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ANTHROPOMORPHIC AND ZOOMORPHIC
LETTERS IN THE HISTORY OF
ARABIC WRITING ()

by
Dr ADOLF GROHMANN

It is now just 110 years since Michelangelo Lanci published
the first samples of both kinds of these fancy forms of writing in
nis “Seconda opera Cufica, Trattato delle simboliche Rappresen-
tanze Arabiche, Paris 1845-46 (*). And although Joseph von
Karabacek (*), the originator of scientific Arabic Paleography,
has occasionally shown the interesting réle, which these “Drole-
ries Arabes” played in art and in the history of script, nobody
has yvet consecrated special studies to it ('),

In my last lecture “The Origin and Early Development of
Floriated Kufic” (on 25th April, 1955) I had already lightly
touched upon these strange and fantastic products of the mar-
vellous art of Arabic writing. I have tried to show, in what
close connection with Hellenistic book-illumination the evolution
of “Coufique fleuri” happened to he, Now the same can be
stated concerning the group of “fancy letters,” anthropomorphic
as well as zoomorphic, the former using human bodies or parts
therecf, the latter bodies of animals or parts thereof, as elements
of Arabic script.

Kurt Weizmann (°), in a brilliant study on the Greek
sources of Islamic scientific illustrations, has lately shown, how

(1) Commmunbeation présentée en sépnee du § mars 1956,

{2) ‘Irattate delle simboliche Rappresentanze Arabiche o delln varia ge-
peraxione det musalmant carntoerl sopra differentl matevie operati (Iaris 3845
18400 1"s. XXIX, XXX, XL - MLLXLY, XLVI. ;

(22 IMe porsizele Nadelmalered Sugandschind (Lacipzig 1881), pp. 229, 150,

(41 i, N. Kondakov, Zoomorphe Initialem im gricchischen und zlagoli-
thischien 1mwlschrifren des 10, bis 110 Jahrholerts in den Bibliothek n des
8inal (INfersburg TNED.

o Arelneologion Orlentalin in memortam Ermet Herzfeld ol G.C. Miles,
Noew York, 1062, pp. 244-20060 especially . 265



118 RULLETIN DE LINSTETTT DYEGYIMTE

strongly “Arab illustrators were exposed to Byzantine influences
not only in the stage of the first reception from the Greek, but
even long thereafter, since they adapt step by step the innova-
tions which in the Greek manuscripts themselves developed only
gradually.” The present study may form a further contribution
to the problem how far and in which way Arabic art preserved
and developed the heritage of Hellenistic art,

Without going into further details I shall trv to draw only
a rough sketch of the evolution concerned here.

The decoration of letters with floral elements begins in the
sphere of Greek and Latin writing as early as the third century
A.D.(*) In the fourth century the vertical stroke of Jota is
filled in with a herring-bone ornament in the codex of Virgilius
Augusteus in Rome (7), in the sixth century A.D. the Orosius-
codex in the Bibliotheca Laurentiana in Florence shows zigzag
lines and the herring-bone ornament, and even a modest tendril
as decoration of the initials (*) (Plate I, 1). In the seventh cen-
tury A.D. the parchment psalter in the National Library in
Paris (°) (Plate I, 2) shows a zigzag band, and in the eighth
century A.D. a Greek lectionary (Plate 1,3) in the Library of the
Propaganda Fidei in Rome a letter Pi (x)with plaited band. (**)

Both motifs are very frequent in Coptic (Pl 1, 4) (*'), Greek
and Armenian initials in the following nineth, tenth and
eleventh centuries (Pl, I, 5, 6} ('*). But very early Greek book-

(6) Cf. Martia) xili, 75, Ausonius. — J. Sirzpgowxki, Byzantinlsche

Denkmaeler I, p. .
{7} . Nordenfalk, Thwfore the Dok of Durrow, Acta Archacologlea

XVILL (147, p. 152, fig. O

{8) Ibid., p. 152, fig. 10, 153, fig, 11, 13, fig. 1. For the Orosiuscodex
of. also C. Nordenfalk. En senantik inicinlhandskritt, Kunsthistorik  Tidskrift
XVI (187), pp. 137 1. '

{9 Codex Colslinlanus No. 186, of. Stassoff. L'Oroement Hlave of Orien-
tale, I'l. 120, No. =5

(1) Staxsefy. op. eit., 'L 1B No.o 15

(11} Ibid., Pl 132 No. 21, a Coptie Levtionnry M= 32, eclghth century AD.
In the Library of the I'ropangamidn fldei in Rome.

