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For my parents



Wie sollten wir jener alten Mythen vergessen konnen, die am Anfange aller Volker stehen, der
Mythen von den Drachen, die sich im duflersten Augenblick in Prinzessinnen verwandeln;
vielleicht sind alle Drachen unseres Lebens Prinzessinnen, die nur darauf warten, uns einmal

schon und mutig zu sehen.

Rainer Maria Rilke “Briefe an einen jungen Dichter”
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NOTES ON THE BIBLIOGRAPHY, TRANSLITERATION, DATING
AND ILLUSTRATIONS

The bibliography is limited to works and articles
that are cited in the study. All bibliographic ref-
erences for books and periodicals are given in
abbreviated form in the footnotes with complete
citations appearing in the bibliography. Encyclo-
paedia articles and dictionary entries are cited
only in the notes. Unless passages are quoted,
editions of classical authors are not cited.

The system of transliteration of Arabic, Persian
and Turkish words used in this work is based on
that of the Encyclopaedia of Islam, second edition,
with several modifications:

“q” replaces “k”; “j” is used instead of “dj.”
“Th,” “kh,” “dg,” “sh” and “gh” are not underlined.

With the exception of certain words such as
Qur’an, neither italics nor diacritical marks are
used for those Arabic, Persian or Turkish names
and terms that have entered into common Eng-
lish usage like large cities, geographical locations
and dynasties.

Where specific dates pertaining to the Islamic
realm are referenced, both Islamic (hijri) and
Christian (Gregorian) dates will be given, the
Islamic date appearing first. Where a century
or decade is mentioned only Christian dates are
cited.

Photographs included in the illustrations were
taken by the author unless otherwise noted.






FOREWORD

This book is part of a much longer and com-
prehensive study on which Dr Kuehn has been
labouring for over a decade and whose aim is to
trace the iconography of the composite mythi-
cal creature known as the serpent-dragon from
the mists of antiquity to the later middle ages.
Her geographical focus in the study as a whole
is principally Western and Central Asia but she
remains continually alert to the manifestations
of her theme in neighbouring cultures to the east
(including India and China) and the west. The
continuity of this arresting image across vast gulfs
of space and time in the most diverse cultures of
the Old World from the Atlantic to the Pacific
is quite startling.

That continuity in itself constitutes a major
challenge to anyone seeking to tell a connected
story that extends across continents, cultures and
millennia. The volume of scholarship on the art
of Western and Central Asia has grown expo-
nentially in the last couple of generations. In the
field of Islamic art alone, it is clearly no longer
a reasonable ambition to produce a companion
volume to Creswell’s magisterial Bibliography of
the Architecture, Arts and Crafts of Islam to 1st
Jan. 1960; such a work would need to be several
times the size and weight of that huge tome in
order to cover what has been produced in the
last fifty years. But as the volume of scholarship
expands, so, by a seemingly ineluctable law, does
its scope contract. More and more people write
about less and less. The dangers of over-special-
isation and tunnel vision loom large. Artificial
boundaries, whether chronological, geographical,
cultural or confessional, are set and then fero-
ciously policed. Scholarship operates in water-
tight compartments, to the detriment of that
open-mindedness, that cross-fertilisation of dis-
ciplines and, more generally, the linking of dispa-
rate bodies of information that have traditionally
been regarded as the litmus text of creative think-
ing in academe.

Iconographical studies are especially vulnerable
to this shift from the macroscopic to the micro-
scopic mode. Images readily adapt to changes in
use, in faith and context, not to mention changes
in location or scale, but they do tend to guard
their core meanings most tenaciously. Neverthe-

less, an altered context, especially if it involves
a transfer from one faith to another - such as
Isis suckling Harpocrates, often regarded as an
immediate model for the Christian image of the
Virgin and Child - can trigger unexpected accre-
tions and adaptations of meaning. Thus there can
develop over the centuries a pool of ideas associ-
ated with a given image, and it requires expert
judgment and erudition to make the right choices
from that pool in any particular case. The body
of evidence and allusion that accumulates in this
way becomes increasingly difficult to control and
to understand.

Such, then, are some of the difficulties con-
fronting an extensive iconographical study of the
kind that Dr Kuehn has produced. To overcome
those difficulties calls for a special kind of scholar,
one that was much more commonly encountered
several generations ago. Happily Dr Kuehn fits
that bill, and has the sheer erudition, the wide-
ranging sympathies, the creative imagination and
the indefatigable intellectual curiosity to match.
Methodically and passionately she follows the
leads of her research wherever they take her,
crossing numerous disciplinary boundaries en
route.

The result is a many-textured study of remark-
able boldness and finesse that, firmly grounded in
the thought-worlds of Bronze Age Central Asia
and the Hellenistic empire, explores the full flow-
ering of the serpent-dragon motif in medieval East
Christian and Islamic art, most especially in Ana-
tolia. The range of reference is extensive — from
the mythic origins of the theme to such detailed
aspects as the dragon tamer, combat scenes, the
significance of knotting, and the serpent-dragon
as an element of personal adornment. We learn of
its interaction with other animals and how it func-
tioned as an emblem of war and of the hunt, as a
guardian of treasure and as an avatar of chthonic
powers; and its sinister side helps to explain its
appearance in Christian contexts in association
with such saints as George and Theodore. Yet it
also had multiple royal and heroic associations,
as shown for example by the dracontine throne
with its apotropaic role. Small wonder that this
fabulous creature developed an apocalyptic signif-
icance and figured largely in the Islamic sciences
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— whether in star lore or toxicology, magic or
cosmology. These various excurses reveal a many-
layered thought world shared by Arabs, Persians
and Turks as by Byzantine, Armenian, Syriac and
Georgian Christians. The serpent-dragon appears
on mausolea and gravestones, on mosques and
madrasas, on monasteries and churches, on bas-
tions and caravansarais, on city gates and palace
frescoes, on pottery galore, on coins and figured
silks, on mirrors and belt buckles. Usually it carries
a symbolic charge, for example as an amulet or tal-
isman, but it is also at home in narrative contexts.

Altogether this is pioneering original work, and
it demonstrates an enviable capacity to move from

one culture to another - classical, Christian, Zoro-
astrian, Islamic - in a remarkably sure-footed way.
It is packed with cogent arguments and unex-
pected insights. Dr Kuehn is a born explorer and
has a natural affinity for cross-cultural work. She
disdains the quick fix and is ready to do whatever
is required to prove her point. Her list of authori-
ties is startling in its length and completeness.
But those authorities are merely a means to an
end - the tale’s the thing, and it casts a potent
spell.

Robert Hillenbrand
University of Edinburgh
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this research is to contextualise and
chart, as far as possible, the complex iconogra-
phy of the dragon in the medieval Islamic world,’
by interrogating the many factors, contexts and
contingencies that helped to shape and transform
it.” The study focuses on the identification of the
dragon imagery in a medieval Central Asian’
cultural context, in what may be described as
Irano-Turkish territories, from where it was dis-
seminated by people of predominantly Turkic
and Iranian stock.” It necessarily draws on a
vast corpus of imagery of long artistic and icono-
graphic tradition which originates from an equally
vast geographic area of enormous cultural and
ethnic complexity, with a primary emphasis on
the transmission of the dragon iconography from
Central Asia to Anatolia. Importantly, the latter
comprises to a large extent parts of the region
that formed part of the empire of Alexander the
Great at his death in 323 Bc, constituting ancient
Sogdia, Bactria, the Indus Valley, Parthia, Media,
the Transcaucasus and Anatolia. A common fea-
ture of these regions is therefore to have been
subject for three to four centuries to intermittent
waves of Hellenistic influence.

Arab conquests of Central Asia began to gain
momentum from 86/705 when Qutayba ibn
Muslim was appointed governor of Khurasan,
from where he led incursions into neighbouring
regions.” This led to a process of Islamicisation in
the city states of sedentary Central Asia and the
subsequent transformation of the entire region

! Throughout this investigation the traditional historical
era, commonly referred to as the medieval period, is defined
as spanning the eighth to the thirteenth century.

2 On the history of the study of iconography in Islamic
art, see the recent resumé of Ernst Grube (2005, pp. 13-33)
with an extensive list of references.

* Today “Central Asia” has acquired a narrower meaning
associating it with its use in the former Soviet Union and
can be said to include the territories of Uzbekistan, Turk-
menistan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan as well as
Mongolia, the Tibet Autonomous Region and the Xinjiang
Uighur Autonomous Province in northwest China. However
throughout the present study the term is used in its broader
sense following the cultural definition of Central Asia given by
UNESCO in two meetings of experts, held in 1978 and 1979,
which is anchored in the multi-volume History of Civilization
of Central Asia. The Final Report of 12 February 1979, Paris,
reads that the spatial dimensions include “territories lying at
present within the boundaries of Afghanistan, the western

into a centre of Islamic civilisation. It also resulted
in the assimilation and subsequent Islamicisation
of the steppe peoples of Turko-Mongol heritage.

Islamic-period Central Asia naturally inherited
artistic traditions from preceding dynasties such
as the Sasanians (c. 224-651) and the Sogdians
(fifth—eighth centuries). A true melting pot of
peoples and cultures, the region had from earli-
est times served as a mediator and transmitter of
artistic trends as they passed from east to west
Asia and vice versa. This phenomenon was taken
even further in the vast spatial entity of Islam,
where economic links facilitated the transmis-
sion of knowledge as well as cultural and artistic
exchange among peoples of different backgrounds
and thus, in spite of the multicultural setting, con-
veyed a feeling of unity and a sense of belong-
ing to a common civilisation.® Medieval Islamic
society was a mixture of several regional cultures
which included Muslims and non-Muslims speak-
ing many languages, including Arabic, Persian,
Syriac, Hebrew, Armenian, Turkish, Kurdish and
various local dialects. The approach in the follow-
ing essays is thus necessarily broadly compara-
tive since evidently, as Julie Scott Meisami has
aptly put it, “the medieval world does not stop
at, say, the border between Christian Byzantium
and Islamic territories, it is also clear that valu-
able insights may be gained from comparing
the various manifestations of what is, to a great
extent, a unified tradition, which shares certain
basic attitudes and assumptions despite the par-

part of China, northern India, northeastern Iran, Mongolia,
Pakistan and the [former] Central Asian Republics of the
USSR.” See Miroshnikov, 1992, repr. 1999, pp. 259-80 (the
discussion also includes a brief outline of the historical
usage of the term). The problems of defining the concep-
tual geographies of Central Asia are revisited by Akiner,
1998, pp. 3-62.

* The words “Turkic” as well as “Iranian” are used as gen-
eral designations to denote people whose ruler or majority
spoke a Turkic or an Iranian language. Tribal confederacies
in Central Asia were very heterogeneous and under various
cultural influences. Cf. Frye, 2005, p. 149, n. 1.

> On the Muslim Arab campaign in Central Asia and
subsequent consolidation of power, see the classical study of
Gibb, 1923.

¢ The accounts of medieval travellers show that there
were, in fact, apart from sea frontiers, no clearly defined
boundary lines within the Islamic empire. See Bauer, 1995,
pp. 34-6.
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ticular local colouring of the individual cultures
that make up the whole.” Therefore, since it per-
tains to more than one culture and geographical
region, the study necessarily addresses the mul-
ticultural and hybrid facets of the dragon motif
as it evolved in these regions and examines how
the motif was accepted and incorporated into the
artistic repertory.

An investigation into the visual phenomenon
of the dragon, which evolved from its pre-Islamic
origins to manifest itself in varied but analogous
and interrelated forms across this wide spatial
and temporal entity, necessitates a broad over-
view of the entire spectrum of images as they
appear on diverse media. In doing so the study,
moreover, inevitably exhibits some of the diffi-
culties arising from the necessity of crossing aca-
demic boundaries. An interdisciplinary method of
analysis has been pursued, involving not only art
historical but literary, epigraphical and historical
evidence. During the ten years it took to compile
the vast body of data the sheer scope of the mate-
rial, in cultural, confessional, geographical and
chronological terms, threatened to overwhelm
all attempts at containment and control. Neces-
sarily, given the vastness of the subject, only cer-
tain aspects of the multilayered and multivalent
character of the topic can be treated. This study
identifies and discusses specific themes pertaining
to the dragon iconography which can be observed
over a long period of time.

The likeness of the dragon is commonly associ-
ated with Asia and more specifically with China,
being a paramount Chinese emblem. Yet its icon-
ographic expression was known and used in a
Central Asian context during the Bronze Age
period, i.e. from the late third to early second mil-
lennium Bc,” and was again extensively employed
in the so-called “animal style” which was trans-
mitted in the wake of the migrations of the ancient
nomads of the Scytho-Siberian culture.® The late
outflows of the culture which produced this style
include, for instance, the Xiongnu of Mongolia
and the Yuezhi (Rouzhi), who were driven out
of present-day Gansu province in China by the
Xiongnu in the second century Bc and migrated

7 The dragon (together with its smaller relative, the ser-
pent, as will be shown) is a universally attested motif, per-
haps generated simultaneously by a number of cultures.
An “Eastern,” and more specifically “Central Asian,” prov-
enance can therefore not be inferred for one of the most
ancient iconographies of mankind. However extensive mate-
rial evidence of the motif, so far fairly unknown, has been
discovered in the Central Asia region from at the least the

to the region of Bactria that lies between the
mountains of the Hindu Kush and the classical
Oxus river (known as Amua Darya). Known as
the Kushanas, they entered the Eurasian heart-
lands and the Indian subcontinent in the first or
second centuries Ap. Under subsequent Central
Asian dynasties such as the Sasanians and Sog-
dians (who were closely linked with the Turkic
empires and played the role of active agents of
cultural interaction), the dragon motif continued
to be extensively employed and was to become
a prominent emblem of the Great Saljuq Turks.

This so-called “Saljug-style” dragon was a
motif in common currency from Central Asia
to Anatolia (Ram, the “Roman”/Byzantine lands)
long before its place was taken by a so-called
“Chinese-style” dragon, introduced in the after-
math of the Mongol invasion during the rule
of the Chaghatayids (624/1227-764/1363), the
Batu’ids (624/1227-907/1502) and the Ilkhanids
(654/1256-754/1353) when China marked one
pole of the Mongol empire at its time of great-
est territorial expansion. This gave rise to a Chi-
nese and Chinese-inspired but Mongol version
of the dragon that began to appear for instance
on the tile revetments of the Ilkhanid summer
residence at Takht-i Sulaiman, built in the 1270s
in the Azerbaijan region of present-day Iran, as
well as in some early fourteenth-century manu-
scripts. The transmission of the visual rendering
of the motif was the result of an acculturation
process in which it was translated into a Central
Asian context. The focus of this study is precisely
on the manifestations of the dragon as evinced in
the cultural and artistic context of the medieval
Central Asian world before the phenomenon of
the “Chinese-style” dragon occurred in the arts
of Islam during the latter half of the thirteenth
and fourteenth century with the establishment of
the Mongols in Central Asia. Examples dating to
after the Mongol invasion are employed only in
so far as they illustrate a particularly pertinent
symbolic feature in the stylistic continuation of
the “Saljuq-style” dragon (the term “Saljuq” being
used throughout this study in an extended sense,
geographically and chronologically). The issue of

late third millennium Bc. This body of evidence is investigated
by the present writer in a separate, forthcoming monograph
which discusses the dragon iconography from 2500 BC to
650 AD. See also Kuehn, 2009, pp. 43-67.

¢ The application of this term has been questioned since it
seems to exclude geographically the important branch of the
same culture that inhabited Mongolia. Cf. Jacobson, 1999,
p-173.
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inherent parallels in artistic expression as well as
the adaptation and incorporation of seemingly
“Chinese” and Chinese-inspired Mongol stylistic
formulae, in particular under the Ilkhanids, and
their amalgamation with the visual contexts of
the Central Asian region will be addressed in the
first part of the Epilogue.

Characteristics of the (serpent-)dragon

Since earliest antiquity the dragon has been a
richly multivalent symbol of complex mythical
and symbolic value characterised by a coalescence
of maleficence and beneficence. Owing to this
inherent polyvalence and ambiguity, it has been
called “one of the most complex symbolisms of the
history of cultures.” Its iconography is a recur-
ring and popular image in the architecture and
the arts of the medieval Islamic world. Yet despite
its wide diffusion, the symbolism that survives
from the Central Eurasian world of the medieval
period is often elusive and even cryptic.

The composite mythical creatures are endowed
with features or parts belonging to various animals
generally recognisable across cultural-aesthetic
boundaries, the reptilian, feline and raptorial
motif being prevalent in the overall composition;
they thus often carry chthonic, aquatic and aerial
aspects. It is however the reptilian characteris-
tics that predominate in the iconography of the
medieval Central Asian dragon. This is not only
displayed in visual information but also demon-
strated by written sources. In a passage from the
Arabian collection of tales of the Alflayla wa-layla
(“Thousand and One Nights”)," the physician
asks the slave girl Tawaddud to name him a ser-
pent that lays eggs. In response she names the
dragon, in other words, a grown serpent.'’ The
same notion is expressed by the Ghaznawid poet
Mas‘ad-i Razi when he advises sultan Masad ibn
Mahmud of Ghazna (r. 421/1030-432/1040):

Do not extend security and do not give time and
opportunity [to the enemy]
Given time the snake turns into a dragon.'

° Le Goff, 1980, p. 162.

10° A collection of stories in Arabic, Thousand and One
Nights, appears to have formed around a Persian framework
and to have developed with many additions from various
locations from the ninth and tenth centuries, taking final
shape in the thirteenth century. Cf. Littmann, “Alf layla
wa-layla,” EI? I, 358b.

"' Cf. Tausendundeine Nacht (Brandenburg, 1973, p. 70),
which contains this episode.

2 Riza Quli Khan Hidayat, Majma’ al-fusahd’, ed.

The tenth-century compilations of the Ikhwan
al-Safa’ (Brethren of Purity), a sect of the Ismailis,
similarly note that the dragon, king of all crawl-
ing creatures, has the viper as wazir."” That the
dragon is in fact a large serpent is noted much
earlier in the writings of the fifth-century Arme-
nian apologist, Eznik of Koghb."

Literary sources of various types, from practi-
cal writings (that is to say, pharmacopoeia, trav-
elogues or books on magic), to theological and
exegetical writings, poetry, fables and in particular
epics,"” such as the early eleventh-century Persian-
language masterpiece, the Shah-nama (“Book of
Kings”), prove invaluable in the effort to establish
a relationship between dragon iconography and
its possible iconological content, in other words
the endlessly varied contemporary cultural con-
cepts that generated these notions. Such varia-
tions result in an apparently limitless repertoire
of iconographical formulae for the dragon which,
according to the Shah-nama:

lived in the water and overland now in the river
and anon in the sun [i.e., on the earth], and could
pull a ferocious elephant with its tail.'®

This verse describes the dragon’s ability to undergo
environmental and spatial changes. In his well-
known bestiary, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra (“The
Life of the Biggest Animals”), the fourteenth-cen-
tury scholar Kamal al-Din al-Damiri (745/808-
1344/1405) similarly observes that:

Serpents are originally in their nature aquatic
[creatures] and can live in the sea after having
been land ones, and on land after having been
marine ones."”

Allusions such as these reveal that the dragon
was able to cross boundaries within its natural
environment, metamorphosing from land to sea
creature and vice versa. The physical changes
accompanying such shape-shifting all form part
of the dragon iconography in medieval Islamic
art so that the creature is, for instance, portrayed
variously without legs, with two forelegs or with

Musaffa, M., 6 vols., Tehran, 1961, vol. 2, p. 1170, as cited
in Daneshvari, 1993, p. 17, n. 13.

Y Tkhwan al-Safa’, tr. and ed. Dieterici, 1858, pp. 83-4.

" Elc alandoc’, tr. and ed. Mariés and Mercier, 1959,
pp- 593-4, ch. 133.

!> For a discussion of Islamic mythology comprising the
creation myths, the lives of the Prophets and eschatology, see
Thackston, 1990, pp. 186-201.

' Tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 6, p. 41, 1l. 427-9.

7 Tr. Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1, p. 636.
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four legs. It may thus have a quadruped body, a
serpentine body or a quadruped protome extend-
ing into ophidian coils. Overall however the ser-
pentine body with or without legs enjoyed greater
prominence.

In its astrological manifestation, the dragon
necessarily has a celestial quality which, as the
sage astrologer Jamasp relates to Gushtasp (Av.
Wishtaspa, the Greek Hystaspes), the Kayanian
king of Iranian traditional history and first Maz-
daist on the throne, is all-powerful:

No one can safely pass that fateful wheel. Who
has by wisdom or by manliness escaped the knife-
sharp claws of that celestial dragon? What has
to be will be. There is no doubt. The shrewdest
man has not escaped his fate.”

The avian aspect of the dragon is often expressed
through its portrayal with wings. The latter are
associated with the power of flight, a well-known
vehicle for the transition from one realm into
another.

An early Armenian translation of the third-
century Christian theologian Origen’s writings
underlines the fiendish nature of the dragon:

And we call vishap many of the largest animals; of
those on land, the elephant and the serpent, and
an evil and violent man, but when the names are
once applied, they do not change their nature. We
call vishap also the invisible evil power, which,
asking power of the Lord, struck the righteous
man with grievous blows, not in one part, but
in all his parts, outer and inner."”

Yet it is also interesting to note the assertion
that vishaps (Av. vishapa) can fly, as stated by
the thirteenth-century Armenian philosopher
and historian, Wahram Wardapet (also known
as Rabuni Sevlernts‘i), in a letter to the Armenian
king Het'um of Cilicia (Lesser Armenia, Arme-
nian kingdom from 1198-1375):

Many men have seen vishaps ascend from earth
to heaven.”

'8 The Story of Rustam and Isfandiyar, tr. and ed. Clinton,
1999, p. 33; for Gushtasp’s family tree, idem, pp. 24-5.

¥ Yerevan, Matenadaran MS 6036, fols. 124b-125a, cited
by Petrsyan, E., and Najaryan, H., eds., Nshkharner Oroginesi
haykakan t‘argmanut yunneric’, vol. 1, Ejmiatsin, 1979, pp. 2,
22, as referred to by Russell, 1987, p. 207.

20 Alishan, G., Hin hawatk’ kam het‘anosakan kronk'
Hayok® (“The Ancient Faith or Pagan Religion of the Arme-
nians’), Venice, 1910 ed., p. 187, as cited in Russell, 1987,
pp- 206-7. It is of note that before the Fall the Genesis
serpent is described as a winged creature with legs. Such a
giant winged quadruped serpent is portrayed, for instance,
in the wall paintings showing events related to the book of
Genesis on the drum of the dome (far right) in the Armenian
pala tine church of the Holy Cross at Aght'amar (915-921).

However, unlike in most of Christian culture
where the overall image of the serpent or dragon
is predominantly associated with its portrayal
in the Bible as the epitome of evil and sin,” the
position of serpents and dragons in Islamic cul-
ture is ambiguous and can have benevolent as
well as malevolent connotations. The serpent as
symbol of evil does not exist in the Qur’an where it
appears only once in the story of the staff of Misa
(Moses) metamorphosed into a serpent (sziras 20,
20; and 79, 16).”> However, both serpents and
dragons figure more frequently in Persian than
in Arabic tradition. This ambiguity in the nature
of the dragon is also mirrored in the Persian lan-
guage, the word for dragon (azdaha) being used to
describe “a strong and brave man,” or “passionate
testy person” as well as “a tyrant.”*

A positive image of serpents or dragons as
powerful, friendly and helpful beings persists in
Arabic as well as Persian poetry.** A grateful ser-
pent is depicted in the pre-Islamic Arab writings
of the sixth-century poet ‘Abid ibn al-Abras who
when travelling through the desert with members
of his tribe, the Bani Asad, took pity on a serpent
that was tormented by thirst and gave it his last
drops of water to drink. During the night the
camels bolted and vanished. When ‘Abid, close to
despair, was searching for his mount, he heard the
voice of the grateful serpent offering him a camel
to ride. Because of his meritorious act ‘Abid was
thus one of the surviving members of the outing
to return to the clan.”” Another story of a life-
saving serpent is recorded by al-Damiri, citing
the shaykh Abu ’l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Muhammad
al-Muzayyin al-Sagir al-Safi (d. 328/939-40), who
fell into a well in the desert of Tabuk and was
saved by a viper which, he states:

...wound itself round me, whilst I remained per-
fectly still in my heart without any emotion; it
then twisted its tail round me and took me out

See Mathews, 1982, pp. 245-57; Thierry, 1987, p. 384,
fig. 266. The fact that the Genesis serpent is winged is
also mentioned in the Jewish Apocalypse of Moses, 26;
Ginzberg, 1909-38, repr. 1946 and 1955, vol. 5, pp. 123-4,
n. 4.

21 On the positive aspect of the serpent in western medi-
eval symbolism, cf. Le Goff, 1979, pp. 53-90, repr. 1978,
pp- 236-79; English tr., pp. 159-88.

** For the figure of the serpent in Arabic culture, cf.
Ruska, “Hayya,” EI* I11, 334b; Kopf, “Afa,” EI* 1, 214b.

» Steingass, 1892, repr. 1981, p. 45.

# Touching stories of helpful serpents were also known
in antiquity; see Pliny, Naturalis Historia VIII 61; Aelian, De
Natura Animalium 6.17 and 63.

» The story goes back to Ibn al-Kalbi and is dismissed
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of the well, and then untwisting its tail from my
body went away.”

Farid al-Din ‘Attar’s (b. c. 513/1119) hagiography
Tadhkirat al-awliya’ (“Memoirs of Saints”) con-
tains another image of a benign serpent, described
as fanning the mystical lovers from time to time
“with a branch of narcissus held in its mouth.””
In Aba Tahir TarstsT’s twelfth-century compila-
tion of prose narratives, Darab-nama (an Iranian
recension of the Alexander Romance), the hero,
Darab (Darius), is confronted with a sympathetic
dragon which helps him to find his abducted
mother, queen Humay.** The story of Ardashir in
the same epic begins with the tale of the origin of
a dragon that evolved out of a worm in an apple,
perhaps representing a romanticised account of
the introduction of sericulture into Iran,” when
the sight of silkworms transforming into spinning
cocoons must not have been uncommon. Among
the collection of fables entitled Marzuban-nama
(“Tales of Marzuban”) recorded by Sa'd al-Din
Warawini in 607-22/1210-25, who presented his
collection to Abu ’1-Qasim Rabib al-Din, the vizier
to the Ildenizid/Eldigiizid atabeg of Azerbaijan
(Adharbyjan), Ozbek ibn Muhammad, there are
five stories about serpents. One of these accounts
deals with a pious, generous serpent who has the
power to interpret dreams and who saves a weaver
from punishment by helping him to remind the
king of his forgotten dreams. It selflessly con-
tinues to help the weaver even though the latter
deceives the serpent on two occasions.” The sto-
ries thus portray the serpent-dragon’s compas-
sion as a sign of innate benevolence, high merit
or kindness, exemplifying human virtues.

On the other hand, the awesome and terrifying
nature of the serpent-dragon forced humans into
a subordinate, defensive role, thus for instance the

by Abu ’l-Faraj (XXII, 85-6) as a “manifest fabrication.”
Cited after Kilpatrick, 2003, p. 117.

* Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1,
p- 58.

¥ Ed. Nicholson, R.A., Tehran, 1370/1991, pp. 46, 184, as
cited in Gohrab, 2000, p. 86. Cf. al-Hujwiri, Kashf al-Mahjib,
p. 118; Gohrab, 2003, p. 81.

% Gohrab, 2000, p. 85.

* Yamamoto, 2003, p. 75.

¥ Tr. Levy, pp. 222-7.

I Christensen, 1931, tr. 1993, p. 23.

2 According to Zaehner (1961, p. 162): “...the extraor-
dinary zest with which the Magi are alleged to have killed
‘with their own hands’ flying and creeping things, can
scarcely be accounted for except on the supposition that
they thought such creatures to be the handiwork of an
evil power. It is they, then, who would be responsible for
the cut-and-dried division of creation into two mutually
antagonistic halves—the creatures of the Holy Spirit on the

Yasht hymn (“Songs of Praise”) collection of the
surviving Avestan texts, the earliest scriptures of
the ancient Persian religion, Zoroastrianism, lists
not only various types of legendary or mythical
“first man” or “first king,” but also dragon men
and killers of dragons, transmitted mainly from
the Indo-Iranian period.’” The later Zoroastrian
scriptures of the Vidévdat (Vendidad), perhaps
influenced by the customs of the Median priests,
the Magi,” contained a radically reconfigured
view of the universe. The “law against the daevas”
divided “creation into two mutually antagonistic
halves—the creatures of the Holy Spirit on the
one hand and the creatures of the Destructive
Spirit on the other.” According to this under-
standing serpents or dragons (Av. azhi-, Pahl.
azh-) were identified as creatures of the “hos-
tile spirit” Ahriman. They were defined as evil,
noxious, harmful to man and his animals and
crops (Av. khrafstra)®** and thus deserving of
death.”

This inherent ambiguity is exemplified in the
demon Azhi Dahaka/Azhdahak found in the
Avestan texts, the notorious dragon who tried to
seize the kh*aranah- (Mid. Pers. khwarrah “glory,
God-given fortune, splendour”) of Iran’s Aryan
rulers of traditional history, attempting, in other
words, to make himself ruler of the Aryans.*® After
several great battles, he was overcome by the
dragon-fighter Thraétaona/Frédon (the Avestic
counterpart of the Vedic dragon-slayer Indra).
Hence from an early time, variants of this epic
seem to have attributed to usurpers some traits
that seem to have been borrowed from the dragon-
man.”” Long familiar as a monstrous tyrant,* he
becomes in New Persian or Arabic narratives the
Babylonian tyrant Zahhak (al-Dahhak)/Dahak,
who belonged to the Pishdadian, the early mythi-

one hand—and the creatures of the Destructive Spirit on the
other. Thus they can be regarded as the true authors of that
rigid dualism that was to characterize the Zoroastrianism
of a later period, but which is only implicit in the Gathas
[“songs”] of Zoroaster.”

¥ Zaehner, 1961, p. 162.

** Boyce, 1975, repr. 1996, pp. 90-1. The special stick
used by the Zoroastrians to kill noxious creatures of vari-
ous kinds is called a mar-gan (“snake-killer”); Russell, 1987,
p- 461. The custom of killing of khrafstras is also mentioned
by Plutarch (De Iside et Osiride 46; De Invidia et Odio 3.537B;
Questiones Conviviales 4.5.2.670D).

» Videvdat 14.5; 18.73.

% Cf. Christensen, 1931, tr. 1993, p.26; Gershevitch,
1959, p. 59; Zaehner, 1961, pp. 150-3; Sarkhosh Curtis and
Stewart, eds., 2005, pp. 102-3.

37 Christensen, 1931, tr. 1993, p. 27.

* Yasht 5.29-30; 15.19.
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cal Iranian kings who established civilisation, and,
in turn, became the son of a king of the Arabs.”
Having overthrown the Iranian king Jamshid (Av.
Yima Khshaéta “Yima the brilliant™) with popular
support, Dahak is corrupted by Iblis/Satan,* and
from this time snakes issue from his shoulders,
his demonic human-to-hominoid-dragon trans-
formation thus representing a form of moral ret-
ribution.*! He then imposes his tyranny on Iran
for a thousand years until he in turn is overcome
by the conqueror Frédon who imprisons him in
Mount Damawand.*

It is noteworthy that this paradigm of an evil
king nevertheless also enjoyed a favourable repu-
tation in Iranian history.” One of the astrolo-
gers of the ‘Abbasid caliph Haran al-Rashid,
Abu Sahl al-Fadl ibn Nawbakht, working at the
caliph’s proverbial Treasure House of Wisdom
(Khizanat al-hikma), the great library, transla-
tion bureau and institute for the promotion of
the philosophical sciences, describes Zahhak as
founder of palaces of science and as living in a
domain governed by the beneficent planet Jupi-
ter.* Hence, by implication, ibn Nawbakht equals
Zahhak, the founder of palaces of science, with
the caliph, who was the founder of the celebrated
Khizanat al-hikma.*> Furthermore, tribal con-
federacies, dynasties and heroes identified with

% See Yarshater, 1983a, pp. 426-9.

“ In Quranic tradition Iblis is both an angel (sira 20,
34) and “one among the jinn” (siara 18, 50). An important
difference between Islamic and Christian perceptions
regarding Satan (from the Hebrew $atan, “adversary”) hence
lies, according to Arent Jan Wensinck (“Iblis,” EI* 111, 668a),
in the fact that: “Muslim thought remains undecided as to
whether he was an angel or a jinn, and does not pronounce
an opinion on the possibility of his being a “fallen angel””

1 See a detailed description of this episode in al-Tha‘alibi,
Ta’rikh Ghurar al-siyar, tr. and ed. Zotenberg, 1900, pp. 19-27.
Cf. Shah-nama, tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 1, pp. 63-5,
11. 178-97, pp. 69-71, 1I. 14-44; vol. 2, pp. 45, 60, 75.

2 Cf. Boyce, 1975, repr. 1996, pp. 67, 91, 98, 100, 103,
283, 289, 293. Shah-nama, tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878,
vol. 1, p. 113, 1l. 518-27.

+ Shahbazi, 1993, p. 159.

