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A Chinese Dish from the Lost Endowment
of Princess Sultanum (925-69/1519-62)

Abolala Soudavar

INTRODUCTION

DESPITE ITS OWN LONG-ESTABLISHED TRADITION OF
ceramic production, Iran valued throughout the middle ages the refined tech-
niques of Chinese porcelain, the highest quality of which was referred to as
chini-i Faghfiiri. Faghfiir was the Arabicized version of Baghpur, literally
meaning Son of God in Middle Persian, and equivalent to the appellation Son
of Heaven that the Chinese used for their emperors.! Thus, the phrase chini-i
Faghfiri referred to porcelain from the imperial kilns of China and, by itself,
indicated that porcelain imports in Iran predated the Mongol invasions. Oth-
erwise, these porcelains would have been referred to as Qa’ani rather than
Faghfirt, as Qa’an was the title used for the Yuan emperors (1271-1368) in
the Persian lands.

Persian merchants had settled in China prior to the Mongol invasions of
the 13th century and some, such as the fleet-owner of Persian descent, P’u
Shou-kéng, had achieved great wealth and power.2 Persian traders so domi-
nated the trade between China and the Middle East that Persian became the
lingua franca along both the Silk Road and the maritime trade routes from the
Persian Gulf to the Sea of China. As both China and Iran came under Mongol
rule, many more took advantage of the pax mongolica and settled and pros-
pered in China;? a prosperity that inevitably became the solicitation target of
religious institutions in the Persian motherland. Thus, when the Moroccan
traveler Ibn Batfitah visited the port of Zaytin—modern day Ch’iian-chou
(Quanzhou)—in mid-8th/14th century, he encountered a certain Shaykh Burhan
al-Din who gathered donations for the Sufi congregation of the Shrine of Abl
Ishag Kazironi in Kaziran, Iran4

Much like today’s Chinese expatriates who have facilitated trade with
China by adapting export production to local markets, Persian merchants
reoriented the production of the Chinese kilns—which had suffered from a

1 Pelliot 1959-73, 1:652.

2 Medley 1975, 32.

3 Bailey 1996, 7; Chen Da-Sheng 1992, 191-3.

4 Soudavar 1992, 78-80; Ibn Batutah 1853-8, 4:89, 271.
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crumbling market due to the Mongol invasions—towards the Persian lands.
New products emerged from these kilns, larger in size than traditional Chi-
nese vessels and more adapted to the Middle Eastern food servings, with a
pattern of decoration that made use of the concentric and geometrical designs
of Islamic wares in order to fill their larger surfaces. And cobalt blue—mainly
imported from the province of Kirman in Iran—was gradually used for under-
glaze painting over the admired white porcelain.® The result was the creation
of the blue-and-white porcelain that was initially considered “extremely vul-
gar” by the educated Chinese elite, but was subsequently embraced as the
most elegant type of porcelain.®

THE ALLURE OF CHINESE PORCELAIN
AT THE PERSIAN COURTS

Perhaps the earliest recorded evidence of Chinese porcelain specifically crafted
for the Persian market is a reference included in a will-letter of the celebrated
Ilkhanid vazir, Rashid al-Din Fazl Allah (d. 718/1318), reproduced in one
hundred copies and distributed throughout the Ilkhanid empire. There, the
vazir listed his vast holdings and enumerated some of his most valuable ob-
jects. In a section pertaining to the hospital that he had built within the Rab“-i
Rashidi complex at Tabriz, he boasted to have commissioned “one thousand
claborately designed jars (khumrah) for syrups” from China, “bearing his epi-
thets (algah)” and inscribed with the syrup name, and also, lidded boxes (giiti)
for drug mixtures.” Chinese porcelain jars were luxurious and expensive items
that only individuals like the immensely rich Rashid al-Din could afford to
buy in such quantities. Thus, in a 14th-century painting of an illustrated copy
of the Shahnamah, the porcelain holdings of Rashid al-Din were used as an
indicator of his identity: Rashid al-Din—who was trained as a physician—is
portrayed in an apothecary surrounding with porcelain jars.® But, since Rashid

