
International Journal of Heritage, Tourism and Hospitality Vol. (11), No. (3/2) 

Special issue on papers of the 10
th

 ICTH (2017) organized by Faculty of Tourism and Hotels, Fayoum University  
 

121 
 

Shiite Connotations on Islamic Artifacts from the Fatimid period (358-567 A.H/ 969-1171 

A.D) Preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo 

Mohamed N. El Barbary    Aisha Al Tohamy      Ehab Y. Ali 

Faculty of Tourism and Hotels, Fayoum University 

Abstract 

The Fatimid, who were Ismaili Shiaa, ruled to Egypt between (358-567 A.H/ 969-1171 A.D) for 

about 208 years. They left a lot of artifacts, which are recently preserved in the Museum of 

Islamic Arts in Cairo, including: wooden memorable Mihrabs (Niches), gravestones, coins, 

textiles and ceramics. These artifacts have been decorated with written, geometrical, botanical, 

animal and other patterns, which are mainly influenced by the Shiite doctrine as a part of their 

plan to promote for Shiism among Egyptians secretly and publicly. 

However most of these patterns are common to be used as decorative themes is Islamic Art, they 

also have Shiite connotations related to the Shiite idea of “Zahir (Obvious) and Batin (Hidden)”, 

referring that every obvious meaning has a hidden meaning. So that, this study aims to illustrate 

the hidden meanings (connotations) of these patterns, depending on reviewing the literature of 

Shiite thoughts and believes.  

KeyWords: Shiite Connotations, Fatimids, Fatimid Arts, Artifacts, Fatimid Ornaments, Zahir 

and Batin. 

Introduction 

However most of the related studies were directed to study the influences of the Shiite doctrine 

on the Fatimid Architecture in Cairo (El-Barbary and Others, 2016); few studies have discussed 

this theological effect on Fatimid artifacts. A study that was launched by Yassin (2006) 

highlighted the religious symbolism of some geometrical and botanical Islamic motifs, while 

AL-Hosseiny (2007) stated only few examples of the Shiite written connotations on some of the 

Fatimid artifacts preserved at the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo. Therefore, this is considered 

the first comprehensive and specialized study, which is focusing on studying the Shiite 

influences on Islamic Fatimid artifacts, especially those preserved in The Museum of Islamic Art 

in Cairo. 

 

The written connotations 

 Mohamed & Ali “  محمد وعلي” 

The names of the prophet “Mohamed” (PBUH) and his cousin “Ali” are inscribed on many 

Fatimid buildings as well as the Fatimid Artifacts in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, 

because the Fatimid thought that, “Ali” is the only one who deserves to be the first Caliph after 

the prophet Mohamed (PBUH) (Al-Qalla, 2013). Therefore, the names of “Mohamed” and “Ali” 

are carved in simple Kufic, on both sides of a flower decoration at the top recto side of a wooden 

portable Mihrab**
13

 (pl.1), dates back to (519 A.H/ 1125 A.D) during the reign of Caliph Al-

Amir.  

 Ali Walliu Allah “عليٌّ وليُّ الله” 

The sentence “علييٌّ ولييُّ الله” (Ali is the guardian of Allah) is a part of the Shiite testimony “ لا إله  إلا

 No God but Allah, Mohamed is the Messenger of Allah and Ali is the) ”الله محمد رسول الله عليُّ وليُّ الله

guardian of Allah). This sentence is considered the most common theme of the Shiite 

connotations on the Fatimid artifacts, especially on coins and textiles, because they were 

                                                 
13

** Reg. No (15552) - (24 × 13.5) cm. 
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commonly used by public daily, so that, it was being inscribed on the Fatimid coins made in 

Egypt since (386 A.H/ 996 A.D) till the end of the Fatimid state in Egypt in (567 A.H/ 1171 

A.D) (Al-Bastawisy, 2005). For instance, it is inscribed on the inner frame at the verso side of a 

golden dinar belonging to Caliph Al-Hakim**
14

 (Pl.2), as well as, it is inscribed on the inner 

frame at the verso side of a golden dinar belonging to Caliph Al-Amir**
15

 (Pl.3), and on the 

middle frames of at the verso sides of two silver dirhams, belong to the last Fatimid Caliph Al-

Adid**
16

 (Figs.1) (Balog, 1961). Additionally, It is inscribed on too many glass weights of 

Fatimid coins (Al-Nabarawy, n.d.), of which are two transparent green glass weights**
17

, date 

back to the reign of Caliph Al-Hakim (Pls.4 & 5).  

