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from Upper Mesopotamia to Syria and Egypt, and 
reached its peak in the Mamluk period. In contrast 
to the Mesopotamian practice of using narrow, 
inconspicuous and well-integrated inscription bands, 
on the Mamluk metal objects, dedications often form 
the main, if not the only decoration.7    

One of the ornamental inscriptions that were 
widely used on Mamluk metal objects is the radiating 
inscription. This form of inscription is used within 
a circular arrangement or medallion, in which the 
hastae or shafts of the letters point towards the centre 
of the medallion.8 This type of ornamental inscription 
was usually used in metal work, and despite its beauty 
and extensive use; no detailed study was devoted to it. 
Therefore, the present study will focus on the radiating 
inscription in an attempt to clarify its appearance, 
development, usage, meaning and the decorative 
motifs related to it. The study at hand will be divided 
into two main parts; the first will present various 
examples of metal objects with radiating inscription 
and the second will analyze these examples to shed 
light on the artistic features of that type of ornamental 
inscription.

Part I:
The first group of examples includes objects of 

metalwork -with radiating inscriptions- attributed 
to sultans of the Bahari Mamluk period. The earliest 
example of metal work with radiating inscription is 
the hexagonal table of al-Nasir Muhammad (dated 
728 A.H./1328 A.D). It is made of brass inlaid with 
gold and silver and preserved in the Museum of 
Islamic Art in Cairo.9 The upper surface of the table 
is hexagonal in shape and its centre is occupied with 
concentric arrangement (fig. 1-A). The centre has a 
small circle bearing the word  ‘Muhammad’ 
written in ‘naskh’ script on a pierced background. It’s 
surrounded with radiating inscription in kufic script 
that reads:       

The extensive use of inscriptions is one of the 
distinguishing features of Islamic art. Calligraphy 
occupied a place and gained importance in Islamic 
art unparalleled in any other culture. It gained its 
importance from the Muslims’ need to write down the 
Quran and preserve it. Then calligraphy developed as a 
discipline with its own precise and strict rules to which 
proportion was mandatory. The art of calligraphy 
was not confined to the Quran or to books, it was 
rather used to adorn all kinds of objects and buildings. 
The Muslims developed within the art of calligraphy 
an unsurpassable variety of styles and ornamental 
inscriptions that became an essential element of 
decoration. That led Welch to describe Arabic script 
as ‘the central form of Islam’s arts and the foremost of 
its characteristic modes of visual expression.’1

Doris Abouseif considered the extensive use of 
inscriptions on objects of daily use as a reflection of the 
taste of the Muslim society that regarded knowledge 
as of foremost value although literacy was widespread, 
especially among urban populations.2 She added that 
the use of inscription in the arts freed the calligrapher’s 
imagination to create ornamental devices and to 
transform the letters into ornament.3

Metal objects carrying inscriptions are certainly 
common all over the Islamic world. In the early 
period, Islamic metalworkers followed, and further 
developed pre-Islamic, particularly Roman and 
Byzantine traditions.4 Metal objects of the early period 
were usually decorated with a single line of inscription 
without dots and in many cases bear the date of 
manufacturing the object.5 By the tenth and eleventh 
century, inscriptions played a more important role 
in the decoration of Islamic metalwork. Inscriptions 
usually invoked blessings and good wishes on the 
owner or expressed dedication to him.6 It was in the 
twelfth or early thirteenth century when the practice 
of decorating metal objects with long inscriptions 
giving the name and titles of its owner have spread 
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‘Glory to our lord the Sultan, al-Malik al-Nasir, 

Nasir al-Dunya w’l-Din, son of the sultan Qalwun’

Each two of the vertical shafts of the radiating 
inscription are plaited together in knots and the 
upper parts of the shafts are pointed. The medallion 
is encircled with a ribbed frame which contains lotus 
flowers on a pierced background.

Four of the sides of the table are also decorated 
with radiating inscription (fig. 1-B). Each side bears 
a circular arrangement of four concentric circles: the 
central one bears the word:  ‘Muhammad’ written 
in naskh script, surrounded by radiating inscription 
also in naskh script and reads:




‘Glory to our lord the Sultan, al-Malik  al-
Nasir, Nasir al-Dunya w’l-Din, son of the sultan 
Qalwun’

This circle is surrounded by a narrow circle 
with floral decorations and then a wide ribbed one 
containing lotus flowers.10

Another object attributed to al-Nasir Muhammad 
is a brass candlestick preserved in the Museum of 
Islamic Art in Cairo.11 The body of the candlestick 

is decorated with a wide band of thuluth inscription 
which is interrupted by two large medallions, with 
radiating inscription written in thuluth script. It reads:

      


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-
Nasir, the learned, the just, the defender (of 
Faith) the warrior of the frontiers Muhammad 
son of the Sultan Qalwun’

