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1. INTRODUCTION 

The mutual influence between Christian art and Islamic art was present throughout ages with various 

concentrations. The direct contacts between the Ayyubids and the Crusades; through war, peace 

treaties or trade, influenced Islamic art and resulted in a group of objects with Christian images. That 

phenomenon occurred during the thirteenth century in particular with the appearance of a group of 

metal and ceramic objects that were decorated with Christian scenes and figures. Such objects were 

sent to Crusader princes as gifts or sold in the markets for private use.  

The group of Islamic metal objects, attributed to the 13
th
 century and marked with the use of Christian 

scenes is considered a distinct group. It includes 15 objects that formed an isolated group, unique and 

different from the rest of 13
th
 century Islamic metalwork. This group attracted the attention of scholars 

and researchers and some of the objects were subject to detailed studies.
3
 The Islamic metal objects 

with Christian themes are: three pyxes, three incense burners, three ewers, three large plates, a 

candlestick, a canteen and a basin.
4
 They were attributed to workshops in Syria and Egypt and were 

decorated with scenes of Virgin Mary, Jesus, angels, priests and priestesses.  They varied in use, size 

and quality. A ceramic plate of the same era was also marked with a scene of the Virgin Mary with 

Jesus. It is a unique example of Islamic ceramics. 
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Although previous studies focused on these objects; they paid attention to the over-all decorations and 

significance of the scenes in general. The present study aims to reexamine the scenes of Virgin Mary 

in particular to examine how she was represented and to analyze her scenes. It also aims to investigate 

the influence of the Byzantine, Coptic and Western Christian art on such representations. Therefore, 

the study adopted the descriptive approach focusing only on 5 Islamic metal objects and 1 ceramic object 

which all bear scenes of the Virgin Mary. Then such scenes were analyzed to discuss its style and context.    

2. THE DESCRIPTIVE STUDY 

The Islamic art includes five metal objects and a ceramic plate which carry the representation of 

Virgin Mary. These objects were attributed to the Ayyubid era and they are as follows: 

2.1. The Freer Canteen 

This ceremonial unique canteen is preserved in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington DC. It is 

attributed to the mid-13
th
 century and was made of brass inlaid with silver and black organic material. 

It was made in several sections and soldered together. It has a spherical top with flattened central 

medallion, while the back is flat and the neck is cylindrical with two slender handles.
5
  

The canteen was richly decorated (plate 1) with bands of inscription, Christian scenes, human figures 

and animals in medallions, floral and geometric decorations. Our focus is on the scenes that contain 

the Virgin Mary, either alone or with Christ. The first scene (plate 2) is adorning the center of the 

spherical top. It represents the Virgin Mary enthroned and carrying Christ Child. The throne is 

elaborately decorated with drapery covering the legs, a large cushion on the seat, two posts flanking 

the high back and the whole throne is carried by two pairs of angels. The throne is flanked by two 

saints: the one on the left is wearing a long garment and a turban and he is represented with the 

gesture of praying or adoration with open palms. The saint on the right is bare-headed, bearded, 

wearing a long garment and holds a boxlike object.
6
  

 
Plate1. Freer Canteen 

 
Plate2. Freer Canteen; The scene of Mary carrying Christ enthroned 
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The wide band of decoration on the top of the canteen represents certain episodes from the life of 

Christ. In the center of the upper register is the scene of Nativity (plate 3): It represents Mary reclining 

inside the cave next to the crib that holds the Christ Child and above him the heads of three animals 

(two oxen and a donkey) that look into the cave. On the left of the cave there are three magi riding 

toward the cave and an angel flying over Mary, while on the right there are three angels. The lower 

part of the scene is representing Washing of the Christ Child: the infant Christ is being washed in a 

crescent-shaped bowl with a high stand, by a seated figure on the left and a standing figure pouring 

water from a jar on the right. On the extreme left, there is a shepherd with three horned animals and 

on the opposite side there is a seated figure and two other standing figures behind him, one pointing to 

the upper scene.
7
   

 

Plate3.  Freer canteen; Scene of Presentation to the Temple 

The second scene represents the Presentation in the Temple (plate 4). The scene represents a building 

with a wide central section and two lateral narrow sections, each surmounted with a dome decorated 

with a cross. The lintel below the central dome is also decorated with four fish and a bird. The center 

of the scene is occupied by Christ who is seated on a pedestal, flanked by Simeon (on the left) who is 

holding the pedestal with his right hand, and Mary (on the right) who is putting her right hand on 

Christ‟s shoulder. Behind Simeon, there is a standing figure carrying a box or basket; probably 

portraying Joseph. On the opposite side, there is a standing figure holding a scarf-like scroll with her 

left hand and raising her right hand; probably portraying Anna. Above, there are two birds and four 

angels flying toward the central dome.
8
 

 

Plate4.  Freer Canteen; Scene of the Nativity 

The flat side of the Canteen is decorated with two concentric zones. The outermost one is decorated 

with twenty-five standing figures, 17 of them represent saints or clerics wearing long flowing robes 
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and stoles, carrying books, censers or caskets. 6 other figures represent warriors with their weapons. 

