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Val. V. Polosin

‘UNWAN ILLUMINATIONS IN ARABIC MANUSCRIPTS (PART 1)

Unlike miniatures, which are for well-known reasons un-
usual in Arabic manuscripts [1], artistic ‘unwdns are among
those adornments which became an organic part of the Ara-
bic manuscript book. Despite this, however, the number of
Arabic manuscripts adorned with ‘unwans is likely not very
large. While we lack any broader statistics, we present the
results for the collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the
Institute of Oriental Studies: among 10,822 descriptions of
manuscripts in the published catalogue [2] there are fewer
than 200 copies with artistic ‘unwans; no more than 1.8%
of the entire collection.

Despite these modest indicators, the amount of study
accorded artistic ‘unwans does not at present correspond to
their significance in the Arabic manuscript tradition. The
only specialized study remains Cl. Huart's entry in the
“Encyclopaedia of Islam” [3], which contains but a few
lines and is entirely outdated. It is likely thanks to the pres-
tige of the Encyclopedia of Islam that the term “ ‘unwan”,
used by Huart to designate this particular phenomenon, has
been adopted in the literature {4], despite the inconven-
iences it causes [5]. In recent decades, however, many au-
thors have taken to avoiding it, replacing it — with some
justification — with the term “headpiece” (Russian
zastavka, German Kopfstiick) [6].

In general, in works on manuscripts or the art of
the manuscript book, artistic unwans are mentioned
rather frequently, but these mentions are, unfortunately,
usually in passing, and fail to add anything essential or
new to this rather interesting topic. The only exceptions
I know of are the descriptions of the artistic ‘wnwan
given by A.B.Khalidov (7], L.V.Dmitrieva [8], and
O. F. Akimushkin and A. A.Ivanov [9]. They are appar-
ently the first attempts to describe the ‘unwan as a type of
manuscript book decoration typical of Muslim art; they
merit interest not only because they are constructive, but
because they are, paradoxically, mutually non-coincident
and non-contradictory [10].

As concerns the illustrative material on artistic
‘unwans, it has remained exceptionally thin and infrequent.
Moreover, it is spread over many editions. The description
of Arab manuscripts is still dominated by a tendency to-
ward palaeographic appendices, and catalogues, which are
the main sources of information for manuscript scholars,
traditionally present illustrative material in keeping with

this idée fixe. We provide two examples over a broad
~hranalaciceal enectriim: the catalnoiie af W Ahlwarde 71171

and the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental
Studies [12], the appendices of which contain, respectively,
63 and 96 photo reproductions, do not give a single artistic
‘unwdn. The codicological orientation among archaeogra-
phers is only beginning to take root, and in G. Schoeler's
1990 catalogue, for example, 7 of 129 photographs repro-
duce ‘wunwans [13]. A notable number of ‘unwans have
been published by D. Duda [14], but the explanation there
is somewhat different (she has described only illuminated
manuscripts). The ‘unwans published outside of catalogues
have been few and far between.

The reproduction source material for the study of
‘unwans 1is still in a state of infancy. While this process
continues, and with much of the accumulated material still
unstudied, we must apparently deal with the difficult task of
treating verbal descriptions of ‘unwdns in catalogues and in
the scholarly literature. The timely creation of a technical
language for this, currently lacking, would lessen authors'
dependence on the troublesome and costly inclusion of
photo reproductions. This is one of the tasks that the
present article aims to perform.

A careful study of reproductions and unpublished origi-
nals from the manuscript collection of the St.Petersburg
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies has shown that
the external decorative diversity of artistic ‘wnwans conceals
a comparatively simple composition common to all or most
‘unwans in Arab, Persian, and Turkic manuscripts.

It is this compositional structure, which displays some
variation, that could provide the basis for classifying ‘unwans
and for a formal verbal description in catalogues and sec-
ondary literature. All of the necessary terminology we cur-
rently lack could be developed in the course of studying
and describing concrete examples, for we will need such
terms as soon as ‘unwdadns become the object of the greater
attention they warrant.