5 Medley 1975, 324.

6 Ibid., 32; Pope 1981, 44.

7 Rashid al-Din Fazl Allah 1980, 214.

8 The painting in question is in an album in the Topkap1 Palace Library in Istanbul
(Hazine 2153, fol. 112v). It actually depicts (and is entitled) the poet Daqiqi being stabbed
to death by his servant, see Soudavar 1996, 150-3, Atasoy 1970, 41-2, and, for a color
reproduction, Gray 1979, 99, pl. xxi. But as argued elsewhere (Soudavar 1996), it is a
Jalayirid painting that was made for insertion in the celebrated—and presently dispersed
Nkhanid Shahnamah of Abu Sa‘id Bahadur Khan (r. 717-36/1317-35), or a later Jalayirid

copy of it, Every painting of this Shéahnamah project was meant o illustrate not only an
episode of the Shahndamah but also an event in the Mongol history, and thus in this painting
the death of Dagigi was to evoke the death of Rashid al-Din as both authors were killed

before they could finish thelr works,
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al-Din was executed in 718/1318 and his building activity at the Rab‘ was
mostly in the first decade of the 7th/14th century, and since the production of
blue-and-white started ca. 1320,° the depicted jars are not blue-and-white but
seem to be of the Longquan type celadon.

For the vazirs who rose to power and accumulated much wealth under
Turco-Mongol rulers, possession of Chinese porcelain was de rigueur. In-
variably though, they were arrested while in office, and saw their possessions
confiscated for the benefit of the Sultan. Such is the case of the powerful vazir
Majd al-Din Muhammad who amassed great riches and dislodged his former
protector, ‘Alishir Nava'i (844-906/1441-1501), as the second most power-
ful man of the kingdom, but soon fell in disgrace. Upon seeing the confiscated
riches of his vazir, which included Chinese porcelain of the highest quality,
the Timurid Sultan Husayn Bayqara’ (r. 873-911/1469-1506) exclaimed: “it
was our expectation from Majd al-Din Muhammad that should he have come
across such valuable pieces he should have presented them to us.”1

Timurid princes cherished blue-and-white ceramics, and Ulugh Beg (r.
850-3/1447-9) reputedly built a chini’khanah (porcelain house) to house his
collection of Chinese porcelain.!! The Safavids (907-1105/1501-1694) con-
tinued the tradition set by their predecessors and collected both Yuan and
Ming blue-and-white. The only surviving Safavid collection of blue-and-white
is the one endowed by Shah *Abbis I (r. 995-1038/1587-1629) to the Ardabil
Shrine where a special chini’khanah was created for its display.'? So famous
has become this endowment that a blue-and-white dish with a blurred endow-
ment inscription, displayed in the “Romance of the Taj Mahal” exhibition at
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1989, and at the time of publica-
tion of this article on loan to the Brooklyn Museum, was presumed to have
come from the Ardabil Shrine collection.!? As we shall see, it was actually
part of an earlier collection gathered by the great aunt of Shih ‘Abbas I, the
princess Mahin Band, better known as Sultanum (925-69/1519-62), and en-
dowed to the Shrine of the Eighth Shi‘ite Imam Riza at Mashhad.

9 An attempt to reattribute Yuan wares to the Sung period (Kessler 1993, 134-43) has
been discredited among others by S. G. Valenstein (1994, 71-4), citing kiln-site archeo-
logical evidence reported in recent Chinese publications.

10 Khvind Amir 1938, 415.

I Lentz and Lowry 1989, 229; Babur 1996, 86.

