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Abstract

The Islamic art is distinguished by the affluence in representing mythical creatures, they are not only
countless but also variant in shapes. Utilizing these creatures in the Islamic art was an outlet for the Islamic
artist from any religious restrictions, strange and unfamiliar creatures, peerless in reality, so the artist will
avoid mimicking God's creation. The different phases of the Islamic art of Egypt presented us with various
mythical creatures such as the harpy, griffin, phoenix, sphinx, etc. This research sheds light on sphinx
specifically. It appeared in many artifacts since the Umayyad period of Egypt. The research is an attempt to
study both historical and artistic backgrounds of this mythical creature in the Islamic art of Egypt.
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Introduction

The idea of utilizing mythical creatures in different artifacts can be considered a cosmopolitan idea, as it
almost existed in the arts of all the famous cultures. Sphinx appeared in most of the antecedent civilizations
of Islam, So in order to study the historical artistic background of this mythical creature in the Egyptian
Islamic art, we have to take a look on its representation in the former arts.

Overview of the Sphinx through all epochs

This hybrid mythical creature appeared in most of the antecedent civilizations of Islam. Sphinx also existed
in arts of different Islamic periods with its famous features: a human head and a body of a winged lion.

The ancient Egyptian civilization

The sphinx might be considered an Egyptian invention as scholars considered the Giza sphinx a sort of
prototype of the sphinxes to come. 2

Some Egyptologists assume that the word sphinx is derived from the Greek word (sphingein) which means
to squeeze or to bind 3, while others believe that the ancient Egyptian name (shesep-ankh) due to a verbal
distortion from a period to another changed to become Sphinx. Shesep-ankh was the sphinx’'s name during
the middle kingdom.* In the new kingdom, the sphinx was called (Horemakhet) or (Hormakhes) ° The
Egyptian sphinx is a hybrid composed of a lion's body and a human head, a royal figure wearing the nemes ®,
and usually provided with a short false beard. It was depicted in several forms, the most popular of these was
the form of a recumbent animal with its forelegs stretched out and separated from each other. Some sphinxes
were depicted walking on all fours, while others were depicted seated. Sphinxes were mostly masculine
representing a pharaoh, but starting from the new kingdom, there were female sphinxes representing queens
(pl.1).”’

The Assyrian mythology

A hybrid creature of Assyrian mythology, which is called Lamassu, mostly resembles the Egyptian sphinx.
The word Lamassu was written in Assyrian texts to indicate the good angel or the guarding angel, thereafter
the same word was used to refer to hybrid creatures formed of lion or a bull's body, eagle's wings and a
human head.® Statues of this creature were usually placed at the entrance of temples and palaces.’
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Lamassu statues were provided with a fifth leg so that when viewed from the front it is standing firm, and
when viewed from the side it appears to be striding forward against any evil.™ Its human head has a helmet
with horns while its beard is curled (pl.2).

The Greek and Roman mythology

As what we have illustrated before, the word sphinx is of Greek origin, so it is normally for this creature to
be called in Greek culture sphinx; sometimes it was also called phix. '* It began to appear in Greek myth in
the Orientalizing period*? of the late eighth and seventh centuries B.C, when near eastern hybrid creatures
gained popularity in the Greek mythology.** Sphinx of Greek mythology has a different appearance than any
other cultures; it has the body of a lion, head and breast of a woman'* in addition to eagle's wings and
sometimes a serpent-headed tail (pl.3).

Early Greek depictions of the sphinx show it rapping or killing young men, it appeared also on grave stelae
in Greece."” We obtained much of our vision of the Greek sphinx from a famous ancient Greek play called
Oedipus the king.” In a part of this tragedy« the hero Oedipus had to encounter a sphinx in order to be
allowed entering Thebes.'” The confrontation scene between Oedipus and the sphinx was depicted a lot on
Greek artifacts. This creature appeared also in the roman art. Roman rulers seem to have admired this
creature a lot especially Augustus. Obviously Emperor Augustus took the sphinx as one of his symbols, as it
appeared several times on coins of that age (pl.4). *®

The Persian mythology

This creature the sphinx, was used in the ancient Persian art; we can observe sphinxes as common motifs in
the Achaemenid art.”® In general, the Achaemenid sphinx has the form of a winged, human-headed bull and
cylindrical headdress (pl.5).%° This type of sphinxes can be bearded or without a beard®, some of them also
can wear an earring while others don’t. %

The sphinx apparently continued to be part of the Parthian's®® art, as it can be seen on various artifacts dating
back to that age. %*

Although the Sasanian artist rarely introduces the sphinx®, the winged lion appeared a lot on Sasanian
artifacts especially the metal ones. %

The Islamic art of Egypt

Abu al-Hawl is the Arabic name given to the sphinx since the Islamic opening of Egypt, this name literally
means father of dread®’, and in English can be understood as the terrifying one.”®

Some Egyptologists mentioned that the name Abu al-Hawl might be a verbal distortion of an ancient
Egyptian name, which is (Br- Hawl) or (Bo-Hawl), which means house of the lion. %

There will be five different artifacts exhibiting the utilization of the sphinx in the Egyptian Islamic art
throughout the subject matter of this research. We will notice from the following illustration that the sphinx
began to appear since the Umayyad period of Egypt.