Moreover, the Shiite testimony, “لا إلهه  إلا الله محمههد رسههول الله علههيُّ ولههيُّ الله” (No God but Allah, 

Mohamed is the Messenger of Allah and Ali is the guardian of Allah), is inscribed on many 

Fatimid textile pieces. For Instance, it is inscribe on two linen pieces date back to the reign of 

Caliph Al-Hakim; the first**
18

, is decorated with two incomplete horizontal reversed texts in 

simple Kufic, the upper text begins with the Shiite testimony, then followed by prays, titles and 

name of Caliph Al-Hakim (Pl.6), while, the second**
19

 has one horizontal text only, inscribed 

with the same words as in the first piece Upper text (Pl.7). Also, there is a marble slab**
20

 

preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, it dates back to (402 A.H/ 1010 A.D) and 

carved with construction texts inscribed in Thuluth and Kufic scripts on both sides; the text 

which is inscribed in the Thuluth script, mentions the Shiite testimony and the names of Ali’s 

sons “Al-Hassan and Al-Hussein” (Pl.8). 

 

 Afdal Al-Wassyein Wa Wazir Khair Al-Morsalin  

                   ”أفضل الوصيين ووزير خير المرسلين“ -

The two titles “أفضيل الوصييين ووزيير خيير المرسيلين” (The best of curators and the vizier of the best 

messenger), were dedicated by Shia to describe El-Imam “Ali Ibn Abi Talib” (Al-Hosseiny, 

2007). These title are commonly inscribed on coins; For instance, they are inscribed on the outer 

frame at the verso side of a unique golden dinar belonging to Caliph Al-Moez**
21

 (Pl.9). 

Moreover, they are inscribed on the inner frame at the verso side of a golden dinar belonging to 

Caliph Al-Mustansir Billah**
22

 (Pl.10) and dates back to (444 A.H/ 1052 A.D). 

 

 Al-Molk Lillah “المُلك لله”  

The Arabic sentence “المُلههل ه” (The dominion is for Allah), is a common written Shiite 

connotation, especially, on Fatimid textiles, because it is believed that, the ring of El-Imam “Ali 

Ibn Abi Talib” was carved with it (Othman, 2013). It is inscribed on many Fatimid textile pieces, 

For Instance, there is a linen piece**
23

, which is made in Damietta and dates back to 

                                                 
14

** Reg. No (1461/10). 
15

** Reg. No (17101). 
16

** Reg. No (21971 and 22031). 
17

** Reg. No (14292/137 and 6365/29). 
18

** Reg. No (8264). 
19

** Reg. No (14530). 
20

** Reg. No (11301). 
21

** Reg. No (24547), it is considered the oldest example of these titles on Fatimid artifacts. However the Fatimid 

rule to Egypt had begun in (358A.H/969A.D), it is mentioned that it was made in Egypt in (341A.H/952A.D), as 

Fatimid promoted for the Shiite doctrine before there invasion to Egypt (Al-Bastawisy, 2005). 
22

** Reg. No (18376) 
23

** Reg. No. (13015) 
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(387A.H/988A.D), decorated with Upper and Lower reversed texts, flanking the middle line, 

which is decorated with paintings of birds, could be read as “Al-Molk Lillah” repeated in Simple 

Kufic Script (Pl.11). Additionally, this sentence is carved repeatedly around the wooden 

decorations as hexagonal stars on one side of El-Imam “Al-Hussein wooden coffin, which is 

preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
24

 (Pl.12). Furthermore, the Museum displays 

a rectangular wooden amulet**
25

, inscribed with the Arabic sentence of “Al-Molk Lillah” in 

simple Kufic script on one side (Pl.13), while the other side is free of any decoration (Eleiw, 

2015). Finally, the wooden façade of a cupboard, that was being used as a book store in the 

mosque of “Al-Salih Tala’ia” in Cairo and now preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in 

Cairo**
26

, is inscribed with different repeated texts on black grounds, of which is the sentence of 

“Al-Molk Lillah” (Pl.14). 

