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INSCRIPTIONS ON THE COVERS OF ISLAMIC MANUSCRIPTS:
AN INTRODUCTORY STUDY

Inscriptions (ketdba or katiba) on the outer and inner covers
of Persian, Arabic and Turkish manuscripts are an attempt
at adorning the bindings as well creating the air of grandeur
and flaunting the peak of art reached in the embellishments.
Inscriptions for book covers were therefore done scarcely
and exclusively for lavishly decorated covers. It was cer-
tainly aimed at producing covers of higher artistic level. As
a rule, inscriptions appeared of course on the covers of
books with texts, which were either very important or fa-
mous such as the Holy Qur’an, the Séahnama of Firdawsi,
Mathnawt of Rumi, Kulliyyar of Sa‘di or the Diwdn of
Hafiz, which also had the merit of being convenient pre-
sents to the patrons. A manuscript would deserve to receive
elaborate inscriptions on its binding because of its calli-
graphic hand, illuminations and miniatures.

It was both hard and expensive to inscribe texts on
book covers. The binder had to have the text of the inscrip-
tion written by a calligrapher according to the size and the
place available. The calligraphic pieces were then given to
the engraver who carved them on metal plates [1]. These
stamps were obviously produced for the covers of a single
specified manuscript. The procedure was first used for
leather bindings, but from the 11%/17™ century onwards, as
lacquer bindings became widespread, inscriptions on book
covers became easier to produce; in this case, the binders
used to ask calligraphers to write the inscriptions. If the
formers were not also painters and illuminators, they would
order the decorations to a master capable of observing the
harmony, symmetry and other artistic proportion in respect
with other ornaments.

All this explains why the number of inscribed book
covers is limited. If T am not far wrong in my guess, it is
probable that the number of those, which are catalogued,
does not exceed thousand instances. I have myself exam-
ined about 200 inscribed bindings for this study.

Unfortunately, cataloguers did not always specify the
characteristics of the inscribed covers and they did not de-
scribe them all, 1t is therefore vital that cataloguers and cu-
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rators of libraries and collections should gradually develop
separate catalogues of this specific material. I have sug-
gested to the authorities of the librarianship departments of
Iranian universities to urge students to write dissertations
on this subject in the hope that it could a first step towards
appropriate studies and catalogues of the inscribed bindings
preserved in Iranian libraries and collections.

Among the many scholars who have been working on
the history of Islamic bindings since the time of Paul
Adam [2], one can mention the name of E. Gratzl who
wrote a few lines on inscribed book covers {3], dealing with
their general appearance. Later, G.Bosch and his col-
leagues described some inscribed book covers in the Ori-
ental Institute of Chicago University [4] and D. Haldane
published some bindings kept in the Victoria and Albert
Museum [5].

The study of the codicological aspects of these inscrip-
tions, of their place and their compositions are of manifold
cultural importance. A first point is their artistic and deco-
rative aspects, which remind us of the rendering of the same
motifs and compositions on Persian carpets and wares: one
could find interesting parallels with the inscriptions on met-
alwares [6]. These were not the only source of inspiration
for the binders who in most cases took up the compositions,
decorations and inscribed texts used by the illuminators in
the rosettes (Samsa), medallions (turanj), frontispieces
(sarlawh), and two-double-page frontispieces (cahar lawh)
in order to produce a luxurious inscribed book cover.

Creating a binding with inscriptions was regarded as an
ultimate stage of artistic perfection, with no less value than
producing drawings and paintings. This is why in the
gty gt century Saraf al-Din ‘Ali Yazdi, in a piece of verse
written for the cover of a luxurious manuscript of
Firdawsi’'s Sahndma, speaks on behalf of the book cover:

S ey e 3 a8 sda/ Slesph o et i S

Though T am the same as the flourishing fresh spring time /
Do not be contented with me to my designs and decorations.
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He meant that his poems for the cover inscription had lent a
new air to it.

The matters represented in the inscriptions on a binding
were probably based on the arrangement of the first folio(s)
of the manuscript, usually inside Samsas and/or turanjs
which are found on the recto side or on a double frontis-
piece. The contents included the title of the book, the name
of the author or that of the owner, the treasury of a king or
prince, etc. Inscriptions are sometimes so mixed with ara-
besque ornamentation that it is extremely hard to read or
distinguish the script. This complexity does not throw the
script to the eyes of the viewer; in other words, the decorative

-aspect of the inscription overshadows its informative side.

The second point deserving to be examined is that of the

Jgeographical distribution of this kind of binding within the

Islamic world. In which regions book covers with inscrip-
tions were commonly found? What kind of cultural connec-
tion was involved?

The third point, which should be investigated, is the
functional relationship between the cover inscriptions and the
text of the manuscript itself.

e

The material used for inscribed covers is usually either
(1) stamped or tooled leather or (ii) lacquer. As far as we can
judge from the evidence presently available, inscriptions on
leather appear in the early 8"/14"™ century. The dating of
leather bindings of the period relies mostly on external clues
such as the covers themselves and the date of the manu-
script — if we can confidently state that the covers are con-
temporary with the date of the copy. The case of inscribed
lacquer covers is different: many of them bear the date of pro-
duction, an innovation that became fashionable among book-
binders because providing inscriptions for lacquer covers was

- easier. It must however be remembered that the date is often

that of the copy rather than of the covers themselves.

