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There were several occasions over the past decade for scholars with different specialities to interpret 
rather than describe the historical and cultural phenomenon of the Fatimids. At the time of the great 
colloquium celebrating Cairo’s first millennium, the late Gustav von Grunebaum, Professor Bernard 
Lewis, and I in a more limited sense, sought to identify the reasons for Fatimid successes, failures, or 
simply cultural or historical peculiarities.1The late Marshall Hodgson’s controversial synthesis of 
Islamic history also provides novel interpretations of the Fatimids within what he called the Middle 
Islamic Period.2 And for several decades now Professor Goitein’s studies on the Geniza fragments 
have led him to a particularly wide range of conclusions and ideas about the Fatimid period.3 One of 
the reasons for this unusual interpretive concern is that few periods in Islamic history are as well and 
accessibly documented as the Fatimid; preserved chronicles are for the most part published, even if 
not to everyone’s satisfaction; the monuments of Cairo and of Egypt are known; works of art and 
artisanal creations can be found in books and articles, even if at times in arcane reviews; and a 
considerable amount of ancillary documents – coins, official letters, sales contracts, dowries, legal 
texts – is available, if not always incorporated into general history books.  

 
But a more important reason may be that there is something unusual, puzzling about the Fatimids, as 
though they were an anomaly in the development of Islamic culture. At a time of localised, 
ethnocentric dynastic movements from Spain to Transoxiana, it was a pan-Islamic, Arab-centred but 
universal caliphate. It claimed universal religious and political power, but its most obvious legacy was 
the transformation of Egypt, at the time hardly Islamicised and economically exploited by others, into 
a major centre of Islamic culture. Instead of promoting a minor town like Ghazni, Tinmal, or Rabat 
into the temporary capital of an empire, it coalesced Cairo into one of the truly great metropolises of 
the Muslim world for more than a millennium and gave it an Egyptian rather than an Islamic 
character. It lived and prospered off an international, Indian and Mediterranean trade, but its political 
ambitions lay in Baghdad. Its literary and intellectual creativity was not comparable to contemporary 
activities in Spain, Iraq, or Khurasan, but its art was original and different from much of what is 
known elsewhere at the same time. And, as a last example of Fatimid peculiarities, the intensity of the 
dynasty’s religious and missionary zeal was at its most effective through the rule of Imam-caliph al-
Hakim (died in 1021 CE / 411 AH) and decreased thereafter, as was amply demonstrated by al-
Basasiri’s failure in Baghdad in 1057-59 CE / 449-451 AH; but, weakened and at times battered, the 
Fatimid dynasty stayed in power for another century and more. 

 
It is these paradoxes which have puzzled historians, and my purpose in this essay is to identify and 
explain the ways in which a study of the arts can contribute to their solution. I shall not try to be 
complete and thorough nor shall I discuss all possible ways of examining and interpreting the 
available material. My purpose instead is to develop general observations about the monuments and 
the texts dealing with them, especially Maqrizi’s invaluable Khitat4, in order to assess the originality 
of the Fatimids within Islamic art and culture.  



 

 
 

 

2 
…Please see copyright restrictions on page 1 

 
The best known monuments of Fatimid architecture are all in Egypt: large mosques like the Azhar and 
Hakim mosques, small ones like al-Aqmar, or now-vanished ones like the Oarafa mosque which can 
be reconstructed with some degree of certainty; mausoleums in Cairo, Ous, and Aswan; palaces, 
either the great imperial ones within the walls of Cairo itself or pavilions all over the city, mostly 
known from literary sources and descriptions; fortifications, and ceremonial or functional gates.5 

