ords of the historians.

It is obvious that the popularity of certain scientific and literary wouss
was the main reason for their being illustrated. The subject-matter of the scien-
tific treatises, which are either direct translations of Greek works or at least
based on them, is generally either medical, e.g., the Material Medica of Dios-
corides, the Book of Antidotes of Galen, the Descripticn of Animals of Ibn
Bahtayshu and Book of Farriery of Ahmad b. al-Hasan, or astronomical, e.g.,
the Book of the Fixed stars of Abdorrahman as-Sufi, or concerns mechanical
devices, e.g., the Automata of al-Jazari. There are also the works of belles-
ietters on which the painters of the Mesopotamian school were called to exercise
their skill. The Kalilah and Dimnah of Baydapa, the Choicest Maxims and
Best Sayings of al-Bubshshir, the Book of Songs of Abi al-Faraj al-Isphahani,
and the Assemblies of al-Hariri, the two latter works are both masterpieces of
pure Arabic literature, are the works which were illustrated by the painters of
he Mesopotamian school.

Technically, the miniatures of the Mesopctamian school are directly out-
lined on the surface of the pages reserved for them, either in black or red ink-:
then the outlined objests were painted in the desired colours. Neither back-
grounds nor frames are popular in these miniatures with the exception of the
Irontispices with which are in most cases painted against a monochrome back-
ground and enclosed in frames. The colours are rich and lively, and play a
prominent role. The delicacy, the brightness, and the boldness of the colours
of the palette of the painters of the Mesopotamian school varied among the
four provincial groups of these miniatures.

A two-dimensional style is one of the distinctive pictorial characteristics
of the ininiatures of the Mesopotamian school. There is but little understanding
ol space. Realism and expressiveness are also among the prominent features of
the miniatures of this school. Though landscape is almost always rendered in
a conventionalized manner, it has a role to play in these miniatures. We can
identify many of the trees shown in these miniatures, Animals and birds in
these miniatures are rendered in a more naturalistic way than the elements of
the landscape. The figures of the human beings, which play the Greatest role.
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embody both features, i.e., the realism and the expressiveness. Though the pro-
portions observed between the representation of the human beings and their
surroundings are not naturalistic as can be seen particularly in the relation bet-
ween human figures and architecture. The painters of this school were so rea-
listic that in the representation of the human figures one can distinguish between
the facial features, clothes, head coverings, and even the complexion of various
people, and the social customs of the area in which such things were popular.
This realism is paralled by the great expressiveness obserable in the representa-
tions of human beings, for some of the painters of the Mesopotamian school
accurately rendered the speaking faces and hands. Though architecture in most
cases rendered in a stylized manner, the type of the constructions and the de-

e o e e Py
it it

corative patterns adorningg them reflect the style of the contemporary constritc-
tions of which few examples have survived.

Calligraphic, geometric and arabsque decorative patterns are popular in
these miniatures. They are used in a manner which sometimes swamps the
beauty and the realism in the miniature. Nevertheless, the decorative patterns
once again reflect one of the real aspects of Islamic art. The prevalence of
decorative patterns in these miniatures can be explained by the fact that the
painters of the school always copied what they had seen before their eyes:
therefore the decorative patterns on architecture, clothes, furniture and the like
are reflections of contemporary things which were in common usage.

It is a fact that the majority of the miniatures of the Mesopotamian
school do not bear the name of the towns in which they were executed; and
indeed the stylistic and iconographic differences between certain groups of these:
miniatures which are connected with definite artistic centres are not very substanital.
Moreover th absence of political and intellectual barriers, and the free movement of
the artisans, helped in establishing an almost unified style. Thus the works of Muslim
painting of the Mesopotamian school are part of an integrated and unified civilization.
In spite of these reasons which confirm in the unity of the style of the minia-
tures of the Mespotamian school, the very few manuscripts which
either bear the name of the town in which they were done or have a
fiterarv indication which helps to connect them with definite cities; and then the
very close comparative study between the miniatures in these manuscripts, makes
it possible to divide the miniatures of the Mesopotamian school at least into
{our groups each of which is to be connected with one country of the Arab—
Muslim world, i.e. Lower Mesopotamia, Upper Mesopotamia, Syria and Egypt.
In fact. the comparative study shows that each of these groups is characterised.
Lv certain stylistic and iconographic features, though the common characteristics.
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of the Mesopotamian school are predominant in all of them. These local dif-
ferences are due in the firsi place to the inherited norms long prevailing in that
area, because of either certain geographical, cultural and social circumstances or
because of the taste of the patron for whom the manuscript was illustrated.