The information of cover inscriptions

Cover inscriptions provide some useful and interesting pieces of information, which will be listed here.

1. Artistic evaluation of the book cover

Inscriptions on outer and / or inner covers were not re-
stricted to decorative aspects. Sometimes the binder ex-
tolled his art. For instance, two ruba‘is (couplets) have been
written for the cover of a copy of Ihtiyar’s Munsé‘at; their
meaning is primarily related with the cover rather than with
the text itself.

G ki Jad bl lea e/ Qi yd Ghiae Cain 3 4S ala ol
G 68 5 50 dre g Ay g/ Caw gea (M | o S K

This cover that is a piece of the Garden of Eden /

It is the magic mirror of Cosmorama for the clear-sighted //
If you open it, it is [cause of] the lustre of the eyes /

[And] if you close it, it is the deposit of pearls and jewels.

lsh oty Cand (5 S 4l 1/ ke s st b g dla )
DR e QS ol L s/ g alle Sl cuia pnasa
This cover is like the visage of the beauties of Taraz [7]/
[and] it is an adorned figure, soothing the eyes of beholders //
Or it is the door of the paradise which is opened from the uni-
verse of grace and blessing to the observer of this book.

Stressing the importance of a binder’s work through the
exaltation of a cover is found on an excellent leather bind-
ing made in Qazvin during the 9"/5" century for a Hamsa
of Amir Husraw Dihlavi from the Vever Collection, now in
the Arthur Sackler Gallery. There are five ruba‘is on vari-
ous parts of its back cover expressing with more vigour
than the former example the importance and beauty of the
covers; three of these can be quoted here:

ol am‘\cﬁmuﬁmdﬁj/m\ odal 7 i 4gle 45 Aa ()
Cad odad 7 9 38 Jo s g3 (B e g/ Gl B s sl s 4 (s ml a
This cover that is the source of grace /
Is the remainder of morning draught in nature //

Each of its deer is like a musk deer /
Each of its birds is like the Bird of Soul.

The deer and birds refer to the actual figures on the
book cover.

bl cpe (o i pea G o L/ ClaliSy 58 4048 (IS als
L.AM‘JAATUAM&MCAAGJJ/WE}?SGAUMJLS\)J%UP
This cover is unique in its beauty /
Tt is a manifest error to compare it with the painting from China //
Tt is exactly befitted to the stature of the beloved of speech just
the same as the comely gold clothes of idols.

59 s sliia JgA gdn (spad [ g0 Cane g g 43R daaS ala )
Sl psa 8 e gala S0/ 08 sy a8 o gl el
This cover which is abundant with many kinds of pleasure /
Is serene, scenic and lit like the sun and moon //
Those who see its fine lines of verses will comment that /
It is a nuptial room with ten thousand houris from paradise.

Another Persian leather binding of the same century in the
Vever collection contains the following distich in two panels:

Kol s o haadl/ Ko ey E L Ca 4S s o)

This manuscript that is a paradise of another kind /
Its handwriting is [like] flowers and herbs of other kinds.

It was common to compare the covers with the paradise
(rizgvan, firdaws) since they included many colourful plants,
birds and animals. Saraf al-Din ‘Alf Yazdi wrote a poem for
a now lost book cover, incorporating the date of its com-
pletion as a chronogram:

Dls (s 938 e a5 8 (g pa €
[He] said as the date of [making] this paradise, O FirdawsT,
peace be upon thee.

FirdawsT saldm is a chronogram the value of which is
841 (= 1437—38). ‘Ali Yazdi has another line for it:
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i R g A O saa ) A4S/ a3 3 (g Ly
Be relieved a moment by my holy breath enjoying peace of mind /
For I am indeed the angel guarding the gate of paradise.

It should be noted that both rizvdn and firdaws mean
paradise, the former being an Arabic word and the latter a
Persian one. Rizvan is also the name of the angel guarding
the gate of Paradise.

2. Exaltation of the book in general

Writing poems suitable for cover inscriptions was re-
garded as a special art. Bookbinders inscribed sometimes
poems which were devoted exclusively to the importance of
texts and manuscripts in general, such as the famous poems
of Jami about books. Here are samples of poems found on
the cover of the Amir Husraw’s Hamsa in the Vever col-
lection, which has already been mentioned:

G (5l sl e joxlat 3/ a5 )l Gl 3 S ) i
SNSEES S-S WU SUN SRSy I PRy ST PIN N
There is no companion in the world better than a book /
There is no sympathetizer in this Sorrow-stricken [abode and]
time but a book //
Every moment in the corner of solitude, it provides [you]
much comfort without any harm.