 
Several broad considerations are involved in understanding these buildings. One is the balance 
between indigenous Egyptian elements (some of which had been brought from Iraq during the ninth 
century) and imported ones. The latter are generally assumed to be North African for the early period 
of Fatimid history6 and northern Mesopotamian after the middle of the eleventh century.7 A second 
issue is the degree of originality of the forms and functions of Fatimid architecture. This is far more 
complicated to establish than drawing up a list of influences, and the whole question requires some 
elaboration. Only one architectural function is truly new in Fatimid times, even though its roots are 
older than the dynasty. It is the mausoleum, whose development certainly owed something to Shi‘ism 
but whose real sources are both secular and religious.8 Mosques, palaces, and even city walls existed 
before and, at least at first glance, the Fatimids continued to use the hypostyle mosque developed 
several centuries earlier. No evidence exists that their palaces were significantly different in shape 
from what can be assumed to have been the imperial urban palace type found in Baghdad, Samarra, or 
even Constantinople. Walls and city gates are fairly rare before the tenth century CE and Fatimid 
originality is more difficult to establish, but then city walls have a sameness of purpose and form 
which limits their value for architectural history. 
 
Yet these rapid impressions of continuity in function are misleading, for changes were introduced 
which were quite far-reaching. Small mosques - al-Aqmar, Salih Tala’i, and several others listed by 
Maqrizi9 - were not simply miniaturised versions of large hypostyle ones but expressions of a shift in 
the patronage of public pious buildings from the central authority of the state to private sources. This 
became an irreversible change and, for several centuries thereafter, nearly all Muslim cities, and most 
particularly from Iraq to Morocco, acquired small private mosques and other pietistic monuments 
adapted to the physical reality of cities rather than imposed on them, and reflecting a plurality of pious 
ways rather than a single conception of the proper setting for the Muslim community.10 Functional 
changes in large congregational mosques are less immediately apparent, but Maqrizi shows that these 
monuments for the whole Muslim community became settings for major royal ceremonies with 
formal entries, official changes of vestments, incense burning, disappearance of caliphs behind 
curtains, chanting and processions;11 Whether these ceremonies survived the crisis of the middle of 
the eleventh century CE is not certain, but the concern for formality and ceremonial processions in 
most aspects of court life certainly went on and its unusual character within the Muslim tradition has 
been frequently discussed.12 
 
If we turn to architectural forms, only one entirely new form appears in Fatimid times, the muqarnas. 
There is as yet no truly satisfactory explanation for its origins and there is some debate as to whether 
it is an eastern Iranian form imported into Egypt, a local creation, or, as is much less likely, a North 
African invention.13 The importance of the muqarnas lies in that, like the mausoleum and other small 
religious buildings, it becomes common in Fatimid times and remains a consistent feature of Islamic 
architecture for centuries to come. Another formal development with a similar although less well-
defined history is the formal façade with a central, usually heavily decorated gate and with corner 
minarets. Decorated gates already existed in ninth century CE Western Islamic architecture, but it is in 
Tunisian Fatimid mosques that they became the main element of façade compositions. Roughly at the 
same time the Buyids of Iran appear to have initiated the same type of composition, if the Jurjir facade 
in Isfahan has been correctly dated and identified.14 The later development of façades with or without 
minarets needs no demonstration. 
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Two less well known instances of Fatimid activities can refine and sharpen an interpretation of their 
architectural concerns. The first one deals with the Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem. The archaeological 
and cultural history of this extraordinary sanctuary has not yet been written, in spite of the huge 
available documentation.15 From inscriptions, texts, and from Nasir-i Khusraw’s superb description of 
the monuments, it is clear that, next to the Umayyads, the Fatimids were responsible for the most 
consistent building up of the Haram. It is true, of course, that the shortening of the city walls during 
the time of Imam-caliph al-Zahir and devastating earthquakes early in the eleventh century CE 
necessitated major reconstruction. But what is striking is their quality, as in the instances of the 
celebrated mosaics of the Aqsa mosque16 and of the western gate described by the Persian traveller. 
The mosaic technique of both monuments and the themes of decoration in the mosque are also 
striking for their traditional and archaising character, even though the pendentives of the Aqsa mosque 
are architecturally quite original. Nothing remains of the western gate, but, as it became the main 
entrance into the sanctuary, it stands to reason that it was a particularly majestic expression of Fatimid 
power. If we recall Imam-caliph al-Hakim’s destruction of the Holy Sepulchre and its subsequent 
rebuilding, for which the Byzantine emperor sent precious objects duly recorded by Fatimid 
chanceries,17 it can be concluded that, with a different script, the Fatimids replayed in Jerusalem the 
confrontation between Christian Byzantium and Islam which characterised Umayyad times and that, 
like their predecessors, they expressed it in monumental form. 
 