“ Ibn Nawbakht, Kitab al-nahmatan, quoted in Ibn
al-Nadim, Kitab al-Fihrist, Cairo, n.d., pp. 345-8, as cited in
Pingree, 1968, p. 9 and ns. 2-4, p. 10, n. 1, pp. 11-2, 69.

* Pingree, 1968, p. 12.

“ With the approval of his grandfather Sam, Rustam’s
father, Zal, married Radaba, the daughter of Mahrab, the
king of Kabul, a descendant of Dahak; al-Tha‘alibi, Ta'rikh
Ghurar al-siyar, tr. and ed. Zotenberg, 1900, pp. 73-97. Cf.
Khaleqi-Motlag, 1971, pp. 31, 35, 39-40; Monchi-Zadeh,
1975, pp. 109-10; de Bruijn, “Sam,” EP’ VIII, 1011a. For
Rustam’s family tree, see The Story of Rustam and Isfandiyar,
tr. and ed. Clinton, 1999, p. 26. In the Shah-nama Mahrab
is described as idolater; Monchi-Zadeh (1975, pp. 109-11,

the dragon and claimed their descent from the
demonic king. Rustam, the hero par excellence
of the Iranian epic (in particular in FirdawsT’s
Shah-nama), traces his descent to Zahhak/Dahak,*
as did the Kushanas of the Yuezhi confederacy
(c. first—third centuries) who ruled over the Cen-
tral Asian regions which comprise present-day
Tajikistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and northern
India*” as well as the Islamic dynasty of Ghar.*
As Shapur Shahbazi has cogently argued, Dahak
is believed to have been “the eponymous father
of a formidable Iranian people,” the Dahae/
Dabhi, Sacians who formed the core of the Arsacid
invaders (12-428) of Parthia, one of the five divi-
sions of the Iranians.”® Descent from Dahak was
moreover claimed by the Armenians of the region
near Lake Sevan.”' Finally, in the Turkish epic
Saltag-nama (“Book of Saltuq”), the first ruler
of the world, Eslem, son of Adam, becomes the
father of Zahhak the Turk, ancestor of all Turk-
ish sovereigns.™

However, at the same time the dragon Azhi
Dahaka/Dahak was in some cases regarded as “the
incarnation of the demonic par excellence.”>® His
symbolic value was drastically “historicised” and
identified by various societies or groups with real
or external enemies such as foreign nations or
oppressive powers or rulers.” In his Patmut‘iwn

142-3) associates the name of the king of Kabul, Mahrab,
with the title Mahraj (= Maharaja), hence linking him with
India. Cf. von Spiegel (1871, p. 567) who has considered
him to be Buddhist.

7 This is indicated by the story of Kash, the nephew of
Zahhak and founder of the Shar-i Kashan (= Kashanshar),
noted in an epic of Iranshah, the son of Abu ’l-Khayr
(Safa, Hamasa sara’i dar Iran, pp. 296-300; cf. The Mujmal
al-Tawarikh, pp. 89, 187, 189), as cited in Shahbazi, 1993,
p- 159.

% Quoted by ‘Uthman ibn Muhammad al-Jazjani (fl
c. 685/1260), the historian of the Ghurids; Bosworth,
“Gharids,” EI* 11, 1099a. Cf. Shahbazi, 1993, p. 159.

* Movses Khorenatsi, Patmut iwn Hayoc' (“History of the
Armenians’), p. 127: “The one they [= the Persians, in other
words some Iranians] call Biurasp [Biwarasp] Azhdahak was
their ancestor,” cited after Shahbazi, 1993, p. 159 and n. 123.

*0 Bailey, 1959, pp. 71-115.

°! Khorenatsi, Patmutiwn Hayoc', 11.49, cited after Shah-
bazi, 1993, p. 159. According to a reference by Khorenatsi
(Patmut‘iwn Hayoc', 1.30) as well as Thomas Arcuni’s Collec-
tion des historiens Arméniens, Petersburg, 1874, p. 47, there
even existed an Armenian noble family called Azhdahak;
cited after Widengren, 1969, p. 17 and n. 35.

2 Mélikoff, 1960, vol. 1, p.43 and n. 1; Dedes, 1996,
p- 29, n. 80.

> Russell, 1987, p. 43.

** For a brief discussion of the Greek word drakon as
appellation of a historical person or a people in Hebrew,
Aramaic and Greek literature, see Schliiter, 1982, pp. 44-6.
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Hayoc® (“History of the Armenians”), which is
ostensibly written in the fifth century but prob-
ably dated to the mid-eighth century in its pres-
ent form,”® the Armenian historian Moses of
Chorene (Movsés Khorenatsi) calls the neigh-
bouring Medes, mar, which is a homonymic
of the Persian word mar (“snake”). The History
refers to their offspring as “progeny of the dragon”
(vishap-azun), or human snakes,” while the arche-
type of evil misrule, Azhi Dahaka/Azhdahak, the
dragon in man-shape (or the human in dragon-
shape)” of the Sasanian epics, is identified with
the historical Median king Astyages (Med.
Rishtivaiga) against whom the Armenian king
Tigran rebelled.”® Khorenatsi also refers to the first
century AD invading Alans, an Iranian people of
the Caucasus, and their offspring, as descendants
of Azhdahak.”” The name of the latter continued to
be used as a symbol for historical enemies; in par-
ticular, the new world power of the Saljuq Turks,
whose conquests provoked a sense of the apoca-
lyptic in medieval Christian Transcaucasia.® The
eleventh-century Armenian scholar and theolo-
gian, John (Yovhannes) of Tarawn, declared that
the Antichrist - the dragon bound, at the time of
the Crucifixion, for a thousand years — was now
free once again and had returned with the help
of the Saljuq Turks.®!

In the discussion of the story of Paradise in
post-Qur’anic canonical traditions, the serpent-
dragon’s inherent ambivalence is also expressed.
In the primordial Paradise the serpent is said to
have been the most beautiful and strong of ani-
mals,*> who was:

...shaped like a camel and like the camel, could
stand erect. She had a multi-coloured tail, red,

% See, for instance, the “Introduction” of Khorenatsi: His-
tory of the Armenians, tr. and ed. Thomson, 1978, repr. 1980.

* Ishkol-Kerovpian, “Visap,” WdM 1V, 1, pp.155-7;
Russell, 2004, p. 627.

57 Cf. Schwartz, 1980, pp. 123-4.

% Purporting to transmit a report of the earlier historian
Mar Apas Catina, Khorenatsi notes this in a passage of his
Patmut‘iwn Hayoc® (tr. Langlois, 1872, p. 39). Russell, 2004,
p. 1170.

** Alemany, 2000, p. 285.

% Cf. White, 1991, p. 193.

¢! Their invasion is described by Matthew of Edessa
(Matt'éos Urhayetsi), who uses visionary apocalyptic imag-
ery: the Turks are “winged serpents” (ojk’ t'ewawork’) or
“death-breathing dragons” (vishapn mahashuntch). Russell,
2004, p. 883.

2 Cf. Wheeler, 2002, p. 25.

% Al-Kisa’i, Qisas al-anbiya’, tr. Thackston, 1978, p. 38.

% Idem, pp. 39, 53. It is of note that of all the animals

yellow, green, white, black, a mane of pearl, hair
of topaz, eyes like the planets Venus and Jupiter,
and an aroma like musk blended with ambergris.®

Owing to the instigation of the bird of Paradise,
the peacock (ta’nis), which he saw at the gate of
Paradise, Iblis made use of the serpent and man-
aged to trick her by speaking to her in a soft voice
until she had confidence in him:

she opened her mouth, ... Iblis jumped in and sat
down between her fangs (thus the fangs of snakes
became poisonous until the end of the ages)®

and so he eluded the angels guarding Paradise
who would not have admitted him. A narrative
ascribed to Wahb ibn Munabbih (b. 34/654-5),
a Yemenite descendant from a family of Persian
origin, describes the Fall which led to the expul-
sion from Paradise:

When Iblis wanted to cause [Adam and Eve] to
slip, he entered into the stomach (jawf) of the
serpent; the serpent [then] had four legs and was
like a Bactrian [camel] (bukhtiya), one of the
most beautiful creatures God had created. When
the serpent entered the garden, Iblis came out
of its stomach (jawf); he took [a fruit] from the
tree [the Tree of Immortality (Qur'an, sira 20,
116-21)] that God had forbidden to Adam and
Eve and brought it to Eve.®

As a consequence of the service rendered to Iblis,
the serpent is not only banished from Paradise,
but loses her legs, which reenter her body; she
will dwell in dark places and only earth will be
her food;® she is condemned to crawl on her belly
becoming “malformed and deprived of the power
of speech, mute and forked-tongued.””

in Paradise the serpent and the peacock are singled out to
become the pawns of Iblis; both were severely punished
(idem, pp.46-7) but only the peacock was rehabilitated
(idem, p. 53).

0 Al-Tabari, Mukhtasar ta’rikh al-rusul wa l-mulitk wa
I-khulafa’, vol. 1, p. 108; see also idem, Jami‘ al-Bayan, 1,
p- 235, cited after Katz, 2002, p. 179. Jewish Midrashic litera-
ture similarly records that the serpent of the Garden of Eden
originally had feet; Gray, 1906, p. 186. It is worth mentioning
that in the Qur’an it is not Eve who entices Adam to disobey
God; Iblis speaks to both and in one instance only to Adam
(saras 7, 20-2; 20, 120-2).

% Al-Kisai, Qisas al-anbiya’, tr. Thackston, 1978,
p. 53; al-Tabari, Mukhtasar ta’rikh al-rusul wa ’l-mulik wa
I-khulafa’, vol. 1, pp. 525-6.

7 Al-Kisa’i, Qisas al-anbiya’, tr. Thackston, 1978, p. 46.
See also the second-century Bc Hebrew work, Book of Jubi-
lees 3.28, as well as Philo of Alexandria, De Opificio Mundi
55.156.
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Existing contributions to the study of dragon
iconography

As far as the symbolism of the dragon is con-
cerned, the field for the greater part has been pre-
pared through valuable studies in stylistic and
iconographic development, of which those of
Giovanni Curatola, Katharina Otto-Dorn, Goniil
Oney and Abbas Daneshvari rank foremost.*
Considering the prominent position accorded
to the dragon motif in the arts of the medieval
Islamic period, it is however surprising that so
far only Giovanni Curatola has devoted a study
exclusive to this iconography and its characteris-
tics. His study, which investigates the overall rela-
tion of the dragon to Chinese and Central Asian
sources as well as its appearance in manuscripts of
the post-Timurid period,” leaves room however
for the exploration and identification of the larger
phenomenon, its manifestations and crosscur-
rents across a period of many centuries and many
cultures. Some studies have concentrated on a
specific medium. Otto-Dorn” and Oney’! have
focused in particular on the monumental sculp-
ture of Anatolia, providing an extensive catalogue
of known monumental stone reliefs. Individual
reliefs were investigated by Jean-Paul Roux’* and
Ozden Siisli” in Saljug-period Anatolia and by
Joachim Gierlichs in northern Mesopotamia (the
Jazira).” In a more recent work Gierlichs estab-
lished an important catalogue raisonné of animal
reliefs on monuments of the Saljuq and Artuqid
periods and their successors throughout Anatolia
and the Jazira, focusing also on the depiction of
the dragon.”” The mass of data thus assembled is
truly exhaustive and provides a firm foundation
for further research.

The present study consists of a total of 14 chap-
ters. Chapter 1 outlines the historical and cultural
context within which the dragon iconography
flourished in the medieval Islamic world from
Central Asia to Anatolia. Representations of the
dragon on monumental sculpture, both Islamic
and Christian, of the medieval period, mainly in

% Curatola, 1979; idem, 1982; and idem, 1989; Otto-Dorn,
esp. 1978-9, pp. 25-36; Oney, 1969a, eadem, 1969b, and
eadem, 1978; Daneshvari, 1993.

% Curatola, 1979; idem, 1982; and idem, 1989.

0 Otto-Dorn, 1959, pp. 63-5, eadem, 1963, pp. 131-3,
eadem, 1978-9, esp. pp. 25-36.

71 Oney, 1969a, eadem, 1969b, and eadem, 1978.

2 Roux, 1972, and idem, 1980.

7 Susli, 1987.

7+ Gierlichs, 1995.

the form of architectural decoration, are discussed
in chapter 2. The symbolic significance attrib-
uted to the dragon is closely interlinked with the
perception of how the boundaries between the
realm of the supernatural creature and man are
negotiated. It serves as a liminal marker, con-
stituting at the same time a powerful protective
device. Chapter 3 turns to portable art, where
the dragon appeared as an expression of funda-
mental social, moral and sociological concepts as
well as a metaphor of sociopolitical authority and
ideal rulership. The symbolic appropriation of the
dragon and control over it figured also among the
paraphernalia of heroism and rulership as well
as appearing on objects of personal adornment
and on vessels. It is moreover noteworthy that,
while there is a large body of dragon depictions
on portable items from the entire Central Asian
region, of which a selection is examined here,
their existence on architectural structures in the
Western Central Asian (previously also “Eastern
Iranian”)’® world has so far not been documented.
This is due to the fact that no figural sculpture is
associated with the brick architecture of the Ira-
nian world from about 1000 to 1200. Moreover,
comparatively little architecture of this period
survives from the “crossroads of Asia,” i.e. the
region of present-day Afghanistan. Hence, only
the representation of dragons on monumental
settings in regions west of Iran are considered.
Many pre-Islamic thought systems and prac-
tices were assimilated into early Islamic culture.
Beliefs in spirits or jinn and their manifestation
as serpent genii have been studied for example
by Joseph Henninger’” and Ernst Zbinden,”® and
these are considered in chapter 4, which analyses
the intricate connection of dragon iconography
with a multiplicity of natural phenomena as the
means through which the continuous correlation
and interchange between human society and the
natural world were mediated. Dragons are para-
mount symbols of the elements or forces present
or active in the cosmic world. This chapter focuses
on the dragons’ association with the four great ele-

7> Idem, 1996, pp. 28-40; also idem, 1993, and idem, 1998.

76 The term is used in a geographical sense to indicate all
the regions that stretch from the Caspian Sea and the Central
Iranian desert in the west to the Indus river in the east, and
from the coastal strip along the Arabian Sea in the south to
the banks of the Syr Darya in the north; hence comprising
part of present-day Iran, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Turkmeni-
stan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.

7 Henninger, 1963.

78 Zbinden, 1953.
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ments—earth, water, fire and wind. They express,
in a mythical language, aspects of the natural set-
ting and the positive or dangerous qualities of
those aspects, such as rain, drought or flood. Their
particular connection with the medium of water
involves a nexus of ideas which also determines
the dragon’s affinity with other symbols of fer-
tility of the vegetal world. The chthonic nature
of the mythical creature may be associated with
the belief in dragons guarding both treasures
hidden in the earth and the sources of nature’s
abundance. The ability of serpents and dragons
to undergo physical change underlay, moreover,
their association with numinous or demonic
power. The overall physical division of animals
from humans and the great diversity and physical
distinctiveness among animal species have made
animals the preferred medium for the representa-
tion of the other, non-human, sphere, which was
often characterised by the effortless passage across
physical and geographical boundaries. Dragons
within the “natural” animal species and the realm
of the supernatural and the strange, as well as the
visual fusion of two or more animals, are looked
at in chapter 5.

Beyond a relation with the “natural” world,
the dragon is embued, on a cosmic level, with a
more complex meaning as a bringer of stability
or disorder, stasis or dynamism, life or death.
As mentioned earlier the mythical creature has a
similar meaning on a “social” or “political” level,
symbolising the enemies or, as will be shown, in
some cases, the champions of a society, group or
class. By using the iconography of the dragon,
rulers aimed to ensure symbolic control over sub-
ject dominions. This pivotal role accorded to the
dragon, which figures prominently in royal and
heroic symbolism and as an indicator of political
power, intellectual supremacy and socio-religious
dominance, is discussed in chapter 6. Among
those who have worked on these concepts is Eva
Baer,” who has formulated the expression and
thoroughly explored the iconography of “the ruler
in the cosmic setting,” a form of imagery closely

7 Baer, 1981.

80 Skjeerve, “Azdaha I, Elr; Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II.
In Persian Literature,” EIr.

81 Russell, “Azdaha IV. Armenian Azdahak,” EIr, and
idem, 2004.

£ Watkins, 1995. In the mythologies of Indo-European
speaking societies (Indic, Iranian, Hittite, Greek, Roman,
Germanic and Armenian) versions or traces of a type of myth
have been found wherein a god or hero overcomes a mythi-
cal dragon-like creature.

linked to the ancient concept of the royal or heroic
dragon-tamer. The dragon’s overall symbolism
as well as the dragon-fighting myths in Old and
Middle Iranian and Persian literature have been
examined in depth, respectively, by Prods Oktor
Skjeerve and Djalal Khaleqi-Motlaq,* while its
Armenian aspect is treated by James Russell.* In
his book, How to Kill a Dragon: Aspects of Indo-
European Poetics, Calvert Watkins similarly looks
in detail at the structure of the ancient myths on
the slaying of dragons, which recur throughout
the Indo-European poetic tradition.*” Many of
these topics have most recently been reinvesti-
gated and expanded by Michael Janda in his won-
derful 2010 book, Die Musik nach dem Chaos: Der
Schopfungsmythos der europdischen Vorzeit.*’ The
dragon combat motif played a central role mainly
in the chronicles of heroic combat, in tales of
romance, or in allegories of mystical initiation or
religious teaching.** The slaying or subduing of
a dragon by a hero or divinity in ancient myth,
and its iconography and mode of transmission
in the medieval Islamic world as well as in the
Eastern Christian sphere, are explored in chapter
7. A further important aspect is the eschatological
role fulfilled by some dragon fighters. The role of
the equestrian warrior saints as dragon-slayers
has been extensively researched by the prominent
scholar of Byzantine hagiography and art, Chris-
topher Walter.*> More recently Oya Pancaroglu
has examined the role of the itinerant dragon-
slayer in medieval Anatolia.*

Chapter 8 aims to uncover further layers of
dragon iconology in the context of astrology, a
highly esteemed science in the east, its associa-
tion with light and its role as a vehicle to convey
cosmological ideas. The dragon representation in
medieval Islamic astrology has been addressed
in a number of studies, foremost among which
remains that of Willy Hartner (1938) who dem-
onstrated over seventy years ago the influence of
the conceptualisation of the two pseudo-planetary
“lunar nodes” (al-‘ugdatani) on Islamic artisans.”’
Guitty Azarpay seeks to explain the theme of the

% T am indebted to Professor Almut Hintze for pointing
it out to me.

8 Russell, 2004, pp. 1032, 1285-6.

85 Walter, 1989a; idem, 1995; idem, 1999, and idem, 2003.

% Pancaroglu, 2004.

% Hartner, 1938; idem, 1959, and idem, 19734, as well
as idem, “Al-Djawzahar, EP? 11, 501b. Cf. Oney, 1969a,
pp- 193-216; Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, pp. 125-36; Azarpay,
1978, pp. 363-74.
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interlaced dragons in the light of its astrological
significance.* Moreover, two more recent exhibi-
tions on celestial imagery in Islamic art in New
York and Paris also included the astrological asso-
ciation of the dragon.*

Chapter 9 surveys a theme that has previously
attracted little attention: the survival within medi-
eval Islamic tradition of the ouroboros, the ico-
nography of a serpent devouring its own tail.
Similarly, the motif of the drinking dragon on
medieval Islamic and Christian two- and three-
dimensional art represents the visual remnants
that survived the mutations of an ancient belief.
Likewise the knotted dragon motif in the Islamic
period, related to the ancient magical practice
of knot tying for apotropaic ends, discussed in
chapter 10, has barely been addressed other than
in connection with alchemy.”

The dragon figure also plays a role in the vari-
ous branches of knowledge that comprise the sci-
ence of alchemy as well as the more esoteric or
occult sciences which include talismanic astrol-
ogy. Chapter 11 introduces aspects of the dragon
as prophylaxis and cure in the province of magic
and divination. It discusses the dragon’s associa-
tion with the theriaca as illustrated in the famed
Kitab al-diryaq. It also looks at serpents, their
venoms and other characteristics as well as the
corresponding antidotes, chiefly theriaca and
bezoar-type stones. The dragon’s role in esoteric
or magical sciences, in particular sympathetic and
talismanic astrological magic, as well as in the
preparation of talismans is examined in chapter
12. The supernatural power of the serpent-staft
is the subject of the second section of the chap-
ter, which has been explored in terms of Jewish
influences on Islamic magic by Alexander Fodor
in the context of a thirteenth-century treatise in
which the motif of Moses’ serpent-rod is dis-
cussed as a magical device.” In chapter 13 the
association of the dragon with the sound-world
is considered. One of these aspects is the speaking
dragon; another more rare occurrence is its link
with sounds transformed into music.

Chapter 14 then concludes the discussion,

% Azarpay, 1978.

% Following the Stars, 1997; L'Apparence des cieux,
1998.

% Rogers, 1969; Moulierac, 1987; Savage-Smith, 1997,
pp. 324-33.

I Fodor, 1978.

°2 In December 2004 Abbas Daneshvari gave a series of
four lectures (the Yarshater Lectures) at the School of Afri-

focusing on the dragon as pre-eminent symbol
and paradigm of change and transformation, thus
addressing a key aspect of its phenomenology.
The most important study of the iconography of
the dragon in the cult of the saints and mystics is
provided by Abbas Daneshvari,”” whose research
moreover offers a significant contribution to the
iconological interpretation of the multivalent
symbolism of the dragon by underlining its ben-
eficial and apotropaic aspect.”” In medieval Safism
(tasawwuf), the mystical dimension of Islam, the
symbolism of the dragon illustrates the theme of
moral transformation on the spiritual path, often
mediated by the figure of a mystic.

The first part of the Epilogue shows how in
the wake of the Mongol invasion dragon imag-
ery appears in different stylistic guises. The first
half of the Ilkhanid period presents a transitional
period in which a new “Chinese,” “Mongol” or,
more broadly, “Central Asian” style appears
which in the second half of their reign gradu-
ally overtakes and amalgamates with the conven-
tional “Saljuqg-style” dragon. This emergence in
the Mongol period of a hitherto unknown style,
termed “Islamic chinoiserie,” from the rela-
tionship between Chinese and Iranian art, has
been investigated by Yuka Kadoi.” The second
part demonstrates the eminent role played by
the dragon, itself the ideal image of incarnate
liminality, in frontier societies in Transoxania,
Khurasan and Anatolia characterised by ghazis
fighting for the defence and victory of Islam. This
is evident in the epic-chivalrous frontier narra-
tives describing jihad against dragons, as for
instance in the early Turkish Anatolian epic, the
Battal-nama (“Book of Battal”), which was more
recently translated by Yorgos Dedes,” or the epic
romance of the Tiirkmen Danishmend ruler, the
Danishmend-nama (“Book of Danishmend”),
also based on orally transmitted traditions and
composed in the twelfth or early thirteenth cen-
tury, translated by Iréene Mélikoff,” who in the
romance is identified with Sayyid Battal.”” This
phenomenon was complemented by the cross-
cultural convergence of saintly cults prominently

can and Oriental Studies in London on the iconography of
the dragon in Persian art. His publication on the subject
is eagerly awaited.

% Daneshvari, 1993.

* Kadoi, 2009.

% Dedes, 1996.

% Mélikoff, 1960.

7 Eadem, 1960, vol. 1, p. 103.
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involving the dragon in which Islamic, Turko-
Mongol, Jewish and Christian beliefs overlapped
and amalgamated.

Since there are no previous comprehensive studies
of the dragon in the Islamic world,” the present
exercise is prone to all the risks that are char-
acteristic of such an endeavour. Depictions of
dragons in the material culture of the medieval
Islamic period have never been fully catalogued
as a corpus, hence in what follows only a repre-
sentative sampling will be considered in which the
selected objects are individually discussed. Inevi-
tably, numerous potentially relevant objects may
have been overlooked or considered too briefly,
and the aim of tracking down the exact symbolic
significance of the serpent and its greater rela-
tive, the dragon, may not have been fully realised.
Nevertheless, the approach adopted here will
at least bring into focus the complexity of the
semantic horizon associated with these images.
This endeavour is particularly precarious since
modern perception of the elements that determine
different modes of interpretation will not neces-
sarily reflect the meaning and mental associations
attributed to them by the medieval populations
studied. Imagery that elicited clearly identifiable
connotations and allusions in the cultural milieu

% Giovanni Curatola’s thorough work on the dragon
focuses on the overall relation of its iconography to Chinese
and Central Asian sources as well as its appearance in manu-

of the medieval Central Asian world often remains
incomprehensible for modern people. Because
of the refractory nature of the evidence, some
iconographic elements of the period are based
upon a number of deductions while some others
necessarily remain elusive, even impenetrable. It
is therefore the intention of the present study
to locate certain iconographic details that so
far have not been understood or, perhaps, even
recognised. At the same time it has to be borne
in mind that what may be considered a symbol
in the twentieth century may well represent an
authentic transfer of a reality for man in medieval
Central Asia and beyond. Even so it is hoped that
the following chapters will shed some light on the
perception of the great dragon beast within the
overall intellectual and visual universe of the
medieval Irano-Turkish world.

Finally, the path that has led to the realisa-
tion of this study has been long and tortuous:
the serpent is not called a dragon for nothing.
Nonetheless, this study represents but a small
contribution to a better comprehension of the
complex multivalent symbolism of the dragon
in the medieval Islamic sphere. Some proposi-
tions consequently have a provisional character
that, with the help of new material, specialists
will confirm or invalidate.

scripts of the post-Timurid period. Curatola, 1979; idem,
1982; and idem, 1989. Other previous studies cited above
have mainly focused on particular topics.






CHAPTER ONE

THE MEDIEVAL ISLAMIC WORLD FROM CENTRAL ASTA TO ANATOLIA:
THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

With its rapid expansion to the status of world
power, the Islamic world became increasingly
open culturally to the transmission and active
appropriation of ancient learning from Graeco-
Roman and Indo-Iranian sources. The westward
movement of the culture of Western Central Asia,
in particular that of greater Khurasan, resulted
not only in an outflow of savants and artists from
this region but in a general tendency to “Easter-
nise.” This coincided with the westward migra-
tion of ever-growing numbers of Turkic-speaking
tribes into Western Asia which increased from the
late tenth century onwards. From the end of the
eleventh century until the onslaught of the Mon-
gols in the mid-thirteenth century, the Saljuqs
and their “successor states” ruled a large region
from India to Egypt, perpetuating the heritage of
Western Central Asian art and culture in their
new homeland.

Two major currents profoundly influenced the
formation of the Islamic world from its incep-
tion. One was the transmission of ancient learn-
ing from the Greek, Central Asian (in particular
the Iranian) and Indian cultural realms, provok-
ing an intense intellectual ferment in the Islamic
world."! This was linked with and reflected by the
second, which saw the culture of Western Central
Asia flowing westwards, facilitated by the large-
scale migrations of Turkish-speaking people
into Islamic lands from the late tenth century
onwards.?

With the establishment of the Islamic polity
(dar al-islam, “abode of Islam™) in the wake of
the Arab conquests after the death of the Prophet
Muhammad in 10/632, the lifting of political and
religious barriers from Morocco to India pro-
moted greater movement of goods, people and
ideas across a vast region.’ It united areas and

' The most in-depth monograph on the Graeco-Arabic
translation movement and the political and social factors
involved in it is certainly that of Gutas, 1998.

* While the migratory routes of peoples were mostly from
east to west, there were also significant concurrent flows in
the opposite direction as well as southwards.

people that for over a millennium, since Alexan-
der the Great (r. 356-323 Bc), had been subject
to varying degrees of Hellenisation.

Throughout the Umayyad period (41/661-
132/750), and possibly beyond the mid-eighth
century, Greek was widely current in greater Mes-
opotamia and Palestine as the native language of
a significant portion of the population® and was
moreover cultivated in the many Christian mon-
asteries and cloisters. The cultivation of Hellenis-
tic philosophy and science at centres of learning
that had flourished during the first six centuries
of the Christian era was well entrenched and fur-
ther developed in the regions that were part of the
Roman, later the Byzantine and Sasanian empires,
and finally the caliphate, throughout the Fertile
Crescent, from Edessa (al-Ruha) and Qinnasrin
in the west, through Nisibis and Mosul in north-
ern Mesopotamia to Jundaysabar in Khazistan,
well into western Iran.’ To these should be added
at least two other major centres of Hellenistic
science and learning, Harran (ancient Carrhae) in
northwestern Mesopotamia just south of Edessa.
In 47/667 the Muslim armies crossed the river
Oxus and by 95/713 Transoxania had come within
the expanding fold of Islam. The Eurasian heart-
lands, in particular the cities of Marw and Balkh
in Khurasan (covering a wide extent of land com-
prising regions in present-day Afghanistan, Turk-
menistan and Iran),’ which were well-known for
their libraries until their destruction by the Mon-
gols in the early thirteenth century, constituted an
important locus for integrating and transmitting
knowledge.”

After the ‘Abbasid revolution, the transfer of
the seat of the caliphate from Syria to Iraq and
the building in 145/762 of a new capital, Bagh-
dad (close to the ruins of the Sasanian capital of

’ Gutas, 1998, p. 13; Bauer, 1995, pp. 34-6.

* Gutas, 1998, p. 117.

> Idem, p. 14.

¢ Idem, p. 14.

7 Ruska, 1926. Cf. Needham and Wang, 1965, p. 369;
Gutas, 1998, p. 50 and n. 39.
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Ctesiphon), placed the ‘Abbasids (132/750-
656/1258) in the heartlands of the former Sasa-
nian empire (c. 224-651). During Sasanian
times scholarly activity was partly motivated by
a Zoroastrian imperial ideology that would see
all learning ultimately derive from the Avestan
texts, the Zoroastrian canonical scriptures. It
is perhaps in this context that the burgeoning
Graeco-Persian translation activities which cul-
minated in the reign of Khusraw I Anashirwan
(r. 531-578), generating a culture of translation
that survived into early ‘Abbasid times, are best
understood.® Political and economic support from
the Western Central Asian world, in particular
from greater Khurasan (in other words the wider
Iranian world), was indispensable for the ‘Abbasid
victory.” The early ‘Abbasid caliphs tried to legiti-
mise their rule by expanding their ideology to
include the concerns of the “Persian” contingent,
thereby bringing about the incorporation of Sasa-
nian culture, still dominant for large parts of the
population east of Iraq, into mainstream ‘Abbasid
culture.”” Two components of the Sasanian cul-
ture, Zoroastrian imperial ideology and political
astrology, proved to be of immense significance
to the caliph al-Mansuar, who was in many ways
the actual founder of the ‘Abbasid caliphate, in
helping him to consolidate the ‘Abbasid cause.
Between the second half of the eighth and
eleventh centuries, intense scientific activity was
accompanied by a prodigious effort to garner and
then translate, assimilate and cultivate scientific
and pseudo-scientific treatises, for instance on
theology, medicine, astrology and logic, mostly
via Syriac and Persian (Pahlawi) into the Arabic
sphere. Especially in the field of astronomy and
astrology translations were often also made from
Persian or Sanskrit." The translation movement
was actively patronised by the ‘Abbasid rulers
while at the same time representing a “social phe-
nomenon” which was “subsidized by an enormous
outlay of funds, both public and private.”'* Sup-
port for these undertakings “cut across all lines
of religious, sectarian, ethnic, tribal and linguistic
demarcation. Patrons were Arabs and non-Arabs,
Muslims and non-Muslims, Sunnis and Shi‘ites,
generals and civilians, merchants and land-own-
ers, etc.””” While the most widely known evidence
for Muslim cultural borrowing lies in this vast

¢ Idem, 1998, pp. 25-6.

° Cf. Frye, 2005, p. 4.

1% Gutas, 1998, p. 29; Spuler, 1976, pp. 342-7.
"' Pingree, 1963.

corpus of Arabic translations, the simultaneous
cultural appropriation was much broader, pervad-
ing all modes oflife. By the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, Islamic culture had fully internalised
and synthesised concepts emerging from a mul-
titude of scientific works acquired largely from
Graeco-Roman and Indo-Iranian sources.

The movement of craftsmen from eastern
Islamic lands, in particular from greater Khurasan,
westwards was a decisive process, which acceler-
ated between the fall of the Iranian dynasty of
the Samanids (204/819-395/1005) and the late
thirteenth century, a period that might broadly
be described as the Turko-Mongol era. Hemmed
in by deserts both to the south and the north, the
Khurasan mountain range and the plains along
its slopes have always represented a significant,
and often the most important communication
artery between east and west. The tendency to
easternise was initially an internal phenomenon
within Western Central Asia which began with the
Iranian Samanid dynasty that ruled in Transoxa-
nia (known during the Middle Ages as ma wara’
al-nahr, “the land which lies beyond the river
[Oxus]” at the eastern margin of Khurasan facing
the still pagan Turks) and then in Khurasan from
the ninth century onwards. For a time, the Sama-
nids constituted the border between the Islami-
cised lands and the still incompletely Islamicised
Turkic dynasty of the Qarakhanids. East of the
regions dominated by the Qarakhanids were the
lands of the Oghuz tribes from whom the Saljugs
would emerge.