Samples of the Sphinx on Islamic masterpieces
Sphinx on a wool and linen tapestry, Umayyad epoch (pl.6)

This artifact dates back to the Umayyad period of Egypt, 8" century A.D, 2™ century H.D. It is found in the
museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It's a fracture of wool® and linen®" tapestry. All the decorations of this piece
follow the stylization method, which reveal Coptic influences.* Beside the stylized tree of life a sphinx lies
in the upper part, while in the lower part there's a dorsal placed lion framed by a medallion. The sphinx in
this piece resembles a lot the Egyptian sphinx: this can be recognized in the nemes over the head and the
seated attitude. The used colors in this piece are the black, red, arylide yellow and the green in its different
shades (pl.6).%
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Sphinx on a wool and linen tapestry, Tulunid epoch (pl.7)

This artifact dates back to the Tulunid*dynasty of Egypt, 9™-10" A.D, 3"-4" H.D. It is part of the Islamic art
collection in David museum in Copenhagen.® It's a tapestry made of wool and linen.* The dimensions are
56 x 43 cm. This artifact like the former one reflects clear Coptic influences. The decorated theme displays a
stylized tree of life, surrounded by confronting sphinxes and two addorsed lions, each of them is framed by a
medallion. This artifact displays colorfulness as it is decorated with numbers of different colors on a red
background (pl.7).

Sphinxes on a sycamore wooden frieze, Fatimid epoch (pl.8)

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period, 11" century A.D, 5" century H.D. It is found in the museum of
Islamic art in Cairo. It is a frieze made of sycamore wood.* This frieze is divided into three decorative parts,
in the middle one there are two confronting sphinxes separated by a tree, each of them is placed inside a
medallion and surrounded by floral motifs. Features of the sphinxes and the scene of the tree separating them
reflect Sasanian influences. The upper and the lower parts consist of two narrow friezes decorated with floral
designs (pl.8).

Sphinx on an oblong wooden panel, Fatimid epoch (pl.9)

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period of Egypt, 12" century A.D, 6" century H.D. It is found in the
museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It is an oblong wooden panel, cut not very deep, framed with an undulated
or wavy floral branch from which are projecting half palmettos. Its dimensions are 117 cm in width and 25
cm in length. In each corner« there is a large leaf. The center of the panel is decorated with protruding
engraved figures, in the middle a sphinx lies looking to the right.® Under this sphinx lies a hare or a gazelle
looking to the left.** The bodies of the animals are decorated from the back and the front with carved floral
designs. The background is decorated with foliage and branches (pl.9). “°

Sphinx on a decorated inlay of ivory, Fatimid epoch (pl.10)

This artifact dates back to the Fatimid period of Egypt. It is found in the museum of Islamic art in Cairo. It is
a decorative inlay of ivory.” The edges of this inlay seem to have been attached to another bigger piece. The
main theme of decoration is a boldly carved sphinx on a stylized floral background: it looks towards its right
side and follows the walking attitude. On the top of its human head, the sphinx has a three- side pointed
crown. There are floral motifs on both the chest and back of the sphinx:¢ also its raised wing takes the shape
of a floral leaf (pl.10).

Symbolism of the Sphinx in the Islamic art

If we carefully study the previous five artifacts, we can notice that there wasn't any struggle scene between
the sphinx and other creatures. Moreover, we have not seen any engraved texts or words that indicate any
hatred from Egyptians towards this creature. On the contrary, the sphinx is displayed whether inside
ornamental units or beside the tree of life. This may indicate that Egyptians utilized this mythical creature as
a decorative motif or they were influenced by their Pharaonic ancestors, they used it as a guardian and that's
why it was associated with the tree of life.

Other schools of Islamic art revealed different aims of utilizing this mythical creature. In the Seljuk® art, it
seems that the sphinx was used in funeral purposes. A couple of sphinxes was found drawn on a piece of a
shroud, each of these two addorsed sphinxes is facing a tree.

Sphinxes were also found in the Doner tomb in the city of Kayseri *®, a couple of sphinxes were engraved
above the entrance of this tomb, and between the two mythical creatures we can see the tree of life (pl.11) .*
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Utilizing this mythical creature in such a way whether on tombs or shrouds might have been a belief from
the Seljuks that the sphinx was among the creatures of paradise. Associating it with the tree of life enforces
this assumption, they wished the deceased to be one of the paradise dwellers.

Conclusion
The Sphinx might be considered an Egyptian invention, as it appeared first in the Egyptian civilization.

Sphinx is one of the earliest mythical creatures that appeared in the Islamic art of Egypt as it appeared in it
since the Umayyad epoch.

Most of the presented artifacts in this research date back to the Fatimid epoch.

