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Unidentified artist
Indian, Sri Lankan
Openwork Panels with Inhabited 
Arabesque, 17th century CE?
ivory with color and gold
Gift of Clara T. and Gilbert J. 
Yager, 88.42.1-3

About the Art

• Lions and horned animals adorn the left and right panels. Gilding and traces of red and 
green paint are visible on their manes and the horns. The central panel is decorated 
with birds. The birds and animals are the inhabitants (referenced in the work’s name) of 
the arabesque, the design of vines and leaves that surround them.

• These ivory panels may once have decorated a small box. 

• They were acquired as objects from Sri Lanka or south India; one scholar has pointed 
out similarities between these panels and others in an eighteenth-century ivory casket 
in the Srirangam Temple Museum in Tamil Nadu in the south of India.   
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Unidentified artist
Iranian, Safavid dynasty (1501 – 1722) 
Mounted Standard (Alam), 16th century
steel 
Gift of the William E. Shipp Estate, by exchange, 2019.31.2

About the Art

• This teardrop-shaped, cut-steel object made of two panels riveted together with steel 
bars was once half of the main decorative element of an alam, an ornamental stan-
dard. It was carried on the battlefield and in processions of mourners on Ashura, the 
Shi’a holiday commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Hussain in the battle of Karbala, 
on the tenth day of Muharram, the first month of the Muslim calendar. The alam was 
believed to have protective talismanic power.

• Complete, this tour-de-force example of skill in metalwork would have included another 
pair of similar drop-shaped panels so that each panel pointed towards one of the four 
compass points.

• The finely cut calligraphy around the outline says, down the right side, “Indeed, we 
sent the Qur’an down during the Night of Decree” (Surah al-Qadr (97), verse 2) and up 
the left side, in reverse, “The Night of Decree is better than a thousand months” (Surah 
al-Qadr (7), verse 3).
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Unidentified artist
Mughal, Jahangir reign (1605 – 1627)
Perforated Screen, 1605-27
sandstone 
Special Acquisition Fund, 2019.16.3

About the Art

• Mughal Indian windows in all types of buildings were filled with carved stone jalis, 
perforated screens that allowed for ventilation and control of the light, heat, and glare 
of the sun. Most importantly, due to the depth and complexity of the pattern carved into 
the stone, they could be seen through only from the inside, ensuring privacy from the 
world outside. 

• Jalis differ greatly in format — some vertical, others horizontal, and others square. Some 
of their designs are floral, and some are geometric and curvilinear, as in this case.  

• The design here is especially complex, featuring rectangles rotating around a central 
square with two circles organizing the pattern. The square format of this jali reinforces 
the power of its geometry.
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Unidentified artist
Turkish, late 16th century
Iznik Plate, c. 1570
Gift of the William E. Shipp Estate,  
by exchange, 2019.49

About the Art
 
• The free-flowing and lively design of various flowers, including tulips, carnations,  

hyacinths and others emerging from a single tuft is characteristic of Iznik wares of this 
period. Amusingly, one carnation pierces a tulip flower. 

• Iznik ware, named after the town of Iznik in Anatolia in present day Turkey, where it was 
made, is a decorated ceramic that was produced from the last quarter of the fifteenth 
century until the end of the seventeenth century.  

• The rim, with its stylized blue “wave-and-rock” design, is evidence of the exchange with 
Chinese ceramics and motifs. 
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Unidentified artist
Persian
Bowl, early 13th century
earthenware, glazed and luster painted
Gift of the SK Heninger, Jr. Fund for Islamic 
Art, 2021.43.1

About the Art

• Two Persian musicians, one on the right playing a harp, one on the left playing a 
tambourine, face each other in the interior of this gold-colored luster bowl. We can tell 
they are outside by the “checkboard” cypress tree between them, and a decorated, 
fringed parasol partially visible over their heads. 

• These individuals of indeterminate gender are wearing robes of elaborate textiles with 
a design consisting mainly of roundels, or circles, filled with a double palmette leaf. This 
pattern is also present on the lower side of the bowl, underneath the cypress tree, and 
on the parasol. 

• The secret recipe for making luxurious lusterware had been passed to Kashan potters 
from Egypt just a decade or two before this pot was created. It illustrates all the traits of 
good lusterware: a finely potted body covered with tin-opacified lead glaze to create a 
white surface on which the potter paints with a metallic glaze that is fixed to the white 
surface in a second firing. 

• The all-over design of the piece, including a row of stylized kufic and another of cursive 
script circling the interior rim is an example of horror vacui (vac-queue-e), a Latin term 
meaning “fear of empty space.” Horror vacui is a hallmark of Islamic art. 

• The bulbous profile of this bowl is somewhat unusual, and a less dense design — 
seemingly dashed off compared to the finish of the interior — follows the contour 
around. Closer to the high, unglazed foot, are a pair of continuous lines that ironically 
look modern.
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