TEXTS AND MANUSCRIPTS:

DESCRIPTION AND RESEARCH

Valery V. Polosin

FRONTISPIECES ON SCALE CANVAS IN ARABIC MANUSCRIPTS

The splendid catalogue by F. Déroche [1], where photo-
graphic illustrations are given with a scale, makes it possi-
ble to apply the materials published there for the study of a
never considered before phenomenon of the Arab manu-
script culture. We mean the type of artistic design of a
manuscript page which is represented in this catalogue on
eleven illustrations (I, IV 4, V B, VI B and C, VII B, XXIV
B, XXVI B, XXVII 4, XXVIII B and XXIX B) reproducing
pages of ten manuscripts of the Bibliothéque Nationale de
Paris: Arabe 418, Arabe 5841, Arabe 501, Arabe 427, Ara-
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interesting in itself. The frame presents a rectangle set ver-
tically, its sides correlating proportionally as 9:5. This
proportion is maintained with much precision. A regular
square in the middle of the rectangle forms two equal rec-
tangles above and below. Their width, as well as the width
of the square, corresponds to the width of the main frame,
their height turns to be equal to the diameter of a circle
forming a large flower-shaped rosette (octofoil) within the
square — one more decorative element. The enumerated
features are enough to admit that the decorative pattern
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Triptych “square between two rectangles”

rectangles 10 X 25 sha‘irahs 63.2 X 157.9 mm 35.5 X 88.9 mm
square 25 X 25 sha‘irahs 157.9 X 157.9 mm 88.9 X 88.9 mm
diameter of the calyx

of octofoil 10 sha‘irahs 63.2 mm 35.5 mm

These measurements are especially persuasive for the
main (internal) frame. They confirm that the correlation of
its sides (9:5) is not a matter of chance: their abso-
lute measurements (284.3 X 157.9 mm), translated into
historical length units, appear as whole numbers (45 X
X 25 sha'irahs). 1t confirms that the format was selected
consciously. The size of figures set within the frame and
forming the composition of the frontispiece is also ex-
pressed in whole numbers (in historical measures of
length). The reader can take a ruler and a calculator and
check the precision of our calculations (taking into account
that the scale of illustrations in the catalogue by Déroche is
22.5 to 40). Those who, by chance, happen to come to Paris
will not, I hope, loose the opportunity to check and to con-
firm our results by measuring the original.

If we recognize the reliability of our calculations we
must, on their evidence, make certain conclusions. First of
all, that the decorative “fringe” was used by the artist as a
unit, corresponding to a real historical measure of length.
We were long ago aware of its existence, but it is the first
time we come across it in practice. 28 decorative lines di-
vide the height of the frontispiece into 27 sections, each

equal (or must be equal) to two sha‘irahs of the “Indian
cnhit” (the harizantal cide nf the frantieniece hac 10 linec

11.5 sha‘irahs. The halves of the upper and the lower parts
are used to build up two figures (of the three obligatory for
this type) — two rectangles by the sides of a square. As for
the third figure — a square — there is some space left for it
within the frame, a rectangle 36 X 32 sha‘irahs [6], re-
markable for the presence of two squares which the artist
managed to arrange there in a special way. These can be
noticed when the observer’s sight is moving from the upper
line of the text to the lower and back.

The main frame considered above is encircled by a row
of bordering frames, some of them narrow, some wide. The
units employed when constructing the main frame are most
probably used here also. It is a difficult task, however, to
trace them measuring each frame from a reduced copy,
moreover that it does not add anything to the solution of the
problem. It is enough to say, that the artist was striving to
get whole numbers in every case: the last, exterior decora-
tive contour framing the text reveals a very insignificant
deviation from whole numbers: 62.2 X 39.1 sha‘irahs. This
slight error could be caused by any of the bordering thin
frames (there are several), or it could be due to an accumu-
lation of errors.

Thus we find the measure of length corresponding to
the elemente af the decorative decion nf thic manneerint
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Fig. 3
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Fig. 6
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X 12 sha‘irahs. One can not be absolutely sure of the ex-
actness of the measurements given here, because the photo-
graph is too much reduced (its scale is 26:40), and the
border framing the figures of the triptych is not narrow
enough to be ignored and not wide enough to be properly
taken into account in measurements.