Under the aegis of the Samanids and that of
other petty courts of the east, Iranian literature
flourished, reaching an extraordinary stage of
maturity and eloquence with authors such as
Radaki, Daqiqi and al-Kisa'l of Marw." It was
at this time that the ancient Iranian epic tradi-
tions were rekindled, and in 346/957 the governor
of Tus in Khurasan, Aba Mansar Muhammad
ibn ‘Abd al-Razzaq, commissioned the transla-
tion of Pahlawi (that is, the Middle Persian of
the Sasanians) texts of the national epic into
New Persian. These were taken up by the great
poet Abu ’1-Qasim Firdawsi of Tas (c. 329-30/
940-1-c. 411/1020 or 416/1025), author of the
monumental versified epic retelling of the his-
tory of the pre-Islamic Iranian kings and heroes

2 Gutas, 1998, p. 2.
5 Idem, pp. 2, 5, see also 134-5.
4 Cf. Bosworth, “Samanids,” EI* VIII, 1025b.
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from mythico-legendary times until the arrival of
Islam, which in the context of the period may be
seen in terms of an Iranian revival characterised
by an interest in national history. Known as the
Shah-nama, it was completed in 400/1010 after
about thirty years of writing. Together with Asadi
Tast’s (d. c. 465/1072) slightly later heroic epic
Garshasp-nama (“Epic of Garshasp”), the oldest
of the epics complementary to Firdawsi’s
Shah-nama, it serves as one of the main sources
for various descriptions of dragons comprising
the following range of features that not only incor-
porate characteristics of various species into a
single body but had the ability to cross boundaries
within the natural environment it inhabits and
was found in different locations:

[The dragon] is sometimes described as a wolf, a
tiger, shir-e kappi, i.e., a sort of sphinx (combined
lion and ape), or simply as a patyara (maleficent
creature), or a black cloud. ... it has one head and
mouth, exhaling fire and smoke from its hellish
mouth, and inhaling with enough force to suck
in a horse and rider, or a crocodile from the
water, or an eagle from the sky. ... It is big as a
mountain. Its head resembles a thicket of hair
and its bristles stretch down to the ground like
nooses. It has two horns the size of the branch
of a tree, ten gaz or eighty cubits long. Its eyes
are the size of wagon wheels or like two tanks of
blood. They shine from afar as brightly as stars at
night, as two glittering diamonds, as two blazing
torches, or as two mirrors held beneath the sun.
It has two tusks, each the length of the hero’s
arm or of a stag’s horns. Humans and animals
hang from its teeth. When it sticks its long, black
tongue out of its mouth it hangs down onto the
road like a black tree. Its skin has scales like a fish,
each as big as a shield. It has eight feet, though
most often it drags itself over the ground, and
when it moves it makes the valleys and plains
tremble, and a river of yellow poison as deep as
a spear flows from its tail and nose. Its color is
variously described, e.g., as dark yellow or gray,
black, blue. ... Its lair, guarded day and night, is
on a mountain (usually said to be near the sea,
whence the azhdaha itself originated) or rock the
same color as its body and is shunned by all living
things, animals and plants. The sources variously
locate it on the Kashaf-rad near Tas, on Mount
Shekawand in Kabul, India, “Mazandaran,” on

1> Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II,” EIr.
' The term Tirkmen appears in Islamic sources from
the tenth century onwards. See Bosworth, 1968, p. 17.

Mount Saqila in the land of the Romans, Mount
Zahab in the Yaman, or in Tabarestan.'

At the same time there was a florescence of
local arts and crafts. With this cultural back-
ground, some of the Turkic tribes, in particu-
lar the Oghuz and Qarluq (henceforth known as
Tirkmen/Turkoman),'® converted to Islam and
became heirs to the local Muslim civilisations,
Iranian and then Arabic. By the late tenth cen-
tury Selchiik (transcribed in Arabic as Saljaq),
the son of Toqaq Temir Yaligh, commander of
the Oghuz Yabghu, embraced Islam and became
a ghazi (Muslim warrior for the faith) against his
still pagan fellow-tribesmen. He and his follow-
ers soon became embroiled in a power struggle
with the weakening Samanids, a vacuum filled
shortly after by the emerging Turkic dynasties,
the Ghaznawids and Qarakhanids, thus setting
the stage for the rise of the Great Saljuq Empire.

Turkic tribes had long been in contact with
Western Central Asian culture. The Ghaznavid dyn-
asty of Turkish origin was founded by Sebiiktigin,
a general and governor for the Samanids and
with its capital in Ghazna lasted for over two
hundred years, from 367/977-8 to 583/1187. The
Ghaznawids were favourably disposed towards
Iranian culture, and their courts became out-
standing cultural centres. They thus fulfilled what
was expected of royal patrons, as the polymath of
the age, Abu "l-Rayhan Muhammad ibn Ahmad
al-Birani, who finished his days at Ghazna, put it:
“to do this [sc. to honour learning and its repre-
sentatives is] ... the duty of those who rule over
them, of kings and princes. For they alone can
free the minds of scholars from the daily anxiet-
ies for the necessities of life, and stimulate their
energies to earn more fame and favour, the yearn-
ing for which is the pith and marrow of human
nature.””” The Indian campaigns of Mahmuad
ibn Sebiiktigin (r. 389/999-421/1030) brought
a great influx of plundered temple treasures
into the capital, Ghazna. The empire reached its
zenith under Mahmud: no expense was spared
in beautifying the capital and the sultan brought
scholars, craftsmen and artisans from the lands
he had conquered to Ghazna as well as to such
provincial centres as Herat, Balkh and Lashkari
Bazar, resulting in a flowering of the arts, and of
architecture in particular.’

7 Kitab fi Tahqiq ma li-I-Hind (“Book of Inquiry into
India”), tr. Sachau, 1887, p. 152.

'8 Bosworth, 1963, pp. 139-41. Cf. Bombaci and Scerrato,
1959.
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Although Firdawsi makes the Oxus the tra-
ditional boundary between Iran and Taran (the
Central Asian region beyond the Jayhun/Amua
Darya), the land of the nomadic world of Western
Central Asia, and states that there was a natu-
ral dislike between the two groups, which were
like “two elements, fire and water, which rage
against each other in the depths of the heart,”"
there was never, as Bosworth has pointed out, a
cut and dried distinction between the two racial
groups.”’ They had a long history of interaction
and the Turkish people were well-known to the
Iranians, who had often been invaded by steppe
peoples of diverse ethnic origins. The antithesis
between Iran and Taran, emblematising a dual-
istic conception of the world and of history, thus
appears by FirdawsT’s time to have been more a lit-
erary and archaising preconception of the Iranian
national consciousness than a reflection of the
actual state of affairs.”! The Qarakhanid Muslim
philologist, Mahmud al-Kashghari, remarks in his
lexicographic encyclopaedia Diwan lughat al-turk,
written in 463/1071, that all of Transoxania, which
was closely linked with the Eurasian steppe, was
once inhabited by Turkic peoples, “but when the
Iranians (al-Furs) became numerous, it became
just like Persian territory (bilad al-‘Ajam).”** Thus
the two worlds had to a large part become inter-
mingled culturally as well as ethnically.

The westward migration of ever-growing num-
bers of Turkic-speaking tribes, the dominant force
being the Saljugs, into Western Asia increased
from the late tenth century onwards. This accel-
erated following their decisive victory under
Toghril Beg over the Ghaznawids at Dandandaqan
(located between Marw and Sarakhs) in 431/1040,
after which all of Iran lay open before them. In

¥ Kowalski, 1939-49, pp. 87-9. The moon was a pre-
eminent Turkish emblem and the sun a Iranian one; idem,
pp- 98-9.

2 Bosworth, 1963, p. 205.

2t Idem, p. 206.

2 Tr. Atalay, B., vol. 3, Ankara, 1939-1943, pp. 149-50,
as cited in Bosworth, 1963, p. 206.

» Hillenbrand, C., “Malazgird,” EI* V1, 242b.

** The use of the ethnic/dynastic term Ram by the Ana-
tolian Saljugs whose principality was based on the region
of Konya and southern Cappadocia reflected their concep-
tion as heirs to the Byzantines in south-central Anatolia,
territories which continued to be strongly Greek in ethnos.
Bosworth, “Ram. Relations between the Islamic powers and
the Byzantines,” EI’ VIIL, 601a.

» Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, pp. 112, 114. Note however
Oleg Grabar’s caveats (2006, pp. 314-5) with regard to an
argumentation for a Khurasan “style” or “mode” as being
hypo-thetical on visual and historical grounds and merely

447/1055 Toghril Beg entered Baghdad and in
449/1058, when he entered for the second time,
the “Abbasid caliph al-Qa’im legitimised his rule
by the bestowing of honorific titles. The victory
of the second Saljuq sultan Alp Arslan against
the Byzantine ruler Romanus IV Diogenes at
Manzikert/Malazgird, north of Lake Van, in Dhu
’1-Qa’da 463/August 1071, on a day following a
moonless night,” effectively destroyed the ability
of Byzantium (Ram) to defend its eastern bound-
aries. This led to the gradual settlement of helle-
nised Asia Minor, or Anadolu/Anatolia as it was
later to be known under the Turks, by successive
waves of mostly nomadic Turkic tribes, and to
the establishment of the sultanate of the Saljugs
of Rum (Saljiigiyan-i Rizm)** in the central and
eastern territories. By the end of the century the
entire territory from the Armenian and Georgian
marches to the Aegean sea was in Saljuq hands.
In their new homeland, the Turks perpetuated
the heritage of Western Central Asian art and
culture with a “markedly Khurasanian flavour.”*
This was facilitated by the fact that the migra-
tory movement of Turkic peoples swept along
migrant craftsmen from the Central Asian, in
particular East Iranian, world, a process much
intensified by the invasion of Khurasan by the
Mongol army under Genghis Khan in the 1220s.>
The signature of master craftsmen on Anatolian
tilework suggests that innovation on Anatolian
Saljuq architecture owed much to craftsmen from
Khurasan or Ghurid Herat” and points to Eastern
Iran as one of the earlier and most important cen-
tres of artistic innovation. Katharina Otto-Dorn
has proposed that some of the tile revetments at
the now destroyed palace-citadel at Kubadabad
(623/1226-634/1237), southwest of Konya, built

indicative of “an active industry or artisanship of metalwork
in Khurasan.”

** On the large-scale movement of metalworkers to west-
ern Iran, Anatolia, the Jazira, Syria and Egypt, see Ward,
1993, pp. 79, 87.

7 The signature of the banna’ Muhammad ibn
Muhammad ibn ‘Uthman al-Tusi, who probably came from
Khurasan, found on the tile-mosaic of the Sir¢ali madrasa in
Konya (640/1242-3) is discussed by Meinecke, 1976, vol. 1,
pp- 35-45, and idem, vol. 2, no. 71. For further examples
of craftsmen who, judging from their geographical epithet
(nisba; generally pointing to someone’s tribal, geographi-
cal or religious affiliation) may have come from the
eastern Islamic lands to the west, see, for instance, those
listed in idem, vol. 1, pp. 187-9, addendum II (i.e., Ahmad
ibn Abi Bakr al-Marandi, c. 612/1215, or mi‘mar Badr
al-Din Tabrizi, post-672/1273); Pickett, 1997, pp.37-41.
See however the cautionary remarks on this subject, idem,
n. 349.
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at the apogee of Saljuq power by sultan ‘Ala’ al-Din
Kay Qubadh I (r. 616/1219-634/1237), may have
been made by Iranian craftsmen.”® Moreover, the
extent to which the Ram Saljugs (just like their
Iranian cousins, the Great Saljuqs) embraced the
Iranian tradition of kingship was particularly
marked, as also evidenced by their tendency to
choose pre-Islamic Iranian royal names.” Fur-
thermore, Persian was the official language of the
court and administration in the sultanate of Rim,
which welcomed streams of poets and mystics
(sufis, “those who wear wool”) from the West-
ern Central Asian world, the most celebrated of
whom was certainly Jalal al-Din Rami (Rabi" I
604/30 September 1207-5 Jumada II 672/1273),
who had left Balkh (ancient Bactra) at the age
of twelve with his family.”” On the other hand,
the sedentary population over which the Saljugs
ruled was extremely heterogeneous and included
large numbers of Armenian, Georgian and Greek
Christians.

The transmission of art and culture from the
greater Khurasan region was also apparent in the
Transcaucasian region, particularly in thriving
twelfth-century Georgia’ and Armenia, regions,
valuable repositories of ancient oral and icono-
graphical traditions that had been in the orbit of
successive stages of Iranian culture since antiq-

8 Otto-Dorn and Onder, 1969, pp. 468-9. Cf. Melikian-
Chirvani, 1974, p. 115 and n. 25.

# At least from trom the time the Saljugs entered Iran,
the Turks came under the influence of Iranian culture.
The impact of this influence is reflected, for instance, in
al-JuwaynT's account of the last Great Saljuq sultan of Iran
and Iraq, Toghril IIT ibn Arslan (r. 571/1176-590/1194),
reciting verses from the Shah-nama (ed. Vullers, p. 188, L.
1060-2) while wielding his heavy mace in battle:

“When the dust arose from the countless army,
the cheeks of our worthies turned pale.

As for me I raised the mace that kills with a single
blow and felled that host upon the spot.

I uttered a yell from my saddle saying, “The earth
has become a millstone upon them.”

Cited after Ta'rikh-i jahan-gushay, tr. Boyle, 1912-37, vol. 2,
p. 302.

% Cf. Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, pp. 114-5.

! The close relationship between cultures in the twelfth
century appears to have been a result of the Christian-Islamic
symbiosis at Tbilisi among the ruling families (Minorsky,
1953, p. 157; attested by king Dimitri’s attendance at Friday
prayers in 548/1153 (as recorded by al-Fariqi), and p. 135
(Christian-Islamic marriages)). Cf. Melikian-Chirvani, 1974,
p- 112 and n. 15.

2 Baltrusaitis, 1929, pp. 43-5; Melikian-Chirvani, 1974,
pp- 113-5 and ns. 17, 18, 20.

* After his incursions into Georgia against Bagrat IV,
the Saljuq sultan Alp Arslan (455/1063-465/1073) strength-
ened his influence there by marrying one of the king's nieces

uity.” Marriage alliances between eleventh- and
twelfth-century Muslim ruling families and Geor-
gian® and Armenian’ royal families resulted in a
nexus of Christian-Muslim relations, while pro-
viding intermediaries between Christians and
Muslims. More Islamic culture penetrated into
Georgia during the reign of queen T'amar of
Georgia (1184-1211/2), whose territory stretched
from Azerbaijan to the borders of Cherkessia, and
from Erzurum to Ganja, forming a pan-Cauca-
sian Empire. The evidence of this can be seen in
Georgian literature® and manuscript illustration®
based on Iranian models. This influence is also
discernible in metalwork from Daghistan, located
east of Georgia and west of Iran.”

In spite of internecine strife the successive
and partly overlapping major dynasties of the
Ghaznawids, the Ghurids, the Qarakhanids, the
Great Saljugs, the Zangids, the Ayyubids and the
Saljugs of Ram succeeded in spite of the ethnic
diversity of their subjects in creating a com-
paratively unified culture from India to Egypt.
In particular the artistic traditions of the West-
ern Central Asian world, the Caucasus, Trans-
caucasia, northern Syria, eastern Anatolia and
northern Mesopotamia certainly had to varying
degrees a symbiotic development. In the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, the region underwent

(Allen, 1932, pp. 91-2). The ruler of Erzurum ordered his
son, Mughith al-Din Toghril, to convert to Christianity
to marry Rusudan (1223-1247), the daughter of queen
T‘amar of Georgia, and heir to the throne after the sudden
death of her brother, whose daughter was in turn married
to the Saljuq sultan of Ram, Giyath al-Din Kay Khusraw
IT (634/1237-644/1246); after his death she married the
Parwana Muhammad ibn Sulayman Mu'in al-Din (exe-
cuted in 676/1277), one of the most powerful Anatolian
magnates of the thirteenth century. Cf. Minorsky, 1953,
p- 135; Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, p. 113, n. 17; Rogers, 1976,
p. 316.

* The eleventh-century ruler of Dwin, Abu ’l-Aswar
Shawiir, of the minor Armenian dynasty of the Shaddadids,
was married to a sister of the Armenian king of Tashir,
David Anholin. Akhsatan ibn Manuchihr ibn Afridan, ruler
of Ani, and son of this princess, also married an Armenian
princess of the Bagratid house (Minorsky, 1953, p. 81). See
also Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, p. 113, n. 17.

% Por instance the close similarities between the eleventh-
century narrative poem, Wis u Ramin, and Shota Rustaveli’s
twelfth-century epic Vepkhis-tkaosani (“The Knight in the
Panther’s Skin”); see idem, 1974, p. 112 and n. 14.

¢ See, for instance, a Georgian astrological treatise of
1188, illustrated under Islamic influence which Melikian-
Chirvani (1974, pp. 112-3 and n. 15) interpretes as Persian,
detecting Khurasanian influence in the Kufic inscriptions.
Amiranagvili, 1966, pls. 56-66 and pp. 28-30, where the
writer also connects the Iranian stylistic influence with the
Persianising aspect in Georgian literature.

7 Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, p. 113 and n. 16.
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sweeping socio-political, economic and artistic
changes that made “northern Mesopotamia” —
a geographical entity known in medieval Islam
as the Jazira (“island”), the northern part of the
territory located between the Tigris and Euphra-
tes rivers (today divided between eastern Syria,
northern Iraq and southeastern Turkey) - “one of
the liveliest regions.” Political stability, though
not hegemony, brought about relative prosperity.
Following the decline of the Great Saljuq dynasty
from around 512/1118, the area was divided into
a number of Turkish and Kurdish principali-
ties.” The Saljuq “successor states” included the
Artuqids of Amida/Diyarbakr (end of the fifth/
eleventh to the beginning of the ninth/fifteenth
century), the Zangids of northern Syria (521-
2/1127-8 until 579/1183 in Aleppo and until
631/1233 in Mosul), the Ayyubids of Syria and
Egypt (564/1169-658/1260) and the Saljugs of
Ram (Anatolia, c. 483/1081-c. 707/1307). The

% Ettinghausen and Grabar, 1987, pp. 297-9.
* For an outline of the political, religious and cultural
climate of the region, see Hillenbrand, C., 1985.

rapid increase of small principalities founded
by atabegs/atabaks (“father-beys”) or various
members of the Saljuq dynasty resulted in the
establishment of numerous courts, all competing
with each other for cultural prestige, which may
well have provided the impetus for the prolif-
eration of innovative images. However, this was
severely disrupted under the impact of invasions
from the east, first by the Turkic Khwarazm shahs
in the 1220s and shortly after by the Mongols,
which brought about a cataclysm with great social
upheavals, destruction and discontinuity. After
the battle of Kése Dagh in the region of Sivas
(Sebasteia) in 641/1243, the Mongols occupied
Anatolia and Saljuq autonomy was lost forever.
For a time the Saljuq sultanate continued as a
Mongol province, although some Tiirkmen emirs
maintained small principalities of their own in
distant mountainous districts, but finally the
Saljuq dynasty came to its end.



CHAPTER TWO

DRAGONS ON MONUMENTAL SETTINGS IN REGIONS WEST OF IRAN

Carved friezes or high-relief sculpture on stone-
work of the medieval Islamic period, very often
figural in nature and including a repertory of
animals and fabulous beasts, were portrayed in
particular on architectural monuments. These
could include the gates, archivolts and doorways
of secular monuments such as city walls, palaces
and caravanserais, as well as religious monuments
like mosques, madrasas and funerary structures.

Among the mythical creatures depicted on
medieval Islamic monuments, the dragon occu-
pies a significant place." However, while the ico-
nography is entirely absent from Western Central
Asian monumental art until the fifteenth century,’
it is characteristic of the area to the west of Iran.
As noted earlier, this is due to the fact that no
figural sculpture is associated with the brick archi-
tecture of the Iranian world from about 1000 to
1200, whereas the dragon motif is conspicuous
on portable items from the greater Khurasan
region, where the motif has a very ancient his-
tory. Its appearance on the architecture of elev-
enth- and twelfth-century northern Mesopotamia,
the Jazira, Syria and Anatolia,” may on the one
hand be due to depictions in the so-called “minor
arts” whose very nature is their potential for por-
tability, allowing for the long-distance diffusion
of motifs.* This may be compounded by another
reason which may be sought locally. The principal
building material employed for the architecture
of these regions is cut-stone with brick playing a
minor role. The preference for this material is due

' For dragon imagery on Islamic architecture, see in
particular the monograph by Oney, 1969a, as well as the
research of Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, esp. pp. 25-36.

> Two large yellow dragons set against a blue back-
ground in mosaic faience were shown in the tympanum
of the portal arch of Abu ’1-Qasim Babur’s mosque dating
from 848/1444-5 situated in the shrine complex of Jamal
al-Haqq wa ’1-Din at Anau near Ashgabat in Turkmenistan,
which was destroyed when the area was struck by an
earthquake in 1948. Some of the dragon mosaic has been
recovered and is now housed at the Fine Arts Museum of
Ashgabat. The portal was photographed by the German
art historian Ernst Cohn-Wiener in the 1920s, whose col-
lection of photographs taken in west Turkestan is kept at the
British Museum and published online in the digital library of

to its availability as well as the local builders’ mas-
tery of stone masonry, a skill which was naturally
made use of by their new rulers, the Saljugs. The
subjugated local population was largely Christian,
who only gradually converted to the faith of their
rulers, and not only employed their traditions of
stone-carving, woodwork, stucco and tile-mosaic
but also their decorative repertoire.’

It is evident that dragon motifs were not lim-
ited to Islamic monuments or portable objects,
but were used equally by Christian artists and
the artists of other faiths. The iconography of the
dragon clearly enjoyed cross-cultural popularity
in the medieval era. In fact representations of the
motif on stone-carved architectural reliefs in the
predominantly Christian Transcaucasian realm
(that is most of present-day Armenia, Georgia and
Azerbaijian) precede its first known depictions
in neighbouring eleventh- and twelfth-century
northern Mesopotamia, Syria and Anatolia. In
particular in the Armenian and Georgian regions
this type of imagery can be found from about
the ninth century onwards, especially the dragon
combat motif (the earliest depictions of which
may be datable to the seventh century), which
will be examined in chapter 7.

Often depicted in mirror image, dragon themes
appear above or around entrances and portals
which represent the boundary between the exte-
rior and interior. The placement reflects the sen-
sitivity of the threshold (Lat. limen) as both a
metaphor for the monument it protects and the

archnet.org; ArchNet Image ID ICW0120. For a discussion of
the Anau dragon motif, see Pugachenkova, 1956, pp. 125-9.
Dragons also appear in the spandrels of a fifteenth-century
mosque at the shrine-complex of Turbat-i Sheikh Jam halfway
between Mashhad and Herat in Khurasan; see Daneshvari,
1993, pl. I, fig. 1.

It is also noteworthy that the dragon motif was not
introduced into Egypt and the Maghrib until Mamlak times,
when this transmission probably took place through Mosuli
craftsmen. Ibrahim, 1976, pp. 12, 15-6.

* Cf. Hoftman, 2001, pp. 17-22.

> I would like to thank Professor Robert Hillenbrand
for drawing my attention to this point. Cf. Meinecke, 1976,
vol. 1, pp. 5-6.
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liminal or transitory realm within which the
passage from the perilous exterior to the secure
interior might be negotiated.® The doorway, gates
and further openings, or other vulnerable zones,
were considered to be a favourite abode of dan-
gerous spirits, hence the particular precautions,
rites of spatial passage and apotropaic sacrifices
enacted in these areas on special occasions.” One
of the primary uses of the iconography of the
dragon was therefore to identify the threshold
and thereby operate as liminal marker. The choice
of the dragon in this capacity reflects a consis-
tently followed principle according to which
anyone entering a building is confronted by the
dragon figure. While the dragon’s intermediate
position and hybrid character itself is marked out
as incarnate liminality, characterised by ambigu-
ity, its fierce, menacing aspect is here found in
a “helpful” context in that it is directed towards
the outside world, warding oft all hostile attack,
and turning into a symbolism of defence of those
that are “inside.” It is employed in its apotropaic
capacity to ward off evil and afford protection by
taking a defensive role against baleful creatures
and dangerous influences such as natural catastro-
phes. Its semantic horizon is thereby extended to
include the function of guardian of the threshold
akin to a “tutelary spirit” imbued with prophy-
lactic and talismanic power.*

The apotropaic and protective function of the
dragon may further be associated with belief in
the Evil Eye, the blighting glance of envy, which
belongs to one of the most ancient concepts of
humanity, prevalent in medieval Islamic culture
and referred to in the Qur’an (siira 68,51-3).° The
Evil Eye was feared and apotropaic symbolism,
sometimes in the form of fixed representations of
the Eye attached to architectural structures, was
used to ward off its malevolent gaze, to dissemi-
nate evil and to warrant protection. It may further
be noted that the Evil Eye was often considered

¢ Cf. Flood, 2006, p. 149.

7 Kitzinger, 1970, p.640 and n. 7; Engemann, 1975,
pp. 44-8; Henninger, 2004, pp. 14 and n. 66, p. 22 and ns.
109-11, pp. 31-2; Zbinden, 1953, pp. 36, 44.

8 Kithnel, 1950, pp. 4-18. Cf. also Otto-Dorn, 1959, p. 75
and n. 38, and eadem, 1978-9, p. 130; Oney, 1969a, pp. 214-
25; Roux, 1972, p. 393.

? Schimmel, 1994, p. 91. Cf. Margais, “Ayn,” EI* I, 786a.

0" Al-Damiri (Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar,
1906, vol. 1, pp. 55, 633) records that the face of a certain
kind of serpent, called al-Asalah, whose looks kill by the
mere sight, “is like that of a human being, that it is of an
immensely large size, and that it remains in the same condi-
tion even if a thousand years pass over it” For other stories

to be most harmful to those in the liminal stages
of life, such as newborn children, the newly mar-
ried or pregnant women. Moreover, in keeping
with ideas relating to the protection of deceased
individuals entering the liminal and transitional
states, burials are sensitive sites. At funerary sites
and mausolea, the dragons serve as markers of
sacred spaces.

The depiction of dragons may be associated
with the fact that some dangerous animals, in
particular vipers, are held to have a poison-
ous glance.' This is illustrated by the story of
the marine dragons reported by the renowned
tenth-century Arab geographer and traveller, Abu
’l-Hasan ‘Ali ibn al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali al-Masadi
(d. 345/956). Marine creatures are said to have so
frightened the workmen who built Alexandria as
to prevent Iskandar (Alexander the Great) from
constructing the city. He is therefore said to have
dived into the sea in a glass box inserted into a
wooden box from where he drew pictures of the
sea monsters. These images were used to construct
metal effigies which were then set up opposite the
place where building was being carried out. When
the dragons emerged from the sea and saw the
images they fled, enabling Iskandar to complete
the building of Alexandria."" This ruse was hence
linked to the idea that if confronted by represen-
tations of themselves, dragons would be repelled
by their own noxious power.

The account has a precedent in the biblical
story of the plague of poisonous snakes which so
devastated the people of Israel that Moses inter-
vened on their behalf, setting a bronze image of
a serpent upon a pole (Numbers 21:6, 7 and 9):

The Lord sent seraph serpents against the people.
They bit the people and many of the Israelites
died. The people came to Moses and said, “we
sinned, by speaking against the Lord and against
you. Intercede with the Lord to take away the

about poisonous snakes whose looks alone are enough to
kill, see Ullmann, 1992, p. 111; Ruska, “Almas,” EI' [, p. 313;
Ruska and Plessner, “Almas,” EI* 1, 419a. The poisonous
serpent or basilisk whose glance could kill a man was already
known in antiquity (cf. Pliny, Naturalis Historia VII 1.2
and 49.70; VIII 33).

"' Al-Mas'adi, Kitab murij al-dhahab, tr. and ed. Bar-
bier de Meynard and de Courteille, 1917, vol. 2, pp. 425-7.
See also Pseudo-Callisthenes, Historia Alexandri Magni, ed.
Kroll, 1926, p. 32. The story is also recorded by Ibn Khaldan
who discounts the practical aspect of it and observes “the
story of the many heads they have is intended to indicate
ugliness and frightfulness. It is not meant to be taken liter-
ally” Mugaddima, tr. Rosenthal, 1958, vol. 1, p. 73.
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serpents from us!” And Moses interceded for the
people. Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a
seraph figure and mount it on a standard. And if
anyone who is bitten looks at it, he shall recover.”
Moses made a copper serpent and mounted it
on a standard; and when anyone was bitten by
a serpent, he would look at the copper serpent
and recover."

The expedient relates to the magical principle of
effecting a cure for snake venom by viewing the
image of the serpent, thus following the principle
of homeopathic (or imitative) magic, similia simil-
ibus, according to which things are believed to act
upon each other, even at a distance, if they are
alike in some relevant manner. The purpose of the
bronze image was therefore therapeutic: anyone
bitten by a serpent could be healed by looking
at it. Since the peril was identified with the
demonic power within the serpent, the bronze
image upon a pole constituted a counter-equiv-
alent power which served as effective prophy-
laxis. The famous copper alloy serpent column,
the triple-headed serpent tripod of Delphi in
the Hippodrome of the city of Constantinople,
is an example of apotropaic sculpture intended
to afford protection from poisonous creatures,
including serpents.”” The early tenth-century
Arab captive, Haran ibn Yahya, notes four copper
serpents in Constantinople that served as talis-
mans'* to render noxious creatures inoffensive."”
The sixteenth-century Ottoman historian Ahmad
ibn Yasuf al-Qaramani (d. 1019/1610) similarly
reports:

Serpents and snakes appeared in [Constantinople]
and decimated men and cattle alike. Those who

12 Tr. after Wilson, 2001, p. 75. The term seraph (Hebr.
saraf) appears to be the general name for poisonous snakes
whose poison, metaphorically, soref (“burns”) the body. See
also Astour, 1965, pp.232-3; Hendel, “Neshutan,” DDD,
pp. 615-6.

1 The Greek cities had dedicated the serpent column to
the Delphic temple to commemorate victory over the Per-
sians at Plateia in 479 Bc. During the rule of Constantine I
(r. 306-337) the column, which originally was eight meter
high, was brought to Constantinople to decorate the spina
(central divider) of the Hippodrome. The intertwined heads
of the serpents, into which the names of the victorious cities
had been engraved and which once carried a golden tripod,
can be seen in sixteenth-century Ottoman miniatures and
remained in place until about 1700. Only the shaft of the
monument remains in situ; one of the serpent heads is pre-
served in the Istanbul Archaeological Museum. Cf. Eder, W,,
“Schlangenséule,” DNP 11, 2001, p. 184; “Picatrix,” tr. and
eds. Ritter and Plessner, 1962, p. xli and n. 1.

' The word talisman (tilsam) is used throughout the text
to denote any type of object made to protect the owner, that
is to say to avert the power of the Evil Eye, and to promote

survived fled, and it remained empty for a while.
Then, to drive these calamities away, one sultan
[Byzantine emperor] ... fabricated a talisman,
possibly the bronze one now presently shaped
like three serpents.'®

‘Tzz al-Din Muhammad ibn Shaddad (613/1217-
684/1285), the chronicler of the cities of Syria and
the Jazira in the thirteenth century, mentions a
dragon tower (burj al-tha‘abin) in Aleppo that
was supposed not only to prevent the detrimental
effects of snake-bites but also to protect the city’s
inhabitants.”” The late Mamluk topographer Abu
’l-Fadl Muhammad Ibn al-Shihna (active 1400-
1450) more clearly specifies that the tower referred
to as burj al-tha'abin serves as a talisman against
serpents conferring immunity from snake bite in
Aleppo.'® Such apotropaic renditions were not
unique to Islamic architecture but were also found
in the Christian environment. This is evidenced
by the twelfth-century ascetic Abu ’l-Hasan ‘Ali
ibn Abi Bakr al-Harawi (d. 611/1215), who in his
description of sacred sites of Anatolia describes
a talismanic design of a double-headed serpent
in the church of Mart [sic; perhaps a corrup-
tion of Mar] Daris in Mayyafariqin, northeast of
Diyarbakr."”

The conception of the existence of a serpent
with heads at both ends of its body appears to have
been widespread in the medieval Islamic world. It
is discussed in the best-known book on animals
of the Arab world, the Kitab al-Hayawan (“Book
of Animals”), written by the ninth-century lit-
térateur Aba ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr, known
by his nickname al-Jahiz (“the google-eyed”;
159/775-6-255/868-9). He quotes the Arabic

well-being; it also relates to architectural sculptures that
served an apotropaic function.

!> The text is included in Ibn Rusteh’s early tenth-century
geographical work, Kitab al-a'laq al-nafisa. See El-Cheikh,
2004, p. 148.

16 Akhbar al-duwal wa athar al-uwal fi al-tarikh, 3 vols.,
eds. Sa'd, E, and Hatit, A., Beirut, 1992, vol. 3, p. 192, cited
after El-Cheikh, 2004, p. 221.

7 Al-A‘laq al-khatira, the part on Aleppo, tr. and ed.
Sourdel, D., Damaskus, 1953, p.123. Cf. Herzfeld, 1955,
pp- 24-5; Meri, 2002, p. 206, n. 360.

