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Abstract

This article investigates the history of the Mongol period as seen from the provinces, looking not only
through the historian’s lens of written documents but also through the art historian’s gaze on art and
architecture. It focuses on the town of Warāmı̄n and its multiple shrines and shows how buildings and
their furnishings, notable the extensive revetment in signed and dated lustre tiles, can be rich sources for
writing history.

As David Morgan remarked nearly a decade ago in an essay assessing the Mongol empire
in world history, “One of the deficiencies of scholarship on the Ilkhanate used to be its
excessive concentration on the centre”.1 Recent work, he noted there, has helped to redress
the balance, and he called attention to several articles on the Injuʾids in Fārs.2 This essay
follows up Morgan’s pertinent comment about investigating the provinces, using not only
the historian’s lens of written documents but also the art historian’s gaze on buildings and
their furnishings. It focuses on the town of Warāmı̄n and its multiple shrines, notably the
Imāmzāda Yah. yā, showing how the construction, enlargement, and redecoration of it and
other buildings document the growing prosperity of the town and the role of its provincial
rulers under the Mongols. It thus gives us another “view from the edge”.3

The town of Warāmı̄n (lat. 35° 19ʹ N., long. 51° 40ʹ E.) lies about fifty kilometres
southeast of Tehran in a fertile plain.4 Benefiting from water supplied by the Jaja River, the
town was already known in medieval times for its agricultural products, including cotton,
corn and fruits. It flourished after the Mongols sacked Rayy in 617/1220, in part due to its
strategic position on the main east-west highway that connected Tabrı̄z and Sult.āniyya with
sites further east in Qūmis and Khurāsān. During this period, Warāmı̄n was transformed

1David Morgan, “The Mongol Empire in world history”, in Linda Komaroff (ed.), Beyond the Legacy of Genghis
Khan (Leiden and Boston, 2006), p. 429.

2In addition to several articles by art historians in the collective volume cited in note 1, one should mention
Denise Aigle, Le Fārs sous la domination Mongole: Politique et fiscalité (XIIIe-XIVe s.) (Paris, 2005).

3The phrase “View from the Edge” refers to the title of another recent festschrift for a historian of medieval
Iran: Neguin Yavari, Lawrence G. Potter, and Jean-Marc Ran Oppenheim (eds.), Views from the Edge: Essays in
Honor of Richard W. Bulliet (New York, 2004).

4Sources about the town include H. amdallāh Mustawfı̄ al-Qazwı̄nı̄, Nuzhat al-qulūb, (ed.) Muh. ammad Dabı̄r-
Siyāqı̄ (Tehran, 1336), pp. 56, 59; and translated by Guy LeStrange, Gibb Memorial Series (Leyden and London,
1919), pp. 58–61, 168; W. Barthold, An Historical Geography of Iran, translated by Svat Soucek (Princeton, 1984), pp.
124–126; and C. E. Bosworth, “Warāmı̄n”, EI2.
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Figure 1. (Colour online) View of the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in Varāmı̄n. Photo: Sheila Blair and
Jonathan Bloom

from a village (dı̄h) into a provincial city (qas.ba) and capital (dār al-mulk) of the province
(tūmān) of Rayy. The population of the district, according to contemporary chroniclers, was
predominantly Shiʿite, especially Twelvers.

Warāmı̄n’s florescence in the Mongol period and its religious fervour are neatly
encapsulated in the Imāmzāda Yah. yā, the most important of the several shrines in the town
(Fig. 1).5 Located in the quarter known as Kuhna Gil in the southeast sector near the Friday
Mosque, the shrine is said to commemorate the grave of a sixth-generation descendant of the
Prophet’s grandson H. asan.6 The modern complex comprises a square domed tomb (about
10.6 meters across) surrounded by a series of low rooms. The architectural historian Donald
Wilber, who surveyed the shrine in May 1939, determined that although the surrounding
rooms were of later date, the fabric of the structure dated to the Ilkhanid period, based on
the size of the bricks (22 cm square), the use of deep corner niches, the division of the dado
into separate bands, the type of brick end-plugs found on the upper exterior walls, and the
series of setbacks on the exterior of the dome.

5Donald Wilber, The Architecture of Islamic Iran: the Il Khānid Period (Princeton and New York, 1955; reprint
1969), pp. 109–111, no. 11; Muh. ammad Mahdī ‘Uqa ̄bī: Bināhā-yi Ārāmgāhı̄ (Tehran, 1376), pp. 362–365; Ganjnameh,
vol. 13/3: Emamzadehs and Mausoleums (part III) (Tehran, 2010), pp. 82–87. As I was finishing this essay, a student
from Shahid Behesti University, H. usayn Nakh‘ı̄, sent me a paper he has prepared reconstructing the Imāmzāda
Yah. yā; I thank him for sharing it with me and hope that his important work will be published soon.

