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AN ILLUSTRATED COPY OF THE KORAN

Islam as is well known has always forbidden the representation in
painting of animate objects 1 This was of course true more of the
Sunnites than of the Shi ites The Persian love of beauty had broken
through the severe inhibitions imposed by Islam on its adherents
whose theology was influenced by the unlovely surroundings of the

desert in Arabia
This unwillingness to represent animate objects was especially to be

noted in connection with the Koran although ornamentation of the
opening of the Surahs was of course favoured this being in the general
form of a fretwork of various colors gold predominating No illustra
tions were ever put in the copies of the Goran

And yet one such copy has come to my attention It is in the pos
session of John W Robertson M D 1133 Greenwich St San Fran
cisco California He acquired it in Constantinople in 1930 from a
former Catholic priest who is noted as a collector of rarities but who
had no idea of its provenience Of course he paid a good price for it
but as it is unique not an exorbitant one Dr Robertson has most
kindly sent the manuscript to me here in New York

This manuscript contains 304 folios The size of the page is ca
8x5 inches the text 51/2x31/3 inches including the gold rim which
goes around the text on each page The titles of the Surahs and the
number of verses they contain are in white upon a gold background

1 See Blochet Musulman Painting XII XVII th century translated by M C Binyon London

1929 Massignon Balldj p 939
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22 REVUE DES ETUDES ISLAMIQUES
as are also the usual words placed upon the margin JJ J1 j indi
cating certain divisions into which the Mohammedans divide the Koran
So also is written in white upon a gold background the word sU e
where a prostration is demanded by the ritual Each verse is separated
from its fellow by a large gold full stop in which there are blue and red
points The Ms is in perfect condition only here and there does one
find a small smudge The binding is a modern Turkish one The
script looks Eastern Mediterranean in character but the illustrations
were drawn and painted by a Persian That is evident at first sight
The writer of the manuscript was one al Hajj Hafith Ibrahim al Fihmi
ibn Salih a pupill of al Sayyid Uthman known as Damad al Afif
My colleague Professor William Popper of the University of Cali
fornia calls my attention to the fact that in Ahlwardt s Catalogue of
the Berlin Arabic Manuscripts there is listed in the Index one al Damad
Uthman Afif Zadeh who died in the year 1219 A H 1804 A D There
is no doubt that this is the man referred to as the teacher of the
scribe as the manuscript itself was written in the year 1232 A H

1816 A D
That the scribe was not a very good Arabic scholar may be seen from

the fact that he writes at the head of the first Surah 1 otXjl jUJi ijy

as also Ly Oj J
Another curious feature about the illustrations is that they are later

additions A part of the text has been expunged in order to make it
possible to insert the paintings Where this was done I do not know
and there is no indication but that they were inserted is the interesting
fact The expunging has been so well done as to leave no trace what
soever on the pages or on the back of the pages

As regards the illustrations I should like to give the following
details

1 The two opening pages fols lb and 2a present nothing remar

1 It is possible that he meant to write simply seTUJI Sj y and later added oLl Jl

forgetting to delete the article in o LaJ
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kable The borders are made up of variegated flowers in true Persian
style and with a free use of color

2 Fol 83a contains a picture of Moses changing the rod into a
serpent The last words above the picture are Lac
Surah VII 104 And the following pages commences with JJ J
in verse 119

3 Fol 119 b has a picture that takes us to Surah 12 the last words

of which in our manuscript are LJ j y in verse 17 and the
picture shows us Joseph left by his brethren in the well he is visited
as some commentators observe by the angel Gabriel 1 At the
bottom of the page is the word a jLJ though the following page begins

with tiilc in Verse 23
4 Surah 20 2 This picture on fol 158 a seems to be misplaced

The last words in the text are vdL Ua ii at the beginning of verse 17

and the next page begins with lli viJj in verse 37 The Prophet is
here shown on a horse which has the head of a woman and the tail
of a peacock To the left is the Angel Gabriel and in the air are other
angels flying about It should have formed part of the beginning of
Surah 17 On Burak as the animal is called in Mohammedan legend
see the references in the Encyclopedia of Islam s v

5 In this picture on fol 238a which comes after Surah 40 52 we
have Abraham represented as about to slaughter Isaac or as some
Mohammedan traditions have it Ishmael 3 It evidently belongs to
Surah 37,107 and is also misplaced Abraham is prevented from slau
ghtering his son by the Angel Gabriel who carries a ram in his arms

6 Fol 265a Here a whole page has been expunged containing the

end of Surah 53 and the text up to Surah 54,5 Li The

1 See al Kassaf ed Calcutta p 65
2 Muhammad All s ed of the Koran note 2116

3 In the title the is missing from y j
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picture is meant to illustrate the words ei J lj 54,1 and the
moon was divided The unbelievers asked Mohammed who has his
two hands raised for a sign and with his two hands he points to the
moon 1 At the left side was the word Sa JI from which the article
has been dropped This reference was probably to 53,62 jJ c s See
Zamakhshari on the passage where we find l y J on the margin

Professor Popper who also has carefully examined the manuscript
calls my attention to a passage in the Hawddith of Ibn Taghrl Bardi
vol 8 p 383 line 20 not yet published in which the story is told of

a Muhtasib 2 of Cairo named Yar All al Khurasanl who died in the
year 862 A H 1457 A D It is said At the beginning of his history

there happened to him something grave j on account of

which some charged him with unbelief It was this He
wrote a document iXac v m which was contained the Koranic verse

d jUs Jis 2,26 and he made a picture of an ass jL Jl Jyaj
The story about him is well known May Allah pardon him

And I add May Allah pardon Hafith Ibrahim al Fihml

Richard Gottheil

1 On the Mosque of the Moon s splittings asunder the site on which Muhammad is said
to have stood when this took place see Eldon Rutter The Holy Cities of Arabia 1930 p 238

2 See Z A VII 73
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