According to the surviving examples, it seems that the miniatures of a what is
called the “Mosul grocp” or “Mosul school”, though not all the volumes originated in
Mosul, are most fundamental and most important.  The strong uniformity of
the style, the ormamental flat compositions, the distinctive iconographic and
stylistic resemblance between the miniatures of this group and the scenes on
metal-works produced in the same area, the shortness of the bodies of the hu-
man beings, and the voluted form in which the garment’s folds are treated are
among the distinctive features of this group of miniatures.  Iconographically,
strict symmetry, full frontality, motionless faces, and the disproportional large
size of the most important person, are the characteristics of the miniatures of
this group. These iconographical features have thier origin in Sassanian art.

One of the striking realistic aspects of the miniatures of “Mosul group”
is that most of the human beings have Turkish facial features and are dressed
in  Turkish fashion. This can only be explained by the fact that
Upper Mesopotamia was under the rule of Turkish dynasties at the
very period of the ekecution of these miniatures. Apart from the short-
«cither with shortcut beards and moustaches or without them. They have fine
short noses, small almond eyes, very elaborate eye-brows, and plaits. Their
dress consists of a comparatively tight garment which is fashioned from the
middle up right over left. It has long tight sleeves adorned in most cases with
armbands. They mostly wear long boots and their head covering is a cap with
2 band of fur round its brim. The halo is used for everybody and sometimes

used even for birds and plants.

It is in connection with the representations of the human beings that the
royal scene in this group of miniatures is characterised by the large size of the
figure of the king, who sits mostly cross-legged on a Turkish seat, wearing a
Turkish dress and heard cover, holding a cup of wine in one hand and hand-
kerchief in the other, and flanked by symmetrically shown companions at either
side.

Landscape has a prominent role in the miniatures of this group, though
it is rendered in a stylized manner. Laurel-trees are popular in these miniatures.
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Anrchitecture has not a great role in these miniatures and is drawn in a
stylized manner. Geometrical and to a certain extent Kufic inscriptions are
the decorative patterns used in these miniatures, though arabesque is used also.
The colours are mostly bright and strong, and there is not much graduation.
The predominant colours are: blue, lapis lazuli, red, black and white.  These
colours together with the way in which the garment’s folds were treated are the
main link between the miniatures of this group and the scenes on metal works
especially on the enamel work. And the stylistic and iconographic features of
this group have an obvious influence on the Mamluk miniatures.

In fact the earliest volumes produced in Baghdad show less developed
siyle than that reached in the miniatures executed in Upper Mesopotamia at
wlmost about the same period, nevertheless , Baghdad was also one of the
greatest centres of book illutsrations and whose productions have its own sty-
bstic and iconographic features which distinguish them from the miniatures of
other groups, and can be gathered together, under what is called “Baghdad
group” or “Baghdad school”

The style of the miniatures of the Baghdad School is described as the
most free and more naturalistic than that of the miniatures of Mosul group.
Great realism and expressiveness are striking characteristics of the human beings
which play the most important role in the miniatures of the Baghdad school.
Likewise, it is already recognized that in those miniatures there are no strong
foreign influences.

Masses of human beings are represented in the miniatures of the Baghdad
school especially in the miniatures painted by al-Wasiti as may be seen in
plate TV,

The representations of the human beings are almost always shown as
having vivid gestures in their faces and hands and their bodies, generally speak-
ing, are slimmer than those in the miniatures are of Mosul school. Their facial
features are mostly Semitic: long hooked noses, large almond eyes, receding
ioreheads, and thick beards. They are dressed in Arabic—Muslim style, that
is to say, long wide garments with long broad sleeves adorned with armbands.
The treatment of the garment’s folds is more naturalistic than that of the gar-
ments found in Mosul school.

One of the most distinctive features of the Baghdad school is the strik-
ing touch of naturalism sees in the representations of the animals,
handscape plays a wide role in these miniatures. The trees are rendered in a
more naturalistic way than those in the Mosul school. Several of them can be
identified such as the orange and pomegranate trees. It is in the miniatures of
this group that one finds real landscape scenes. Architecture, though most of
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the constructions are rendered in a connectionalized manner, also has a promi-

vent role. Many lovely constructions with harmonious brick work and elaborate

decorative patterns are to be found in the miniatures of this group.

The colours of this group characterized by their gaiety, refinement and
delicacy: there are several combinations and graduation of colours, the predo-
minant one being blue, green and light red.  And the style of the Baghdad
school has obvious influence on the miniatures of the early Mongol period. es-
pecially those produced in Mesopotamia and North West Persia.