S Durr, cited after Herzfeld, 1955, p. 25. To this may be
added the tradition that Balinas (the Pseudo-Apollonius
of Tyana), known as the great master of talismans (sahib
al-tilasmat), is reported to have left in many towns charms
for protection against such adversities as serpents, scorpi-
ons or storms. Cf. the Kitab Talasim Balinas al-akbar, Paris,
Bibliotheque Nationale, Ms. 2250, fols. 84-134; see Vajda,
1953, p. 696; Sezgin, 1971, pp. 77-90.

9 Kitab al-Isharat ila ma'rifat al-ziyarat, tr. and ed.
Sourdel-Thomime, 1957, p. 65. Cf. Meri, 2002, p. 206, n. 360,
and idem, 2006, p. 162.
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translation or paraphrase of the Aristotelian
Historia Animalium and, while duly noting his
personal scepticism as an educated man, records
the following anecdote:

The Master of Logic (Aristotle) states that a ser-
pent with two heads was observed.

I asked a bedouin about that, and he asserted
that it be [sic] true. Whereupon I said to him: In
the direction of which one of the two heads does
it creep, and with which one does it eat and bite?
He replied: As to its creeping it does not creep
(at all), but proceeds towards its aim by rolling
itself as do boys on the sand. As to its eating it
takes its evening meal with one mouth and its
breakfast with the other. As to its biting it does
so with both its heads.”

Depictions of double-headed serpents, or amphis-
baena, are a recurrent feature on architecture,
most often positioned above gates, as will be
shown in the following. Many city gates also car-
ried prominent epigraphic panels commemorat-
ing a victory, invoking good fortune or deflecting
evil influences.” Qur’anic verses in particular are
considered the most powerful of all “talismans.”*
Often these protective inscriptions were comple-
mented or replaced by images of the dragon which
served a prophylactic and talismanic (in the sense
of apotropaic) function. It was thus their purpose
to protect, avert the power of evil, and to promote
well-being.

In 579/1183-4 Diyarbakr (Diyarbakir), the his-
toric city of Amid, was conquered by the Tiirkmen
Artuqids who in the same year made significant
additions to the striking black basalt city walls
to commemorate the victory.” A large frieze
graces the West Gate (the former Ram Gate and
present Urfa Gate) and eulogises the patron Aba
‘Abdallah Muhammad ibn Qara Arslan ibn Dawad
ibn Sugman (561/1166-581/1185) with extensive
titles and Qur’anic verses (siiras 48, 18; and 61,
13) which were deemed to have specific powers
relating to the attaining of victory: “Help comes
from God and victory is near.”* The protective
power of the inscription is augmented by carved
reliefs: a pair of symmetrical confronted dragons
with forelegs is surmounted by the composition
of a bird of prey, probably an eagle, wings out-

20 Kopf, 1953, p. 400.

! Van Berchem and Strzygowski, 1910, p. 73.

2 Porter, 2006, p. 794.

» Gabriel, 1931, vol. 1, pp. 166-8, fig. 136; van Berchem
and Strzygowski, 1910, pp. 82-4; Kiihnel, 1950, p. 8.

2t Cf. Hauptmann von Gladiss, ed., 2006, pp. 31-2.

stretched, and standing atop the horns of a bull’s
head, the nose of which is threaded through with
alarge copper alloy ring carved onto the keystone
of the arched gate. The dragons are rendered in
formal pose with one foreleg raised (sometimes
considered to be “heraldic”), their elongated
twisting serpentine tail arranged first in a so-
called pretzel-like (or heart-shaped) knot and then
into two loops; their supernatural properties are
represented by the presence of wings and by the
long sinuous tongues protruding from the open
mouths (fig. 1).”” These details which represent a
“heraldic” stylisation of the creature establish not
only the symbolism of the Saljug-period dragon
but indicate at the same time a ceremonial and
ritual of subjugation and domestication.

However in contrast to some of the later Saljuq-
period dragon sculpture, discussed below, that
was intended to be highly visible from far away,
the Diyarbakr dragon reliefs, which represent the
earliest surviving such examples of the medieval
Islamic period, are rather discreetly portrayed:
they are too small to be detected from a distance
and thus remain curiously invisible. It may be
hypothesised that the inconspicuous nature of the
depictions reflects a formative level of the concep-
tualisation; hence, the craftsmen were still rather
unfamiliar with the dragon iconography and thus
perhaps did not wish to display it too ostenta-
tiously. Yet the fluidly rendered portrayal, which
is in line with later distinctive representations
when the motif had become increasingly common,
betrays this assumption. Indeed it may be noted
that, with exceptions such as the Konya dragon
sculptures discussed below, the iconic image of
the dragon was generally not conspicuously dis-
played throughout the medieval period. This may
be due to the fact that size and associated visibility
were not considered to be essential criteria for the
inherently propitious and apotropaic powers of
the sculptures to take effect.”

Related but much larger, plastically carved
decoration was characteristic of the early thir-
teenth-century city walls, gates or citadel of the
Saljuq capital Konya (ancient Iconium) in central
Anatolia, built by sultan ‘Ala’ al-Din Kay Qubadh
I(r.616/1219-634/1237) to protect the city from

» Van Berchem, 1910, p. 82, fig. 30 B (drawing), pl. 17,
Oney, 19692, figs. 30 a (photograph of the entire composi-
tion) and b (line drawing); Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 48.5 (photo-
graph of the dragon to the left).

* T am most grateful to Professor Robert Hillenbrand to
have raised this subject for discussion.
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the Mongol advance. A group of double-headed
dragon reliefs from these now destroyed monu-
ments is preserved in the Ince Minare Miizesi,
Konya.” Iconographic and stylistic variations cer-
tainly exist between the dragon sculptures of this
period, but the basic conception remains the same
for all surviving examples. Akin to the Artuqid
Diyarbakr dragon reliefs the Konya sculptures
are thus similarly portrayed with their inner fore-
legs raised, the “Saljuq-style” heads with cusped
pricked up ears projecting at the top, the wide-open
jaws terminating in upward curled tips revealing
sharp teeth and the tongues thrust out to reveal
bifid tips. The upswept, curved wings with tightly
curled tips project from the haunches; their ser-
pentine tails are knotted at mid-section. In these
fragments however the tails curve backwards and
then taper to a small dragon head that snaps with
its snout at the dragon-tail (fig. 60). Although pre-
served as individual panels, the dragons would
probably have been represented as antithetical
pairs.”® In contrast to the shallowly rendered
Diyarbakr dragon reliefs, these dragons are plas-
tically sculpted, the monumentality of their size
adding to their visually dramatic appearance.
The large stone panels may have been placed on
or near the city gates and would have made an
impressive sight on the city wall, visible from afar.
The chronicler of the history of the Riim Saljuqids,
al-Husayn ibn Muhammad ibn ‘Ali al-Ja'fari
al-Rughadi, known as Ibn al-Bibi (d. after 684/
December 1285), who was head of the chancellery
of the Secretariat of State,” describes the elabo-
rate royal ceremonies the Saljugs were known to
have staged at the city gates where they received
visitors before conducting them into the city.”
The placement of several dragon sculptures on
the city walls and gates would have amplified the

* Konya, Ince Minare Miizesi, inv. no. 889 (Sarre, 1909,
p. 14, fig. 16; Onder, 1961, p. 70, fig. 2; Oney, 1969a, p. 195,
fig. 3; Otto-Dorn, 1959, pl. VIII, fig. 36; Gierlichs, 1996,
p. 197, cat. no. 43, and pl. 38.1), inv. no. 890 (Sarre, 1909,
p. 13, fig. 15; Onder, 1961, p. 70, fig. 1; Diyarbekirli, 1968,
p. 370, fig. 5; Oney, 1969a, p. 194, fig. 1; Gierlichs, 1996,
p. 198, cat. no. 44, and pl. 38. 2), and inv. no. 1394 (Oney,
1969a, p. 195, fig. 2; and eadem, 1978, p. 46, fig. 32; Gierlichs,
1996, p. 200, cat. no. 46, and pl. 39.1; Grube and Johns, 2005,
p. 230, fig. 77.2).

# Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 125. Cf. Gierlichs, 1996, p. 197.

2 Cf. Duda, “Ibn Bibi,” EI* III, 737b.

* Such as the welcome accorded to shaykh ‘Umar
Suhrawardi at Konya; al-Awamir al-‘Ald’iyya fi l-umur
al-‘Ala’iyya (“History of the Ram Saljugs”), completed in
680/181, tr. Duda, 1959, pp. 102-3.

impression of power and good fortune which the
sculptures were probably meant to convey.

Closely related dragon figures are known
from the interior decoration of Saljuq palaces.
Two small fragments have been discovered at
the now destroyed palace-citadel at Kubadabad
on the west bank of Lake Beysehir, near Aksehir,
of the sultan ‘Ala’ al-Din Kay Qubadh I (r.
616/1219-634/1237), whose reign marked the
height of Rim Saljuq power. One of these is a
fragmentary stone relief-carved with a dragon’s
head,” the other is a star tile showing paired
dragons whose necks cross over and whose wide-
open confronted jaws reveal rows of pointed teeth
and bifid tongues.’* A third piece was discovered
while excavating the ruins of the pavilion (kdshk)
on Konya’s citadel, which was probably built
during the reign of the Ram Saljuq sultan Rukn
al-Din Qilich Arslan IV (r. 646/1248-647/1249,
655/1257-664/1266). It represents a plaster
fragment moulded in low relief with a pair of
related addorsed dragons separated by a braided
band; their gaping snouts are turned backwards,
the feathery wings raised, and the tails form a
pretzel-like knot and a loop before tapering to
a point.*

One of the most outstanding examples of
the dragon iconography on city gates certainly
must have been the monumental sculptures on
the archivolt of the so-called Talisman Gate (Bab
al- Tilasm) in Baghdad (figs. 2, 139a and b) which
was destroyed in 1917 during the First World
War.” As indicated by the name of the gate,
built in 618/1221-2 under the great caliph Abu
1-‘Abbas Ahmad al-Nasir li-Din Allah (577/1181-
620/1223), this type of imagery had talismanic
(as also implied by the gate’s name), or at least
apotropaic connotations. It showed a seated figure

3 Oney, 1969a, p. 196, fig. 4; Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 125.

2 Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p.125; Arik and Arik, 2008,
p. 313, fig. 300 (colour reproduction).

¥ Rogers, “Saldjukids,” EI* VIII, 936a.

* Plaster fragment. Konya, Alaeddin Palace. Thirteenth
century. Height 33 cm, width 19.5 cm. Konya Museum, inv.
no. 1029. Oney, 1969a, p. 196, fig. 4; nal, 1970-1, fig. 6; The
Anatolian Civilisations, 1983, p. 36, D.39. On the dating of
the kdshk, see Sarre, 1936, pp. 36-7; Meinecke, 1976, vol. 1,
pp. 71-2.

* Preusser, 1911, p. 16 top; Sarre and Herzfeld, 1920,
vol. 2, pp. 152-6, vol. 3, pls. 10 (lower photograph) - 11;
Hartner, 1938, fig. 26; Sarre, 1936, fig. 26 (detail); Kithnel,
1950, p. 11, fig. 12. Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 66.1. Meinecke,
1989, p. 58, fig. 7. Hauptmann von Gladiss, ed., 2006, p. 114,
fig. 12.
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that presumably represented the caliph in the act
of subduing a pair of mighty confronted drag-
ons whose expansive serpentine bodies entirely
filled the rest of the archivolt. The monumental
sculptures, moreover, are not only to be seen as
images of power, for the added symbolism of the
central figure contributes an important authorita-
tive component as will be considered in chapter 6.

A pair of monumental intertwined double-
headed dragons guards one of the monumental
entrance gates to the citadel of Aleppo, which
was legendary for its impregnability.*® The large
relief-carved frieze with the interlaced dragons
surmounts a pointed archivolt with a raised frame
at the main portal known as Serpent Gate (Bab
al-Hayyat, re-built probably around 606/1209-
10)*” at the eastern tower of the citadel rebuilt
under the Ayyubid ruler al-Malik al-Zahir ibn
Salah al-Din (568/1173-613/1216). The two
heads, one at the springing of the arch and the
other at the apex, are crowned by a pair of cusped
ears and punctuated with small round eyes; their
pointed snouts reveal a row of prominent pointed
teeth with bifid tongues thrusting out. Scaly ruff-
like collars from which project what appear to be
tiny, upswept, cusped wings accentuate the base
of the necks and delineate the bodies. Their slen-
der, serpentine bodies are thrice knotted on either
side into evenly spaced, pretzel-like shapes. The
entwined necks at the apex result in an addorsed
position of the dragon heads that with wide-open
jaws appear to grasp or attack their bodies; this
is mirrored in the lower necks and heads of the
dragons at the tail tips that are twisted around
roundels enclosing eight-pointed star-rosettes
(figs. 3a and b),* which Willy Hartner has inter-
preted as solar symbols.*

Astrological symbolism may however be but
one component of the commanding composition
which in its fantastic, fierce, and awe-inspiring
aspect, as Yasser Tabbaa points out, exudes above
all also a symbolism of power.” What is more,
the motif serves to strengthen the belief in the
impregnability and inviolability of the citadel and
to function as a powerful protective device. Added

36 Cf. Tabbaa, 1997, pp. 54, 76.

7 Herzfeld, 19545, p. 85, no. 36; Tabbaa, 1997, p. 75.

% Cf. Roux, 1980, pp.316-7, fig. 10; Gierlichs, 1996,
pl. 65, 1-3; Tabbaa, 1997, figs. 25, 26.

¥ Hartner, 1938, p. 144.

" Yasser Tabbaa (1997, p. 77) mentions yet another frag-
mentary dragon sculpture in the form of a stone block which
was reused in the late Ottoman rebuilding of the western
wall of the Damascus citadel.

1 Cf. the discussion in Herzfeld, 1954-5, pp. 236-9.

# Cf. Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 104.

to the talismanic aspect is the potent symbolism of
the mysterious interlace of the dragons*' and the
knotting of their bodies, a conspicuous feature
on many depictions of the dragon, as discussed
below in chapter 10.

Significant relations between the Islamic world
and the Caucasus region, in particular Armenia,
were established in early ‘Abbasid times. Later on,
with the Saljuq conquests of the eastern Anato-
lian region, the Armenian iconographic repertoire
served as a source of inspiration, and recipro-
cal contacts between the Saljuqs and the cultural
sphere of the Caucasus were established.** The
close geographic proximity led furthermore to a
natural sharing of iconographic emblems.

After the Saljuq raids that led to the capture
of Ani, the ancient Armenian capital, near Kars,
in 456/1064, the city continued to flourish under
the Kurdish Shaddadid emirs who subsequently
bought the city from the Saljugs in 464/1072.
During the Shaddadid period, as a result of the
Byzantine and Muslim wars which led to the inter-
ruption of direct trade, Ani became an interme-
diary of the trade between Iraq and the Black
Sea and thus developed into an important and
wealthy trading centre.”

The long stylised bodies of a pair of dragons
horizontally circumscribe two round towers (nos.
46 and 62) of the northern city wall of Ani. Their
bodies are rendered in the form of a thick diag-
onally hatched moulding, resembling a twisted
rope, and end in large heads in profile with gaping
mouths revealing rows of teeth and tongues with
bifid tips that flank a frontally rendered bovine
head which in one case holds a ring in its mouth
(fig. 130).* The Shaddadids of Ani (c. 464/1072-
595/1198-9 with interruptions) ordered work on
the walls, though the reliefs may equally well have
been added when the Shaddadid Aba Shudja’
Minuchihr ibn Abi ’1-Aswar Shawur (d. ¢. 512/
1118) was governing the city.” In the same vein as
‘Izz al-Din Ibn Shaddad’s thirteenth-century elu-
cidation of serpent imagery on a tower in Aleppo
which was meant not only to prevent the detri-
mental effects of snake-bites but also to protect the

* Minorsky, 1953, pp. 104-5.

e Oney, 1969a, pp. 206-7, figs. 28, 29; Gierlichs, 1996,
pl. 70.2, 3.

* The sculptures have been variously dated to the late
tenth century (977-989), the Armenian period; to the late
eleventh and twelfth century when the Shaddadids carried
out work on the walls and added much of the ornamentation;
and to the thirteenth century when the Zak'arids renewed
the walls. Sinclair, 1987, vol. 1, pp. 360-2; Gierlichs, 1996,
pp- 96-8 with further references.
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city’s inhabitants,* the two paired dragon sculp-
tures probably served as powerful protection
for the citizens of Ani. The added potency con-
veyed by the symbolism of the dragons flanking a
bull’s head is examined in chapter 7. The dragons’
sculpted representations on the Ani towers how-
ever show that their symbolism was not restricted
to just one religious creed, as Muslims and Chris-
tians alike made use of the iconography.

One of the most striking features of Anatolian
Saljuq architecture is the chain of caravanserais
(khans) that link the principal cities of the Sultan-
ate of Rim. Their prime function was evidently to
service the north-south overland trade, in other
words to provide for and protect travelling mer-
chants. However, as Michael Rogers has pointed
out, the east-west trade was much less developed
and in spite of the increasingly difficult terrain,
the density of distribution of caravanserais east
of Sivas noticeably decreases. Nonetheless, to
facilitate trade along the Araxes, the local Geor-
gian dynasty built their own chain of caravan-
serais, which appears to have been modelled on
the Saljuq system.”

The depiction of the dragons on the khans
afforded further protection for travellers and
caravans from any evil such as raids. A pair of
monumental antithetical dragons are depicted
on a deeply carved relief band at the back of the
entrance iwdn at Karatay Han on the former trade
road linking Kayseri with Malatya. According to
the epigraphic frieze above the main door, the
khan was built during the reign of sultan Ghiyath
al-Din Kay Khusraw II, son of ‘Ala” al-Din Kay
Qubadh [, in 638/1240-1." The expansive ser-
pentine bodies, entirely stylised by three parallel
moulded bands, are formed of a horizontal guil-
loche band which extends to frame the entire arch
and interlaces at the apex to form a central circular
motif, presumably alluding to stellar symbolism,
as will be further discussed below. Tongues with
bifid tips touch the edges of the central motif,
projecting from the toothed jaws of the substantial
dragon heads which are finely carved in profile
with slightly gaping long wrinkled snouts, the tips

¢ Al-A'laq al-khatira fi dhikr umara’ al-Sha'm wa ’l-Jazira,
the part of Aleppo, tr. and ed. Sourdel, D., Beirut, 1953,
p. 123, as cited in Meri, 2002, p. 206, n. 360.

7 Rogers, 1976, pp. 322-6, and idem, “Saldjukids,” EI*
VIII, 936a.

* Erdmann, 1961, pp. 123-4, no. 32.

¥ Cf. Oney, 1969a, p. 198, fig. 10; Roux, 1972, p. 393, figs.
16 and 17; Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 10.1, 2; Grube and Johns, 2005,
p. 234, fig. 79.2.

terminating in a tight curl. The heads have small,
almond-shaped eyes and the cheeks are enlivened
by fine spiralling motifs. A pair of cusped ears
crowns the heads; the mane is swept back and
covers the uppermost section of the finely carved
scaly neck (figs. 4a and b).*”

The same khan includes a spring housed in a
tiirbe-like building that is circumscribed by an
elaborate mugqarnas frieze, comprising a menag-
erie of fifteen animals among which is the atypi-
cal depiction of a single dragon.” Unusually, the
dragon’s body forms not only a pretzel-like knot
just below the neck but the very long serpentine
tail is knotted to form a maze of interlace (fig. 5).
The dragon’s hide is covered allover with a spotted
pattern. Its head with wide-open mouth is turned
backwards towards a bird perched in an adjacent
niche that holds a round object in its beak. It may
be reasonable to propose that the accumulation of
knotted interlace in the dragon’s tail symbolised
an increase in the protection against evil influ-
ences. The resulting maze probably denoted the
ability to resist disentanglement by Evil Eyes and
may have been considered as added potency. At
the same time the complex tangle ensured that the
innate forces of the dragon itself are also securely
bound in the maze of its own making. Katharina
Otto-Dorn, followed by Goniil C)ney, associates
the reliefs with the twelve animal cycle,” a view
which has been challenged by Jean-Paul Roux on
the basis that the discrepancy between the animals
depicted on the frieze and the animals associated
with the twelve animal cycle is too great.”

At the now partly destroyed thirteenth-cen-
tury caravanserai, Susuz Han (Susuz Khan), dated
c. 644/1246,% located about one kilometre south
of Bucak just off the Burdur-Antalya road, the
ogives of a pair of recessed mugarnas niches that
flank the portal are each surmounted by a pair of
antithetically presented dragons in profile. The
heads of the mythical creatures are crowned by
curved horns, they have elongated wide-open
snouts ending in curled-up tips, the sinuous necks
are covered with scales and from the protomes
project curved wings and short forelegs. At the

** Roux, 1972, pp.386-9, figs. 13-5; Onder, 1987,
p- 595; Gierlichs, 1996, pls. 8.3 (complete view of the frieze
with fifteen animals); 9.2 (dragon); Hakki, ed. 2007, p. 362,
fig. 2 (drawing of animal frieze), p. 370 (photograph of the
frieze).

°1 Otto-Dorn, 1963, p. 143. For a brief discussion of the
twelve animal cycle of years, see the Epilogue.

2 Roux, 1972, pp. 387-92.

** Erdmann, 1961, p. 114.
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apex the confronted dragon mouths flank a small,
rounded human head with clearly demarcated
eyes, ears, nose and mouth (figs. 7 and 124, detail
of one mugqarnas niche).”* The dragons’ stylised
festooned tail, which echoes the contemporary
festoon on the arches of the “Kiosk Mosque” at
Sultan Han (discussed below), frames the entire
arch (without however ending in a second head
at the tail tip as shown on the south-facing ogive
arch at Sultan Han).” The composition is further
distinguished by a pair of winged figures flank-
ing a central now destroyed motif that seem to
hover protectively over the composition and can
be assumed to have celestial significance.” Their
presence seems to bestow a honorific dimension
upon the enigmatic iconography of the mask-like
human heads tightly enclosed by the dragons’
gaping jaws, a feature examined further in chapter
7. The dragon occurs once more on the caravan-
serai but as a single depiction (fig. 6). Set within
the tight angular interlacing strapwork to the right
side of the facade of Susuz Han is the small figure
of a single dragon entwined in a pretzel-like knot,
its re-curving tail end passing through the knot,
which additionally contains, lower down, another
depiction of a human face and rosettes.”’

An interesting composition involving the dra-
gon occurs on the fagade above a window on
Kesikkoprii Han situated on the Kirsehir-Kayseri
Road to the south of Kirsehir in central Anatolia.

** Tt is noteworthy that in addition to the contemporary
carved decoration one also finds the reuse of late antique
and Byzantine architectural elements at the khan which
includes an example of a section of alintel carved with a vegetal
frieze enlivened with small human faces projecting from
the recesses; documented during the author’s visit in Octo-
ber 2008.

5 Riefstahl, 1931, p.67, pl.125; Kiihnel, 1950, p.8;
Gierlichs, 1996, pp. 95, 162-4, pl. 11.1-2.

*® The motif recalls the winged figures or angels, generally
referred to as Nike (Victory) or Tyche (Fortuna), depicted on
the sides of the now destroyed Larenda Gate of Konya (Texier,
1862; Sarre, 1910, pl. CIX, and idem, 1936, pp. 8-9, figs. 3, 4;
cf. the bas-relief of winged figures of c. 617/1220, now pre-
served in the Ince Minare Miizesi, Konya, inv. nos. 883, 884)
and may also be compared to the victoriae set into the span-
drels of the monumental rock-cut arch at Tag-i Bustan built
by Khusraw II Parwiz (590-628), or the early Christian motif
derived from the Roman composition of the imago clipeata
held by winged figures (cf. LOrange, 1953, pp. 90-102);
for instance, the flying figures holding aloft a cross within
a wreath rendered on the south facade of the seventh-cen-
tury church of Ptghni (Ptghavank’), Ararat (Thierry, 1987,
p. 365, fig. 199); or on the fagade of the church of Dshwari of
Mzcheta, built between 5867 and 604-5 (Baltrusaitis, 1929,
pl. LXXVI, fig. 125). The motif can also be observed on por-
table objects such as the sixth-century Byzantine ivory bind-
ings of the Ejmiatsin Gospels (Der Nersessian, 2001, p. 155,
cat. no. 77). Cf. Redford, 1993, pp. 153-5. According to
Christian church doctrine the souls of the faithful were car-

It shows a frontally rendered projecting bovine
head from the mouth of which springs a pair of
addorsed dragons, with upward arching and once
looped or knotted necks, their wide-open jaws ori-
ented to the top.”® An inscription dates the khan to
667/1268-9 and names Jibra’il ibn Chacha, vizier
and governor of Kirsehir under sultan Ghiyath
al-Din Kai Khusraw III (664/1266-680/1281), as
its patron.”

As mentioned earlier, Ani, the ancient Arme-
nian capital, had become an important and wealthy
trading centre during the Shaddadid period.*” In
1124, under David II, Ani was conquered by the
Georgians who built their own chain of caravan-
serais.® David IT laid the foundation for the power
of the Georgian pan-Transcaucasian monarchy
(in Peter Golden’s term)®* that reached its zenith
under queen Tamar (1184-1211/2). The queen’s
victories were chiefly due to the military successes
of the Christianised Kurdish generals Zak'are
and Ivane, whose family name in Georgian is
Mkhargrdzeli “Longomani.”” The brothers took
Aniin 1199 or 1201 and the queen bestowed it on
them as fief.* Under the rule of the Zak'arids (the
dynastic name of the Mkhargrdzelis), which sur-
vived for a while even after the Mongol conquest
in 1239, the city experienced a renaissance and
became again an important centre of international
trade. The route passed through Armenia to the
Black Sea ports where Trebizond had become the

ried to heaven by angels who guarded them from dangers
on the way. The need to curb the cult of angel veneration
as it appeared increasingly idolatrous is reflected in the
canons of the council of Laodicea (c. 363-364). Protective
imagery of this type occurs at entry points of Transcaucasian
churches. On each side of the central window of the sixth- to
eighth-century church at Odzun, for instance, an angel
holds what appears to be the coiling tail of a serpent and
the serpents’ bodies intertwine to form a knot at the apex
(however on account of the advanced surface deteriora-
tion the composition is unfortunately difficult to assess; cf.
Redgate, 2000, p. 126); a similar serpent knot surmounts the
window of the south portal at the seventh-century church
of Mren (c. 640).

7 Oney, 1969a, p. 199, figs. 15 a (line drawing) and b
(photograph); Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 11.3-4.

% Oney, 1969a, pp. 184, 207-8, fig.31; Inal, p. 160,
fig. 12; Gierlichs (1996, pp. 171-2, pl. 17.6) suggests that the
relief carving might be a spolia. When the author visited the
khan in 2008, it had just been renovated and the relief with
the bovine head between two dragons, which previously had
been in very weathered condition, no longer existed.

** Erdmann, 1961, p. 77.

% Minorsky, 1953, pp. 104-5.

' Rogers, 1976, pp. 322-6, and idem, “Saldjukids,” EI*
VIIL, 936a.

¢ Golden, 1983, p. 66.

% Minorsky, 1953, p. 102.

¢ Idem, p.103. Cf. Barthold [Minorsky], “Ani” EI* I,
507a.
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Byzantine capital (1204) after the fall of Constan-
tinople to the crusaders.®

In Ani two caravanserais were built under
Zakarid rule. The facade of the southern caravan-
serai (596/1200-633/1236)% was richly decorated
with a pair of confronted dragons with wings
and what appear to be forelegs above mythical
winged quadrupeds carved onto the spandrels of
the ogival arch which was originally covered with
a bi-coloured inlay of carved polygons (fig. 8).””
The overall decorative scheme should however,
as Rogers notes, be seen in the context of the evi-
dent taste of the Zak'arid governors of the city for
Anatolian Saljuq decoration which had resulted
in the creation of a new “semi-Saljuq” Transcau-
casian style that continued to flourish in Armenia
and metropolitan Georgia long after the decline
of the Zak'arids.**

In the context of the confronted dragon rep-
resentations in the spandrels of the early thir-
teenth-century caravanserai in Ani, it is worth
mentioning that a near-identical location was
reserved for the hybrid beasts in the upper sec-
tion of architectural structures recorded in
the two-dimensional medium of an Armenian
manuscript of slightly earlier date, transcribed
and illuminated in Cilician Armenia. The shift
in geography of Armenian cultural centres from
the Armenian plateau westwards occurred after
Saljuq raids that led to the capture of Ani in 1064
and Kars the following year, at which time the
king, Gagik-Abas, was driven into Cappadocian
exile. This led to massive western migrations of
Armenians which contributed to the re-Armeni-
sation of ancient Armenia Minor as well as Cap-
padocia and Cilicia to the south. In the kingdom
of Cilicia in Tarsos, miniature painting attained
a high degree of excellence. Here in the monas-
teries of Mlich and Skevra the L’viv (Lemberg)
Gospel was transcribed and lavishly illuminated
from 1193 until 1198/99.% The ten canon tables

% Manandian, A., O torgovle i gorodakh Armenii, Erevan,
1954, p. 278, as cited in Barthold [Minorsky], “Ani,” EI* I,
507a. Cf. Redgate, 2000, p. 258.

° Rogers, 1976, p. 324.

¢ A photograph of the dragon relief in the right spandrel
is reproduced in Sakisian, 1940, pl. XVIII, fig. 33.

% Rogers, 1976, pp. 315-26.

% Prinzing and Schmidt, eds., 1997, pp. 18-21.

70 Akinian, 1930, p. 7, fig. 1; Prinzing and Schmidt, eds.,
1997, pls. I, II. Comparable dragons, likewise positioned in
the spandrels of the rectangular structures that surmount
the archivolts, feature also in thirteenth-century Armenian
manuscripts, such as in the Gospel book commissioned in
1273 by Ter Simeon, the abbot of the monastery of Skevra
(Istanbul, Topkap1 Saray1 Museum, Library, Ms. 122, fol. 8,

are set within architectural frames consisting of
two columns supporting arches. Interestingly
in the first two tables the uppermost sections
of the rectangular headpieces carry confronted
winged dragons, with long raptor-like forelegs,
in the spandrels that surmount the archivolts.
The beasts are set against curling foliage, which
is held in the dragons’ snouts on the headpiece
over the Letter of Eusebius to Carpianus on the
second canon table (fig. 9).” The iconography of
the dragons on these miniatures is clearly identifi-
able as Eastern Christian, or perhaps particularly
Armenian, distinguishable from the Jaziran and
Anatolian “Saljug-style” dragon by the long rap-
tor-like legs and the shorter snouts. The Armenian
predilection for representing dragons may per-
haps be associated with the fact that in Armenia
the dragon (vishap) belongs to the pre-Christian
substrate’! and as a result is part of an ancient
iconographical tradition, combined here with
canonical scenes from Christian iconography. In
spite of the fact that these represent two-dimen-
sional compositions on paper, they nonetheless
suggest that placing paired dragons in the span-
drels of an arch was not rare in pan-Transcau-
casian architecture. This is further corroborated
by an analogous composition found on the arch
of a thirteenth- or fourteenth-century wooden
door from Godaik in Ararat province, which is
carved with confronted dragons represented with-
out wings or legs.”” The placement of the dragons
in the arch of a door may once again support
the supposition that a protective function was
intended.

A stone relief, now no longer extant, of paired
confronted dragons with a quadripartite knot at
mid-section with further knotted interlaces above
and below was found at the hospital (dariissifa)
of the atabeg Lala Jamal al-Din Farrukh during
the reign of the Ram Saljuq sultan ‘Ala’ al-Din
Kay Qubadh I of Konya in Cankir1 (Gangra),

Letter to Eusebius, see Der Nersessian and Agemian, 1993,
vol. 2, fig. 318, page to the right).

! Russell, 2004, p. 453. Of note are the large carved stone
steles found throughout the Transcaucasus and beyond, per-
haps datable to the first two millennia Bc, often referred to
as vishap stones, that are generally erected near a spring or
reservoir; hence, they probably are of some ritual or religious
significance. Cf. Marr and Smirnov, 1931; Piotrovskiy, 1939.
The steles are also sometimes called vishap azhdahd on
account of their prodigious size by analogy with azhdaha
mard, “giant man”; azhdaha k'ar, “megalith”; and vishap k'ar,
“stone fish” See Tchukasizian, 1964, p. 326 and n. 21 with
further references.

72 Hovsépian, 1937, pp. 164-5, fig. 67.
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outside Ankara, built according to the inscription
in Muharram 633/1235.” The serpentine bodies
were oriented to the left, their confronted heads
with open jaws demarcated by almond-shaped
eyes and topped by cusped ears, revealing sharp
teeth and tongues.”* The heads would probably
have been confronted although it is no longer
possible to reconstruct this on account of the
deteriorated condition of the lower dragon head
(fig. 175). Interesting in this regard is the record
by Albert Gabriel of Siiheyl Unver’s suggestion
that the paired dragons, joined at mid-section by
a quadripartite knot, were an ancient symbol of
healing used on hospitals, transmitted through the
Saljugs,” an interpretation followed by Mehmet
Onder who also associates the dragon iconogra-
phy on the dariissifa with healing.”

