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O. F. Akimushkin

THE LIBRARY-WORKSHOP (KITABKHANA) OF BAYSUNGHUR-MIRZA
IN HERAT

It is hardly possible in our days to find a scholarly work
dedicated to the history of culture, calligraphy, miniature
painting or manuscript production in general in Iran,
Afghanistan, and Mawarannahr of the fifteenth century, not
mentioning about the remarkable library-workshop founded
in Herat by the famous grandson of Timiir, Ghiyath al-Din
Baysunghur-mirza (21 Dhu’l-hijja 799—7 Jumada 1
837/15 September 1397—20 December 1433) [1].

There is no doubt that the kitabkhana already func-
tioned at the court of Baysunghur-mirza by 823/1420, be-
cause calligrapher Kamal al-Din Ja‘far Tabrizi and minia-
turist Khwaja Ghiyath al-Din Naqqash [2] already worked
there at that time. That, however, was the year when
Baysunghur-mirza brought from Tabriz to Herat several
masters of manuscripts. Among them Diist-Muhammad al-
Katib names Sidi Ahmad Naqqash, Khwaja ‘Ali Musawwir
and wustad Qawam al-Din Mujallid Tabrizi [3], i.e. an il-
luminator, a painter and a book-binder. That was the be-
ginning of the most brilliant period in the history of the li-
brary-workshop assembling within its walls the best mas-
ters of book art, who created unique illuminated manu-
scripts for their patron. The point is that Baysunghur-mirza
created the kitabkhana exclusively for his private use, to
satisfy his personal demands.

Like a magnet the workshop attracted gifted artists
from all over the Middle East. It became a real centre of
book production, making illuminated manuscripts on re-
quest. Moreover, it had soon developed into a centre
of arts and crafts. F. Martin, a Swedish diplomat and one of
the pioneers in the field of medieval Persian manuscript
study, even surnamed the kitabkhana “the Baysunghur
Academy” (1912). This name was accepted and became
popular both in European and in Russian scholarly litera-
ture. Although it sounds attractive and striking, it is not
quite correct.

Dawlatshah Samarqandi calls the workshop kitab-
khana [4]. 1t was a-library of Oriental type along with a
workshop (atelier) where, under the supervision of a man-
agement-director — kitabdar, masterpieces of manuscript
art were specially created for the patron. Ghiyath al-Din
Khwandamir [5], Dist-Muhammad al-Harawi [6] and Abu
Nasr Sam-mirza [7] define it in the same way in their
works — in the kitabkhana they saw only an atelier per-
forming the functions enumerated above. At the same time
a junior contemporary of Baysunghur, historian ‘Abd

al-Razzaq b. Ishaq al-Samarqandi (1413-—1482), who
marked Baysunghur's profound interest in the art of book
and applied arts (combined with really professional atti-
tude), gives no definition to the workshop. He mentions
only that along with “masters of book™ (calligraphers, il-
luminators, miniaturists, book-binders, etc.) there worked
goldsmiths (zargaran), joiners (najjar), masters of inlay
work (khatambandan) and mosaic (kashitarashan), special-
ists in chasing, engraving and other kinds of metalwork
(haddadi) [8]. 1t is only natural that the authors of special
treatises on the art of calligraphy and book art regarded
some of the craftsmen of the kitabkhana as the members of
the elite, especially those whom the tradition had already
made models for imitation, surrounding their names with an
aura of wonderful legends where reality was so closely
mixed with fantasy that often it is just impossible to sepa-
rate them.

The evidence of the sources as to what kind of crafts-
men worked in the kitabkhana is different. ‘Abd al-Razzaq
names several calligraphers: Mawlana Zahir al-Din
al-Harawi, Mawlana Ja‘far Tabrizi, Mawlana Zahir al-Din
Azhar, Mawlana Shihab al-Din ‘Abdallah and Mawlana
Jalal al-Din Shaykh Mahmiid, one illuminator (nagqash)
Sayf al-Din Wahidi, and one miniaturist (ragqgash) Ghiyath
al-Din of whom we spoke above [9].