A third group of the illustrated volumes of the Mesopotamian school
which show certain piculiarities to distinguish them from those produced in
Mesopotamia and Egypt is to be connected with Syria and can be called the
Damascus school. It has been suggested that the miniatures of this group dis-
play a predominantly Byzantine influence, both in style ond formulae.

As a matter of fact, the miniatures of the Damascus school do not show
great variety in the compositional schemes and type of the faces. The main
person, in many of them is to be seen sitting or standing on one side speak-
ing to a group of people on the other side as may be represented in plate
VIIL

Human beings are rendered in realistic manner and the painters of this
groups expressed the psychology of the human nature in many of these minia-
tures. They mostly have fine Syrian faces. They are dressed in Arab—Muslim
tashion. and the treatment of the folds of their garments is more natural thao
that in the miniatures of Baghdad school. The turban is popular though the
halo is seldom found in these miniatures.

The realism and expresiveness are even seen in the pictures of the ani-
mals and birds, though they have no clear touch of naturalism as those in the
miniatures of Baghdad school.

Landscape has but a small role to play. The painters used the trees
to keep the balance of the miniatures. They are rendered in a conventionalized
manner and most of them can no longer be identified. The grassy groundline
in many cases is omitted. The trend towards stylization is felt also in the representa-
ifon of architecture, though realistic types of contemporary constructions obv-
icusly reproduced in these miniatures. A tripartite is popular in them.

The colours of the miniatures of this group are not as strong and bright
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as those of the Mosul school, nor as delicate and refined as those of the Bagh-
dad school.

Thanks to the didactic inscription on the frontispiece of the Topkapi
Saray Materia Medica of Dioscorides of 1229 (626 AH.) we may fairly sup-
pose this volume to have been executed in Cairo for the Ayyubi king of the
moment. This fact helps us to attribute to Cairo an important volume of the
Maqamat of al-Hariri, viz., the Leningrad copy. The stylistic and iconographic
characteristic of the miniatures adorning these two volumes distinguish them
from those of the three previous groups, though one has to emphasise the fact
that the distinctive features of the Mesopotamian school are strikingly seen also
in the miniatures executed in Egypt.

The most striking characteristic trend of the Cairo school is the clear
Hellenistic trend in all the objects.

The human beings in this group of miniatures mostly have Egyptian
cost. They wear Arab-Muslim clothes and many of them also wear mantles. The
turban and the hood are popular head coverings.

The Turkish head dresses not being used. The folds of the garments
are treated in a natural way, which has no exact parallel in the miniatures of
the three previous groups.

Landscape does not play as great a role as it does in the miniatures of

the Baghdad and Mosul schools.

But architecture has an important role in the Cairo school. - It is realis-
tically reproduced and lavishly decorated. There is a touch of naturalism in the
drawing of architecture.

The colours of the miniatrures of the Cairo school are characterised by
their boldness. But they are not as bright as those of the Mosul school, nor
sa gay and delicate as those of the Baghdad school. There are several shades
and combinations, the predominant colours being brown, blue and red.2!

The establishment and the flourising of the Mesopotamian tradition had
its effect on the pictorial art of the Copts and the Syrian Jacobites.

,*}




It made itself felt mainly in the miniatures of some of the religious
books executed at the same date as the work of Mesopotamian school. The
painters of these religious books borrowed some iconographic motifs, the type
of dress, the treatment of the folds of the garments and some ornamental pat-
terns from the productions of the painters of the Mesopotamian school.

- Apart from that, the tradition of this school did not come to an end
when Mesopotamia was conquered by the Mongols. The Mesopotamian tradi-
tion had a distinct role to play in the establishment of the Mongol school in
Irag and Persia, while it played an even greater role in the consti-
tution of Mamluk painting, which may be described as a rather stylized off-
chort of the Mespotamian tradition.

O ADEY (N DY AR N7 5N A R L5 )
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SOME ASPECTS OF THE
BAGHDAD SCHOOL OF
BOOK ILLUSTRATION

by: Nuri Ar-Rawi

The Iraqi School of Book Illustration reached its peak in the 13th
century A.D. There is no doubt, however, that the works of the Iragi artists
who preceded this stage formed the firm base of this magnificent achievement,
the effects of which shone in dazzling colours in the manuscripts of that
century. The most ancient examples extant indicate the maturity in form and
spirit of this famous school and assert its independence of style from the earlier
oriental origins by which it was influenced and from which it derived. These
origins are supposed by scholars to be first Byzantine, and, late, Sasanid-
Manichaean. The illustration, illumination, and gilding of books was a move-
inent which grew in the Abbasid era and accompanied the revolution in learn-
ing in the atmosphere of freedom of thought which the Islamic Civilization
made possible for writers, poets, and philosophers. Then came the translations
and adaptations from the learning and the arts of earlier civilizations, which

provided a source to enrich this movement with fruits unknown, except very
rarely, in earlier works.