The other two figures represent the Annunciation scene (plate 5). It is represented below the opening 

of the canteen on the right side and it portrays a figure with wings -representing Gabriel- gestures 

toward Mary; who withdraws slightly.
 9
 

 

Plate5. Freer Canteen; the Annunciation scene 

2.2. The Freer Basin of Najm al-Din Ayyub 

This imperial brass basin is preserved in the Freer Gallery of Art, Washington DC. It is attributed to 

the mid-13
th

 century (1239-1240) and was made of brass inlaid with silver and black organic material. 

It was made in Syria or Egypt and it represents the epitome of the technical and aesthetic 

achievements of the Ayyubid metalwork. It has straight sides with widening rim and it was richly 

decorated from inside and outside. The decoration is divided into horizontal registers (plate 6).
10

 

 

Plate6.  Basin of Najm al-Din Ayyub 

The representation of the Virgin Mary is witnessed on the exterior surface, in the upper wide register 

which is decorated with a band of plaited kufic inscription giving the name of the patron. This band is 

interrupted with five lobed-medallions that contain scenes from the life of Christ; two of which 

include the Virgin Mary. The scenes are arranged counterclockwise. The first medallion represents the 

Annunciation (plate 7); showing Mary seated on a raised bench, raising her left arm, holding a branch 

and turning her head backwards looking at Gabrial who is represented as a standing figure with two 

large wings, approaching her. The second medallion in turn represents the Adoration (plate 8); 

showing Mary seated cross-legged on a low decorated bench holding the Child Christ who is setting 

on her right leg and raising his right arm to her shoulder. Mary is attended by two angels flanking her. 

The other three medallions represent Raising of Lazarus, Entry into Jerusalem and the Last Supper.
11
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Plate7. Basin of Najm al-Din Ayyub; Annunciation scene 

 

Plate8. Basin of Najm al-Din Ayyub; the Adoration scene 

2.3. Musée des Arts Décoratifs Candlestick 

This candlestick is preserved at Musée des Arts Décoratifs in Paris. It is made by Dawud ibn Salamah 

and attributed to the 13
th
 century (1249). It was made of brass and inlaid with silver; most of which no 

longer exists. The base of the candlestick is conical in shape and surmounted with a socket (plate 9). 

It‟s believed that this candlestick was among the products of Dawud al-Musili. 
12

 

 

Plate9. Paris candlestick 

The base of the candlestick is decorated with three registers; the upper and the lower are richly 

decorated with ogival arch-shaped medallions containing saints in various posts and positions. The 

middle register which is the widest contains four large lobed medallions that contain scenes from the 

life of Christ, in addition to other small medallions with animal figures. The first medallion represents 

the Virgin Mary standing in the center carrying the Child Christ and behind her a standing figure, 

probably Joseph. Samaan is approaching to take the child and behind him Anna holding a conical-

shaped cup (plate 10). The fourth medallion represents the Baptism of Christ (plate 11); showing him 

in the center; dressed and standing on two horizontal wooden beams that float on a fish (symbolizing 
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Jordan River). He is facing a bearded man; John, who is leaning towards Child Christ, baptizing him 

with his left hand and holding with a long piece of cloth in his right hand. Behind Child Christ are two 

standing figures.
13

    

 

Plate10. Paris candlestick; the Virgin Mary standing carrying Christ and surrounded by standing figure  

 

Plate11. Paris candlestick; Baptism of Christ 

2.4. Musée des Arts Décoratifs ewer 

It is a brass ewer inlaid with silver and was attributed to the 13
th
 century. It is preserved at Musée des 

Arts Décoratifs in Paris. The body of the ewer is decorated with 6 registers of varied decorations 

including bands of inscription, floral and geometric decorations, and medallions with scenes of 

warriors, musicians and dancers (plate 12).  

 

Plate12.  Paris ewer 
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The wide register on the shoulder of the ewer contains a representation of the Virgin Mary with 

Christ. This register is decorated with standing figures as if in a parade. The Virgin Mary is 

represented standing in front position, carrying Child Christ and wearing a crown on her head. She is 

flanked with two figures that are looking at her. The figure on her left side approaches the Child (Plate 

13).
14

 Of course her representation carrying Child Christ while standing and her crown are both 

unique.
15

  

 

Plate13. Paris ewer; The Virgin Mary standing and carrying Christ Child 

2.5.  Metropolitan Pyxis 

This Pyxis is made of brass and inlaid with silver. It was probably made in Syria and attributed to the 

13
th
 century. The body of the box is decorated with 8 lobed arches each containing standing figures of 

saints and ecclesiastics in addition to the scene of Christ entering Jerusalem (plate 14).
16

  

 

Plate14. Metropolitan Pyxis 

The cover of the box is decorated with a large 4-lobed medallion containing the scene of Mary seated 

and carrying Child Christ (plate 15). Mary is represented carrying Christ on her right arm and looking 

at him. She is wearing a turban-like headgear which is surrounded with scalloped hallo in addition to 

wide clothes with wide trousers under her gown. Joseph is represented on the right side of Mary in a 

small figure.
17
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Plate15. Metropolitan Pyxis; the Virgin Mary seated and carrying Christ 

2.6.  Islamic Art Museum Ceramic Plate   

This object is a fragment of under-glaze painted plate attributed to the 13
th
 century and preserved in 

the Islamic art Museum in Cairo. It is colored with blue and black on a white background and covered 

with transparent glaze. It was made in Syria or Egypt. Another part of the same plate is preserved in 

Benaki Museum in Athens.
18

  

The decoration represents the Virgin Mary holding the body of Christ demonstrating the Deposition 

from the Cross. Mary‟s body is totally covered with her wide dress and she covers her hair too and her 

features reflect sadness while Christ is half-naked, leaning on her head and his features reflect pain 

(plate 16). The Benaki fragment represents other standing figures flanking the cross and represented 

with halos around their heads and with sad features in addition to two angels shown flanking the 

cross.     