 

 Hasbuna Allah Waniem Al-Wakil “حسبنا الله ونعم الوكيل” 

The Arabic sentence “حسبنا الله ونعهم الوكيهل” (Allah is Our Sufficient and He is The Best Agent), was 

widely used by Fatimid at the end of their speech, because “Ali Ibn Abi Talib” get used to end 

his speech by this sentence too (Al-Hosseiny, 2007). So that, it was inscribed on many Fatimid 

buildings, as well as, on some Fatimid artifacts preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo; 

for instance, it is inscribed on a Silver ring inlaid with Cornelian, dates back to the (4
th

 century 

A.H/ 10
th

 century A.D)**
27

 (Pl.15) and it is inscribed in three reversed lines on another golden 

ring (Pl.16), dates back to the (5
th

 century A.H/11
th 

century A.D)**
28

 (Eleiw, 2015). 

 

 Names of Sons and Descendants Imams of Ali Ibn Abi Talib 

It was mentioned by Stern (1951) that, by the help of “Abu Ali Ibn Al-Afdal” the vizier of 

Caliph Al-Hafiz in (526A.H/ 1132 A.D), the Twelver Shiite doctrine started to be common in 

Egypt and replaced the Ismaili doctrine of Fatimid, however, the Museum of Islamic Art in 

Cairo, houses a wooden portable Mihrab**
29

, dates back to the reign of Caliph Al-Amir (495- 

525 A.H/ 1101-1130 A.D); its outer frame at the recto side is carved with the names of the 

Twelver Shiite Imams**
30

 (Pl.1), ensuring that, the Twelver Shiite doctrine became common in 

Egypt prior to the reign of Caliph Al-Hafiz and his vizier “Abu Ali”. Moreover, the names of the 

Twelver Shiite Imams are inscribed on the outer frame of another Fatimid portable Mihrab, 

preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
31

 (Pl.17). Furthermore, the names of “Fatima 

Azahra’”, Ali’s wife, and the Twelver Shiite Imams are inscribed on a rectangular amulet**
32

 

(Pl.18), made of Cooper and dates back to the end of the Fatimid period (Eleiw, 2015).  

Additionally, the names of Ali’s sons; “Al-Hassan and Al-Hussein” are inscribed after the Shiite 

testimony, as a part of the construction texts inscribed in Thuluth on the verso side of a marble 

                                                 
24

** Reg. No. (15025), it was moved from Mausoleum of El-Imam Al-Hussein in Cairo to the Museum of Islamic 

Art in Cairo 
25

** Reg. No. (14981), its dimensions are (10×4×1.5) cm. 
26

** Reg. No. (672) 
27

** Reg. No. (39291) 
28

** Reg. No. (24266) 
29

** Reg. No. (15552).  
30

** The Twelver Shiite Imams are: (Mohamed, Ali, Al-Hassan, Al-Hussein, Ali, Mohamed, Jaafar, Moses, Ali, 

Mohamed, Ali and Al-Hassan). 
31

** Reg. No. (8464) 
32

** Reg. No. (15375) 
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slab**
33

 dates back to (402 A.H/ 1010A.D) (Pl.8), also, the name of “Asayieda Roqaiya”, the 

daughter of Ali Ibn Abi Talib, is inscribed over the arch of her Portable wooden Mihrab, which 

was moved from her Mausoleum in Cairo to the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
34

 (Pl.19). 

  

 Verses of The Holy Quran 

Unlike Sunnis, the Fatimids had their own interpretation of many verses of the holy Quran, 

which they based on as evidences to prove their rights in Imamate, according to their beliefs and 

thoughts; so that, they inscribed it on their buildings and artifacts, Intentionally. For instance, 

Shiite thought that the term “Ahlulbait”, which is mentioned in the holy verse: “And abide in 

your houses and do not display yourselves as (was) the display of the former times of ignorance. 