Sl A b laa f g3 dalya / Cand Gdas Caglal Gl s gy o
ol G Cite Gl ) ea e/ e s pma o 3 e 4 (57T
Speech is truly the youngsters of the garden of niceties /
[And it is indeed] the prologue to the collection of knowledge /
The secret that is deprived from the sanctimonious /

[And] that is revealed from the tongues of mystics is truly the
[very] speech.

Here, suhan (speech) refers to the writing and books.

Cad S U i 5 b/ ol S S S
LIS a0 By s 5/ ol gl Ciia 93 e g ds
The companion of solitude is a book /
The luminosity of the morning of knowledge is a book. //
It is a master, not claiming any wage and obligation /
It solves your difficulties with the help of knowledge [kept in].

As far as we know, Saraf al-Din ‘Alf Yazdi is one of
the poets who wrote verses for the covers of manuscripts
such as the Sahndma of Firdawsi, a composite manuscript
of Diwans of ‘Ismat Buhari and Amir Sahi, Térih-¢ Amir
Taymur (normally his Zafar Nama), the Hamsa of Nizami,
Hamsatayn of Nizdml and Amir Husraw, Mathnawi of
Rimi, Mafarig on Islamic traditions or hadith (apparently
the Masariq al-Anwar al-Nabawiyya min Sihdh al-Ahbar
al-Mostafawiyya by Radi al-Din Sagani, ¢f. Kasf al-zunin),
and finally for many anthologies including the one the
cover of which bears these lines:

il o a a8 g ¢l 68 i 1A aa/ oS s 52l ey i

Jongs (ships) are naturally in the seas (bahr); in this noble sea (bahr) /
You can see many pearl-raising seas with very fine pearls.

Both jong and safina mean ship as well as anthology;
the former word is borrowed from an Indian language and
the latter from Arabic.

3. The title of book

The titles of the books in some cover inscriptions are
either clearly stated or implied. Bookbinders usually pre-
ferred implication to direct statement of the title, because
they considered that allusions gave more interest to the in-

scriptions. Here are some examples for both ways; on all
the bindings mentioned below, the inscription is located on
the fore-edge flap.

A. Clear statement of the title (listed according to the chronological order)

1. A leather cover of the Hamsa of Amir Husraw
Dihlavi, copy dated 867/1462—3 in Bagdidd (Istanbul,
Topkap1 Saray, R. 1021) [8]. The two distiches in nasta ‘lig
are inscribed within two panels tooled and gilt. The title is
in the first line: Panj Ganj-ast Hamsa-ye Husraw.

2. A leather cover of a Kitab al-Tajrid, copied in
874/1469—70 in Egypt or Syria, now in the Chester Beatty
Library, No. 357 [9]. The tooled inscription in hulth is placed
in a panel with a small foliated panel on each side. It reads:
Al-Thani min al-Tajrid lil-Qadurt ‘ald madhhab AbT Hanifa,

3. A leather cover of the Mathnawi of Riimi, copied in
887/1482 for Sultan Husayn Baygqara in Herdt (Istanbul,
Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, 1905)[10]. Its lac-
quered inscription in nashi is found in four panels in an
armlet pattern; it says:

6 a5 Gl U/ 55 D ysany SCuldls
TR EYCRVESTR Y R \PEQES I VP PO BN

If you tread the way of form until the Doomsday /
You will not sense the scent of meaning //

If you want [to have] an eternal soul, read /
the spiritual Mathnawi of RGmi.

4. A loose leather cover of Jam1's Diwdn (Herat,
9"/18™ century?), kept in Bibliothdque nationale de France
Paris, Suppl. Pers. 2050 A [11]. The distich of its inscrip-
tion contains the title of the book and the name of the dedi-
catee, in nasta ‘lig.

g 8l b pnd8 G585/ 03 O e (S 08 oals (03 0 s

Each merit of this Diwdn of Jami was multiplied in
one-hundred-folds, perhaps more than that amount /
For it was accepted by Qasim b. Sultan Jahangir. /

5. A gilt leather cover of the Sarh-i ISarat, now de-
tached from the manuscript, from the late 10"/16" century,
in the Gulbenkian Collection [12]. Its inscription is located
in two panels in an armlet pattern with a distich in
nasta‘lig:
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There are many pearls in eloquence /
The speech falls short in describing Sarh-i Kara.

6. A Tacquer cover of a copy of Jami’s Hamsa, com-
pleted in 951/1544—5 by Mahmiid Dargazini (Vienna, Na-
tional Library, AF 66) [13]. Two distiches in nasta‘lig can
be read in four panels in an armlet pattern. The inscription
has been damaged and its reading is difficult.

a3l ) i a 4p L8/ 5 3 ad age 5 S duaed Oy
LA g/ e dso e ) 2S el
This is the Hamsa by which the ancient epoch has been renewed /
Its fame has spread in all parts of the world //
The vault of heaven covered its binding with the finest leather /
And with taffeta...

