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Calligraphy on Islamic Coins

Stefan Heidemann

Introduction

Western coinages in the Hellenistic tradition are praised for the
beauty of their images complementing perfectly the circular space.
The art of the portrait flowered in particular in the Hellenistic world,
the early Roman Empire, and then again a millennium later in the
Renaissance. Since the Renaissance, Greek and Roman coins have
been understood in the antiquarian mind as objects of art compara-
ble to sculpture or painting. The Italian sculptor Pisanello (c. 1395-
1455) invented the art of the medal, imitating Roman coins. West-
ern numismatics developed in the Renaissance and numismatics
became part of art history. In the tradition of Johann Winckelmann
(1717-68) it focuses on portraits, human depictions, and architec-
ture. While art historians trained in the classical Western tradition
rarely appreciated the almost aniconic aesthetics of Islamic art in
general and that of coins in particular, the beauty of written and
embellished documents made of metal has become more acces-
sible to modern viewers, who have learned to appreciate aesthetic
concepts others than those measured by Greek and Roman ideals.

Islamic and Chinese cultures developed different aesthetics in
the design of coins than western Europe. Both cultures created out-
standing numismatic artefacts. In the late seventh century, Islamic
authorities initially created coins as text documents. Early coins
are anonymous, containing parts of the Qur’an, the divine revela-
tion, and the necessary administrative information. Later, names of
caliphs, sultans, kings, governors and even the names of the die-
engravers were added. The art of the coin in the Chinese and in the
Islamic world focused on the beauty of the designed characters and
a proportionate distribution of text on the available limited, mostly
circular space. The roots of coin design in the Islamic world lay
nevertheless in the Hellenistic tradition, whereas Chinese coinage
drew on a different past. The early Islamic Empire covered the old
Hellenistic world from western North Africa to Central Asia.

What sets Islamic coins apart from their Western counter-
parts? Early Islamic coins can be described above all as bearers
of texts of up to 150 words. The texts on coins during the first six
and a half centuries of Islam reflect the entire hierarchy of power
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FIGS. 86-87

DIRHAM (Abbasids, Rayy/Iran; dated 146 H/763-64 CE)
DIRHAM (Abbasids, Isfahan/Iran; dated 204 H/819-20 CE)
On Abbasid dirhams the tendency toward extreme emphasis of the vertical, horizontal and rectangular

letters was continued. The more text had to be accommodated into the circular field of the coin with words set

on a stiff and straight base line, the more disorderly and thus unsatisfactory the design of the coin appears.

FIG. 88
DIRHAM

Abbasids, Madinat al-Salam; dated 208 H/823-24 CE
Due to al-Ma’mun’s coinage reform, a curvilinear script was used for dirhams and a second verse from the

Qur’an added to the margin. The legends on the coins became anonymous again.

FIG. 89
QUARTER DIRHAM

Abbasids, Baghdad/Iraq; dated 282 H/895-96 CE
Special coins were minted for occasions at court as multiples or fractions of the standard dirham. Compared

with customary coins these coins stylistically and in terms of the quality of minting were always outstanding.

The quarter dirham is one of the smallest silver denominations. It shows the name of the caliph with split tops

of vertical letters and a swirling arabesque for the final round letters.

In the early Islamic period, the copyist’'s handwriting of the
chanceries does not seem to be refined enough for Quranic
manuscripts and representative epigraphic inscriptions including
texts on coins. In about the 290s/900s, naskhr was first applied on
coins in the remote but prosperous east of the empire in Sama-
nid Transoxiana. The coins continued the style of ‘Abbasid dirhams
in the tradition of al-Ma’mun'’s reforms; inscriptions and protocol
remained written in angular Kufic script, but the Samanids and
some of their vassals used naskhr for the first time to emphasize
the name of the actual issuing local ruler (F1G. 91). It took more than
a century until a refined version of the naskhi became used for cer-
emonial and sacred functions. The famous calligrapher Ibn Bawwab
(d. probably 423/1031) in Baghdad is much revered for his refine-
ment of naskhr. The earliest surviving Quran manuscript in naskhi
by his hand is dated to 391/1000-01.

The ascendancy of naskhi in the decades around 400/1000
marks the final apogee of Kufic calligraphy on coinage in the east,
probably because the rise of naskhr allowed for more artistic play-

ful variations. Surprisingly, the most outstanding results were not
achieved in the old central lands of Islam but in Central Asia, the
realm of the Turkic Qarakhanids (first period 991-1040), especially
in regions which had recently come under the sway of Islam; cit-
ies such as Balasaghun (present-day Burana near Bishkek, Kyr-
gyztan), Uzkand (present-day Ozkend, Uzbekistan), and others
produced extraordinary calligraphic art. At the same time, to the
south in eastern Iran, in the realm of the Ghaznavids, calligraphic
art on coins also reached a high level, using different-sized letters,
swirling arabesque tails and triangular fins at the tip of the vertical
characters (FIG. 92).

The production of dies was nevertheless subject to the division
of labour and the rationalization of workflow. The rulers demanded
more elaborate titles; and more religious inscriptions had to be
squeezed onto the limited space available on the dies. Prefabricated
punches came into use, mostly ringlets for circular letters (FIG. 93),
but sometimes whole words were just punched with a single tool
onto the die.

165





















	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_01
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_02
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_03_2
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_04_2
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_05_3
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_06
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_07_3
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_08_3
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_09_2
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_10_3
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_11_3
	Heidemann 160-171_Text_Engl_AuraAlif_Page_12_3