The centre of the medallion is occupied with a 
cartouche.12

The candlestick of al-Nasir Muhammed in Museo 
Artistico Industriale in Rome was also decorated 
with radiating inscription (fig. 2-A). The base of the 
candlestick is decorated with a medallion that has a 
six-petaled whirling rosettes surrounded by radiating 
inscription on a floral background and it reads: 

(Fig. 1- A) Top of hexagonal table of Al-Nasir Muhammad

(Fig. 1-B) One of the sides of the hexagonal table of Al-Nasir 
Muhammad
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‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik 
al-Nasir, the learned the diligent the just the 
defender (of Faith) the warrior of the frontiers’

The outer circle is decorated with elegant slender 
lotus flowers.13

Among the best preserved examples of metal work 
with radiating inscription is the incense burner of al-
Nasir Muhammad (fig. 2-B) that is now preserved in 
Nuhad Es-Said collection.14 The lid of the incense 
burner is decorated with a horizontal band of 
inscription interrupted with two lobed medallions 
with radiating inscription. It reads:



‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-

Nasir, the learned, the diligent, the defender 
(of Faith), the warrior of the frontiers, the 
warden of the marches, Nasir al-Dunya w’l-Din 
Muhammad son of Qalawun’

The horizontal band of inscription on the 
cylindrical body of the incense burner is also 
interrupted by two lobed medallions with radiating 
inscription written in naskh script that reads:





‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-

Nasir, the learned the diligent the defender (of 
Faith) the warrior of the frontiers the warden 
of the marches, the supported (by God), the 
victorious Nasir al-Dunya w’l-Din, Muhammad 
son of Qalawun’

The radial inscriptions on both the lid and (Fig. 2-A) Medallion on the candlestick of Al-Nasir Muhammad 
in Museo Andustriale in Rome. After: D. Rice, Study IV, fig. 8.

(Fig. 2-B) Incense burner of Al-Nasir Muhammad.
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body were inlaid with gold and set against a floral 
background inlaid with silver. The centre of each 
medallion is occupied with a circle with the phrase:  
 ‘Glory to our lord the sultan’ and it 
is inlaid with gold.15 

Some objects decorated with radiating inscriptions 
bear the name of Sultan Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn 
Qalawun (742-743 A.H./ 1342 AD). A metal lamp 
(fig. 3-A) preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in 
Cairo is one of these objects.16 The bulb of the lamp is 
decorated with a wide band of naskh script interrupted 
by three medallions with radiating inscription written 
in naskh script without dots and reads:17   

  
 


‘Glory to our 
lord the sultan, al-
Malik al-Nasir… 
the sultan, al-Malik 
al-Nasir’

What is unique 
about this lamp is 
that the inscriptions 
glorify both the sultan 
al-Nasir Ahmad and 
his father al-Nasir 
Muhammad.

The second object 
that was attributed to 
the same sultan and 
was decorated with 
radiating inscription 
is a brass tray-stand.18 
Each of the two conical 
parts of the stand were 
decorated with two 
ribbed medallions 

with radiating inscription set on a floral background 
and surround the epigraphic emblem of the sultan 
that reads:  ‘al-Malik al-Nasir.19

A candlestick in the Keir collection also bears the 
title: ‘al-Nasir’ in its radiating inscription who could 
be al-Nasir Muhammad or his son al-Nasir Ahmad. 
The body of the candlestick is decorated with a large 
band of naskh script against a scroll background and 
interrupted by two large medallions with a rosette in 
its centre and radiating inscriptions that read:


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-
Nasir’.20 

Al-Salih Isma’il ibn Muhammad ibn Qalawun 
(743-746 A.H./1342-1345 AD) also had his share 
of metal objects with radiating inscriptions. The 
first object is a cylindrical container with a pointed 
cover21 preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art 
in Cairo (fig. 3-B). The body of the container 
is decorated with a band of naskh inscription 
interrupted by three large lobed medallions 
bearing radiating inscription that reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-
Salih, the learned, the diligent, the defender 

(Fig. 3-A) Mosque lamp of al-Nasir 
Ahmad Ibn Muhammad. After: G. 
Wiet, Objets en cuivre, pl. IX

(Fig. 3-B) Radiating inscription on a cylindrical box of Salih 
Isma’il. After: Izzi, ‘Objects’, pl. 6
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(of Faith), the warrior of the frontiers ‘Imad al-
Dunya w’l-Din’        

This inscription radiates from the praise of the 
sultan that reads:  ‘Glory to our lord 
the Sultan’.22 The second object attributed to al-Salih 
Ismail is a rose water sprinkler with a bulbous body.23 
The body is decorated with a band of inscription, 
interrupted by three large medallions with radiating 
inscription and reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-
Salih ‘Imad al-Dunya w’l-Din Isma’il’        

These inscriptions radiate from the central circle 
with the epigraphic emblem of the sultan which 
reads:24 .