B. Implied title

7. A gilt leather cover of Firdawsr’s S‘dhndma, copied
in 931/1524—35 by Muhammad Heravi (Saint-Petersburg,
10S, D 184) which according to Petrosiyan was produced
in Tabriz [14]. The cover inscription in nasta‘lig has two
lines placed in two panels in an armlet pattern:

DB b 058§ s 3w/ O s 6 ke 4al (e

Study this Book of the Kings /
[And] you will tower above the sphere of heaven.

4. The name of the author

It can usually be found in the verses or phrases of cover
inscriptions, as shown in some of the instances mentioned
above, e. g. the name of JamT on the cover of his Diwan,
Amir Husraw on the cover of his Panj Gang, and QadurT on
the cover of his Kitdb al-Tajrid. Two other examples could
be added:

8. A gilt leather cover of Kulliyyat of Sa‘di, copied in
9"/15"™ century (Bibliothéque nationale de France, Paris,

Suppl. Pers. 814) [15]. Two distiches in thulth are inscribed
on the upper and lower panels of the front cover:

G e Cpagd (58 3 84S/ e garn il i A A s 0
Go and be a Sa‘di-like gleaner /
In order to gather the crop of Knowledge.
G died gua ¢ S Cinpal / (A S (e K4S

In order to be interested in the speech of Sa‘di/
In order to have good ears for [Sa‘di-like] advice, benefiting
from it. )

9. A loose leather cover of JamT’'s Diwan preserved in
the  Bibliotheque  nationale de  France, Paris,
Suppl. Pers. 2050 A [16] which has already been referred to
(see No.4). Apart from the verse mentioned above, two
other distiches can be found:

A 358 2 4oL W e e/ i i sla R ) Caud s i

This is the book of Jami full of love songs /
T took it with me to present it to my acute King.

S 3 G S dea (DL 571 eala i 3w s Sa
‘When the poems of JamT are sung in the feast of flowers /
The nightingales all hail with acclaim.

The copyist apparently modified the second line for the
sake of the dedicator or by his order changing Suh (the
witty beloved) into Sah (king) [17]. Saraf al-Din ‘Al Yazdi
has two poems for Diwdns of ‘Ismat Bubari and Amir Sahi
specifying the names of the poets (see above).

5. Allusions and relevance to the text

It was customary to include interesting poems or
phrases expressing the subject matter or stance of the book.
Here are some examples.

10. A loose leather cover of Firdawsi’s Sahndma from
the 11"/17" century (Victoria and Albert Museum,
No. 358—1885) [18]. Two distiches in nasta‘liq are in-
scribed on the fore-edge flap, denoting the relationship
between the cover and FirdawsT’s poem.

S o o g ) ) (S 4S (5 Jap G/ S sl a5 8 (s S (g 45
AL s S e 5 ) 3 e R 9/ G ad (e o SsVG 3
[This is] the currency that Firdawst of Tiis coined in speech /
You can never imagine a Persian speaking to be able to write
such a [magnificent] poetry.
First, the speech fell' down from the throne to the ground /
[but] then Firdawsi elevated it from the earth, establishing it
on the throne.

11. A leather cover of the same work, copied in
932/1525—6 (Saint-Petersburg, IOS, D 184) [19]. The
spine of the flap and back cover has two armlet panels
housing a distich in nasta ‘lig:

DK ot 93 R a3 o/ O sda s bies 4 0 s
Study this Book of the Kings /
[And] you will tower above the sphere of heaven.

On lacquer bindings, the subject matter of a poem is
sometimes related to the miniature painting of the cover
itself. A prominent example is:

12. A binding from 19" century with a depiction on
both covers of the battle between Nadir Sah Affar and
Muhammad Sah of India at Karnal (Victoria and Albert
Museum, No. 1827—1922) [20]. The 10 distiches found on
the front and back covers are the same in both cases, though
the battle scenes are different.
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It was also customary to include the best passages of a
poet’s works on the cover of his Diwan, as is the case with
many manuscripts of the Diwan of Hafiz for instance.

13. A loose gilt leather cover from 9"/15® century of a
Diwan of Hafiz (London, The Keir collection,
No. VIIL 25) [21]. Its inscription in nasta‘lig is a distich
placed in two armlet panels in the fore-edge flap.

3 ) 4l e s e i) B/ A Ayl &3 oK il g (S

Nobody, but Hafiz, has managed to unveil the visage of thought /
Since combing of the end of the meadow-brides’ tresses.

14. A loose leather cover from 11%/17" century, cer-
tainly of a Diwdn of Hafiz (Gulbenkian collection) [22].
There are six distiches in nasta‘lig from a gazal by Hafiz
with these opening lines:

3R o0 RO 5 a3 e 0 328 (o8 U i e s o
My heart does not follow any course [of action] but the course
of moon-faced beauties /

I give him [= my heart] the advice of any sort, but [alas] it is
futile, making no improvement.

I5. A loose lacquer cover of a Diwdn of Hafiz with a
miniature from Isfahan (Victoria and Albert Museum,
No. 1788—1960) [23]. Five distiches in poor nasta ‘lig
from a gazal with the following opening lines are inscribed
in the compartments of the border:

Lo oS 40 0 clen IS 48 & she/ Leala 3y roils 54 ik

O sagt, kindle our cup with the light of wine /
O [dear] minstrel, play [your instrument], for the course of
world is according to what we desired.