A second affiliation of the dragon with hos-
pitals in Anatolia is found among the plaster
reliefs on the facade of the Kay Kawis Dartigsifa in
Sivas, datable to 614/1217, built during the reign
of Kay Kawis I ibn Kay Khusraw I (r. 608/1211—
616/1220). Now in very poor condition, they show
traces of the body of one dragon with forelegs and
spiralling tail, which can be presumed to have
been complemented by a second dragon.”

Only three examples of the representation of
dragons are known from Islamic sacred archi-
tecture from the period of the Saljugs and their
“successor states.” One example is the stone relief
at a mausoleum (tiirbe) known locally as that of
the Emir Saltuq after whom the Ttirkmen Saltuqid
dynasty (c. 465/1072-598/1202), former com-
manders of the Saljuq army, is named. It is the
largest and most unusual of a complex of three
tombs (Ug¢ Kiimbetler) just south of the walled city
of Erzurum, near the Tabriz Gate.” The drum is
circumscribed by eight fan-shaped arched niches
formed by the gables of the octagon’s roof, inside
which are carved animal, vegetal and geomet-
ric compositions.”” Among the reliefs is a pair

7 Meinecke, 1976, vol. 2, p. 103. Cf. the general refer-
ences in van Berchem, 1910, pp. 82-4; Gabriel and Sauvaget,
1940, vol. 1, p. 166, fig. 137.

7 The relief has been lost since 1940 and is only known
from photographs and drawings done before this date. Cf.
Gierlichs, 1996, p. 156.

7> Cited after Gabriel and Sauvaget, 1940, p. 168, n. 1.

76 Cf. Suislii, 1987, p. 641. By the Ottoman period, the hos-
pital became a place of spiritual healing and snake charming.
Terzioglu, A., Mittelalterliche islamische Krankenhduser, Tech-
nische Universitét, Berlin, 1968, p. 126, as cited in Tabbaa,
2003, p. 112. The conspicuous knotting aspect of the dragons
is discussed in chapter 10.

7 Oney, 1969a, p. 198, fig. 9.

78 The city withstood the Saltuqid onslaught until 473/
1080, when it became the capital of the Saltuqid principality.

of upright confronted dragons whose wide-open
elongated fleshy snouts with upward-curling tips
reveal a row of sharp teeth and projecting tongues
and touch at the tips to form a diamond-shaped
enclosure. Small, rounded eyes and small, pointed
ears demarcate the heads. Their bodies entwine to
form a loop at mid-section and interlace again at
the bottom angle of the niche whence they curve
upward to frame both diagonal sides. The two
creatures thus entirely fill the architectural space
into which they are fitted (fig. 10).%

A striking parallel to the dragons on the tiirbe
of Emir Saltuq is found at the church of Saint
Gregory, which belonged to a monastery, located
at the edge of Ani above the cliffs of the Arpa Cay
gorge. The presence of a new class of wealthy
merchants that formed during the eleventh and
twelfth century in Ani is attested to by the inscrip-
tion of the merchant Tigran Honents" on the
church he erected in 1215 and dedicated to Saint
Gregory the Illuminator. The Greek-Orthodox
tendency favoured during Zak'arid rule continued
to predominate in the architectural design of this
church.®’ However the depiction of the dragons,
which appears on the fan-shaped spandrels of a
blind arcade, follows the well-established Saljug-
period conventions. The recumbent confronted
dragons are carved in a horizontal arrangement
in the upper section. They are portrayed resting
on their forelegs, their heads crowned by a pair of
pointed ears. The hybrid creatures have squinting
eyes and the characteristic wide-open jaws with
rolled-up ends, sharp teeth and flickering tongues
with bifid tips which nearly touch at the centre.
The sizable upper bodies extend into tapering
tails which loop twice then arch over the back
(fig. 11).%2 It is interesting that the placement of
the dragons in a niche is not the only feature to
recall the dragons depicted on the tiirbe of Emir
Saltugq, the date of construction of which is uncer-

It is during the period of their rule, which lasted for about
thirty years, that Otto-Dorn (1964, p. 151) suggests that
the construction of the tiirbe took place. A later dating
before the city was taken by the Mongols in 639/1242 has
also been put forward. Unal, 1968, p. 160; Gierlichs, 1996,
p. 146, n. 6. For a mid- or late fourteenth-century dating,
see Sinclair, 1998, p. 212.

7% Cf. Sinclair, 1998, p. 212. The compositions have been
associated with the animal cycle, see Otto-Dorn, 1978-9,
pp. 126, 144.

% QOney, 1969a, fig.23; Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 126,
fig. 22; Gierlichs, 1996, pp. 145-7, pl. 1.8.

8 Barthold [Minorsky], “An1” EI* 1, 507a.

8 Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 127, fig. 23; Gierlichs, 1996,
pl. 70.6.
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tain. The dragons on the mausoleum are rendered
upright with doubly entwined bodies and without
forelegs, whereas the dragons on the church of
Saint Gregory have a more horizontal orientation
with individually looped tails. Nevertheless, there
is a consistency in the overall iconographic pro-
gramme, which is why the dragon sculptures on
the so-called tiirbe of Emir Saltuq may probably
be asigned a thirteenth-century date.

The second Saljuq dragon sculpture on Islamic
sacred architecture is found on the small “Kiosk
Mosque” situated in the arcaded rectangular
courtyard of the double-section caravanserai
Sultan Han, located northeast of Kayseri, on the
main road that once linked Konya, Kayseri and
Sivas to the east (Iraq and Iran). It is the second
largest Saljuq caravanserai in Anatolia and was
built between 629/1232 and 633/1236 on the
orders of ‘Ala’ al-Din Kay Qubadh I of Konya,
as attested by an inscription on the portal. Rest-
ing on a four-bay substructure, the south- and
east-facing monumental ogival arches are both
symmetrically framed with a complex serpentine
festoon. The latter is composed of reciprocally
arranged pretzel-like shapes, culminating at the
apex in confronted dragon protomes. The heads
with large, almond-shaped eyes, topped by back-
ward-projecting pointed ears, have wide-open
jaws revealing sharp teeth and tongues (fig. 12).%
Both the south- and east-facing reliefs are closely
related but while the dragon protomes on the
south side do not touch each other at the apex,
the bodies of the dragon protomes on the east
side are joined and enlivened by dots.* Moreover,
on the south-facing arch the dragon festoons end
in small, inverted dragon heads with large eyes,
necks bent inwards, with the open jaws appearing
to hold the tip of the outer edge of the festoon-
band;* it is thus interesting to observe that they
seem to bite (in other words “swallow” or “dis-
gorge”) their own tail tip, an aspect discussed
in chapter 9 (fig. 13). While this feature is not

8 Cf. Riefstahl, 1932, p. 92; Kiihnel, 1950, p. 8, fig. 15;
Erdmann, 1961, pp. 94-5, fig. 152; Oney, 1969a, p. 197, figs.
6, 7, 7a, and eadem, 1978, p. 45, fig. 31; Inal, 1970-1, p. 163,
fig. 23; Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 127, fig. 24; Grube and Johns,
2005, p. 234, fig. 79.4. For a detailed description, see also
Roux, 1980, pp. 316-7 and fig. 10.

84 Oney, 19694, figs. 6, 7; Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 6.1, 2.

% This detail is documented by Oney, 1969a, fig. 7a. Cf.
Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 6.1, featuring the entire festoon on which
however it is difficult to discern this feature.

8 See detail in Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 7.3.

8 Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, pp. 130-1, fig. 24.

# Michael Rogers (1965, pp. 63-85 and 1974a, pp. 77-

recognisable on the east-facing arch (possibly on
account of the surface deterioration), it shows,
interestingly, an additional upward oriented, small
dragon head, growing out of one of the bends of
the dragon festoon to the left (fig. 14).% Also of
note is the fact that both serpentine festoons are
surmounted by a further band enclosing a tightly
woven knotted composition distinguished by a
small eight-petalled star-rosette in the intersti-
tial area at the apex (although on the east side,
on account of the surface deterioration, this is
no longer identifiable). Otto-Dorn interprets the
rosette as a planetary symbol suggesting an astral-
mythological reading of the iconography.”

The third example is found in the relief sculp-
ture of a pair of dragon protomes which spring
from the base of a central vegetal composition
topped by a double-headed eagle on the fagade of
the Cifte Minare madrasa at Erzurum (probably
before 640/1242-3).% The relief featuring drag-
ons springing from a conventionalised vegetal or
tree-like composition, whose important symbol-
ism is examined in chapter 4, is set within ogival
niches at either side of the main fagade, but only
the relief to the right was completed (fig. 43).*
Rogers associates the Cifte Minare madrasa as
well as the buildings of the Great Mosque and
hospital at Divrigi (626/1228-9 or later) with
elements of a Caucasian building tradition (in
particular with the influence of western Georgia
(Tao-Klargeti)).”

A fourth, yet less conspicuous, instance of
dragons on sacred architecture of the Saljuq
period may be noted in passing. The end of one
of the inscriptions at the facade of the Ak Mosque
(617/1220-634/1237) at Anamur near Alanya
shows a single double-headed dragon, knotted
at mid-section and terminating at either end in
an ophidian head.”

In the sacred architecture of the pan-Trans-
caucasian realm the dragon, as mentioned above,

119, esp.117-9) suggests that the fall of Erzurum to
the Mongols in 1242-3 represented an architectural (as
well as political) terminus ad quem for the dating of the
Cifte Minare madrasa. For a comprehensive list of suggested
dates of the Cifte Minare madrasa, see Meinecke, 1976,
pp. 136-7.

% Cf. Bachmann, 1913, pl. 66; Oney, 1969a, p. 208 and
fig. 32, and eadem, 1969b; Otto-Dorn, 1978-9, p. 127, fig. 25;
Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 12.1, 4, 5.

% Rogers, 1974a, pp. 103-6 and ns. 76, 77. Cf. idem,
“Saldjukids,” EI? VIII, 936a.

I Roux, 1980, p. 316; Oney, 1969a, p. 176, figs. 12 aand b.
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is found already at a much earlier date. While its
different manifestations will be examined in the
following chapters, a noteworthy example, part
of a frieze on the eastern facade of the Georgian
church of the Virgin in Mart'vili in western
Georgia, founded by king George II of Aphkha-
sia (912-957),”> may be mentioned in this context.
The frieze, which is finely carved with scrolling
vines bearing clusters of grapes, also features
several composite animals: a winged dragon,
shown in profile with forelegs, is flanked on either
side by other imaginary creatures. On its left is a
centaur-like depiction with quadruped body in
profile, extending into a frontally rendered human
upper body with large, stylised heart-shaped head
which appears to be crowned by a halo, while on
its right is a composite mythical animal now com-
monly identified as Sasanian-style senmurv. It is
rendered in profile with the protome of a canine
dragon and the characteristic peacock tail.”” The
dragon’s head is turned backwards towards the
centaur, its long gaping snout revealing a row
of teeth, the bifid tongue projecting towards its
raised, unfolded wing. The creature’s very long
sinuous ophidian body forms a large loop, ascend-
ing behind the body to descend and taper to a
point below the body of the centaur, whose fore-
legs rest on the attenuated tail end. Of note is the
ruff-like loop around the dragon’s neck, the ends
of which curve sharply upwards, a feature which
appears to be shared by the centaur (fig. 15). The
apotropaic character of these mythical animals,
which are also a salient feature on the fagade of the
Armenian church of the Holy Cross at Aght'amar
(915-921), may be presumed.’* Further of note is
the striking difference in the depiction between
this apotropaic dragon, rendered with forelegs,
and the relief with a bicephalic ophidian dragon
speared by two riders shown above the western
entrance of the church, discussed below (fig. 107).

Another important architectural feature is
found at the Armenian monastic ensemble at

°2 The church of the Virgin in Mart'vili is variously dated
between the seventh and the tenth centuries, cf. Baltrusaitis,
1929, p.104 (“Mart'vili”). Mepisaschwili und Zinzadze
(1987, p. 160, fig. 234) date it to the seventh century.

> For a detailed discussion of the sénmurv, see Harper,
1961-62, pp. 95-101, and Schmidt, 1980, pp. 1-85.

* Cf. Der Nersessian, 1965, figs. 23, 28, 29, 43.

% Baltrugaitis, 1929, pl. LXIV, figs. 99, 100; Sakisian,
1939, fig. 30; Manoukian, Agopik and Armen, eds., 1967-9;
Khal‘pakh'chian, 1971, p. 145, fig. 110, right side (drawing).

% The dating of the reliefs is uncertain. Inscriptions in the
church show that renovations of the choir were undertaken
by the patriarch Mar Athanasius of Antioch in 559/1164
(Pognon, 1907, pp.134-5, no. 75). Herzfeld (Sarre and

Sanahin, near Alaverdi in Lori province, Arme-
nia, which was established in 966. The monas-
tery, which also served as Bagratid necropolis, not
only functioned as a religious retreat but was an
intellectual academy with a scriptorium for the
copying and illuminating of manuscripts as well
as a library. Significantly, it is in the latter which
was added in 1063 that relief-carved interlaced
dragons are prominently depicted on a column
capital. After the destruction by the Mongol inva-
sion decades earlier, the library was restored by
bishop Stephen Sarkis and his disciples Herapet,
David, Hesou and Karapet, in the late twelfth cen-
tury (fig. 16).”

Of particular significance is the dragon ico-
nography in the Eastern Christian sphere of the
Jazira. Extremely interesting are its represen-
tations at the thirteenth-century monastery of
Mar Behnam, also called Deir al-Khidr, south-
east of Mosul, near the ancient Assyrian city of
Nimrud situated between the river Tigris and the
upper Zab.”® The large, fort-like monastery was
founded in the second half of the fourth century
as a memorial to the Christian martyrs Behnam
and his sister Sarah.”

The lintel immediately above the southern
outer door in an internal corridor of the mon-
astery carries a relief-carved depiction of a pair
of addorsed recumbent dragons resting on their
forelegs. Their expansive finely scaled ophidian
tails form a pretzel-like knot followed by a loop
and are interlaced to form a horizontally oriented
figure of eight along the central axis. Small narrow
wings attached to the haunches extend towards
the back. The creatures are flanked by seated lions
portrayed in profile with head en face. The paws
of the inner legs are slightly raised and the long
tails are drawn behind the flank of one of the
hind legs and ascend in a slight curve terminat-
ing in dragon-headed finials behind the arched
back. A weathered frontally rendered lion head

Herzfeld, 1920, vol. 2, p. 266) dates the reliefs to the period
of Badr al-Din Lu'lu’ (618/1222-657/1259). Further exten-
sions and renovations were undertaken between 1248 and
1295. It is further of note that a 33 line Syriac inscription
engraved on the walls of the church attests that the mon-
astery was spared from destruction by the Ilkhan Baidu in
1295. Pognon, 1907, pp. 132-42, 235, no. 76; Fiey, 1959,
p- 50, and idem, 1965, pp. 584-5. For a detailed discussion
of the dating, see idem, 1965, pp. 590-7.

°7 'The monastery is named after Behnam, allegedly of the
Assyrian family of Sennecherib II, the governor of Nineveh,
who was killed together with his sister during the persecu-
tion of the Christians by Ardashir (279-283), son of Shapaur.
Cf. idem, 1965, vol. 2, pp. 565-74.
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projects above the centre of the relief. Below, on
the actual lintel, a Christian cross, from whose
base also spring regardant quadruped dragons, is
flanked, in turn, by pairs of confronted regardant
birds whose tail feathers end in dragon heads with
gaping jaws snapping at the birds’ tails (figs. 17a
and b, details figs. 50 and 74).”® The symbiosis of
birds or felines with the dragon will be further
examined in chapter 5.

The bilaterally symmetrical configuration of the
dragons shows them with entwined tails tapering
to a pointed tip and forming a vertically oriented
figure of eight. Their scaly serpentine bodies are
doubly intertwined in a pretzel-like knot and a
simple loop. The large heads, with characteristic
wide-open jaws revealing two long pointed fangs
and twisted forked tongues, face stemmed cups.
The almond-shaped eyes seem to squint slightly;
small, cusped ears project at the top of the head.
Their supernatural properties are underlined by
a pair of arched narrow horns, swept towards
the back, and by the slender, curved wings that
spring from an ornament that winds around the
dragons’ haunches, terminating in an angular
curl (a detail which can also be seen in the Cizre
dragon-knockers, fig. 83). The inner front leg is
slightly raised, a feature that is paralleled in the
figures of the flanking lions.

Significant are equally the closely related carved
mouldings that provide an enlarged frame for
the entire portal both at the monastery of Mar
Behnam and at the thirteenth-century mauso-
leum of Imam Bahir in Mosul,”” which was pos-
sibly erected at the order of Badr al-Din Lu'lu’
(618/1222-657/1259)."" In both cases stylistically
and iconographically closely related compositions

% Cf.Preusser, 1911, p. 11, pls. 5, 6.2; Fiey, 1959, p. 145, n.
1 a, fig. 12; and idem, 1965, vol. 2, pp. 565-9, esp. pp. 605-6;
Kithnel, 1950, p. 12, fig. 14; Gierlichs, 1996, pl. 59.1 (upper
section of door).

* Located near Bab Sinjar. The entire portal frame was
brought to Baghdad in 1939, cf. Fiey, 1965, p. 595, n. 1;
Gierlichs, 1996, p. 230, n. 455. Ministry of Culture and Arts,
ed., Guide to the ‘Traq Museum, 1979, fig. 49.

' Fares, 1953, p.52. An inscription on the eastern
wall gives the date 699/1300; however it is unclear whether
this date refers to the construction or a renovation of the
monument. Another inscription on the southern wall names
the builder, ‘Abd al-Rahim ibn Ahmad. See Ulugam, 1989,
p. 141.

01 Preusser, 1911, pl. 12; Fiey, 1965, pl. E; Gierlichs,
1996, pl. 59.4 (upper section of portal).

12 Two figures are identified by inscriptions; Fiey, 1965,
p. 601.

15 The two carvings are often referred to as relating to the
scene of the baptism of Sarah by Mar Matta, yet on account of
the nude figure it has been suggested that they might either
represent the baptism of Mar Behnam (Fiey, 1965, p. 599
and n. 2), or the baptism of Christ (Sarre and Herzfeld, 1920,

of six pairs of dragons form trilobed arch-shaped
niches that accentuate a portal.

At Mar Behnam the second southern portal
leading to the chapel of the baptistery is
framed by a moulding in the form of a knotted
interlace composed of the bodies of six dragons
that enclose a total of twenty-one niches (fig. 18).""!
The horizontal section of the portal is defined by
the entwined necks of the addorsed dragons, with
the exception of the central arch-shaped enclosure
that is topped by a projecting lion head en face.
The dragon heads are crowned by arched horns
and small, cusped ears folded to the back; they
are rendered with the characteristic wide-open
mouths revealing a long tongue, the elongated
upper jaws terminating in a rolled-up tip. At the
base the tails form a single loop. The vertically
interlaced ogival arch-shapes each comprise eight
niches: three enclose hooded standing figures
holding a book in the left hand and a cross in
the right hand, probably representing monks,'*
while the others contain the symbol of the cross.
The horizontal interlace encloses a tall standing
figure next to a small, nude figure and a rider on
horseback,'” also alternating with the cross motif.
The lintel carries a central Christian cross which
extends at the base into a stemmed palmette.

At the portal leading to the vestibule at the
mausoleum of Imam Bahir the frame is similarly
set off with a knotted interlace, here accentuated
with a scaly pattern, enclosing twelve niches,
which contain foliate arabesques surmounted
in the arched section with a tiny mugarnas
(fig. 19).** The lintel is inscribed with the words
“Muhammad, al-Malik, Allah, ‘Ali.” The outer
dragon pairs form a vertical interlace that encloses

vol. 2, p. 247); the other carving has been interpreted as the
entry into Jerusalem (eidem, 1920, vol. 2, p. 247).

104 Also published in Mossoul au temps des Atabeks, ed.
Sa‘ld al-Daywahchi, Mosul, 1958, fig. 36; ‘Atta al-Hadithi
and Hana" ‘Abd al-Khaliq, al-Qibab al-Makhritiyya fi - Traq
(“Conical Domes in Iraq”), Baghdad, Ministry of Informa-
tion, Directorate General of Antiquities, 1974, pl. 82; Janabi,
1982, fig. 170 B; Ulucam, 1989, pp. 141-3, figs. 314, 315.
The tomb chamber of the mausoleum, which carried frag-
ments of the Ayat al-Kursi, the Throne Verse (siira 2, 255),
on the four walls of the chamber, a mihrab with a hanging
lamp and prayers for the holy family of Shi‘ism on the gibla
wall, is discussed by al-Suyufi (d. 1901), Majmiu" al-kitabat
al-muharrarah fi abniyat al-Mosul', ed. Sa‘id al-Daywahchi,
Mosul, 1956, pp. 141-7; Ibn Fadlallah al-‘Umari, Manhal
al-awliya’ wa mashrab al-asfiya min sadat al-Mosul al-hadba’,
ed. Sa‘id al-Daywahchi, Mosul, 1967, pp. 225-6; both cited
after Khoury, 1992, pp. 23-4, ns. 20, 28. Shrines with refer-
ences to ShiTimams and their descendants are thought to
have played a propagandistic role in Badr al-Din Lulu”s
campaign to convert madrasas into Shi shrines. Cf. also
Khoury, 1992, p. 14, n. 29, with reference to Janabi, 1982,
pp. 53-4.
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four niches each, knotted with a simple loop at
the points of juncture. At the top the dragons
terminate in the same manner as on the portal
of Mar Behnam; however at the bottom of the
niches the slightly tapered tails entwine to form
a loop, whence they curl inward to terminate in
a bird’s head with curved beak which pecks at
the tail (comparable to the birds on the tail tips
of dragons on the Cizre door-knockers (fig. 83)
and on the wing tips of the dragons at the Bab
al-Tilasm in Baghdad (fig. 139a)). Just like the
bottom mouldings, the central niches terminate
at the top in addorsed heads and at the bottom in

tail ends that entwine to form a loop and thence
taper to a pointed tip. Also of note are the small
star-rosettes which on both portals are set into
the interstices of the vertical bands.

The representation of dragons situated at the
approach to the most sacred part of the building,
both in the case of the monastery of Mar Behnam,
where they feature on the second portal leading to
the chapel of the baptistery, and at the mausoleum
of Imam Bahir, where they appear on the portal
leading to the vestibule, indicates that their depic-
tion was intended to serve as monumental apotro-
paion and to guard the entrance to a sacred space.



CHAPTER THREE

THE DRAGON MOTIF ON PORTABLE OBJECTS

a. Overview

By their very nature, portable artefacts are char-
acterised by their potential for movement across
geographical, cultural and religious boundaries.’
Most of the objects under discussion testify to
an overall westward migration of the dragon
iconography from the Western Central Asian
regions, facilitated by the movement of ever
growing numbers of Turkic-speaking tribes, the
dominant force being the Saljugs, into Western
Asia. The latter took much from the artistic tra-
ditions of the Ghaznawids whose state they had
destroyed.” During the Saljuq period, the main
artistic centres were located in greater Khurasan
and northern Iran, with merchants and artisans
becoming the principal bearers of cultural tra-
ditions.” Able to move freely in the enormous
empire, which reached from Khurasan to Syria
and Asia Minor, the population aided the diffu-
sion of prevailing styles and tastes which had a
“markedly Khurasanian flavour.”™

Belonging to a wider, shared visual culture
across the medieval Central Asian sphere, por-
table objects shared emblematic themes, reflected
also on monumental representations. The dragon
motif is found on a great variety of artefacts, nota-
bly in the category of personal objects: specifi-
cally on accoutrements pertaining to the hunt
or war and objects of personal adornment. The
semantic value of the dragon motif on the former
would naturally have served to enhance the effi-
cacy of these items. When personal in nature and
worn on the body, objects with this motif were
popularly believed to provide the wearer with a
prophylactic or apotropaic safeguard against a

! Cf. Hoffman, 2001, pp. 17-22.

* Marshak, 1986, p. 358.

* Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, pp. 112, 114; Marshak, 1986,
p. 359.

* Cf. Melikian-Chirvani, 1974, pp. 112, 114. See also
p- 18, n. 25.

* In his Qasidah Sasaniyah, the tenth century poet Mis‘ar

variety of real or imaginary dangers. The belief
in the magical power of images meant that they
could function as talismans intended, for instance,
to promote well-being and to protect from the
power of evil. This is related to the age-old belief
in the agency of envy and jealousy and the Evil
Eye, which certainly survived through the medi-
eval Islamic period,’ and the neutralisation of the
harm that was intended to the person by wearing
such a piece. Hence the serpent or dragon comes
to be looked upon as harbinger of good luck and
bestower of prosperity. In addition, such objects
were often believed to endow their owners with
certain abilities or powers. One of the most wide-
spread functions of talismans was in the form
of amulets (tama’im, sing. tamima, or ta'awidh,
sing. ta'widh) intended to gain the assistance of
unseen, supernatural forces that were believed
to influence the affairs of humankind to achieve
certain desired outcomes. It is of course impos-
sible to fathom how “potent” the motif was for
the wearer, it may indeed be that some did not
consider the dragon motif to have such explicit
powers, using it as an ornament, but with prophy-
lactic intent. In general, though, it may reason-
ably be conjectured that the dragon iconography
carried implicit semantics imbued with passively
apotropaic, that is to say protective or actively
beneficial properties, in other words empowering
qualities designed to be imparted to the wearer.

Other objects such as vessels with this ico-
nography may often have functioned as porta-
ble “apotropaia.” In spite of the fact that many
pieces have a very varied iconography of which
the dragon is only part, it may be hypothesised
that dragon motifs, too, served to magnify the

ibn Mubhalhil al-Khazraji al-Yanba'i, known as Aba Dulaf,
refers to beggars who wrote out talismanic charms and
sold little clay tablets allegedly made from the earth of the
tomb of al-Huseyn in Karbala’, undoubtedly alluding to the
production of amulets. For this and further references, see
Bosworth, 1976, vol. 1, pp. 86-8, 90, 128, vol. 2, pp. 192,
198-9, 221, 243.
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intended effect of the vessels which were pre-
sumably meant to protect their maker® and more
often their owner, so functioning as protective
devices. This is emphasised by inscriptions invok-
ing familiar expressions of wishes for blessings,
luck, health, or long life for the mostly anonymous
owner, which are frequently of amuletic character
in themselves; these are rendered often in com-
bination with figural decorations of a symbolic
or “magical” significance such as the dragon. A
clear function of the dragon’s iconography was
thus to reinforce the propitious, apotropaic, or
even magical or supernatural powers of such por-
table objects.

b. The dragon motif on accoutrements relating
to the hunt or war

Dragon imagery is attested on weapons and ban-
ners from early Zoroastrian times. It is particu-
larly associated with the mace and with the finials
of ceremonial weapons or staffs which may carry
sculpted dragons with a human or animal figure
in their maw. Dragon banners, an important part
of military insignia from ancient times, appear in
Iranian art and literature. The dragon motif simi-
larly occurs on weapon fittings, ritually significant
belt/strap fittings and equestrian accoutrements.
The use of such imagery on the paraphernalia
of heroism and rulership communicated mas-
tery over the dragon and appropriation of its
formidable qualities. When featured on objects
of personal adornment such as jewellery or belt-
ornaments, the motif endowed such items with
prophylactic or apotropaic powers.

¢ Cf. the twelfth-century large silver-inlaid brass ewer,
now in the Georgian State Museum, Tbilisi, Georgia, which
bears the inscription:

... seven heavenly bodies, however proud they may be,
are protection for the one who works so.

Allan, 1982a, repr. 1999, p. 49.

7 Yasht 10.96; cf. for instance, also, “cudgel of bronze”
(Rigveda 1.80.12). Gershevitch, 1959, p. 121; Watkins, 1995,
p. 411.

¢ Watkins, 1995, pp. 411-3.

° Idem, pp. 331-2.

1 Wikander, 1938, pp. 60, 64-6, 99; Widengren, 1969,
p. 249.

" Asadi Tusi, Garshasp-nama, p. 269, 1. 10, referred to by
Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha I1,” EIr; De Blois, “Garshasp-nama
(or Karshasp-nama),” EIr; Boyce, 1975, repr. 1996, p. 63;
Sarkhosh Curtis, 1993, p. 26; Bivar, 2000, p. 24.

12 Rosenfield, 1967, figs. 2, 2b (photograph on the left).

The dragon motif on weapons

Cudgels seem to have been the most widespread
weapon in early Mesopotamia and Iran. “Cast
in yellow bronze,”” they were the most power-
ful and the most victorious of all the weapons of
the Vedic and Avestan gods.® Cudgels or maces
were also associated with the dragon-fighting
Indo-Iranian mythical heroes,” and hence possi-
bly serve to characterise them as primordial war-
riors."’ Significantly, the mace of the legendary
dragon-fighting hero Korasaspa (Garshasp in New
Persian poetry), celebrated already in the Zoro-
astrian Yasna and Videévdat, is said to have been
carved in the shape of a dragon head."" Similarly
the Mathura portrait statue of the Kushana king
Kanishka is shown with a giant club tapering to an
open-mouthed head of a dragon-like creature."
The representation of the dragon on ceremonial
weapons must be evidence of the intention to
endow the weapon and hence its owner with the
magical powers of the dragon.

The club was greatly favoured by the Par-
thians (250 Bc-226 AD), too. The club of Her-
akles, the most popular of Greek heroes, even
appears as architectural decoration in the early
Parthian monument referred to as the “Round
Hall” in Nisa, the Parthian metropolis in pres-
ent-day Turkmenistan.”” Maces and battle axes
were used in the Parthian and Sasanian periods."
An important depiction is found on a bas-relief
from a small house-temple in Parthian Hatra in
northern Mesopotamia (an integral part of Iran
in Parthian and Sasanian times), which shows the
composite figure of Herakles-Nergal,'” the god of
the realm of death and the underworld, who can

The heads of the mythical creatures, the Indian composite
marine creature, makara, and the Central Asian dragon,
were sometimes portrayed in a stylistically closely related
manner. Since only the head is portrayed, it is impossible
to identify it with a degree of certainty as belonging to either
creature, though both the makara and the Central Asian dragon
can to a large extent be considered semantically equivalent.
Clubs terminating in dragon-like heads are featured in the
seventh-century wall paintings at Sogdian Afrasiyab; see
Albaum, 1975, fig. 13. On the makara in Indian iconography,
see Vogel, 1929-30, pp. 133-47; Coomaraswamy, 1928-31,
repr. Delhi, 1971, pp. 47-56, esp. pp. 47-9; Combaz, 1945,
pp- 146-55; Bosch, 1960; Rosenfield, 1967, pp. 179-83;
Boardman, 1986, pp. 451-3.

1 Colledge, 1986, p. 21 and pl. XLIa.

' Chegini and Nikitin, 1996, repr. 1999, p. 53.

5 Bivar, 1975a, vol.2, pl 4a; Drijvers, 1978, p.172;
Winkelmann, 2004, pp. 248-51, fig. 102.
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be at once life- and death-giving,'® whose attri-
bute is the serpent.'” Clad in Parthian garb he is
shown wielding with one hand a double-bladed
battle axe, the right blade of which is replaced by
a serpent, and clasping the hilt of a dagger in his
other hand. The god is girded with a snake-like
rope to which three quadrupeds, probably dogs,
are connected, the tail of one of the quadrupeds
being also in the form of a serpent. Serpents spring
from the god’s shoulders and rise from either side
of his waist, while another serpent rests at his feet.
To his right he is flanked by a large cult-standard
(semeion), near the foot of which another snake
and a scorpion are featured.

The close association of the ophidian creature
with the archaic weapon is reflected in the Per-
sian word gurza which not only means “a large
wooden club or mace,” but also “a large headed
serpent.”'® Among the Iranian and Turkish tribes
the gurz was a weapon of special ceremonial
importance.” Mace bearers were part of the
guard of the Samanid and Ghaznawid sultan. As
attested by the Ghaznawid historian Abu ’l-Fadl
Muhammad ibn Husayn Bayhaqi (d. 470/1077),
the mace was the favourite weapon of sultan
Mas‘ad ibn Mahmud of Ghazna (r. 421/1030-
432/1040).” The mace even appears on the dec-
oration of silver-inlaid metalwork: among the
planets depicted on the cover of the twelfth-
century Vaso Vescovali in the British Museum,
London, is an eight-armed deity, identified as the
planet Mars, holding different weapons among
which is a dragon-headed club.”

The iconography of a dragon head holding a
quadruped or a human being in its open jaws is
found on several finials of ceremonial weapons
or staffs. Dragons are often represented as fierce,
devouring creatures. However, since the animal
or human being appears in the dragon’s jaws it
is not clear whether the act is one of ingestion or
expulsion. The heads are portrayed as character-

' Dhorme, 1949, pp. 40-3, 51.

7 For further related examples of chthonic deities with
the serpent as attribute, see Winkelmann, 2004, pp. 252-9,
figs. 103-6.

' Cited after Steingass, 1892, repr. 1981, p. 1082.

1 Herzfeld, 1927, vol. 2, pl. LXVI. Cf. Furasiyya, 1996,
vol. 2, p. 97.

% Abu ’1-Fadl Bayhaqi, Ta'rikh-i Mas‘adi, ed. Ghani and
Fayyud, Tehran, 1324/1945, as cited in Bosworth, “Lashkar-i
Bazar,” EI* V, 690b; idem, 1963, p. 120.