The second example is less well documented. It involves Fatimid building activities in Mecca and 
Medina. As is obvious from the chronicles, Fatimid control over the two holiest sanctuaries of Islam 
was complicated by ‘Abbasid activities from Iraq, by local disturbances, and by Qarmatian incursions. 
Pilgrimages often had to be given up and were not usually very safe. But the formal assertion of 
Fatimid presence was emphasised by a large inscription on the Ka‘ba,18 and it is interesting to note 
that the ‘Abbasid inscription of al-Muktafi which replaced the Fatimid one in 1155 CE / 550 AH 
contains a very Shi‘i reference to the ‘Abbasid caliph’s “pure ancestors” and descendants.19 All these 
examples lead to the following model. Fatimid architecture is basically conservative and traditional. 
Most of it consists of established compositional and constructional elements and the dynasty’s 
concern for Mecca, Medina, or Jerusalem is a way to express their legitimacy, perhaps in the case of 
Jerusalem because it was more easily controlled than the Arabian holy places and had been a major 
centre of Umayyad architecture.20 Whatever the reasons, acceptance by the Muslim community could 
only be expected through the maintenance and occasional overhaul of old and known forms. Changes 
were of two kinds. One was the ceremonial use of mosques and other sanctuaries21 by the caliphs, a 
practice for which some evidence exists in Umayyad, ‘Abbasid, and Tulimid times, but never in the 
systematic manner of the Fatimids. This innovation did not last, but it is interesting to note that the 
ceremonial presence of the ruler in the mosque reappeared with the Ottomans, the last great 
Mediterranean Islamic dynasty. There were also formal changes. The mausoleum, the muqarnas, 
composed façades on religious buildings: all seem like minor innovations and none were invented 
under the Fatimids. Yet all were to become nearly universal fixtures of Islamic architecture and the 
question can be raised whether their adoption by the Fatimids did not compel their acceptance by the 
culture as a whole. Because of its automatic social connections, architecture lends itself more easily 
than other arts to the formulation of hypotheses about the historical and cultural meaning of a dynasty 
or of a time. With these hypotheses in mind, we can more easily turn to the other arts. 
 
Much has been written about Fatimid painting, since Ettinghausen’s seminal article of more than 
thirty-five years ago,22 and many recently discovered fragments have been, rightly or wrongly, 
attributed to the Fatimid period.23 Their meaning is rarely very clear and their quality hardly 
consistent. The task of sorting out sketches from actual paintings, doodles from illustrations, folk 
drawings from courtly ones, early from late examples is, for the time being, well-nigh impossible. If 
one adds, as well one should, to the art of painting the many examples of lustre ceramics with very 
varied subjects,24 woodwork like the panels supposed to have come from the Fatimid palace,25 or 
ivories, metalwork, and sculpture26 with occasional representations of animals and personages, 
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matters become even more complicated, as stylistic or iconographic judgements are affected by 
different techniques and different purposes. Furthermore, there is hardly a single dated painting or 
object. In fact only the paintings from the Cappella Palatina in Palermo, Sicily are datable to ca. 1140 
CE/ 535 AH, a time when Fatimid culture was but the shadow of its former self.27 An art of painting 
can be assumed for earlier times, as several texts mention mural paintings in private houses, palaces, 
and mosques from the middle of the eleventh century, and the huge libraries of the caliphs almost 
certainly contained illustrated manuscripts, probably of far greater quality than whatever remains.28 
None of these library references can be directly related to otherwise known paintings. Thus, except for 
the still incompletely interpreted Palermo paintings executed in a very special historical and cultural 
context, we lack for this huge body of documents some obvious interpretative key, some motif or idea 
from which one could imagine, at least in theory and hypothetically, that the rest can be understood.  
 
