For reading purposes only
Franziska Kabelitz | 2021
MA History of Art | Arab Painting
Research Paper
(max. 2,200 words)
Note: Due to word count limitations, all centuries and dates are given only in the Gregorian
format AD unless otherwise specified.

The Theme of Transmission of Knowledge in Arabic
De Materia Medica Translations

The Abbasids’ (Fig. 1) transfer of their capital from Greek-speaking,
Byzantine-influenced Damascus to non-Greek Baghdad created an impetus for translation.1
Motivated by imperial policy, specifically the establishment of an education system for state
secretaries to dispatch across the vast caliphate, Al-Mansur (r. 754-775) was the first
Abbasid ruler to order translations of scientific works into Arabic.2 Between the ninth and
tenth centuries, most of the Greek scientific and philosophical corpus as well as other
pre-Islamic works were translated around Baghdad,3 and later re-translated into Latin in
Salerno and Toledo.4 Mechanisms such as increased availability of paper,5 establishment of
libraries,6 and rigorous transmission chains, which had originated with the need for
transmission of the Qur’an,7 encouraged a vibrant scholarly atmosphere. However, no
pre-1000 illustrated Arabic manuscript survives.8
Among the translations was Dioscorides’ De Materia Medica (DMM), an
encyclopaedic treatise on plants and their curing potentials. The work’s protracted
importance for Arab intellectual contexts becomes evident in the fact that many surviving
Greek DMM codices include Arabic marginalia. In fact, when a Byzantine DMM copy arrived
as a gift at the court of the Umayyad caliph in Córdoba, its practical use presented a
challenge as no person with suitable knowledge of the Greek language could be found for
translation. A translator was requested from Byzantium, who eventually worked together
with an Arab-speaking doctor in al-Andalus to identify the plants represented and initiate an
accurate translation. Scholars have argued that this Spain-based redaction then formed the
basis of the DMM text used for Baghdadi translations.9 Encouraged by increasing trade and
exchange, the medieval period provided a backdrop for mobile iconographies that created a
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common language across the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia, yet transformed and
reshaped into a particular style centered around Baghdad in the early thirteenth century.
My paper examines visual representations of knowledge transmission in three Arabic
DMM editions:
●
●
●

DMM-1224: Translated from Greek into Arabic by Ibn Basil and revised by Ibn Ishaq10
DMM-1229: Translated into Syriac by Ibn Ishaq and then Arabic possibly by al-Malti11
DMM-1245: Translators unknown12