Similar to the metal lamp of al-Nasir Ahmad 
another metal lamp was attributed to al-Kamil 
Sha’ban25 (746-747 A.H./ 1345-1346 AD). It 
followed the same tradition of the lamp of Sultan 
Ahmad in glorifying both the ruling sultan; al-Kamel 
Sha’ban, and his deceased father al-Nasir Muhamad. 
The bulb of the lamp was decorated on its upper part 
with a band of inscriptions bearing the name of al-
Nasir Muhammad interrupted by small medallions 
with his first name. While, the lower part of the bulb 
is decorated with a wide band of inscriptions bearing 
the name of al-Kamil and interrupted with three large 
medallions with radiating inscription that reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent, the just al-Kamil Seif al-
Dunya w’l-Din, Sha’ban’

The centre of the medallions bears the words: 
 ‘Glory to our lord the sultan’ 
written in naskh script.26

Al-Kamel Sha’ban had another object with 
radiating inscription which is a unique brass tray27 

(fig. 4-A). It’s one of the most sumptuous of its kind 
because of its elaborate work and unique layout of the 
decoration. The whole surface of the tray is occupied 
with concentric circles; the central one with radiating 
inscription, surrounded by interlacing circles forming 
a large petaled flower, surrounded by a circular band 
of inscriptions, surrounded by another wide band of 
inscriptions that is broken with three medallions with 
radiating inscriptions. The central lobed medallion 
has a flower in its centre, surrounded by radiating 
inscription set on a floral background and reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-
Kamil, the learned, the just, Seif al-Dunya w’l-
Din, Sha’ban’

The other three medallions with radiating 
inscriptions bear the same text but the medallion 
has the epigraphic emblem in its centre and it reads: 
  ‘al-Malik al-Kamil’. Each medallion is 
surrounded by a circular band of flowers and a lobed 
frame.28

(Fig. 4-A) Tray of Al-Kamil Sha’ban.
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The well-known rose water sprinkler that was 
attributed to al-Nasir Hasan (748-752 A.H./1348-
1351 AD and 755-762 A.H./1354-1361AD) is also 
decorated with radiating inscription29 (fig. 4-B). Its 
bulbous body is decorated with a band of naskh script 
interrupted by three lobed medallions with radiating 
inscriptions in naskh script reads:


‘Glory to our lord the sultan, al-Malik al-

Nasir, Nasir al-Dunya w’l-Din’

The frame of the medallion is wide and its centre 
is occupied by a circle containing a flower. The 
radiating inscription is inlaid with gold and set on a 
floral background inlaid with silver.30

The pen box of al-Mansur Muhammad31 (762-764 
A.H./1361-1363 AD) also bears radiating inscriptions 
on its interior (fig. 5-A). It bears four lobed medallions 

with radiating inscription set on a floral background 
and it reads:




‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent the just, the defender (of 
faith), the warrior of the frontiers’

The centre of the medallion contains a whirling 
rosette.32 Each medallion is framed with a wide lobed 
frame and the inscriptions are inlaid with gold.

Another object was attributed to al-Malik al-
Mansur who could be al-Mansur Muhammad or al-
Mansur Ali (778-783 A.H./1377-1381 AD). It’s a 
brass tray inlaid with silver and preserved in Victoria 
and Albert Museum33 (fig. 5-B). It followed the 
decorative style of the tray of al-Kamil Sha’ban. The 
whole surface of the tray is occupied with concentric 
circles; the central one with radiating inscription, 
surrounded by interlacing circles forming a large 
petaled flower, surrounded by a circular band of 
inscriptions, which in its turn is surrounded by 
another wide band of inscriptions that is broken 
with three medallions with radiating inscriptions 
too and the frame of the tray or the rim is floral.34 

(Fig. 5-A) Pen box of al-Mansur Muhammad.

(Fig. 4-A) Rose water sprinkler of Al-Nasir Hassan.
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The radiating inscription on the central medallion 
reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent, the just, the vanquisher, 
the defender (of Faith)’

And the radiating inscription on the three 
medallions reads: 

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent, the just, the vanquisher the 
defender (of Faith), the warrior of the frontiers, 
the warden of the marches’.

