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PRESENTING THE COLLECTIONS 

E. A. Rezvan 

ORIENTAL MANUSCRIPTS OF KARL FABERGE. 
IV: POETRY AND MINIATURES (PART 2) 

Western scholars arc often surprised to learn from their 
Russian colleagues that for Russia Islam is not external and 
exotic. but rather domestic and familiar. linked by thou
sands of ties with Russian history and life. Numerous ex
amples exist. One of them is the study in the former USSR 
of the legacy of the Muslim Middle ages' greatest poets. 
Throughout the Soviet period. a firm priority existed to 
study those whose birth and biography tied them to the 
lands that were part of the USSR. This tendency developed 
along various lines. Poems by a number of outstanding po
ets of the Muslim East were translated and published. broad 
efforts were made to popularise their works. and they 
became part of the general cultural heritage of the USSR 
and its peoples. Where I live. many still remember the com
memorative gatherings for the 800-ycar anniversary of 
Ni?aml and the 500-year anniversary of Nawa"I organized 
in cold. hungry. besieged Leningrad in the Hermitage al 
the initiative of its director. Academician I. A. Orbeli. It 
was a truly heroic feat. One of the participants wrote many 
years later: '"Our front honoured N i?aml just as N i?aml 
honoured heroes .. [I]. Though the city was barely alive. re
search and translation continued in the face of all odds. 
.. The Blockade Diary .. by the marvellous Russian Iran 
scholar A. N. Boldyrev contains the following entry for 
January 9. 1942: .. , received in the Hermitage yesterday 
I 00 g of fir vitamin and 654 rub[lcsJ by agreement. more 
than enough for Nawa'I and Ni(amf" [2]. 

On the other hand, the .. Tajik Firdawsl and J\zerbaijani 
Ni?aml .. soon became cult figures in the emergent Soviet 
culture of the USSR's Muslim republics, conceived as 
.. national in form and socialist in content ... Attempts to 
study the works of these poets in the context of Iranian or, 
more broadly. Islamic culture were harshly suppressed. 
They were seen as a slight against the peoples of Soviet 
Central Asia. 

A tragic episode in this talc took place in 1949 in 
Leningrad. In the course of the "'struggle with cosmopol
itanism ... the outstanding Russian Arabist, Academician 
I. lu. Krachkovsky. fell victim to harsh criticism [3]. At 
an open session of the Academic Council of the USSR 
Academy of Sciences Institute of Oriental Studies, a man 
specially dispatched from Moscow spoke, accusing 
Krachkovsky of "'cosmopolitanism. comparativism, pan-
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Islamism, pan-Arabism, and pandering to bourgeois schol
arship ... The ensuing discussion, however, did not follow 
the lines envisioned by Moscow. Students, who had arrived 
at the session despite a concurrently scheduled meeting of 
the Communist Youth group, chanted, "Shame! Shame!" 
Among these protesting students was Oleg Bolshakov, to
day a celebrated historian and Arabist, author of the muiti
volume "History of the Caliphate". A string of intelligent 
and daring addresses allowed Leningrad's scholars to prove 
their point. Many remember the sarcastic question 
Prof. A. N. Boldyrev asked the guest from Moscow: "And 
if a socialist revolution takes place in Iran tomorrow, how 
will you look the Iranian people in the eye after you took 
such a poet (Firdawsl - E. R.) away from them9" [4]. 

The young people present at the session gained 
a .. stunning lesson in civic courage and scholarly integ
rity .. [5]. One of them, the student Turkologist Aleksei 
Sidorov (the nephew of Academician N. N. Semenov, lau
reate of the Nobel Prize, physicist and chemist who worked 
on the Soviet nuclear project), was the editor of the student 
scholarly society's wall newspaper. On the day after the 
meeting of the Academic Council, he released an issue of 
the newspaper with a complete and accurate account of 
what had happened. The newspaper hung on the wall for no 
more than an hour. Several days later. he was arrested, de
spite the selfless aid of several female fellow students who 
tried to warn him and shelter him. The student Sinologist 
Boris Parizhsky also tried in vain to help him (he had gone 
through the war as a paratrooper and had connections in the 
Ministry of State Security, or KGB). 

