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IA Collection Highlights Tour 

 Welcome to the Museum of Islamic Art. As you enter the Museum, you will walk into the main atrium, surrounded 
by the galleries - the heart of the museum building. MIA was designed by the renowned architect I.M. Pei and 
opened to the public in 2008. Its collection spans over 1400 years of history and is drawn from across three 
continents. The collection reflects the vitality, complexity and diversity of the arts of Islamic civilizations.  
This tour highlights ten masterpieces from MIA’s collection and illustrates major principles of Islamic Art. The 
gallery in which each object is displayed is named here. You will find these galleries on floor 2 and floor 3. MIA 
Visitor Services staff at reception or in the galleries will be happy to help you find these objects.   
 

 

 

Ceramic Bowl 
PO.31.1999, Earthenware 
Abbasid Iraq (Basra), 9th Century CE 
Introductory Gallery (Gallery 1) 
 

 

This bowl was made in Basra, in today’s Iraq, a leading centre of fine pottery during the time of the Abbasid 
Caliphate (750-1258 CE). The Abbasid caliphs ruled much of North Africa, the Middle East and Greater Persia 
from their capital city Baghdad. Elegant Kufic scripts, like the lettering that decorates this bowl, were the 
earliest modes of Arabic calligraphy and used throughout Abbasid territories. The inscription on the bowl reads 
‘what was done was worthwhile’.  
 
 

 

 



 
 
  

 

 

Silk Velvet Panel 
TE.204, Voided Silk Brocade Velvet with Metal Threads 
Safavid Iran, Early 17th Century CE 
Pattern in Art Gallery (Gallery 6)  
 

 
Silk textiles like this one were highly prized during the rule of the Safavid dynasty in Iran (1501-1722 CE). In this 
panel, two elegantly clad females participate in the popular pastime of falconry. The pigeon wings tied around 
their waists alongside a cord and hood were meant to lure falcons. The long robes and pointed shoes are 
reminiscent of Safavid fashion at that time, but the small hats and deeper necklines indicate a European 
influence. Asian and European monarchs alike admired Safavid textiles for their use of silver, gold and other fine 
materials, and they were often given as political and diplomatic gifts.  
 

  

Carved and Inlaid Door Panel 
WW.123-124.2008, Wood, Ebony / Ivory Inlay 
Mamluk Egypt (Cairo), 1330 CE 
Pattern in Art Gallery (Gallery 7) 
 

 
Complex geometric patterns are a defining characteristic of art from across the Islamic world, expressed here 
using wood inlaid with ebony and ivory. These doors once adorned the minbar of Amir Qawsun in the historic 
city of Cairo. A minbar is a mosque pulpit from where the Imam, the leader of congregational prayer in the 
Islamic faith, delivers his address at Friday noon prayers. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
  

Planispheric Astrolabe 
MW.343.2007, Brass 
Abbasid Iraq, 10th Century CE 
Science in Art Gallery (Gallery 8) 
 

 
 

Astrolabes were first used by the ancient Greeks and later significantly developed by Arab scientists. They were 
used as navigational tools, and in particular helped pilgrims to chart their journeys to Mecca, the holiest city of 
Islam. The elegant designs and craftsmanship make them highly prized as works of art.  This astrolabe was 
made in Iraq at the time of the famed ‘House of Wisdom’, the Abbasid centre of scientific, mathematical, 
philosophical and artistic learning in medieval Baghdad. 
 

 

Tilework Cenotaph 
PO.289.2004, Glazed Ceramic 
Central Asia (Khiva), 14th Century CE 
Writing in Art Gallery (Gallery 3) 
 

 
In some regions of the Islamic world, tombs and grave markers developed through history as artistic and 
architectural features.  This cenotaph comes from the area around the city of Khiva in today’s Uzbekistan, and is 
decorated with Persian and Arabic poetic lamentations that mourn the deceased. The use of an early form of 
‘thuluth’ script and turquoise and cobalt blue tiles are defining features of the region’s artistic style at this time. 
 