And establish prayer and give zakat and obey Allah and His Messenger Allah intends only to 

remove from you the impurity (of sin), O Ahlulbait and to purify you with (extensive) 

purification” (Al-Ahzab: 33, Holy Quran), refers to (the prophet Mohamed (PBUH), his 

daughter Fatima, her husband Ali Ibn Abi Talib, Al Hassan and Al Hussein sons of Ali & 

Fatima) who are impeccable (Williams, 1983), therefore, the holy verse is inscribed on a wooden 

arch of a window**
35

, that is thought to be a part of the restorations of Caliph Al-Hafiz to the 

mausoleum of “Asayieda Nafisa” in Cairo (Williams, 1985) (Pl.20), it is also inscribed in a low 

relief on the recto side of a rectangular amulet made of Cooper**
36

 (Pl.18), dates back to the end 

of the Fatimid period (Eleiw, 2015), in addition, the term “Ahlulbait” is also mentioned in the 

holy verse: “They said, Are you amazed at the decree of Allah?! May the mercy of Allah and His 

blessings be upon you Ahlulbait Indeed, He is Praiseworthy and Honorable” (Hud: 73, Holy 

Quran), both verses are inscribed on the wooden coffin of El-Imam Al-Hussein, which is 

preserved now in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
37

 (Pl.12).  

Fatimids also believed that, the term “Wali” (Ally) mentioned in the holy verse: “Your ally is 

none but Allah and [therefore] His Messenger and those who have believed - those who establish 

prayer and give zakat, and they bow [in worship]” (Al-Ma’ida: 55, Holy Quran), refers to El-

Imam “Ali”; because he was the only one who gave Zakat (Alms), while he was bowing in 

worship (Bloom, 1983; Shaker, 2002). So that, it is inscribed in a low relief on the recto side of a 

rectangular amulet made of Cooper**
38

 (Pl.18), dates back to the end of the Fatimid period 

(Eleiw, 2015).  

Additionally, Fatimids thought that, the term “Those of Knowledge” mentioned in the holy 

verse: “Allah witnesses that there is no deity except Him, and [so do] the angels and those of 

knowledge - [that He is] maintaining [creation] in justice. There is no deity except Him, the 

Exalted in Might, the Wise” (Al-’Imran: 18, Holy Quran), refers to “Ali Ibn Abi Talib” and his 

descendant Imams including the Fatimid Imams (Anan, 1983), so that, the holy verse is inscribed 

on one side of a marble panel with four sides**
39

, which dates back to the (6
th

 century A.H/ 12 

century A.D) and was moved from the Fatimid Caliph’s cemetery to the Museum of Islamic Art 

in Cairo (Pl.21). 

                                                 
33

** Reg. No (11301). 
34

** Reg. No. (446) 
35

** Reg. No. (1655) 
36

** Reg. No. (15375) 
37

** Reg. No. (15025), it was moved from Mausoleum of El-Imam Al-Hussein in Cairo to the Museum of Islamic 

Art in Cairo 
38

** Reg. No. (15375) 
39

** Reg. No. (29) 
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The holy verse: “It is He who has sent His Messenger with guidance and the religion of truth to 

manifest it over all religion, although they who associate others with Allah dislike it” (At-

Tawbah: 33, Holy Quran), is commonly inscribed on the outer frames of the Fatimid coins, 

because Fatimids believed that, the term “Guidance” refers to the Shiite doctrine and the 

Imamate of “Ali” (Al-Hosseiny, 1986), for instance, it is inscribed on the outer frame at the 

verso side of a golden dinar**
40

 (Fig.2), belongs to Caliph “Ubaidullah Al-Mahdi” and dates 

back to (300 A.H/912 A.D) (Al-Bastawisy, 2005).  

Moreover, Fatimids thought that, the term “The Most Trustworthy Handhold” mentioned in the 

holy verse: “There shall be no compulsion in [acceptance of] the religion. The right course has 

become clear from the wrong. So whoever disbelieves in Taghut and believes in Allah has 

grasped the most trustworthy handhold with no break in it. And Allah is Hearing and Knowing” 

(Al-Baqarah: 256, Holy Quran), refers to the “Wilayah” (Guardianship) of El-Imam Ali and his 

descendant Imams (Al-Moaez-ldinellah, 2006), so that, the holy verse is inscribed on the outer 

frame of the portable wooden Mihrab of “Asayyeda Roqaiyah”**
41

, which has been moved to 

the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo (Pl.19). 

Furthermore, the holy verse: “Indeed, Allah has purchased from the believers their lives and 

their properties [in exchange] for that they will have Paradise. They fight in the cause of Allah, 

so they kill and are killed. [It is] a true promise [binding] upon Him in the Torah and the Gospel 

and the Qur'an. And who is truer to his covenant than Allah? So rejoice in your transaction 

which you have contracted. And it is that, which is the great attainment” (At-Tawbah: 111, Holy 

Quran), which Fatimids believed that, it refers to the martyrdom of El-Imam Al-Hussein (Al-

Pasha, 1970) is inscribed on a stucco window (Pl.22),that was moved from the mosque of “Al-

Salih Tala’ia” to the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
42

. 