The generalized image of an ‘unwdn resembles a verti-
cal cross-section of a well. This comparison ~— only one, of
course, of several analogies that come to mind — allows us
to develop the necessary terminology for our descriptions.
The outline (O), or contour, of the well is a key element in
the composition of an artistic ‘unwdn and the main criterion
for the formal classification of ‘unwdns. As numerous ex-
amples suggest, one can identify three more elements in the
well: its cup (C), an indispensable element in ‘unwdn com-

position, and its base (B) and foot (F), which are common,
hitt anfional (either taocethor ar individiiallyy The nnitline
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(O) holds together the elements employed by the artist (C,
B, F) and forms a figure that is the compositional structure
of the ‘unwan.

In the second and third varieties (figs. 2 and 3), the out-
line (O) gradually expands (in comparison with the first
variety) to include the perimeter of B and F.

Now that they have been described, these three compo-
sitional clements are easy to identify in the majority of
‘unwan illuminations [18]. But without this preparatory
step, it would likely be difficult to see their presence and
repetition. This is hindered to some degree by the elaborate
adornments that cover the entire ‘unwan with their distract-
ing abundance of colour and variety. The decorations,
which usually entwine the outline (O), are, however,
a separate component, which camouflages the standard fig-
ure. They require special analysis and will receive minimal
treatment here.

On the whole, the ornamental-decorative component in
‘unwans forms a structured adornment in accordance with
the basic compositional elements identified here. In other
words, each of the three elements receives its share of or-
namentation; together they make up either an ornamental
ensemble or an composite ornamental composition. Thus,
in the cup (C) of the well, which is sometimes left “empty,”
one usually finds a domical decorative composition or
a “domical triptych” decorative figure with many variants
(figs. 4, 6). Such figures often receive additional adornment
in the form of stem-like vertical lines equidistant from each
other and rising upward from the surface of the domes
(figs. 5, 7) [19]. Such decorative stems can be the basic (or
even the only) adornment in the hollow of the cup, rising
directly from its bottom.

The base of the well (B) and the foot (F) are horizontal
extended rectangles decorated — especially the base —
with straight lines that form a series of concentric borders
of various colours. They are usually imaginatively filled
in with ornamental arabesques. The decorative fabric of

any of the three elements examined here (C, B, F) may con-
tain a cartouche with text (the name of the work or the
basmala).

This is the principal means of structuring any ‘unwan.
Its simplicity — even a certain primitiveness, if one ignores
the decorative-ornamental camouflage — suggests that this
was, in a fashion, a set pattern that likely did not evolve. As
concerns its evolution, it is difficult to judge it because of
the paucity of dated material. But the examples known to
me are dated across a wide spectrum ranging from the
mid-fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries; they display
no changes in the basic structural pattern described above
(I note that T omit here a discussion of the decorative--
ornamental elements).

Moreover, an examination of ‘unwdans in actual manu-
scripts casts unexpected light on the likely reason for this
structural conservatism. “Live” manuscripts helped us to
reveal the irreproducible physical evidence of limitations
with which the copyist (or manuscript itself) may have im-
posed on the artist, spurring him to use standard rules or
means to structure ‘unwans. The special technique of lining
paper for text that was used by the copyists of Arab (and, in
general Muslim) manuscripts seems to be such a limitation.

This technique involved the use of a stencil (mistara)
for lining. It had a raised rectangular border that set the
format and dimensions of the text to come. The area within
the border was divided into lines, also upraised, for the de-
sired number of text lines [20]. The stencil was placed be-
neath the paper, the latter was smoothed out by hand, and
an embossed, colourless print resulted. This provided iden-
tical lining for the text throughout the manuscript [21].