(12) Cf. Chaghbakeank®. Die fliiestliche Famllie Jder Chaghler oder I'ro-
schier, col. 170, flg. T0. Guregin Howsapion, Materiallen uosd  Stwdllen zur
Kunst- und Kulturgeschichte, fase. A (Jetgsalem 165, p. 20, fig. & Plate L6
s glven after H. Bordier. Description Jes peloturcs el autres ormementa con-
tenns dans les manuscrits Greos de la Bibliothéque Nationale (Paris 1888),
p. M, flg. 39 (Mg groe £85), Plute 16 after p. 117, flg. 55 (M= Gree 6,
tenth century AI%) of the =ame work.
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illumination. did not confine itself to° mere floral or geometrical
elements: the human figure as well as the figure of animals
were included in the decoration of initials as early as the sixth
century A.D, The first appearance of human figures is proved
by the Book of Kells, which is dated in the sixth — from some
scholars in the ninth — century A.D, (**) that of animals in a
Latin Gospel manuscript in the National Library in Paris
(Pl. I, 7)('*), where eg. the right shaft of A is formed by a
fish (seventh century A.D.), or in a manuscript of the eighth
century A.D. in the library at Laon, where fishes form the initial
Iota and a dragon's head the initial Sigma (S) (Pl, I, 8B) (**}).
To the same time belongs a Greek gospel manuscript in the
National Library in Paris, in which e.g. the initial Alpha shows
a dragon (Pl. I, 9) (**). This animal also forms an initial in the
ninth century A.D. ('"), and a bear with a snake occurs in the
Beta (B) in a Greek gospel manuscript of the tenth century A.D.
in the National Library in Paris (Pl II, 1) (**).

Birds preferably are used for the composition of ingeniously
designed initials, e.g. the initial I. in a Bible of the tenth
century A.D. formerly in the Abbey St. Martial de Limoges ('),
or the codex Vaticanus Graecus No, 1162 of the eleventh century,
where an Epsilon ¢ is compounded of a hawk and a falcon with
a hare in the middle {(*"). In Armenian manuscripts, e.g. of the
thirteenth, fourteenth centuries A.D. the whole alphabet is
formed of such birds (P1, II, 2) (*'); it may go back here as far
as even the ninth century A.D.(*). In the sphere of [sigmic
drt the first attempts to combine letters with an anthropomorphic

- —

{17y Cf. L. v. Kobell, Eunnstvolle Miniaturen und Initialen aus den Hand-
achriften des 4. - 18, Jahrlinnderts (Miinchen 1800, p 6.

(14) Lecoy dre la Marche Les manuseripts ef la minlature, (I'aris s 2,
p. 147, fig, 32 (Codex Latinus No, 256).

{153 Thid., p. 139, flg. 2.

{16) H. Bordier, Description des peinfures eof autres ormements contenus
dans les manuscerits Grees de I Ilibliothéque Nationale. p. 60, fig. o (Coslex
Gree No.o 277).

{3T) ‘Lecoy de la Marche, op. eit., p. 1471,

(18) H. Bordicr. op. cit.. p. 106, fig. 48 (Mg gree No. . Tol, 12

(19) ¥. KNondakoff, Histolre de I'Art RByzantipe (Paris, 1886), p. 27.

(2 &, Reiseel, Vatlkanische Minintnren (Frelburg i/Br. 1885, 1. XV.

(1) J. Strzygowski, Byzautinirehe Denkmaeler, I, p. M. — 'f. Chargh-
bakeank™, op. oit. col, 4, fg. 2.

(2% J. Nfrzypowski, op. oit. 1, p. 5.
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or zoomorphic ingredient begins in the twelfth century A.D.
The occasion thereto is offered by the knoblike top of Alif,
already occurring in manuscripts of the eleventh century A.D.
(Pl. I1, 3) (**). On a bronze-kettle, dated 559 A.H, (1163 A.D.)
in the Ermitage Museum in Leningrad, made in Herit (*), the
top of Alif is transformed into a human head in the inscription
of the first and fifth line (P). II, 4), and similar tops of Alif are
to be seen on a bronze-ewer in the Gulistin Palace Museum in
Teheran (twelfth century A.D., Pl II, 5)(*), a candle-stick of
bronze in the same Museum (**), on a brass-ewer in the British
Museum (Pl, II, 6) in the first and last band of writing (*"),
a brass-ewer in the Musée du Louvre (twelfth/thirteenth cen-
tury A.D., Pl II, 7)(*), in the first and last bands of writing.
In a brass-casket in the Victoria and Albert Museum, South
Kensington, this form of the Alif is merely used as an ornament
and shows no human face (**). It is by no means difficult to
point to parallel ornaments in Greek illuminated manuscripts :
e.g. Pl 1I, 8 shows the initial in the Greek manuscript in the
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris of the tenth century, ending in
two human heads (**). Anvhow, it needed two centuries, before
this decoration found its way into the embellishment of Arabic
letters, not only for the letters Alif and Lam, but of other letters
also. So the inscription on a golden vessel, originally in the
possession of the Roman jeweller Rota (*'), (Pl 1I, 9), shows
human heads at the top of all letters of the inscription

amleal Ypliynudlly 5 o0Willy Gldlly Llally Lilally Solatly Luldly 5 oy Lpdlly 3Wallyonly

(2 E. g. PEIR Inv. Chart. Av. 1761 (MPER 1V, p. S0).

() A. Pope, A Survey of IPersinn Art, VI (1939), 1Y), 1208,

{25) Tbid. PL. 13514, Ars Islimien V{2, IS, fig. 1 opposite p. 113

{26) 1bid. P1. 1316,

{27) Ibid. I"l. 1325.