6Parviz Varjavand, “Emāmzāda iii. Number, distribution, and important examples”, Encyclopaedia Iranica, gives
the imām’s genealogy as Yah. yā b. ‘Alı̄ b. ‘Abd-al-Rah.mān b. Qāsim b. H. asan b. Zayd b. Imām H. asan.
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The interior of the tomb room was once lavishly revetted in plaster and tile, but already by
the date of Wilber’s visit, all of the star and cross tiles had been stripped from the dado (up to
a height of some 1.85 meters) and the mihrab area blocked up with bricks (the blocked area
measured some 2.28 meters across). We know that the original decoration comprised lustre
tiles, because the mihrab and some of the star and cross tiles as well as a cenotaph had still been
in situ when the French traveller Jane Dieulafoy visited the site a half century earlier in 1881.7

She called it one of the most interesting monuments in the region, remarking that of all the
lustre tiles that she could remember, the ones at the Imāmzāda Yah. yā were the purest and most
brilliant and describing their three different colours of lustre: yellow, brass and red copper.

Dated inscriptions on the tomb and its interior revetment document two distinct stages
of work on the Imāmzāda Yah. yā during the Mongol period. The first took place in the
660s/1260s, as shown by inscriptions on some of its many lustre tiles that have been dispersed
to museums and collections around the world. In his comprehensive survey of lusterwares,
Oliver Watson reported that he knew of at least 150 star and cross tiles from the site,
scattered among some twenty-four collections.8 Since his publication, many more have
been identified.9

The largest selection belongs to the State Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg (nos IR-
1046–1056), which is said to hold over one thousand whole tiles and fragments from the
Imāmzāda Yah. yā that were transferred to the museum in 1925 from the Stieglitz School of
Technical Design.10 The typical tile is large (approximately 31 cm in diameter), decorated
with a quadripartite floral or geometric design in the centre surrounded by a Qur’anic
inscription around the edge. Sixty examples in the Hermitage have inscriptions ending with
a date, ranging from Dhū’l-H. ijja 660 to Rabı̄ʿ II 661 (16 October 1262–12 March 1263).

In addition to the lustre star and cross tiles in many museums, the lustre mihrab removed
from the Imāmzāda Yah. yā has also survived and is now in the Doris Duke Foundation for
Islamic Art in Honolulu (no. 48.327; Fig. 2).11 Like other mihrabs of the period, it comprises
a set of three nested niches framed by several inscription bands. The large panel at the
bottom gives the name of the maker, ‘Al̄ı b. Muh. ammad b. Abı̄ T. āhir, one of the premier
tile markers of the period, followed by the date Sha‘bān 663/May 1265, some two years after
the dado tiles.12

7Jane Dieulafoy, La Perse, la Chaldée et la Susiane: Relation de Voyage (Paris, 1887), pp. 147–149.
8Oliver Watson, Persian Lustre Ware (London, 1985), p. 191, no. 11.
9Venetia Porter, Islamic Tiles (New York, 1995), p. 35 and fig. 19, notes, for example, that there are 160

known tiles. The British Museum website lists 41 examples under the search words “Varāmı̄n tile” and 7 more
under “Veramin tile”. Some, however, are smaller and have figural decoration; they may have come from another
site such as the Imāmzāda Ja‘far at Dāmghān. The V&A also has a sizeable collection of tiles said to have come
from Warāmı̄n, of which fifteen (1837&A, C, E, F-1876, 1487–1876, 1489–1876, 1838&C, E-1876, 1077–1892,
1099&A-1892, 1100&A-1892) have been reassembled as a dado panel. Many other individual tiles are attributed to
Warāmı̄n, as they resemble ones said to have come from the site; see Tomoko Masuya, “Persian Tiles on European
Walls”, Ars Orientalis 30 (2000), pp. 43–45.

10Vladimir Loukonine and Anatoli Ivanov, Lost Treasures of Persia: Persian Art in the Hermitage Museum
(Washington DC, 1996), p. 150, no. 137; Iran v Ėrmitaže: Formirovanie kollekciji (St Petersburg, 2004), p. 136,
no. 158.

11Sheila S. Blair, “Art as text: The luster mihrab in the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art”, in No Tapping
around Philology: A Festschrift in Celebration and Honor of Wheeler McIntosh Thackston’s 70th Birthday (Wiesbaden, 2014),
pp. 407–436.

