NOTABLE SALE: MAMLUK ENAMELLED GLASS BEAKER

PUBLISHED 01/11/2024

In 2024, David Aaron sold an exquisite Mamluk beaker adorned with enamelled court musicians to the Corning Museum of
Glass, Corning, New York - the preeminent museum globally dedicated to the art andhistory of glass.

The exterior of the clear glass beaker is adorned with intricate enamel and gilt decoration. Blue, red, white, black, and green
enamel is used to evoke a lively court scene of three seated musicians — one with a harp, one a lute, and another holding what
may be a tambourine. The figures are divided by tall frond-like plants, and framed within a border of coursing hares above,
and one of quatrefoils below, both picked out in blue.

Hllustrations of intricate enamel and gilt decoration


https://glasscollection.cmog.org/objects/69032/beaker;jsessionid=36C3A0F9FD8B0F8D6D9BB8436953E5B8?ctx=36bdaca0c99dffe407946d32e2e2fbc3fb9be730&idx=1
https://glasscollection.cmog.org/collections

The vessel stands on a slightly protruding circular foot. The pontil mark on the centre of the underside indicates that the glass
was hand blown; the thick, doughnut-like double layer of glass at the base is a common trait in Mamluk vessels of this
kind. High-quality enamelled glass was produced in specialised workshops in the Ayyubid and Mamluk controlled regions of
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries (present-day Egypt and Syria). Coloured enamels were produced from powdered
opaque glass that was applied to a vessel’s surface, often alongside gold, and then the whole piece was heated in a kiln to
produce the richly coloured designs.

Mamluk Enamelled Glass Beaker, 13th century A.D. Image: David Brunetti

The technique was first developed in the twelfth century in the Syrian area, and flourished during the final decades of the
Ayyubid dynasty (1171-1260) and the early Mamluk period in the thirteenth century. Following, Cairo’s selection as the
Mamluk capital in the fourteenth century, most enamelled and gilded glass would have been produced in Egyptian workshops.
The vast number of surviving fragments of Mamluk glass demonstrate its popularity and appeal — enamelled glassware must
have been produced for commercial as well as noble clients. Moving forwards into the end of the fourteenth and early
fifteenth centuries, dwindling patronage led to the closure of the Mamluk glass workshops, marking the end of
Islamic artisans’ domination of enamelled glass production.

Mlustriously Ilustrated



This beaker has been extensively published since at least 1927, when it was discussed by Swedish-American polymath and
curator at the California Academy of Sciences, Gustav Eisen. It was later published by Swedish art historian Carl Johan
Lamm, who classed the beaker within his ‘Damascus group’.
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The Collection of Kouchalkji Freéres, Anderson Galleries, New York, 23rd January, 1927, lot 235.


https://www.calacademy.org/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign={campaignname}&utm_content={adgroupname}&utm_term=california academy of sciences&utm_matchtype=e&utm_device=c&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23368043943&gclid=CjwKCAjw8uTQBhAdEiwAVvtJysjyxM1Htt_Re4dAjB03bjaJ9atgEylwkB8L-dYOKxotJv4nRYA0ZRoCa_UQAvD_BwE
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Gustavus A. Eisen and Fahim Kouchakji, Glass: Its Origin, History, Chronology, Technic and Classification to the Sixteenth Century (New York 1927), vol. II, p. 676, pl.
172.

Tafel 115
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GOLDEMAILGLASER DER REICHLICH EMAILLIERTEN, GROSSFIGURIGEN , ALEPPO-

. . GRUPPE" DES XIII JH. IV
Beispiele der Gattung mit rotreli Gold und derjenigen mit unk Gold auf
T blavem Grund: Gefille und Fragmente verschiedener Herkunft

Carl Johan Lamm, Mittelalterliche Gldser und Steinschnittarbeiten aus dem Nahen Osten, (Berlin, 1929-30), vol. II, pl. 115, fig. 2.