Additionally, I explore manifestations of this theme through intrinsic links between
illustrations and text, arguing that the paintings not only serve to provide a visual likeness of
the plant discussed on the respective page, but often interpret beyond the text in an attempt
of comprehensiveness. Here I support arguments for an integrated approach to the study of
text and image as recently theorised in academic discourses.13
The theme of knowledge transmission was not unique to the Abbasids but
constituted an integral part of Abbasid manuscript production, and often manifested in
painted links to previous sources. This becomes evident in frontispieces, which initially
formed part of Qur’ans and eventually featured in scientific and literary texts. Especially
during this early period of Arab illustration, frontispieces tended to be multivalent as no
standard iconography had been established for them yet,14 initiating questions on semiotics,
intent, audience, patronage and critical reception within the manuscript as a whole. The
figures represented have been interpreted either as types or historical figures, e.g. the text’s
author,15 the latter of which has been shown to directly derive from Greco-Roman
conventions of author portraits.16 For example, the sixth century Byzantine Juliana Anicia
codex features several author portraits including Dioscorides, one of which has been lifted
from a Byzantine into an Arab context in DMM-1229 (Fig. 2-3). While the style closely
connects to the classical tradition mediated via Byzantium,17 the setting represents the
artists’ immediate spatial and temporal environment, as indicated by furniture and
Dioscorides’ turban and robe including tiraz to salute his wisdom in an Islamic context (very
similar to the settee in Fig. 7, discussed below). While theme and composition remain
similar, the DMM-1229 artists have framed their painting with a conceptual arch calling to
mind Greek classical architecture. This element does not relate to the figures; it serves as a
symbolic homage to Dioscorides’ Greek heritage and the Arabic translation movement as the
transmission chain’s final link.
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In front of a splendid, authoritative gold-leaf background and again framed by
conceptual references to classical architecture, another DMM-1229 double-frontispiece
depicts Dioscorides on the right eloquently gesturing towards two students on the left, who
are identified as contemporary Arabs by their tiraz and dress (Fig. 4).18 Both students are
holding books indicating their learning process or perhaps directly referring to the DMM
textual tradition itself.19 The figures’ gestures are respectful and interactive as they hold eye
contact. The work thus depicts an authentic process of learning as the figures listen and
contribute across time and culture. Critical here is the implied temporal and geographical
conflation, which directly refers back to the translation movement. It provides the
thirteenth-century Arabic-speaking students with an uninterrupted link to the original,
first-century source, all the while foreshadowing to Dioscorides the vast geographical reach
his work would eventually attain. Through deliberate juxtaposition, the artists have created a
visual representation of cultural amalgamation, or what Eva Hoffman terms “the very
essence of the work itself.”20
This conflation is intrinsically represented by stylistic and compositional links not
only to Byzantine but also Coptic manuscript painting. These become apparent when
comparing Fig. 4 to Fig. 5-7: Evangelist portraits, pre-dating the Arab manuscript by about
200 years, include similar flat-gold background, conceptual architecture, naturally rendered
figure features, layered clothing drapes, and relative positioning of elements in space. Even
the conveyance of authority, indicated by the figure’s seated position on an imposing chair
with footstool, is similar. Stylistic similarities, especially in terms of dress, are evident in even
earlier Coptic paintings (Fig. 8). The artists’ choice to depict Dioscorides’ garment in
Byzantine and Coptic modes, which directly relate back to Greco-Roman traditions,
emphasises the contrast to his students’ costume. Artists must have been familiar with
these earlier Christian manuscripts.21 Therefore, scholars assume DMM-1229 originated in a
location linked to Christian production environments, e.g. Syria.22 This provides another
connection to the translation movement, as many Greek works were translated from Greek
into Syriac into Arabic, with Syriac-speaking Christians playing an obvious role.23
DMM-1245 conflates on an additional level, paying tribute to the wisdom of Aristotle,
Dioscorides and Luqman. A scholar reading the codex left extensive comments in the
margins, and added identifying names above the figures (Fig. 9).24 Instead of visualising an
uninterrupted connection from Greek to Arab scholars, this painting establishes a direct line
between wisdom mentioned in the Qur’an in the form of Luqman, who lived about 700 years
before Aristotle, and the Greek tradition. Dioscorides’ own identity as a recipient of previous
knowledge is represented metaphorically as he interacts with Luqman and accepts fruit of
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knowledge offered by Aristotle.25 This symbolism serves a double function as both an
instance of transmission of motif from Greco-Roman conventions and a potential allusion to
the crucial status Islam accords to learning.
Another curious manifestation of knowledge transmission relates to the notion of
comprehensiveness, found in the treatment of the intersection between text and image. As
manuscripts passed hands, artists would add marginal illustrations or sketches for
clarification, thus enabling a more comprehensive textual interpretation (Fig. 10).26 The
Juliana Anicia codex27 serves as an example of scholarly contact between Greek and Arab
spheres of influence. While the main text is written in Greek, later commentators have added
explanations in Arabic on many of the illustrations (Fig. 11), thus contextualising meaning in
a new Arab setting.28 Similarly, while Arab artists mostly illustrated the same plants as earlier
or contemporary Byzantine/ Greek copies, they often transcend Byzantine pictorial
conventions by including varieties to amplify subject matter. Knowledge is not only
transmitted as static, but is critically reflected and expanded as relevant. For instance,
DMM-1245 depicts the English catchfly as discussed in the text, but adds environmental
elements such as another plant and a gazelle, offering an idea of the setting in which the
plant grows (Fig. 12). Likewise, the walnut tree folio (Arabic: jawz), which includes a
corresponding illustration, has been expanded through a later-added coconut tree. This
allows the reader to be aware of all potential interpretations as the expanded term jaus-Hindi
refers to a coconut instead of a walnut tree (Fig. 13). We can hypothesise that the marginal
paintings were added at a later stage not only because an illustration of the subject
discussed in the text was already provided,29 but also because in some cases the marginal
illustrations seem to sit too closely to the text lines or the edge of the folio (Fig. 14), which
would likely have been avoided in the original layout. Since other chapters remain without
visual contextualisation, artists seem to have had a degree of choice regarding which
aspects to elaborate.30
Furthermore, the illustrations point to an acute audience awareness. Practical
applications of knowledge gained from the text are emphasised in DMM-1224, e.g. through
medical scenes, which bring the text’s ancient knowledge directly into a conversation with
the artists’ immediate present (Fig. 15-16). Byzantine artists had occasionally painted
figures in Dioscorides manuscripts from the ninth century onwards. The earliest surviving
example of this practice in an Arab DMM stems from the late eleventh century, based on a
990 version (Fig. 17).31 These explanatory scenes quickly developed and grew both in terms
of composition and form, so that by the thirteenth century they would be included in various
Arab DMM versions.
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Finally, transmission of knowledge happens across a myriad of fields; as a concept it
is not restricted to intellectual endeavours but may pertain to artistic practice as well. As
artists are exposed to various iconographic traditions, they absorb new encounters into their
ateliers. This is evident in the DMM-1229 illustrations.32 The seemingly uncontested
coexistence of two very different styles within the same manuscript (naturalistically
rendered vs. highly stylised, Fig. 18) shows that artists must have had access to earlier
manuscripts of varying origins and/ or might have come to the work with quite different
training backgrounds. Thus, we might deduct that a combination of styles was not seen as
problematic or inconsistent by the patron. We could even speculate that it was encouraged
as an implicit demonstration of his political weight’s wide geographical and intellectual
reach.
Moreover, the plant and animal illustrations of Arab DMM codices generally apply a
style quite different to that of the frontispieces. Whereas the author portraits appear formal,
mirroring their function of honouring an important transmission line, the plants are depicted
in a more dynamic manner. As pointed out by Ernst Grube, we witness the existence of a
style that was informed by Hellenistic-Byzantine models, yet - unlike official court painting did not follow abstract artistic principles.33 As a style imbued with a very practical aim (i.e. to
serve as a visual aid for understanding), it took its form from a deliberate engagement with
the plants discussed, and close observation of natural specimens. An anecdote of the Syrian
physician-botanist al-Mansur highlights the importance of illustration for the progress of
Arab scientific inquiry itself: Al-Mansur hired a painter to accompany his travels and create
plant paintings from nature, which would later be included in his book on medicines.34
In conclusion, my essay has traced the theme of knowledge transmission along an
axis of spatial and temporal conflation. I have argued that Arab artists maintained a
complete understanding of both DMM’s original context of antiquity and its immediate
relevance to the translation movement. They purposefully combined late antique, Byzantine
and Coptic styles in order to create a specific message of accomplished transmission.
Furthermore, intrinsic links between image and text have been demonstrated, providing a
strong argument for the mediative function of illustrations that often interpret beyond the
text. Knowledge was thus transmitted not only vertically but also horizontally. Knowledge
transmission constituted a central theme in thirteenth-century Arab manuscript painting that
must be understood as a dynamic concept within a framework of continuous,
multidimensional scholarly exchange. The codices constituted living objects that
continuously grew from their origin, turning static only when transformed into collection
objects.
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Appendix: Figures and Image Sources
Note: This essay was written for one of my MA modules. It was submitted as a partial
fulfillment of the requirements of passing this module. As the essay was reviewed only
internally, I included some reference images for which I do not have the rights to use in
publication.Therefore, I am only providing links/ sources here instead of the respective
image itself if the image is not licensed under common access.
Fig. 1: Britannica. Map of the Abbasid Caliphate in the ninth century.
The map can be accessed through the following link:
https://www.britannica.com/place/Caliphate/The-Abbasid-caliphate