12On the potters, see Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, Appendix I; O. Watson, “Abu Taher”, Encyclopaedia Iranica,
and Grove Dictionary of Islamic Art and Architecture, “Abu Tahir”.
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Figure 2. (Colour online) Luster mihrab removed from the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in Varāmı̄n and now in
the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Art (no. 48.327). Photo: Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom

We can imagine, then, that the decision to build the Imāmzāda Yah. yā was made in the
early 660s/1260s and lustre tiles ordered from the city of Kāshān, about 200 kilometers
due south and the centre of lustre production in Iran. It took some five months to make
the thousand or more lustre tiles needed for the interior dado and a further two years to
fabricate the masterpiece of the decoration, the sixty individual lustre tiles making up the
mihrab. The mihrab ensemble is much more complicated to produce, as the tiles in it are not
just moulded and painted, but require the additional step of adding the individual letters by
luting (attaching with liquid clay).13

A second stage of work at the Imāmzāda Yah. yā took place in the first decade of the
eighth/fourteenth century. In addition to the large group of dado tiles from the 660s/1260s,

13The process is described in detail in Blair, “Art as Text”.
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Figure 3. Luster tiles removed from the cenotaph cover in the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in Varāmı̄n and now
in the Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg (no. IR-1594). Photo: Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom

the Hermitage owns a set of four lustre tiles (no. IR-1594) that together comprise a large
(221 × 87 cm) rectangular panel (Fig. 3).14 A raised band across the top says that “This is the
grave (qabr) of the learned Imām, Yah. yā, may God grant him peace”. Another raised band
around the edge ends with the date, 10 Muh. arram 705/2 August 1305, and the signature of
the potter who made the set, Yūsuf b. ‘Al̄ı b. Muh. ammad, son of the potter who had made
the lustre mihrab dated 663/1265 for the same tomb. The inscription under the arch in the

14Loukonine and Ivanov, Lost Treasures of Persia, p. 153, no. 143.
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middle of the Hermitage set ends with a second signature: decoration (s.ana‘at) by ‘Alı̄ b.
Ah.mad b. ‘Alı̄ al-H. usaynı̄ Kāshı̄, a member of the al-H. usaynı̄ family of Kāshān potters, of
whom only one other individual has so far been identified.15

This set of tiles in the Hermitage probably covered the top of the large cenotaph marking
Imām Yah. yā’s grave, similar to the cenotaph still in situ in the tomb of Fāt.ima at Qum.16 By
analogy with the one at Qum, there must have been more lustre tiles on the cenotaph in the
Imāmzāda Yah. yā. The one at Qum is entirely covered with lustre tiles, including another
Qurʾānic band framing the set on the top, two large bands at the top and bottom of the sides
that enclose panels of star and cross tiles, and corner colonnettes. Most of the lustre tiles for
the Qum cenotaph were made at the beginning of the seventh/thirteenth century by a pair
of famous lustre potters: Muh. ammad b. Abı̄ T. āhir b. Abı̄’l-H. usayn, who signed a plaque
at the base of the cenotaph cover, and his regular partner, Abū Zayd, who signed the large
raised foundation ringing the top and bottom of the sides dated 2 Rajab 602/12 February
1206. But at least one corner colonnette was added decades later to the Qum cenotaph,
as it is signed by ‘Alı̄ b. Muh. ammad b. Abı̄ T. āhir, son of the potter who signed the top
and active in the middle of the century when he made the mihrab for the Imāmzāda Yah. yā.
Thus it seems that broken or damaged tiles were replaced over time. In the case of Warāmı̄n,
therefore, we do not know whether the cenotaph was made entirely new in 705/1305 or
whether only the top panel dated 705/1305 was added to a lustre cenotaph that was already
in place.

The new cenotaph cover was only part of the work carried out at Imāmzāda Yah. yā in
the opening decade of the eighth/fourteenth century. At the same time, a plaster band was
added at the top of the dado encircling the room (Fig. 4). Elegantly carved against a floral
scroll ground, the plaster band is the only inscription still in situ in the tomb. It is also the
longest and most informative of the texts on the building, for following the first four verses
of Qurʾān 62, the plaster inscription gives not only the date but also the name of the patron:

Efforts were made for the construction of this building to approach God the Most Exalted
and endeavouring to please Him, who was gracious to His sinful and sinning servant, Abū
Muh. ammad al-H. asan ibn Murtad. ā ibn al-H. asan ibn Muh. ammad ibn al-H. asan ibn Abı̄ Zayd,

15Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, p. 179.
16Mudarrisı̄ T. abāt.abāyi, Turbat-i pākān (Qum, [25]35/1976]), I, pp. 46–52. The Qum cenotaph measures 2.95