 

Plate16.  Fragment of Ceramic plate in Islamic Art Museum in Cairo  

3. THE ANALYTICAL STUDY 

The examination of the previously described objects that were decorated with scenes of Virgin Mary 

revealed that the Virgin Mary appeared in certain postures as follows:  

3.1.  The Virgin Mary Enthroned or Theotokos Hodegetria: 

The first posture is showing the Virgin Mary sitting on the throne and carrying Child Christ and it is 

represented on the Freer Canteen. In fact, the posture of Virgin Mary sitting on a throne was popular 

in the Christian art. Some scholars thought that the representation of Virgin Mary enthroned and 

nursing Jesus the Christ; which was known as Theotokos Galaktotrophousa, could be dated back as 

early as the third century.
19

 there was no clear evidence to emphasize this theory; as the oldest shape 

of Theotokos Galaktotrophousa came from a crater from Constantinople, dates to 380-390 and 
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preserved now in Musei Nationale delle Terme in Rome (Inv. 67629).
20

 However, it is thought that 

the title that the Virgin gained as "Theotokos" means "Mother of the God" appeared in Alexandria and 

then accepted as a valid universal dogma at the Council of Ephesus in 431
21

 – which opened the door 

for more elaborate depictions of Mary in Christian art by designating her as Theotokos.
22

  In this 

shape, she was represented enthroned carrying Jesus but without nursing him. Later, the shape became 

more elaborate as the enthroned Theotokos appeared pointing to her child; a type known as Theotokos 

Hodegetria. In contrast to the standing and the torso Hodegetria, the enthroned Hodegetria was never 

generally accepted in the Byzantine tradition. However, the enthroned Hodegetria remained very 

popular in Armenia and Georgia until the late Middle Ages.
23

 It‟s worth mentioning also that the 

enthroned Theotokos Hodegetria appeared in two manuscripts that were made for the Syrian 

Orthodox Church which were: a lectionary in the Vatican library (Vat. Syr. 559), that was made at the 

Monastery of Mar Mattai near Mosul in North Mesopotamia (1219-1220), and the related lectionary 

(ca 1220) in the British Library (Add. 7170), that was made either in the same monastery, or in an 

affiliated one, possibly Mar Hanania (Deir al-Za
c
faran) near Mardin.

24
 

The representation on the Freer Canteen shows the Virgin Theotokos with flying angels surrounding 

the throne (two of them flying over the throne, and the other two holding the throne from below), in 

addition to the representations of two saints flanking the throne. In Egypt, the throne of the Virgin 

could be flanked by saints or life-sized angels. The earliest example of this shape was represented in 

an Icon from the Monastery of Saint Catherine in Sinai which dates to the 6
th
 century

25
 (Plate 17). It 

should be noted here that the art in this monastery didn‟t follow the Coptic art, but the Byzantine art. 

It seems that in the early Coptic art the angels were used only to accompany Jesus the Christ. 

According to the bible, the four angels that fly around the throne of God are Michael, Gabriel, Uriel, 

and Raphael. It was not until the medieval period that the representation of the enthroned Virgin 

accompanied by life-sized angels started to appear in the Coptic art. This could be seen in a wall 

painting from the 12
th
 century in Deir Al-Shuhada, at Esna

26
(Plate 18). Still, no representation of 

flying angels accompanied the enthroned Virgin was found in the Coptic art in Egypt till the 13
th
 

century. Its first appearance was in Deir el-Suryan at Wadi El-Natrun, as a fan (flabellum)
27

 was 

decorated with a scene of the enthroned Virgin similar to that of the Freer Canteen but with only two 

flying angels above the throne (Plate 19). The flabella dates to the 13
th
 century and it is now preserved 

in Musee Royal de Mariemont (Morlanwelz, Belgium).
28

 It should be noted here that this Deir was 

mainly inhabited with the Syrians. In addition, there are known contacts between this Deir with 

Mesopotamia; as the inhabitants of the Deir were originally from the Syrian Orthodox Community in 

Mesopotamia.
29

 The scholars proved that the origin place of the Freer Canteen was Mesopotamia. 