Fig. 2: Folio 5 verso depicting Dioscorides, Epinoia and a painter painting the plant
(mandrake) that is being discussed, and folio 4 verso depicting Dioscorides and Heuresis
discussing the mandrake. Constantinople, sixth century, made for Byzantine princess Juliana
Anicia. In Greek with Arabic glossae. Currently held at Vienna, National Library, Codex
Vindobonensis I.
Images downloaded from the following links, accessed 13 July, 2022:
Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ViennaDioscoridesFolio5vAuthorPortrait.jpg

and
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ViennaDioscoridesAuthorPortrait.jpg
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Fig. 3: Folio 2 verso (frontispiece) portraying Dioscorides and a disciple, from the Arabic
Dioscorides manuscript currently held at Istanbul, Topkapi Saray Library, Ahmet III 2127.
Possibly Syria, dated 626 AH/ 1229 AD.
Image downloaded from the following link, accessed 13 July, 2022:
Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Arabischer_Maler_des_Kr%C3%A4uterbuchs_des_Dioskurid
es_004.jpg

Fig. 4: Folio 2 recto and folio 1 verso (double-frontispiece) portraying Dioscorides and two
disciples, from the Arabic Dioscorides manuscript currently held at Istanbul, Topkapi Saray
Library, Ahmet III 2127. Possibly Syria, dated 626 AH/ 1229 AD.
Images downloaded from the following links, accessed 13 July, 2022:
Unknown author, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
https://de.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Syrischer_Maler_des_Kr%C3%A4uterbuchs_des_Dioskurides_00
1.jpg

and
https://de.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Arabischer_Maler_des_Kr%C3%A4uterbuchs_des_Dioskurides_0
01.jpg
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Fig. 5: Folio 9 verso portraying Evangelist Matthew, from the Book of Gospels currently held
at Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de la France, Coislin 195. Byzantine Constantinople, in Greek,
dated to 901-1000 AD.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 9v:
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b10547049c/f28.item#

