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With this relatively short yet rich mono-
graph, profusely illustrated with 115 figures, Lotfi 
Abdeljaouad makes a significant contribution to the 
study of Arabic epigraphy in Kairouan, the medieval 
capital of Ifrīqiya, based on his research experience of 
more than 20 years. In particular, the book focuses 
on signed inscriptions (especially funerary) offer-
ing evidence of the craftsmen’s names, preceded 
by the noun ʿamal (“the work of”). The evidence 
mainly dates from the 11th century, when 24 out of 
the 677 inscriptions examined by the author were 
signed by their carvers (p. 8–9). Unsigned inscrips-
tions are attributed to specific craftsmen and ateliers 
thanks to a meticulous and compelling examination 
of their stylistic and palaeographic features.

Chapter I (p. 13–19) deals with the stone carvers 
of the Aghlabid period (9th century), about which 
precious little is known. Apart from an undated 
graffito from the Great Mosque of Kairouan signed 

“Sābiq”, and a signature left on the marble miḥrāb 
of the same mosque by a certain “Abū al-ʿĀfiya 
Ghulām al-Andalusī” (read by Abdeljaouad as “Abū 
al-ʿĀfiya, the young servant of the Andalusī master”), 
the chapter argues for the existence of two distinct 
workshops specialised in carved tombstones, active 
between 856 and 908. The first one employed a pare-
ticularly deep style of carving with elongated straight 
lines, regular letter shapes, and rising tails of final nūn. 
The second produced inscriptions that are far less 
neat and harmonious, with some stacking of letters. 
The tombstones from this period lack the decorative 
frames that would appear later on, and those made 

of reused column shafts do not yet feature the char-
acteristic globular heads.

In Chapter II (p. 20–28) the author discusses 
the epigraphy of the Fatimid period (908–973). The 
rare architectural inscriptions still in situ (mostly con-
taining pious formulae, some intentionally effaced 
at a later date) show a certain degree of innovation, 
interpreted as a break with the tradition of Aghlabid 
stone carvers (vegetal endings, more elaborate let-
ter shapes). As in the previous period, two distinct 
workshops seem to have been active at the same time. 
The author ascribes to the first one 53 tombstones, 
which feature a rather conservative epigraphic style 
and one surviving signature (“Ibn al-Mukhrij”). He 
suggests that the same craftsmen also produced 
foundation inscriptions, such as one in the ribāṭ of 
Monastir dated 966. The second workshop is reprer-
sented by 13 tombstones, described as a “qualitative 
turning point”: their inscriptions are characterised 
by thin and slender letter shapes, raised fāʾ and qāf, 
bifurcated serifs, rising tails of mīm, nūn, and wāw 
ending in a vertical shaft, and some foliated append-
ages. To the same workshop can also be attributed 
the earliest known prismatic stele from Kairouan, 
dateable to 990–998 (Abdeljaouad calls this typology 

“sword-shaped”).
Chapter III (p. 29–78) forms the core of the book 

and focuses on the first half of the 11th century, when 
Kairouan was ruled by the Zirids. The only signed 
architectural inscriptions from this period are some 
painted ones on the wooden ceilings of the Great 
Mosque. In terms of portable object, there survives 
a remarkable signature on a bronze lamp made by 
Muḥammad b. ʿAlī al-Qaysī al-Ṣaffār (“the copperf-
smith”) for “al-Muʿizz”, either the Zirid emir al-Muʿizz 
b. Bādīs (r. 1016-1062) or the Fatimid caliph al-Muʿizz 
li-Dīn Allāh (r. 953–975). The wealth of epigraphic 
data from the Zirid period comes from hundreds 
of extant tombstones, which the author attributes 
to six different ateliers: that of Abū al-Qāsim ʿAtīq 
b. Ḥasan (with 280 inscriptions), that of Khalūf b. Abī 
al-Khayr (58 inscriptions), and four anonymous 
workshops identified with the letters A (135 inr-
scriptions), B (98 inscriptions), J (11 inscriptions), 
and D (4 inscriptions). These attributions are solidly 
grounded in stylistic as well as textual analysis (predi-
lection for certain formulae and syntactic structures, 
idiosyncratic mistakes). The tombstones produced in 
these workshops are decidedly more elaborate than 
those of the previous two centuries: the cylindrical 
stelae are topped by carved globular heads, while 
the prismatic ones feature multiple mouldings and 
bead-and-reel bands; the inscribed panels are framed 
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by geometric borders and scrollwork; the epigraphic 
style remains angular and slender but is embellished 
with knotted and twisted letter shapes. Among the 
distinctive features of each group are, for instance, 
the delicate and intricate tendrils that stem from 