This group features other highly notable examples of Mamluk enamelled glass, including a glass bucket or finger-bowl from
the Rothschild collection which sold at Sotheby’s for over £1.5 million in 2009. Another work previously in the Rothschild



https://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2009/arts-of-the-islamic-world-l09721/lot.96.html

collection presents a strong comparison with this beaker: an Ayyubid goblet on a later silver mount. known as the ‘Palmer
Cup’. now in the British Museum (WB.53). Like the beaker, the goblet depicts a festive courtly scene framed within twining
blue borders, and is a similarly rare and finely executed example of Islamic enamelled glass.

Mamluk glass bucket, mid-14th century, Sothebys



https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_WB-53?selectedImageId=1501269001

Goblet, 1201-1250 (circa (glass)), 14thC (mount), © The Trustees of the British Museum.

Eisen recorded the ©beaker in the collection of Fahim Kouchakji son of one of the brothers
who established the Kouchakji Fréres dealership. Specialising in Syrian, Alexandrian, Roman, and Arabic antiquities,
the Kouchakjis ran highly-esteemed shops in Aleppo, Paris, and New York, and many of the items that passed through their
hands can now be found in international museums (for instance, the famous Antioch “Chalice”. now in the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, 50.4). According to Eisen, in a 1916 catalogue for an exhibition of the Kouchakji Fréres’s glass
collection, it was ‘one of the most remarkable [collections] in existence and rivals that of the great museums of Europe’.

Interestingly, a 1918 catalogue of a sale of the Kouchakiji Fréres collection features a glass beaker that is incredibly similar to
this example. With the same dimensions, colour scheme, and motifs, it is possible that the beakers were originally part of a
pair or set of glasses. It is also possible that this is, in fact, the same beaker as that now with the Corning Museum and the
subtle differences in design are the result of later restorations. It is a testament to the quality of the beaker that it has been
illustrated in each of the publications and catalogues that it has featured in throughout the twentieth century.

A similar beaker, The Kouchalji Fréres Collection, American Art Galleries, New York, 8th-9th March 1918, lot 282, frontispiece.


https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/468346

A Connoisseurly Collector

After leaving the Kouchakji collection in 1977, the beaker appears at a later Sotheby’s sale, before making its way into the
hands of Iranian collector Saeced Motamed. Famous for his highly considered taste and interest in Islamic art, with particular
focus on early Islamic glass and Persian lacquerware, Motamed gathered a collection of over 1,000 objects from 1953 until
his death in 2013. Many pieces from his collection are now in museums around the world, including several
Islamic glasswares now in the British Museum (1978.1011.2, 1969.0317.2, 1967.0214.1, 1964.1217.2, 1978.1011.1).
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A Mamluk Free-Blown Gilded and Enamelled Glass  of coursing hares above and of quatrefoils below, with
Beaker, 13th Gentury, probably Aleppo, the narrow iridescence, braken and repaired with some plastic insertions,
cylindrical body with a widely flaring mouth, standing 7 4m, 5% height

on a slighdy indented base strengthened with an applied

overlapping thread, the body decorated with gilding and  AMast probably

blue, red, white, black and lime-green enamel with a  Literature: Eisen, p.687, pl.172 (illus)

wide frieze of three seated figures against leafy sprays, Lamm, M.G., plate 115, fig.2. (illus)
with a border £800-1,

Islamic Works of Art, Carpets and Textiles, Sotheby’s, London, 14th October 1987, lot 315.

Passing from the ownership of a specialist dealer, through to a specialist collector, and now a specialist museum, this
beaker represents a remarkable example of thirteenth-century Mamluk enamelled glass that has survived the centuries with
only partial restorations.

The beaker can now be viewed in the Ancient Gallery of the Corning Museum of Glass, 2024.1.2.


https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1978-1011-2
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1969-0317-2_1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1967-0214-1
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1964-1217-2
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/W_1978-1011-1
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