TEXTS AND MANUSCRIPTS:

DESCRIPTION AND RESEARCH

Val. V. Polosin

“ALL IS NUMBERS”? AN UNKNOWN NUMERICAL COMPONENT
IN THE DESIGN OF MEDIEVAL ARABIC MANUSCRIPTS

Despite their production costs, the number of manuscript
catalogues with reproductions appended is steadily growing,
each time increasing the number of objects accessible to
study far from their place of storage. A recently released
catalogue of this type [1] includes the title page of an Ara-
bic manuscript from 978/1571 (see fig. I). The catalogue
describes it as a “richly illuminated title page” (“reich illu-
minierte Titelseite”). The reproduction is, however, pre-
sented in black and white [2], and one must judge the rich-
ness of the illumination more on the basis of the detailed list

A

(76.2 mm) — this is also the width of the entire rectangular
border, the height of which was calculated above in our first
operation. Dividing this number in half, we arrive at the
height of the horizontal rectangle. If we multiply the height
of this rectangle (38.1 mm) by 4 and divide the result
by 3, we arrive at the width of the octafoil at its end points
(50.8 mm).

Working from a single number, we have calculated the
dimensions of all the basic elements of the title decoration.
This counting “game” could be continued to derive, step by
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VAL. POLOSIN. “All is numbers"?

the rectangular border to the centre of the circular medal-
lion! This number (135.5) indicates that somewhere beyond
the border, at a distance of 135.5 mm from its lower right
corner, at the end of a line which goes through the centre of
the octafoil and the junction of the two rectangles inside the
border [6] (see fig. 2), lies our hidden something. This
something is the circular medallion. Its diameter is in fact
12.7 mm, the number which makes up, like bricks, virtually
all of the details in the title decoration.

The medallion in which is encoded the numerical basis
of the illumination provides a key to the puzzle, but does
not explain the origin of the number itself. Why 12.77? It is
clear from the first “mystical” transformation of this number
(see above) that it is one tenth of the height of the border.
But had we started from the other end, this number would
not be a tenth of the frame, but a quarter of the octafoil. The
number's overall transformability conceals its true origin. In
its basic form, the number is present only in the additional
medallion and the eight petals of the central medallion. But
these are not the figures which set the tone for the sketch.
They express a standard but do not enforce it on other fig-
ures in the illumination. They could all be given different
(and arbitrary) dimensions, and the overall outward appear-
ance of the illumination would remain practically un-
changed. The border is another matter.

I have already written on the properties of 5:3 borders,
and in particular on the ruler-less method of measuring out
on their vertical side one fifth of the height [7]. This method
was employed in those cases by illuminators to build within
the border the figure of a “square between two rectangles”.
The current manuscript presents us with such a border, but
the illuminator constructed a different figure inside it —
“two rectangles (horizontal above vertical)”. The division of
the rectangular-border into horizontal and vertical rectan-
gles was performed in the following fashion: by setting
aside on the height of the border not two, but three tenths of
its height. But a “fifth of the height” (= two tenths) remains
present in the design of the frontispiece. At this level we
find the lower edge of the round medallion together with the
border (see arc KL in fig. 2). In this fashion, with the aid of
decimal fractions of the height (three, to be precise), the to-
tal area enclosed by the border was divided in two. As has
already been noted [8], spatial divisions of the base area al-
ways play an important role in Arab-Muslim book design.
Here, the division of the area enclosed by the border (at the
level of three tenths of its height) has introduced into the
design two unequal, but concretely proportional, rectangles
(horizontal — 2:1, vertical — 7:6). This two-part geomet-

The unusual prominence of the rational element in the
illumination under discussion is perhaps the most interesting
aspect of the example under consideration. The illumination
rests on a geometric construction, the parameters of which
can be expressed through a fairly long series of numerical
quantities. The number of connections between these quan-
tities is large (several times larger than the quantities them-
selves), but a logical analysis of them provides, with iso-

It is clear that the medallion is the key to the numerical
rebus which forms the essence, the “ideology”, or the the-
matic basis of the title design in this manuscript. As a key
figure in the decoration, it is drawn outside of the rectangu-
lar border, making it more visible. But the path to it (that is,
to the solution it contains in the form of a numerical basis
for the entire illumination) still passes through the complex
cluster of the octafoil. It is carefully hidden, as befits a true
treasure.

ric figure displays another curious property on which the
illuminator was quick to seize. If one draws an EC diagonal
into the rectangle EFCD and extends it until it intersects
the axial line (OG) of the rectangle ABFE, a secondary
figure appears in the border: a right triangle OGC which
stands in a special proportional relation to the border. For
example, the line OG stands in a 10:9 relation to the width
of the border; 3:2 to its height. The hypotenuse of the trian-
gle (OC) stands in a 4%:3% (16:9) relation to the width of
the border; 16:15 to its height. It is also of interest that the
two new segments we have superimposed on the sketch
(OC and OG) are in a §8:5 relation to each other.

The proportional relation of the triangle to the border
suggests that both figures are component parts of a single
construction and should be viewed as a whole. And since
the centre of the additional medallion is located not just
anywhere, but precisely at point O — the only apex of the
triangle which extends beyond the border — one can term
the entire figure a “border (or rectangle) with additional
medallion” (see fig. 3). As Viennese manuscript Mixt. 136 is
not the only work with an illumination containing this figure,
a real need for a term to designate the construction exists.

Without the explanations given in this section, and
without the additional sketches suggested, the format of the
title page appears to be a simple colour drawing. Now this
drawing reveals itself to be a significantly more complicated
artistic structure. The fact that all of the linear elements in
this drawing [9] present values which are multiples of each
other and which are harmonically proportional to each other
signifies that purely graphic considerations were linked in
the design with rational considerations. To understand the
latter, we must make some additions to our set of research
tools. As we have tried to show, geometry and a reconstruc-
tion of the devices used by the illuminator introduce some
clarity. However, even after the elucidations proposed here
and in my other articles [10], the veil of numerical mysti-
cism which noticeably covers all of the designs I have
studied, does not lift entirely. It remains unclear why the il-
luminator needed all of the complexities revealed above.

lated exceptions, a few simple (“everyday”) interchangeable
proportions [11].

These characteristics of the geometric figure are much
more interesting than the outward appearance of the illumi-
nation itself. It is, however, possible that such a juxtaposi-
tion is unjust, and that the outward simplicity of the drawing
is also part of the artist's conception — for example, per-
haps he wished to demonstrate something obviously com-
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Fig. 3
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