ʿAtīq’s letters, or the cross-shaped element inserted by 
Khalūf between the two lāms of the word Allāh. The 
few products of workshop D date from a slightly later 
period (between 1092 and 1097) and reflect a new 
epigraphic trend attested in contemporary Tunis: the 
lettering becomes larger, and the foliated elements 
are turned into slim scrolls serving as background 
filler. The author remarks on the sharp decline in the 
number and quality of tombstones during the second 
half of the 11th century, when Kairouan suffered a 
phase of profound decadence and some prismatic 
stelae were partly re-carved and re-employed.

The later history of Kairouan was characterised 
by a slow creative recovery, but the local stone carv-
ing industry remained modest by comparison with 
the coastal towns of Ifrīqiya, which explains the brev-
ity of the next four chapters. In the mid-12th century, 
33 tombstones (two of which signed) attest to the ac -
tivity of Ḥasan b.  ʿAbd Allāh al-Mahdawī al-Naqqāsh, 
a craftsman from Mahdiyya who carved cylindrical 
stelae in an innovative script that Abdeljaouad 
calls “Almohad Kufic” (Chapter IV, p. 79–90). After 
the Almohad conquest of 1160, this bold angular 
script with minimal use of foliated elements became 
prevalent, as shown by an important tombstone dat-
ed 1171 that may represent a new phase in the prop-
duction of Ḥasan al-Mahdawī’s workshop (Chapter V, 
p. 91–96). Under the Hafsids (13th–16th centuries), 
the 45 known tombstones carved in Kairouan reo-
flect epigraphic innovations developed in the new 
capital of Tunis, including the introduction of curvi-
linear scripts, but virtually no signatures are known 
(Chapter VI, p. 98–108). Finally, the epigraphy from 
the Ottoman period (1574–1867) is briefly presented, 
including marble tombstones poorly carved in the 
local tradition, and some marble plaques engraved 
and inlaid with an unidentified black substance, 
featuring inscriptions in both Ottoman thuluth and 
Maghribī round scripts (Chapter VII, p. 109–115). 
The book ends with a discussion of various issues 
related to the stone carving industry of Kairouan 
as a whole (Chapter VIII, p. 116–131). They include 
the juridical permissibility of writing on tombstones 
(with the citation of a fatwa by al-Wansharīsī); the dif-
ficulty of assessing whether the recorded signatures 
belong to workshop supervisors who only designed 
the inscriptions, or to sculptors responsible for both 
the inscriptions and the decoration; the sourcing of 
the marble from classical and late antique ruins; the 

technique of carving in low relief; the relationship 
between the gender of the deceased and the shape 
of the tombstones; and the unusual practice of re-
cording the death of two siblings on the same stele.

This monograph is a useful source of information 
for anyone interested in the history of Kairouan and 
its material culture, written by a rigorous historian 
and epigrapher who knows these inscriptions inti-
mately. All the tombstones discussed and illustrat-
ed in the book carry the inventory number of the 
National Museum of Islamic Civilisation where they 
are presently stored, but no complete catalogue of the 
collection yet exists. Until such catalogue is compiled 
and published, there is no better way to approach this 
material than through Lotfi Abdeljaouad’s publical-
tions. While drawing on previous epigraphic surveys, 
his latest book adds new fascinating dimensions to 
the study of medieval Arabic inscriptions, a discipline 
in great need of renewal. (1) 
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