Finally, the holy verse: “And [you will obtain] another [favor] that you love - victory from Allah 

and an imminent conquest; and give good tidings to the believers” (As-Saf: 13, Holy Quran) is 

one of the most repeated holy verses in the Fatimid construction texts on buildings and textiles, 

because Fatimids interpreted this holy verse as a promise of victory from Allah over their 

enemies; the Abbasids (Marzoq, 1942), for instance, it is mentioned in the second line of the 

construction text on a piece of Silk**
43

, dates back to (425-427 A.H/ 1034-1036 A.D) (Pl.23), 

and on the wooden coffin of El-Imam Al-Hussein (Pl.12), preserved in the Museum of Islamic 

Art in Cairo**
44

. 

 

The Geometrical Connotations  

 The Hexagonal Star 

According to the Shiite thoughts of “Zahir” (The obvious Meaning) and “Batin” (The Hidden 

Meaning), the hexagonal star consists of two triangular; the base of first is upwards to the sky 

and in this case it represents “Zahir” who is the Prophet Mohamed, while the base of the second, 

which is downwards to the earth represents “Batin” who is El-Imam “Ali” (Al-Gabalawy, 2009; 

Morsi, 2002), so that, the hexagonal was carved on many Fatimid buildings and artifacts. For 

instance, Creswell (2004) stated that, the portable wooden Mihrab, which was made by Caliph 

Al-Hafiz for the mausoleum of “Asayyeda Nafisa” (Pl.24) and now preserved in the Museum of 

                                                 
40

** Reg. No. (17079/1) 
41

** Reg. No. (446) 
42

** Reg. No. (2388) 
43

** Reg. No. (14039) 
44

** Reg. No. (15025) 
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Islamic Art in Cairo**
45

, once had a hexagonal star carved directly over the Arch of the Mihrab, 

but it is missing now. In addition, there is another wooden portable Mihrab in the Museum of 

Islamic Art in Cairo**
46

, which is carved on the recto side with a hexagonal star surrounded by a 

frame of botanical motifs (Pl.1), the hexagonal star is also represented repeatedly, on one of El-

Imam Al-Hussein wooden coffin sides**
47

 (Pl.12). 

Additionally, there is a unique silver Dirham preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, 

belongs to Caliph Al-Hakim**
48

, it’s recto side is carved with a hexagonal star and six words in 

simple Kufic script distributed on the six points of the star, could be read as following: “El-

Imam, Abu-Ali, Al-Mansour, Al-Hakim, Emir, Al-Mo’mnein (Believers)” (Pl.25). Also, the 

Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo exhibits a ceramic plate with metallic luster**
49

, dates back to 

the Fatimid era, and its central part is painted with a bird inside a hexagonal star (Pl.26). 

Moreover, there is a hexagonal star made of Ivory in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
50

; it 

is carved on its top with a seated man holding a cup, flanked by to standing men and there is a 

representation of two opposite mythical animals (Pl.27). Finally, the Fatimid Jewelry collection 

in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, includes a golden earing as a hexagonal star**
51

 (Pl.28), 

which dates back to the (5
th

 century A.H/ 11century A.D) (Hassan, 1981).  

 

 The Closed Door 

The closed door decoration according to the Fatimid thoughts, represents El-Imam “Ali Ibn Abi 

Talib”, who was described as the door of the knowledge city in the prophetic tradition: “I am the 

city of knowledge and Ali is its door” (Maged, 1994; Al-Hosseiny, 1986), or, it refers to the 

secrets of the holy Quran which nobody know it except for “Ali” (Williams, 1983), so that, it is 

represented on the wooden door made by Caliph Al-Hakim for Al-Azhar mosque (Pl.29) and 

now is preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
52

. 