Thus, we suggest that both of the flabella and the Freer Canteen belong to the Mosul school of art.  
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28
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Plate17.  Icon of the enthroned Virgin, Monastery of Saint Catherine, Sinai, 6th century 

 

Plate18.  Enthroned Virgin, Deir El- Shuhada, Esna, 12th century 

 

Plate19. Falbella, from Deir El-Syrian, Wadi El-Natrun, Egypt. 13th century. Preserved in Musee Royal de 

Mariemont, Belgium  

As for the presence of the angels, Lloyd had traced the representation of the Virgin and Child 

enthroned accompanied by the angels in Byzantium and Rome.
30

 The researcher noticed that although, 

the byzantine art was familiar with the representation of two flying angels above the throne of the 

Virgin Mary, the representation of more than two flying angels was a common element in the western 

art during the medieval period. Generally, the angels were arranged around the throne; as we can 

always see two of them flying over the throne and the other two supporting it. Examples of such 

scenes could be seen in a fresco from the dome of the church of Maria zur Höhe in Soest that dates to 

                                                           
30

 J. Lloyd, "Mary, Queen of the Angels: Byzantine and Roman images of the Virgin and Child enthroned with 

attendant angels", Melbourne Art Journal, Issue 5, 2001, 5-24.  
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the 12
th
 century (c. 1120)

31
 (Plate 20) and also in a mosaic from the Cathedral of Saint Nicholas in 

Monte Carlo, Monaco that adopted the 12
th
 century style (Plate 21).  

 

Plate20.  Mosaic, dome of the church of Maria zur Höhe in Soest 12th century 

 

Plate21. Mosaic the Cathedral of Saint Nicholas in Monte Carlo, Monaco 

From this we can conclude that the scene of the Virgin Mary enthroned and carrying Child Christ 

represented on the Freer Canteen followed the Byzantine style of art mixed with some western 

elements. This mixture between the eastern and the western elements was common in the Christian 

representations at that time because of the presence of the crusader artists who adopted the Byzantine 

style and made this mixture.  

3.2. The Nativity Scene 

The second posture for the Virgin Mary is witnessed in the Nativity scene; where the Virgin Mary 

was usually depicted reclining after giving birth to Jesus who is represented sleeping in a cradle. The 

whole scene used to be represented either in a cave or a stable. The representation of the cave was 

very common in the Byzantine art in Syria starting from the 6
th
 century. The scene that is represented 

on the Freer Canteen shows the Virgin reclining in the cave beside the cradle of Jesus. Below, there is 

a representation of the first bath of the Christ. It is worth mentioning that the scene of the first bath 

didn‟t appear in the early Coptic art because this bath is not mentioned neither in the scriptures nor in 

the Apocrypha
32

. It first appeared in theological literature in the 9
th
 century. The scene of the bath of 

the child appeared for the first time, accompanying the nativity scenes, in the eastern Byzantine 

Empire, and in the 7
th
 century in the west.

33
 While, the earliest representation of this combined scenes 

                                                           
31

 J. Engemann, Das Hauptportal der Hohnekirche in Soest. Die Reliefdarstellungen und ihre Bedeutun,  

Münster, 1991. 
32

 Apocrypha are works, usually written, of unknown authorship or of doubtful origin. The Biblical apocrypha 

denotes the collection of ancient books found in some editions of Christian Bibles in a separate section between 

the Old and New Testaments
 
or as an appendix after the New Testament. 

33
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Iconographic borrowing in Medieval art”, Miscellania Liturgica Catalana 11, 2003, PP. 21-44. 
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in Egypt is present on an icon dating to the 7
th
 or 8

th
 century in Saint Catherine Monastery in Sinai, 

which of course followed the Byzantine style of art (Plate 22).
34

 It was not until the 14
th
 century that 

this scene was found depicted on a wooden tablet from the hanging church in Cairo, carved in 1300, 

and preserved now in the British Museum (MLA 1878, 12-3, 1-10).
35

 

 

Plate22. Nativity Scene, Monastery of St. Catherine, Sinai, 7-8th century 

It is worth mentioning that the nativity scene represented here contains some unusual elements that 

were considered by a previous study as being errors
36

 but we believe that this point of view needs to 

be reconsidered in light of some new facts as follows:  

 The above-mentioned study considered the presence of three animal heads; two oxen and a 

donkey odd; since only two animal heads should be represented: an ox and a donkey. 

Schneider assumed that the artist copied a rare representation, in which the artist drew an ox, 

a donkey, and a sheep in the background. However, we assume that the artist here was not 

mistaken but followed some rare representations of the nativity scene that show the presence 

of two oxen and a donkey. The only example that we found for a similar representation is an 

Armenian manuscript dates to the 1434 and preserved in the Metropolitan Museum of Fine 

arts (Inv. Nr. 2010.108) (Plate 23).
37

 Although this manuscript dates later than the date of the 

Canteen, it confirms that such representation couldn‟t be considered as a mistake. Thus, the 

representation appeared on the Canteen is considered the earliest known in art. However, the 

Islamic art could not be the origin of such Christian representation. Therefore, we assume that 

it could have an earlier root in the Armenian art.  

Moreover, the presence of the ox and the donkey in the nativity scene could be explained as 

being the representation of the nations: the ox represents the Jews, while the donkey 

represents the Gentiles. This comes from a very important distinction about the two animals.  

