The Egyptian Art of the Tiraz in Fatimid Times

‘Bernard O*Kane

Known as the “granary” of Rome in Pre-Islamic times,
Egypt’s fertile agrarian base also enabled it to be the
pre-eminent grower of flax in pre-modern times. In the
Mediterranean and beyond, the country was by far the
largest producer of linen, a commodity so vital that it not
merely underpinned the textile industry but was also the
linchpin of the whole economy.! Most surviving Egyp-
tian textiles are made of linen, twenty-two varieties of
which are known from the Geniza documents.? Linen,
unlike silk or cotton, is dye-resistant, making painting
on it difficult. Most inscriptions on linen were therefore
embroidered, usually in silk,® in a simple chain stitch.
The variety of embroidery stitching later expanded,
allowing for more ambitious calligraphic details
than were possible with the simple chain stitch.*

As the abundant survivals from Pre-Islamic Egypt
show, weaving was also a major industry under the
Copts, who continued to be active in the industry in
Islamic times.® But the main institution that concerns
us here, since we will be mainly looking at inscriptions
on textiles, is that of tirax. This refers to the factories,
originally set up under the auspices of the Umayyad
caliphs, to produce textiles for the court, both for the
caliph’s own wear, and particularly for the distribution
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of robes of honour (khil‘a)® as presents to members of
the court and others deemed worthy of such distinc-
tions. These should also be seen in the context of the
importance attached to dress in general in medieval
Islam. “Waste on your back, not on your belly,” that is,
be extravagant with your clothing rather than your food,
is a saying that appears with many variations in Middle
Eastern languages.” Linen was the main fabric used for
these textiles, in which the embroidered inscriptions
were normally made of silk.

As early as the reign of the Abbasid caliph al-Amin
(r. 809-813), Egyptian factories were producing tiraz
for the court, as an extant example shows.® Although
the caliph’s name was always written on the kiswa (the
cloth that provided the covering of the Ka'ba and which
was renewed annually),” the early sources do not make
it clear that textiles produced in the tiraz factories
invariably had inscriptions.’® But by the gth century, as
with the tiraz of al-Amin mentioned above, it is clear
that it was normal for them to have inscriptions that
reflected caliphal prestige and authority to the extent
that unauthorized change of them, as in the coinage and
khutba (the sermon at Friday prayers), would be a signal
of rebellion.™



Tiraz, Egypt, in the name of the imam al-‘Aziz (r. 975-996), plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen and silk,

L 40 cm, W 40 cm, Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, Inv. No. 13015.

The formula is usually consistent, with the basmala
followed by the caliph’s name and a wish for God’s
blessing, the name of the tiraz factory, and the date.
The occasional addition of the name of the caliph’s heir
is another indication of the socio-political importance
of the inscriptions.’> Later, other information could
include the name of the wazir, the person who was the
superintendent of the tiraz factories, and the place of

manufacture. Sometimes it is specified whether the
factory was a private (khassa) or public (‘amma) one.
The distinction between the private and public fac-
tories seems not to have been as critical as was pre-
viously thought. Both produced textiles of a wide
range of materials and of equally fine quality; the most
recent research suggests that while the private factor-
ies were exclusively tied to the court, the public ones,
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in addition to independent commissions, could have
also fulfilled court orders when the private factories
were overstretched.’

It is with the increasing political importance of
tiraz that we find their inscriptions gain in aesthetic
importance. Among the earliest period from which sev-
eral examples are known is that of the Abbasid caliph
al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-861). Varying styles of Kufic can
be seen, including short, thick forward-slanting letters;
short, thin backward-slanting ones; or tall and thin let-
ters with exaggerated curves below the main line.** But
none was as yet of any striking aesthetic value. This had
changed by the early gth century when examples from
Iraq or Iran add serifs to the uprights and extend the
ends of letters into regular crescent shapes below the
lines.’ But a century later these same traits are encoun-
tered (in an Iraqi example) with extraneous letters to
the point of obfuscation,'® or in Egyptian-made exam-
ples (dated from 922-928) with crescent shapes added
merely to create a rhythmic pattern.”’
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Tiraz, Egypt, 10th century, linen, tapestry-woven silk, L 151 cm, W 51 cm, Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, Inv. No. AKM670.