× 1.2 metres, including an outer frame band with a Qur’anic inscription 2: 255 that is not part of in the set of
lustre tiles in St Petersburg.
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Figure 4. (Colour online) Stucco inscription decorating the interior of the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in
Varāmı̄n. Photo: Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom

may God forgive his evil deeds through Muh. ammad and his progeny, in Muh. arram of the year
seven hundred and seven [July 1307].17

The date, some two years after the one on the cenotaph cover, suggests that the renovations
to the interior of the Imāmzāda Yah. yā were substantial. They bespeak a high level of funding,
not surprising as contemporary chronicles allow us to identify the patron mentioned in the
plaster inscription as Fakhr al-Dı̄n, local ruler (malik/wāl̄ı) of the province of Rayy and
Warāmı̄n at the turn of the eighth/fourteenth century. A protégé of the fourth Ilkhanid
ruler Arghun (r. 1284–91), Fakhr al-Dı̄n crops up several times in Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n’s Jāmiʿ al-
tawār̄ıkh, no surprise as Arghun’s son Ghāzān (r. 1295–1304) commissioned the chronicle.18

Fakhr al-Dı̄n is first mentioned when he was caught up in the disputes between the two
successors to the second Ilkhanid ruler Abaqa (r. 1265–82): his brother and immediate

17Repértoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe, (ed.) Étienne Combe, Jean Sauvaget, and Gaston Wiet (Cairo, 1931–
91), no. 5222. I thank Wheeler Thackston for kindly checking the transcription and translation of this inscription.
‘Uqābı̄, Bināhā-yi Ārāmgāhı̄, p. 365, mentions that in addition to the Qur’anic verses, the inscription also contains
a hadith but he does not give the text.

18Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n: Jāmi‘ al-tawār̄ıkh, (ed.) Bahman Karı̄mı̄, 2 vols (Tehran, 1362); translated and annotated by
Wheeler M. Thackston as Jamiʿuʼt-tawarikh/Compendium of Chronicles, a History of the Mongols (Cambridge, MA,
1998–99). These events are also recounted in J. A. Boyle, “Dynastic and political history of the Īl-Khāns”, in J.A.
Boyle (ed.), Cambridge History of Iran, V, The Saljuq and Mongol Periods (Cambridge, 1968). The connection between
the modern and medieval histories was not lost on David Morgan who, with his characteristic wit, dubbed Rashid
al-Din’s collection of chronicles “a kind of thinly disguised proto-Cambridge History of the Mongols”, see his “Persian
and non-Persian historical writing in the Mongol empire”, in Robert Hillenbrand, A. C. S. Peacock and Firuza
Abdullaeva (eds.), Ferdowsi, the Mongols and the History of Iran: Art Literature and Culture from early Islam to Qajar
Persia: Studies in Honour of Charles Melville (London, 2013), p. 122.
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successor Tegüder Ah.mad (r. 1282–84), and his son and second successor Arghun.19

According to the chronicle, in the fall of 681/1282 Arghun, then still a prince, confirmed
Fakhr al-Dı̄n as malik of Rayy. This action incensed Arghun’s rival, the ruler Tegüder Ah.mad,
who had Fakhr al-Dı̄n hauled off to Shı̄rwān and tortured. Arghun, in turn, was angered,
and told the amirs and the s.āh. ib-dı̄wān that his father Abaqa had given him the malik and
that he would revenge any slight done to any of his associates.

Arghun carried out his threat the following spring. Having wintered over in Baghdad,
Arghun embarked for Khurāsān where his father had made him governor. Upon reaching
Rayy, Arghun had the unnamed official (shah. na) whom Tegüder Ah.mad had stationed there
beaten, locked in a dushākha (a forked stick that fastened around a prisoner’s neck and pinned
one arm),20 and dispatched in disgrace on an ass to his rival. These events exemplify the
growing friction between the two Mongol princes, and relations between the two rivals
only deteriorated after this contretemps.

Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n soon crops up again in Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n’s account about the conclusion
of the enmity between Tegüder Ah.mad and Arghun and the events leading up to the
former’s demise.21 On 9 Dhū’l-Qa‘da 682/29 January 1284, Tegüder Ah.mad moved against
his rival Arghun by sending an army of a hundred thousand men. An advance party under
the command of Tegüder Ah.mad’s son-in-law, the Georgian general Alinaq, set out from
Qazwı̄n, galloping as far as Warāmı̄n where they plundered three hundred households of
artisans (khāna-yi awaz) who belonged to Arghun before returning to camp. Upon learning
of this, Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n tells us, Arghun sent envoys to his treasury and to the workshops
(kārkhānahā) at Nı̄shapūr, T. ūs, and Isfarāyin to bring everything available. Within twenty
days quantities of gold, jewels, and textiles were delivered to Gurgān to distribute to Arghun’s
soldiers. Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n was in charge of inventorying the merchandise. The two sides
eventually fought a pitched battle south of Qazwı̄n on 16 S.afar 683/4 May 1284. After more
skirmishes and intrigues, Tegüder Ah.mad was finally handed over to Arghun who passed a
death sentence that was carried out on 26 Jumādā I 683/10 August 1284.

Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n also reappears in Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n’s chronicle a decade later in the events
following the death of Arghun’s brother and successor Geikhatu (r. 1291–95) in Jumadā I
694/March 1295 and the brief reign of Baidu (r. 1295).22 With the support of the previously
rebellious amir Nawrūz, Arghun’s son Ghazan converted officially to Islam on 2 Sha‘bān
694/17 June 1295.23 He progressed from Ūjān to his father’s capital Tabrı̄z, which he entered
on 23 Dhū’l-Qa‘da 694/4 October 1295. According to Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n’s account, while there
Ghazan issued edicts calling for tolerance and then following a banquet in the ‘Adiliyya

19Jāmi‘ al-tawār̄ıkh, (ed.) Karı̄mı̄, pp. 789–799; translated Thackston, pp. 551–559. These events are also recounted
in Boyle, “Dynastic and political history of the Īl-Khāns”, pp. 364–368, and Jean Aubin, Émirs Mongols et Vizirs
Persans dans les remous de l’acculturation (Paris, 1995), pp. 33–36.

20For the definition of the dushākha, see Thackston’s translation, Jamiʿuʼt-tawarikh/Compendium of Chronicles, p.
93, n. 6. For a depiction of it, see the painting in Berlin (Staatsbib., Diez A, fol. 70, S. 19, nr. 2), reproduced in
Dschingis Khan und seine Erben: das Weltreich der Mongolen (Munich, 2005), no. 280 and Timothy May, The Mongol
Art of War (Yardley, PA, 2007), pl. 5, bottom.

21Jāmi‘ al-tawār̄ıkh, (ed.) Karı̄mı̄, pp. 789–799; translated Thackston, pp. 551–559.
22Jāmi‘ al-tawār̄ıkh, (ed.) Karı̄mı̄, pp. 916–918; translated by Thackston, pp. 628–630; Aubin, Émirs Mongols, pp.

54–55 and 61–62.
23For the corrected date and the circumstances, see Charles Melville, “Pādshah-i Islām: The conversion of Sultan

Mah.mūd Ghāzān Khān”, Pembroke Papers 1 (1990), pp. 159–177.
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Kiosk in a garden of Tabrı̄z, departed for winter quarters in Mūghān. En route, Ghazan sent
Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n, clearly still a court favourite, back to Tabrı̄z to announce that tax monies
were not to be given to amirs like Nawrūz who were to cease their insurrection. Nawrūz
acquiesced, reaffirmed his fealty to Ghazan, and was confirmed as chief amir. At the same
time Ghazan also confirmed several other appointments, including S. adr al-Dı̄n Zanjānı̄ as
head of the bureaucracy and Fakhr al-Dı̄n as general overseer (ashrāf hamkanān). Ghazan then
continued on to the Qārābāgh steppe where he was enthroned on 23 Dhū’l-H. ijja 694/3
November 1295 as the seventh Ilkhanid ruler of Iran.

Fakhr al-Dı̄n remained a favourite at court under Ghazan’s brother and successor Öljeitü (r.
1304–16). Öljeitü had commissioned Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n to write a continuation of his collection
of chronicles dealing with the sultan’s reign. This section has been lost from the Jāmi‘
al-tawār̄ıkh, but luckily the annals of Öljeitü’s reign composed by Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄,
probably one of the sources for Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n’s collection of histories, has survived.24

Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄ includes a lengthy obituary about Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n under the
year 707/1307–8.25 Fakhr al-Dı̄n was, according to Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshāni, the epitome of
culture and refinement who was adept at six languages and three scripts (Mongolian, Persian,
and kūf̄ı). He also knew accounting and was little short of perfection, except that he died
young in Sult.āniyya on Wednesday 20 Sha‘bān 707 [14 February 1308], only seven months
after the date in the plaster foundation inscription still in situ in the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in
Warāmı̄n.

Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄ had good reason to be so fulsome in his account of Malik Fakhr
al-Dı̄n, for the chronicler came from the famous Abū T. āhir family of lustre potters whose
work was installed at Warāmı̄n: he was the brother of Yūsuf b. ‘Al̄ı, the potter who made the
cenotaph cover for the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in 705/1305, and the nephew of ‘Al̄ı b. Muh. ammad,
the potter who had made the mihrab there in 663/1265. Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄ himself
wrote a treatise on gems and minerals, Arāʾis al-jawāhir wa nafāʾis al-at.āyib (“Brides of Gems
and Precious Aromas”), which contains a lengthy section on making lustreware.26 Abū’l-
Qāsim Kāshānı̄ therefore must have known Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n well, and the chronicler’s
information is likely to be accurate, if somewhat panegyric.

Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n H. asan was a generous patron. The lustre cover that he ordered for
the cenotaph in the Imāmzāda Yah. yā (Fig. 3) was the most expensive type of glazed ceramic
produced for interior decoration in medieval Iran.27 Lustre tiles were used to decorate
the fanciest buildings of the Ilkhanid period, ranging from major shrines and tombs to
secular buildings for the court, such as the summer palace at Takht-i Sulaymān28 and the

24Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄, Tār̄ıkh-i Uljaytū, ed. Muhı̄n Hamblı̄ (Tehran, 1348). For Kāshānı̄ as a “research assistant”
to Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n, see Morgan, “Persian and non-Persian historical writing”, pp. 122–123 and n. 4, citing A. H.
Morton’s introduction to The Saljūqnāma of Z. ahı̄r al-Dı̄n Nı̄shāpūr̄ı, (ed.) A. H. Morton (Cambridge, 2004), pp.
23–25.

25Kāshānı̄, Tār̄ıkh-i Uljaytū, p. 75. This date thus supersedes the 709/1309–10 one given by Ibn al-Fuwat.ı̄: see
Charles Melville, “The Chinese-Uighur Animal Calendar of the Mongol Period”, Iran 32 (1994), n. 26.

26Abū al-Qāsim Kāshānı̄, Arāʾis al-jawāhir wa nafāʾis al-at.āyib, ed. Iraj Afshar (Tehran, 1345/1966–7). James Allan,
“Abū’l Qāsim’s treatise on ceramic”, Iran 11 (1973), pp. 111–121, contains an English translation and commentary
of the section on lustreware.

27Watson, Persian Lustre Ware, Chapter 10.
28Tomoko Masuya, “Ilkhanid courtly life”, in Linda Komaroff and Stefano Carboni (eds.), The Legacy of Genghis

Khan: Courtly Art and Culture in Western Asia, 1256–1353 (New York, 2002), pp. 74–104.
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Figure 5. (Colour online) Tomb tower for ʿAlāʾ al-Dı̄n in Varāmı̄n. Photo: Sheila Blair and
Jonathan Bloom

observatory at Marāgha.29 It is no surprise that Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n H. asan spent so much
money to redecorate the Imāmzāda Yah. yā: the tomb commemorates a H. asanid, and Malik
Fakhr al-Dı̄n was one too, for the lengthy six-generation genealogy in the plaster foundation
inscription there indicates that every other generation of the family was named H. asan.

Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s architectural patronage also extended beyond the Imāmzāda Yah. yā.
He also commissioned the flanged tomb tower on the northern edge of Warāmı̄n (Fig. 5).30

An inscription below the conical roof in turquoise glazed tile contains the foundation
inscription.31 It states that this domed tomb (qubba) marks the grave of ‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n Murtad. ā
b. Fakhr al-Dı̄n H. asan al-Warāmı̄nı̄.

29Parviz Vardjavand, “La Découverte archéologique du Complexe scientifique de l’Observatoire de Maraqé”,
in Akten des VII. Internationalen Kongresses für Iranische Kunst und Archäologie, München 7–10 September 1976, pp.
527–536 (Berlin, 1979), pl. 8.

30Wilber, Architecture of Islamic Iran, no. 21; Ganjnameh 13/3, pp. 78–81.
31Repértoire chronologique d’épigraphie arabe, no. 4912.
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Basmala. . . . this tomb (al-qubba) . . . of Islam . . . mankind, ‘Alā’ al-Dawla wa’l-Dı̄n, pillar of
Islam and the Muslims, refuge of the pure line, al-Murtad. ā, son of the august master (al-mawlā)
Fakhr al-Dawla wa’l-Dı̄n al-H. asanı̄ [al]-Warāmı̄nı̄, may God’s satisfaction be on him [and on] the
souls of his ancestors. He died on 4 S.afar 675 [17 July 1276]. This tomb (al-qubba) was finished
in [6]88 [1289–90].