The ox is a “clean” animal, and the ass is an “unclean” animal according to dietary 

proscription in the Old Testament.
38

 Thus, we assume that the addition of another Ox could 

refer to the followers of the new religion (Islam). This could explain the presence of these rare 

representations under the Islamic rule.  
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Plate23. Tempera and gold leaf on paper, from "Four Gospels in Armenia" Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(2010.108) 

 Schneider considered the representation of the three magi39 odd; as they were represented 

with a headgear not with a crown. He mentioned that this type of headdress called 

“Sharbush”40 and was common in Upper Mesopotamia where it appeared in paintings, 

metalwork, glass, pottery, stucco and coin.41 He argued that this headdress could infer to the 

Muslim artist who made this canteen. A different point of view is that the different headdress 

could infer the nationality of the artist rather than his religion. This headdress was common in 

the Ayyubid Kingdom among the amirs and Knights, whether they were Muslims or 

Christians. Moreover, the Magi were represented in other occasions with various headdresses; 

which varied according to their origin. They were represented in Persian clothes with 

Phrygian hats, in other occasions; they were represented with crowns or strange pillbox-like 

headgear. That means; the headdress and clothes of the Magi can reflect their origin and the 

fashion of their country rather than the religion of the artist. 

 The Virgin Mary was represented on the canteen with uncovered hair, which is bizarre; since 

the Virgin was usually represented with a veil. The uncovered hair of the Virgin was 

witnessed in the western art starting from the medieval period. It seems that the concept of 

displaying Mary‟s uncovered hair is inferring to the femininity of the Virgin and that she is a 

beautiful woman but not lusty herself.42  

 The two midwives in scene of the first Bath of Jesus the Child have halos surrounding their 

heads; while the halo was used only to surround either the heads of the saints or angels. The 

shape of the haloed midwives appeared in the two manuscripts of the Vatican library (Vat. 

Syr. 559) (Plate 24) and the related lectionary in the British Library (Add. 7170) from 1220. 

As long as the two manuscripts related to the Syrian Gospel that was produced in what is 

called now North Iraq, it emphasizes the theory that the piece was made by a Mosul artist. 

It seems that the nativity scene appeared on the canteen carried the Byzantine influence mixed with 

some western elements (Mary with uncovered hair). This could also be related to the presence of the 

Crusader artists in this area. We can suggest that the repertoire of the Crusader artist was accessible to 

Muslim artists and they might have inspired some topics, scenes or details from it; especially that such 

inspiration could add an additional advantage to their products that target the Crusader market.  
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Plate24.  Nativity scene, Syrian Orthodox Lectionary, 1220 or 1260. Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, MS 

Syriaco 559 

3.3. The presentation of Jesus in the Temple 

According to the gospel, Mary and Joseph took the infant Jesus to the temple in Jerusalem after 40 

days of his birth. Joseph used to carry two or three doves as a sacrifice. Sometimes he carries them in 

a basket, a box, or a birdcage.
43

 When they entered the temple, they met Simeon (one of the seventy-

two translators of the Septuagint) who uttered the prayer. The elderly prophetess Anna was also in the 

temple and offered prayers to God for Jesus. The earliest representation of such theme appeared in the 

Christian Western art starting from the 8
th
 or the 9

th
 century, where the scene focused on the ritual 

done at an altar in the presence of Simeon and Anna. However, the scene of the presentation to the 

temple  in the Byzantine and Coptic art, used to focus on the moment of meeting Simone at the 

entrance of the temple.
44

 There are also other images that were favored in the west during the Middle 

Ages and early renaissance period representing Jesus the Child placed or about to be placed on an 

altar, and shown sitting, standing or lying on it, accompanied by Simone and Mary. These images can 

be traced back as early as the ninth century (Plate 25, 26).
45

  

 

Plate25. Presentation from Sacramentary of Drogo French (Metz), ca.850, Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de 

France MS Latin 9428, fol.38 
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Plate26. Presentation from St. Albans Psalter English (St. Albans), 1121-1146 Hildesheim, Dombibliothek 

Folio.28 

The scene of the presentation of Jesus to the temple appeared on the Freer Canteen and the Paris 

Candlestick. The scene that is represented on the canteen followed the Western art that focused on the 

ritual done inside the temple on the altar; as illustrated before. As for the scene appeared on the 

candlestick, it focused on the moment of meeting Simon at the entrance of the temple; which was very 

familiar in the Byzantine art. However, the presentation of the Virgin on the right side is bizarre; since 

Simeon was the one that used to be represented on the right side followed by Anna while the Virgin is 

usually represented on the left side followed by Joseph. Thus, the candlestick was probably made in 

Syria as it follows the Byzantine art.  