2! Hartner, 1973-4, pp. 119-20 and fig. 17, no. 5.

2 Cf. LIslam dans les collections nationales, 1977, p. 102,
cat. no. 161. In the scene of Miisa, Aaron (Haran ibn Tmran)

istic “Saljuq”-type dragon heads** which are typi-
cally represented as ophidian, the elongated lips
(sometimes only the upper lip) curved upwards
and rolled outwards revealing a proportionately
deep cavity with large fangs.

An important example of such a ceremonial
copper alloy mace terminating in a “ Saljuq-type”
dragon head with characteristic gaping jaw reveal-
ing teeth and tongue, perhaps made in Afghanistan
and datable between the eleventh to the thirteenth
centuries, is housed in the David Collection in
Copenhagen (fig. 20). Finials of such dragon staffs
are preserved in several collections worldwide.
An example in the Furusiyya Art Collection in
Vaduz which is thought to come from twelfth-
or thirteenth-century Anatolia is fashioned with
large almond-shaped eyes, small, rounded ears,
and curved horns, and the back of the neck is
embellished with elongated drop-shaped car-
touches enclosing spiralling foliage. The particular
feature of the mace head is that the dragon’s maw
holds the body of a quadruped, possibly a feline
(fig. 21). The wide-open jaws of another twelfth-
or thirteenth-century copper alloy dragon-headed
finial with curved horns, small pointed ears and
with a small loop for attachment at the back of
the ophidian neck, is filled, in a corresponding
manner, with the seated figure of a human being
(figs. 22a and b).” The finial may have topped a
ceremonial staff, thought to be either from Iran
or the Jazira region, and is now in the Musée
du Louvre in Paris. The dragon head’s very long
jaws with drawn-up lips ending in curved tips
have paired fangs that frame the human figure at
top and bottom. The stylised figure is rendered
with a rounded mask-like head. Another closely
related twelfth- or thirteenth-century finial is in
the David Collection in Copenhagen (fig. 23).
Thought to come from Iran or Afghanistan, or
perhaps Anatolia, it is cast in the form of a dragon

and the Israelites watching the Egyptians drown in the Red
Sea, depicted in the illustrated copy of the Jami" al-tawarikh
(“Compendium of Chronicles”) by Rashid al-Din Tabib,
made in Tabriz in 714/1314, Misa holds an elongated staff
which ends in a closely related open-jawed dragon head.
Talbot-Rice, 1957, p. 61, cat. no. 11.

# A further eleventh- or twelfth-century silver- and cop-
per-inlaid copper alloy dragon-headed finial, probably a
sword pommel, thought to come from greater Khurasan or
the Jazira/Anatolia, shows the monster holding a stylised
human being in its wide-open maw. Vaduz, Furusiyya Art
Collection, inv. no. RB-94. L’art des chevaliers, 2007, p. 107,
cat. no. 71 (only depicting the profile).
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head holding in its wide-open mouth a bovid,
whose protome peers out of the dragon’s jaws.*

Interesting in this regard is the use in medi-
eval Iranian poetry of the metaphor “caught in
the dragon’s maw” (akin to “held in the dragon’s
claws”) which is conventionally used to reflect a
potentially fatal calamity. In the pre-Islamic epic,
Wis u Ramin (“Wis and Ramin”), translated (from
Pahlawl into classical Persian) and versified by
Fakhr al-Din As‘ad Gurgani around 442/1050,
the protagonist Ramin uses it, for instance, to
describe his separation from his beloved Wis, the
daughter of the queen of Media who is the wife
of his older brother, king Mabad of Marw:

...I have left my hostage heart with you...
It is as if, upon your soul I swear,
I'm in a dragon’s jaws when you are not there.”

In the Shah-nama, in which the ancient history
of Iran, from its legendary origins down to the
extinction of the Sasanian dynasty in 652 was
recorded, this metaphor is used to describe a polit-
ical misfortune, such as the defeat of the Iranians
by the Tiirkmen:

The world thou wouldst have said, “is in the
dragon’s maw, Or Heaven level with earth.*

* The iconography of the dragon devouring or disgorg-
ing a human being or an animal such as a felid or a bovid is
also known in the Christian iconography of the Caucasus.
A dragon with quadruped forelegs and a looped tail, por-
trayed in profile and depicted in the process of swallowing
or delivering a proportionally small human figure, is shown
above the southern entrance of the mid-tenth-century Geor-
gian church of Beris-Sakdari, near the village of Eredwi
in the Patara Liakhvi Gorge. The depiction is probably
related to the story in the book of Jonah in the Old Testa-
ment of a sea-monster or ketos who devoured and cast up
the hero under divine command. For the ketos, translated
vishap, which swallowed Jonas in later Christian Armenian
art, see Russell, 2004, p. 373. The imagery of the dwelling-
place of sinners “in the midst of the jaws of the dragon of
the outer darkness” also repeatedly appears in the Gnostic-
Christian writings of the Pistis Sophia (c. fourth century)
which are further discussed in the following chapters; Pistis
Sophia, text ed. Schmidt and tr. Macdermot, 1978, bk. III,
ch. 108, p. 551, ch. 119, p. 609, ch. 121, p. 617. The fact that
the imagery was depicted above the entrance to the church
also indicates that its iconography was associated with the
warding off of evil and the affording of protection. Referring
to the work of Vladimir Propp, Boris Marshak has pointed
out the archaism of the theme of the hero being devoured
by a monster (Propp, V.Y., Istoricheskie korni volshebnoi
skazki (“The Morphology of a Fairy Tale”), Leningrad, 1946,
pp- 200-23, as cited in Marshak, 2002, p. 49, n. 39). Accord-
ing to Propp (1984a, pp. 116-8, 207, 208, and idem, 1984b,
p. 96) the imitation of devouring and expectorating of a
hero by an animal such as a dragon was sometimes part of

Or, the hopelessness of a political situation, as
expressed by one of the last Sasanian rulers,
Khusraw II (Khusraw Parwiz, r. 591-628):

But what can this avail now that my head is in
the dragon’s maw??

In Islamic culture dreams were considered an
important means of communication with the
world of the unknown. Their meaning would
be explained, often as a prophetic message from
the world of the unseen.” Hence, it is interesting
to consider a dream interpretation recorded in
al-DamirT’s fourteenth-century para-zoological
encyclopaedia which reverses the generally nega-
tive associations of the ophidian-devouring pro-
cess. He states that:

He who dreams of a serpent swallowing him,
will obtain power.”

In the heroic epic Garshasp-nama composed by
AsadiTusiin 456-8/1064-6, the eponymous hero,
who is the great-great uncle of the legendary war-
rior Rustam, is requested by Zahhak at the tender
age of fourteen to slay a dragon that dwells on
Mount Shekawand having emerged from the sea
following a storm.”” The hero accomplishes the
feat by clubbing the beast to death with a cudgel
carved in the form of a dragon head.” Employ-

an initiation process, the successful completion of this ritual
entitling the initiate to start a new phase of life or existence.
An analogous relief probably representing Jonah in the maw
of a mythical creature, a “whale” with quadruped forelegs
(only the protome is featured) is shown above the south
door (east side) of the Georgian Tao-Klardjeti monastery
church of Haho (Georgian Khakhuli), modern Baglar Basi
in northeastern Turkey, datable between the tenth and
eleventh centuries (Baltrusaitis, 1929, pl. LXXI, fig. 118;
Winfield, 1968, pp. 62-3 (line drawing, fig. 6), pl. 30b).
However, whereas on the relief of the Georgian church of
Beris-Sakdari, the human figure is depicted with its head in
the dragon’s maw (as if being swallowed), the Haho relief
shows the figure’s upper body and head topped by small
fish projecting from the beast’s jaws (as if being spat out).

» Tr. and ed. Davis, 2008, p. 388; the same metaphor is
employed on pp. 143, 166 and 230.

% Tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 6, p. 538.

7 Idem, vol. 6, p. 88. For further examples cited in the
Shah-nama, see, for instance, idem, vol. 3, p. 171, 1. 377,
p- 469, 1. 670; vol. 4, p. 13, 1. 95; vol. 5, p. 13, 1. 95; vol. 6,
p.233,1.876.

% Marzolph and van Leeuwen, 2004, p. 542.

¥ Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1,
pp. 655-6.

% Khaleqgi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II, ElIr; Yamamoto, 2003,
p. 115.

' Asadi Tasi, Garshasp-nama, p.269, 1. 10, cited after
Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II Elr. In the Shah-ndama, the
hero employs serpent-like sword (tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-
1878, vol. 5, p. 341, 1. 728).
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ing the principle of sympathetic magic - “like
affects like” — Garshasp succeeds in killing the
dragon by means of a weapon carved with its own
likeness. This magical power appears to be con-
tagious and can be transmitted from its source,
in other words from the dragon onto different
kinds of implements such as the mace’ or a staff,
as evidenced, for instance, by a story recorded by
al-Kisa'l. Here Musa similarly employes a mimetic
or “homeopathic” principle by using his serpent-
staff to strike a giant serpent that has devoured all
the sheep of the Prophet Shu‘ayb’s flock that pass
through an exceptionally fertile valley thereby cut-
ting it in two.”

Literary accounts of the medieval Islamic
period describe the bejewelled weapons that
were paraded on ceremonial occasions.” Sabres
were probably introduced into the central Islamic
lands by the Turkic guard of the “Abbasid caliph
al-Mu'tasim (218/833-227/842), which can be
seen on a representation of a ninth-century wall
painting in a building at Nishapar that depicts
a horseman with a belt with hanging straps
designed to support a sabre.” Quillon blocks
extending into downward-curving prongs that
terminate in dragon heads are a common fea-
ture on twelfth- or thirteenth-century sabres or
daggers, as for instance on a gilded copper alloy
sword guard fragment, or a nielloed silver scab-
bard, both thought to be from Syria or Palestine
and now preserved in the Furusiyya Art Collec-
tion, Vaduz (fig. 111).%° Literary sources such as
the Shah-nama similarly use the image of the (ser-
pent-)dragon to describe swords, as for instance,
those belonging to the dragon-fighting Kayanian
king Gushtasp,” to Iskandar® or to Far (Porus),
king of India, who stopped Alexander’s advance
in India.”

The Turks attributed magical properties to jade
(nephrite) and called it the “stone of victory.”
They used it extensively for fittings of weapons
such as handles and quillon blocks, as well as for
objects of adornment such as belt fittings and

32 Jeffers, 1996, p. 95.

3 Qisas al-anbiyd’, tr. Thackston, 1978, p. 223.

** Cf. the description of a celebration at the Ghaznawid
sultan Mas'ud’s court in 429/1038 by Abu ’l-Fadl Bayhaqf,
(Ta’rikh-i Mas‘adi, ed. Ghani and Fayyud, Tehran, 1324/1945,
pp. 539-41). Cf. Bosworth, 1963, pp. 135-7.

* The wall painting is now preserved in the National
Museum of Iran, Tehran. Hakimov, 2000, p. 445, fig. 30.

% L’art des chevaliers, 2007, p. 154, cat. no. 147 and
pp- 155-7, cat. no. 148; Chevaux et cavaliers arabes, 2002,
pp. 118-9, cat. no. 57. An Iranian jade (nephrite) quillon
block from the hilt of a sword, dated to the first half of

rings, in the belief that its presence would aid
in attaining victory over their opponents.”’ Very
informative in this regard is the entry under the
heading yashf (“jade”) of al-Birtni’s pharmaco-
logical work, the Kitab al-Saydala fi ’I-Tibb (com-
posed in 442/1050), which states that dragon
iconography was engraved on jade and used by
the Turks to adorn swords:

The yashf stone: this is yashb on which they
engrave the radiate dragon [al-shu'a’ is trans-
lated as “ray of light” in Steingass]. We tested it
without the engraving and it delivered [a result].
Its characteristic, they say, is to dispel stomach
pains. “The stone of victory” is a variety of it and
that is why the Turks adorn their swords with it.*!

The affiliation of the dragon with arms was also
made by the great twelfth-century poet Ilyas
ibn Yasuf Nizami Ganjawi (535-40/1141-6-
575-613/1180-217) in his romance Haft Paykar
(“Seven Portraits”), when he compared to drag-
ons the blades of the idealised fifth-century Sasa-
nian king Bahram Gur’s (Wahram V, r. 420-38)
army, and its arrows to the serpents of Zahhak,
the tyrannical foreign ruler of Iran in the Shah-
nama from whose shoulders sprouted the noto-
rious serpents.”” Similarly, the panegyrist and
epistolographer Rashid-i Watwat (508-9/1114-
5-573/1177-8 or 578/1182-3), who was born
in Balkh, and spent most of his life as poet at
the court of Khwarazm-shah Atsiz, writes in his
diwan:

Thousands of lion-hearted and elephant-bodied

warriors

Are eaten by dogs [after being slain] by your

dragon-lance.”

A thirteenth-century silver chape is completely
covered with the depiction of a pair of upright
dragons that are addorsed along a central verti-
cal ridge. The chape was found together with its
long knife in Herat, in present-day Afghanistan,
and is now in the al-Sabah Collection in Kuwait

the fourteenth century, is preserved in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, inv. no. 64.133.3. See Melikian-Chirvani,
1997a, p. 159, fig. 27.

7 Tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 4, p. 341, 1. 728.

% Idem, vol. 4, pp. 153, 1. 628.

% Idem, vol. 5, pp. 151-5.

" Melikian-Chirvani, 1997a, pp. 131-3.

I Ed. ‘Abbas Zariyab, Tehran, 1370/1991, p. 203, as cited
in Melikian-Chirvani, 1997a, p. 131.

#2 Tr. Meisami, 1993, p. 91.

# Ed. Nafisi, S., Tehran, 1960, p. 53, cited after Danesh-
vari, 1993, pp. 16-7,n. 7.
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(fig. 24). The so-called “Saljuq-style” heads of the
fabulous beasts are turned towards the back thus
confronting each other with their wide-open jaws
terminating in upward curled tips and revealing
the tongues, the long cusped ears projecting at the
top. The quadruped protomes with snugly-fitted
feet are oriented towards the edge of the chape,
their serpentine bodies with slender, curved wings
forming five loops attenuating towards its tip. It
is interesting to note a closely related depiction
found on a twelfth- or thirteenth-century silk
fragment from Samangan province in present-
day Afghanistan, also housed in the al-Sabah
Collection in Kuwait, which is woven with an
upright pair of dragons with gaping jaws, here in
confronted position and wearing beaded collars,
their winding serpent-like bodies having clusters
of three dots in the bends and set against a back-
ground of foliate scrolls (fig. 25).

The dragon motif on banners

In the Middle Iranian period, a dragon (azhdaha)
was often depicted on standards carried in battle
as a symbol of martial valour, intended to frighten
the enemy by its ferocious aspect and to show the
ruler’s power.* These banners are referred to sev-
eral times in the Shah-nama, in which the ancient
history of Iran, from its legendary origins down
to the dissolution of the Sasanian dynasty was
recorded, as azhdaha-paykar (“having a drag-
on’s body”).”” In his De historia conscribenda
sit (XXIX) the second-century Greek writer
Lucian describes the war against the Parthian
king Vologesus III who defeated the Romans
at Elegia in 162, destroying the Roman legion
and killing the commander Severianus. Lucian
notes that the Parthians used banners with dif-
ferent emblems to differentiate the divisions of
their army, a dragon ensign (dracon) preceding
a thousand-man division. He refers to another
historian’s vivid report of these dragon ensigns,
which were made of light material, attached to
open-jawed heads and mounted on poles, so that
they would move in the breeze like enormous
serpent-dragons, so much so that they appeared
to the Romans to be:

“ Tt is of note that the Indian makara, discussed above
(p. 36, n. 12), also formed the head of the battle standard
(makaradhvaja) of Rudra or Shiva, and was later also carried
by Siddhartha’s son, Rahula. It served as battle standard for
the hosts of Mara, who attacked the Buddha. The makara also
served as designation for specific battle formation of troops
that take the form of a makara during battle manoeuvres.
Cited after Beer, 2004, p. 68.

* Skjerve, “Azdaha I, Elr.

...alive and of enormous size; that they were born
in Persia a little way beyond Iberia; that they are
bound to long poles, and raised on high, create
terror while the Parthians are coming from a dis-
tance; that in the encounter itself at close quarters
they are freed and sent against the enemy; that
in fact they had swallowed many of our men in
this way and coiled themselves around others
and suffocated and crushed them.*

Later on the emblem was introduced into the
Roman army where the standard-bearer bore the
title draconarius. Such a banner with a dragon
ensign belonging to the Dacians and their Sar-
matian allies is portrayed on the narrative reliefs
of Trajan’s column which commemorates the
Dacian wars of the early second century aAp. The
fluttering dragon ensigns were described by the
contemporary Greek historian Flavius Arrian in
his Tactica (XXXV 2-5) as being of “Scythian”
origin:
Scythian ensigns are serpents of good length, tied
to staffs. They are made out of pieces of dyed
material. The heads and the bodies through to
the tail are made in order to appear as terrify-
ing as possible ... They swell in the wind of a
ride so that they look like those serpents and
even begin to whistle when the breath of air is
strong enough.”

The dragon banner in the Roman army appears
to have been instituted in the wake of the deploy-
ment of new tactical divisions as part of the Roman
emperor Diocletian’s (r. 284-305) reorganisation
of the military machinery.*® Such dragon ban-
ners are again described by the fourth-century
Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, who
served in the army of Constantine II (337-361)
in Persia, in his Rerum gestarum libri (XVI 10.7
and 12.39). In his record of Constantine’s entry
into Rome in 357 (XVI 10.7) Marcellinus writes
that the emporer:

...was surrounded by dragons, woven out of purple
thread and bound to the golden and jewelled tips
of spears, with wide mouths open to the breeze
and hence hissing as if roused by anger, and leav-
ing their tails winding in the wind.*

46 Lucian, Quomodo historia conscribenda sit, tr. Kilburn,
K., London, 1959, vol. VI, pp. 42-3. Cf. Widengren, 1969,
pp- 17-8 and n. 38; Shahbazi, “Derafs;” EIr.

¥ Arrian, Tactica (XXXV), cited after Lebedynsky, 1995,
pp. 93-4.

* Haussig, 1992, p. 29.

# Cf. Widengren, 1969, p. 18, n. 39 (with further refer-
ences).
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According to Moses of Chorene, in commemora-
tion of the Armenian king Tigran’s resettlement
of the defeated Medes to the area of Goght'n
and around the foot of Mount Ararat, the wind-
sock-like silk dragon (vishap) banner, adopted
from the Parthians, became the Armenian king’s
heraldic sign.”” In his account of the battle of
Jiraw the sight of the banners (II1.37) is similarly
vividly conveyed:

the sinuous rippling of the dragon [banners],
puffed up by the blast of air, their jaws yawning
frightfully.”!

An account of the anonymous fifth-century Arme-
nian Epic History or Buzandaran Patmutiwnk’
(IV.2) also describes the battle standard of the
Arsacid Armenians (54-428) as a silk dragon
banner.”> A description of the advance of the
Iranian army is given in the grand heroic epic,
Firdawst’s Shah-nama, which states that:

behind each banner, there followed another
banner - some with dragons, others with the
image of eagles

showing that different royal emblems could be
used concurrently.”

A dragon banner may be depicted on a bone
plaque which is incised with a battle scene and
probably served as a belt element.” It was found in
a necropolis near the village of Orlat in the district
of Koshrabad, west of Samarqand, and, according
to Boris Marshak, does not reflect a local but a
Central Asian nomadic tradition.” The mail-clad
combatants are wielding lances, bows, swords and
battle axes.’® Strapped to the lancer on the lower
left is a military emblem, which may have served
as badge of rank, a long, flowing banner on a pole

% Russell, 2004, pp. 621-40, esp. 624 and 622-23 (for
a discussion of the historical Tigrans that could have in-
spired the orally transmitted legend); also pp. 1047-8 (with a
translation of the late twelfth-century Armenian Catholicos
Nersés Snorhali’s text Interpretive Explanation, Mingled with
Supplication, of the Standards of the Kings of Armenia which
recalls the king and his banner).

1 Idem, p. 627.

> Idem, pp. 624-5 and n. 9. It is interesting to observe
that such dragon standards are still represented in thirteenth-
century Armenian miniatures (Washington, DC, Freer Gal-
lery of Art, Ms. 32.18, p. 513; “Judas leading the Multitude,”
see Der Nersessian and Agemian, 1993, vol. 2, fig. 251).

** Tr.anded.Mohl,1838-1878,vol. 3,p. 589,11.2107-2108.

** Mode, 2006, p. 420 and n. 4.

> Marshak, B.L, “Iskusstvo Sogda,” Tsentral’naya Aziya.
Novye pamyatniki pismennosti I iskusstva. Sbornik statey, eds.,
Piotrovskiy, B.B. and Bongard-Levin, G.M., Moscow, 1987,
p. 235, as cited in Mode, 2006, pp. 421-2. Cf. Brentjes, 1989,
p-41.

* Bone plaque with battle scene. Orlat, Koshrabad dis-
trict, west of Samarqand, present-day Uzbekistan. Ilyasov

akin to the dragon banners represented on wall
paintings in Chinese Turkestan (present-day Xin-
jiang), discussed below. Marcus Mode tentatively
ascribes the plaque to the reign of the Xiongnu
king of Sogdiana (Su-te) in the 30s of the fifth
century attested by The History of the Wei (Wei-
shu).”” The Xiongnu were known to have fought
under the dragon banner, a traditional ensign of
the military forces of the steppes.”

Similar banners, some rendered in serpent or
dragon-like form, are depicted on wall paintings
in Chinese Turkestan, a region whose pivotal posi-
tion at the crossroads between China and Central
Asia resulted in a broad cultural synthesis which
embraced the western Turks or Kok Tiirks (T u-
chueh or Tujue). In the Cave of the Painter at Kizil
(Kezier), a sixth- to seventh-century wall paint-
ing illustrates an army with a dragon banner.”
During the German Turfan expeditions at the
beginning of the twentieth century, Albert von
le Coq recorded several such banners. At Kizil,
in the “Cave of the Dove,” a seventh- or eighth-
century wall painting features a sendpatiratna, a
deity who symbolises the wrathful power to over-
come enemies, carrying a banner in the form of a
serpentine body terminating in a swallow-tailed
pennant with projecting dragon head with gaping
jaws,” and in the “Caves with Fireplace,” a warrior
riding a war elephant also holds such a dragon
banner.®’ A wall painting discovered in the eighth-
century “Cave of the Doves” at Kirish, the ruins of
Simsim, portrays a dragon-king (nagaraja) above
whom floats a large banner with lupine head and
what appears to be a serpentine body.*> The wolf
was one of the prevalent emblems on the military
standards of Turkish tribes; other such emblems
seem to have been the moon or the dragon.*

and Rusanov, 1997-8, pl. IV:1; Mode, 2006, p. 444, fig. 1. Cf.
Brentjes, 1989, p. 40, fig. 3.

7 Mode, 2006, p. 433. For a comprehensive list of sug-
gested dates of the plaques, cf. esp. pp. 421-2, 433.

8 Idem, p. 433.

** G. 356; von Le Coq, 1925, p. 54, fig. 50.

0 G. 274; idem, p. 72, fig. 117.

' G. 50; idem, p. 55, fig. 53.

2 G. 432; idem, p. 68, fig. 101. The lupine figures recall
the fact that the T‘u-chiieh tribe, which was part of the
Xiongnu confederacy, is said to have depicted a wolf on their
banners; Eberhard, 1979, pp. 52-3.

® Roux, 1979, p.170. The seventh-century Chinese
dynastic annals, the Pei shih, as well as the Chou shu (50,
4a), explicitly state that the Turks put wolf heads on their
standards; Sinor, 1982, p. 233 and 1996, repr. 1999, p. 329;
Liu, 1958, p.9. It is interesting to observe that wolf-stan-
dards were sometimes referred to as dragon-standards; see
Schmidt, 1980, p. 63. The dragon, the wolf and the moon
were also emblems on the respective flags of Rustam, Gurgin
and Fariburz (Shah-nama; tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878,
vol. 3, p. 66).
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In Asadi Tust’s Garshasp-nama the eponymous
hero’s victory over the dragon was commemo-
rated by a flag (dirafsh) embellished with the rep-
resentation of a black dragon (azhdahay-i siyah)
and a pole surmounted by a golden lion, in turn
topped by a moon.® The banner was passed on
to Garshasp’s descendants and became his fam-
ily’s coat of arms.* Likewise, the standard of the
paladin Rustam, whose ancestors are thought to
have been Saka people who came to Sakastan/
Sistan and Zabulistan in the late second century
BC,” was “blazoned with the dragon’s form and
from its tip a golden lion roars.”™” His grandfather,
Sam, also had a dragon banner,* as did Rustam’s
son, Faramarz.% The Shah-nama account records
that when Bahram Chobin received the supreme
command, the Sasanian king Hurmuz IV (578-
590) handed him the purple dragon banner with
the words: “You are indeed a second Rustam.””
Not only did Bahram Chobin receive the distin-
guishing emblem which likened him to the great
hero, but, in addition, he claimed Arsacid Par-
thian descent and was thus heir to the traditional
Arsacid dragon banner.”" Dragon banners bearing
the effigy of a gold-coloured dragon without legs
or wings, the open mouth revealing the tongue,
set against red and black grounds alternately,
are featured on a page from a dispersed Shah-
nama. Painted in Shiraz in 742/1341, the min-
iature, which was formerly in the collection of
the prince and the princess Sadruddin Aga Khan,
now in the Aga Khan Foundation, portrays the
victory of the dragon-slayer Bizhan, grandson of
the Iranian commander, Gudarz, over Haman,
brother of the Taranian commander, Piran;”
the banners being displayed in commemoration

¢ Widengren, 1969, p. 17, n. 35; Asadi Tusi, Garshasp-
nama, pp.49-63 (63.35-6), as cited in Khaleqi-Motlag,
“Azdaha II” Elr. A dragon-shaped long narrow flag floating
from the mast of a boat is featured on a ninth-century luster-
ware plate from Nishapir. Papadopoulo, 1979, fig. 420.

& Op. cit.

% De Bruijn, “Rustam,” EI* VIII, 636b. Cf. the discussion
in Shahbazi, 1993, pp. 157-8.

" Shah-nama, tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 3,
p. 107, 1. 1224-1255, p. 113, 1l 1292-1293; vol. 5, pp. 85,
89; The Tragedy of Sohrdb and Rostdm, tr. and ed. Clinton,
1987, pp. 95, 549-50. Cf. Shahbazi, 1993, p. 159; Melikian-
Chirvani, 1998, p. 179.

% Widengren, 1969, p. 17, n. 35, with reference to the
Garshasp-nama, as also cited by Shahbazi, 1993, p. 159.

¢ Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II,” EIr.

70 Shah-nama, tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 6,
pp. 587-9, 1. 525-31. It is of note that like the dragon ban-
ners surrounding Constantine when he entered Rome, as
described by Ammianus Marcellinus (see above), the Shah-
nama account specifies that the colour of Bahram Chobin’s
dragon banner was - just like that of Rustam - purple; tr. and
ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 6, pp. 587-9, Il. 525-31.

7 Shahbazi, “Derafs,” Elr.

of the celebrated feat carried out by Faramarz,
son of Shahrbana Irem and Rustam, in slaying a
dragon called hissing serpent (mar-i juwsha).” An
extended list of heroes thus seems to have claimed
the right to own a dragon banner as emblem. The
visual appropriation of the dragon’s likeness on
individual and dynastic banners not only com-
municated mastery over the mythical creature but
also implied that through victory the vanquisher
had been able to appropriate the formidable quali-
ties of the dragon.

The dragon motif on belt/strap fittings and
equestrian accoutrements

Girding with a belt was a rite of passage in all
Central Asian, in particular Iranian, societies from
ancient times.”* Adorned parade belts played an
important role in the investiture of warriors in
the Indo-Iranian world and were insignia of cultic
or ritual significance as well as symbols of social
distinction.”” In the Armeno-Parthian dynasty
the belt was presented to the dihgans (“members
of the lesser feudal nobility”) along with a ring and
a banner as tokens of royal service.” The origin
of the custom has been attributed to the sacred
rope-girdle (kusti) of the Zoroastrians, for whom,
however, such girding was an act of consecration,
as in the rite of initiation. In Turkish and Islamic
society the belt was of great importance; it was
an integral part of male costume, often presented
by the ruler, and hence regarded as an insignia
of rank.”

The nomadic warrior seems to have been girt
with a pair of belts”® adorned in accordance with

> “Victory of Bizhan over Human” Page of a dispersed
Shah-nama. Iran, Shiraz. 1341. Height 36.9 cm, width 30.7
cm. Collection of the Prince and the Princess Sadruddin
Aga Khan, Ms. 006/E. Chevaux et cavaliers arabes, 2002,
p. 161, cat. no. 119. A further example of a dragon banner
is illustrated in an Ilkhanid-period Shah-nama manuscript;
Pope and Ackerman, eds., 1938-9, repr. 1964-81, vol. 10, pl.
834.

7 Faramarz-nama, London, British Museum, Ms. Or.
2946, fols. 24, 25, as cited in Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II,
Elr.

7 Tt is of note that the belt did not play an important role
in Greek tradition. Cf. Brentjes, 1989, p. 42.

7> Cf. Widengren, 1969, pp. 21-32.

7 Brentjes, 1989, p.43. The Parthian king Uthal is
depicted with a belt whose central belt plaques are rendered
with winged and apparently bearded dragons with coiled
serpentine tails resting on their forelegs. See Winkelmann,
2004, pp. 10-3, fig. 5b.

77 Cf. the discussion of Katharina Otto-Dorn, 1961-2,
pp. 9-13.

7% As evidenced for instance by the first-century ap finds
in the Sarmatian kurgan near Porogi, nomadic warriors cus-
tomarily wore two belts. Simonenko, 1991, p. 215, fig. 1.



THE DRAGON MOTIF ON PORTABLE OBJECTS 43

rank and ancestry.” Hence on one belt a diago-
nally suspended bow in a long narrow bow-case
and a quiver filled with arrows could be carried,
while a sword or sabre and a dagger might be
suspended from the second.® Paired belts, a cer-
emonial main belt and another with straps from
which the sword and other weapons were sus-
pended, were, according to the Tarikh-i Bukhara,
worn by the young attendants (bandagan) at the
court of the queen of Bukhara.®! Reports on the
Turks in their homeland emphasise the impor-
tance of belts, which in addition to their utili-
tarian function served as status symbols. The
Turks are described as rich in cattle, horses and
sheep and possessing “many vessels of gold and
silver. They have many weapons. They have silver
belts...”®

The Avars, an Ibero-Caucasian people who
were subjects of the Turks, followed in the wake
of the great migrations of nomadic peoples from
the Eurasian steppes, fleeing to the north Cau-
casus region in 558 and from thence migrating
westwards.* Late Avar period iconography is pre-
served almost exclusively on items of personal
adornment, in particular compartmentalised belt
sets with multiple plaques figuring more natu-
ralistic tamgas in the form of fabulous creatures
reflecting “ancestral, totemic ideas.”®* Often these
are shown in combat with ungulates or human
beings perhaps symbolising “the cycle of death
and rebirth.” Among the animals another hybrid
creature with a long history in the Near East, the
griffin, appears to have been particularly preva-
lent, however the dragon also made an appear-
ance as did natural animals such as horses, eagles
and wild boars.* An elongated silver tongue-strap
fitting (“Hauptriemenzunge”) with one arched
end featuring a quadruped dragon was unearthed
from grave 292 of an Avar necropolis in Abony,

7% Szadeczky-Kardoss, 1990, p. 126.

8 Cf the belts of the sandstone statue of the Saka
satrap Castana (first half of the first century). Czuma, 1985,
pp. 112-3, cat. no. 43; Azarpay, 1981, pp. 122-5.

81 Schefer, 1892, pp. 7-12.

8 Gardizi, Zayn al-akhbar, in V.V. Bartol'd (W. Barthold),
Ot¢ o poezdke v Srednyuyu Aziyu s naucnoy tselyu 1893-1894
g¢., in Zapiski Imperatorskoy Akademii Nauk, ser. VII, t. i,
74-175. Pers. text and Russ. tr. repr. in Socineniya, Moscow
1963-73, vol. 8, p. 35, cited after Golden, “Pecenengs,” EI*
VIII, 289a.

% Pohl, 1988, pp. 28-9; Barthold and Golden, “Khazar,
EP 1V, 1172a.