An interesting cover inscription in nasta ‘Iig made up of
three couplets contains a few terms related to the transcrip-
tion of manuscripts such as kelk (pen), masq (drill in pen-
manship), davat (inkwell), kagaz (paper), fard (literally:
one or individual, and specifically: a larger fiche) and
sarmasq (model of calligraphy). The inscription is stamped
on a leather cover from the 11"/16™ century in the Vever
collection (Arthur Sackler Gallery):

lilen 4l B / 2 4n 8 SIS S
s e 3288 s/ alieagy Jeo < gady
Sl dead 4y Cilie 315/ 00 8 a3 b Cda
O judge, what will the pen of your power do?
The masq that suits the government of the world,
Having brought the night to the inkwell with lampblack /
The sun of the paper becomes bright with the morning
The seven “Uniques” of the sky pass /
Under your madq by the divine grace.

The first hemistich, unnaturally, begins from the left rather
than from the upper right.

6. Reverence for the book and the manuscript

Qur’anic verses, holy traditions, and the Divine Attrib-
utes were inscribed on Qur’an covers as a way of revering
them. It was the case with the magnificent bindings of
prayer books such as Sahifa-yi Sajiddiyya. Inscriptions on
Qur’an covers are more varied; they include short Qur’anic
verses, especially the dyat al-kursi, but very often the fol-
lowing quotation from the siira of al-Wagi‘a.

(AY /4l gly 5 sdaall V1 alany Y ) 538n IS

In a book that is protected. None but the purified shall touch it
(Qur'an LVI, 77—79).

On many bindings, the last verse is found alone on the
fore-edge flap. Traditions from the Prophet, Imam Ridd or
Imam $Sadiq, the names of the twelve Imams, the prayer to be
recited after reading the Holy Qur’an or supplication formulae
(Ya Sahib al-Zaman, Tawakkaltw ‘ald Allah, Ya Imam
Muhammad Bagir, etc.) are inscribed on the bindings of some
Qur'an manuscripts made in St‘a milien. The covers of a
Qur’an made in 1308 have a portrait of the Prophet, with some
information about his figure; the Throne Verse, the sira
al-Thlds (CXD), the names of the twelve Imams and the prayer

which is to be said when seeing the crescent have also been
mscribed [24]. Further examples can also be mentioned:

16. A loose leather cover with the Throne Verse in-
scribed in fhulth inside 10 armlet panels on its borders,
certainly from a Qur’an manuscript, now in the Islamic
Museum in Berlin (No. I. 839) [25]. It is said to have been
produced in Egypt of Syria during the 8"/14"™ century.

asill all A WAl Y A

7. A loose tooled leather cover from a Qur’an manu-
script made in Egypt or Syria and dated to the
8"/14" century has Qur'an LVI, 79 in thulth on its foredge
flap (Chicago Oriental Institute, No. A 1216) [26].

18. Short sentences were apparently tooled on Qur’an
covers for reverence and as a blessing in Arabia. A Qur’an
binding from o150 century has Hamdan — Praise [belongs to
Allah] — and Allahu hasbi — God is enough for me — tooled
on both covers (Chicago Oriental Institute, No. A 12135) [27].

19. A loose leather cover made in Egypt during the
9'y/15™m century has the Beautiful Names such as
al-Musawwar, al-Gaffar and al-Qahir in Kific letters in the
compatments of its border (Victoria and Albert Museum,
No. 1070B—1869) [28].

7. Prayers for good health and long life

Inscriptions in Arabic similar to those found on earth-
enwares or iron vessels, wishing good health and long life
to the owner, are seldom used for book covers.

20. A leather cover of Rumi’s Mathnawi, copied in
849/1445—6 in Siraz, has an formula of this kind inscribed

in thulth in the upper and lower rectangular panels (Istan-
bul, Turkish and Islamic Arts Museum, 1906) [29].

)A’J‘ JJLJW‘ }B.}L’Lum
Felicity and safety and long life.

p———— g
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8. The name of the owner

. The name of the owner was sometimes inscribed on the
bindings, much like ex-libris on Buropean books. Two
cases can be found: (i) the name is that of the person who
ordered thé manuscript and its binding; (ii) The name is that
of the person for whom the manuscript has been prepared
and bound as a gift: formule such as bi rasm-i hazana-yi...
(for the treasury of...) are usually found in this case. A few
bindings illustrate this:

21. A leather cover of the Thyd’ ‘ulum al-din copied in
8"/14™ century has an inscription in a ta ‘lig-like hand (Lei-

"den University Library, Or. 408b) [30]. It has been in-
scribed by heating the leather and piercing it, not by tool-

ing.
&Mﬁ!chﬂwﬁﬂ;ﬂ\\fm&c

This binding was made for al-Hajj Ibrahim.

