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Two iconic stucco sculptures of the Middle Islamic pe-
riod (eleventh to fifteenth century) at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (MMA) are by far the largest and most 
embellished of their kind (figs. 1 and 2).1 Both arrived 
from private collections via the antiquities market of the 
early twentieth century. The diademed figure was in the 
possession of Hagop Kevorkian (1872–1962) in 1931,2 
while the figure with the winged crown was owned by 
Cora Timken Burnet, a close friend to whom he may 
have sold it. Since none of the known stucco figures or 
related stucco heads has been recovered from controlled 
excavations, iconographic and spatial contexts have 
been lost. Close parallels in terms of garment and execu-
tion are found in the less-than-life-sized royal figure 
with winged headgear at the Detroit Institute of Arts and 
the lively though differently posed figure in the Museum 
für Islamische Kunst in Berlin (figs. 3 and 8). Both of 
these were acquired from Kevorkian, the latter in 1913. 
The three figures of the Victoria and Albert Museum 
(V&A) were purchased by Sir Charles Murray Marling 
(1863–1933), a British diplomat in the Middle East, on the 
antiquities market in Tehran between 1916 and 1918 (figs. 
4–6).3 One standing figure entered the collection of the 
Worcester Art Museum in 1932 (fig. 7),4 and in 1926, 
Henry Walters acquired a standing stucco warrior for his 
collection in Baltimore, originally called the Walters Art 
Gallery and now known as the Walters Art Museum.5 A 
comparable figure in the Sabah Collection in Kuwait is 
a recent addition to the collection (fig. 9). 

One can imagine that when a mud-brick building de-
cays over time or collapses, stucco—where it is not pro-
tected by overlaying debris—falls off the wall and is 
smashed into many pieces. The raised areas are easily 
damaged, especially faces and hands, and floors get clut-

tered with stucco fragments of inscriptions and miscel-
laneous parts of the decoration, including arabesques, 
decorative fresco painting, and parts of rosettes. Over 
the centuries, sand, dust, and debris settle on top. Even-
tually, dealers or their workers take what they regard as 
suitable merchandise.6 Large fragments such as heads 
and occasionally torsos are easily found intact within 
the rubble, but the detailed background of geometrical 
figures and foliage, delicate epigraphic bands, and other 
embellishing details are left behind. The spolia may be 
reassembled later as a freestanding figure or as an in-
vented composite stucco revetment for the market.7 
Several single heads and figures have survived in this 
way. The isolation of the MMA figures as freestanding 
sculptures today distorts our understanding of the art-
ists’ original intent in placing them within the dazzling 
decorative revetment program of a reception hall. 

In 1931 Rudolf Riefstahl, a classical archaeologist, at-
tempted to collect all the Islamic stucco figures known 
at his time and suggested dating them to the later Seljuq 
period, about the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.8 Al-
though the MMA figures have often been published as 
illustrations, little research has been done on them or on 
the related figures in other museums.9 Estelle Whelan 
and, more recently, Melanie Gibson proposed that these 
figures served as royal guards.10 

After a brief introduction to the tradition of stucco 
figures from the Ancient Orient to the Middle Islamic 
period, a revision of the dating will be attempted. The 
question of whether these are royal guards or princely 
figures will also be examined, as will their architectural 
context and function, with special reference to their 
posture and their placement within the mural tradition. 
Finally, in the technical examination in part V the details 
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Fig. 1. Figure with winged crown. Stucco; free formed, incised, painted, gilt; H. 47 in. (119.4 cm). The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, New York, 57.51.18. Cora Timken Burnett Collection of Persian Miniatures and Other Persian Art Objects, Bequest of 
Cora Timken Burnett, 1956. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, N.Y.
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Fig. 2. Figure with jeweled diadem. Stucco; free formed, incised, painted, gilt; H. 56 3/4 in. (144.1 cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 67.119. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Lester Wolfe, 1967. © The Metropolitan Museum of Art/Art Resource, 
N.Y.
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Fig. 3. Figure. Detroit Institute of Arts, inv. no. 25.64. (Photo: 
courtesy of the Detroit Institute of Arts)

Fig. 4. Standing figure with winged crown. London, Victoria 
and Albert Museum, A.21-1928. (Photo: courtesy of the Vic-
toria and Albert Museum)
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Fig. 5. Standing figure with jeweled crown. London, Victoria 
and Albert Museum, A.22-1928. (Photo: courtesy of the 
Victoria and Albert Museum)

Fig. 6. Cross-legged figure. London, Victoria and Albert 
Museum, A.20-1928. (Photo: courtesy of the Victoria and 
Albert Museum)
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between the last figural stuccos from the Umayyad pal-
aces and the figures in the Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
They highlight a new context to which these figures also 
belong. From the centuries in between, figural images 
are known, at least from the frescoes from Samarra20 
and Nishapur,21 but we do not have any three-dimen-
sional human figures. To our present knowledge human 
figures in relief emerge in the Ghaznavid palatial con-
text on marble slabs from the vicinity of Ghazna. They 
were most probably once polychrome.22 In eastern Iran 
and Central Asia princely imagery in polychrome wall 
frescoes continued almost uninterrupted from the pre-
Islamic Soghdian period to the Middle Islamic period. 
Most prominent are those found in Lashkar-i Bazar from 
the mid-eleventh century, and from the Qarakhani re-
ception building (kūshk) in Tepe Afrasiyab, Old Samar-
qand, from the middle decades of the twelfth century.23 
Artistically connected to the architectural decoration 
are the later paintings on mīnāʾī and luster-painted ware 
and early manuscript illustrations from the second half 
of the twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.24 

I.2. Stucco figures of the Middle Islamic period

While figurative art was always present from the time of 
the Umayyads to the Seljuqs, we see a resurgence of it 
in the Ghaznavid and Seljuq periods, mostly as architec-
tural decoration on ceramics and metal ware, as well as 
on circulating coins and in book painting.25 The two 
figures in the Metropolitan Museum of Art are by far the 
largest and most embellished figures of their kind. They 
were all made by modeling and carving gypsum-based 
plaster.26 After drying, the figures were most likely 
painted and partly covered with gilt.27 As noted earlier, 
one of the two figures in the MMA’s collection wears a 
winged headdress, the other a jeweled diadem. As im-
portant as the headgear are the garments and other ac-
coutrements. Both figures are shown in a frontal position 
wearing open-buttoned caftans,28 their upper sleeves 
embroidered with ṭirāz brassards with inscriptions. This 
type of caftan is rarer than the better-known tunic-like 
garments (qabā)29 frequently depicted in a more ab-
stract fashion on mīnāʾī and luster-painted ware; it was 
perhaps called a “special court qabā with ṭirāz” (qabā-yi 
khāṣṣ-i muṭarraz).30 The open caftans are held together 
with golden31 belts or sashes (kamar or kamar-band)32 

of their manufacture, condition, and polychromy will be 
discussed, along with the pigments used.

The temptation to include in this study all figural 
stucco from the Seljuq period was resisted because 
some examples, such as those from Seljuq Asia Minor, 
which depict hunting or courtly scenes, differ in compo-
sition and style, and others obviously belong to a differ-
ent iconographic program. The figure from Berlin (fig. 
8) and the crouching figure (fig. 6) from the Victoria and 
Albert Museum, however, are included here.11 Single 
Seljuq stucco heads survive in Berlin, the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, the David Collection in Copenhagen, 
and other museums, but this group provides even less 
or no iconographic context.12 

I. THE TRADITION

I.1. From the Ancient Orient to the Seljuqs

Despite their late date at the beginning of the Middle 
Islamic period, life-sized figures of royal personages are 
part of a tradition going back to the ancient Near East.13 
We find figures standing in a frontal position in Hatra 
(Iraq) in the second century, others of the shāhānshāh 
(king of kings) in Taq-i Bustan (near Kirmanshah, 
western Iran) in the seventh century, and still others in 
Nizamabad (about 80 km southeast of Tehran, Iran) in 
the seventh or early eighth centuries. A life-sized image 
of the caliph from the early eighth century is preserved 
from Khirbat al-Mafjar in Palestine. In the British Mu-
seum we even have a large stucco warrior from sixth- / 
seventh-century Chinese Turkestan, a region where the 
Chinese tradition of standing figures reigned.14 At the 
same time, lavish vegetal polychrome stucco wall panels 
and ceiling decorations were integral parts of architec-
tural decorative programs. From the Abbasid period on, 
we know almost only of vegetal and geometric incised 
or carved stucco panels from the palaces and mosques 
in places such as al-Raqqa (Syria),15 Samarra (Iraq),16 
Fustat (Egypt),17 and Nishapur (eastern Iran).18 The tra-
dition of “post-Samarran” non-figural stucco was contin-
ued in Iran, for example, in the Ghaznavid palaces at 
Lashkar-i Bazar (near Bust in present-day Afghanistan), 
and in the Kashan region, until the middle of the twelfth 
century.19 A time gap of several centuries, therefore, lies 
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ending in two long ribbons dangling in the middle of the 
body, which are described by Bayhaqi as part of a robe 
of honor.33 These coats or tunic-like garments (khaftān 
and qabā, the first with buttons) were common in the 
Turco-Iranian world for a long time. A round gilt and 
embellished protector—presumably meant to depict 
metal—rests on each shoulder of the diademed figure, 
similar to the protectors on the shoulders of the smaller 
figures in Detroit and in Berlin. The figure with the 
winged crown wears an embroidered shoulder piece in-
stead. The golden belt, ostentatious metal accoutre-
ments, and unusually rich embroideries point to an 
elevated rank. From the hemline of the coat to the top 
of the crown, both figures measure 115 to 116 centimeters 
(46 inches), thus affirming their supposed origin from 
the same decorative stucco revetment. The figure with 
the jeweled crown wears boots with broken-off tips, giv-
ing it a total height of 144 centimeters. The space be-
tween the bootlegs is embellished with an asymmetrical 
five-leafed palmetto, which is the only remaining trace 
of the former background of the revetment. The two fig-
ures have the same round beardless “moon face,” with a 
small dimpled mouth and a delicate nose; the latter is 
fashionable in eastern and western Iran and generally 
associated with Turks. The images of the two humans 
were only minimally gendered; their sabers and crown-
like headgear indicate that both are male.