8 Szédeczky-Kardoss, 1990, pp. 126-8.

8 Pohl, 1988, p. 289.

8 Cf. Xi’an, 2006, p. 356, cat. no. 271.

% Daim, 2000, pp.134-6, fig. 60; Xi'an, 2006, p. 356,

Hungary, attributed to the second half of the
seventh century (fig. 26).% The beast is rendered
in profile with elongated open snout, the upper
lip curving upwards revealing a pointed tongue,
crowned by horns or ears, with a beard projecting
from the chin; the elongated, undulant, serpentine
body covered with a spotted pattern is demar-
cated by crest-like, spiky protrusions, and rests
on three curved legs with pointed protrusions
at the feet, probably representing unsheathed
claws. Depicted at mid-section of the body is what
appears to be a small version of the dragon. An
association of this representation with the Chinese
dragon through Byzantine mediation has been
proposed by Falko Daim on the grounds that the
depiction of the dragon is comparatively rare in
Avar iconography.®” Samuel Szadeczky-Kardoss
however relates this iconography to Hellenistic
(that is Seleucid and Parthian) and Sasanian influ-
ence, while underlining that “the subject matter
[of the Avars] is taken from the body of beliefs
proper to the peoples of the steppe.”®

Belts also had an important ceremonial sig-
nificance and were a symbol of authority for the
Samanids, Ghaznawids and Saljugs.”” Tenth- or
eleventh-century Western Central Asian belt
hooks were commonly S-shaped with a central
cuboctahedral or spherical knob, terminated at
either end by a horned dragon head, one end bent
to a closed position and with a heavy rectangular
strap-slot.” The dragon heads are shown with the
wide-open snouts characteristic of the “Saljuq”
type, the upper lip curving upwards and reveal-
ing a deep cavity with stumpy fangs. A roughly
contemporary horned dragon with open snout
and sinuous body also occurs on narrow essen-
tially rectangular copper alloy belt strap fittings
from present-day Afghanistan, some of which
are gilded.”

cat. no. 271 (catalogue entry by Falko Daim).

8 Szadeczky-Kardoss, 1990, p. 128. It is interesting to
observe that a plaque in the form of a reptilian mythical crea-
ture with large gaping snout bearing the images of fish on
its belly, datable between the sixth and the eighth century,
can be detected among the animal copper alloys from the
governorate of Perm, north of the Caspian; see Oborin and
Tshagin, 1988, p. 93, cat. no. 69.

% Bosworth, 1963, p. 38.

% Several of these examples are preserved in Kuwait,
al-Sabah Collection, Kuwait National Museum, such as inv.
nos. LNS 617 J, LNS 1122 J, LNS 1123 J, LNS 1125 J b, LNS
2762 7.

I See an example in Kuwait, al-Sabah Collection, Kuwait
National Museum, inv. no. LNS 3103 J; putative origin:
Herat, Afghanistan.
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An unusual depiction of a standing quadruped
dragon appears on a richly gilded copper alloy
fitting, probably for the strap of a parade belt,
now in a private collection (fig. 27). The head,
turned backwards, has gaping jaws with fleshy
folds, the upper lip terminating in a tight curl
revealing rows of teeth, conspicuous projecting
fangs and a long flickering tongue. Small, circu-
lar eyes punctuate the head, which is crowned
by small, cusped ears and extends into the long
sinuous neck surmounted by a crest defined by
deep hatching. A split palmette projects from
the haunches at the front and another extends
from the tip of the long sinuous tail which curves
under the flank to ascend vertically above the
back. The legs with delineated four-clawed feet
are firmly planted on two platforms that proj-
ect to form the base of the fitting, adding to the
imposing plastic effect of the creature. In spite
of the uncommon appearance, its powerful and
expressive monumentality must be the result of
along-established tradition. Remarkably, distant
cousins of the enigmatic beast, albeit no drag-
ons, appear to survive on the low-relief carvings
that cover a large part of the exterior of a cathe-
dral of Saint Dmitry (1193-1197) in Vladimir in
the northeastern principality Vladimir-Suzdal
of Rus’ situated around the river Volga. Named
after the warrior saint Demetrius of Salonika, the
cathedral was commissioned by prince Vsevolod
III (1176-1212) for his own use. Contacts with
the east on the part of this principality, by way of
the Volga, were much closer than with western
Europe and it is generally thought that most of
the characteristic local artistic features are due
to Caucasian influences.”” Vladimir-Suzdal had
close contacts with Armenia and Georgia, exem-
plified by the fact that prince Yuri Bogolyubsky,
Vsevolod’s nephew, was chosen as husband for
the famed Georgian queen Tamar (1184-1211/2)
in 1184. On all three middle pediments of the
cathedral the biblical king David is portrayed as
surrounded by the animals, several of which are
rendered with stylistic aspects reminiscent of
the dragon on the fitting, such as the elongated
necks, the long legs ending in forceful delineated
feet and, in particular, the elongated tails that

2 Buxton, 1934, pp. 24-5.

% Allenow et al., 1992, figs. 205 and 228.

°* Eidem, p. 35. The style has also been compared with
Transcaucasian relief sculptures on the seventh-century
church of Ptghni (Ptghnavank’) in Ararat province and the
church of the Holy Cross of Aghtamar on Lake Van built

curve under the haunches to project vertically
above the back, ending in a split-palmette.” The
stylistic and iconographic stimuli for these relief
sculptures are to be sought in post-Sasanian,
Islamic and Transcaucasian art which may well
have been well-known through textiles and other
portable items.”* As a reflection of these eastern
stimuli the late twelfth-century date of creation
of the Vladimir relief sculptures thus provides an
approximate terminus ante quem for dating the
fitting with its forceful relief featuring a stand-
ing quadruped dragon which, in contrast to the
more tame appearance of the beasts in the Vladi-
mir reliefs, is characterised by an immediacy and
innate animal nature, imbued with the vigour,
physical power and lively spirit of wild beasts.

The dragon motif also extends to horseman-
ship. Nizam al-Mulk, the celebrated vizier of the
Saljuqid sultan Alp Arslan and former Ghaznawid
functionary, used the figurative expression
“Exalted Stirrup” (riqab-i ‘ali) in his Siyasat Nama
when referring to the sultan.”” The metonym was
used at Turkish as well as Iranian courts to denote
“the sovereign himself or his presence, the foot
of the throne.” It is thus fitting that a pair of
standing quadruped dragons are depicted on
the shoulders of a cast copper alloy horse stir-
rup which is probably from the Ghaznawid world,
datable to the eleventh or twelfth century, now in
the Nasser D. Khalili Collection of Islamic Art,
London (fig. 28).

c. The dragon motif on objects of personal
adornment

In the Western Central Asian world the dragon
also features prominently on objects pertain-
ing to personal adornment. Quadruped dragons
appear on an eleventh- or twelfth-century soft
stone mould of rectangular outline used for
tooling leather, reportedly from Herat in northern
Afghanistan and housed in the al-Sabah Collec-
tion in Kuwait (figs. 29a and b). Next to the pat-
terning for two faces of a pouch featuring astro-
logical and hunting scenes (as well as two small
flaps), the mould is intaglio-carved with a pair of
large, confronted quadruped dragons portrayed

between 915 and 921. See Buxton, 1934, pp. 25-6.

% Siyasat Nama, p. 133, pp. 98-9; cf. Silverstein, 2007,
p.- 131.

% Deny, “Riqab,” EI* VIII, p. 528b. The use of the term
is also attested in Ibn Bibi, al-Awamir al-‘ald’iyya, tr. Duda,
1959, pp. 95-6.
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with elongated slender bodies standing on tall,
splayed legs, with one leg raised in a formal stance.
Their snarling heads with long wide-open snouts
reveal protruding sinuous tongues, while the top
of the head has pricked ears and prominent ele-
gantly curved horns. The creatures are character-
ised by very long, narrow wings that surmount
the back, and thin, elongated S-shaped tails.

The dragon also makes an appearance on
a range of jewellery. A roughly trapezoidal
twelfth-century grey steatite jewellery mould
from Maimana province (Faryab) in Afghani-
stan, now in the al-Sabah Collection in Kuwait,
is deeply carved for a simple loop ear wire, ter-
minating at one end with a dragon head and a
vent.” An eleventh- or twelfth-century copper
alloy ring from northern Afghanistan, preserved
in the same collection, has tapering shanks that
terminate on either side at the apex in double-
collared, bulging-eyed dragon heads, their lower
jaws joining at the tips.”

Intertwined dragon protomes, joined by a
single loop, appear as appliqués on the shoul-
ders of a twelfth-century niello-inlaid gold finger
ring, also in the al-Sabah Collection in Kuwait.
The creatures are defined by confronted wide-
open snouts with upward-curling tips that hold
up a rectangular bevelled-edged agate seal stone
which is inscribed in reverse Kufic script: “my
sufficiency is in God and [it] suffices” (fig. 30).
These pious words were probably a supplication
for help to overcome difficulties.” The efficacy of
the prayer was buttressed by the entwined dragons
which in turn would have helped to enhance the
ring’s protective properties.

The motif of the entwined dragons is further
shown on an unglazed earthenware press mould
of tapering rectangular form from Balkh in north-
ern Afghanistan also in the al-Sabah Collection
in Kuwait. The twelfth-century mould has a re-
markable pictorial programme. It shows a pair
of addorsed regardant quadruped dragons in
rampant posture with geometrically patterned
elongated bodies. Importantly, the winged crea-
tures entwine at mid-section. Their heads are
crowned by long, curved horns and the open
jaws revealing long tongues touch the scrolling
foliage bearing round buds or fruit, possibly

77 Length 8.53 cm, width 2.94 cm. Kuwait, al-Sabah
Collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyyah, Kuwait National
Museum, inv. no. LNS 2619 J.

% Height 2.59 cm, width 2.4 cm. Kuwait, al-Sabah
Collection, Dar al-Athar al-Islamiyyah, Kuwait National
Museum, inv. no. LNS 1596.

* The formula is a well-known supplication in modern
times.

pomegranates, against which the entire compo-
sition is set and which itself again terminates in
gaping dragon heads. A small feline couchant,
probably a lion, is framed between the legs of
the dragons, which are surmounted in their turn
by addorsed upright quadrupeds alternating with
a pair of confronted human figures seated, legs
folded back, on a horizontal platform. Three
stacked round objects that closely resemble the
produce of the flowering branches (which are per-
haps pomegranates, the fruit associated with the
concept of fertility) appear between these figures
(figs. 31a and b).

To this may be added a very important and
more complex composition of paired entwined
dragons in mirror image, joined at the centre by
a quadripartite knot. This composition, consid-
ered below in chapter 10, is featured on a matrix
for belt ornaments which can be connected to
the Ghurid sultan Ghiyath al-Din Muhammad
ibn Sam (r. 569/1173-599/1202-3), the builder
of the minaret of Jam, or his younger brother,
Mu‘izz al-Din Muhammad ibn Sam (r. 569/1173-
602/1206), with whom he ruled in partnership
and also shared the ism (name) Muhammad and
the nasab (a person’s relation to his forefather)
ibn Sam (fig. 169).1

In this context it is interesting to note that the
motif of the interlaced dragons was minted as an
added emblem on the coinage of Fakhr al-Din
Qara Arslan ibn Dawad (539/1144-562/1167),
the Artuqid ruler of Hisn Kayfa and Khartpert,
which otherwise follows late Byzantine conven-
tions (figs. 32a and b). The dragon protomes are
represented addorsed but with necks twisted
backwards so that the open-mouthed heads are
confronted. Their raised wings touch at the centre
in a circular tip while the forelegs extend down
and forward to the medallion edge. The lower
ophidian body entwines once and forms a quadri-
partite loop which then extends to frame the lobed
medallion. The addition of the dragon motif coun-
termark, superimposed on the lower left quadrant
of a reproduction of a late Byzantine coin type
featuring an enthroned nimbate Christ holding
a book,'”" may be seen not only as an example
of Tirkmen efforts to create a multi-cultural

' From a set of 77 copper alloy matrices for belt/
strap fittings, Kuwait, al-Sabah Collection, Dar al-Athar
al-Islamiyyah, Kuwait National Museum, LNS 2558 ]
a-x2.

1" This type of motif is seen on coins of Manuel I
Komnenos (1143-1180). See Lane Poole, p. 123, no. 329.
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paradigm, embracing as it does both Byzantine
Greek and Tirkmen visual traditions, but also
as a step towards asserting the identity of this
Artugqid ruler. The choice of this particular motif
as emblem by a Tirkmen leader is particularly
important since it gives weight to the hypothesis
that the interlaced dragon figure was introduced
into Islamic art from Central Asia via the Turkish
dynasties.'** The use of a symbol which must have
carried Iranian cultural associations may thereby
represent a conscious effort to revive a visual heri-
tage from the past which at the same time served
as a means of self-identification.

Dragon imagery on Central Asian objects of
personal adornment was also found at the fron-
tier town of Utrar, located at the confluence of
the Aryss and the Syr Darya rivers. Excavations
yielded a signet ring featuring a rider on horse-
back killing a dragon, an iconography that will be
discussed in greater depth in chapter 7, together
with bracelets terminating in dragon heads.'”
The incident at Utrar where a Mongolian car-
avan was massacred by Khwarazmian officials
led to the invasion of Transoxania by Genghis
Khan’s troops in the autumn of 616/1219 and
the city’s destruction shortly thereafter. It sig-
nalled the beginning of the Mongol conquest of
Western Asia.

Whereas the Central Asian world yields a wide
range of objects of adornment decorated with the
likeness of the dragon, comparable finds from
Anatolia and the Jazira from the eleventh to the
thirteenth century are generally extremely rare.
However, on the back of an early- to mid-thir-
teenth-century Saljuq gold-inlaid steel mirror,
which would have been a prime accoutrement,
now in the Topkap1 Saray1 Miizesi, the dragon
occurs three times with different connotations.
The central field is decorated with a mounted fal-
coner on a richly caparisoned horse with a hunt-
ing dog attached by a leash to the saddle. A small,
looped dragon with raised, gaping head appears
just in front of the horse’s hooves, a quadruped,
probably a fox, seeks cover at the back, and a

12 Azarpay, 1978, p. 366, n. 20.

193 Baipakov, 1992, p. 110; the date of the pieces is not
mentioned. They could also date to the period after the
destruction by the Mongols in 617/1220, since the city
regained some of its commercial prominence by the middle
of the thirteenth century, as attested by the travelling Arme-
nian king Het'um II of Cilicia (Lesser Armenia, Armenian
kingdom from 1198-1375) who in his Account of the Eastern
Kingdoms (p.128, as cited in Bretschneider, 1888, repr.
1967, p. 57) called Utrar (Otrar) “the greatest city of Turke-
stan”

game bird flies above. The benedictory inscription
in minute letters on the horse’s harness under-
lines the rider’s elevated position. The scene is
circumscribed by a band enclosing a procession
of symmetrically arranged real quadrupeds as
well as mythical creatures, the latter including a
centaur-archer whose tail terminates in a dragon
head. The band is crowned at the top by a pair of
expressive dragons with small wings and forelegs
whose upper bodies cross (but do not loop) so that
the gaping mouth of each appears to snap at the
other dragon’s looped tail end (fig. 33)."* Their
position at the apex, as Priscilla Soucek notes,
brings to mind the use of architectural dragons
as guardians at gates.'”

Such a mirror would have belonged to the
requisites of the nobility and may well, as Oya
Pancaroglu proposes, have been used as instru-
ment “of allegorical reflection and divination.”
This mirror thus “embodies a vision of kingship
that extends beyond the horizons of temporal
human dominion while affirming the univer-
sality of its royal centre.”'’ Mirrors have a long
history of association with apotropaic properties
in antiquity and the medieval period, for they
have the power of turning evil back upon itself.'"”
They are often linked with magic and the Latin
version of the magical manual Ghayat al-hakim
(“The Philosopher’s Goal”), attributed to Abu
Maslama Muhammad al-Majriti (who wrote
between 443/1052 and 448/1056),' includes
instructions on how to make a magic mirror,
ascribed to Jabir ibn Hayyan, the semi-legendary
eighth- or ninth-century author of a large body of
Hermetic alchemical literature. The owner of this
mirror was said to have power over the winds,
humankind and demons.'” The amplified depic-
tion of the dragon on such a multi-layered object,
as pair at the apex, below the horse’s hooves and
as the centaur’s tail, shows that it was considered
an extremely valued and compelling iconography
that was deemed necessary to further increase
the potency of the mirror’s inherent properties.

104 Cf. Oney, 1969a, p. 171, fig. 21; Erginsoy, 1978,
pp. 456-7, figs. 225 a and b; Glory of Byzantium, 1997, p. 424,
cat. no. 282; Turks, 2005, cat. no. 72.

15 Glory of Byzantium, 1997, p. 424 (catalogue entry no.
282 by Priscilla Soucek).

19 Turks, 2005, p. 395, cat. no. 72. Cf. also Pellat, “Mir’at,”
EI* VII, 105b.

197 Ullmann, 1992, pp. 55-61; Maguire, 1994, p. 267.

1% On Aba Maslama Muhammad al-Majriti, see Sezgin,
1971, pp. 294-8.

19" Cf. Strohmaier, 1989, p. 267.
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d. The dragon motif on vessels

The depiction of the dragon is frequently found
sculpted as part of vessels, for instance on the
arched handles of two celebrated buckets both of
which are now preserved in the State Hermitage,
St. Petersburg. One of these is the richly silver-
and copper-inlaid copper alloy bucket, named
after its collector, Count Alexei Bobrinsky, the
famous “Bobrinski bucket,” which was purchased
in Bukhara in 1885 by N.N. Shavrov, the adjun-
tant of General Chernyayev, governor general
of Turkestan (fig. 34). It was probably made in
Herat, one of the main cultural centres of the
province of Khurasan which flourished espe-
cially under the Ghurid dynasty, during whose
rule the vessel was produced as indicated by the
date muharram 559/December 1163 inscribed in
Kufic at the top band of the handle of the bucket.'"
The loops of the handle are in the form of a leap-
ing lion and on the inside a dragon protome,
from whose gaping mouth issues the four-sided
arched section inscribed on two sides in naskhi
with benedictory inscriptions (fig. 56).

The second bucket, which in the mid-nine-
teenth century was in the Parisian collection of
Louis Fould before coming into the possession
of the St. Petersburg jeweller, A.K. Fabergé, is
signed by its maker, Muhammad ibn Nasir ibn
Muhammad al-Harawi. The toponymic (nisba)
al-Harawi (“from Herat”) perhaps indicates the
origin of the maker, and indeed the bucket is
thought to have been made in late twelfth- or
early thirteenth-century Khurasan, probably
in Herat.""" Yet nothing is known of the maker
who could also have migrated from Khurasan
westwards; moreover, on the basis of its faceted
body and gilt ground as well as several decorative
elements, it has recently been attributed to the
early thirteenth-century Jazira, northern Syria, or
possibly Anatolia."” Its handle is closely related
to that of the Bobrinski bucket and is similarly
held in place by loops in the form of curved

10" Cf. Loukonine and Ivanov, eds., 2003, pp. 114-5, cat.
no. 116. Cf. Pope and Ackerman, eds., 1938-9, repr. 1964-
81, vol. 13, pl. 1308; Rice, 1955, pls. XIX-XX; Mayer, 1959,
p. 61; Ettinghausen, 1943, pp. 193-208; Hartner, 1973-4,
p. 122, fig. 18.

1" See however Eva Baer’s (1983, pp. 301-2) caveat with
regard to the assumption that the nisba carried a geographic
association that indicates the place of the artiss work-
shop. Not only could the artist have left his native town but
it could also have indicated a special product or specialised
technique.

dragons topped here by projecting lion-headed
knobs (fig. 57).'"

The dragon’s close connection with water
has been manifested since ancient times and its
ensuing depiction on vessels containing liquid is
known at least from the early medieval period.
Often this is expressed in dragon-headed spouts.
This feature appears on an automaton depicted
in the treatise written by the court engineer
Abu ’1-Tzz Isma‘il ibn al-Razzaz al-Jazari (fl.
second half of sixth/twelfth century) which
details the various automata commissioned by
the Artuqid ruler Nasir al-Din Mahmud ibn
Muhammad al-Malik al-Salih (r. 597/1201-
619/1222) for the court’s amusement. The result-
ing work, Kitab fi ma‘rifat al-hiyal al-handasiyya
(“Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical
Devices™), dates to ¢. 1200.!'* Al-Jazari’s “Hand-
washing machine,” which was designed for ritual
ablutions, is depicted with a dragon-spouted ewer
on a leaf from the earliest extant manuscript of
this work dated to the end of Sha’ban 602/about
10 April 1206, copied by Muhammad ibn Yasuf
ibn ‘Uthman al-Haskafl (“of Hisn Kayfa”) at
Diyarbakr, and now preserved in the Topkapi
Saray1 Library, Istanbul. When the machine was
turned on, water flowed from the cistern in the
servant’s chest into the ewer, the bird on the
lid of the vessel whistled and the liquid poured
out of the gaping mouth of the dragon-headed
spout (fig. 35)."° Such a spout is also portrayed
on a Jazira-type copper alloy ewer (with recently
replaced silver inlay), the so-called “Homberg
Ewer,” now preserved in the Keir Collection in
London, which has an overall decagonal out-
line. The lower part of the neck is inscribed with
the signature of the artist, Ahmad al-Dhaki, the
engraver, al-Mawsili and the date 640/1242."

The dragon motif in manifold variations is
frequently found as part of the decorative pro-
gramme of vessels, as for instance on a rectangular
brass tray inlaid with silver and with a central cru-
ciform depression in which four pairs of dragons

112 Tvanov, 2004, p. 174; see also idem, n. 19 with refer-
ence to Oktay Aslapana (1971, p. 284), who came to the same
conclusion many years ago.

3 Another thirteenth-century bucket of Anatolian prov-
enance with handles terminating in dragon heads was sold at
Sotheby’s, London, 1990; cf. Ivanov, 2004, p. 175, fig. 2.

14 For al-JazarTs sources, see Kitab fi ma'rifat al-hiyal
al-handasiyya, tr. Hill, 1974, p. 74.

!> Cf. Rogers, tr., exp. and ed., 1986, p. 30, cat. no. 10.

16 Fehérvari, 1976, p. 105, cat. no. 131, pl. I.
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are portrayed with their heads turned back and
their tails intertwined. The well-wishing Arabic
inscriptions are typical of Western Central Asian
metalwork. In the medieval Islamic world inscrip-
tions bestowing blessings on the owner were often
combined with figural decorations of a symbolic
or magical intention,'” in order to magnify the
overall apotropaic function intended to benefit
the maker and owner of the objects. Not least
because of the epigraphic bands which are typi-
cal of Khurasani metalwork, the tray has been
attributed to the first half of thirteenth-century
northeastern Iran; however on the basis of the
creatures’ entwined tails an Anatolian or Jaziran
provenance has recently been suggested.'"*

A related composition also fills the inner band
of three zigzag bands that circumscribe the conical
base of a thirteenth-century copper alloy candle-
stick base, inlaid with silver, which is preserved
in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
It comprises bilateral compositions of confronted
pairs of quadruped dragons in profile. The tail tips

117 Cf. Kerner, 2004, pp. 218-9 and ns. 79, 80.

18 Ivanov, 2004, p. 174. The tray is published in the exhi-
bition catalogue Islam and the Medieval West, 1975, cat. no.
58. Dimensions 8 inch square. At the time of publication

of the creatures are entwined with the contiguous
addorsed dragons’ tails (fig. 36). They are por-
trayed with their inner forelegs raised, their wide-
open jaws revealing the tongues and the upswept,
curved wings with tightly curled tip projecting
from the haunches. The dragons’ hide is covered
with scales, the tails knotted at mid-section to
form a figure of eight. Importantly, the taper-
ing tail tips transform into small dragon heads
which appear to grasp or snap at the serpentine
coils."”” An epigraphic frieze around the shoulder
invokes blessings such as glory, prosperity, per-
fect health, good fortune, felicity, etc., upon the
owner. It is notable that the paired dragons have
close analogies to the dragon figures carved in low
relief on three relief-carved stone panels from
the now destroyed city walls, gates or citadel of
Konya (618/1221) (fig. 60). Like their monumen-
tal cousins, the miniature versions of the dragons
on the candlestick base may well have conveyed an
impression of might and good fortune, thus aug-
menting the impact of the epigraphic blessings.

the piece was in the collection of N. Anavian.
19 Cf. d’Avennes, 1877, pl. 161-5, fig. 3; Dimand, 1926,
p. 197, fig. 5.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DRAGONS AND THE POWERS OF THE EARTH

a. The dragon and the elements

Equally at home on land and sea, the dragon is
associated with remote places and phenomena of
the natural world. Its aquatic nature is profoundly
ambivalent: as water dweller it can be both benev-
olent guardian and malevolent destroyer. In its
threatening manifestation the creature is linked to
adverse climatological phenomena such as thun-
der, rain, lightning or earthquakes.

The symbolic complexity of the dragon is thus
expressed through its ability to cross boundaries
within the natural environment it inhabits. The
distinction between land- and sea-beast is often
blurred. That the dragon or the large serpent can
be both aquatic and terrestrial was noted in the
fifth-century Armenian theological writings of
Eznik of Koghb.! According to the texts of the
Ikhwan al-Safa’ (Brethren of Purity, established
¢. 373/983), the likeness, character and manner of
the dragon is like the sea serpent.”? Both aquatic
and terrestrial, the dragon, like its close cousin
the amphibian serpent, is thus characterised
by a wet-dry dichotomy as noted by the four-
teenth-century scholar Kamal al-Din al-Damiri
in his Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra.’ They dwell not
only in springs, wells, rivers, lakes or sea water,
but also in mountains, forests, caverns, caves,
crevices and other subterranean enclosures, hence
lending themselves to association with the under-
world and chthonic forces. In tunnelling into the
earth and resurfacing again above ground, they

' Elc alandoc’, tr. and ed. Mariés and Mercier, 1959,
pp- 593-4, ch. 133.

2 Tr. and ed. Dieterici, 1858, pp. 114-6.

* Tr. Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1, p. 636. See p. 5.

* This observation is recorded by al-Birani in his Kitab
al-Athar al-Bagiya (“The Chronology of Ancient Nations”)
(tr. and ed. Sachau, 1876-8, p. 248) in which he states that
during the cold season he himself found that:

...in Khwarizm, they gather in the interior of the earth
and roll themselves up one round the other so that the
greatest part of them is visible, and they look like a
ball. In this condition they remain during the winter
until this time.

are associated with the fertilisation of the earth.
Their absence and re-emergence according to the
cycle of the seasons (during the dormant season
it hibernated in the ground)* may also be seen as
a metamorphosis.

In the Rigvedic pantheon a primordial “serpent
of the deep,” Ahi Budhnya, is known;’ the Vedic
dhi- meaning “serpent, snake,” while budhnya-
is an adjectival derivative of budhnas “bottom,
base.” The origin and abode of the “dragon of
the deep” is the dark bottom of heavenly waters,
he is “sitting in the depth of rivers” (budhne
nadinam rajahsu sidan).° In the Rigveda (dating
from 1500-1000 BC) budhnas is used of the root
(in heaven) of the cosmological Nyagrodha tree
(1.24.7),” hence associating the serpent with a
tree.® In later Indian literature water is known
as the abode of serpent demons.” Apart from the
aquatic monster GandaroPa who lives in Lake
Varukasha (originally perhaps denoting a specific
location such as Lake Aral or the Caspian Sea), the
Iranian Zoroastrian dragons were terrestrial crea-
tures, “inhabitants of this world,” and the con-
nection with water is less evident in Zoroastrian
literature, with the exception of some references
to river-dwelling dragons.'” Yet in almost all of
the stories in Iranian literature, the dragon’s lair
is close to either a source of water or the sea,"
for instance, the dragon-fighter Garshasp in the
Garshasp-nama kills a dragon which had emerged
from the sea and made its abode on Mount
Shekawand, while Sam in the Shah-nama'? slays

° Oldenberg, 1894, repr. 1977, pp. 71-2; Watkins, 1995,
pp. 460-2.

¢ Grassmann, 1873, repr. 1976, cols. 909-10. Cf. Watkins,
1995, pp. 460-2.

7 Watkins, 1995, p. 460.

¢ After he was killed by Indra, the Rigvedic hymns (1.32.5)
state the following about the dragon Vrtra: “As trunks of
trees, what time the axe hath felled them, low on the earth so
lies the prostrate dragon” (tr. Hotchkin Griffith, 1889, p. 20).

° Oldenberg, 1894, repr. 1977, p. 71; Vogel, 1926, pp. 32-
33, 115-6, 209, 244; Bosch, 1960, pp. 33-4, 51-3, 136-7.

12 Boyce, 1975, repr. 1996, pp. 90-1.

" Cf. Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II,” EIr.

2 Tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878,

vol. 1, p.309,
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a dragon from the river Kashafrad in Khurasan."
The dragon’s aquatic nature is clearly perceptible
in the Armenian vishap (Georgian veshapi, also a
tabulous serpent; Syriac wshp; a loanword from
the Avestan vishapa-, “whose saliva is poison”)
was used as an epithet to azhi, “serpent,”"* which
was said to dwell in the waters of a lake."”

In the ancient Semitic world the predominant
belief was that both wood and water are potent
generating forces,' a notion which continued to
exist in the medieval Islamic period."” Holy trees
are known either by direct assertion or by implica-
tion to be associated with spring shrines.'® Often
the sacred spring or well spirit or numen was an
accompaniment of a sacred tree" or sacred place.””
Sources of life such as wood and water are also
considered to be channels of a greater power; the
power that is contained in them is thought to be
“contagious.””

In the Islamic period trees and twigs as part
of trees were widely used for religio-magical pur-
poses, and by extension, any magic rods or wands
used in such practices were related to the idea of
woody plants.”” The association of vegetation and
the dragon is reflected in the description by the
universal historian Abua Ja‘far Muhammad ibn
Jarir ibn Yazid al-Tabari (c. 224-5/839-310/923)
of the rod of Musa (Moses) as a:

...two-pronged fork with a crook under the meet-
ing point of the twigs and when it was turned
into a serpent, the two twigs formed the mouth
of the serpent with its forked tongue, while the
crook took the shape of the crest.””

1. 1175-176. In the Pahlawi Riwayat of Garshasp, the hero
fights in the sea with the dragon Gandarw for nine days
and nights; after his victory he slaughters fifteen horses and
eats them. See Monchi-Zadeh, 1975, p. 138.

" The early thirteenth-century historian Ibn Isfandiyar
(I, p.89), probably a native from Amul, has similarly
recorded a tale from Mazandaran in which Sam had van-
quished a dragon at an otherwise unknown location called
Kava Kalada in the same province near the sea; see Khaleqi-
Motlaq, “Azdaha I1, EIr.

" Nirangastan 48, cited after Ananikian, “Armenia
(Zoroastrian),” ERE, vol. 5, part 2, 1914, p.800; Skjerve,
“Azdaha I, Elr; Boyce, 1975, repr. 1996, p. 91, n. 42.

!> Russell, 2004, p. 373.

!¢ Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp. 132-3, 135-6,
166-7; Jefters, 1996, p. 145.

17 Cf. Whitehouse, “Holiness (Semitic),” ERE 6, 1913,
p. 754.

8 Cf. Wood, 1916, p. 19.

' Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, p.136; Jeffers,
1996, p. 163 and n. 107.

% Eadem, pp. 169-70; Whitehouse, “Holiness (Semitic),”
ERE 6, 1913, p. 754.

21 Jeffers, 1996, p. 145.

The numinous power inherent in the serpent,
discussed further below, is also reflected in the
Qur’anic story of Musa’s rod turning into a ser-
pent, which is an example of the living power of
the rod.”

The ancient association of the dragon with
water is revealed in the names of streams, lakes,
pools or springs that are also often compared
with each other in poetic simile. The serpent
as guardian and custodian of a water source is
referred to by the ancient Greek term drakon in
the second-century Ap compilations of Pseudo-
Apollodorus.” According to the Byzantine his-
torian Procopius of Caesarea, a river in Bithynia
was called Drakon because its shape resembled
that of the fabulous monster.*® The sacred foun-
tain of Ephca at Palmyra, which is a sulphurous
spring, is associated with a demon in serpent
form.”” As William Robertson Smith has pointed
out, there are indications that in certain instances
the original sanctuary was at a well beneath the
town as was the case of the original sanctuaries
of Jerusalem, such as the fountain of En-Rogel (1
Kings I, 9, 38) where Adonijah held his sacrificial
feast, located near the “serpent’s stone” which
may possibly be identified with the “dragon well”
(Nehemiah II, 13).?® Sacrifices offered at the well
of Abraham at Mamre were said to be eaten by
the serpent denizen of the water.” In Syria sacred
springs were thought to be guarded by spirits in
the form of giant pythons.” The chronicler of
the early Byzantine period, Ioannes Malalas (d. c.
570/580), mentions that the partly subterranean
river Orontes in Asia Minor was called Drakon,*

22 Cf. Schimmel, 1994, pp. 29-30.

% Al-Tabari, Mukhtasar ta’rikh al-rusul wa I-mulitk wa
I-khulafa’, 1, Cairo, n.d., p. 401; al-Tha'labi, ‘Ard’is al-majalis
fi gisas al-anbiya’, Cairo, n.d., p. 90, cited after Fodor, 1978,
p- 4.
2 Schimmel, 1994, p. 30. It is also of note that Ezekiel
(17.3-10) likens the king to a vine and (19:11) calls the vine
“fit to be carved into a royal scepter”

» Apollodorus, Bibliotheca I1I 4.1. The central episode of
the myth of Kadmos is his victory over the spring-guarding
drakon, Ares son, whose teeth he sowed in the earth and out
of which grew armed warriors (the Spartoi). On the Kadmos
myth, see Fontenrose, 1959, repr. 1980, pp. 306-20; Astour,
1965, pp. 156-61.

¢ Procopius VII, Buildings V 2.3-10.

7 Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp. 168-9.

% Idem, p. 172, n. 3.