22. A lacquer cover of a Qur'an copied in 1293/1876
and bound in 1294/1877, with an inscription in nasta‘lig
(Tehran, Golestan collection, No. 64) [31].

YYay mfa\ﬁ.“f‘)MMG)MQLJLY\@AMLJmu\JABJJA\)ﬂ‘A_Amb

By the [noble] order of his excellency Sayh al-Atibba’ in the
month of Muharram of the year 1294.

23. A lacquer binding sold at Sotheby’s, on 22 April
1980. The inscription reads:

Glia 5 geme Slall aleas GEAN e (AL (B ke s >
IARARSESRIES
Mlustrated and ornamented by the [noble] order of the

Slaves-Refuge, the Emperor’s near-stationed, Saham al-Mulk,
Rajab 1274.

24. A leather cover of Kalila va Dimna, copied in
834/1430—1 in Herat (Istanbul, Topkap1 Saray, H. 362),
with the name of Baysungur Mirza tooled in the center of
the back cover [32].

25. A leather cover of ‘Aftar’s Sirta, eight of his
mathnawis, copied in 841/1437—8 in Herdt (Istanbul,
Topkap Saray, A. 3059) [33]. The inscription in thuith on
the fore-edge flap reads:

Ao ) Al e jales & ald opalt g Al gall Cpma alae W Ualull 43 Ha)

For the treasury of the great sultdn, the Supporter of the relig-
jon and State, Sahruh Bahadur, May Allah eternalize his king-
dom.

26. A leather cover of Nizdmi's Hamsa, copied in
849/1445—6 in Herat (Istanbul, Topkap1 Saray,
H. 781) [34]. A tooled inscription in thulth on the fore-edge

flap reads:
SRR ERIAME RV

For the treasury of sultdn Bayazid.

It is followed by a prayer for Bayazid: tawwala Alldghu ‘um-
rahu (May Allah prolong his lifetime) — in a small panel
on the flap.

27. A leather cover of the Diwdn of Kamal Hujandji,
copied in 856/1452 in Herdt (Istanbul, Topkap1 Saray,
E. H. 1637) [35]. The following words are inscribed on the
fore-edge flap within three armliet panels:

9 ol 5 A 5 ALY e/ ke e bl (S A Al
aillalis 5 aSie el ol i olea/ s audal

For the book treasury of the sulfdn the most high honour of the
sultanate, government and faith, Ab{i al-Qasim Bahadur Han,
may God perpetuate his reign and kingdom.

28. The leather cover of an anthology of Tarji‘dr (Vi-
enna, National Library, N. F. 140), strope poems gathered
for Abl al-Qasim Babur (853—861) [36]. Its small-scale
inscription on the fore-edge flap has been tooled between
two lines of long festoons:

480 ala e sl M&Jl s Anc‘}]\ QU;:LA\ S M\J;J

For the treasury of books of the sultGn most high Abu
al-Qasim Babur Bahadur, may [God] perpetuate his reign.

29. The leather cover of a manuscript copied in
863/1458—9 in Siraz (Istanbul, Turkish and Islamic Arts
Museum, No. 1551) [37], for the treasury of the Qard
Qoyunlu Sultan Pir Budaq Han.

30. A leather cover of a moraqga‘, with a long inscrip-
tion in nasta‘lig on its borders dated 1147/1734—5 and
with another date — 1151/1738—9 — on the back cover
(Saint-Petersburg, 10S, E 14) [38]. The border inscription
bears the name of the owner, Mirza Mahdt; it consists of
eight distiches in armlet panels. Some words are illegible.

D% Gl 3 g3l e s dea/ gl e 5 e Sl

o yad She o sagae e /il g0 3 Cudoea (of 38 iy )

i s g pan p 58/ g deal s Sl dasa (o )
VIFY IS G alSat ) Gabia/ Jae e sle 4 bod 5 2L

The last distich is the chronogram for 1147.

9. The name of the binder

The names of bookbinders hardly ever appear on the
bindings. Their anonymity is similar to that of illuminators
and miniaturists. The scribes usually have their names on the
manuscripts; illuminators’ names are occasionally found,
but those of the bookbinders as well as the painters are rare.

31. As far as I know, the earliest binding with the name
of a binder is that of Qur’an, dated 706/1306—7 (Ancient
Iran Museum) [39]. Mehdi Bahrami believes he could not
find any earlier manuscript with the name of a bookbinder

stamped on it, the binding being almost contemporary with
the copy. The reproduction of the cover gives the name of
the binder as ‘Abd al-Rahman [40]. According to the colo-
phon, the tooled goat-leather cover is from Tabriz.

32. Bosch gives four examples of covers made in South
Arabia, preserved in Chicago Oriental Institute, three from
the 8"/14" century with the signature: ‘Amala Amin (made
by Amin) [4]1] and one from the 9ty/q 5t century with:
‘Amala Rabi* [42].
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33. Sakisian [43] and later Gratzl published a leather
cover, without giving the title of the manuscript, dated
735/1334—5; the binder’s name is Muhammad ‘Al [44].