The radiating inscription is surrounded by a wide 
circular band of lotus flowers and a lobed frame.35

The second group of examples represents objects 
of metalwork -with radiating inscriptions- that belong 

to amirs of the Bahari Mamluk period. Among these 
examples is a bowl in the Aron Collection.36 The 
bowl has a round base which is decorated from the 
outside with a central whirling rosette and radiating 
inscriptions surrounding it. The inscription reads:


‘His exalted excellency, the lordly, the 

learned, the warrior of the frontiers, al-Nasiri’  

The radiating inscription is set against a floral 
background.  It’s surrounded by six pointed shapes 
that made the whole design look like a large flower with 
six petals. The petals were decorated with arabesques 
and between each two petals there is a whirling rosette 
surrounded with flying ducks.37

 A lamp stand38 in the same collection also bears 
radiating inscription. The tray of the lamp stand is 
circular and slightly concave. It had a small circle in its 
centre surrounded by radiating inscription that reads: 


‘His exalted excellency, the great amir al-

Malaki al-Nasiri’  

The radiating naskh script is set against a floral 
background.39

Another object also attributed to one of the 
officers of al-Mailk al-Nasir is the tray preserved in 
The Freer Gallery of Art40 (fig. 6-A). The centre of this 
tray is occupied with a six-petaled rosette surrounded 
by radiating inscription in thuluth script. It reads:


‘His exalted excellency, the lord, the high, 

the just, al-Malaki al-Nasiri’   

Around it is a band divided into eight units, filled 
with large lotuses flanked by five-petaled blossoms 
alternating with two pairs of flying ducks.41

A cylindrical brass box (fig. 6-B) attributed to an 
officer of al-Malik al-Nasir was also decorated with (Fig. 5-B) Tray of al-Mansur.
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radiating inscription.42 The lid of the cylindrical box 
has a six-petaled whirling rosette that is surrounded by 
radiating inscription in thuluth script. It reads:


‘His exalted excellency, the lord, the learned, 

the efficient’

The inscription is set against a floral 
background.43

A tray stand in the Nuhad Es-Said Collection44 
(fig. 7-A) was also attributed to an officer of al-Malik 
al-Nasir.45 Each of the two conical parts of the tray 
stand is decorated with a band of naskh inscription 
interrupted by two medallions with radiating 
inscriptions. The circle in the centre of each medallion 
contains inscription that reads:  ‘al-Malik 
al-Salih’ surrounded by radiating inscriptions in naskh 
script that reads: 

      


‘The generous authority the high the lordly, the 
great amir, the conqueror, the defender (of the 

(Fig. 6-B) The lid of a cylindrical box of an officer of al-Malik 
al-Nasir. 

(Fig. 6-A) Part of a tray of of an officer of al-Malik al-Nasir. 

(Fig. 7-A) Tray stand of an officer of al-Malik al-Nasir.



Heba Saad

106 Abgadiyat 2009

 A cylindrical brass box attributed to Aydemir al-
Ashrafi49 was decorated with radiating inscription. The 
centre of the lid is occupied with the emblem of the 
owner. It’s a three-fielded emblem with a cup charged 
with a napkin in the middle field and a red cup in the 
lower field.50 The blazon or emblem of the amir is 
surrounded by radiating inscription (fig. 13) that reads:

     
       


‘His excellency, the most noble, the high, 

the lordly, the royal, the well-served, ‘Izz al-Din 
Aydemir al-Ashrafi, the governor of the noble 
province of Aleppo’

The inscription is surrounded, on the bevel, by a 
circle of flying ducks, flowers and whorls.51

The ninth example is a bronze mirror preserved 
in Topkapi Sarayi Museum52 (fig. 8). The example is 
unique in bearing the name of the amir, to whom the 

Faith), the warden of the marches, the helper’  

The inscription is set against a floral background.46

The same treatment of the radiating inscription is 
present in the candlestick that was also attributed to 
an officer of al-Malik al-Nasir. Each of the polylobed 
medallions that decorate the base of the candlestick 
(pl.7-B) contains a circle with the inscription:  
  surrounded by radiating inscriptions 
on a floral background. Esin Atil suggested that the 
candlestick was made for one of the officers of al-
Malik al-Nasir Hasan.47

The tray of  amir Tybugha preserved in the 
Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo48 is another example 
of the use of radiating inscription on objects made 
for amirs. The layout of the decorations on the tray is 
very similar to that of the tray of al-Kamel Sha’ban. 
It is decorated with concentric circles; the central one 
bears graffito surrounded by radiating inscription, 
surrounded by interlacing circles forming the shape 
of petals, surrounded by a wide band of inscription 
interrupted by three medallions. The difference 
between this tray and that of Sha’ban is that the 
radiating inscription was used only in the central 
medallion and not in the other three medallions and 
the inscription in the wide band is set inside lobed 
compartments. (Fig. 8) Tray of Amir Altanbugha.