As mentioned above, the closest parallel in size and 
decoration is the figure in the Detroit Institute of Arts 
(fig. 3), which also wears a richly embroidered caftan 
with ṭirāz brassards but is shorter, measuring 101 centi-
meters (40 inches) from the sole of the boots to the top 
of the crown.34 This figure retains some of the original 
floral and ornamental background of the revetment at 
the sides and between the legs. Unlike the other stand-
ing figures, this one holds not a saber but another object, 
perhaps a bag of money or a mandīl (royal napkin),35 
while his left arm projects outward and presumably held 
something important in the outstretched hand, which 
has now disappeared.36 While this might have been a 
lance, staff, or sword, it was most likely a ceremonial 
mace, as seen on the mural of Lashkar-i Bazar, the afore-
mentioned marble slabs from Ghazna, and mīnāʾī and 
luster-painted ware. Three smaller figures and two fig-

ural stucco elements form a group of fragments at the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (figs. 4–6).37 All three of 
these figures came from the same revetment, or at least 
from the same architectural program. One is standing 
and wears a caftan and an abstracted winged crown 
while holding a flower in his hand (height: 52 cm); the 
second is standing with his left hand on his hip (height: 
46 cm); and the third is seated and also holds a flower 
(height: 42.5 cm). The latter two wear tunics and jeweled 
diadems and none of them holds a sword or a saber. The 
figure in the Worcester Art Museum (height: 86 cm), one 
of the tallest in this group, wears a type of crown, but it 
is too poorly preserved to allow for a closer identifica-
tion (fig. 7). It seems to be a palmetto, perhaps winged. 
He holds a flower in his right hand and a mandīl in the 
left.38 The figure at the Walters Art Museum (height: 
60.4 cm) has a number of unusual features that have to 
be carefully studied before it can be included in this 
comparative sample.39 Another standing figure wearing 
a caftan was recently acquired by the al-Sabah collection 
in Kuwait; it is heavily restored, especially in areas of 
interest, such as the crown and the hands (fig. 9).40 The 
figure with a seemingly vivid sense of motion (height: 60 
cm) now in the Staatliche Museen in Berlin also belongs 
to this comparative group (fig. 8).41 It is unique in the 
way it seems to capture movement through its long 
wavy braids of hair and upraised arm and raised foot; it 
is also without a saber. The impression of movement 
might, however, come from viewing the figure in isola-
tion. Images of attendants on mīnāʾī ware and luster-
painted ware from Iran have a similar three-quarter 
profile, with one foot often slightly raised off the ground 
and a hand open in a gesture of servitude.42 The same 
pose can be found in a smaller-than-life-sized figure 
(height: 130 cm) seen in a mural on the eastern wall of 
the court of the Qarakhani kūshk of Old Samarqand. The 
figure, an attendant, holds an arrow in his hand and 
turns to the throne niche.43 The Berlin figure, acquired 
from Hagop Kevorkian in 1913, was said to have come 
from Rayy. Obviously connected to the MMA figures is 
a stucco panel with two symmetrical mirror-shaped fig-
ures that was published by Riefstahl. Said to have come 
from Rayy, its whereabouts are now lost but it was in 
Kevorkian’s possession in 1926 (figs. 19 and 20).44
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Fig. 7. Standing figure. Worcester, Mass., Worcester Art 
Museum, 1932.24. (Photo: courtesy of the Worcester Art 
Museum)

Fig. 8. Figure. Museum für Islamische Kunst / Staatliche 
Museen zu Berlin, I. 2658. (Photo: Ingrid Geske, courtesy of 
the Museum für Islamische Kunst / Staatliche Museen zu 
Berlin)
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II. DATING

II.1. Overview

Riefstahl attempted to date these figures to the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries on the basis of stylistic analysis, 
at a time when the study of Islamic art was in its infancy. 
However, we propose a slightly earlier dating based on 
two details of the epigraphy and armor. 

II.2. Epigraphy

An important clue for dating the MMA figures is pro-
vided by the calligraphy of the ṭirāz brassards. The car-
touches on their upper sleeves each show parts of an 
inscription that share the same calligraphic details. Al-
though the inscription of the figure with the winged 
crown is divided between the cartouches on both 
sleeves, it may be interpreted as part of a continuing 
Koranic phrase: ʿ alayk[um] bil- / muʾminīn (fig. 10). Read 
in this way, it would be a defective two-word inscription, 
missing a mīm. Abdullah Ghouchani has suggested that 
it could be a section from Koran 9:128: “[he is deeply 
concerned] about you [plural], toward the believers 
[full of kindness and mercy].”45 But ṭirāz inscriptions on 
paintings and murals are not expected to bear any 
meaningful texts.46 Known ṭirāz inscriptions on textiles 
usually carry a eulogy of the ruler or a very general reli-
gious inscription, and do not run from one sleeve to the 
other. The ṭirāz inscription on the figure with the 
jeweled crown is simply a part of an often-repeated stan-
dard eulogizing phrase: al-mulk (translation: The 
sovereignty [belongs to God]), with the same word on 
each sleeve (figs. 2 and 23). The calligraphy on the ṭirāz 
brassards of the Detroit figure shares a similar design. 
One can read al-muʾ on the left sleeve, followed by minīn 
on the right one (translated as “the be / lievers”). The 
similarity in style is also apparent in the scrolling treat-
ment of the wāw and the exaggerated pointed tops of 
the lower vertical letters. The figure in Detroit is thus 
probably contemporary with the pair at the Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art.

The letters on the ṭirāz brassards of the two MMA 
figures and the one in Detroit have triangular fins at the 
top of the vertical parts of each letter and swan-shaped 
nūns and wāws. This simple way of adorning the letter-

Fig. 9. Standing figure. Kuwait, al-Sabah Collection, inv. no. 
LNS 2 ST. (Photo: Walter Denny)
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ing started in the late ninth century and was common 
during the tenth century. The type of little flower above 
the ʿayn is also frequently attested on Ghaznavid gold 
coins of the tenth century and later.47 The high-rising 
“shadows” above every low vertical letter are abraded 
stumps of exaggeratedly pointed letter tops and are 
helpful for dating the figure. These pointed tops had 
been evolving since the early tenth century, allowing 
low vertical letters to rise, even to the height of long ver-
tical letters. This style was popular from the eleventh 
century until the middle decades of the twelfth century. 
Early examples include inscriptions in Lashkar-i Bazar 
from the middle of the eleventh century.48 A tombstone 
in Ghazna dated 530 (1136),49 another one attributed to 
Yazd and dated 516 (1122),50 and a minbar panel in the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art also carved in Yazd and 
dated Jumada I 546 (August–September 1151)51 are all 
fine examples of this calligraphic feature (fig. 11). By this 

epigraphic reasoning, the MMA and Detroit figures can 
be assumed to date to the decades between 1050 and 
1150, but probably more toward the first half of the 
twelfth century, when we also find this style in western 
Iran. Thus the figures might predate the rise in the sec-
ond half of the twelfth century of polychrome mīnāʾī 
ware, which, it has been suggested, may have been in-
spired in part by wall paintings.52

II.3. The saber

The sabers are another datable feature on these figures. 
The left hands of both MMA figures either rest on the 
hilt of or hold large, slightly curved swords or sabers in 
richly studded scabbards. Although the Abbasid armies 
did not use them, sabers are known at least since the 
sixth century among the Turks outside the Islamic Em-
pire, as seen on almost life-sized stone stelae from the 
Central Asian steppes (fig. 18).53 A Turkic-influenced 

Fig. 10. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 
57.51.18): ṭirāz cartouches.