(28) Ibid. Pl. 1728, Human heads turned fo 1he right decovate the siufts
of AT and LAm In the Naskbht jpseription of a eandlestick. published by
Bishr Faris, Essal sur Uesprit de la décoration islamigue (Conférences de
I'Institut Francais ’Archéologie Orientale, ITI. Calro 1952) PL. IV b and p. 29,
It was mnde- in Mosul abont 1204 A1),

{2 Ibid.. Pl 1558,

(M Leerog de la Marche, op. elr,, iz, 9. po 255,

(41) M. Fanci, Secomda opera cnfiea, vol. JIT, Pl xxix, vol. TE, p. 63,
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and a gold-ewer and plate in the same collection (*?), later be-
longing to the Odiot-collection in Paris, shows the same elaborate
kind of writing. The ewer (Pl III, 1) a3y gty JLEYIL
the plate (Pl III, 1) ., Lo, Lol y sl 26 0, Wil Gmally Ladly Sl

1] el Wl ,

A further example is offered by the goblet in the Museum in
Bologna (**), Already in the thirteenth century A.D. animal heads
are used in addition to human heads on a pen-case in the Freer
Gallery of Art, Washington (Pl. III 2) made by Shakir, the
engraver, in 607 AH, (1210/11 A.D.) (**):

::L:,.,E..:,-.,J_,,,:d At e s
sl My Ll W, S G) e

The hastae of Alif and Lédm end in human heads, but a
goat’s head forms the top of Kaf, and furthermore heads of a
lion, a dragon, a dog adorn the tendril intersecting the letters,
while in the upper inscription Ra, Ya and Sin end in bird-heads
(Pl, 111, 2). It therefore, recalls the inscription on a seal of
the sixth century A.H. (XIIth century A.D. Pl IV 1) (*%)

ole Wi 5o @l 575

where the Kaf in 573 , Rain, and Nun in oLyl endin
bird-heads, while the other letters are richly decorated with
floral elements, and on a textile from Palermo (**} of the twelfth
century A.D., where the tops of Alif also end in bird-heads, We
have already seen that the decoration with bird-heads is
frequently used in Greek manuscripts of the tenth century A.D.
and may, in Armenian manuscripts, go back even as far as the

nineth century A.D,

The culminating point in the creation of zoomorphic and
anthropomorphic letters is then reached in the course of the
twelfth century A.D, in the well known bronze-vessel made at

(32) Ibid. op. eit., vol, IIT, L xxx, vol. II, p. 6.

(32) Ibid., vol. IIT, I'l. XL, XLI.

(34) Ars Orientalis, I (1854), fig. 8, p. 27.

(35) AL. Lanci, Seconda opera Cufiea, vol. III, Pl LXIII, 7; J., von Ka-

rabacek, Susandschird, p. 180
(36) F. Fischbaeh, Ornamente der Gewebe (Haunau 1883), Pl XIX.
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Mosul in 629 AH, (1232 A.D.) in the collection of the Duke of
Blacas (*") (Pl 1V, 2), where the inscription 1 el
consists of human and animal bodies.

A similar piece is known from the collection of Don Fhilipp
Andrea Doria Pamphili Landi (**) with the insecription :
S by At Syt Al sl

It is important to state that in the Islamic sphere of art
zoomorphic and anthropomorphic letters appear comparatively
late, but early enough to be contemporary with Byzantine and
Armenian manuscripts, The highest degree of perfection in the
artistic decoration of the initials was reached by Irish monks,
who greatly influenced the Carclingian revival of book-art. We
know that they travelled as far as Egypt in the sixth century
A.D., and they may have been able to see the marvellous produc-
tion of Alexandrian book-art, of which almost nothing has re-
mained, So their manuscripts of the eighth to the nineth
centuries A.D., which have been connected with the popular art
of the Celts and Teutons, may reflect some Oriental influence
which is unfortunately not so tangible, as one would wish, for
the lack of comparative material of this period. Possibly the
Arabic pieces shown here form steps on the long road of crossing
and intersecting influences originating from Greco-Roman and
Oriental art, as does the colophon of the Haggadah of the four-
teenth century A.D. ("), in which all Hebrew letters are com-
posed of human bodies only.

(30 M. Lwei, op eite, vel. THL L XLITLL 13 S, run Kearahaeek,
Susandschird, p. 1AL
(48) M. Lenei, op. cit., vol, [T ML XEY., XLYVID &

(39) Cf. 5. Grayzel, A history of the Jews (Philmdelphin, 1945), fig, 41,
p. 381
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PLATE Il

1. Above: gold-ewer In the Rota-Collectlon,
helow : gold plote in the same Colleetion.

2. IPen-case, dated 607 AH. (1210 A.D.), Freer Gallery of Art.
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1. Toseriptlon ow o seal, VIth cent. AH. (X1Ith cent. AD.)

2. DBronzce-vessel In the Colleetion of the Due o de Rlaeas,
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4. Vessel in the Colleetion,  Don Philipp Amidrea Dorla,