Arrested with Aleksei Sidorov were N. A. Dulina, 
a female student who was in love with him, and the student 
and war veteran Anton Serov. They were charged with anti
Soviet agitation and received long sentences in concentra
tion camps. The longest sentence was handed out to Aleksei 
Sidorov, who had fled during a search, knocking down an 
agent of state security. In the camps, he cut off one of his 
own fingers as a protest and was transferred to prison, 
where he was held in the same cell as Ukrainian nationalists 
who constantly tormented him. After Stalin's death, all 
three were released, but Aleksei, worn down by his travails, 
soon committed suicide. I. Iu. Reshetnikova (Gradova), 
who had gone to warn Aleksei about his possible arrest 
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(after donning a hat with a veil, tying up her braids, 
and putting on lipstick "to change her appearance"), and 
Aleksei's friend Anas Khalidov, later to become a well
known Arabist and one of the members of Manuscripta 
Orientalia's Editorial Board, miraculously escaped ar
rest [ 6]. Expecting that they would arrested. they posed for 
a group photograph. 

The great Ni?aml was and is a cultural symbol of 
Azerbaijan. In the Soviet period, official events took place 
to commemorate his life and work, postage stamps ap
peared, and huge editions of his poems were published in 
Russian translation [7] and in the original (in Cyrillic 
script). On the eve of the USS R's disintegration, on 16 Oc
tober 1991, a memorial one-ruble coin was released "in 
connection with the 850th anniversary of his birth": 
''Averse side: In the upper part the symbol of the Union of 
Soviet Socialist Republics. beneath it the inscription 
'USSR', and on two lines 'One Ruble'; reverse side: depic
tion ofNi?aml Ganjawl in the centre". 

The tradition continued even after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union. On 9 June of this year, the President of Rus
sia and President of Azerbaijan were present at the official 
opening of a monument to "Ilyas Yiisut:oghlii Ni?aml". 
The event was the Russian response to the unveiling of 
a monument to Pushkin in Baku in October. 200 I. 

Countless articles. dissertations and monographs ap
peared in the USSR on Ni?aml. We note here only a few 
works. First among them is the basic study by 
E. E. Berthels on the poet's writings [8]. a marvellous book 
by L. N. Dodkhudoeva that analyses and catalogues minia
tures to Ni?aml's poems (338 plots of 3, 360 miniatures 
from 245 manuscripts from Russian and foreign collec
tions) [9]. As an example of the works published in Soviet 
Central Asia one can cite the trilingual album of miniatures 
to Ni?aml's poems collected by Prof. Khamid Suleimanov 
and published by F. Suleimanova [IO] (some 300 minia
tures from 26 manuscripts). 

Jamal al-Din Abii Mul)ammad llyas b. Yiisuf b. 
Mu'ayyad, poetic pen-name (takhallu.y) Ni?aml, was born 
somewhere between 1138-1147 [ 11] in the city of Ganja 
(known under the Soviets as Kirovabad, and earlier as 
Elizavetpol), where he lived his entire life with little out
ward excitement. In fact. we know little of Ni?iiml 
Ganjawl's life. Unlike many of his contemporaries. Ni?aml 
did not become a court poet, although he often wrote "to 
order". He retained an astonishing level of personal free
dom. His creative legacy consists of lyrical verse (ghawls) 
from the unfinished Diwan and poems gathered together af
ter his death into a collection, the Khamsa ("Pentateuch") 
or Pani Gan) ("Five Treasures"). Ni?aml was known not 
only as an outstanding poet, but as a remarkable scholar 
(~akfm) accomplished in philosophy, astronomy. 
mathematics. history and medicine. 

The first of the poems in the Khamsa - Makh=an 
al-asriir ('Treasure Trove of Mysteries") - was created 
between 1173-1175. This is an Eastern version of a 
"speculum" written under the influence of SanaTs 
(d. 1131) fjadfqat al-~wqfqa. It has a mystical subtext. The 
poems expounds on Ni?aml's poetic and philosophical 
views. It tells of the wisdom and vice common to people of 
this world, of sin and repentance, of noble courage and the 
vicissitudes of fate. 

Khu.1-ra11· wa Shfrfn, a poem about love written between 
1180 and 1181, commemorated the poet's wife, Afaq, 

a Kypchak slave given to him by the ruler of Derbent. 
The poem. according to the great Russian scholar 
E. Berthcls, is "one of the great masterpieces of world 
literature. For the first time in the poetry of the Near East, 
the personality of a human being has been shown with all 
its richness. with all its contradictions and ups and 
downs'' [ 12]. 

No less famous is another of Ni?iiml's love poems. 
Lay/f 11·a Majniin, written in 1188, grudgingly and to order. 
In the opinion of Berthels, the legend of Layla and Majniin 
owes its great popularity to Ni?iiml. Moreover. if one com
pares the region of its fame (from the borders of China to 
the Atlantic ocean) with the similar "tragic tale" of Romeo 
and Juliet, one finds that the tale of Arab lovers was far 
more widely known [13]. One should note that. for Ni?aml, 
Qays was not merely a man gone mad from love (mainiin). 
but a brilliant poet as well. This image "had a great influ
ence on virtually all of the glui=al literature that followed. 
which developed in the main motifs already tested by 
Ni?aml in his poem" [14]. 