12 Pope 1981, pl. 4. The collection is now at the Muzih-i Milli-i Iran (formerly Mazih-i
Irin-1 Bastin) in Tehran,

5 Pal et al, 1989, 1669,
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PRINCESS SULTANUM

The blue-and-white vessel in question fs a very large Ming dish (43 cm, wide)
of ca, 828-33/1425-30 (Fig. 1), most probably imported into Persian lands
under the Timurids (771-913/1370-1507), Three inscriptions are carved on
it. The first reads (Fig. 2):

Shah Jahan ibn Jahangir Shah; 16, 1053
Translation
Shah Jahan son of Jahangir Shah; 16, 1053

It is written in a fine nasta ‘lig script and gives the name of its owner, the
Mughal emperor Shah Jahan (r. 1037-68/1628-57), and the date it entered
into his possession, the year 1053/1644, equivalent to his 16th regnal year,
This inscription is on the outer edge of the foot-ring and visible when the dish
rests on a table or a tray, while the other two are not. The second inscription is
an inventory mark under the foot-ring that reads 257 talah and records the
weight of the dish at the time of acquisition as 2.91 kg. (Fig. 2).14 The third
inscription is carved in the form of a seal type roundel on the bottom of the
dish. Strong signs of abrasion indicate that there was an unsuccessful attempt
to erase it. As the initial carving was deep, the inscription (Fig. 3) can still be
deciphered as follows:

Vagf-i ‘atabah-’i Razaviyah * ‘an Mahin Bani-yi Safaviyah
Translation
Endowed to the Razavi Shrine * By Mahin Bang, the Safavid [Princess]

The inscription is in the form of rhyming couplets that Persian rulers and
dignitaries used on their seals and coinage. The Razavi Shrine refers to the

14 A titlah is an Indian weight measure that was used for precious items, especially herbs
(see, for instance, Abii al-Fazl ibn Mubarak 1989, 1:85); it weights 2.5 misqgal (misqdl =
4.64 g.), see Dihkhuda 1969. A similar inscription found at the bottom of a small Hung-chin
(Hongzhi) bowl that once belonged to the Mughal emperor Jahangir Shah (r. 1014-37/
1605-27) reads: 28 tilah, 2 mashah, see Pope 1981, pl. 6J. Pope thought these inscriptions
to indicate the day and the month of acquisition (ibid., 56-7), while they clearly indicate the
bowl’s weight with a precision of a 1/12th fraction of a fitlah known as méashah, see Dihkhuda
1973. :
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shiekne of the Highth Tmam Rizh, who 1s buried at Mashhad, and Mahin Bani
Sultanum, who was the full sister of Shiah Tahmasb (r, 930-84/1524-76).13

Sultanum s known from historical sources as a learned princess who had
pecelved Instructions in fine arts, and was taught calligraphy by the scribe
Diint Muhammad, the head of the royal library-atelier in mid-10th/16th cen-
iy 10 Specimens of her calligraphy are included in the Bahram Mirza album
In the Topkapt Palace Library in Istanbul.!? She was much respected by
Luhimasb, and accompanied him on hunting trips, and even watched official
cotemonies on horseback at his side, at a time when it was customary for royal
bitfdes and princesses to sit on a palanquin and watch from afar.!8

When the Mughal emperor Humayan (r. 937-47/1530-40, 962-3/1555—
1) songht asylum in Iran and help from Tahmasb in 951/1544, the Shah de-
ianded that he convert to Shi‘ism. As Humayun refused, Tahmasb grew an-
piy and threatened to kill him. The critical situation was diffused by the inter-
vention of Sultanum who persuaded her brother to assist Humayiin in his ef-
oty 1o recapture his lost throne.'® Her role as advisor to the king became
lopendary and in a letter addressed to Shah ‘Abbas, one of his generals de-
plored the lack of wise advisors—like Sultinum—in the monarch’s retinue.?0
Itumors about her intimate relationship with Humayiin’s trusted lieutenant,
Iiyram Khan, had spread in Safavid circles, even though Tahmasb jealously
wilched over his sister and dissuaded all potential suitors by his violent reac-
tions to any hint of amorous intent or marriage proposal.2! As Tahmasb slipped
into religious bigotry, he promised the hand of his sister to the Disappeared
Twellth Imam, the Mahdi, for whose expected return a white horse was saddled
tvery evening at the gates of the royal encampment.?? Thus, Sultinum re-
imntned an unmarried woman, and consequently she endowed her consider-
ihle wealth to various shrines and pious institutions in her own lifetime. More
phrticularly, in confirmation of the second inscription on our dish, the Safavid
chronicler Qazi Ahmad Qumi related that Sultinum endowed “her jewelry
ind chinaware (chini’alat)” to the Shrine of the Eighth Imam at Mashhad.?3

" Ilasan Beg Rumla 1979, 536.