Fig. 11. Comparative calligraphy: a) tombstone, Ghazna, 530 
(1136) (Samuel Flury, “Le décor épigraphique des monuments 
de Ghazna,” Syria 6 [1925]: pl. 19 [detail]); b) tombstone, 
Yazd, 516 (1122) (Iraj Afshar, “Two 12th Century Gravestones 
of Yazd in Mashhad and Washington,” Studia Iranica 2, 2 
[1973]: pl. 21 [detail]); c) wood panel, Yazd, 546 (1151): New 
York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 34.150.2.

a

b

c
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sword of the ninth century was excavated in Nishapur, 
but it is long and straight.54 The curved saber does not 
seem to have entered the Islamic Empire before the in-
trusion of the Türkmen tribes in the eleventh century 
and the subsequent Seljuq conquest. The earliest known 
dated appearance of a saber in Islamic art is on a Qara-
khanid coin, a fals from Samarqand from 415 (1024–25),55 
and, within the Seljuq Empire itself, on a gold dinar from 
Herat dated 439 (1047–48) (fig. 12).56 As a terminus post 
quem this would just correspond with the epigraphic 
style of the ṭirāz brassards, and date the figures to the 
Seljuq period. The excavation conducted by the Metro-
politan Museum of Art at Nishapur yielded another 
early depiction of a saber on a fresco in a room that was 
sealed by an earthquake in 1145.57 A horseman in a caf-
tan with ṭirāz brassards is shown hunting with a slightly 
curved sword with a lozenge-shaped pommel. 

III. THE ROYAL IMAGE

III.1. The cross-legged ruler

While the earliest Umayyad figures of caliphs are shown 
standing and enface, beginning in the late ninth century, 
royal and princely figures in the Islamic world were 
typically depicted in a cross-legged seated position that 
came from Central Asia, beyond the Islamic Empire. The 
earliest dated cross-legged figure in the Islamic world is 
on a presentation coin of the caliph al-Muqtadir Billah 
(r. 908–32).58 

Katharina Otto-Dorn has traced the invention of the 
Islamic cross-legged ruler with a wine cup in his right 
hand to the Old Turkic stelae, in particular to the stela 
of Chöl Asgat in Mongolia, which is dated, according to 
a recent new reading of the inscription, to the 720s.59 
The depiction of a cross-legged ruler without a wine cup, 
however, goes even further back in time, to at least the 
Kushans, as seen on coins of the second century A.D. In 
mīnāʾī and luster-painted ware of the twelfth and thir-
teenth centuries rulers in the cross-legged posture usu-
ally wear a felt cap, often fur trimmed, or a mitre-like 
sarpūsh. The ruler in the aforementioned mural from 
Old Samarqand is also cross-legged and seated on a 
throne, but instead of a wine cup he holds an arrow.60

Standing figures shown frontally with swords in a 

similar posture as our stucco figures are also known 
from other visual media and architectural contexts, such 
as carved stone niches in Sinjar in northern Mesopota-
mia, which can be dated to the period 1220 to 1229. 
Estelle Whelan and Melanie Gibson have each identified 
these figures as royal guards (khāṣṣakiyya; ghilmān-i 
khāṣṣagī). Gibson also includes the two figures of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in her argument.61 While 
the figures in Sinjar clearly function as guards, we pro-
pose, however, that the figures in the Metropolitan Mu-
seum of Art depict princes or royal personages, based on 
the crowns and the Turkic Central Asian tradition of 
standing royal figures, neither of which has previously 
been considered.

III.2. Royal crowns, hairstyle, and jewelry

The two MMA figures are distinguished by their crowns, 
headgear, and hairstyles. Rather than the ordinary kulāh 
(felt cap), pointed qalansuwwa, or mitre-like sarpūsh, 
both figures wear elaborate crowns (tāj)62 that appear 
to have been partly gilded and lavishly studded with 
jewels. One has a winged crown (fig. 13), the other a jew-
eled, triple-lobed diadem (fig. 14). The better-preserved 
headgear of the latter consists of three parts, beginning 
with a felt cap, which was originally worn by Turks but 
became an ordinary part of the headdress of the ruling 
military class.63 Felt caps are also commonly worn by 
figures on mīnāʾī ware. Next, a pleated veil (dastār?)64 
covers the top of the cap (fig. 15) on both of the MMA 
figures, as well as on at least two of the V&A figures. It is 
uncertain whether the gilding of the central figure on a 
mīnāʾī bowl of the late twelfth and early thirteenth cen-
tury represents a “golden veil” over a felt cap or is a crude 

Fig. 12. Gold dinar, Herat, 439 (1047–48). Sabers on either 
side of the central inscription. Private collection. (Photo: 
courtesy of Michael Bates)
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Fig. 13. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18): winged crown and jewelry. © The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art/Art Resource, N.Y. 

Fig. 14. Detail of figure with jeweled diadem (fig. 2, MMA 67.119): jeweled diadem and jewelry. © The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art/Art Resource, N.Y.
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depiction of a standard halo (fig. 16). Both interpreta-
tions, nevertheless, would distinguish the figure in the 
center as a ruler.65 A veil covering the braids of a cross-
legged ruler is clearly depicted on a luster-painted plate 
in the Iran-i Bastan Museum in Tehran.66 The third com-
ponent of the better-preserved MMA crown is the triple-
lobed jeweled diadem, which also appears on two of the 
V&A figures. In each example, the three “panels” of the 
diadem are distinctly adorned. Clearly, these diadems 
are meant to look as if they are made of metal, and those 
of the V&A figures suggest a repoussé work. This form of 
paneled crown seems to be more common among the 
Chinese-influenced nomads in eastern Central Asia 
than in the western parts of the Islamic Empire, and is 
also found among the contemporary Northern Song and 
Khitan in Central Asia.67 It does not— to the best knowl-
edge of the authors—seem to have any parallel in mīnāʾī 
and luster-painted ware.

The hair on both MMA figures is bundled and braid-
ed, with the braids bound back into impressive loops 
(figs. 13 and 14). The Detroit, Worcester, and V&A figures 
(with the exception of the sitting one), have the same 
long braids doubled back into loops. The seated figure 
of the V&A and the Berlin figure have long flowing 
braids under their crowns, which were fashionable 
among the Turks. Looped braids—round and thicker at 
the bottom of the loop—may be depicted in a more cur-
sory fashion in Kashani mīnāʾī ware, as seen on a bowl 
in the MMA (fig. 17), but there are many other examples 
on luster-painted and mīnāʾī ware.68 

A pair of pearls dangles from the ears of the diademed 
figure, and two chain necklaces embellish his chest. The 
lower chain has a large almost rectangular bead at its 
center, which might represent an amulet box. While ear-
rings and necklaces are common as signs of royalty on 

Fig. 15. Detail of figure with jeweled diadem (fig. 2, MMA 
67.119): pleated veil. (Photo: Stefan Heidemann)

Fig. 16. Detail, showing the golden veil, of bowl with a ruler 
and attendants. Attributed to Iran, twelfth to thirteenth cen-
tury. Stonepaste; polychrome in-glaze and overglaze painted 
and gilded on an opaque monochrome glaze (mīnāʾi). 3 1/4 
× 7 3/8in. (8.3 × 18.7cm), 7 3/8in. (18.7cm). The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 57.36.5. Purchase, Rogers Fund, 
and Gift of The Schiff Foundation. (Photo: Stefan Heide-
mann)
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Sasanian images, they are rarely seen on later mīnāʾī and 
lusterware.69 

The right hand of the diademed figure grasps an ob-
ject, which can probably be identified as a mandīl—
another symbol of royalty.70 The winged-crown figure 
may have held something similar in his right hand, 
which is only partially preserved. The figures in Detroit 
and Worcester, along with the figure with the winged 
crown in the V&A, also appear to be holding a royal nap-
kin in their left hand. Surprisingly, except for the figure 
in the al-Sabah collection (fig. 9) and the pair in the 
Kevorkian panel (fig. 19), none of them holds the usual 
Iranian symbol of royalty, the wine cup of Jamshid, well 
known from generic depictions.71 

The other MMA figure has the same hairstyle and 
composition of headdress as his companion, but the 
crown itself features two wings pointing in opposite di-
rections and a central teardrop-shaped palmetto pro-
jecting upwards in the middle. The Detroit figure,72 the 
Worcester figure, and one of those at the V&A (fig. 4) 

each wear a similarly stylized winged crown. Renowned 
from the Sasanian period onwards as the symbol of 
Verethragna or Vahram, the god of war and victory, it 
became an icon of Iranian royalty.73 As far as we know, 
winged crowns were not used for Islamic royalty in the 
first three centuries of the Islamic Empire except for 
some early coin issues, which continued to use the dis-
tinct designs of late Sasanian coins. Winged crowns re-
appear as adornment in the iconography of rulers in the 
tenth century. We know that the Ziyarid ruler Mardawij 
ibn Ziyar (r. 927–35) had commissioned a crown in the 
Sasanian fashion, which implies one with wings.74 The 
first known dated renderings of such crowns are found 
on presentation coins of rulers of the Buyid dynasty 
(945–1045) such as Rukn al-Dawla (r. 947–77) and ʿ Adud 
al-Dawla (r. 952–83) in western Iran and Iraq. The Sama-
nids (819–1005), and the successive Ghaznavid dynasty 
(977–1117) in eastern Iran, also re-enacted pre-Islamic 
Sasanian, and even Soghdian forms and iconography.75 
These images were meant to shed a favorable light on 