In 1196, Ni~amT created his fourth poem. Hafi pm·kar 
("Seven Beauties") [ 15]. the most complex of his works. Its 
hero is the Sasanian Shah Bahram Giir. or Yarahran V 
(r. 431--438). In accordance with the dominant literary 
tradition. it presented the image of a knight who dedicated 
his life to hunting. martial exploits and amorous adventures. 

It is felt that the colours of the seven various castles 
that the hero of the poem visits correspond to the basic 
palette of Persian painting [ 16 ]. In Bahram's transition 
from the black to the white castle, one can see the mystical 
path that each human soul must traverse toward purity and 
divinity. 

Possibly the poet's greatest achievement was his fifth 
and final poem. the lskandar-niima. He began work on it 
between 1197-1201. In it Ni?aml sums up his reflections 
on the meaning of human life. According to Ni?iiml. lskan
dar was not merely the conqueror of the world. but above 
all a prophet. 

The work consists of two parts. the Sharaf~niima 
("Book of Glmy") and the lqhiil-niima ("Book of Happi
ness") or Khirad-niima ("Book of Reason"). If the first 
deals with campaigns and military glory, the second treats 
the prophetic mission of a hero who with experience ac
quired wisdom. 

Ni?ami's works had an enormous influence on the de
velopment of literature in the Muslim East. Imitations of his 
poems and reworkings were created and continued to be 
created in many languages up through the present. The me
ters that Ni~aml chose for his works remain linked with the 
types of poems he created. 

While still alive. Ni?aml was practically revered as 
a saint. Alier his death. sometime between 1204-1909, 
the poet's grave became a place of pilgrimage. 

N i?aml wrote often and with pleasure about creative 
people - artists, architects, poets. sculptors. musi
cians [I 7]. His poems. and most of all K/111.1Ta11· H"a Shfrf11, 
are a marvellous source on the artist's role in the society of 
that time, the training artists received. music and musical 
instruments. It is thus hardly surprising that manuscripts 
with Ni?aml's poems. with their elegant plots and numer
ous dramatic episodes. over the centuries attracted the 
attention of the best miniature artists and calligraphers. 
Evidence is found in the hundreds of manuscripts of 
this work held today in museums and private collections 
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throughout the world. The collection of the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies contains 
12 copies of the text as a whole and excerpts from it [ 18]. 
Two of these copies once belonged to Karl Faberge. One 
of them, as well as one of the miniatures from an album 
(muraqqa ·) from this collection, serves as the subject of 
this article. 

Manuscript C 1674 [19] consists of 338 folios 
(28.5 x 19.0 cm); high-quality creme-coloured glossy paper 
of Eastern origin. The text (21 lines per page, black ink, 
4 columns, calligraphic nasta "liq) is enclosed in a gold 
border ( 13.0 X 21.4 cm). The !Jiifi:;es, which "guard" the 
order of pages, arc found in the lower left comer of each 
even page. 

The manuscript is defective, with lacunae after fols. I, 
28. 114, 219, and 33 7. There are blotches and traces of old 
restoration in places. The manuscript is contained in a sim
ple brown half-binding of leather. The outer cover bears 
traces of cuts. 

The manuscript contains many marginal notes and 
corrections. Some of them (for example, fols. 32a, 148b, 
150a, 16lb, 182b, 187b, 188a) are rubbed out. Additional 
notations are visible in another hand (for example, on 
fol. 104a). 

The upper left part of the fly-leaf bears a penciled note 
with a string of 16 numbers and letters of the Latin and 
Russian alphabets. The series is too complicated for a li
brary call number; it more likely represents a bank account 
number, the combination to a safe, or an encoded message, 
which would hardly be surprising in the anarchic, revolu
tionary conditions that prevailed from the end of 1917 to 
the middle of 1919 [20]. 

The manuscript contains texts from all five poems: 
fol. 16 - the beginning of the Sharafniima; fols. 2a-28a 
- Makh:an al-asriir; fols. 29b-l 15a - Khusraw wa 
Shlrln; fols. I I 5b-l 62a - layli wa Majnun; fols. I 62b-
2 I 9b - Hafi parkar; fols. 220a-338b - Jskandar-niima. 