Granting, then, a certain amount of methodological despair in dealing with this mass of uneven and 
unenlightening information, a number of observations can be made which are related to the 
hypotheses formulated around architecture. First of all the number of representations on all media 
attributed to the Fatimids is unusually high. The climate of Egypt and the relative security of a land 
free of destructive invasions for many centuries contributed, of course, to a better preservation of its 
possessions than anywhere else in the Muslim world. In spite of this, it is reasonable to conclude that 
the Fatimid wealth of motifs differs from that of other provinces of the Muslim world during the latter 
part of the tenth century and during the eleventh. Neither the few Iraqi or eastern Iranian ceramics 
with representations, nor the rather pitiful fragments of paintings from Nishapur or Lashkari Bazar, 
nor the stuccoes from Afrasiyab and Tirmidh, exhibit a comparable variety of subjects. And it is not 
possible to argue insufficient evidence, because the Egyptian phenomenon clearly demonstrates that, 
at a certain level of saturation, representations spread to almost all levels of artistic activity and would 
have left more traces than are actually found. In the twelfth century, on the other hand, all these 
regions except the Muslim west experience an explosion of representations of all types and in all 
media.29 From numerical evidence alone it is not possible to argue an impact of the Fatimids on the 
later arts of Iran or Anatolia, but it is curious that, once again, a Fatimid Egyptian novelty remains a 
characteristic of several subsequent centuries.  
 
A second characteristic of the Egyptian remains is that their preservation is indiscriminate in the sense 
that the creativity of all classes of society has been preserved according to almost archaeological 
randomness. In fact, because of frequent lootings of caliphal establishments and the absence of 
coordinated excavations,30 the remains are probably more representative of the full range of Fatimid 
society than the finds of Samarra in Iraq or Madinat al-Zahra in Spain. Unfortunately, in spite of 
Professor Goitein’s pioneering studies, we cannot as yet provide a reasonable description of that 
society. We can, however, assume first of all that Fatimid society was pyramidal, with many more 
poor and simple people than rich and educated ones, and secondly that some correlation exists 
between an object’s technique and the social level which owned it or used it. But even this second 
assumption is debatable, as the ownership of an expensive item was then and is still now frequently 
the prerogative of the poor. The point is rather that the proper exploitation of the accidental 
preservation of large numbers of objects found in Fatimid art requires the identification and 
assessment of two variables: the social cost of a technique and the imaginative taste of a social 
group.31 Since neither variable has been investigated, we can only formulate the hypothesis that under 
Fatimid rule wider segments of society were able to express something of their taste, visual needs, or 
aesthetic requirements than ever before or than in any other part of the Muslim world. It is therefore 
all the more unfortunate that so few of the remaining monuments are dated or datable, for we cannot 
demonstrate whether the broadening of the social base of forms was a slow process, willed choice, or, 
as I have suggested in an earlier article, the more or less accidental result of the lootings in the middle 
of the eleventh century CE.32  
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A third characteristic of Fatimid representations, their style, has been discussed more frequently. Two 
aspects of that style have attracted particular attention. One is its sources. It has amply been 
demonstrated that Iraqi ‘Abbasid elements, local Egyptian folk ways, Hellenistic and ancient Egyptian 
memories, and important Byzantine artistic devices are all present. They are all easy to explain, as 
Iraq in the ninth century CE, was indeed the hub of the Muslim world and its styles had already 
penetrated into Egypt a century before the Fatimids, as Fatimid rule certainly fostered native self-
awareness, as the growth of Egypt led to accidental or wilful rediscoveries of the country’s past 
monuments, and as Macedonian Byzantium was the most powerful rival as well as model and trading 
partner for the caliphs in Cairo. Most curious is the absence of a western Islamic or western 
Mediterranean influence in representational art, inasmuch as it is so prominent in architecture. This 
absence is perhaps more apparent than real, for in two limited instances a relationship between the 
Fatimids and the Muslim West is not excluded. One deals with sculpted ivories, where presumably 
Fatimid plaques like the ones in the Berlin museum may well have acquired their three-dimensionality 
and their misleading monumentality from the sculpted ivories of Cordova in the tenth century CE.33 
The other example is that of metalwork – where Fatimid works are almost impossible to distinguish 
from western Islamic ones.34 Whether this difficulty should be explained quite simply by a 
commonality of forms between two Mediterranean centres or through the impact of one on the other 
is still a moot question. Altogether, the point about the sources of Fatimid representational art is their 
variety. It may simply reflect the formation of a new and wealthy centre of patronage, to which 
models and artisans come, on their own or invited, in expectation of commissions and successes. It 
may also mean that Fatimid culture never developed a single dominant style of its own but reflected, 
passively and accidentally or wilfully and consciously, traditions developed elsewhere. 
 