Yt §s most probable that the indulgence of Baghdad artist in this art
was an echo of the prosperity of life in those days, and a reflection of the
<fluences of other civilizations which used the book as a medium for express-
ing the immortality of saints and martyrs, until they achieved, by this art,
what enriched their histories with pictures of human beings and angels. But
the Baghdadi artist dealt with subjects not so much akin to religion as to science
1nd literature, which is an interim step between the art of pure ornamentation
onnected with architecture, sculpture, carving, glass-making, weaving, and carpet
making, on the one hand, and the arts which aimed at purely aesthetic ends, on
the other.

The work of the Baghdadi artist at that stage indicates his release from
the chain of arbstract art, which hampered the sculptor, carver and glassmaker.
This work was now attached to the earth on which people actually lived.
[llustrations thus escaped those endless geometrical lines, stylisations from na-
ture, and shapes perpetrated uncreatively. And though they were not devoid .
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of alien features and derivations from various lslamic schools, they developed

and banded out in spirit and content until they became completely Iragi in
vision and concept. '

In this school one can see that the visibe aspects of fife have become
the artist’s active interest, who now devoted to them — like many another orien-
tal artist — an attention of dual dimension: for he registered not only the aspir
rations of his soul, but also all the phenomena of his daily life in an age of
lashing ideas, and in whose amazing laboratory were born various, strange and
wonderful concepts. From this we can sense the extent of the documentary im-
pertance othese drawings, ~ which apart from being explicit illustrations for
literary and scientific books, are important documents in which we can see the
features of the men of that age, the manner of their lives, their clothes, tools,
furniture, habits, conventions, and everything else related to public and private
life.

This school, therefore, is a wide window through which one sees that
old world and senses the throbs of aheart which, though dead, is still immortal.

The Baghdad School of painting withits pe-uliar characteristics unknown
in other Islamic schools, did not depend on the craftsmanship practised by the
Persian School, for instance. It got all its motives from life itself, and for this
reason, had a positive ability of expres sion which made it ware than a mere
of spiritual expression of a world teem-school of painting, it made it a school
ing with eloquert s-enes and events,

In a style resembling in spontaneitvhe rictures drawn by children, the work
of this School displays the fascinating signs of the artist's highest attempt
at creating a form for his times. Livingn a particular moment and yet beyond
it, employing other peocle’s styles andyet creating his own to tackle his perso
nal problems, the artist is struggling to reach a height unprecedented for an ar
tist of that period.

Thus transpired the Iragi image, vivid, beautiful, in delicate line and
-candid colour, an image of the age, with all its joys and miseries.

Literary works have inspired in Baghdadi painter many of his visions
and were the source from which emanated all his pictures and illustrations. In
this respect he is different from the Christian painter to whom religion was the
source of inspiration, and from that cross-roads each of them went his separate
way. The Moslem Abbasid painter, leaving the decorator and carver to adorn
‘buildings with lovely verses from the Holy Koran and decorate them with ela-
‘borate ornamentations, came down to earth to tell the story of people in his
-own community, and found in this new treasure which yielded to his hand,

endless material for recording the stories of Abu-Zaid As-Surouji and Al-
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Harith bin Hammam and others, and putting the utterings of beats in a sym-
bolic tongue. He then accompanied the procession of scientists and drew for
medicine, botany and biology, pictures which denote the skill and talent neces-
sary in dealing with those sciences,

From the moment the Moslem painter succeeded in drawing the human
figure in literary books, he started his mar-h towards a new world already ex-
plered by pagan and Christian, even Persian, painters. But this precedence of
the other artists did not deprive our artist of the possibility of excellence. He
was able to rid himself of their influences and build the foundations of his
own school, melting all those influences in the crucible of a unique individual
creation. Thus emerged the personality of the Baghdadi artist. By comparing
the work of the Baghdad Schoo! with that of other islamic school we arrive
at several meeting points between them. Moslem artists never tried to picture
depth, unlike the Chinese who in painting landscapes covered the horizon with
a thin mist to indicate continuity and infinity. Nor did they employ perspective,
which was developed by European artists during the Renaissance. In their paint-
ings they were only concerned with the “event” and never the “place”, which
they representedina stylised form, so that while attempting to transfer an horj-
zontal surface in the picture to a vertical surface, all things in it appeared
equally distant, as if they were viewed from all angles simultaneously.