 

The Botanical Connotations 

 The Tree of Life 

The tree of life is always depicted as a palm tree flanked by two men who are throwing pollen on 

it to enhance the quality of its fruits, it had a magical and medical symbolism in the Assyrian and 

Persian arts (Hassan, 2014; Maher, 1987). However, Fatimids believed that its trunk refers to 

“Ali Ibn Abi Talib”, its branch refers to Ali’s wife; “Asayyeda Fatima Azahra’”, while, the two 

men on both sides represent “Al-Hassan and “Al-Hussein” who are throwing pollen on its fruits, 

which may refer to Shia Imams (El-Barbary and Others, 2016). So that, the Museum of Islamic 

Art in Cairo houses a piece of Linen**
53

, which was made in Damietta in (387A.H/997A.D) and 

it has three decorative lines; the middle is decorated with trees of life between each two opposite 

birds (Pl.11). The tree of life is also depicted between two opposite birds with human heads on a 

ceramic plate with metallic luster (Pl.30), preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
54

. 

                                                 
45

** Reg. No. (421) 
46

** Reg. No. (15552) 
47

** Reg. No. (15025) 
48

** Reg. No. (4384/1) 
49

** Reg. No. (14931) 
50

** Reg. No. (15622)  
51

** Reg. No. (9450) 
52

** Reg. No. (551) 
53

** Reg. No. (13015) 
54

** Reg. No. (14467) 
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The Animal Connotations   

 The Rabbit 

Despite rabbits were the main sacred animals for the opponents of Fatimids; the Twelver Shia, 

who thought that rabbits accompanied the twelfth absent Imam; Al-Mahdi (Al-Qafari, 1994), it is 

also considered the most common animal patterns to be depicted on the Fatimid artifacts; and 

unfortunately, there is no definite interpretation for this till now.  

However, by reviewing most of the rabbit’s representation on the Fatimid artifacts, we concluded 

that, there are two main positions of the rabbit’s representation on the Fatimid artifacts, that 

could be dated back to two different periods of the Fatimid rule to Egypt; firstly, the Fatimid 

artifacts which are depicting a predator animals, such as lions or birds such as eagles attacking a 

rabbit, could be dated back to the first half of the Fatimid rule to Egypt between (358-457 A.H/ 

969-1064 A.D), when the Ismaili Fatimid doctrine was the predominant glorious doctrine in 

Egypt (Maged, 1994), in this position, the predator animal or bird may represents the powerful 

Ismaili Fatimid doctrine while defeating the Twelver Shiite doctrine, which is represented as a 

rabbit. Similarly, the Norman documented their victory over the Arab on a piece of the garment 

of King “Rogers II”**
55

 of Sicily Island, as a lion attacking a camel (Pl.31). There are also many 

Fatimid artifacts in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, which are depicted with this position. 

For instance, an eagle is depicted attacking a rabbit on a piece of Cotton (Pl.32), dates back to 

the beginnings (5
th

 century A.H/ 11
th

 Century A.D) **
56

.  

Secondly, the Fatimid artifacts which are depicting rabbits in a peaceful view; eating grape 

leaves as expressions of optimism and good luck according to the Twelver Shiite thoughts 

(Dodd, 1972), could be dated back to the second half of the Fatimid rule to Egypt between (457-

567 A.H/ 1064-1171 A.D), when the Twelver Shiite doctrine became the dominant in Egypt 

(Stern, 1951). There are many Fatimid artifacts in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo, which are 

depicted with this position. For Instance, there is a Fatimid ceramic plate with metallic 

luster**
57

, which is depicted with three white rabbits inside three circles and eating grape leaves 

(Pl.33), as well as, there is a piece of Linen in the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo**
58

, on which 

is a representation of white rabbits on black background inside circles and eating grape leaves 

(Pl.34).  

 

 The Ram Head  

The Fatimids believed in occultism, therefore, they thought that the ram head has a magical 

power that could prevent any evils; they also connected it to “Mars”; the unconquerable planet 

(Gabr, 1999). So that, the Fatimids hanged amulets as ram heads on the doors of their houses 

(Eleiw, 2015), such as the Fatimid amulet as a ram head, preserved in the Museum of Islamic 

Arts in Cairo**
59

, it is made of dark pottery (Pl.35) and was found during the excavations of Al-

Fustat city.  