10 Budaq Munshi Qazvini, Javdhir al-akhbdr, State Public Library, Saint Petersburg,
ME Dorn 288, dated 984/1576, fol. 110r; cf. Adle 1993, 287.

1" Hazine 2154, fol. 7r; see also Soudavar 1992, 172, and Roxburgh 1996, 2:816,
1 128-9,

I Gulbadan Begam [1902] 1972, 169-70, 69 (Persian section), and 1996, 114,

1" Riazul Islam 1970, 29-37; Soudavar 1992, 172-3.

' Nava’l 1987, 2:21.

't Soudavar 1992, 172-3.

* Membre 1993, 25.

Y Qazi Ahmad Qumi 19804, 1:431.
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FROM MASHHAD TO AGRA

The Sultanum dish was certainly acquired by Shah Jahan in Agra where he
stayed from late Shawwél 1052/mid January 1643 to 26 Dha al-Qa‘dah 1054/
24 January 1645.2¢ However, two questions are pertinent in respect to its tran-
sition from Mashhad to Agra: how was this dish removed from the Shrine,
and why did Shah Jahan purchase or accept a previously endowed plate in his
treasury, a clear violation of the Islamic law, the shari‘ah??5

The answer to the first question is that it must have been removed from
the Shrine during the period between Sultanum’s death in 969/1562 and 1053/
1644, the year of its acquisition by Shah Jahan, or, more precisely, at the time
of the conquest of Mashhad by the Uzbek Prince ‘Abd al-Mu’min (d. 1006/
1598) in 998/1590. Two years earlier, ‘Abd al-Mu’min had accompanied his
father ‘Abd Allah Khan II (r. 991-1006/1583-98) in the conquest of Harat,
and had massacred the Qizilbash garrison stationed there. At Mashhad, as a
last ditch effort, the defeated Qizilbash garrison retreated within the confines
of the Shrine where massacres were traditionally avoided, even by Sunni
Uzbeks. To no avail. ‘Abd al-Mu'min’s troops not only massacred all the
Qizilbashs and the workers of the Shrine, but looted every gold and silver
object, jewel studded lamps, carpets, valuable Korans and “Chinese vessels,”
and subsequently traded them “for the price of cheap ceramic shards™ among
themselves.26 The Uzbeks were finally driven out of Mashhad in 1007/1598.
In the meantime, the looted Chinese vessels were most probably sent (o
Transoxiana, from where the Mughal emperors managed to acquire some,
along with numerous calligraphy specimens of the celebrated calligrapher Mir
‘All (active first half of 10th/16th century), as well as some of the finest illus-
trated manuscripts (Mir ‘Al himself was taken from Harat to Bukhara around
935/1529).

The answer to the second question is more problematic. Instead of trying
to completely erase the endowment engraving, it seems that a few key letters
within specific words (such as the “g” in vagf and the “f” in Safaviyah) were
initially erased to modify their meaning. However, the result was far [rom

24 Beach and Koch 1997, 11.

25 Exceptionally, relying on the concept of tabdil bih ahsan (exchange [or a better [Hen])
a religious scholar could allow an endowed property to be exchanged for something more
useful when the usefulness of the original property was diminished, see Salimi'fard 1991,
A2 Inour case, however, (s highly unlikely that a Safavid religious seholar would hive
granted permigsion for the “exchange™ of o porcelain dish endowed by the sister of Shih
Tahmbnb, Forthermore, had there been o “legal exchange,” the abrasion ol the endowment
raundel would have been unnecesuiry,