Fig. 17. Detail, showing looped braids, of bowl with a ruler and attendants (see fig. 16, MMA 57.36.5). (Photo: Stefan 
Heidemann)
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the new dynasties of Iranian and Turkish origin as reviv-
ers of past glory, which the Abbasids in Iraq failed to 
provide after the political collapse in the core lands of 
the empire in the early tenth century.76 A number of 
silver bowls from eastern Iran that presumably date to 
the tenth and eleventh centuries feature a ruler sitting 
in cross-legged fashion and a Sasanian-style winged 
crown.77 We also find winged crowns in other media 
such as polychrome mīnāʾī78 and luster-painted pottery, 
as well as, unexpectedly, on Mediterranean Tell Minis 
luster-painted ware from Syria (outside the Iranian 
world proper)—always associated with the depiction of 
a ruler.79 

The top of the head of the MMA figure with the 
winged crown is covered, as already mentioned, with 
the same pleated veil as its diademed twin (fig. 15). His 
braids were gathered to match those of the diademed 
figure, but the necessary loopholes were not carved, sug-
gesting a hasty termination to the carving. Similar to the 
Iranian-Sasanian fashion,80 each of the earrings has 
three large pearls and the figure wears necklaces consist-
ing of three chains of beads with what seems to be a 
cross suspended from the lowest one.81

To summarize, two forms of crowns are consistently 
used within this royal group, a winged crown or a triple-
lobed metal diadem, and all the figures have beads dan-
gling from their ear lobes and multiple strands of pearls 
draped around their necks.82 The dubious figures are 
excluded here. All of these characteristics are consistent 
with an older Sasanian model for depicting royalty, al-
lowing us to identify these two figures as rulers in the 
Iranian tradition, despite the fact that Sasanian 
shāhanshāhs are almost always bearded. For example, 
representations on coins show the Buyids bearded like 
Sasanian emperors,83 and the Turkish rulers depicted on 
the Central Asian stone stelae all have mustaches—a 
tradition that was continued by early Seljuq rulers such 
as Alp Arslan, Malikshah, and Sanjar, as we know from 
literary sources.84 However, rulers depicted on later 
twelfth- and thirteenth-century mīnāʾī ware, luster-
painted ware, and turquoise underglaze-painted ware 
are mostly beardless with some exceptions.85 The clean-
shaven, moon-shaped faces of these stucco figures most 
likely represent youthful and powerful rulers.

III.3. The standing ruler

While models for the image of the standing ruler may be 
found in Sasanian and early Umayyad stucco reliefs, the 
influence of eastern Turkish depictions of royalty in the 
conception of these figures appears to have been strong 
and may have come from a class of Old Turkic stelae 
found in the Central Asian steppes86 and dating from 
the sixth to tenth century. The figures on these stelae are 
standing frontally, right arm over left; in some cases the 
left hand rests on a dagger, sword, or saber (fig. 18).87 
These stelae served as funeral memorials of rulers and 
dignitaries, and may have also played a role in religious 
rituals. The Seljuqs originated from these Central Asian 
steppes, east of the Syr Darya. The tradition of erecting 
huge stone stelae of a different type was later continued 
in the Polovtsian steppes until the early thirteenth 
century.88 

Stripped of their traditional functions, the represen-
tations of these stelae may have been adopted as a mod-
el for depicting Turkish rulership in palatial contexts 
with clean-shaven,89 round faces that corresponded 
more closely to Turkish concepts of beauty as we find 
them depicted on Kashani mīnāʾī, and luster-painted 
and other contemporary pottery. 

III.4. The awkward posture

The left hand of the winged crown figure, which holds 
the saber beneath the cross guard, bends unnaturally, 
and the saber itself is inaccurately depicted, raising 
doubts about the authenticity of both figures. However, 
art historical analysis seems to support the theory that 
the two figures are a matching pair intended originally 
to mirror one another in posture, and this may explain 
these anomalies. Changes in the composition provide us 
with clues about the decorative function of the figures. 
The positioning of their forearms indicates that the fig-
ures were intended to be a symmetrical pair. As one 
would expect according to the prevailing convention, 
the diademed figure has his left arm below the right one. 
All comparative stucco figures have the same arm posi-
tion. This tradition can be traced back at least to the 
numerous depictions of attendants in Sasanian reliefs 
and on coins. The same arm position, with the left hand 
resting on a dagger, sword, or saber is also found on all 
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Fig. 18. Old Turkic stelae with sabers, seventh to eighth century: a) and b) from Kypchyl, Russian Altai (Sören Stark, Die 
Alttürkenzeit in Zentralasien: Archäologische und Historische Studien, Nomaden und Sesshafte 6 [Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert, 
2008], illus. 45); c) Aerkate, Kyrgyzstan (Alisa Borisenko et al., “Die Bewaffnung der alten Turkvölker, der Gegner der Sasa-
niden,” in Arms and Armour as Indicators of Cultural Transfer: The Steppes and the Ancient World from Hellenistic Times to 
the Early Middle Ages, ed. Markus Mode and Jürgen Tubach, Nomaden und Sesshafte 4 [Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert, 2006], 
128). 

Old Turkic stelae (fig. 18).90 The arms of the winged 
crown figure follow this arrangement in principle but 
are necessarily reversed, with the right arm below the 
left, an uncommon position.91 The initial necessity for a 
symmetrical pair might be explained by both being set 
up on one wall within an axial hall rather than as figures 
on the opposite walls of a hall or court. At the same time, 
their royal attire was intended to be a realistic symbol 
for their rank. As a result, the sabers of both figures had 
to be positioned correctly on the left side in order to be 
regarded as acceptable representations by members of 
the military elite. This dilemma during the design or 
modeling process might have caused the aesthetically 
unsatisfactory changes that were made. 

The mirrored representation of a pair of princes is 
also found on a heavily restored stucco panel that was, 
as mentioned earlier, in Hagop Kevorkian’s possession 
in 1926 but whose present whereabouts are unknown 
(fig. 19). Although it is impossible to assess its authentic-
ity and distinguish between original and restored sec-
tions based solely on the photograph, the panel depicts 
a pair of courtiers, each wearing a jeweled kulāh, and 

holding beakers and probably napkins in their hands, if 
we can trust the restoration.92 The right figure has his 
right hand over his left hand, while the left figure has his 
left hand over his right hand. If the MMA figures fol-
lowed this order, the winged crown figure would be on 
the left side and the diademed figure on the right side. 
Since seemingly neither figure in the Kevorkian panel 
has a saber, the issue of its placement does not arise.93

For the winged MMA figure, the only way to adjust 
the mirrored arm position with the saber on the correct 
left side was to redirect the position of the hands with 
the left one rather awkwardly resting on the upper part 
of the scabbard, which has been pulled up against the 
chest, resulting in an unusually long saber (fig. 21). Al-
though the jeweled pommel and cross guard each cor-
respond to the depiction of a saber on a dinar from 
Herat (fig. 12), this composition does not leave any space 
for a hilt in between.

Further alterations in the region of the chest hint at a 
sequence of changes in the design of this figure until the 
finishing (see section V.4). A buttoned caftan ought to 
be worn open and with an embroidered button border, 

c
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as it is shown on the diademed twin, so that the rich 
embroidery of the undergarment becomes visible. Look-
ing from the hemline of the winged crown figure up to 
the belt, the caftan is open and two golden sashes are 
presented similar to its pendent figure. However, above 
the belt line, we unexpectedly find a single unbuttoned 
chest area of finely woven textile that does not continue 
the caftan concept and the button border of the lower 
part. This obvious change in design resulted in the chest 
piece being slightly more raised—possibly over an ear-
lier design—than the lower parts of the caftan. It thus 

Fig. 19. Stucco relief with two figures in the Kevorkian 
Collection in 1926 (from H. Kevorkian, 1926, frontispiece). 
(Photo: unknown)

Fig. 20. Detail of fig. 19, showing the figure on the right. 