(Fig. 7-B) Detail from the base of a candlestick belonging to an 
officer of al-Nasir Hassan.
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tray was made, in the central circle of the tray. This 
circle contains the word: ‘Alaa al-Din’.53 The 
radiating inscription surrounding it reads:

     
      


‘The honorable authority, the high, the 

lordly, the royal, the well-served, the learned, 
the efficient, the just, the treasure house (of 
excellence), the helper, the savior, made by the 
master Muhammad ibn al-Waziri’ 

The circular band around the previous one 
contains prowling animals interrupted by four 
whirling rosettes. It’s surrounded by  a wide circular 
band containing circles with the signs of the Zodiac 
and their associated planets.54

The third group of objects represents metal objects 
dating to the Circassian Mamluk period. One of these 
examples is the remains of a metal lamp attributed 
to Sultan Khushqadam (865-872 A.H./1461-1467 
AD).55 The lamp bulb is decorated with a wide band 
of inscriptions interrupted by three medallions with 
radiating inscription that read: 




‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent, the just, the defender (of 
Faith), the warrior at the frontiers, al-Malik al-
Zahir Abu Said Khushqadam, May his victory 
be glorious’

The centre of the radiating inscription contains 
the epigraphic emblem of the sultan that reads: 
  ‘Glory to  our lord the sultan’ written 
in naskh script.56

The second example is a basin in the Museum of 
Islamic Art in Cairo.57 The basin is decorated with a 
wide band of naskh script interrupted by four lobed 

medallions; two of which bear radiating inscription 
and the other two have lotus flowers. The radiating 
inscription is written in naskh script and reads:

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik, the 
learned, the diligent, the just, al-Malik al-Ashraf’

The centre of the medallion contains the phrase: 
 ‘al-Malik al-Ashraf’ which is written in 
naskh script.58

The third example is a lamp of sultan Al-Ghawri 
(906-922 A.H./1501-1516 AD) which is also 
decorated with radiating inscription.59 The lower tray 
of the lamp is decorated with a central large star shape 
surrounded by fourteen circles, four of which contain 
radiating inscription. It’s written in naskh script 
without dots and reads:60

       


‘Glory to our lord the sultan al-Malik al-
Ashraf Abu al-Nasr Qanswa al-Ghuri, may his 
victory be glorious’

(Fig. 9) Center Styles: 1. 
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Part II: Analysis
From the above mentioned examples we can 

realize that ornamental radiating inscriptions were 
widely used to decorate metal objects during the 
Mamluk period. We have no evidence that this style 
of inscription was used earlier than the reign of al-
Nasir Muhammad ibn Qalawun, particularly his third 
reign 709-741 A.H./1310-1340 AD

The design:

In all the examples of radiating inscriptions, 
the words were arranged inside a circular shape 
or a medallion and the shafts of the letters, which 
were elongated, pointed towards the centre. 
The comparison between the centers of these 
compositions betrays five main trends or styles:

- In the first style (fig. 9 ), the centre of the 
medallion contains a circle with the name 
of the object owner. Al-Nasir Muhammad 
ibn Qalawun is the only sultan whose name 
‘Muhammad’ is written in the centre of the 
radiating inscription on his hexagonal table61 

and one of his candlesticks.62 

- In the second style (fig. 10), the centre of the 
medallion contains a circle with a rosette or 
a whirling rosette. The whirling rosette was 
more frequently used. It was sometimes a 
six-petaled whirling rosette such as that on 
al-Nasir Muhammad’s candlestick in Museo 
Industriale in Rome,63 the bottom of a bowl 
of one of his amirs64 and the lid of a cylindrical 
box of another.65 In other cases it was an eight-
petaled whirling rosette such as that on the pen 
box of al-Mansur Muhammad.66 Moreover, 
the simple flower was used in the centre of 
radiating inscription such as that on the centre 
of the tray of  al-Kamil Sha’ban67 and the rose 
water sprinkler of al-Nasir Hassan.68

- In the third style (fig. 11), the centre of the 
medallion has a circle with three fields; the 
upper and the lower are plain while the middle 
contains the phrase:   ‘Glory to 
our Lord, the Sultan’. That style was used on 
the incense burner of al-Nasir Muhammd,69 
the cylindrical box of al-Salih Isma’il,70 the 
lamp of al-Kamil Sha’ban,71 the candlestick of 

(Fig. 10) Center Styles: 2. (Fig. 11) Center Styles: 3. 
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an officer of al-Nasir Hasan72 and the lamp of 
Khushqadam.73

- In the fourth style (fig. 12), the centre of the 
medallion contains the epigraphic emblem of 
the sultan. It is in the form of a circle divided 
into three fields; the upper and lower are plain 
while the middle contains the title of the sultan. 
It’s worth noting that whether the owner of the 
object was a sultan or an amir, the title inscribed 
in the centre was that of the ruling sultan. The 
title ‘al-Malik al-Nasir’ was inscribed in the 
centre of the radiating inscription on the tray 
stand of Sultan Ahmad,74 while the title ‘al-
Malik al-Salih’ was inscribed on the rose water 
sprinkler of al-Salih Isma’il75 and on the tray 
stand of an amir.76 In the same treatment, the 
title ‘al-Malik al-Kamil’ was inscribed on the 
tray of al-Kamil Sha’ban77 and ‘al-Malik al-
Ashraf’ on the basin of the Qaytbay’s wife.78 In 
the latter example, the metalworker followed 
the traditions of that style rather than using 
the common form of the epigraphic emblem 
of Qaytbay.79