 

 

 



 

 

 
  

 

‘Shahnameh’ Manuscript 
MS.639, Leather, Paper, Gilding, Watercolour, Ink 
Safavid Iran (Shiraz), 1583 CE 
Figure in Art Gallery (Gallery 4) 
 

The ‘Shahnameh’ or ‘The Book of Kings’ charts the histories and myths of the Greater Persian Empire, which 
stretched across much of Central Asia, Iran and Afghanistan until the arrival of Islam. The Shahnameh was 
written one thousand years ago by the poet Ferdowsi, and includes more than 50,000 Persian verses. This 
copy was made in Iran by the scribe Hidayat Allah Shirazi in his native city of Shiraz. 
 

 

Architectural Capitals 
SW.151.2008, Marble 
Umayyad Spain (Cordoba), 9th - 10th Century CE 
Early Islamic Art 7th – 12th Century Gallery (Gallery 13) 
 

 
This set of architectural capitals are believed to have come from the now-ruined palace city of Madinat al-Zahra 
outside Cordoba in Al-Andalus – the centre of the Arab empire that stretched across southern Spain for eight 
centuries (circa 711 – 1492 CE). The marble-carved capitals show vegetal designs reminiscent of the Roman and 
Visigothic cultures present in Spain before the arrival of Arab rulers, and exhibit the skill of stone carvers in the 
region. 
 

 

 



 

 

 
 

 

 

The ‘Cavour’ Vase 
GL.6.1998 Glass, Enamelled, Gilded 
Probably Syria, 13th Century CE  
Egypt & Syria 12th – 13th Century Gallery (Gallery 11) 

 
This vase is one of a small group of blue-purple enamelled and gilded glass vessels made in Syria and Egypt 
during the Mamluk period (circa 1250 – 1517 CE). Its inscriptions carry the titles of an unnamed sultan. The name 
'Cavour’ Vase stems from a tradition - which remains unproven - that the vase once belonged to Camillo Benso, 
Count of Cavour (1810 - 1861 CE). 
 

 

Carved Emerald Plaque 
JE.86.2002, Emerald 
Mughal India, 1695-96 CE 
India 16th – 18th Century Gallery (Gallery 17) 
 

 
The Mughal rulers of South Asia held extensive treasuries of gemstones mined both within their own territories 
and abroad.  Emeralds were imported from Colombia by Portuguese and Spanish traders for Mughal patrons 
where they were polished and shaped by master lapidaries at the royal court. This large emerald is inscribed on 
one side with a prayer in Arabic script and carved on the other with a floral motif.  
 
 

 

 



 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Coffee-Cup Holder 
JE.206.2008, Diamond & Ruby-Set Gold  
Turkey or Europe (probably Switzerland), 19th Century 
Turkey 16th – 18th Century Gallery (Gallery 18) 
 

 

This striking coffee cup holder, ‘zarf’ in Turkish, is made of gold and richly embellished with diamonds and 
rubies. Each gemstone has been carefully hand cut to fit into floral motifs by a master lapidary. This process 
was highly skilled and would have resulted in considerable wastage. Elaborate coffee-cup holders were used for 
the ritualised drinking of coffee popular through the centuries in Turkey, protecting the drinker’s fingers from the 
hot cup held inside. 
 
 
Thank you for taking this tour of MIA’s masterpieces today.   
If you have comments or feedback, please contact us at miatalks@qma.org.qa. 
For further information about the collections, exhibitions, activities and events at MIA, visit our website at 
mia.org.qa. 
We look forward to welcoming you to MIA again soon. 
 
facebook.com/MIAQatar 
twitter.com/miaqatar 
youtube.com/miaqatar 
instagram.com/miaqatar 
plus.google.com/+MuseumofIslamicArt 
 

https://www.facebook.com/MIAQatar