Fig. 6: Opening page (frontispiece) portraying Evangelist Mark from the Lections for the
Gospel of Matthew. Dated ca. 1063 AD. Byzantine, in Greek. Currently held at Dumbarton
Oaks Museum, BZ.1979.31.2.
The image can be accessed through the following link:
http://museum.doaks.org/objects-1/info/27050

Fig. 7: Folio 2 verso of Tetraevangelion portraying Christ. Probably Alexandria, dated
1178-1180 AD. In Coptic (Bohairic). Currently held at Bibliothèque Nationale Paris, Copte 13.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 2v:
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b52508833q/f12.item

Fig. 8: Icon with the Three Hebrews in the Fiery Furnace. Egypt/ Sinai, ca. seventh century.
Encaustic on wood. Currently held at the Holy Monastery of Saint Catherine, Sinai, Egypt.
The image can be accessed in the following publication:
Hiromonk Justin of Sinai, 2016, p.91.

Fig. 9: Detail of folio 140 verso and 141 recto from the Arabic Dioscorides manuscript
currently held at Bologna, Biblioteca Universitaria, Cod. Ar. 2954. Possibly Syria, dated 642
AH/ 1245 AD.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 140 verso / 141 recto:
https://amshistorica.unibo.it/1672

Fig. 10: Folios 61 verso and 62 recto from the Arabic Dioscorides manuscript currently held
at Bologna, Biblioteca Universitaria, Cod. Ar. 2954. Possibly Syria, dated 642 AH/ 1245 AD.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 61 verso and 62 recto:
https://amshistorica.unibo.it/1672
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Fig. 11: Folios 83 recto and 37 verso from the Juliana Anicia codex (on parchment). The
Greek text runs next to the plant and can also be seen shining through the page. Annotations
in Arabic have been added to the illustration. Andrachne agria/ Portulaca oleracea/ Common
purslane. Early sixth century.
The images can be accessed in the following publication:
Janick and Hummer, 2012, pp. 10, 15.

Fig. 12: Single folio An English Catchfly and a Gazelle from the dispersed Arabic Dioscorides
manuscript, Baghdad, dated 621 AH/ 1224 AD. This folio is currently held at Copenhagen,
David Collection, Inv. no. 19/1988.
The image can be accessed through the following link:
https://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/materials/miniatures/art/19-1988

Fig. 13: Folios 57 verso and 58 recto from the Arabic Dioscorides manuscript currently held
at Bologna, Biblioteca Universitaria, Cod. Ar. 2954. Possibly Syria, dated 642 AH/ 1245-45
AD.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 57 verso and 58 recto:
https://amshistorica.unibo.it/1672

Fig. 14: Detail of folio 33 verso from the Arabic Dioscorides manuscript currently held at
Bologna, Biblioteca Universitaria, Cod. Ar. 2954. Possibly Syria, dated 642 AH/ 1245-45 AD.
The image can be accessed through the following link, folio 33 verso:
https://amshistorica.unibo.it/1672

Fig. 15: Single folio Three Doctors in Discussion from the dispersed Arabic Dioscorides
manuscript, Baghdad, dated 621 AH/ 1224 AD.
The images can be accessed in the following publication:
Robinson, 1976, Plate 2 II.I.

Fig. 16: Single folio The Doctor’s Office from the dispersed Arabic Dioscorides manuscript,
Baghdad, dated 621 AH/ 1224 AD. This folio is currently held at Copenhagen, David
Collection, Inv. no. 4/1997.
The image can be accessed through the following link:
https://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/materials/miniatures/art/4-1997
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Fig. 17: Folio 8 verso from the Arabic DMM manuscript currently held at Leiden, Or 289.
Image downloaded from the following link under the Creative Commons CC BY license,
accessed 13 July, 2022:
https://digitalcollections.universiteitleiden.nl/view/item/1578435

Fig. 18: Folios 252 verso and 80 recto from the Arabic DMM manuscript currently held at
Istanbul, Topkapi Saray Library, Ahmet III 2127. Possibly Syria, dated 626 AH/ 1229 AD.
The images can be accessed in the following publication:
Ettinghausen, 1977, p. 72-73.
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