The only exception of that rule is the use of 
the title of an amir, who was called ‘Alaa al-Din’, 
in the centre of the radiating inscription on his 
tray.80

- In the fifth style (fig. 13), the radiating inscription 
contains in its centre the emblem of the owner. 
The example of that style could be seen on the 
lid of the cylindrical box of Aydumer which 
contains a cup in its middle field.

The Inscriptions

Naskh or thuluth scripts were generally 
adopted in radiating inscriptions, while kufic 
script was used only once in the radiating 
inscription on the top of the hexagonal table of 
al-Nasir Muhammad. In that example, plaited 
kufic was adopted and the letters alif and lam 
were knotted. The upper top of each shaft takes 
the form of a pointed spear. The single strokes 
were also knotted at one side of the shaft, except 
for the letter lam of the word li-mawlana which 
bears two knots and ends with two pointed ends. 
(fig. 9)

(Fig. 13) Center Styles: 5. (Fig. 12) Center Styles: 4. 
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The naskh  and thuluth scripts used in the rest 
of the examples are extremely creative. The shafts 
of the letters are elongated and point towards the 
centre of the medallion. The number of strokes, 
or shafts, is usually an even number varying 
between eighteen81 up to forty eight.82 Sometimes 
an additional letter, alif, is added at the end of the 
text to form an upright stroke that matches the 
lam of li-mawlana at the beginning of the text. 
This practice is used in the radiating inscription 
of the incense burner of al-Nasir Muhammad, his 
candlestick in Museo Industriale in Rome and the 
cylindrical box of al-Salih Isma’il.83          

The shafts of the letters alif, lam, taa, kaf 
occupieds most of the space inside the medallion, 
leaving only its lower part for the rest of the letters. 
Sometimes, important words, usually the name 
of the sultan, were written above the rest of the 
words intersecting with the strokes. The word 
‘Muhammad’ intersects the strokes of the radiating 
inscription of the incense burner of al-Nasir 
Muhammad84 and the same practice was used with 
the word ‘Sha’ban’ on the tray of al-Kamil Sha’ban85 
and the word ‘Aydumer’ on the lid of a cylindrical 
box.86 Moreover, words were sometimes crowded 
in part the text such as the word ‘Qalwun’ in the 
radiating inscription on the sides of the hexagonal 
table of al-Nasir Muhammd.87 Also the word ‘seif’ 
was crowded with ‘al-Dunia wa al-Din’ on the tray 
of al-Kamil Sha’ban.88

Not only are the layouts inventive, but also 
are the letter forms themselves. The eye of the 
letter sad, for example, was pierced by the upright 
of the letter alif like a ring on a skewer.89 This 
practice could be seen in the word ‘al-Nasir’ on 
the hexagonal table, the incense burner and the 
candlestick of al-Nasir Muhammad.90

The analysis of the texts of the radiating 
inscriptions revealed several facts. First: all the 

radiating inscriptions on metal objects made for a 
sultan started with ‘Glory to our lord, the Sultan 
al-Malik…’ followed by various titles of the sultan. 
No particular titles were chosen and no particular 
order was adopted for the titles. Probably the 
metalworker chose titles that could provide a large 
number of strokes -usually alif and lam- such as 
al-‘alim, al-‘amil, al-‘adil….Titles added to al-
Dunya w’l-Din were also frequently used such 
as ‘Seif al-Dunya w’l-Din’, ‘Nasir al-Dunya w’l-
Din’ and ‘’Imad al-Dunya w’l-Din’. The name 
of the sultan was not necessarily mentioned. In 
few cases the name of the sultan together with the 
name of his deceased father were mentioned in 
the text such as the radiating inscription on both 
the top and sides of the hexagonal table of al-Nasir 
Muhammad and that on his incense burner.

Second: the radiating inscription on metal 
objects owned by amirs or other dignitaries 
could be classified into two types of inscriptions. 
The first represents inscriptions that glorified 
the sultun not the owner and in that case the 
text started with the phrase ‘Glory to our lord 
the Sultan al-Malik…’. That could be seen on 
the basin in the third group of examples.91 The 
second type of inscriptions included honorific 
titles of the owner himself that started with ‘His 
exalted excellency’ or ‘The most Noble and High 
Excellency’ or other titles depending on the rank 
of the owner. Although the text glorifies the 
owner, the centre of the radiating inscription 
could be the prayer for the ruling sultan: ‘Glory 
to our lord the Sultan’92 or his title.93

The name of the amir was not mentioned 
in most of the metal objects with radiating 
inscription.