¥ Idem, p. 177.

3 Whitehouse, “Holiness (Semitic); ERE 6, 1913,
pp- 751-3; Chelhod, 1955, p. 105 and n. 6. For other exam-
ples in Syria and Palestine, cf. Robertson Smith, 1889, repr.
1927, pp. 168, 176-7.

' Chronographia, tr. and ed. Dindorf, 1831, p.38,1.
Cf. Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp.171-2;
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and was, according to Strabo, also known as
Typhon and Ophites.”” The continued association
of the Orontes with the mythical dragon is shown
in a Turkish legend from Hatay which states that
the river was created when the dragon took flight
from the mysterious immortal Islamic Prophet
Khidr by digging underground channels.”” In
Persian the close affiliation between the ser-
pent and the stream of water is reflected in the
word liwa’ which comes to mean “the winding
of the river” as well as “the twisting or coiling
of a serpent.” A serpent spring also makes an
appearance in the Kitab-i Samak ‘Ayyar (“Book
of Samak the Adventurer”), collected by Faramarz
ibn Khudadadh al-Arrajani and written down
by Sadaqa ibn Abu ’I-Qasim Shirazi,” which is
thought to be rooted in the Parthian period.*
The association of the dragon with water is sim-
ilarly evident in the Transcaucasian tradition.
The appellation of the Armenian river Awji near
Awjaberd in Geghark'unik’ province contains just
like the toponym the word awj (serpent).”” One
of the most ancient Armenian cults, that of tree
worship, is often connected with water sources
and serpents. In his collection of Armenian folk-
lore entitled Krots-Prots (ch. 9), the eighteenth-
century clergyman Garegin Servantsian records
the ancient belief that aged serpents come to a
certain source to shed their skins, eat a flower
which only they know, bathe in the spring and
are then rejuvenated. Anyone who finds the same

Fontenrose, 1959, repr. 1980, pp. 277-8.

2 Reportedly this is because the wounded drakon
Typhon had crawled into the underground channels of the
source of this river to seek shelter from the thunderbolts of
Zeus (Strabo, Geography XVI, 750). The name of the Greek
she-dragon Python (phuth- from Vedic bhudh-) who is slain
by Apollo with his arrow (Fontenrose, 1959, repr. 1980,
pp. 13-45) also demonstrates the inherent designation of a
serpent creature of the watery deep (Watkins, 1995, p. 461).
The Python myth, as Joseph Fontenrose (1959, repr. 1980,
pp- 77-93, 193) shows, largely corresponds with that of
Typhon. In the Greek tradition the outer ring of the world’s
water, the ocean (Ogenos-Okeanos), is also the lair of
Ophioneus (Ophitichus), the serpent-man who tried to over-
come Zeus (Janda, 2010, pp. 71-89; Russell, 2004, p. 718). In
Phaedo Plato’s literary figure, Socrates, compares the rivers
to the serpent: “There are some, then, that after having encir-
cled the earth with one or more coils, like snakes, descend
so deeply that they come out at the lowest point of Tartarus,”
as cited in Mastrocinque, 2005, p. 29. Cf. Robertson Smith,
1889, repr. 1927, p. 176 and n. 4.

* Franke, 2000, pp. 100, 547-9.

** Cited after Steingass, 1892, repr. 1981, p. 1130.

* See the preface of the Oxford Kitab-i Samak ‘Ayyar
(Bodleian Library Ms. Ouseley 379-81); Sachau and Ethé,

flower and eats it and then drinks three times
from the water in which the serpent bathed will
similarly become immortal.* In pre-Islamic Cen-
tral Asia, in particular in the regions of present-
day Afghanistan, the connection of dragons with
water was expressed by the pan-Indic serpent dei-
ties (nagas), the serpent genii, who dwell in terres-
trial water sources, and to whom were attributed
tempests and floods.*”” In Kashmir, the word nag
occurs in a variety of names of springs, rivers,
or reservoirs, for instance, Lake Nila Nag in the
region of Nagam (ancient Nagrama).*

This close association of the dragon with the
element of water also led to its depiction on water-
spouts. This is evidenced in the Islamic period
in the example of Karatay Han situated between
Kayseri and Malatya. Two of the conduits used
for drainage from the gutters of the roof (gar-
goyles) of the mid-thirteenth-century caravan-
serai have the appearance of winged dragonite
protomes that hold in their wide-open mouths
what appears to be the stylised upper body of a
human being whose hands clutch the monsters’
forelegs (fig. 37)."

The dichotomy of the dragons is evident in their
activities either as guardians of natural sources
or as ravagers in the form of destructive natural
phenomena. In the popular mind dragons lent
themselves naturally to functioning as symbols
for the mysterious and destructive forces of the
earth. The notion of dragons as guardians of water

1889, pp. 422-3; Gaillard, 1987, pp. 10-1.

¢ Gaillard, 1987, pp. 64, 155.

37 Alishan, G., Hin hawatk’ kam het' anosakan kronk'
Hayok' (“The Ancient Faith or Pagan Religion of the Arme-
nians”), Venice, 1910 ed., pp. 165-6, as cited in Russell, 2004,
p. 461.

* TIshkol-Kerovpian, “Baum- und Pflanzenkult, WAM IV,
1, pp. 105-6.

* The nagas are genii of lakes and springs, and are wor-
shipped for their beneficent as well as destructive aspects as
powers of the waters. They are considered also as guardians
of treasure and givers of vital forces stored up in springs and
wells. The accounts of the seventh-century Chinese pilgrim
Xuanzang (Hstian-tsang) show that the naga cult was still
flourishing in parts of Western Central Asia and northern
India in the seventh century. Cf. Si-yu-ki, vol. 1, tr. Beal,
1884, repr. 2000, pp. 121-3. For an in-depth study of the
nagas in Indian iconography, see Vogel, 1926.

" Idem, pp. 227-31, with further examples.

1 See Erdmann, 1962, pl. IX. Roux (1972, pp. 373-5, figs.
1 and 2), however, recognises these spouts to be sculpted in
the form of a fantastic leonine animal. Gargoyles in the form
of dragon heads are also found at the fourteenth-century
Araboglu Mosque in Karaman, south of Konya. See idem,
p-373,n. 2.



54 CHAPTER FOUR

sources, which was well-known in ancient Greek
sources,” is recorded in the medieval period by
the twelfth-century Byzantine scholar Ioannes
Tzetzes, a commentator on Lycophron.*’ By con-
trast, destructive natural phenomena attributed
to dragon monsters, also well-established themes
in ancient Greek sources,* were mentioned by
the tenth-century Arab encyclopaedist al-Masadi
who associates meteorological phenomena with
the mythical creatures. He reports that the Cas-
pian and the Mediterranean (near Tripoli and
Latakia) were “prolific in sea monsters” (kathir
al-tananin), adding that according to tradition
the sea monster (al-tannin) was a “black wind
nurtured in the depth of the sea, which ascends
to the zephyrs.” He adds the account that the
al-tannin were:

...black serpents existing in the plains and moun-
tains, in which places there are floods and rain-
storms, carrying them down into the sea, where
they feed upon the sea-creatures so that their
bodies attain great size, and their age is extended,
and in the end some of them achieve the age of
500 years, and become the lords of the sea. These
stories are by no means denied by the Persians,
who assert that the monsters have seven heads,
and are called Ajdaha [Azhidahaka].”

The celebrated thirteenth-century cosmographer
and geographer Zakariyya' ibn Muhammad ibn
Mahmud al-Qazwini (c. 600/1203-4-682/1283),
who originated from an Arab family that had been
Iranised after settling at Qazwin, similarly relates
that the Iranians believed “the sea-dragon to be
either a hurricane or a black serpent dwelling on
the sea bottom.”*

The Ikhwan al-Safa’, whose Rasa’il (Epistles)
appeared in the tenth century, states that, on

2 A giant dragon (drakon) guarded the local spring,
sacred to the god Ares, at the future site of the Boeotian
city Thebes (Apollonius, Argonautica 3.1178-87; cf. also
Euripides, Phoenician Women 930-5 and Bacchae 1274,
1314-5).

* Joannis Tzetzae Historiae, ed. Leone, P.A.M., Naples,
1968, p. 404, 399, as cited in Bouras, p. 67 and n. 41.

* The contumacious Greek primeval monster Typhon
was defeated by Zeus but as punishment lived on under the
earth (under volcanoes or in Tartaros); he personified vol-
canism, being thus associated with volcanic eruptions. The
classical Greek lyric poet Pindar, for instance, ascribes the
volcanic action of Etna in Sicily to the drakon Typhon who
was imprisoned under the mountain (Pythian Odes 1.15-28;
see also Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, 351-72). Typhon
also appeared as demon of storms and whirlwinds (Hesiod,
Theogony 846, 869-80).

* Kitab marij al-dhahab, tr. and ed. Barbier de Meynard
and de Courteille, 1917, vol. vol. 1, pp. 266-7.

account of the formidable fire created by the
venom which sits between his jaws and moves
freely in flames within his body, the dragon endea-
vours to obtain relief in freezing temperatures.
The text describes that as a result of the inten-
sity of the fiery heat of his venom, the dragon-
king seeks as abode the peaks of high hills and
mountains, above the regions of mild air, in a
region where the cold is so intense that there can
be neither clouds nor rain, and where neither
plants nor animals can survive.” Citing Ibn
‘Abbas, al-Mas‘adi, moreover, reports the medi-
eval Islamic idea that “when the tail of a dragon
strikes a large edifice, (like) a tree or mountain,
it destroys it. Furthermore, at times when the
dragon breathes it sets fire to large trees,”* appar-
ently describing natural manifestations such as
earthquakes. This association between dragons
and fire is similarly mentioned in the Kitab-i
Samak ‘Ayyar.” The fiery breath of the notori-
ously pelagic biblical Leviathan is also described
in Job (41:11-3):

Out of his mouth go burning torches, and sparks
of fire leap forth. Out of his nostrils goes smoke,
as out of a burning pot or cauldron. His breath
kindles coals and a flame goes out of his mouth.

Moses of Chorene’s writings also preserve pre-
Christian Armenian religious poetry which
describes the birth of Vahagn, god of strength
and victory. Sudden storms or winds on Lake
Van are a sign that dragons (vishap) live in the
lake, growing there until they are large enough
to destroy the world, at which point Vahagn
(probably conflated in this story with the Hurrian
weather god Teshub, the Urartean Teisheba)”
drags the dragons up from the depths to take them
into the sky to burn up in the sun.”’ The twelfth-

 Kitab ‘aja’ib al-makhlaqgat, ed. Wiistenfeld, 1849, repr.
1967, p. 129. See also Badiee, 1978, pp. 120-1.

# Tr. and ed. Dieterici, 1858, pp. 115.

8 Kitab marij al-dhahab, tr. and ed. Barbier de Meynard
and de Courteille, 1917, vol. 1, p. 267. For a translation of the
passage into German, see Monchi-Zadeh, 1975, p. 159, n. 33.

* Gaillard, 1987, p. 63.

0 Geo Widengren (1966, p. 444) suggests an amalgama-
tion of Iranian beliefs held by Armenians with the older Ana-
tolian substratum of the Hurrian song of the monster Ulli-
kummi, whom the weather god Teshub (Urartean Teisheba)
smites. Cf. Ishkol-Kerovpian, “Vahagn,”WdM 1V, 1, pp. 149-
52; Schwartz, 1975, p. 416; Russell, 1987, p. 29, and idem,
2004, pp.357-61, 373; Mahé, 1994. However, according
to Mary Boyce (1975, repr. 1996, p. 64, n. 279), the tale of
Vahagn killing a monster may be a late development.

°' Patmut‘iwn Hayoc', tr. Langlois, 1872, p. 41 and n. 1.
See also Russell, 2004, pp. 357, 361, 617-8 and n. 23, 631 and
n. 38, 1132, 1287, n. 39; van Lint, 2009, pp. 257-8.
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century Armenian historian Matthew of Edessa
(Matt'éos Urhayetsi) relates the eruption of vol-
canoes to the fiendish nature of dragons, refer-
ring to this phenomenon metaphorically as the
dragons of Mount Ararat fighting those of Mount
Aragac.”

An echo of the ancient association of drag-
ons with water seems distantly to reverberate in
the ancient Iranian festival of Sada, the celebra-
tion of which, according to the historian of the
Ghaznawid dynasty, Abu ’l-Fadl Bayhaqi, resumed
during Ghaznawid times. For the celebration of
Sada, a festival held fifty days before Nawraz (the
celebration of the return of spring), large fires are
lit in commemoration of the Pishdadian king
Hushang (Haoshyanha), the first lawful king who
reigned over the seven climes of the world, over
the demons and the sorcerers, and according to
al-Biruni, and later Firdawsi, was the inventor of
fire. As stated by the latter, Hashang also origi-
nated the idea of using irrigation canals. Firdawsi,
moreover, records the king’s feat of valour in van-
quishing a monstrous dragon that infested the
country and which the king himself attacked with
stones, “when one of them falling with prodigious
force upon another, struck fire and set herbage
and surrounding trees in a blaze, and consumed
the dragon in the flames.””* The writer adds that
the legendary pre-Islamic monarch “gave orders
that prayers should be said facing a fire, saying:
It is the spark given by God (Izad); worship it if
you are wise.””*

Sada was held in winter “to strengthen the
sun and to help bring back warmth and light to
the world.” As was customary, sultan Masad
of Ghazna (the son and successor of Mahmud)
chose to celebrate it beside a stream, where a fire
was lit* to aid symbolically the stream of water
“in his subterranean task of protecting plants and
springs from frost.””

The affiliation between dragon, water and earth
also becomes apparent in the Alexander Romance
by the Pseudo-Callisthenes, thought to have origi-
nated at some time prior to the third century Ap

2 Abeghyan, M., Erkeri Zhoghovadsu (“Collected
Works”), Erevan, 1966-75, vol. 7, p. 65, and Avandapatum,
no. 11, as cited in Russell, 1987, p. 206.

>3 Cited after Steingass, 1892, repr. 1981, p. 663.

** Massé, “Hashang,” EI* 111, 637b.

> Boyce, 1983, p. 800.

¢ Bayhaqi, Ta'rikh-i Mas‘adi, ed. Ghani and Fayyud,
Tehran, 1324/1945, p. 278, as cited in Lambton, “Marasim:
3. In Iran,” EI* VI, 518a.

as a collection of oral legends and other material.
A good portion of the material was progressively
gathered in written form, probably assembled in
Alexandria, and entered the Iranian tradition no
later than the Sasanian period. In this romance
Iskandar (Alexander) is flying through the air on
the back of the eagles when, at the highest point
of the sky, he sees an enormous serpent whose
coils enclose a disc representing the world sur-
rounded by the ocean.”

In medieval Iranian poetry, the transforma-
tive power of the dragon is sometimes evoked
as a portent to signal changes in the course of
human events or impending alterations in the
cosmic cycle. This type of metaphor is employed
in the verse romance, Wis u Ramin, composed by
Fakhr al-Din Gurgani for the governor of Isfahan
on behalf of the Saljuqids. The story relates how
Ramin has become unfaithful to Wis who remon-
strates with him in a long elaborate letter remind-
ing him of her love. Ramin sets off to Marw in
the hope of a reconciliation with his beloved, but
when he arrives on horseback, a snowstorm is
in progress. The meteorological phenomenon is
figuratively associated with the dragon to evoke
human emotions:

... the skies became like some vast dragon breathing
tongues of flame; the snow was like a poison, since
within it men’s hearts would freeze and stiffen
in a minute, black clouds were massing, block-
ing out the light, choking back breath, depriving
eyes of sight; the snow blew with such force that
elephants could not have stood its vehemence.”

The natural phenomenon thus described corre-
lates with the human event by functioning as a
form of inauspicious portent. A dragon in the
form of a black cloud appears also in the epic
poem Bahman-nama (“Book of Bahman”), in
which Adar Barzin, the son of the dragon-slayer
Faramarz, recognises that the cloud is a trans-
formed dragon which came out of a mountain
every spring to violate the daughter of the local
ruler, Biwarasp/Dahak. He kills the dragon with

°7 Boyce, 1983, p. 801.

8 Pseudo-Callisthenes II, ch. 41, tr. and ed. Stoneman,
1991, p. 123. Cf. the imagery described in Reitzenstein, 1904,
p. 31; Millet, 1923, p. 94; Grabar, 1951, pp. 47-8; see also
the discussion on the astral ascension of the Sasanian king
in COrange, 1953, pp. 64-79, which argues for a primeval
oriental origin of the motif of Iskandar’s heavenly ascent
(p. 69).

> Tr. and ed. Davis, 2008, p. 448.
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arrows and then washes at a spring.®” In this story
the killing of the dragon is followed by contact
with water. In the Shah-nama a similar reference
is made. Both heroes, Rustam, after he had killed
the dragon Babr-i bayan which came out of the sea
once a week, and Borza, after he had vanquished
the dragon on Mount Zahab, lose consciousness,
and on reviving also wash themselves in a spring.'
Likewise in another episode of the Shah-nama,
after accomplishing the third of his seven trials
(haft kh*an), that of slaying the dragon, Isfandiyar,
one of the prince-heroes of the epic and eldest
son of shah Gushtasp, loses consciousness. On
reviving, “he called for a new garment, and then
immersed himself in a nearby stream, washed the
dirt from his body. Thus cleansed, he came before
the Lord. Down on the ground again, contorting
and writhing like a serpent, he cried out:

Must it not be that the dragon-slayer is constantly
sustained by the One who grips the world?

The troops invoked blessings upon their leader,
and all of the company bowed low before the
Just Provider.”®” Frequent reference is thus made
in the legends to a loss of consciousness of the
hero in the aftermath of the dragon-slaying and
his subsequent contact with water that is known
to have a “magical” cleansing effect and to be a
transformative agent. The purification thus con-
stitutes a rite of separation from the act that has
been accomplished.

That water is an agent of transformation is fur-
ther evidenced in an account of the slaying of a
dragon (shir-i kappi) in Turkestan by Bahram
Chobin, Sasanian commander of Hurmuz IV (r.
578-590), rival to the throne of his son Khusraw

" Bahman-nama, BM Or. 2780, fols. 180, 181, as cited in
Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha II, EIr. Cf. Hanaway, “Bahman-
nama, Elr.

' Cf. Khaleqi-Motlaq, “Azdaha I1,” EIr.

¢ Tr. and ed. Mohl, 1838-1878, vol. 4, p. 503, 1l. 1702-
1714. English tr. as cited in Dickson and Welch, 1981, vol. II,
p. 201. See also al-Tha‘alibi, Ta'rikh Ghurar al-siyar, tr. and
ed. Zotenberg, 1900, pp. 309-12.

© Khaleqi-Motlag, “Azdaha II. In Persian Literature,” EIr.

¢ Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, p. 168.

¢ Whitehouse, “Holiness (Semitic),” ERE 6, 1913, p. 754;
Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp. 119, 168, 171-2, 176.

 Closely related to the nature of the jinn seem to be the
Armenian shahapets, serpent genii of places, and as such
“supernatural protectors” of tombs, homesteads or rural
sites, often also residing in vegetation, especially trees.
Aghatangelos, pp. 567, as cited in “461.8ahap,” “462.8ahapet,”
Hiibschmann, 1895, pp.208-9. On the shahagets, see
Ananikian, 1925, pp.74-6; Ishkol-Kerovpian, “Sahapet,”
WAM]1V, 1,p. 136; Russell, 1987, pp. 329-34. The fifth-century

IT Parwiz. However, in this case it is the dragon
that would become invulnerable if it went to a
certain spring and wetted its hair.”’

b. The serpent(-dragon) jinn

Sources of water such as wells or streams, mani-
festations of life around which vegetation spread,
were thought to be endowed with properties of
generation, cleansing and in some cases with
medicinal or healing virtues.** These were some-
times also regarded by the Arabs and other Sem-
ites as inhabited by the serpent genie (jinn), and
hence had a sacred significance.® Serpents as well
as the jinn (pl. ajnan, “genii”),* the supernatural
spirits invisible to the human eye, whose existence
is recognised in the Qur'an (saras 72, 130; 37,
158; 51, 56; and 55, 15), were considered from the
oldest times as the general earthly genius loci of
trees, in particular roots of trees, as well as caves,
springs and wells.”” According to a tradition of
the Prophet Muhammad cited by al-Damiri in his
para-zoological encyclopaedia, chthonic creatures
such as serpents represent one of three categories
of jinn.®* While usually invisible, the jinn liked
to manifest, according to Muslim popular belief,
as creeping creatures, reptiles and amphibians,
in particular serpents.” In pre-Islamic Arabia,
the jinn were regarded as semi-divinities.”” The
serpents’ close association with metamorphosis
was motivated by their mutant nature, manifested
by behaviour such as the periodical sloughing oft
their skin, living in water or tunnels beneath the
earth and alternating between land and water.
This aptitude to metamorphose was often seen

Armenian apologist, Eznik of Koghb (fl. ¢. 430-c. 450),
Bishop of Bagrewand, notes that they:

...appeared sometimes as a man, sometimes as a serpent,
because of which it was made possible for serpent-
worship to be introduced into the world.

Elc alandoc’, tr. and ed. Mariés and Mercier, 1959, p. 594,
ch. 138; see also pp. 574-5, ch. 64. The theme of the ser-
pent as genius loci occurs also in the Alexander Romance;
Pseudo-Callisthenes I, ch. 32, tr. and ed. Stoneman, 1991,
p. 65.

¢ Wellhausen, 1897, pp. 106, 212, 214. Robertson Smith,
1889, repr. 1927, p. 120, n. 1. Macdonald [Massé], “Djinn,”
EP* 11, 546b. Zbinden, 1953, p. 49.

8 Tr. Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1, p. 449.

% Noldeke, 1860, pp.412-4, and idem, 1913, p.669;
Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp. 120, 129; Ruska,
“Hayya,” EI” 111, 334b; Gohrab, 2000, p. 87.

70 Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, pp. 121-3, 138. Cf.
Macdonald [Massé], “Djinn,” EI* 11, 546b.
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as a source of numinous or demonic power. As
primarily chthonic creatures, yet able to undergo
so portentous a transformation, the jinn em-
body “the undefined and innominate divine,””!
having a very close and necessary link with the
serpent.”?

The close association of some jinn with trees
through their characterisation as the spirit that
resides in vegetation,” is exemplified in the story
of Harb ibn Omayya and Mirdas ibn Abi ‘Amir,
historical persons who lived a generation before
Muhammad. When the two men set fire to an
inaccessible, knotty thicket, the jinn, taking the
form of white serpents, flew out of the burning
grove of al-Qurayya with doleful cries and the
intruders died soon afterwards.” It is believed
that the jinn slew them “because they had set fire
to their dwelling place” and thus violated their
haunt.”

In the Islamic period the pagan gods of the
so-called Jahiliyya period, considered to be the
time of ignorance and false beliefs, were broken,
their sanctuaries destroyed and their guardians
dispersed.” The gods and demigods were sub-
sequently downgraded into jinn.”” The serpent
was one of the most ancient sacred symbols of
the pre-Islamic cults,” however since Islam broke
with these pre-Islamic practices, Muhammad
gave orders to kill the serpent (amara bi-qatli-
l-aym) even in the midst of prayer,” even if the
believer is in a state of sacralisation (ihram), or in

7t Wellhausen, 1897, repr. 2007, p. 106.

72 Noldeke, 1860, p. 413.

7 The ancient conception of trees as animated beings (in
ancient Greece, for instance, Aristotle, De plantis, I, p. 815;
Plutarch, De placitis philosophorum, V, 26; for Hebrew lore,
see Judges, 9-10; 2 Kings, 9), also explains the particularly
close association of jinn with trees; cf. Robertson Smith,
1889, repr. 1927, pp. 132-3.

7t Abu ’l-Faraj, Aghani VI, p.92 and XX, pp.135-7;
Yaqit, Mu‘jam al-buldan 111, p. 85, as cited in Wellhausen,
1897, repr. 2007, pp. 152-3; Robertson Smith, 1889, repr.
1927, p. 133; Zbinden, 1953, p. 76. Moreover, killing a ser-
pent is said to make enemies of the spirits; see Henninger,
2004, pp. 15-6.

7> Abu ’l-Faraj, Aghani VI, p.92 and XX, 135-7, cited
after Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, p. 133.

76 Atallah, 1975, p. 166.

77" Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927, p. 120.

7% Atallah, 1975, p.166. There was a custom to take
sacred oaths “by the serpent between the two harra [basal-
tic lava fields],” recorded in Ibn Hisham’s edition of the
Ibn Ishaqgs Sira, ed. Wistenfeld, 1857, p. 16; Ibn al-Athir,
Nihaya, 1, p. 450; The History of al-Tabari, vol. 5, tr. and ed.
Bosworth, 1999, p. 179 and n. 460. Cf. Robertson Smith, 1889,
repr. 1927, p. 130, n. 1; Atallah, 1975, p. 167. Wahib Atallah
(pp. 162-9) moreover conclusively deduces that the transla-
tions for the sacred phrases, Aymu-I-Lah and Aymu-1-Ka'ba

the sacred enclosure of the Meccan sanctuary.*
Yet these pre-Islamic cults were only gradually
and hesitantly abandoned.®’ The ninth-century
historian of Mecca and its sanctuary, al-Azraqi
(d. 222/837), reports on the authority of Talq ibn
Habib that in the first century of Islam a male ser-
pent circumambulated the Ka'ba, the most sacred
building of Islam, called the House of God (bayt
Allah),located in the centre of the Great Mosque
of Mecca, and when warned by the Muslims that
were present, suddenly took to the skies and dis-
appeared:

We were seated with ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Amr b. al-‘As
in the Hijr; the sun having come there (the shade
having contracted) the assembly rose up, when
we beheld the glistening of a serpent which had
come out of the gate of the Beni-Shaibah [Bana
Shayba]. The eyes of the men were raised to look
at it; it went the circuit of the House seven times
and prayed with two bendings of the body behind
the place of Abraham, when we went and said to
it, ‘O thou visitor, God has ordained thy blood
to be shed, and there are in our land slaves and
fools of whose mischief to thee we are afraid?’ It
then went away in the direction of the sky and
we did not see any more of it.*’

Theodor Noldeke has associated the behaviour
of these Muslims with the belief in jinn,* prob-
ably in order to give an explanation for such ves-
tiges of the ancient cults.* Even so the Prophet
Muhammad insisted on regarding the serpent as

were “by the serpent of God” and “by the serpent of the
Ka'ba,” respectively, and hence meant that, just like the
oath discussed above, these formulas were made “by the
sacred serpent.”

7 For this as well as further traditions, see Hamd
Allah al-Mustawfi al-Qazwini, The Zoological Section of the
Nuzhatu-I-qulib, tr. and ed. Stephenson, J., London, 1928,
Persian text, pp.55-6, tr. p. 38, as cited in Ettinghausen,
1955, p. 277.

80 Al-Azraqi, Kitab Akhbar Makka, 1, pp. 377-9, as cited
in Atallah, 1975, p. 166.

81 Idem, p. 166.

8 Cited in al-Damiri, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr.
Jayakar, 1906, vol. 1, p. 221. The French translation of the
text more precisely states: “...“Etre pieux, mu‘tamir, Dieu a
agrée ta priere et ta visite du lieu saint. Mais, notre pays ne
manque pas d’esclaves ni ¢hommes incapables d’apprécier
le bien, sufahd’. Nous craignons qu’il tarrive malheure”
Alors, le serpent gonfla sa téte en forme de boule, batha’, il
enroula sa queue autour de cette boule, il sénleva dans les
airs et disparu dans le ciel” Al-Azraqi, Kitab Akhbar Makka,
I, p. 263, as cited in Atallah, 1975, p. 166.

8 Noldeke, 1860, p. 415.

8 In his commentary on Ibn Hisham (ed. Wiistenfeld,
vol. 2, pp. 41-2) ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Suhayli notes that in
several cases an orthodox Muslim is said to have wrapped
a dead serpent in a piece of his cloak and to have buried it.
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an enemy of Islam,* as shown in several canonical
traditions (the so-called hadith)®® such as: “We
have not made peace with serpents since the time
we became their enemies;”®” “whoever leaves them
[the serpents] (alone) is not one of us;”** “whoever
leaves a serpent alone from fear of its revenging
itself on him, has on him the curse of God, the
angels and men, - all of them;”** “whoever kills
a serpent will have as it were killed a man believ-
ing in the plurality of gods, and whoever leaves
a serpent (alone) fearing retaliation from it, is
not one of us.””

Yet these dictates had to be eased with regard
to domestic serpents’ and it is known that
Muhammad saw in each serpent not only a malefi-
cent but also a benign spirit,” thus continuing to
ascribe to them a certain positive power. Accord-
ing to tradition, it is forbidden to kill serpents that
dwell in human habitation because these are ben-
eficial jinn.” Before killing a domestic serpent it
has to be forewarned three times, or during three
days,” of the danger it faces and of the obliga-
tion of the faithful to pursue it.”> The persistent
adherence to the belief that every house has its
serpent guardian that is the real owner of the place
- probably linked to the belief in ancestral spirits
- may in some way be connected with this tradi-
tion.”® Al-Damiri also records the interpretation of

In order to justify these vestiges of the ancient cults the
serpent was said to represent “a believing jinn”; cf. al-Damiri,
I, p. 233, cited after Robertson Smith, 1889, repr. 1927,
p- 444, n. 1.

% Al-Damiri, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar,
1906, vol. 1, p. 649. Cf. Atallah, 1975, p. 166.

% The term hadith, or “communication,” denotes codi-
fied reports that convey the normative sayings and deeds of
the Prophet Muhammad, based, according to Muslim belief,
on first-hand accounts of reliable witnesses to those utter-
ances and events; after the Qur’an, the hadith constitute the
second most important basis of Islamic law.

¥ Al-Damiri, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar,
1906, vol. 1, pp. 649-50. Cf. Atallah, 1975, pp. 166-7.

% Op. cit.

¥ Op. cit.

% Op. cit.

L Atallah, 1975, p. 167. Cf. Massé, 1938, vol. 1, pp. 201-2.

2 Noldeke, 1860, p. 415; Wellhausen, 1897, repr. 2007,
p- 153.

» Noldeke, 1860, pp.415-6; Wellhausen, 1897, repr.
2007, pp. 151, 164; Zbinden, 1953, p. 76; Henninger, 2004,
p.31.

% Al-Damiri, Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra, tr. Jayakar,
1906, vol. 1, pp. 650-1; cf. Atallah, 1975, p. 167.

% Ibn al-Athir, Nihdya, ed. Zawi, Cairo, 1963, “harag,” I,
p- 362, cited after Atallah, 1975, p. 167.

% Donaldson, 1938, repr. 1973, p. 168; Atallah, 1975,
p. 167. These house snakes are revered also throughout the
Persian-speaking world; see Russell, 1987, p. 461. The fifth-
century Armenian author Eznik of Koghb writes for instance

adream in his Hayat al-hayawan al-kubra which
underlines the continued importance accorded to
domestic serpents:

If one dreams as if the serpents out of a place have
disappeared, there will be an epidemic (of plague),
and the mortality in that place will increase, for
serpents indicate life.”

Post-Qur’anic traditions thus portray the (ser-
pent-)dragon as no more than the genius loci,
fulfilling solely the function of guardian.” Yet it
appears that in spite of official strictures, the cult
of the serpent was abandoned only slowly under
Islam, while domestic serpents, considered as ben-
eficial jinn in their role as genius loci, continued
to be tolerated.

The traditions also maintain that the Ka'ba, the
most famous sanctuary of Islam, was built upon a
serpent. When Abraham (Ibrahim) wished to
build the Ka‘ba, the Sakina (the Hebrew shekhina,
“dwelling,” or “presence,” is usually considered
the source for the Arabic sakina)® unfolded itself
like a snake on the first foundations which had
already been laid by Adam or the angels, saying,
“Build upon me,”"” “and so he built; hence every
Bedouin in flight and every powerful person
inevitably circumambulates the sanctuary under
the Sakina’s protection.”" Al-Tabari expounds
on this tradition and describes the serpent as

that “now if there be a heathen who may think a being
evil by nature, let him be opposed by the co-practitioners
of his own art, the worshippers of serpents, for they now
tame serpents to such a degree that they can call them into
houses of talismans (yurt ‘iwk’) and offer them food, as did
the Babylonians with the dragon they worshipped, but the
beloved of God killed it with the same accustomed food.”
Elc alandoc’, tr. and ed. Mariés and Mercier, 1959, p. 575,
ch. 65. The dragon-killing mentioned by Eznik refers to
the apocryphal book of the Old Testament Bel and the
Dragon in the book of Daniel LXX in which there was
giant serpent (drakon) worshipped at Babylon which was
killed by feeding lumps of a concoction of pitch, fat and
hair to the dragon, causing it to burst. Cf. Gunkel, 1895,
pp. 320-3. There is a distinct possibility that ophiolatry
and ophiomancy (cf. al-Birani, Kitab al-Athar, tr. and ed.
Sachau, 1876-8, pp. 217-9, see Jadwal al-ikhtiyarat (“Table
of Selections”); Panaino, 2005, p. 73-89) was practised in the
Persian-speaking world. In this connection it is of interest
to note that the Yezidis venerate a serpent carved at the
height of a man and painted black on the wall to one side
of