Dawlatshah names Ja‘far Tabrizi, titling him saramad-i
kuttab (“the leader of calligraphers”), and artist Mawlana
Khalil Musawwir, who was “the second Mani” [10]. At the
same time, according to his words, there were forty masters
working in the kitabkhana.

Dist-Muhammad al-Katib confirms the evidence of
‘Abd al-Razzaq and Dawlatshah, adding to their lists ‘Al
Musawwir (an artist), illuminator Sidi Ahmad and book-
binder Qawam al-Din Tabrizi [11].

In 1587 Turkish writer, historian and biographer ‘Al
Chelebi Efendi in his work Manaqib-i hunarwaran (“Lives
of the Men of Art”) named twenty five persons who
worked in the kitabkhana of Baysunghur. The list is full of
obvious errors. It contains the names of five artists not yet
born at the time when the kitabkhana already functioned.
Besides that, there are names of the men of letters and
nadims from Baysunghur's closest retinue, such as Amir
Ag-Malik Shahi Sabzawari (d. 1453), Muhammad Katibi
Turshizi (d. 1436), Yahya Sibak Nishaburi (d. 1448), and
others [12].
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The evidence mentioned above (but for the list of ‘All
Chelebi Efendi, which we do not take into account as evi-
dently incorrect) allows to suggest that the kitabkhana of
Baysunghur was not just an atelier producing illuminated
books. It looks more like a network of royal workshops
specialising in different arts and crafts (karkhana, buyiutat)
employing a considerable number of highly qualified spe-
cialists. Today, 563 years after the death of its founder, we
are fortunate to be able to gain insight into the life of the
kitabkhana. This opportunity is provided by a unique
document having survived from that time [13]. It is a kind
of official report (something like modern formal account),
‘ardadasht, submitted to Baysunghur by the director of the
workshops (in the text they are called kitabkhdana), most
probably by Kamal al-Din Ja‘far Baysunghuri Tabrizi, ap-
proximately between the end of 1427 and the beginning
of 1431. This document was discovered by Prof. Zeki
Veledi Togan in Jung-i Ya'qubi (its other name is “Fatih
Album”) in the Topkap:t Sarayr Miizesi (Istanbul,
MS H. 2153, fol. 98a). He reported of his find in 1948.
Over a quarter of a century had passed, however, before the
document was published in Turkey [14].

The contents of the document leaves no doubts that the
kitabkhana, by the standards of that time, was a grand en-
terprise. It was organised on a scale worthy of Timir him-
self, the grandfather of its founder and creator. People of
different professions connected with arts, artistic crafts and
architecture worked there. In this respect the information
provided by ‘Abd al-Razzaq is correct. At present we are
concerned mainly with those masters whose professions
were connected with the production of illuminated manu-
scripts, since a detailed analysis of the whole document
goes beyond the frames of this article.

So, the director-manager of the kitabkhana (that person
could only be Ja‘far Baysunghuri, because, as stated
in all sources, it was he who held this office under
Baysunghur-mirza) reports on the work done by all crafts-
men of the kitabkhana (who and how is occupied with what
kind of work) towards the day when the document was
written. He enumerates 25 members of the staff, including
himself and gives a brief account of their work on manu-
scripts. The following masters of “book craft” are men-
tioned:

1. Five calligraphers — Mawlana Shams, Mawlana
Qutb, Mawlana Sa‘d al-Din, Mawlana Muhammad-i
Mutahhar and the author of the “Report” (‘ardadasht).
Since these people are well-known, their names can be
easily identified.

2. Two artists — Amir Khalil and Khwaja Ghiyath al-
Din Naqqash. Their names also present no difficulties.
More problems arise with the identifying of other masters
of the kitabkhana.

3. Thirteen illuminators and decorators of manuscripts
(naggash, mudhahhib, jadwalkash) — Mawlana °‘Ali,
Mawlana Shihab, Mahmud, Khwaja ‘Ata, Hajji, Khatay,
‘Abd al-Salam, ustad Sayf al-Din, Khwaja Mir Hasan, Mir
Shams al-Din b. Khwaja Mir Hasan, Mawlana Shams,
ustad Dawlat-khwaja, Khwaja ‘Atay Jadwalkash.

