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FRONTISPIECES ON SCALE CANVAS IN ARABIC MANUSCRIPTS

The splendid catalogue by F. Déroche [1], where photo-
graphic illustrations are given with a scale, makes it possi-
ble to apply the materials published there for the study of a
never considered before phenomenon of the Arab manu-
script culture. We mean the type of artistic design of a
manuscript page which is represented in this catalogue on
eleven illustrations (I, IV 4, V B, VI B and C, VII B, XXIV
B, XXVI B, XXVII 4, XXVIII B and XXIX B) reproducing
pages of ten manuscripts of the Bibliothéque Nationale de
Paris: Arabe 418, Arabe 5841, Arabe 501, Arabe 427, Ara-
be 400, Smith-Lesouéf 206, Arabe 5816, Smith-Lesou-
&f 28, Smith-Lesouéf 25, Arabe 426.

The ornamental type presenting the subject of this arti-
cle has striking and easily remembered compositional and
decorative features. Its compositional background is formed
by a vertical rectangular frame with a square dominating
the centre. The space above and below the square is filled
by symmetrically arranged rectangles of equal size. The
decorative peculiarity of this type consists in the presence
of ornamental lines projecting, like a fringe, to the margins
of manuscript pages along the perimeter of decorated space.

This very fringe offers grounds to make its available
samples into a separate type of decorative design. There is
all reason to think that it is directly connected with the
constructive principles of the main decoration and therefore
may be useful for its understanding.

1. Mlustration I in the catalogue by Déroche represents
folio 3a of the Qur’an manuscript dating (on the evidence
of a wagf-statement) not later than 1003/1594 and originat-
ing, according to Déroche, from Iran [2]. Its decorative de-
sign, if to omit all details and to consider only its principal
structure, consists of the main frame with three geometric
figures (a square between two equal rectangles) arranged
within it, and the bordering frame with fringe-like lines
projecting to the margins along its whole perimeter
(see fig. 1).

The arrangement of figures within the main frame is

interesting in itself. The frame presents a rectangle set ver-
tically, its sides correlating proportionally as 9:5. This
proportion is maintained with much precision. A regular
square in the middle of the rectangle forms two equal rec-
tangles above and below. Their width, as well as the width
of the square, corresponds to the width of the main frame,
their height turns to be equal to the diameter of a circle
forming a large flower-shaped rosette (octofoil) within the
square — one more decorative element. The enumerated
features are enough to admit that the decorative pattern
considered here has been created deliberately, according to
some plan.

The triptych “square between two rectangles” presents
a very common pattern of filling the main frames of manu-
script ornamental decorations. Its existing variants are so
numerous that a special work should be dedicated to their
classification. Some of these variants are present in the
manuscripts described by Déroche; they are reproduced in a
supplement to his catalogue.

Let us return to the first manuscript (Catalogue,
No. 535). The deliberate setting of geometric figures re-
vealed in its decorative design obviously demanded certain
calculations. The artist, who created it, should have used
some measures of length. Our conjecture is: could the
length of the sections between the lines of the “fringe” be
the measure applied in this case?

Our guess has been confirmed — at least this time. It
turned out that one half of such a section is equal to one
sha‘irah of the so-called “Indian cubit” which is equal, ac-
cording to W. Hinz [3], to 91 cm. This measure of length
discovered in the “fringe” we applied to the frontispiece, in
order to find out that it fits well. In the concordance table
given below we compare the measurements of the geomet-
ric figures forming the frontispiece expressed in a triple
way: a) in parts of the “Indian cubit”, b) in millimeters,
¢) according to the scale of the photograph in the catalogue
by Déroche (also in millimeters).

external frame 54 X 34 sha‘irahs

341.2 X214.8 mm 192 X 120.8 mm

internal frame 45 X 25 sha‘irahs

284.3 X 157.9 mm 160 X 88.9 mm




