7p
05 L3
O 35 2
NIUW =
PAa .
=28 -
aol ~
e =8t
— 0 23 &
=353
N o = 2
z, = s -
S




Viewing Inscriptions in
the Late Antique and
Medieval World

Edited by
Antony Eastmond

Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London

55 CAMBRIDGE

&) UNIVERSITY PRESS




CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10013-2473, UsA

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781 107092419

© Cambridge University Press 2015

"This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2015
Printed in the United States of America
A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
Viewing inscriptions in the late antique and medieval world / edited by Antony Eastmond
(Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London).
pages cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.
I1SBN 978-1-107-09241-9 (hardback)
1. Inscriptions — History — To 1500. 2. Visual communication — History — To 1500.
3. Civilization, Ancient — Sources. 4. Civilization, Medieval — Sources. 5. Mediterranean
Region — Antiquities. 6. Middle East — Antiquities. 1. Eastmond, Antony, 1966
CN77.V54 2015
929".5—de23 2014032617

1SBN 978-1-107-09241-9 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of urLs for
external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that
any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.



VIEWING INSCRIPTIONS IN THE LATE ANTIQUE AND
MEDIEVAL WORLD

Inscriptions convey meaning not just by their contents but also by other
means, such as choice of script, location, scale, spatial organisation, letter-
form, legibility and clarity. The essays in this book consider these visual
qualities of inscriptions, ranging across the Mediterranean and the Near
Fast from Spain to Iran and beyond, including Norman Sicily, Islamic
North Africa, Byzantium, medieval Italy, Georgia and Armenia. Although
most essays focus on late antiquity and the Middle Ages, they also look
back at Achaemenid Iran and forward to Mughal India. Topics discussed
include real and pseudo-writing, multilingual inscriptions, graffiti, writing
disguised as images and images disguised as words. From public texts set
up on mountainsides or on church and madrasa walls to intimate crafts-
men’s signatures barely visible on the undersides of precious objects, the
inscriptions discussed in this volume reveal their meanings as textual and
visual devices.

Antony Eastmond is AG Leventis Reader in the History of Byzantine Art
at the Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London. He has written
extensively on the art and culture of medieval Georgia and its relations with
Byzantium. He also works on Byzantine ivories. He is the author of The
Glory of Byzantium and Early Christendom (2013), as well as Art and Identity
in Thirteenth-Century Byzantium: Hagia Sophia and the Empire of Trebizond
(2008) and Royal Imagery in Medieval Georgia (1998). He has published arti-
cles in the Art Bulletin, Art History, Dumbarton Oaks Papers and Speculum.
He recently held a Leverhulme Major Research Fellowship during which
he worked on a study of cultural interaction in eastern Anatolia on the eve
of the Mongol invasions.
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& INTRODUCTION

VIEWING INSCRIPTIONS &2

Antony Eastmond

WRITING AS ART

Inscriptions communicate. Whether they are royal proclamations, pious prayers,
wise sayings, historical accounts or simple records of names, inscriptions were
considered important by those who made and read them, and they have become
crucial historical tools to modern historians. Yet, like all means of communica-
tion between humans, the information they contain is coded not just in the words
that constitute the text but also in a wide variety of nonverbal forms.* In speak-
ing, these nonverbal forms include the kinesic messages conveyed by gesture,
posture, facial expression and movement. Inscriptions, whether inscribed on a
monumental scale on the side of a mountain or carved in letters just millimetres
high on an ivory casket, similarly rely on nonverbal elements — choices of script,
scale, location, spatial organisation, letter style, clarity and legibility — for much
of their meaning.

The chapters in this volume all address this nonverbal visual evidence, the
other information embedded in inscriptions. They consider writing as art, not
simply as an art form (the more traditional and well-established study of calli-
graphy, literally ‘beautiful writing’ from the Greek xéMos and ypagt). Rather,
they see inscriptions as important constituents of wider visual environments. All
focus on inscriptions, whether painted, carved or formed from tiles and bricks:
texts inscribed on the floors, walls and ceilings of buildings; chiselled on a monu-
mental scale into the bare rock of cliff faces; or placed, barely visibly, on ivory
boxes and glass lamps. They vary from royal proclamations, set up sometimes in
three or four languages simultaneously and inscribed with great care and preci-
sion or with great effort in difficult-to-reach places, to graffiti hastily and illicitly



Antony Eastmond

scratched into walls. These words are not simply representations of disembodied
utterances. Once created, they become physical objects whose materiality is an
essential element in the means by which they convey meaning.

This volume deliberately brings together scholars who work on a broad range
of periods and fields that stretch all the way around and across the Mediterranean,
from Spain to the Caucasus on the north side, from Tunisia to Egypt and Syria
on the south, and with Sicily at its heart. Beyond the Mediterranean, they look
to the Iranian world, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent. The chapters
concentrate on the late antique and medieval worlds, but they look back to the
fifth century BCE and forward to the seventeenth century CE. In the Chris-
tian world they move from late antique Rome to Byzantine Greece and Georgia
around the year 1o00. They examine Sicily in the twelfth century, Spain in the
thirteenth, and Italy and Armenia in the fourteenth century. In the Islamic world
the chapters range across the Umayyad, Aghlabid, Fatimid, Seljuk, Ottoman,
Safavid and Mughal realms; in Chapter 1 Matthew Canepa traces Sasanian and
early Islamic practices in Iran to the epigraphic cultures of earlier Persian societ-
ies, the Achaemenids and Seleucids. Despite this extraordinary diversity in period
and place, all the chapters are united by their interest in the ways in which groups
in societies exploited the presence of writing to convey additional meanings bey-
ond their verbal content. The aim of this chronological and geographic breadth
is to encourage conversations across modern disciplinary, regional and period
boundaries in academia and to explore the common uses of writing, as well as
the particular differences employed by different cultures at different times.

Inscriptions have tended to be treated as collections of words, whose materi-
ality is incidental. Such assumptions underlie the origins of the great corpora of
inscriptions, which were often motivated by positivist concerns about the factual
content that could be gleaned by reading such texts. The Repertoire chronologique
d’épigraphie arabe (RCEA), the great eighteen-volume corpus of Arabic historical
inscriptions, for example, is completely unillustrated and only provides modern
transcriptions and translations of all its Arabic texts.” With no interest in the
appearance of any text, it is impossible to glean any of the kinds of informa-
tion that the chapters in this volume seek to exploit. Even those corpora that
do include photographs tend to use them primarily as a means to corrobor-
ate the editors’ reading of the text itself, rather than as a source of additional
information.’

The essential premise of this book is that inscriptions are not just disembod-
ied words that can be studied in isolation. Instead they must be considered as
material entities, whose meaning is determined as much by their physical qual-
ities as by their contents. None of the chapters seeks to deny the importance of
reading inscriptions. Indeed the contents remain important and are central to
understanding the ways in which they have been set up and used. However, in
addition to their contents, the ways in which words were presented to onlookers
is a key source of information and a generator of meaning that should not be
ignored.