4. Three book-binders (mujallid) — Mawlana Qawam
al-Din, Hajji Mahmiid and Khwaja Mahmid.

5. Two artists working on patterns (tarrah) — Khwaja
‘Abd al-Rahim and Mir Dawlatyar. These artists were de-

veloping patterns further applied to objects of different
materials (leather, textiles, carpets, faience, tiles, etc.)

Speaking about the books which at that time were “in
work”, the author mentions nine manuscripts and names
those masters working on them: five calligraphers, three
binders, two artists, one decorator of coloured bands fram-
ing the text and five illuminators, all together sixteen per-
sons. These manuscripts are the following:

1. Gulistan by Sa‘di. Artists — Amir Khalil and
Khwaja Ghiyath al-Din, illuminators — Mawlana Shihab
and Khwaja ‘Ata.

2. Shah-nama by Firdawsi. Calligrapher — the author
of the “Report” Ja‘far al-Baysunghuri, illuminator —
Mawlana °‘Ali, decorator of coloured frames — Khwaja
‘Atay, binder — Mawlana Qawam al-Din.

3. Rasa‘il. Calligrapher — Mawlana Shams, artist —
Khwaja Ghiyath al-Din, binder — Hajji Mahmud.

4. Rasa'il-i khatt-i Khwaja. Binder — Khwaja Mah-
mid.

5. Diwan-i Khwdju [-yi Kirmani]. llluminators — Mah-
mild and Mawlana Shams, decorator of frames — Khwaja
‘Atay.

6. Tarikh [-i Jahangusha-yi Juwayni]. Calligrapher —
Mawlana Sa‘d al-Din, illuminator — Khwaja ‘Ata, decora-
tor of frames — Khwaja ‘Atay.

7. Tarikh-i Tabari. Calligrapher — Mawlana Qutb.

8. Shah-nama by Firdawsi. Calligrapher — Mawlana
Muhammad-i Mutahhar.

9. Nuzhat al-arwah [by Mir Fakhr al-Sadat]. Calligra-
pher — the author of the “Report” Ja‘far al-Baysunghuri.

Besides that two accomplished albums of verse (kishti)
are mentioned, on which had worked correspondingly il-
luminators Mawlana Shams and ‘Abd al-Salam, while il-
luminators Hajji and Khatay still worked on two other
similar albums.

As far as it is known, 19 manuscripts from the library
of Baysunghur have survived to the present day. On fol. 1a
they bear shamsa-exlibris: “ba rasm-i khazanat al-kutub (or
kitabkhana) al-Sultan al-a‘zam al-a‘dal al-akram Ghiyath
al-saltanat wa’l-Din Baysunghur Bahadur khan ...”. Of this
number two manuscripts were sent to Baysunghur as a gift,
they have nothing to do with his workshop [15], but the
other seventeen were executed in his atelier. The first list of
the survived manuscripts was made by a well-known Brit-
ish expert in Persian miniatures B. Robinson [16]. It enu-
merates 12 manuscripts (including the two mentioned
above), the other seven were identified by the author of this
article. These manuscripts are the following:

1.Taj al-ma’athir by Sadr al-Din Muhammad al-
Nishabiiri (Library of the Oriental faculty of the St. Peters-
burg University, No. 578), calligrapher — Qutb al-Din b.
Hasan-shah al-Kirmani, 25 Shawwal 829/31 August 1426
(fol. 289b). Fol. 1a — shamsa-exlibris with the name of
Baysunghur-mirza.

2. Tarjuma-yi tartkh-i Tabari by Bal‘ami (St. Peters-
burg, the National Library of Russia, PNS 49), calligra-
pher— Qutb al-Din b. Hasan-shah al-Kirmani, Herat,
20 Jumada II 833/16 March 1430 (fol. 497a). Fol. la —
shamsa-exlibris with the name of Baysunghur-mirza.

3. Shah-nama by Firdawsi (Tehran, Malik Library,
No. 6531), calligrapher — Muhammad [b.] Mutahhar
Nishabari, Herat, Sha‘ban 833/May 1430 (fol. 438b).
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