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FOREWORD
Hussah Sabah al-Salem al-Sabah

The collection of art from the Islamic lands, founded by my husband Nasser Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah and myself
thirty years ago, has been enriched in recent years by a smaller but growing group of Near Eastern antiquities. Our
interest grew naturally out of a love of the decorative forms of the arts of this region which, as will be seen from
the selection presented in this exhibition, extend back more than 3000 years. While dynasties rose and fell from the
3 millennium BCE to the 7" century CE, one may safely claim that no other area of the world experienced such a
sustained level of cultural activity during this period. The result is some of the beautiful artefacts that we present here.

It has always been our wish that the collection should be both seen and studied by scholars and shared with the public.
Many of these pieces are unique specimens: others are particularly fine examples of their type. Inscriptions in a variety
of ancient languages can be found on the objects in this exhibition. Some of the pieces are inscribed with prayers or
dedications. Inscriptions identified as marks of ownership are also included. It has been our privilege to employ some
of the greatest specialists in their fields to study these pieces and to place them in their historical context. For the first
time in centuries, thanks to the expertise of the epigraphists who have worked on this material, the thoughts of their
original owners are revealed to us.

Conservation has always been an important part of the collection’s mission. The objects presented here have been
carefully cleaned and conserved, with much of this work being done in-house here in Kuwait. The approach has been
a conservative one, namely to do the minimum to the object to ensure its continued survival while revealing its beauty.

Recent years have seen many sad events afflict this region, resulting in the tragic loss of life and the irreplaceable
loss of cultural heritage. We hope that our approach of conservation, exhibition and publication will shed light on
our distant past and protect these objects that have survived for so long, allowing them to be appreciated by future
generations. '
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At the Collection, curator Salam Kaoukji proof read the text and gave advice on many other matters; conservator
Sophie Budden with her assistants Abd al-Aziz al-Duweesh, Ahmad al-Enezy and Benjamin Hilario expertly cleaned
and conserved the material; photographer Mohammad Ali and his assistant Robert Lorenzo produced the beautiful
images in this catalogue; Katie Marsh in London sourced the comparative images in the essays, and helped with many
other things; Juanna Fernandes and Marsha Sequeira took care of all manner of administrative matters; librarian
Mohammed Sorory and museum assistants Michael Tejero and particularly Honorio Lim were unfailingly helpful and
patient.

At Gulf Museum Consultancy Company (GMCC) the catalogue was translated into Arabic by Ma asouma al-Habib
and Nadia Abdulsalam, with the help of Abdulmenem Salem, and designed by Lina Lawand Sinno with Roberto
Fabbri; other colleagues Katherine Baker, Abd al-Karim al-Ghadban, Fadeela Habib and Noorah al-Sabah helped
in many ways to complete this project on time. This has truly been a team effort, and could not have been achieved
without the participation of all the above mentioned.

Our thanks go also to Kuwait Projects Company (Holding) (KIPCO), which lent two pieces of ancient glass from
their collection. We thank Samer Khanachet, P. Sameer Mohammed, Fadia Obeid and Sohair Sheikh at KIPCO and
Venkatakrishnan Menon at Burgan Bank for their help with these loans.

We are particularly gratetul to the Kuwait Foundation for the Advancement of Sciences for their generous sponsorship
of this catalogue.

Deborah Freeman
Assistant Curator
The al-Sabah Collection

Kuwait



INTRODUCTION

The exhibition Splendors of the Ancient East: Antiquities from The al-Sabah Collection grew out of the wish of Sheikh
Nasser Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah and Sheikha Hussah Sabah al-Salem al-Sabah to publish and exhibit a selection of
these remarkable artefacts from their collection.

For the Islamic art historian, the material culture of the region in the centuries before Islam is a revelation, dispelling
the notion that the origins of Islamic art lie in the Classical world of the Roman and Sasanian empires. What becomes
clear as we look further back in time is the unbroken continuity of certain themes in the art of the region: the stylization
of animal ornament, whether made of base metal or worked in gold; a taste for carved hardstones such as garnet or
lapis lazuli that stretches back to the Bronze Age; the profound influence of the nomadic tribes from Central Asia that
swept through the region periodically. These few examples remained hallmarks of the decorative motifs of Islamic
Art until modern times. The planning of this exhibition and accompanying catalogue has been a fascinating journey.

Two further scholarly publications are in the pipeline: Silver in the Orient — From the Age of Alexander the Great
to the Islamic Era by Martha L. Carter with Prudence O. Harper and Pieter Meyers, a detailed survey of the Eastern
Hellenistic and Sasanian silver in the Collection. is due for publication later this year. At a slightly later date, the
Collection is planning to publish a catalogue of the Assyrian and Neo-Elamite silver authored by Trudy S. Kawami.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This project would not have been possible without the experience and erudition of the scholars who wrote the
catalogue essays, Martha L. Carter, Sidney Goldstein, Prudence O. Harper, Trudy S. Kawami and Pieter Meyers.
Their contribution extends beyond this to the academic content of the catalogue entries, to which my colleague, senior
curator Manuel Keene, also contributed. The two carpet fragments were recently published by Friedrich Spuhler in
Carpets from Islamic Lands (2012) and we thank Jochen Sokoly for his help with the textile fragment.

We thank also the epigraphists who worked on the inscriptions, Stefan Baums and Andrea Schlosser, Paul Bernard,
Christopher J. Brunner, Kenneth A. Kitchen, Renée Kovacs, Nicholas Sims-Williams and P. Oktor Skjaervg. Special
mention should be made of the late Professor Wilfred G. Lambert who passed away in 2011. He was one of the first to
see the Neo-Elamite silver vessels in the collection and to read their cuneiform inscriptions which revealed the names

of a previously unknown dynasty ruling over the Iranian highlands. His type-written notes are a treasured part of the
Collection’s archives.
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