3.4. The Virgin Mary on the ground or Virgin Humility: 

In this posture, the Virgin Mary is represented sitting on the ground or sitting upon a low cushion or 

low bench and holding Jesus on her lap. The word humility, from the Latin „humus’, means earth or 

ground. This theme was invented by the Franciscan
46

 who experienced humility as a way of life; as 

they had neither tables nor beds, but slept and ate on the ground. The scholars emphasized on the 

appearance of this theme in the fourteenth century in Europe.
47

  

According to the scholars, the earliest known painting of this type, dates to 1340 and is made by an 

Italian artist called Simone Martine in the cathedral of Notre-Dame-des-Domes in Avignon.
48

 It 

represents the Virgin seated on a small cushion just above the ground. The Child Jesus that she holds 

partially looks at the viewer and holds a scroll in his hands inscribed with the words “Ego sum lux 

mundi” which means “I am the Light of the World”. There is an Angel on the left presents Cardinal 

Jacopo Stefaneschi to the Virgin and the Child, another angel appeared on the right (Plate 27).
49

  

 

Plate27. Virgin Humility by Simone Martine, cathedral of Notre-Dame-des-Domes in Avignon, 1340 
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This Posture appeared on the Basin of Al-Salih, and the Metropolitan Cylindrical Box. However, the 

dates of the basin and the box (13
th
 century) are much earlier than the French fresco (14

th
 century). 

Although the virgin here sits on a low stool rather than a cushion, it still refers to the humility posture 

in which one is placed physically low to the ground. So, it seems that the earliest surviving image of 

Virgin Humility is in Islamic art. This is not surprising especially that before the end of the 13
th
 

century, the Franciscan province of Syria was established; which probably affected the art in this 

region. 

In the image of Virgin Humility that appeared on the Metropolitan Box, Virgin Mary wears a turban-

like headdress. The usual shape of the Virgin headdress is the veil, but here she wears a turban. 

Tracing the shapes of the Virgin Mary with a turban, we found that the earliest representation is from 

the 12
th
 or the 13

th
 century on a Byzantine Icon from Herakleion and now displayed in the Church of 

Santa Maria delle Salute in Venice (Pl. 28).
50

 Later, Andrea Mantegna produced a series of paintings 

with a yellow-turbaned Madonna at the turn of the sixteenth-century. Among the series, the painting 

named “The Adoration of the Magi” which is generally dated between 1495 and 1505 is perhaps the 

first one (Pl. 29).
51

 The shape of the turban here is much similar to the turban appeared on the Islamic 

box; in which both ends of the turban hang on the neck. It seems that this turban headdress was a 

familiar headdress for the Jewish Women. This could infer to the artist‟s intention to show the 

Virgin‟s historic role as the mother of Christ, the “King of the Jews”.  

 

Plate28. Byzantine Icon from Herakleion displayed in the Church of Santa Maria delle Salute, Venice , 12-13th 

century 

 

Plate29. The adoration of Magi by Andrea Mantegna 1495-1505 
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3.5. The Annunciation scene 

In the Annunciation scene, the Virgin is represented approached by the angel Gebriel to announce her 

that she will conceive a child and become the mother of Jesus. This scene was represented on the 

Freer Canteen and the Basin of Al-Salih. In the Freer Canteen scene the Virgin was represented 

standing; drawing back as if she was frightened or surprised by the angelic apparition. The ancient 

representation of the Virgin in the annunciation scene shows her sitting. It seems that the Byzantine 

art adopted a new representation of the Virgin, in which she was represented standing. The oldest 

representation of the standing Mary in the annunciation scene could be found in the Rabbula Codex 

Folio 4a, that dates back to the 6
th
 century. 

52
This theme started to be common in the Byzantine art 

starting from the 9
th
 century.

53
 

The scholars who describe the shape of the Virgin appeared on the Basin of Al-Salih, mentioned that 

the Virgin holds a branch with her hand
54

; however, a close examination of the scene shows a yarn on 

her lap; suggesting that Virgin here is holding a spindle not a branch. According to the Gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew, chapter 9, Mary and some servants are assigned the job of spinning thread to be 

woven into a new veil for the Temple. During working on the purple thread an angel says to her, 

"Blessed art thou, Mary; for in thy womb thou hast prepared a habitation for the Lord." The next day 

he appears to her again inside the Temple while she is spinning the thread.
55

 The same is mentioned in 

the Gospel of James (11, 1-2).
56

 

 

Plate30. Annunciation, wooden Panel, Egypt, 5th century, Louvre Museum 

The representation of the spinning Virgin in the annunciation scene is considered a Syrian invention. 

It first appeared in Christian art in the 5
th
 century in Rome, precisely in a mosaic from the church of 

Santa Maria Maggiore, and also on a sarcophagus in Ravenna (preserved in Deutsches 

Archaologisches Institut, Abt. Rom, Inst.Neg. 66.2785).
57

 The same shape appeared in Egypt around 

the same period. The first example of this scene is witnessed in a wooden panel from the 5
th
 century 

AD, preserved in the Louvre Museum (E 17118) (Plate 30). It was probably part of a small piece of 

furniture or a chancel wall. The Annunciation scene is partial as Archangel Gabriel is missing from 

the fragment. The Virgin is seated on a tall, square-legged chair. She is portrayed in profile with her 

legs almost crossed; spinning wool to make a veil for the Temple when the archangel arrived. A small 

basket rests on her right knee. The basket is filled with wool, and the Virgin's right hand, which must 

                                                           
52

 M. Bernabo, "The Miniatures in the Rabbula Gospels. Postscripta to a Recent Book", Dumbarton Oaks 

Papers 68, 2014, 353, Fig. 17. 
53

 G. Millet, Recherches sur L’iconographie, p. 68. 
54

 Esin Atil and others, Metalwork, p. 138-139; Rachel Ward, “Style versus Substance”, p. 317.   
55

 D. Robb, “The Iconography of the annunciation in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries”, The Art Bulletin, 

Vol. 18, issue 4 ,1936, P. 481. 
56

 Protoevangelium of Iakobos 11, 1-2.  
57

 D. Don William, The Annunciation from the right: from early Christian themes to the sixteenth century, New 

York University, 1965, P. 6.  