 

 The Snake 

Fatimids thought that, the Snake amulets could prevent the evil spirits and healing the diseases, 

so that, the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo houses a small statue as an amulet for a woman in 

                                                 
55

** preserved in Vienna Museum of Art History, Reg. No. (1133/34) 
56

** Reg. No. (10836) 
57

** Reg. No. (16442) 
58

** Reg. No. (4230) 
59

** Reg. No. (18750) 
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the seating position**
60

 (4.5× 2.5 cm), dates back to the (5
th

 century A.H/ 11
th

 century A.D), it is 

made of transparent green glass and there are representations of two hair locks as snakes (Pl.36) 

(Eleiw, 2015). In addition, there is a neck of water jug preserved in the Museum of Islamic Art in 

Cairo**
61

, made of pottery and carved with a representation of a horned viper (Pl.37).  

The discontinuous Arabic Alphabets Connotations   

The discontinuous Arabic letters, according to the Shiite thoughts, are related to a mysterious 

science called “Al-Jifr”, which nobody could know it except for the Fatimid Imams. In this 

science, each Arabic letter has a symbolic hidden value, which could be used to describe the site 

of a place, refers to the initial letters of persons or important events such as a victory (Yassin, 

2006). The Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo houses a golden dinar belongs to Caliph Al-

Hakim**
62

, its inner frame on the recto side is inscribed with discontinuous Arabic letters, which 

don’t make any sense (Pl.38); of these letters are (ع) and (م) which may refer to the initial letters 

of the Arabic names of the Prophet “Mohamed” and his cousin “Ali Ibn Abi Talib” (Dawood, 

1991).  

 

The Portable Wooden Mihrab Connotation  

Fatimids get used to put small portable wooden Mihrabs under their forehead while praying and 

some of them hanged it in their necks as amulets (O’kane, 2006); they made it from the sacred 

soil of “Karbala’” city in Iraq, because they thought that, all the earth is impure except for 

“Karbala’” soil, where El-Imam Al-Hussein was martyred (Dawood, 1991). Also, they decorated 

them with Shiite inscriptions and motifs devoted for “Ahlulbait”, the Shiite Imams and Caliphs, 

such as the oldest portable wooden Mihrab, which was dedicated by Caliph Al-Hakim in (442 

A.H/ 1055 A.D) for the mosque of Amr Ibn Al-Aas, but it is missing now (Abdelwahab, 1965). 

However, the Museum of Islamic Art in Cairo houses two Fatimid wooden portable Mihrabs, 

which are inscribed on its outer frame with the names of the Twelver Shiite Imams; the 

first**
63

(Pl.39), was found in Al-Fustat (18×9.5cm), while the second**
64

 (Pl.1) dates back to 

the reign of Caliph Al-Amir (495- 525 A.H/ 1101-1130 A.D).  

Conclusion 
 In conclusion, we should take in consideration, the jurisprudential and doctrinal dimensions 

while studying the Fatimid artifact, because the Fatimid artifacts were greatly influenced by the 

Ismaili Shiite doctrine. However, most of the decorations on these artifacts look common to 

Sunnis, but in fact; they have hidden Shiite connotations according to the idea of “Zahir” and 

“Batin”. Moreover, Fatimids intended to inscribe the direct Shiite connotations such as: (“ ُّعليٌّ ولي

 Ali is the guardian of Allah), on coins and textiles especially, because they were commonly ”الله

used by local people in Egypt.  

 

                                                 
60

** Reg. No. (13717)  
61

** Reg. No. (7282/1) 
62

** Reg. No. (16674/1) 
63

** Reg. No. (14445) 
64

** Reg. No. (15552).  
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Figures 

Figure 1: A Silver dirham of Caliph Al-Adid (Reg. Nos: 

21971 and 22031). 

 

  
(After: Balog) 

Figure 2: A golden dinar of 

Caliph “Al-Mahdi” (Reg. No. 

17079/1). 

 
(After: Al-Bastawisy) 

 

Plates 

Plate 2: A golden dinar of Caliph Al-

Hakim (Reg. No: 1461/10). 

 
(The Museum data base) 

 

Plate 1: A wooden portable Mihrab from the reign of 

Caliph Al-Amir (Reg. No: 15552). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 4: A Transparent green glass 

weight of Caliph Al-Hakim (Reg. No: 

14292/137) 

 
(The Researchers 

Plate 3: A golden dinar of Caliph Al-Amir (Reg. No: 

17101). 