The same difficulty of definition appears in the other frequently discussed aspect of Fatimid style, the 
character of its forms. It has been argued that two manners of representation coexisted. One, two-
dimensional and ornamental, emphasises patterns and is removed from physical reality. The other one 
is more unique; whether to be called realist, illusionist, or spatial, it utilises techniques of 
representation, largely of classical origin, which sought to suggest space and volume.35 It is tempting, 
as has been done more than once, to relate this second mode to several preserved texts which describe 
the naturalism of the works depicted by Fatimid painters. Whether these texts reflect actual reality of 
literary clichés, it seems reasonable to assume that the illusionism of some of the paintings 
corresponded to a genuine impulse for more natural forms than had existed before.  
 
To define the historical importance of these stylistic, characteristics is more difficult than to identify 
or to describe them. If it is correct to date them to the second rather than to the first Fatimid century, 
then it may be legitimate to see them as forerunners of the realism which will appear in the latter part 
of the twelfth century CE and in the thirteenth, especially in the Arab art of the Fertile Crescent.36 But, 
if they are indeed forerunners, they are not so much formal ones as structural ones. They identify a 
related attitude toward representation rather than a similar manner of representation. It is under the 
Fatimids, it seems, that one discovers for the first time within the mediaeval Islamic tradition, a 
concern for the physical reality of the surrounding world. This judgement must remain a qualified 
one, as it is just possible that what appears today as a kind of realism was nothing more than the 
impact on Fatimid Egypt of Hellenistic forms with illusionist characteristics. There is yet another 
sense in which Fatimid styles can be considered as forerunners. Like the changes which occurred in 
the twelfth century CE art of Iran but one century earlier, Fatimid representations combined an 
unusual variety of artistic sources with a considerable range of quality and effectiveness. Although it 
has been argued that Fatimid artisans moved to Iran after the fall of the dynasty;37 their impact, if it 
existed at all, was probably limited to certain techniques like lustre and is difficult to argue for forms. 
Once again the Fatimid phenomenon is structurally rather than formally related to the later Iranian 
one. 
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If we turn to the subject matter of Fatimid art, somewhat similar conclusions emerge. Its purely royal 
level is hardly known except through texts. From Nasir-i-Khusraw’s description of the paintings in the 
main throne-room of the palace or from the lengthy lists of objects found in their treasures,38 the 
impression is that of masses of expensive “things” and curios like whole gardens of gold and silver, 
but not one of great ideological originality. The art of Muslim princes tended to emphasise the same 
subjects, and to my knowledge no evidence exists to show that the Fatimids tried to introduce into 
their art dynastic, religious, or personal symbols.39 Few Muslim princes did so.  