34. A leather cover dated 863/1458—9 with the name
of Zayn al-‘Abidin b. Muhammad (Istanbul, Turk and Is-
lamic Arts Museum, No. 1591) was published by Aga
Oglu [45] and later by Gratzl [46].

Mentioning bookbinders’ names on the covers became
more frequent after the 11th/17th century, especially on lac-
quer covers. The production date is sometimes stated in the
latter. Some examples of signatures found on these covers
are listed below in chronological order; they are exclusively
from the Golestan collection (formerly Royal Library) but
they are representative of this production.

Table 1
Date Title Bookbinders No.
1109/1697-8 Ustadh Muhammad Bager 1004
1117/1705-6 Ustadh Muhammad Bager : 991
1171/1757-8 . ‘Ali ASraf 989
1209/1794-5 Qur'an Muhammad Hagim 985
1218/1803-4 Mirza Baba 1005
1219/1804-5 Agid Zaman 998
1231/1815-6 Gulistan of Sa’di Ustadh Ahmad 233
1237/1821-2 Mirza Ahmad Nagqa$ Basi 885
1240/1824-5 Mahdi al-HusaynT al-Imami 1054
1241/1825-6 ‘AlT 969
1242/1826-7 Muhammad Zaman 1007
copied in 1251/1835-6 Haj Mir Sayf Allah Ibrahim al-HusaynT al-Isfahani 1436
1258/1842-3 Ustadh Muhammad, Hasan Sirazi 1008
1274/1857-8 Qur’an Lutf ‘Ali Strazi 654
1278/1861-2 design by Ustadh Abi al-Qésim Mudhahhib B&si, executed by 647
Muhammad Taqi Mudhahhib
1279/1862-3 Isma ‘il Naqqa$ Bisi Isfahani 736
1287/1870-1 Design by Ustadh Muhammad $adiq, executed by Isma‘il Nagqas | 641
Basi
1294/1877 Asad Allah Mudhahhib Bagi 1006

The problem is that we cannot decide from the signa-
tures, which part of the bookbinding process each of them
is responsible for. In lacquer works, painters, illuminators
and calligraphers were all equally involved. We do know
that some of the artists, for example Muhammad Zaman
and Isma ‘Tl Isfahdni, were painters. Did they bind the books
too? The names of cover makers are hardly coupled with
bookbinders’ names: the covers of a copy of Nizimi’'s
Hamsa (Tehran, Golestan collection, No. 1937) bear a sig-
nature: ‘Amal-i Mir Halil Sahhaf and two distiches on the
back cover with a date (1258/1842—3):

A o KR g clpao sen /b 008 wala 5 Slat g pud
WG paade aal o/ cuile b 5 adS o K48
O his Majesty, may your kingdom and dignity be augmented /
May the face of your state be effulged //
One who refuses to obey you / May be drowned in his blood forever.

The same is true with the cover of a Qur’an in
Saint-Petersburg (I0S, A 939) with the signature of Fazl
‘Ali on the upper part of its back cover. The catalogue au-
thors suggest that he was either the owner or the cover
maker [47]: it is most probably the name of the latter, for
owners’ names are usually accompanied with honorary ti-
tles. Bindings with the binders’ signatures can be found on
books produced in Transoxiana [48]. Occasionally their
name is part of a short poem such as: Hudddam-i ahl-i
‘ilm-am nam-am Monawar-ast (I am the servant of the
learned [and] my name is Monawar). A single binding may
be the work of two bookbinders: the cover of a manuscript
in the Uppsala University collection (No. 563) bears the
names of ‘Umar H"8ja-yi Sahhaf and Molla Muhammad
Karim.

10. Names of the painters, designers and calligraphers of inscriptions

There is no doubt that many of the names discussed in the preceding section are those of calligraphers and painters.

11. Date of production of the cover

The date of completion of the covers is seldom expressed
on leather bindings. A date can only be attributed tentatively,
according to that of the manuscript; in a few instances, it may
be either expressed in digits, or fully spelt out or as a chrono-
gram. The covers of a copy of FirdawsT’s Sahnama ordered
by Amir Sams al-Din Muhammad Mirak — the son of Amir
Cahmaq Sami, the governor of Yazd — were dated in this
way: the chronograms inscribed on the binding were written
by Saraf al-Din ‘Alf Yazdi, the author of the Zafar Nama and
the grand vizier of Sahrih (Istanbul, Topkapi Saray,

R.1019) [49]. The three distiches giving the dates of
839/1435—6, 840/1436—7 and 841/1437—8 were included
in his collection of poetical works: /

(= 839) ATS 4dl 58 2 S g )10 pgd / i IS iy 0 )

By du béb (two doors) are meant the two covers of the
binding.