The frame and related motifs 
The medallions with radiating inscriptions 

were either framed with a simple circular frame 
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or a polylobed one. Sometimes the ribbon of the 
outline is twisted at the top and bottom of the 
medallion and connected with the upper and 
lower bands of decorations.94

Some motifs appeared together with the 
radiating inscriptions such as the lotus flower. The 
flower pattern was repeated in a wide circular band 
that surrounded the frame of the medallion on the 
top and sides of the hexagonal table of al-Nasir 
Muhammad, two of his candlesticks,95 in addition 
to the tray of Freer Gallery.96 The lotus flowers 
had eight petals and the flowers were arranged 
facing inwards and outwards alternately and were 
connected with scrolls (fig.9). Generally speaking, 
the use of lotus flowers represents one of the Far 
Eastern, particularly Chinese, influences that 
left a marked imprint on the flora of the Islamic 
decoration.97 The lotus flowers brought by the 
Mongols to Iran were later introduced to Syria and 
Egypt and made their appearance on metalwork in 
Egypt at the beginning of the fourteenth century.98 
The lotus flower survived, together with other 
motifs, until the end of the Mamluk period.99

The second motif that appeared together with 
some medallions with radiating inscriptions is the 
flying ducks. The ducks were represented in pairs, 
usually affronted and with their wings spread. 
That motif was seen around the central medallion 
on the tray of al-Kamil Sha’ban and around the 
central medallion of the tray in Freer Gallery and 
in both cases, the ducks were alternating with 
flowers.100 The flying ducks were also seen close 
to the radiating inscriptions, not surrounding 
it, on other metal objects such as the top of the 
hexagonal table of al-Nasir Muhammad and the 
rose water sprinkler of al-Nasir Hasan.101

The association between the Qalawun family 
and the flying ducks was discussed by many 

scholars. Some scholars wrongly considered the 
duck one of the emblems of Qalawun family, 
based on the suggestion that the word Qalawun 
itself means duck in Turkish. But other scholars 
proved that the representation of ducks was 
never associated with the name ‘Qalawun’. The 
ducks were also represented in various forms and 
numbers which deny that they were an emblem. 
Moreover, the representations of ducks were used 
before and after the Qalawun family’s reign and 
that proves that it was a mere decorative element 
and has no specific association with the Qalawun 
family.102 

The third motif that was frequently seen with 
radiating inscriptions is the rosette which was used 
in the center of the radiating inscriptions. The 
rosette was among the plants that were used as 
emblems such as the five-petaled rosette adopted 
by the Rasulids of Yemen and the six-petaled 
rosette adopted by the Qalawun family.103 But 
none of the rosettes that were used in the center of 
the radiating inscriptions could be considered an 
emblem. They were either a six-petaled whirling 
rosette or an eight-petaled one, as previously 
discussed. Even the rosette on the tray of al-Kamil 
Sha’ban and that on the rose water sprinkler of 
al-Nasir Hassan were both with five petals and 
therefore cannot represent the emblem of the 
Qalawun family.

The forth and last motif is the representation 
of the signs of the Zodiac and their associated 
planets that was seen on only one example; the 
tray of al-Tanbugha. The astrological images and 
representations of the Signs of the Zodiac were 
present in Islamic art since the twelfth century 
and were more popular in the eastern regions 
extending from the Jazira to Khurasan.104 They 
generally signify protection for the owner of 
the object in addition to good fortune.105 But it 
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is obvious that this was not a theme frequently 
associated with radiating inscriptions. 

The meaning of radiating inscriptions: 
symbolism or decoration

Radiating inscription with elongated letter shafts 
pointing to the center of a circular medallion evokes 
the image of the sun. The circular center resembles 
the sun disk and the elongated shafts of the letters 
resemble the rays of the sun. That visual effect was 
emphasized in many cases by the use of gold for 
inlaying the inscription, contrasting with the use of 
silver for other decorative elements on the object.