This vision which scientists term “a bird’s eye view’ is one of the conven-
tions of the Islamic school. It was not satisfied with merely registering the angle
of vision, but aimed at showing the place in comprehensive manner, as though
seen at the same time from all angles. The style coincides at this point with
the drawings of children and is even related to them by more than one tie.
But we should not consider this an excuse to debase ite value, because it rep-
tesents a preliminary phase of the stages of the art of drawing, bearing in
mind that all the Islamic schools ignored, the rules of perspective and chiar-
oscuro as they neverrestricted themselves to the representation of Nature in the
same way as the European did. We cannot therefore say definitely that they
were incapable of perceiving the rules of perspective, which were known at the
time. If we trace back the origins of the Iragi style, we shall find them in
Persian painting. What had before been an imitation gradually developed into.
a style, crystallised by Baghdadi painters, that was in harmony with the con-
cepts of society at the time.

A bird’s eye view could be a child s eye view - il we were allowéd to
make a comparision between the two views in the light of the modern study
of children's drawings. For the portraits that have reached us  from the said
school show that the persons they depict have been exposed to the mind rather
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than to the eye. As for the other things surrounding them, the ilustrator has
undertaken their registration asif they are an event in the environment of the ov-
erall picture, and not as they are seen in fact. This kind of drawing is disting-
uished by the “transparency” that appears mosly in the details of buildings in
which the special gatherings held can be seen as if through
From a whole house are seen only the gate an horizontal } roof supported
by pillars on either side signifying the walls, represented symbolically, simply

in order to emphasise that the artist is not depicting the house but the gather-
ning taking place in it.

a glass barrier.

We can find many examples of this kind of free “vision” in the arts of the
ancient civilisations. The Assyrian artist, while tryng to represent a river in bas-
relef, never got satisfied with merely showing the waves asa prominent phenom-
eno”, but undertcok to depict, as well: the submerged fish as an imaginative re-
ality interally connected with the waters of that river. And thus acted the Bagh-
dadi artist in some of his imaginative representations of rivers, precisely as chil-
dren do today when dealing with similar themes, for they draw a tree without
foregetiing its roots, since they consider it a total fact, and not a mere visible
thing.

In this comprehensive view the artist tries to register the “visual reality” in
that it is a natural phenomenon of the outer world, so that he may make conc-
rete in the end the conceptual proporti ons which bear the same indication of
that world.

By analysing this “vision” we can understand the basis on which the
artist built his style. He replaces the physical volume which denotes the “third
dimension” by a parallel total realisation of the view.

The wonderful works of Yahya bin Mahmood bin Yahya Al-Wassiti in
his interpretations of “Makamat Al-Hariri”, represent the perfect example of
the Baghdadi School of painting in the thirteenth century. Al-Wassiti took his
themes straight from that book which teems with pen-pictures of people’s lives
in his time. His illustrations, therefore, are considered today to be a most imp-
ortant historical document, depicting the daily lives of the various classes of
people of the Abbasid age. A copy of “Makamat Al-Hariri” with 99 illustra-
tions by Al-Wassiti, dated A.D. 1237, is preserved in the Paris National
Library Critics and researchers have all agreed that this great artist was more
realistic than any other Moslem artist.

There are a number of other illustrated manuscripts worth careful stady,
ol which we mention here the one dealing with veterinary medicine, written in
Baghdad in 1209, by Ali bin Hassan bin Hibat-ul-Lah, and kept at Dar-al-
Kutub Al-Misriya, in Cairo; the Arabic translation of bcok dealing with the
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properties of drugs, completed by Abdullah bin Al-Fadhl in 1223; and “Kakla
Wa Dimnah”, one of the most famous manuscripts, which contains a collection
of Indian legends attributed to the Indian Philosopher Baidaba, and translated
into Arabic by Abdullah bin Al-Muqaffa’a. A magnificent illustrated copy of
this manuscript, dating back to 1230, is kept in the National Library in Paris.
Cther Baghdadi books are “The Uses of Animals”, by Bakhtyeshu; “Mechani-
cal Tricks”, by Aj-Jazrii “The Songs”, by Abu-Faraj Al-Isfahani; “The Ani-
mal”, by Aj-Jahidh; “The Uses of the Animal”, by Ibn-aud-Duraihim; “The

Antidote”; “Invitation of Doctors”, and many others.
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