The use of the “Egyptian™ and not some other cubit is,
however, well confirmed here by a frame composition
around the text on folio 283b of the manuscript (it is
reproduced on fig. XXVIII A of the catalogue; the scale
is slightly different — 25.75:40). Within a frame
35X 20 sha‘irahs (141.4 X 80.8 mm, on the photograph —
92 X 52 mm) three lines written in large characters occupy
three rectangles 5 X 20 sha‘irahs (20.2 X 80.8 mm, on the
photograph — 13.1 X 52.5 mm). Two more text frames are
arranged symmetrically between them (their size —
10 X 14 sha‘irahs = 40.4 X 56.6 mm, or 26.2 X 36.7 mm on
the photograph). The composition of frames on this page is
practically identical with that on folio 3a of the manuscript
described in the catalogue under No. 533 (No. 7 of the pre-
sent article).

10. The last sample — folio 1b (see fig. //) from a
miniature Qur’an manuscript of the 10th/16th century,
originating from Iran [15]. Its life-size reproduction is
given in the catalogue. The size of the frame — 52.5 X
% 31.4 mm — which corresponds to 15 X 9 sha‘irahs (if we
take a cubit equal to 503 mm [16]). The length of a section
between the lines of the scale canvas formed by a “fringe”
is equal to 2 sha'irahs of this cubit.

Let us summarize the results of our investigation.
The number of samples in the illustrative supplement to

ratalnona nf Arahic manneecrinte hv Nérache nrecantine

suggestion (that the “decorative fringe” in Arabic manu-
scripts presents at the same time a scale canvas) will not be
disproved by any other group of manuscripts with similar
decorations.

It turned out that in ten manuscripts seven different
measures of length had been applied by their decorators.
We were aware of their existence before, but only from lit-
erary sources, not coming across them in real measure-
ments. Thus we discovered a new source in illuminated
manuscripts, which presents a good opportunity to check
the available data and is promising some revival in the field
of historical metrology. There is nothing sensational, as we
can see, in our first tests. Still, they have confirmed the va-
lidity of the data we have, at the same time demonstrating
the precision of medieval instruments and the accuracy of
manuscript decorators using them.

I expect that the suggested method of analysis of elabo-
rate manuscript decorations which can be attributed to the
“scale canvas” group, will be of some significance to art
historians. Within this method three components should be
distinguished: determination of the measure of length;
reckoning of the main ornamental frame; classification and
description of all decorative elements. The study of new
samples will, probably, reveal other possibilities of this
method.

New possibilities are opening also for codicologists.
The materials surveyed here make us consider the problem
of the significance of historical length measures for deter-
mining the origin of manuscripts. Let us remind the reader
that our attribution of the cubits in some cases contradict
the locations indicated in the French catalogue. Further de-

velopment in this direction seems expedient and worth-
while
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14. Ms. Smith-Lesouéf 2135.
15. Ms. Arabe 426.

16. Hinz, p. 67 (thira® al-diir, with a reference to Journal asiatique, 8-¢ sér., t. VIII (1886), p. 491).

Illustrations

(clichés Bibliothéque Nationale de France Paris, copyright B.N.F.):

Fig. 1. Ms.
Fig. 2. Ms.
Fig. 3. Ms.
Fig. 4. Ms.
Fig. 5. Ms.
Fig. 6. Ms.
Fig. 7. Ms.
Fig. 8. Ms.

Arabe 418, fol. 3a (= F. Déroche, pl. I).

Arabe 5841, fol. 2a (= F. Déroche, pl. IV A).

Arabe 501, fol. 2a (= F. Déroche, pl. V B).

Arabe 427, fols. 2a, 2b (= F. Déroche, pl. VI B and C).
Arabe 400, fol. 2a (= F. Déroche, pl. VII B).
Smith-Lesouéf 206, fol. 1b (= F. Déroche, pl. XXIV B).
Arabe 5816, fol. 3a (= F.Déroche, pl. XXVI B).
Smith-Lesouéf 218, fol. 2a (= F. Déroche, pl. XXVII A).

Figs. 9—10. Ms. Smith-Lesouéf 215, fol. 1b (= F. Déroche, pl. XXVIII B).
Fig. 11. Ms. Arabe 426, fol. 1b (= F. Déroche, pl. XXIX B).
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