 

 
(The Researchers) 
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Plate 6: A Linen piece of Caliph Al-

Hakim (Reg. No: 8264). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 5: A Transparent green glass weight of Caliph 

Al-Hakim (Reg. No: 6365/29) 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 8: A Marble slab dates back to (402 

A.H/ 1010A.D) (Reg. No: 11301). 

 
(After: Al Hosseiny, F.) 

Plate 7: A Linen piece of Caliph Al-Hakim (Reg. No: 

14530). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 10: A Golden dinar of Caliph Al-

Mustansir (Reg. No: 18376). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 9: A Golden dinar of Caliph Al-Moez (Reg. 

No: 24547). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 
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Plate 12: A Side of the wooden coffin of 

El-Imam “Al-Hussein (Reg. No: 15025). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 11: A Linen piece dates back to 

(387A.H/988A.D), inscribed with “Al-Molk Lillah” 

(Reg. No: 13015). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 14: A Wooden façade of a 

cupboard from “Al-Salih Tala’ia” 

mosque (Reg. No: 672). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 13: A Wooden amulet inscribed with “Al-Molk 

Lillah” (Reg. No: 14981). 

 

 
(After: Eleiw) 

- Plate 16: A Golden ring inscribed 

with Hasbuna Allah (Reg. No: 

24266). 

 
(After: Eleiw) 

Plate 15: A Silver ring inlaid with Cornelian (Reg. 

No: 39291). 

 
(After: Eleiw) 
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Plate18: A Rectangular amulet made of 

Cooper, dates back to the end of the 

Fatimid period (Reg. No: 15375). 

 
(After: Eleiw) 

Plate 17: A Fatimid wooden portable Mihrab 

inscribed with the Twelver Shiite Imams’ names 

(Reg. No: 8464). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 20: A wooden arch of a window 

from the mausoleum of “Asayieda 

Nafisa” (Reg. No: 1655). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 19: The wooden portable Mihrab of “Asayieda 

Roqaiya” (Reg. No: 446). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 22: A stucco window from “Al-

Salih Tala’ia” mosque (Reg. No: 2388). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 21: A marble panel from the Fatimid Caliph’s 

cemetery (Reg. No: 29). 

 

 
 

 

(The Museum Data Base) 
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Plate 24: The wooden Mihrab of 

“Asayyeda Nafisa” (Reg. No: 421). 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 23: A piece of Silk inscribed with the holy 

Quran verse (As-Saf: 13) (Reg. No: 14039). 

 

-  

(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 26: A hexagonal star on a Fatimid 

ceramic plate with metallic luster (Reg. 

No: 14931) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 25: A hexagonal star on a silver dirham of 

Caliph Al-Hakim (Reg. No: 4384/1) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 28: A Fatimid golden earing as a 

hexagonal star (Reg. No: 15622) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 27: A hexagonal star made of Ivory (Reg. No: 

15622) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 
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Plate 30: The tree of life on a Fatimid 

ceramic plate with metallic luster (Reg. 

No: 14467). . 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

- Plate 29: The wooden door made by Caliph Al-

Hakim for Al-Azhar mosque (Reg. No: 551). 

 

(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 32: An eagle is attacking a rabbit 

on a piece of Cotton (Reg. No: 10836) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 31: A piece of King’s “Rogers II garment in 

Vienna Museum of Art History Reg. No: 

1133/34)

 
(www.qantara-med.org/qantara4/public) 

Plate 34: White rabbits eating grape 

leaves on a Fatimid piece of Linen (Reg. 

No: 4230). 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 33: Three white rabbits eating grape leaves on a 

Fatimid ceramic plate with metallic luster (Reg. No: 

16442) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

Plate 36: An amulet as a woman with 

two hair locks as snakes (Reg. No: 

13717) 

 
(After: Eleiw) 

Plate 35: A Fatimid amulet as ram head (Reg. No: 

18750) 

 
(After: Eleiw) 

http://www.qantara-med.org/qantara4/public
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Plate 38: Discontinuous Arabic letters on 

a golden dinar of Caliph Al-Hakim (Reg. 

No: 16674/1) 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 37: A horned viper on a Fatimid neck of water 

jug (Reg. No: 7282/1) 

 

 
(The Researchers) 

Plate 39: A Fatimid wooden portable Mihrab inscribed with the names of the Twelver Shiite 

Imams (Reg. No: 14445) 

 
(The Museum Data Base) 

 