 
Matters are quite different when we turn to other social levels. Since the variety of themes found on 
Fatimid paintings, woodwork, ivories, or ceramics is in the process of being investigated by several 
scholars, I shall limit myself to a few general and probably only temporarily valid remarks. Examples 
exist of illustrations of literary stories, common events, erotic topics, astrological symbols, princely 
activities, animals, possibly even Christian religious symbols. The range is comparable to the Iranian 
phenomenon of the following century, but, just as for styles, it is difficult to propose a direct filiation 
from Egypt to Iran. One explanation possibly valid for both areas is essentially a social one. The 
growth of a strong bourgeoisie, so clear from Professor Goitein’s research, would have created a more 
varied patronage than existed before and this patronage sought to express many more social, personal, 
ethnic, literary, sectarian, or other needs than the fairly consistent patronage of princes. Another 
explanation is that Egypt became, before Iran, a crossroads of international contacts and that the 
example of cultures with a rich imagery like India or the Christian world led to the development of 
Islamic representations, at a time when the historical justifications for a strict aniconism were no 
longer valid.  
 
Before attempting to conclude this essay on the art of the Fatimids, two additional points need to be 
made. One deals with artisanal techniques. Without taking sides in the problem of Egyptian and Iraqi 
priority in developing lustre-painted ceramics, it is the Fatimids who first transformed this uniquely 
Islamic luxury technique into a vehicle for an unusual variety of styles and subjects. A more 
complicated problem is posed with rock crystal and its apparent derivative, the so-called Hedwig 
glass.40 Because of a small group of magnificent crystal objects with an early Fatimid date, 
scholarship has tended quite naturally to assign most remaining examples to the patronage of the 
Fatimid court or to direct imitations of its taste. This may indeed be correct, but literary sources 
clearly indicate that rock-crystal objects were made for many courts and it is perhaps more 
appropriate to consider the technique as a generally courtly one with accidentally preserved Egyptian 
examples. A very similar difficulty in identifying technical originality occurs in textiles. Textual 
information is plentiful and long lists exist of the elaborately decorated silks used at the Fatimid court 
and housed in its treasures.41 But at this stage of research it is impossible to identify these textiles 
from among the hundreds of remaining ones and, what is far more important, there is some 
uncertainty whether major luxury techniques were tied to specific centres of manufacture or were 
available at every important court.  
 
These observations on the techniques of Fatimid art have one important corollary for our purposes. It 
is the near impossibility of defining a Fatimid technical originality. Perhaps there was none, as the 
eleventh century CE Muslim world had already developed in various places and for various reasons 
the major means for its artistic expression. In this respect, Fatimid art is at the end of a period of 
artistic growth. The twelfth century CE with its new centres in Iran, Iraq, and Anatolia will be quite 
different. 
 
The last point concerns Fatimid ornament. It is almost impossible to generalise on this little-studied 
topic. Its greatest curiosity seems to be that it moved away from the total abstraction of Iraqi 
influenced Tulunid designs and preferred luxurious vegetal patterns or often naturalistic, even if 
fragmentary, animals, before becoming affected, in the twelfth century, like the rest of the Muslim 
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world, with a fascination for complex geometric shapes.42 Liveliness and vivacity characterised the 
central period of Fatimid ornament.  