Fig. 21. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 
57.51.18): hand and saber. (Photo: Stefan Heidemann)
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Fig. 22. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18): chest piece with unrelated “bow-tie” lace joints, numbered 
1 to 4. (Photo: Stefan Heidemann)

lacks the natural flow from the hemline to the chest seen 
in the profile of the diademed figure. To the right of the 
left hand are the remains of four red “butterfly”- or “bow-
tie”-shaped raised ornamentations (fig. 22). A parallel 
row of ornamentations can also be found to the left of 
the left hand, the parallel third and fourth invisible, but 
possibly with a lower fifth ornament (fig. 21). These ele-
ments may represent the remains of “bow-tie” lace joints 
or buttons of a dismissed earlier, possibly open caftan 
design. They do not serve any function in the current 
composition. A raised elongated element running be-
tween both hands, behind the left hand, is painted red 
and may have represented an element in the earlier 
scheme whose function is no longer apparent (figs. 21 

and 26). Further alterations of the “textile” pattern, such 
as incised wavy stripes in a vegetal ornament, also sug-
gest that an adjustment was made to the design (fig. 26). 
Given that the right hand is largely missing, we cannot 
tell how it may have been employed. Areas of the dia-
demed figure show that there were similar, though few-
er, instances of adjustments and remodeling. The right 
upper arm was already carved and incised when a sec-
ond layer was applied to strengthen the proportionate 
features of the figure (fig. 23) (see section V.3 below for 
further detail). With the help of a CT scan similar addi-
tive applications of layers of plaster in the modeling pro-
cess were observed on the V&A figures and also on the 
Detroit figure.94 
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IV. THE AUDIENCE HALL

IV.1. The polychrome mural tradition

While figural stucco decoration depicting humans was, 
with few exceptions, not continued after the eighth cen-
tury, almost life-sized depictions of courtly figures on 
murals were continuously known in Central Asia.95 For 
western Iran, Iraq, and Syria, evidence of murals is still 
largely missing. The closest parallels within an architec-
tural context are provided by the frescoes of Central 
Asian palaces such as the one in Lashkar-i Bazar or in 
Tepe Afrasiyab, Old Samarqand. If we see the MMA fig-
ures in this mural tradition, then it becomes apparent 
that their polychromy was more important than their 
sculptural aspect. Indeed, the figures should be seen as 
three-dimensional substrates for a mural painting. The 
above-mentioned unprovenanced smaller relief figures 
(height about 40 cm) on marble slabs from the vicinity 
of Ghazna, presumably from around 1100, point to a 
similar direction.96

The palace complex of ancient Bust is located in  
the Helmand province in present-day Afghanistan. This 
palace was built during the reign of Mahmud of  
Ghazna (r. 998–1030) and expanded by his son Masʿud  Fig. 23. Detail of figure with jeweled diadem (fig. 2, MMA 

67.119): right upper arm. (Photo: Stefan Heidemann)

Fig. 24. Mural in the audience hall in Lashkar-i Bazar. (Lashkari Bazar, une résidence royale ghaznévide et ghoride, t. 1A: 
L’architecture, ed. Daniel Schlumberger [Paris, 1978], pl. 122.a)
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(r. 1031–40), who took up residence there in 1036–37. In 
about 1150, during the Seljuq conquest by Sanjar (r. 1118–
57), the palaces were pillaged and Bust was destroyed.97 
A famous fresco in the reception hall has been inter-
preted as a royal audience; it shows forty-four standing 
courtly figures almost the same size as the MMA figures 
(figs. 24 and 25). All these figures have a beardless Turkic 
“moon face” and wear qabās in blue and red with ṭirāz 
brassards and belts ending in two long sashes.98 The 
chronicler Bayhaqi (d. 1066) describes similarly lavish 
receptions at the Ghaznavid court.

On the lower terrace of the citadel in Samarqand was 
a kūshk with a courtyard for receptions, decorated with 
murals of the same color scheme. Karev has suggested 
that the kūshk was built by either the Qarakhanid ruler 
Masʿud ibn Hasan (r. 1150–71) or his son Muhammad (r. 
1170–79). To the left of the ruler’s niche, on the eastern 
wall, is an almost life-sized attendant in three-quarter 
profile, and on the northern wall a cross-legged ruler sits 
on a throne; both hold an arrow in their hands as a sign 
of power.99

The MMA figures appear to have been brightly 
painted and gilded. As will be discussed below (see sec-
tion V.4), recent analyses of their pigments, as well as of 
those on the related figures in Berlin and Detroit, have 
revealed that many if not all are of modern origin. It is 
beyond doubt, however, that vivid colors originally en-
dowed these figures with a striking visual power and it 
is possible that the modern pigments were added to 
revive the faint traces that remained after centuries of 
being buried.

The palette, which was restricted to blue, red, and 
gold, with black outlines and elements in white, was 
used with a different emphasis on each figure. The same 
color scheme is found in the murals of Lashkar-i Bazar. 
The background color of the caftan of the winged-crown 
figure is blue with white floral ornaments arranged in 
wide bands between red stripes (fig. 26). Some of these 
stripes are separated by incised grooves (fig. 27). Special 
attention was taken with the cuffs of the figure with the 
winged crown. They were each “embroidered” with a 
carved cartouche showing an arabesque and three 

Fig. 25. Detail of fig. 24, mural in the audience hall of Lashkar-i Bazar. 
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raised gilded studs (now abraded) between the wavy 
incised grooves (fig. 21). This caftan is worn over a red 
undergarment. The scrolling tendrils may have repre-
sented silver wefts. Textiles shown in Lashkar-i Bazar 
and those depicted on polychrome mīnāʾī ware have a 
similar pattern. The hem area of the caftan is also richly 
embellished with studs in the form of rosettes. 

The main color of the caftan worn by the figure with 
the diadem, on the other hand, is defined by the wide 
red bands that appear between narrow blue stripes; this 
garment is worn over a blue robe. The separating grooves 
serve as proof of a similar original textile pattern. The 
sashes and much of the raised embroidered decoration 
and studs appear to have been gilded, adding to the 
opulence of the clothing. This caftan seems richer, with 
a larger number of studs, than that of its pendant with 

the winged crown. From a distance, the two figures 
might have appeared as a contrasting pair. In this con-
text, it is interesting to note that at the Ghaznavid court, 
as witnessed by Bayhaqi, clothing served as an indicator 
of one’s place in the court hierarchy.100 

IV.2. The architectural context

Polychromed relief figures impart a sense of drama and 
verisimilitude to flat mural decoration. These figures 
would have created the illusion of an increased presence 
at the hall, thus fulfilling a function similar to the reflec-
tive surfaces found in the Great Hall of Mirrors at Ver-
sailles and in numerous other palaces. In a reception 
area already filled with ostentatiously dressed dignitar-
ies, these lavishly painted and gilded figures enhanced 
the splendor and largess of the receiving ruler. But where 
would the MMA figures have been placed? All of the fig-
ures in Lashkar-i Bazar are shown in a three-quarter 
profile looking at a central figure who is now missing, 
and who probably faced the audience. In Samarqand we 
have attendants in three-quarter profile turning to the 
throne niche.101 Mīnāʾī and luster-painted ware of the 
late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries always show 
one ruler sitting cross-legged and facing forward while 
the attendants stand in three-quarter profile. The Berlin 
figure in three-quarter posture might have served as an 
attendant in such a position. It seems unlikely that the 
MMA figures stood beside the ruler’s throne; therefore, 
they would have been turning toward him. In addition, 
as a pair they could not be central figures. It seems more 
likely that they stood opposite the ruler’s throne, stand-
ing at attention and within his sight. Their youthful 
power, as reflected in their round beardless faces, com-
plements their royal presence, manifested in their 
crowns and accoutrements. More than a single princely 
figure, the presence here of two royal princes might have 
reinforced the sultan’s claim as shāhānshāh, king of 
kings, in an artificially enlarged royal audience. The pro-
posed time frame of 1050 to 1150, with a likely dating to 
the first half of the twelfth century, suggests that Sanjar, 
who ruled as supreme sultan between 1118 and 1157, 
might have been the patron of these revetments. These 
royal figures could be representations of subdued 
kings102 serving as vassals or royal princes of the Seljuq 

Fig. 26. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 
57.51.18): the embroidery on the chest piece. (Photo: Stefan 
Heidemann)
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family. Individual representations were most probably 
not intended; the ṭirāz brassards would have been a 
likely place for such an identification.

While these figures seem to indicate a royal audience 
hall, the setting and location of such a venue remains 
open. Our knowledge of Seljuq palatial architecture is 
limited. No Seljuq palace has yet been excavated in Iran, 
which could provide a useful comparison. A small struc-
ture in the Shariyar Ark in Marv was cautiously identi-
fied as an audience hall but no architectural decoration 
remained.103 Stucco-relief figures need to be affixed to 
rigid structures such as walls. If these figures had come 
from an urban context the chances of their survival 
would have been minimal, due to the cycle of destruc-
tion and rebuilding in subsequent centuries and various 
periods of iconoclasm. 

David Durand-Guédy recently analyzed the literary 
sources on audiences and lodgments of the Seljuq sul-
tans.104 The Seljuq court was itinerant and usually 
camped away from city centers, holding audiences in 

tent enclosures (surādiq [Arab.] or sarāparda [Pers.]), 
either outside under a canopy or within trellis tents 
(sing. khargāh). Nevertheless, outside their main cities, 
such as Hamadhan, Isfahan, Sava, and Baghdad the 
Seljuqs erected more substantial temporary structures, 
referred to as kūshks in the literary sources. For most of 
the time these lands were under the rule of the subordi-
nate Western Seljuq sultan. 

A kūshk was a kind of pavilion, and could be synony-
mous with dār or sarāy. Unlike khargāh tents, they may 
have been built with wooden beams, adobe, or mud 
bricks, all of which create rigid walls. These were light 
structures of up to two stories and intended for tempo-
rary use. Perhaps we should see these royal stucco fig-
ures as a hastily formed part of the decorative program 
of just such a reception structure, which was not meant 
to last. 