The Representation of Virgin Mary in Islamic Art during the Ayyubid Dynasty (12th – 13th Century) 

 

International Journal of History and Cultural Studies (IJHCS)                                                          Page | 37 

once have held a spindle, is raised.
58

 Another example from the same period 5
th
-6

th
 century, appeared 

on a textile from Akhmim, where the Virgin is represented spinning. She holds the distaff and a 

basket lies at her feet. Gabriel appeared in front of her (Plate 31).
59

 

 

Plate31.  Annunciation, textile, 5th – 6th century, Akhmim 

The Spinning Virgin completely disappeared from the Coptic art. It continued to be represented in the 

Western art; and it seems to be very familiar in the Byzantine art. Traditionally, the Virgin is 

represented in an indoor context, although some images use trees to suggest an outdoor setting even 

though Mary is clearly seated at her weaving.
60

  

Example of this shape can be found in an icon from the monastery of Saint Catherine in Sinai dates to 

the 12
th
 century (Plate 32). The icon represents The Virgin sitting before an architectural structure 

upon her throne, holds in her left hand the red fabric of the temple veil. She holds the spindle with the 

other hand.  Gabriel approaches the Virgin with a fluid running step. The dove of the Holy Spirit 

hovers slightly above and between them. Many birds are on the ground or in the stream below, and a 

number of sea creatures are visible in the water including a swordfish and an octopus. The scholars 

thought that this icon was painted by a Constantinopolitan artist at the monastery.
61

    

 

Plate32.  Annunciation, Saint Catherine Monastery, Sinai, 12th century 
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Thus, we can suggest that the influence appeared on the Basin of Al-Salih was Byzantine.  

3.6. The Virgin Mary crowned or Maria Regina 

It is a depiction of the Virgin in the costume of a Byzantine empress, crowned with a crown. Possibly 

the first Latin text to actually apply the word "regina" to Mary is the panegyric poem, In laudem 

Iustini, written in Constantinople by the court poet Corippus for the coronation of Justin II in 565.
62

 

The Virgin is always shown frontally standing or seated on a throne. The earliest representation of this 

shape appeared in the west in the 6
th
 century at Santa Maria Antiqua (Rome), where the virgin is 

represented crowned, enthroned, carrying Jesus on her lap, and flanked by two angels (Plate 33).
63

 All 

similar scenes of the same period represented Mary enthroned and carrying Jesus. Later in the 8
th
 and 

the 9
th
 century, the Virgin was represented as a standing crowned orant with the absence of Jesus. This 

can be noticed in the crypt of Saint Prassede in Rome (9
th
 century).

64
 As for the shape of Maria Regina 

standing and holding Jesus, it started to be represented in the western art around 1225 but it was 

limited to the carvings and the statues. Western art was inspired by the monumental stone sculpture on 

the portals of Gothic cathedrals.
65

 An example of such scene can be seen in an ivory statuette from Paris 

dates to 1240 and preserved in Victoria & Albert Museum, London (Inv. Nr. 209-1867) (Plate 34).
66

 

 

Plate33. Fresco Maria Regina, Santa Maria Antiqua Church, Rome, 6th century 

 

Plate34.  Ivory statuette from Paris, 1240 and preserved in Victoria & Albert Museum, London 
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The scene of Maria Regina rarely appeared in the Coptic art in Egypt; however, the representation of 

the coronation of Mary was common in which two angels were represented fixing the crown on the 

head of Mary.  

The shape of Maria Regina that appeared on the Musée des Arts Décoratifs ewer represents the Virgin 

Mary crowned in a standing position, holding Jesus, and flanked by two figures that could be angels. 

Similar shape could be seen on an ivory crozier from Paris dates to 1340-1350 and preserved in the 

Walter Museum of Art (Inv. Nr. 71.232) (Plate 35).
67

  

 

Plate35. Ivory Maria Regina, Paris, 1350-1360, Walter Museum of Art 

3.7. The Crucifixion and Deposition of the Christ 

The Descent from the Cross, or Deposition of Christ, is the scene, representing taking Christ down 

from the cross after his crucifixion. In Byzantine art the topic was popular since the 9th century and in 

the West since the 10th century. Throughout the ages, the details and posing of the composition, and 

especially the position of Christ's body, are varied.
68

 

The representation of Mary on the Islamic ceramic reveals the art of the thirteenth century, in which 

Mary supports the elbow of Jesus with her arm, and touches the cheek of Jesus. If the scene is 

completed, we should see Joseph holds the bust of Jesus that leans backwards after his arms had been 

detached from the cross. Nicodemus would appear kneeling to remove the nail from the feet of Jesus; 

while John the apostle would appear kissing Jesus‟ hand. This appeared on an icon from Pisa, 

preserved in Museo Civico, and dates to the 13
th
 century (Plate 36).