On the eve of the Fatimid conquest, in the reign of
the Abbasid caliph al-Muti', tiraz appeared in which the
elements that became the cornerstone of early Fatimid
design were already apparent: the script now is flori-
ated, with discs decorating the tops of uprights. Many
of these ascenders curve upward in swan-neck fashion.
Two lines of script, one inverted, are employed, and the
band between them is decorated with Coptic-derived
figural imagery, usually within medallions (Museum of
Islamic Art, Cairo, Inv. No. 13015)."? A tiraz belonging
to the Aga Khan Museum from the reign (952—975)
of al-Mu‘izz (Inv. No. AKM670) displays a very sober
foliation but boldly emphasizes the baseline of the
script with a deep red woven silk contrasting with the
yellow used for the upper parts of the letters. How-
ever, the greatest impression one derives from the
numerous examples preserved from the reigns of
the Fatimid caliphs al-‘Aziz (975-996) and al-Hakim
(996-1021) is that of the variety of scripts employed
(Cairo Museum, Inv. No. 9344). These can range from



Tiraz, Damietta, Egypt, in the
name of the imam al-Hakim,
dated 387/997-998, plain weave
with inwoven tapestry weave,
linen and silk, L 37 cm, W 50 c¢m,
Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo,

Inv. No. 9344.

the unembellished,?® to striking new varieties with
unusually tall uprights,* to ones that are geometricized
by shaping letters close to a 45-degree angle (Cairo
Museum, Inv. No. 9445).%2

As with the monumental inscriptions discussed in
Chapter 4 of this book, this raises the question of who
was responsible for the design of the inscriptions. It is
not a case of a divide between the private and public
tiraz factories, since both plain and bold designs are

found in each.?® At least the content of the inscriptions

in the private factories is likely to have been determined
by the chancery. Whether in pre-conquest Fatimid tiraz
made in Ifrigiya or in early examples from Egypt, the
epigraphic protocol was sure to mention a variety of
phrases of Shi‘i significance: the Prophet and his pure
family, the pure imams, the caliph’s pure ancestors and
descendants, and blessings from God on his friend the
imam.** Occasionally, particularly in tirax of al-Hakim
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and later, the father or the son of the ruling imam is

also mentioned.

The practice of distributing robes of honour (khil ‘a)
was perhaps even more assiduously adopted by the Fati-
mids.?* They understood the political potential of tirax
at an early stage, and like the Abbasids, the importance
of displaying it publicly. The traveller Naser-e Khosrow,
for example, mentions the processions at the festival of
opening the canal in Cairo when 10,000 horses accom-
panied the caliph, each with saddlecloths of Byzantine
and bugalamun brocade in which were woven the names
of the ruler.?¢
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Tiraz, Egypt, in the name

of the imam al-‘Aziz

(r. 975-996), plain weave
with inwoven tapestry weave,
linen and silk, L 37 cm,

W 50 cm, Museum of Islamic

Art, Cairo, Inv. No. 9445.

Not just the prestige but also the wealth of the Fati-
mids was bound up with fabrics, for many of these con-
tained gold thread and were preserved in the treasury
along with jewellery and other precious commodities.?’
But in times of civil unrest and economic deprivation,
such as the famine and army mutiny under al-Mustansir
in the 1060s, the treasures were sold or plundered, and
as The Book of Gifts and Rarities informs us, “Every-
thing woven with or fashioned from gold and silver was
burned and its gold melted down.”*®
Some notable exceptions with gold thread now in

the Cleveland Museum of Art have been preserved.



Tiraz, Egypt, in the name of the imam al-Hakim (r. 996-1021), plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen, silk, and gold wire,

L 62.3 cm, W 23.5 cm, Cleveland Museum of Art, John L. Severance Fund, Inv. No. 1950.549.

In one,? from the reign of al-Hakim, the gold thread
is used for the background of the inscription and for
the birds that appear in two ornamental bands. But the
surprise is the poor quality of the inscription with an
irregular baseline and crabbed letter forms. In another
example, also attributed to the reign of al-Hakim, gold
is used for a large band of arabesques.*° Its inscription
is finer but is reduced to a repetition of al-mulk li’llah
(sovereignty is God’s). This heralds the appearance of
pseudo-Kufic inscriptions in tiraz of the middle of the
1th century, forming a simple repeat on either side of
figural medallions.*

From the reign of al-Zahir onward, the letters of the
inscriptions seem to have mattered less to the designers
than pattern-making, either by a revival of the spade-
shaped lower terminals encountered in the Abbasid
period (Cairo Museum, Inv. No. 14546),*> or more
frequently, by thinning the letters and emphasizing

arabesques, often in mirror-image, between the uprights
(Cairo Museum, Inv. No 9751).%