(= 840) A+ Some Gl uadh e Ll / dlas adg Jliea S ) jia
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wisb g D G/l a8 Gpa Ga GBS ) aalald ass

~ The use of dated stamps for book covers was wide-
spread in ‘Transoxiana from the 13"/19" century onwards.
Oddly enough, binders were sometimes still using the ear-
lier stamps; so that the dates refer to the time when the tool

was produced rather than to the actual time when the book
was bound. Forged dates are also found on covers: for ex-
ample the date of 1276/1859—60 on a lacquer binding
made by Haji ‘Abd al-Razzdq of Isfahan has been changed
into 876 (London, Victoria and Albert Museum,
No. 1829—1922) [50].

12. The place of production

No place name has been found on leather covers; when
such a piece of information appears in catalogues and bibli-

‘ographies, it relies on conjectures and comparison with the
‘style of the ornamentation, mostly on place where the

manuscript was written. In the case of lacquer covers, the
place of production of the binding is also rarely stated; the
cover of a manuscript made by Aga Mirzd Muhammad
Hasan (London, Victoria and Albert Museum No. [788—
1960) has a versified inscription in a poor hand, with

the name of the binder and the place of production in armlet

panels alternating with small circles:
Saana /13 300 W8/ cliille /08 NS 3/ ledual / aiUalill o
50/ alal / A/ G

It was completed in the capital Isfahan in the workshop of His
Honor Aqa Mirza Muhammad Hasan, the painter.

Technical and graphic aspects

1. The location of the inscriptions

The inscriptions on book covers are located: (i) on the
fore-edge flap, either on its inner face or on the outer one.
The inscriptions were never placed on the spine, for they
would soon have been damaged; (ii) on both back and front
covers, sometimes only on front covers; (iii) on the inner

face of either of the two covers; (iv) on the flap. The in-
scription here was usually the same as that of the front
cover, because it could be read when the flap rested on the
front cover.

2. The panels for inscriptions

(i) Inscriptions were usually located in a compartment
in order to make them discernible. The panels were circular,
rectangular, star-like, armlet-like, etc. Long texts such as
Qur’anic verses, passages of poems especially gazals, were
placed along the edges of the covers. They normally began

from the left upper corner, but sometimes from the left
lower one. Inscriptions were rarely repeated on both covers;
(ii) Samsas (rosettes), turanjs (medallions) and sar turanjs
(pendants) were considered the most appropriate places for
short inscriptions.

3. The calligraphic hands

The writing used for inscriptions was often calli-
graphic, for the bindings were produced for noble and
wealthy patrons; a calligrapher was asked to write the text
to be used for inscriptions. Kift, thulth, nashi and nasta‘lig
have been used; I have even seen the following distich in-
scribed in gubar hand (literally: dust, meaning here: minute
hand) on a cover made by Suratgar for a manuscript in the
Vesal family’s collection:

O a5k 248 Ja e e/ i on I (S 48 58 e i

Seize my hands, for desperation exceeds beyond my endurance /
Seize my head, for I want to give my life upon your steps.

Calligraphic pieces are often found on lacquer bind-
ings; design, calligraphy and painting are evenly matched.

Mistakes, alterations and modifications occur in the
classic poems quoted on the covers. For example, in two
distiches inscribed on two bindings in the Victoria and Albert
Museum, one hemistich is left out and the rhyme in the fourth
hemistich is wrong: Mahv bad instead of dur bad, which
rhymes with, mangsiir bad in the second hemistich [51].

4. A typology of inscribed book covers

Inscriptions on both leather and lacquer bindings are
common, but are seldom found on other types of covers. A
few exceptions can be mentionned here: (i) an embroidered
inscription on a cloth cover of a copy of the Yavagit
al-ansab in the Nawa’1 Museum in TaSkent reads:

2l K Gl ol g/ W) A o guia 30 e

Because it dealt so much with the genealogy of the best of people /
it was named The Rubies of Genealogies.

(i1) A brass inscription on the cover of the Travel Book
of Naser al-Din Sah Qajar which was sent as a gift to the
Austrian emperor, Frangois Joseph (Vienna, National Li-
brary Cod. mixt. 1462). The name of the king was cut from
brass and attached on the velvet cover.
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5. Miscellaneous remarks

(i) Binders mostly paid attention to the decorative and
graphic values of the inscriptions they made on the covers;
(i) inscriptions on leather covers are raised because they
are tooled with stamps; (iii) no name of bookbinder has
been found in colophons so far; (iv) metal and brass plates
for inscriptions are naturally suitable for some covers, not
applicable to others; (v) tools or plates with the name of the
binder have been used in Transoxiana and in areas where
Arabic was spoken, but their use was not restricted to the
original owner of the tool / plate; (vi) on leather covers,

some cases, they were stamped on separate pieces of
leather, then set into the place prepared for them on the
covers; (vii) on lacquer bindings, the scribes used to write
the inscriptions in various colours such as white lead, lazur-
line, chrome green, etc., then the illuminators worked on
the finishing; (viii) classic cover inscriptions were part of a
group of elements aiming at a consistent decorative compo-
sition for the bindings, but nowadays bookbinders like
Muhammad Husayn Islampanah use inscriptions merely for
the decoration of bookcovers.

inscriptions were usually tooled directly on the covers. In
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