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ḠAZNĪ II. MONUMENTS AND
INSCRIPTIONS

ii. MONUMENTS AND INSCRIPTIONS

The earliest known monuments of Ḡaznī belong to the Ghaznavid period
(366-583/977-1187), the best representative of which are the two minarets
standing east of the citadel, close to two large mounds resembling mosques
(Bombaci, 1959, p. 7; Figure 1). Each minaret bears a dedicatory inscription
containing respectively the names of Masʿūd III (492-509/1099-115) and
Bahrāmšāh (512-52/1118-157). They are built of brick and present two similar
polygonal star-shaped basements that were originally surmounted by
cylindrical shafts (Vigne, p. 125; Survey of Persian Art III, fig. 337; PLATE I). The
shafts collapsed between the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th
century, and the remains were subsequently covered by a tin roof.

Three different types of inscriptions are carved on Masʿūd’s minaret, whose
decoration remained incomplete when he died. The first inscription, in
bordered kufic, decorates the upper part of the basement. The name and titles
of the sultan follow the besmellāh formula (q.v.). Next is a fragmentary cursive
inscription on a narrow band framing some panels and containing the entire
chapter 48 (Sūrat al-fatḥ) of the Qurʾān. The last one, in square kufic,
containing the name of the sultan and some of his titles, decorates the lower
part of the basement (Pinder-Wilson, 1985, pp. 90-91).
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The only inscription carved on the upper part of Bahrāmšāh’s minaret is in
bordered kufic similar to that of Masʿūd’s minaret; it starts with the basmala
followed by the sultan’s name and titles (Sourdel-Thomine, 1953).

During the excavation campaigns (1957-64) the Italian Archaeological Mission
brought to light the remains of a magnificent palace in the plain of Dašt-e
Manāra at some 300 m east of Masʿūd’s minaret (Scerrato). The archaeologists
ascribed the palace to Masʿūd III both on the basis of its proximity to his
minaret and the two cursive inscriptions carved respectively on a fragmentary
meḥrāb arch and a marble architectural element. The first contains the name
of the sultan, the latter that of the architect and the date of construction
(Ramażān 505/March 1112; Bombaci, 1966, pp. 3-4), i.e., towards the end of
Masʿūd III’s reign. The palace, with a four-ayvān courtyard, built of brick with
marble panels and pavements, constituted a real royal town with a mosque,
some residential, commercial, and military quarters, public areas, and
gardens. Of the more than 510 original marble panels (70 cm high) of the base
of the walls surrounding the main court, 44 came to light. Each panel has three
parts; the upper part, about 10 cm high, bears an inscription in Persian verses
carved in foliated kufic (one of the oldest examples of Persian epigraphy; see
epigraphy iii). The central part, about 58 cm high, shows elaborate palmettes
that fill the typical Ghaznavid trefoil arches. The lower part, approximately 6
cm high, bears a narrow band of vegetal scrolls. The ornament of these marble
panels sometimes shows quadrupeds and birds (Bombaci, 1966).

Literary sources describe the intense building activity of the Ghaznavid rulers,
but no other remains have been discovered until now (Bombaci, 1958). Several
factors contributed to the rapid disappearance of the buildings: numerous
devastating assaults (beginning with the fire set by the Ghurid ʿAlāʾ-al-Dīn
Ḥosayn in 545/1150-51), powerful earthquakes (esp. in 1505, 1832, 1842, 1874,
and 1902; Stenz, pp. 41-50), the tendency of each Ghaznavid ruler to abandon
the residence of his predecessor, and the effect of cold climate on brick-
structures. The historian Abu’l-Fażl Bayhaqī (q.v.) reports that the residence of
Masʿūd I was in ruin only twenty years after its construction (ed. Fayyāż, p.
499). The traveler Ebn Baṭṭūṭa visited Ḡazna in the 14th century and was
surprised by the desolate landscape around it (III, p. 88). In 910/1504 the
Mughal Ẓahīr-al-Dīn Moḥammad Bābor seized Ḡaznī and described it as a
“very humble place.” He mentioned the tombs of Maḥmūd, Masʿūd, Ebrāhīm,
as well as many anonymous “blessed” ones (Bābor-nāma, tr., Beveridge, pp.
218-19).
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From 1957 to 1966 the Italian Archaeological Mission uncovered many tombs
scattered over the several small cemeteries and shrines (zīārāts) located in
particular to the east of the citadel. The white marble monuments distinguish
a conspicuous group of individual tombs, thus constituting evidence for the
uninterrupted evolution in the construction of tombs and the related
inscriptions since the beginning of the Ghaznavid period (Giunta). The tombs
consist of two or more superimposed and scaled-down architectural elements
forming a truncated pyramid. Each tomb is composed of a basement and a
crested top element connected by one or more intermediate element.

The tombs of the Ghaznavid period, generally without cenotaphs, consist of
low basements surmounted by prismatic elements and a rich variety of
stepped socles and crested top components. In contrast, the funerary
architecture of the Ghurid (q.v.) period was always provided with high
cenotaphs, while the prismatic elements changed in height, width, and length,
and the stepped socles disappeared. Since the 15th century, the tombs became
simpler and the intermediate elements progressively disappeared. The
funerary architecture of Ḡaznī has no close parallels in any other region of the
Islamic world. It is noteworthy, however, that pictures of similar tombs can be
found in some 13th-century manuscripts (Rice, pls. iv-vii; Ateş, pls. 11, 15, figs.
31, 42-44; Melikian-Chirvani, figs. 62-63, 65).

The inscriptions, carved in relief, generally occupy the four sides of each
element of the tomb. The epitaphs follow a standard scheme which changes
according to the dynasties. During the Ghaznavid period the most complete
formula includes the besmala, the šahāda, the formula hāḏā qabr (this is the
tomb of), the name of the deceased together with his genealogy and titles, the
date of death, some koranic verses, and invocations for the deceased. The
tombs of the Ghurid period lack the name of the deceased, while the šahāda
occupies the two longitudinal faces of the top element. The āyat al-korsī
(Qurʾān 2:255) was often repeated on the elements of the tomb. In late tombs
the epitaphs generally contain the name of the deceased and some koranic
verses. The majority of Ḡaznī tombs are dateless, but they can be dated on the
basis of those bearing dates or clear attributions.

The tombs are of great interest both for their structure and their ornamental
and epigraphic features. Under the Ghaznavids kufic reached very eleborated
forms acquiring a high decorative character. Four types of kufic were adopted:
simple kufic with some decorative devices (since the end of the 10th cent.);
square kufic (since the 11th cent.), bordered kufic in which the letters are
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often prolongated and generate two half palmettes or half leaves (since the
mid-11th cent.); and foliated kufic whose angular letters bear leaves, scrolls,
and half palmettes (since the beginning of the 12th cent.). Many ornamental
elements are freely inserted in the spaces above or beside the letters. Kufic is
not documented in the funerary inscriptions of the Ghurid period.

Since the first half of the 11th century the Ghaznavids also used the cursive
script for funerary epigraphy as in one of the twenty-four inscriptions carved
on the tomb of Maḥmūd (d. 421/1030) and in that of an unknown person who
died in 447/1055. Both inscriptions contain six lines framed by a trilobed arch
(PLATE II). These two inscriptions, together with another one carved on
marble from the Ghaznavid mosque at Rāja Gīrā in the Swāt Valley and dated
440/1048-49 (Nazir Khan, pp. 153-66), are probably the earliest monumental
cursive inscriptions in the Islamic world.
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