The most complete surviving Fatimid textile is
the Veil of St. Anne from the Treasury of the Cath-
edral of Apt in France. It was probably brought back
as a trophy by Raimbaud de Siminae, the Lord of Apt,
who participated in the First Crusade.** Measuring
310 by 152 centimetres, it would have been an ‘aba’a or
overgarment. Its materials were of the finest, a linen
ground decorated in tapestry weave with gold and silk
thread. Its text states that it was made in the private

. 9 (489 or 490/1096 or 1097)
and gives the names of the caliph al-Musta'li and his

wazir, al-Afdal.
In addition to the identical decorative and inscrip-

tiraz in Damietta in ..

tion bands at either end of the garment, it has a central
band with three roundels. The roundels are decorated
with sphinxes wearing three-pointed crowns addorsed

CHAPTER SIX: THE EGYPTIAN ART OF THE TIRAZ IN FATIMID TIMES 183



Tiraz, Egypt, in the name of the imam al-Zahir (r. 1021-1036), plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen and silk,

L 380 cm, W 60 cm, Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, Inv. No. 14546.

L

Tirax, Egypt, in the name of the imam al-Mustansir (r. 1036-1094), plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen and silk,

L 35 cm, W 12 ¢cm, Museum of Islamic Art, Cairo, Inv. No. 9751.
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Veil of St. Anne and Detail, Damietta, Egypt, in the name of the imam al-Musta'li,

silk, and gold wire, L 310 cm, W 150 cm, Cathedral of St. Anne, Apt, France.

between a tree of life motif. The plainly rendered text
around them contains the names and title of the imam
and wazir. What is also new in this instance is the extra
weight given to the wazir’s titles, paralleling earlier
monumental inscriptions noted in Chapter 4 of this
book, a clear indication of the power shift at the time
from imam to wazir. This is even more marked in the
Shroud of Cadouin, another large Fatimid tiraz from
the same patrons in an exceptional state of preservation
thanks to its use in a reliquary in the Abbey of Cadouin
in Périgord, France.*® Here, al-Afdal’s titles are given
more space even than those of the imam.

CHAPTER SIX: THE

datable to 489 or 490/1096 or 1097, plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen,
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A radical change occurs in tiraz of the 12th century.
Historical inscriptions become rarer (the repeated
phrase nasr min Allah being the most common), and
the change in script is equally profound (Cleveland
Museum of Art, Inv. No. 1982.291). It is frequently in
naskh, although some examples have been referred to
as debased naskh, in that they display a hybrid form of
Kufic and naskh.?® This decline in calligraphic quality
has been attributed to the concomitant decline in the
dynasty’s fortunes, especially following the assassina-
tion of the imam al-Amir in 1130.* The piece (AKM675)
in the Aga Khan Museum exhibition from this period
at first looks like an exception, with the phrase nasr min
Allah forming an elegant repeat pattern. However, this
is achieved only by distorting the usual proportion of
the letters of nasr. As with most other tiraz from this
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Tiraz, Egypt, 12th century, plain weave with inwoven tapestry weave, linen, silk, and gold wire, L 63.2 cm, W 27 cm,
Cleveland Museum of Art, J.H. Wade Fund, Inv. No. 1982.291.

period, it is accompanied by decorative bands adjacent
to the inscriptions.*® This could be attributed to a var-
iety of factors: the realization by official patrons that
many recipients of khil ‘a, or more likely purchasers of
tiraz, would be unable to read the script and be more
impressed by the wealth of decoration, or an increase in
the output of public factories whose main clients priv-
ileged decoration over inscriptions.

One final matter should be mentioned: the use of
tirax as burial shrouds. The Geniza documents tell us
that even the poor set aside money for multiple layers of
shrouds.?” The increased value of clothing actually worn
by the imam is known from some telling anecdotes,
one where a landholder specified that he wanted not
just a tirax but one that the caliph had actually worn,*®
and another where Jawdhar, the private secretary of



al-Mu'‘izz, asked for a garment of the imam to use as a
shroud because of its inherent baraka (blessings).*!

Tiraz thus had a multiplicity of functions beyond
mere clothing, relaying the imam’s authority by their
luxurious decoration and particularly by their proc-
lamation in script of the imam’s legitimacy. They also
functioned as the equivalent of bullion in the state
treasury, as a symbol of the wearer’s rank and status,
as a sign of largesse from the giver, and ultimately in
many cases, as a baraka-imbued shroud. Messages of
adornment and power were conveyed by their inscrip-
tions and surrounding decoration in a variety of styles
whose changes mirrored those of the Fatimid state that
sponsored them.

Tiraz, Egypt, 1ith-12th centuries, linen, embroidered, L 40.2 cm, W 11.2 ¢m, Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, Inv. No. AKM675.
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