O Inkenndar Munshi 1970, 14123,
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successful and any Mughal superintendent would have recognized the en-
dowment nature of the inscription. The fact that the Shah Jahan inscriptions
are on the foot-ring and not on the bottom of the plate,?” perhaps indicates that
i covering attachment—be it a wooden base, a metal plate, or an extra layer of
ceramic—had been added to the bottom (inside the foot-ring) to conceal its
provenance; and it may well be that the otherwise unexplained clusters of
small holes on the bottom of the dish (Fig. 3) were drilled for attachment of
such a cover.2®

e ownership inseription of endowed vessels were carved on the outside of the foot-
S s thint subsequent alterations would be visible at all times (see, for instance, the carv-
S on the Ardabil vessels, Pope 1981, pl. 6). For items of the royal treasury, however, one
ot think that o concealed engraving would be more proper. In the case of the two
W betellon plates at the Asia Society in New York, the Shah Jahan ownership inscription
b o ol them (1975.150) 18 carved on the bottom, while for the other (1975.151) it is on
W oiindde of the Toot-ring (Pal et al, 1989, 167-9),

S wan not possible to welgh the dish before the publication of this article, Should the
Wik b welghed In the Tuture, and should fts weight be lower than the inseribed 2.9 kg,

Stk sntndng it the Shah fahah measuros were correct-—one may then aseribe the differ-

e o the welght of o missdng bottom cover,
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Flg 1. Large dish with grape design. China, Xuande period (1426-35). Porcelain,
underglaze cobalt blue decoration. No. L.1991.4. Anonymous loan. Brooklyn

Museum of Art. Diam: 17 in. Height: 3 in. By permission of the Brooklyn Museum
of Art

[y 2 Detail of the large dish. Ownership engraving of Shah Jahén. By permis-
ston ol the Brooklyn Museum of Art
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permission of the Brooklyn Museum of Art
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Texts, Inscriptions, and the Ardabil Carpets

Sheila S. Blair

IRAT AFSHAR IS WELL-KNOWN TO ALL STUDENTS AND
scholars of Iranian studies as a masterful historian who has edited and pub-
lished a wide variety of medieval texts. One of his many interests is the use of
specialized terminology, particularly that concerning art and architecture, A
pood example of his methodology is his recent study of the flat-woven carpets
lknown as zili.! He began by collecting citations in written sources, including
virly geographies, histories, literary texts and dictionaries, and then matched
(hit fextual information with extant fragments which survive from the 10th/
l6th century. In homage to this historian and his method, I offer this short

_tticle on a related topic, Safavid pile carpets, particularly the matched pair

liown as the Ardabil carpets, to show how texts and inscriptions can help us
inderstand the meaning and use of works of art,

'I'he two Ardabil carpets are the most famous Safavid carpets. There is a
well-preserved one acquired by the Victoria and Albert Museum, London in
THU (fnv. no. 272-1893), and a patched one presented by J. Paul Getty to the
Lon Anpeles County Museum of Art in 1953 (inv. no. 53.50.2) (Fig. 1).2 Nei-
ther carpet is complete. The London carpet is bigger (it now measures 10.5 by
o bmeters, or 34.5 by 17.5 feet), than the Los Angeles carpet, which has been
dianticnlly shortened and lost its outer border (it now measures 7.3 by 4.1
meters, or 23.1 by 13.5 feet).?

Y Alhiar 1992,

Phe bisde publication of the Los Angeles carpet is Stead 1974; the most up-to-date
slsnation ahout the pair is summarized in Beattie 1986. More recent articles include Tttig
P Wearden 1995, and King 1996.

Slaniblz Ealami kindly brought my attention to an article in the newspaper Iran Times
Conl st noc 17 for Friday, July 11, 1997) about a third Ardabil carpet. A similar story
S published o the newspaper ffila‘at from July 2, 1997, According to the stories (whose
Aetatle ditter wlightly), this carpet had been exported from Iran during the Persian Gulf War
S Bt by Bedsh collector, Trantan authorities successfully reclaimed the carpet on
A s that i had been exported illegally, and it is (0 go on display in the Carpet
S (Mt Farsh tn Tehean, From the photogeaphs in fran Times and Iigila ‘s, the
St b the same destgn as the matehed pair off Ardabil carpets in London and Los Ange-
Bk approxtmately the same dimensions (52 square meters), Technical examination i
Sy o verdly diwauthentietty, for this thivd earpet Is without provenance,
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