A direct comparison can be made with the seven Qa-
rakhanid kūshks on the elevated northern citadel pla-
teau of Samarqand and the reported palaces in Bukhara. 

Fig. 27. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18): the embroidery on the right arm. (Photo: Stefan Heide-
mann)
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One of them was carefully excavated. As far as we can 
discern from the texts and the archaeological evidence, 
these were light structures, constructed with adobe us-
ing a wooden frame technique (Fachwerk) and intended 
for receptions by the ruler.105

Ironically, this suburban context for kūshks—as pro-
posed by Durand-Guédy—may have helped to preserve 
these figures until the end of the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, when expanding urban develop-
ment began to encroach on peripheral areas. This was 
precisely the moment when such objects were to be dis-
covered, and when a market was created for Persian 
antiquities in Europe and North America. From our 
knowledge of Seljuq building activities, it seems likely 
that the figures come from western Iran. This is also the 
period when Hagop Kevorkian was excavating in Rayy, 
which may explain why he is so closely connected with 
this material.106 It should be noted as well that Lord 
Marling was in Tehran, which is close to Rayy, when he 
was offered the figures that his widow, Lady Marling, 
later sold to the V&A. Compared to Hamadhan or Is-
fahan, the historical sources for Rayy are scarce. The 
supreme sultan Sanjar visited there in 1117–18 and 1148–
49, but no building activity is mentioned.107 Zahir al-Din 
reports that Sultan Arslan ibn Tughril (r. 1161–76) stayed 
in a pavilion within a walled garden (kūshk-i bāgh) of a 
powerful local amir.108 

V. TECHNICAL EXAMINATION

V.1. Overview

All of the objects selected for exhibition in the Metro-
politan Museum of Art’s Islamic art galleries, which 
opened in 2011, were subject to art historical and techni-
cal examinations. Few works of completely dubious au-
thenticity were discovered in this process, but several 
examples of pastiches were identified, composed of frag-
ments from different if contemporary objects, as well as 
objects enhanced for the market with modern embel-
lishments. With its rich figural imagery, the art of the 
Seljuq period has been highly valued in Western Europe 
and North America since the early part of the twentieth 
century, as evidenced by the extensive and sometimes 
deceptive restorations that were performed on mīnāʾī 
ware.109 Since no information had come to light re

garding the recovery of the two painted figures under 
consideration here, an in-depth technical study was ur-
gently required. Similar examinations are being per-
formed on the comparable figures in the Museum für 
Islamische Kunst in Berlin, the Detroit Institute of Art, 
and the Victoria and Albert Museum.110

V.2. Stucco composition

The term “stucco” is rather imprecise and can refer to 
either lime or gypsum-based plasters mixed with temper 
and other additives to achieve the desired working qual-
ities.111 The approximate age of lime plasters can be de-
termined at least theoretically by radiocarbon dating, 
provided that they are free of organic contaminants 
and/or not tempered with carbonaceous minerals. Lime 
plaster, a mixture of water and calcium oxide obtained 
by the roasting of a calcium carbonate rock such as lime-
stone, sets in a process known as carbonation, in which 
atmospheric carbon dioxide reacts with calcium hy-
droxide to reform calcium carbonate. Determining the 
ratio of the absorbed carbon-14 isotope fraction remain-
ing in the plaster to that normally expected can provide 
the basis for dating. In the Middle Eastern tradition, 
however, stuccos are often based on gypsum plaster. 
Heating above 300° Celsius converts gypsum rock, 
which is commonly found across the region, from cal-
cium sulphate dihydrate to a hemihydrated form, while 
higher temperatures produce calcium sulphate anhy-
drite. When the calcined mineral is pounded into a pow-
der and mixed with water, it readily reverts to the 
dihydrate form in an exothermic reaction. Temper and 
prolonged stirring serve to improve its working qualities 
and extend the time available until the plaster sets and 
hardens. Unfortunately, there is currently no scientific 
method that can be used to date gypsum plaster unless 
there are embedded charcoal fragments remaining from 
the calcing process.

Although more brittle and softer than stone, gypsum 
stucco provides a durable surface well suited for archi-
tectural decoration. Stucco has numerous advantages 
over stone: its components can be easily carried to the 
site where it is needed, and it can conform to any surface 
and be carved and smoothed readily before it has dried 
using very simple tools. Stucco also permits alterations 
and additions if the original concept of the artist changes 
over time, as we see in both figures. Despite its slight 
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solubility in water, early Islamic stucco has survived 
burial for centuries at sites such as Nishapur with much 
of its surface detail and traces of applied paint still pre-
served.

An examination of the bottom edge of the figure with 
the winged crown reveals that at least two plaster mix-
tures were used in its creation. The basic form was ob-
tained using plaster mixed with a rather coarse temper, 
while the upper layer and surface details were executed 
using a fine-textured plaster that was more suitable for 
carving and burnishing. Open-architecture X-ray dif-
fraction (XRD) analysis of the coarse lower layer indi-
cated a mixture of gypsum with traces of quartz, 
anhydrite, and calcite.112 Microscopic examination com-
bined with Fourier-transform Infrared Spectroscopy 
(FTIR) allowed for the identification of the temper as 
coarsely-ground gypsum with quartz, feldspar, sedimen-
tary rock fragments, and vegetal remains, but with no 
charcoal present. Analysis of the surface plaster layers 
on both figures indicates the presence of gypsum dihy-
drite with traces of anhydrite and quartz. Although an-
hydrite will convert to gypsum over time when exposed 
to moisture, it has been found in ancient plasters recov-
ered from dry environments.113

V.3. Condition of both figures

No written examination report accompanied the acqui-
sition of either figure, but black and white photographs 
taken at that time indicate that structural damage was 
repaired before they entered the Museum’s collection, 
including the horizontal fractures visible in the photo-
graph of the figure with the jeweled diadem found in 
Riefstahl’s article.114 Recent X-radiographs made of both 
figures reveal that fractures were repaired using long 
metal tubes, pins, and large staples. Losses along these 
break lines were filled with plaster and disguised with 
paint. 

Of the two figures, the one with the diadem crown has 
suffered more extensive damage (fig. 29). Horizontal 
break lines run across the figure at the level of the shoul-
ders, at the waist, and at the juncture between the caftan 
and the lower legs. The fracture at the waist caused the 
loss of the proper left hand and part of the saber, includ-
ing the top of the scabbard and the hilt. The outer edges 
of both upper arms, particularly the proper right one, 
have been shattered into many pieces and reattached. 

Based on the variations in opacity seen in the radio-
graphs, it appears that the upper body of this figure was 
enlarged after the previously modeled plaster had hard-
ened, resulting in a structural weakness at the interface 
between the two applications (fig. 23).115 A vertical seam 
also runs up the center of the lower caftan section. Un-
like all the other break lines, this seam is very straight, is 
not pinned, and is virtually undetectable on the surface. 
Given the radio-transparency along this seam line, it is 
probable that a modern organic adhesive was used in 
this join. The bottom section with the boots has been 
reassembled using several fragments that have been 
pinned together. Losses between these fragments sug-
gest that this section either was extensively shattered or 
is a pastiche of disparate fragments. Whether or not this 
bottom section originally belonged to this sculpture or 
another figure of the original revetment cannot be as-
certained without disassembly.116 By contrast, the figure 
with the winged crown was only fractured at the waist, 
resulting in the loss of a part of the right hand, the lower 
edge of the proper right cuff, and part of the scabbard.

The surfaces of both figures exhibit a considerable 
amount of modern scraping and knife marks that appear 
to be related to the removal of apparent burial incrusta-
tions. The stucco has suffered erosion at high spots as 
well as scratching and shallow pitting that could be con-
sistent with the proposed age of these figures (figs. 21–
23). The contention that these figures were designed for 
placement in a larger wall composition is supported by 
details such as the unfinished surfaces at the tops of the 
heads, as well as the remnants of a background plane 
extending out from the edges of the figures—under the 
proper right elbow of the figure with the winged crown 
(fig. 28) and around the legs of the jeweled diadem figure 
(fig. 2). At the same time, in accordance with the pres-
ence of anhydrite in the surface plaster, there is surpris-
ingly little evidence of aqueous erosion on the surface of 
either figure. 

V.4. The color scheme

Before any pigments were analyzed partial reconstruc-
tions of the present traces of polychromy on each figure 
were made (figs. 30 and 31). On both figures, the surface 
decoration is limited to various shades of red and blue—
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often painted over a thin layer of white—with black and 
traces of gilding. 

The figure with the winged crown wears a blue caftan 
with a repeating motif of leaves and tendrils outlined in 
black and aligned between thin orange-red stripes. 
Faintly incised scribe lines are still visible on the surface 
of this figure outlining the vegetal ornaments—a feature 
also noted in the layout of the painted plaster wall pan-
els from Nishapur.117 The spaces around these vegetal 
elements are filled with a circle and dot motif (fig. 30). 
In the chest area, the red stripes were cut through the 
vegetal ornaments after they had already been painted, 
which is consistent with the alterations in this area that 
were already noted (fig. 21). Under the caftan this figure 
wears a red skirt with a repeating cross motif that is 
largely obscured by surface dirt. The same motif is found 
on the coat of the right-hand figure in a relief said to 
have come from Rayy that was in the Hagop Kevorkian 
collection in 1926 (fig. 20).118 Similar, but not identical is 
the cross pattern on the squatting figure from the V&A. 