Some scholars suggested a symbolic meaning for 
the radiating inscriptions. Eva Baer suggested that the 
radiant letters which spell out the names and titles of 
the sultan were symbols intended to call up the light 
that emanated from the ruling personage.106 Esin Atil 
added that the circular inscriptions, rosettes, lotuses 
and ducks are associated with solar symbolism. She 
suggested that those motifs may have had astrological 
meanings and were used as charms for their magical 
and protective values.107 James Allen agreed with 
Atil in considering the lotuses and ducks as solar 
symbols.108 As for the radiating inscription itself, he 
suggested that the artist and the patron desired the 
viewer to conceive some sort of similarity between the 
ruler and the sun. The sun disk bears the first titles of 
the sultan and symbolizes him as the sun.109

To the sultan’s officers of state, to his mamluks 
and all who were ushered into his august presence, 
such objects with radiating inscriptions proclaimed 
the presence before them of the Sun himself.110 Allen 
went even further when he mentioned that al-Nasir 
Muhammad attributed to himself divine eminence 
by using the radiating inscription. He explained that 
in the circular inscription in the Quran box -of al-
Nasir Muhammad- God entitles himself  ‘al-Malik 
al-Qudus’ and in the radiating inscriptions on his 
objects the sultan entitles himself  ‘al-Malik al-Nasir’. 

Therefore, the sultan deliberately was setting himself 
and his own greatness against that of his creator.111

In fact, I disagree with the above-mentioned points 
of view suggesting symbolic meaning to radiating 
inscriptions or suggesting intended equation between 
the ruler and the sun. This disagreement is based on 
certain reasons which are:

1- The sun motif was used in Islamic art as early 
as the twelfth or early thirteenth century in 
Iran112 and was used on Mamluk metal objects 
produced in Egypt or Syria by the end of the 
thirteenth century and during the fourteenth 
century.113 It was also used at the bottom of 
many metal objects surrounded with fish.114 

That means, the sun motif was frequently used 
in Islamic art and its appearance was prior to the 
radiating inscriptions and its usage continued 
till the fourteenth century. The shape of the sun 
motif made it appropriate to be used as a central 
motif around which decorations were arranged 
in circular bands. Therefore, the radiating 
inscriptions could have been an alternative to 
the sun motif. It must have been an innovative 
motif that looks like the sun but using letters for 
its rays. It must have gained appreciation too and 
that explains its spread together with the still 
existing pictorial motif of the sun.

2- The association between rosettes, lotuses and 
ducks and solar symbolism is not proven in 
Islamic art. Neither Atil, nor Allen who adopted 
that idea explained that association or mentioned 
what these motifs symbolize. Moreover, if these 
motifs were truly associated with solar symbolism, 
they should have been present in all objects with 
radiating inscription. But on the contrary, they 
were present only on few of them, disproving 
such association.

3- The idea that al-Nasir Muhammad was setting 
himself and his greatness against that of his 
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Creator is denied based on another Quranic 
text on the same Quran box. The box bears the 
verse:

                 ’
                                 

‘           
 This Quranic text asserts the omnipotence of God 

and that only God gives, or takes, sovereignty. 
That means the ruler is assuring the ultimate 
power to God and not to himself. 

 Moreover, many other sultans used their titles 
in the center of the radiating inscription such as 
al-Malik al-Salih, al-Malik al-Nasir and al-Malik 
al-Ashraf. And its hard to believe that they all 
were setting themselves against God.

4-  The above mentioned opinions were probably 
based on the study of one or few objects with 
radiating inscriptions. But the present study 
proved that radiating inscriptions were used on 
objects made for sultans, amirs of various ranks 
and other dignitaries. Therefore, it’s hard to 
believe that all those people were intending to 
liken the patron to the sun.

If the idea of associating a great sultan -such as 
al-Nasir Muhammd- with the sun could be accepted, 
how can we explain that association for a young sultan 
who ruled for a year or two?115

And how can we explain such association for an 
amir? And if the amir was intending to associate himself 
with the sun, emphasizing his personal prestige, why 
would he write the name of the ruling sultan in the 
center of the radiating inscription?

The answers to such questions would probably 
lead us to believe that the radiating inscription was an 
ornamental inscription that looks like the sun motifs 
but carries no symbolic meaning. It was probably 
appreciated by al-Nasir Muhammad and frequently 
represented on his metal objects. His successors; his 

sons and grandsons, followed his tradition and used 
the same motif to decorate their metal objects. Also 
high officials, who were generally fascinated to imitate 
their ruler, followed the same practice. The radiating 
inscription was probably a fashionable motif at that 
time. Moreover, the workshops usually produced 
objects for the sultans together with other objects, 
which were mass produced ones, to fulfill the demand 
of the high officers.116 Such workshops used similar 
motifs for the objects of the sultan and those of the 
amirs. The radiating inscriptions were less frequently 
used during the Circassian Mamluk period but they 
never disappeared. 

To sum up, the radiating inscription is an 
ornamental inscription that appeared in the fourteenth 
century and continued to be used till the beginning of 
the sixteenth century. It was adopted to decorate metal 
objects of sultans and amirs. The radiating inscription 
was set inside a circular or polylobed medallion and 
the shafts of the letters were elongated and point to 
the central circle which bears a rosette, the title of the 
sultan or a praise for him or the emblem of the amir. 
The naskh or thuluth scripts were generally adopted 
for the radiating inscription. 
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