Each of the poems is introduced by a coloured 
·unwiin (sec Plate I on the back cover of the present is
sue). The chapters and sections are divided by illumina
tions. Chapter titles are in gold and naskh hand. The 
manuscript contains 3 miniatures executed to fit the text 
field (I 3.0X21.4 cm): fol. 3b - "The night journey of 
Muhammad and his ascent to heaven" [21] (sec Plate 2); 
fol. ·41 a - "Niishaba, Queen of Amazons, showing 
Iskandar his portrait" (see Plate 3); fol. 258b - "lskandar 
supporting the head of the dying Dara (Darius)" (see 
Plate 4). Fols. 29a and 1 l 5a contain crude drawings and 
unschooled inscriptions (see .figs. 1-2). Unlike the re
maining two, the margins of the miniature on fol. 41 a are 
adorned with floral ornamentation. 

Prof. 0. F. Akimushkin's suggestion is that the copy 
was created between 1480 and 1490 in Heral. The minia
tures are of later provenance, but were executed according 
to Heral models. 

There is one, among the miniatures in the Faberge al
bum, linked to the story of Layla and Majniin (Muraqqa ·, 
call number X 3, fol. 8 b, see front cover of the present is
sue). This miniature (sized to the border - 17.1X13.6 cm) 
has a bright colour scheme and tells of Layla's arrival in the 
desert, where her beloved has sought refuge and lives 
among the wild beasts. It is enclosed in a complex bluc
gold border which unites the miniature with two cartouches 
(above and below). They contain Persian inscriptions in 

large nasta 'liq on a white background with gold and gold 
flakes dotted over the text: 

Upper cartouche: (4.7 x 13.6 cm): 

"O Allah! Forgive my infirm qalam 1" 

Lower cartouche: (3.7 x 13.6 cm): 

"In grief for her I have lost my calm from love and am weak". 

The lower part of the composition depicts the camel 
with a red palanquin on which Layla arrived. In the centre 
is an inscription: "Majniin wa LaylT". The camel wears 
a harness and is guarded by a green monkey with a stick 
in its hand. Among the possible parallels is one from the 
series of 23 "illustrations of ladies and mythology" (for
merly part of Album 70, India Office Library). The minia
ture [22] (Jaipur, ca. 1850) presents Laila visiting Majniin 
on a terrace. Her camel is on the left. 

The composition (Central Deccan, 1780-1800) [23] is 
pasted onto pasteboard; the yellow margins are adorned 
with large golden flowers. 

The reverse of the folio (see jig. 3) contains a callig
raphy sample (qi{ 'a): a complex composition of car
touches with copied calligraphic texts inside. The central 
cartouche (8.0 x 14.0 cm) contains an illegible decorative 
composition (Indian ink on a bright-brown background). 
Narrow cartouches with a Qur'anic text (2 : 5-9) are 
pasted onto a bright-brown background with a golden 
decoration. 

Texts (counter-clockwise): 
Upper cartouche: "Those are upon guidance from their 

Lord, those are the ones who prosper" (2: 5). 

Left cartouche: "As for the unbelievers, alike it is to 
them whether thou hast warned them or hast not warned 
them, they do not believe. (2: 6) God has set a seal on their 
hearts ... " 

Lower cartouche: "and on their hearing, and on their 
eyes is a covering, and there awaits them a mighty chas
tisement" (2: 7). 

Right cartouche: "And some men there are who say, 
'We believe in God and the Last Day'; but they arc not be
lievers. They would trick God and the believers ... " 
(2:9) [24]. 

At the top and the bottom - narrow cartouches with 
the Persian texts (ta 'liq): 

Upper cartouche: (l.4X 13.0 cm) [25]: 

"5 .:......ul J,ii..o i'~I '4k- ~IS .r'Y' i'Lol .::..~ JI 
0..1~ ~ _,..i .:......ul .::...il '""; [ . lo] ..ii.ii~ 0Lo..1->" ~I 

~LS ~JI[ ... ] 
"They convey from the words of hmm Miisil Kil?im [26], 

peace be upon him: 
'If only people knew, what pleasure we obtain from forgi-.e

ness and turning away from sin'''. 
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Lower cartouche: (l.4X 12.7 cm): 

..i.i.)~ .,LS ~~ .. l5 .)..1 ~ ~l Y> [ J. ...S 

.:...u..I Jfa.o i'"JL...JI ~ ... i'"L.1 J ~j.ll .>!"I~~) 

"They convey the words of his holiness, the amlr of the 
faithful and imam of those who have accepted the faith [27], 
peace be upon him: ·Each mirror - a gift of the throne -
does not encompass the ocean of sin"' . 

The text is difficult to understand; we offer a tentative 
translation: 

The entire composition (16.0 x 27. 7 cm) is located on 
a blue background adorned with gold floral ornamentation 
(convolvulus). The margins present a bright-brown back
ground with mid-sized gold leaves. 
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