The bottom edge of the undergarment of the figure with 
the winged crown (fig. 1) features “embroidered” seven-
petalled golden blossoms or appliqués with black ten-
drils thinly outlined on a blue field. Very faint traces of 
gilding are found on the wide sash ends that hang down 
over the skirt, as well as on raised elements of the jew-
elry and crown.

The figure with the jeweled crown wears a caftan fea-
turing thin blue stripes alternating with wider bands 
decorated with black crosses on a red field (figs. 2 and 
31). The vertical border of this caftan is decorated with 
embroidered or applied gilded quadripartite elements, 
with a central boss on a wide red border with a finely 
beaded edge.119 The two ends of the sash hang down 
over a blue skirt with a raised embroidered or applied 
palmetto design rising from the bottom edge, with a row 
of closures in a chevron-shaped formation on the chest 
of the caftan (fig. 2). Ṭirāz brassards with carved inscrip-
tions against red or blue fields are found on the upper 
arms of both figures. The long hair braids as well as de-

Fig. 28. Detail of figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18): the background wall surface preserved under proper right 
arm of the figure with the winged crown. (Photo: Jean-François de Lapérouse) 
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tails of the eyes and eyebrows are rendered in black. The 
color of the veil has not yet been determined. Although 
the face and hands presumably were painted, it has so 
far been difficult to differentiate between burial dirt and 
vestiges of paint in these areas. 

V.5. Pigment analyses

Numerous pigment samples were taken for analysis by 
energy dispersive spectroscopy, FTIR, X-ray diffraction 
(XRD), and polarized light microscopy (PLM).120 Care 
was taken not to take samples from obvious areas of pre-
vious restoration. All of the pigments were thinly ap-
plied and are extremely friable, and FTIR analyses have 
not yet detected the presence of any binding media. 
Charcoal black was used extensively to color the hair, 
indicate the pupils and eyebrows, and add linear decora-
tion to the garments worn by both figures. All of the blue 
samples obtained from both figures were found by EDS 
to be chemically consistent with ultramarine over a 
layer of lead white. Ultramarine is a complex sulphur-
containing sodium silicate that could only be obtained 
from the processing of lapis lazuli, which was procured 
from the Badakhshan region in present-day Afghanistan 
until the 1820s, when the synthetic process was first de-
veloped.121 Visual examination of over twenty samples 
of blue pigment by polarized light microscopy revealed 
that they are morphologically similar and consist of 
large, irregularly shaped mineral particles (fig. 32). Al-
though synthetic ultramarine is normally finely ground, 
the FTIR spectrum of this blue pigment did not match 
the reference spectrum for Afghan lapis lazuli; the com-
plete absence of calcite, which is always found as an 
impurity in lapis lazuli, was confirmed by X-ray diffrac-
tometry. These findings, as well as the fact that this pig-
ment’s large particles tend to be rounded and deeply 
colored, indicates that the blue pigment is a coarsely 
ground, synthetic product.122 

The primary red pigment was found to be red lead—
a lead tetroxide obtained by the calcination of lead 
white. The production of this pigment in both the East 
and the West predates the proposed provenance of 
these figures by many centuries and its use in early Per-
sian manuscript painting has been confirmed, though it 
is often found in association with cinnabar (mercuric 
sulphide), which was not found on either figure.123 

Fig. 29. Composite X-radiograph of the figure with jeweled 
diadem (fig. 2, MMA 67.119). (Photo: Jean-François de 
Lapérouse) 
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Fig. 30. Reconstructed detail of the polychromy on the figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18). (Painting: Jean-
François de Lapérouse) 

Fig. 31. Reconstructed detail of the polychromy on the figure with jeweled diadem (fig. 2, MMA 67.119). (Painting: Jean-
François de Lapérouse) 
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Crudely applied bright orange splashes of red lead on 
eroded surfaces contrast with darkened red lead pig-
ment on smooth, undamaged surfaces (fig. 33). This 
darkening may represent the alteration of this pigment 
to plattnerite, a phenomenon observed in the wall 
paintings in the cave temples of Mogao, near the Dun-
huang oasis in northwestern China.124 However, the rate 
at which plattnerite forms depends on many variables 
and its appearance cannot be used as a proof of age. Red 
earth was present in some samples, but it is not clear to 
what extent this iron oxide was actually a contamina-
tion from the overlying dirt layers. In several red sam-
ples—particularly those taken from the figure with the 
jeweled crown—the red lead is mixed with barium sul-
phate, an inorganic compound not normally found as a 
main constituent in pigments before the late eighteenth 
century.125 FTIR analysis of these samples also revealed 
the presence of an azo dye—sodium lithol rubine (Col-
or Index Name Code: PR57)—that was not formulated 
before the beginning of the twentieth century.126 Micro-
scopic examination of this red pigment reveals that the 
red dye stained the barium sulphate, forming a red lake 
pigment (fig. 34). The same red lake pigment has been 
identified on the Detroit figure, and barium sulphate 
was also found in the red pigment on the Berlin figure 
by X-ray fluorescence analysis.127 

The gilding is only discernible when viewing flat sur-
faces at an angle and is not found on eroded surfaces. 
Given that there is no sign of an underlying ground lay-
er that would be required for burnishing or any sense of 
physical cohesiveness between the gold particles, it ap-
pears to have been applied as a ground pigment rather 
than as leaf or foil. EDS analyses of samples of the gold 
indicate that it contained 11–14% silver and 2–2.5% cop-
per. Since the gold is so difficult to detect visually, XRF 
scans of the surface were made in several locations to 
determine if any trace of it was present.128 Traces are 
also found on the cross-legged figure of the V&A.

It is possible that these two figures were found with 
only traces of their original polychromy remaining and 
that they were subsequently enhanced to make them 
more attractive for the art market. If so, the painted re-
constructions may hint at the original appearance of 
authentic relief sculptures from the Seljuq period. How-
ever, since these pigments provide the only material 

basis for authenticating these sculptures given that the 
plaster itself cannot be dated, the fact that modern pig-
ments were not only used extensively but were also dis-
tressed to give them an archaeological appearance is a 
cause for concern.129 

V.6. Plans for further technical research

Despite the compelling art historical evidence that has 
been presented, no material observation or analytical 
result obtained so far can confirm or disprove conclu-
sively that these figures date to the Seljuq period and it 
is possible that this issue will not be fully resolved unless 
and until similar figures or fragments are recovered from 
controlled excavations. This case illustrates the diffi-
culty of authenticating works of art whose original con-
text has been lost and which have been the subject of 
modern interventions. It is hoped that continuing tech-
nical analysis of the entire corpus of related Middle East-
ern stucco figures, including an in-depth examination of 
the plasters used, will provide further insight into this 
question. 

CONCLUSION: THE AUDIENCE HALL

Based on the particular calligraphic style of the bras-
sards and, as a terminus post quem, the first appearance 
of sabers in Islamic art, the two stucco figures in the Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art can be ascribed to the time 
period between 1050 and 1150, with a likely date of pro-
duction in the early twelfth century. The crowns mark 
them clearly as royal representations, although they do 
not follow the Islamic model of a cross-legged sitting 
ruler. With parallels found in Old Turkic stone stelae of 
Central Asia, the figural marble slabs of the Ghazna area, 
murals from Lashkar-i Bazar and Samarqand, and triple-
lobed diadems from eastern Central Asia, these figures 
have several features pointing to a Central Asian origin. 
However, our knowledge of the building activities of 
Seljuq rulers and the origin of similar figures apparently 
from the western Iranian antiquity market of the early 
twentieth century point to their creation in western 
Iran. Figures in high relief endowed a decorative pro-
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Fig. 32. Left) Sample of blue pigment from the figure with winged crown (fig. 1, MMA 57.51.18); right) finely ground syn-
thetic ultramarine, magnified 600x. (Photo: Jean-François de Lapérouse) 

Fig. 33. Detail of palmetto near the bottom hem of 
the figure with jeweled diadem (fig. 2, MMA 67.119), 
with bright orange and darkened red lead. (Photo: 
Jean-François de Lapérouse) 

Fig. 34. Bright red pigment sample from the figure with jeweled 
diadem (fig. 2, MMA 67.119), consisting of barium sulphate stained 
with a red azo dye, magnified 600x. (Photo: Jean-François de 
Lapérouse) 
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gram with a greater verisimilitude than two-dimension-
al wall paintings. With their dazzling polychromy, these 
life-sized figures effectively augmented the gathering of 
ostentatiously dressed dignitaries already assembled in 
an audience hall, thus enhancing the splendor and the 
largesse of a receiving ruler. It was suggested that the 
postures and arm positions of the MMA figures were 
meant to mirror each other, but their respective swords 
were realistically placed at the left side of each figure. 
This resulted in an awkward hand position for the figure 
with the winged crown, while his saber was without a 
hilt, something that was technically impossible. All of 
the figures in the murals of Lashkar-i Bazar are shown in 
a three-quarter profile, as are the attendants of the mu-
rals of Samarqand; the former are presumably looking 
at a central figure, which did nor survive, the latter at a 
throne niche. Since the MMA figures are not turning in 
this way, it seems unlikely that they formed part of a 
similar composition. They were meant to be viewed as 
a pair, and thus cannot be the central figures. Instead, it 
is proposed that they originally stood opposite and with-
in the gaze of a ruler. Having two clearly marked royal 
personages in attendance enhanced the sultan’s claim 
of being the shāhānshāh. While the representation of 
specific individuals was most likely not intended, the 
youthfulness of their beardless moon faces comple-
mented the royal power manifested in their crowns and 
accoutrements. Given the date proposed, it is possible 
that Sanjar, the supreme sultan (r. 1118–57), was the pa-
tron of the artists responsible for their creation. 