 
Partial and incomplete though they are, the preceding remarks lead to conclusions on Fatimid art at 
three different levels. A first one is primarily local. Even though the North African and more 
generally western Islamic connections of Fatimid art become stronger and more interesting with every 
new excavation in Tunisia or investigation of a Maghribi technique;43 the most lasting impact of the 
Fatimids was on Egypt, whose social, economic and ecological character was irretrievably changed by 
the Fatimids. This is not to say that the peculiarly open symbiosis of different religious and ethnic 
groups so typical of most of Fatimid times was maintained over subsequent centuries. It is rather that 
this relatively open, mercantile system under the aegis of a spiritually committed dynasty consecrated 
the triumph of an Islamic taste in Egypt. However much we may know about the “things” owned by 
Jews, none of them seem to possess exclusively Jewish features and, even if there is some debate on 
the matter, it is apparently under the Fatimids that the art of Christian Egypt - what used to be called 
quite erroneously Coptic art - becomes a folk art. From this point of view the Fatimid period can be 
seen as the culmination of a long process, in which the Tulunid half-century served as a major 
forerunner. But Tulunid art relied a great deal on Iraqi models. The Fatimid period did borrow from 
elsewhere but also rediscovered local sources, as Hellenistic or even ancient Egyptian motifs 
reappeared.44 Yet, even on a local level, it cannot be seen merely as the end of a tradition; for, with the 
creation of the city of Cairo and the artisanal as well as commercial development of the whole 
country, it established the physical foundations of centuries of Egyptian history. This was made 
possible, I submit, by the imperial and universally Islamic vocation of the Fatimids. The early 
Muslims, the ‘Abbasid, and the Tulimids all created new urban establishments in a propitious part of 
the Nile valley, but it is the caliphal ambition of the Fatimids which transformed their own royal city 
into the catalyst which made the present Cairo possible.  

 
A second level of Fatimid art is interesting and important for its time, but perhaps less significant for 
later developments. It may be called its Mediterranean level. From Byzantine models in forms and 
ceremonies to Fatimid-inspired paintings in Norman Sicily or to Romanesque objects, a 
Mediterranean “connection” is a constant aspect of Fatimid art, just as its society has been called 
Mediterranean. In part, of course, this is the practical result of Egyptian trade and of Fatimid sectarian 
liberalism. But it is curious to note the degree of consciousness of Mediterranean objects which 
permeates texts like the Kitab al-dhakha’ir or Maqrizi’s description of imperial treasures. Byzantine 
ambassadors made a major point of bringing fancy gifts to the court of Cairo and some of the greatest 
masterpieces of Fatimid art now in Venice came from Byzantium.45 The contrast is striking with the 
comparative paucity of objects from the Muslim East. It is difficult to decide whether this 
Mediterranean taste of the Fatimids was a conscious choice or simply the result of political failure in 
the East. The Crusades and the eventual victory of an eastern Islam altered the character of Egyptian 
taste, although traces of its earlier tendencies appear occasionally throughout Mamluk architecture.  
 
Finally there is an Islamic, or Islamicate as Marshall Hodgson would put it, level of Fatimid art. It is 
the most fascinating and most puzzling one of all. As I tried to show earlier, Fatimid art is traditional 
in many ways and hardly inventive in techniques, types of objects, or architectural functions. Yet its 
innovations - the muqarnas, the mausoleum, representational art - are almost always forerunners of 
the great changes which swept most of the Muslim world in the twelfth century. One could argue, as 
has been suggested for mausoleums,46 that Fatimid novelties were picked up by the eventually 
dominant Sunni world and transformed into vehicles for their views and ideas. Since almost every one 
of these innovations was less a true invention of the Fatimids than a minor motif in the earlier art of 
the tenth century CE, one could further argue that they were from the very beginning expressions of a 
Shi‘i taste, a point which may find some confirmation in some parallels between the Fatimids and 
Buyids. Yet, on balance, I doubt that Fatimid art should be interpreted on sectarian grounds. A more 
plausible explanation of their originality may lie in the coincidence under their aegis of imperial 
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ambitions, of a mercantile society, and of cultural self-confidence. The forms and techniques created 
over the previous centuries were sufficient for their aims and there no longer was any need to control 
or limit the endless range of individual self-expression. Fatimid art was both the culmination of the 
past and the forerunner of future developments, because Fatimid culture was a novel one in a newly 
developed Islamic land but its legitimacy lay in the past. 
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