69
  

 

Plate36. Deposition of the Christ, Pisa, Museo Civico, 13th century 
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The theme of the deposition was never represented in the Coptic art in Egypt, the only example of this 

representation appeared on a wooden panel from the thirteenth century, from an unknown provenance 

and preserved in the Coptic Museum (Inv. No. 3349) (Plate 37). This panel carries the Byzantine 

iconographic tradition.
70

  

 

Plate37.  Deposition of the Christ, 13th century, Coptic Museum, Cairo 

The second part of the plate that is preserved in the Benaki Museum carries the scene of the 

crucifixion. In this scene, Jesus is fixed on the cross, flanked by the Virgin and John the Apostle who 

used to be represented in sorrow. The cross is flanked by two angels. The crucifixion was very 

common in the medieval period in the Byzantine and the Western art; however, this theme was never 

represented in the Coptic art.
71

  

It‟s certain that the Islamic plate doesn‟t carry the Coptic influence, but the Byzantine one. Moreover, 

we assume that the artist here wasn‟t a Muslim but a Christian; since Muslims don‟t believe in the 

crucifixion of Jesus. Thus, if it was a Muslim artist, he would have chosen a scene from the Christ‟s 

life that is acceptable to the Muslims and matching with his own believes.   

4. CONCLUSION 

Generally, all the mentioned Islamic pieces carry the Byzantine art-style. The researcher assumed that 

all the previously described pieces were made in Syria and not in Egypt except for the Freer Canteen 

that was made in Mosul. Although the Christian population in Egypt during the Ayyubid period 

consists of Copts, Syrians, Armenians
72

, Jacobites, and Ethiopians; the majority of such population 

were the Copts and the dominant church was the Coptic church. Thus, the influence of the Coptic art 

was the dominant one. The Armenian and the Syrian art-style was limited
73

; as they were under the 

authority of a different church. It was not until the Ottoman period when the whole Christian 

population of Egypt were under the authority of the Armenian patriarch in Istanbul. This explains the 

presence of Armenian icons in Coptic church at that time, and the presence of the Armenian influence 
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on the Coptic art.
74

 Thus, if the Ayyubid artist will take a repertoire from Egypt, he will certainly pick 

the dominant style which is the Coptic art. Therefore, the researcher assumes that it will be more 

convenient that these pieces were produced in Syria where the byzantine art-style was the dominant 

one. 

The Freer Canteen is assumed to be made in Mosul. This theory could be based upon the following 

facts: 

 The similarity in the representations appeared on the canteen with the Armenian Manuscripts 

(obvious in the representation of three animal heads in the nativity scene, and the representation 

of the enthroned Theotokos Hodegetria). Moreover, Schneider mentioned that the zoomorphic 

tendril motif appeared on the canteen may be found among Armenian manuscript illumination.
75

 

 The influence of the Syrian manuscripts that were fashioned in the Mesopotamian area near 

Mosul: Vat. Syr. 559 and the British Library (Add. 7170) (obvious in the posture of the enthroned 

Theotokos Hodegetria and the haloed midwives of the nativity scene). 

 The explanation given by Ecker about the function of the Canteen. She mentioned that the 

Canteen was an ampula used to maintain the holy water. The scholar attributed the ampula to 

Dayr Mär Behnam the Martyr; known also as Dayr al-Khidr and Dayr al-Khidr Ilyas at northern 

Iraq, it was revered equally by Christians, Muslims, Jews, Yazidis, and Mongols. From its 

foundation around 382, it became a place of popular pilgrimage famed for its miracles. Its spring 

with healing waters was deemed particularly efficacious for skin complaints and epilepsy.
76

 

Moreover, the Christian scenes appeared on the Freer Canteen carried the Byzantine influence mixed 

with some western elements (appeared in the flying angels around the enthroned Virgin, the 

uncovered hair of the Virgin in the nativity scene, and the scene of the presentation of Jesus to the 

temple). It seems that the Mosul artist was probably influenced with a repertoire of the crusaders‟ art. 

The Crusaders artists settled in this part of the Islamic World starting from the 12
th
 century. By the 

middle of the 13
th
 century they started to have several workshops not only in Jerusalem, but in many 

other sites that reached as far as Mosul. Those artists copied the Byzantine art with conscious 

introductions of western elements.
77

  This could also explain the representations on the rear of the 

canteen that shows a combat between Crusader and Muslim knights.
78

  

The artists of all the metal pieces were Muslims; especially that the Candlestick carries the signature 

of a Muslim artist. However, we assume that the Islamic ceramic plate couldn‟t be made by a Muslim 

artist but a Christian one; as the scenes appeared on the ceramic related to the crucifixion of the Christ 

which doesn't match with the Muslim Context. 

It‟s worth mentioning also that these Islamic objects gave us the earlier representation of Virgin 

Humility in art in the whole world (represented on the Basin of Al-Salih, and the Metropolitan 

Cylindrical Box); as it was previously thought that the earliest image attributed to Simone Martin 

from the 14
th
 century. The objects also provided us with the earliest representation in art of the two 

oxen and a donkey in the nativity scene (represented on the Freer Canteen).  
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