The Sphinx was sometimes utilized solely while decorating the artifact. In other times, this creature was
featured on the artifact beside other mythical creatures.

Sometimes the Egyptian Islamic artist utilized this creature as an ordinary decorative motive on the artifact,
while other times he associated it with the tree of life in order to be a guardian.

The Seljuk artist seems to have related this creature with the concept of the afterlife as he depicted the sphinx
on tombs and shrouds in order to wish the deceased a good luck in the afterlife.
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Wool comes second in importance after linen among the used materials in the textile industry of
Islamic Egypt.
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Linen is considered the oldest utilized plant in Egyptian textile industry since ancient historic times,
some pieces of Islamic textile point out the foremost degree that the Egyptians reached in cultivating
the finest kinds of linen and preparing it in a proper way for the spinning operation.
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Coptic art had a clear impact on the Egyptian Islamic art in the beginnings especially in animals'
drawings. The Islamic artist followed the same traditional ways in drawing animals, actually there
were two methods:

The first method is to dissent nature maintaining limits and artistically known principal features. In
this method: we can see animals drawn in a side perspective abided by picturing motion especially in
hunting and chasing themes. The second method is to draw animals in a sarcastic caricatural way
that resembles children drawing.
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geometric designs commonly used in the Islamic art were often enhanced by color, even the Arabic
language itself has a particularly rich chromatic vocabulary, and in it, concepts can easily be
associated through similarities in morphology. The Arabic root Kh-d-r, for example, gives rise to
Khudra (greenness), Akhdar (green), Khudra (greens or herbs), and Al-khadra (the verdant, or the
heavens). Blue, the color of the sky in the western tradition, is often conflated with green in the
Islamic lands, where the spectrum is traditionally divided into yellow, red and green.
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The Tulunids were the first independent dynasty to rule Islamic Egypt. Their reign lasted from 868
until 905 A.D. Ahmed ibn tulun founded this kingdom when he broke away from the central
authority of the Abbasid dynasty that ruled the Islamic caliphate during that time.
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The David museum was founded in 1945 by a prominent Danish lawyer, Christian Ludvig David.
This museum comprises three permanent collections. The collection of Islamic art is the museum'’s
most important one.

www.davidmus.dk/en/information. Available, 29/1/2016, 3:16 am.

The Tulunid dynasty witnessed an expansion in interior commerce, a step that supported a lot the
salability and progress of the textile industry during that period.
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Since the beginning of the Fatimid reign in Egypt, the authority gave great attention to forests and
planting trees in order to extract the necessary wood for the fleet ships. Large parts of the produced
wood were used in furniture industry and architecture.
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Unlike the Egyptian sphinx, the sphinx of this piece resembles the ancient Persian type that prevailed
during Achaemenid and Parthian periods.

The figure of the gazelle is one of the most highly favored in the Islamic zoomorphic art.

-Jerrilynn Denise dodds, Al-Andalus: The art of Islamic Spain, metropolitan museum of art
publishing, New York, 1992, p.236.

Foliage is an ornamental representation of leaves, stems, and flowers, especially used in architecture.
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The industry of ivory flourished a lot during the Fatimid period, where the utilization of ivory wasn't
confined to intarsia and incrustation only but also complete inlays were made of ivory.
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The Seljuks were a group of nomadic Turkish warriors from central Asia who established
themselves in the Middle East during the 11" century as guardians of the declining Abbasside
caliphate. After 1055 A.D, the Seljuks founded their great sultanate, an empire centered in Baghdad
and included Iran and Syria. The Seljuks are regarded as the ancestors of the present day inhabitants
of Turkey, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan

- A.C.S. Peacock, The Great Seljuk Empire, Edinburgh university press Ltd, Scotland, 2015, p.1.

Doner tomb also known in Turkish Doner Kumbet. The Doner Kumbet, literally the rotating tomb,
was built in 1276 A.D, 674-675 H.D to be the tomb of the Seljuk princess Sah Cihan Hatun.

-Www.turkeytravelprovider.com. Available, 21/9/2015, 3:14 am.
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| Plate 5- Ancient Persian Sph
510 B.C
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Plate 6- Sphinx on a Wool and Linen tapestry
8" century A.D- 2™ century H.D, Umayyad epoch
Museum of Islamic art in Cairo

(Captured by the researcher.)
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9"-10" centuries A.D, 3-4™ centuries H.D, Tulunid epoch

(http://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/dynasties/tulunids-and-fatimids/art/11989.)

Plate 8- Sphinxes on a sycamore wooden frieze
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Museum of Islamic art in Cairo
(Captured by the researcher.)

73


http://www.davidmus.dk/en/collections/islamic/dynasties/tulunids-and-fatimids/art/11989

Asmaa Kasem Boussy Zidan Hebatulla Fathi

Plate 10- Sphinx on a decorated inlay of ivory

Fatimid epoch
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Plate 11 Sphinxes on the entrance of Doner tomb
Seljuk period
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