These stucco figures would have required a rigid 
framework and protection from the elements. To date 
our knowledge of Seljuq palatial architecture is limited, 
as no relevant structure has been excavated in Iran. In-
deed, if they had been created for palaces that were situ-
ated within urban centers, the chances of their survival 
would have been minimal due to the waves of subse-
quent destruction and iconoclasm. It is known, howev-
er, that the Seljuq court was itinerant and often camped 
away from cities, with the sultan holding audiences in 
tent enclosures known as surādiq (Arab.) or sarāparda 
(Pers.). On the outskirts of their capitals, including Rayy, 
Hamadan, Isfahan, Sava, and Baghdad, the Seljuqs 
erected more solidly built but still temporary pavilion-
like structures known as kūshks for receptions. These 

would make it likely that the figures came from western 
Iran. The archaeological remains of such structures had 
a better chance of survival until the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, when the aforementioned cit-
ies expanded beyond their earlier borders. 

The technical study of these figures has not been able 
to provide conclusive proof of their authenticity on ma-
terial grounds. While modern pigments similar to those 
found on related figures in other collections have been 
identified in their decoration, it is possible that these 
were applied to heighten original patterns that had 
largely been lost over time. Further compositional anal-
ysis of the stucco mixtures used to produce these figures 
and related examples in other collections will hopefully 
provide further insight into these impressive vestiges of 
Islamic architectural decoration.

Universität Hamburg, Germany
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York

NOTES

Authors’ note: The historical and art historical aspects of this 
study (sections I–IV) are by Stefan Heidemann, University of 
Hamburg; the technical analysis (section V) was conducted 
by Jean-François de Lapérouse and Vicki Parry, Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York. We are extremely grateful to David 
Durand-Guédy and an anonymous reviewer for their critical 
comments, and to Melody Lawrence for her careful revision of 
the English draft. We also wish to express our gratitude to Sheila 
Canby, Patty Cadby Birch Curator in Charge of the Department 
for Islamic Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, for permis-
sion to publish the figures and for her kind support during the 
entire project.
1.	 Figure with winged crown: New York, Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, 57.51.18. Stucco; free formed, incised, 
painted, gilt; H. 47 in. (119.4 cm). Cora Timken Burnett 
Collection of Persian Miniatures and Other Persian Art 
Objects, Bequest of Cora Timken Burnett, 1956. Figure with 
jeweled diadem: New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
67.119. Stucco; free formed, incised, painted, gilt; H. 56 3/4 
in. (144.1 cm). Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Lester Wolfe, 1967.

2.	 Hagop Kevorkian excavated in Rayy in northwestern Iran 
but also acquired objects from Anatolia, the Levant, Iraq, 
and western Iran. In the first half of the twentieth century, 
European dealers still rarely had the opportunity to acquire 
objects from eastern Iran and Central Asia. Marilyn Jenkins-
Madina, “Collecting the ‘Orient’ at the Met: Early Taste-
makers in America,” Ars Orientalis 30 (2000): 69–89, esp. 
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72–73. Large stucco panels of royal images of the so-called 
princely cycle were said to be from late twelfth-century 
Seljuq palace complexes in Rayy, and perhaps also from 
Sava, in northwestern Iran. While some of them certainly 
integrate original material, their authenticity is disputed. 
For these figures, see n. 11 below.

3.	 We are grateful to Mariam Rosser-Owen, curator of Islamic 
art at the Victoria and Albert Museum, for this information.

4.	 Worcester, Mass., Worcester Art Museum, inv. no. 1932.24. 
P. B. Cott, “A Persian Stucco Figure,” Bulletin of the Worcester 
Art Museum 23 (1932): 104–10.

5.	 The Walters Art Museum, art.thewalters.org/detail/13647/
standing-warrior-holding-a-sword, accessed March 21, 2014. 
Dimensions: 60.4 cm × 25.1 cm. It was acquired by Henry 
Walters on December 16, 1926, from Dikran Kelekian, New 
York and Paris. This figure was not personally studied for 
this article. Published also in Eva Baer, The Human Figure in 
Islamic Art: Inheritance and Islamic Transformations (Costa 
Mesa, Calif.: Mazda Publishers, 2004), 21, fig. 27.

6.	 For the head and torso from Nizamabad, see n. 12 below. 
For the Seljuq period, see Islamische Kunst in Berlin: Kata-
log, ed. Klaus Brisch (Berlin: B. Hessling, 1971), 106, nos. 405, 
406, illus. 55.

7.	 The frieze in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts is at best 
regarded as just such a composite. See Ananda K. Cooma-
raswamy, “A Persian Stucco Frieze, and Other Fragments,” 
Bulletin of the Museum of Fine Arts 28, 170 (December 1930): 
104–7. The object was deaccessioned in the 1930s, probably 
due to questions of authenticity.

8.	 Rudolf M. Riefstahl, “Persian Islamic Stucco Sculptures,” 
The Art Bulletin 13, 4 (December 1931): 438–63.

9.	 Regarding fig. 1 (MMA. 57.51.18), see Stefan Heidemann, 
“62. Princely Figure with Winged Crown,” in Masterpieces 
from the Department of Islamic Art in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, ed. Maryam D. Ekhtiar, Priscilla P. Soucek, 
Sheila R. Canby, and Navina Najat Haidar (New York: Met-
ropolitan Museum of Art, 2011), 102–4. Oya Pancaroğlu in 
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Abstract

A pair of almost life-sized polychrome stucco sculptures attributed to the Seljuq period in Iran was closely examined prior to the reinstallation of the Islamic galleries at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 2011. Iconographical analysis of their crowns and other accoutrements suggests that they represent a pair of royal figures that were once part of a larger decorative program dated to 1050–1150. Given the itinerant nature of the Seljuq court, it is proposed that this stucco decoration was created for a temporary reception structure, or kūshk, probably in western Iran.  While scientific analyses have indicated 
that much if not all of the polychromy is modern, technical examination of the plaster used to create these figures and related examples in other collections is ongoing. 
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stucco figures, polychromy, Seljuqs, palace, architectural decoration

This is a digital offprint for restricted use only | © 2014  Koninklijke Brill  NV


	3pags.pdf
	Muqarnas
	CONTENTS

	Susana Calvo Capilla
	The Reuse of Classical Antiquity in the Palace of Madinat Al-Zahraʾ and its Role in the Construction of Caliphal Legitimacy

	Stefan Heidemann,  Jean-François De Lapérouse, and Vicki Parry
	The Large Audience: Life-Sized Stucco Figures of Royal Princes from the Seljuq Period

	BENJAMIN ANDERSON
	The Complex of Elvan Çelebi: Problems in 
Fourteenth-Century Architecture

	HAMIDREZA JAYHANI
	Bāgh-I Samanzār-I Nūshāb: Tracing a Landscape, 
Based on the British Library’s Mas_navī 
of Humāy u Humāyūn

	Heike Franke
	Emperors of Ṣūrat and Maʿnī:  Jahangir and Shah Jahan as Temporal and Spiritual Rulers

	AMANDA PHILLIPS
	A MATERIAL CULTURE: OTTOMAN VELVETS AND THEIR OWNERS, 1600–1750

	ADAM JASIENSKI
	A SAVAGE MAGNIFICENCE: OTTOMANIZING FASHION AND THE POLITICS OF DISPLAY IN EARLY MODERN EAST-CENTRAL EUROPE

	Ulrich Marzolph
	From Mecca to Mashhad: The Narrative of an Illustrated Shiʿi Pilgrimage Scroll from the Qajar Period

	CARMEN BARCELÓ and ANJA HEIDENREICH 
	LUSTERWARE MADE IN THE ABBADID TAIFA OF SEVILLE (ELEVENTH CENTURY) AND ITS EARLY PRODUCTION IN THE MEDITERRANEAN Region

	DENİZ TÜRKER
	HAKKY-BEY AND HIS JOURNAL LE MIROIR DE L’ART MUSULMAN, 
OR MIRʾĀT-I ṢANĀYİʿ-İ İSLĀMİYE (1898)