To judge from the lineage and the date given in the inscription on the tomb tower, the
deceased ‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n al-Murtad. ā was the father of Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n, who has the same
epithet as al-Murtad. ā’s father (and therefore Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s grandfather). According
to the inscription, al-Murtad. ā who is lauded as the pillar of Islam and the Muslims (rukn
al-islām wa’l-muslimı̄n) and the asylum of the pure line (kahf al-‘itrat al-t.āhira i.e., the family
of Muh. ammad) was also a H. asanı̄. ‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n al-Murtad. ā died on 4 S.afar 675/17 July
1276, but the tomb was not finished until [6]88/1289, more than a decade later. Such a
chronological gap is curious, as tombs are usually commissioned during the lifetime or just
after the death of the person commemorated.

Knowing something of Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s biography from the chronicles suggests an
explanation for this anomaly, and putting together the information from chronicles and
buildings allows us to sketch a fuller biography of this provincial ruler. The chronicler Abū’l-
Qāsim al-Kāshānı̄ makes much of Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s youth when he died. If we assume Fakhr
al-Dı̄n was, say, forty years old at his death in 707/1308, then he would have been only eight
years old when his father died in 675/1276. He may have inherited his father’s position of
malik, but he was unlikely to have commissioned a building at such a young age. Six years
later, in the fall of 681/1282, prince Arghun, who had inherited the malik from his father
Abaqa, confirmed Fakhr al-Dı̄n in this rank, but shortly thereafter Fakhr al-Dı̄n was hauled
off to Shı̄rwān and tortured there. He must have re-assumed his duties as malik shortly after
Arghun unceremoniously removed the unnamed shah. na that his rival Tegüder Ah.mad had
appointed in Warāmı̄n. Over the next few years Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n would have amassed the
monies to build the tomb tower for his father, a lucrative interval for which Fakhr al-Dı̄n
specifically thanks God’s graciousness in the foundation inscription for the tomb tower over
his father’s grave. The text was rather cleverly composed, as malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s attempt to
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Figure 6. Woodcut engraving of the complex around the Imāmzāda Yah. yā in Varāmı̄n. After Dieulafoy,
La Perse, la Chaldée et la Susiane, p. 147

please God (li-mird. ātihi) makes a nice pun with his father’s name al-Murtad. ā (literally, the
satisfied one).

Given the long genealogy so carefully recorded on the plaster inscription in the Imāmzāda
Yah. yā, one wonders whether patronage of the shrine was a sort of family tradition, especially
given the repeated reconstructions and redecoration of the square tomb. We can readily
suppose that Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s father Murtad. ā or even his grandfather H. asan carried out the
original redecoration of the square tomb in the 660/1260s. Work at the shrine may date back
even further, for the Imāmzāda Yah. yā, although now freestanding, was once part of a larger
complex described and illustrated by Dieulafoy. The woodcut engraving (Fig. 6) shows a
ruined portal in front of the tomb tower along with another octagonal tomb tower on the
right, all now destroyed.32 Dieulafoy, a keen observer, suggested that the other buildings
were of earlier date. Since the buildings have been destroyed, we have no way of verifying
her suggestions, but some of the complex may well pre-date the (re)construction of the
square tomb in the 660s/1260s.

The buildings of Warāmı̄n thus help us to trace the network of local politics, power,
and patronage in Mongol Iran. The most important patron there around the turn of the

32Dieulafoy, La Perse, la Chaldée et la Susiane, p. 147.
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eighth/fourteenth century was the local ruler (malik) Fakhr al-Dı̄n H. asan.33 He built a
tomb tower in honour of his father ‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n Murtad. ā in 688/1289–90 and renovated
the interior of the Imāmzāda Yah. yā between 705 and 707 (1305–7), a tomb that had been
embellished already in the 660s/1260s, probably by an earlier member of his family, and
perhaps founded even earlier. A protégé of Mongol rulers from Abaqa to Öljeitü, Malik
Fakhr al-Dı̄n was also close to the Persian wazı̄rs in their administration, from Rashı̄d
al-Dı̄n to his assistant Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄, who belonged to the most famous family
of Kāshān lustre potters, themselves the artisans commissioned to decorate the Imāmzāda
Yah. yā.

But the maliks of Rayy and Warāmı̄n were also connected to other local families. They
were cousins of the maliks of Simnān: according to the family tree put together by the
historian Jean Aubin, Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s grandfather, also called Fakhr al-Dı̄n, had a brother
named Qāsim whose daughter Zuhrā married the malik of Simnān.34 Their grandchild was
the famous sufi shaykh, ‘Alā’ al-Dawla Simnānı̄ (d. 736/1335), whose tomb was incorporated
in his khānaqāh outside Simnān.35 His tomb complex was one of the “Little Cities of God”
that proliferated in this period around the graves of Sufi saints.36 But so did Shi‘ite shrines
for descendants of the Prophet’s family, and they are often better preserved as they are still
venerated today.