As it turns out, the structure of the ‘unwan illumination
above the text was closely connected with this stenciled lin-
ing of the paper. Perhaps this connection can clarify the ori-
gins of ‘unwan illuminations in Arab manuscripts. We base
this supposition on the existence of a special category of
manuscripts that is known, but practically unstudied —

C

C

B

B

Fig. 1 The well as such together
with the cup (C). The out-
line here coincides with the
perimeter of the well [15].
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Fig. 2 The cup of the well and its base

(C+B) (see figs. 4—6) [16].

Fig. 3 Cup, base and foot (C+B+F)
(see fig. 7) [17].
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manuscripts exclusively for scholars that observe certain
rules for the written transmission of knowledge. A charac-
teristic of such manuscripts was the enumeration of people
who transmitted the text of the work from the author to the
copyist of the manuscript. The copyist did not always know
in advance what chain of names would emerge; the results
usually came to light in the course of a collaboration with
the transmitter. But the text itself was frequently prepared in
advance, and space was left for the chain of transmitters be-
fore the text. Plans to “join” one's prepared text to one of the
recognized transmitters did not always work out, producing a
somewhat disorderly manuscript: the blank ruled lines stood
out, making the manuscript book a less attractive commodity.
At some point someone thought to remove this defect by
adding a picture, a practice that eventually caught on, finally
becoming a conscious device in manuscript decoration. I
shall examine this issue in greater detail elsewhere.

At a certain point, the creation of the ‘unwan illumina-
tion was apparently conceived by the copyist himself. In ac-
cordance with his conception, he (either upon agreement with
the illuminator, or at his own risk) left several ruled lines
blank, an operation identical to imposition book-
printing [22].

The set width of the embossed ruling (mistara) and the
depth of the imposition (from 1 to 17 lines in the examples
I reviewed) likely predetermined the simplicity of the well-
like figure chosen for ‘unwan illuminations. Examples of
unfinished ‘unwdns in manuscripts ground this natural as-
sumption. The same reasons — the depth of the imposition
and the embossed horizontals of mistara — must have pre-
determined the simple means of filling that space: horizon-
tally extended rectangles (one or two, depending on the
depth of the imposition). They followed (sometimes en-
tirely, sometimes partially) the embossed lines of the ruling,
forming the figures of the ‘wunwdn: B (base) and F (foot).

Everything else in the ‘urnwdn sprang from the individual
artist's imagination, which may have reflected local artistic
schools and the tastes of the era [23].

Of course, the embossed traces of the mistara that
formed the outline are no longer visible amid the complex,
intertwined lines and paints. But their place and actual role in
the structure of each ‘unwan can be revealed with the aid of
various measurements based on the distance between lines in
the manuscript {24]. This method allows us to find among the
numerous lines of the illumination the main lines that form
the ‘unwan figure. Each manuscript has its own colour and
line scheme, both of which can be described verbally.

The presence of line schemes in ‘unwdn illuminations
makes them part of a group of manuscript illuminations that
we have recently proposed for studying quantitatively.

As always, the measurements used for such study are
useful for the subsequent numerical description of various
elements in the ‘unwdan. It is only with the help of these
measurements that we can establish in ‘wawan illumina-
tions geometric harmonization zones. The discovery of
these zones (we plan to publish several articles on them in
this series) points to the existence of numeric plots based on
an already known group of proportions [25]. They can now
be studied. Measurements are useful for yet another reason
(returning to a theme I have touched on in my earlier
work [26]): the stem-like decorations that we noted above as
frequent additions to domical decorative compositions in the
cup of the well (C) are possibly more than just decorative.

At least in several manuscripts they provide measure-
ments of width that correlate with historical Arab units of
length (cubits). The possibility of identifying cubit units as
a new element for the localization of a manuscript (or, at
least, an ‘unwan illumination) seems quite likely. For where
in human affairs one finds set (and especially canonical)
proportions, concrete metrological evidence is inevitable.
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Fig. 1. See p. 13 of the present article.

Fig. 2. See p. 13 of the present article.

Fig. 3. See p. 13 of the present article.

Fig. 4. Qur’an, sira 6, manuscript A 133 in the collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies,
16th century, fols. 1b—2a.
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