Fakhr al-Dı̄n and his counterparts exemplify the learned and artistically inclined patrons
of the time. Their local revenues came from agriculture and trade, and they ploughed some
of the income back into the community, endowing not only buildings but also their lavish
furnishings. The mihrab at the Imāmzāda Yah. yā, for example, is the largest of six examples
surviving from the seventh/thirteenth and eighth/fourteenth centuries, bigger than the two
made for the Shrine of Imām Rid. ā at Mashhad.37 As the person in charge of making an
inventory of luxury goods like gold, jewels, and textiles to be distributed as payment to
soldiers, Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n was well acquainted with such commodities and well able to
afford them himself.38

Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s impact in Warāmı̄n did not stop with his father’s tomb and the
redecoration of the Imāmzāda Yah. yā. His architectural legacy continued through his protégé,
‘Izz al-Dı̄n Qūhadı̄, patron of the new congregational mosque built in the town between 722

33The family tree of the maliks of Warāmı̄n given in Aubin, Émirs Mongols et Vizirs Persans, p. 87, can be
corrected on the basis of the inscription on the tomb tower: Fakhr al-Dı̄n’s father was ‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n Murtad. ā (not
‘Alā’ al-Dı̄n Muh. ammad), and Fakhr’s al-Dı̄n’s son was named Muh. ammad.

34Ibid. No source is given.
35His tomb and khānagāh (Iranian National Monument 320) west of Simnān are ruined; Wilber, Architecture of

Islamic Iran, no. 262; for old photographs, see André Godard, “Khorāsān”, Āthār-é Īrān 4 (1949), p. 90 and Fig. 70
and “Voutes iraniennes”, ibid, Figs. 219, 220, and 238.

36Lisa Golombek, “The cult of saints and shrines architecture in the fourteenth century”, in Dickran K.
Kouymjian (ed.), Near Eastern Numismatics, Iconography, Epigraphy and History: Studies in Honor of George C. Miles
(Beirut, 1974), pp. 419–430; Sheila S. Blair, The Ilkhanid Shrine Complex at Natanz, Iran (Cambridge, MA, 1986);
Sheila S. Blair, “On giving to shrines: ‘Generosity is a quality of the people of Paradise’”, in Linda Komaroff (ed.),
Gifts of the Sultan: The Art of Giving at the Islamic Courts (New Haven, 2011), pp. 51–74.

37Blair, “Art as Text”, Table 1.
38On the role of commodities in the Mongol period, see Thomas T. Allsen, Commodity and Exchange in the

Mongol Empire: A Cultural History of Islamic Textiles (Cambridge, 1997), and Thomas T. Allsen, Culture and Conquest
in Mongol Eurasia (Cambridge, 2001).
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and 726 (1322–26) during the reign of Öljeitü’s son Abū Sa‘ı̄d (r. 1316–35).39 It is the only
extant congregational mosque from the Ilkhanid period showing the classic four-iwan plan.
It is thus canonical. Its patron came from another local family of Shi‘ites, probably H. asanids.
He rose through the bureaucracy, ultimately becoming assistant to the wazı̄r Tāj al-Dı̄n
‘Alı̄shāh when he split the office with Rashı̄d al-Dı̄n in 715/1315. Abū’l-Qāsim Kāshānı̄
lauds ‘Izz al-Dı̄n, like his mentor Malik Fakhr al-Dı̄n, for his wealth and generosity.40

David Morgan has waxed long and eloquently about the role of historical writing in the
Mongol period. His recent article “Persian and non-Persian historical writing in the Mongol
Empire” continues a discussion he began more than three decades earlier.41 He notes rightly
that the Mongol period is often cited as a high point in Persian historical writing and also
one of the most prolific. But as the examples of Warāmı̄n and similar sites show, texts are
not the only source for the history of the period. Buildings and their furnishings are equally
high-quality and equally copious. They too are good sources for writing the history of the
Mongol period, not only at the centre but also in the provinces. sheila.blair@bc.edu

Sheila Blair
Boston College

39Aubin, Émirs Mongols et Vizirs Persans, p. 84, identifies ‘Izz al-Dı̄n; on the building, see Wilber, Architecture of
Islamic Iran, no. 64 and Sheila S. Blair, “Religious art of the Ilkhanids”, in Komaroff and Carboni (eds.), The Legacy
of Genghis Khan, pp. 121–123.

40Kāshānı̄, Tār̄ıkh-i Uljaytū, pp. 136, 154 and 195.
41Morgan, “Persian and non-Persian historical writing”, and David Morgan, “Persian historians and the

Mongols”, in David Morgan (ed.), Medieval Historical Writing in the Christian and Islamic Worlds (London, 1982), pp.
109–124.
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